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Advent: Week 1 

 
Luke 1:39-45 
39 In those days Mary arose and went with haste into the hill country, to a town in Judah, 40 and she entered the house 
of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. 41 And when Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary, the baby leaped in her womb. 
And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit, 42 and she exclaimed with a loud cry, 
 

“Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb!  
43And why is this granted to me that the mother of my Lord should come to me?  
44 For behold, when the sound of your greeting came to my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy.  
45 And blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her from the 

Lord.” 
 

 
Quotations 
“For he was not enclosed in the body, nor was he in the body but not elsewhere. Nor while he moved that body was 
the universe left void of his activity and providence. But, what is most marvelous, being the Word, he was not 
contained by anyone, but rather he himself contained everything.” 

-Athanasius, On the Incarnation 
 
“Here is something marvelous: the Son of God descended from heaven in such a way that, without leaving heaven, 
he willed to be borne in the virgin’s womb, to go about the earth, and to hang upon the cross; yet he continuously 
filled the world even as he had done from the beginning!” 

-John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion 
 
 
Meditation 
To speak of Advent, is to speak of Christ’s advent, his coming into the world. It is to speak of God the Son becoming 
one of us. It is to speak of the one who, while upholding the very universe, humbly assumes the role of a child within 
it. It is to speak of the God who saves his people in the most astonishing and intimate manner.  
 
It is to speak of something seemingly too wonderful to believe. Yet such belief is precisely that to which we are called.  
 
God leads us to this belief by the hand, as it were. He guides us with the wisdom of a patient parent. Elizabeth knows 
this well. A number of miracles have been set into place to prepare for Christ’s coming, and she has experienced the 
first of these directly. The angel Gabriel earlier appeared to her husband, Zechariah, to announce the birth of the 
baby that now leaps in her womb. However, Zechariah, looking back on long years of marriage without children, 
sought some proof beyond this pronouncement. He found the words too hard, too wonderful, to believe. It is not an 
easy thing to undo the doubt that comes from decades of infertility. Yet from Genesis 1 onwards, God has never 
ceased from creating life where before there was none. 
 
These words of the angel have now proved true and so have stranger, more wonderful words. Not only is Elizabeth 
pregnant, but so is Mary. And Mary is pregnant in the most miraculous of ways. The child who grows within her womb 
was not conceived by the overcoming of infertility, but, rather, by the Holy Spirit himself. This miracle, too, came as a 
promise from the angel Gabriel. Mary, however, unlike Zechariah, the priest of Israel, believed these wonderful 
words, trusting God to bring about a much stranger work than he had done for Elizabeth.  
 
And now, in the words of Elizabeth, we again find wonder. Not only does she commend Mary’s belief, but she also 
praises Mary’s child as “my Lord” and as the fulfillment of the promise “from the Lord.” She may not have realized the 
full wonderful weight of her words at the time, but she has rightly discerned the identity of this child. He is the 
fulfillment of God’s promise to rescue his people in the most astonishing manner. The child is God with us, Immanuel.  
 

 
 



God has led us through a number of miracles here, each more wonderful than the last. He has prepared the soil of 
our belief with the pregnancy of Elizabeth, tended it with the pregnancy of Mary, and, now, having properly cultivated 
the ground, he has brought forth the fruit of belief in Elizabeth’s confession of the child’s identity. For the most 
wonderful truth of all is who this infant is.  
 
But God has done even more than this. Not only has he led us slowly and patiently to the miracle of Christ’s coming, 
but he himself has provided for our belief. Luke tells us that, before her song of praise, Elizabeth was filled with the 
Holy Spirit. That is, the very Spirit who conceived this baby in Mary’s womb is the same Spirit who supplies 
Elizabeth’s belief in this child. God, in his gracious generosity, gives us not just Christ, but even the very belief by 
which we rejoice in the wonderful truth of Christmas. For there is nothing that regards Advent which is not a gift from 
God himself.  
 
 
Questions for Further Reflection 
1) Do often you find yourself affirming the phrase “too good to be true”? If so, why? How does Christmas undo this 

notion? How does Advent show you that our very greatest good is, in fact, true? 
 
2) How does the progression of increasingly wonderful truths and promises demonstrate God’s patient guidance 

(i.e., promise of conception amidst infertility, promise of conception by the Holy Spirit himself, promise that this 
child is God himself)? What are ways that God has patiently shown himself to you through your life? 

 
3) In his Mere Christianity, C. S. Lewis provides a helpful image for understanding our service to God: a child 

buying a present for his father with a sixpence provided by the father. Consider how this image relates to the 
Holy Spirit’s supplying of our belief in Christ’s advent. How does this image illustrate that, while our belief is from 
God, it is nonetheless our belief? How does this image help us grasp that our belief does, in fact, please God our 
Father? What are some of your favorite ways to serve God? 

 
 
  

 
 



Singing 
 
Come, Thou Long Expected Jesus 
Come, Thou long expected Jesus 
Born to set Thy people free; 
From our fears and sins release us, 
Let us find our rest in Thee. 
Israel's strength and consolation, 
Hope of all the earth Thou art; 
Dear desire of every nation, 
Joy of every longing heart. 
 
Born Thy people to deliver, 
Born a child and yet a King, 
Born to reign in us forever, 
Now Thy gracious kingdom bring. 
By Thine own eternal Spirit 
Rule in all our hearts alone; 
By Thine all sufficient merit, 
Raise us to Thy glorious throne. 
 
By Thine all sufficient merit, 
Raise us to Thy glorious throne 
 
 
Prayer 
God, our Father, we thank you for the gift of Christ. 
We are grateful that you have not saved us from a distance. 
We are grateful that your salvation is not altogether sanitary, that you sent your Son into our corruption to become 

one of us, to experience and yet undo the woes of the world. 
We are grateful that you have guided us by the hand, showing us your wonders in ever more miraculous measure.  
We are grateful that you are patient with us, for you are our Father and we are your children. 
We are grateful that you give us not only wonderful objects of belief, but even belief itself. 
We are grateful because all of Advent is a gift.  
 
 
  

 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vRAFQCOkjgE)


Advent: Week 2 
 
Luke 1:46-56 
46 And Mary said,  
 

“My soul magnifies the Lord,  
47 and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,  

48 for he has looked on the humble estate of his servant.  
For behold, from now on all generations will call me blessed;  

49 for he who is mighty has done great things for me,  
and holy is his name.  

50 And his mercy is for those who fear him  
from generation to generation.  

51 He has shown strength with his arm;  
he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts;  

52 he has brought down the mighty from their thrones  
and exalted those of humble estate;  

53 he has filled the hungry with good things,  
and the rich he has sent away empty.  

54 He has helped his servant Israel,  
in remembrance of his mercy,  

55 as he spoke to our fathers,  
to Abraham and to his offspring forever.”  
 

56 And Mary remained with her about three months and returned to her home.  
 
 
Quotations 
“It is useful for us to believe and to hold firm and unshaken in our hearts, that the humility thanks to which God was 
born of a woman, and led through such abuse at the hands of mortal men to his death, is a medicine to heal the 
tumor of our pride . . .” 

-Augustine, On the Trinity 
 
“But to open myself to the divine action is to seek to discover that act which is wholly and purely the movement of a 
generosity that finds joy in being for the other. . . Being a creature is in danger of becoming a lost art.” 

-Rowan Williams, On Christian Theology 
 
“All your works shall give thanks to you, O Lord.” 

-Psalm 145:10 
 
 
Meditation 
All of us are only too ready to divide up the world into “the good” and “the bad.” The organizing schemes may differ, 
but the intent remains the same. While the favored dichotomy in modern America proves that of politics, these 
perennial partitions flow from the fallen human urge to carve up our fellows into categories of us and them, of allies 
and enemies. And historically, many deem religious beliefs to be the most pernicious perpetrators of such divisions. 
However, in Mary’s prayer, we find something very different. 
 
Mary does, in fact, provide us a distinction, but it is not that of “the good” and “the bad.” Rather, she speaks of “the 
proud” and “the humble.” She identifies the humble as those who rightly recognize their position before God. They 
need him. They rely on him. And so, his great strength is no threat, but the very promise of life. As Mary tells us, 
God’s strength is a power for mercy, for keeping his gracious promises to his people. She knows that she can trust 
him and that his plans for her are good, even and especially those concerning this miraculous child in her womb. 
 

 
 



This trust spurs her to thanksgiving. She cannot escape the grip of gratitude, even on the cusp of the many callous 
cold-shoulders she will soon suffer as an unwed mother. She is humble. She knows that her life is upheld by God 
himself. It will be painful, and there will be much lament when she returns to her village, but her life rests neither in 
her hands nor in those of her townsfolk.  
 
Even more, in a fallen world, to be humble is to look squarely upon “the bad” in one’s own heart. The humble 
recognize that the same evil they condemn in others, also festers within themselves. However, to be “proud” is to 
stand blind to this reality. It is only by pride that our own divisions of “good” and “bad” can get any traction. It is only 
by pride that we can lift ourselves above others by way of some inherent quality, resource, or status that we have 
come to possess through our own efforts or by way of our own good fortune. Humility, in contrast, just is the end of all 
such distinctions. It is the recognition that one’s only ground for boasting is God himself. And this is not boasting as 
we commonly understand it. Rather, it is thanksgiving. It is gratitude. It is praise.  
 
To be humble in a fallen world requires a two-fold dynamic. First, we must acknowledge God as Creator. All that we 
have is from him, and all things are properly directed to him. In this recognition, we acknowledge ourselves as 
creatures. Secondly, as Mary does explicitly here, we must acknowledge God as Savior.  
 
Toward that end, Mary speaks of God scattering the proud. And, yet, this scattering is itself a mercy. To be humbled 
is to be shown that we are not God. This realization is the first step in coming to God. It is the beginning of our 
salvation. However, God’s greatest act of humbling, his mighty work of salvation, comes about in the most 
astonishing manner. He humbles us by his own humility. 
 
As the above quotation from Augustine tells us, it is the humility of God that heals the pride of humanity. In the birth of 
Jesus Christ, we learn that we are so far sunk in our pride that only the greatest act of divine humility can save us. 
God the Son must himself become human. On our behalf, he must live a life of complete gratitude to God, the kind of 
life that is alone fitting for the human being. Even more, he must bear the punishment we have merited for our pride, 
for our refusal to be creatures, and so, our refusal to exist gratefully. That is, Christ himself must become our humility.  
 
This is the astonishing truth of Advent. God, the only one who has no obligation to humility, performed the humblest 
of acts, to make humble those who have no right to pride.  
 
The humility of God is the greatest of all gifts and deserves the deepest of all gratitude.  
 
 
Questions for Further Reflection 
1) In what ways are you tempted to carve up the world into “the good” and “the bad?” How does this resist the 

humility to which God calls us? 
 

2) What are ways that you have been humbled in life? How has this humbling actually been a divine mercy? What 
did you learn through it?  
 

3) How does the birth of Christ show us the humility of God? How does this divine humility humble us? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Singing 
 
My Soul Magnifies 
My soul magnifies the Lord, my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, in God my Savior. 
My soul magnifies the Lord, my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, in God my Savior. 
 
And holy is His name.  
Holy is His name. 
 
For He has  
shown the strength of his arm 
And He has  
scattered the proud in their hearts 
Oh, He has 
Filled the hungry with good things, sent the rich away empty 
 
And holy is His name. 
Holy is His name 
Holy is His name! 
 
My soul magnifies the Lord 
my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, in God my Savior. 
God my Savior, in God my Savior. 
 
 
Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence 
Let all mortal flesh keep silence, 
And with fear and trembling stand; 
Ponder nothing earthly-minded, 
For with blessing in his hand, 
Christ our God to earth descendeth, 
Our full homage to demand. 
 
King of kings, yet born of Mary, 
As of old on earth he stood, 
Lord of lords, in human vesture, 
In the body and the blood; 
He will give to all the faithful 
His own self for heavenly food. 
 
At his feet the six-winged seraph, 
Cherubim, with sleepless eye, 
Veil their faces to the presence, 
As with ceaseless voice they cry: 
Alleluia, Alleluia, 
Alleluia, Lord Most High! 
 
Prayer 
God, our Father, we thank you for your commitment to make us thankful. We are grateful for your commitment to 
make us grateful. As we reflect upon the divine humility that makes us humble, reveal areas of our life in which 
entitlement and pride still reign.  Show us not only that we are creatures, but make us glad that we are so. 
It is no threat, but the greatest cause of joy, that we are wholly dependent on you for both life and salvation; make us  
see these things as such.  Give us humble hearts to receive the gift of Christ’s advent, a gift whose receiving just is  
the healing of our pride. Help us to be humble and grateful before you, which is to say, help us to be properly human. 

 
 

https://gracenorthshore.bandcamp.com/track/my-soul-magnifies
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8wl4u8lnDQs


 
Advent: Week 3 

 
Luke 1:67-80 
67 And his father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied, saying,  

68 “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel,  
for he has visited and redeemed his people  

69 and has raised up a horn of salvation for us  
in the house of his servant David,  

70 as he spoke by the mouth of his  
holy prophets from of old,  

71 that we should be saved from our enemies  
and from the hand of all who hate us;  

72 to show the mercy promised to our fathers  
and to remember his holy covenant,  

73 the oath that he swore to our  
father Abraham, to grant us  

          74 that we, being delivered from the hand of our enemies,  
might serve him without fear,  

       75 in holiness and righteousness  
before him all our days.  

76 And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High;  
for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways,  

77 to give knowledge of salvation to his people  
in the forgiveness of their sins,  

78 because of the tender mercy of our God,  
whereby the sunrise shall visit us from on high  

79 to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death,  
to guide our feet into the way of peace.”  

80 And the child grew and became strong in spirit, and he was in the wilderness until the day of his public appearance                      
to Israel.  

 

Quotations 
“Our only hope, our only confidence, the only firm promise that we have is your mercy.” 

-Augustine, Confessions 
 
“Do you see? This is the work of the first commandment: ‘You shall not have other gods.’ That is to say: Since I alone 
am God, all your confidence, trust, and faith should be placed only in me and no one else.” 

-Martin Luther, A Treatise on Good Works 
 
“The drama of the Christ shows the lengths to which God freely goes to bind himself to his word. If ‘our word is our 
bond,’ how much more is that the case with the Word that is God: Jesus is the promise-keeping of God made flesh, 
made good, made gospel.” 

-Kevin Vanhoozer, Faith Speaking Understanding 
 
 
Meditation 
To make a promise is more than merely uttering words. A promise is an act that places certain demands upon the 
speaker. For example, in making a promise, we must commit ourselves to performing the deed described. Even 

 
 



more, we must have the capacity to carry out this course of action. That is, despite any sincerity we might mistakenly 
muster, we are in no place to promise that the sky will be sunny and clear two years from today. Such a promise 
stands beyond our powers, meteorological or otherwise. A promise requires that speakers have both the intention 
and ability to make good on their words.  
 
The Gospel of Luke opens with Zechariah doubting God’s promise of a son to him and his wife, Elizabeth. What was 
it specifically that Zechariah scrutinized with suspicion, God’s intention or his ability to fulfill his words? The former? 
The latter? Both? Whatever the case may be, Zechariah fails to trust in God’s promise, and so he fails to trust in God. 
To doubt these words is to doubt the goodness of God’s intentions and the greatness of his power. It is to doubt not 
just the promise, but the one who promises. 
 
Yet in our present passage, Zechariah not only believes God’s promise, but he himself speaks it. He has seen God 
make good on his words. He has held the infant whose existence he once thought impossible. God has demonstrated 
both his intention and ability to overcome the infertility that kept Zechariah and Elizabeth from the joy of children. And, 
now, having been filled with the Holy Spirit, Zechariah voices a much more wonderful promise. He tells us that God’s 
ancient promise to deliver his people stands on the cusp of fulfillment. He proclaims that the promise God made to 
Abraham and David, and which God reiterated repeatedly through the prophets, will come to fruition in the child of 
Mary. God’s good intention and great power will converge in the advent of Jesus Christ.  
 
Yet this is not the only child of which Zechariah speaks. Through the Spirit, he also declares the role that his own son, 
John the Baptist, will play in the fulfillment of God’s great promise. We are told that John “will be called the prophet of 
the Most High” and “will go before the Lord to prepare his ways.” John will dedicate his days to proclaiming the 
promise of God that is fulfilled in Christ. His very life will be an expression of God’s intention and ability to make good 
on all the gracious words he has spoken to his people. All that John does will herald the coming of Christ the Lord. 
Thus, the very child who was brought forth in doubt will hold more faithfully to God’s promise than any previous 
prophet.  
 
Yet John’s ministry still stood on the far side of Christ’s fulfillment. While he was the last prophet to look forward to 
Christ’s making good on God’s word, he was nonetheless looking forward. We, however, occupy the privileged 
position of looking back. And so, we have all the more reason for faith in God’s promise. We have witnessed 
precisely how God’s good intention and his great power work together to bring “salvation to his people in the 
forgiveness of their sins.” And, as we find in Matthew 11, the actual manner and means of Christ’s fulfillment 
shattered even John’s expectations. Accordingly, we have all the more reason to herald the coming of Christ, 
preparing both our hearts and those of our neighbors for the divine advent of the Son. In a world dark with doubt and 
cynicism, let us hold fast to the promise that can never fail, for this is the promise of our great and good God.  
 
Questions for Further Reflection 
1) When you doubt God’s promises, what do you most often doubt, his power or his goodness? In response, how 

might you strengthen your trust in God’s great abilities and his good intentions? 
 

2) How does the birth of Christ show that God is faithful in making good on all that he has said? How does Christ’s 
birth reveal the mercy of God? How does it show that God does not require salvation, but rather supplies it?  
 

3) How might you play the role of John the Baptist this Advent season? How might you prepare the way for Christ’s 
coming both in your heart and in the hearts of your family and neighbors?  

 
  

 
 



Singing 
 
Because of the Tender Mercy 
Because of the tender mercy of our God 
Whereby the sunrise shall visit us from on high  
To give light to those who sit in darkness 
And in the shadow of death, the shadow of death 
 
Because of the tender mercy of our God 
Whereby the sunrise shall visit us from on high 
To give light to those who sit in darkness 
And in the the shadow of death, the shadow of death 
 
To guide our feet into the way of peace, to guide our feet into the way of peace. 
To guide our feet into the way of peace, to guide our feet into the way of peace. 
 
 
Prepare the Way, O Zion 
Prepare the way, O Zion, 
your Christ is drawing near! 
Let every hill and valley 
a level way appear. 
Greet One who comes in glory, 
foretold in sacred story. 
Oh blest is Christ that came 
in God's most holy name. 
 
He brings God's rule, O Zion; 
he comes from heaven above. 
His rule is peace and freedom, 
and justice, truth, and love. 
Lift high your praise resounding, 
for grace and joy abounding. 
Oh blest is Christ that came 
in God's most holy name. 
 
Fling wide your gates, O Zion; 
your Savior's rule embrace. 
His tidings of salvation 
proclaim in every place. 
All lands will bow before him, 
their voices will adore him. 
Oh blest is Christ that came 
in God's most holy name. 
 
Prayer 
God, our Father, we are grateful that you have both the great power and the good intentions to make good on all the  
merciful promises you have given your people. We are grateful for the great lengths to which you have gone to fulfill 
your promise of salvation. You have sent your Son to become one of us, to do what we should have done, but could 
not. You have sent your Son to show your faithfulness to fulfill every word that you have spoken. Because of this, 
help us never to doubt to you. Let us to look upon Christ’s advent as the convergence of your power and love, as the 
definitive display of your unstoppable mercy. As did John before us, give us the words and wonder to herald the 
coming of Christ, the one who silences all suspicion and destroys all doubt.  
  

 
 

https://gracenorthshore.bandcamp.com/track/because-of-the-tender-mercy
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yZDqBt7qqsg&list=RDyZDqBt7qqsg&start_radio=1


Advent: Week 4 
 
Luke 2:25-35 
25 Now there was a man in Jerusalem, whose name was Simeon, and this man was righteous and devout, waiting for                    
the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was upon him. 26 And it had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that                       
he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Christ. 27 And he came in the Spirit into the temple, and when                       
the parents brought in the child Jesus, to do for him according to the custom of the Law, 28 he took him up in his arms                         
and blessed God and said,  

29 “Lord, now you are letting your servant depart in peace,  
according to your word;  

30 for my eyes have seen your salvation  
31 that you have prepared in the presence of all peoples,  

32 a light for revelation to the Gentiles,  
and for glory to your people Israel.”  

33 And his father and his mother marveled at what was said about him. 34 And Simeon blessed them and said to Mary                     
his mother, “Behold, this child is appointed for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign that is opposed                       
35 (and a sword will pierce through your own soul also), so that thoughts from many hearts may be revealed.” 
 
 
Quotations 
“But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem 
those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons.” 

-Galatians 4:4-5 
 
“We do not always understand what has been what brought into the midst of time. . .  so as to transform our 
distraction into an intent, by that ‘prize of the heavenly calling’ to which we are commanded to tend. Turned inward 
upon our own human smallness, we neither know nor even wish to discover the void whose capacity will grow as it 
becomes filled with the fulness of God.”  

-Henri de Lubac, The Mystery of the Supernatural 
 
“But unsupported by a believable narrative, or by other, earlier conceptions of order, the disciplined routines of 
everyday life in civilization become highly problematic. On hand one, they can come to seem a prison confining us to 
meaningless repetition, crushing and deadening whatever might be a source of meaning. . . Or else, these routines 
themselves can fail to integrate our lives. . . Time disintegrates, loses all meaningful connection, becomes leaden or 
endless.” 

-Charles Taylor, A Secular Age 
 
 
Meditation 
When we organize anything from a closet to a bookshelf, we look for some kind of unifying theme that can bring 
together all the varied parts, ordering them according to some overarching pattern. We might arrange our books 
according to genre and our clothes according to season. Armed with such schemas, we can discern the proper place 
for each thing. Each particular part is positioned in relation to the whole. 
 
However, the philosopher Charles Taylor points out that we in the modern West suffer exceptional difficulty in 
organizing one thing in particular, namely time. As he puts it, we have lost our means for “gathering” time. We have 
primarily come to see time as an instrument, as a resource at our own personal disposal. Just like any other asset, 
we can divide, partition, and dispense it as we see fit. However, what threatens to be lost in this instrumental stance 
is the ability to “gather” our many moments into a meaningful whole. The unceasing advance of hours gets flattened, 
and each day connects to the last only by way of sequence, not significance.  
 

 
 



In response, Taylor appeals to two crucial and interconnected means of gathering time, of bringing our seemingly 
disparate days together into a meaningful whole. First, one needs a narrative, a story founded upon “once-for-all 
moments.” These moments of “higher time” arrange our more mundane days, providing a decisive shape to the 
march of history. They are the meaning-making reference points for the many of moments of “ordinary time.” Second, 
one needs cycles, repeated celebrations of the these “once-for-all moments.”  
 
The narrative shows us from where our time has come and to where it is heading. And the cycles, by celebrating the 
high points of the narrative, keep this overarching story alive in our hearts, our minds, our sensibilities, our 
imaginations.  
 
However, in the modern West, we are losing our sense of narrative. We find it harder and harder to believe that we 
belong to any grand story beyond our everyday existence. And so, time remains ungathered. It proceeds without any 
substantial meaning or significance. It makes no collective sense. It makes, we might say, no common sense.  
 
Accordingly, Christmas ceases to celebrate anything in particular. It is a time to buy presents because buying 
presents is simply what we do during this time of year. No deeper narrative is being rehearsed. But, of course, this 
need not be so. 
 
In Simeon’s encounter with the young Jesus, we find both a narrative and a cycle. We find a “once-for-all moment” 
unlike any other. God had promised Simeon that he would not die before he had the special privilege of looking upon 
Christ. Simeon lived his days in the eager expectation of this divine deliverance. And Simeon was certainly not alone 
in holding to this hope. For the entire law, and the repeated cycles of Mosaic ritual that Mary and Joseph are now 
performing with their young child at the temple, are meant to keep the promise of the Messiah alive in the people of 
Israel. They are rehearsing the narrative of God’s promise, and, even more, they are holding in their hands its 
“once-for-all” fulfilment.  
 
This “once-for-all moment,” the very “salvation” that Simeon has now seen, transpires “in the presence of all peoples.” 
This is the personal, particular, and public point in history for which he has so long waited. It happens in our time, in 
our actual world. This is no mythical time beyond time. For Christ really did come. He did so then and there, two 
millennia ago amidst the flesh and blood, the brick and mortar, of Bethlehem. The whole Roman Empire was free to 
come and look upon this child. And they would have done well to do so. For this young boy, with these brown eyes 
and this black hair (which will soon need trimming), is “a light for revelation to the Gentiles.” He is the light by which 
they can see the full story of all things, the story into which, to their surprise, they themselves have been written. Not 
only will this child bring about the “fall and rising of many in Israel,” but in all times and places. Everything has 
changed, and it has done so for everyone.  
 
The birth of Christ is an anchoring moment for the whole of world history and all the peoples therein. It is the 
“once-for-all” happening in which God humbly took upon himself our humanity to rescue us from sin and death. It is 
the “once-for-all” entrance of salvation into a world awash in woe and wickedness. It grafts us into the true and 
triumphant story of all things. We can discern no proper meaning for the present passing of time without it. 
 
Accordingly, we must ask ourselves, what are we doing to keep this narrative alive in our hearts, our minds, our 
sensibilities, our imaginations? In particular, are we approaching Advent as the splendid cycle that it is, as the annual 
celebration of the “once-for-all moment” of Christ’s coming to us?  
 
There is a sense in which Advent ushers us into “higher time.” It is a season in which the birth of Christ seems to 
infuse special significance into our day-to-day doings. It feels as if the “fullness of time,” of which Paul speaks, spills 
over into each advancing hour. The special songs we sing, the particular traditions we perform, the extra time of rest 
and reflection we enjoy, they all work together to “gather” this present time as we rehearse the most astonishing 
moment in the greatest of all stories.  
 
 
 
 

 
 



Questions for Further Reflection 
1) What smaller stories are we tempted to tell ourselves to organize and motivate our daily efforts? What tends to 

be the aims of our smaller stories: wealth, status, romance, professional success? Why are these smaller stories 
unable to unify our whole life? 
 

2) Think about something specific you will do today. How does the “once-for-all” birth of Christ supply a meaning 
and purpose for this activity that it would not otherwise have? 

 
3) What cycles of celebration can you enact this Advent season to keep the “once-for-all” birth of Christ alive in your 

heart, mind, sensibilities, and imagination?  
 
 
  

 
 



Singing 
 
Servant Depart 
Lord, now, you are letting your servant depart in peace, 
According to your word. 
For my eyes have seen your salvation. 
 
Lord, now, you are letting your servant depart in peace, 
According to your word. 
For my eyes have seen your salvation. 
 
That you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, 
you have prepared in the presence of all peoples 
 
a light for revelation to the Gentiles, 
and for glory to your people Israel. 
 
Lord, now, you are letting your servant depart in peace, 
According to your word. 
For my eyes have seen your salvation. 
 
Lord, now, you are letting your servant depart  
in peace. 
 
 
O Come, O Come, Immanuel 
O come, O come, Immanuel, 
and ransom captive Israel 
that mourns in lonely exile here 
until the Son of God appear. 

Refrain: 
Rejoice! Rejoice! Immanuel 
shall come to you, O Israel. 

O come, O Wisdom from on high, 
who ordered all things mightily; 
to us the path of knowledge show 
and teach us in its ways to go.  

Refrain 

O come, O come, great Lord of might, 
who to your tribes on Sinai's height 
in ancient times did give the law 
in cloud and majesty and awe.  

Refrain 

 

 

 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8wl4u8lnDQs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2JpvW9FU_Rg


Prayer 

God, our Father, we are grateful that you have given us the gift of time. Enable us to receive it rather than to seize it. 
Open our eyes to the true and triumphant story that must organize our many moments, however mundan or 
miraculous. Forgive us for the smaller stories that we author for our lives, narratives that culminate in the 
self-enclosing ambition of self-interest. Thank you for the “once-for-all moment” of Christ’s advent and the meaning it 
bestows upon all of time. Since Christ has come, we know that our story is one of rescue, of mercy, of hope. Guide 
us as we celebrate the cycle of Advent. In these routines of rejoicing and reverence, keep your grand narrative alive 
in our hearts, our minds, our sensibilities, our imaginations.  

 
 
 
  

 
 



Christmas Day 
 
Luke 2:8-20 
8 And in the same region there were shepherds out in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night. 9 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.                      
10 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.                         
11 For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord. 12 And this will be a sign for you:                           
you will find a baby wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a manger.” 13 And suddenly there was with the angel a                      
multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying,  

14 “Glory to God in the highest,  
and on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased!”  

15 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.” 16 And they went with haste                     
and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby lying in a manger. 17 And when they saw it, they made known the saying                      
that had been told them concerning this child. 18 And all who heard it wondered at what the shepherds told them.                    
19 But Mary treasured up all these things, pondering them in her heart. 20 And the shepherds returned, glorifying and                  
praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them. 

 

Quotations 
“The shepherds sing; and shall I silent be? 

My God, no hymn for thee? 
My soul’s a shepherd too; a flock it feeds 

Of thoughts, and words, and deeds, 
The pasture is thy word: the streams, they grace 

Enriching all the place. 
Shepherd and flock shall sing, and all my powers 

Out-sing the day-light hours.” 
-George Hebert, “Christmas”  

 
“But long before [Jill] had got anywhere near the edge, the voice [of Aslan] said to her, ‘Stand still. In a moment I will 
blow. But, first, remember, remember, remember the signs. Say them to yourself when you wake in the morning and 
when you lie down at night, and when you wake in the middle of the night. And whatever strange things may happen 
to you, let nothing turn your mind from following the signs. And secondly, I give you a warning. Here on the mountain 
I have spoken to you clearly: I will not often do so in Narnia. Here on the mountain, the air is clear and your mind is 
clear; as you drop down into Narnia, the air will thicken. Take great care not to confuse your mind. And the signs that 
you have learned will not look at all like you expect them to look, when you meet them there. That is why it is so 
important to know them by heart and pay no attention to appearances. Remember the signs and believe the signs. 
Nothing else matters. And now, daughter of Eve, farewell –’” 

C. S. Lewis, The Silver Chair 
 
 
Meditation 
Everything in this passage counters what we would naturally expect. The angels do not announce the birth of Christ 
to person of preeminence or privilege. Rather, they appear to shepherds. They reveal themselves to persons often 
overlooked as unimportant. Even more, the message the shepherds receive does not seem quite consistent. They 
are told that the long-awaited Messiah is born. And, to be sure, the Messiah is a kingly figure. Why, then, is he said to 
be lying in a manger, in an animal’s feed trough? This is not how should it be. Or, at least, this is not how we think it 
should be. Yet, why do we think this?  
 

 
 



It is important to note that the angel’s song of praise turns on two main points: the glory of God and the peace among 
people. And so, we must ask, how does Christ’s advent relate to these two mirthful matters?  Let us begin with the 
first point.  
 
What do learn about God’s glory from the birth of Christ? First and foremost, we find that his glory is a glory that 
stoops down from the very highest of thrones. Whatever distance might exist between persons of the highest estate 
and those of the lowest, such space is a but a speck in comparison to the infinite span that stands between God and 
humanity. Even more, the very form of this stooping is wholly unique. Not only does he stoop to be with us, but he 
stoops down in such a way as to be one of us. He not only descends to be with humans, but to be human. And, 
having come down to us in this way, he further undoes our incessant attempts to hold too tightly to the wrong kinds of 
distances. These are the distances that stretch between those at the top of society and those at its bottom. For the 
only distance that truly matters is that immeasurable gulf that stands between us and God, the span which he alone 
can, and he alone has, crossed. So, to drive this point home to humanity, he comes as one counted least in the 
muddled metrics of humanity. He comes not in a mansion, but in a manger, not among a kingly court, but among 
lowing livestock.  
 
This is the kind of glory that Christ’s advent reveals. It is a glory that demonstrates its great height by descending to 
the lowest depths. It is because God is so great, that he can stoop so low. It is a glory that demonstrates a surprising 
truth. He is who is the greatest of all, is the servant of all. God is great and glorious in his stooping. 
 
And what about peace among persons?  
 
Specifically, this peace rests upon those with whom God is pleased. These are persons who have been reconciled to 
God by the work of Christ. They have received the saving service that God has worked in the stooping of Christ. They 
are those who have come to know that the only distance that truly matters is that which separates us from God. And 
they know that God in Christ has crossed this barrier in most glorious of ways. He has come to us as us.  
 
Such persons are at peace with God, and, in effect, all other distances have been diminished. The spans that 
separate them from others have begun to close. The old dividing lines have lost their lure. The persons with whom 
God is pleased, then, have peace with one another.  
 
Accordingly, we should not be surprised that the angels appear to the shepherds and enlist their service in sharing 
their message with Joseph and Mary. The shepherds are no less worthy than other persons. Likewise, we should not 
be surprised by the role that the wealthy wisemen from the east play in Christ’s advent. The wisemen are no more 
worthy than other persons. The wisemen and the shepherds, those who seem high and those who seem low, are at 
peace with one another because of the stooping glory of God. The distant that seems to separate them is nothing 
compared to the distance that Christ has crossed in his coming down to us as us.  
 
 
Questions for Further Reflection 
1) Reread Luke 2:8-20. What are all the things that surprise you about this narrative, all the things that break with 

what you would naturally expect?  
 

2) God shows his great glory by stooping down, by way of the most of humble of actions. How does this differ from 
the way humans tend to demonstrate their “glory”? 

 
3) What distances do you tend to place between yourself and others who seem quite different from you according 

to the standards of society? How does the birth of Christ help you cross these distances and cultivate peace? 
 
 
  

 
 



Singing 
 
Glory to God 
Glory to God! 
Glory in the highest! 
And peace, peace, peace 
To His people  
On Earth 
 
Glory to God! 
Glory in the highest! 
And peace, peace, peace 
To His people  
On Earth 
 
Glory to God! 
Glory in the highest! 
And peace, peace, peace 
To His people  
On Earth 
 
 
Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing 
Come, Thou Fount of every blessing 
Tune my heart to sing Thy grace. 
Streams of mercy, never ceasing 
Call for songs of loudest praise. 
Teach me some melodious sonnet 
Sung by flaming tongues above. 
Praise the mount, I'm fixed upon it 
Mount of Thy redeeming love. 
 
Here I raise my Ebenezer. 
Here there by Thy great help I've come. 
And I hope, by Thy good pleasure 
Safely to arrive at home. 
Jesus sought me when a stranger 
Wandering from the fold of God. 
He, to rescue me from danger 
Interposed His precious blood. 
 
Oh, that day when freed from sinning 
I shall see Thy lovely face. 
Clothed then in the blood washed linen 
How I'll sing Thy wondrous grace. 
Come, my Lord, no longer tarry. 
Take my ransomed soul away. 
Send Thine angels now to carry 
Me to realms of endless day. 
 
Oh, to grace how great a debtor 
Daily I'm constrained to be. 
Let that goodness like a fetter 
Bind my wandering heart to Thee. 

 
 

https://gracenorthshore.bandcamp.com/track/glory-to-god
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b1bSlS6OWTs


Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it. 
Prone to leave the God I love. 
Here's my heart, oh, take and seal it. 
Seal it for Thy courts above. 
 
Here's my heart, oh, take and seal it. 
Seal it for Thy courts above. 
 
 
Prayer 
God, our Father, we are grateful that your glory breaks with our expectations. 
We are grateful that your glory is a stooping glory, one that reaches so far down from such great heights. 
Christ has crossed the immeasurable span that stretches between us and you, and he has done so in the most  
miraculous manner. Your Son has not just come down to us, but has come as one of us. He has become human, 

and, 
by the accounting of our muddled metrics, a very low human indeed. Because Christ has done this, we are reconciled 
to you. Because Christ has done this, we are reconciled to one another. We ask that your stooping glory would have 
the proper effect in our hearts, that our peace with you would overflow into peace among persons, however different 
and distanced they might seem. Teach us to stoop, as you have done, knowing that the greatest of all, is the servant 
of all. 
 
 

 
 


