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November 29, 2020
First Sunday in Advent

Today’s Scripture: "To all the peoples, nations, and 
languages inhabiting the entire earth: I wish you much peace." 
Daniel 6:25 

Everyone I know would welcome peace with open arms. Peace 
would be wonderful in these times of struggle against racism, 
bigotry, xenophobia, misogyny, power, pandemic, hatred and 
violence. I’m so weary of being barraged by bad news, violent 
images and abhorrent rhetoric. Why can’t we be more civil and 
respectful while making changes to policies that must be made 
so everyone “wins”? What happened to compromise? What has 
caused these shifts in our republic? I’m eager for the time 
when the norm becomes treating others as we want to be 
treated. Our parents and religious leaders around the world 
teach us to treat others as we want to be treated. Isn’t it time 
for people to act on that wisdom? We must make dramatic 
changes in our country and world to create peace.

Serenity prayer
God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, 
courage to change the things I can and the wisdom to know the 
difference.

---Charlotte Drayer



November 30, 2020

Today’s Scripture: "A river of fire flowed out from his 
presence; thousands upon thousands served him; ten thousand 
times ten thousand stood ready to serve him!..." Daniel 7:10

Almost immediately upon reading “a river of fire flowed” my 
mind pictured the COVID19 pandemic as that river of fire, a 
burning judgement on social injustice, healthcare inequities, 
and deep ideological divisions; a washing away of family 
gatherings, hugs of loved ones, and smiles. I truly miss seeing 
smiles.

Fire is powerful. For most of the last eight months, the 
pandemic has been a river of
fire burning out of control across the globe. A life-threatening 
fire. A destroyer. As
apocalyptical a vision for us in modern times as it was for 
Daniel in biblical times. Young or old, wealthy or poor, white, 
black or brown, each one of us has been burned. This was the 
vision of the river of fire I saw particularly when feeling 
exhausted, inadequate, or alone.

Fire is powerful. The “river of fire flowed out from his 
presence.” God is the source of
the river of fire, not the virus. A life-giving fire. A covenant 
with the Lord and with
one another that cannot be destroyed. The strength to support 
ten thousand times ten thousand to stand before him ready to 



serve. An encouraging voice that whispers you’ve done enough, 
you’ve done your best to “all peoples, nations, and languages.” 
A presence that means we are never alone. This is the vision of 
the river of fire I choose to see in my colleagues caring for the 
sick and suffering, in the teachers using technology to reach a 
vulnerable child, and in the countless others giving of 
themselves in a hundred million ways every day. This is the 
vision of the river of fire that sustains me.

Prayer: Dear God, during this season of expectant waiting and 
preparation, may your life-giving river of fire help us prioritize 
what is important in our lives, rekindle our desire to serve 
others, and illuminate our way out of the darkness of 2020 
toward the brightness of the birth of our savior. Amen.

---Lisa Gilmer



December 1, 2020

Today’s Scripture: Daniel’s Prayer: ⁴I prayed to the Lord my 
God and confessed:
 
"...Please, my Lord—you are the great and awesome God, the 
one who keeps the covenant, and truly faithful to all who love 
him and keep his commands:" Daniel 9:4
 
Thousands of years ago as Daniel and his people struggled 
with the pain of enslavement to the Medes, Daniel sent up a 
desperate message to God, pleading for relief and for the 
redemption of God’s promise. It sure feels familiar, this frantic 
fear of being forgotten by the goodness and light of the 
universe as we experience the events of 2020.
 
Today we’re trying to figure out what the Christmas holidays 
will look like during a pandemic: trying to settle for Zoom 
gatherings with tiny pictures on a screen, missing the warm 
embraces of friends and family. Turkey dinner for two instead 
of twelve. No grandchildren to run laughing into the living 
room to decorate the holiday tree early.  No. Instead we’re left 
with something else. This ancient plea, the expectation, in 
spite of loss, for a promise to be fulfilled. The promise of Love’s 
warm triumph in the midst of fear that insists, yes insists on 
coming to us as we sit here waiting, hope blossoming in our 
hearts in spite of ourselves.  That’s probably the closest to a 
Christmas miracle that I have ever witnessed, and the liturgy 
that presents that promise every year always carries its own 



joys, along with the reminder that the future will bring us 
open doors, better days and a return to the joyful gatherings 
we value so much.  

---Joan Gilson



December 2

Today’s Scripture: "No one took my side at my first court 
hearing. Everyone deserted me. I hope that God doesn’t hold it 
against them!" 2 Timothy 4:16

Some of us, no matter our age, have, like Paul in this letter to 
his young friend, Timothy, experienced the  kind of rejection/
denial/accusation that is painful. The pain may be felt  in  
physical agony, emotional stress, or mental anguish. It seems 
to me that, because pain takes many forms, we experience it to 
varying degrees. Although pain takes different forms, as Paul 
points out to Timothy, perhaps one of the most terrifying 
results is the feeling of isolation-that no one will defend, care, 
or support us. 

How many stories have we all heard, for example, of someone 
in our own culture who has been imprisoned for committing a 
heinous crime, and after ten, twenty or more years, had been 
found guilty-then freed. Oh, the joy! But what about those 
years of loneliness and pain? If we grew up in the church, we 
likely heard stories of Paul being chastised, even imprisoned, 
for confessing his faith. When I was younger listening to these 
tales, we had no television-no vivid way to illustrate 
graphically  the absolute desolation of a life imprisoned 

Like Paul's experience, and adding salt to life's wound behind 
bars was his utter loneliness  because no one believed or 
defended him.



Paul, however, does not end this letter in desolation. Rather, 
he, by example to Timothy and the rest of us,  forgives the 
accusers.  

Easy task? Hardly, but do we know where to turn for help to 
forgive? 

Prayer: Please continue to show us the path, the one first 
guided by the star over the stable. 

---Frank Robertson



December 3

Today’s Scripture: "I take refuge in you, Lord, my God. Save 
me from all who chase me! Rescue me! Otherwise, they will rip 
me apart, dragging me off with no chance of rescue." Psalms 
7:1-2

In this psalm, David’s enemy Cush, from Benjamin, tells King Saul 
that David is plotting to kill him. When David finds out, he is hurt 
and saddened that he is being accused of this plan which is not true. 
David, in his anguish, calls out to God for judgement and justice. 
David was confident, even through his sorrow, that God would see 
his truthful heart and love for Him, and save David from his enemy.

At this time of Advent, we can try following in David’s footsteps. 
Renewing our quest for God’s Truth and Love will help shelter us 
from those who might wish to harm us. Seeking to renew our Spirit, 
with God’s help, will open our hearts to the needs of others.

---Mickey Gehring



December 4

Today’s Scripture: This reading begins:  "Hear this, Elders; 
pay attention, everyone in the land."  Joel 1:2a

Sounds like an important announcement.

The book of Joel discusses the destruction of all crops by 
swarms of locusts.  Sounds very dangerous and involves the 
food supply.   

In 2020, we don't have swarms of locusts to worry about but 
alas. we do have the Coronavirus to cope with and after 7 
months of wearing masks, keeping socially distant from 
everyone else and washing hands more frequently than we are 
used to doing, it is still here and at this time, getting worse.  It 
seems very depressing -- what should we do?  The advice from 
Joel is to have Faith - now that is a great idea! Let's pray to 
God that Faith is the answer and let's be patient while waiting 
for the vaccine.

---Sharon Yohn



December 5

Today’s Scripture:  "Gather the people; prepare a holy 
meeting; assemble the elders; gather the children, even nursing 
infants. Let the groom leave his room and the bride her 
chamber." Joel 2:16

Advent is a time of preparation, not just for gift buying, but to 
change our hearts and minds.  This reading from Joel speaks 
of the What and the How. 

In the text preceding this passage, the message is to “Return to 
the Lord with all your hearts.”  This return is a call for 
fundamental personal change, the What. 

Gathering the people with a communal return is the How.  We 
prepare together, not an easy task during times of pandemic.  
Whether it be through virtual presence, phone calls, or other 
means, we must stick together in our preparation for the 
coming of Jesus and change our hearts and minds.

---Lou Gehring



December 6, 2020
Second Sunday in Advent

Today's Scripture:
“Return to the Lord your God
For he is merciful and compassionate
Very patient, full of faithful love,
And ready to forgive” Joel 2:13b

As we return to the advent season this year, it seems as 
though we have been away on a very long journey, so the first 
line of this verse seems appropriate.  I need to “return to the 
Lord.”  I’m reminded of a quote from Meister Eckhart, a 13th 
century German Gnostic Philosopher: “God is at home, it is we 
who have gone out for a walk.”  

I do feel as if I’ve been out for a long walk this year, seeing and 
experiencing many surprising sensations and events.  Now as 
we approach this time of new birth, it seems as if patience, 
love and forgiveness may be more important than ever.  

Whenever I think about merciful forgiveness I’m reminded 
that forgiving others lightens my own heart. Holding on to the 
hurt and reviewing it time and again has little effect on those I 
perceive to have harmed or hurt me.  Holding on to the hurt 
only seems to bother me.  A friend of mine recently said 
“Holding on to a resentment is like carrying hot coals in your 
bare hands, it doesn’t hurt the other person nearly as much as 
it hurts you.”



At the same time it occurs to me that I’m no saint, I may have 
hurt others and myself.  Maybe I’m the one who’s been “out for 
a walk,” so the question for me is:  Am I willing to return to 
Lord and there find the strength to forgive in the same way I 
wish the Lord to forgive me? 

Could it be that returning to the Lord and learning more about 
patience, love, mercy and forgiveness is necessary in order to 
prepare for the birth of something entirely new?  Am I 
prepared to “return to the Lord and be patient, merciful full of 
love and ready to forgive?

---Kirby Drayer



December 7, 2020

Today's Scripture: "Create a clean heart for me, God; put a 
new, faithful spirit deep inside me!...Return the joy of your 
salvation to me and sustain me with a willing spirit." Psalm 
51:10;12

There are just some seasons in life where everything seems 
hard.  Sometimes external factors influence circumstances, 
like the pandemic this year.  Occasionally I contribute to 
making matters worse for myself, then I may find myself 
feeling unlovable.  I need reminding that God loves me no 
matter what—nothing we can do can separate us from the love 
of God.  Usually, I simply need to remind myself that God’s 
constant presence has been with me all along—I just need to 
allow myself to be immersed in God’s grace and regenerative 
spirit. 

Creator God, I pray for your presence to kindle and tend my 
spirit.  “Shape a Genesis week from the chaos of my life.” Open 
my eyes to seek the unexpected joy of your presence in the 
midst of any circumstance.  Amen.

---Kelly Hansen



December 8, 2020

Today's Scripture: "In the last days, God says, I will pour out 
my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy. 
Your young will see visions. Your elders will dream dreams." 
Acts 2:17

Disembodied

I dreamed I was disembodied;
it was divine to be thus freed
of matter assigned to limit me,
relieved of being symbiotic.

A phantom floating above strife,
I was unmoored from space and time,
given a glimpse of the sublime,
a premonition of the afterlife.

---Ancel Neuburger



December 9, 2020

Today's Scripture: "Then the Lord became passionate about 
the land and had pity on his people." Joel 2:18

I am pretty sure that I have never read the book of Joel.  He is 
named as one of the twelve minor prophets based on the 
limited report of his work found in the Dead Sea Scrolls. This 
verse is pretty close to the middle of the second of three 
chapters that tell of the lives of God’s people some time 
between the fourth and ninth centuries BC. Reading the whole 
chapter gives you a little better idea of what’s going on at that 
time. The land was suffering from a drought that meant the 
people were hungry and frightened, especially when the 
locusts descended and caused ever more havoc. Some think 
that the locusts were an invading army of humans rather than 
the insects. It is easy to compare the unhappiness of these 
ancient people to that of many living today.  This 18th verse 
tells us that God saw His people’s need and promised generous 
harvests to end the hunger and elimination of the locusts in 
whatever form they came. It is interesting to read the words of 
this verse in translations of the Bible. Different versions use 
different words for God’s feelings for His people, but the ending 
is always the same. God will take  care of you.

Dear God, Thank you for the ancient writings that assure us 
that the hard times we are enduring will pass. Thank you for 
the coming season and the joy that the birth of Christ brings to 
our daily life. We especially thank you for the HOPE that is 
expressed in music, writing and painting to share with all. 



Give us the grace and will to live and love during these 
troubled times. Help us see beauty and cherish the inspiring 
acts of kindness and support offered by those around us. Amen

---Mariam Fleming



December 10, 2020

Today's Scripture: "I will improve the circumstances of my 
people Israel; they will rebuild the ruined cities and inhabit 
them. They will plant vineyards and drink their wine; and they 
will make gardens and eat their fruit." Amos 9:14

Our God is amazing! Hope and well-being are what God has 
always wanted for God’s people. As far back as the Israelites 
and even into today’s world, God wants only the best for us.

Yet for the prophet, Amos, called out from shepherding his 
flock in the Southern Kingdom to deliver a message to God’s 
people in the Northern Kingdom, that wasn’t the message that 
God initially asked Amos to bring. Initially, Amos had to tell 
the people that they had strayed; that they were oppressing 
those who needed help, precisely the very people that God 
wants to lift up. God wants ALL of God’s people to flourish.

Sadly, that message still isn’t heard in today’s world. God 
knows we can do better and God’s promise of Hope remains 
with us. That might be difficult to grasp in a time such as this 
when we fight an almost out-of-control pandemic; God’s 
promises may seem elusive. Yet imagine how elusive it must 
have seemed to Amos! God’s prophets rarely brought an easy 
message and that remains the case even today. We have more 
than sufficient prophets in today’s world who speak the truth 
to power yet there is still the tendency to ignore them. Yet 
despite human recalcitrance, God’s Spirit remains with us and 
nudges us on. All we need to do is listen and act justly towards 
the world. 



Prayer: Gracious God of Hope, help us to be your people. Help 
us to reach out to those who suffer and are downtrodden and 
help us bring a message of your hope. But help us to do more 
than bring a message: inspire us to action so that the world 
becomes a better place. For this we pray and with your help we 
will act.  Amen.

---Rev. Janet Weiblen



December 11, 2020

Today's Scripture: "He will stand and shepherd his flock in 
the strength of the Lord, in the majesty of the name of the Lord 
his God. They will dwell secure, because he will surely become 
great throughout the earth;" Micah 5:4

To “shepherd” is to gather, lead and protect. In times of great 
confusion and pain, of internal and external conflict, it’s 
important to have a shepherd, a signpost, a compass. When I 
read this passage, I almost see a superhero image.  The 
shepherd standing on a rock, cape blowing in the wind, 
intrepid and brave. Our shepherd watches over us, eyes 
scanning the horizon for danger.

The shepherd may not be able to keep the danger from 
approaching us, but they can guide us through the tumult. 
They can walk with us through the wilderness of life.  The 
shepherd’s words and actions can teach us how to lift others 
out of pain and injustice. It’s comforting to have the strength of 
our shepherd, our savior Jesus, to lean upon when things get 
rough. But even when things are not rough, our Lord is there 
too. 

The flock isn’t always under siege. Not all in the wilderness is 
danger. Let the shepherd lead you to beauty and joy as well, 
especially in the places in which one doesn’t expect to find it. 
Allow that security, that joy and strength to lift the lord 
higher. The stronger the shepherd, the stronger the flock.



Prayer: Lord we praise you for your strength and guidance as 
you shepherd us through the wilderness of life. We thank you 
for our lives, transitory as our physical time may be. Use us as 
tools under your steady hand to bring peace, comfort, justice 
and joy throughout the world.

---Chad Leabo



December 12, 2020

Today's Scripture: "Every valley will be raised up, and every 
mountain and hill will be flattened. Uneven ground will 
become level, and rough terrain a valley plain. The Lord’s glory 
will appear, and all humanity will see it together;..." Isaiah 
40:4-5

Many have probably experienced feeling like we have slid 
down into a valley or have been trying to get up a mountain for 
the past 8 months only to slide down again.
What we don’t realize is that God has a plan. It may not be in 
the particular order we think it should be. It may look like 
when someone goes to build a new home and they think they 
have the most perfect floor plans for their home. And then the 
drawing becomes reality. 

But Wait…

The builder hits ROCK when digging the foundation.. and they 
tell the homeowner “Oh, that will take longer now to get the 
foundation poured and we need to bring in another piece of 
equipment and that will be an additional amount of money. 
Things appear to go on for a while in a positive manner as they 
work on the interior of the house. But the future homeowners 
receive another call and they are told that wrong flooring was 
installed in the home. The builder gives them a choice:

A. Tear out the brand new wooden floor that wasn’t in 
your plans and waste the wood (for no reason other than 
it is the wrong design) or…



B. Would you like to pay the upgrade for the additional 
design that was just installed since it was not the 
standard one.

Again they feel as if they have slid into the valley or are trying 
to climb the mountain… Where is the level land?

But God does have a plan for us. He is there to help us and 
forgive us of our sins. He begins to level the mountains and fill 
in the valleys so that we can be prepared for his plan.

Prayer: Dear Father in Heaven, we have such a narrow view of 
what your plan is for us. We think that we should be fully 
trained after a few difficult episodes. Please forgive us and 
teach us Your ways. May we aim to be more like Christ even if 
it means facing these hard shaping times. Thank you for your 
constant love and
Forgiveness. Amen

Prayer taken from a commentary by Biblical Foundations for 
Freedom Paul J. Bucknell

---Marylee Battaglia



December 13, 2020
Third Sunday in Advent

Today's Scripture: "I, the Lord, love justice; I hate robbery 
and dishonesty. I will faithfully give them their wage, and 
make with them an enduring covenant. Their offspring will be 
known among the nations, and their descendants among the 
peoples. All who see them will recognize that they are a people 
blessed by the Lord." Isaiah 61:8-9 

Why does God love justice? Because God loves all of creation. 
Our creator knows that for all life to thrive, to radiate its 
inherent beauty and goodness, there must be justice for all. 
God is “woke.” God understands that all of creation, whether 
on land, in the air, or in the sea is interrelated and 
interdependent. For all humankind to be our best, we must 
understand these relationships with each other and with the 
earth itself. Justice for one must be justice for all. 

Isaiah warns God hates robbery and dishonesty. Each year 
during Advent we sing “O, Little Town of Bethlehem.” We 
repeat, “O holy child of Bethlehem, descend on us we pray. 
Cast out our sin and enter in, be born in us today.” May we 
heed Isaiah and today’s prophets who urge us to throw out the 
robbery and dishonesty we recognize within ourselves and fill 
that empty spot with the Christ child: the one whose coming 
brings the hope, peace, and love of justice. The one who makes 
us “woke” if we allow him.

 ---Diane Kuhn 



December 14, 2020

Today's Scripture: "Have the trumpet blown throughout your 
land on the Day of Reconciliation." Leviticus 25:9b

This verse is from a chapter in Leviticus that gives 
instructions for Jubilee, a celebration once every 50 years 
during which slaves are freed and debt is forgiven. Leviticus 
has paragraph after paragraph of instructions on what to do 
during the Jubilee year: return to your ancestral home, don’t 
plant anything, don’t cheat anyone. There are detailed 
guidelines about pro-rating the cost of slaves according to their 
years of service as Jubilee approaches. It’s all very detailed 
and legalistic, exactly what you would expect from Leviticus.

A note in my study Bible says, “There is no record in the Bible 
or other ancient texts of Israelites actually observing the 
Jubilee,” which would be sad if it weren’t so funny. I imagine 
an ancient Israelite reading this scripture, turning to his 
buddy, shrugging a little, and saying, “Yeah, I just bought a 
couple slaves, maybe we do Jubilee next year?” “Sure, sure. 
We’re kind of behind on the planning anyway.”

(Did ancient Israelites even know how to read?)

Looking through these instructions for a party that never 
happened makes my mind go to interesting places. Imagine if 
we actually fulfilled these Biblical instructions. Every fifty 
years all debt is forgiven! Your mortgage—poof! Your car loan
—poof! But of course, people would game the system. College 
enrollment would skyrocket four years before Jubilee. So 



would boat purchases and cruise vacations. Banks would get 
wise and loan less and less as Jubilee approached. Loopholes 
would be found, rules bent. Pretty soon the new system would 
look a lot like the old system. The bank always wins.

Except when it doesn’t.

Have you heard about this new UCC program that forgives 
medical debt for families on the brink? At Thanksgiving this 
year, $5.2 million in health care debt held by more than 3,200 
households in Kansas and Oklahoma was forgiven. The 
average amount forgiven was $1,612. That might not sound 
like much, but these are families earning less than two times 
the federal poverty level, or whose out-of-pocket expenses 
amount to 5% or more of their annual income, or whose debts 
are greater than their assets. These are people who really need 
help. More than that, they need justice.

Poof! 

We all have within us the chance to create a little bit of Jubilee 
in someone else’s life. Read more about the program. Article on 
UCC and Medical Debt

Prayer: Dear God, help us. Thank you. Amen.

---Elizabeth Uppman-Marquez

https://kansasreflector.com/2020/11/26/a-gift-and-clarion-call-churches-liberate-kansas-oklahoma-residents-of-5-2m-in-medical-debt
https://kansasreflector.com/2020/11/26/a-gift-and-clarion-call-churches-liberate-kansas-oklahoma-residents-of-5-2m-in-medical-debt


December 15, 2020

Today's Scripture: "When God began to create[a] the heavens 
and the earth—the earth was without shape or form, it was 
dark over the deep sea, and God’s wind swept over the waters—
God said, “Let there be light.” And so light appeared. God saw 
how good the light was. God separated the light from the 
darkness. God named the light Day and the darkness Night." 
Genesis 1:1-5a

Darkness can be a scary place. We especially feel the most 
vulnerable when we are alone in the dark. Those fears start 
when we are young children. How many of us needed a 
nightlight, a security blanket, or teddy bear to help us feel safe 
at night? Do you remember what frightened you the most back 
then? 

As adults, it's easy to dismiss overactive imaginations as the 
cause for most childhood fears. In adulthood, that deep sea of 
darkness can overwhelm our lives in more identifiable ways - 
grief, illness, substance abuse, unemployment, struggles with 
relationships, or the uncertainty of tomorrow. In such times, 
we still seek light and a sense of security just as we did when 
we were children.

We must remember that we are God’s children, and His light is 
always with us even in our darkest moments. Through Him we 
are also empowered to be the light for others when they cannot 
see beyond their sorrows. 



During the Advent season, we are reminded to be and share 
the light. From Christmas lights, to candles, may the light we 
see inspire us to extend our hand in friendship and peace to 
those in need, making the world a brighter place.

---Jeni Cosgrove



December 16, 2020

Today's Scripture: "I, the Lord, have called you for a good 
reason. I will grasp your hand and guard you, and give you as 
a covenant to the people, as a light to the nations, to open blind 
eyes, to lead the prisoners from prison, and those who sit in 
darkness from the dungeon." Isaiah 42:6-7

Friends, I will be honest with you: reading this passage leaves 
me feeling as though I've wound up with more questions than 
answers. And that is in no small part due to the nature of the 
year we find ourselves at the end of. 

Regardless of whatever original context they may have had—
which, remember, is as far removed from me in time as I am 
from the year 4600—the words read as though they are 
speaking to me, the reader. But how can I be a light to the 
nations, or lead anyone from a prison or dungeon, when it 
seems as though I can scarcely leave my own house in safety? 
And if it feels as though there is nothing that I can do, then 
what can possibly be the "good reason" for calling me?

I am afraid I'm not going to be able to answer those questions 
for you today. I am sorry.

What I will do is leave you with this prayer:

Divine God, please help me to continue putting one foot in 
front of the other, making it through each day, until my path 
and purpose in the midst of all of this becomes clearer.  Amen.

---Peter Bayless 



December 17, 2020

Today's Scripture: "...he will speak peace to the nations. His 
rule will stretch from sea to sea, and from the river to the ends 
of the earth." Zechariah 9:10

Words matter. Some say they are mightier than swords. They 
have the power to lift up or tear down. To soothe or inflame. To 
propagate truth or lies. To sew love or fear.

When we speak peace, we harvest peace. When we choose the 
peaceful path, we pave our way with grace-filled intent, and, 
as Zechariah promises, the resulting harmony will rule the 
earth. But be not burdened with the daunting task of bringing 
peace to the world. That’s not our job. We need only foster the 
peace in our own hearts, and God will handle the rest. Just be 
peace.

Dear Holy Spirit, through your gracious gifts, please guide my 
words, my thoughts, and my actions that I may move 
peacefully through this day.

---Jim Cosgrove



December 18, 2020

Today's Scripture: "The angel said, “Don’t be afraid, Zechariah. 
Your prayers have been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will give birth 
to your son and you must name him John...He will go forth before 
the Lord, equipped with the spirit and power of Elijah. He will 
turn the hearts of fathers[a] back to their children, and he will 
turn the disobedient to righteous patterns of thinking. He will 
make ready a people prepared for the Lord.”" Luke 1:13;17

What strikes me about this passage from the first chapter of Luke 
is how insistent God is (through his angel, Gabriel) that the name 
of the baby that Elizabeth is to have must be named John. The 
custom at that time was that a baby would take some family 
name. It wouldn’t have been out of place for the baby to have 
been named Zacharias (a diminutive of his father’s name 
Zechariah, i.e., Little Zach). And, as we learn later in the chapter, 
that was clearly the expectation of the friends and family who 
gathered at the celebration of his circumcision (which was also 
when he was to be named) and it was his mother, Elizabeth, who 
insisted that his name was to be John, but it was his father, 
Zechariah, who cast the deciding vote when he said, or rather 
wrote - since Zechariah had been struck dumb by the angel 
Gabriel when he asked for a sign that Elizabeth would, in fact, 
bear a son as promised - that his son would be named John. 
Clearly Zechariah and Elizabeth had both bought into Gabriel’s 
insistence that the baby must be named John. What’s going on 
here? Why John and not Zacharias after his father?

Well, I suspect that thereupon doesn’t have a lot to do with the 
meaning of the name John which is after all a fairly innocuous 



name without a lot of meaning (unless it happens to be your 
name, or your son’s name). But I suspect it has rather to do with 
the idea that John is to be different from his father, Zechariah 
who was a priest, while John grew up to be a prophet. We now 
know that John, as John the Baptist, was very much an 
individual, indeed, a non-conformist. He was raised in the 
wilderness; he ate locusts and wild honey; he cried out in the 
wilderness “make way for the Lord.” This was definitely not a 
priest. A priest is a part of the establishment. John, as John the 
Baptist, was definitely not a part of the establishment. He was in 
touch with God and didn’t conform to the expectations of his day.

And this is what God had in mind when He insisted on the name 
“John”; that John would not be part of the establishment like his 
father, the priest. And this is also a hint of what it means to be in 
touch with God. If we are to be faithful creatures, we too must 
dare to be different! It’s not that we have to eat locusts and honey 
or spend time in the desert. But, if we are to respond faithfully to 
God, we must be willing to be individuals, to live our lives 
differently without concern for how we appear to others. We too 
must prepare the way for the Lord, and that’s not an easy task 
because we value getting along with others and not being 
different.

Prayer:  O Lord, as we go through this season of Advent, give us 
the courage to follow the example of John the Baptist to dare to 
be individuals, to have the courage to be non-conformists in your 
name. Help us to be true disciples, even when it means being 
different. Amen!

---Peter Sandstrom



December 19, 2020

Today's Scripture: "Because of our God’s deep compassion, 
the dawn from heaven will break upon us, to give light to those 
who are sitting in darkness and in the shadow of death, to 
guide us on the path of peace.”  Luke 78-79

It is winter. Night falls by 5:30 each day. We are quite literally 
in darkness for the majority of our day this time of year. 
Winter’s dreariness can induce loneliness and depression for 
many. This sense of isolation may be particularly heightened 
this year as a result of Coronavirus and the need to stay 
socially distanced from everyone and everything. 

Coming together for Christmas and celebrating Christ’s birth 
this time of year has always served as a beacon and brightened 
spirits during winter’s doldrums. God’s bright light from 
heaven is more important now than ever before. We may not 
be able to spread God’s love in person, but we can help him 
break the dawn in new ways this year. Even if you cannot be 
together, reach out to your friends, family, or anyone else who 
may be in need or suffering in isolated quarantine—pick up 
the phone to call or text, write a letter or email, drive by and 
honk your horn! It may be the simplest of gestures that lets 
those sitting in darkness, who most need God’s light, find the 
path of peace, and relish in the hope that “the dawn from 
heaven will break upon us” very soon. 

Dear Lord, please continue to help us usher in the dawn!

---Matt and Jessica Keane 



December 20, 2020
Fourth Sunday in Advent

Today's Scripture: "Nothing is impossible for God.” Luke 1:37

I wrote this devotion with input from my facebook friends. I 
believe God is still speaking and his words can come from many 
people. The following verse is what I chose to write about, “For 
Nothing will be impossible with God.”—Luke 1:37. I posed the 
question, what Bible verses would you turn to or what 
experiences have you had to make the Bible verse come to life? 
The responses were thoughtful and heartening.

‘I can do hard things with his help. It’s a constant reminder that 
although at times we may feel impossible to succeed in our life, 
with God everything, everywhere, and everyone is possible. God 
has us in his hands when we surrender to Him. When we accept 
Him into our lives and welcome His Holy Spirit to live inside us, 
great things, larger than we could imagine--happen. I know this 
from my own experience in life.’

Another respondent asked us to Just think of Elizabeth and 
Mary. ‘This passage was talking about Elizabeth bearing a child 
in her old age and then said that with God nothing is impossible. 
Actually, Elizabeth; was bearing John the Baptist who would 
make way for Jesus Christ. So while Elizabeth’s shame in not 
having children was taken away with the birth of John, her 
pregnancy was a service to God and not just for her own benefit.’ 
This is also the beautiful passage that announced to Mary the 
conception and birth of Lord Jesus, the Savior of the world.



I constantly struggle with my own faith. I must often ask myself, 
“Do you really trust God.?” You see, ‘Faith without works is dead.’ 
Posted on our refrigerator is the simple reminder, “Stop before 
acting or speaking, be still, what would God want me to do or 
say?” Faith sustains my spirit in sickness and in health. 
According to Danish philosopher, Soren Kierkegaard, “Faith sees 
best in the dark.” “ But Jesus looked at them and said, “For 
mortals it is impossible, but for God all things are possible.”—
Matthew 19:26

So you see my friends, “For Nothing is impossible with God.”—
Luke 1:37.

I close with what many people believe is the original version of 
the Serenity Prayer that has flourished with many variations. 

“Father, give us courage to change what must be altered, serenity 
to accept what
cannot be helped, and the insight to know the one for the other.”
—Reinhold Niebuhr (The often better known Serenity Prayer is 
“God Grant me the Serenity to accept the things I cannot change, 
the Courage to change the things I can, and the Wisdom to know 
the difference.”)

*Special thank yous to Joan Gilson, Jana Adams, & Sharon 
Stallings Wilburn for their input.

---Shawn Boelter



December 21

Today’s Scripture: "...This whole time I’ve been praying out of 
my great worry and trouble! Eli responded, 'Then go in peace. 
And may the God of Israel give you what you’ve asked from 
him.” 1 Samuel 1:16-17

This verse from Samuel depicts Hannah, a barren, ridiculed 
woman praying for a child. The priest Eli tells her God will 
give her what she asked for and Hannah does have a baby who 
becomes the prophet Samuel. Her plea and belief in God 
foreshadows the story of Sarah and Mary. Women who were 
barren were outcasts, victims of ridicule and often unfairly 
treated. This verse reminds me to consider today’s outcasts, 
the poor, ill & impaired and work to improve their lives as well 
as to hold my convictions even when others respond with 
skepticism. 

God help me to be patient like Hannah and believe that you 
will answer my prayers with what is best for me. Help me 
recognize and respond to others who are bullied or shunned for 
being different.

---Edna Hamera



December 22

Today’s Scripture: "Then Hannah prayed: My heart rejoices 
in the Lord. My strength rises up in the Lord!..." 1 Samuel 2:1 

This verse is the beginning of Hannah’s Song from 1 Samuel 
2:1-5 where, in verse 2, she says, “There is no rock like our 
God!” When I was young, I remember being taught that God is 
like a Rock and like a rock, he never moves. We move closer at 
times and away at other times, yet at all times, God is there!

Now, this has been quite a year of challenges for our world. 
Life’s challenges sometimes cause us to waver in our faith that 
God is watching over us. I love the Footprints poem that 
reminds us God will carry us when we are weary. I don’t know 
about you… but I am weary to the bone! Our Groundhog-Day-
like life stretches endlessly before us, yet, if we remember that 
our Rock is never moving, we will find our footing and step 
forward.

I believe that when life presents us with these challenges it is 
really an offer of an opportunity for growth. The choice is ours 
on how to seize these opportunities. We can choose to submit to 
the heaviness of our difficulties or we can choose to learn, 
grow, and evolve to a new and improved me. We are reminded 
in Hannah’s song that our lot in life can change in a heartbeat, 
“5 Those who were filled full now sell themselves for bread, but 
the ones who were starving are now fat from food!” What does 
this mean? To me, it is suggesting we should try to wake up 
every day with a sense of gratitude and…boy howdy, isn’t this 



tough to do sometimes. When we falter at this because of the 
world’s heavy weight, we are reminded that our Rock is there!

Every one of us has been touched with loss this year, loss of a 
job, loss of our independence, loss of a loved one. These losses 
pile up and the burden is sometimes overwhelming! My plea is 
that, like Hannah, we look for a way for our “heart to rejoice” 
and recall our “strength rises up in the Lord”. It is so difficult 
to continue our journey with all these losses. It is sadness 
weighing on us daily. One of my favorite things to tell myself 
and others is, “Be gentle with yourself”. We forget to do this 
when the quagmire of sadness and daily routine overpowers 
us.

My prayer is from a card given to me by my best friend of 45 
years whom I lost 6 years ago. I keep this card handy as a 
reminder I am not alone. May this prayer lend you grace on 
your daily journey.

For your needs, you’ll receive His provision.
For your pressures, you’ll receive His peace.
For your wondering, you’ll receive His wisdom.
For your worries, you’ll receive his rest.

---Julie Luttman



December 23

Today’s Scripture: "...May God give strength to his king and 
raise high the strength of his anointed one." 1 Samuel 2:10

Christmas is so close I can almost hear the jingle bells on 
Santa’s sleigh and I can almost feel the tingle of excitement 
and surprise when I open a special gift that I want this year.  
Will it be a new bike, or a soft baby yoda?  Maybe I’m thinking 
of a different kind of gift, like a hug from a friend or relative I 
have not been able to visit or touch this year.  Maybe I just feel 
alone and isolated and the gift I really need is to feel like I’m 
not alone.  

Where do you get the strength to ride a bike or to love a baby 
yoda?  Where do you get the strength to be patient enough to 
wait until hugs are safe again?  Where do you get the strength 
to wait until Christmas?  How can we be strong enough to not 
feel alone and isolated?  Would it be a surprise to realize that 
the strength for all those different things comes from God?.

Christmas is full of surprises.  I wonder if the best surprise is 
the gift that I know I am not alone, that God and God’s 
strength is always with me.  Could this be the real surprise of 
Christmas, that God is with us?  That God is the source of my 
strength?  With the strength of God I can wait.   With the 
strength of God with me I can feel safe.  With the strength of 
God I can wait patiently until I can get safe hugs and kisses.  
Maybe the surprise gift this Christmas is to know I am never 
alone.  God is with me and with you always.  Maybe the 
surprise this Christmas is to learn that Emmanuel means 



“God is with us.”  May the strength of God be with you.  Merry 
Christmas.

---Kirby Drayer



December 24
Christmas Eve

Today’s Scripture: The LORD will give you a sign. There is a 
young woman who is pregnant and is about to give birth to a 
son, and she will name him Immanuel. He will eat butter and 
honey, and learn to reject evil and choose good. Before the boy 
learns to reject evil and choose good, the land of the two kings 
you dread will be abandoned. Isaiah 7:14-16

Signs.
    
 People look for signs to explain what’s going on, or even what 
is going to happen.

There was a time when things looked horrible for the nation of 
Judah. Neighboring nations had allied against them, and their 
combined might was more than Judah could match.

The king of Judah consulted with the prophet Isaiah, who saw 
a pregnant woman nearby. The prophet told the king that by 
the time that her son Immanuel was old enough to make 
decisions, the threat from the nations allied against Judah 
would be gone. The child was a sign of hope for the future.

The most powerful signs we have are children. Over the course 
of human history, children have symbolized the future. The 
only way to truly care for the future is to love it like a child. So, 
you never give up, even when things look bad. You never give 
up on loving, nurturing, and sacrificing for that the future.



Tonight we again look to the story of a child, a baby who is a 
sign of  hope coming into our world. In our story tonight, we 
will hear the courage of Mary and Joseph - courage that comes 
from God to live the days we have passionately and love 
faithfully for the good of all children.

Tonight we recommit ourselves to the light that will come into 
the world - even if we can’t see it now.

Lord Jesus, help me love like you. Help me to see the future in 
every child of God - of any age - and nurture that future for the 
good of all humanity. Help your light shine in me today. Bless 
me to be a sign for You in the world. Amen.

---Pastor Aaron Roberts


