Advent is a time set aside for us to prepare our hearts and minds for the coming of
Jesus. We celebrate his birth at Christmas, but we also declare every Sunday that we
expect his return. When we say “Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ will come
again,” we acknowledge that God is working to make everything right.
Our theme, “After the suffering” comes from the Gospel reading for the first Sunday
of Advent, Mark 13:24-37. This passage, which hearkens back to Old Testament
prophecies in Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Joel, says that although there will be suffering,
there will be a time after the suffering when God’s presence is fully known.
2020 has been an especially challenging year for many people. We pray this Advent
devotional leads you to experience God’s Hope, Peace, Joy, and Love. Know that
whatever 2020 has brought you, God is working to make everything right.

Four authors from Good Samaritan UMC (Tracy Rose, Jim Crosby, Rev. Michelle Shrader,
and Rev. Beth Demme) have come together to give you one brief devotion for each day of Advent
from November 29th thru December 24th. We suggest you begin by reading the indicated
scripture, then slowly read the devotional, and close your time with the included prayer or with a
prayer composed in your own words.
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SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 29
Rev. Beth Demme

SCRIPTURE: ISAIAH 64:1-2, MARK 13:23-27
OUR PRESENT HOPE
The prophet Isaiah cries out to God, “Oh that you would tear open the heavens and
come down to us!” (Isaiah 64:1). We know that the longing Isaiah expresses is
ultimately fulfilled by the birth of Jesus, but Isaiah’s words still resonate with us. Like
Isaiah, we long for God to tear open the heavens and come to us. We long for our
Savior because Jesus has come, but God’s kingdom on earth is not yet fully realized.
In Advent we celebrate not only that Jesus is born, but that Jesus will come again.
The Gospel reading tells us to be like those who wait with vigilance for someone
important to return home. We are told to “keep awake!” (Mark 13:37) as we await the
fulfillment of God’s kingdom. As we wait, we yearn for more of God’s presence in the
life of our nation, our church, our family, and (perhaps most of all!) in ourselves.
These biblical passages remind us to have hope—our yearnings will not be wasted.
We can find inspiration and hope in the glimpses of the kingdom all around us.
While there is present suffering, God has something in store for us after the suffering.
Advent is an opportunity to immerse ourselves in the hope to come. Week by week
we can wade in a little deeper until we are fully immersed in the realization of our
hope on Christmas morning.

CLOSING PRAYER:
Holy and Present God of Hope,
Show me today how you are at work in the world and in my life. Make me see it so
that my hope will be resilient enough to get me through this Advent season and
beyond. Amen.
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MONDAY, NOVEMBER 30
Tracy Rose
SCRIPTURE: ISAIAH 40:1-5
THE HEART OF DISCIPLESHIP
I am a firm believer that God has a plan for each of us. I also believe that part of
God’s plan for each of us is to help others become fully devoted followers of Christ.
Discipleship in the Christian sense is the process of helping someone become like
Christ, and discipleship requires a lot of faith.
To me, discipleship is synonymous with growth and that growth happens in stages,
just as life happens in stages. We begin our journey as new believers (children) where
we are learning to understand faith and God’s plan for us. As we grow, we move to
being a young Christian (young adults) where we many times will battle with our faith
and God’s plan for us. Finally, we grow into a mature Christian (parents), where we
then pass on that faith to other newborns (or new believers). All part of God’s plan for
us.
There will be times along our faith journey when it is hard to see exactly what God’s
plan is for us and how we are to fulfill His plan. However, the more we let go of our
own plans, the more we begin to understand that His is much bigger and better than
any plan we may have had for ourselves. God shapes us in so many ways, including
through His word and through the situations He walks through with us.
There will be many times those situations feel like we are looking up at a huge
mountain we do not know how to climb, or a steep valley we do not think we can
possibly cross over.
Isaiah 40:1-5 can bring great comfort to us during our discipleship or faith journey
because God reminds us in that passage that He will flatten all the mountains, lift all
the valleys, straighten the crooked, hard to navigate roads and clear those thorn-filled
paths for us if we will simply work and walk along with God, instead of trying to walk
ahead.

CLOSING PRAYER:
Dear God,
Thank you for widening our narrow views to see your plan for our lives. We ask that
you forgive us, cleanse us, and teach us how to live in a way that will bring others to
know you. Help us to trust you on our journeys of faith and discipleship and thank
you for those you place in our paths to help us grow. In your name we pray, Amen.
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TUESDAY, DECEMBER 1
Tracy Rose

SCRIPTURE: ISAIAH 40:6-11
EXILE AND COMFORT
This passage continues the beautiful story of what can happen when exile and words
of comfort meet. Even though the words written in the Old Testament seem far away
and foreign to us today, they should not be lost on us. It is still not hard to find
people who are in discomfort, who live in exile. Especially this last year—a year filled
with turmoil around the world.
The truth is God’s word rings true in every age, every place, every life. Why? Because
exile happens in every age, every place, every life. Exile is defined as the state of
being barred from one's native country, typically for political or punitive reasons. Can
we not all relate to this in some aspect? We learned in the first part of the passage
how exile will take us to the wilderness where we would surely see our share of high
mountains, expansive valleys, and rough, rocky terrain to travel.
We could all tell a story about a time we were in exile. Imagine that deepest, darkest
time in your life and how you felt. THAT is the situation where God spoke words of
comfort to us. Even when we saw no way out, no hope; God was there, crying out to
us, encouraging us, and giving us strength to continue the journey. He never forgot
us. He heard our cries. He saw our need. His heart broke for us.
When we reflect on the places of alienation and exile in our life, we will also name the
opportunities for repentance and homecoming. Repentance is what happens when
exile and words of comfort meet. We do not repent so that we can hear God’s words
of comfort. God speaks words of comfort so that we might repent.

Closing Prayer:
Dear God,
Thank you for pulling us up the mountain, creating a bridge to cross the valley, and
guiding us along the rough and rocky terrain as we navigate our way toward a
stronger relationship with you. Help us to see beyond the current struggle we may be
going through. To look up and see your light and your comfort guiding us toward
you. In your name we pray, Amen.
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WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 2
Tracy Rose
SCRIPTURE: PSALM 85:1-2
ACCEPTANCE AND FORGIVENESS
I love the Psalms and Proverbs. They are my two favorite books in the Old
Testament. It never ceases to amaze me how much we can get out of reading just one
or two verses of scripture when we dig deep. Psalm 85:1-2 reads: “You, LORD,
showed favor to your land; you restored the fortunes of Jacob. You forgave the
iniquity of your people and covered all their sins.”
When I read those two verses, I immediately see an image of a loving God who
forgives. Verse one settles on God’s chosen land, which he has demonstrated in a
thousand different ways. The Psalmist is saying that God has been favorable to our
land in the past, and is foretelling that he will do the same in the future. God has
done it before and so will God do it again. This is powerful reasoning from an
unchanging God.
Verse two is a reminder of how often God has forgiven us. Verse two reads: “You
forgave the iniquity of your people and covered all their sins.” Who else in our lives is
as slow to anger and so ready to forgive us over and over? And God doesn’t only
forgive us, God covers ALL our sins. All of it! Every spot, every wrinkle – the veil of
love has covered every bit of it. It’s hard sometimes for me to fathom that all my sin
has been divinely put out of sight. In fact, God has put it so completely out of sight
that even God's all-knowing, all-seeing eye cannot see it. To me that is nothing short
of a miracle and one we should not take for granted.

CLOSING PRAYER:
Dear God,
We come to you in awe-filled reverence, thanking you for all the times and ways you
forgive us. We pray that your truth and righteousness will bless us in our growth, in
understanding about what it means to be in a right relationship with you. May we
always listen carefully when you speak peace to us. Amen.
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THURSDAY, DECEMBER 3
Tracy Rose
SCRIPTURE: PSALM 85:8-13
GOD WILL SAVE
Psalm 85 is not a very long chapter, only 13 verses. Verses 1-7 are a generic prayer
for help offered by the community but verse 8 marks a transition from complaint, if
you will, to assurance. Assurance that God will save. When I read these verses, it pulls
me in as a worshiper who was asking for help in the first 7 verses to hearing a
response to those prayers. I read these verses and I see God’s promise to speak peace
and in my mind’s eye I see Jehovah-Shalom, our perfect peace and I am comforted.
Verses 9-13 go on to tell us in detail what that salvation will look like for us. That it is
available to all who want it. This is so exciting to me as I, again, see in my mind’s eye,
images of what God’s salvation may look like. I see unchanging love and
trustworthiness bring us into right relationship with God. I envision it to be like a big
blanket wrapped around the shoulders of God and God’s open arms pulling us in
and closing the blanket around us all.
This Psalm as a fantastic model for us today. It models the act of prayer in a time of
crisis and the celebration of salvation expressed in the promises of those verses. It also
serves as a solid reminder that this salvation can only come from God.
True peace, meaning the peace that transcends understanding, is only found in Jesus,
and it is only when we are at peace with God that we can have a clean conscience, and
only then will we truly have peace. It is a crazy and beautiful circle of knowing and
understanding and believing and faith that God will give us what is good, that we live
in him, and he lives in us as we know his love, his faithfulness and his peace.

CLOSING PRAYER:
Dear God,
We give you praise and honor for all you do. Thank you for the peace you give our
hearts and the joy that thrills our souls. Thank you for all the times you have carried
us through hard things and how you have always given us exactly what or who we
needed at exactly the right time. We ask today that you continue to strengthen our
faith in you today and every day. Amen.
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FRIDAY, DECEMBER 4
Tracy Rose
SCRIPTURE: 2 PETER 3:8-15A
LIVING IN THE IN-BETWEEN
This passage reminds me of the time I spent as a kid waiting during what I called the
“in-between” – that is the time between Thanksgiving and Christmas each year. So
much anticipation of what I knew would be coming but being a child, I couldn’t really
grasp the concept of time yet, so it seemed that the “in-between” lasted FOR-E-VER.
To me, the time we are spending waiting between Jesus’ first coming and the second
coming is like that time spent waiting for Christmas as a kid. Jesus said he would
return soon but exactly how soon is soon?
How long will we wait for the day of His return? How long must we live in a world
filled with violence and chaos? He told us no one knew the day or the hour, and that
almost makes it harder to wait. We may question the text, asking ourselves if Jesus is
really coming back or if it is just a myth. If, when he ascended and returned to the
right hand of the Father, that was really it? Will we wait seventy years, or seventy
times seven years and still not see him return?
I think what we forget is the part of the text that reminds us of a very important fact,
which is “with the Lord...a thousand years are like one day” (2 Peter 3:8). The
amount of time it may take for Jesus to return is honestly not something I am
convinced the human mind can measure. What is important to remember as we
continue to live during the in-between is that we need to stop worrying so much
about that day. The in-between is not easy to live in, but we are here, and we need to
remain present, faithful, live our lives hopeful, and continue to do the work of God,
telling everyone about him and how much they are loved by him. Every day we need
to make the most of the time we each have left in the in-between. It is precious time
he has given us to spread the good news. We should not waste it!

CLOSING PRAYER:
Dear God,
Thank you for unending patience with us as we continue to ask, “is it time yet?”.
Thank you for this in-between time we have been given. A time to reflect on your
passion, death, and victory. We are thankful that not only are you coming but that
you are already here in our core. We ask that you not only point us to that future
coming, but also to the reality of that hope for us during where we live now. Amen.
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SATURDAY, DECEMBER 5
Tracy Rose
SCRIPTURE: MARK 1:1-4
BEGINNING, MIDDLE, AND END? NOT EXACTLY.
Verses 1 through 4 of this chapter of Mark in the New Testament start out with a
bang. We don’t really know much about him, but this Mark guy – whoever he was – is
writing to Gentile believers. To followers of The Way. And Mark is in a hurry. He
wants to get to the point and quickly. Verses 1-4 tells us a powerful story. I can sense
Mark’s urgency and I can see his colorful descriptions of the teachings and events of
Jesus’ ministry.
I read it and think, hold on where is the beginning of the story? The ones we have all
heard about Jesus’ birth and the wise men from the east? Where is the middle?
Young Jesus in the Temple? It is like we opened a book and began reading the
ending and completely skipped the beginning and middle pieces.
The first verse is the title of our book. Mark tells us this is “the beginning of the good
news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” So, Mark does not beat around the bush, he
spits it right out. This story is about the Son of God. To us it may seem to skip the
good parts because we have heard the story before. It is not news to us now. but think
about someone who is just hearing about this Jesus for the first time! This is GOOD
NEWS, indeed! Sometimes the best thing we can do is skip all the messy parts and get
straight to the end of the story so that we can begin writing the next one. So, skip
ahead and read a new part of the story— be a new part of the story— and remember
just how amazing God’s grace really is!

CLOSING PRAYER:
Dear God,
Thank you for your word and the truth it contains. Thank you that Jesus set aside his
heavenly glory and took upon himself the humble status of a servant of all so that he
could identify with our humanity and pay the price for our sin, sa price that we are
unable to pay on our own. Thank you for making us part of the next chapter of this
amazing love story. Amen.
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SUNDAY, DECEMBER 6
Tracy Rose
SCRIPTURE: : MARK 1:5-8
SELF-SUFFICIENCY IN THE WILDERNESS
Verses 5 through 8 of this chapter of Mark continue with this story of the gospel of
Jesus. An ongoing story that was being lived in this new community.
John and Jesus were both alike and different. They were both preachers, they both
had a passion, if you will, for the wilderness, they both advocated repentance, they
both preached the forgiveness of sins, and sadly they both died a violent death. There
are also differences, however. John was hard core in that he was self-denying, he
observed meal rituals, he worked in Judea, and people came to John. But Jesus?
Jesus was the complete opposite. He was not self-denying, he did not observe meal
rituals, he worked in Galilee, and the biggest difference that is most interesting to
me? Jesus came to people!
And there is the point! Jesus came to us and found each of us wandering in our own
wilderness. Our internal wildernesses look different for each of us, but it’s important
to understand that while we are wandering there, it strips us of all pretense and it
forces us to face up to ourselves, examine our hearts, and confess the truth about our
lives. Being in the wilderness can be frightening, but it can also be a beautiful journey
of self-discovery. When we are in the wilderness it becomes glaringly obvious just how
un-self-sufficient we are and forces us to open our minds to a bigger story, our hearts
to a new life, and turns our eyes toward Jesus, who is already coming to us! Maybe
during our journey through the wilderness, instead of moving toward becoming selfsufficient we should instead move toward becoming God-sufficient.

CLOSING PRAYER:
Dear God,
Please help us to see the ways our self-sufficiency is disguised, whether its busyness,
full calendars, or never-ending to-do lists. Reveal to us if our self-sufficiency is the
cause of the comparisons and competition hidden in our relationships with others, or
if it is at the core of the judgments we pass on others. Help us to leave the wilderness
today completely un-self-sufficient and to live in that place, trusting all of that to you
to handle for us. May we discover that our lives are sufficient for you and instead of
being self-sufficient, may be become God-sufficient people. Amen.
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MONDAY, DECEMBER 7
Jim Crosby
SCRIPTURE: ISAIAH 61:1-4
HOPE!
In the popular song “High Hopes” from a 1959 movie there was a “silly old ram who
thought he could butt a hole in a dam.” It seems no one could make that ram scram
because he had high hopes and he just kept butting that dam. In these difficult
coronavirus-laden times doesn’t it seem like we are butting our heads against the
impossible…a big old undefeatable dam of evil?
As we look at rising numbers of those with the virus and the death toll increases it is
normal to wonder where this is going. We need high hopes!
In the words of Isaiah, we find the high hopes in this Advent Season. When Jesus
preached his first sermon in his hometown, he read these verses: “The Spirit of the
Sovereign Lord is on Me.” He told the oppressed people that He would preach the
good news to the poor and bind up the broken hearted. They could have high hopes
because the “day of the vengeance of their God was upon them. He would comfort all
who mourn and bestow on them a crown of beauty.”
What do those words mean to us today? How can we have high hopes during these
difficult days? In the Advent Season we celebrate once again the birth of the One who
will be there for us even “after the suffering.” A scripture that reminds me of this time
after time is found in Jeremiah 29:11: “For I know the plans I have for you,” declared
the Lord. “Plans to prosper you, not to harm you. Plans to give you hope and a
future.”
As the song ends, we hear the result of “High Hopes.” “Oops there goes a billionkilowatt dam.” And like the ram our high hopes will be realized.

CLOSING PRAYER:
Lord,
Because of you we have high hopes. Not shaky, keep-your-fingers-crossed hopes, but
real hopes. Hopes that are promised by you so that we can depend on them. Thank
you for this assurance. Amen!
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TUESDAY, DECEMBER 8
Jim Crosby
SCRIPTURE: PSALM 126
DO IT AGAIN!
As we approach the third Sunday of Advent the tone gets less solemn and more
joyful. It is a time for looking back and remembering the good things of the past and
hoping for more of the same. It’s kind of like when I am playing with my five-year old
granddaughter, Ellee. She says, “tickle me PaPa.” When I tickle her ribs, she laughs
loudly until I stop. Then she says: “Do it again.”
In Psalm 126 (The Message) we read: “It seemed like a dream, too good to be true,
when God returned Zion’s exiles. We laughed. We sang. We couldn’t believe our
good fortune. We were the talk of the nations.” This probably refers to the return of
the Jews from Babylon to Jerusalem where they had been uprooted and taken from
their homeland. After 70 years their dream had come true and they were returned to
their homes. Now during difficult times, they would happily remember when they
were rescued and how thankful they were. Then they would ask their God to do it
again.
While we move through the Advent and look forward to the grand event that
epitomizes God’s greatest gift to us, we still have to fight through the tough times.
The road is not always easy. Sometimes it is rocky. There have been steep hills to
climb. Often, we feel grounded. Stuck in the valley with a morass of troubles around
us. Then we remember when things were darkest how God rescued us.
Thankfully we have those good times to remember so when things are darkest, we
can confidently say to our Heavenly Father: “Do it again!”

CLOSING PRAYER:
Heavenly Father,
We praise you because we know that you are a loving, caring God. Your blessings are
all around us even though we sometimes take them for granted. Forgive us if we
don’t stop to express our thanks for we know you are always there when we ask you
to “do it again.” Amen!
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WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 9
Jim Crosby
SCRIPTURE: 1 THESSALONIANS 5:16-24
WALKING OFF A WINNER
I love baseball. It is my favorite sport. There are so many things to celebrate in a
game. When I was a youth, I still remember a game in which I found myself in a
pressure situation. The outcome rested solely on my shoulders because it was the last
inning and the game was tied. There were two outs, a runner was on third, and I was
the batter. What I did was going to determine the outcome because the game would
end after that inning because of the curfew. I can still see in my mind the pitch
coming to the plate, me swinging and then watching a game-winning line-drive
whistle past the shortstop. Everybody was cheering. We won the game. Nothing like
being a walk-off-winner!
That’s the kind of excitement that Advent brings to us. We know as we proceed
through the next two weeks what the outcome will be. That’s why the Apostle Paul
encourages us: “Be cheerful no matter what; pray all the time; thank God no matter
what happens. This is the way God wants you who belong to Christ Jesus to live.”
But Paul also warns us: “On the other hand don’t be gullible. Check out everything
and keep only what’s good. Throw out anything tainted with evil.” There are many
things that can distract us, especially during this holiday season. Commercialism can
take over if we let it.
Then Paul says: “May God himself, the God who makes everything holy and whole,
make you holy and whole, put you together---spirit, soul and body---and keep you fit
for the coming of our Master, Jesus Christ…If He said it, He will do it.”
And because of that promise we will all walk off winners.

CLOSING PRAYER:
Dear God,
Thank you for being a God who keeps your promises. And because during this
Advent Season we look forward to your greatest gift in the birth of Your Son, our
Lord and Savior the one who enables all believers to walk off as winners. Amen!
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THURSDAY, DECEMBER 10
Jim Crosby
SCRIPTURE: LUKE 1:46B-55
THE JOURNEY
Before the pandemic curtailed our plans The Lovely Susette and I used to enjoy
taking trips together. One area we always liked to visit was the mountains of North
Georgia. It is special to us not just for the beautiful scenery, but because that is where
I proposed to her. Thankfully she said “Yes” and our lives were forever changed.
In this Advent Season we are on a trip whose destination is well planned. The
purpose of our journey is to end up in Bethlehem for the birth of the Savior. But,
before the baby Jesus was born his Mom took a little side trip to the hill country of
Judea. Mary visited Elizabeth, a relative, who was in her sixth month of pregnancy.
She was carrying a son, who would be named John---the one we know as John the
Baptist.
Several years ago, TLS and I visited the area where Mary met with Elizabeth. She
picked a good place to go because of the rolling hills, beautiful flowers and ice cream.
Well, I’m sure the ice cream shop we visited was built since Mary visited the area.
We can see how Mary’s heart was filled with joy as she sang: “My soul glorifies the
Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior for he has been mindful of the humble
state of his servant. From now on all generations will call me blessed.”
The Song of Mary also known as “The Magnificat” has been passed down through the
ages to us. It speaks, not only of how mightily Mary was blessed, but also that the joy
she was feeling would bring joy to the world.

CLOSING PRAYER:
Heavenly Father,
Humbly we thank and praise you for this great love story that brings “Joy to the
world for the Lord has come and now earth can receive her King.” Amen!
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FRIDAY, DECEMBER 11
Jim Crosby
SCRIPTURE: JOHN 1:6-8
WHO ARE YOU?
Get ready for a party! Two weeks from today we will have a huge birthday
celebration. Yet, too often on Christmas Day, that fact seems to get lost in the clutter
of wrappings on the living room floor and the open boxes of gifts that we delight in.
Yes, the reason we have this holiday is because a special baby was born in Bethlehem
centuries ago.
There was a man chosen by God to proclaim that Baby, the One he was preaching
about and in whose name, he baptized, was indeed that special Baby who had been
born on this day. John proclaimed:
“The Word became flesh and made His dwelling among us. We have seen His
glory, the glory of the One and Only who came from the Father full of grace
and truth.”
So that those waiting to be baptized would clearly know that he, John the Baptist, was
not the one in whose name he was baptizing he said (quoting the prophet Isaiah) “I
am the voice of one calling in the desert make straight the way for the Lord.”
Then John added: “I baptize with water, but among you stands one you do not know.
He is the one who comes after me, the thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to
untie.”
That was not something the people of that day were ready or willing to hear.
Unfortunately, that has not changed. Often if you start to talk about Jesus others will
want to change the subject. They would rather you talk about yourself or your family
or even baseball.
But, as New Testament professor Mark Alan Powell writes: “The testimony of Jesus
himself is more powerful. His words are the word of God.”

CLOSING PRAYER:
Father God,
We look forward with great anticipation to the birthday celebration coming up in two
weeks. The birth of your Son, and your greatest gift to us. Amidst the glitz and glitter
help us remember what the celebration is really about and to give thanks to you. Amen!
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SATURDAY, DECEMBER 12
Jim Crosby
SCRIPTURE: PSALM 27:14
THE WAIT!
So, the wait continues. As we wait it is with great anticipation that we continue to look
forward to Christmas. The Advent Season provides a reminder that waiting, and faith
go hand-in-hand.
When I was in the Army it seemed like everything, we did was a “hurry up and wait”
situation. Fortunately, I was never involved in combat. That was something no soldier
would be in a hurry to go into and certainly would have been willing to wait for. I
decided that when I left the Army, I was not going to do any more waiting. Fat
chance of that. It seems that everything we do involves some form of waiting.
Advent waiting reminds us of all the years God’s people waited on the Messiah. I
recalled that in a weekly devotion in December 2018:
That is what advent is about. We have embarked on a period of waiting. We
must wait and keep the faith as we move forward. While we wait it would be
good to think about what we are waiting on God to do in our lives. What is our
part? What is God calling on us to do?
Remember all the years of silence when God's people waited for the Messiah to
come? God's timing was different from what they expected. And they were
surprised when He did come. Still God was faithful. A baby born in a manger.
What could that baby do to relieve their oppression?
He gave his only Son that all who believed in him should not perish but have
everlasting life." Top that? No way!”
What will that baby do in your life and your family's life this year? That's where
keeping the faith while you wait comes in.”

CLOSING PRAYER:
Lord forgive our impatience. When we get in a rush for things to happen help us
remember how faithful You are. Every prayer is answered in Your time and for our
well-being. Remembering the wait for the birth of our Savior is a positive reminder.
Amen!
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SUNDAY, DECEMBER 13
Jim Crosby
SCRIPTURE: ISAIAH 35:1-10
ARE WE THERE YET?
How many times have you heard this? Your family is on a trip. The kids are in the
back seat of the car and even though they have iPads, books, games, and snacks they
are bored. They keep asking “are we there yet?” Our standard answer, no matter how
far we still have to go is: “About an hour.” That only buys a little time, but we take
those little victories as they come.
On this third Sunday of our Advent journey we are not there yet. And no, we won’t
be there in about an hour. But each Sunday of Advent is a celebration. This third
week is especially so. It is a time of being thankful for all that has been given---the
promise of the Savior who has come, who is present, and who promises a return.
This Sunday is called Gaudete Sunday. It is meant to remind us of the joy that the
world experienced at the birth of Jesus, as well as the joy that the faithful have
reached the midpoint of Advent. So, “about an hour” won’t work when describing
how much time it will take to complete the journey.
Rose is the color associated with the third Sunday because it stands for joy and
happiness. Salvation is coming to illumine the world and the use of rose helps to tie
into this spirit of gladness and joyfulness.
Isaiah says: “Wilderness and desert will sing joyously; the badlands will celebrate and
flower. Like the crocus in spring, bursting into blossom, a symphony and color.
Mountain glories of Lebanon---a gift…God’s resplendent glory, fully on display. God
Awesome. God Majestic.” (MSG).
Then we will no longer say, “About an hour.”

CLOSING PRAYER:
Lord God,
As our Advent Journey continues, we marvel at the message that is unfolding. Each day
we discover more to be happy about and thankful for. We are excited because we know
that the end of the story is not the end of the story but only the beginning. Amen!
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MONDAY, DECEMBER 14
Rev. Michelle Shrader
SCRIPTURE: 1 THESSALONIANS 5:16-24
WORDS MEANT TO UPLIFT
The words in this letter to the Thessalonians are words of encouragement, words of
exhortation, that the people might rise into the people they were meant to be. Within
the message, you can witness a great hope alive within the writer, who is understood
to be the Apostle Paul. The words he crafts together are words meant to uplift, not
tear down. Paul was a great builder of community. He traveled from place to place
inviting others into communities that would, if they were faithful, begin to reflect the
light of Christ to those around them.
Some of the most faithful people I have known are those who have been kept out of
communities. When you are not accepted by the world around you, to be drawn into
community is a life changing experience. Jesus is always seeking to draw others into
the life of faith, he drew in those that the world cast out. I celebrate this Advent
season the gift of Good Samaritan UMC joining the Reconciling Network, that those
who have struggled to find a faith community for being cast out because of their
sexuality, might find a home with us right here.
We are living in days when words are so often cleverly constructed not for the
building up of others, but rather with the hopes of swiftly tearing them down.
Because of this, we can know that people are more and more in need of affirmation
during the days we are living in. Give thought to those around you, who might be
changed through the gift of a positive word. Consider inviting them into this
community, where they might be surrounded by others hoping to live life differently
than the culture around us. Reach out to others with all the love born in you this
season!

CLOSING PRAYER:
God of Advent Light,
Remind us of those who struggle during this season and all through the year to find a
place to connect. Grow us to be a people who are able to create space for all those the
world casts out. Amen.
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TUESDAY, DECEMBER 15
Rev. Michelle Shrader
SCRIPTURE: 2 SAMUEL 7:1-11,16
A DWELLING PLACE
God is called to be our dwelling place. St. Augustine is famous for saying, “our hearts
are restless until they find their rest in you, O God.” God led the Hebrews in a cloud
by day and fire by night. They worshipped in the Tabernacle and God lived with
them behind a curtain in place called “the Most Holy.” Only the Priests were allowed
behind the curtain of “the Most Holy.” It was the space that named the sacredness of
God and the distance.

Along the way, the people who were wanderers, began to settle, and they desired to
build a more permanent house for God. The words of the scripture for today, share
with us God’s feelings on this. God seems offended that they supposed they knew the
desires of God. The people will be planted in a place, they can call home. Temples
will be built for God, but they were structures that could be torn down. Where the
people believed they had a plan, God was and is the designer of the world’s plans.

In the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, we find our way. Jesus is the love of God
born into human skin. The curtain that once divided the people from God in “The
Most Holy” place, was torn in two on the day of Jesus’ crucifixion. That curtain was
never rehung. As we follow in the way that Jesus leads, we recognize God making a
home within us too. We will recognize guiding along the way, just as the Israelites did
years ago, just as the people of God have throughout the course of their relationship
with the God who was and is and always will be. This season is a time for us to
prepare for the holy love of God to be born again in human skin.

CLOSING PRAYER:
God of Advent Light,
We celebrate all the places your love has grown and changed the world. We invite you to
be born within our lives once again, that we might be guided in your way that leads to
life. Amen.
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WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 16
Rev. Michelle Shrader
SCRIPTURE: ROMANS 16:25-27
CALLED TO THE EXTRAORDINARY
Times of change bring disruption to the ordinary rhythms of our lives. God does not
call us to ordinary, but to the extraordinary. Yet, there are moments when the
extraordinary seems so far beyond our reach. It is in these moments, when the words
of Paul to the Romans, should resonate with us. Paul directs his attention “to the God
who is able to strengthen,” and the strengthening he emphasizes later, is for the
obedience of faith. The Romans were called to have faith, so that they could be a part
of ushering in a new day for all the children of God.
Disruption always enters the world, when God is doing a new thing. The hope is that
we will have faith in the God who orders the world, rather than in the disruption and
chaos that enters our world during times of change. We are called to see through
changing systems, see through shifts in leadership, see through the feelings that arise
when new things are being asked of us, to the question, “What new thing is God
birthing in our world and how can I join in?”
There is a line from the poem, The Second Coming, by William Butler Yeats that
speaks of a time when “things fall apart and the center cannot hold.” The center is
the way things are in the world around us and in times of great historical change, the
center of what was will not hold. Things will fall apart, but the beauty of it all, is that if
we have faith, if we trust, if we work to take one step after another under the light of
God, we become a part of the journey with God of making all things new in our
current time of change. We are not alone, Emmanuel God is with us and He is the
God who is able, as Paul says, “to strengthen us” for whatever is to come.

CLOSING PRAYER:
God of Advent Light,
Strengthen us in our thinking and in our being, that we might be able to follow you in
faith, towards the new thing you are birthing in and among us in our world. Amen.
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THURSDAY, DECEMBER 17
Rev. Michelle Shrader
SCRIPTURE: LUKE 1:26-38
LIVE IN LIGHT
The angel who meets with Mary, says, “Do not be afraid.” These words are expressed
within the biblical texts approximately 365 times. The people of God are not meant to
live in fear, but in peace, trusting in the God who was, and is, and always will be to
guide us. Yet, we are called into situations that evoke fear. It is not to say that we
never experience fear, but fear is not where we are to make our home. Fear would
have been a very natural reaction for Mary, as the angel approaches her to declare
that she would be the Mother of God.
Mary was thought to be 12-14 years of age. She asks questions, but her end response
is full release into the calling of God upon her life. Mary’s yes was a trust in the word
of God that was already alive in her. She knew the promises of God by heart, for she
had been taught them, they were recited to her, and she recites them back to God in
the song of her life. Advent is a good time for us to remember where it is we place our
trust. When the world brings us chaos, we are meant to put our trust not in the chaos,
but in the faithful promises of God.
What about the world around you today evokes a sense of anxiety or fear? Search the
scriptures for words from God that bring peace, hope, love, joy even. Cling to these
words, that they might be words that become alive in you. The people of God live in
the light, even when all around them seems dark. We live in light, because the light of
God lives in us, through the anchoring within us of God’s holy word.

CLOSING PRAYER:
God of Advent Light,
Fear and anxiety is in the air all around us in these days. Let your word become more
and more alive in us that we might be a living witness to the evidence of “peace which
passes all understanding,” your peace in the midst of times of chaos. Amen.
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FRIDAY, DECEMBER 18
Rev. Michelle Shrader
SCRIPTURE: LUKE 1:26-38
WHERE GLADNESS AND HUNGER MEET
Years ago, I was in Israel/Palestine, studying the conflict with people on every side. I
spent time in the homes of Palestinian refugees, shared meals with Israeli/Jewish
mother’s whose children were killed by suicide bombers, met with political leaders,
activists, church leaders, listened to children, and also walked alongside some of the
most beautiful peace makers.
There was an evening, where we were gathered around a campfire, processing. I
remember feeling despondent, for it seemed like the weight of the conflict was too
much. As our conversation began to dwindle, one of the members of the group led us
in song. The song was beautiful, but not quite right. As I looked around the circle, I
realized none of us gathered were able to preside over communion. At this point on
my journey, I was not yet sure, whether I would say “yes” to this calling upon my life.
Part of my time there was praying about which pathway I would take on the
ordination track.
At the end of the most difficult day of learning, the most difficult day of listening, I
said the words, “never again.” I never again wanted to be in a situation, where I was a
leader in a circle of people, all needing the sacraments, and not be in a place to
provide them. Things about my calling became crystalized and I was able to release. I
identify with Mary’s words because they are born from a deep place of knowing and
understanding that God’s call upon any of our lives is the best place for us to be.
Frederick Buechner has said, that our “calling is the place where our deep gladness
and the world’s deep hunger meet.” Where is that place for you?

CLOSING PRAYER:
God of Advent Light,
We give thanks for the invitations you extend to us to join you in making all things in
this world new. Create within us a sense of knowing that comes from you, that each of us
might speak the words, “Let it be.” Amen.
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SATURDAY, DECEMBER 19
Rev. Michelle Shrader
SCRIPTURE: LUKE 1:46B-55
MARY’S SONG
Mary’s Song is one of my favorite scriptures in the Bible. It is the longest set of words
captured by a woman in the New Testament. She sings a song that tells us of
prophecy ringing true in the air all around, a song of the wonder of history in the
making, and hope not right around the corner, but hope realized right now. Mary
can sing this song, because in her belly she carries the Christ child. No one can
question miracles in her presence, for Mary is the carrier of the world’s greatest, most
precious miracle, the love of God born to us on Christmas day.
To think that one so young was entrusted with such great responsibility reminds us of
the importance of investing in the rising generation of our own day. Mary was
thought to be 12-14 years old. Her words are the words gifted to her from the
generations before. The words of the faithful come alive in her music, in her singing,
and they are realized in the faithfulness of her living as she says the words, “Let it be
with me according to your word.” What does it look like for us to release ourselves
fully into the miracle of Christmas?
Mary’s song over the course of human history was outlawed to be read in three
different countries. This was because people believed in her words and began to rise
up against the dictators of their day overturning unjust systems in their countries.
The Mothers of the Disappeared in Argentina, put these words up in the Plaza de
Mayo, in the capital, calling for the return of their children who were “disappeared”
by the military dictatorship of their day. Mary taught them with her song, about what
to hold onto in times of trouble and despair. How might we carry on this work of
etching songs of hope in the generations rising today?

CLOSING PRAYER:
God of Advent Light,
Allow the songs of our lives to be beacons of hope for the generations to come, that we
too might direct others to the truth that you are right here, right now, about the work of
turning things around. Help us to say “yes,” with our lives to the work of joining you in
this work. Amen.
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SUNDAY, DECEMBER 20
Rev. Michelle Shrader
SCRIPTURE: LUKE 1:46B-55
KEEPING THINGS IN FOCUS
The impossible is made possible with God. God does the work of turning worlds
around. Mary sings these realities in her song. She sings about miracles, while a
miracle is being born within her. Mary’s yes comes with great cost. She had to trust
that her fiancé would not turn her aside. She had to trust that her relatives would
believe her when she shared with them that a miracle child of God was within her.
She had to trust that, as she stepped into the reality she sang, God would be birthing
that reality into being every day.
There are impossibilities within our midst, though the scripture tells us that “nothing
is impossible with God.” What does it look like for us to bring our impossibilities to
the feet of God, trusting that God will do what Mary says God has already done?
While I was in Israel/Palestine, I interacted with Archbishop Elias Chacour. He is a
man known around the world for his peace-making work. I asked him during our
time together how it is that he stays focused on ministry in the midst of bombs
exploding, tanks barreling through, shots ringing through the air. In the midst of all
this, how do we live Christmas?
His answer to me was this, “all you are speaking of is not my focus. My focus is on my
garden.” He walked me to his actual garden and said, “I plant seeds, they are
watered, and they grow, and they become what they are meant to be.” In the midst of
all the chaos of his day, he was investing in everyone around him and investing in me,
that we would all become the people we were meant to be. He built a school where
children were learning together across every one of the Holy Land divides. They
learned that even in times such as these, there can be peace. To see realities like that
is our Christmas. Moments like these are our “Joy to the world.”

CLOSING PRAYER:
God of Advent Light,
Help Joy to find us in our days. Help us to be saturated with the reality, O God, that you
are every day about the business of turning this world around. Amen.
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MONDAY, DECEMBER 21
Rev. Beth Demme

SCRIPTURE: ISAIAH 9:2-7
DEEP DARKNESS
Did you know that today is the shortest day of 2020? We will have only ten hours of
daylight today. That also means that tonight is the longest night of the year. There
will be more minutes of darkness today than at any other point during this trip
around the sun. 2020 has been remarkable in many ways. Many of us have
experienced 2020 as a time of prolonged grief and stress. It may be that 2020 has
caused you to experience deep darkness like never before. The incredible thing about
light is that darkness can never overtake it.
When I was a child, I loved to build blanket forts in my room. At night, I would climb
into my fortress and read by flashlight. The darker it was, the brighter my flashlight
seemed. The same thing happens when we look at the stars. We can see more stars
when we get out beyond the city lights. The darker it is around us, the more clearly
we can see the star light twinkling in the night sky.
Isaiah (which means “The LORD saves”) talks about God shining light into a land of
deep darkness. God’s light leads to joy and celebration. As you reflect on 2020, can you
see moments when God shined a light into your deep darkness? In the midst of a
tough year, have you experienced moments of celebration? Sometimes the darkness
of our lives makes the light of God shine even more brightly.

CLOSING PRAYER:
Dear God,
Open my eyes to see your light shining brightly, even in the midst of the world’s deep
darkness. Amen.

Join us for our Blue Christmas Worship
Service this evening at 7:00 pm via Zoom.
More information available at:
goodsamtally.org/events.
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TUESDAY, DECEMBER 22
Rev. Beth Demme

SCRIPTURE: ISAIAH 9:6-7
A SON’S NAME
My husband and I became parents through the gift of adoption. Before we ever held
our son, we decided we would name him William. I thought about monograms and
nicknames. I imagined calling to him at the park and introducing him to his
kindergarten teacher. Then, when we actually held him for the first time, we knew
right away that he was not a William. For some reason, the name I had adored for
months suddenly seemed all wrong. Luckily, once our son was in our arms, choosing
his name was easy. We named him after our grandfathers, Peter Samuel. Our son’s
name anchors him into the family that prayed for him and waited for him for a long,
long time. Names can really matter.
In Isaiah, we are told that a time of gloom and anguish is going to end when a special
son is born (Isaiah 9:1). After the suffering, this child will carry the weight of the
world (“authority rests upon his shoulders”). This son is named Wonderful Counselor,
Mighty God, Everlasting Father, and even Prince of Peace. As Christians, we believe this
prophecy about a Davidic king was forever fulfilled with the birth of Jesus Christ.
These names are a soaring description of who Jesus is. He is anchored to Israel’s
greatest king, King David, and yet there is even more to Jesus.
God, made known to us in Jesus, is not only a Wonderful Counselor, but also our
Mighty God. He is not only the Everlasting Father, but also the Prince of Peace.
Whatever adjectives we choose for God, God is always more.

CLOSING PRAYER:
Holy Trinity,
You are the Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace,
and more. I love you God. Thank you for loving me, too. Amen.
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WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 23
Rev. Beth Demme

SCRIPTURE: PSALM 96
SING!
A few years ago there was an animated film called “SING.” One of the main
characters is an elephant named Meena. She tries out for a singing competition, but
has a terrible case of stage fright and ends up working backstage. At a pivotal moment
in the plot, when it looks like all hope is lost, someone overhears Meena singing
Hallelujah to herself. This changes the trajectory of the story and, eventually Meena
becomes the star of the show. Her singing is so powerful that she, literally, brings
down the house—the building crumbles after her performance.
I imagine this is the kind of singing the Psalmist envisions. A powerful, heartfelt,
bring down the house, kind of singing. We sing our song to the Lord as a celebration
of everything that God has done, is doing, and will do in us and through us. Our
God, the maker of heaven and earth, is worthy of being glorified and celebrated by
us. In fact, when we sing to God, we do not sing alone. The Psalmist says the earth
rejoices, from the sea to the fields to the forests, and everything in between, each with
its own unique song. In tomorrow’s scripture, we will hear that an angel and a
multitude of the heavenly host sing to shepherds, celebrating the birth of Jesus. As we
make our final preparations for Christmas, may we, too, sing a new song to the Lord.

CLOSING PRAYER:
Loving God,
You are worthy to be praised. May my heart sing you a new song that brings down
the house and joins with the praise of all the earth. Amen.
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THURSDAY, DECEMBER 24
Rev. Beth Demme

SCRIPTURE: LUKE 2:1-20
ORDINARY INTO EXTRAORDINARY
It’s interesting to read this scripture passage in the year our own government took a
census, isn’t it? There’s something kind of … ordinary about being counted. We are
reminded that we are only one among more than three hundred million Americans.
Maybe Joseph and Mary felt that way, too. Despite the prophecies and angelic visits,
perhaps they felt ordinary as they traveled to Bethlehem. Joseph likely worried about
Mary as they traveled. Mary probably felt every bit of nine months pregnant. And
when their baby was born, they wrapped him in bands of cloth and laid him in a
manger. As they did this, there were ordinary shepherds tending to ordinary sheep in
ordinary fields. But nothing about that night was ordinary. As the angel and “a
multitude of the heavenly host” declared, this was an extraordinary time. The Messiah,
the Lord, was born in Bethlehem! God came in the midst of the ordinary and
changed the world forever.
How has God come into the midst of your ordinary life? What extraordinary things
might God be trying to show you today? Christmas Eve often comes with its own busy
-ness and hustle and bustle. In the midst of it all, an angel and a multitude of the
heavenly host have a message for you: there is good news of great joy for all people,
including you. Jesus is born! Hallelujah!

CLOSING PRAYER:
Extraordinary God,
As I make my final preparations for Christmas, prepare my heart to receive the
incredible truth of your love, the truth that comes as a babe in a manger. Amen.
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