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OUR ONLY HOPE … 
 

THE 2021 ADVENT 

DEVOTIONAL 
 

THE REV. DR. MARTIN R. ANKRUM 
FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 

GREENSBURG, PA 

 
Members and Friends, 
 

As God’s people in this place, we come to the season of Advent with the hope and anticipation that is 

promised in scripture.  Though the world seems in disorder now, this will change. God, in God’s great 

mercy and wisdom, will set things aright at the close of the age. Advent is about our looking toward that 

day to come AND recognizing the beginning gleams of this promise in the coming of the Christ child 

which we celebrate at Christmas 

 

This year, once again, I have written the annual Advent Devotional influenced greatly by the work of 

John Webster, a British theologian who died too young in the last decade.  Earlier this fall, I found a final 

collection of sermons which provided a framework for my own writing of the devotions this year. 

 

As you read through these devotions, may God bless you with a growing sense of hope in a gracious 

light; a light that only Christ can grant to us. 

 

Grace and peace, 

-Martin 

 

Advent Midweek Services:  Main Sanctuary & Simulcast 

Wednesdays, Dec. 1, 8 & 15 @ 7 p.m. 
 

Christmas Eve Services, December 24: All Main Sanctuary 

5 p.m. Children’s & Family 

9 p.m.  Lessons & Carols and Communion 

mailto:fpcgreensburg@comcast.net
http://www.firstpresbyterian/


THE FIRST WEEK OF ADVENT 
 

Sunday, November 28, 2021 
From John 3: 

For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that 

whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal 

life. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the 

world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. 

 

The above passage is so familiar to us that we are tempted to think 

we know all that we need to know about what Christ is saying in 

answer to Nicodemus’s famous query. It is so familiar to us, that I 

think it best to offer to you this day some choice words from John 

Webster’s sermon on the text wonderfully entitled: ‘The 

Unfathomably Miraculous Reality.’ 

 

In the man Jesus, something has taken place which constitutes an 

entire renewal of the world, a remaking of reality, a setting aside 

of a reality ruined beyond repair and the making of something 

bewilderingly new. That new reality is what we mean by 

salvation. 

 

God’s love means that he’s not only God for himself but God 

with us and God for us. And in being in this way OUR God, God 

with us and for us, God binds himself in love to what he has 

made. 

 

And ‘the world’ doesn’t just mean the totality of the things 

which God has made. It means the creation which has rejected 

God, and, most especially, it means the human creature in 

rebellion against God – in other words, us. God loves and creates us as objects for his love, 

human partners for fellowship. We repudiate God: rather than living out of God’s love and 

living for fellowship with God, we seek to be creatures on our own – to be free of what we 

stupidly think to be the hindrances and obstructions to our freedom that God’s love puts in 

our way. 

 

We’re not reconciled by anything we ourselves do or could ever do, for the simple reason 

that there’s nothing we can do. The world cannot restore its fellowship with God. We’re 

reconciled to God because God turns to us, and sends his Son, and in sending him gives him 

to us, and in giving him brings about our salvation. 

 

By now, I hope you can see why I have such admiration for the good British theologian!  His 

point is obvious and is at the heart and soul of the Advent season: God is about ‘putting things 

right’ through his work in Jesus Christ and consequently, in us as well.  In Jesus Christ, we are 

confronted with God who loves us enough NOT to leave well enough alone – he comes to us 

with the express purpose of redeeming a situation that only we have corrupted.   

 

Over the coming days and weeks, may we all be drawn to the One who has proven his love for 

us and for creation in his work in Jesus Christ! May we become more and more convinced of his 

grace and love and thus be more and more convinced of the call to do our part in this great work 

that God has begun in Christ and will complete in him. 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

O God, give me conviction and fresh clarity in my serving of you. Amen. 

 

 

Monday, November 29, 2021 
From Acts 2: 

This Jesus God raised up, and of that we all are witnesses. 

 

If there is a decisive mission statement for the church, this is it!  Many will submit as a substitute 

the Great Commissioning from the end of the Gospel of Matthew. Others might offer the wise 

words of the prophet Micah and his homage to what life with God is in a triad fashion (doing 

justice, loving kindness, and walking in humility).  Yet, for me, this is our calling, our reason to 

be, our absolute directive: to be witnesses to what God has done in Jesus Christ. 

 

All things that we do as a church, as the community of God’s people, MUST be rooted and 

established in our calling to be witnesses to what God has done. Too much of the Christian 

experience in our culture and our nation is about what we DO or what we FEEL rather than what 

it is that God calls us to do and be in this world.  Here, in this so brief verse from the Book of 

Acts, we receive our calling: to be witnesses! 

 

John Webster delivered the following lines in a sermon on this text: 

 

What, then, is the church’s singular preoccupation? Reading the Bible, celebrating the 

sacraments, and testifying to the gospel. The temptation is to think that this isn’t enough: 

Surely there ought to be more? Well, my suggestion, for what it’s worth, is that there is 

more than enough for the church to do if it does these things, and more than enough to 

demonstrate the gospel. We don’t need to run around fiddling with liturgy, agonizing over 

what the church’s mission might be or packing the gospel into a sound bite for people who 

think truth is only 20 seconds long. We don’t need to reinvent ourselves. We need to do 



what the gospel commands us to do: to realize that we’re in the presence of the exalted 

Christ, that the only path open to us is to bear testimony to his presence, and that all other 

avenues have been closed off. 

 

So this must be our calling as God’s people: to be witnesses to the resurrection of Christ, the 

great work of God, in all the ramifications that might take in our life in this world.  This is the 

calling we experience both during this season of Advent and throughout our life … in season or 

out, we are called to be witnesses. 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

For the promises you have made and kept O God, I am indeed grateful. Amen. 

 

 

Tuesday, November 30, 2021 
From Romans 15: 

In Christ Jesus, then, I have reason to be proud of my work for God. For I will not venture 

to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished through me to bring the Gentiles 

to obedience—by word and deed, by the power of signs and wonders, by the power of the 

Spirit of God—so that from Jerusalem and all the way around to Illyricum I have fulfilled 

the ministry of the gospel of Christ; and thus I make it my ambition to preach the gospel … 

 

The apostle Paul writes to the church in Rome and includes this bit about the work in which he 

has been involved in their midst.  He attributes this work of grace and spiritual formation not to 

his own endeavors alone, but rather to the work of Christ through his work. 

 

Contained within these lines lies a common calling to all who claim to be part of Christ’s church 

in this world: the proclamation of Christ rather than our own interests, views, or theories about 

what pleases God or provides for a meaningful and purposeful life.  The calling of the church is 

to be devoted to speaking of God’s action in Jesus Christ rather than any agenda that we might 

devise independent of that. 

 

Webster spoke of this in his sermon on the text and the work of the church: 

 

What other service can there be to the gospel? The gospel can only be that to which we’re 

subservient. It’s not a commodity for our manipulation; it’s not even simply a truth for our 

preservation. The gospel is an event; it’s that event in which the living Christ speaks his 

word – his word, not ours – a word which judges and absolves, cleanses and heals. He 

speaks. 

 

The practice of being a follower of Jesus Christ involves the actual habit of following.  It is a 

habit that must be developed and honed with the help of God’s gracious action in our lives.  It is 

a habit that does not come naturally for us, but requires a certain diligence and respect for the 

truth that the gospel does not belong to us, but rather we belong to it! 

 

Webster’s words in the same sermon speak truth to this: 

 

It’s not the church’s task to do Jesus Christ’s work for him; it’s the church’s task simply to 

let him do his work to us and among us and to be the means through which he may choose 

to do that work. The rest isn’t our business. … God is God; God will do God’s work and 

will draw us into that work as he chooses. Therefore – relax. 

 

Indeed, we need to be faithful to that which we are called to do and leave the rest to God.  It will 

always be in good hands. 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

Help me to be inspired and trusting in you as you guide my faithful living even in places 

that I cannot imagine. Amen. 

 

 

Wednesday, December 1, 2021 
From Jeremiah 20: 

O LORD, you have deceived me, 

    and I was deceived; 

you are stronger than I, 

    and you have prevailed. 

I have become a laughingstock all the day; 

    everyone mocks me. 

For whenever I speak, I cry out, 

    I shout, “Violence and destruction!” 

For the word of the LORD has become for me 

    a reproach and derision all day long. 

If I say, “I will not mention him, 

    or speak any more in his name,” 

there is in my heart as it were a burning fire 

    shut up in my bones, 

and I am weary with holding it in, 

    and I cannot. 

 

The prophet Jeremiah speaks from his heart.  He accuses God of deceit, intimating that his work 

as a prophet has not gone as promised; he has not found great success, but rather derision and 

complaint from the people of God to whom he has addressed God’s word.  He did not expect 

such rough treatment and now considers the possibility of just keeping quiet and keeping to 



himself. But ultimately, the prophet realizes that the truth of the word that has come to him is 

greater than himself.  He must speak out for it is God’s word, the very truth that compels him. 

 

Webster makes the interpretative leap to find in the prophet’s dilemma, the plight of the church: 

we too must, relying fully on God’s grace, be a people dedicated to the truth more than anything 

else: 

 

The church is that human society in which, more than anything else, truth is spoken. The 

church of Jesus Christ is not a voluntary association of like-minded religious or moral 

devotees; what holds it together is not shared taste in matters of the mind or the heart or 

the spirit. The church is a prophetic community, an improbable collection of all kinds of 

people who assemble around the single fact that God speaks the truth in the gospel. 

 

The church should be a place where truth is revered and not just the truths with which we are the 

most comfortable, but all truth – for indeed, all truth belongs to God. We have no need to be 

afraid of the truth, but rather cherish the promise that our own Savior has given us: ‘The truth 

shall set you free.’ 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

Spirit of God, fall afresh on me. Amen. 

 

 

Thursday, December 2, 2021 
From Ezekiel 12: 

But say to them, ‘The days are near, and the fulfillment of every vision. For there shall be 

no more any false vision or flattering divination within the house of Israel. For I am 

the LORD; I will speak the word that I will speak, and it will be performed. It will no longer 

be delayed, but in your days, O rebellious house, I will speak the word and perform it, 

declares the Lord GOD.’ 

 

More about prophets and the difficulty that anyone faces in telling the truth or speaking God’s 

word to this world.  Ezekiel, like Jeremiah, finds that the people who hear God’s word are not 

always ready to accept it or even believe that God would deign to speak. 

 

Webster, in his treatment of the text, suspects that this is the case too often with the church.  We 

are just too resistant to believe that God still speaks and so we feel the compunction to speak on 

behalf of God and develop all kinds of alternate ‘word’ to this world: 

 

Of course, this may not be a matter of deliberate falsification in the life of the people of 

God. It may be a word that is spoken and received in good faith. More often than not, it’s 

the product of an honest sense that we’re left to our own resources in the church, that if a 

word is to be spoken, we have to speak it because God doesn’t speak. And so we’re left to 

exercise our best powers of judgment. 

 

Indeed, sometimes this is precisely the place where we run afoul as the church in the world – 

when we leave off from the Word that is received in God’s word and begin to feel that we must 

augment such.  This is not about interpretation, for indeed, to be truthful and completely faithful 

to God, we must interpret the scripture in light of the context of our time and place.  To do 

elsewise would be to not take scripture seriously, believing that it is not living or breathing, but 

rather a dead report of a past time. No, we must always be about reading and re-reading the 

scripture in the light of the day in which we live.  But what we dare not do is to supplement the 

scripture with words that God has not addressed to us -- words that we have supplied in our 

anxiety of waiting to hear God speak. 

 

The practice of discipleship – faithful following of Jesus Christ – involves trusting that God has 

spoken to us in scripture and speaks to us still.  Our calling is to trust that what God has said, he 

still speaks to us in our own context, in our own time and in our own place.  And that is 

prophetic word indeed: the one that speaks to us. 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

When I stray, turn my heart to you. Amen. 

 

 

Friday, December 3, 2021 
From Mark 6: 

“And if any place will not receive you and they will not listen to you, when you leave, shake 

off the dust that is on your feet as a testimony against them.” So they went out 

and proclaimed that people should repent. 

 

Jesus addresses his disciples before he sends them out into the world for a bit. His words might 

be seen as a ‘pep-talk’ or those kinds of speeches that coaches deliver during half-time at the big 

game.  Of course, such comparisons run afoul quickly of something much more profound than 

positive encouragement or verbal inducements to heightened athletic prowess – what Jesus has to 

say to his disciples is more lasting than the end of the half. 

 

Part of Jesus’ address relates the possibility and the probability that the good news that the 

disciples are called to preach will not be roundly received with aplomb and applause – there will 

be conflict and difficulty.   

 

Webster, in a sermon on this very text, writes: 

 



One of the most striking things about the gospel stories of Jesus is that they present him as 

one who is always at the center of conflict. … This conflict, moreover, isn’t private to Jesus. 

It envelopes all those who find themselves surrounding him, because being in his company 

involves being precipitated into the midst of God’s great dispute with sin. 

 

Webster is right root this conflict experienced by both Christ and his followers in ‘God’s great 

dispute with sin.’ What are we to make, however, of such talk about the dispute with sin?  Does 

this mean that we, as followers of Christ, are called to go out into the world and point out loudly 

and at length the great lists of sins that we observe in our daily interaction with others?  

Unfortunately, the church has sometimes become involved in such fruitless attempts that 

promotes only our own self-righteousness and produces very little true repentance. We would be 

best off to proclaim what Jesus preached.  Webster continues in the same sermon: 

 

They aren’t to proclaim some truth of their own devising. They aren’t to proclaim 

themselves. Their proclamation is wholly taken up with what they’ve heard in Jesus’ own 

proclamation. 

 

And what was the content of Christ’s proclamation? ‘Repent and believe the good news of the 

gospel.’  This too must be our proclamation – a focus squarely upon the goodness and mercy of 

God that has drawn close to us in Jesus Christ and our great need to be turned toward such good 

news.  We would do well to concentrate upon such merciful news rather than cataloguing other’s 

sins and shortcomings … there is conflict enough for us in this world without that! 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

Remind me to follow the example of Jesus in all things and give me strength to live without 

hypocrisy. Amen. 

 

 

Saturday, December 4, 2021 
From 2 Timothy 4: 

I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the 

dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom: preach the word; be ready in season and out 

of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching. For the time 

is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will 

accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions, and will turn away from 

listening to the truth and wander off into myths.  

 

In the long history of the church, a common self-understanding of our calling is to be both a 

listening community and a teaching community.  In short, we are called as the people of God to 

listen to God’s word to us and to teach the same to this world.  The mistake that a good many 

churches or denominations make is to try to specialize in one aspect over the other.  We must be 

both a listening and teaching church in order to be the people God has called us to be. 

 

Webster was aware of this and said so in one of his sermons in the collections I read: 

 

The church of Jesus Christ is defined by, among other things, two very basic activities that 

it undertakes: the activity of hearing God’s word and the activity of speaking God’s word.  

…. Hearing and speaking the word, listening and teaching, are definitive of the church 

because in both these activities the church is set in relation to the one great reality that 

makes the church into the church: the word of God. 

 

On the one hand, there are churches who specialize in telling the world just how to live – they 

tend to over-achieve in speaking to the world rather than hearing the word.  Such approaches 

usually receive consequences other than the intended outcome – they repulse rather than attract 

and the world is none the better for it.  On the other hand, there are churches who concentrate 

upon only hearing the word aright, for themselves and for their own improvement and turn away 

from the world in order to piously avoid any possible ‘contagion’ from those outside of their 

church. 

 

The truth lies thankfully in the middle: we must hear AND speak. It is only when we are humble 

enough to listen to the word and courageous enough to speak to the world, that we will be fully 

the people God has intended us to be.  

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

God of covenant love, thank you for all the ways you allow yourself to be known.  Amen. 

 

 

THE SECOND WEEK OF ADVENT 
 

Sunday, December 5, 2021 
From Psalm 119: 

Oh how I love your law! 

    It is my meditation all the day. … 

I hold back my feet from every evil way, 

    in order to keep your word. 

I do not turn aside from your rules, 

    for you have taught me. 

How sweet are your words to my taste, 

    sweeter than honey to my mouth! 



Through your precepts I get understanding; 

    therefore I hate every false way. 

 

This psalm is well-known for being the longest psalm in the entire collection.  It is divided into 

smaller units that total twenty-one in number; each could be seen as complete psalms in 

themselves. 

 

This portion is centered upon the law of God and the usefulness of God’s word to us in the form 

of instruction in life.  Such instruction was conceived by the writers of the psalter not as some 

kind of encyclopedic knowledge or legal enforcement code, but rather a teaching of the word that 

forms and informs us with a general direction in mind and not always specific instruction. Such 

an understanding of the word looks for a change in one’s approach and a corresponding 

alteration to one’s behavior.  Such conversion is not a one-time experience, but a continual 

awareness of God’s merciful guidance in the midst of our own penchant for choosing our own 

ways. 

 

Webster again proves helpful here: 

 

If we’re alert and conscientious Christian people and not lazy or couldn’t-care-less about 

our faith, then we’ll want to examine ourselves now and again – to try to be aware of what 

we’re up to, how things stand with us in this great matter of our fellowship with God. Self-

examination shouldn’t of course, be overscrupulous or anxious; it shouldn’t drive us inside 

ourselves or make us feel defeated by our muddles.  It should always be rooted in the 

assurance that God is much better at forgiving us then we are at forgiving ourselves. 

 

If we do, in fact, care about ‘this great matter of our fellowship with God,’ we will indeed 

involve ourselves in such self-examination.  Not slavishly comparing our imperfection to the 

perfection of the word and dissolving into despair, but finding instead place of purchase, a 

foothold, as it were, in life from which we might proceed by faith and not be afraid. Such is the 

comfort and the challenge that the psalmist wrote of in this wonderful psalm. 

 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

I God on my way rejoicing and giving thanks that you, O God are in all things.  Amen. 

 

 

Monday, December 6, 2021 
From Isaiah 6: 

In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up; 

and the train of his robe filled the temple. Above him stood the seraphim. Each had six 

wings: with two he covered his face, and with two he covered his feet, and with two he 

flew. And one called to another and said: 

“Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts; 

the whole earth is full of his glory!” 

And the foundations of the thresholds shook at the voice of him who called, and the house 

was filled with smoke.  

 

The text should be recognizable to most of us: the calling of Isaiah the prophet in the great 

temple.  It’s a grand scene indeed, replete with six-winged angels, smoke, and the rumblings of 

something like an earthquake.  How could anyone say ‘no’ to God’s calling given the fully 

recognizable circumstance presented here. 

 

But, honestly now, is this how God often comes to us … with smoke and the shaking of the 

foundations? It doesn’t seem to work that way for most of us.  We are not privy to great physical 

manifestations of the holiness of God when we enter our sanctuary on a Sunday morning or on a 

lonely, rainy Tuesday afternoon.  Yet, we members of the church, because we have honestly 

sensed the pull of God in our lives.  We have experienced something of the power and the glory 

of which the prophets speak and of which the choral anthems intimate.  

 

For most of us, the presence of the Holy God in our lives is something quieter but just as 

meaningful and powerful – it comes to us in the realization that we have been forgiven and freed 

from our sin.  Webster puts it well in his sermon on this text: 

 

God himself is among us and in us, transforming our lives, renewing us. He renews us by 

setting us free from sin; he renews us by opening our ears to hear his word; he renews us 

by opening our mouths to speak his praise; he renews us by opening our hearts to know 

and love our neighbors. … He’s God for us, unquestionably so. He isn’t some domestic 

deity, some useful fiction to cheer up our lives. He’s the one whose glory fills heaven and 

earth: utterly resplendent, utterly beyond, the one before whom we can only bow down. 

 

In the quiet of this hour, allow yourself to be surrounded and buoyed up by the presence of a 

loving God in your midst.  He is there … always … even without the appearance of cherubim, 

smoke, or the shaking of the foundations. 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

I give thanks to you with reverence and with awe.  Amen. 

 

 

Tuesday, December 7, 2021 
From Titus 2: 



For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, training us to 

renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly 

lives in the present age, waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our 

great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all 

lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his own possession who are zealous for 

good works. 

 

In Jesus Christ, the grace of God has appeared – in the life of this world and in our lives as well.  

This is the heart of the gospel; the truth by which we live or at least should live.  Yet, sometimes, 

having understood this great news, this grand gospel, perceiving the mercy and grace that has 

redeemed our lives, we look at those lives and wonder: has there really been a change effected in 

me?  When we think that way, we are not alone – we are, at the very least, being honest. 

 

John Webster, in his treatment of this text, wrote the following: 

 

Anyone who struggles seriously with the Christian life very soon has to face real 

disappointment; for all that salvation has come to me, for all that I have been redeemed 

from iniquity, iniquity seems still to have a pretty firm grip on my life. And if that’s true – 

if I’m still a determined sinner in spite of everything that God has done for me – then do all 

these great claims about salvation and redemption mean nothing at all in the end? 

 

A bit later in the same sermon, Webster provides the very answer: 

 

Because God in Jesus Christ really is our Savior, because he is really for us, because the 

grace of God has appeared and transformed our situation from the ground up – then I live 

the Christian life not to prove to myself and everyone else that the gospel is true, but 

because the gospel is already the most true and real thing that there is. 

 

Thanks be to God that we have no need to prove the validity of the gospel, the good news of 

Jesus Christ!  We are called to live rather than to prove – to live ‘because the gospel is already 

the most true and real thing there is.’ 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

I confess that the cost of discipleship is very high and sometimes I miss the mark.  Amen. 

 

 

Wednesday, December 8, 2021 
From John 15: 

This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. Greater love has 

no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends. You are my friends if you 

do what I command you. No longer do I call you servants, for the servant does not know 

what his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all that I have heard from my 

Father I have made known to you. You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed 

you that you should go and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide, so that whatever 

you ask the Father in my name, he may give it to you. These things I command you, so that 

you will love one another. 

 

The words of Jesus to his disciples indicates two things: it is he who has chosen with whom he 

has fellowship, and it is his friends who are called to do something about this relationship. In 

theological terms, we are elected by God in Jesus Christ and simultaneously given a task for life: 

bearing the fruit of this election. 

 

Far too many Christians misunderstand election (read predestination here) and find it not so 

much a merciful choice of God’s doing but rather more about fate.  They mistakenly believe 

some are fated to be ‘in’ and others are fated to be ‘out.’  Webster is very helpful in his definition 

of election: 

 

Crucially, this determination is mercy. It’s not mere fate. God’s choosing isn’t just a matter 

of his assigning some to this category, some to another. It isn’t random or arbitrary or 

graceless. It’s an act of love, of limitless love, in which God creates and sustains us so that 

we can know and enjoy him and find our well-being in life with him. It isn’t the act of a 

despot who pushes the world around on a whim and who cares nothing for his subjects; it’s 

the act of God the Son, who lays down his life for his friends. 

 

At the heart of election is the divine choosing for the sake of mercy, not due to anything 

inherently good or virtuous in the object of this election. It is about the ultimate goodness of God 

and not our own goodness. This election that we experienced as the friends of Jesus is not about 

our status in this world; as if it were a badge of honor that says ‘we’re in and you’re out!’  This 

election bears a task … to live wholly and fully in the light of God’s love for this world and to 

enact this love by befriending the world, being with others as Christ is with us. 

 

This is what is set before us: that we would love one another as we have been loved! 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

If I treat you as if you do not matter, stir my spirit to awareness and response.  Amen. 

 

 

Thursday, December 9, 2021 
From John 1: 

And this is the testimony of John, when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem to 

ask him, “Who are you?” He confessed, and did not deny, but confessed, “I am not the 

Christ.” And they asked him, “What then? Are you Elijah?” He said, “I am not.” “Are 



you the Prophet?” And he answered, “No.” So they said to him, “Who are you? We need to 

give an answer to those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?” He said, “I am the 

voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord,’ as the 

prophet Isaiah said.” 

(Now they had been sent from the Pharisees.) They asked him, “Then why are you 

baptizing, if you are neither the Christ, nor Elijah, nor the Prophet?” John answered 

them, “I baptize with water, but among you stands one you do not know, even he who 

comes after me, the strap of whose sandal I am not worthy to untie.” These things took 

place in Bethany across the Jordan, where John was baptizing. 

 

In the passage above, John the Baptist is questioned by the religious authorities. They are 

wondering just what he is up to with all this baptizing and preaching out on the outskirts of town.  

He is not the typical representative of the religion – he is out of the mainstream in the very least!   

 

We ought not be shocked if our encounter with God does not cause some eyebrows to raise.  If 

we are intent upon fulfilling the call of Christ in our lives as typified by yesterday’s passage and 

discussion, then some are bound to ask us about what motivates us and animates our love for 

others.  It only seems natural that they would ask … IF they perceive such behavior on our part. 

 

Webster describes the religious authorities interest in John the Baptist thusly: 

 

They want to be able to put a name to the disturbance that they find in him and so set some 

limits to it. They want to make him the kind of religious event that they can handle. But 

John refuses to be lined up, and he refuses because if he were to give in to the request, he 

would be fundamentally false to his true calling. He would make himself an object of 

interest, a figure with some independent standing, and thereby he would cease to be who he 

is. 

 

I think it good advice that Webster offhandedly gives. We dare not become the point of focus 

rather than pointing toward the One who has called us and commanded us to love.  John the 

Baptist is the one who provides for us the model: doing what he has been asked to do, but all the 

while pointing to the One who asks rather than the one who answer the call. 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

I go on my way rejoicing and giving thanks that you, O God, are in all things.  Amen. 

 

 

Friday, December 10, 2021 
From Ephesians 4: 

I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to 

which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with 

one another in love, eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There 

is one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your 

call— one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is over all and 

through all and in all. But grace was given to each one of us according to the measure of 

Christ's gift. 

 

The apostle Paul instructs his readers in Ephesus to ‘walk in a manner worthy of the calling to 

which you have been called.’  This appears not only to be a mouthful, but also to be a 

tremendously arduous task.  The calling to which we have been called in the saving work of 

Jesus Christ is quite a high summons: the people of God. 

 

The expectations that we might hold to accomplish what is set before us might be equally as high 

as the calling itself.  We are apt to fail; to not always be equal to our calling.  This is not an 

excuse offered in advance, but rather an admission of the reality of the human condition.   If we 

relied only upon our own ways of fulfilling this call, then we are bound to fail completely.  If we 

leave it up to our conscience to tell us whether or not we remain the people of God, we will 

definitely doubt God’s steadfast love for us – we need pronounced reliance upon God’s 

assistance in our living out of the summons.  Here’s how Webster put it in a sermon on a 

different passage from Ephesians: 

 

Conscience is a good servant but a fearsome tyrant of a master.  Give conscience the job of 

pronouncing absolution, and you will soon find yourself the victim of a merciless enemy. 

Conscience does not forgive; conscience accuses. Conscience doesn’t free us from our sins; 

it binds us to them. It ties us tighter and tighter to our wrongdoing by setting it always 

before us: ‘This is who you are! This is what you have done!” And it’s the voice of the 

accuser which is finally silenced by Jesus himself, the ascended priest. He alone – not 

conscience – is authorized to secure our forgiveness. He alone is empowered by the Father 

to pronounce to us absolution, to break the bondage of the past, and to set us free. 

 

We are indeed called to live in a manner reflective of God’s goodness in this world. Such a life 

can only ever be successfully lived trusting not just in our ability to be good, but more in God’s 

graciousness.   

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

As I continue to grow in faith, may wisdom grow and develop. Amen. 

 

  

Saturday, December 11, 2021 
From Matthew 7: 

Judge not, that you be not judged. For with the judgment you pronounce you will be 

judged, and with the measure you use it will be measured to you. Why do you see the speck 



that is in your brother's eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye? Or how can 

you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’ when there is the log in 

your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see 

clearly to take the speck out of your brother's eye. 

 

How do we deal with failures as the Christian community?  Just how we do deal with such says 

much about the maturity of our community and the dependence that we have upon the grace of 

God rather than our own judgments about others and ourselves. 

 

We are bound to encounter failure in the lives of our friends, our neighbors, fellow church 

members, family, and certainly ourselves.  These failures certainly provide moments of 

disappointment for us; disappointment in others and in ourselves, but they are never the end of 

the story. 

 

Jesus tells his disciples that dealing with the failures of others requires something of us more 

than just an assessment of the shortcoming and a turning of our back upon those who fail.  We 

are called to live instead with a certain amount of grace and mercy – with others and even with 

ourselves. 

 

Webster puts it this way: 

 

‘Judge not.’ In these words, Jesus doesn’t call us to abandon or suspend judgment; he calls 

us, rather, to renounce the diseased forms of judgment that have so infected our life 

together. The object of his attack, in other words is not judgment itself but the perversion 

of judgment. … Perverted judgment is a very different animal. It’s not a matter of humble 

testimony to the truth of God, of repeating the truth that we have been told, but a means of 

self-exaltation. Perverse judgment is a servant of one master and one master alone: my self-

interest. 

 

The principle to remember in our dealing with failures in others is to extend the same kind of 

mercy and grace that we would appreciate if things were ‘the other way round.’ We are called to 

make judgments of course, but judgment that is salted with mercy and grace rather than our own 

self-interest … judgment that might lead to restoration and reconciliation between people rather 

than just feeling satisfied with ourselves or somehow superior to others. 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

Center me, O God. Reorient me and help me to be faithful. Amen. 

 

 

THE THIRD WEEK OF ADVENT 
 

  

Sunday, December 12, 2021 
From Mark 7: 

And [Jesus] said to them, “Well did Isaiah prophesy 

of you hypocrites, as it is written, 

“‘This people honors me with their lips, 

    but their heart is far from me; 

in vain do they worship me, 

    teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.’ 

You leave the commandment of God and hold to the 

tradition of men.” 

 

Our church enjoys a long history of traditions. Some of 

these are localized to our congregation and the lives of 

those who have gone before us.  Others are traditions 

that we share across localities and regional differences.  

Both the local and the universal traditions of the 

Presbyterian church help to make us a distinctive 

people, yet also point us surely and securely to the 

source of our lives – not the traditions themselves, but the God whom we honor with our 

traditions. 

 

Jesus speaks directly to the scribes and the Pharisees, the keepers of the tradition of his time and 

place. He warns them of too-closely following traditions without thoughtful consideration. It is 

the source or the purpose of inherited ritual practice that matters, not merely the carrying out of 

the actions. Sometimes traditions can become an end to themselves rather than a means to 

perceiving the presence of the true end of our devotion: God himself. 

 

Webster said it well in this extended quote from his sermon on the matter: 

 

Tradition works well when it’s a response to a call. A healthy and effective tradition is one 

that offers a way of living our lives in responsibility, in answer to a summons from outside 

ourselves to be a particular kind of people. What a tradition does is help us find ways of 

building our lives around that summons and of making sure that the summons is always 

laid before us. In the Christian tradition, for example, creeds and set forms of prayer serve 

just this need: They help us focus; they help us fix mind and heart and will and imagination 

on the particular reality of the gospel; they prevent us from drifting into formlessness; they 

shape our lives into an answer to the call of God in Christ.  But religions traditions in 

particular go wrong when, instead of giving access to the call of God, they become a 

substitute for it. The tradition somehow freezes; it interposes itself between God and the 

people of God; obedience to God becomes submissions to the tradition. Then, we might say, 



tradition is no longer an open window but a closed room. And it’s just this corruption of 

tradition which Jesus uncovers in the little conflict story in Mark 7. 

 

We all ought to be thoughtful about our traditions and examine them on occasion. Do they lead 

us to the God who has acted in Jesus Christ or do they merely perpetuate continued obedience to 

their demands?  The way we answer should always determine whether or not we continue the 

tradition … whichever tradition it may be! 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) (Same as yesterday) 

Center me, O God. Reorient me and help me to be faithful. Amen. 

  

 

Monday, December 13, 2021 
From 1 Kings 3: 

Solomon loved the LORD, walking in the statutes of David his father, only he sacrificed and 

made offerings at the high places. … And now, O LORD my God, you have made your 

servant king in place of David my father, although I am but a little child. I do not 

know how to go out or come in. And your servant is in the midst of your people whom you 

have chosen, a great people, too many to be numbered or counted for multitude. Give your 

servant therefore an understanding mind to govern your people, that I may discern 

between good and evil, for who is able to govern this your great people?” 

 

I would not have chosen this text, but Webster did for a sermon and has influenced its inclusion 

in this devotion.  I thought it would be best to share with you in this space a collection of quotes 

from his rather well-written sermon on the matter of wisdom: 

 

Wisdom involves going through the externals to the deep things underneath. The person 

without wisdom is mesmerized by surfaces and is either too lazy or too distracted to do 

anything other than take everything at face value. The wise person waits, and probes, and 

so see things that ordinarily would escape us because we are in too much of a rush to 

notice. … 

 

We find ourselves sadly in a vulgar and opinionated culture in which taking one’s time, 

thinking, and speaking slowly, are largely despised. …  

 

If our thinking is properly guided by Scripture, then we are led to say something like this: 

wisdom is God’s gift. Wisdom isn’t something we can acquire by the exercise of our own 

powers however noble those powers may be. If we seek to make ourselves wise, if we look to 

our own resources, then not only will we fail to catch wisdom; we will become fools, those 

who are deaf to the instruction of the Lord. In short, it is God who makes wise; it is God 

who gives discernment of good and evil. … 

 

God’s gifts always retain their character as gift, even as God gives them; gifts are events of 

giving, not commodities handed over to us. 

 

I trust you see why I liked the good British theologian’s work … it was always insightful, 

helpful, and maybe even wise! 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

I join my voice with those from every place on earth in praising your name, God of all 

creation. Amen. 

 

  

Tuesday, December 14, 2021 
From Joshua 1: 

Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be frightened, and do not 

be dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go.  

 

From Ephesians 6: 

Be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might. 

 

As a boy, I was devoted to stories of courageous behavior … the Knights of the Roundtable, 

Robin Hood and his Merry Men, tales from the American Revolution, even the exploits of 

swashbuckling pirates … I read them all and imagined that I too would prove myself brave and 

courageous in my own adventures as I grew older. Ah, such was a boyish imagination. 

 

But courage seems something different to me now.  It is not just a matter of taking an innate 

confidence and drawing it out across the grit of one’s own determination to see an action 

through.  Now, courage appears to me to be something more like an appeal to a higher ideal or a 

greater purpose than just proving one’s mettle – it means standing for something of importance 

and permanence in the midst of the shifting sands of the transitory moment. 

 

John Webster, I think, would agree: 

 

Courage is only really courage when it is strength of character directed to a good and noble 

end. Merely acting purposefully in face of fearful danger isn’t in and of itself courage. 

Thieves, seducers, and terrorists can appear to be courageous, risking all manner of 

menaces to attain their goals. But facing and overcoming danger for a worthless and 

wicked cause isn’t courage. Courage is only true courage when it’s enlisted in the service of 

truth and goodness. 

 



There is something here to be considered for sure. The strength of character that we might 

summon up must meet the reason for the summoning. Doing evil or choosing a path that 

correctly would be opposed by all that is right is not courageous, only selfish or mistaken.  True 

courage can only be exhibited when we stand for what is right no matter what the costs.  Such 

courage is not found innately in us, rather, like the topic of yesterday’s devotion, is a gift from 

God … just in the time that it is needed. 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

In the expected and unexpected, I know that you are there, O God. Amen. 

  

  

Wednesday, December 15, 2021 
From 1 Thessalonians 1 

We give thanks to God always for all of you, constantly mentioning you in our 

prayers, remembering before our God and Father your work of faith and labor of love 

and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

Somewhere in the recesses of my mind is a quote from the great twentieth-century theologian, 

Karl Barth: ‘Gratitude echoes grace.’  Without attribution, John Webster picks up this sentiment 

in his exposition of the text listed above.  I’m sure that either it’s a case of ‘great minds thinking 

alike’ or Webster just didn’t realize that this is where he got this particular saying, but either 

way, I have found this aphorism to be true: our sense of gratitude and thanksgiving in this world 

is rooted in our comprehension of the active presence of grace in our lives.  If we didn’t believe 

in the power of grace, we probably would not be so quick to turn to thankful behavior. 

 

Thanksgiving and gratitude are at the heart of the Christian life. We have been given much in 

this life and we stand as recipients of a great grace that none of us can justify or deserve and so 

we come to a realization that the only proper and true response must be an attitude of 

thankfulness.  It only makes sense to the mature heart who has been affected by the action of the 

Holy Spirit upon it. 

 

Webster put it this way in his sermon on the text: 

 

Thanksgiving is one of the signs of convertedness – that is, it’s a mark of the fact that those 

who live in Christ have been remade, transplanted out of one way of living into another, 

new way. … Christian life is a new life because it transforms us out of our refusal to live 

thankfully to a life which acknowledges, celebrates, and lives from the grace of God. 

 

If what Webster asserts is true, then the Christian life is marked with a changed attitude about 

life; an attitude that is not grasping at whatever juice might be squeezed out of the berries of life 

or grafted from whatever might be lifted from someone else’s patch or garden – rather it is an 

inherent thankfulness for what has been given and the hope of a continuation of the 

demonstration of God’s goodness even in the times of suffering or meager returns.  

Thanksgiving is the very way that we demonstrate in word AND deed, the great grace that has 

encountered us, surrounded us, and promises to raise us still. 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

Let me a source of unexpected grace in someone else’s life today. Amen. 

 

  

Thursday, December 16, 2021 
From 2 Corinthians 8: 

For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your 

sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty might become rich. 

 

Paul appears to be writing about generosity … the increase of some due to the decrease of one. 

Jesus, who was rich, becomes poor so that his people in this world might become rich.  

Obviously, Paul’s definition of generosity is not limited to financial means despite his use of 

terms for wealth and impoverishment.  

 

Too often we consider generosity to be solely about money.  How much should we give to the 

new organ fund or to the new wing of the hospital or to the stranger on the street with the sign 

indicating a great need for he and his family?  We think about generosity usually in monetary 

terms. 

 

However, there is much more to generosity in the human heart than just dollars and cents. There 

is something to be said, from a biblical perspective, about generosity of the heart and soul when 

it comes to our fellow humanity. 

 

We can be generous with our time, our feelings, our advice, our love and so much more.  The 

transformation of a human life under the influence of the gracious Spirit of the living God, as we 

have said earlier, results in demonstratable marks that indicate something new is taking place in 

that life – something different or more defined than in the past.  This is certainly true with what 

God does with generosity in our lives. 

 

It is not as if those who do not know or realize of God’s great work in Jesus Christ for us all are 

incapable of generosity, rather the action of God’s grace in our lives re-defines it and re-molds it 

into something beyond our own limited or parochial definitions – we are made into the likeness 

of He who is generous beyond measure.  People who are not Christians can be truly generous.  It 

is the action of God’s loving Spirit in our lives that reorients and intensifies any such human 

generosity already extent within our hearts and souls. 

 



The challenge for us then, as followers of He who is Generosity itself, is to live with open hands 

and open hearts to others; to not build up for ourselves castles of isolated and self-directed 

achievement or indulgence, but rather to break down walls that separate ourselves from others, 

that restrict our abilities to share whatever it is that we have given with others.  This, it seems to 

me, is the very thing that Paul alludes to in his text for this day: Christ gave of himself so that we 

might have something ourselves to give. 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

I pray not for what I want, but for the fullness of your glory to come to fruition. Amen. 

 

  

Friday, December 17, 2021 
From Galatians 6: 

Brothers, if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him 

in a spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on yourself, lest you too be tempted. Bear one 

another's burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ. For if anyone thinks he is 

something, when he is nothing, he deceives himself. 

 

Fair warning is implied by this text: ‘If you’re looking for perfection in righteousness and 

faithfulness, don’t look to the churches!’ 

 

Years ago, Julie and I had neighbors who became close friends and attended the church that I 

served at the time. They never joined the church but seemed close to it when the husband’s 

business took them away from our community.  One of the wife’s favorite sayings was: ‘Church 

people are the WORST!’  She would say this after some story of churchly folks behaving in 

manners well beneath the graciousness and mercy exhibited by the Head of the church, Jesus 

Christ. 

 

As ‘rude’ as her aphorism may have seemed, I think she may well have had something there.  

Too many folks come to church expecting to find complete purity and failing finding that, 

assume that those who attend churches are only really hypocrites. 

 

That is true only if we lack what Paul was driving at in these opening lines of the sixth chapter of 

his Letter to the Galatians. Paul tells his readers that if we really want to claim the name 

‘Christian’ then we must behave in a way that echoes the behavior of our Lord and Savior.  If we 

want to live by grace, then we must learn to show that grace and mercy towards others and even 

others within our own communities of faith.  We are called to seek forgiveness and restoration 

for those who have experienced what we all have experienced: something less than perfection 

when it comes to our own righteousness and faithfulness to God. 

 

Webster, in a wonderfully sensitive and insightful sermon on the text, provides a perfect ending 

for this day: 

 

Finding that kind of common life [within the Church] – finding a way of being together 

that does indeed face up to sin’s reality but which is not crushed by it – involves a couple of 

things. It involves truthfulness. It involves getting beyond the pretense that we aren’t 

sinners. It involves facing up to the fact that there is sin in the church and that the church 

can only flourish under God if we confess that fact. 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

Help me remember that wholeness means everyone is welcome in your church. Amen. 

 

  

Saturday, December 18, 2021 
From Psalm 105: 

Oh give thanks to the LORD; call upon his name; 

    make known his deeds among the peoples! 

Sing to him, sing praises to him; 

    tell of all his wondrous works! 

Glory in his holy name; 

    let the hearts of those who seek the LORD rejoice! 

Seek the LORD and his strength; 

    seek his presence continually! 

Remember the wondrous works that he has done, 

    his miracles, and the judgments he uttered, 

O offspring of Abraham, his servant, 

    children of Jacob, his chosen ones! 

 

Learning to worship the living God can be a real task.  This behavior that is called for and 

expected by the scriptures, is not something natural to us.  We learn to offer our praise to God. 

We are not innately equipped to worship God without some kind of external stimulus or 

encouragement.  

 

I think this runs counter to what we assume.  We naively think that it should be natural for us to 

turn to God in gratitude and thanksgiving for the beauty of life and the particular blessings of our 

life. Nothing could be further from the truth; it requires something of us to worship. We learn to 

worship as surely as we learn other things of great importance in our lives. 

 

John Webster touches upon this in his sermon on this text: 

 



One of the most basic experiences of worship is that, far from being natural, easy, and 

spontaneous, welling up within us and overflowing, praise is hard, strange, and laborious. 

It’s as if we’re playing a rather unfamiliar role or wearing a suit of clothes that doesn’t 

quite fit. Praise seems awkward and difficult. However much we may know and love the 

liturgical forms of praise that some of us use, all too often praise is hard, unrewarding 

spiritual labor. 

 

He goes on to explain: 

 

Why is that? Why is that, if God made us for praise, we seem so often to find it so terribly 

difficult and unsatisfying? The answer is this: we praise God in the shadow of our 

fallenness. Our praise isn’t perfect and free, because we’re sinners, only slowly learning to 

praise God. 

 

So, keep working at – keep offering your praise to God, no matter how imperfect or sullied by 

the ‘shadow of our fallenness.’ Just keep at it; it’s a lifetime commitment. And its one that will 

change you throughout… 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

Hear my cry, O God, as I confess my sins and ask your forgiveness. Create in me a clean 

heart. Amen. 

 

 

THE FOURTH WEEK OF ADVENT 
 

Sunday, December 19, 2021 
From Psalm 119: 

Blessed are those whose way is blameless, 

    who walk in the law of the LORD! 

Blessed are those who keep his testimonies, 

    who seek him with their whole heart, 

who also do no wrong, 

    but walk in his ways! 

You have commanded your precepts 

    to be kept diligently. 

Oh that my ways may be steadfast 

    in keeping your statutes! 

Then I shall not be put to shame, 

    having my eyes fixed on all your commandments. 

I will praise you with an upright heart, 

    when I learn your righteous rules. 

I will keep your statutes; 

    do not utterly forsake me! … 

I will delight in your statutes; 

    I will not forget your word. 

 

This psalm is the longest of all one-hundred fifty in the canon and in many ways, it is the most 

insightful. Here is presented the way of the faithful, the way of those who seek to fulfill the law 

or at least to be observant of its demands upon the human creature. When it comes to things such 

as demands and obedience, our very nature recoils and seeks to strike out in our independence 

and our own sense of ego-strength. Yet, when we do, we despoil the image of God within us, and 

we suffer the consequences of our own hubris. 

 

Here's the helpful insights that Webster provides for this passage: 

 

God’s law is not first and foremost a code, a set of observable requirements. It’s God’s 

revealed presence, God’s self-exposition. … His law is his word, his manifestation of 

himself. But God’s eloquence is also God’s command. It isn’t an alien command; it isn’t 

arbitrary, a matter merely of God’s will as a superior power opposed to us that crushes our 

will and robs our liberty. The command of God’s law is simply God setting before us the 

given shape, the order – the good order – of human life in and with God, who makes and 

saves us. 

 

This is why the law is life-giving: it gives us the revelation of God. It is the why and the who of 

God that is completely confirmed in the person of Jesus Christ. The law is not a list of draconian 

rules and requirements that we must meet, but rather the revealing of the loving purposes of God 

for human life and thus for our lives as well. This is exactly why we must pay attention to the 

law and listen to the way in which it does seek to shape our lives in the good order of the love of 

God. 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

I live in the shelter of your arms and abide in your presence, God my deliverer. Amen. 

 

  

Monday, December 20, 2021 
From Revelation 3: 

“And to the angel of the church in Sardis write: ‘The words of him who has the seven 

spirits of God and the seven stars. 

“‘I know your works. You have the reputation of being alive, but you are dead. Wake up, 

and strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have not found your works complete 

in the sight of my God. Remember, then, what you received and heard. Keep it, and repent. 



If you will not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what hour I will 

come against you. Yet you have still a few names in Sardis, people who have not soiled their 

garments, and they will walk with me in white, for they are worthy. The one who conquers 

will be clothed thus in white garments, and I will never blot his name out of the book of 

life. I will confess his name before my Father and before his angels. He who has an ear, let 

him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.’ 

 

In the Book of Revelation, the word of the Lord comes to the seven churches, each with a 

specific corrective to their behavior. Revelation is a difficult book to read and even more so to 

comprehend, but it is not impossible.  It is not, for sure, a coded message of how the world will 

come to an end as some would have us believe. Rather, it is the very Word of God to us, filled 

with mercy and grace AND judgment.  It is the judgment part that tends to animate anxious 

feelings and dreadful portents. 

 

Webster, in his treatment of the text, sees the value in hearing this Word that comes to the people 

of the churches: 

 

Therefore, one of the things that it means to be a Christian community is to be those who 

are faced steadily by this intrusive word, to be a community that assembles around this 

text, because – however painful and disturbing and dismaying it may seem – hearing what 

it has to say is the way in which we are healed: healed from loss of truth, healed from that 

silence about unrighteousness and sin that is so profoundly destructive of human fellowship 

and flourishing.  

 

In the season of Advent, we are called to hear the judgment that is before both church and world.  

It is this judgment of God -- the corrective to our lives -- that moves us closer to be the people 

that we are called to be and have been enabled to be in Jesus Christ. It is this corrective that heals 

us and threatens the way we think about the ordinary things of life. It is the word, finally that 

converts us and makes us whole. This season, let us allow the living Word of God to correct and 

heal … in order to do that, we really will have to listen. 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

God of my life, give me the ability to be a bold listener this season and in all seasons. Amen. 

 

  

Tuesday, December 21, 2021 
From John 1: 

The next day again John was standing with two of his disciples, and he looked at Jesus as 

he walked by and said, “Behold, the Lamb of God!” The two disciples heard him say this, 

and they followed Jesus. Jesus turned and saw them following and said to them, “What are 

you seeking?” And they said to him, “Rabbi” (which means Teacher), “where are you 

staying?” He said to them, “Come and you will see.” So they came and saw where he was 

staying, and they stayed with him that day, for it was about the tenth hour. One of the two 

who heard John speak and followed Jesus was Andrew, Simon Peter's brother. He first 

found his own brother Simon and said to him, “We have found the Messiah” (which means 

Christ). He brought him to Jesus. Jesus looked at him and said, “You are Simon the son 

of John. You shall be called Cephas” (which means Peter). 

 

It may well be advisable to re-read the entire first chapter of the Gospel of John at this point.  It 

is a fascinating opening to the one gospel that is different in many ways from the other three.  

Here in this marvelously sweeping opening, the author takes us from the realms of God before 

there was anything but God, insinuating that the Word of God was there with God and was God 

AND then linking this pre-existent Word to the real flesh of this man Jesus of Nazareth who 

concludes the chapter with the calling of his first disciples.  The movement is incredibly broad in 

the opening and narrows to the specificity of the existence in the world of the very Word of God 

come to us in this one man … this Jesus of Nazareth. 

 

The season of Advent is about just such things … not just the coming of the celebrations of that 

happy time we call Christmas, but the proclamation of what God has been up to in Christ, what 

God continues to be up to in Christ and what God WILL be up to in Christ.  Advent rolls all this 

into one and presents it before us, just as those early disciples were presented with the Christ and 

did not fully realize, fully see, fully perceive that indeed in this one man, God was with them.  

And with us now as well in Christ. 

 

Webster finds in this chapter, the proclamation of God’s election, God’s choosing us to be his 

people and he to be our God: 

 

We’re what we are because of who God is, what God does, how God decides for us. … To 

know God’s election is to know that we’re shaped by love, that we’re called into being by 

mercy, that we’re sustained by infinite goodness. 

 

This is reason enough to rejoice and proclaim this day as the very day of the Lord … everyday. 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

I join with the creatures in offering my praise to you, O Lord! Amen. 

 

 

Wednesday, December 22, 2021 
From Colossians 1: 

He has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his 

beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.  He is the image of the 

invisible God, the firstborn of all creation. For by him all things were created, in heaven 



and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—

all things were created through him and for him. And he is before all things, and in him all 

things hold together. And he is the head of the body, the church. He is the beginning, the 

firstborn from the dead, that in everything he might be preeminent. For in him all 

the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, 

whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross. 

 

This particular piece of scripture has always fascinated me and informed my faith. I don’t think 

that I’m alone in this; this is a favorite of a good many Christians. It is written with both a sense 

of poetry and a truth that must be proclaimed, shared, but all above, a truth that must be lived. 

 

Paul, the writer of the text, is convinced that this Jesus is not just a prophet of God or a 

messenger sent to convey the purposes of God. Jesus is God come to us -- the very purposes of 

God lived out in this world in fleshly form.  He was and is the God who holds all things together, 

who is before all things and all things are set before him.  It is by the work of this God-come-to-

us that we are saved, transferred from the world of darkness that we ourselves have created into 

his very own kingdom -- the kingdom of God’s light and love, which the world was meant to be. 

 

Webster, in his treatment of Paul’s text, asserts that it asks something of us: 

 

It asks, first, that we acknowledge it; that we confess its sheer and abundant reality; that 

gladly and unaffectedly we confess that what we read of here is true and wholesome and 

good. 

 

In essence, Webster holds that because of what we read here we find the truth that saves and 

transforms.  In Jesus Christ we are met by our one and only hope.  This hope is not a hope of 

desperation as if we don’t have it we will be lost, but rather the hope of the realization that we 

are saved because it has already happened; it has already occurred and we are called to actually 

live into it, not in fear, but in gratitude. 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

God of my life, I will trust in you. I will not be afraid. Amen. 

 

  

Thursday, December 23, 2021 
From Revelation 1: 

Grace to you and peace from him who is and who was and who is to come, and from the 

seven spirits who are before his throne, and from Jesus Christ the faithful witness, the 

firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of kings on earth. 

 

We’re back in that ‘dangerous book’ that ends the canon of Holy Scripture. But don’t be afraid 

… we’ll get through this together!  I am often amazed at people’s reactions to the Book of 

Revelation – some won’t touch it with a ten-foot pole, while others embrace it as if it were the 

playbook for the final days of planet Earth.  Whatever you may think of the book, the one thing 

that it certainly provides is proclamation – proclamation of the truth. 

 

These opening lines to the book present Jesus Christ as the faithful witness, but a witness to 

what?  The rest of the book reveals that Christ is the faithful witness to the truth of God and 

God’s purposes in this world: Christ is the faithful witness to the truth. 

 

Webster writes of this in his sermon on the text: 

 

[Christ’s] witness to the truth is not that of the therapist or friend or counselor who slowly 

leads us out of our illusions to face ourselves and the world without the protective armor of 

our illusions. His witness is of a wholly different order; it’s the divine manifestation of 

truth; it’s judgment and revelation. By it, those who encounter this one are absolutely 

disturbed, summoned, not just to a more orderly and integrated dealing with reality but 

into an entire reordering of their world. They must dismantle a whole way of lying their 

way through life – or, more accurately, they must somehow come to see that the entire 

edifice has already been brought crashing to the ground by the truth speaking of the Son of 

God. 

 

Webster sees that the appearance of Jesus Christ is the confrontation of truth against the lies we 

tell about ourselves.  Those lies that say we are those without sin, that we are not part of the 

problem, that surely we must be part of the solution … those little lies that we tell ourselves that 

make us feel somehow that we are competent and capable enough to live in this world that favors 

its own illusions more than the truth.  It is this truth of both God’s judgment and mercy that 

Christ bears witness to … and he does so faithfully. If that is so, than we ought to listen to him – 

really listen and admit that we are not the people we should be. 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

It’s almost here, the birthday of the Prince of Peace. Make my heart receptive of receiving 

this gift that is always new, always challenging. Amen. 

 

  

Friday, December 24, 2021 
Christmas Eve 
From Isaiah 2: 

He shall judge between the nations, 

    and shall decide disputes for many peoples; 

and they shall beat their swords into plowshares, 



    and their spears into pruning hooks; 

nation shall not lift up sword against nation, 

    neither shall they learn war anymore. 

 

This passage should not be unfamiliar to us. It has become the subject of speeches, hymns, 

aspirational social programs, and of course, sermons by the score. This simple passage is one of 

the first snippets of scripture that I ever heard: my mother would quote it often in referring to the 

contemporary news of the day that bespoke just the opposite of our human existence.  In short, 

my mother hoped for the promise to be fulfilled – a day in which war would no longer be a 

subject of our human experience, a day when peace would reign. 

 

This is the promise of Advent.  There is a day coming in which peace will reign because the 

Prince of Peace will reign.  We tie this hopeful vision of a ‘final day’ to the appearance and 

significance of the person of Jesus of Nazareth, whose birth Christians will celebrate in services 

this evening and tomorrow on Christmas Day.  

 

John Webster points up that our calling as Christians in this world is to ‘remember’ that this is 

our future and the future of the world.  He calls us to recall that we serve the Prince of Peace and 

thus should live into the peace that is coming and actually work toward it: 

 

It's the task of the Christian church, of all Christian people, to work together on forms of 

life that do that kind of remembering: very simply, to live our lives with a vivid awareness 

of Jesus, a vivid remembering of the fact that by his life, death, and resurrection, he has 

turned the world upside down. Such remembering is crucial to making sure that we aren’t 

trapped into thinking that the present is all that there is, that violence can’t end: for we 

remember that the world is made new, reordered from top to bottom. 

 

Webster is right that this hope for the future that is demonstrated and borne out in the birth of 

Christ and the purposes of God becomes the task of Christ’s church in this world. We are not 

called to bring about this peace on our own or purely by our own devices, but rather by the help 

and assistance of God – the direct intervention of Christ in our lives and our work.  In this way as 

well, the one who is born in Bethlehem for us all is still and remains our only hope. Thanks be to 

God. 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast: Year C) 

It’s almost here, the birthday of the Prince of Peace. Make my heart receptive of receiving 

this gift that is always new, always challenging. Amen. 

 

 

 
 

Saturday, December 25, 2021 
Christmas Day 
In keeping with our devotional tradition, the words for today come from the story that we 

remember with hearts filled with joy and thanksgiving: 

  

 

In those days, a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should 

be registered. This was the first registration when Quirinius was governor of Syria. And all went 

to be registered, each to his own town. And Joseph also went up from Galilee, from the town 

of Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David, which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the 

house and lineage of David, to be registered with Mary, his betrothed, who was with 

child. And while they were there, the time came for her to give birth. And she gave birth to her 

firstborn son and wrapped him in swaddling cloths and laid him in a manger, because there was 

no place for them in the inn. 

And in the same region there were shepherds out in the field, keeping watch over their flock by 

night. And an angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, 

and they were filled with great fear. And the angel said to them, “Fear not, for behold, I bring 

you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. For unto you is born this day in the 

city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord. And this will be a sign for you: you will find a 

baby wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a manger.” And suddenly there was with the 

angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying, 

“Glory to God in the highest, 

    and on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased!” 

When the angels went away from them into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let us 

go over to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has made known to 

us.” And they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby lying in a manger. And 

when they saw it, they made known the saying that had been told them concerning this 

child. And all who heard it wondered at what the shepherds told them. But Mary treasured up all 

these things, pondering them in her heart. And the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising 

God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them. 

 

Prayer for the Day: (From Daily Feast, Year B) 

Glory to you, O God, in the highest heave; and on earth, peace among all those with whom 

you are pleased!  May that, one day, be the entire world. Amen. 

 
 
 
 

 


