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Dear Reader,

Welcome to the introspection of Advent.  During this season of 
deep reflection, we prepare to celebrate Christmas, the coming 
of the Christ Child.

This year, we meditate on these scriptures with the theme 
"The Magnitude of God’s Promise.”  This collection of writings is 
offered as a framework for your own Advent ponderings.  
The writers are a diverse group of people, though all are from 
this congregation.

We invite you to join us in any of our opportunities for worship, 
service, prayer and observance.  The calendar for the season is 
available on our website:  www.santamonicaumc.org/advent;  
further information is also available by calling the church office 
at (310) 393-8258.

May you find these days to be holy and blessed.

First United Methodist Church of Santa Monica 
Spiritual Formation Council



First Sunday of Advent - NOVEMBER 27 
Matthew 24:36-44

For the last few years, I have been an alternate for the Lenten and 
Advent devotional campaigns, as I began helping recruit for the 
ministry and wanted to elevate voices outside my own. I decided to 
say yes this season, and it felt fitting (and made me chuckle) when I 
realized my assigned date would be kicking off the 2022 daily Advent 
messages. Please enjoy!

Today’s scripture can feel very unsettling, especially for a planner like 
me. I access my iPhone calendar app numerous times a day - looking 
at what’s coming up, rearranging blocks of time, and adding events 
to my schedule days, weeks, even months in advance. I know what 
exercises I’m doing each day, what I’m going to make for dinner, when 
I have appointments, and all sorts of other recurring reminders (check 
the fire extinguishers, give the cats their flea medication, vacuum 
behind the appliances, etc). Every day of my life at least starts with a 
plan. 

There are certainly days that do not “go to plan,” and I’m forced to 
adapt my mindset and go with the flow. But to imagine that one day 
we will all wake up and our entire lives will change, with no notice, is 
enough to unnerve even the most flexible, laid-back folks. Though we 
may not know when that day will come, we do have God’s promise 
that it will. And in the meantime, planners like me can make sure they 
are ready in advance!

A prayer, on this first day of the Advent season:

Dear God,
Only you are all-knowing. Only you know what you have planned for us. 
Help us to trust in You, in Your plan, and live our lives according to Your will. 
Amen.

– Whitney Hagan



NOVEMBER 28 
Psalm 122 

Today’s reading comes from Psalm 122 and is a song of ascents, a 
song attributed to David that the Jewish faithful would sing on their 
pilgrimage to worship God. The ascent referred to the climb up to 
the top of the hill to Jerusalem as well as the climb up the steps to the 
temple. But the temple was still in the future when David wrote this 
Psalm, not to be completed until the rule of David’s son Solomon. Why 
was it important to David that the temple be built in Jerusalem?

When David wrote “I was glad when they said unto me, ‘Let us go 
into the house of the Lord’” he entwines “they” with “I” to bring 
together the personal connection to God with the communal rituals 
of worshipping God. With the capture of Jerusalem from Canaanites, 
no single tribe would have dominion over the temple and all of 
God’s faithful could come together as equals to worship together in 
Jerusalem.

When we look at today’s fractured society, we see two sides that 
struggle to find common ground. It is important to remember that 
God wants us to come together as community regardless of our 
differences, and that God has given grace, his son Jesus Christ and the 
promise of everlasting life to all who are willing to hear and follow His 
Word in the sacred places that He provides for us.

Just as David looked to the future of the Temple on the Mount in 
Jerusalem, we need to look past our differences to see the future that 
God has promised to all of us and come together as a community to 
worship together in our sacred places to glorify God and all that he 
has given us.

Prayer: Dear God, let us remember that as David saw people come together 
to worship at the temple in Jerusalem, we should gather together in our 
worship places to overcome our differences and bring the fruition of God’s 
plan for us all.

– Ben Ing



NOVEMBER 29 
Isaiah 2:1-5

In December 2018, I had the unnerving experience, along with about 
a dozen others, of being stuck between floors in an office building 
elevator. We called for help, but we did not know when rescuers would 
arrive. 

Among us were two women, an asthma sufferer and her supervisor 
at a firm with offices in the building.  Knowing that this anxiety-
producing event might trigger an attack, the supervisor spoke 
calmly to the asthmatic woman reassuring her and reminding 
her that an inhaler was handy. She soothed (and distracted) the 
asthmatic woman with words of hope of a future beyond the present 
circumstances by repeating with cheerful anticipation that “Christmas 
is coming.”

Like those of us in the elevator, God’s people were long trapped by a 
broken political system without knowing when (or if) the oppression 
would end. A succession of inept, corrupt, and apathetic kings and 
rulers had no incentive to fix its brokenness.  Isaiah’s prophesy was of a 
new age of sovereignty, diversity, and peace. His message of messianic 
hope was beyond what any king or ruler could bring about.

Isaiah’s words foretell the coming of the promised messiah who will 
bring peace and order to the earth and will uplift God’s people to “the 
highest of mountains.” To early Christians, that promise was fulfilled 
in Jesus, the teacher of God’s ways, the proclaimer of the Word, and 
the artificer of peace. The messianic promise is unbroken. Christmas 
is coming.

– Linda Diane Anderson



NOVEMBER 30 
Psalm 130 

Today's Psalm speaks of waiting for God and Their mercy. Of wanting 
God to save us from the inequities of life. Of waiting for God like one 
waits for morning sun. 

Now I don’t know about you, but I would love a way to solve life’s 
unfairness. The idea of God able to solve all problems with a snap 
of their fingers sounds wonderful. The lack of affordable housing 
in LA? God comes and clicks the solution into existence. The war in 
Ukraine? God’s got that fixed in a wink. The dryer eating all my socks? 
Why not? God’s on that too! After all, isn’t that part of God’s great 
promise? A world full of peace and justice and perfectly paired socks? 

It sounds great in theory, but what is the practice? There’s a lot of 
world here, a lot of justice to be served, a lot of peace to be brought. 
And while I have no doubt God is up for the challenge, what are 
we meant to do in the meantime? Wait? Wait like we wait for the 
morning? I for one am not one for waiting. I feel sick of watching these 
injustices and being unable to solve them. God put me on this earth 
with a hunger to change things, a drive to fix the injustices I see in our 
world. Maybe I can’t solve the housing crisis but maybe I can vote on 
potential solutions. Maybe I can’t stop the dryer from eating my socks, 
but perhaps a handyman can. He can be the answers to my injustice, 
and in turn, I can be the answer to someone else’s. 

We are God’s children, and do our part to follow in Jesus’ teachings, 
to solve the world’s inequities. Each of us alone can solve very little, 
but together we can be God’s promise, showing the world justice 
and mercy through our community commitments and aid. No 
more waiting, because like the sun rising in the morning, we can be 
someone’s light.

– Molly Smith



DECEMBER 1 
Isaiah 40:3-5

This passage speaks to us in many ways. Overcoming obstacles, 
both real and imagined, is a common concern for many. We strain 
and strive to hear God’s voice in what we perceive as wilderness–and 
rightly so–as even our most civilized places now appear wild and 
bereft of compassion or perspective. How can we acknowledge the 
simple beauty of the Lord around us, directly in front of us, in so many 
forms, in so many places when the distraction of worry, injustice, grief, 
health and hardship present seemingly insurmountable barriers to 
that blessed recognition? 

As we enter this gentle season of changing colors, falling leaves, and 
dark skies filled with stars made even brighter by the cold winds of 
autumn and winter nights, our answers lie in the abiding comfort of 
God’s voice and promise. Make way for His glory and wonder, just 
as He makes way for our us in His heart and kingdom. Acknowledge 
the magnitude of His everlasting assurance given with such gentle 
inspiration and faith in our abilities to overcome any and all 
hinderances that lay before us, even when we are weak, vulnerable, 
disillusioned. “And the glory of the Lord will be revealed, and all 
people will see it together.” We remind ourselves now, in the warmth 
and comfort of each other’s company and prayers, that we truly see 
God’s forgiving mercy and blessed inspiration–we hear His voice 
which will guide us all our days.

Love and blessings,

–  Anna M. Rogers



DECEMBER 2 
Romans 13:11-14

This scripture reminds us that now is the time and “our salvation [is] 
nearer than when we believed.” Initially, I focused on the salvation 
part, but it’s actually the “now is the time” message that’s the call 
to action. As Christians, we are wait-ers:  We wait for Christmas 
and Easter, we wait for the return of Jesus, we wait for our reward in 
Heaven. Sometimes we’re so busy waiting, we miss The Now. We can 
ignore the day-to-day life, focused so far ahead on “one day.” 

Here we’re reminded it’s “high time to awake out of sleep,” “cast off 
the works of darkness” and “put on the armour of light.” Live as if 
salvation is around the corner. Use that pricey perfume (don’t save it 
only for “special” occasions), take that trip (don’t wait until the time is 
“perfect”), and say what we need to say (don’t wait until it’s too late).    

But lest we think this is license to go wild, the scripture cautions 
us:  Don’t go nuts. We should “walk honestly,” avoiding all things 
immoral. The world isn’t ending, so calm down. 

The question is then how to live woken “out of sleep.” ?  I am reminded 
of an anecdote I shared previously. I was running a workshop and got 
the text “Jesus is coming” from the project lead. Jesus was coming? 
Here? Now? At work? Uh, hallelujah? Right then, the next text came: 
“He has the copies.” Oh. Right. Jesus (“Hay-zeus”), the Latino T.A., 
was bringing handouts for the teachers. 

But why my reaction? I believe Jesus can come at any time, so why was 
I surprised that he might actually have come? And if He had come, 
would I be found worthy? I realized I needed to be more mindful and 
live in The Now. And yes, it’s hard. When I feel myself slipping, I return 
to fake meditation:  What is good in my life, and what would I like to 
change? What do I love in my communities, and what I would like to 
change? And can I start doing even one thing now to assist any of that 
change? While I wait for the magnitude of God’s promise, whenever it 
arrives, I want to enjoy now.

– Mira Pak



DECEMBER 3 
James 5:7-10

God will never forgo His promises of Christ’s return and of eternal life!  

How amazing that is!  But will we remain in steadfast, unwavering 
devotion to Him and be ready when Christ returns to receive His 
promises?

Patience is a difficult thing for almost everyone.  We have become a 
society of wanting what we want and wanting it immediately.  We 
don’t want to wait for anything, whether getting through traffic, 
getting test results or that new watch, or going on a trip.  As our 
patience wanes, we can become anxious about a situation or even 
angry with others.  Impatience can bring about distraction from what 
our goals and desires should be.  We can lose our focus on God, his 
infinite love, and the treasures he has in store for us which are far 
greater than any treasure we think we have gained on earth.

The Bible gives us many stories of those who suffered greatly on earth 
but who through it all found courage and perseverance to remain 
faithful to God.   We must find that courage and perseverance for 
ourselves.

We do not know when our time—or God’s time—will come.  We must 
be ready.

Dear Heavenly Father,
We want to be your good and faithful servant so that our light can shine 
among the people and bring them to You. You know our hearts and you 
know our failings.  Thank you for your grace and mercy.  Most of all, thank 
you for your great love and forgiveness.
In the name of your precious Son Jesus we pray,
Amen.

– Kathy Hall



Second Sunday of Advent - DECEMBER 4
Matthew 3:1-6

Again - John the Baptist
 

Third consecutive
year. Message to me? I read;

listen. Find promise.

–  Art Dodd, Jr.



DECEMBER 5 
Matthew 3:7-12

Consider repentance as a daily practice–to turn. Repent not as an 
apology or an undoing, but as a lesson. When we want to hold up our 
shame for erasure, call on gratitude, “I did it poorly when I wanted to 
do it differently – and now I get to try again.” 

How do we live differently? The late poet, Mary Oliver said, “Attention 
is the beginning of devotion.” When we think of repentance as a 
turning – what do we choose to turn towards? Where, in our lives, 
is there an opportunity for turning? Maybe only a few degrees, 
sometimes back again. 

Advent is a time of waiting. Waiting invites pause. Not turning to 
move quickly, but pausing before entering the next room.

Devotion to attention can often feel like a devotion to attention to 
oneself. But when we allow the turning, this can become a prayer–a 
turn towards joy and generosity, towards light. Permit ourselves our 
own attention, so that we may be our best selves for others. What will 
I turn to and how will you turn also? 

Matthew asks, "Are we the wheat or the chaff?" The wheat God 
will store in his barn, the chaff will be swept and burned. Our 
unchangeable ways can shift, and the barn can become bigger.

In Advent, we join God to believe in a world that is closer to heaven. 
What can I do, today, to be the smallest bit more heavenly? How can I 
let it grow tomorrow?

Mary Oliver asks, “Tell me, what is it you plan to do With your one 
wild and precious life?”

To pay attention, to turn, to learn and try once more. 
    
– Frances Erlandson



DECEMBER 6 
Psalm 72:1-7, 17-19

Just Leaders

   A prayer from King Solomon for God to provide
His son with justice and wisdom for him to preside

A ruler with righteousness to bring to the people
And protect the afflicted and those that are feeble

May he crush the oppressors and bring them down
In a land that is fruitful where prosperity abounds

If only all Leaders were truly righteous and just
How our world would thrive and be with such trust

His reign shall endure as long as the sun
The righteous will flourish, his kingdom will come

Praise be to God who does marvelous deeds
To an earth filled with glory and fulfillment of creeds

May this prayer be heard and felt from within
Amen is said and Amen said again

– Dan Nessel



DECEMBER 7 
Isaiah 11:1-5

You just gotta love Isaiah! He is full of good news from early on in his 
writings (Chapter 9:6 For unto us a child is born…). Now in Chapter 
11:1, he is talking about a stump, a branch to come from the house of 
Jesse, King David’s father, to rescue the surviving remnant of God’s 
people from Assyrian captivity. The Israelites have got to be thrilled! 
This messiah would be empowered through the Holy Spirit and 
would establish again, for the people, a kingdom of righteousness 
and peace.

Ah, would that it would be so easy in those days and in ours. I can tell 
you that there have been times in my life when I was in a very dark 
place and needed a vision that it was all going to get better. And it 
did, eventually, with the support and help from my church, my friends, 
and lot of inner spiritual work on my part. I look at our community 
and world today with eyes that see a lot of disfunction, division, 
indifference, oppression, and lack of social justice for so many. 
Addiction to money, prestige and material possessions seems to be 
the order of the day, along with the basic lack of integrity, kindness 
and consideration that used to be a part of the fabric of our dealings 
with each other.

Is everything going to be ok? I just have to side with the optimists on 
this one.  I witnessed and have been the recipient of a lot of really 
kind deeds (angels do dwell among us!) not to be disheartened by 
all the devastating news on TV and internet. Being a Jeremiah fan 
also (Jeremiah 29:11), I am convinced of God’s promise of a better, 
more righteous time. Lead by the Holy Spirit which dwells in all of 
us, we can make the world a better place by Being the Hope!  Sound 
familiar?

So build your castles and plant your gardens where you are and make 
the magnificent promises of God come true now. Prosper now, spread 
love now. Do it now ~ kindness is catching ~ be contagious!
                 
Blessings!

– Martha Ross



DECEMBER 8 
Isaiah 11:6-9

As Isaiah begins this passage, he uses lots of metaphors to help 
bridge a connection between the reader (who is prey) and God who 
is perceived as a scary predator. He talks about predators and how 
they live, eat, sleep, and respect their prey in the kingdom of God. He 
talks about a wolf living with a lamb, its most desired dinner, how a 
carnivore lion will go down to eat straw like the ox, and even how an 
infant who puts his hand in a viper’s nest will not get injured, because 
the predator who is God doesn’t harm but only forgives. 

Personally, in my own life and in my search for God, what helped me 
believe in him was the realization that he has been someone who 
has always been here; no matter how I felt about him and no matter 
how bad my wrongdoings/sins were. He has always been open to 
my feelings about him and our faith, good or bad. He will always be 
someone who is accepting no matter how you feel. He will always be 
someone you can look up to help spread love and be the hope. He has 
always been someone who is always there when you need him most. 
So, ask yourself, have you personally been honest in your relationship 
with God to yourself? Is there anything more you feel you would like 
to do? Would you like a better relationship with him? And if so, to 
any of these just know that he is always here for you with open arms 
no matter how scary he may seem. Our powerful forgiving God may 
seem overwhelming and scary, but this is his kingdom he condescends 
to us, and accepts us through forgiveness and kindness.

– Gavin Eddy



DECEMBER 9 
Luke 3:15-18

The Book of Luke is, by my admittedly limited understanding of its 
authorial history, a story of salvation. By Luke’s estimation, human 
history is divided—like our calendar— into the period prior to Christ, 
and the period after. The presence of Christ in the world bifurcated 
time itself, offering a philosophy of gentleness and a spiritual presence 
more powerful and profound than anything before or since.

But, Luke points out, the epoch of Christ didn’t begin with his birth. It 
began with his baptism by John. It seems that the public had assumed 
John to be the Messiah. For many, he was the end of the road. John, 
however, wanted it well known that he was merely a doorman. While 
his humility may read as over-the-top to a modern reader in 2022 – 
“I am not worthy to untie the strap of his sandals” seems a little 
overwrought—he does point out that purification by baptism is not 
the end of the journey. 

John promises that something dramatic, grand—God-like—lies in 
wait. This is not a time of mere exhilaration. This is a time of the fire of 
the Holy Spirit. Beyond John’s doors is a light so powerfully bright, 
it will profoundly change the human species. The “chaff” of Luke is 
a symbol for the final lingering old covenant being erased and purged 
away. 

However much we think we have filled ourselves, John assures us 
that God’s promise is going to be powerful enough to stagger the 
imagination. 

– Witney Seibold



DECEMBER 10 
Romans 15:4-13

Hope. Encouragement. Endurance. Unity. Joy. Peace. Trust. 

This passage from Romans is filled with the words above, powerfully 
depicting the warmth of God’s presence in our lives if we follow His 
teachings. Paul reminds the reader of God’s promises in our lives, and 
the way God and Jesus Christ have taught us to live in order to receive 
those promises. We are reminded in the beginning of the passage that 
God provides us endurance and encouragement which in turn gives 
us ‘spirit of unity’ as we collectively follow and celebrate God, despite 
challenges that may come our way. At the end of the passage, we 
are reminded that if we trust in God, He will fill us with joy, peace and 
overflowing "hope by the power of the Holy Spirit." 

These gifts from God not only flow from our belief and praise of God, 
but also from the simple act of accepting one another just as we are. A 
recurring and critically important lesson throughout the Bible is that of 
supporting one’s neighbor and accepting one another. This teaching is 
demonstrated throughout Christ’s life in small and big acts. Each of us 
is  accepted by Christ. While it may seem simple to accept each other, 
our own prejudices, experiences and stubbornness can prevent us 
from fully opening our hearts and a helping hand to all those we meet. 
This advent season, may each of us embody Christ and share His love 
through the act of accepting all people that we come across. This not 
only brings praise to God and Christ—it also instills hope and love in 
our souls, opening us up to God’s promises and teachings. 

"For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so 
that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we 
might have hope." Romans 15:4.

– Lindsay Crossan



Third Sunday of Advent - DECEMBER 11 
Luke 1:47-55

What does it mean to be blessed? The words “blessed” and “blessing” 
are used often in our social culture. Usually, someone says they are 
blessed when they are successful or boasting about something. It is 
even a hashtag on social media. Indeed, #Blessed does mean great 
things, but I think we have lost sight of the word's true meaning. Now 
when you say you are “blessed,” it has lost its authenticity. All of us 
have been blessed by God in more ways than we can count, even if we 
are down on our luck, we have something to be grateful for. We are 
not only blessed when we get something we have been wanting or do 
something amazing. Blessings are not always blatantly obvious.
 
Sometimes, challenging moments can be a blessing in disguise. I have 
had many moments in my life where, at the time, I thought life was 
terrible and the world was working against me. But later, I could see 
that this previously horrible event was a blessing because it changed 
my perspective or offered me a new opportunity.
 
Today I invite you to remember, embrace, and welcome the harder 
moments. Cherish and praise the good. And be grateful for any new 
and amazing opportunities. At some point in your day, take a few 
moments to stop and recognize five ways you have been blessed, no 
matter how simple or obvious they seem.  
 
Today I am blessed to have my dog Jack snuggling next to me as I 
write this devotional. Today I was blessed to have amazing professors 
as teachers. Today I am blessed to have a mom who loves me so 
much! Today I am blessed to have amazing friends who make me 
laugh. And today I feel blessed to have this church family.

– Jamie Jones



DECEMBER 12 
Isaiah 35:1-4

Ah… “The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall 
rejoice and blossom… Say to those who are of a fearful heart, ‘Be 
strong, do not fear, here is your God!’”

Why can’t we just stop here, after this lovely vision of a blooming 
desert (particularly since it seems like we live in a desert)?  Instead, 
the passage continues “He will come with vengeance, with terrible 
recompense He will come and save you.”  What does vengeance have 
to do with Advent?

The only instances of Christmas vengeance in my life were times when 
my brother gave me a horrible gift as a joke, and I swore to get even 
with the next year.  But I doubt that’s what Isaiah’s talking about.

In case of doubt, look at the context.  Chapter 35 follows Chapter 
34 (there’s a surprise) in which God is apparently upset with “the 
nations” – meaning everyone opposed to Israel – and with Edom in 
particular.  So, God destroys them, and He’s thorough.  It’s not a very 
cheery chapter, and certainly not on the list of readings for Advent.

Many scholars believe that these chapters were written at the same 
time as Chapters 40-66, that is, during or shortly after the exile to 
Babylon.  Chapter 35 then promises the exiles that God will clear 
a path home for them – straight through the desert that He just 
destroyed, so that they won’t have to take the long route through 
Syria.

So Chapter 35 is a hopeful corrective to Chapter 34, and their paring 
makes prophetic sense. 

But “vengeance” in Advent?  Nah.

– Dick Crawford

 



DECEMBER 13 
Isaiah 35:5-10

Isaiah paints a vivid picture of “the joy of the redeemed.” The blind 
will see, the deaf will hear, there will be water in the desert and a holy 
road will be made for the righteous.

I certainly like the idea of “the Way of Holiness,” a highway for the 
saved, without “wicked fools.” I imagine my commute to Burbank on 
such a road. Once an hour-long stop-and-start death march, it’s now 
a 30-minute glide that always moves exactly five miles over the speed 
limit. On this road, I don’t battle with honking nitwits trying to merge 
left onto the 10 at Bundy at the exact moment I want to move right 
into the northbound 405 exit lane. I don’t grip the wheel in rage as 
the lane I was just in surges past while my new lane, formerly the fast 
lane, sits motionless somewhere near Sunset. And I certainly don’t 
parboil in a bath of truck exhaust as I inch by the Westfield Fashion 
Square in Sherman Oaks. No, this highway is a mile wide and nearly 
empty, except for me.

But, I wonder, will I ever drive it? Would a driver like me even be 
allowed on this road? I have slalomed across lanes without even 
thinking about a turn signal. I have casually sprayed my windshield 
and the windshields of countless annoyed drivers behind me. I have 
looked at my phone. A lot. So am I the righteous one, or am I the 
wicked fool getting in the way of someone else? 

The answer, I think, is not so flattering. But the magnitude of God’s 
promise is such that even an irritating leadfoot like me can still hope 
to drive that good road one day. And when I do, I will enter Zion 
singing – singing to a playlist I make before I get in the car, not while 
I’m sitting at a light on Lincoln.

– Sam Johnson



DECEMBER 14 
Psalm 146:1-10

We will all live a life and ultimately leave this earth, but the magnitude 
of God’s promise will live on forever. This is so important to remember 
during times of joy and struggle, especially amid the hubbub and 
chaos of the Christmas season. 

My mother’s health has been declining for a long time and being 
so far away from her has been beyond stressful. Early on in my 
relationship with my husband Fred, we would often visit my family in 
Tennessee and dream of buying a little place where we could be closer 
to my parents. This past June, I got a call from one of my old Youth 
Counselors, Jo Anne, from as far back as 1980, saying that she and 
her husband, Randy (retired Methodist Minister and Camp Director) 
had a house just 15 minutes from my parents that opened up to rent. 
We were absolutely thrilled and relieved that living closer to my folks 
had become a REAL possibility. In late August, we snuck out of Santa 
Monica quietly. We loaded up our truck with a few belongings and 
our dog Meadow and took the southern route to Tennessee. 

Not only am I able to physically be here for my ailing mother, we are 
loving east Tennessee. I sit out on the sun porch each morning and it’s 
like waking up to watch a tv show I’m obsessed with and don’t know 
what’s coming next, only it’s just nature doing its thing. The vibrant 
colors of yellow, red, orange and burgundy are breathtaking. By the 
time you read this, every last leaf will be long gone and we might even 
have a little snow.  

As I walk through the joy and struggle of this part of my life, I feel held 
up by my church community in Santa Monica and Tennessee. With 
Christmas approaching, whatever you may be going through, I hope 
you are getting that same support and that you hold in your heart the 
magnitude of God’s promise.

– Melanie Hutsell 



DECEMBER 15 
Matthew 11: 2-6

After listing his many miracles, Jesus tells the disciples, “Blessed 
is anyone who does not stumble on account of me.” Reading this 
passage, I am drawn to the word “stumble.” While other translations 
of the bible use “take no offense” or “fall away,” “stumble” seems 
to encapsulate the very human urge to falter, hesitate, and doubt. 
However, doubts are not a problem in and of themselves. Doubts are 
part of the way we make sense of realities often beyond our control, 
and how we keep ourselves safe, in what is an unpredictable and 
disorienting world. And so, when Jesus says, “Blessed is anyone who 
does not stumble on account of me,” I am reminded that we need not 
be afraid of the many good things, big and small, that happen daily. 
To me, this passage is not a call to never doubt or stumble, but rather 
to remember that God has promised to love us, to show us grace, and 
to teach us how to hold the same space for others. While we may not 
witness the “Big Miracles,” like those expressed in this scripture, every 
day, we are called to have faith in what we can’t understand. 

We are called to have faith in God’s love and grace, and to not let 
that promise be the seeds of our doubts. I read this passage, and see 
it as a call to whole-heartedly believe in the good (no matter how 
inconsequential, fleeting, or undeserving we may feel or perceive it to 
be), for Blessed are those who see the good simply for what it is, not 
for how it may change; Blessed are those who stumble and believe in 
themselves and each other anyway; Blessed are those who do not shy 
away from the promise of Grace and Love, but accept this gift and 
allow it to shine through us. 

We will “stumble,” and realistically we will stumble often, but this 
season is a time of remembering and embodying our deepest beliefs—
that everyone, including ourselves, is blessed and deserving of grace. 
                
– Kaitlyn Plukas



DECEMBER 16 
Matthew 11:7-11

In this Bible passage Matthew 11:7-11 John the Baptist is in prison and 
has sent his disciples to see if Jesus is the true Messiah.  Jesus lifts up 
John the Baptist but also assures us that we too are elevated to a 
place in the kingdom of heaven.                                                                               
  
We believe that Jesus is the true Messiah and it is the season 
to celebrate his birth. Jesus’ teachings set us in a direction of 
remembering to take care of and cherish others. whether friend or foe. 
In this season of giving rather than gifts we might consider being more 
understanding of those who believe differently. Maybe a gift could 
be listening with an open heart and mind. We have entered a time in 
our country that we have very strong divisions of opinions. Cherished 
relationships have been challenged. Following Jesus’ way by listening 
and validating someone else’s point of view could be a wonderful 
gift toward bringing forth a more peaceful and united community. It 
might be a wonderful way to celebrate the Messiah’s birth.

Prayer:
Dear Lord,
Give me the strength to be the better person that you know I can be.
Amen.

– Claudia Flanders



DECEMBER 17 
Romans 11:1-7

As we face a world of questions of how to proceed and where there 
are mixed opinions of how to move forward, we find ourselves 
confused.  Are we post COVID?  What is next?  

We are reminded this Advent season of God's Promise that through 
it all He is still here:  He has never left us.  We are reminded of the 
magnitude of God's promise to us in the birth of Jesus Christ who 
would be “born of the seed of David according to the flesh.” (Rom.1:3)

As we await the immensity and Magnitude of the star, we are 
reminded of what that star represents in the stillness of night:  That 
God has not forgotten us; there is hope.

– Chris Reagh



Third Sunday of Advent - DECEMBER 18 
Matthew 1:18-25

This passage is remarkably straightforward about practical matters.  
Matthew is quick to tell us about the dilemma:  Mary is engaged 
to Joseph, but not intimate with him and she is “…found to be with 
child from the Holy Spirit.”  Should we assume that Mary knows that 
the father-to-be is the Holy Spirit?  Over in Luke’s gospel the angel 
Gabriel told Mary what would be happening; he even answered her 
questions about how this would go down.  

But this is Matthew’s gospel.  We don’t know what Mary knows or 
doesn’t know in this telling of the story.  Matthew has  told us about 
the Holy Spirit (above), but his focus is on Joseph who is unexpectedly 
engaged to a single-mom-to-be.  Since Joseph has decided to 
divorce Mary discretely and not otherwise shame her concerning 
her pregnancy, it’s now his turn to find out what game’s afoot.  In 
this passage an angel of the Lord appears to him in a dream…a 
traditional Jewish theophany.  Matthew tells us that Joseph will 
awake, do as the angel instructs, but not be physically intimate with 
Mary until she has born a son and he has named him Jesus.  In this 
marriage, the divine and the secular have distinct boundaries.

Two different gospels; two different angels, visiting two different 
parents.  I do wonder about what these stories leave out.  The 
morning after his dream, does Joseph say to Mary “Honey, you know 
I’ve been worried about your pregnancy…”  Or what and how does 
Mary tell Joseph about her discussion with the angel in Luke? And 
why do the angels clue in only one of the parents-to-be?  Why not 
meet with both of them?  After all, they are husband and wife.  They 
are in it together.   How Joseph and Mary, as partners, make sense 
of this most strange circumstance is no small part of the miracle of 
Christmas.  It cannot have been easy.

— David Bremer

 



DECEMBER 19 
Isaiah 7:10-16

I enjoyed learning about this scripture. I found myself longing for 
a PhD in the tribal history and geography of the Middle East! And 
viewing imagery from the James Webb telescope made me wish I had 
a PhD in science!

Ahaz became king of Judah at only 20 years of age. When invited 
to join his northern neighbors, Syria and Israel, to form a stronger 
union against the powerful Assyrian nation, he refused, for fear the 
Assyrian king would be suspicious. So, his neighbors took a stand in 
Jerusalem. Isaiah told Ahaz to ask for a sign from God and to keep his 
faith because they were but “smoldering stumps." But Ahaz instead, 
offered sacrifices, including his own son, to false gods, and sent bribes 
to—and begged—to the Assyrian king, Tiglath Pileser to come to his 
aid. Isaiah warned Ahaz that the lands above Judah would be struck 
bare by the Assyrians. But since God wished to protect Judah, in spite 
of Ahaz’s evil (the Christian definition being “opposition to God”), he 
spoke through Isaiah, promising the virgin birth of Immanuel (God 
with us). 

Ashes to Ashes and Dust to Dust

It’s fascinating to me that the dust of Nebulae can come from dying 
stars and from the formation of new stars. So, this phrase comes to 
mind. We have suffered a lot of losses of family and friends in the 
past few years. We have mourned. And we have also celebrated new 
life with births and baptisms, welcoming babes into the fold. “Star 
nurseries!” What a wonderful term as we celebrate the birth of Jesus, 
found under a Star so bright that the wise men were able to find our 
little babe, our real Star, lying in a manger. 

Merry Christmas and Peace to All

– JoAnne Bailey



DECEMBER 20
Psalm 80:1-7

In the first verse of the scripture the psalmist is asking God to listen to 
them and shine down on them. They are asking for God to stir up his 
might to answer their prayers so they will be saved and restored.  Then 
the psalm shifts gears and asks why God is angry with their prayers 
and why their prayers aren’t being answered. Why their neighbors 
scorn them and their enemies laugh at them. Then the psalmist shifts 
back to pleading to be restored and saved. 

After reading the scripture I thought of times in my life where 
things were not going well and I would wonder why things were so 
hard. During this time my faith was not that strong but I would still 
want God to hear my prayers and for things to get better. If things 
continued to be tough and it felt as though my prayers weren’t being 
answered I would wonder why. I knew deep down it was because I 
really hadn’t worked on making my relationship with God stronger. 
Why should I expect God to restore me if I haven’t given God any 
more of my time? It was clear that I needed to be in a regular dialogue 
with God; not just my prayers. I needed to confess my sins to God and 
ask for forgiveness. I needed to praise God for all the blessings that 
have already been bestowed on me. And lastly, I needed to regularly 
be in prayer and to be patient for God to intervene. 

God wants us to seek his face always; not just when times are tough. 
It is only when we are in regular communication with God and in 
fellowship with one another that we can truly experience God’s full 
love and grace. This is when God will answer our prayers!  God’s 
answers to our prayers can come in three varieties: yes, no and not 
yet. I am now very grateful for the times God has answered my prayers 
with “no” and “not yet.”
                
– David Penson



DECEMBER 21
Psalm 80:14-19

Reflecting on the attributes of flourishing vines, we note one lining a 
walkway—home to hidden critters. We see one adorning a work desk: 
shiny heart-shaped leaves requiring little tending as they multiply with 
a vision of their own. 
 
How are we like that vine? Do we notice fellow travelers reaching out 
with small clutching tendrils and tender new growth? Are we one of 
the darker mature leaves found near the mother root? 
 
We imagine its essential if unseen Gardener, gently guiding the 
ambitious growth, satisfying its thirst. We realize our connection—to 
sibling leaves and the substance nurturing the purpose driven focus. 
My vine includes a mentor physician who headed a medical team on 
many trips to Nicaragua.  While recently recovering from surgery, I 
wonder if he felt the warmth of the surrounding leaves he’d nurtured, 
the soil of God’s love he embodied. 
 
As I write this, I am planning a trip to a Tijuana church sheltering 
hundreds of refugees seeking protection, having experienced untold 
horrors in home countries and on the journey of what they hoped 
would be toward safety. Some may wonder if they have been rebuked. 
They long to be restored.  As a fellow “leaf” I hope that God’s face will 
shine on us…all.
 
This season may we remind each other of our connecting vine, and 
our capacity for hosting, exploring, sheltering, and simply "holding 
on."  We can recognize with gratitude the need and comfort of its 
source and Guiding Hand.
 
– Kendra Fleagle Gorlitsky



DECEMBER 22
Hebrews 1:1-4

An Operating System Update

We met Oscar one sunny Saturday at Homeboy Industries, a gang 
intervention program in downtown Los Angeles. He was our guide for 
a tour of the facility, and he shared his life story along with the tour. 
For most of his life, Oscar had only known what he had known:  his 
neighborhood and his gang. He had been shot – more than once – 
and expected to die young. His role models were his gang brothers.

If you saw him on the street, you might find it hard not to judge him, 
with his multitude of tattoos, and the style of clothes he wears. But 
Oscar found faith through Father Greg Boyle of Homeboy Industries, 
and is working to turn his life in a new, positive, hopeful direction. It’s 
like he’s installed an updated operating system in his life. 

When we are tempted to judge youths like Oscar or anyone else we 
might see as different from ourselves, we need to remember to look to 
Jesus as our example. To see them as Jesus would see them, and not 
to judge with our own biases, pre-conceived beliefs or prejudices. This 
passage from Hebrews reminds us that in Jesus, God has given us the 
most powerful and complete role model to look to. Just as Oscar now 
has found redemption, hope and the role model of Jesus to guide him, 
we also have Jesus, who redeemed us and is our model and guide – 
our operating system update from God.

– Ann and David Wilson



DECEMBER 23 
Isaiah 52:7-10

What does HOPE look like?

To the exiled Hebrews in this scripture, it is the beautiful feet of the 
messenger telling them that YHWH has not forgotten them; they are 
going to be able to return and rebuild Jerusalem.

The poet Emily Dickinson writes: 
Hope is the thing with feathers 
That perches in the soul
And sings the tune without words
And never stops—at all.

Hope is not merely the wish that Putin would change his mind or that 
the factions in Congress would all decide to work together, or that 
China or North Korea would stop being so sure the rest of the world is 
out to get them.

But Hope, I believe, has a foreshadowing of the promise of the future.  
God’s message that things will be better.

I think of the number of people who came to help at the church 
after the Northridge earthquake.  Or the 9/11 responders.  Or those 
involved in Upward Bound House or the Community Thanksgiving 
Dinner.

Or the birth of a baby…

– Mary Crawford



DECEMBER 24 - Christmas Eve
Psalm 98

A Song of Praise to the Lord for His Salvation and Judgment

As I have matured in my devotion to God, I have become–and 
continue to become–more aware of our creator.  

How truly magnificent he/she is. When I wake up in the morning, the 
very first thing I do, even before opening my eyes, I say, “Thank you 
God. Thank you for everything you have given me.” Often times I list 
the things I am grateful for. 

I truly feel and think that all God wants  us to do is to worship him, 
acknowledge his love for us, keep him with us always and give thanks 
for all the blessings he has bestowed upon us. 

What comes to mind is the scene from the movie “The Sound of 
Music,” where Maria, (Julie Andrews) is on top of a mountain, with 
her arms spread wide open, slowly circling around in joy, singing “The 
Sound of Music.” 

This is an idealistic image to reflect on when worshiping and giving 
thanks to our God for all he has done and continues to do. 

Perhaps we might want to try Maria’s movements, by giving praises 
and thanks to God. 

– Carmen Herrera



DECEMBER 25 - Christmas Day
John 1:1-14

LOVE COMES DOWN AT CHRISTMAS.  LOVE CAME DOWN 
AT CHRISTMAS. LOVE IS HERE.  Do you feel it?  I sure do.  I am 
surrounded by it.

In August, I was suddenly hospitalized and diagnosed with stage 4 
(not good) cancer.  Whoa!

Love quickly, very quickly, came to find me in many forms of outreach, 
prayers, support calls, texts, cards, meals, groceries, rides, and 
medical and hygiene supplies. So much love and support it quickly 
overwhelmed me and I had to manage it. Manage it!  Imagine that!

I am bathing in Gratitude, my Friends.  Counting my many blessings: 
everything from having the best medical care 5 minutes from my 
home…to amazing neighbors, friends, family and church support. I 
could go on and on with stories. Some of you have heard my stories or 
read them in a text or email.

Today is Christmas, the birth celebration of Jesus.  Jesus who came to 
live among us as a God in human form. Jesus born in a dirty animal 
stable to a poor young virgin mother and her fiance (who did not 
abandon her when she became pregnant). That is how the story 
began. This young couple, who deeply loved each other, had faith in 
God and trusted God.

So Merry Christmas! Happy Christmas. Rest assured, LOVE IS 
ALREADY HERE.  Share your love. Give lovingly. Receive love.  You 
are loved and lovable. You are LOVE.  You are the Living God.  Jesus 
taught us to live this love and reassured us of the Power of Love and 
of Life Eternal.  Today, this day, Christmas Day, bathe in gratitude. Be 
the love and receive the love.  May God Bless you on this Christmas 
Day, and always, with a full heart and an abundance of Love.

– Cindy McQuade
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