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“Preachers, dig deep...”
Before I went to bed on the night of December 14, 2012, I took to Facebook and offered 
what I hoped was a word of encouragement to my colleagues:

Preachers: Dig deep and rely on your training. Your people need you to offer 
hope this Sunday. Don't lose hope. Trust the truth of the Resurrection that we 
have been called to proclaim. I will pray for you fervently.

In the aftermath of the school shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary in Newtown, CT, 
preachers all over the United States were wondering how, exactly, they were supposed to 
preach joy in two days. How, exactly, were they supposed to do anything but weep?

Later, in a blog post, I wrote,

You are reeling, and you are wondering what you will say in the face of this 
massive tragedy because you just want to sit and cry and pray.
And that is good and natural, but, for you, that is not your calling.
You have been called to preach Hope. You have been called to preach Life. You 
have been called to preach Love.

The sermons, prayers, and liturgies you will find in this volume stand as a testament to 
the many women and men who dug deep, trusted their God, and offered the most 
hopeful word they could muster. 

In some cases, these words are pointed and direct - even Job-like in quality. In others, 
there is a tenderness that places a healing balm on oneʼs heart. In all cases, however, 
these preachers responded to their communities and offered the word they knew the 
people they are called to serve needed to hear.

Let this collection - this archive of Christian practice - serve as an Ebenezer, that on 
December 16, 2012, when we were grieving and nearing despair, God was good to us, 
and gave us a good word to hear.

Landon Whitsitt
Archiver
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A Prayer: God of all comfort and grace...
- Nathan Albert

God of all comfort and grace,
This tragedy is unfair. Itʼs wrong. Itʼs awful. I hate it.

In the face of sin and evil, we long for the completion of the joy you have brought to the 
world. We weep with those who weep today and pray for every parent, family member, 
and classmate to seek your comfort -your nearness to the brokenhearted.
Lord in your mercy….hear our prayer.

We pray expecting you to work. God be near the families and parents that are in agony 
and grief. Prove yourself to them as the God of comfort. Prove yourself to them that you 
are Emmanuel, God with them. Remind them God that you did not cause this tragedy but 
instead are weeping in sorrow over the loss of your beloved children. And echoing the 
words of Psalm 44, “Rise up and help them Lord; rescue them because of your unfailing 
love.” Please.
Lord in your mercy….hear our prayer.

Remind all of us that there will be a day where there will be no more weeping, no more 
sorrow, no more gnashing of teeth, no more hate, no more injustice, and on that day all 
weapons of violence will be bent and molded into gardening tools. God, we need your 
Kingdom on earth as it is in heaven right now. Bring shalom. Bring peace. Bring justice. 
Bring comfort. Bring healing. Bring restoration. Bring hope. 
Lord in your mercy….hear our prayer.

Let these coming days not be ones full of arguments or political jargon. Let us not 
become desensitized to such tragedies and simply change the channel on our 
televisions. Let our own anger and holy discontentment control our actions to hurt other 
people in our lives. Instead, God, let us be people who weep, who grieve, who listen, and 
who pray. During this time, let us be people who act justly, love mercy, and walk humbly 
with you.
Lord in your mercy….hear our prayer.

Please. Enough is enough.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit- the God who comforts in 
times of trouble and hears the cries of the brokenhearted. Amen.
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Hope...and other absurdities
- Paul Alcorn

So, here we are…
Still in the middle of Advent.  
Still on our way to Christmas.
But, now living in that God awful tension between our decorations which have been hung 
by the chimney with care or, at least, carefully set in their assigned places, and the reality 
of the news that slammed into our lives on Friday.  
Here we are…
With candles and carols and, in a moment our children…
Wonderful.  Precious.  Present.  Here.
Here we are with our children who, in a moment will suddenly be transformed into angels 
and shepherds and magi and a shining star.
Here we are…
Carving out a few minutes from the busyness and business of our life to be here together 
Doing our level best to get head and heart and soul ready for Christmas.
And, trying to make sense of the headlines in the news.

Because of old habits learned the hard way, I wrote what I thought I was going to say this 
morning on Thursday and then tore it up on Friday to begin all over again.  But, after 
listening to the news all day and wiping the tears from my eyes and staring at a blank 
computer screen, all I could write on Friday was this:  

I have no right to speak.
And, even if I did I would not (and do not) know what to say.
Today in Newtown, CT, about 30 minutes from where I live, a young man walked 
into an elementary school and killed 20 children and 6 adults. 
Here I sit safe and sound.
And, as far as I know, my children are safe and sound.
I can only feel the edges of their heartbreak which will not heal;
And hear the echoes of the inconsolable sobbing for the children and the parents 
who will not come home.
I have no right to speak.
And, even if I did I would not (and do not) know what to say. 
I know better than to ask “Why?”
There is no answer that will make any sense or make things better;
And any answer to that question does not really matter at this point,
But I ask it just the same.
Why?
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I grieve for them.
I grieve for us.
In the middle of Advent;
With Christmas approaching. 

Like you, I am angry and sad and feel empty and heart-broken.
Like you I ask questions about mental illness and how we respond.
Like you, I am angry about guns and violence and why this happens over and over and 
over again.  
And, why 20 children in a school where they are supposed to be safe.

The title for what I wrote on Thursday was Hope…and Other Absurdities.
A line that caught my attention in something I read a few weeks ago.
In thinking about that line and what it might mean, I flipped through my Bible to reread 
this words.

For to us a child is born; to us a son is given;
And the government shall be upon his shoulder;
And his name will be called
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.
Of the increase of his government and of peace there will be no end.
He shall judge between nations and shall decide 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 any more.
The wolf shall dwell with the lamb,;
And the leopard shall lie down with the kid,
And the calf and the lion and the fatling together,
And a little child shall lead them.      [The Jewish prophet Isaiah]                   

And, from the Gospels:
First, Mary speaking…
God has shown the strength of Godʼs arm,
Scattering the proud in the imagination of their hearts,
God has pulled down the mighty from their thrones,
And exalted those of low degree;
God has filled the hungry with good things,
And the rich God has sent away empty.
And then this…
Behold a virgin shall conceive and bear a son,
And his name shall be Emmanuel (which means God with us).
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And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising 
God and saying:
“Glory to God in the highest and one earth peace among those with whom God is 
pleased.”
The light shines in the darkness;
And the darkness has not overcome it.
And of course, the constant refrain to those heavenly messengers sent to Joseph 
and Mary and the shepherds, who before they say anything else say, “Fear not!”

Really?
Swords into plowshares or the shooting in Newtown?
Fear not or fiscal cliff?
The hungry filled with good things or longer lines at the food pantry?
God with us or in Godʼs name?
In the world in which we live, which is more true?

Arenʼt all these words a bit pie in the sky or wishful thinking?
Read and respectfully, maybe even reverently, heard, but not to be taken too seriously.
Meant for a church, for places and settings like this.
But what about the world out there?

And yet…
Here we are.
Still in Advent.
Still waiting and watching and hoping and praying.
Still trying to find our way to Christmas.
The hope wrapped up in the words we just heard may be harder to hear today than they 
were a few days ago, and I do not feel the hope today like I did on Thursday when I first 
opened my Bible…
But that does not mean…
It does not mean…
That those words are less true today than they were three days ago.
And, so I wonder…
• Can we figure out a way so that there are less hungry people tomorrow than there are 

today?  Not just in our communities, but also in our world?
• Can we find ways to dismantle bombs and missiles and the guns that destroy, and build 

tools and homes and schools instead?
• Can we create households and communities and a country, to say nothing of the world, 

where there just might be a little less fear and a bit more peace and much more safety 
for us and for all, and especially for the most vulnerable among us?  

• Can our understanding of and faith in God pull us together rather than push us apart?
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God, I hope so.
Maybe it is absurd, on a day like today, to chose to turn and to walk in the direction of 
hope.
Maybe it is absurd to think and to dream and even to work for peace.
Maybe it is absurd to imagine and do what I can to build a world that is a bit better and 
safer and more secure tomorrow than it is today.  

Maybe it is absurd, but to tell you the truth, I know of no other way…
No better way to move forward 
Than to hang on for dear life to hope wrapped up in the promise of Christmas.
Here we are.
In the middle of Advent.
On our way to Christmas.
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The Longing of God: Restoration
- Stephanie Anthony

As the events in Newtown, Connecticut began to unfold before my eyes first on the silent 
television sets at the YMCA, then on Facebook and Twitter, and finally on my own TV in 
our family room, if I knew anything, I knew I'd have to change everything.  Cathy, our 
church administrator had already sent me the final draft of our order of worship for this 
morning, but as my glance went from the images of children running out of their school 
building to proclamations of good tidings of great joy on the bulletin, from horrified 
parents waiting desperately for glimpses of their loved ones to plans for Gaudete Sunday 
- - the day of Advent we allow ourselves to shout "Rejoice!", I figured that nothing I had 
planned to say would speak to the state of our hearts this week.

This is the Sunday of joy, marked by lighting the rose colored candle, a brief respite of joy 
in a season of darkness and longing, and in the events that began at about 9:35 am 
Eastern Standard Time and unfolded over the next several hours, it was just plain 
impossible to find any joy.

And while it is the freshest tragedy in our minds, it's not the only one.  Many of us have 
worries or grief or heartache in our own lives that don't get as much press.  Our town has 
experienced several suicides and unexpected deaths in recent months.  We have lost 
beloved church members, too.  We know of too many parents who have had to bury 
children, which just isn't how it's supposed to be.  How are we supposed to find joy in this 
midst of this darkness?  

I thought to myself on Friday that nothing I had planned to say made any sense anymore.  
That is until I went back to the Scripture.  

Listen now for a word from God:

Isaiah 61:1-11 (NRSV)
1 The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, 
     because the Lord has anointed me; 
he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, 
     to bind up the brokenhearted, 
to proclaim liberty to the captives, 
     and release to the prisoners; 
2 to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor, 
     and the day of vengeance of our God; 
     to comfort all who mourn; 
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3 to provide for those who mourn in Zion --- 
     to give them a garland instead of ashes, 
the oil of gladness instead of mourning, 
     the mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit. 
They will be called oaks of righteousness, 
     the planting of the Lord, to display his glory. 
4 They shall build up the ancient ruins, 
     they shall raise up the former devastations; 
they shall repair the ruined cities, 
     the devastations of many generations. 

5 Strangers shall stand and feed your flocks, 
     foreigners shall till your land and dress your vines; 
6 but you shall be called priests of the Lord, 
     you shall be named ministers of our God; 
you shall enjoy the wealth of the nations, 
     and in their riches you shall glory. 
7 Because their shame was double, 
     and dishonor was proclaimed as their lot, 
therefore they shall possess a double portion; 
     everlasting joy shall be theirs. 

8 For I the Lord love justice, 
     I hate robbery and wrongdoing; 
I will faithfully give them their recompense, 
     and I will make an everlasting covenant with them. 
9 Their descendants shall be known among the nations, 
     and their offspring among the peoples; 
all who see them shall acknowledge 
     that they are a people whom the Lord has blessed. 
10 I will greatly rejoice in the Lord, 
     my whole being shall exult in my God; 
for he has clothed me with the garments of salvation, 
     he has covered me with the robe of righteousness, 
as a bridegroom decks himself with a garland, 
     and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels. 
11 For as the earth brings forth its shoots, 
     and as a garden causes what is sown in it to spring up, 
so the Lord God will cause righteousness and praise 
     to spring up before all the nations.
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Did you hear it?  Did you hear God's longing?  Did you hear God's deepest desire for 
people who are living in exile, whose lives have been torn apart, whose homeland and 
family and, yes, even children have been ripped from them?  Did you hear it?

"The Lord has sent me to bring good news,
       to bind up the brokenhearted,
       to proclaim liberty to the captives and release to the prisoners...
       to comfort all who mourn;
       to provide for those who mourn." (Isa. 61:1-3 NRSV)

Did you hear God's desire to build where there has been destruction, to plant where there 
has been devastation?  Did you hear God's longing for new life, not for death, for hope, 
not despair?  Did you hear how God longs for the restoration of joy, not the repetition of 
exile?  And did you hear not just God's longing, but God's promise to work toward these 
things?

I will admit that I have NOT watched a whole lot of news coverage since early Friday 
evening, but I have checked in daily with written news reports.  Even just in my quick 
check-ins I have already heard that there are people saying that God made this happen; 
that God has been shut out of the schools, government buildings and courthouses of this 
country because there is no organized prayer in them, no Ten Commandments on the 
walls, no mention of God, our God, Yahweh in any official capacity - - as if our walls, our 
locks, and our rules could keep God out of anywhere.  Listen up, because I'm going to do 
something I don't often do.  I'm going to speak with a certainty that I don't often muster 
when commenting on another's theology, but...  That is WRONG.  It's that simple.  It is 
WRONG. There is no way our God, God who longs for the restoration of what is broken, 
God who desires healing and wholeness, God who chases after us even in the exiles of 
our lives, God who hears the cry of Rachel weeping for her lost children, of the children of 
Israel weeping by the waters of Babylon...  There is no way that God left the children in 
Sandy Hook Elementary School classrooms, Nancy Lanza  in her home, and even Adam 
Lanza as he carried out these horrific attacks.  There is no way that God abandoned 
them in the moments of their deepest heartbreak.  There is no way.  That is not our God.

God doesn't want the world to be like this. God HATES wrongdoing.  That's what Isaiah 
said; God HATES wrongdoing.  God's saving work is all about getting rid of these 
conditions, of restoring peace, and joy and love in creation. God does NOT will for people 
to kill one another. That's worth repeating. God does not want tragedies like happened in 
Newtown on Friday, or at a school China where 22 students were stabbed this week, or 
at a mall in Clackamas, Oregon where gunfire ended lives a few days before, or among 
our own families and friends in Kansas City, or Denver or here in Hudson.  God does not 
will any of it.  God does not ignore any of it.  
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In fact, when we are asking "Why? How?" so is God. Think about that for a moment. 
When our tears were falling about the children who lost their lives so senselessly, so 
violently, God's tears were falling too. God was asking why right along with us. Why do 
they do this? Why does it have to go this way? Why don't they understand that peace is 
possible?  In the midst of all the different ways we humans find to mess up creation, God 
longs for something completely different. God longs for restoration. God longs for joyful 
restoration.

There's that word again. Joy. We've got the joy candle on the wreath this Sunday. The 
choir proclaimed that we will sing in dulci jubilo, "in sweet rejoicing," in honor of the Christ 
childʼs birth. But how can we possibly even think of being joyful at a time like this? It's 
hard. It's a struggle. It... it even feels RUDE and callous to just think that we might look for 
joy, talk about joy, strive for lives of joy when so many people, when we are shrouded in 
darkness today.

So maybe we need to think a little bit about what we mean by joy.  Isaiah's prophecy 
doesn't deny the horrible realities of life that his hearers are facing.  He isn't oblivious to 
their experiences of loss, of broken hearts, of mourning and grief and captivity.  But even 
in the midst of their dreadful situations, even in the midst of our collective or individual 
sadness, Isaiah can find room for rejoicing in the Lord, because joy isn't all about a happy 
feeling.  Joy isn't about giddiness and excitement and glee, not real joy.  Not biblical joy.  

Instead an experience of joy is the realization that we are a part of what is going right in 
the world.  Joy is knowing that even in the midst of tragedy we are partnering with God to 
set the world right.  Joy is felt when in any moment, a moment of the world's deepest 
sadness or the heights of our own happiness, we realize that we are doing or being 
exactly what God created us to do or be in that exact moment.  That's joy.  That's the joy 
that we need to find right now more than ever.  

There's a story told by Mr. Rogers that floats around every time something like this 
happens (and isn't it heartbreaking that I can even say "every time something like this 
happens").  In it he says that when we was young and saw something scary in the news 
his mother would tell him to look for helpers, because there are always helpers.  Those 
helpers are signs of joy.  

We are signs of joy when we turn off the news coverage for a while and are present to 
our children, our grandchildren, our spouses, our neighbors, and our friends.  We live in 
joy when we offer our prayers for what has happened, but we don't become paralyzed by 
it, because God has a daily call on our lives to be students and builders and volunteers 
and listeners and singers and friends and teachers and lab technicians and IT specialists 
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and parents and Bible study leaders and knitter and woodworkers and dancers.  We live 
in joy when we do exactly what God has gifted us to do even in the midst of a broken 
world.  We live in joy when we realize that we are named ministers of God, ordained in 
our baptisms and set right here in the world to serve in the name of a loving God.

So we did light the candle of joy, and we will give thanks for the people who lived joyfully 
even in the middle of horror and sadness. We will pray that we all have the courage to 
live joyfully right here, right now, fully present in the lives we live, being who God created 
us to be, joining God in longing for and making real the restoration of the world.

On Friday I was sure I'd have to change everything.

But by Saturday morning when, I kid you not, I was awakened by the sound of my own 
kindergartener getting sick at the foot of my bed, when I was called to the task of doing 
exactly what God wanted me to do, needed me to do in that very moment, care for the 
ones in my midst, I figured out absolutely nothing needed to change.

Sometimes we are struck with the reality that many days we live in a dark, dark Advent 
world. Much to our frustration we experience shadowy days and people and events.  We 
live in a world that now as much as ever needs people who will show the helpers, point to 
the restoration of peace that is promised, that IS coming, that we can make happen when 
we partner with God and live in true joy - binding up the brokenhearted, proclaiming 
liberty to the captives, and comforting all who mourn.

With God's longing for restoration and joy on our hearts sitting right next to the sadness, 
let us turn to God in silent prayer.
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The Work of Joy
- Debra Avery

Texts:  Zephaniah 3:14-20, Luke 3:7-18

Iʼm going to read an additional text this morning because for me, a week that ended with 
the tragedy in Newtown, Connecticut began earlier this week when we got word that our 
friend Jan Cobb passed away after being in hospice care.  Janʼs death was followed by 
the death of my friend and the former moderator of the PCUSA, Cindy Bolbach.  Together 
with the shooting in Clackmas, Oregon itʼs been quite a week.  And for preachers, itʼs 
complicated by the reality that we have to lead worship this morning.  You all have to 
attend worship this morning.  Itʼs hard to be thinking about joy.  Itʼs hard to be Christmas-
y when these kinds of things are happening in our lives.  So I want to start out with 
something we donʼt really read in Advent from the book of Lamentations.  These are 
words that we associate with dark times.  Hard times.  Times weʼd rather not think about 
during Christmas.  These are words that come to us when weʼre in pain.  

How lonely sits the city
   that once was full of people!
How like a widow she has become,
   she that was great among the nations!
She that was a princess among the provinces
   has become a vassal. 

She weeps bitterly in the night,
   with tears on her cheeks;
among all her lovers
   she has no one to comfort her;
all her friends have dealt treacherously with her,
   they have become her enemies. 

Judah has gone into exile with suffering
   and hard servitude;
she lives now among the nations,
   and finds no resting-place;
her pursuers have all overtaken her
   in the midst of her distress. 

The roads to Zion mourn,
   for no one comes to the festivals;
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all her gates are desolate,
   her priests groan;
her young girls grieve,
   and her lot is bitter. 

I have to be honest.  This is not a joyful time.  Not for me.  Not for most of us.  How do we 
find joy, how do we hope for joy when 20 children and 8 adults are killed in a random act 
of madness?  How do we explain joy to the hundreds of people in a Newport Beach mall 
who scrambled screaming for shelter because somebody unloaded 50 rounds in a 
parking lot?  How do we explain joy to a neighborhood in Oakland where there was 
another shooting last night?  Itʼs so hard.  

Thank God we have saints.  Saints who have gone before us.  Saints who have suffered 
and who know what it is to find joy in the midst of deep pain.  I turned this week to one of 
our saints:  Dietrich Bonhoeffer – a German Lutheran pastor/theologian who came to the 
United States to study at Union Seminary in New York where he learned firsthand about 
the importance of taking a stand for justice.  He was so inspired, that upon his return to 
Germany he worked to bring justice even when there seemed to be no hope in the face 
of the strength of Hitlerʼs regime  Together with is colleagues, he worked and worked and 
worked, at the risk of his own life, to make changes.  

Early in his career, he visited Cuba and preached a sermon in the midst of great 
upheaval and stress.  He said:  “We know from our everyday life what unfulfilled hopes 
mean – the little ones.  Some of us know of unfulfilled greater hopes.  The great things 
God promises are in process.  Unheard of happenings need to be proclaimed.  Hidden 
secrets of change need to be revealed.  The earth and all that lives upon it tremble at the 
thought of Christʼs coming.”

Great things are in process.  More waiting.  If we learn anything at all about celebrating 
Advent, we know we have to wait.  I donʼt like it.  Not because the waiting is hard, but 
because we wait and wait and not all of us get to see those great things.  Those who lost 
their lives this week didnʼt get to see.  And what about those who are satisfied, content 
with their lot in life?  They wonʼt see it either because they think the “great things” have 
already arrived.  

Still we yearn to see.  Today especially, we are feeling the deep angst of the “not yet” as 
we learn again what it means to wait.  The problem isnʼt the waiting.  The problem is that 
while we wait, while we hope, while we anticipate joy, we are forced to wrestle with our 
own “stuff.”  Waiting makes us uneasy.  We become uneasy about our way of life.  We 
become uneasy about the choices we make. We become uneasy about whatʼs going on 
in our neighborhoods.  We feel far away from rejoicing. 
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In reality, the true celebration of Advent is really only possible if we are troubled in our 
souls.  Waiting only makes sense if we recognize there is something to wait for.  God is 
coming.  The Lord Jesus comes.  In the midst of all this waiting and yearning, Zephaniah 
does what prophets do.  He offers us a vision.  He tells us that hope is on the way.  He 
calls us to be ready, to pay attention.  And he calls us to action.  

Zephaniah lays out the reasons to rejoice:

• Reason #1:  The Lord is in your midst.  This is Emmanuel.  God with us.  Now.  Before. 
And yet to come.

• Reason #2-6:  I will remove disaster.  I will deal with your oppressors.  I will save the 
lame.  I will gather the hurt and the outcast

While these promises offer a way toward joy, Zephaniah calls the people to rejoice and 
that requires their participation:  Donʼt fear, O Zion.  Donʼt let your hands get weak.  Joy is 
not an emotion we feel.  It is work we do.  Itʼs work we are called to do even when we 
donʼt feel happy, even when we feel deep grief, even when itʼs hard.  Rejoice is the 
opposite of apathy.  Itʼs the opposite of “I could care less.”  Itʼs the opposite of “It isnʼt my 
problem.”  Rejoice is a call to action.  It is, as Karl Barth says, a defiant “Nevertheless” 
cried out in the face of whatever troubles us, whatever hurts us, whatever threatens to 
lock us down.  Joy is about how we live with each other.  Itʼs about how we hold out hope 
for each other, how we encourage each other.

From beginning to end, the story of Godʼs people we read in much of scripture is infused 
with joy.  If we simply took these experiences at face value, weʼd have to wonder why in 
the world to these people want to stay with God when there is more wilderness chaos 
than settled comfort?  Why in the world would they write psalms of hope when a nation is 
being destroyed?  Why in the world would an unmarried, pregnant teenage girl sing?  “My 
spirit rejoices in God my Savior.”  How is it that Paul, in a Roman prison, can lead all the 
prisoners in praise to a God they donʼt even know?  

How is it that friends and family members sang “We shall overcome” when fire hoses, 
police dogs and night sticks were turned on them?  How did thousands of outcasts march 
with candles down Market Street in San Francisco when their own prophet was 
assassinated?  All these people have one thing in common – the shared hope that it is 
possible to make a difference in a broken world.

Japanese theologian Kosuke Koyama reminds us of an important reality:  “Our everyday 
perception of joy and hope fails to comprehend the mystery of what God is doing.”  
Friends, Koyamaʼs words offer great potential because he calls us to hopeful rejoicing.  
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He lifts up what is for him a vibrant reality: that the more desperate the world becomes, 
the more excited and impassioned God gets.  The more things look like theyʼre going 
bad, the more vivid Godʼs presence is.  This is not an invisible, intangible God, but God, 
Immanuel who is alive and who works through you and me.  This is not some magic 
appearance of God who is going to once and for all wipe out the world in some 
catastrophic way, wipe out evil, wipe out whatever it is that threatens.  Immanuel, God 
with us, is a promise that has to do with us. With our work, our lives.  Yours and mine.  It 
has to do with how we treat each other.  It has to do with how we treat our neighbors.  
Godʼs response to evil in the world will be made manifest through us.  And today, we can 
begin by making joy come alive.  Today, making joy visible is the one thing we can do to 
bring good news to a hurting world.

The prophetic voice of John the Baptist calls us to task, but not out of some terrible fear 
of accusation, condemnation, or in response to the warning that God is coming and 
Godʼs going to use the winnowing fork to divide the wheat from the chaff.  We do a good 
enough job of that ourselves.  Over and over again we self-winnow.  God doesnʼt have to 
separate us, our choices make us part of the wheat which produces good things or the 
chaff which is blown about by the wind.

When the crowd asks “What shall we do?” John tells them, and us, how to be part of 
Godʼs coming.  He gives simple, clear instructions that caused the people to be filled with 
expectation.  Though the coming of Christ is sure to bring commotion into our lives, the 
path is clear.  And while rejoicing in the midst of a week like the one weʼve just had 
seems nearly impossible.  It's what weʼre called to do.  And we donʼt have to do it alone.  
As we gather with friends and family, as we interact over coffee or on Twitter, the only 
witness we can give is to share what we have:  a joyful hope that God is with us, working 
through us.  Itʼs time to rejoice.

19



The “Why” Questions Canʼt Be Answered
- Laura Becker

Luke 1:39-56 

I had a sermon written (well, mostly written) about Mary. 
These powerful words of what we call the Magnificat are bold proclamations of what 
Godʼs justice looks like when it breaks into our world. I wanted to talk about Maryʼs 
faithful courage in agreeing to bear Godʼs righteousness and grace to the world. I wanted 
to empower each and every one of us to live into the challenge of continuing to bear 
Godʼs grace and justice into this world.

But after the tragic events of Friday, when so many young lives were lost in Newtown, CT, 
I was at a loss for words. 

This Third Sunday in the Advent season…
when just last week we lit the candle of peace …
when this morning, we light the candle of joy …
- nothing felt right.

But then, I think maybe Maryʼs message still has something to offer us today. Because 
perhaps this week, more than many others, we are painfully aware that the world as we 
know it is desperately in need of Emmanuel – God with us. The light shining in the 
darkness. That is what Advent is all about.

But, as writer Anne Lamott reminds us “Advent is not for the naïve.” She writes: “Because 
in spite of the dark and cold, we see light—you look up, or you make light, with candles, 
trees. And you give light. Beauty helps, in art and nature and faces. Friends help. 
Solidarity helps. If you ask me, when people return phone calls, itʼs about as good as it 
gets. And who knows beyond that.

Advent says that there is a way out of this trap—that we embrace our humanity, and 
Jesusʼs humanity, and then we remember that he is wrapped up in God. Itʼs good to know 
where to find Jesus —in the least of these–among the broken, the very poor and 
marginalized. Jesus says, ʻYou want to see me? Look there.ʼ”

Despite all of our sweet and lovely Christmas carols, the truth is, Jesus didnʼt decide to 
come into the world when it was pristine and peaceful. God in Christ chose to come into 
the messiness of this world with its pain, its violence, its hunger, its disease. God comes 
to us in our brokenness and pain – and God sits with us and weeps with us.
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The question I keep hearing these past few days is “Why?”
We always ask why when tragedies like this occur. My mom asked me how we answer 
the questions that will come. I told her that we canʼt. And we shouldnʼt. Because the “why” 
questions canʼt be answered. And when some people try to answer them, they end up 
saying dangerous and inappropriate things about God.

So let me be clear:
-What happened at Sandy Hook Elementary was not Godʼs will.
-God did not have a plan for this.
-There is no extra amount of God we could legislate into our schools that could have 
prevented this.

We shouldnʼt spend our time on questions that cannot be answered.

Instead, we weep, as God weeps. Remembering as William Sloane Coffin once said 
about lifeʼs tragedies, “Godʼs heart was the first of all of ours to break.”

We weep and we pray.
We pray for the families and friends of the victims and the gunman.
We pray for the first responders. We pray for the school and community of Newtown.
We pray for our nation that so readily sees violence as a solution.

We weep and we pray and we take action.
We offer support.
We write letters.
We reach out to those who are hurting.
We participate in hard conversations about gun violence.
We donʼt just pray for a world where swords are turned into plowshares, we actively seek 
ways for peace.

It is a complicated life we lead as Christians.
Our sure hope in the resurrection means that death does not get the last word.
We are called to bear that deep and abiding kind of hope and joy into the midst of 
extraordinary tragedy and grief.

I think Mary knew a little bit about this. Mary -
a woman who knew the complicated mix of joy and pain, hope and loss, fear and  
courage - a mother who would have to bear the pain of losing her own child as well.
She grasped the weight of who this child was and what he would do in ways that few 
others did, and she sang of the dawn of Godʼs righteousness. Maryʼs song is a faithful 
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praise of the power of God to turn the world upside down – or as I once read, really, to 
turn the world right-side up. The way God would have it:
The world in which the rulers are brought down and the humble are lifted up.
The world in which the hungry are filled and the rich are sent away empty.
A world in which senseless violence does not threaten our children.

It is not just the world we hope and pray for, it is the world we seek to make a reality each 
and every day.

And so, as painful as it so often can be, we pray for God to open our eyes – let us pray:

Open our eyes, Lord,
especially if they are half shut because we are tired of looking, or half open
because we fear to see too much, or bleared with tears
because yesterday, today, and tomorrow
are filled with the same pain, or contracted because we only look at what we want to see.

Open our eyes, Lord,
to gently scan the life we lead,
the home we have,
the world we inhabit,
and so to find, among the gremlins and the greyness,
signs of hope we can fasten on and encourage.

Give us, whose eyes are dimmed by familiarity,
a bigger vision of what you can do even with hopeless cases 
and lost causes and people of limited ability.
Show us the world as in your sight,
riddled by debt, deceit, and disbelief,
yet also, glimmering with possibility for recovery, renewal, redemption.

And lest we fail to distinguish vision from fantasy,
today, tomorrow, this week, open our eyes to one person or one place,
where we – being even for a moment prophetic –
might identify and encourage a potential in the waiting.

And with all this, open our eyes, in yearning, for Jesus.

On the mountains,
in the cities,
through the corridors of power and streets of despair,
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into Newtown,
into Chattanooga,
into the broken places of our lives and our world,
to help, to heal,
to turn the world around, we pray O come, O come, Emmanuel. Amen.

(prayer adapted from Ionaʼs Cloth for the Cradle)
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Mary Did You Know?
- Laura Brekke

God is a God of being in the messiness. Into the upside down world of an unwed teenage 
mother came the Christ-child. Into a people oppressed came the King of kings. And into 
our very midst – the messiness of national tragedy and broken and breaking lives, comes 
the living God. This is the Prince of Peace, who loves us despite our reliance upon guns 
and swords and bombs. This is the Wonderful Counselor, who hears the cries of our 
cracking hearts. This is the Might God and Everlasting Father, who gathers his children 
and holds them in their grief. 

I wonder if Mary could have imagined all of that when she was visited by the angel 
Gabriel. I wonder if she could have dreamed of what it would mean for God to be born 
into this messy, hurting world. I wonder if she could have fathomed the kind of pain he 
would suffer – for us, for her, for everyone – but also the kind of joy he would kindle in the 
hearts of those who followed him. 

There is a popular song on the radio about Mary. “Mary did you know” which was written 
for a childrenʼs pageant in the 1980s. Listen to the lyrics:

Mary did you know that your baby boy would some day walk on water?
Mary did you know that your baby boy would save our sons and daughters?
Did you know that your baby boy has come to make you new?
This child that you've delivered, will soon deliver you.

Mary did you know that your baby boy would give sight to a blind man?
Mary did you know that your baby boy would calm a storm with his hand?
Did you know that your baby boy has walked where angels trod?
And when your kiss your little baby, you have kissed the face of God.

Oh Mary did you know 

The blind will see, the deaf will hear, the dead will walk again.
The lame will leap, the dumb will speak the praises of the lamb 

Mary did you know that your baby boy is Lord of all creation?
Mary did you know that your baby boy would one day rule the nations?
Did you know that your baby boy is heaven's perfect Lamb?
This sleeping child you're holding is the great I am
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Christmas is about remembering that the Lord of all Creation came to us, in the middle of 
our seizing, stinking, awful brokenness. God came near. God came here. And God is 
here still.

Mary did you know that in your womb grows a baby who brings light to the World in the 
most amazing way?

She couldnʼt have, of course. She could never have guessed the beautiful things that 
Christ did – healed the sick, fed the hungry, freed the captive. She could never have 
known of the ministry or the miracles when he wiggled in her belly. Nor could she have 
dreamed in her worst nightmare the pain of sacrifice and loss she would witness as her 
precious first-born son hung upon the Cross. And, she could not have imagined the hope 
that he brings, for Christ is the Resurrection and the life, and light of the world – a light 
that not even death upon a Cross can put out.

This Sunday of Advent we mark with a pink candle because it is “Joy” Sunday. We are to 
remember that the angels brought Glad tidings of Great Joy. They whispered do not be 
afraid. Fear not, for we bring news of Joy. Fear not, a Savior has come to the nations. 
Fear not, God is here. 

The angel Gabriel said to Mary, “Fear Not, the Lord is with you.” Do not be afraid, Mary, 
God is near.

God is near. Even this week, when this country was faced with two shootings, the first at 
a shopping mall in Oregon and the second a massacre at Sandy Hook Elementary school 
in Connecticut, we must hold fast to the promise, “Do not fear, the Lord is with you.”

God is with us, in the tragedy and the triumph. God is with us, as we rejoice in families 
brought together for the holidays after months apart, and God is here as we mourn with 
families who will never see their precious children open the presents already wrapped 
under the tree. God is with us, as we face an uncertain economy. God is with us and with 
the people protesting in Egypt, and with the victims of violence in Syria, and with the 
hungry children in Africa, and with the grieving families in Connecticut and Oregon.

Do not be afraid, God is near.

Advent is a season pregnant with hope and anticipation. It is a season which looks 
beyond itself, beyond the here and now, toward the future  - toward the coming of Christ-
child in a manger lowly, and toward the second coming of Christ the King in glory. We are 
not striving to generate joy for the Christmas holiday, we are striving to testify to a Joy 
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that will be a balm to every tear.1 To a Joy which is the light of the World. To a Joy that is 
embodied, unending, and enduring from generation to generation.

Mary, did you know that you need not be afraid any longer? God is with us. God is near.  
Now and always. Amen. 
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Slaying Innocents and the Meaning and 
Message of Christmas
- Rita Brock

We remember today, O God, the slaughter of the holy innocents of Bethlehem by 
King Herod. Receive, we pray into the arms of your mercy all innocent victims; 
and by your great might frustrate the designs of evil tyrants, and establish your 
rule of justice, love and peace through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and 
reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.2

The disheveled robed woman, head covered, grasps fiercely at a baby as an armored 
soldier holds the infant upside down by a tiny foot and stabs it with his sword. Nearby, 
another women reaches desperately toward a small child impaled on a spear while a 
soldier holds her at arm's length.

This ancient fresco of the slaying of the innocents kept haunting me as the horror at 
Sandy Hook Elementary unfolded. The depiction imagines the response of mothers to 
Herod's order in Matthew 2:13-16 to kill the first-born Jewish sons under two years old 
born in Bethlehem. In the next scene of this tragedy, a circle of women, unrobed, sit with 
their hair uncovered and cascading down their backs as a sign of intense grief and 
lamentation. I found the image tucked into a bay of the narthex of the Chora Church in 
Istanbul.

In a searing echo of the biblical story, we had our own slaughter of innocents in Newtown 
during a holiday that focuses, especially, on children. Perhaps that is one reason the 
story has resonated so deeply across the country and broken so many hearts. It feels like 
a profound violation of the "meaning" of Christmas, which is a time to celebrate the birth 
of baby Jesus and turn our attentions to children and their joy.

This sweet, sentimental version of Christmas, however, usually sanitizes or ignores the 
suffering, vulnerability, and struggles of poverty and the courage of ordinary people that 
are essential to the message of Christmas. The story begins with the acquisitive greed of 
an empire determined to tax the working poor into destitution so the elite rich can 
maintain their lifestyle and sustain the armies that protect their wealth and power.

To assure the tax base, a decree of registration forces subject peoples to migrate, and 
one young pregnant woman journeys far from home with few resources and no medical 
care. She is blessed with the care of a husband and the compassion of a harried 
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innkeeper, who rather than send the couple into a cold night, offers them the barn, which 
is a warm, private shelter to deliver her baby (in colonial winters, people brought their 
farm animals into their cottages at night for heat).

The pregnancy was precarious from the beginning: Mary was unmarried and worried. 
When her friend and cousin Elizabeth reassures her that her pregnancy is important, 
Mary sings: 

The Mighty One has done great things for me,and holy is his name. His mercy is 
for those who fear him from generation to generation. He has shown strength 
with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. He has 
brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has filled 
the hungry with good things,and sent the rich away empty. (Luke 1:46ff)

How could a child born under such circumstances not be evidence of an alternative 
power and value system that challenges the exploitive rich rulers? Jesus was born into a 
people who respected the strength, resiliency and moral courage of mothers and 
expected a husband and soon-to-be father to care for his family. They knew the 
determination of parents to keep their child safe from harm. That family found among 
ordinary people the resourcefulness of a stressed small businessman who helped a 
couple in need.

The suspicious and brutal Herod, who wants to eliminate any competition to his power, 
orders his soldiers to slay potential inheritors of his throne. The mothers of Bethlehem 
suffer the ultimate cost of his megalomanic ambitions. And they weep bitterly for their 
slain children.

The biblical story ends with the mothers' lamentation, but the images in Chora offer one 
surprising final scene. A line of mothers, still disrobed and clothed in private garments 
with their hair unloosed, stand before Herod on his throne. Each mother stares at Herod 
intently, shaming him with her eyes. This final image suggests the community's 
understanding of the moral courage of women and the shame and moral culpability of the 
elite who pay others to do their dirty work and cause so much suffering.

In Newtown, eight women, like the mothers in Chora, faced down the shooter against 
impossible odds -- six at the cost of their own lives -- while others rushed to protect the 
children and hold them safe. It was a reality check about what so often is sentimentalized 
as the meaning of Christmas.

Newtown reminds us of the tragic suffering that is also part of the Christmas story. Any 
joy Christians might take from the birth of a savior who proclaimed good news to the 
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poor, recovery of vision for those who refuse to see, liberty for captives, universal debt 
forgiveness and peace to all humankind must be accompanied by awareness of suffering 
in the world into which such joy is born. Not just awareness though, but action. To say we 
believe such a savior is born and to do nothing to fulfill that promise of salvation is to live 
a lie.

As we mourn the many children's lives cut short by the massacre at Sandy Hook, I hope 
we remember the moral courage of the women who struggled to save the children. I hope 
we remember the moral courage of the mothers of a fourth of our nation's children who 
live without adequate food, housing, education and health care, and I hope we remember 
the mothers around the world who risk everything to save their children from war, poverty 
and injustice.

If children are the heart of the meaning of Christmas, the message of the full story of 
Christmas is what adults must do to keep children alive and help them thrive. If we had 
the moral courage of mothers, we would not only stop gun violence, but also guarantee 
universal health care, assure parents living wages for all work, provide excellent schools 
for every child, and care for families struggling with mental illness. Without the message 
of Christmas for the world, its meaning for children is thin and hollow.
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Prayer after Newtown Massacre
- Beau Brown

God of reality, we come to you today in a state of utter disbelief. The all-too-real events of 
Friday morning seem inconceivable. We have no words to describe our horror at 
something as disgusting as what happened in Connecticut. Situations like these call into 
question all of our beliefs about how safe we are and how protected our children are. 
Therefore, we pray that you give us the ability to accept the evil we cannot comprehend 
while trusting in your power to ultimately overcome such atrocities.

God of comfort, we call on you today to support those who are grieving the loss of their 
beloved family and friends. By your Spirit, give them space to cry out in expressing their 
deep sorrow. Help them to seek you and be comforted by your Church in the midst of this 
great tragedy. In the open arms of others, help them feel the warmth of your love that is 
never-failing and always-enduring. Holy Spirit, we pray that you would inspire pastors and 
counselors to offer listening ears and words of succor to these hurting souls.

God of power, we recognize the sense of powerlessness the parents of these children 
must be feeling. They ache with the pain of lost futures, stunted dreams, and unmet 
milestones. Instead of celebrating the birth of the One who came to save us, they are 
suffering because of the same evil that put Jesus on the cross. May they be strengthened 
by the knowledge that you, God, suffer alongside them. You know the pain of loss 
because you gave your only begotten son that all may have life. So, we pray that, in time, 
you would restore this sense of life into a situation marked by extreme evil.

God of peace and justice, we pray that these children will not have died in vain. May we 
recognize the deeper systemic issues at play here. Let us support research that helps to 
identify and treat those with psychological disorders. Let us be ever more vigilant about 
the ways we handle gun safety, keeping weapons out of the reach of those unfit to use 
them. Let us be proactive about the ways in which we work to protect our children. And 
let us continually hold up a vision of a world without violence, one which you have shown 
us in the vision of the kingdom of God.

God of love, may our prayers join with the prayers of communities all over the world in 
bringing hope to Newtown, Connecticut and to our nation. Where fear seems to be the 
only logical solution, grant that all may respond with the illogical way of love and 
restoration. In this Advent season, when we mourn the evil that still reigns, give us the 
strength to know that justice will not tarry forever. Amen.

30



Advent III
- Jeffery Bryan

Luke 1:57-80

The Gospel according to Luke begins with two birth stories: how Jesus got here and how 
John the Baptist got here: and the first chapter of Luke bounces back and forth between 
these two stories.  Two weeks ago, we read how the angel Gabriel told Mary she would 
have a baby; and last week we heard the song that Mary sang: Maryʼs song of revolution 
and praise.  We did not read about how Gabriel appeared to Zecharaiah in the temple 
and startled him.  Gabriel told Zechariah that Elizabeth, Zechariahʼs elderly wife, would 
give birth to a powerful prophet in the Spirit of Elijah.  Whereas Mary was open to 
Gabrielʼs message and said “Let it be,” Zechariah wanted a guarantee: a warranty: proof 
that these things would happen.  Because he back-talked, God struck Zechariah with 
deafness and no speech.  For the entire, miraculous pregnancy, Zechariah was silent.  
Thatʼs where we pick up todayʼs story.

Why?  Why?  If I was a betting man, Iʼd wager that somewhere in the world today 
(perhaps somewhere in this room) someone is asking the question, “Why?”  Why did this 
awful, evil, heartbreaking tragedy happen?  Why did a man in Newtown, Connecticut 
shoot all those people?  Why?  Why did God let that happen?  Why in the world would a 
loving God, who knows everything and can do anything, let this happens to children?  
Why?

“Why?” is a good question.  An appropriate question.  A natural question.  Any time there 
is a catastrophe: a terrorist attack, hurricane, tsunami, typhoon, nuclear meltdown, 
shooting: Why?  If anyone dies, if any accident happens, big or small, if there is pain 
anywhere in the world: Why, God?  I want to know.

Now, I canʼt speak for you.  But speaking for myself, if I am honest with myself, the 
question “Why?” is a great question.  The right question.  But, so often, “Why?” is not the 
best question.  For one, people like to answer “Why?” questions, and usually those 
answers are hurtful.  Like when my uncle died, tragically in a factory accident.  My aunt 
asked “Why?” and the preacher said, “God just needed another angel in heaven.”  To 
which my aunt said, in much more colorful language, “Well, thatʼs selfish and God can 
just kiss my grits.  I need my husband.”  My aunt has come around over time, but you get 
what Iʼm saying.  The question “Why?” invites inadequate answers, trite little slogans, and 
more hurt.  Another reason “Why?” is not the best question: in my experience, “Why?” is 
an intellectual question: a question for the brain.  I ask “Why?” when I want to know 
specifics, details, scientific answers.  Why is the sky blue?  Because the atmosphere 

31



scatters the sunʼs light waves and we see the blue light waves, mostly.  Why is it winter 
here and summer in Australia?  Because of the earthʼs tilted axis.  “Why?” is an 
intellectual question, a question for the brain.  And, speaking for myself, the easiest way 
for me to not deal with my emotions, the easiest way for me to ignore my soul screaming 
out in horror and outrage, is to move the conversation out of my heart and into my head. 
“Why?” is a wonderful question, but now is not the time to ask “Why?” “Why?” is a 
question to be asked after time has passed, after history has played out over 
generations.  I donʼt like it, but we may just have to hold on to “Why?” until we meet the 
Lord face to face.

For now, I believe, the question to ask is not “Why?”, but something deeper, something 
that taps into our emotion, something that expresses our grief, demands attention, and 
gives us the freedom to feel honestly.  I have to stop myself from asking “Why?” and 
encourage myself to ask: “How long?”  “How long?” is a question right out of the Bible.  
How long?  When the Babylonians invaded and crushed Jerusalem, slaughtered the 
innocent, and carried people off to Babylon: the Israelites cried out, “How long, O Lord?”  
How long must we suffer?  How long must we be victims?  How long must death and 
murder walk the earth unhindered?  When the Persians came and defeated the 
Babylonians, the question was: How long, O Lord, until we live in the land you promised 
us?  How long until you fix this broken world?  When the Greeks came and defeated the 
Persians: How long, O Lord, how long must we suffer like slaves under foreign rule?  
When the Romans came and defeated the Greeks: How long, O Lord?  How long until we 
can serve you and worship you in peace and without fear?  The Jews had gone 
centuries, generations, occupied by foreign armies and ruled by tyrants.  By the time we 
get to Luke chapter 1, the Jews have Herod.  Herod was the Roman-appointed ruler of 
Judea.  The man was evil.  Some not-so-fun facts about Herod.  When Jesus was born in 
Bethlehem, and Herod found out a new king was born, Herod had all the little boys in 
Bethlehem slaughtered.  Mary and Joseph had to sneak the baby Jesus to Egypt.  Herod 
knew that no one would cry for him when he died, so he made an official decree, that at 
the moment of his death, soldiers were to slaughter all the noblemen of Jericho, that way 
someone would cry.  Evil.  No wonder, in verse 71, Zechariah is happy about 
“71 salvation from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us.”  No wonder, in 
verse 79, Zechariah said that his people lived in darkness, that the Jewish people lived in 
the shadow of death.
$
How long, O Lord?  How long until that devil “Herod the Great” is ripped from his throne?  
How long until you restore the land?  How long until the swords are beaten into 
plowshares and the earth is full of Godʼs peace and they will not hurt or destroy any 
more?  How long until you wipe every tear from our eyes and Death is no more.  How 
long until there is no mourning and crying and pain?  How long until every child is safe?
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This is just my interpretation – but I think Zechariah had given up.  I think Zechariah lost 
hope.  Which makes sense in his situation.  He and his people had prayed for salvation 
for centuries, but it was too late.  He and his wife had prayed for a child for decades, but 
it was too late.  I think, when Zechariah walked into the temple that day, meeting God 
was the last thing on his mind.  I think he was going through the motions.  And I think 
many of us are in the same situation.  We have given up.  We have no hope.  No hope for 
peace.  No hope for reconciliation.  No hope for a solution.  The problems are just too big.  
We get to the point where we call out to God, but we donʼt expect an answer.  No hope.

And thatʼs the part in the story when God starts meddling.  When all hope is lost, God 
starts interfering.  Sending angels with weird messages.  Making old women and virgins 
give birth.  Making calloused, pessimistic, nay-saying grumps shut their mouths and 
watch.

I wonder what Zechariah did for nine months: the man who wanted a guarantee that his 
wife would get pregnant, quietly setting up the nursery.  The man who asked an angel for 
a sign, watching his wifeʼs belly grow and grow.  I wonder what Zechariah was thinking 
when his wife spoke up and gave the baby the name Gabriel had predicted: John.  I like 
to think, that while a baby boy grew inside of Elizabeth, hope grew inside of Zechariah.  I 
like to think, that Elizabeth gave birth to a prophet, and Zechariah gave birth to a 
prophecy: that no matter how difficult life can become, we have a hope.

Our hope is in the Lord.  Our hope is in the one who made this earth.  Our hope is in the 
one who decided to save this earth before he made this earth.  Our hope is in the God 
who made promises to Abraham, Moses, and David, and who keeps those promises.  
Our hope is in the one who knew exactly how messed up our world is, but came 
alongside us anyway.  Our hope is in the one who was tempted in every way, just like us.  
Our hope is in the one who took all our sin on himself, who got abused himself, and who 
got murdered himself.  Our hope is in a heavenly father who watched his son die and 
refused to let death have the last word.  Our hope is in the Lord—who cannot stand all 
this hurt and who will come to our rescue.

O church.  Please donʼt give up.  Donʼt throw your hands.  Hope.  Hope in a better day.  
Hope in a brighter future.  Do your best Zechariah impression and praise the Lord.  Do 
your best John impression and try to “guide feet into the path of peace.”  Prepare the way 
for Godʼs salvation.  It wonʼt be very long.
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A Shout in the Dark
- Bill Carter

Zephaniah 3:14-20

Today I want to talk about hope. Hope. Hope is a human word. It is in our DNA. It runs 
through our bloodstreams. Whoever we are, wherever we find ourselves, there is the 
possibility of hope. Thatʼs what I want to talk about today.

Hope is an Advent word. The four Sundays before Christmas invite us to be full of hope. 
Advent slows down our speedy impulses when everybody is in a hurry. We wait for Christ 
to be born within us, to become more like him, to love as he loves, to live in union with 
God as he lives. The church knows this takes a while. We donʼt become like Christ 
without effort and the passing of time. So we have the days of Advent to wait it out and 
work it out. And the promise of Advent is that, when Christ comes, we shall join in the 
Christmas carol that says, “The hopes and fears of all the years are met in Thee tonight.” 
We hope for Christ to come right here. We hope for him to come where he is needed 
most.

But hope is a misunderstood word. Hope is often confused with “wish.” We have lived the 
age-old scenario: “Blow out the birthday candles, close your eyes, and make a wish.” The 
problem comes in closing the eyes. A wish always closes its eyes. A wish imagines 
something that cannot happen. But hope is different. Hope keeps its eyes wide-open, 
sees how things really are, imagines what things could be, and works for that. 

We heard some people “hope for peace.” Truth be told, they arenʼt hoping for peace so 
much as they are wishing for peace. They are blowing out birthday candles and 
expecting magic. Because, you see, a wish is always a wish for magic. But if we hope for 
peace, it wires us differently. And thatʼs what I want to talk about, as a way of addressing 
our national crisis, as a way to get through our days and nights. 

Our guide for this Zephaniah, one of the Bibleʼs nearly forgotten writers. How many of 
you knew there was a book named Zephaniah? We donʼt hear from Zephaniah very 
much because he wrote one of the grumpiest books in the Bible. 

We call him a “minor prophet” and do not know much about him. According to the very 
first verse, which was added later, Zephaniah spoke up for God during a time of national 
housecleaning. Israel had a decent king for once, a king by the name of Josiah, who was 
leading a national “Back to the Bible” reform. The kingʼs Bible at the time was the book of 
Deuteronomy. By returning to Deuteronomy, the people were returning to God. There was 
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a brief national emphasis on getting rid of the counterfeit gods – you know, the small “g” 
gods that everybody tends to worship. 

Itʼs all too easy for anybody to fall into that kind of idolatry. The God of Israel is frequently 
very quiet, and The Creator of the Universe is sufficiently enormous to remain out of 
sight. And in that supposed vacuum, other pretenders fill the gap. Or we turn to small little 
things or small little people from whom we expect great things. Josiah rediscovered the 
biblical book of Deuteronomy, a book about keeping God first, a book about loving God 
first before everything else.

On the surface, the prophet Zephaniah did his preaching during that time of reform. The 
first verse of the book was added later to date his work at that time.

But apparently, a lot of people werenʼt getting the memo. Because what Zephaniah 
actually says is that God is coming with fiery nostrils to snort and rage against the people. 
The very first thing God says is, “I will utterly sweep away everything from the face of the 
earth!” And who can blame the Holy One of Israel? Godʼs own people are worshiping 
their own pleasure, in the name of Baal, the pleasure god (1:4). They are weighing all 
their silver coins (1:11) and bowing down before the fake gods of money and affluence, 
and Zephaniah says, “Neither their silver nor gold will be able to save them” (1:18).

God says, “I have called them to live by justice, but they have ignored me” (3:2). The 
people live by the status quo as violence breaks out around them. They put up walls and 
think vainly that this will keep them safe. And to make matters worse, the so-called holy 
leaders take the Bible and use it as “a weapon to maim and kill souls” (3:4, The 
Message). 

To sum up, it was a dark time in the national life. If there was any reform, it was not taking 
root. When you start reading the prophet Zephaniah, it is like, “Whoa! The Day of the 
Lord is right here. This murderous, indifferent people are going to be flushed down the 
sewer.” It looks like gloom, doom, destruction and despair are riding closer on the horses 
of the Apocalypse. God is sending judgment on the people – and in a way, it was largely 
self-inflicted.

And then, just at that point, when the darkness is so heavy, we get the passage that we 
heard today. “Rejoice, Daughter Zion! Rejoice, my little girl Jerusalem! The Lord removes 
your judgment. The Strong King stands in the midst of you. You donʼt have to fear evil 
anymore.” 

Let me say something, then, about how the Bible talks, and specifically how the prophet 
Zephaniah speaks. Here is a prophet who brings the honest word of God. There is no 
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tinsel on his description of how corrupt are the people, no glitter as we describes our 
broken lives. As God speaks through the Bibleʼs prophets, God never softens any words 
about how messed up the human family was, is, and always shall be. Because of this 
divine honesty, the prophets, as Godʼs press agents, often took the brunt of human 
response.

But just after God speaks, and the moment of recognition comes when the people say, 
“Yep, thatʼs what we are,” God will then often interrupt that dark moment by saying, 
“Rejoice, little girl. The Warrior God will bring calm with his love. God will rejoice over you 
with singing.” Thatʼs called “the good news.” Hebrew scholars call this “the salvation 
announcement.” This is the shout of Godʼs light in the thickest human darkness. And it is 
intended to shape us differently, to remake us into different people.

You know, a lot of people could say, “Where was God on Friday, when shooter went into 
the Sandy Hook Elementary School?” The assumption is that God should show up like a 
comic book super hero, block all the bullets, defend all the innocent, and punch the crazy 
guy to the moon. Remember the distinction that I made between “hope” and “wish”? That 
would be a wish. You can shut your eyes and make that wish.

Perhaps other people ask other questions. Here is one that I have heard: “Where was 
God in the gun store, when overly dangerous weapons were sold?” 

Or here is another: “Where was God, when a young man was so tormented that the 
reptile part of his brain struck down little ones who had done nothing against him?” 

Where was God? The answer is right there in the words of the prophet Zephaniah: “The 
Lord your God is in your midst. God will create calm with his love. God will rejoice over 
you with singing.”

So I want to talk about hope. On a day of national grief, what are you hoping for? Twenty 
children in Connecticut have been taken from us, six adults cut down, the shooter himself 
and his mother are gone – what do we hope for? I could turn you loose to talk among 
yourselves, but Iʼm not sure I could get you back. We are a divided people, especially 
when it comes to guns. All of us agree that children must be kept safe. We will do 
whatever we can to protect them. But we do not know how to do this.

One of the Bibleʼs words for hope is the Hebrew word gavah. The root of it means “to 
twist,” as in when the strands of a rope are twisted together. As someone has said, this is 
a word that seems to fit our brand of hoping well. “The possibility that that good thing 
happen and that bad thing will not happen, a hundred little strands of hope that we  twist 
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together to make a cable of hope strong enough to pull ourselves along through our lives 
with.”3 

So we take everything that we hope for our children and we twist it together. It can 
become strong enough that we can pull ourselves along and get through the dark.

There is no question that this world is a mess. Anybody have any doubts of that after the 
gunshots in Connecticut? I suppose we can obsess about the killer, flash his face 
repeatedly on the news, do an amateur psychological analysis, and become addicted to 
the sensationalism. But all of this can become a sick distraction from the fact that whole 
world is a mess. The worldʼs messiness pushes us toward God. What we hope for is God 
– a good God, a just God, the only God who, in Zephaniahʼs words, can “change shame 
into praise.”

I think of how Fred Rogers, the prophet for children, once put it. He said, “At the heart of 
the universe is a loving heart that continues to beat and that wants the best for every 
person. Anything that we can do to help foster the intellect and spirit and emotional 
growth of our fellow human beings, that is our job.”4

So then, hope is more than a vacant wish. Hope is something we invest in. Hope is what 
we give ourselves to. And when a senseless tragedy happens, we open our eyes to see – 
and then we decide if it is going to define who we are. The prophet Zephaniah is well 
aware of what deep trouble the human race repeatedly creates for itself. But as the 
prophet listens to God, he hears God say, “Donʼt be afraid.” Our world may be in a mess 
– but people who listen to God refuse to live by fear. No, there is another way forward.

Saint Augustine, the early bishop of the church, knew this. In one of his most memorable 
quotes, he said, “Hope has two beautiful daughters. Their names are anger and courage; 
anger at the way things are, and courage to see that they do not remain the way they 
are.”5

Hope has to do with what could be. It has to do with what we will do to invest ourselves in 
changing what needs to be changed. One of the dreamers who taught us a great deal 
about hope was the poet Langston Hughes. Here are some words that he passed along: 

I dream a world where man no other man will scorn,
Where love will bless the earth and peace its path adorn.
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I dream a world where all will know sweet freedomʼs way
Where greed no longer saps the soul nor avarice blights the day.
A world I dream where black and white, whatever race you be,
Will share the bounties of the earth and every [one] is free.
Where wretchedness will hang its head
And Joy, like a pearl, attends the needs of all humankind   [“all mankind”]
Of such a world, I dream, my world.6

You know, there is something curious about that poem. It is never says who is speaking. I 
think it is God. For God dreams that “love will bless the earth and peace its path adorn.” 
This is Godʼs dream for Godʼs own world. 

And when we hear Godʼs dream - when we work for Godʼs dream - that is the very 
definition of hope. 

38

6 The Collected Poems of Langston Hughes, edited by Arnold Rampersad (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994), p. 311.



Prayerful Preparation
- Jason Cashing

Zephaniah 3:14-20; Luke 3:7-18

"It's a dangerous business, Frodo, going out your door.  You step onto the road, if you 
don't keep your feet, there's no knowing where you might be swept off to."
$
As I first attempted to sit down and write a sermon for this Third Sunday of Advent, or 
'Gaudete Sunday' as it's known - the Sunday of Joy - my mind was on joyful things in this 
world, and how even in our trials and difficulties, joy and blessings can be found.  And 
certainly, these words from J.R.R. Tolkien made sense in such light, for who else but 
Bilbo Baggins could speak to a journey filled with peril, difficulty, and loss but still be able 
to witness to life's joys, riches, and blessings?  At the time, it seemed the perfect opening 
example toward such an end of what the gospel truly represents!

But then I started to hear more and more news of the devastating loss in Newtown, CT, 
and this quote took on a different representation, one in which the reality of the dangers 
and brokenness of this world are all too apparent?  And as I thought more and more of 
families who have exchanged Christmas celebrations for funeral preparations...of six and 
seven year-olds who no longer brighten this world...of continued conflict, war, and 
aggression in Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, Israel & Palestine...of continued hunger and 
pervasive sickness...as I thought of all of these realities and more, I found that attempting 
to speak words on this day that illustrate our gospel were nearly empty.

Over the past weeks of Advent, we have been focusing on preparing to once again 
encounter the Divine in fragile, newborn Son of God.  And so, after much thought, I 
decided that I would not attempt to interpret the good news of the gospel on this day, but 
that the most faithful thing I could offer would be an extended time of prayer for all of us.  
With your indulgence, I'll lead us in a prayer which will allow each of us space to lift our 
own prayers, in what ever way we feel led.  If you wish to pray out loud, please feel 
welcome to do so.  If you wish simply to voice the name of a person or place or situation, 
please do.  If you wish to come forward and light a candle, or simply let your heart speak 
to God in silence, you are invited to do so.  I will be leading a prayer in sections, naming 
general categories that speak to the ups and downs of life, and then leaving space for 
your prayers and petitions.  As we reach the end of this time, I'll invite us all into the 
Lord's Prayer, and then we'll finish out the rest of the service as usual.

As we continue to prepare in this Advent season to meet our Savior, let us pray...
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Almighty God, in Jesus Christ you taught us to pray, and to offer our petitions to you in his 
name.  Guide us by your Holy Spirit, that our prayers for others may serve your will and 
show your steadfast love; through the same Jesus Christ our Lord.  Let us pray for the 
world...

God our creator, you made all things in your wisdom, and in your love you save us.  We 
pray for the whole creation.  Overthrow evil powers, right what is wrong, feed and satisfy 
those who thirst for justice, so that all your children may freely enjoy the earth you have 
made, through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Let us pray for the church...

Gracious God, you have called us to be the church of Jesus Christ.  Keep us one in faith 
and service, breaking bread together, and proclaiming the good news to the world, that all 
may believe you are love, turn to your ways, and live in the light of your truth; through 
Jesus Christ our Lord.  Let us pray for peace...

Eternal God, you sent us a Savior, Jesus Christ, to break down the walls of hostility that 
divide us.  Send peace on earth, and put down greed, pride, and anger, which turn nation 
against nation and race against race.  Speed the day when wars will end and the whole 
world accepts your rule; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Let us pray for enemies...

O God, whom we cannot love unless we love our neighbors, remove hate and prejudice 
from us and from all people, so that your children will be reconciled with those we fear, 
resent, or threaten; and live together in your peace; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Let us 
pray for the sick...

Merciful God, you bear the pain of the world.  Look with compassion on those who are 
sick, especially those who we name before you now...Cheer them by your Word, and 
bring healing and wholeness as a sign of your grace; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Let 
us pray for those who sorrow...

God of all generations, we praise you for all your servants who, having been faithful to 
you on earth, now live with you in heaven.  Almighty God, whose Word we trust, whose 
Spirit enables us to pray: Accept our requests and further those which will bring about 
purpose for the earth.  And even as we have been taught to pray, so, too, join us in such 
petition now...Our Father, who art in heaven...Amen.
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O Come, O Come, Emmanuel: Work to End 
Gun Violence With Impatience
- Chuck Currie

Zephaniah 3:14-20; Luke 3:7-18

Nelson Mandela  has said: "Safety and security don't just happen, they are the result of 
collective consensus and public investment. We owe our children, the most vulnerable 
citizens in our society, a life free of violence and fear."

This afternoon weʼll gather together as the people of University Park Church and 
Sunnyside Church to celebrate the holiday season. It is worth remembering that the last 
time our two congregations gathered together – for a summer BBQ – we bowed our 
heads and prayed for the victims of the Colorado shootings.

This has been a difficult week.  Between our two churches parishioners experienced the 
Clackamas Town Center shooting in very real ways. One member had a tenant who was 
shot at (the bullet went through her coat). Another had a niece in the mall at the time. A 
third was friends with Cindy Yuille, one of the victims.

After the shooting at Clackamas Town Center, a friend of mine wrote on Facebook:

There is no way I could be a pastor. You would be called upon to answer utterly 
unanswerable questions like why bad things happen to good people, or why God 
would let the innocent suffer: toddlers with cancer or the entire city of New 
Orleans turned upside down by a hurricane.

Then came Friday and the slaughter of innocents at Sandy Hook.  Let me confess that 
this is now the fifth version of the sermon I intended to give and what I preach today is in 
no way similar to the Advent message I had hoped to offer. 

In the aftermath of the Clackamas Town Center shooting, I shared on Facebook and my 
blog the words I shared with you from my July 22nd sermon.  Let me repeat a short bit of 
what I said then again now:

Our schools and churches and movie theaters are places we should expect to be 
safe. In these places we worship, we learn and we are entertained. But in recent 
years all these places -- along with shopping malls and restaurants and public 
parks -- have in moments of terror become killing fields as people with often-
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great mental instability who have access to weapons meant for battlefields open 
fire on innocent crowds causing mass deaths…

As the Social Principles of the United Methodist Church state: "In the name of 
Christ, who came so that persons might know abundant life, we call upon the 
church to affirm its faith through vigorous efforts to curb and eliminate gun 
violence…"

Gun violence is contrary to the will of God, and thus we are called to do what we 
can to change the reality of our circumstances so that moviegoers and school 
children no longer have to be afraid of living in a violent world. We must join with 
the National Council of Churches and other people of faith, including the inter-
faith community, to press our government to make this nation stronger for us all 
in ways that preserve individual freedoms but also protect the common good.

We have, it has been said, been visited by evil this week. 

As a pastor, I am tasked with the responsibility of trying to help us all make some sense 
of out the senselessness of the last week but like you I am left with more questions than 
answers.  This I know, however:  Guns are too accessible and powerful and we do not do 
enough to provide mental health care in this nation.  This is not the world that God 
intended or intends for us.      

The Rev. Dr. Susan Thistlethwaite, my doctoral advisor at Chicago Theological Seminary, 
wrote in The Washington Post Friday that:

Itʼs the worst mistake in the world to say gun control today can be summarized as 
a “policy debate.”

Itʼs not.

The epidemic of mass shootings in the United States is a moral and religious 
catastrophe. God weeps with the pain of these parents whose children were just 
executed, the pain of spouses and relatives of the staff and the whole community. 
But God also weeps over the moral stupidity of this country that is weakening 
gun laws instead of strengthening them, and buying more guns despite an 
epidemic of mass shootings in places like schools, movie theatres, and malls.

Where is God in this moment?  God is weeping for humanity and calling on us to change 
the evidence of our times.  In response to the shooting at Virginia Tech, Dr. Thistlethwaite 
wrote: “There are those in the Christian faith who will say of any tragedy that it is still “part 
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of Godʼs plan.” Such a theology does not respect how far senseless violence is from God 
and it does not let people fully grieve, let alone acknowledge the grief of God at stupid, 
senseless loss. This isnʼt Godʼs plan—this is sin, this is evil, this is turning away from 
everything that God wills for human flourishing.”

As often happens when I speak out in public on a controversial issue, people speak back 
to me through Facebook posts, e-mails and phone calls.

One such e-mail came from Lori Hass of Richmond, Virginia who e-mailed to thank me 
for speaking out for gun control.  She wrote:

I became involved in gun violence prevention efforts in 2007 after my 19 yr old 
daughter was shot and injured while in french class at Va Tech – 11 of her 
classmates and her teacher were shot and killed  –  she was among the 7 who 
survived from her classroom.   I say prayers every day in gratitude that my family 
is not suffering the pain and anguish that the families of those 32 students and 
staff killed that day suffer and continue to suffer each and every day since.  And, I 
say prayers for the 34 people who are murdered EACH & EVERY day in this 
country because of our lax gun laws.

The text of the chilling 911 call made by Emily Hass from under her desk during the 
Virginia Tech shooting is available online.  You can hear her quietly report to the police 
that a shooter has wounded people in her class.  He leaves, but returns.  Emily is shot in 
the head.

Lori Hass and I talked on the phone yesterday.  Her daughter has recovered from the 
gunshot she received and Lori has dedicated her life to working to prevent gun violence, 
and also to working with those who survive it.  She has traveled to mass shooting sites at 
Aurora and Oak Creek to meet with victims of gun violence, providing comfort and 
support.  “Please share my prayers, concerns and condolences with the families of those 
killed and wounded and for the Portland community at large.  The ripple effect of gun 
violence is broad reaching.  Many persons in that mall will have difficulties for years to 
come and some may feel guilt and shame for those feelings.  I will pray for them also,” 
she wrote in her initial e-mail to me.    

Voices that call for calm or reflection or patience in such moments are confounding to me.  
We hear those same voices in each tragedy and sadly those that often call for patience 
are really hoping for inaction.  In the Christian tradition, we follow people like John the 
Baptist and Jesus, people who showed such impatience with the world that they were put 
to death for their ministry.  If there is hope in the world, and I believe there is, it is in that 
God envisioned for us the Kingdom, not in some far off place but in the here and now, 
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and we can be instruments of Godʼs will in bending the earth toward justice because 
justice is the natural order that God intends.  Placing our faith on God means abandoning 
our trust in weapons.     

Garry Wills, the American historian and Catholic writer, notes that:  “The gun is not a 
mere tool, a bit of technology, a political issue, a point of debate. It is an object of 
reverence. Devotion to it precludes interruption with the sacrifices it entails. Like most 
gods, it does what it will, and cannot be questioned. Its acolytes think it is capable only of 
good things. It guarantees life and safety and freedom. It even guarantees law. Law 
grows from it. Then how can law question it?”

I agree with the national officers of the United Church of Christ who said in a joint 
message this weekend:

As we grieve we are aware that this kind of tragedy happens over and over again 
in this country where for some the gun has become God. We must renew our 
efforts to control guns and thereby prevent violent tragedies such as this. We 
must learn how to place our trust in God, not in arms. We must turn swords into 
plowshares and our spears into pruning hooks.

Newtown United Methodist Church in Sandy Hook, within walking distance from the 
school, quickly became an emergency response center as family members and first 
responders congregated there in the moments and hours after the terror unfolded. New 
York Area Bishop Martin McLee, whose office oversees the Newtown community, issued 
a statement yesterday that read in part:

…Newtown UMC, will host a prayer vigil this evening. Friends, in the midst of this 
tragedy draw closer to your loved ones, especially the children. Reassure them 
of Godʼs love and your love. While we cannot undo this carnage, we can respond 
with the message of hope and healing that our Lord and Savior Jesus the Christ 
offers to us all. Through the tears of a nation, remember the promise of the 
Psalmist:

“Weeping endures for a night, but joy comes in the morning” (Ps. 30:5.)

The grief of this tragedy is still unfolding. However, in this Advent Season of hope 
and love, let us remember the Christ Child and the promise of the manger. 

Oʼ Come Oʼ Come Emmanuel.

Amen.
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Rejoice in the Lord. Always?
- Meghan Davis

Philippians 4:4-7

Just like probably every other pastor across the nation, Iʼve been struggling over what to 
say today, in the wake of this weekʼs two major acts of senseless violence against 
innocent victims.  This Sunday is the Sunday in Advent that is supposed to be focused on 
the theme of joy.  And like the Pslamist, I wondered “How could we sing the Lordʼs song 
in a foreign land?”  How can we be joyful two days after twenty first graders and six staff 
were brutality murdered in their school?  How can be we joyful knowing that two people 
were killed and a fifteen year-old is on a long road to recovery after being shot at a 
shopping mall just down the road from us?  How can we have a Merry Christmas 
knowing all those families will spend the holiday in unspeakable pain?

Naturally I considered changing the focus of our worship.  At the very least, change the 
scripture and sermon.  I thought “Rejoice in the Lord always,” and “Do not worry about 
anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests 
be made known to God,” would ring hollow at a time like this.  But then I remembered, 
Paul wasnʼt writing to the Smurfs—those annoyingly happy little blue creatures singing 
their annoyingly happy little song.  Paul was writing to the church in Philippi.  A church 
facing many troubles of their own, both internal and external.  Like all early Christians, 
they faced persecution, even death, for their faith.  And in addition to that, there were 
leadership conflicts within the church.  So when they heard Paulʼs words to them, 
“Rejoice in the Lord always” and “do not worry about anything” they very well might have, 
like many of us, thought “Thatʼs easy for Paul to say…  What are we supposed to be 
happy about?  How are we supposed to rejoice considering our circumstances?”  But it 
wasnʼt easy for Paul to say these words either.  Life wasnʼt easy for him, either.  Indeed, 
he was writing the letter from prison.  

Wassim was a member of my church in Oakland. He was one of those irritatingly happy 
people.  Kind of like a human smurf, now that I think about it…  And I canʼt even 
remember anything specific he ever said, but he was the kind of guy who would say, 
“rejoice in the Lord always” or “trust God” or “turn it over to God” or any number of pithy 
little cliché sayings about God that rub me the wrong way.  To be completely honest, I 
thought that the things Wassim said were telltale signs of an immature, or at least 
undeveloped faith.  (Not one among my finer moments as a Christian, to be sure.)  Then I 
found out that Wassim was not the naïve Pollyanna I took him for.  I learned that Wassim, 
who was Lebanese, had lived in Beirut during the decade and a half of civil wars and the 
Israeli invasion.  I found out that Wassim, like so many Lebanese in that era, had 
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survived being taken hostage.  He had seen some of the worst that humans can do to 
one another.  He had seen the dark side of this world first hand, the dark side of human 
nature.  He had considered all the evidence and continued to rejoice in the Lord.   

So what did Paul and Wassim know that I didnʼt?  First of all, there is a big difference 
between “joy” and “happiness”.  Happiness is circumstantial.  Happiness can be pursued 
(as we are reminded in our countryʼs Declaration of Independence).  Many things can 
make us happy:  chocolate, a pedicure, a massage, a sunny day, a fun movie are some 
of the things that make me happy.  (Raindrops on roses and whiskers on kittens…)  We 
each have different things and activities that make us happy.  And itʼs hard to be happy 
when weʼre in the shadow of senseless acts of violence like what has occurred over the 
last week.  

But joy—the joy about which Paul speaks when he encourages the Philippians and us to 
rejoice in the Lord always—joy is deeper.  Joy resides in the heart and in the soul.  Joy is 
not circumstantial.  Thatʼs why Paul was able to speak of his own joy despite his 
imprisonment.  Thatʼs why Wassim was so cheerful and hopeful and optimistic despite his 
history.  

And Paul continues from rejoicing to another challenge:  “Do not worry about anything, 
but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made 
known to God.”  Again, this is no insipid “don't worry be happy.”  Paul and his audience 
have just as good a reason as any of us for anxiety but he encourages us to set aside our 
worry—at least to the best of our ability—and let our requests be known to God.  Let our 
worries be known to God in prayer and supplication and thanksgiving.  But remember, 
this is God weʼre praying to, not Santa Claus.  Paul tells us to let our requests be known 
to God but he doesnʼt promise that God will give us everything we ask for.  What Paul 
does say is that “the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your 
hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”  And surely that is cause for rejoicing.  

It seems like adding insult to injury to have these terrible events take place during the 
Christmas season.  And while they certainly do tarnish the happiness of the season, I 
wonder if for those of us not directly impacted, I wonder if whatʼs being stripped away is 
the saccharin sweet sentimentality, maybe a bit of the commercialism that Christmas 
seems to be sliding into further and further each year.  Maybe what is left is the true 
meaning.  The true meaning of Christmas, of course, isnʼt about the presents or the 
parties or the nostalgia for a Christmas past that never truly existed or unattainable 
expectations for a “perfect” Christmas.  The true meaning of Christmas is that God loves 
us so much that Christ chose to come live among us as one of us.  Not only one of us but 
one of the most lowly among us.  Born in a barn of all places.  Sleeping in the feeding 
trough.  God loves us so much that Christ tried to teach us how to live, how to treat one 
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another, how to find the kingdom of God here and now.  God loves us so much and wants 
us to see this love so much that Christ died on the cross to show us the depth of that 
love.  And God loves us so much that God continues to be with us—Emmanuel, God 
With Us.  But God did not do any of this to make us "happy."  God did all this to be in 
relationship with us and to give us the peace that surpasses all understanding.  Isnʼt that 
cause to rejoice always?

I have a short video Iʼd like to show you.  Itʼs about kids in Paraguay.  http://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=fXynrsrTKbI

It breaks my heart to think of children literally living in a dump.  It happens all over the 
world but we donʼt see it and itʼs easy to forget.  It breaks my heart to see these kids—
who love music so much—having to use instruments made out of trash.  And it certainly 
gives me pause to think about the materialism and commercialism gift-giving bonanza 
that Christmas has become in our society.  There is nothing to be happy about in this 
story.  Yet there is plenty of joy.  There is joy that, despite their conditions, these kids 
have the opportunity to play.  There is joy that the orchestra gives them something to live 
for.  As the little girl said, “my life be worthless without music.” Thereʼs joy to be found in 
the fact that there are people willing to help them make the instruments and a director 
willing to lead the orchestra.  

Thereʼs nothing to be happy about in a world where some children live in dumps and 
others are killed in their schools.  Thereʼs nothing to be happy about the unfortunate 
reality that we live in a country where itʼs much easier to obtain a gun than mental health 
care and as long as that is the case we will continue to see events like these.  And yet, 
we are called to rejoice in the Lord always.  

On the radio I heard someone ask “Why do these things have to happen?”  And while I 
certainly sympathize with the search for answers and understanding, itʼs the wrong 
question.  These things donʼt have to happen.  These things arenʼt inevitable.  Other 
countries donʼt have these situations in anywhere near the extent we do.  However, these 
things do happen.  And we must work together to turn our world into a place where these 
things donʼt happen.  Hate and violence can only be overcome through love and peace.  

Thereʼs one more verse of todayʼs scripture which I have yet to address.  Paul writes, 
“Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.” And he continues, “Let your 
gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near.”  “Do not worry…” Paul continues.  
The Lord is near.  Do not worry.  And that is the comfort we are given in our struggles in 
our lives.  In our grief.  In our attempts to understand.  We will never have a satisfactory 
answer to the question “why do these things happen.”  People will try.  Weʼll  try to figure 
out what leads some people to perform these heinous acts.  We may be able to figure out 
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all the contributing factors are that lead people to do these things.  We may be able to 
identify individuals at risk and get them the help they need before they harm anyone.  I 
hope to God we do.  I hope to God that we will be able to prevent future incidents through 
increased access to mental healthcare and decreased access to guns and any other 
means necessary.  I hope to God that we will be able to put a stop to these incidents.  But 
even if we are able to prevent any more lives lost to gun violence we will still never truly 
know why such horrible things happen to good people, to innocent people.  But we can 
be assured that God is near.  God is with the victims.  God is with the survivors.  God is 
with the first responders.  God is with the friends and families.  And God is With Us.  

So “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.  Let your gentleness be known 
to everyone. The Lord is near.  Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer 
and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.  And the 
peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds 
in Christ Jesus.”
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A Cold and Broken Hallelujah
- D. Mark Davis

Isaiah 65:21-23

Of all of the symbols and signs related to the Christmas story and the season of Advent, 
none is more powerful than singular symbol of the birth of a child. The words, “A young 
woman shall conceive and shall bear a child and you shall call his name ʻEmmanuelʼ” did 
not originate in the Christmas story. It originated with the book of the prophet Isaiah, 
speaking to his time, in a situation of despair and violence. In that moment, the prophet 
said, “This will be a sign to you. A young woman will conceive and bear a child and you 
will call his name ʻEmmanuelʼ” (which means “God with us”). Isaiah was not speaking of a 
miraculous virgin birth; he was pointing to the miracle of life itself that as the sign of Godʼs 
presence. If God is creator of life itself, then the birth of a child is a sign that God is 
indeed with us. 

It is that time of year, of course, where children are front and center. We rely on them to 
provide the energy of excitement and wonder, we use their shining eyes and curious 
questions to provide the rest of us with the excuse we need to become children ourselves 
as we enjoy the events of the holidays. But, the Fridayʼs awful tragedy at Sandy Hook 
elementary school has laid a pall on even our best feelings and sentiments. It reminds us 
that the prophets, whose voices we hear during the season of Advent, are ever speaking 
out of a time of dismay – where disasters leave even the mightiest leader speechless and 
numb. And just when we thought that we had this seasonal celebration figured out, 
suddenly we find ourselves groping for some way of comprehending the 
incomprehensible. 

I will not hide from you that our Advent theme, “Great Expectations,” was developed with 
a whole different sentiment in mind. As a community we are celebrating a new sanctuary. 
We have come to a new place – literally and figuratively – which we hope will open up 
greater opportunities for worship, spiritual growth, and service. It seemed a happy 
consequence that our communal joy should coincide with the season of Advent, when we 
live expectantly of seeing Godʼs reign expressed in justice, with hope and healing. What 
happened on Friday, however, compels us to embrace our theme, to hear our Scriptures, 
and to sing our songs differently. Our hope, born in a time of great accomplishment and 
appropriate joy, is now a sober hope – what one song writer calls “A cold and a broken 
Hallelujah.” But, we must sing that hope. Even with quivering voices, we must sing our 
hope. Even with unsettled nerves, we must sing our hope. Even with unappeased anger, 
we must sing our hope. We must sing our hope, because hope matters. 
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It was a moment of defiant hope when the prophet Isaiah spoke of a day when his people 
would no longer bear children for calamity. These were folk living in exile, under the 
regime of oppression. The reality was that their children were born into peril. The reality 
was that their communityʼs joy over a birth was always tempered by the real possibility 
that the child would not survive. Still, with hope those children were welcomed, with hope 
they were named, and with hope nurtured. The only other option is an unthinkable 
despair, where none of us dares to love others because of how precarious life can be. 
The prophet calls people of faith not to deny their calamity, but to defy it. In times of 
despair, hope becomes a way of defying oneʼs captors, of defying oneʼs living conditions, 
of defying the violence that tries to define oneʼs world, of defying even that disbelieving 
voice within oneʼs own head that asks too many questions to answer. That hope is what 
the season of Advent now invites us to be a part. Sometimes – like when we move into a 
new building and sense a true hunger of growing in faith and serving with justice – 
thinking about the future can be almost a giddy embarrassment of riches. But, at other 
times, when the demonic, twisted reality of sin violates our dreams, hope becomes an act 
of defiance. And, since Friday, that is how we are called to proclaim our Advent hope. 
Though the world crumble and fall around us, we will live today with hope. 

When we get to the story of Christmas, we will hear how the biblical writer Luke reached 
back to the words of Isaiah and embraced the symbol of a woman conceiving and 
bearing a child as a symbol of hope. We will hear the name “Emmanuel,” not as a given 
name that people would call this child every day, but as a way of saying that God is with 
us, despite all appearances. When we get to the story of Epiphany, we will see that the 
Christ story is a story born into violence and despair, as the writer Matthew will remember 
“Rachel weeping for her children and finding no comfort.” When we get to the story of 
Good Friday, we will see how Jesus Christ himself underwent the worst of human 
violence, becoming one with every victim of violence; we will see Mary weeping for her 
child; we will see the disciples hanging their heads in horror because they could not 
prevent it and did not bear that moment for themselves. This is not a story that floats 
above the din of human crying. It is a lament, a broken Hallelujah over a broken world. 
And, when we get to the story of Easter, we will hear that – despite all of the broken 
stories around us – death does not get the last word. That is why we, who live in the 
brokenness of Advent, can utter a defiant word of hope, even when our voices quiver. 

It is not an empty ritual or a sentimental act when we baptize Raegan Rose this morning. 
It is an act of defiant hope. We are proclaiming that life is a gift from God. We are saying, 
in Godʼs name, the child is forever marked as “A Beloved Child of God.” We are 
committing ourselves, as the people of God, to her life journey wherever it may lead. 
When Aiden read our Scripture this morning from his new gift Bible, we are not 
showcasing a child so that all of us will feel sweet feelings of how cute it is. We are 
remembering that the prophet spoke of hope, when “a little child shall lead them.” When 

50



we leave this place, and we take the hands of those who gather around our tables 
throughout this week, bowing our heads and offering thanks for our daily bread, we are 
not forgetting those in Newtown, CT, whose tables have empty chairs. We are acting with 
defiant hope, that by living gratefully in the world, the world itself becomes a better place. 
So, as we prepare for the celebration of the birth of the Christ child, we light a candle as a 
sign of hope. We baptize a child as an act of declaring life sacred. We listen to the voices 
of the prophets and the children as an act of believing that – even in world torn by 
violence – we are called to live with hope. Thanks be to God. Amen. 
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What Should We Do?
- Rob Dyer

Zephaniah 3:14-16; Luke 3:7-18

I have to say that given the events that have happened in Connecticut – the tragic 
shooting at the Sandy Hook Elementary School, it just doesnʼt seem like we can or 
maybe even we should do church as usual.  I know it happened . . . . . I think where it 
really solidified for me was this morning.  I had this feeling that I canʼt just get up and 
preach that sermon that Iʼve been working on because the world changed.  What really 
nailed it for me was this morning when I went to read about the news and there were 
faces; faces of children who had been killed.

We are called to witness in the midst of this.  This is precisely where we should be 
dwelling in this time of worship so I just thought I would share with you from my heart how 
I hold on to my sanity through moments like this.  For me personally there are . . . . . 
when Iʼm feeling these moments of unsteadiness in my soul and my heart, I need to 
steady myself with something and so I go to the Word of God.  

To be honest with you for me itʼs a matter of there are these certain scriptures that I have 
in my heart and I go to that in my heart thinking about the meaning they have for me and 
using that to reflect upon it.  So when I get questions from particularly young people who 
have come to me and said “Why does something like this happen?” I want to have an 
answer, but the truth of it is that the answer I have is that I donʼt really know.

I know that there are people who are ill; people who are broken and through whatever 
illness or brokenness afflicting them they take actions that are unspeakable, but how do 
we steady ourselves amidst tragedy like this.

For me I think the first place that I went to in my head was I hear those words of Jesus on 
the cross saying “My God, My God, Why have you forsaken me?”  And what looks like on 
a cross a foolish teacher who took it just a little bit too far; dying in humiliation and crying 
out these words, I know I have a God who transformed even that into the most beautiful 
act of love and obedience that has ever been displayed in history of humankind.  

And when Jesus cried out those words at first they must have surely echoed with those 
who were standing by, especially his followers,  “Why, why have you allowed this to 
happen, God?”   But if we continue with that Psalm and I really do believe that when 
Jesus quoted that 22nd Psalm from on the cross and started with those beginning lines 
“My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?” he called us into reading the whole 
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Psalm and if you take the time to read that you will hear itʼs a Psalm that ends with trust 
that this God is there.  

In the midst of even when you canʼt see it, this God is there and trustworthy and faithful 
and I slide just over to that next one – the 23rd Psalm and this is a Psalm that many 
times when I am with a family that has experienced tragedy or in the midst of a funeral I 
have preached from this text – this 23rd Psalm, assuring others that there is a good 
shepherd; that the Lord is my shepherd and your shepherd, our shepherd.  

And what is in the midst of that 23rd Psalm that I really hold on to; this is the part of it that 
I really hold on to and thatʼs where it says “Yea though I walk through the valley of the 
shadow of death”; or “even though I walk through the darkest valley”.  It doesnʼt say 
maybe this will happen.  It doesnʼt say if youʼre not a good follower of God then you might 
find yourself in a bad place.  It doesnʼt promise to protect us from ever being in dark 
valleys, but what it assures us is that when we find ourselves in a dark valley, we are 
never, ever alone.

“Yea, even though I walk in the darkest valley.”  These words with different translations, 
they all assure that youʼre going to be in dark valleys.  Youʼre going to wake up one day in 
a world where people through illness and brokenness and whatever else take guns into 
schools and they shoot children and teachers.  You will wake up in a world like this on a 
day and we did, but we are not alone.  Our good shepherd is here in the midst of this to 
bring comfort; to bring peace.  Cause see the temptation of the world and those who 
donʼt have a full engagement of their faith is to stand back and say “Where is God when 
stuff like this happens?  Where is God?”

And we as people of faith are called to ask that same question but not “Where is God?” 
as in “I donʼt see it.  Where could God be?”  But instead to be called together to say 
“Indeed where is God?  Letʼs go look for God in the midst of this.”

In the midst of the darkest valley I know I can go into that darkness and I can find my 
Savior there.  I donʼt have to be afraid that heʼs not there.

I know there are all kinds of stories that are published on the internet and I donʼt know 
whatʼs true and whatʼs not, but it seems like there is a definite . . . . . there seems to be 
some resonance across different sources that there were acts; that there were acts of 
great heroism in that tragedy.

We live in a world where this stuff happens but we also live in a world where our Savior 
moves in people – acts of unselfishness that is not conceivable.  It moves a school official 
to charge at a person with a gun and to give her life; that we are in a dark valley that still 
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remains where a teacher who will hide children and yet still remain out.  There is my 
Savior.  Thereʼs my God alive and well; moving in the hearts of people who do ridiculous 
things in the effort to bring goodness and grace and mercy in the midst of a very ugly and 
dark valley.  My Savior is there.

There is one scripture that I go back to and I probably go back to it because Iʼve read it 
more than any other passage in the Bible and I dare say itʼs probably the passage of the 
Bible that you all have read more than any other passage in the Bible and itʼs “In the 
beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”
 
I think itʼs mainly because weʼve all tried to read our Bible from front to back at some 
point and I know weʼve made it at least to that part.  Somewhere in the wilderness, you 
know Leviticus, Numbers, weʼve lost it, but weʼve all at least made it that far.  If thatʼs all 
youʼve made it thereʼs still so much you can know from this, that in the beginning your 
God created everything . . . . . everything which means that there is not a dark valley; a 
dark place that you can go.  There is not a creature that crawls or creeps or walks on two 
legs that you will encounter thatʼs not under the creation of a loving God.
That I never have to fear that Iʼm going to go somewhere where that God is not, or Iʼm 
never going to encounter something that is not underneath this Godʼs creation.  But 
because we have free will; because there is sin; because there is brokenness things 
happen under this creation.  Terrible things happen, but I need not be afraid because my 
God made everything.  My God made everything and my God is there in the midst of 
everything.

I am so glad, as I mentioned earlier in the 8 oʼclock service, that Jim chose the assurance 
of forgiveness that he did because itʼs my favorite passage in the whole Bible.  That and 
Romans 8 which says that there is nothing that can separate us from the love of God – 
nothing.

And I believe that it connects back to this vision of a creation where all is created by God 
so I know that there is nothing that can separate us.  I know that I live in a world with dark 
valleys but I will not believe the greatest lie thatʼs ever been told to another human being 
and that greatest lie is this.  You are alone!

As people of faith we are called to never affirm – never affirm that horrible lie that you are 
alone.  You are never alone!  You are never alone.

The words of our gospel passage today invited us to say “What then should we do?”  
John the Baptist is speaking to them and calling them into repentance and they say 
“What then should we do?  What should we do?”  And in each case he looks into their 
situation and asks them to take from what they have right there and to respond with that 
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because in the midst of tragedy we also ask this question – What then should we do?  
What can I do with these hands that will make any difference to what is going on in this 
dark valley?  What can these hands do?

There are a lot of things that maybe we can go out there and do.  I think that there is a 
need for us to be a part of the healing ministries that help identify folks who might have 
illnesses or brokenness within them and to make sure services are available so they can 
receive treatment.  Maybe weʼre on guard for people who are in pain or lost so that 
people canʼt get too far off into dark places where they see ugly options like this as their 
only movement forward.

Maybe there are things we can do to reach out to a local school to help bring words of 
reassurance or to make sure that if there are kids there who have been traumatized by 
this event as seen on the news; that there are services available to them.

Weʼve got an elementary school down the street.  Weʼve got the principal right here.  
Maybe we need to be asking him how we can be a blessing to those children in what 
might be a scary time for them.  Maybe thatʼs something these hands can do.

But through all the scripture; through all that I lean on when I encounter ugliness like this, 
I know that the very best thing that these hands can do is to come together, cause I canʼt 
stop that pain.  

I canʼt heal the brokenness, the shattered dreams that must be there of parents who have 
wrapped gifts for Christmas that will never be opened by the hands to which they were 
intended.  I canʼt heal that.  

If that happened to me with my children there are no hands that could heal that, but there 
is a God that can be there with me in the midst of it and there are people of faith who can 
maybe surround me with care and those who are far off, even as far off as Belleville, 
Illinois can put their hands together.  We can pray for those folks.

We can pray for the presence of Christ to be there.  

We can pray for them to not fall into that great lie that they are alone.  

We can pray that they feel the presence of their good shepherd with them because the 
peace that they need is not going to come out of the absence of pain; cause that notion 
of biblical peace of Shalom is not the absence of all pain and suffering.  
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The biblical principle of Shalom, of peace, is the presence of the good shepherd which 
means that you can have peace in the midst of the greatest tragedy.  You can have that 
godly peace of Christʼs presence in the darkest of valleys because that peace is the hope 
that comes by having the presence of your good shepherd with you.  We can pray for that 
for them.  

We can be encouraging voices.  Thatʼs what we can do for one another.  We can help 
one another to not descend into those dark valleys of despair.  Do not let this become 
some type of spring-board into a dark valley of our own.  Instead to say to one another; to 
repeat over and over again; to witness as people of faith, our God is there.  

Our God was there in the heart of a selfless teacher who would hide children and re-
direct a person lost and broken and give her own life to save them.
We are going to name the Spirit of Christ an individual who would charge at a gun just 
simply to protect children, with no training or background.  We will point to one another 
that there is an opportunity here for us to be the hands of Christ; us as people of faith.

What then shall we do?  Let us pray and let us be encouragers of one another that we 
are not alone.  That is the gift that you received – the great gift that you can re-gift this 
Christmas.

To God be the glory.  Hallelujah and Amen.
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The Blessed Angels Sing (A Childrenʼs 
Sermon)
- Mary Gale

Like many of my ministry colleagues, I found myself throwing out prepared 
worship elements in light of the news of the massacre at Sandy Hook Elementary 
in Newtown CT. This horrific event and those like it cannot go past unremarked 
upon, continuing with the Third Sunday of Advent (Joy Sunday I might add) as if 
the devastation has no place in worship.

I did not preach that morning, but I did lead the Time with Children. I am by no 
means an expert on children or on trauma, but I felt strongly that it should be 
addressed theologically and developmentally appropriately with the youngest 
members of our community.

What follows is a near transcript of my two conversations with the children 
gathered that Sunday.

Good morning! You guys walked past the Advent Candles to come sit down. How many 
candles do we have lit today? (Three!) How many purple candles does that 
leave? (One!) What does that mean? (One more week until we light the CHRIST 
CANDLE!!!)

Thatʼs exactly right and Iʼm so glad you guys are excited! What are you excited 
about? (answers ranging from Baby Jesus, to Christmas, to school vacation!) Thatʼs 
great! In Advent we celebrate some exciting things, but sometimes we also think about 
and talk about sad things.

How many of you know about the very sad thing that happened in an elementary school 
in Connecticut? (more than half the hands were raised.) On Friday, some children were 
killed in their school. Some adults, like teachers, who took care of them also died taking 
care of them. When you heard about that, how many of you felt sad? Raise your hand if 
you felt scared. How many of you felt mad?

All those things, feeling sad, scared, or angry, are ok. I feel that way. One of the things 
our Advent Candles mean is that even when something really bad happens, even when 
we feel sad, scared, or angry, God is there with us. When we celebrate the birth of baby 
Jesus, we celebrate that God came to us. When weʼre happy, when weʼre sad, when 
weʼre safe, or when weʼre scared, God is with us.
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Itʼs also ok if you donʼt feel sad, or scared, or angry. Because God isnʼt just with us when 
bad things happen, God is with us all the time.

I have a friend in Nebraska and his church is doing something nice today. What can we 
do when someone we know is sad or sick? ( we can pray for them, we can write them 
notes.) We can pray and we will pray today. Weʼre also going to write notes. Outside in 
the Narthex there is a table set up with paper, crayons, and markers for you to write a 
note to that elementary school in Connecticut. You could draw a picture, write a prayer, or 
just write your name.

We want them to know that they are not alone, just like we are not alone, because God is 
with us.

Please pray with me:

Dear God, Help us to remember that you are with us, even when weʼre scared or sad. 
Amen.
 
In worship that morning we sang It Came Upon a Midnight Clear and the second verse 
grabbed me and stuck. My prayer is to hear the angelsʼ song over the Babel sounds as 
often as I can.

Still through the cloven skies they come
with peaceful wings unfurled
and still their heavenly music floats
oʼer all the weary world
above its sad and lowly plains
they bend on hovering wing
and ever oʼer itʼs Babel sounds
the blessed angels sing.
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Take off your coat and stay awhile
- Matt Gaventa

Luke 3:7-18

I hope this morning you will forgive something of a preface, because before we read the 
text we first have to say that there are no words. It is an all-too-familiar numbness: five 
months after the shooting in Aurora, almost two years after the attempt on congressman 
Gabby Giffords, five years after the rampage at Virginia Tech, and we again find 
ourselves staring at photographs that might as well be photocopies, again hearing 
screams that might as well be echoes. The story is so familiar — a lone gunman, a 
staggering body count, a tragedy emerging from the fog of chaos and grief, a nation 
turning its short-lived attention span at least for one fleeting moment onto this small town. 
The story is so familiar, and we have so many familiar things to say, so many talking 
points prefabricated in the long shadow of Columbine, so many opinions already at hand 
with such grim convenience. And yet there are no words. Never mind what we might say 
to ourselves in the public sphere, clinging as I do to the hope that some new conversation 
about mental health and assault weapons might emerge, that this moment might really be 
the one. Never mind that. What might we say to six-year-olds who live in a country that 
compels them already to know what a “lockdown” is? What might we say to the brothers 
and sisters, to the friends, to classmates who fled the sound of gunshots? What might we 
say to the parents of twenty dead children? There are no words.

And yet we are a people of faith, a people of faith in these words of scripture, in these 
words made flesh. And surely when we cannot speak, these words speak for us and to 
us. And surely when the shattering of the world robs us of our own words, surely when 
we gather together on the darkest night of the year, surely it is in this muted silence that 
these words speak as for the first time: with the power of Godʼs command to the 
uncreated void, with the faithfulness of Godʼs promise to a people lost in the wilderness, 
with the hope of Angels hovering in the winter sky over Bethlehem. And just as we are 
children of that creation, and just as we are children of those wilderness people, just as 
surely we are are children of that promise, of the promise of these words, of Godʼs word. 
And when we have no words to speak, we have yet these words to hear, and when the 
world is overcome with the silence of a million chattering voices, God still speaks. Listen, 
now, for the Word of the Lord, taken this morning from the third chapter of the Gospel of 
Luke, verses 7-18.

John said to the crowds that came out to be baptized by him, “You brood of 
vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?  Bear fruits worthy of 
repentance. Do not begin to say to yourselves, ʻWe have Abraham as our 
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ancestorʼ; for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children to 
Abraham.  Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore 
that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.” 
 
And the crowds asked him, “What then should we do?”  In reply he said to 
them, “Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and 
whoever has food must do likewise.”  Even tax collectors came to be baptized, 
and they asked him, 

“Teacher, what should we do?”  He said to them, “Collect no more than the 
amount prescribed for you.”  Soldiers also asked him, “And we, what should we 
do?” He said to them, “Do not extort money from anyone by threats or false 
accusation, and be satisfied with your wages.” 

As the people were filled with expectation, and all were questioning in their 
hearts concerning John, whether he might be the Messiah,  John answered all of 
them by saying, “I baptize you with water; but one who is more powerful than I is 
coming; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandals. He will baptize you with 
the Holy Spirit and fire.  His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing 
floor and to gather the wheat into his granary; but the chaff he will burn with 
unquenchable fire.” 

So, with many other exhortations, he proclaimed the good news to the people. 

Instinct suggests that our first reaction to this passage may depend to some extent on 
how many coats are in our closet. After all, John appears to lays out what modern 
punditry might easily label a redistributionist economic policy. Jews from the area are 
coming out to see him preach, and from Johnʼs words we can surmise that they thought 
themselves entitled to a certain amount of social privilege because of their ancestral 
connection to the covenant made between God and their ancestors. John will have none 
of this, of course: not that the covenant is no longer in effect, but rather that it is no 
guarantee of privilege, so, look, if you have two coats, give one of them away. Itʼs cold 
outside.

So itʼs tempting to read this verse as directing us in how to handle our excess. You only 
need one coat, you donʼt need the second coat, and so you should give it away. And 
because we can so easily adjust this for inflation, we can just as easily insert our own 
definitions for what “excess” means.Therefore weʼve already got our new fiscal-cliff-
avoidance tax policy right here: we donʼt entirely know where the line for “excess” is but 
weʼre entirely confident that the richest 1% have long since crossed it, and so they should 
be the ones to give. Take their coats and spread them around. No politician has ever 
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wanted for popularity in this country by promising to raise taxes on other people. Sure, 
most of us probably have more than one coat. But we adjust for inflation, right? You need 
a few different coats, a spring jacket, an autumn blazer. Jesus would get that. So this isnʼt 
about numbers. Itʼs about excess.

The problem with that approach is that adjusting for inflation doesnʼt work the way that we 
want it to. In fact, having two coats was probably more of a necessity for John the 
Baptistʼs crowd even that it is for us. Later in Luke, when Jesus sends his disciples out to 
preach good news in the surrounding villages, he commands them to take only the barest 
provisions: “nothing for your journey,” he says, “no staff or bread, no bag or money.” 
Jesusʼs purpose is clear: the disciples are to be vulnerable, reliant on the villages they 
find and the people they meet. But then he adds that the disciples are not even to bring 
an extra coat. Thatʼs the trick. The nights are cold, and the fabric is thin, and one coat 
would hardly suffice to keep them warm against the elements. One coat means that they 
would still need the hospitality of strangers. One coat still leaves them incredibly 
exposed. One coat isnʼt hardly enough. Which means that, in our text for today, John the 
Baptist still isnʼt talking about numbers. But heʼs not talking about excess, either. Heʼs 
talking about vulnerability. Heʼs talking about giving up the things that keep us safe. Heʼs 
talking about opening up the doors that keep us secure. Heʼs talking about vulnerability.

Of course, in the wake of tragedy like the massacre at Sandy Hook, vulnerability is hardly 
what we want to hear. Quite to the contrary: the words of the week will be safety. Security. 
Protection. And in many ways this is as it should be: no national or civic priority should 
supersede the protection of children, and How We Keep Them Safe will be the subject of 
much important chatter yet to come. We will hear that our schools and public spaces are 
vulnerable. We will hear that our regulation and licensing of firearms is vulnerable. We 
will hear that our mental health services are vulnerable. Vulnerability is the enemy of this 
grief, even though the doors to the school were locked before this young man forced his 
way inside, even though first responders already had contingency plans in place for just 
this scenario and executed them perfectly, even though kindergarten students already 
knew what a lockdown was. Even despite the most rational arguments to the contrary, in 
the midst of this present darkness, vulnerability is the stuff of our most vivid nightmares.

But vulnerability isnʼt just a word that we throw around in security briefings and status 
reports. Vulnerability is something much more personal, itʼs something about who we are. 
Sociologist Brené Brown has become something of an internet celebrity for her work on 
what she calls the “power of vulnerability.” In her hugely viral Ted talk, she charts the 
research journey that began with her trying to understand the common traits among 
people who voiced contentment and satisfaction with the direction of their lives, what she 
labeled “whole-hearted” living. And rather than find a common thread of money, sex, or 
power, what she found was that the common denominator was vulnerability, the 
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willingness to face the world even in our brokenness, the willingness to open ourselves to 
one another in full admission of our imperfections. She calls vulnerability the “path to 
each other,” that without the ability to admit our own humanity we starve ourselves of 
connection, and that particularly in times of distress, when our thirst for empathy is at its 
most pronounced, it is vulnerability that opens the doorway for healing. In her language, 
when we are in struggle, the two most powerful words we have are “me too.”

So two coats leaves you invulnerable against the elements. One coat isnʼt quite enough: 
you have to search out a friendly door, you have to risk connection, you have to risk 
intimacy. When I was a teenager, long before the shooting at Columbine made any of this 
culturally impossible, I went through my own trench coat phase. I donʼt suppose I ever 
really knew why, except that it was something different, something mysterious. I was in 
fact the worldʼs most boring rebel. But I know what that coat did; it held up a barrier; it 
kept me safe from a world I perceived to be hostile. It gave me distance, and so 
inoculated me against heartache, and so inoculated me against joy. And of course I wore 
it through the halls of my school, and of course I wore it through the rooms of my house, 
and every once in a while my mother would say something like “For Godʼs sake, take off 
your coat and stay awhile.” But that would have been impossible. I wasnʼt wearing the 
coat because it was cold. It wasnʼt protection against the rain or the wind. I was wearing it 
because I was afraid of being vulnerable. And last Friday this young man walked into an 
elementary school with firearms and a bulletproof vest. And the last thing this story needs 
is more armchair psychiatry, but nonetheless I ask you: he walked into a school full of 
children wearing a bulletproof vest. What was he afraid of?

Now, I differ with Brené Brown in one key regard. When she talks about the “power” of 
vulnerability, it very quickly begins to sound like sheʼs espousing a self-help regime. In 
fact in a later talk she recalls companies, having seen her viral TED video, begging her to 
come speak at corporate events — not about vulnerability, but about creativity or 
inspiration. And her response to the crowd is to say that vulnerability is actually the key to 
all of these things. Which may be true in a research setting. I am fully willing to believe 
that in a scientific study, vulnerability correlates with all of these powerful goods. But itʼs 
one thing to make that observation and another to turn to a crowd and say “Therefore: go 
and be vulnerable!” Itʼs one thing to note the ways in which we cloak our vulnerabilities, 
the things that keep us safe from a terrifying world, the things we consume and control, 
the things that consume and control us. But itʼs quite another to suggest that vulnerability 
can itself be a strategy with which we manage the world and our navigation through it. 
Quite to the contrary: by Lukeʼs logic, if one coat isnʼt even enough to brave the 
elements, if weʼve wrapped ourselves up as best we can and yet still feel the chill in our 
bones, if itʼs this cold inside, then weʼre just vulnerable. Itʼs not a choice. Itʼs not a 
strategy. Itʼs definitely not a power. Itʼs just who we are. This week of all weeks, the 
headlines make it profoundly clear: who we are is vulnerable.
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But by grace, in this vulnerability, we are not alone. In our present grief there are no 
words, and yet we are bound in this Advent season for that moment when Godʼs Word 
comes to us, in flesh. In this darkest night we can barely see, and yet we are bound for 
that Christmas morning when the light comes into the world and the darkness cannot 
overcome it. Though we have wrapped ourselves many times over, this is a most 
exposed hour, and we are most vulnerable. But by grace we are bound for the stable, 
because a child will be born, an infant, naked, fragile, vulnerable, just like us, and Mary 
will wrap him in swaddling clothes, and lay him in the manger, and his name shall be 
called Emmanuel, which means God With Us. This is the majesty of the incarnation: that 
God has come into the world not with the armor of invincibility but rather in shivering 
frailty, the human story at its most exposed. God chooses to be vulnerable for us. God 
chooses to be vulnerable with us. The armor of Christ is nakedness. So that in this 
present grief, when our defenses are down, when vulnerabilty is all that we know, God 
beckons us with the most powerful words we can hear: “me, too.” This is the miracle of 
Christmas: that God so loved the world that he came into it shivering, fragile, and 
vulnerable, so that on this day, to all of us so gathered, to all of us naked in our despair, 
to all of us fragile with terror, to all of us quivering in the cold with no words left to speak, 
that God might yet know the words: “me, too.”

The stable is more crowded than usual. There are too many children here, the ones that 
left us on Friday, still quaking in the aftershocks of those terrifying minutes, but many 
more also, children who have heard rumor of this momentous thing, children who grasp 
to understand, children who shiver in fear and yet huddle around the manger. There are 
parents here, too, of course, Joseph and Mary and countless others, clutching at their 
sons and daughters with fear and sorrow and gratitude and wonder and none of them 
know the words to say. The shepherds have come running in from the hills, terrified when 
they learned the news, and so many of us join them in panic and awe and disbelief; the 
crowds have surrounded them, every face plastered with the same exposed anguish, not 
a one who can break the silence. And there is room even for the wisest in the land, the 
ones who can bring the finest fruits of creation, and yet even they are bent at the knee, 
and yet even they are humbled to the core, and yet even they are rendered speechless 
by the sight before them: a child, the Messiah, born of Mary, born of grace, born to live 
and born to die, born that even in our most vulnerable grief he may yet know the words: 
“me, too.”

This stable is not a place without fear, but it is a place of joy. It is not a place without grief, 
but it is a place of hope. It is not a place of safety and security, but it is a place of 
communion. The child is here. For his sake, for your sake, for our sake, for Godʼs sake, 
take off your coat, and stay awhile. Amen.

63



Grieve. Pray. Get Angry. Act!
- Jeffery Geary

Luke 3: 7-18, Isaiah 64: 1-9

We are going to talk about gun violence.

Sandy Hook – On Friday morning, around 9:30 am, 20 year old Adam Lanza  wearing 
body armor and carrying three semi-automatic weapons, a Glock 9.mm handgun and a 
SIG Sauer handgun and a rifle, walked into Sandy Hook Elementary School, shot a 
woman and then a teacher, and then methodically shot and killed twenty children 
between the ages of five and ten. He then apparently shot himself. Before arriving at the 
school he shot and killed his mother, to whom the guns belonged.

28 people died on Friday: boys, girls, men, women, a son and his mother. But the school, 
the town, was terrorized and you and I were traumatized. I left the office early on Friday 
to pick up my own son from school, and did my best to make the day as normal as 
possible for him despite the police squad car outside his school.

I have wept, like you, uncontrollable tears of grief and anger. I have prayed for the 
children, their families, the school teachers, first responders, police investigators and 
medical personnel, for those reliving their own traumas as they witness this traumatic 
event, and I have prayed for the pastors in Newtown, CT who will be conducting the most 
difficult funerals of their lives.

I have no idea why Adam did this? Right now, no one does. And even when we do, if we 
do, we still wonʼt understand.

I have wept, and grieved, and prayed, and gotten angry. I am left with the anger.

We are GOING TO talk about gun violence.

Clackamas Mall – Earlier this week, on Tuesday, just three days before Friday, 22 year 
old Jake Roberts walked into the Clackamas Town Center Mall near Portland, Oregon 
and started shooting random Christmas shoppers. A self-described adrenaline junkie, he 
was wearing a load-bearing vest and a carrying a semi-automatic rifle. He announced “I 
am the shooter,” and then started shooting, killing Cindy Yuille, 54, and Steven Forsyth, 
45, and wounding 15 year old Kristina Shevchenko. The incident ended when Jake 
Roberts took his own life.
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I have no idea why Jake did this? Right now, no one does. And even when we do, if we 
do, we still wonʼt understand.

We NEED to talk about gun violence.

First United Presbyterian Church – Fourteen days (two weeks?) ago in Coudersport, 
Pennsylvania, at this exact hour, Darlene Sitler, choir director and organist at First United 
Presbyterian Church, was shot and killed 20 minutes into the Sunday morning worship 
service by her ex-husband and elementary school music teacher, Gregory Eldred. Greg 
entered the sanctuary, shot her once, walked out, returned again minutes later to say “I 
want to finish this now,” and then shot her dead. He was restrained by the pastor and 
others in the congregation and held until police arrived, all the while threatening, and 
trying, to shoot others.

I have no idea why Greg did this? Right now, no one does. And even when we do, if we 
do, we still wonʼt understand.

We HAVE TO talk about gun violence.

• In September Andrew Engeldinger, 36, upon learning he was being fired, went on a 
shooting rampage at his office, eventually killing eight people, including himself.

• In August, ten people were killed in the Sikh gurdwara in Wisconsin by an ex-military 
neo-nazi.

• In July, James Holmes killed seventy people in an Aurora, Colorado movie theater.
• In May, Ian Stawicki gunned down patrons in a Seattle Café, killing seven people.
• In April, a former student gunned down ten students in a nursing school classroom.
• In February, a man opened fire in a California Korean Spa.

Thatʼs just 2012. Thatʼs just the mass killings.

I was ordained in 1996. In the years that I have had the responsibility of leading 
congregation in prayer on Sunday mornings we have had 31 mass shootings in our 
nationʼs elementary schools, high schools and colleges. Mass shootings. Thatʼs an 
average of three a year. You remember the worst: West Side Middle School in 
Jonesboro, Arkansas; Thurston High School in Oregon; Columbine, the Amish school 
shooting, Virginia Tech (I had a student at Virginia Tech at the time). In many of these 
cases, the shooters were fellow students, 13 years old, 15 years old, 19 years old.

We ARE, right now, TALKING about gun violence. This is not the first time, or the last 
time, we have or will have to, talk about gun violence.
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Almost half of American households legally own guns. There is very nearly one gun per 
U.S. citizen in this country. Every day in the United States 85 people die from guns and 
191 are injured. Every year about 30,000 will be killed through gun related murder, 
suicide, accident, or police intervention. Approximately another 70,000 will survive gun 
injuries, only to have their lives and those of their families forever changed. Thatʼs 
annually over 100,000 people altogether. Most tragically, almost 21,000 of the victims are 
American children and teens (ages 0-10). More than 3,000 kids killed – thatʼs 9 children a 
day –were murdered. Almost 800 children pick up guns and end their own young lives 
each year. One study describes this as a 9/11 for children every year.

These stories we see most often on the news, the urban murder rate among young men, 
often young men of color, and the mass-shootings, often by young white men, 
overshadow the daily violence in our homes.

We are living, and we are dying, with gun violence every day.

Have you had enough? Are you ready to do something?

Weʼre going to stop talking about gun violence and start talking about eliminating 
gun violence. And weʼre going to talk about our gospel values in the public square.

Today we will sing and pray our way through grief. We are going to light candles for each 
life lost on Friday and for those shot or wounded on Tuesday, and for Denise, the 
Presbyterian choir director and organist. But in January we are going to get back in touch 
with that outrage. We will sit down and study hard. Each Sunday after worship our adult 
education leaders will share information about the epidemic of gun violence in our 
country. We will do so in order to add our collective influence and the name of this church 
to advocacy to reform to our nationʼs gun laws; reforms like requiring licensing, 
registration, and waiting periods to allow comprehensive background checks, and 
cooling-off periods, for all guns sold; and closing the “gun show loophole” by requiring 
background checks for all gun buyers. Letʼs ban semiautomatic assault weapons, armor 
piercing handgun ammunition, and .50 caliber sniper rifles; and letʼs support laws to 
“require judges and law enforcement to remove guns from situations of domestic 
violence, as well as from people whose adjudicated mental illness, drug use, or previous 
criminal record suggests the possibility of violence.” And at the same time, letʼs increase 
police training in nonviolent proactive intervention.

The voice of the prophet cries out, “O that you would tear open the heavens and come 
down …  that our nation might tremble at your presence.”
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The voice of the Baptist declares, “The ax is lying at the root of the trees. Bear fruit 
worthy of repentance.”

Advent is to be for us a time of longing, of crying out for God to continue to break into this 
broken world and make it right. And so, with anger and fear and sorrow and the courage 
and commitment only God can call forth, we cry out. Come, Lord Jesus. Prince of Peace. 
Come into the horror. Help us work for right.
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In the Midst of Suffering, Joy
- Michael Gehrling

Zephaniah 3:14-20; Philippians 4:4-7; Luke 3:7-18

In the Midst of Suffering, Joy (Sunday after Newtown School Shooting)
Zephaniah 3:14-20; Philippians 4:4-7; Luke 3:7-18
By Michael Gehrling

As we already talked about at the beginning of the service, the emphasis of the third 
Sunday of Advent is always joy. Itʼs the pink candle week on our Advent wreaths. The 
point is that even in the midst of penitence, and sorrow, and longing for Godʼs kingdom 
there is still joy to be found. Thereʼs still joy even as our hopes remain unfulfilled. So itʼs 
common for today to be the day that pastors preach on joy. 

Our lectionary readings today from Zephaniah and Philippians and Luke are being in read 
in churches all around the world this morning. As I was studying them, it was obvious to 
me why the passages from Zephaniah and Philippians are to be read today. Zephaniah 
calls us to “Sing aloud… shout… rejoice and exult with all [our] hearts.. The King… The 
Lord, is in [our] midst.” The reason for Zephaniahʼs rejoicing: “The Lord your God is in 
your midst, a mighty one who will save; he will rejoice over you with gladness; exult over 
you with loud singing.” God will do in our midst the very thing we do in his presence. 
Zephaniah even says that God will quiet us with his love. God will bring our crying and 
our anger to rest in the same way that a parent consoles a crying child by holding them in 
his arms. Zephaniah tells us to have joy because the Lord is near.

The passage from Philippians is an obvious match with the theme of joy too. Paul tells 
the church in Philippi to “Rejoice in the Lord always!” The command was so important to 
Paul that he said it again, “Rejoice!” Paulʼs reasoning is in the next verse: “The Lord is at 
hand.”

Both Zephaniah and Paul in his letter to the Philippians call us to be joyful because of the 
nearness of Godʼs presence. Itʼs obvious why these passages are included in this 
Sundayʼs readings when the theme is joy in a season of looking for God to come.

Itʼs less obvious, though, why this story of John the Baptist is included. Itʼs hard to see 
what connection there is between joy and a man out in the wilderness calling people a 
“brood of vipers.” You might remember watching Sesame Street when you were a child, 
and they often sang a song that began, “One of these things is not like the other..” Thatʼs 
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what this passage about John the Baptist felt like. As I studied this passage was feeling 
to me like the odd man out. 

Then, Fridayʼs happened. And we all learned about what had happened in Newtown, 
Connecticut. And all of a sudden for me, my orientation to these passages were reversed. 
My initial reaction to Fridayʼs news was (probably similar to what we all felt) - I was 
shocked, sad, confused, and kind of angry. And suddenly, Zephaniahʼs words and Paulʼs 
words about joy felt much more out of place; and preaching about “broods of vipers” 
seemed a little appealing.

For a moment, as I read the news reports about Newtown, it became very tempting to 
preach about Johnʼs rebuke of the peoples in Luke 3, and talk about all the problems in 
our culture and how we need to repent as a society. I wanted to preach on how we need 
to change our laws concerning gun sales and possession; and how we need to make 
mental health more accessible to those who need it; and how our entertainment industry 
needs to stop creating video games that glorify violence and plant the possibilities of 
mass shootings in our imaginations; and how we as consumers need to take 
responsibility for how we participate in these systems.

Those are all important conversations that need to be had. But my desire to preach on 
them was in that moment a reaction of anger. Those conversations need to be had, but 
they need to be had by people whose minds are sound, and whose hearts have been 
quieted by the love of God. Also, my desire to preach about them was avoiding the real 
issue that was in my heart: These passages that I had been studying all week from 
Zephaniah and Philippians were suddenly a lot harder to preach on, because itʼs hard 
to be joyful in the face of very real evil. 

Whether itʼs terrible news like what we heard on Friday, or terrible we news we receive in 
our personal lives, or just dissatisfaction in our own lives or the lives of those around us. 
Itʼs hard to be joyful when the way things are is clearly not the way things are supposed 
to be -  and sometimes not the way theyʼre supposed to be in terrible; horrifying ways.

When weʼre confronted with such shocking news and grief as we were on Friday, being 
told to “rejoice always” and to sing and shout with joy sound like cliche, empty words that 
are insensitive to our reality, or ignorant of our suffering.

And yet, for both Zephaniah and for Paul, the context in which theyʼre speaking involves 
suffering. Zephaniah is speaking to Israel in exile. Heʼs prophesying to future generations 
of his nation who are stuck in exile. Zephaniah mentions that his people are “mourning for 
the festival.” Israel is mourning at times that are supposed to be joyful, like Passover, or 
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the Feast of Tabernacles, because they donʼt have their temple, or city, or homes in which 
they were used to celebrating these things. 

Psychologists were reporting that residents in Newtown were taking down their Christmas 
decorations. What for all of us is a season of celebration and joy has become for 
Newtown a time of mourning and loss, just like the Israelites to whom Zephaniah 
preached.

Likewise, Paul writes to the Philippians to rejoice always in the context of his own 
suffering. Paul is telling the church in chapter 4 to rejoice always, having in chapter 1 
talked about the fact that heʼs writing from prison. Paul is writing to the Church in Philippi 
from prison, and heʼs in prison for following and proclaiming Jesus. Paul is in prison and 
is suffering for believing and doing the very things that heʼs encouraging the Philippians 
to believe and do. Thatʼs not an easy message to give or accept. And yet Paul includes 
an exhortation to rejoice! 

And so, hard as it is to be joyful, we canʼt dismiss Scriptures call to be joyful in times 
when itʼs hard to be joyful. We canʼt hear Zephaniahʼs or Paulʼs words as paternalistic or 
arbitrary or insensitive words that donʼt really get the reality of our suffering or the 
suffering that we see in the world. Scriptureʼs call to rejoice comes to us out of a context 
of suffering and is spoken into a context of suffering.

Scriptureʼs call to rejoice is a call not only when weʼre comfortable with the way things 
are, but a call when every reality around us says thereʼs no reason to be joyful.

Remember, the reason for being joyful is that the Lord is near to us in our 
suffering.

The reason given in Scripture for rejoicing is clear and consistent: The Lord is in your 
midst. The Lord is near. Just as God calls us to rejoice in the context of our suffering, so 
too the reason for rejoicing is in the context of our suffering. Itʼs in the context of our 
suffering that the Lord is nearest to us. Thatʼs the message of the incarnation. Thatʼs the 
message of Christmas. That Jesus Christ, Godʼs very Son chose to come into this world 
humbly, and chose to suffer. Because of Jesus, God knows our suffering, and because of 
Jesus, knowing God means sitting with God in our grief and in our mourning.

I think, perhaps, this might be why this passage from Luke 3 about John the baptist is 
matched with Zephaniah and Philippians. The people respond to Johnʼs message by 
asking, “what shall we do?” John responds with instructions that lead the people to 
simplicity: those with two tunics should give one away. People with excess food should 
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give it away. Tax collectors shouldnʼt collect more than theyʼre supposed to. Soldiers 
shouldnʼt extort money from people.
I donʼt think John is only concerned about morals or justice here, I think Johnʼs message 
is about getting ourselves into a place where we can be near to God, and being near to 
God is a lot harder when weʼre trying to comfort ourselves with our own excess instead of 
with Godʼs presence.

Also, God calls us to joy when weʼre suffering because joy makes our despair 
bearable.

Hebrews tells us that Jesus himself was able to endure the cross because of the joy that 
was set before him.

Choosing to look for and pursue joy in the midst of our suffering and despair reminds us 
that the Lord is near, and so weʼre reminded that weʼre not alone. Weʼre also reminded of 
the end of the story. Zephaniahʼs prophecy to Israel was a promise that the Lord was in 
their midst for the purpose of bringing them out of exile and restoring their fortunes.

For Jesus, he endured the cross for the joy that was set before him - the joy of the 
resurrection that would come after the cross.

And so too, we are called to rejoice because the Lord is in our midst and he is in our 
midst because he will defeat evil.

After I first heard the news of the tragedy in Connecticut, I found it hard to pray. When I 
finally started to pray, though, God very quickly reminded me of the lines of the Christmas 
carol: I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day.

The Carol is originally a poem written by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow during the Civil 
War. Longfellow had been pleading with his son not to enlist in the army. But his son did 
enlist, against his fatherʼs wishes. He was shortly after severely wounded in battle. Later 
that year Longfellow wrote the poem. You can imagine the scene very clearly...

The poem begins with Longfellow hearing church bells ringing on Christmas day:

I heard the bells on Christmas Day
Their old, familiar carols play,
and wild and sweet

The words repeat
Of peace on earth, good-will to men!
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Then Longfellow reflects on how the message of Christ has been passed down through 
generations:

And thought how, as the day had come,
The belfries of all Christendom

Had rolled along
The unbroken song
Of peace on earth, good-will to men!

Till ringing, singing on its way,The world revolved from night to day,
A voice, a chime,
A chant sublime
Of peace on earth, good-will to men!

Then the joy that Longfellow is experiencing is challenged, as he hears cannon shots….

Then from each black, accursed mouth
The cannon thundered in the South,

And with the sound
The carols drowned
Of peace on earth, good-will to men!

It was as if an earthquake rent
The hearth-stones of a continent,

And made forlorn
The households born
Of peace on earth, good-will to men!

And in despair I bowed my head;"There is no peace on earth," I said;
"For hate is strong,
And mocks the song
Of peace on earth, good-will to men!"

But, even as Longfellow is hearing the cannons firing and the sounds of war, the church 
bells continue to ring. In the final verse, he writes:

Then pealed the bells more loud and deep:
"God is not dead, nor doth He sleep;
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The Wrong shall fail,
The Right prevail,
With peace on earth, good-will to men."

For Longfellow, the sorrow of war that for him was personalized in his wounded son was 
bearable only because he knew the end of the story. The church bells ringing, which 
represented the churchʼs worship and acknowledgement of his presence, served as his 
reminder of Godʼs promised nearness.

Right in the midst of our sorrow and suffering and despair. Right in the midst of the 
injustice in our world, and the reality of all thatʼs not right with the world, Christ steps into 
our midst, and gives us the joy of the end of the story.

Reading about whatʼs happened in Connecticut. As in every story of tragedy, there are 
stories of heroism to be found among them. One of those was that of Kaitlin Roig, one of 
the teachers at the school. As Kaitlin was hiding her students from the gunman, she was 
doing all she could to keep them from making noise. She explained to reporters that 
whenever one of them would begin to cry, she would hold them by the face, and say to 
them, “Itʼs going to be alright. Show me your smile.” 

“Itʼs going to be alright. Show me your smile.”

What a beautiful image of Godʼs nearness to us. Zephaniah tells us that God will quiet us 
with his love. In the midst of our despair, when the easiest, and only logical thing to do is 
cry out in hopelessness, God holds us by the face and comforts us with the promised end 
of the story - “Itʼs going to be OK…” and God comforts us by calling us to joy - “...show 
me your smile.”

And this call to joy is call not only for us to be comforted, but a call for us to 
comfort others. Weʼre called to be the body of Christ on earth.

Very shortly after Fridayʼs news, there was a quote from Mister Rogers that went viral. It 
reads: "When I was a boy and I would see scary things in the news, my mother would say 
to me, 'Look for the helpers. You will always find people who are helping.' To this day, 
especially in times of 'disaster,' I remember my motherʼs words, and I am always 
comforted by realizing that there are still so many helpers - so many caring people in this 
world."
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Friends, those ʻhelpersʼ are God at work. We are called by God to find joy by looking for 
the helpers and beholding the presence of Christ among us. But we are also called to be 
the helpers.

The Lord is near to those who are suffering and brokenhearted when we, the Church, 
answer Godʼs call to be the body of Christ on earth. Our call is to be for people the 
nearness of the Lord, and to let Christ so rule in us that Christʼs life-saving joy would be 
available to a hurting world.

Beloved, there are hurting people in our lives. Not just in the wake of national tragedies, 
but every day. Go, be the body of Christ. Be the nearness of the Lord for them. Be life-
saving joy.

For the sake of Jesus Christ, let it be so. Amen.
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Joy to the World
- Marci Auld Glass

Luke 1:39-56

I thought I knew where this sermon was going to go. And then came the news Friday 
about another shooting. This time children in Connecticut. Kindergarteners gunned down 
at their school. 

And I thought, “how in the world am I supposed to preach about Advent JOY?”

Because right now I refuse to be consoled. I am weeping for children I donʼt even know. I 
am weeping for parents. I am weeping for gifts that were already wrapped and under the 
tree that will never be opened. I am weeping for troubled people who think violence is a 
solution. 

And Iʼm feeling like I have been weeping for too many children lately. For Isaac, the 6 yr 
old for whom we have been praying, as hospice has been called in for him this week. For 
the children gunned down every day on the streets of Chicago. For the people in the mall 
in Portland last week. For the people at the movie in Aurora this summer. So much 
senseless death for which we weep.  

And this is the week of Advent when we focus on joy. 

My first reaction was clearly not joy. Deep sadness. Anger. Bewildering dismay. Sorrow 
too deep for words.  Yes. All of those. But not joy. 
And it is right to feel all of those things. Because these feelings are a part of our 
humanity. 

But we canʼt stay there. 

Because despair is just a stop on the journey, a place where you pull over, look back at 
what has been lost, and then prepare to journey again, into this new world that will be 
different than the one we knew before. 

And it is moments like these when I am especially thankful that I am not on the journey 
alone. Thankful for this chance to come together and pray, and sing, and hug and 
welcome each other. 
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Mary didnʼt want to be alone either. Mary, in all likelihood, was still a teenager. Girls 
married very young at a time when the life expectancy was 40.

Unplanned, unwed teenage pregnancies, as difficult as they are today, would have been 
more than devastating for Mary in her culture. And, quite frankly, it doesnʼt matter that the 
pregnancy is Godʼs—because while the angel told her that she was blessed and that she 
shouldnʼt be afraid, the angel did not take out an ad in the Jerusalem Times to make sure 
that everyone else knew that.
“How can this be?”, she asks the angel.
How can this be, indeed.

I can only imagine what was going through her head when the angel showed up. 
“Greetings, favored one!”

“Who? Me? Favored by whom?” Canʼt you just see Mary looking around, trying to figure 
out to whom the angel would be speaking in this dusty town of Nazareth.

Favored one? I donʼt know how many years it has been since you were a teenage girl or 
might have known many teenage girls, but I suspect that “favored one” is not how they 
often see themselves. 

What are the implications for us if God chose an unwed teenage girl to bear the son of 
God?

One that occurs to me is that here is our proof that God is willing to be vulnerable. 
Because Mary was vulnerable. There was a more than decent chance that this 
pregnancy could have resulted in Mary being stoned to death. God does not just have a 
preference for the poor and the weak. God became poor and weak. 

God came to earth and joined a family, entering into the struggles, the fears, the 
anxieties, the joys, the dangers, the celebrations, and the gifts that go along with being 
family.

And things will not go smoothly for the Holy Family either. I hate to give away the story, 
but according to Matthewʼs gospel, King Herod finds out a child is born who is to be the 
King of the Jews. And Herod decides another king running around town would be 
destabilizing to his political dynasty. So he seeks to kill the baby Jesus. 

But the family flees to Egypt, and they were gone when Herod comes looking. Herod, in a 
rage, killed every male child under the age of 2 he could find. 
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The Holy family knew all about the violence of the world.

If youʼre wondering where God is in the midst of these tragedies that are sadly too 
common in our world, remember God chose to become a child, who would be at risk to 
the dangers of this world. 

God is not removed from such tragedy, but is in the midst of the dangers of life. So when 
pundits and tv preachers try to say that these things happen because we supposedly 
kicked God out of our public schools, or other such nonsense, remember the incarnation. 

Remember that God chose to become one of us. Iʼve said it before, but until these people 
on TV who claim to speak for Jesus start listening to me, it appears I have to say it again. 

The God who chose to become flesh and dwell among us has never, and will never 
abandon us or cause the murder of innocents just to prove us wrong. 

Okay. End of rant. 

But Mary doesnʼt quite know where this journey will take her. All she knows is life will not 
be the same after this news from the angel. 

And so Mary pauses for a moment on the journey, we imagine, to look back and realize 
her childhood is gone, the world of Seventeen Magazine and dances at the high school is 
behind her now. And she makes haste for her cousin Elizabethʼs. Because the journey is 
too difficult to make alone. 

Mary doesnʼt go to her best friends from school. She doesnʼt post the news on facebook, 
asking people to pray for her. 

The pregnant teenager seeks the presence of a formerly barren, pregnant old woman, 
someone who knows life is complicated. 

As soon as Elizabeth hears Maryʼs voice she proclaims, “blessed are you among women 
and blessed is the fruit of your womb. And blessed is she who believed that there would 
be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.”

I can imagine, at that point, hearing a real, live person give validation to the words of the 
Angel must have caused Mary to collapse in a heap of relief. “Iʼm not crazy. I didnʼt make 
it up. Elizabeth knows it too.” 
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And then we get the Magnificat, which is Latin for “magnify”, as in the beginning of her 
song. “My soul magnifies the Lord…”

This song of Mary reminds us of other songs by other women in scripture. Hannah at the 
temple after the birth of Samuel. Miriam after the defeat of the Egyptians at the Red Sea. 
The song begins with praise for blessings received. Even in the midst of an unplanned 
pregnancy, Mary searches for her blessings.

But then she goes on to make claims about God. And the claims she makes suggests 
she realizes there are implications for more than just her when God comes to earth as 
the child of a teenage girl from Nazareth. 

“God has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has 
filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away empty.”

And as far as we can tell, in either the text or in our world, Mary is speaking of things that 
havenʼt quite happened yet. Powerful people still seem to be on their thrones. The lowly 
still seem to be low. The hungry are still going to the food banks and, despite the 
worsening economy, the rich are not quite empty.  Children are still dying. 

As Christians, we are a people of hope. Hope that the promises God made to Israel have 
been fulfilled in Christʼs birth and will be fulfilled in Christʼs return. So, we live in hope that 
our work together as Godʼs people will make Maryʼs song true for the people in our 
community, for the families who mourn the loss of their children.

And we remember joy. Not blithe happiness, as if nothing were wrong in the world around 
us. 

But that joy that wells up in our souls when we remember that the pain and sorrow in this 
world do not have the final say. The joy that welled up in Mary, in the midst of the 
uncertainties of her journey, allowing her to sing a magnificent song.   

One of my friends shared this quote with me. “Joy is not the absence of suffering. It is the 
presence of God.”

This is joy Sunday, the day of Advent we remind each other of this truth. God is present 
with us. God is being born for us again, a babe in a manger. 
There is joy in the world because of this. The light shines in the darkness, and the 
darkness has not overcome it.
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CS Lewis describes joy this way.  “Joy is distinct… from pleasure. It must have the stab, 
the pang, the inconsolable longing.”

We, as Godʼs children, have the gift and responsibility of making JOY, complete with its 
longing, incarnate to the world around us. And while there are many responses to the 
tragedies of our world, Iʼd like to share 3 quotes that suggest what we could be about as 
Christians responding to the world around us, so we may bring light to the dark corners of 
our world. 

The first is from The Hobbit. One of the elves asks Gandalf the wizard why he brought a 
Hobbit on the journey. Here is his response. ʻI do not know, Saruman believes that it is 
only great power that can hold evil in check. But that it is not what Iʼve found. Iʼve found it 
is the small things, every act of normal folk that keeps the darkness at bay — simple acts 
of kindness and love.ʼ

The second quote is from the conductor Leonard Bernstein. 
“This will be our reply to violence. To make music more intensely, more beautifully, more 
devotedly than ever before.” Leonard Bernstein

And the final is from Mr Rogers:
“When I was a boy and I would see scary things in the news, my mother would say to me, 
“Look for the helpers. You will always find people who are helping.” To this day, especially 
in times of “disaster,” I remember my motherʼs words and I am always comforted by 
realizing that there are still so many helpers – so many caring people in this world.”

So this week, I invite you to tend to the small things, the helper things, the beautiful 
things, and to welcome the joy in the midst of the darkness of the world. Amen.
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Preparing for Christmas . . . even in the most 
distressing of times
- Clyde Griffith

Jeremiah 31:15-17, 31-33; Matthew 2:16-18

So, this is our third Sunday of Advent – 
that time the church sets aside for us to use to prepare for the coming of Christmas.
The theme I am working with this year is 
Preparing for Christmas . . . when times are tough.

I personally have found this to be a particularly tough week.
There was this killing at a shopping in mall in Portland, Oregon.
And Friday, the event in Newtown, Connecticut. 
(And these events were right after the event in upstate Pennsylvania where a man pulled 
his gun during church and shot the organist.)

I was pretty much glued to the television Friday as events unfolded and more and more 
details of the tragedy were uncovered.
And sometime yesterday, I decided I just could not go on with the sermon I had planned 
for today.

The first response I had was to pray . . .
Pray for those innocent children,
pray for those adults who lost their life protecting the children . . .
Pray for the children who survived the tragedy . . .
(some having seen the bloody lifeless bodies of their friends and teachers) . . .
Pray for the families of those children who perished,
pray for the families of all the children in the school who are now dealing with the 
aftermath .. .
Pray for the professional responders who arrived at the school building in very short 
order,
and entered the building not knowing what they would find,
and observing the carnage laid out before them,
and escorting all the hiding children from the building to safety and to reunite with their 
families,
and dealing with all the those little lifeless bodies.
(There were pictures of some of these responders – grown men – weeping openly at 
what they had seen and what they had to do.)
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And, prayers for the whole community now weeping for the overwhelming loss.

For those who bear tonight the unbearable burden
of unimaginable grief,
who in their agony yell at the forces of fate...
For those who moan and those who faint,
for those who rage and those who pray,
we moan and pray along with you.
For tonight, those were our children too.
Dear God, May a legion of angels
come upon these parents.
Bring to them an otherworldly touch,
an otherworldly comfort,
an otherworldly sense that their children are well 
that they are safe with God
and shall be with them always.
Give to those who grieve what no mortal can give...
the touch of Your Hand upon their heart.
May all touched by this darkness
be Lit by Your grace.
Please wipe away all tears, dear God.
as only You can do.
 
What is Advent in the wake of such tragedy?
How can we “Prepare for Christmas” when there is so much pain and hurt?

Of course, we were reminded a couple of weeks ago, that this is precisely the way things 
were when that first Christmas came to be.
Times were tough all over.

Lives were controlled by forces over which there was no control.  
What Rome wanted, Rome got.
What Herod ordered, Herod got.

In fact Herod was so ticked off at the wise menʼs trickery, that he flew off the handle,
and sent out armies to find and murder all baby boys in the land under the age of two.
There was wailing and crying all around.

These were the circumstances in which folks were living then.
These were the circumstances God chose to change things and enter this world of 
wailing and crying – 
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this world of unjust actions by a few.
Yes, this is precisely when God became one us.
Emmanuel! , we say.
God-is-with-us.

The Christmas message is a message of hope in a hopeless world.
The message of hope in a hopeless time.
The message of hope for folks who had little reason for hope.

John would write “light came into the world of darkness.”

And this gets us back to what Advent is for, and what Advent does for us.
Advent is the time for us to be reminded of what we really celebrate at this time of year.

Yes, itʼs true, like the rest of the world around us, it is so easy for us to get distracted from 
this most basic message of our faith.
It is so easy for us to begin to think Christmas is about something else – 
something like gifting presents,
or sending cards,
or going to parties,
or family dinners,
or singing of carols,
or any of the other “secular traditions” that have 
sprung up at this time of year.

After all, Christmas makes us feel good.
That is, unless we are too stressed out.
Unless we our loneliness takes over.
Unless the tough times of our life prevent us from celebrating like we are told we should.
Unless we are ill, or experiencing pain, or simply unable to do much of anything at all.
Unless there are no children in our lives – so we see nothing to celebrate.
Unless we are just too old to care much anymore.
Unless we experience a tragedy in our lives – 
a tragedy that trumps celebration.
Then Christmas does not make us feel good.

But, this is when our church says Christmas begins to make the most sense.
This is when Christmas becomes real.
This is when Christmas takes on whole new meaning.

82



You see, Christmas is about Emmanuel!
Christmas is about God being with us now.
Christmas is about hope.
Christmas is about hope in a hopeless world.
Christmas is hope in hopeless times.

“The time will come,” the Lord says through the prophet Jeremiah, “when I will be your 
God and you will be with me.”
Christmas is about Emmanuel . . . in times of trouble.
Christmas is about Emmanuel . . . in times of distress.
Christmas is about Emmanuel . . . in times of distraction.
Christmas is about Emmanuel . . . in times of uncertainty.

Christmas is a recognition that God is with us.
God is with us – 
comforting the distraught,
aiding the afflicted,
giving new life to old bones,
bringing relief to the displaced.

God is with us.
The light shines in the darkness.
And the darkness cannot put it out.
It keeps on shining.

Christmas is not to be belittled.
We ignore the message of Christmas at our own peril.
“We are lighthouses of sacred love”, Anne Lamott says.  
But, it is so easy to get distracted, isnʼt it?
It is so easy to not get it.
It is so easy to forget, or to overlook, or to obfuscate the message and meaning of 
Christmas.
We so need this time in church at Advent to hear about Christmas.
Because when we donʼt understand Christmas, it is easy to get bogged down in the 
wailing and the lamenting, 
and the wondering why and wither,
and the projecting and conjecturing.

And – especially in days like we have been through – it gets overwhelming.
What to do?
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Inaction becomes the order of the day.
We get depressed – and the song is no longer sung. 

But, Christmas is about God being with us.
Christmas is about God embracing us.
Christmas is about God entering our very being – pulsing through our veins – 
providing the life force
from which we can never sever.

We are not alone.
God knows.  We are not alone.
God wants us to know.  We are not alone.
We donʼt have to experience our feelings alone.
We donʼt have to live our lives in isolation.
We donʼt have to have secrets that we keep hidden.
God is with us.
Caring.
Sharing.
Providing.
Enabling.

Like Iʼve said every Sunday, it is in times like these that we need a little Christmas.
And, it is times like these that we need a little Advent in church to help us prepare for 
Christmas – 
a real Christmas.

Listen to these words from Madeline LʼEngle 
First Coming
God did not wait till the world was ready
till ... nations were at peace.
God came when the heavens were unsteady,
and prisoners cried out for release.

God did not wait for the perfect time.
God came when the need was deep and great.
God dined with sinners in all their grime,
turned water into wine. God did not wait

til hearts were pure. In joy God came
to a tarnished world of sin and doubt.
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To a world like ours, of anguished shame
God came, and Godʼs light would not go out.

God came to a world which did not mesh,
to heal its tangles, shield its scorn.
In the mystery of the Word made Flesh
the Maker of the stars was born.

We cannot wait till the world is sane
to raise our songs with joyful voice,
for to share our grief, to touch our pain.
God came with Love: Rejoice! Rejoice!

God came . . .
And became one of us . . .
A more significant act has never happened.
And it is something worth celebrating.
It is something worth singing about.
It is something worth talking about.
It is something worth sharing.

Friends, even in these most depressing times – 
especially in these most depressing of times – 
my hope is for you to have the most blessed Christmas ever.
Amen.
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In days like these
- Wade Halva

I had a nice short homily prepared and ready to go for this day. It was one that is kind of 
soft, and simple, not pushing too hard, not making you think too much. And then this 
week happened. 

It started in Effingham, with 2 round trips spread across Sunday, Monday and Tuesday. 
There was training, there was Session. And it was good. Good, but exhausting.

And then there was Wednesday. Wednesday I got a phone call. “Wade, has anyone told 
you about Sheryl?” “No.” “Her husband hung himself, and the funeral is tomorrow.” I 
called Sheryl. She cried. We prayed together. I got home Wednesday night. Laurie asked 
if I had seen something on Facebook. Again, my answer was no. Again, the answer was 
tragedy. The 14 year old son of one of our seminary classmates had taken his own life. 

And then there was Friday. 20 students stabbed with a knife in China. Almost 30 lives 
taken in a school in Connecticut. Pain. Lots of anguish. Suffering. The unknown pain of 
another, the games of “what if?” that circulate in our heads. And this is all coming to you 
10-12 days before Christmas. Christmas, the joyful birth of the savior of the world. 
Christmas, the holiday that makes us feel good. Christmas, a holiday for children, when 
we celebrate the birth of a child. 

So what can we say on this day? 

I barely know what to say to you on this day, let alone what to say to them. So I say this – 
hear this story. Hear these voices. Hear a young woman speak of a visit. Hear God speak 
of Godʼs plans. Hear the shepherds who come in from their flocks and their fields to see 
what God is doing. Hear the story that is not told by the rich and famous, hear the story 
told with only one glorious, glowing angel. Hear the story told of a man and a woman, not 
yet married, and their child to be born. Hear the story told in the words that are incredibly 
familiar and in the songs that we sing. Hear the story we tell this day, remember this 
story, live this story. 

And in remembering, have hope. Journey to the place where the child is born. Listen, and 
remember that the child comes not just to you and me, but to our world. Remember that 
the child who comes comes not just to you and to me, but to shoppers in a mall in 
Portland, to children in China, to those who thirst for water, to the broken bodies and 
hearts and souls and minds that populate our world. The child who comes arrives not to 
kings, but to shepherds, not to the powerful, but to those who are in need. This day, 
remember that the child comes, and with the child comes the hope of the world.
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Dream Small
- David Hansen

Luke 3:7-18

Grace and peace to you in the name of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. 

What a week. 

Here we are on this third Sunday of Advent, gathered together, wondering together, what 
do we do now? 

We have been moving right along, getting ready for the coming of our Lord Jesus. 
Celebrating Advent. Going to family and work Christmas parties. Putting up decorations. 
Wrapping presents. 

It is the third Sunday of Advent. A little bit different than the other Sundays, if you noticed 
as Emily lit the Advent wreath. Right?
Blue candle, blue candle, and then a pink candle. .
This third Sunday of Advent is traditionally called Guadete Sunday. Guadete is the latin 
word for Rejoice. We hear on this day Paulʼs words from prison: 
Rejoice in the Lord always. Again I say to you, Rejoice! 
This is the Sunday of rejoicing! 

I donʼt feel like it. Do you?
Newton, Connecticut.
Portland, Oregon. 
Our Advent celebrations are interrupted. Our preparations for the coming of Emmanuel 
are interrupted. 
30 candles on our altar. 30 names read by LaNell at the start of our service. 
I donʼt feel like rejoicing. 

And the Gospel this morning fits that interruption. 
Itʼs more John the Baptist. I told you last week that I didnʼt want him anywhere near my 
Christmas celebrations, but here he comes again. 
Interrupting everything. 
John, the Advent Grinch. The Ebenezer Scrooge of our Advent. Bah. humbug.

If I were to listen to a sermon, I would rather listen to Jesus than John, any day. 
Think about it. People come and ask Jesus questions, and he does what any good 
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preacher would do: he tells a story. Jesus most often – not always, but most often - 
responds to his “congregation” with compassion and kindness. A gentle preacher, most of 
the time.

And then thereʼs John. About as un-Jesus-like as a preacher as you could think of. 
I always imagine John as one of those preachers who turns red in the face as he 
preaches – and you can see the spit coming out of his mouth as he spits out the words at 
the people in front of him. 

Think about it. These people – great crowds of them – travel out from Jerusalem. Theyʼve 
probably walked for a couple of hours, to hear what this preacher has to say. 
They are standing there, waiting with anticipation …

“You brood of vipers! You lying snakes! You are terrible people! It is about time you got 
here, so I can tell you what scum you are!”

Something tells me that were I to start preaching like John, I would not long be preaching 
at Prairie Hill. 
Usually, as this Rejoicing Sunday rolls around, I want nothing to do with John. 

But today, today I want to hear John yell. 
I want to yell with him. 

I think about the sorts of people that John often yelled at – religious leaders, politicians, 
hypocrites, and I want to yell too. 
I want to yell at the TV preachers who talk about how God has a plan, and it will all be ok. 
I want to yell at the people who are using these tragedies to get five extra minutes on the 
news. I want to yell at the jerks who are using these losses of lives to boost tv ratings and 
sell newspapers. I want to yell at the politicians and hacks of both sides who are trying to 
turn grief into political capital. 
I donʼt want to rejoice, I want to yell with John this morning. 

Let me stop for a moment. Before I go any further. 
I donʼt know where you are this morning. 
I donʼt know where your heart is. 
But I want you to know this – if you hear nothing else this morning, hear this – it is ok. 

If you are heartbroken, it is ok. If you are angry, it is ok. 
If you just want to curl up in a ball, and pretend like nothing happened, it is ok. 
If you feel all of those things – and more – at different times, it is ok. 
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We all process these sorts of tragedies in different ways, and it is ok. 
We do what we have to do, when our hearts are heavy with grief. 
If you need help with your grief, I am here for you at any time. You are not alone. 

Sometimes, we just need a good yell. 
But then, after Iʼve had a good yell, I come back to the Gospel. Because thatʼs what we 
do. Again and again, we come back to the Gospel. When we need strength, when we 
canʼt do it on our own, we come back to the Gospel. 

I come back to the gospel, and I look at this crowd that John has just yelled at. And after 
they listen to John yell, they donʼt go away. 
Instead, they come back to him, and ask one question. 

What next?
What do we do now?

I donʼt know where you are at, but I think that is the question that is on a lot of our lips. 
What next?  What do we do now?

Now, I said that John was a Scrooge in our Advent. 
And what do you think of, when you think of a Scrooge?
A miser? Cheap, mean, kind of dead inside. Uncaring

But if that is what we think of Scrooge, we are missing the point of A Christmas Carol. 
The point is what happens there at the end. Scrooge, who buys the biggest Christmas 
goose for a family who canʼt afford it. Scrooge, who celebrates along with Tiny Tim and 
Bob Cratchet. Scrooge, who become known for and wide for his kindness and generosity. 

And … Well, it seems like John is transformed. 

John seems to be – at least for the minute – done yelling. 
And he starts handing out some fantastic answers to the question of the crowds. 

Be kind to one another. 
Share what you have. 
Make sure everyone has enough. 
Donʼt cheat each other. 

What simple stuff! This is not a big thick book on how to find happiness that John gives 
the people, but the most basic advice out there. 
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Be kind to one another. Donʼt be a jerk. Be a Scrooge – not the one at the beginning, the 
one at the end.

When terrible things happen, 
when unthinkable tragedies happen, 
when we are weighed down with grief,
we need exactly the advice that John offers. 

We get so wrapped up in our own sadness, caught up in our own pain, that we forget 
about the world around us. 
We get so broken hearted that we cannot see the people standing next to us. 

The radical and revolutionary preacher John comes to us this morning with truly world-
shattering. unconventional advice:
Be a decent human being. 

My inclination following the sort of tragedy we had last week is to say, what is the 
solution? We have to fix this! What is the big change that needs to be made, the huge 
revolution that must take place? 

But John calls on us to dream small. Be a Scrooge. 

To stop trying to fix the world, and maybe try just changing our behavior. 

One small thing at a time. One act of love at a time. One word of kindness at a time. 

I cannot bring back those precious children of Newtown.
It breaks my heart, for the families, for the friends, for everyone.
But, I canʼt bring them back. 
Neither can you. 

I canʼt control the behavior of the any of the three hundred and fourteen million people in 
this country besides one. Just me. 

Dream small. 

Be a decent human being.
Bite your tongue when you want to say that nasty thing to someone. 
Give what you can to help those who need it most. 
Keep your eyes open for the people in your world that need a little extra kindness.
Speak gently, and with love, to the people you interact with throughout the day. 
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Donʼt be a jerk. 

It seems like nothing. I know. A drop in the bucket. 

But It adds up, friends. What John calls us to does not seem like much, but it all adds up. 
One small thing at a time. One act of love at a time. One word of kindness at a time. 

Look up on the altar there. 
30 memorial candles. 

Not big candles, just little votives. 
Alone, not enough to light a room. Not even enough to read a book by.
But when you add it all up … 

Standing behind that altar is like standing in front of an open altar.
Alone, it is a little flicker. Together, they are an inferno. 

So it is with our behavior. 
A small act of kindness piles on top of a small act of kindness.
An act of generosity piles on top of an act of generosity. 

Your words of kindness could be the one thing that keeps a child from falling into despair.
Your generosity could be the one thing that keeps a family from being unable to pay this 
monthʼs bills. 
It all adds up.

The crowds came out to see the revolutionary John, and he dared them dream small. 
To look at their own lives, to look at the things that they did every single day.
And, through those every day actions, one small thing at a time, one person at a time, to 
change the world. 

Be a Scrooge.
Bah, humbug. 
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For Newtown
- Daniel Hayward

Hear these words written to the Philippians long ago and still so meaningful as we return 
to the hurting world which scares us and breaks our hearts and which God loves:

The peace of God, which is beyond all understanding, keep your hearts and minds safe 
in Christ Jesus.

And the blessings of peace, hope, and, yes, joy be yours, from God our Creator, Christ 
our Saviour, and the Holy Spirit our Comforter. Amen.
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Advent III, Prayers of the People
- Rachel Helgeson

Let us pray,

Oh God you are the holy redeemer and creator of life. 

Like a midwife you make a way for us when we doubt that we are standing in your 
presence and find ourselves unable to speak the good news embodied in you, when the 
world seems turned upside down.

Holy One, you embrace us intimately like two expecting women blessing the fruits of their 
womb, singing their praises while acknowledging the delicate balance of life in a panic 
stricken, broken world.

Mighty healer and shepherd of us all forgive us when we fall short of your calling on our 
lives.  Lift up the down trodden and lowly – fill the hungry with good things – remember us 
in your holy mercy. 

Use us, Oh God, your holy servants to attend to the orphan and the widow, lend an ear to 
the sick and the mourning, and bump softly into your light in the midst of darkness.

God we especially pray for the saints whom have gone before us and for those who 
continue to work in our congregation and community.  

We pray for those who live in fear of war in places like Syria, Mexico, Israel, and 
Palestine.  We pray for communities that wonder where their next meal will come from 
here in our own neighborhoods in Dallas and in far reaching places like Haiti and 
Somalia.

Loving God we pray for the families of victims in the recent shootings in Oregon, 
Pennsylvania, and in Connecticut.  In your holy mercy cradle them in their lamenting and 
walk softly with them in their grief. 
 
God we pray for all involved in these tragic events – that in your redeeming mercy shine 
a light in the midst of the darkness and that ultimately your power is revealed in the face 
of a child lying in a manger.

Mighty God you know what is written in our souls and on our hearts – let us now use the 
words that Jesus taught us to collectively lifting our voices to you saying – 
(Jesusʼ prayer) 
Amen.
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The Harder Way to Christmas
- Chad Andrew Herring

Zephaniah 3:14-20; Luke 3:7-18

Natasha was a classmate of mine. 

I moved to University City, a suburb of Saint Louis, 
just before the start of 7th grade
and Natasha sat next to me in my Algebra class that year.

She was so bright, and we developed a friendly competition.

I donʼt remember much of it, 
but I do remember doing quite well in Algebra.
I would regularly bring home scores of 95, 97, 100%. 
And I was proud of it.

But Natasha, she was always a bit better than me. 
We would compare scores, 
and sheʼd trump my marks with her perfect scores—
plus extra credit.

Natasha was my friend. 
Friendly, and so chatty.
Weʼd talk about her inordinate love for Michael Jackson one day
$ and her affection for dogs and cats another.

That year, fresh from the small farming town of Atlantic Iowa
$ I had few friends. 
But Natasha welcomed me with a smile and a goal:
$ to beat her, just once, on a math test. I donʼt think I ever did.

I canʼt stop thinking about Natasha this week.

She was my first introduction to gun violence and mental illness.

Sometime the following year, 
Natasha took her fatherʼs legally purchased shotgun
$ and ended her life with it.
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And all the images of that horrible experience:
$ the Baptist church where her funeral was held, 
with the blue neon Cross
$ $ $ and the GOD IS LOVE banner 
festooned across the chancel
$ classmates wailing, and gnashing teeth 
$ our efforts to pull ourselves together 
and to make sense of the whole thing,
$ all of that sticks with you all your life.

And I miss her, my friend Natasha, very much.
///

A thirteen year old shouldnʼt have to wrestle with such profound things.
To say nothing of seven year olds, or their parents.

Iʼve never before wished I were Zechariah,
$ the father of John the Baptist, mentioned in the Gospel last week,
struck mute and unable to speak until Johnʼs birth.

Days like today, that seems like a luxury, being mute,
$ keeping silent at a time when words fail 
and hearts yearn for an utterance of comfort.

Truth be told Iʼve been a bit of a mess. 
And Iʼve been talking with people all over who are the same, 
so I know its not just me.

What do you say? What is there to say?

This Friday seems like the exclamation mark on an awful few weeks:
$ $ a shopping mall in Oregon
$ $ the parking lot of Arrowhead Stadium
$ and now this: an elementary school in Connecticut. 

And the shocking revelation that 30,000 people die
$ every year in this country
$ $ suicide or homicide or horrible accident
$ $ $ $ at the hand of a gun.
One life every 20 minutes.
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Its too much. At some point, we just canʼt take it anymore.
Too much grief. Too much heartache. Too much pain.

///
But talk we must. Even if it is through heartache and grief,
$ even if it is to acknowledge our pain and our sighs.

Year after year we come to John during advent,
$ and we hear his warnings and his anger and his pain
$ $ and we struggle to understand his angst.

What is he so riled up about, this John?
Why so angry? Why such a downer?

As he vituperates about broods of vipers,
$ as John paves the way 
for the one who shall clear the threshing floor
$ $ $ and burn away the chaff,
so often we are merrily decking the halls 
and getting into the Christmas spirit
wassailing and caroling and wrapping gifts.

Thereʼs not anything wrong with that, really,
$ $ and if there is anything I want to be doing these days
$ $ $ its enjoying the joys of the season.
Its just that the usual message preached this Third Sunday of Advent
$ $ is an effort to get us to see what John was talking about.

The commentators almost all assume 
that we are merrily moving toward Christmas day
so they start with words like
$ $ “No one wants to be chastised by John the Baptist
$ $ $ this close to Christmas.”

True. Thatʼs the Harder Way to Christmas.

But THIS year, Johnʼs words donʼt feel like chastisement at all.
They ring true. 

Brood of Vipers? Yes, I feel like sometimes we dwell among them.
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Trees bearing bad fruit? They FEEL like they are everywhere today.
$ $ And sometimes I feel like I myself am among them.

Too often, its hard to understand why Angry Johnʼs words
$ could possibly be good news.

Today, I think its far more obvious.

///
Author Anne Lamott puts it this way:7

The light shines in the darkness,
$ and the darkness has not overcome it,
$ $ although this time, or at least right now,
$ $ $ it has come very close.

My pastor talks often about our dual citizenship,
$ as children of God, and Goodness,
$ $ gorgeous and divine,
$ and we are also people with human biographies and wounds
$ $ $ $ and families,
$ living in a world of unimaginable suffering, brutality,
 $ $ $ $ $ $ $ $ $ madness.

We are lighthouses of sacred love, and we are a violent species;
$ Cain is still killing Abel.

What do we do today? Lamott asks.
Where do we even start?
I wish there was a site called “Our Plan for the Next Few Days”
$ in the face of Newton.
I canʼt find it, but Iʼve realized a few things
$ and remembered a few things 
and have decided to share them.

Is it okay to stay glued to the TV? Yes, if you need to.
Is it ok not to watch any TV, 
and just do exactly what we had planned? 
Yes, anything you are doing, thinking, blocking, 
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to get through these days, is ok.
Do we go ahead with our plans to make gingerbread houses with our little ones? Of 
course.
Do we make another visit to a seemingly uncomprehending relative at the convalescent 
home? Of course.
Do we go through our neighborhood today picking up little,
$ even as we know there will be more tomorrow? Of course.
Do we plant bulbs in the cold rocky crummy earth? Always!
Do we light candles? Again—always!

///

John the Baptist, full of spit and vinegar
$ took upon his shoulders an incredibly difficult task:

In the midst of this hurting, aching world,
$ John cried out in the wilderness and proclaimed Good News:

Every Valley Shall Be Filled, John proclaimed, 
preaching from the prophet Isaiah
Every mountain and hill shall be made low
$ The crooked shall be made straight
$ The rough ways made smooth
And ALL FLESH shall see the salvation of God.

///

And like those who heard John then, we too are filled with expectation.

I donʼt know about you, but Iʼm ready.
Come, Lord Jesus. Quickly come.

The prophet Zephaniah,
$ whose words today accompany Johnʼs
$ $ offered a vision of the time
when God will save the lame, gather the outcast,
$ $ and change their shame into praise.

Yes, Lord. Do that.
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This world has too much heartache, too much hurt.
We are ready.
Come, Lord Jesus.

Come today. Please.

///

In the midst of Johnʼs proclamation, 
$ he does something extraordinary.
When we ask John, in the midst of our concern about the world
$ what should we do?

$ John tells us to LOVE.

If we have two coats, share with someone who has none.
If our job is to collect valuable things from others,
$ do so honestly, no more than what is prescribed.
Be ethical, John says. Which is another way to say: be loving.

In our loving, we will do our part in preparing the way for the LORD.
In our loving, we will experience paths made straight
$ $ and catch a glimpse of the coming Kingdom.
In our loving, we will know that LOVE WINS.

///

Friday morning, hours before the shooting in Connecticut,
$ I received an email words from Mother Teresa.
I donʼt know how I could have held it together without these words
$ $ $ $ $ $ $ $ from Mother Teresa.

Hereʼs what she once said:8
People are often unreasonable, illogical and self centered;
$ $ Forgive them anyway.
If you are kind, people may accuse you of selfish, ulterior motives;
$ $ Be kind anyway.
If you are successful, you will win some false friends 
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and some true enemies;
$ Succeed anyway.
If you are honest and frank, people may cheat you;
$ $ Be honest and frank anyway.
What you spend years building, someone could destroy overnight;
$ $ Build anyway.
If you find serenity and happiness, they may be jealous;
$ $ Be happy anyway.
The good you do today, people will often forget tomorrow;
$ $ Do good anyway.
Give the world the best you have, and it may never be enough;
$ $ Give the world the best youʼve got anyway.
You see, in the final analysis, it is between you and your God;
$ $ It was never between you and them anyway.

///

What are we to say? The road to Christmas feels harder this Year.

My friend Jenny, when thinking about today and these texts
$ and this mess
$ $ offered me an important thought:

What are we going to do today? she asked?
Light the candle of Joy, with stubbornness, conviction,
$ $ and celebration that darkness does not win.

And sheʼs right. 
With John, we can stand up and point at all this evil
$ $ $ $ $ $ all this misery
$ $ $ $ $ $ all this pain
$ $ $ $ $ $ all this hurt and say NO
$ $ $ $ $ $ $ God is coming.
$ $ $ $ $ $ $ God is LOVE.
$ $ $ $ $ $ $ And LOVE SHALL WIN.

So this Advent morning, I encourage you to love.

$ Love your family. Hug your kids or your parents or your partner.
$ Love your friends, and experience their love too.
$ Love your neighbors, all of them, 
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even the curmudgeon who bugs you too often
$ Love yourself, 
your weaknesses and your struggles and your flaws.
$ Love those who hurt, who ache, who mourn
$ Love those who are sick, in body or in mind.
$ Love God, and be inspired by Godʼs coming into THIS MESS
$ $ $ $ $ to redeem it and to make it beautiful 
$ $ $ $ $ $ $ and hopeful.
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Gifts that Cannot be Bought at the Store.. 
Hope
- Kazy Bolcher Hinds

I have been preaching a series on Gifts that Cannot be Bought at the Store..
 
Hope … this is really what this season is all about…Hope…a gift that cannot be bought at 
a store.
But, I have to admit though…that I have struggled with this whole idea of hope this past 
week…especially on Friday when I was in the drive through at Taco Bell getting a quick 
bite and I got a breaking news text message about the school shooting in Connecticut. 
I donʼt know about you, but I wanted to scream and wail…WHY?  Why do innocent 
people have to die?  Why Lord, Why?  And little innocent children at that…WHY?
Where were you when you heard the news?  I am sure you were heartbroken just like me 
and you may have even screamed out as I did and yelled at God…WHY?
How long, Lord, How long? 
When will the senseless killing stop? 
When will the wars end? 
When will peace really fill our land?
When, Lord…When?
I have to admit that since Friday…I have struggled with how to bring a message of Hope 
to you today…in the midst of such destruction. 
Hope has been torn out from under many families right now in Newtown, Connecticut…it 
has been torn and pulled out of their reach, and it has happened in the most horrible 
way… violently.  Why Lord, Why?
Voices are heard in Newtown, CT. weeping and with loud lamentations, mothers/fathers 
are crying for their children; they refuse to be comforted, because they are no more.
Today is a day of wailing and lamentation in our land. From coast to coast, folks weep 
with parents and grandparents, siblings and relatives, teachers and school workers, 
friends and neighbors.  We cry out with mall workers and shoppers, security guards and 
crossing guards.  There is no consolation for this tragic loss of life.  There are no words.
But here we are…together as a people of God, struggling to come to terms with this and 
struggling to get a foothold in the midst of this season as well. 
Where do we go from here? 
How do we sing the Lordʼs song in the new place? 
And can we even step out and do it?   
You know the child that we are preparing for and waiting for comes to offer us hope…we 
may not be there yet...but come he does and hope is what he offers to us.
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We hear this loud and clear in our text today from Jeremiah, “14The days are surely 
coming, says the Lord, when I will fulfill the promise I made to the house of Israel and the 
house of Judah.15In those days and at that time I will cause a righteous Branch to spring 
up for David; and he shall execute justice and righteousness in the land.16In those days 
Judah will be saved and Jerusalem will live in safety. And this is the name by which it will 
be called: “The Lord is our righteousness.”
 
If you like me are struggling with this whole idea of Hope this day, I would like to invite 
you to come forward and take a strip of cloth and place it in the manger as a sign of the 
Hope that you are praying this child will bring into your life.
 

14The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will fulfill the promise I 
made to the house of Israel and the house of Judah.15In those days and at that 
time I will cause a righteous Branch to spring up for David; and he shall execute 
justice and righteousness in the land.16In those days Judah will be saved and 
Jerusalem will live in safety. And this is the name by which it will be called: “The 
Lord is our righteousness.” 

 
The Lord is our Hope…may we all remember this today and forever more.  Amen!
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Morning Prayer
- Meredith Holladay

Comfort, comfort your people O God.  In the face of unspeakable loss, tragedy, and 
horror, we seek peace, and yet doubt its coming.  Cloaked in the darkness of the 
unknown and fear, we yearn to know how to move toward your light. When our sighs are 
too deep for words, and when we weep for othersʼ loss, be in our breath and be in our 
tears.  When we respond with open arms and questions that echo without answer, be in 
our reach and in our unknowing.

Comfort, comfort your people O God.  For those of us saturated in grief while the world 
around us dances and bells jingle, ease the pain and sorrow.  For those whose daily 
burden seems too heavy to bear, speak clearly your peace, give clearly your strength.

Comfort, comfort your people O God. We are better givers than receivers. Especially in 
these days of ribbons, and bows, and pretty papers, and fancy wrappings, may we find 
ourselves with arms open to receive – not gifts of stuff, but your eternal and perfect gift. 
Break down our walls of pride and arrogance that we are able to recognize not just the 
obvious gifts given, but your simple, surprising, absurd gifts.

Comfort, comfort your people O God. May we find joy and regain our laughter when we 
are tempted to take ourselves too seriously. We want power – we want to stand on our 
own, we want to be in charge, we want the power to fix things. 

We hear the voice crying in the wilderness – calling us to repentance – calling us toward 
a reversal – toward your own Reversal of our expectations. May our repentance ready us 
to receive your gifts, and allow you to shape us into your own self.  Even in our 
reluctance and our unwillingness, may we be made into your image and your people.

Comfort, comfort your people O God. May we not just speak of your peace, but may we 
know your peace. May it be your very presence among us.

When it seems we trust too quickly on weapons, fill our yearning for ploughshares, for 
understanding, for a final no the turmoil around us. 

Bring us together in community, to receive the gift of your Son.  Amen.
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What we yearn to hear
- Roy W. Howard

Philippians 4:4-7

Note: The following was said as a prelude to the annual childrenʼs Christmas 
pageant that does not include a sermon. This was composed as a pastoral 
response to the mass killings in Newtown, Connecticut.

We live in difficult, violent times. This is nothing new; the world into which God came 
among us as a vulnerable child was also torn by violence. The pain of recent days in 
Connecticut and Oregon only magnify the pain of violence that is a deep pattern in our 
society. The pattern is more apparent now but it has been with us for much too long. This 
morning I turn to Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who as a young Lutheran pastor preached the 
gospel to his own people who had fallen deeply into the abyss of violence. Speaking 
during Advent, he said, 

“... despite [all the personal sorrow], Christmas comes. Whether we wish it or not, 
whether we are sure or not, we must hear the words once again, Christ the Savior is 
here! The world that Christ comes to save is our lost and fallen world. None other." 

I believe we must remember and take courage in the saving knowledge that our God, in 
love, came to be with us in Jesus Christ. God, in love, descended to the depths of human 
pain and sorrow, embraced the worst that humans can do to each another, even death on 
a cross, because of Godʼs desire to be in union with humanity. This love, grace and 
mercy is embodied in Jesus Christ. Madly in love with us, God took upon the flesh of a 
child, to be one with us that we might be one with God. This holy child experienced the 
pain of a refugee fleeing the wrath of Herod who would kill the children rather than bow to 
this child. 

The President asked us to be our best, wherever possible to extend a hand to those in 
need, to tell them of our care and our prayers for them. He asked us to honor the memory 
of the victims and to pray God for the healing of the brokenhearted and binding up their 
wounds. 

I know we will remember them and pray all gifts of comfort and consolation sustain them. 
We are Christians who are bound by the love of God to do this. Yet, I am also convinced 
that our nation must find a way to get guns out of the hands of people who murder our 
children and themselves. As a congregation we have committed ourselves to follow 
Jesus Christ as Lord, by honoring God with our lives, in speech and in action. In this 
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season of Advent in which we remember the birth our Savior, surely we must also 
remember our calling to bear witness to Christ by protecting the innocent and staying the 
hand of those who would do harm to the children. 

I believe in "embodied" prayer; prayer that is expressed in action. I donʼt know what 
actions we might take as a congregation that embody our prayer. Perhaps each us of will 
find the next right step. But I do want to convene a conversation with our congregation so 
that we may discern the next right step together. I posted these words from the last 
sermon of our friend and former [Presbyterian Church U.S.A.] Moderator Cynthia Bolbach 
whose memorial service was yesterday:

"At the heart of a community of faith are disciples like these in the Gospel story --- 
disciples who are willing to take risks, to do whatever it takes, to help others see Jesus 
[...] Without risk-taking disciples, without disciples willing to do the unexpected, willing to 
get up on the roof and cut a hole in it for someone they may not even know – without 
those disciples, we donʼt have a church. " 

As we turn our hearts to God in prayer for the victims, and remember our Savior who 
came as a child, may we listen more deeply for the risks we must take God's sake, and 
the sake of all Godʼs children. 

The message of Christmas – the message that we so deeply need to hear again – is that 
God knows our sorrow, endures our pain, even the pain of death, because God loves us 
enough to be with us in Jesus Christ. 

I also think we need to be vigilant in renouncing opinions from so-called religious 
authorities on television and in print who turn our God into one who does harm to the 
innocent for some higher goal or punishes children for some failed political agenda, as 
some have reported. This is not the God who is revealed in our Savior who comes 
among filled with grace and truth. We must not allow our God – the God of Jesus Christ, 
who loves us – to be manipulated by religious leaders who have no agenda other than 
their own. And please, do not tell me that God needs one more little angel. Enough. Stop 
it. 

We know God by this name: Jesus Christ, who is our Emmanuel – God with us! This is 
our only hope and salvation. 

Let us rejoice in Godʼs love, grace and mercy.
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A Voice in Ramah
- Jeffery Howard

Jeremiah 31:15 

Last Friday it seemed that I was all ready for the weekend.  The sermon from Zephaniah 
was complete.  The bulletins were printed.  I had everything ready for the White Gifts 
services.  Just a few things remained and I could spend Saturday with the children of the 
church singing Christmas carols in Hartly Hall.   But then I heard the news.  28 people 
including 20 children were murdered in a Connecticut elementary school.  And I knew 
that as your pastor I had to try to make some sense out of this.  Zephaniah can wait until 
next week.  Let's pray.

“Grant unto us, O Lord, to be occupied in the mysteries of thy heavenly wisdom, with true 
progress in piety, to thy glory and our own edification. Amen.” (John Calvin)

Jeremiah 31:15  15 This is what the LORD says: "A voice is heard in Ramah, mourning 
and great weeping, Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, 
because her children are no more." 

Evil is a reality in our world.  A young man brings a weapon into a school and starts 
shooting.  This is just the most recent example of evil.  We don't know where evil comes 
from.  God created everything good.  But evil is with us regardless of its source and we 
have to deal with it.

We do know that evil has a name.  Scripture calls it Satan the accuser or the Devil.  The 
Devil and his angels were banished from heaven only to wreck havoc on the world below.  
The Devil does his dirty work by tempting people to sin.  He can use just about anything 
to tempt us.   Maybe he will use some confusion about a tree in a garden.   Maybe he will 
convince a disillusioned disciple to betray the messiah.  Maybe he will put a gun where a 
disturbed young man will find it to shoot his mother and then kill innocent children at 
school.  Satan is real good about finding something that will make us real bad.

Evil is a choice that people make.  Satan can only tempt us.  We either resist or succumb  
to this temptation.  We either choose the way of the Devil or the way of God.  Inanimate 
objects cannot be evil because they cannot make choices.  A gun is not evil because a 
gun cannot choose to be evil.  A gun is good because it is part of God's creation.  And it 
can be used for good, provide food and protection, or for evil.  The gun that was used to 
kill those children was not evil, but the person who fired it was.
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There are many reactions that we have to evil.  We can cower in fear.  We can run away.  
We can try to confront it.  There are good Christians arguing today that the government 
should ban guns.  There are good Christian that say the government should allow prayer 
in schools.  These things may help.  But I know that the government has no power to stop  
evil.  In fact there is no power on earth that can prevent evil from happening.

The parents of the children who were killed are weeping today.  It will be very hard for 
those families to celebrate Christmas this year.  My guess is that many of them had 
already put up the tree and wrapped the presents.  My hope is that on this Christmas 
these families will find the child who was placed in a manger by his mother and is the 
savior of the world.

Jesus himself narrowly escape evil as a child.  The king, Herod the Great, had heard 
from some wise men that a new king had been born in Bethlehem.  So Herod ordered the 
killing of all the children age two and under to prevent one from usurping his throne.  But 
God protected Jesus by having his parents take him to Egypt where they could live in 
safety until Herod was gone.  We learn from this that God does not prevent evil from 
occurring, he let the children of Bethlehem die, but he did send a savior into the world to 
begin the process of destroying evil.

So how do we explain evil to parents of dead children?   I read this from a chaplain at a 
hospital for children.

“Here are five things not to say to grieving family and friends: 
1. Never ever say to a grieving family: "God just needed another angel."
Portraying God as someone who arbitrarily kills kids to fill celestial openings is neither 
faithful to God, nor helpful to grieving parents.
2. Never ever say to a grieving family: "Thank goodness you have other children," or, 
"You're young. You can have more kids."
Children are not interchangeable or replaceable. The loss of a child will always be a loss, 
no matter how many other children a parent has or will have.
3. Never ever say to a grieving family:  He/she was just on loan to you from God.
The message is that God is so capricious that God will break parents' hearts at will just 
because God can. It also communicates to parents and loved ones that they are not 
really entitled to their grief.
4. Never ever say to a grieving family:  God doesn't give you more than you can handle.
Actually, some people do get a lot more than any one person should ever have to handle. 
And it doesn't come from God. Don't trivialize someone's grief with a "what doesn't kill 
you makes you stronger" mentality.
5. Never ever say to a grieving family:  We may not understand it, but this was God's will.
Unless you are God, don't use this line.
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And here are five things to say:
1. I don't believe God wanted this or willed it.
A grieving friend or family member is likely hearing that this is God's will from a number of 
other people. Affirm the idea that it may very well not be.
2. It's okay to be angry, and I'm a safe person for you express that anger to if you need it.
Anger is an essential part of the grieving process, but many don't know where to talk 
about it because they are often silenced by others when they express their feelings. (For 
instance, they may be told they have no right to be angry at God.) By saying you are a 
safe person to share all feelings, including anger, with, you help the grieving person know 
where they can turn.
3. It's not okay.
It seems so obvious, but sometimes this doesn't get said. Sometimes the pieces don't fit. 
Sometimes nothing works out right. And sometimes there is no way to fix it. Naming it can 
be helpful for some because it lets them know you won't sugarcoat their grief.
4. I don't know why this happened.
When trauma happens, the shock and emotion comes first. But not long after comes our 
human need to try to explain "why?" The reality is that often we cannot. The grieving 
person will likely have heard a lot of theories about why a trauma occurred. Sometimes 
it's best not to add to the chorus, but to just acknowledge what you do not know.
5. I can't imagine what you are going through, but I am here to support you in whatever 
way feels best.
Even if you have faced a similar loss, remember that each loss is different. Saying "I 
know how you're feeling" is often untrue. Instead, ask how the grieving person is feeling. 
And then ask what you can do to help. Then, do it and respect the boundaries around 
what they don't want help with at this point. You will be putting some control back into the 
hands of the grieving person, who often feels like they have lost so much of it.
Adapted from   http://www.huffingtonpost.com/rev-emily-c-heath/dealing-with-grief-five-
t_b_2303910.html?ncid=edlinkusaolp00000009

In the scripture I read to you earlier from Jeremiah the Judean army had suffered a major 
loss in battle.  Many of the young men who had valiantly marched out to protect their land 
never came back.   There mothers are weeping.  God wants them to hear some good 
news so he sent the prophet to proclaim a message.

Jeremiah 31:16-17   16 This is what the LORD says: "Restrain your voice from weeping 
and your eyes from tears, for your work will be rewarded," declares the LORD. "They will 
return from the land of the enemy.  17 So there is hope for your future," declares the 
LORD. "Your children will return to their own land. 
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The source of our hope in face of evil is not that God will prevent evil from occurring.  Our 
hope is that God will defeat evil by defeating death itself.  God does this by resurrecting 
the faithful from the dead to new life in Jesus Christ.  And so the comforting thought is 
one day the grieving parents and the children they lost will be reunited in a glorious 
resurrection defeating evil once and for all.  The promise of scripture is that evil will be 
defeated by the coming of a new creation with a new covenant between God and his 
people.  God has promised to purge evil from our hearts and replace it with his own 
Spirit.  We will be forgiven for all the evil we have done in our lives.  And we will be 
restored in right relationship with God and with each other.   Jeremiah puts it this way.

Jeremiah 31:31-34   31 "The time is coming," declares the LORD, "when I will make a 
new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah.  32 It will not be like 
the covenant I made with their forefathers when I took them by the hand to lead them out 
of Egypt, because they broke my covenant, though I was a husband to them," declares 
the LORD.  33 "This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after that time," 
declares the LORD. "I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I will be 
their God, and they will be my people.  34 No longer will a man teach his neighbor, or a 
man his brother, saying, 'Know the LORD,' because they will all know me, from the least 
of them to the greatest," declares the LORD. "For I will forgive their wickedness and will 
remember their sins no more." 

So what can we do when we hear about such evil in the world?  We can pray that the 
Devil will be purged from earth just as he has been purged from heaven.   We can pray 
that God's kingdom, and a world free from evil will come sooner than later.  We can pray 
that the families of the children lost will find peace and joy in God's love this Christmas.  
And we can pray that evil will not touch the ones we love.  So let's pray.

Father in heaven we pray for the families who experienced loss in the shootings last 
Friday.  Send your spirit to comfort them.   Send your spirit to protect us and our children.  
Remind us of the joy we will experience when you gather us all together in the glorious 
resurrection.  We await the coming of a savior who will banish evil.  Come, Lord Jesus.  
Amen.

110



God Weeps
- Ken Howard

And the crowds asked, "What then should we do?"
 
Friday was one of those days...
 
It's my sermon-writing day, you know.  Usually, I start pretty early. Usually, I have 
something in hand by early afternoon. Not this Friday. Something kept getting in the way: 
a phone call here, an email there...soon it was early afternoon...and no sermon.
 
Then I heard the news from Connecticut and I knew what had been happening.Twenty-
seven dead in a mass-shooting in an elementary school. God had been doing me a favor 
by keeping me from writing. Anything I had written before then would have been out the 
window. Twenty-seven dead. Twenty of them children. The majority of them six years old.
 
Since then we've all been trying to make sense of this...each of us in our own ways...
 
The news media have tried to extract a sense of perspective from the numbers.Twenty-
seven shot and killed. The second worst act of gun-violence in recent U.S. history...as if 
numbers could ascribe meaning. Second only to Virginia Tech. And yet - perhaps 
because of the utter defenselessness of the victims - somehow this feels worse.
 
The activists - on both sides - have tried to make it make sense by working even harder 
to justify their pre-existing positions, talking past each other, defending their own 
righteousness, demonizing those with whom they disagree. As if being convincing 
yourself that you are right and others are wrong make ever makes anything make 
sense...or makes you right for that matter.
 
People of varying degrees of faith are driven to ask, "Where is God in all this?" And found 
some small degree of comfort in the stories of the selfless acts of teachers and school 
personnel who sacrificed their lives to save the lives of the children in their care. Or the 
father of one of the victims, who offered compassion to the family of the shooter and even 
forgiveness to the young man himself. But somehow even these Christ-like could not fully 
satisfy our need to wrest some meaning from this.
 
We want these things to make sense because maybe if they did we could keep them for 
happening to our kids...our families. We want to find some meaning because if it does 
happen to us, we want our pain and suffering to mean something.
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But perhaps it can't be done. Perhaps sense can't be made, meaning can't found.
 
There is a Hebrew word for times like this...Shoah...the word Jewish people use to name 
what English-speakers call the Holocaust...as in ha-Shoah, the Holocaust. We think of it 
as an event in World War Two in which 7 million Jews were exterminated by the Nazis. 
But the word Shoah means more than simple millions of people slaughtered. It carries 
with it the connotation of meaninglessness: of an act beyond understanding, beyond 
meaning, beyond redemption...maybe even for God...
 
Ever since I hear the news Friday afternoon, I've had a Scripture stuck in my head - the 
text appointed for Holy Innocents Day - a story from the Nativity of Jesus, which tells of 
King Herod ordering the deaths of all the children under two years of age in Bethlehem of 
Judea, the town in which Jesus was born in an attempt to kill a single child he perceived 
as a threat to his power: Jesus.  You see Herod was the ultimate politician: wise in the 
ways of power, ruthless in his willingness to do whatever was necessary to keep it, and 
worst of all, entirely paranoid. Caesar Augustus once said of Herod that he "would rather 
be Herod's pig than a member of his family." Because Herod, the king of the Judea and 
three other kingdoms, was at least nominally Jewish, and wasn't afraid of pigs 
threatening his rule, he was willing to refrain from killing and eating pigs to keep his 
subjects happy. But family could be a threat to power, and he had already killed his wife 
and his sons for that very reason.
 
When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, he was infuriated,
and he sent and killed all the children in and around Bethlehem 
who were two years old or under,
according to the time that he had learned from the wise men.
Then was fulfilled what had been spoken through the prophet Jeremiah:
"A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation,
Rachel weeping for her children;
she refused to be consoled, because they are no more."
 
I think the creators of our lectionary put this feast day where they did - on a weekday 
following Christmas - because they knew we'd never be willing to sadden our Christmas 
season by observing it with the reading of this passage.
 
But I think we should read it now because it tells us two things relevant to the situation in 
which we find ourselves. The first is that God will not override our choices even when 
God knows they will lead to great evil:  not even at the birth of his Son, and ultimately, not 
even to avoid his own Son's death.  Yet in quoting the text from Jeremiah - of Rachel, 
spiritual mother of the children of Israel, weeping inconsolably - we learn something else 
about God. We learn that he came among us in the form of Jesus Christ so that he could 
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be our Immanu-El - our "God with us" - so he would know what it was like to be us: to feel 
our sorrows and our shame, to experience our suffering and our death. And we learn that 
he redeems them and gives them meaning, not by fixing them, not by helping us avoid 
them, but rather by experiencing them alongside us and holding us in his loving embrace 
until it is finished...and beyond.
 
How much we all wish that God would promise to keep us safe...or if he could not give us 
that promise for ourselves, at least promise it for our children: that they would never 
become victims of the evils of this world.  Sadly, for us and for God, that is a promise God 
cannot make without making us less than human in order to keep it.  But there is one 
thing that God does promise us: that God will be with us everything: that even when the 
worst happens, God is with us...and that God truly knows what we feel, because God 
feels it whenever we do.
 
So we can know that God holds those who died in his arms. Know that God weeps with 
the parents who mourn. Know that God feels the loss of the children who lost the 
brothers or sisters or friends.  Know that God feels the guilt of the children who can't 
understand why they lived while others died. Know that God feels our sense of 
helplessness in the face of persistent evils.
 
And the crowds asked, "What then should we do?"
 
And we are asking the same.
 
I think we should pray.
 
There is an old West-African saying about prayer, brought to our shores by the slaves our 
ancestors brought here, and which Frederick Douglass made a little bit better know.  It 
goes something like this:
 
If you want hear it when God answers your prayer,
you've got to be willing to pray with your feet.
 
What that means is that when you pray, you have be willing to become part of God's 
answer to your prayer. You not only have to be willing to listen for that still, small voice in 
your heart, but also willing to answer its call, even if it calls upon to do what does not 
seem wise in the ways of this world...maybe especially then.  To be willing to love when 
the world says to hate. To be willing to reconcile when the world says to take revenge. To 
be willing to risk when the world says to play it safe.  To give generously to others when 
the world says to look out for you and yours. To speak when the world counsels silence.
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And so I ask you to pray...I ask you to pray with your feet...

 
A Prayer
adapted from the Collects
for Holy Innocents Day and the Third Sunday of Advent
We remember today, O God, 
the slaughter of the holy innocents of Bethlehem by King Herod.
Receive, we pray, into the arms of your mercy all innocent victims;
and by your great might frustrate the designs of evil
and establish your rule of justice, love, and peace.
Stir up your power, O Lord, and with great might come among us;
and, because we are sorely hindered by our sins,
let your bountiful grace and mercy speedily help and deliver us;
through Jesus Christ our Lord, to whom, with you and the Holy Spirit,
be honor and glory, now and for ever. Amen
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Joy Abundant
- Andy James

Philippians 4:4-7 

The past two days have been an incredible mix of emotions for me.
I spent Friday as a somewhat usual day off—
until I heard of the horrific events of the school shooting in Newtown,
when I then tried to follow the news as best I could without becoming engrossed in the 
sad and difficult news of the day.
Then, as many of you know, I spent all day yesterday on a very quick trip to Washington, 
DC,
where about thirty members of the choir I sing with sang at the White House to provide 
entertainment for the public holiday tours.
It was a strange mixture of two days.
Friday, nothing seemed right.
Christmas seemed an eternity away,
with some twenty children killed mercilessly in yet another incident of gun violence that 
for some reason we are unable or unwilling to do anything about.
Then yesterday, within seconds of walking into the White House, Christmas came into 
sharp view,
with some of the most beautiful decorations I have ever seen
and the scent of pine and fir all around.
I told one of my fellow singers that I felt like Christmas had finally begun!
Several of us noted how it seemed quite strange to sing about joy and happiness after 
Fridayʼs events,
but the eventual decision was to set aside the horrific events of Friday and try to set a 
celebratory mood for the day,
and I think it worked.

The past two days have felt very much like a strange mix of joy and sadness, but thatʼs 
also what we face today in our worship.
Today is the third Sunday of Advent, the time each year where we light the pink candle of 
the Advent wreath and celebrate the joy that comes when Jesus is born.
The texts appointed for this day talk about the joy and hope that comes in and through 
the birth of Jesus,
and so we normally think about how this season is filled with great joy and hope and 
promise,
and we finally get to sing one of the great Christmas carols, “Joy to the World,” because it 
fits with Advent as much as Christmas.
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But today, the joy and hope and promise of Advent and Christmas seem to be left in the 
midst of the horrors at Sandy Hook Elementary School.
Rejoice in the Lord always, even in the midst of this??
Paul couldn't have meant that we have to rejoice today, could he?
If we take our last song seriously, do we have to be thankful for this?
In the face of such tragedy and death, what are we to do? Celebrate?
One option for rejoicing that I hear a lot in times like this is to be thankful that it wasnʼt us,
that no one we knew was killed,
or that the violence didnʼt get any worse.
In the face of such suffering, I donʼt think it is our place to rejoice that we aren't as bad off 
as those people over there
or to thank God that we havenʼt faced such loss ourselves.
As Christians, it is our call to stand with those who face this kind of immense, real, deep 
loss and pain 
and to do everything we can to embody the love, grace, mercy, and justice of God in 
Christ each and every day.

So in the midst of such a challenge, I am grateful that this text says that there is more for 
us to do.
Some days we just canʼt rejoice,
but since there is more to do, we can move on for now and come back to rejoicing on 
another day—or maybe even later on in this sermon!
So when Paul suggests that our gentleness be known to everyone, I think we might have 
something that seems doable in a moment like this.
We can be gracious and understanding to those who approach these difficult days from 
very different perspectives.
We can respond to such heinous violence in our world not with more violence but rather 
with a generous and gentle call to peace.
And we can listen and hear in such a way that those who suffer pain and loss in the midst 
of this and so many other moments of violence know that we stand with them and will join 
in Godʼs work to make all things new.

After we start down the path to gentleness, Paul challenges us yet again to trust that the 
Lord is near.
On days like yesterday for me, that felt entirely possible.
Amidst the beautiful holiday decor of the White House,
amidst the pageantry and majesty of Washington, DC,
amidst the presence of my fellow singers and in the beautiful music we created together,
God felt very near.
But on Friday, God didnʼt seem very near but in fact felt very much absent—
not because there was no prayer in the school as some have suggested
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but because the horrific things that happened there were so far from what God intends for 
creation.
Yet the Lord is still near.
In the life and death of Jesus, we see that God has experienced the full breadth and 
depth of human life even as he conquered the fullness of death and destruction,
and we can trust that he will return to make that victory full and complete and joyous for 
all.
In moments like this, in joy and sorrow, we can be confident that the Lord is and will be 
near to make all things new for us and all creation.

But then Paul continues with another challenge:
“Do not worry about anything.”
Have you ever tried not to worry about anything?
Itʼs not easy, and Iʼm not sure I know anyone who has been able to pull it off,
because when I try, I all too soon start to worry about how much I worry!
Paul certainly tempers this perspective with an instruction to be faithful in prayer,
but it is nonetheless incredibly difficult to set aside all the things that make us worry even 
when we can turn to God in prayer.

And finally, Paul tells us to trust Godʼs peace:
“And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and 
minds in Christ Jesus.”
If this peace can come, then send it our way, O God!
It sure would be helpful in the Middle East these days,
and Newtown could use some of it, too.
But while this peace will guard our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus, Paul says it also 
surpasses all understanding—
so sometimes we may have it when we donʼt even know it.

But amidst this peace that surpasses all understanding, 
alongside all the pain and sorrow and sighing of these days,
along with the joyful expectation of Christmas,
we might finally be ready to embrace the fullness of this joy.
Real and true and complete joy comes not from imprisoning ourselves in deep sorrow,
not from taking pleasure in the pain of others,
not from always having everything that we need and want,
but from a way of life that shows deep and real gratitude for the gifts we have from God,
for Godʼs presence with us in the midst of every storm,
and for Godʼs gift of new life that emerges in the face of death.
This joy is not about us and our happiness,
about smiling faces or simple laughter or even safety amidst great peril.
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Joy is not about escaping the pain of our world with a holiday that doesnʼt deal in the real 
here and now,
for if Christmas is anything, it is a celebration of our God who came into our midst to 
dwell in the dark and painful stuff of our world.
This joy that is solely about our happiness, this joy that simply wants to escape the real 
things of life—
these are the forced cheer and shallow celebration that we confessed earlier today,
things that we too often claim are the fullness of what God intends.
Instead, the deep, real, true joy that God gives us may not always be cheerful or happy,
but it does show us how God can transform us and our world through justice, mercy, and 
peace.
It helps us to see how the world is about more than our own happiness.
It reminds us that God has broken into our world in Jesus to feel the joy and sorrow of the 
human experience.
And it promises us that there is something more in store for us than what we can see in 
the here and now.

So in these days when joy may seem so far off and yet so near,
when our lives and our world are touched by pain, violence, sorrow, and confusion,
may God open our eyes to the One who comes to bring us real and true and deep joy,
to the One who transforms possibility into promise and pain and suffering into new life,
to the One who breaks into our world to bring us wonder and peace and hope
so that our joy might be all the more complete and real and deep and true when we 
welcome Jesus on Christmas morning
and when he returns to make all things new.
Lord, come quickly! Amen.
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Fire and Hope
- Todd Jenkins

Philippians 4:4-7 

I donʼt know about you, but I came here today to find a three-strand cord in which to tie a 
knot and hold-on, as much or more for all the people Iʼve read and heard about this week 
but will never meet, as for me. I know that sermons are notorious for having three points, 
and it seems that preachers sometimes stretch way too far to connect all three, but today, 
I donʼt want to do the stretching. I want the very self of God to reach down to us; to wrap 
us in swaddling love and hold us and all the hurting world near to a warm, soothing 
heartbeat until we fall asleep and dream, not the nightmares that have been seen, heard, 
and felt this week, but dream the hope, promise, and comfort of Immanuel – God with us! 

This isnʼt one of those quick “there, there...” pats on the backside as we lie, face-down in 
the crib, whimpering about an imaginary monster under the bed. This is one of those, “Iʼm 
going to need you to crawl up in this twin bed and stay all night – maybe 3 or 4, or 30 or 
40,  or 300 or 400 nights!” kind of comforts that we need. 

The 3 strands of the braided cord Iʼm tying into a knot, so we can all hang on:
[1] truth/reality
[2] promise/power
[3] hope/love 

Paulʼs letter to the Philippians, from which todayʼs scripture comes, is one of the most 
hopeful letters in the New Testament. He wrote, not to a congregation that had come 
completely off the faith-tracks and was careening toward a cliff, but rather to faithful 
believers who were struggling to maintain their unity. 

Letʼs examine the 3 cords that hold out possibility to secure us today:
[1] truth/reality: The world as we experience it is full of more reality than we can stomach. 
Fear, anger, hatred, violence, suffering, and death are the daily headlines. Against this 
backdrop of reality, if we have the courage to dig deep enough, we come to the question 
of truth. What is true? What truth will outlast all other truths and hold us together?

[2] promise/power: The world is much more interested in exercising power than it is in 
admitting and questioning power. We like using the power we have to get what we think 
we need and deserve, but weʼre not so keen on asking how our exercise of power 
impacts others. Against the backdrop of power, if we have the courage to dig deep 
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enough, we come to the question of promise. Who makes promises? Who has the power 
to keep promises in ways that will hold us together?

[3] hope/love: We spend our lives looking for and trying to express love. As weʼve 
experienced it, in our desperately passionate but often dysfunctional attempts, “Love is 
not a victory march. Itʼs a cold and itʼs a broken hallelujah.” to quote the Leonard Cohen 
song. Against the backdrop of our experience of love, if we have the courage to dig deep 
enough, we come to the question of hope. In what/whom do we dare hope? How does 
that hope affect what we see, what we do, and whom we become? How does hope hold 
us together?

Paulʼs words to the church at Philippi are not nostalgic or sentimental. They neither come 
from a memory of the past that is untethered to reality, nor a rose-colored view of the 
present. They are, instead, a prophetic declaration of truth, promise, and hope, despite 
the tragedies of past and present, grounded in nothing less than the very self of God. 

Yesterday morning, as I completely rethought what I wanted you to hear today, I found it 
very fitting that, on this third Sunday of Advent, our candle color changes from 
introspective blue or purple to a more hope-filled pink. There comes a time, quite 
regularly in fact, when, with necessary introspection underway, we need some depth 
perception. We need to be reminded of creationʼs plan and purpose. 

The pink Advent candle represents Joy, from the Latin word Gaudete (“Rejoice”). As Paul 
writes to the divided and beleaguered church at Philippi:

4 Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. 5 Let your gentleness be known to 
everyone. The Lord is near. 6 Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer 
and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7 And the 
peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds 
in Christ Jesus.

Christmas Presence

Itʼs the gift youʼve hoped for, 
even if youʼre clueless regarding 
its absence or how to find it.
If you make it through the holidays 

in one piece, or at least in few enough 
pieces to fit in one basket, 
and youʼre still wondering whether you 
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“did” Christmas “right” again 

or for the first time this year, 
Iʼve got a revelation for you – 
a gift, if you will. 
Itʼs really all about God, 

about Godʼs gift, about you and I 
learning that the true meaning of life, 
year-round and life-long, 
can be found in surrendering 

our worth-by-work, our value-by-morality, 
and our reduction-of-anxiety-by-control 
to Godʼs acceptance-before-and-in-spite-of-labor, 
Godʼs love-no-matter-the-behavior, Godʼs peace-by-release.

Yeah, itʼs all about stepping back 
from “Thatʼs how we roll!” and 
recognizing both Godʼs eminent presence 
as well as Godʼs imminent arrival. 

Godʼs presence is eminent – with an “e” – because God is conspicuous, and prominent, 
even and especially in the midst of tragedy and death.

Godʼs arrival is imminent –with an “i” – because Godʼs joyous in-breaking is on the 
horizon, and about to happen soon, and again.

Stranded

Take this weekʼs strains 
of our cold and broken hallelujahs
and braid them into a cord that is 
both soft enough and strong enough 
to support all of creation. 

Pull this world back from its dangerous swing – 
not over the imaginary fiscal cliff that has turned 
national leaders into party puppets 
behaving like petty junior-high kids – 
but the precarious swing of lost innocence 
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over the chasm of unimaginable violence 
in China, Las Vegas, Kansas City, Oregon, and Connecticut, 
just to name a few headline-grabbers, 
not even mentioning the senseless deaths 
that occur daily around the world. 

Help us step back from all that we have tightly squeezed 
as sacred and true, and ask the Immanuel questions: 
“What does it mean to live, not as if 
weʼve got it all figured out, under control, 
and are fully operating according to Godʼs plan, 
but rather to live as those whose faith 
mortars the vast expanse between 
tiny bricks of understanding?” 
“What does it mean to live 
ʻImmanuelʼ – God with us?” 
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Unbreakable Gifts of Christmas - Joy
- Roberta Karchner

Philippians 4:4-9

Note, because of young children in the congregations, I did not specifically name 
the incident, and briefly touched base with their parents ahead of time. 

Paul opened this passage with these words – 4 Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will 
say, Rejoice. 5 Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near.

Why can we have Joy in a moment like this? There is one reason and one reason only – 
we can have joy because the Lord is near! One of the first words of hope posted by a 
friend who was a pastor was a quote from Mr. Rogers – Listen to his wisdom to us today.

"When I was a boy and I would see scary things in the news, my mother would say to me, 
"Look for the helpers. You will always find people who are helping." To this day, especially 
in times of "disaster," I remember my mother's words and I am always comforted by 
realizing that there are still so many helpers – so many caring people in this world."

He speaks of what Paul writes to the Philippians ... to keep our eyes on that which is 
good.

8 Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is 
pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if 
there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things.

When I looked online, I found many thoughts of his which spoke of the same ideas:

“We live in a world in which we need to share responsibility. It's easy to say "It's not my 
child, not my community, not my world, not my problem." Then there are those who see 
the need and respond. I consider those people my heroes.” 

Paul tells us to BE those heroes, those people who care. 

9 Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in 
me, and the God of peace will be with you.

I love the solid wisdom of Mr. Rogers because he understands what it means to be a 
child and to talk to children. And his truths, like Paulʼs, speak to all of us.
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In the midst of trouble, abstract theories do not offer hope —Jesus does. Impersonal 
doctrines do not make things right – Jesus does. The Philippians are reminded that they 
can rejoice – because Jesus is near.

...

 Today we gather together as a community of believers. We seek to hear words of hope.
Where is God in this tragedy? Where he has always been. Among his people. With us, 
present in his creation, moved by our tragedy, helping us to be strong enough to bear the 
load. He is the one who gives us hope.

Our opening song – Come Thou Long Expected Jesus speaks of that hope. I heard the 
words running through my mind as the tragedy of Friday unfolded. The words jumped out 
at me as I found myself singing – “Israelʼs strength and consolation, Hope of all the earth 
Thou art”

Then the hymn, Joyful, Joyful, we adore Thee ... “melt the clouds of sin and sadness, 
drive the dark of doubt away” spoke again of Godʼs love in the midst of our grief. Even 
our most joyful songs remind us that the Joy we have is not because of trouble-free 
circumstances, it is because God's love shines brightest when we are caught in the 
darkness of the world. 

Our last hymn, the one I chose to speak to our sorrow after this weekʼs events is "I Heard 
the Bells on Christmas Day". 

“And in despair I bowed my head: ʻThere is no peace on earth,ʼ I said, for hate is strong 
and mocks the song of peace on earth Good Will to men. Then pealed the bells more 
loud and  deep: God is not dead nor doth He sleep. The wrong shall fail, the right prevail, 
with peace on Earth Good will to men.

God is not dead, nor doth he sleep. Paul would agree.

Yes, Joy is an unbreakable gift when we understand the source of our joy. That source is 
Jesus, the child we celebrate at Christmas.

He came into the world to teach us the truth of Emanuel, that God is indeed with us. He 
came into the world to bring peace, to light up the darkness of our night. 

And so what can we do in the midst of this?
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My granddaughter's Advent book told a story this week, a story of the two angels, each 
with one wing. They wanted to see the babe in Bethlehem, but neither could fly – it was 
only when they put their arms around one another and carried one another that they 
discovered together they could fly. 

Mr. Rogers used another story, a story that tells of a real life experience at the Special 
Olympics.

“There was a story going around about the Special Olympics. For the hundred-yard dash, 
there were nine contestants, all of them so-called physically or mentally disabled. All nine 
of them assembled at the starting line and, at the sound of the gun, they took off. But one 
little boy didn't get very far. He stumbled and fell and hurt his knee and began to cry. The 
other eight children heard the boy crying. They slowed down, turned around, and ran 
back to him--every one of them ran back to him. The little boy got up, and he and the rest 
of the runners linked their arms together and joyfully walked to the finish line.

They all finished the race at the same time. and when they did, everyone in the stadium 
stood up and clapped and whistled and cheered for a long, long time. And you know 
why? Because deep down we know that what matters in this life is more than winning for 
ourselves. What really matters is helping others win, too, even if it means slowing down 
and changing our course now and then.”

In the midst of tragedy we can BE the Joy that is unbreakable. It is our love, our 
compassion for others, our reaching out that will make a difference. We can teach our 
children to look at the helpers, because there will always BE helpers.

But we can also be the helpers that change the world from evil to good. We can be the 
bells that toll the words, God is not dead, he doth not sleep ... and work towards peace 
on earth.

In so doing, we will indeed find the gift of Joy in our own lives, a gift that is most 
unbreakable when we find ways to share it with others.
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Singing Out Against the Darkness
- Jim Kitchens

Malachi 3:1-4, Matthew 2:16-18

Like you, I am left dumbfounded by the tragic events of this past week.  What can you 
possibly preach after 20 families who sent their babies off to school Friday morning are 
met with the obscenely horrible news that their children are dead?  What can you say to 
the families of the adults who died in the shooting, probably trying to protect their young 
charges?  What, even, can you say to the family of the mother who was killed and of the 
son whose demons drove him to this senseless act?

And, yet, speak we must.  This is a moment when it is absolutely necessary that we 
Christians speak a word of hope, a word of joy, even a word of life. As I said to the choir 
before their concert Friday night, what better moment to insist upon the Christmas 
proclamation that “the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome 
it” (John 1:5) than right now, when the darkness feels so thick, so impenetrable, and so 
suffocating?  What better moment to sing “Joy to the World” than when the world seems 
blanketed with a pall of joylessness?

Unfortunately – for us and for the world – the post-Christmas story about slaughter of the 
innocents in Matthew has come early this year.  With the evangelist, we find our hearts 
dropping to their knees and crying out with the prophet Jeremiah:

A voice is heard in Ramah,
   lamentation and bitter weeping.
Rachel is weeping for her children;
   she refuses to be comforted for her children,
   because they are no more. (Jeremiah 31:15)

When I learned a few days ago that our guest preacher was not going to be able to come 
this weekend, my original plan for a replacement sermon had been to talk about how the 
most dominant image of Jesus in early Christian art was that of the Madonna nursing her 
infant son.  I still would encourage you to search for those images on your computers this 
week, because they are now – as they were then – comforting images of a nurturing God.  
And, literally, God knows we all could use some nurturing as we mourn such senseless 
violence.

But it wasnʼt much longer before those images began to be replaced by the far more 
violent images of a bleeding Jesus hanging on a cross. The image on our bulletin cover 
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this morning, in fact, comes from such a painting. It is part of an altarpiece painted by 
Matthias Grünewald in the early 1500ʼs for a monastery in Isenheim, Germany.  John the 
Baptist directs the eyes of the worshipper away from himself and toward the figure of the 
dying Jesus, toward whom he points.  

The turn to images of torture and death did not occur because Christianity wanted to 
become a religion about violence.  Instead, they emerged because the church came to 
understand that the real world in which it was called to proclaim the good news about 
Jesus Christ was a very violent place.  If we forget that truth, we run the risk of turning the 
gospel into a feel-good fairy tale about how God loves us all and everything will magically 
turn out okay in the end.  But the gospel is far more realistic in its worldview than that.  
The gospel engages the real world of violence, and all demonic forces, and death, 
because – like it or not – that is the world in which we still live.  

Part of the reason we are so radically shocked by events like this weekʼs shooting is that 
we forget that – for most of the world – violence is a everyday part of life.  We donʼt think 
often about the parents in Syria who worry every day about whether their children will 
return to them whole.  We canʼt imagine what it feels like to be an Afghani parent who 
sends his/her daughter to school when the Taliban have threatened violence against girlsʼ  
schools.  We are shielded from the reality that in many African countries, parents worry 
daily about whether their children will be kidnapped and forced to serve in guerrilla 
armies like the Ugandan “Lordʼs Resistance Army” led by Joseph Kony.

Even so, we have plenty of reminders about the violence endemic to our culture and, in 
particular, the violence perpetrated by people with guns.  And yet, I know I was 
astounded when I read yesterday that there have been 31 school shootings in the United 
States since Columbine in 1999.  And I was shocked when I read statistics about the 
number of people killed by handguns this past year:  48 People in Japan, 8 Great Britain, 
34 Switzerland, 52 Canada, 58 Israel, 21 Sweden, and 10,728 in The United States.

In a pastoral letter issued on Friday, Presbyterian Church (USA) Stated Clerk Grady 
Parsons and General Assembly Mission Agency Executive Director Linda Valentine said:

We must engage in a conversation in this nation about this unbearably ongoing 
and despairingly repeatable tragedy.  Too many innocent lives are being lost.  
Too many Rachelʼs are weeping for loved ones gunned down in senseless and 
increasingly commonplace acts of violence in places like schools and malls. … 
Aware of the faith dimensions of this on-going tragedy and informed by our 
historic commitment to peace and non-violence, Presbyterians must do our part 
to responsibly end gun violence. 
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You are all intelligent people, and you can all decide on your own what you want to do 
about the issue of gun violence in this country. I can only tell you that I know I will be 
doing whatever I can to encourage actions from our politicians to bring this national 
epidemic under control.

I want to end with a couple of postings by friends of mine in response to the Connecticut 
tragedy.

Synod Executive Landon Whitsitt wrote the following to pastors who would be preaching 
today (but it could just as easily be words of advice to all Christians). 

You and I are fragile creatures. We bend and break more than any of us would 
like to admit, but this Sunday is a day to rely on the Holy Spirit to bring to mind all 
you have been told.

In life and in death we belong to God. That was the Truth I proclaimed at the 
funeral of my father-in-law who took his own life. It is the Truth that sustains us. It 
is the Truth for a reason: It is true.

Nadia Bolz-Weber, the Lutheran pastor of a church in Denver that regularly sponsors a 
hymn sing in neighborhood pubs called “Beer & Hymns,” writes about the importance on 
shouting down evil with songs and carols about resurrection and hope. In the aftermath of 
the July shooting in a Denver area theater, she wrote:  

I thought for a moment of canceling Beer & Hymns on Friday night.  We have so 
much fun at that event and I though that perhaps it wasnʼt the right thing to do 
that night. Thankfully that thought only lasted a moment.  Then I posted on 
Facebook that that night we would still gather to sing praises to God, for, as the 
funeral mass says even as we go to the grave still we make our song alleluia.

 And then after Beer & Hymns we sat in a noisy Denver bar and sang Vespers 
together, we sang our prayer to God, and in our singing I heard a defiant tone.  
The sound of a people who simply will not believe that violence wins, a people 
who know that the sound of the risen Christ speaking each of our names drowns 
out all other voices.

 It drowns out the sound of the political posturing, the sound of cries for 
vengeance, the sound of our own fears and anxieties and the deafening 
uncertainty – because all of it is no match for the shimmering sound of the 
resurrected Christ calling our name. …
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This is the God to whom we sing.  A God who didnʼt say we would never be 
afraid but that we would never be alone. A God who shows up.  In the violence of 
the cross, in the darkness of a garden before dawn, in the gardener, in a movie 
theater, in the basement of a bar.

And, we should add, in a Connecticut schoolhouse.  So let us sing joyfully this Christmas.  
Let us sing lustily of the God who comes in the vulnerability of a baby but whose love will 
not abandon us even in the face of death.  “Joy to the world, this Lord is come.”  Amen.
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What to do...
- Greg Klimovitz

The horrific events that took place at Sandy Hook Elementary this past Friday are not the 
first, nor will they be the last, attestations to a world torn by violence. The real temptation 
is to grow weary and lose hope when every day we read stories about heinous crimes 
against humanity, abduction of child soldiers, manifestations of genocide, and the all-too-
common shootings that are taking place in our public schools, movie theaters, shopping 
malls, and even churches. We are especially aghast when the victims are young children 
and defenseless kindergartners who had a whole future ahead of them.

As I have previously mentioned, my initial reaction to any realization of suffering and 
injustice is to cry out, how long, O Lord. Even so, come Lord Jesus. My first response is 
to demand that God would act, that God would intervene, that God would also say 
enough. Much like the Psalmist whose tears drench his couch (Psalm 6:6-7), the 
widowed prophet Anna who fasts and prays in anticipation (Luke 2), and bereaved 
Rachel because of massacred children in Ramah, I also expect God to bring a new day 
(Matthew 2:18).

Advent is a liturgical reminder that we are a people in waiting for the world to be made 
new and right. Yet we wait not on our hands. Our Advent-ing is active. We have a living 
hope (1 Pt 1:3) that must be embodied, pursued, and lived into for the sake of our 
neighbors near and far. We inaugurate our future hopes in the present, the hear and now.

That said, my other response to suffering at the hands of the violent is to remember our 
call as the church. Advent awakens our memory to be peace-makers, hope-givers, 
dream-sharers, burden-carriers, and soul-tenders.

This begs the question- how? What can we do in the face of such atrocities as what took 
place on Friday? How can we live out our identity as Jesus' disciples within a world yet to 
be healed of senseless violence? How can we live into the peaceable kingdom of God in 
the midst of a society bent on aggression and assault?  

Pray. We often undervalue and lose sight of the reality that our prayers do matter. I am 
not sure how. I am not sure why some prayers seem to be met with circumstantial and 
social change and others seem as though they have fallen on def ears, but I keep 
praying...I hope you will, too. Even so, come Lord Jesus!

Look in the Mirror: We all need to consider how we perpetuate cycles and patterns of 
violence. Our language, sources of entertainment, video games, movies, music, and 
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manners in which we deal with personal conflict also deeply matter. It can even be said 
that the purchases and investments we make sometimes sustain industries and promote 
cultural narratives that feed on violence and weapons wielded in war. So we must take a 
look and ponder our own contributions to a violent world and choose instead to speak life. 
We must take a look at our laws. We must be willing to change, "These tragedies must 
end. And to end them, we must change." (President Barack Obama, 12/17/12)

Listen and Learn: Ignorance is not bliss. Instead, learn about how violence is crippling 
individuals and communities locally and globally.  Make space to listen to the stories of 
victims of violence. Celebrate the heroes and sheroes who have worked towards past 
and present change without resorting to violence. Allow yourself to develop a prophetic 
imagination that sees beyond the myths of redemptive violence that only breed more 
violence.

Speak Up and Advocate: Stand on the side of those victimized by violence and work 
towards social policies that help alleviate violence.  Research gun control laws, anti-
bullying campaigns, peacemaking organizations, and justice programs. Even more 
practically, befriend those often pushed to the margins of your school, place of work, 
neighborhood, and city. When you have a hunch that something is not right and the 
seeds of violence are being planted- speak up and work with those who can move 
towards possible prevention.

Create Opportunities to Partner: Rally together with others who share a passion for 
peacemaking and organize together for the purpose of educating others about and 
supporting victims of violence. Partner with organizations that share your convictions and 
work towards wholistic change.

Dare to Hope: One of the most subversive disciplines of Christian life is that we hope in 
a God whose promise is for the whole world to be made new and right. We have a hope 
and confidence that the Way of Jesus- a way of non-violence and peace, of justice and 
compassion, and the beginnings of a world where tears and sorrow are no more- will win 
out in the end. This is a hope that we live into just as much as we hold onto it, especially 
at Advent. This is a hope we proclaim, especially in the aftermath of gross tragedies.

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace. Where there is hatred, let me sow love; 
where there is injury, pardon; where there is doubt, faith; where there is despair, 
hope;where there is darkness, light; and where there is sadness, joy. O Divine Master, 
grant that I may not so much seek to be consoled as to console; to be understood as to 
understand;to be loved as to love.For it is in giving that we receive; it is in pardoning that 
we are pardoned; and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life. Amen
---St. Francis of Assisi
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Holy Conversations: Mary and Elizabeth
- Andrew Kort

Luke 1:39-56

On Thursday night I began reading a book for one of my D. Min classes in Pittsburgh this 
coming January. It is a book about preaching and ministry in times of crisis. It begins by 
telling the following story:

“In November 1963, Gene Boutellier was the pastor of the Christian Church in Fresno, 
California. Late one Friday morning came the shocking news that the President had been 
assassinated. Not knowing what to do, Boutellier stumbled up the steps into the church 
tower, grabbed the rope, and began ringing the bell. He rang the bell until he could pull 
the rope no longer. Then he came down the steps, chest heaving, and walked through 
the door into the chancel. To his utter astonishment, he found the sanctuary packed, 
every pew filled, and every eye on him…Listening to this story, we may wonder, “What 
did he say?” But alas, what he said, if anything, has not entered into history.”9

As I sat reading in bed with a cup of green tea on Thursday night, I had no idea just how 
relevant that story, and the topic of crisis, would become to me on Friday morning. 
Sometimes a crisis occurs and the pastor is forced to discard the nicely done sermon 
they had finished earlier in the week and climb into the pulpit with a new word and a new 
sermon quickly put together on the heels of a tragedy. Today is one of those days. 

I had another sermon mostly finished for us this morning. It was about the holy 
conversation between Mary and Elizabeth. I was going to tell you all about the Magnificat 
and I even had some comments about my experiences involving conversations between 
pregnant women, like the Mary and Elizabeth. 

But then as I sipped my coffee on Friday morning hoping to put the finishing touches on 
that sermon, I saw the headlines about the shooting at the elementary school in 
Connecticut. At an elementary school. While I wish there was simply a church bell to ring 
and a rope that I could pull all morning long, I cannot. And you are here. So I climb into 
the pulpit this morning, chest heaving, with some fear and trembling, and trusting that 
God can speak even in the midst of these events. Perhaps you are wondering what the 
preacher will say, if anything, about the school shooting that surpassed the horror of 
Columbine. And perhaps the preacher is even wondering what he will say this morning. 
But I feel that something must be said. So here we go.
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You may feel differently than I do on this, and that is your prerogative to do so, but I lend 
my voice to the choir of voices crying out, “How Long, O Lord? How long will we continue 
to allow guns to be in the hands of civilians?” Iʼm not talking about rifles for hunters who 
hunt responsibly. Iʼm talking about people who can get handguns or heaven forbid semi-
automatic weapons. When will we learn? What will it take? How can this keep 
happening? Why does this keep happening? What is so flawed in our system that we are 
not taking greater steps to reduce the 30,000 deaths per year by guns in our country?

It was complete shock when Columbine happened. But these shootings are getting all too 
familiar and all too common as if we await the news to see where the big massacre will 
be this week. And here I thought Tuesdayʼs shooting at the mall in Oregon met our quota 
for the week. But obviously, I was wrong and the week was not yet over. And Friday 
happened.

If there is one thing that we know about humanity it is this: for all of its goodness and for 
all its beauty, humanity is deeply flawed. We are, as Calvin would say, “totally depraved.” 
We are sinners incapable of doing good when left up to our own devices. We fall short of 
the glory of God and Godʼs plans and desires for us somehow continue to elude and 
escape us. While I still have hope and hope in the goodness of humanity, Iʼve begun to 
think that at times we canʼt be trusted. There is more sin in this world than we can 
imagine. These are the times when those words from the Lordʼs Prayer ring in our ears 
as we pray, “Deliver us from evil.”

Besides the shootings at the Oregon mall and the school in Connecticut, did you hear 
about the man in China on Friday morning who stabbed 22 kids at a school there? What 
kind of a world do we live in where 22 children getting stabbed at a school is not the 
worst school tragedy that day? Did you hear about the Grinch who stole 400 gifts from 
the Area10 Agency on Aging that were supposed to go to senior citizens in our 
community? Itʼs incomprehensible. We are given the gift of free will by God who trusts us 
to do great good, but sadly we often do great bad. 

I wish I could stand up here and point fingers and say, “What is wrong with these 
people?” But then I remember that in many ways, I am, and so are you, “these people.” 
Of course I know that we are not the ones pulling the triggers, stretching out the knife, or 
stealing the gifts, but we are people who must time and time again turn to God for mercy 
and forgiveness. We are dependent on grace, are we not?

I am also not going to stand up here and propose a gun control solution this morning, 
because I donʼt think you are here for that and I donʼt have a solution other than to not let 
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people have guns. And because I think you are here this morning, just like you are on 
every Sunday morning, to hear what God has to say. 

Well, I think we can all agree that we are in trouble. When we talk about being in trouble 
we say we are in “deep trouble.” Harry Emerson Fosdick once said, “We say (deep 
trouble), not broad, long, high—those adjectives would not apply—but deep trouble. 
When the psalmist says, ʻOut of the depths have I cried unto thee, O Lord,ʼ we know what 
he means. He is in trouble.”10

And our world is troubled. And out of the depths we have cried out to the Lord. We were 
reminded of that again this week. And it causes anger. It causes confusion. It causes a 
flood of emotion. And this time the crisis arises during Advent, the season where we wait, 
where we hold onto hope for the coming of a savior, the coming of one who will save us 
from ourselves. 

But as we read the passage about Mary and Elizabeth and the soon to be born babies in 
their wombs, we must remember that confusion and ugliness were just as much a part of 
the context of that day as they are today. We know that the world of Mary and Elizabeth 
was a world of dirty politics, brutal killings, and the slaughter of innocent children as 
ordered by King Herod; a world of greed, and struggles for power. It is a world that is not 
too hard for us to imagine some 2000 years later. 

And it was into that world that God looked down and decided to take action. God decided 
to engage the world in a new way, by sending down the Christ child to usher in the things 
people longed for—peace, hope, joy, and love. And God did it in and through people like 
us. 

God took an older barren women and a young unwed virgin and God put something 
inside of them that would no longer stand for violence, for hate, for brutality. God put 
something inside of Elizabeth that would call us to repent and to make straight our ways. 
God put something inside of Mary that would teach us to love our neighbors, not to harm 
or be afraid of them. The good news is that God puts something inside of us too that 
makes us want to reach out and help or at the very least say a prayer for those in pain.

You know, as I was thinking about Christmas this Friday, it struck me once again that 
Christ Jesus did not come into the world to make things nice, or easy, or comfortable, or 
even joyful. Rather Jesus came to be our savior from sin. So we must look at things this 
Advent through the lens of the Cross. As Bonhoeffer reminds us, when we think of the 
coming of Christ these days we often think of it as only a happy and joyous message. We 
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forget that when Christ comes again it will be in judgment to judge the world. That is a 
little more terrifying for those of us who have a conscience.11  

My prayer for us this day is that we would once again listen for what God is saying. And I 
think part of what God is saying is this: Long ago God came to be in this world with us, 
right smack in the middle of all the pain and hurt, right in the middle of the sin and evil. 
And I think that is part of what God might want us to remember this morning. Because I 
believe God still looks down and still decides to take action in this broken and hurting 
world. 

In fact, God doesnʼt just look down, God comes down to be with us, and to be broken 
with us, to hurt as we hurt, cry as we cry, to grieve as we grieve, and to die as we die. I 
believe that God still uses old people, young people, married people, unwed people, and 
all of us. God is still putting something inside of us that leaps up like John in Elizabethʼs 
womb when we draw near to the power of the divine. God is still using people like us to 
sing a song like Mary sang. A song that can be sung now as it was then, in confusing and 
scary times. 

It is a song that is joyous. But it can also be heard as a song of rebellion against the ways 
of this world as it champions Godʼs work and presence in this world; a song that lifts up 
the lowly, fills the bellies of the hungry, and cares for those who are not powerful enough 
to care for or protect themselves. It is a song that sings of Godʼs ultimate might, and 
mercy, and faithfulness for all generations. A song that sings for us even when we 
struggle with what to say, let alone sing, and all we know how to do is turn once more to 
God in the depths of our troubles…and to pray and to wait for the advent of the one who 
saves us.

Come quickly Lord Jesus. 

Amen.  
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The Birth of Dawn
- Kenneth Kovacs

Isaiah 60:1-5; Revelation 22:16-17, 20; John 1: 1-5

Last week we looked at texts that spoke of darkness and shadow, of Godʼs light shining 
in the darkness.  Last week I asked us to sit with the darkness, embrace it; see what it 
can teach us.12 A tall order, I know; tougher today after this past week with the shooting at 
a mall outside Portland, Oregon, and the horrific shooting on Friday morning in Newtown, 
Connecticut. Isaiahʼs text speaks to such a moment, moments when darkness covers the 
people.  Thatʼs how it felt on Friday and maybe today, overcome by a pall of darkness 
and grief in this season of light, gut-wrenching, heart-breaking pain, anger, sorrow for 
those innocents, their parents, for the teachers, the people of that community, for the 
family of the gunman, for the first responders, counselors, rabbis, priests, ministers.

What does one say?  Where is God? What right to we have to talk about light and hope?  
For some, but not for everyone, not for all.

Itʼs not all darkness, to be sure.  But sometimes when weʼre in dark places itʼs 
exceptionally difficult to find the light and so we must wait and hope.  We have to take the 
darkness seriously or else we become its victims.  For the light to shine in the darkness, 
maybe especially there, we have to hope and wait and earnestly look for it.  Our waiting 
is not in vain.  Scripture has shown us time and again, in the darkness a new light will 
dawn.  Thatʼs what Isaiah held out for Israel.  Last week, we heard Zechariah say, “By the 
tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will break upon us, to give light to those 
who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of 
peace” (Luke 1:78-79).  At the end of Revelation we find Jesus saying, “I am the root and 
the descendant of David, the bright morning star” (Rev. 22:16).  And in Johnʼs Gospel we 
have some of the most profound verses in the Bible, “What has come into being in him 
was life, and the life was the light of all people.  The light shines in the darkness, and the 
darkness did not overcome it” (Jn. 1:4-5).  He is “the true light, which enlightens 
everyone,” who has come into the world (Jn. 1:9).

In this sense, Jesus is like the sun that rises in the East, who grants us a new day. The 
Latin word for “dawn,” for the rising, or morning, sun, is oriens; the name given to the 
direction from which it rises:  the East, or the Orient.  We are "oriented" when we face or 
point toward the East.  The noun oriens is formed on the verb orior: meaning rise or 
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become visible.  By extension, the verb means "growing" or "springing forth," 
"origination,” coming into being and birth.13

When Eleanor Farjeon (1881-1965) wrote the carol “People, Look East” (which we 
studied this morning in adult education and sang in worship), she drew upon these texts 
that refer to Jesus as the birth of dawn, a new day springs forth and grows in him and 
us.14  In her hymn, “Morning Has Broken,” sheʼs saying something similar.

People, look east. The time is near 
Of the crowning of the year.
Make your house fair as you are able,
Trim the hearth and set the table.
People, look east and sing today:
Love, the guest, is on the way.

Furrows, be glad. Though earth is bare,
One more seed is planted there:
Give up your strength the seed to nourish,
That in course the flower may flourish.
People, look east and sing today:
Love, the rose, is on the way.

Birds, though you long have ceased to build,
Guard the nest that must be filled.
Even the hour when wings are frozen
God for fledging time has chosen.
People, look east and sing today:
Love, the bird, is on the way.

Stars, keep the watch. When night is dim
One more light the bowl shall brim,
Shining beyond the frosty weather,
Bright as sun and moon together.
People, look east and sing today:
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Love, the star, is on the way.

Angels, announce with shouts of mirth
Christ who brings new life to earth.
Set every peak and valley humming
With the word, the Lord is coming.
People, look east and sing today:
Love, the Lord, is on the way.

“People, Look East” is the perfect carol for Advent because it orients us toward the future.  
Advent prepares us for the coming of Christmas, but Advent also calls us to prepare for 
Christʼs second advent, for his return.  The early church sang, “Come, Lord Jesus. 
Come” (Rev. 22:20).  We canʼt look to the past or even the present to grant us what we 
need most; we live with a spirit of anticipation.  Despite what the Mayan calendar says or 
doesnʼt say about the end of the world this Friday (I sincerely doubt that will happened), 
the Christian with confidence is oriented toward the future; we wait for God to act in 
surprising and life-giving ways – like shining in the darkness.  Our trust, our hope is not 
built upon what we can do, but in the “new thing” coming from Jesus who is our “new 
day.”  To not focus on the “new thing,” the “new day,” the “new dawn,” who is Christ 
means, at some level, from a Christian perspective, to be disoriented, it means we have 
lost our direction, it means we have lost our way.  Thereʼs so much in our society that is 
disoriented, that has lost its way.  , for us in Advent, here this
Instead, for us in Advent, here this morning singing carols of joy and hope, perhaps we 
will come away with a renewed sense of meaning about who Jesus was and is and the 
love of God he came show.  The birth of Christ shows us, definitively, that God has this 
uncanny ability and delight in making all things new, extending new horizons of hope and 
meaning where thereʼs only despair and darkness, of breaking forth light in the night and 
dazzling us with the dawn.  

Instead, for us in Advent, here this morning singing carols of joy and hope, perhaps we 
will come away with a renewed sense of meaning about who Jesus was and is and the 
love of God he came show.  The birth of Christ shows us, definitively, that God has this 
uncanny ability and delight in making all things new, extending new horizons of hope and 
meaning where thereʼs only despair and darkness, of breaking forth light in the night and 
dazzling us with the dawn.  

Throughout this week a musical piece was floating around my head, “Born On a Day.”  It 
was written by Philip Lawson (b.1957) and popularized by The Kingʼs Singers in the 
1980s.  It has a poignant text and beautiful melody.  I heard it yesterday on the radio and 
heard it again just this morning driving to the church. Here is our hope.
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You are the new day.
Meekness, love, humility,
Come down to us this day:
Christ, your birth has proved to me
You are the new day.

Quiet in a stall you lie,
Angels watching in the sky
Whisper to you from on high:
'You are the new day.'

When our life is darkest night,
Hope has burned away,
Love, your ray of guiding light,
Show us the new day.

Love of all things great and small,
Leaving none, embracing all,
Fold around me where I fall,
Bring in the new day.

This new day will be a turning point
For every one,
If we let the Christ-child in,
And reach for the new day.

Christ the Way, the Truth, the Life,
Healing sadness, ending strife,
You we welcome, Lord of Life.
Born on a new day,
You are the new day.15
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Rejoice in the Lord Always!?
- Fran Lane-Lawrence

Philippians 4:4-7

This year I chose to write an Advent book of daily devotionals for my congregation and 
friends.  The text used for the reflection on the third Wednesday of Advent was this 
passage of Scripture from Philippian.  The third week of Advent is the week of JOY.  Our 
hearts, minds and souls are to be focused on the joy brought when the Son of God came 
into the world in flesh.  The reflection was theologically sound.  It acknowledged human 
suffering.  It acknowledged Godʼs presence when we suffer, and it acknowledged that the 
only true source of our rejoicing is Christ.  Amen.

The reflection was written a few weeks before Advent began so did not take into 
consideration the recent violence perpetrated on Newtown, Connecticut, or the trauma 
the world experienced when 28 people were shot and killed.  The trauma was 
compounded for many, including me, to know that 20 of the lost souls were what I call 
littles. 

I am in LOVE with nearly all littles!  Littles, as I call them, are children still young enough 
to have the spark of innocence that can only come from Godʼs touch that remains from 
the time when they were created.  They are the bright spots in their familyʼs lives.  They 
are the obvious bringers of joy in sometimes very bleak life situations.  The can make you 
laugh one moment and cry the next all in the single blink of an eye.   I have been blessed 
with 5 littles of my very own:  gifts from God.  My littles are grown now but to this very 
moment my heart swells with an ache of pure joy when I think of them.  The love God has 
allowed me to share with my own littles is the closest I will get to heaven while I live on 
this earth.  My heart cries out to the parents who have lost their own littles.

I have been posting the Advent reflections from the book on my blog each day.  As I do 
so, I am re-reading what I wrote in light of the shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary and 
the death of so many people.  I needed to know that what I wrote held true in the face of 
such violence and trauma.  Part of me is satisfied that the truth is there, but I did find 
something missing – and what is missing is perhaps what is most important!  What is 
missing is the sense of urgency with which we began Advent, and indeed, the urgency 
with which every day of our lives in Christ should be lived.

When I read Paulʼs words, “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice,” unlike 
others, I do not find myself hard-pressed to think of a reason to rejoice.  Even as I 
remember each of the beautiful smiling face of the littles who were brutally slain, even as 
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I cry out loud at the senseless loss of life; even as I sob when I think about how scared 
and confused those littles must have been shivering with fear under cabinets in their 
classrooms; even as I scream because I just canʼt stand to think of what these families 
and our world has lost, I can find reason to rejoice.  

I can rejoice only because I am part of the Body of Christ.  I rejoice because I know it is 
the Body of Christ whom God has empowered to change the things in the world that 
would cause a young man to become so filled with anger that he would walk into a school 
and violently end the lives of 28 people.  I can rejoice because in the aftermath of this 
horrible thing we must now take in, I hear the voices of those who are part of the body of 
Christ.  The Body screams, urgently insisting on gun control, urgently insisting on better 
care for the mentally ill, urgently insisting on better safety for our children – they scream 
with an urgency that had been forgotten in our shopping filled celebration of Advent and 
Christmas.  I rejoice that as part of the Body of Christ I am not powerless in the face of 
this evil, and I rejoice in the urgency that has returned. 

Christ is coming and already the Body of Christ had forgotten the words of John the 
Baptist, “Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.” (Luke 3:4).  Even though 
a deep sadness has settled upon my soul because of this tragedy, I rejoice to be 
reminded that it is not someone else that is to work for justice in this world, but me.  I am 
to work with others in the Body to Christ to bring about Godʼs peace and justice.  The 
dead, lifeless bodies of those from Sandy Hook Elementary School bring to bear the 
urgency of the work that is before us.  

I rejoice because I know the justice toward which I urgently work with others in the Body 
of Christ is not the same kind of justice for which humans work.  It is a justice so perfect 
that all the hungry will be filled, the naked clothed, the blind made to see, the captives set 
free – and NEVER will the life of another little, anywhere on this earth, be tragically stolen 
by the spray of bullets.

I am so profoundly sorry for the worldʼs loss at Sandy Hook Elementary. I am sorry for the 
deep grief of those who have lost love ones.  I am sorry for the community of Newtown, 
Connecticut and the innocence of life that has been stolen from them.   I confess my 
participation in the tragedy by not more urgently working for Godʼs justice in the world, 
and prayer for Godʼs forgiveness.  And I rejoice in the Lord always to know that I have 
been chosen by God to work every moment of every day so what happened to the littles 
of Sandy Hook Elementary might not ever happen again.  

Come, Lord Jesus, Come.
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The Promise of Joy
- Eric Lederman

Philippians 4:4-7, Luke 3.7-18 

There are no words to make sense of what occurred this weekend in Newtown, 
Connecticut.  There is no way to “answer” what happened.  Paul tells his followers in 
Philippi to rejoice in the Lord always.  But letʼs be honest: itʼs hard to rejoice on the heels 
of a tragedy when twenty 6 and 7 year old children and six of their teachers and staff are 
killed.  What happened this weekend in Newtown, Connecticut is so beyond my average 
nightmare, itʼs difficult to even imagine.  It is easy to get angry or allow our grief to 
consume us.  Youʼre right, this doesnʼt make any sense: why would anyone gun down a 
classroom of innocent 1st graders?  There is no excuse that could possibly justify such 
heinous evil.

Within hours the news media and social media were abuzz with dialogue about gun 
control.  At the same time the White House Press Secretary cautioned reporters on the 
Presidentʼs desire to not politicize this event by talking about gun control, my friend 
Bruce, former moderator of our denomination, wrote: “While it might seem to be politically 
prudent and socially acceptable to avoid talking about difficult issues like guns, if we – 
families, communities and governments – hope to experience health, wholeness and 
healing, avoiding that which is emotional, difficult and painful is never a sustainable 
strategy.”

Then yesterday the President came out and offered a nod toward the inevitable 
conversation about which he has been outspoken in the past, saying: “we have to come 
together and take meaningful action to prevent more tragedies like this.”

There is a time when we will need to talk about it, but Iʼm not convinced the first few days 
after something like this is a time to engage in policy talk.  Our emotions are too raw.  Itʼs 
difficult to think or act clearly.  Now is a time to engage our Christian practices of 
gathering, praying, and simply consoling one another, sitting together in the anxiety and 
ambiguity.  Now is the time to go deeper in our time with God by asking the hard and 
painful questions of God before we get to the difficult questions we have for one another 
as a community and as a nation.  Step away from the news now and then.  Take a break.  
We can only take so much before it consumes us.  Step away from social media and the 
internet and find a quiet place to just be with God.  Spend your time sharing with God 
what you are feeling, and then spend time in silence listening and trying to hear Godʼs 
weeping for all of us, especially for the community of Newtown.
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As we move closer to Christmas, closer to the time of remembering Godʼs coming into 
our lives, closer to the time of gathering and celebrating Godʼs many blessings, letʼs be 
intentional about also remembering those in Connecticut and around the world who are 
entering this season with giant holes in their hearts.  There is a time for seeking justice, 
but in this season and in the days following such a horrific tragedy, this is a time for 
remembering: 
• remembering the lives lost, 
• remembering those devastated by loss, 
• remembering those challenged by emotional angst and mental illness, 
• remembering that we are raw and sensitive right now, 
• remembering to give ourselves and others extra grace in the coming weeks, 
• remembering Christʼs words that love is the foundation of our life together as followers, 
• remembering that Godʼs love is stronger than the violence and the pain and the fear, 
• remembering that God is with the parents and families of those children, teachers, and 

staff who were killed, 
• remembering that God is with us in our shock and our grief.

There will be a time when we will need to address the policy issues that have given rise 
to this situation, but now is not it.  There will be a time when we will need to sit down, 
when our eyes are dryer and our nerves are less raw, when the reality of what has 
happened has had time to really sink in and we have had time to process it, but not right 
now.  Right now we focus on the friends and families of the dead and seek to console 
them with our prayers and our compassion.  Right now we realize how devastated we are 
and how sore our hearts are, and how sensitive our emotions are, and how much we 
really need to lean into God and on one another more, and open our hearts more to allow 
God to come in that much more.  And then, we must sit . . . in the silence . . . and 
breathe . . . and let the tears of our sadness, our anger, and our confusion run down.  

Silence

Sometimes I feel that I cannot rejoice.
The dark of night creeps in and holds on tight;
Anxiety soon overtakes my sight,
My thoughts so dense I cannot give them voice.
The world careens along—there is no choice.
We leave the broken ones to win their fight
And turn the outcasts out, as if thatʼs Right.
How can we shout within the noise—rejoice!?
And yet when life becomes too much we must
Rejoice the more, give thanks, cry out, implore
The One who gathers outcasts from the dust,
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Who raises up the broken ones to soar,
Renew your love in me I pray and trust
Your unparalleled peace on us will pour.
~Wendy N. Lamb (Dec. 2012)

When we practice the love, hope, and joy of God, we bring peace into this world, 
especially in the troubling times.  When we practice joy in the ordinary times, that joy 
breeds hope in the painful times.  This joy is not the same as happiness, itʼs much deeper 
than that.  This joy settles deep within our souls and gives us the strength to endure even 
the most devastating of tragedies, it is what sustains us when our thirst for justice is 
unquenched.  Today, in the midst of our grief, our anger, our tears, our broken hearts, and 
even our fear, we need to lean farther into our Christian practices to rediscover that 
ancient wisdom that helps us move forward, that ancient hope that connects across the 
ages to those who suffered heartache and death, that ancient and mysterious love that 
helps us remember.  So let us never forget who we are and whose we are.

Guide our hearts and minds, O Lord of love.  Help us remember the joy of your love that 
sustains us in times like these.  Amen.
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The Dark Side of Joy
- J. Barrett Lee

Philippians 4:4-7

Last week, I told you that we would be looking at the life and message of St. John the 
Baptist today.  I assure you that I had planned a brilliant and eloquent sermon that would 
have surely expanded your minds and lifted your hearts to heaven.  However, last 
Fridayʼs news headlines of a school massacre in Connecticut led me to set aside that 
work-in-progress.  

By the end of the day, I knew that I would not be able to read the words of this weekʼs 
Epistle Lesson with any integrity and not comment on them.  This brief passage comes to 
us from St. Paulʼs letter to the Philippians.  Itʼs short, so Iʼll read it again here in its 
entirety for the sake of those who are listening to this sermon online or on the radio:

Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. Let your gentleness be 
known to everyone. The Lord is near. Do not worry about anything, but in 
everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be 
made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, 
will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.  (Philippians 4:4-7)

“Rejoice in the Lord always…”

“How in the world,” I thought to myself, “can I (or any minister) have the audacity to stand 
in a pulpit 48 hours after the mass murder of children (two weeks before Christmas, no 
less) and utter the word ʻRejoiceʼ?”  It almost seems vulgar.

Joy is a big theme for Paul in his little letter to the Christians at Philippi.  The book is only 
four chapters long.  Reading out loud, you could get through the entire letter in about 
fifteen minutes.  However, in those few minutes, you would hear the words “joy” and 
“rejoice” sixteen times altogether.  Philippians is sometimes referred to as “the Letter of 
Joy” because of this persistent theme.  Paul canʼt seem to say enough about it.

The fact that Paul emphasizes the theme of joy so strongly becomes especially curious 
when you realize that Paul wrote this letter from a Roman prison, which would have 
looked and felt more like a medieval dungeon than a modern penitentiary.  So, joy seems 
like an odd topic for him to focus on at that particular time and place.

“Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.”
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We Americans are used to associating joy with happiness, an emotional condition 
brought about by favorable circumstances, but real joy, in the sense that Paul means it, 
must be something else entirely.  I think joy has to be deeper and wider than mere 
happiness if it can survive in a Roman dungeon.

I think joy, in the sense that Paul meant it, is something that arises from our experience of 
harmony in the universe.  Joy can, and often does, bring a smile to your face.  You can 
feel it surging up inside when you get lost in a sunset or a clear night sky, when you hold 
your newborn child for the first time and your heart feels like itʼs about to leap outside 
your chest, or when some piece of art or literature touches something deep within your 
soul.  In such moments, we experience joy.  We marvel at the wonderful and beautiful 
way in which the universe is put together.  Joy.

Joy is easy to recognize in such moments.  It really does feel like happiness.  We feel the 
touch of beauty and harmony in the universe and that touch makes us want to smile, 
laugh, jump, or even weep for joy.

However, there is another side to joy.  This side is not so easily recognized.  I believe the 
shock, sadness, and anger we have all been experiencing since Friday are also, in their 
essence, expressions of joy.  These unhappy feelings come from the same places in our 
hearts that gave rise to our experience of wonder.  Something within our hearts 
instinctively embraces harmony when it is present and yearns for it when it is absent.  
Last Friday, the harmony of the universe was violently shattered and our hearts have 
been screaming inside ever since.  That scream is the scream of joy, the dark side of joy 
to be sure, but joy nevertheless.

I call this pain “the dark side of joy” because it would mean that our hearts were dead if 
we didnʼt feel a stinging outrage at what happened.  If we anesthetize ourselves to joyʼs 
dark side, we will also be numb to joyʼs light side: the happiness and wonder at the world 
I mentioned before.  The truly cynical people in this world are not those who are mad at 
the world, but those who have ceased to care altogether.  They are the ones who heard 
the news on Friday, shrugged their shoulders apathetically, and went on with their lives as 
if nothing had happened.  Such people have been so wounded by life that, in order to 
protect themselves from experiencing more pain, theyʼve had to close themselves off to 
all emotions whatsoever.  If you are angry about this, it means that you care.  So long as 
you are still able to feel the anger, you are still able to experience joy.

Joy then, in this sense, in the sense that Paul meant it, is an act of defiance.  “Rejoice in 
the Lord always,” is a call to action.  We, the angry joyful ones, declare ourselves to be in 
open rebellion against the powers of chaos, hatred, and violence.  In the spirit of Gandhi 
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and Martin Luther King, we will resist you nonviolently.  In the Spirit of Jesus, we will kill 
you with kindness.  We walk in the shadows of joyʼs dark side.  Victory is ours: for we 
know that, so long as there remains even a single soul that still feels outrage at the 
murder of children, then joy is still alive.  Therefore, even in our anger and pain, today we 
celebrate the Sunday of Joy.

We who worship in the Christian tradition have come to identify the harmony we observe 
in the universe with the hand of God.  We believe that all joy has its origin in the presence 
of infinite love at the heart of reality.  We further believe that the person Jesus of 
Nazareth is, for us, the paradigmatic embodiment of that selfsame love in a human life.

We, as Christians, seek to follow him by honoring harmony and embodying love in our 
lives in whatever way we are able.  The late Rev. Fred Rogers, a Presbyterian minister 
who was better known as the host of the childrenʼs TV show Mister Rogersʼ 
Neighborhood, once said:

When I was a boy and I would see scary things in the news, my mother would 
say to me, 'Look for the helpers. You will always find people who are helping.' To 
this day, especially in times of 'disaster,' I remember my motherʼs words, and I 
am always comforted by realizing that there are still so many helpers - so many 
caring people in this world.

In order to help us be better “helpers,” as Mr. Rogers said, I would like to share with you 
some good advice I came across this week in an article in the Huffington Post by the Rev. 
Emily C. Heath, a pastor in the United Church of Christ.  The title of her article is:
 
Dealing With Grief: Five Things NOT to Say and Five Things to Say In a Trauma 
Involving Children.  These are her words:

Here are five things not to say to grieving family and friends:
1. "God just needed another angel."
Portraying God as someone who arbitrarily kills kids to fill celestial openings is 
neither faithful to God, nor helpful to grieving parents.
2. "Thank goodness you have other children," or, "You're young. You can 
have more kids."
Children are not interchangeable or replaceable. The loss of a child will always 
be a loss, no matter how many other children a parent has or will have.
3. He/she was just on loan to you from God.
The message is that God is so capricious that God will break parents' hearts at 
will just because God can. It also communicates to parents and loved ones that 
they are not really entitled to their grief.
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4. God doesn't give you more than you can handle.
Actually, some people do get a lot more than any one person should ever have to 
handle. And it doesn't come from God. Don't trivialize someone's grief with a 
"what doesn't kill you makes you stronger" mentality.
5. We may not understand it, but this was God's will.
Unless you are God, don't use this line.

And here are five things to say:
1. I don't believe God wanted this or willed it.
A grieving friend or family member is likely hearing that this is God's will from a 
number of other people. Affirm the idea that it may very well not be.
2. It's okay to be angry, and I'm a safe person for you express that anger to 
if you need it.
Anger is an essential part of the grieving process, but many don't know where to 
talk about it because they are often silenced by others when they express their 
feelings. (For instance, they may be told they have no right to be angry at God.) 
By saying you are a safe person to share all feelings, including anger, with, you 
help the grieving person know where they can turn.
3. It's not okay.
It seems so obvious, but sometimes this doesn't get said. Sometimes the pieces 
don't fit. Sometimes nothing works out right. And sometimes there is no way to fix 
it. Naming it can be helpful for some because it lets them know you won't 
sugarcoat their grief.
4. I don't know why this happened.
When trauma happens, the shock and emotion comes first. But not long after 
comes our human need to try to explain "why?" The reality is that often we 
cannot. The grieving person will likely have heard a lot of theories about why a 
trauma occurred. Sometimes it's best not to add to the chorus, but to just 
acknowledge what you do not know.
5. I can't imagine what you are going through, but I am here to support you 
in whatever way feels best.
Even if you have faced a similar loss, remember that each loss is different. 
Saying "I know how you're feeling" is often untrue. Instead, ask how the grieving 
person is feeling. And then ask what you can do to help. Then, do it and respect 
the boundaries around what they don't want help with at this point. You will be 
putting some control back into the hands of the grieving person, who often feels 
like they have lost so much of it.

I hope you will keep these suggestions in the back of your mind and find them helpful in 
this crisis and whenever you are called upon to care for someone who has lost a child 
under any circumstances.  
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As Christians, our first duty is to love like Jesus and thereby testify to the truth that love is 
the heart of reality.  As Christmas approaches, we prepare to celebrate the presence of 
love, not enthroned in some far-away heaven, but embodied in our midst.  This infinite 
love, the harmony we observe in the universe, is here: within us and among us.  The 
Light of the World, the little Christ Child, reigns from a feeding trough in a stable, from 
whence his little light is passed from candle to candle, soul to soul, person to person, in 
all the little ways that we are able to embody that same love in our own lives.

This morning, Iʼm calling for a temporary suspension of the liturgical calendar.  Christmas 
is coming early this year, because we need it more than ever.  I proclaim to you the good 
news that Christ is here: in you and in me.  His love, the wonderful harmony at the heart 
of the universe, is embodied in our acts of love and compassion.

This morning, on this Christmas before Christmas, I call out to you from the dark side of 
joy.  I call upon you to rise up and rejoice as an act of defiance and resistance against the 
carnage we witnessed on Friday.  Proclaim with me the truth, as it says in Johnʼs gospel, 
that “the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”  The very 
pain we feel this morning is the sure sign that joy is not dead, that Christ is alive, and that 
God is love.  

So, sing with me now.  Sing, “Joy to the world!”  Proclaim with me, in this hymn of radical, 
revolutionary defiance: “No more let sins and sorrows grow, nor thorns infest the ground,” 
for Christ “comes to make his blessings flow far as the curse is found.”  Sing out loudly, 
confident in the knowledge that God loves you and there is nothing you can do about it.  
Let us sing…
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Come, Immanuel, Come
- Steve Lindsley

(When you hear me say, “we pray together as the people of God, “ please respond with 
“Come, Immanuel, Come.”)

Lord, we have just had the pleasure of listening to the “sounds of the season;” the music 
of our wonderful choir singing songs of great joy – songs of Christmastide and hope and 
peace and promises fulfilled.  About your son, Jesus Christ, born in a manger and 
wrapped in bands of cloths, and visited throughout the night and over the weeks by 
wayward shepherds and wise men.  About Jesus, being born into our world.

And it is here, God, where we take pause.  “Jesus, born into our world” – it sends a chill 
up our spine when we hear it now. It didnʼt last Thursday, or the days before.  But for the 
past three days, it certainly has.  We wonder why in the world Jesus would want to come 
into a world where a madman can take the lives of twenty children and six adults so 
randomly, so completely, so suddenly?  How can we ever welcome Jesus into a world like 
this?

Our president summed up the thoughts of many: our hearts are indeed broken.  And we 
have been here too many times before.  We are shocked, sickened, saddened.  We want 
to hug our children a little tighter; we struggle with what to share with them and what to 
hide from them.  We struggle because, honestly, weʼre still trying to wrap our minds 
around it ourselves.

And we ask individually and as your people, where is the peace and hope we're 
supposed to seek this time of year?  Where is the star in the sky shining light in the midst 
of such darkness?  Where is the Good News??  

And it is then when we are reminded of the fact that on that night long ago when Jesus 
was born, he was not born into a world of peace and hope.  There was little good news to 
be found.  There was more darkness than light.  There was Roman rule and oppression, 
and a system fraught with injustice, and a young unmarried pregnant teenager, and a 
long and grueling trip to Bethlehem, and no room at the inn.  It was chaotic, it was crazy, 
it was out of control.  Just like this past Friday.

And so we pray this morning for so many things, God.  We pray for our brothers and 
sisters in Newtown, Connecticut who are having to deal with the unthinkable.  We pray 
for a community in a very dark place this weekend.  We pray for our schools here and 
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everywhere who are hit especially hard by this.  We pray for our children, who through no 
fault of their own are born into a broken world of uncertainty and risk.

And as we pray all of this, we pray together as the people of God: Come, Immanuel, 
Come.  Never have those words meant more to us than now.  We just want Jesus to get 
here, and get here as soon as possible.  To bring that peace and hope we obviously are 
in such desperate need of.  To give us some good news for a change.

We pray together as the people of God:  Come, Immanuel Come. It's not a catch phrase 
anymore; not a fancy slogan for the season, not a fun little hymn we sing. It is a heartfelt 
plea from Godʼs children for God to be with us in the midst of such turmoil and confusion.

We pray together as the people of God:  Come, Immanuel Come.  Bring us songs of joy, 
calm our hearts, renew our spirits, bring us hope.  Hope that shows us love is always, 
always greater than fear.  Hope so that we can live boldly in the world and pave the way 
for your mighty acts of grace.  

We pray together as the people of God:  Come, Immanuel Come.  Come, even as a 
baby born into a world of darkness, vulnerable and at risk as all our children are.  Come 
into our world and bring us light, bring us warmth, bring us love.  Bring us peace.  
Because now that we think about it, baby Jesus, your birth could not have come at a 
better time.  

We pray all of these things in the name of Jesus, who is coming soon, who is here right 
now, and may all of Godʼs children say, AMEN.
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On Newtown
- TJ Luoma

Scripture tells us that for everything there is a season, but today everything seems out of 
season.

We know that there is a time to be born, and a time to die, but we expect those times to 
be separated by as many as 80, 90, even 100 years. Not 5 or 6.

We are in the season of advent, a time which is meant to be filled with joyful anticipation. 
It is not supposed to be a season of grief, of heartache, of pain beyond speaking and 
beyond words. But the shadow of a gunman threatens to overshadow our hope and snuff 
out our joy.

On this third Sunday in Advent, we are supposed to light the pink candle in our advent 
wreath, which symbolizes joy.

But how can we express joy after the events of Newtown, Connecticut?

How can we speak of a good God, a loving God, a merciful God as we look over the 
bodies of 27 people including 20 children?

How can we speak a word of joy and hope when we are in the midst of such sadness and 
despair?

I think there are two answers, at least. The first is that we speak of joy and hope because 
they are all that we have in the darkest times, and without them the sadness and despair 
might threaten to overwhelm us.

Psalm 30 tells us that "Weeping may endure for a night, but joy cometh in the morning."

The clock may say it is mid-morning, but we are still in the middle of the night when it 
comes to our weeping. But still we believe that joy cometh in the morning.

We speak of joy and hope *not* because we are feeling joy and hope right now.

We speak of them because we believe that we will feel them again.

We speak them because when we are surrounded by darkness we need to remember 
that there is light.
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But the second answer is that we speak of joy and hope not as a way to deny or ignore 
the sadness. It would be cruel to suggest to the parents, grandparents, brothers, sisters, 
aunts, uncles, friends and loved ones of the victims of this act of terror that they should 
put aside their days-old grief in order to speak words of joy and hope. We should not 
deprive them of their right to grieve, to cry, to scream in agony or anger.

That would be cruelty.

No, we should stand beside them and surround them with our presence. We should 
surround them with our silence. We should guard our hearts *and* our tongues and 
prevent them from offering platitudes or answers or explanations.

Let no one say that God needed one of these little ones to serve as an angel in heaven. 
No, the God I believe in, the God I read about who sent Jesus to the world not to 
condemn the world, but to save it, God did want this.

We do not believe that God ever needs the death of an innocent, for any purpose.

God weeps with us today.

Let no one place blame for this tragedy anywhere except where it belongs: at the hands 
of a man who used guns and bullets to kill those who deserved to live. Let no one take 
advantage of 20 dead children, 4 dead teachers, a dead principal, and a dead school 
psychologist for their own purposes.

We surround them with our silence in order to make sure that we do not say well-
intentioned words which serve to comfort us more than them. We surround them with our 
silence so that we do not portray God as the type of monster who would ever will the 
death of innocents for any purpose. We surround them with our silence so that they might 
see our tears and hear our cries and know that they are not alone.

We will not coerce them to pretend to feel joy they do not feel. We will not push them to 
pretend to be hopeful when they feel hopeless. We will not rob them of their right to 
grieve and lament. They have already had too much taken from them. We will take no 
more.

Instead, let us give to them.

Let us give to them our tears and our heartache.
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Let us give to them our compassion.

Let us give to them our presence.

Let us offer to them a reminder of hope that they do not feel today but we pray they will 
feel again someday.

Let us offer to them a reminder of joy they do not feel today but we pray they will feel 
again someday.

Let we who have faith in God offer our belief that although God did not want to see these 
26 souls so soon, God still welcomed them with tears in His eyes.

Let we who call ourselves Christians remember that we proclaim faith in a God who 
knows what it is like to see His innocent Son die, even though He had shown the world 
only love and compassion.

And then let us say no more.

Let us not reach for words which are beyond us. Let us offer no explanations for that 
which is senseless. For even our joy is tainted with sadness, and this we cannot and will 
not deny.

We cling to our belief that the light came into the darkness, and that the darkness did not 
overcome it, even today when it seems like the darkness threatens to overwhelm us.

And so let us light a candle for joy, even if it only reminds us that we do not feel joyful. Let 
us light other candles for our sorrow, let us light other candles in memory of those who 
were murdered, let us light as many candles as it takes to fight back the darkness. Then 
let us stand together in silence. 
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Advent 3
- Lauren Lyon

Zephaniah 3:14-20

At tonightʼs service of Advent Lessons and Carols, the first reading is the story of Adam 
and Eve.  Stories like it were created because people frequently ask themselves and 
each other why life is as it is.  The story of Adam and Eve offers an explanation for why 
life is difficult, why we suffer and struggle.  It exemplifies the ability of human beings to 
damage what is beautiful, simple and complete.  Adam and Eve crave the loss of their 
own innocence and in bringing it about they ensure that loss and its attendant sorrow will 
a certainty for all humanity.  Adults who feel that sorrow do what they can to delay the 
loss of their childrenʼs innocence, but it always comes too soon.

The third Sunday of Advent by long tradition is a day of rejoicing and celebration.  In a 
season of preparation and waiting, sometimes observed by self-denial intended to 
sweeten the indulgences of the Christmas feast, the third Sunday of Advent is a brief 
pause.  Our candle for this Sunday is rose colored instead of purple, festive rather than 
sedate.  But on this Sunday, something has gone terribly wrong.  What was beautiful, 
simple and full of promise has been broken.  The Old Testament lesson appointed for the 
Eucharist on the third Sunday of Advent is the song of joy from the book of the prophet 
Zephaniah.  It begins with the words  “Sing aloud, O daughter Zion; shout, O Israel! 
Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter Jerusalem!

How do we rejoice in the midst of sorrow and fear?  More than a week ago, Sam Candler, 
the Dean of the Cathedral in Atlanta published an essay on the web site Episcopal Café 
http://www.episcopalcafe.com/daily/music/advent_a_holy_and_a_broken_hal.php .  His 
choice of topic has turned out to be prescient.  His essay begins with a reference to 
Leonard Cohenʼs song “Hallelujah” which may be most familiar as performed by Jeff 
Buckley or Rufus Wainwright.  Candler quotes from one of the stanzas: thereʼs a blaze of 
light in every word, it doesnʼt matter which you heard, the holy or the broken Hallelujah.  
He notes that even in Advent and at Christmas things are or become broken.  He notes 
that Christmas toys will be broken and describes such events as “startling introductions 
for children to the way the rest of their lives will be.”  Candler envisions a gentler and 
more merciful loss of innocence than the dreadful reality of this past Friday.  But he is 
right; something in our lives is always broken, even in seasons of rejoicing.  We have 
people among us who may be so overwhelmed by the parts of their lives that have been 
lost and broken that they cannot find a way to rejoice in a season of celebration.   We 
carry them with us in prayer and with compassion until the time they are able to sing the 
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broken hallelujah.  When we are able to do that and let it move us through the pain and 
fear and sorrow we find holiness and peace in the life we live in time and space.

That journey from fear and sorrow to joy and hope is what Advent prepares us for.  We 
await the telling of that story in which a man and woman travel to a distant and unknown 
place, endure a birth under the most difficult of circumstances and together, look into the 
face of the child that has been born to them, with all its innocence and promise.   His 
death would be the broken hallelujah that made humanity whole and holy again.  

May God give us the grace to see the promise of Advent in all that is and will be broken in 
the seasons of our sorrow and the seasons of our rejoicing; may God bring comfort to 
those who mourn and healing to those whose innocence has been lost too soon.  May 
there be abundant peace from heaven and life for us and for all.  Amen.  Hallelujah.
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What then shall we do?
- Leanna Masters

Matthew 2:18, Luke 3:7-18, Phillipians 4:4-7

ʻA voice was heard in Ramah,  
wailing and loud lamentation,
Rachel weeping for her children;   
she refused to be consoled, because they are no more.ʼ

Friends, like you, I am shocked and saddened by what has transpired in the last week. I 
have read and I have listened and I have watched…and I have wept my share of tears. 
I wept for the children. For what they heard and for what they saw.
I wept for the parents. For those who waited outside their childrenʼs school for them to be 
led to safety and for those whose children would never walk out that door.
I wept for the teachers. For those who stood between their small charges and unthinkable 
horror, doing what they could to keep them safe and for those who did what they could to 
keep the children calm, even as they themselves were anything but calm.

Yes, I wept. 

And I weep still.
I weep for families in Connecticut. 
I weep for families in Oregon. 
I weep for families in Syria. 
I weep for families here in Nebraska.  
And I weep for all of us, as we are confronted with the truth of the reality that we do, 
indeed, live in a very broken and sinful world.

Itʼs in moments like these that it is easy to be overwhelmed by a sense of helplessness 
and hopelessness. What can we do…what can we say…how can we possibly make any 
sort of difference in the face of such brokenness, pain and suffering? 
And, in these feelings of helplessness and hopelessness, we turn our televisions off, walk 
away from the news on the computer or in the newspaper, and we do our best to forget 
about it all. After all, if there is nothing that we can do, why should we talk about it or think 
about it? What good could it possibly do?

But friends, as people of faith, and as followers of Christ, we are not called to walk away, 
we are not called to forget about it. Instead, we are called to something…more. 
Something that could, truly, make a difference in this crazy, old, mixed up world of ours. 
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We are called to bear fruits worthy of repentance.

As John stood on the banks of the Jordon, calling people to baptism for the repentance of 
sin, he challenged them. He challenged them to not just seek God in their lives, but to 
seek Godʼs good in their world. And so…the crowds asked him, “What then should we 
do?” In reply he said to them, “Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has 
none; and whoever has food must do likewise.”.

In other words, donʼt just believe…live the belief. Or, as Jesus would later say, Love the 
Lord your God with all your heart, mind, soul and strength, and love your neighbor as 
yourself. That doesnʼt just mean love them as in, “Awww…I love you”. But LOVE THEM. 
With all that you are and all that you have and all that you give. LOVE THEM.

You know, when I was crawling the internet, trying to find resources on how to respond to 
all that has transpired across the nation and the world, I came across this quote from 
everybodyʼs favorite Presbyterian pastor, The Rev. Mr. Rogers. He would often tell this 
story about when he was a boy and would see scary things on the news: "My mother 
would say to me, 'Look for the helpers. You will always find people who are helping.' To 
this day, especially in times of 'disaster,' I remember my mother's words, and I am always 
comforted by realizing that there are still so many helpers-so many caring people in this 
world."16

Sisters and brothers, these “helpers” that he saw, that he experienced, those that we see 
and experience in all sorts of times of trauma and disaster…Those who have offered 
words and shoulders and tears. Those who have lifted up prayers. Those who provided 
care and comfort and shelter. Those who have sent supplies and money for supplies. 
Those who have worked emergency scenes. Those who have stayed long after the 
cameras have left and there is still work to be done…these helpers are people who are 
simply loving their neighbor…just as we have been called to do in, through, and by 
Christ. 

We are not called to forget and ignore the pain of the world, we are called to be helpers in 
the midst of it.

And in doing so, we can change the world. Because in each act of love, kindness and 
mercy that is shown to a person in need…whether it is in the context of a natural disaster, 
a human made disaster, or a personal disaster where devastation is individually felt, but 
no less real…in each act of love in any of these situations, shares the love of God, the 
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peace of Christ, and the working of the Spirit in us…an inbreaking of the Kingdom of God 
into this world.
And so, even as we weep and mourn, may all that we have experienced as a community 
in this past week be a reminder that we continue to be called to bear fruits worthy of 
repentance…to be helpers and, in doing so, show the love of God to the world. 

And, with the Apostle Paul, I remind you to Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, 
Rejoice. Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. Do not worry about 
anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests 
be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will 
guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. Finally, beloved, whatever is true, 
whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever 
is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think 
about these things. Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and 
heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you.

159



A Holy ʻNoʼ
- MaryAnn McKibben Dana

Luke 1:39-55

Some years ago I taught a class during Advent on the mother of Jesus, called “Thereʼs 
Something about Mary.” (I may need to reprise that sometime here at IPC.) During the 
class we looked at how Mary has been portrayed in art and in music:

“Gentle Mary meekly bowed her head,” according to one hymn. 
“Gentle Mary” laid her child in a manger, says another. 
“In the Bleak Midwinter” speaks of the “maidenʼs bliss.” 
“Mary was that mother mild,” we sing in “Once in Royal Davidʼs City.” 

Ah, gentle Mary—mild, meek, the handmaiden of the Lord, head bowed in reverence. 
Canʼt you see her there on so many paintings, stained glass windows, icons and 
Christmas cards?

Thereʼs certainly scriptural support for this view of a demure mother of Jesus. When Mary 
asks, “How will it be that this child will come to me?” the angel answers, “the power of the 
Most High will overshadow you.” Itʼs that word, overshadow. Gentle Mary, meek and mild, 
will be diminished even further by Godʼs power, who will overshadow her.

But then… thereʼs this song. 

Itʼs an improvisation of the song Hannah sings in the Old Testament after the birth of her 
son Samuel. But it is not a sweet lullaby. It is a battle cry, bold and defiant.

God has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts 
of their hearts. He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted 
up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away 
empty.

Does that sound meek and mild to you?

* * *

My friend and colleague Michael Kirby tells me that several years ago, someone began 
stealing the baby Jesuses from outdoor manger scenes in his Chicago neighborhood. It 
turned out to be a prank, and the figurines were later found in a womanʼs yard, 32 of 
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them, sorted by size and type. Unfortunately, many people coming to claim their figures 
tried to walk away with a “nicer” Jesus than the one theyʼd had. “They were trading up,” 
he said. “Everybody wanted the freshly painted, unfaded baby.”

Mary would not approve of such cheap attempts at an upgrade.

“[God] has lifted up the lowly,” she sings. God has looked with favor upon the dingy, the 
faded, the forlorn and discarded figures of this world.

…Because Maryʼs song, at the heart of it, is a song of defiance, in the tradition of the old 
African-American spirituals and of protest songs. It is “We Shall Overcome”; it is “Where 
Have All the Flowers Gone.” It is a dissent against the way things are. It is a counter-
testimony to the dysfunction that passes for normal in our world. 

Mary sings this song, because her pregnancy itself is Godʼs act of dissent against worldly 
power. God did not choose a queen, a wealthy noblewoman to bear the Messiah. God 
chose an unmarried peasant girl. God assessed the demands of the world and 
expectations of a king that would come in strength and might and prestige and said, “No, 
Iʼd just as soon not.” And in her song Mary echoes this divine No: 
No to the proud and their haughty ways.
No to hunger that goes unfed. 
No to suffering unrelieved. 
No, no, no.

Weʼve had a lot of occasions to say no this past week. I shared last Sunday about a 
friend whose son took his life at the age of 14. The moderator of [the Presbyterian church 
U.S.A.], Cindy Bolbach, died on Wednesday after a cruel and relentless cancer. And of 
course, there is Sandy Hook Elementary School. To each of these, especially the last, 
and to countless other injustices, atrocities and heartbreaks we say No. No. No. And we 
do not say it meek and mild. We say it with clenched fist. We say it in protest. We say it 
loud and with a catch in our voice. 

No, by the way, to the idea that God let this madness happen because we no longer pray 
in school. Like clockwork, the political and religious pundits have suggested exactly that. 
Imagine what kind of a God that is. A narcissistic thug who would allow such carnage 
because we donʼt pray in the time and place and manner that God specifies. No.

And if I were ever to find out that thatʼs the kind of being God is, I think Iʼd have to 
renounce my ordination and go sell insurance, because that God and I would be finished.
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And say No we must. But itʼs not enough to say No. Lament is not enough. Heartbreak is 
not enough. Mary didnʼt stop with a song. She embodied her song in her devotion to God 
and in her life, which was a witness to the God who is surprising and surpassingly good. 
And so must we. Mary sings, “My soul magnifies the Lord,” and so it did. And so our lives 
must magnify, enlarge, make clear, the goodness of our God. 

Right now, itʼs hard to see anything but the horror of what happened in Newtown, 
Connecticut. But slowly, slowly, the stories are coming out of ordinary heroism and great 
sacrifice. Stories of average people whose lives were magnifiers of hope. The teacher 
who lost her life shielding her students from harm. Or the teacher who piled her class into 
a restroom and told them to be very quiet… but who also took the time to say how much 
she loved each of them—so that if this was the end, at least they would hear words of 
love. Thankfully, they all survived. 

There will be more stories like this, coming out of Newtown.

And there must be more stories like this, from Newtown and from Falls Church and from 
everywhere that good people curse the darkness and long for the light. Our laments are 
insufficient without action, what my friend Roy this week called “embodied prayer.” There 
is too much violence, too many guns making their way into the wrong hands. There are 
too many disturbed people slipping through the cracks rather than receiving the mental 
health care they need. Time and perspective will guide us into a faithful response. But 
respond we must. 
*$ *$ *

If my Facebook feed is any indication, there were a lot of preachers who burned the 
midnight oil last night. What does one say? What can one say? The difficulty is 
compounded by the fact that this is “Joy” Sunday, a word that seems to taunt us, 
especially if we let ourselves imagine 26 families, and many more, who will never be the 
same again. And yet, as a friend reminded me last night, joy is not the same as 
happiness. There is always a touch of heartbreak in joy, because joy is hard-earned.  
C.S. Lewis, who “Joy is distinct… from pleasure. It must have the stab, the pang, the 
inconsolable longing.”

Itʼs that longing in the midst of joy that we hear from Maryʼs lips. Mary sings for the weak 
and the lowly, the poor and the hungry. And there is a stubbornness to Mary. Certainly 
she must look around and see rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer. Surely she 
must see the powerful comfortably on their thrones and the lowly begging for food. She is 
singing of a world that does not yet exist, but still could. 

And Mary invites that same holy stubbornness to erupt from our own hearts and lives. 
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We must refuse to be defeated. 
We must refuse to let the darkness win. 
We must refuse to let these atrocities be the lasting legacy of our age. 

Yesterday at [former Presbyterian Church U.S.A. Moderator] Cindy Bolbachʼs memorial 
service, we closed with a hymn. Not the Magnificat, but a similar protest song, a song of 
Martin Luther. We sang it defiantly, we sang it stubbornly, we sang it vigorously, we sang 
it in honor of our friend who loved it so, and we sang it for the children of Newtown, 
Connecticut. 

The Prince of Darkness grim, we tremble not for him;  $
his rage we can endure, for lo, his doom is sure;  $
one little word shall fell him.  
That word above all earthly powers, no thanks to them, abideth;  $
the Spirit and the gifts are ours, thru him who with us sideth.   $
Let goods and kindred go, this mortal life also;  $
the body they may kill; Godʼs truth abideth still; his kingdom is forever.
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Abiding Joy to you and me
- Gail Monsma

Isaiah 12:2-6, Philippians 4:4-7

The scripture Iʼll be reading is written by the apostle Paul to the church in Philippi, one of 
the early churches in Macedonia, Greece, located in a major urban setting within the 
Roman Empire. The church and the apostle Paul have a close relationship. Paul writes 
this letter to them from a prison cell having had been arrested by Roman authorities for 
his allegiance to Christ. Paul is concerned about the church in Philippi which is facing 
opposition and persecution by non-Christian authorities, as well as experiencing 
disagreements from within which also threatened its existence. In fact, Chapter 4, from 
which I will be reading, begins by urging two women leaders in the church who have 
worked alongside with Paul, to be of one mind. Word of their arguing and disagreeing has 
gotten out, and Paul is deeply concerned about them and the church. Paul evens asks 
the other church members to help them come together. Here we receive interesting and 
instructional insight into what church should be and how we should act together. Listen to 
these amazing words: 

Philippians 4:4-7 
4 Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. 5 Let your gentleness be 
known to everyone. The Lord is near. 6 Do not worry about anything, but in 
everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be 
made known to God. 7 And the peace of God, which surpasses all 
understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

I find it fascinating that Paul writes these words from a prison cell and addresses a 
church that is facing persecution and in-house arguing with these words. Rejoice in the 
Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. He even tells them to let the spirit of God, to let 
their gentleness to be known to everyone, and reminds them, the Lord is near. 

Powerful words! Rejoice, Rejoice in the Lord always. Let your gentleness be known to 
each other and everyone else. Remember the Lord is near—God is near! So do not 
worry about anything. In fact in everything and for everything pray, and ask God for what 
you need in a spirit of thankfulness. Then, in doing this you will be able to let the peace of 
God into your lives, this peace which surpasses all of our understanding, will indeed 
guard your/our hearts and your/our minds in Christ Jesus. Wow! 

Powerful words indeed! Words we need to hear on a morning like this, words that in and 
of themselves may be difficult to grasp and get our minds around on a Sunday morning 

164



after a Friday where such tragedy occurred in Connecticut that left 20 first graders dead 
along with 8 adults, six whose profession was to teach and serve. Words which may be 
difficult for some of us to hear and contemplate given what may be going on and 
happening in our own lives where there may be mourning, anxiety, and difficult 
challenges to face. 
 
I just didnʼt pick out this scripture for this morning; it is part of the Churchʼs worldwide 
lectionary of readings chosen for this third Sunday in Advent. A Sunday which is 
historically called Gaudete Sunday, a name taken from the first word of the Latin Mass 
meaning "Rejoice." On this Sunday throughout the world the rose color candle of Joy is 
lit. During this Advent season of reflection and preparation, on this Sunday, there is an 
emphasis on joy and the joyous anticipation of the Lordʼs coming.17  And on this Sunday 
of Advent, churches like we are doing, often focus on music and take time out to rejoice 
in the promised coming of Emmanuel, which means God-with-Us.  

But you know, on Friday as I drove up to Grand Rapids and heard the news reports, I felt 
numb to preaching about joy, I felt tremendous grief and yes, anger at the outrageous 
news I was hearing. I was brought back to this past year where I spent time with a 
college sophomore who in one month lost three friends to gun violence in the city of 
Richmond. A classmate on his college science team took a random bullet by gang 
violence, a cousin was murdered, and another close acquaintance was also killed in a 
dispute that ended with a gun shot.  So I wondered throughout the weekend what I would 
say this morning, as I knew most of what I had written would be put aside. 

As I proceeded to spend time with my five year old grandson and his 8 week old baby 
brother, I was griped with a sense of disbelief and sorrow as I know you were too. During 
the day, we kept the TV off and took turns checking in on the internet and Facebook. I 
watched my daughter and son-in-law, young parents repeatedly tear up as they 
corresponded with friends. I struggled too, as I kept track of ministers in Connecticut, and 
with folks in Virginia who had been part of the Virginia Tech tragedy in 2007.  And I know 
my, our, struggling isnʼt over as more and more information is being released in the 
coming weeks. 

My friend, Randall, posted on Facebook these words from the Bible from Lamentation 
2:11, My eyes are spent with weeping; my stomach churns; my bile is poured out on the 
ground because of the destruction of my people, because infants and babes faint in the 
streets of the city.  

And yesterday morning during my devotion time I read, and perhaps some of you did too 
in d365.org, from the book of Matthew:  A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud 
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lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children; she refused to be consoled, because they 
are no more.  We are weeks away from this part of the Christmas story known as “the 
slaughter of the innocents” when an angry Herod makes sure no one takes his kingdom 
and orders all the two-year-olds from Bethlehem to be killed.18 Somehow, this Biblical 
story of Rachel weeping, wailing, and crying out for her children because they are no 
more, seemed more appropriate scripture for Gaudete Sunday. To me at that moment 
reading, Rejoice, I say rejoice seemed a bit cruel to read, as did lighting the pink candle
—the joy candle. Hope. Peace. Joy. The words seemed distant, a shame in light of what 
just happened in a small, idyllic town in Connecticut.19   

Yet, yet, as I finally sat down to write this, I came to this scripture through a new lens, and 
I was able to pick up shreds of what I had first written. Paul writes to us from prison, and 
in his heart of hearts, he probably knows where his life is headed—he knows there is a 
good chance he will give his life for Christ, as he eventually does, yet he also knows that 
Christ is stronger than evil, stronger than death.   

Now, and this is important, Paul doesnʼt use this word “rejoice” or the notion of joy in a 
way that denies reality—no he clearly knows the reality of sin and evil. Instead, Paul 
refers to a type of joy found only in a deep and abiding relationship with God and in a 
community of faith that can bolster and hold us up in spite of and in the midst of lifeʼs 
challenges and sorrows and celebrations. Thatʼs why he is so concerned about the 
arguing in the church at Philippi. He knows what they are up against in this world; he 
wants them to resolve their differences, and practice, really practice and walk into the 
abiding joy that can only be found in a relationship with God. A joy that the world needs 
and needs to be shared with the world!

Paul is not referring to being “happy.” Being happy is different than a deep abiding joy. 
Joy in a biblical sense is a longing and a knowing—a knowing that God is with us—
Emmanuel—God with us through Jesus Christ. Paul knows God loves us, knows us, and 
has experienced our humanity. God walks with us in all that we do; God is with us in our 
suffering, and in times of celebrations. God is with us and reaches out to us through 
others. God will sustain us and hold us up. God wants the best for us, but that isnʼt found 
in the world that too often presents happiness as the accumulation of wealth and things. 
Joy gets confused in a world that presents happiness and joy as a euphoric state, or a 
state of mind where everything is perfect. 
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Paul talks and shares of an abiding joy that cannot be bought in a mall; no the joy Paul 
speaks emerges from a deep connection, from a spiritual connection with God, with being 
a disciple of Christ.20 

This rejoicing, this gratitude to God, does not take away our feelings. Paul is not saying to 
the hurting person, "Get over it. You've been sad long enough. Be happy and come to the 
party." The biblical sense of joy says that Emmanuel — God-with-Us — is coming to us, 
to meet us wherever we are — happy or sad, joyous or grieving. God comes to stand 
with us, whatever our condition. And we thank God for that promised gift of Godʼs 
presence.21

Paul calls us to live into a life that is centered and focused on Christ, a life that rejoices in 
the gift of Christ and lives into this abiding joy. We are called to live into the Spirit and to 
practice our faith as disciples of Christ, and in doing so we will know that the Lord is near. 
In doing so, we will be able to move forward in faith in the best and worst circumstances, 
and we will learn to come to God in prayer in all that we do, that our very lives will be a 
prayer, and in doing so we will mysteriously know the peace of God which surpasses all 
understanding which will guard our hearts and minds and see us through life.

So although we cannot comprehend what took place this past Friday, we can be assured 
that God is present, crying with all those who are crying and giving encouragement and 
support to those who are there to minister to others. As followers of Christ, we too are 
called to bring hope, peace, and yes, joy to each other and to a world that desperately 
needs a safer and more peaceful society.22 

Today, Terri and I were going to end the childrenʼs time by teaching them a peppy little 
song some of you might know: “Iʼve got a joy, joy, joy, joy down in my heart, where? Down 
in my heart? Where? Down in my heart.” But somehow that just didnʼt seem appropriate 
after this weekend; however, this one did. Rejoice, Rejoice, Emmanuel. 

The meaning of Emmanuel is literally God- with-us; the meaning of Israel is God-wrestler, 
just as Jacob in the Old Testament wrestled with God. When we read the world Israel, it 
is comforting to keep in mind, that God realizes and accepts us as people who wrestle 
with God and about this world as we try to find answers, comfort, and a peace that 
surpasses all understanding. Yes, God is with us—we can rejoice and be thankful 
because God is present in our wrestling too. In good and difficult times we are assured 
that God is with us. Rejoice, rejoice Emmanuel, Shall come to thee, O Israel! 
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Waiting for the Dawn
- Jim Moss

Luke 1: 68-79

Imagine a group of middle school students and their camp counselors out for a hike on a 
sunny afternoon. Imagine that theyʼve reached their destination – a beautiful waterfall – 
and after enjoying a swim in the cool waters, are heading back toward the camp. But 
then, imagine that the lead counselor gets confused, and takes a wrong turn at a fork in 
the trail.

And imagine that the group, once they realize that they are hiking in the wrong direction, 
turns around, but they make another wrong turn. Before long, they realize that they are 
lost and have no idea which way to hike to get back to camp. And imagine that, worst of 
all, they realize that the sun is starting to set, and that darkness will be falling soon. 

Well, I donʼt have imagine this scenario, because it happened to me, when I was a middle 
school camper.  Our counselors got us completely lost on what should have been a 
simple one-hour hike. And this was back in the time before cell phones, so they couldnʼt 
just call back to camp and say, “Please come find us.” For a moment, we were really 
scared. Fortunately, the group stumbled back onto the main trail before it got too dark, 
and we were able to make our way back. 
But from time to time, I still imagine what it would have been like had we not found our 
way home before darkness arrived. We were up in fairly high elevation in the North 
Carolina mountains, which meant that it could get cold at night. We were all dressed in 
wet bathing suits, and we had no camping equipment or blankets or food or even a 
flashlight.  And in that remote of an area, it gets pitch black at night, which makes trying 
to walk and follow a trail impossible.

On top of that, we had heard reports that some folks on the other side of the mountain 
had seen their campsites raided by what were obviously large wild animals. To sum it up, 
had we been forced to spend the night out on that trail, we would have faced a triple 
threat of hunger, coldness, and bear attack – and it very easily could have ended very 
badly. Needless to say, we all said a few prayers of thanksgiving when we finally made 
our way up to the camp lodge as the last bit of daylight was escaping.

Since December 14, when our nation witnessed the terrible shootings in Newtown, 
Connecticut - since that awful day, we, in much the same way as that group of hikers, 
have been faced with the unexpected threat of being lost in darkness. Now we have been 
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through national tragedies before, and we have witnessed a mass killing of this 
magnitude here in our own state.

But this tragedy has plunged us into darkness in perhaps a way that none of the others 
have – partially because of the tender age of the victims, and partially because it comes 
so closely on the heels of other tragedies. After this one, more so than ever, we feel like 
the coldness is too bitter, the threat of attack is too immanent, and the darkness too 
complete. 

And to make matters worse, it has occurred just 11 days before Christmas. This darkness 
has descended in the middle of the season of Advent - the season when weʼre waiting 
and watching for the light of the world to come, not for it to be snuffed out. Our four 
Advent candles represent hope, peace, joy, and love. How are we supposed to celebrate 
those things when we turn on the news and see reports of despair, violence, grief, and 
hate? 

Even in an ordinary year, when weʼre not enduring a devastating national tragedy, it can 
be hard to have faith that Christ is coming to drive out the darkness. The events of 
Newtown, therefore, might be enough to destroy that faith for good. This might be the 
straw that breaks the camelʼs back, and causes many to believe that the light of the world 
is never going to shine again, if it ever was here in the first place. 

One more time, Iʼd like you to think about our group of lost hikers as the daylight was 
fading, and the darkness was growing, and to imagine that we had to spend the night out 
on the trail. If that had really happened, the one thing we could have clung to, the one 
thing that would have given us hope, would have been the sure and certain knowledge 
that the sun was going to return; the sure and certain knowledge that the night – though it 
would be difficult and full of dangers – that the night was not going to last forever. 

With this knowledge and this faith, we could have clung together, kept one another warm, 
and reassured one another with the beautiful truth that Zechariahʼs prophesy provides for 
us just before Jesus is born. These are the words of Scripture that we just read, and have 
been using as our Declaration of Pardon throughout this Advent season:

“By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will break upon us, to give light 
to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of 
peace.”

Now imagine what my middle school camp group, if we had been stuck out there in the 
darkness, imagine what we would have been feeling had we not known that the sun 
would eventually rise in the Eastern sky. Imagine how terrifying nightfall would have been 
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had we believed that it was permanent. Imagine how terrifying any sunset would be if we 
believed that the darkness would be here to stay.

Thatʼs what life would be like if we didnʼt have the knowledge of the coming dawn that 
Zechariah has. Thatʼs what it would feel like when bad things happen, especially when 
unspeakable tragedies like Newtown happen, if we didnʼt have faith that even though it 
might be dark today, Christ is coming, that there will be light again! 

This is why we progressively light the candles on the Advent wreath throughout the 
Advent season. At the beginning, they are completely dark – and then thereʼs one that is 
lit, just a tiny ray of light. And then thereʼs two that are lit, a little more light. And then 
thereʼs three, and then four – until finally, on Christmas Eve, we light the Christ candle, 
and celebrate the fact that sun has risen, that the Son is born. The candles are symbols 
of the faith that we have, even in the darkest of times, and especially in the darkest of 
times, that Jesus Christ, the light of the world, is coming to redeem us.

So today, on the Fourth Sunday of Advent, our nation continues to mourn. And today, on 
the Fourth Sunday of Advent, we each have our own individual burdens we are dealing 
with. We are still out there on the trail somewhere, stuck out in the woods, when we 
expected to be safely back at camp. We are out there in the darkness, huddled together, 
sharing our warmth, anxiously watching the Eastern sky, and waiting for the Dawn from 
on high to break upon us - so that we can see our way back home. May we find comfort 
and hope in the sure and certain knowledge that Christ is coming!
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Dear Kids... (A note to the Children)
- Terri M. Murphy

Dear Messy Church Kids,

I cried yesterday - big, wet sloppy tears. Pictures flashed on the news of the faces of the 
victims of Friday's event at Sandy Hook Elementary. I cried for the teachers, staff and the 
kids - especially the kids. It doesn't make sense, does it? How can something so awful 
happen? My heart is broken.

Yesterday at church, someone asked me how we can go on now, to celebrate Christmas. 
How can we not? Jesus was, is and always will be God. He is a God who knows the feel 
of the road beneath our feet as He walks it with us; He is a God who knows how to cry, 
how to sing and how to laugh. Jesus is a God who holds us when we cry, who feels 
anger when His children are hurt. He is a God who holds our hands when we are afraid. 
This is something to celebrate!

But with so much evil that can happen, we seem powerless in the face of it, don't we? 
Actually, we are not. The grown-ups in your life now have some important decisions to 
make, from the President, right on down to your own parents. These are decisions about 
the best way to prevent something like this ever happening again. We will find power to 
confront evil as we make those decisions.

But do you know you also have power? You have the power to actaully kill that kind of 
evil. Every time you do a kindness for someone, every time you welcome someone, 
every time you pray for someone or smile at them, you make it harder and harder for evil 
to win. That is what Jesus' birth is all about. Jesus came so He could be our companion 
through a life that is often times messy. He came to remind us that God will never leave 
us.

I really only have one job. That job is to remind everyone I see, that God loves them 
completely.That, too, is something to celebrate. I want to remind all of you that God has 
given you so many people  who love you - parents, aunts, uncles, grandparents, 
teachers, neighbors, clergy. There are many more. We are here to love you, guide you 
and walk with you through all the joys and sorrows that life will offer you.

Now, we leave to God's care, those who were victims, They are safe in His arms and feel 
such joy!  We leave also to God's justice and mercy, the sad soul who created such 
tragedy.Yes, it's fine to cry, but remember, those who were killed will never be hurt again. 

171



God will see to that. And now it's time for me to do my job - to remind you that God loves 
you in a breathtaking way and in a way that is more than we can ever understand.

Please know that I love and care about each and every one of you, and I will be here to 
serve you and help you in whatever way you need. So, let us celebrate, even in our tears, 
a God who came to live among us, who loves us and will never let us go, for nothing can 
separate us from the love of God!
With Much Love and Affection,
Rev. Terri+ 
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The Candle of Joy on a Day of Sorrow
- Brennan Pearson

Isaiah 40:1-6a

The third Sunday of Advent has always been my favorite of the season. Itʼs the day we 
light the Joy Candle – that gentle dancing flame, which reminds us to rejoice in the 
promise and presence of God. In the face of whatever doubt, sorrow, or frustration I may 
be carrying, Iʼve furnished a personal tradition to cling tightly to this candle of joy as a 
guiding luminary; as a beacon in the rocky road of faith we all stumble to follow. I love the 
Joy Candle and look forward to itʼs lighting each and every year.

…And yet, today seems a terribly difficult time to be lighting this beloved candle; today, 
when so many are still reeling in light of the senseless tragedy of the Connecticut 
elementary school shooting that left 28 dead, most of whom were just six years old.

Today we light the candle of Joy, but rejoicing is not our task.

This year, we are reminded that joy is not a given; that the Advent promise of joy truly 
comes as a candle in the darkness: a hope lit in the present reality of weariness and 
suffering. Joy is the guidepost. It is the destination yet realized. In the darkness of the 
nightʼs grief, its faint warming light is the hope we are all longing for and working towards. 

Today we light the Joy Candle with the full weight of our grieving. Today we light the Joy 
Candle in spite of the doubt, bitterness, and anger that have claw at our hearts and gnaw 
at our souls. 

Today we light the Joy candle specifically because joy itself is absent, and we are in 
desperate need of this flicker of hope in the darkness. And so we cast our longing with 
the psalmistʼs cry, that 

Weeping may linger for the night, 
but joy comes with the morning.

The lectionary this morning calls for the celebrated proclamation passage of John the 
Baptist, whose urgent cry to “prepare the way for the Lord” is as paramount an Advent 
tradition as any other. But, friends, how can we prepare the way for the Lord while 
knowing the pain that surrounds us? 
How can we celebrate the coming of the Lord when we ourselves may feel lost and 
abandoned; steeped in angry questions that leave bitter silences?
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How could someone do this?
Why would God allow this to happen?
Why were guns easier to find than the care this young man needed?
Where was God when the bullets began to fly?
How much death and violence must we endure before the dawning of peace? If 
youʼve thereʼs grace left to share, Father please, take this cup of suffering from 
our lips and from our world! 

…Or is there nothing more we can say? Nothing more we can do?

Our questions sting like open wounds. With this weekendʼs tragedy still so close, itʼs hard 
to imagine any balm fit to heal these pangs of longing. Where do we go from here, when 
the light of hope seems drenched by the weight suffering? When the cruelties of our 
world seem high, our hearts seem low, and our God seems far away from us? 

I donʼt suppose to know all the answers. In truth, Iʼm not sure there are any that will ever 
truly satisfy those robbed of their children and parents this weekend. There are no pithy 
words of faith that can take away the string of the pain many still feel this day. To truly 
love and to truly experience loss will always leave our hearts feeling wrung and withered. 
To feel compassion for the suffering of another human being will always leave our 
stomachs churning in unsettled longing, as we cry, “comfort, o comfort my people.”  For 
these things we weep and our eyes rightly flow with tears. 

Today we are wandering in the valley of hard questions that bear no easy answers. We 
are wandering in the dark of night, but I do believe in depths of my soul that we are not 
alone. The one thing I can hold true in the face of death and despair is that our God goes 
with us and before, joining the tears of our sorrow in a vast ocean of love. I believe that 
God is with us now, just as God was with Mary and John when their souls cried out, and 
with the Israelites when they were lost in exile and longing for a word of comfort. When 
bullets fly and children die, I can only imagine the love of God swelling in remorse and 
spilling forth in tears. The tenderness of One whose own child was lost to the violence of 
the cross is joining now with these fellow heartbroken parents and families.

For those captive to pain and absent of answers, solidarity is often the first welcome 
companion. In times of loss such as these, let us remember that John the Baptistʼs 
Advent cry was pulled from the words of the prophet Isaiah and born of the suffering of 
the Israelites, whom too felt exiled from their faith and lost from their God. Though we 
may be lost for words and far from hope, we are not alone. Then, as we hope for now, the 
presence and promise of God came as a light in the darkness to a people gripped by the 
weight of suffering and despair. From the horror of the senseless violence we witnessed 
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this past Friday…. To the small, sometimes silent sufferings of our own lives of fear and 
faith…. We too join our longing with those families in Newtown. Together, with the very 
ancestors of our faith, we raise our lament to the Lord in hope that comfort and healing 
would draw near once again.  

When the gloom of despair clouds of lives, it is then that we most truly need a candle in 
the night: a star in the sky to pierce the darkness and point us in the pathway to peace. If 
we can remember that we walk this road of longing together, joined by the very love and 
longing of God, perhaps what we will find are not answers to our questions, but 
companions in our grieving. Rather than thundering clarity, perhaps we may find the still 
and steady voice of God, echoing our mourning from the depths of eternity: 

I know, I know… comfort… o comfort... my people
Prepare for my coming, for One is coming 
who will share in your suffering,
carry your heavy burdens, and bring you rest

Where is God in times of suffering? 
I believe that God is with those who suffer. 

This, after all, is the grand promise of the Advent season: 
that the One who is coming will be as Emmanuel, as God-with-us,
born to live and die in solidarity with all those who suffer

born to lift the cup of suffering from our lips, 
and offer in turn this bread of life and this cup of salvation, 
sacramental gifts for a sacrificial life. 

In the midst of Advent, 
we wait for the One whose humble birth 
will come as a light in the darkness,

as a sign of days to come
when the candle of Joy may flicker 
without the reminder of loss and sorrow.

Today, we return to the source of our annual Advent cry to remember that “prepare the 
way of the Lord” is preceded by the call of “Comfort, O comfort, my people.” And so our 
preparation must be wedded with comfort and born through the process of our grieving. 

…Following the tragedy hundreds of people from the small, tight-knit community of 
Newtown packed St. Rose of Lima church and stood outside in a vigil for the 28 dead. 
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There, those in mourning joined in prayer. Gathered in grief and longing for hope, they 
held hands, lit candles and sang “Silent Night.”

I can picture them now, passing the faint light of prayer in their intimate evening circle, 
just as easily as I can picture our congregation sharing in this very same tradition on 
Christmas Eve. As I consider our two communities, united in faithful yearning, I realize 
that we light our candles for the same reason. And it is the very same reason that spurred 
the cries of Maryʼs Magnificat and John the Baptistʼs proclamation of the coming of the 
Lord. 

We light our candles longing 
that hope may rise, in place of despair
that peace may grow, in place of violence
that joy may abound, in place of sorrow
and that love may overwhelm every last word or act of hate that burdens our hearts and 
darkens our world 

We light the candle of Joy because it is indeed better to light a candle, than to curse the 
darkness. What else can we do? As those gathered in Newton, CT shared in their silent 
night of remembrance, so too shall we now look to the lighting of hope and the dawning 
of peace. 

This little light is small and may feel as a faint protection from the weight of the present 
darkness. But the gift of a candle is that its light—along with our grieving—can be shared. 
As the dim candlelight weaved its way around the heartbroken circle in Newtown, so too 
will this light pass through the prayerful hands of our congregation when we gather for 
worship on Christmas eve. From the dim flame of one, many candles will be lit. Together, 
we will witness fresh waves of light slowly dispelling this dreary gloom. 

So it is with hope, in times of despair
So it is with joy, in times of sorrow
We move forward one small light at a time

So let us prepare the way for the Lord 
by first crying, “Comfort, O comfort, my people” 

$ May those whoʼve passed sleep in heavenly peace
$ $ May we gathered join our hearts in grieving
$ $ $ May we all, together, hold vigil for the one
$ $ $ $ Who is Coming to make all things new
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The Best News
- Derek Penwell

Luke 3:7-18

That John the Baptist is a colossal pain in the neck is indisputable.  How else are we to 
explain Lukeʼs portrayal of him?  He opens our passage today with the standard 
prophetic blandishment, “You brood of vipers!”  What is that?  How you going to win 
friends and influence people if you take that hostile tone?  

“Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?”  Johnʼs that guy on campus that 
students walk around for fear of getting caught in the flurry of bull-horn invective and end-
times maelstrom.  Heʼs the kind of guy that makes so many ministers reluctant to say 
theyʼre ministers—because, after all, who wants to be lumped in with this fountain of joy?
$
Which raises the interesting question about why, on the third Sunday of Advent—the 
Sunday, traditionally set aside to celebrate joy—do we have to walk around this liturgical 
traffic barrier, named John the Baptist?  Why John the Baptist now, of all times?  How 
does this prepare us for the Feast of the Nativity?  

John says to the crowd, “You think youʼre safe?  You think that because you wear the 
name youʼre going to get out of this alive?  God is able from these stones to raise up 
children to Abraham.  Every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and 
thrown into the fire.”
$
Merry Christmas!

And so the crowd, standing around feeling more than a little dejected says, “Well, what 
are we supposed to do, then?”
$
What does John say?  How would we hear him today if he had his own TV network?  If 
he were some modern day preacher coming down on us, weʼd expect him to say 
something about getting our personal souls right with God, about getting saved, about 
believing the right stuff and making sure to “remember the reason for the season”—you 
know the drill in our culture.  

But Johnʼs not into psychologizing.  He doesnʼt have much to say about the disposition of 
our souls.  He wants to make sure that people whoʼve been claimed by God are living 
with compassion and justice.
$
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After all, Johnʼs a prophet.  And the point of prophecy, as Terry Eagleton reminds us, “is 
not to foresee the future, but to warn those in the present that unless they change their 
ways, the future is likely to be extremely unpleasant.”  

John may be anti-social on an interpersonal level—his grooming habits and 
conversational dexterity were said to be more than a bit off-putting—but on a theological 
level heʼs all about the social—all about the common life we live, and how we take care of 
one another, or fail to take care of one another.
$
I find it interesting that Johnʼs first response isnʼt to inquire into our devotional practices.  

He doesnʼt ask about the state of our sex-lives.   

Heʼs not particularly interested in administering a theological litmus test to determine the 
orthodoxy of our doctrinal platform.  

When asked what we should do in the face of Godʼs judgment on unfaithfulness, John 
says, “Well, the first thing Iʼd do is figure out who doesnʼt have a coat and give ʻem one.  
Take off your L.L. Bean parka and your Chukka boots and give them to somebody whoʼs 
trying to stay warm.  If youʼve got a few extra turkey sandwiches, make certain people 
whoʼre hungry have some too.”
$
Thatʼs it?  Come on John.  Give us something, you know, a little sexier than that.  Weʼre 
grown-up believers.  We want the advanced class.  Give us some esoteric spirituality—
some professional theology—something.  

But John steadfastly resists our modern penchant for Gnosticism, for internalizing our 
faith, for making it into some heroic work we do in private in our spare time—like 
psychotherapy or learning to crochet.  

John says that Godʼs primary concern is about how we live together.  Itʼs very material 
and unglamorous—Whoʼs got shelter?  Whoʼs got food?  Take care of that first.
$
The tax-collectors want to know how this affects them.  John turns to the financial folks in 
the crowd and says, “Quit fleecing the flock.  You could start there.  Getting rich on the 
backs of the poor certainly isnʼt heading in the right direction.  If you canʼt get that part 
right, the rest of itʼs going to be meaningless.  All the prayer in the world wonʼt make a 
difference if you make a profit off those who can least afford it, if you design and support 
a system to keep yourself at the top and everybody else at the bottom.”
$
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The military folks come to John and want to know what they can do.  “Quit throwing your 
weight around.  Stop doing things just because you can.  In this new enterprise Godʼs 
getting up might doesnʼt make right.  Mercy.  Love.  Compassion. Prayer.  These are the 
weapons of choice.”
$
The crowd hears all this and they start getting excited.  Johnʼs got that revolutionary glint 
in his eye.  Maybe heʼs the one.  Maybe this is the messiah—the political/military leader 
who will help us kick out the Roman overlords.  
$
John cuts them off before they can get too far down that road by saying that thereʼs one 
coming after him whose shoelaces heʼs unworthy even to untie.  That will be the 
messiah, and this new guyʼs going to baptize with the Holy Spirit and with fire.  Heʼs 
coming to clear the threshing floor, separate the wheat from the chaff, the good stuff from 
the garbage.  And the garbage he will burn with unquenchable fire.
$
Merry Christmas, again!  

Apparently Luke thinks it is.  He says, “So, with many other exhortations, he proclaimed 
the good news to the people.”  Good news.  Really?  Itʼs hard to see how this qualifies as 
good news.
$
Iʼve gotten good news before.  I remember my wife telling me she was pregnant—three 
different times.  I remember being told I had the job.  I remember the call that told me my 
brother didnʼt have a brain tumor.  I remember getting the contract from the publisher, 
saying they wanted to publish my book.  I remember my mom waking me up to tell me 
that weʼd had a blizzard, and I didnʼt have to go to school—probably for a couple of 
weeks.  

Iʼve been on the receiving end of good news before.  What Johnʼs peddling, though, 
doesnʼt sound much like any good news Iʼve ever gotten.
$
How can Luke say itʼs good news?   How can he presume to tell us that John is bringing 
good news, when John seems obviously to be talking about judgment and wrath?  How is 
that good news?
$
I remember in seminary arguing all the time that much of the Hebrew Scriptures werenʼt 
fit to preach—especially the prophets.  I reasoned that Christian preaching required there 
to be grace, good news in order for it to be Christian preaching.  I was so sure of myself
—wouldnʼt listen to anyone say anything different.  And, you want to know what?  Iʼm still 
convinced that grace, good news is at the heart of Christian preaching.  What Iʼm not so 
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sure of anymore, however, is just what constitutes grace, just what qualifies as good 
news.

Itʼs hard to talk about good news today, isnʼt it?  What exactly does good news even look 
like after Friday morning?  There are people in Newtown, Connecticut whoʼd like a line on 
that one.  There are people all over the country whoʼd like to know what good news looks 
like in the aftermath of that nightmare.  Heck, Iʼd like to know myself where the good 
news is.

I sat in my chair Friday afternoon, tears running down my face, trying to picture 27 
different faces.  One man and some hardware brought down a veil of darkness upon the 
New England landscape, reminding us all that security is secure . . . at least until it isnʼt.

Whereʼs the good news in that?

And as I was sitting there, it struck me that I canʼt preach about the good news Luke tells 
us John arrives preaching about, if I donʼt deal with this other obstacle in the middle of 
road, threatening to block our Advent journey.

Whereʼs the good news in Newtown, Connecticut this Advent?  Weʼve all heard so many 
people talk about this latest tragedy. Part of Godʼs plan.  Godʼs will.  Godʼs been kicked 
out of the public schools.  All that.  

That doesnʼt work for me. Not even a little.  I canʼt in good conscience offer you a God 
who allows the death of children to teach us a lesson some preacher thinks we need to 
hear in order to return to a “Christian America.”  

I wish I had an easy answer to give, if not for the sake of my role as a pastor, then at 
least for the sake of my role as a human being.  Iʼm not sure what the good news looks 
like, standing amid the graves of innocents, the overturned earth still fresh from the 
shovel.

But this is Advent, the season in which we anticipate the incarnation of God in Christ—
God come down among us, to live in the grime and the squalor with the rest of us.  God 
of flesh, dirt under the fingernails, tears in the eyes, blood on the chin—a God who knows 
pain and death and loss, just like the rest of us.  

Maybe thatʼs the best we have to offer in this moment: the thought that, because of 
Jesus, God experiences our anguish and misery alongside us.  God sees the violence 
and the poverty and the meanness and the advantage we take of the powerless and is 
saddened and outraged by it too—not promising to fix it all in the present, since that 
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would rob of us of our agency, of the rights and responsibilities we have as human beings 
to make good choices.  

The promise of Advent is that God is not happy with the world as it is, and is determined 
through Christ and his followers in the end to set things right.
$
Now, let me ask you something: How do you think those whoʼve experienced their pain 
and loss explained away by the religiously self-satisfied hear the words of John the 
Baptist?  Think it might sound to them like good news?  “Do not begin to say to 
yourselves, ʻWe have Abraham as our ancestorʼ; for I tell you, God is able from these 
stones to raise up children to Abraham.”  You think youʼre safe?  You think that just 
because you wear the name youʼre going to get out of this alive?  “Even now the ax is 
lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down 
and thrown into the fire.”
$
How do you think the poor, the outsiders, the depressed, the bereaved, and those whoʼve 
felt abandoned by a system that values its own interests above all else would hear John 
the Baptist telling the followers of God to think first not about themselves, not about their 
pocketbooks, not about their profit margins and brokerage accounts, not about their 
reputations in the community, but to think first about the last, the least, the lost, and the 
dead?   

What constitutes good news may just depend on where youʼre standing when you hear it.
$
In the final analysis, the good news of the reign of God is not first that the well taken care 
of will be even more well taken care of in the next life.  The good news of the reign of 
God is that Godʼs reign is present wherever the homeless are sheltered, wherever the 
hungry are fed, wherever the rich give away their money and power in defense of the 
poor, wherever the forgotten and grieving ones gather to be remembered and embraced, 
to be told that as long as we follow God not one of Godʼs children will be left to die alone, 
unloved, or forgotten.
$
Following Jesus isnʼt about securing our own piece of the heavenly pie, itʼs about living 
with and loving those about whom John the Baptist speaks, and for whom Jesus the 
Christ died.

Living under the reign of God isnʼt about some otherworldly weirdness; itʼs about offering 
Godʼs welcome to those whom the world has marginalized and forgotten.  Itʼs about God 
pitching a tent in the muck and the mire of our sometimes godforsaken lives and living 
with us in the midst of the madness and horror.
$
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Itʼs almost Christmas and John the Baptist is standing right smack in the middle of the 
road to Bethlehem talking about giving your life away, talking about a God who comes to 
us—who refuses to stand apart from us and the pain and fear we live through everyday.  

Luke seems to think thatʼs good news?  In fact, in Lukeʼs hands thatʼs the best news 
weʼve got.  What do you think?
$
A scared and grieving world wants to know.

-Amen.
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Prayers of the People
- Steve Plank

How do we respond to tragic things that happen in our world, in our own nation?  Two 
weeks ago during a Sunday morning worship service in a 71-member Presbyterian 
church in the Erie, PA area, the organist and choir director was shot and killed.  Last 
Tuesday there were the shootings in the mall in Oregon.  Then, of course, there were the 
unimaginable shootings in Newtown, CT.  Itʼs easy to feel overwhelmed, despondent, and 
helpless in light of such events.  But there are things that we can do.  As a denomination, 
in response to Fridayʼs school shootings, we immediately sent in a team of specially 
trained individuals from the Presbyterian Disaster Assistance program; Bob Houser, the 
General Presbyter and Stated Clerk of Central Nebraska Presbytery, is one of the 
members of that team, and they were on the ground there as of yesterday.  Thatʼs one 
way we respond.

Another way we can respond was one suggested to me yesterday… which is why you 
have church notecards that were handed to you this morning.  In a moment, weʼll take 
some time to write a short note on the card you have (if you need one, or want another 
one, just raise your hand and the deacons will bring one to you).  It can be as simple as 
“Weʼre praying for you,” or “God be with you,” or “We love you,” or whatever you would 
like to write; or you might like to just draw a simple picture on your card.  Weʼll then 
collect those cards and mail them to a congregation in Newtown.  There is an Orthodox 
Presbyterian Church in that community.  They are of a different Presbyterian 
denomination than we are, but that makes no difference at all.  I know they will mean a 
lot; and, I trust, it will mean a lot to you if you want to write a card.

There is a little observed holiday in the Church calendar, that takes place three days after 
Christmas.  It is called the day of the Holy Innocents, and it commemorates those infants 
and young children that were ordered to be killed by King Herod because of his insane 
paranoia about the news that “a king” had been born in his land… whom, of course, we 
know was Jesus.  Each December 28 the Church remembers the suffering of innocent 
children and adults, and this year that commemoration will be even more poignant.  In 
this time, we remember that God stands with us all, and especially with those who are 
victims and family members of those who suffer from all forms of violence… God is with 
us – to comfort us, to cry with us, to share our outrage at injustice, to help us to face new 
days ahead of us, to empower us to hold on to the irrational, counter-cultural idea that 
there is yet hope for us because of the birth, life, suffering, death, and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ our Lord!

183



So I invite you to take a few moments and write something on your card… then pass 
those to the center aisle where weʼll collect those.  If you need more time, simply put your 
card in the offering plates as they are passed.

(After the notes are collected, bring them up front, and then pray…)

Gracious, Loving, Compassionate, Grieving, Hope-giving God; we come to you this day, 
and we bring to you everything that we are, everything that we are feeling.  We bring to 
you our sense of outrage.  We bring to you our despair.  We bring to you our unanswered 
and ultimately unanswerable questions.  We bring to you our compassion for those who 
have suffered loss… and especially for those who have had the lives of loved ones 
ripped away from them.  No words are adequate, O Lord.  So we simply bring ourselves 
here, and open ourselves to an awareness of your presence.  Remind us, gracious God, 
that there is no place where you are not present.  You are in the midst of our times of joy, 
gratitude, and celebration.  You are in our midst in our times of our doubts, questions, and 
despair.  You are with us in our times of anger, frustration, and helplessness.

Throughout human history, you have stood with your people.  You were with Adam and 
Eve, and even with Cain, after the murder of Abel.  You were with the Hebrew people 
during their enslavement in Egypt.  You stood by the Jews when they were taken into 
Exile in Babylon and other places.  You were with early Christians who were tortured and 
martyred for the Faith.  You were with innocent Arab Christians who were killed during the 
Crusades.  You marched with the millions who were sent to prison camps and to their 
deaths by the Nazis.  You are with Palestinian Christians who are caught in the struggle 
between Israeli Jews and Palestinian Muslims.  You are with the congregation in 
Pennsylvania… with those who grieve in Oregon… with those who grieve in 
Connecticut… with all who suffer and grieve this day.

Remind us, loving God, that you never, ever abandon us… despite how we sometimes 
feel.  You are faithful to us, even when we are faithless to you.  You love us, even when 
we do not feel loving towards others.  You grant us peace, even when we are most in 
turmoil.  You birth hope within us, even when we most despair.

As we mark the observance of your birth in Jesus, be born anew in us… this day, and 
every day.  Hear these and all of our prayers, gracious and compassionate and loving 
God; for we offer them, our lives, our fears, our hopes, our entire world to you, in the 
name of Jesus Christ our Redeemer and Lord.  Amen.
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Expectation
- Nina Pooley

Luke 3:7-18 

I had a sermon written for today, got it done early Friday morning and then went about my 
day mailing packages and stuff. In that sermon you and I were going to talk about this 
unlikely prophet John and what he had to say there in the wilderness to the people 
gathered. And why that mattered to them and why it still matters to us.

And then Friday mid-morning the unthinkable happened at Sandy Hook Elementary 
school in Connecticut, and our hearts were broken, and we all went home to hug our 
kids, to reach out to our loved ones, and even today there seem to be no words.

Shocked silence is an appropriate response to this tragedy. Even prayerful silence is an 
appropriate response to this tragedy. But numbed silence is not. Numbed to the pain 
because it seems to be too much, too often, that we hear of this kind of violence so that 
we no longer have the heart to engage it. Yet the worst kind of silence in this situation is 
the silence of fear – fear of speaking up about the issues involved because they are 
divisive, politically unpopular, and really difficult. Silence born from fear and self- 
protection is unacceptable.

So we have to talk about this. Because far too many people are not talking about this out 
of the worse possible motives. And as we will see in the days ahead there will be far too 
many people who use this tragedy to further their own political points – the worst kind of 
talking about it.

You and I have to engage in a faithful conversation about this tragedy and gun violence 
because someone has to. And if we learn anything from John, itʼs that the voice of one 
faithful soul crying out in the wilderness can make a difference, can take on the powers of 
the world, if that one voice heralds the coming of the Lord. If that voice prepares the way 
for the kingdom of God.

And John points the way for our conversation this morning. He says to the crowd 
gathered around him in the wilderness: Repent and live differently. To the crowd in 
general he says, donʼt hoard your goods, if you have enough to share with others in 
need, then share. To the tax collectors who were notorious for lining their pockets while 
they collected regional and Roman taxes, he says, donʼt take advantage of others, collect 
only what you are required to collect. To these soldiers for hire he says stop using your 
power over ordinary citizens just because you can, $ stop hoarding, stop extorting.
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In essence John says: Repent. Live out of love and not fear: As in share what you have – 
trusting there will be enough, thatʼs faithful living As in deal fairly and equitably with others 
in work and in daily life. As in donʼt bully and exhort, donʼt use your power, force, strength 
against those weaker than you.

Because thereʼs more to inheriting the promises made to Abraham than bloodlines, it 
matters how we live out our love of neighbor. It matters that we repent of the wrongs we 
have done.

And if you and I are willing to admit it, the truth is that we, as a society, have a lot to 
repent of. If we just take the issues raised in this single case of violence, thereʼs a great 
deal for which we need to repent: Thereʼs the silence around this issue that weʼve already 
mentioned, thereʼs the political wrangling and deal-making that gun control is enmeshed 
in our country. And thereʼs our cultural understanding that we have the right to have a 
gun, the right to bear arms. Which we know was born of a very different time, a specific 
response to tyranny at a particular moment in history. And in our current day, itʼs gotten 
out of hand.

We live in a culture of fear – “If I donʼt have a gun, how will I protect myself if I am 
attacked by someone with a gun?” Honestly? If thatʼs whatʼs motivating our need to own 
firearms, then putting more guns out into the world doesnʼt actually make us safer.

We need to be able to talk about this fully, without being afraid that someone is going to 
shoot us for doing so.

I have a friend who is a priest in St. Louis. Once, after an incident where an armed man 
came into a local church and fired upon people, she wrote in her blog that perhaps 
people shouldnʼt bring guns to church in response. That church was the one place that 
you shouldnʼt need to live in fear, and that bringing guns to church might be missing the 
greater point of the gospel. And after her blog was published online in her local online 
newspaperʼs op ed, she needed 24 hour protection for weeks. Because people 
threatened to shoot her and her family in response to her comments.

We can do better than this. We can engage in careful and real conversation around this 
issue and others that divide us. And we have to begin in earnest. Our silence condemns 
us to endless cycles of violence, living in a world reacting out of fear.

When the sociologists and historians look back to our era, Iʼm sure theyʼll have a lot of 
theories about why this wave of violence is so precipitous in our particular time. Violence 
that seems to have no point, that seems to have no motive, thatʼs characterized by grand 
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displays of firepower and strength against complete strangers, innocents, and ends, 
almost without fail, in the killer then shooting himself as well.

Itʼs not just gun control, or lack there of. Itʼs not just the economy that has pushed state 
and local budgets to cut funding for people who need mental health support and care. Itʼs 
not just that video games and movies upping the violence ante somehow. All these 
contribute to the greater issue Iʼm sure, but thereʼs a deeper disconnect here as well. The 
way in which we know and care for one another, the way we live out the fact that weʼre all 
in this together. The care for each other that is the fabric of our world has worn thin and 
frayed, and no longer provides us all the strength it once did. In the aftermath of all of 
these cases of violence there seems to run the common thread that the killer felt alone, 
misunderstood by the world, abandoned.

And while Iʼm not suggesting that we will prevent the next tragedy by caring about our 
neighbor, isolation is a symptom of our times that we can address right now. Today. How 
we live out our love of neighbor matters. We need to take care of each other, pay 
attention to each other, invest in each other. Can you hear Johnʼs words? Donʼt live from 
a place of fear, share what you have - there will be enough. Deal fairly with each other, 
and donʼt use excessive force just because you can. Repent and live expectantly. This is 
the expectation the Lord has of us, even as we are living in expectation of his coming into 
the world.

John didnʼt say it would be easy news – in fact he is pretty overt from the beginning – 
“You brood of vipers” begins his good news for them, but, as Luke clearly states at the 
end of the passage, this is good news that John is proclaiming.

Ironically, Friday was stand up to bullies day at Yarmouth High School, the young people 
who supported standing up against bullying wore purple to show their support. We too, as 
a church in Advent, display our purple, as we begin to stand up against the violence 
which hurts us all. The expectation of Advent, the expectation of the one who comes, 
works both ways. The Lord has expectations of us as well.

The ways in which we prepare the way of the Lord matters. Itʼs time to stand up to the 
fear and engage the violence in our culture and hold ourselves to greater account. Time 
to live out our love of neighbor with new courage and hope and yes, more responsibility. 
Will it matter? Absolutely. Bearing fruit worthy of the Lord, paving the way of the coming 
of the kingdom, always matters. Take it from John, the voice of one lone prophet crying 
out in the wilderness. Prepare, prepare the way of the Lord.
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Joy
- Courtney Richards

Zephaniah 3:14-20

Today is the day that a preacher – a thoughtful, intelligent, compassionate, and even only 
slightly industrious preacher – could make nothing short of a fortune. Because if that 
preacher wrote even fairly well … and if that preacherʼs theology was even just mostly 
okay … I canʼt begin to guess how many OTHER preachers would be in line with fists full 
of money saying ʻHere. Take this. Let me borrow your words.ʼ 

Whoever came up with something first, whatever it was, would have the rest of us lined 
up around the block and back, just to not have to figure out what to say this morning … 
what to say to a room full of beautiful, loving, heartbroken people, each trusting that you, 
their pastor, will have some word to say to make it make sense … to make it stop hurting 
… to make it … anything besides the disastrous mess that it is.

Today is the day that a preacher, with a few words cobbled together, could make nothing 
short of a fortune off the other preachers who would just be so very glad that somebody 
came up with something.

Because what do you say on a day like today? 

What? What is there? What can possibly speak any pinpoint of light into the black hole of 
sorrow that has opened up?

There is only one thing. There is only one thing that makes any bit of sense. 
It does not explain why. It does not answer how. It does not promise never again. It does 
not make it all okay. But it is the only thing to say … the only thing that makes sense to 
say. And it is the very thing we say every time weʼre together. It is the very thing we say in 
the fact that we are together at all.

God. Is. Here.

Thatʼs it. 

The Lord your God is in your midst. (Zeph 3:17)

How can we still read words of JOY today? How can we still light this pink candle? Why 
do we sing ʻGloriaʼ? How can we possibly ʻcome with joyʼ?
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Because God is here. 

God was there. 
In every anguished cry, in every injured body, in every moment of panic. 
In every act of bravery and compassion and selflessness and goodness and heart. 
God was there.

And God is here. 
In the tears we cry, the grief we carry for people we do not even know. 
In our fear that this could be our child. 
In our certainty that if it is anyoneʼs child anywhere, it is everyoneʼs child everywhere.

And in our lighting of a candle, 
and our singing of songs, 
and our praying of prayers, 
and our breaking of bread. 
God is here.

And if we are going to say that weʼre Christian … if we are going to take the very name of 
Christ as our own … if we are going to be who we say we are … ʻyou are our God and 
we are your peopleʼ … if that is true, then this must also be true: God is here. 

The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not overcome it. (Jn 1:5)

We are in a season called Advent – from the Latin word adventus, which means ʻcoming.ʼ 
Christ is coming. The Light of the World, Prince of Peace. And isnʼt THAT something we 
need? Isnʼt that what we eagerly await?

Purple candles are lighted through the season – purple to signify royalty as we await the 
coming King. But it is also the color of penitence and reflection, and in earliest tradition, 
this was the case for Advent. Much like Lent, Advent began as a season of somber 
reflection, including fasting and increased devotion through prayer and discipline. It is a 
season of waiting and watching.

But at this point something happens. This third Sunday of Advent is Gaudete Sunday. 
The first word spoken in the ancient mass on this third Sunday in Advent is gaudete. 
ʻRejoice.ʼ Gaudete in Domino semper. ʻRejoice in the Lord always.ʼ 

We are halfway there … we move from waiting for the Promised One, and we turn our 
hearts in expectation … we actually expect that Christ will come! And so on Gaudete 
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Sunday, we ease our penitence, we breathe in celebration, we soften the color from 
purple to rose, and we rejoice.23

We rejoice. 
In the presence of God, we rejoice. 
We rejoice in the presence of God.

And that is not just what we do. 
It must be who we are.

A prophet speaks to a people who have lost their way. Who have been heaped with 
judgment. Who are living only with despair, only in sorrow. And he takes a phrase that 
theyʼd always heard as judgment – “On that day,” meaning at the Day of Judgment – he 
takes that phrase and reminds them that God is still there, and there is still hope. He says 
“The LORD, your God, is in your midst, a warrior who gives victory; he will rejoice over 
you with gladness, he will renew you in his love; he will exult over you with loud singing 
as on a day of festival.” (Zeph 3:17-18)

Does it feel like that right now? No. It doesnʼt. I know it doesnʼt.

But it is a promise. And are you going to be the one to say that God does not keep Godʼs 
promises? No.

Speaking in London 125 years ago on this very text from Zephaniah, famed preacher 
Charles Spurgeon said, 

“The fulfillment of a divine promise is not the exhaustion of it. When a man gives 
you a promise, and he keeps it, there is an end of the promise; but it is not so 
with God. When He keeps His word to the full, He has but begun. He is prepared 
to keep it, and keep it, and keep it for ever and ever.”24

The exodus, the exile, Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and Jerusalem again. 
God was there. God is here.

Newtown, Aurora, Birmingham, Littleton, Portland, Beijing, Karachi, Baghdad. 
God was there. God is here.
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We cry and weʼre lost and itʼs impossible to believe that something so awful could 
happen to us, could happen here. But it happens. It happens all the time. Everywhere. 

In cities where both hunger and obesity are killing children and adults alike. 
In families where neglect and violence is a way of life. 
In villages where tanks roll through the streets. 
Where boys become soldiers and girls are sold as sex slaves. 
Where compromise is never more than a word.
Where loss is so real it canʼt even be explained.

Itʼs dark. It is so dark sometimes. And days like Friday make it feel darker yet.

But we are halfway through the candles and it is time for us to start EXPECTING joy and 
not just WAITING FOR it.

Yes, the darkness is out there. And no, we cannot avoid it every time. But we can decide 
that weʼll do more than manufacture happiness … weʼll do more than fake it for the sake 
of whoever weʼre faking it for. We can move forward with whatever is planned, and not 
feel guilty or callous or like weʼre forgetting too soon – or at all. We can decide that we 
really are in this together, and we can remember that God has promised to be with us … 
always … and we can light candles of hope, peace, and joy together, and look forward to 
that time when we see sparks of love, in the full light of Christ. 

We can be who we are created to be: children of God. We can be what we have 
professed, and been baptized into, and celebrate at the table, and say that we are: 
followers of Christ. We can actually, really, BE the body of Christ: every member valuable, 
every part valued, every task shared, every gift upheld, every offering received in 
gratitude. 

For you are the body of Christ, and individually members of it. When one suffers, 
all suffer together. When one rejoices, all rejoice together. (cf 1 Cor 12) 

Rejoice. Together. Candlelight against the darkness.

As teachers and first responders led children from the school at Sandy Hook, past the 
carnage hatred left behind, one reportedly told them over and over, “Hold hands, close 
your eyes.” Come with us. Weʼll take care of you.

Itʼs not about happy faces. You feel how you feel and you do what you do to get from one 
day to the next. But joy comes both IN the morning of a new day, and AFTER the 
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mourning of the immediate moment. Joy isnʼt brushing things away and tossing out “Itʼll 
be fine” … 

because when itʼs your child, your friend, your community – whether itʼs one 
person in a neighborhood in any town anywhere, or whether itʼs the dubious 
distinction of the largest school shooting in the nationʼs history – when itʼs your 
child, your neighborhood, your friend, when itʼs you, it does NOT feel like it will 
ever be fine again. 

And when youʼre aching for someone else, or just aching because it could be someone 
else, itʼs not about “itʼll be okay”.

In those moments – in these moments – joy is very much, every inch, about holding 
hands, and closing your eyes, and knowing that God. Is. Here. 

Come with us. Weʼll take care of you.

Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.  Let your gentleness be 
known to everyone. The Lord is near.  Do not worry about anything, but in 
everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be 
made known to God.  And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, 
will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. (Phil 4:4-7)

  
Charlotte. Daniel. Olivia. Josephine. Ana. Dylan. Madeleine. Catherine. Chase. Jesse. 
James. Grace. Emilie. Jack. Noah. Caroline. Jessica. Avielle. Benjamin. Allison.
Rachel. Dawn. Nancy. Anne Marie. Lauren. Mary. Victoria.

Everyone is someoneʼs child.

An Austin pastor lights the candle today with poetry:$

Gaudete you say
Gaudete in Domino semper
and the steering wheel slips to the right
and the car crash comes quickly
and the concussion disorients without disabling

Gaudete you say
Gaudete in Domino semper
and the scud missiles fly wildly
and the neighborʼs daughter is damaged
and rifle fire never ceases in the night
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Gaudete you say
Gaudete in Domino semper
and eyes scan the cityscape for connections
and the forlorn touch only touch screens
and the suicidal pray through pain for relief

Gaudete you say
and what else can we do
but rejoice always in you
because the rejoicing itself in defiance is
balm and peace and communion25

This morning we gather, admittedly in sorrow. Tonight we can gather, while ”heaven and 
nature sing Gloria!” Rejoice. Arise, shine, for your light has come.

Because what do you say on a day like today? 

Rejoice in the Lord always, again I will say Rejoice.

The Lord your God is in your midst.

The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.

The darkness has not overcome it.$ $ The darkness has not overcome it.

If we are the people we say we are … if we take the name of the One born into the world 
to be the Light of the World … then the candle of joy is lighted even today. Thatʼs it. 
Thatʼs the good news. THAT is what we say on a day like today.

A light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.

Now go and be loved, and believe, and become that Good News
… for The Lord your God is in your midst.
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Prayers of Gratitudes and Concerns
- Renee Rico

Today as we come in prayer we bring heavy hearts. The shootings in Newtown 
Connecticut are of a nature that render speech nearly impossible, and tears near. 
Twenty-eight lives were cut down on Friday, as we know, most of them small children, 
others adults protecting them, and finally the disturbed shooter.

We have personal connection to this tragedy beyond the news reports. Delores 
Dewhurstʼs little grandson, Carter, lost his best friend, Ben Wheeler, in the shootings on 
Friday.  Ben leaves behind his parents, David and Francine, and an older brother Nate. 
Benʼs family are members of Trinity Episcopal Church in Newton. 

As with many his age here in the US and around the world, Carter is learning the cost of 
violence at far too early an age. He is being helped through time by his family including 
his parents...

As people of faith, we have ways of responding that are particular to our tradition. On the 
Advent wreath, we have placed a yellow rose in honor and memory of those who were 
injured or lost their lives. 

We also have scripture to turn to. The Bible has a language of lament – and this 
language reminds us that God does not simply want our words of praise, that to speak to 
God is to speak fully of all the human emotions – grief, sadness, despair, anger included.

From the prophet Jeremiah we hear these words:

Thus says the Lord:
A voice is heard in Ramah,
   lamentation and bitter weeping.
Rachel is weeping for her children;
   she refuses to be comforted for her children,
   because they are no more.

And from Psalm 42:

To the leader. A Maskil of the Korahites.
As a deer longs for flowing streams,
   so my soul longs for you, O God. 
My soul thirsts for God,
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   for the living God.
When shall I come and behold
   the face of God? 
My tears have been my food
   day and night,
while people say to me continually,
   ʻWhere is your God?ʼ 

Let us enter a time of silence to remember those who were lost to us on Friday.

Silence

Prayer:
In this season of Advent, we are brought short by the killings in Connecticut,
And find that our journey to Bethlehem is suddenly filled with grief and fear.
In that, we travel a similar way to that of Joseph and Mary.
We do not understand why this has happened,
We are angry that it did, 
And we are also stunned into silence.

Pause

Beyond silence, we bring our tears and our fears to you.
We ask that in the coming weeks that you help to transform them,
Transform them into useful action
To reduce violence in our communities, especially toward children,
And to find treatment for those who suffer from mental illness.

Our hearts reach out to all the families and the communities devastated by this violent 
tragedy.
May they know the comfort of many arms to hold them,
The support of community to bear their grief with them.
The nearness of your life-giving Spirit in the midst of destruction,
And in the coming months and years, the healing of the community.

In this Advent Season,
We are grateful to see pinpricks of light amid these dark events:
We are grateful for firefighters and police who safely responded to the emergency
And took gentle care of traumatized children.
We are grateful for teachers who tucked children away from harmʼs way
And those children who helped their friends escape to life.
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Today, perhaps more than ever, we are in need of your healing love, 
For our families,
For our communities
For our nation, and
For our earth.

Come quickly, Baby Jesus, we need you. Amen.
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Rejoice in the Midst of Adversity
- Mara Rivera

Philippians 4:4-7

SERMON THEME: As Christians we are called to rejoice, to be gentle, to not worry, and 
to be thankful. Itʼs a tall order, but itʼs also doable.

The definition of joy according to the Webster dictionary is the emotion evoked by well-
being, success, or good fortune or by the prospect of possessing what one desires.

The more I thought about that definition of joy the more I realized that the tragedy we 
experienced as a nation this last Friday was the opposite of what joy is.

Deep grief is what I experienced when I heard of the murder of twenty innocent children 
and the death of six caring adults at the Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown  
Connecticut.

I remember asking Charlie, “How could I preach on joy with what the nation had just 
experienced?”

The question I asked Charlie kept gnawing at me.

The more I thought about it the more I asked myself what are those things that rob joy 
from peoples' lives.

As I reflected on this I came up with four things that rob peoples' joy.

I'm sure you can come up with many more.

For the sake of our limited time this morning four will have to do.

1. CIRCUMSTANCES -
Circumstances- the circumstances surrounding the event of this past Friday have 
certainly robbed many of their joy.  

But that's not the only event claiming people's joy.
 
Employers not hiring because of the impending financial cliff.
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That's claiming peoples' joy.

People who have lost their job and can't seem to find work can also loose their joy.

People diagnosed with a terminal illness can lose their joy.

People going through divorce can loose their joy.

People loosing a spouse or a parent can loose their joy.

The list can go on and on. What else then can contribute to loosing our joy?

2. PEOPLE-
The second thing I came up with which can rob us of our joy are people.

All of us at one time or another have lost our joy because of people!

What they are! -- What they say! -- What they do! -- And no doubt we ourselves have 
caused someone to be unhappy! You see it works both ways!

In twenty plus years of ministry I've observed people who aren't happy unless they are 
complaining or unhappy themselves.

Dealing with this kind of person can rob you of your joy.

3. THINGS
The third category that I thought of are “things”.

A desire or an obsession for material things can rob you of your joy.

When we place our energy on the acquisition of things we loose sight that things don't 
bring joy.
 
You see once you've acquired something you've obsessed over, sooner of later you'll 
want more.

And you'll want more because these things will give you a sense of identity.

4. WORRY
The fourth thing that can rob us of our joy is worry.
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Worry about today, worry about tomorrow, or worry over the future can rob us of our joy.

The irony is that the things we worry about  like our CIRCUMSTANCES – or PEOPLE -
and THINGS, also rob us of our joy.

And these things can ultimately become a spiral from which there is no way out.

So what we are we to do?

What would the Apostle Paul say to this question?

What he told the church in Philippi is what he would probably tell us.

"Rejoice in the Lord always, do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and 
supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God."

Do this, Paul says, "and the peace of God ... will guard your hearts and minds in Christ 
Jesus" (vv. 4, 6-7).

Some would say, easy enough while others would say Paul didn't know what he was 
talking about.

The fact is Paul wrote the Philippians text we read from this morning while he was in jail.

Incarcerated because of his preaching and teaching Paul suffered in jail at the hands of 
the Romans

It's within this context that he writes the words “Rejoice in the Lord always.”

Some would look at Paul's words and say that Paul wanted people to live mindless happy 
lives.

But that's not what he was telling them.

He was telling them to "rejoice in the Lord," to be in touch with the One from whom real 
peace and well-being flows.

When he spoke of letting our requests be known to God in prayer, he was not prescribing 
some kind of quick-fix formula or using prayer as a tool for feeling better; rather he was 
pointing his readers toward the One who hears our prayers and who loves us beyond 
measure.
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When Paul talked of the peace of God, he wasn't referring to the state of being without 
concerns, but to the state of being in harmony with God.

Paul also says in this passage right before he says, "Don't worry about anything," he 
says, "The Lord is near."

Within the context of this text Paul believed that Christ's second coming was near.
 
But as we look at the context today and the way Paul lived the rest of his natural life, Paul 
knew that the Lord was near at all times.

It was that same Lord who was with Paul in that jail cell.

And it's that same Lord that was in that school weeping and holding each child and each 
adult as they were being killed.

And it's that same Lord that is with us until the end of the age who will empower us to 
rejoice in the midst of tragedy. 

According to the N.T. Christian joy is not the kind of happiness that knows no gloom, but 
is instead joy is the result of the triumph of faith over adversity and trying circumstances, 
which instead of hindering faith, it actually allows it to grow.

I once read that scientists are trying to develop a pill that would erase targeted painful 
memories.

Although some might think they would use such a pill, as I look at my life, the pain, the 
losses, and disappointments I've had to endure, those  memories are memories that I 
would not give up.

Not because I'm a glutton for punishment, but rather because in spite of those 
experiences God brought me through them into a new life of faith and trust. 

It's when I remember those difficult experiences when I can see with clarity that Christ 
was there with me all along.

For me, God wasn't this unknown entity watching from a distance, but rather God was 
with me experiencing my pain alongside of me holding me and never letting me go.
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And it's in remembering those times that I can also affirm that the Lord is here with us 
now.

So how we claim our joy when the circumstances that surround us, people who belittle or 
defame us, the things that become the source of our identity, and the worry that comes 
from all the above try to take our joy away? 

Circumstance- when dealing with circumstance Paul said, “I want you to know, beloved,* 
that what has happened to me has actually helped to spread the gospel,” Philippians 
1:12.

What Paul is saying is that his circumstances or trouble and trials have not been to hurt 
him but for the advancement of the Gospel.

-- He was not a prisoner of Rome, He was a prisoner with Jesus Christ (Bonds of Christ - 
1:13)

--- Paulʼs Circumstances did not cause him to be discouraged but caused him to do more 
for Christ!

--- If you are a true child of God according to Paul, you are going to have your troubles 
and trials or Circumstances!

A lot of Christians are Circumstance Christians! --- As long as everything is going good 
they are OK but when troubles come they get discouraged and quit!

PAUL DID NOT LOOK AT CHRIST THROUGH HIS CIRCUMSTANCES - HE LOOKED 
AT HIS CIRCUMSTANCES THROUGH CHRIST!

SO DONʼT LET CIRCUMSTANCES ROB YOU OF YOUR JOY!

What then do we do with people who try to take away our joy?

We need to remember that we are called to be the light of the world and the salt of the 
earth...

But sometimes the light gets dim and the salt becomes bitter because of PEOPLE! ---

Paul in his letter to the Philippians chapter 2 says, “If then there is any encouragement in 
Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing in the Spirit, any compassion and 
sympathy, 2 make my joy complete: be of the same mind, having the same love, being in 
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full accord and of one mind. 3 Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility 
regard others as better than yourselves. 4 Let each of you look not to your own interests, 
but to the interests of others. 5 Let the same mind be in you that was* in Christ Jesus,”

---- SO DONʼT LET PEOPLE ROB YOU OF YOUR JOY!

So what should we do about things that take our joy away?

THINGS – Paul gives us the answer in Philippians 3:7,8 when he says, --- 7 Yet whatever 
gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ. 8 More than that, I 
regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my 
Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard them as rubbish, in 
order that I may gain Christ.

For Paul his worth came from knowing Jesus Christ and not from things.

Jesus himself warned us about laying up treasures upon this earth... He taught us to lay 
up treasures in Heaven, for where your treasure is, there is where your heart is!

Phil. 4: 11 – Therefore, be Content!

--- DONʼT LET THINGS ROB YOU OF YOUR JOY!

Finally, what are we to do with worry?

WORRY – Paul once again gives us the answer in his letter to the Philippians chapter 4:6  
when he says- Be careful for nothing or Donʼt Worry about anything!

In other words, if we look at our circumstances through the eyes of Christ, if we look at 
people through Christ's love, and if we look to Christ for meaning and not in things, then 
worry will not take our joy away.

Friends, as we reflect on the events of this past week let us trust that the Lord will get us 
through, and that God will transform the tragedy of Newtown and use it as an impetus for 
changing our society's fascination for violence into a longing for peace.

Amen.
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Everything is Broken...
- Kara Root

Philippians 4:4-7, Luke 1:39-45

I think itʼs safe to say we are all in shock.  
Our hearts are so heavy with grief, confusion and anger, in the suffering of families in 
Newtown, Connecticut.  And I want you to know that all of these feelings are absolutely 
appropriate and welcome in this place where we come together in the presence of God.  
Their reality seems to hover underneath everything else at the moment, and we are not 
sure what to do with it. The sadness and horror can be paralyzing.  And yet we cannot 
turn away.  Turning away would feel like abandoning them – not that we are actually 
WITH them anyway. Weʼre just watching their nightmare from afar, glued to every news 
story, every image, every facebook link, hovering in a state of despair, hopelessness and 
dismay.  What are we to do?

My sister yesterday was observing that for the vast scope of history, even a hundred 
years ago, people mostly only knew about what happened in their own community. If a 
tragedy happened far away it could take days, sometimes weeks or months to find out 
about it.  Whatever tragedy you encountered, was right near by.  Your neighborʼs house 
burns down, your pastorʼs child dies, your town floods.  
Virtually everything that happened, whether suffering or joy, could be shared.  And you 
could always act.  There was always something you could do.  You could act on what the 
person near you was experiencing. Their suffering was your burden, their joy was your 
celebration.  We are wired to live like this, in the image of a God who made us for 
connection and even finally plunged in and joined us in this life and death thing so that 
nothing we ever suffered would be borne alone. We are meant to share life with each 
other, to bear tragedy together.
 
So prayers were paired with visits, homes rebuilt, casseroles delivered, side by side 
piecing back together lives or simply sitting in the grief together and listening.  We know 
how to act, we want, with everything in us, to act when something terrible happens to 
another human being.  It is the normal response, the right response. It is the God-given, 
human response.  But how do we act when people are far away and we do not know 
them? Where does our compassion and our sadness go? How do we join suffering when 
it is reported to us in a continual feed of information, disconnected from real lives, real 
voices and faces and friends?  When there is no ride you can offer or meal you can bring 
or night you can pass hand in hand in grief and prayer? 
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Our passage today is the newly pregnant Mary, fresh from the angelʼs pronouncement.   
Still absorbing what all this will mean for her, she leaves home and heads out to visit the 
six month pregnant Elizabeth.   Both women have been given this enormous awareness, 
the weight of a promise that the world is going to change, that God is going to come and 
do something irreversible to save us all.  
But they cannot carry this weight alone.  
None of us can carry the weight alone.  
And so they find each other.
Before Mary came, Elizabeth had told no one about the impossible baby growing inside 
of her and hadnʼt set foot out of the house. She believed Godʼs promise, had seen and 
felt the changes in her own body as this child grew. She had every reason to go and 
proclaim it to anyone who would listen. But she couldnʼt bring herself to leave the front 
door.
  
But now, here comes Mary, who knows and shares the secret, who is also vulnerable and 
chosen, who is also participating with God.  
And when Elizabeth sees her, the baby in her womb leaps for joy, and Mary, at being 
greeted by Elizabeth, recognized as the chosen one of God, bursts out in a song of joy 
and thanksgiving for the God who sees and saves and calls and redeems.
And now they have each other.  
Together they bear the weight of the world and the promise of God, living side by side 
until Elizabeth is ready to deliver.  
In one another, God provides sanctuary, and space for the promise to grow, to shape 
them into people who could face what was to come.  And with one another they could be 
reminded of the bigger picture, could imagine together the future God was unfolding, 
could literally see in each other what God was doing for the future of the world.  They 
were given to each other to share together in this promise of God.  To bear the weight of 
it together.

Christmas says that God in Jesus Christ came into real life, into peopleʼs real lives, in a 
real time and place, embodied in flesh and blood and experiences.  And we meet Christ 
who shared life with us and bore death for us, when we share life and bear death with 
one another, in our real time and place.  We are called to live fully with the people to 
whom weʼve been given, the people who are given to us.

I cannot do that with people in Newtown, Connecticut. I donʼt know anyone there. I have 
never been there.  It might as well be a horror movie, a nightmare looping in the 
background of my life, for as much as it impacts my own world. 
But I know teachers who must regularly run classroom drills with their students against 
such a terrible occurrence ever happening on their watch.  And I know people who 
struggle with mental illness, gripped by instability and frightening bouts with darkness.  I 
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know family members who feel helpless and heartbroken that they cannot change the 
choices someone they love has made.  And I know people whose child or spouse was 
taken from them suddenly and unfairly, or who are staring down the barrel of terminal 
cancer, or battling a life-stealing illness.  I have a friend whose adopted daughter has 
been delayed in Haiti, and every day for over a year now my friend waits to hold her little 
girl once again in her arms, as she gets older and older in an orphanage waiting for the 
red tape to clear.
There is suffering in my neighborhood, my church, my family. As much as I long to, I canʼt 
share the suffering in Newtown, but I can share the suffering of those God has given me 
to, and to whom I have been given.

And I can trust that these people in this tragedy have been given by God to people as 
well, that these families have communities, have churches, have neighbors and loved 
ones who are right there, bearing their suffering along with them. Who have voices those 
people can hear, and arms those people can fall into and weep.  We can trust God with 
their care and needs.  And the thing we can do for them as much as anything is to love 
and care for those around us, being human for them, with them, being image-bearers of a 
life-sharing God, a force for hope and peace and joy in whatever ways, and with 
whomever, I am able.

This is the week of Advent we focus on Joy. It feels strange to talk about joy against the 
backdrop of such sorrow.  But these things are not isolated and separate in life.  They 
touch, and intermingle, and deepen one another.  Joy is a miraculous in-breaking of God 
– a moment where you touch transcendence, or rather, transcendence touches you.  And 
for a moment, if only a moment, you are complete, and part of the completeness of 
things.

I heard the terrible news Friday just before my daughterʼs first sleepover ever. For Maisy, 
there was nothing, nothing, as important in all the world, than this friend sharing this 
magical evening with her.  When they met on the corner in mittens and boots, they burst 
out in excited greeting, and then they walked home touching each other the whole time, 
as though this was too good to be true and this friend might just disappear if they did not 
remain tethered together.  I watched them, their faces alight as they eagerly discussed 
how their stuffed animals would camp out in a tent next to them, and when I texted a 
photo of them to the little girlʼs mom, she responded, “Everything is broken. And this is 
beautiful.”  

When the girls got home they arranged the bedroom, planned every moment of pajama 
wearing and teeth brushing, and then the breathless time came to dress up, find jewelry 
and shoes, and matching accessories, and prepare to come to the Christmas Razzle 
party at church.  
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All the way there they talked about how they were two princesses going to a ball.  And I 
was their coach driver.  And every time I wanted to plunge back into tears, to lose myself 
again in the grief and horror over what had just happened in Newtown, I was 
inadvertently pulled into their story. 

“Mommy, you have two roles- you are our coach driver, and also you are the fairy 
godmother, which is perfect because you already have a beautiful dress and make up on.  
Just pretend you have a wand, ok?”  
“Ok honey,” I said, looking in the rearview mirror at the rapturously content faces staring 
into the starry night, already nearing their bedtimes as the evening was just beginning. 
“Iʼll pretend I have a wand.” 
I took a deep breath and continued, “We are almost at the ball, where may I drop you off, 
your highnesses?” and they giggled with their heads together.  And for a moment, these 
sweet girls in their reverie startled me into poignant gratitude, into joy so unexpected and 
shocking that I could barely breathe for how holy and surprising it felt.

Life is so hard sometimes.  Being alive, tragedy and heartbreak are inevitable and 
universal and sometimes powerful beyond comprehension.  But then thereʼs these 
flashes of, of all things, joy, unforeseen and astonishing.  And it sweeps in and alters the 
landscape with its passing power.  Joy is the surprise that satisfies and completes.  Our 
experiences of joy in this life are momentary, fleeting, impermanent.  They are both 
glimpses of the future, and a completion of the past. They are the fulfillment we long for 
and recognize deep in our being as things being right, being restored, being redeemed.  
A friend yesterday called joy moments, “premembering” – they are remembering what is 
to come.  

And as such, joy, experiences of joy, moments of completion and fullness, and glimpses 
of Godʼs completeness-, joy is powerful. It is light piercing darkness, it is hope tasted, 
peace glimpsed.  Joy anchors us in real, tangible experiences transcendence in ordinary 
life.  Joy gives us strength and courage to face the darkness, even while highlighting just 
how dark it is against the light that shines.

We are people grounded in time and space. We are embodied, in flesh and blood and 
experiences; we live in one place, and exist in one time.  As much as I long to and no 
matter what I do, I cannot save anyone Newtown, Connecticut from suffering, or even 
truly share it with them.  Not even if I watch the news every second of every day.  But 
truth be told, I canʼt even save the very people I love most on earth from suffering.  But I 
can be with them. I can stand by them and share their suffering. I can share joy and life 
with them, and that is being faithful. 
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Our lives are a gift. We are given to each other – family, friends, communities, to share 
life with one another.  We are called to do that faithfully. To be faithful friends, parents, 
brothers and sisters, faithful members of our communities and responsible for the place 
weʼve been planted for this time in life.  Everywhere in the world right now, Newtown 
included, there are people standing with other people, sharing suffering and joy, and that 
is the place God is present.  We are called to live faithfully where we are and God-with-us 
is with us.  

Yesterday, over and over, I prayed for families in Newtown.  And I went online and sent 
some money to the National Coalition to Stop Gun Violence, because this kind of terror is 
unacceptable and I want it to stop. But I also turned off my phone and headed to the 
Childrenʼs Theatre with my family for our annual Christmas tradition and enjoyed “How 
the Grinch Stole Christmas” together. The Dalai Lama has said, “Every day, think as you 
wake up, today I am fortunate to be alive, I have a precious human life, I am not going to 
waste it.”  Last night I got to share an evening with the beloved souls I have been given to 
share this fleeting gift of a life with.  And that brought me joy.

Christmas still comes. No matter what happens, and especially when we need it most of 
all, God enters in.  Advent invites us to long for joy, and to try on the fullness, to choose to 
notice, embrace and celebrate moments of joy, when lost things are found and 
relationships are restored, when brokenness is healed or fears overcome, or the delight 
and innocence of childrenʼs wonder fill us with gratitude. 

The light is has come, the light is coming thatʼs going to change the whole world, and 
already is, even when darkness is overwhelmingly dark.  You and I carry this truth, but it 
is too big for us to carry alone. We need others to carry it with us, to give each other 
strength, to remind one another of the big picture and what God is doing for the future of 
the world.  What God is doing right now.  We need one another to premember the joy.  
Together we bear the weight of the world and the promise of God, together we say 
“Everything is broken. And this is beautiful.”

The Lord is near. Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and 
supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. Live faithfully the 
life youʼve been given.  Itʼs not very long.  Invest in peace and point out hope.  Love those 
around you.  Bear their suffering.  Share their joy.  Grieve when you need to, as much as 
you need to, however you need to.  Rejoice when joy comes, unexpectedly into your life, 
let it wash over you and fill you with gratitude.  Pray for the world and live faithfully in the 
time and place you have been planted. And the peace of God, which surpasses all 
understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

Amen.
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Advent 3, Pastoral Prayer
- Karen Sapio

God of mercy
We are full of gratitude for the gift of our children
And the gift they have shared with us today
Yet we are full of grief and anguish
For those who are mourning this day
The loss of their children,
Their grandchildren
Their sisters and brothers.

Many have said that this tragedy
Is compounded by its happening at Christmas
But we remember that the story of your birth
Is surrounded by violence.
We remember that Jesus was born into a world where
An unmarried, pregnant woman could be stoned to death
A foreign emperor could command thousands to leave home
for the sake of a census that would extend his power.
A local ruler could send soldiers to a village and kill all the male children under two
because heʼd heard a disturbing rumor,
Where a young family had to flee for their lives and become refugees in a strange land.

And we remember that Mary, the mother whose face glowed with wonder by the manger 
in Bethlehem
Would later cradle the broken body of her own murdered child at Calvary.

And still--the promise of this season is that 
The Light Shines in the Darkness
And the Darkness has not overcome it. 

And so we pray for light in the darkness
for those who mourn--in Newtown and elsewhere
for those for whom Christmas finds them in a war zone
soldiers serving in Afghanistan
families hiding in basements in Syria

for those struggling with illness of body, mind or spirit,
for those walking through the shadows of poverty
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for the unemployed
for those anxious about the future.

And finally we pray God, that your light 
Would shine through us
That through our lives
Our actions,our words, our work, 
We may bear that light into the world
The light no darkness can overcome.

And so together with all those who 
have borne your light into dark places
And dark times
We pray the prayer that you taught us....
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Prayers of the People - Newtown
- Libby Shannon

The prophets affirm, “the people whoʼve walked in darkness have seen a great light.”
We walk in darkness today, O God of Light.

We walk in the darkness of loss, of violence, of fear. We walk in the darkness of 
unknown, unsure, uncertain. 

We stumble through darkness in which words tumble out of our mouths, leaving their 
chalky residue on our tongues, but they have so little meaning, so little substance, rather 
they simply add to the darkness, to the loss, to the unknowing.

We stumble through the darkness seeking, struggling to put our fingertips on something 
familiar, something comforting, something of home. On this faltering journey, may we 
stumble into our humanity.  

We walk in darkness today, O God of Light. 

We walk in the darkness of 28 dead in Newtown.

We walk in the darkness of more than 450 murdered in Chicago this year.

We walk in the darkness of Columbine, Virginia Tech, Tucson, and Portland.

We walk in the darkness of wondering how? and why? and where next?

Hear our lament and break forth, O God of Light.

Remind us yet again that flickering light of the candle is as bright as the sun in this 
overwhelming darkness.

Warm our hearts with the promise that it was you who spoke a word and brought light into 
being. 

Dry our tears with the assurance that it was you who set the sun of day and the stars of 
night.

Calm our fears with the reminder that it was you who led the way and lit the night with a 
pillar of fire.
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Call us to action with the hope that a star brighter than all the others will take us down the 
path toward encountering the Prince of Peace.  

Give us courage, O God of Light, to not let darkness have the final word.  Give us 
strength to not let fear cloud our commitment to your rule of love.  Give us boldness to 
not ever forget that you have called us to put down the sword.  And give us the daring to 
join our voices yet again with the great cloud of witness and hear us as we, with the 
confidence of children, pray the prayer Christ taught us...
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Cultivating Joy
- John Shuck

Luke 1:39-44

This is the Third Sunday of Advent.

The theme is joy.  

The texts are the legends regarding Mary and Elizabeth, both pregnant with children, 
John the Baptist and Jesus, who are both fated to be tragic heroes.    The symbolism is 
sacred birth, “the blessed fruit of the womb.”  With this blessing is the promise of life and 
the response of joy.

In light of the events of December 14, 2012 in Sandy Hook, Connecticut, could there be a 
theme more inappropriate in worship today than joy?  

Yes and no.  

There is a strange sense for me of living this past summer again.  I had decided the 
summer worship theme would be happiness.  On June 24th, I preached one sermon on 
the topic only to lose my son Zachary four days later.    When I finally stumbled back into 
the pulpit, the theme of happiness was sitting there, staring at me like a taunt.   I could 
have changed the theme, of course.   I didnʼt.   I decided that if joy had any reality to it, it 
would have to be in the words of the hymn by George Matheson, 

“Joy that seekest me through pain.”     

If joy is going to seek out the people of Sandy Hook, it will have to find them in their pain.  
I know also, by my own experience, that without at least the promise of joy, however 
vague and however incredible, the pain itself is too crushing.   Even in the midst of this 
excruciating fragility, when the tears come in convulsing sobs, joy is being cultivated.  
 
That joy is cultivated as the community rises and responds to one another, honors the 
powerfully human and heroic acts of the teachers, responders, parents, and children and 
creatively expresses its love and care.      

My nephew, Craig with his wife and three children live in Sandy Hook.  Their oldest child 
is in first grade at Sandy Hook Elementary.  She wasnʼt in school Friday because she 
was home sick.   Craig posted this on his Facebook page:
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"Please continue to pray for the families of SH. We are so very heartbroken. Sofia has 
lost so many of her best friends. Her friend she rode the school bus and danced with after 
school...gone. Her best friend at after school art class...gone. 8 out of 10 kids in her daisy 
troop....gone. So many other classmates and after school playmates. How do you tell 
your daughter that so many of her friends are no longer?"

That is the work now for my family and this community.   Holding their children and 
providing comfort that they donʼt feel themselves.  That is the work of those closest to this 
tragedy.   If there is such a thing as joy it will have to come through that shared 
experience of anguish.   It will come in its time and not be rushed or forced.     Joy is the 
human spirit that will not be quenched.   The people of Sandy Hook have their work to do.   
They will do it.  The rest of the country must preserve that communityʼs dignity and 
respect its privacy and follow their lead.  

For those of us who are not as personally connected to this tragedy but who with tears 
and anguish have watched it unfold on television and on our computers, we have work as 
well.   We hold these dear people in our minds and hearts, certainly.   We can donate to 
the work of those who counsel youth and children through the United Way of Western 
Connecticut.   It is the Sandy Hook School Support Fund.  That is their request of us.  
https://newtown.uwwesternct.org/

Other work we have is how to talk to our children about violence.    Author Brene Brown 
posted some important links for adults on speaking with children on her website.   http://
www.ordinarycourage.com/my-blog/2012/12/14/prayers-for-the-sandy-hook-elementary-
school-community.html   She includes there a quote from that wonderful comfort, Mr. 
Fred Rogers:

"When I was a boy and I would see scary things in the news, my mother would say to me, 
"Look for the helpers. You will always find people who are helping." To this day, especially 
in times of "disaster," I remember my mother's words and I am always comforted by 
realizing that there are still so many helpers – so many caring people in this world."

In the end, you can always count on Mr. Rogers.  That is how we cultivate joy.  Not by 
trying to make people be happy, but by caring, by actually doing things.   By being 
helpers.

How else can we help?  How else can we cultivate joy in the midst of disaster?  

I think we need to reflect and take action in regards to the society in which we live.   That 
begins, in my opinion, by being honest with our feelings.   I am feeling anger.   I wrote this 
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on my blog yesterday.  I want to share it with you.   http://www.religionforlife.com/blog/
2012/12/15/sandy-hook 

I am also angry.

I am angry at the shooter.  Angry at the world, fella?  If you won't get help then have the 
decency just to kill yourself, OK?  I am angry that he slipped through whatever societal 
safeguards are supposed to be in place to help people like him.    I am angry that he 
didn't get whatever it was he needed so he wouldn't hurt others.  I am angry regarding 
the stigma and the ignorance surrounding mental illness.  I am angry that we don't have a 
more descriptive phrase than "mental illness" for whatever it was that motivated him to do 
this.  We might as well say "demons."

I am angry that people "possessed by demons" can get access to assault weapons!   I 
am angry at the crazy gun culture in which we live.  I am angry that we let weapons of 
mass destruction be so available and do nothing but wring our hands when 20 children 
are murdered in an elementary school.   I am angry that these killing tools are being 
manufactured in the first place.   I am angry that it is easier and cheaper to get an 
offensive military style weapon than it is to get mental health care.   I am angry at the 
people who profit from these killing machines and who spread lies, misinformation, and a 
warped sense of freedom that it is a "right" to own these children killers.   

I am heartbroken.  I am angry.  Mostly I am afraid.  I am afraid that our culture has taken 
a path of no return toward a societal death wish.  We have decided that it is more 
important to protect our right to own weapons of mass murder than it is to protect children 
from them.   For that, I weep.

That is what I wrote yesterday.  I am still angry.  I am not ready to let it go.    I want to use 
this anger, actually.   Fourth and Fifth century theologian, Augustine, wrote:

“Hope has two beautiful daughters; their names are Anger and Courage. Anger at the 
way things are, and Courage to see that they do not remain as they are.”

I know that politicians and others will say that it is inappropriate to talk about guns at this 
time.  It is too close to the tragedy.  We just need to grieve.  I donʼt know who makes up 
those rules about who can talk about what and when, but I have a hunch who benefits 
from that silence.   Those who manufacture and sell these murder machines hold their 
breath during these tragedies and wait until the news cycle moves on and the American 
people put it out of their minds.   Then it is business as usual.    We get numb and accept 
the latest murderous rampage by a deranged terrorist as normal and something we 
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cannot possibly stop.    And now children in an elementary school.   Nothing we can do 
about that?  Just grieve as if it were an act of God?   

God is always interesting to invoke at these times.   God is a great scapegoat for our lack 
of personal and societal responsibility.   Baptist minister and Arkansas Governor Mike 
Huckabee even said, and I quote:

“We ask why there is violence in our schools, but we have systematically removed God 
from our schools.  Should we be surprised that schools would become places of 
carnage?”

Why not?  If your answer to real world problems lies in the realm of superstition, then 
Huckabeeʼs answer is as good as any.   God got angry because the school wasnʼt 
praying to him, so he sent in a mass murderer to kill the children.   Praise be the name of 
the Lord.    

Are you angry yet?    Then let us use it.

It took two minutes for the shooter to kill 20 children and six adults.  From 9:36-9:38 a.m. 
and then it was over.  The medical examiner reported that all of the victims including 20 
children were killed by a Bushmaster .223 caliber assault rifle.   Each child was shot 
between three and eleven times.    Is this a sportsmanʼs rifle?

The dead included little girls in Sofiaʼs daisy troop.

Are you angry yet?

We abolished slavery in this country.  Women earned the right to vote.  Federal civil rights 
legislation was passed.  We ended smoking in public places.  We passed laws against 
driving drunk.  We made people wear seatbelts. 

It is way past time, and it has been way past time for a long time to address one of the 
most grave threats to public health we have in this country-- the proliferation of these 
weapons of mass destruction.    

It is time to take that anger and enjoin it with courage.

The symbol of Advent hope is about birth and children.   It is about the promise of hope, 
life, and the courage to do what it takes to live lives free from fear.   It is not time to cringe 
in fear of politicians, the gun lobby, our crazed relatives or anyone else who perpetuates 
a delusion that it is a “right” to own weapons of mass murder.   
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This is a fight.  What more joyful thing can we do than to fight for our children?

You know what to do.

Amen.
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Discomfort and Joy
- Martha Spong

Isaiah 12:2-6; Luke 3:7-18

Joy. Itʼs a staccato word, sharp and short. I can remember the sound of it sung by a gym 
full of school girls, grades 4 through 12, performing a German carol for parents and 
friends. “How Great the Joy,” we sang, then echoed, “great the joy.” Then louder: “Joy, 
joy, joy!” And another echo, softer but just as emphatic: “Joy, joy, joy!”

Itʼs a hard word to hear today. In my mind is a picture put up on Twitter just four days ago 
by a school principal. Rows of fourth graders are standing dressed for a concert, singing 
to their friends and their families. Their principal is dead now, along with five other staff 
members and twenty of the younger schoolchildren. We see their suffering and grief 
playing out live on television. There is no comfort to be had, only discomfort. How can we 
be joyful? 

Experts will tell us how to care for our children. Itʼs okay to let them know we are sad, but 
we shouldnʼt show so much emotion that we upset them. They need to count on us, so 
we need to mask our distress to comfort them. Teach them to follow each worried thought 
with a brave one.26 (Easier said than done, I fear, for most of us.) 

Thatʼs all psychological advice, and itʼs good as far as it goes. But my area is the 
theological. I want to know where God is in all this. Mr. Rogers, perhaps my favorite Wise 
Man, drew on his faith when he wrote, 

"When I was a boy and I would see scary things in the news, my mother would say to me, 
"Look for the helpers. You will always find people who are helping." To this day, especially 
in times of "disaster," I remember my mother's words and I am always comforted by 
realizing that there are still so many helpers – so many caring people in this world."27

So when terrible images are on the television, if you canʼt spare your children, tell them to 
look for the helpers. Look for the people who are right there in the middle of danger and 
sorrow, helping the injured and the suffering. Look for the goodness and love and 
courage they are sharing. I believe thatʼs where we find God.

217

26 “Motherlode,” The New York Times. December 15, 2012. http://parenting.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/12/15/how-not-to-talk-with-
children-about-the-sandy-hook-shooting/#more-42472

27 “Fred Rogers Talks About Tragic Events in the News,” http://fci.org/new-site/par-tragic-events.html

http://fci.org/new-site/par-tragic-events.html
http://fci.org/new-site/par-tragic-events.html


We also need to remember that little ones donʼt perceive the world the way we do; they 
donʼt understand permanence. They donʼt understand death. We do. We understand 
death, and illness, and suffering and loss, each of us in our varying ways depending on 
our life experiences. We understand. And some things we can accept: the losses that 
come in the normal unfolding of a life. But some things we cannot accept. Some things 
we cannot understand. 

A feeling of helplessness struck everyone who heard the news. We continue to read the 
minute details of the story – many of which turn out not to be true, by the way – because 
weʼre trying to wrap our heads around it. Weʼre trying to comprehend how such a thing 
could happen. 

We hear and read opinions that blame whole categories of people from the mentally ill to 
the autistic to divorced parents, when no one really knows yet what happened. We rush 
to judgment because that feels less painful than waiting for things to unfold, helplessly. 
We hear words that I consider blasphemous, such as people who call themselves 
Christian claiming that God allowed this to happen because we put God out of the 
schools. Thatʼs an outrageous statement, but no more outrageous than the suggestion 
that this was part of Godʼs plan, or that God needed these children as angels in heaven. 
No. I do not believe this was Godʼs punishment or plan. 

I do not understand how people can think such thoughts. 

We wonder, what is wrong with people? What is wrong with this world?

Iʼm afraid itʼs the same things that have been wrong with the world ever since God put 
people on it. The people of Israel listening to Isaiah were in an enormous mess. They had 
little hope. Their community had been divided by the invading Babylonians. As weʼve 
talked about recently, some of them were living under occupation at home while others 
had been carried off into exile. Families were divided. Who knows what happened to the 
children along the way, the ones too little to walk a long distance, the ones who cried and 
disturbed someone, even the ones who were not causing any trouble at all. Who knows? 

We wonder, what is wrong with people? What is wrong with this world? 

John, in the wilderness, could see the trouble, and he tried to get people right with God. 
He spoke a hard word. It must have been a bad time for people to be willing to listen to 
his preaching. He didnʼt hesitate to tell the people, and especially the religious leaders, 
exactly what he thought. He called them cowardly, like vipers that skitter away when their 
nest is threatened. He called them hypocritical, willing to rest on the reputation of their 
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ancestors. He called them unproductive and unrepentant and unacceptable. A tree that 
bears no fruit, John tells them, will be cut down.

When they asked him what they should do to please God, he gave them the sort of 
practical recommendations that seem almost obvious. Share with those in need; donʼt 
cheat people; donʼt abuse your power. It sounds so simple, but we know itʼs hard. We 
struggle to get it right, and when we look around at the world, we see so many people 
getting it wrong.  Weʼre living in the short, dark days of the year. Weʼre living in the hard, 
sad darkness of tragedy. Itʼs an act of faith to keep putting one foot in front of the other. 
Itʼs an act of faith to believe we are moving toward God's future, toward the intentions 
held for us by the One who knows us best of all.

And that is the place where our hope lies, even on the darkest, longest night of the year, 
or the darkest, longest night of our lives. God doesn't give up on us. That's our hope. That 
well is deep. That hope is eternal. We point to it year in and year out in Advent. We light 
our candles and remember, but we also light our candles and hope in the future and pray 
for peace. Today we stand at the well of salvation and try to draw up a little joy. It feels 
like a long way down as we let out the rope. We sing of joy, but we donʼt do it blithely, 
unknowingly or childishly. We sing of joy emphatically, to encourage one another. 

So hear me:

Even when the things we do and the culture we create and the news we make don't 
coincide with love and hope and peace and joy, God does not give up on us. God wants 
more from us, but God does not give up on us. 

So we donʼt give up either. No.

Hereʼs what we do:
• We pray for one another, even for our enemies, even for the ones who commit the 

destructive acts. 
• We pray especially hard for those who have lost their children, or their mother, or their 

teacher. 
• We look for the helpers, as Mr. Rogers wisely said, and remember how much goodness 

there is even at the same time there is so much brokenness. 
• We give any help we can our own selves. We look around us to see where the needs 

are right here.
• We come together and sing our joyful praise that there is a God who loves us even in 

the midst of terrible loss, and we do it on behalf of those who are too sad or too angry 
or too shocked to do it for themselves. 
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This is not sweet and easy work. There is nothing sugar-coated about joy. Christian joy is 
not an emotion, like happiness. Christian joy is a condition of the spirit. It is emphatic, and 
it is fierce. Isaiah promised the Israelites, far from home and in despair, that a better 
future was coming. And it was. He promised they would draw water from the well of 
salvation, and they would do it with joy. And they did. That saving well is deep, and we 
draw the water from it together. It comes up from a serious, deep-down place. Itʼs a well 
of belief in the God who made us and loves us. Itʼs a well of belief in God-made-man, 
God who loves us enough to come and dwell among us, with skin on, in Christ Jesus. 

Itʼs a story of joy, but it is not sugar-coated either. “Joy joy joy” we will sing, sharply and 
resoundingly. “Joy to the World!” We will sing it emphatically! “The Lord is come!” God 
knew very well what sort of world Godʼs own self would come into, a world where people 
treated each other badly and treated children even worse, but God still came. God is still 
coming. This is the promise of Advent; there is discomfort now, but there will be joy. 
Amen. 
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Advent Rules from the Playground that Make 
You Wonder
- David Stipp-Bethune

Luke 3:7-18

Believe it or not, I had this morningʼs sermon title written before Friday morning.  Frankly, 
I hadnʼt figured on the image of “playground” ever making us wonder in the way most of 
us are “wondering” this morning with the news and images from a small town in 
Connecticut so fresh in our minds.  

The Sunday morning after September 11th, nearly a week had passed.  [By contrast itʼs 
only been a day-and-a-half for us.]  5 days after September 11th, one of my colleagues 
reminded his congregation about the real justice issues that tragic events half-a-country 
away should mean in their own community.  He reminded his congregation that their city, 
just a few weeks earlier, had voted down a tax increase that would have funded a pay 
raise for the cityʼs fire-fighters and police officers—what would have been a rather small 
investment for those, who they would come to know in the aftermath of tragedy, had been 
expected to make the ultimate sacrifice.  So, my preacher-friend said: “donʼt you dare call 
them ʻheroes.ʼ We havenʼt earned the right to call them heroes until we make sure we 
pay them fairly for their sacrifice.”  

So many of you—in our congregation—work or have worked as teachers, or class-room 
assistants, administrators, professors, even crossing guards; you already recognize the 
sacrifices and costs for those who “work for us” or on behalf of our children.  Weʼve only 
started hearing the stories that will be told about the brave souls who shielded innocent 
children, who went to get help, and who came when the 9-1-1 calls were received.  As 
you know, all these people rely on tax dollars; they are the “government employees” so 
often demonized when we fight about control of budgets and overspending and “run-
away costs.”  These folks on the front lines are often the ones who pay for our failure to 
raise tax revenues; and must live with our incessant cutting of school budgets.  

So know that in the wake of yet another tragedy, we should not say that there is nothing 
we can do to make a difference.  There is always something we can do; there are always 
people we can support; there are always causes and issues of fairness and justice that 
Jesus calls us to—and not just in the aftermath, sometimes in the BEFORE math.  

I think this is important because all of us seem to dream or expect a better world.  Advent 
can be a very dark time—literally and figuratively—as we anticipate and expect the bright 
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light of Jesus Christ—in the face of darkness of every kind.  We see the world as it is, yet 
YEARN for something better; and sometimes, our hopes seem to die because weʼre tired 
of waiting.  

But this is important—because itʼs ultimately about what we believe, trust, and know to be 
coming—because of the words and witness of people like Jesus, and today especially—
John the Baptist.  

Most of us know John the Baptist by reputation only.  As one of my colleagues puts it, 
“weʼve pigeonholed John the Baptizer into this [odd] kind of character, interpreting his 
ascetic clothing and lifestyle as a “wild man” who screams and hollers and, for reasons 
odd and scary, attracts a crowd.”  Heʼs best known for his hell-fire and brimstone 
preaching centered on repentance—the kind of preaching that typically makes us edgy 
and uncomfortable.  

But you can tell a lot about a preacher by whoʼs in the crowd.  And in Lukeʼs story, the 
“crowd” makes all the difference!  Because by looking at the crowd and Johnʼs preaching, 
Luke offers us a glimpse into what his story of Jesus is really all about!  

You need to know that the “crowds” in todayʼs story are Lukeʼs equivalent of the Island of 
Misfit Toys.  Theyʼre the down-and-outers, undoubtedly people who were poor, who 
struggled, who because of their circumstances were judged inferior.  In the crowds there 
were also tax collectors, and in the history of the world, no one has ever liked tax-
collectors; they are always associated with sinners, always known for taking advantage of 
people by over-charging them to line their own pockets.  There are also “soldiers”—but 
these arenʼt your typical army-guys, theyʼre mercenaries, thugs, used to bully people and 
extort.  These “crowds”—as one commentator puts it—“are [full of] the folks whose 
neighborhoods ʻdecent folkʼ try and avoid.”  

And John sounds like it, too!  He begins, “You brood [literally, you spawn] of vipers!  Who 
warned you to flee from the wrath to come?  Bear fruits worthy of repentance.”  John 
begins by telling them, “youʼre the snakes in the grass that everyone is worried about!”—
as if pointing at them and exclaiming, “youʼre ruining the world with your bad behavior!”  
These words sound judgmental, aimed at enforcing repentance and contrition.  And on 
days like today, itʼd be nice to put the “not-nice” in their place!  

Except, notice that these words ARE NOT received as words of condemnation.  In fact, 
just the opposite—because when the crowds hear Johnʼs message, they arenʼt rebuffed; 
theyʼre converted!  Measured by their response, clearly the “crowds” have already been 
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persuaded; theyʼve come already interested in turning their lives around, wanting to see 
John because they want to start over.  

You see, baptism wasnʼt an exclusively Christian invention; it was a long standing literal 
and symbolic “cleansing” undertaken by those who wanted a fresh start—a mulligan, a 
do-over, a second chance.  Even in ancient Judaism, baptism could mark oneʼs turning 
point; and by Lukeʼs description, John—it seems—was already preaching to the choir!  
These were people who were ready for change, and responded to Johnʼs proclamation 
by asking what they could do to “turn it around.”  And John had an answer.  

To the “crowds” who asked what they could do, John said—“Whoever has two coats must 
share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise.”  

When the tax collectors asked what they could do, John said—“Collect no more than the 
amount prescribed for you.”  

And when soldiers asked what they could do, John said—“Do not extort money from 
anyone by threats or false accusation, and be satisfied with your wages.”  

As commentator David Lose claims it: “Reduced to everyday language, these are the 
rules of the playground [we learned as children]: share, be fair, donʼt bully.”  

At least now we can see why John is the forerunner of Jesus!  The goal is not damnation, 
but restoration.  And the GOOD NEWS is that suddenly, what John was offering was 
entirely within their reach—even as they were poor misfits, greedy tax collectors, and 
bullying soldier thugs!  

John doesnʼt judge them OUT of the Kingdom of God; instead, he holds out the kingdom 
to them!  Heʼs not drawing a line in the sand, warning them, “you canʼt cross.”  Instead, 
heʼs opening the door, with a smile and a welcome—even for the lowest of the low, or the 
ones n the playground that we might label, “lower than a snakeʼs belly!”  And itʼs true, 
John is just the forerunner; Jesus will do it even better!  

Lukeʼs language implies John is saying something like, “stop being vipersʼ spawn,” as he 
offers them, instead, the things to do in order to be spawn of the Kingdom of God.  

So, should WE not take Johnʼs Advent Rules of the Playground at face value?  That fruit 
worthy of repentance is: a radical sharing of what we have with the poor; s calling to a 
radical fairness that is completely restrained (no matter what has befallen us); a radical 
generosity that leaves us content with what we have.  And what if we believed these 

223



things were not out of reach, but right within our grasp?  That John is telling us itʼs 
possible to still be changed, to make a difference, to be restored.  That John is holding 
out the mercy and forgiveness of God that Jesus will speak to and fully en-flesh!  

But thereʼs more; because, frankly, itʼs all too easy for us to give up on this story.  Weʼve 
been conditioned to hear Johnʼs words as judgmental and punitive—pointing his finger 
angrily at sinners and transgressors and demanding repentance and contrition.  That 
makes us nervous and uncomfortable; because while John might be talking about THEM, 
he may also be talking to US!  

But Luke tells us that the people were filled with expectation..., questioning in their own 
hearts whether John was the Messiah.  They were, like we are—HOPE-FILLED, knowing 
the power of the one who was and is “to come.”  Yet, John responds by reassuring them, 
“No-no, Iʼm not he”—“I baptize you with water; but one who is more powerful than I is 
coming....  He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.  His winnowing fork is in his 
hand, to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his granary; but the chaff he 
will burn with unquenchable fire.”  And before you think weʼre back to the hell-fire and 
brimstone, hear this:  Lukeʼs language is in the optative—meaning itʼs a “hope-filled,” 
“wishful” kind of thinking or proclamation.  

Why?  Because the image might not be what we think it is.  

These “fires” John speaks to arenʼt destructive or punitive punishment; theyʼre part of a 
process.  Contrary to what we may want to see, or have been conditioned to see, the 
winnowing fork isnʼt an image of punishment, but refinement—where the grain is thrown 
up into the air to separate the useable grain from the unusable chaff; the grain is 
collected and used, and the chaff is “burned away with an unquenchable fire.”  

This “fire”—is one that my friend, Mark Davis, argues belongs to a different kind of “fire;” 
one that is similar to other things like: “undying fame, prolonged laughter, the incessant 
roar of the ocean, or indefatigable strength.  In the prophets it is used to describe fire that 
has gone out, but which could not be put out until it had consumed all that it had to feed 
on....”  In other words, it keeps burning until it serves completely its purpose; until it 
transforms, or perhaps in this case, until it “refines” or changes something completely—
and makes it new.  

So Luke is using Johnʼs voice to describe this work of the Holy Spirit.  That the Spirit—the 
one with which Jesus baptizes—will not let us go until we are completely refined, left pure 
and powerful in the image of God.  To the crowds, tax collectors, and soldiers, John offers 
this undying promise of the kingdom of God.  He tells them, “itʼs all within your reach;” 
and itʼs as simple as the rules of the playground.  Share; play fair; and donʼt bully—and 
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God isnʼt going to let you go until God enables you to be completely that which God 
intends for you to be.  

Says John, for people who want to be changed and for the world to be different, thereʼs 
no time like the present!  

Good news.  Really, good news.  

The problem is... we donʼt believe it.  

One of my colleagues, preaching for his congregation this morning, observes this week 
that our culture has trouble with what John proposes.  He says: 

At the heart of Johnʼs message was repentance—that good religious word that means a 
complete turnaround.  Our culture says very little about repentance ...because it is not 
convinced that such a thing is really possible.  Thus, we hear clichés like “A leopard 
cannot change its spots,” or “You canʼt teach an old dog new tricks.”  And at this time of 
year we hear a great deal about “Scrooges” [or Grinches!]—metaphors for those who are 
mean-spirited, miserly, and miserable.  But what we too often forget is that Ebenezer 
Scrooge in Charles Dickensʼ A Christmas Carol [and the Grinch, too!] repented, and 
became a generous, warm-hearted friend and benefactor.  So, why do we so often only 
remember him as a rotten person?  [The Grinch, too!]  It may be because we, too, believe 
deep down that it is impossible to change or be changed.  [Rev. Timothy C. Reeves, 
Pastor, First Presbyterian Church, Stuttgart, Arkansas in his sermon entitled: “Piercing 
Our Present Darkness.”  ]  

If so, we, too, deep down, donʼt really believe that Johnʼs promise is true or that Jesus is 
credible, either!  

Brothers and Sisters: In light of the tragic events in Newtown, Connecticut on Friday, the 
very worst possible thing we could do is believe itʼs impossible for us to change or be 
changed—or for us to be unable to change the circumstances or the realities of life.  
While pundits and reporters are busy questioning if any of us is ever truly “safe;” the 
answer isnʼt simply for us to acquiesce to the oft-reached conclusion that we canʼt be or 
that we wonʼt ever be completely safe.  The answer is for us to continue to do what is in 
our power, both individually and collectively: to share what we have, to be fair, to not bully
—as a means to protect the most vulnerable among us—as God has called us to do in 
Jesus.  And itʼs all too easy to see the “vulnerable” as those forced to face down the 
horrible person wielding the weapon in a public or private space; few of us, are brave to 
see as the “vulnerable” those who are somehow mentally compromised by their own fault 
or inaction or something beyond their own control.  
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We owe it to our children and our childrenʼs children, to believe like the people who went 
out to John the Baptist.  To believe that though life is hard and we donʼt always make the 
right decisions, that it is still possible to change; to turn our lives around, to be turned 
around by God—and to be baptized, to be marked as Godʼs own forever, no matter who 
we are or what weʼve done.  To put ourselves and those we love in the hands of God and 
pray, come, Lord Jesus.  

As we prepare ourselves for the one we know is coming—the Christ—the playground 
rules are still the same.  Share what you have.  Treat one another fairly.  Donʼt bully.  

Brothers and sisters: Have faith.  Keep the faith.  Because THESE. RULES. WILL. 
CHANGE. THE. WORLD.  

God has done it already in Jesus Christ!  

To God be the glory—forever and ever.  AMEN.

226



We are hurt, God. Avenge us.
- Lis Valle

Psalm 137:9

NIV - Happy is the one who seizes your infants and dashes them against the 
rocks.
KJV - Happy shall he be, that taketh and dasheth thy little ones against the 
stones.
MSG - Yes, a reward to the one who grabs your babies and smashes their heads 
on the rocks!
NRSV – Happy shall they be who take your little ones and dash them against the 
rock!

These are very strong words that at first glimpse sound like a senseless call to 
infanticide. Why are they in Scripture? Why talk about them in church?

Psalm 137 is one of the very few psalms for which we know its historical context. This 
psalm was probably written during the time that the people of Israel were living in exile in 
Babylon or very shortly after. The first part of the psalm establishes the mindset of the 
author. In that foreign land the exiles were sad and weeping and they could not sing the 
songs of Zion. The words of those songs did not ring true anymore.

“God is in the midst of the city. It shall not be moved.” Psalm 46:5
“Great is the Lord and greatly to be praised in the city of our God…Within its 
citadels God has shown himself a sure defense.” Psalm 48:1, 3

The city was destroyed to its foundations. God did not defend the city and they were 
taken to exile. How could they sing joyful songs when living in such gloomy conditions? 
How could they sing about the magnificent Zion when it has been destroyed, when they 
were not there anymore? 

The second part of the psalm shows how their very act of remembering was an act of 
resistance. “It is forbidden to forget,” reads a slogan of a resistance movement in Puerto 
Rico. If people forget the atrocities that have been committed in the past, they may 
happen again. As long as a nation remembers they can speak against the violence and 
they can organize themselves so it does not happen again. The people in exile were 
resisting in their very act of remembering. But they also resisted by refusing to sing. They 
hung their harps. Then the author utters a curse that shows self-destructive desires: “…
may my right hand forget its skill. May my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth.” (vv. 5-6) 
Cursing played a significant role in the daily life of the Ancient Middle East. It was an 
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expression of human powerlessness used to bring the truth to life. It was an act of faith 
that Godʼs desire for justice would be reflected in real life.28 Therefore, this psalm is not 
calling us to curse senselessly but rather to name the injustices as we see them and to 
trust that God desires for justice and will bring it about in our context.

Yet, when we take a closer look at this curse we notice that it is intended to maintain the 
resistance going. Without a healthy hand to play the harp and without a healthy tongue to 
sing, they will never be able to sing the songs of Zion in the Exile. The intention was also 
to keep remembering: “If I forget you, Jerusalem, … if I do not remember you.” (vv. 5-6)

The final part of the psalm is a supplication for divine vengeance (against Edomites and 
Babylon) for the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BCE.29 It is a call to violence, to kill 
children in a very violent way. They are using such horrible language because they 
witnessed just as horrible acts seeing their own children killed. This plea of vengeance 
was in reality a request for justice by the victimized. This psalm shows how grief, anger, 
and a desire for vengeance are natural feelings after suffering an act of violence. Victims 
of violence need retributive justice and the author of this psalm was not afraid to admit it 
before the Lord.

We live in a violent world. Every day acts of violence are committed around us. People 
are killed as victims of violent crimes such as robbery and rape. People die in car 
accidents often caused by drunk drivers who survive. Every day women are raped by 
strangers, relatives, their own husbands, and as casualties of war. Every day parents 
beat their children. Every day veterans re-live the horrifying violence of war. Every day 
more people become traumatized as victims of violence like the exiles in Babylon were 
after seeing their city destroyed in an act of war. And this week our nation became 
traumatized after learning of 20 children and 6 teachers dead in a school in Newton, CT. 
Today many people in the United States and particularly in Newton are grieving the 
effects of violence in their lives.

When those victims of violence come to church seeking restoration sometimes all we can 
say is “you need to forgive and forget”. Yes, Scripture teaches us that we need to forgive 
and that forgiveness helps healing, but we may be skipping a step.

Imagine the parents who just lost their children this week. They are struggling with 
feelings of grief, anger, and desire for revenge. Maybe they wish the shooter was not 
dead so they could kill him themselves. They probably will not share thoughts like these. 
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They probably will not dare to go to the pastor because we all learned at church that this 
kind of thinking is sinful. Imagine that one day, one of these mothers, feeling that she 
cannot bear that burden by herself anymore; she is able to gain the strength to go to the 
pastor for advice. The pastor then reaffirms the teaching of the church and tells her how 
she needs to be a virtuous Christian. She says she wants justice. The pastor also 
teaches her about forgiveness and how she will be liberated from her grief and anger if 
she forgives the killer. He tells her how un-Christian it is to desire retribution. This woman 
came into the pastorʼs office burdened with grief and anger caused by a violent act 
against her son. She left the office with an additional burden of having to forgive without 
an apology and leave the wrong done without seeking retribution. She also gained the 
burden of guilt for having thoughts of retributive justice, for having thoughts of 
vengeance, for wanting the killer to pay for what he has done.

Psalm 137 gives this woman a different message. In the words of this psalm and in the 
plea for vengeance in verses 8 and 9, this woman can find liberation. Psalm 137 allows 
this woman to remember who she was before suffering the loss of a loved one to 
violence and to claim her right for resistance and restoration. This psalm allows this 
woman to curse, and to grieve, and to be angry, and to acknowledge her desire for 
vengeance. All these feelings need to be brought to God in worship. It is acceptable to 
express indignation for the violence suffered. It is acceptable to experience and express 
the feelings of anger and outrage, because in the absence of them evil becomes an 
acceptable common place. In other words, to forget is to submit to evil, to remember is to 
resist and to hope and live again.30

Not only is it acceptable to express negative feelings but it should be done in worship. 
The psalms are liturgical material. They were meant to be prayed with music in worship. 
The collection of psalms, a name that means “Praises” includes psalms of lament, 
thanksgiving, and hymns naming Godʼs good attributes. Our modern Christian 
understanding of praises as good thoughts is narrowing the initial understanding of the 
psalmists and the content of the Psalter. This means that presenting our grief and anger 
before God belongs in liturgy and it is an act of worship. It is time to reclaim a broader 
understanding of the psalms and liturgy and create the space in church to experience 
negative feelings. It is time to accept that a Christian person can be sad, angry, or 
outraged, and it is acceptable to present those feelings to the Lord.

Psalm 137 also offers tools to deal with the grief caused by being a victim of violence. 
Non-violent resistance, like not playing the harp or singing the songs of Zion, and 
remembrance, are some of these tools. The psalm also teaches us that cursing, grieving, 
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being outraged, and acknowledging feelings of vengeance is acceptable before God. By 
doing so the victim is naming the injustice31 and giving her or his burdens to God. 

We all need to remember and claim. It is also OK if we are outraged by what happened in 
Conneticut. It is fine if we are outraged at how easy it is to find guns in this country. What 
we need to do is to bring that outrage before our God and name the injustices we 
perceive.

There is no evidence in the psalm that the author acted or should act on his or her 
feelings of vengeance. Nor there is evidence of God actually doing what the victim 
requested. The very act to come to a safe space, before God, and expressing all those 
negative feelings, and naming the injustices, is liberating in itself. Perhaps after this stage 
the victim will be ready to forgive and forget. As this psalm gives comfort to victims it calls 
perpetrators to listen to the voices of the oppressed. It also calls bystanders to pay 
attention and take a stand to be outraged and name injustice before God.

Brothers and sisters, with this understanding, let us do what the psalmist did, let us 
present our grief and anger before God and name the injustices that are burdening us. 
Let us remember the children, the teachers and other school staff, the shooter, and the 
mother. Let us remember the violence that others have committed against us or that we 
have committed against others. Let us take a moment right now to name before God the 
injustices we perceive whatever those may be. Let us pray together. 
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For Advent 3
- Shannan R. Vance-Ocampo

Isaiah 12, John 3: 7-20 

Let us pray:
O Lord our God—Light of our Salvation.
It is hard to find the right words for this time.  
It is hard to hear your voice in the midst of so many voices demanding to be heard.
In these moments quiet our hearts.  Still our minds.  Open our souls.  
Let your Word fill us with new life.
Let your Word move us to faithful action.
In Christ we pray.  Amen.  Amen.

"Hope has two beautiful daughters. Their names are anger and courage; anger at the 
way things are, and courage to see that they do not remain the way they are."  
-Saint Augustine

Two Sundays ago Presbyterians in Coundersport, Pennsylvania gathered for worship at 
First United Presbyterian Church.   It was the first Sunday of Advent.  Twenty minutes into 
their worship service a man walked into the sanctuary and up to their music director of 
many years, Darlene Sitler.  He shot her and killed her in front of the congregation.  He 
was her ex-husband who she had divorced two years ago.32  

On Tuesday of this past week a man walked into a mall outside of Portland, Oregon and 
killed two people.  Their names were Cindy Ann Yuille, she was a hospice nurse, and 
Steve Forsyth, a father of two and a youth sports coach.  

On Friday of this week 20 children aged 6 and 7 years old and five of their teachers were 
killed in Newtown, Connecticut—the second largest mass school shooting in US history.   
The gunman killed himself and his mother.  

Since Friday, at least 10 people have been shot in Chicago.

Statistically, about 80 people die day each day in the United States from gun violence.

It is the official policy of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), our church, to seek a ban in all 
50 states on assault weapons, armor-piercing bullets that are intended for the sole 
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purpose of killing law enforcement personnel, and .50 caliber rifles.33   It is also the official 
policy of the Presbyterian Church USA to work to strengthen access to mental health 
care in the United States.   As a church we have a historic commitment not just to 
peacemaking, but to nonviolence.34  We do not believe, and we are not called to do these 
things as Presbyterians because we are political.  We believe and are called to do these 
things as Presbyterians because we follow Jesus.  

I am just as heartbroken, sick and sad as everyone else.  I confess that I feel powerless 
to some degree by the evil that is not just before us—but a part of the communities we all 
live in.  Just because it hasnʼt happened here in North Plainfield doesnʼt mean it wonʼt.  
Mass shootings make the news, but the truth is we have a mass shooting every day of 
every year in our country.   About 3X the number of people killed this past Friday in 
Connecticut die every day in the United States because of a gun and a because of a 
person who pulls the trigger of that gun.   Two days ago feels very different for all of us 
because it was 6 and 7 year-olds who were mowed down by guns, wielded by a 20 year-
old.  It is sad and it is senseless.  And I do not have enough of the right words to say 
today.   I am still, like you, full of grief.  My soul and my heart are emptied by the sadness 
I feel.

I had another sermon written for today.  The only thing that was usable from my first 
sermon is the scripture lesson about John the Baptist.  John is a prophet.  Heʼs someone 
who tells others what God wants them to know, and how God wants them to change their 
lives.  Letʼs be honest…no one really likes a prophet.  None of us really likes it when we 
are told we have to change, or that we are living a sinful way of life.  Who likes that?  
John uses the word repent.  Change your ways.  Do something different.  Do something 
new.  Live in a new way.  Take God seriously.   Repent.  

Today I am thinking about the fact that none of us have really done enough, and that 
there is a lot we all have to repent for.  Today I am thinking about the incredible sadness 
that families who lost their children and loved ones feel and that we all have.  Today I am 
thinking about the helplessness we feel, and today I am thinking about the fear that has 
gripped us, keeping us from prioritizing our lives in the way Jesus would ask us to do.  
Most of us do not heed the wake-up calls when they arrive.   God through the prophets 
like John the Baptist calls us on to repent and live in new ways.  

So, that means we have to take an honest, real look at our lives and figure out what 
needs to change so we can be the people we say we are.  People who follow Jesus.  So, 
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today I am thinking about my personal sins as a person who tries to get up every day and 
follow Jesus.  Less than two months ago a large part of the State we live in was knocked 
out by a huge mega-storm—most likely a harbinger of things to come with global 
warming—a result of a sinful way of living we all take part in in one way or another as we 
participate in the destruction of Godʼs beautiful and beloved Creation.  We had gas 
rationing.  People died and communities were destroyed including the one I live in.  I 
know I havenʼt really changed my ways, or my life choices since October.  Have you?  I 
havenʼt really repented for the sin my consuming way of life visits upon Godʼs Creation 
every day by doing something radically different with my life.  Have you?  

Weʼve watched the news too many times before about these mass shooting but have we 
ever changed our ways?  I still sometimes let my child watch some shows on TV that 
have violent themes because they entertained us.  I have engaged in that sin as a parent.  
Have you ever done that?  I know I canʼt be alone.   

I havenʼt spoken up enough about gun violence and when I look back on the entire ballot 
I cast last month in the elections, not one person I voted for has had the moral or spiritual 
core inside of them to do what needs to be done on the issue of guns in our country and 
access to mental health care.  I sinned that day when I went to vote, because I did a lot of 
research on every single candidate I voted for—so I knew what I was doing.  My 
confession is that about a month ago I voted for my wishes and dreams for those people, 
for what they might do if re-elected to new terms, rather than go with their records.  And 
every single last one of them has a bad record on gun violence and access to mental 
health care.  Most so-called “leaders” in our country do.  Instead I participated in voting in 
what John the Baptist would call a “brood of vipers.”  In my heart of hearts I wanted to 
vote for some other candidates, but I was afraid and so I didnʼt.  I know I cannot be alone 
in that sin I committed a month ago.

I am confessing my sins today to you as your Pastor because I think we all need to if we 
want to really change our lives and live in a new ways after something like Friday.  We 
are all in deep because we are all have complicated lives that are enmeshed with a world 
that is far from what God would have it be.  Just like the people who came to John the 
Baptist for help and advice.   They probably felt sick about their lives, about the state of 
their communities, and how hard it is to change just like you and I do on weekends like 
this.  John gave them prescriptions for change.  How many of them were able to make 
the leap and walk away from all they had built up in life in order to really follow God?  
How many of us come here to church looking for that same thing: help? Donʼt we each 
have a longing in our hearts today? 

I do not have answers today, only many questions and a heart heavy with sorrow as I 
meditate on sin.  My sin.  Our sin.   
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The only words of consolation I have come from my dearest friends in this world—my 
friends who lead the church in Colombia—their church motto:  “In a culture of violence, 
we choose to live the resurrection.”   

Let us be that church.  Let us be those people.  Let us walk away from the broods of 
vipers—the sin in our lives.  Let us have courage and do what we know is right.  In this 
Advent season let us live the Resurrection that the Child we wait for has invited us into.  

"Hope has two beautiful daughters. Their names are anger and courage; anger at the 
way things are, and courage to see that they do not remain the way they are."  
-Saint Augustine

Let us pray: 
O Lord our God—Light of our Salvation.
It is hard to find the right words for this time.  
It is hard to hear your voice in the midst of so many voices demanding to be heard.
In these moments quiet our hearts.  Still our minds.  Open our souls.  
Let your Word fill us with new life.
Let your Word move us to faithful action.
God help us please.
God help us please.
In Christ we pray.  Amen.  Amen.
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Whatʼs so good about the Good News?
- Mindi Welton-Mitchell

Isaiah 12:2-6; Luke 3:17-28

Today is a hard day for me to preach.  I have tried to come up with the words all week but 
had so much going on, and then Friday happened, and I just donʼt know what to say.  
This Sunday is Rejoice Sunday in the Christian Tradition.  We light that pink candle and 
we sing songs of joy celebrating the nearness of Christ and that Christmas is almost 
here.  But I think of those families who wonʼt be able to celebrate Christmas this year, and 
I donʼt know how to preach about Joy.

How do you talk about Joy when there are twenty mothers who no longer have children 
to celebrate Christmas with?  How do you talk about Joy when there are children 
mourning the death of their friends?  How do you speak of hope, peace, joy and love in a 
season that has been rocked by tragedy first in Clackamas, and now in Newtown?  There 
are no words—no words—that can bring comfort and joy in this time.

At the same time, I am reminded that there is part of our Christmas story that we donʼt 
often preach about.  In Lukeʼs Gospel in chapter 2, after Jesus is born, he is presented in 
the temple as is custom by his parents, and Simeon, an old man who was waiting to see 
the Messiah praises Jesus but tells Mary that a sword will pierce her heart.  What new 
mother wants to hear that?  And in Matthew chapter 2, after the Wise Men have come, 
we know that Joseph is told in a dream to take Mary and Jesus to Egypt because of 
Herod, but we donʼt read that part at Christmas or Epiphany, when we traditionally 
celebrate the coming of the Wise Men.  We donʼt read about Herod ordering the 
slaughter of all children age 2 and under.  

Our Christmas story isnʼt all joyful, though we want it to be.  We long to have a perfect 
Christmas, a perfect story marking how God has entered our world in a new way—but the 
truth is, Jesus did not come into a perfect world.  I imagine that for Mary, despite having 
an angel visit her, by the time she had to give birth, the fact that she was outside, in a 
stable and had to lay her child in a manger—this was not the joyful birth she had planned.  
We have romanticized this story, we have our nativity scenes and make it all so pretty—
but it is dirty and cold.  It is no place to bring a new child into the world.

But Jesus comes into this broken, messy, violent world.  Jesus comes as the Prince of 
Peace.  Despite the violence in the world, Jesus enters in, God comes as one of us.  
Despite being the son of God, Jesus goes to the cross, to the death by violence, in a 
system of violence.  This same Jesus, born into the dirty, messy stable, who escapes the 
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massacre by Herod that is called the Massacre of the Innocents in the Catholic tradition, 
goes innocent to the cross and is killed by us, for us.  

But there is a different ending to this story.  Jesus lives again.  The promise of 
resurrection is fulfilled.  The tomb is found empty and while there is fear at first, there is 
rejoicing.  And there is something far more powerful than anything: hope.  If any of you 
saw the movie The Hunger Games this year, you might remember the line by President 
Snow, “The only thing greater than fear is hope.”  

Hope.  How do we find hope that leads to joy in this time?  When we look at John the 
Baptist, it doesnʼt seem to be hopeful or joyful.  John the Baptist calls the crowds that 
have gathered near him to hear him preach, “You brood of vipers!” If I began a sermon 
that way, I doubt anyone would want to hear the rest of it!  John tells the people that they 
can no longer rely on their ancestry, their religious identity, as a way of saving them.  Itʼs 
not about the labels we call ourselves: Christian, Good Person, Religious, Spiritual—but 
about how we live our lives.  Are we going to bear fruit worthy of repentance?  Are we 
going to recognize when we have gone wrong, repent and turn back to God?  John the 
Baptist calls for us to live our lives in recognition of those around us in need.  If we are 
truly concerned about our salvation, we will be concerned about the needs of others.

But John takes it a step further.  When he talks about the one coming after him, the 
Messiah, Jesus, who will baptize with fire, he says that Jesus will separate the wheat 
from the chaff.  In the past, weʼve often interpreted this as a separating of those who will 
go to heaven and those who will go to hell. But the truth is chaff and wheat grow together.  
To separate the chaff from the wheat is to separate the chaff from each stalk of wheat.  
Jesus is using the winnowing fork to work on each of us, to separate the chaff—what is 
hindering our growth, what is holding us back—to help us be whole and useful, and not to 
mix metaphors, but to bear fruit.  To bear fruit worthy of repentance, we must be willing to 
go through the threshing process. 

This doesnʼt sound like Good News.  It is hard, painful work to recognize where we need 
to repent and turn back to God.  But it is Good News because in doing so, we are looking 
to Jesus, who desires us to be free from sin.  

Sin is both individual and collective.  Often, we talk about individual sin, because itʼs 
easier for us to handle.  If we lie, cheat, steal—we know weʼve done something wrong, 
and we know in Jesus we need to repent and turn back to God.  We can hold others 
accountable for individual sin—when they have harmed us, we can sometimes call them 
into accountability, but we all know some people will not recognize their individual sin.  
Jesus often calls us to judge ourselves, to look inward, rather than judging others.
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But there is another kind of sin, collective or systemic sin.  Sin that is a part of the society 
we live in.  This is the kind of sin we often donʼt recognize, donʼt realize, and when we do, 
we want to ignore it, because it takes all of us taking responsibility to change it.  
Systemic, collective sin is like the system of slavery our country once had.  Systemic sin 
were the segregation laws of separate but equal.  Systemic sin is also the ignoring of 
problems.  We grieve and mourn with Newtown, CT but what will do to work to stop this 
kind of tragedy?  At the same time, on average 37 children are killed daily by gun 
violence in America.  What are we doing to stop these acts of horror?  School children 
have been killed in Pakistan by our US drones looking for terrorists.  What are we doing 
to speak out against this violence?  Most often, we donʼt even hear about these horrific 
events.  Where was our voice when over a thousand people died in the factory fire in 
Bangladesh a few weeks ago, a factory that was making clothes for Wal-Mart that had 
poor safety conditions and no fire escape routes?

Church, there is a lot of systemic sin in our world, collective sin that we are a part of and 
donʼt even realize it.  This is why Christ is still at work in each of us.  We are offered 
forgiveness freely by Christ.  We have been baptized with Christ, we have gone into the 
waters of death and have risen in the resurrection. We have new life in Christ.  This is the 
Good News, that no one can take away.  We have the hope of resurrection.  We also 
have the hope of new life now.  We have been given this new life and John the Baptist 
reminds us that if we are concerned about our salvation, we will be concerned with the 
needs of those around us.  And if we are concerned with the needs of those around us, 
we will desire to grow in our consciousness of the problems of the world around us.  

Today, our hearts are heavy with the mourning in Newtown, CT.  We are still trying to 
comprehend how one person could commit such an act of terror and evil.  But we have a 
greater responsibility to ensure the safety of the children around us, in our 
neighborhoods.  How will we, Burien Community Church, work to build a safer community 
here?  How will we raise our consciousness of the systems of sin around us and work to 
build a better community, a better world?  How will we live into this new life of hope that 
leads to joy?

Jesus comes into a messy world, a world of sin and horror.  Our world may seem at times 
to be better than it was in Jesusʼ day, or at times worse than it was then.  Sin and evil 
exist.  The news is full of darkness and despair.  Church, this is Advent—this is our time 
of darkness.  But light is coming.  We have lit the candles and step closer to Christmas—
to the celebration of the Incarnation.  Our God joins us in our messy, broken, sinful world 
to bring healing, hope and reconciliation—and the promise of resurrection and eternal 
life.  We have not reached the kingdom of God, but we are helping to bring it in, when we 
work towards justice, when we reach out in care and compassion to those in need, when 
we work to build the beloved community here on earth.  Church, this is the Good News: 
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the Light of the World is coming, and will come again into our lives.  In the midst of 
darkness and tragedy, we need to be the bearers of Christʼs light to the world.  

One thing my sister-in-law has said over the past two days: the town of Newtown is 
overwhelmed by the support and prayers they have received from around the country 
and around the world.  Church, let us continue to overwhelm Newtown with our support 
and prayers, and our love.  Church, let us overwhelm our own community with love!  
Church, overwhelm your workplace and your neighborhoods with love.  Let us overwhelm 
this world with the love of God in Christ Jesus.  Let our love and our hope be greater than 
fear.  Let us overwhelm the world with our love.  Amen.
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A Cry Goes Out
- Kathy Westmoreland

Matthew 2: 16-18

When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, he was infuriated, and
he sent and killed all the children in and around Bethlehem who were two years old
or under, according to the time that he had learned from the wise men. Then was
fulfilled what had been spoken through the prophet Jeremiah:

“A voice was heard in Ramah,
wailing and loud lamentation,
Rachel weeping for her children;
she refused to be consoled, because they are no more.”

Just last week when I stood before you talking with you about waiting on the
Lord, and what we should be doing while weʼre waiting, I posed some questions
that come to us in our impatience- the why questions, among them why does God
allow the innocent to suffer- whether at the hands of the power of nature, or by the
hands of a mentally broken person. In the last 48 hours we have all be asking the
why question- why these young children? Why in this nice community and this
good school? Why does God allow this kind of evil to continue?

Jesus was still a toddler, when Mary and Joseph, as the insistence of an
angel, packed up and went to Egypt to escape another mass killing. Herod,
infuriated that he had been tricked by the wise men, decided he would hedge his
bets and kill all children in and around Bethlehem that would have been around the
age of Jesus. Why would God allow all those innocent children to die when he had
just brought their Savior into the world?

The world is a broken place- filled with pain and injustice, with horrors
brought about by our own hands. We are the only species that turns on itself for no
apparent reason. The world that Jesus was born into was a broken place. As much
as we romanticize the night Jesus was born, he was part of an oppressed and
impoverished group of people, under the reign of a King with an over inflated ego
and no respect for human life. Yes, angels sang, and shepherds rejoiced, but it was
not long before the brokenness of the world invaded the lives of Mary, Joseph and
their young son.

Which is precisely why Jesus came into the world. The events of recent days
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and all the violence tell us again clearly WHY God came into the world. God did
not come down so that Hallmark could become a billion dollar industry or so that
people could camp outside of Best Buy to get that marked down TV. God did not
come to us so that we could bake cookies or string lights or decorate trees. God did
not take on human form so that we could have parties at work and at school, or
give gifts that people donʼt really need. God did not come so that beautiful carols
could be written or profound sermons preached. And I am not trying to Grinchify
these celebratory acts, as I enjoy them as much as anyone, but I am concerned that
we are losing sight of why Jesus was born, which much more important than where
or when.

I cannot say that I know the answer to the other why questions posed these
past two days. But I do know the answer to why God became one of us. And in
these days we all need to be reminded.

God came for days such as this when nightmares become reality. He came to
walk the streets of our hearts with us, as we struggle with how can this be? Why
did this happen? Why little children? Why innocent people?

God came to huddle with children in bathrooms and closets as they wait
fearfully for the good guys to come. God came to give teachers the strength and
courage to not show their own fears and to focus on the children in their care. God
came to hold the wounded and dying so that they would know they were not alone
in this loneliest of moments.

God came to give the first responders the courage to walk into the
unspeakable, willing to put themselves between danger and little children. God
came to stand with those responders in the midst of the horror and helplessness.
God came to gather the parents and grandparents up into the divine arms of
comfort and hope, even as their arms would no longer be able to embrace their
child. God came to have that most compassionate heart broken as many times as
ours are, to weep with us even when we have run out of tears, to stand next to us
with the same look of horror and disbelief.

You see, our God by becoming one of us in Jesus Christ, knows what it is to
lose a child to a horrible, unjust death. He knows the heartache, the helplessness of
the death of an innocent. And in that knowing he can touch places of pain and grief
that no one else can, and bring healing, comfort and hope.

Our Savior came into a broken world precisely because it was broken. Christ
was born not so that we would have holiday of magical miracles, but so that the
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lowly would be lifted up, the hungry fed, the lost and grieving might find their way
through. Christmas is precisely for those whose cries go out like Rachelʼs and who
will not be consoled.

God came for days such as this, with the same haggard face, with the same
questions, with the same anger, with the same sense of loss and hopelessness, but
with deep wells of grace from which we can drink, with compassion which will
never end, with comforting arms which will not grow weary, with hope which
stretches from everlasting to everlasting.

This may not be as romantic as Iʼm Dreaming of a White Christmas, or as
cute as the Elf on the Shelf. But this reason for Christmas is so much more real and
speaks much more profoundly to our lives in this world.

The gospel of John proclaims:
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word
was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All
things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into
being. What has come into being 4 in him was life, and the life was the light of all
people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.
The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.

Now, please join me as we sing “There Is A Place”. This was written by
John Bell, in response to the school shooting in Scotland.
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Rejoice
- William Westmoreland

Philippians 4: 4-7

The most joyful book in the New Testament is where we find our text today, Paulʼs letter 
to the Philippians.  Yet that letter was written under circumstances that we would hardly 
count as joyful.   Paul is in prison, uncertain of his future and cut off from his mission. He 
hears that some other preachers are proclaiming the gospel out of false motives. On this 
the third Sunday of Advent, traditionally called “Gaudette” Sunday or “Rejoice” Sunday, 
we celebrate the gift of Joy.  We are called to rejoice. “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I 
say rejoice.” 

But with the news that has filled the airwaves of a terrible massacre in an elementary 
school in Connecticut, we find it had to find a reason to rejoice and be filled with Joy. With 
Christmas only a few days away we are awakened to the pain and the evil that exists in 
our world. We ask the questions “Why?” “What causes a person to do such heinous 
acts?  How can we celebrate the happiness of Christmas with such pain and suffering in 
the world?  It is a question that Paul wrestled with and has caused many of the worldʼs 
greatest theologians to ask the question. 

The fact that Paul can live and write joyfully in the midst of dire circumstances highlights 
the distinction between happiness and joy. This joy that Paul commends to us is not 
something we can pursue or purchase. We believe that we are people who have the right 
to “pursue happiness” in life. It is a foundational belief built into the very fabric of our 
society. ; but the gospel invites us into a deeper meaning. The Gospel invites people to 
receive the gift of joy.  The difference between happiness and joy is that happiness 
depends on the quality and sometimes on the quantity of our material goods. Joy is 
something that survives and thrives even on the midst of deprivation, pain and suffering. 
Joy carries us beyond the realm of happiness into the realm of longing for something that 
we do not have but deeply desire. Joy is a gift. When we experience joy we experience 
the presence of God. We gain a glimpse of that world that God has promised us from the 
Beginning. Joy is the very air of heaven, and come to us earthlings in the breathings of 
the Spirit. This joy urges away from the worldly delights we crave and overcomes the 
enticing attractions which can enslave us. 

C. S. Lewis, who gave us such classics as the Chronicles of Narnia and Mere 
Christianity, writes that “Joy surprises. It comes unbidden and unplanned for. It cannot be 
commandeered, coerced or even gently cajoled into existence. Like the Spirit it blows 
where it will.”  He writes in the first chapter of his book Surprised by Joy  of his first 
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experience  of Joy. He was a boy of five or so when he and his brother Warnie made a 
little toy garden  of twigs and flowers in the lid of a biscuit tin. The sight of the little garden 
enchanted Lewis and drew him into its spell of Beauty. It was for Lewis the first beauty he 
ever knew and it would be way he would always think of paradise. It created in him a 
deep longing of something unattainable but intensely desirable. Through out his life he 
had glimpses of that same joy he experienced as a little boy, they came unbidden, 
unannounced, sometimes after long periods of absence. As he grew older, Lewis 
recognized that longing that occasionally overwhelmed him at those odd, unpredictable 
moments was the same restlessness that Paul felt as he witnessed to the resurrected 
Christ. For him it was foundational to his faith, He knew that as long as he felt the 
presence of God, he was satisfied with life, even in its happiness, sorrow, horror and 
pain. 

As with Paul, Joy is not jollity, frivolity, and excitement and fun. It was the anchor that 
gave him stability to endure all that he faced; both the struggles and the delights. It is 
what Paul wishes for those for whom he cared. True Joy has its source is beyond our 
earthly calculations, it is and always be indestructible. Joy in the assurance that there is 
nothing that can separate us from the Love of God. 

“If God is for us, who is against us? 32 He who did not withhold his own Son, but 
gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything else? 33 
Who will bring any charge against Godʼs elect? It is God who justifies. 34 Who is 
to condemn? It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right 
hand of God, who indeed intercedes for us. 35 Who will separate us from the 
love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or 
nakedness, or peril, or sword? 36 As it is written,
“For your sake we are being killed all day long; we are accounted as sheep to be 
slaughtered.”
37 No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved 
us. 38 For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor 
things present, nor things to come, nor powers, 39 nor height, nor depth, nor 
anything else in all creation, will  be able to separate us from the love of God in 
Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Yet the experience of joyful peace is not always easily found among the great anxieties 
and expectations that this  Season brings forth. To hear these words “Rejoice, Again  I 
say rejoice!” is difficult for some of us. It is difficult for those families who lost beloved 
children and family members in the shootings in Sandy Harbor, Connecticut. Sorrow and 
tragedy cannot be easily held a bay, even on days set aside for rejoicing. Amid the 
cacophony of the world the peace that passes all understanding, can prove elusive. We 
need to take time when confronted with tragedies like this one and attempt to find the 
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presence of God in the midst of the chaos.   God was present in Sandy Harbor.  Pictures 
show us parents reunited with their children tears of joy and relief staining their faces.  
And others show the grief of those who lost loved one, God was there grieving and 
rejoicing.  Stories of the heroism of some of the adults who were killed protecting the 
children they were responsible for point us to the reality that not everyone is filled with 
darkness, some are filled with light.  The response teams that came to Sandy Harbor 
showed great restraint in their processing of the scene, knowing that they needed to help 
the families of those who lost loved one to begin the grieving process. The outpouring of 
support for the families touched by this horrendous act has been amazing. The 26 
Christmas Trees, each dedicated to those who lost their lives,  that line the drive way to 
the school  are decorated with Stuffed animals, ornaments and flowers brought by 
members of the community as tributes to the lives lost. All of these tiny little acts point us 
beyond the tragedy to the one who has defeated death and prepared a place for those 
who died in his own house. In those little touches of grace we find Godʼs presence. By 
offering  who we are and what we have we practice what Paul calls the consideration of 
others and in that we provide opportunities for God to do Godʼs work of transformation 
and love. So on this Sunday, in the midst of the chaos that surrounds let us remember 
that God is present with us.  “4 Rejoice  in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. 5 Let 
your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. 6 Do not worry about anything, 
but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made 
known to God. 7 And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard 
your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”  Amen.
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What To Do
- David Williams

Luke 3:7-18

On Tuesday, I had a sermon, or I thought I did.  It was a little jokey, a little festive, a little 
challenging.  

But what seemed like a perfectly good message on Tuesday needed to be abandoned on 
Friday afternoon, as my social media feeds suddenly filled with grief and confusion.    kbIt 
was so damnably familiar.  That first breaking news headline, the aerial shots from the 
news choppers, the sea of first responder vehicles and the terrible beautiful Christmas 
tree flashing of their lightbars.

And there were the pictures, pictures of parents and relatives, at that place of loss where 
all they can see and feel is fear and panic and grief.  Those are hard, because although 
we know the feeling, we do not know that person, not really.  It feels like we are intruding, 
stepping into a moment of the most deep anguish a soul can feel.  Itʼs so intimate.  What 
right to I have to share this with you, I find myself thinking.   And yet it would be more 
horrible still if we did not look, if we chose to turn away and close our eyes.

How do you process such a thing?  The word “litany of violence” kept leaping out at me, 
used to describe the repetition of these events in the life of our nation.  But a litany is a 
form of sacred language, recited or chanted.  It is a holy rhythm, a sacred restating.  But 
the staccato litany of childrenʼs names from Sandy Hook is of a different sort.  Charlotte, 
6; Daniel, 7; Olivia, 6; Josephine, 7; Ana, 6; Dylan, 6; Madeleine, 6; Catherine, 6; Chase, 
7; Jesse, 6; James, 6; Grace, 7; Emilie, 6; Jack, 6; Noah, 6; Caroline, 6; Jessica, 6; 
Avielle, 6; Benjamin, 6; Allison, 6.  Names and numbers?  This is not about data.  I see a 
room full of little faces.  I see my own sons in their kindergarten classes, so small, so full 
of bright child magic, so fragile.  

And still we try to come to terms with this pattern of horror.  We struggle to understand, 
because we are creatures that like answers.  We want clear and clean explanations.  We 
want to know.  But in the fog of terror and the conflicting stories, we do not have that 
clarity we desire, or the answers we seek.  The more you focus on it, the less sense it 
makes.  That goes beyond just the facts of it, which are obscured as the chaos of war 
obscures.  Some names are familiar.  Bushmaster.  Glock.  Sig Sauer.  But it is still so 
messy.  The rifle was left in the car, we hear.  The rifle was used to kill the children, we 
hear.   Where is reality in all of this?   But deeper still, where is the reality we want to see, 
but that seems hidden from us?
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We want to hear that things are fine.  Itʼs Christmas-time, and we may be stressed, but 
the world around us is bright and lit and celebratory.  Thatʼs the truth we want to know.

But we cannot tell ourselves that everything is just fine when the fruits of the culture we 
have made are so obvious.  Itʼs such a consistent harvest, producing this bitter fruit every 
four to six months, that we cannot honestly look at ourselves and say that this is a 
random event.  It is too consistent, too predictable, this litany of ours.   That peculiar 
admixture of weaponry and isolation breeds it, encourages it, makes a way straight for it.  
It reminds us, though we do not want to be reminded, that there is something very wrong 
with a world in which these things happen, and happen so often that when we hear of 
such a horror, it no longer surprises us.

That sort of world is not a world that requires our complacency.  It aches and groans for 
change, but where is that change?  Where is that Christmas hope?  But it is not yet 
Christmas.  It is still Advent.

So here, this week, we have John the Baptist speaking.  Last week, we got the context 
and the runup to what he had to say.  John spread his message in a Judah that was a 
broken, corrupt ruin.  The sense of hope that but no amount of preparation can 
adequately set the stage for the intensity of Johnʼs reaction to those who have come to 
hear him.

Generally, when people come to listen to what it is you have to say, you donʼt immediately 
attack them.   John calls them vipers, which is not a great start, but his attack goes 
deeper.  Those whoʼve gathered to listen to his words are Jews, and they understand 
themselves as part of a long spiritual lineage, a covenant of law and relationship that 
goes back thousands of years to Abraham.

Even this defining aspect of their identity is called into question.  What does that matter to 
God?  As far as God was concerned, even rocks and inanimate objects had as much 
standing.    What matters, as John proclaims it, is that they live their lives in such a way 
that they are clearly manifesting the form of life God has demanded of all of them.

Itʼs not an amorphous faith that John is demanding of them.  Itʼs a specific, concrete, 
manifested faith, one that articulates itself through action.

“Produce fruits worthy of repentance,” John says.   And in reply, the people ask, “What 
then should we do?”  That depended who they were.
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So he tells them, but what he tells them is not what they wish to hear.  Allow no-one to go 
without, he says, demanding that those who have more than they need give up the 
comfort of excess.  But that was for everyone.  Then the tax collectors ask.  “What should 
we do?”

Who were they?  These werenʼt Roman tax collectors, but were instead Judeans under 
contract with the Roman government.  Having paid for the privilege of collecting taxes, 
these contractors were then empowered to make profits from the fees and taxes and tolls 
they collected from the Judeans around them.  It was the nature of the business.  For 
them, the demand was simple.  Do not seek to profit from your position.

Then itʼs soldiers who ask.  “What should we do?”  

Who were they?  These would not have been Romans, but Judeans working for the 
Herodians.  They would basically have been mercenaries, and as such would have been 
paid practically nothing.  Like so many soldiers and police in the developing world today, 
they would have expected to supplement their income by extorting it from those around 
them. 

To them, John says, simply, stop doing what you have been doing.  Stop taking 
advantage of your position, and realize that your actions make the lives of everyone 
around you more negative.

What John is telling those who have come to listen is that there is no magical, simple, 
easy fix for what ailed Judah.  That they had come hoping to be changed, hoping that the 
ritual of baptism would transform them and restore their broken nation, that was all well 
and good.  But what he told them, rather simply, was that if they wanted to change then 
they would have to actually change.  Each would have to set down something precious to 
them.  It would not be easy, but it would mean effort and sacrifice.

And with that, John lays out what it means to lean into any future hope.  The possibility of 
the messianic age that he declared, that reality of the Holy Spirit that Jesus would bring, 
that would come no matter what.  But in order to participate in it, people would have to 
turn away from their prior ways of acting and being.

How should we act?  Iʼm not going to lay out a five point policy agenda for reducing gun 
violence, or present draft legislation for making mental health care more accessible.   Iʼll 
leave that for others.

I can only act, myself, because I bear personal responsibility for shaping the world 
around me.  As we all do.  In the face of the social isolation we inflict on the different and 
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the isolated and the mentally ill, I press out against my preference not to deal with those 
around me who might not mesh with the world around them.  Like the neighbor whose life 
is a struggle, both physical and mental.  More mornings than not, he comes out of his 
house as I pass with my dog, filled with need and anger.  Some mornings, I donʼt want to 
walk by that house.  I just donʼt want to deal with it, with the anger, with the delusion, with 
the fruits of isolation.  But I know that that part of me must change.  So I linger by his 
house, in case he comes out.  Some days, I go down and knock on that door, because as 
tormented as his soul might be, he deserves to be heard.

And in the face of violence, I also need to act.  And act I did, years ago, when I set my 
gun aside.  It wasnʼt much of one, just a Mossberg 20 gauge that I kept around because 
blasting targets was fun.  The boy in me liked the soft kick of it, the thunder of it, the 
chack-CHACK of the action, the splatter of exploding paint cans, the crash of shattering 
bottles.  It was also, or so I told myself, a way that I could defend myself and my home.  
What if something happened?  Itʼs better to have a gun and not need it, than need a gun 
and not have it, or so the saying went.  I liked having a gun.  But then, well, Columbine 
happened.

I found that I could no longer justify having it around.  I did not hunt.  Birdshot ruins the 
texture of the tofu.  I was also not a citizen soldier, not a cop, not one of those whose 
sworn duty it is to protect and serve.  I did not want to move through the world full of fear, 
viewing every stranger as a possible enemy. 

My reasons for having it melted away with the litany of those kids who had died.  Sure, 
the gun was fun, and it made me feel powerful and dangerous.  But I couldnʼt reconcile it 
with my place in reality, nor could I reconcile it with my faith.  Stop doing what you are 
doing, said John.  Live by the sword, die by the sword, said Jesus.

So I disassembled it, broke the action, and plugged the barrel.  And then, because it felt 
like the thing to do, I threw it on the back of my motorcycle and took it to the headquarters 
of the National Rifle Association.  I left it there on their doorstep along with a polite note, 
which said I did not want it any more.

Itʼs been a while.  I miss it sometimes.  I sometimes dabble with the idea of getting 
another one.  But then the world keeps reminding me of why I set it aside in the first 
place.  Lord, have mercy.

What to do?  Well, who are you?  What defines you?  What world are you a part of?  Ask 
yourself, and then act. 

Let it be so, for you and for me, AMEN.
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Wonder and Terror
- Karin Wright

Luke 4:16-21, Matthew 25:34-40

Friday morning my five year old and I woke later than usual with the cloud of sleep and 
memories of our midnight adventure of meteor shower watching still on our brain. I had 
debated whether it was worth waking up a boy who is already so busy with school and 
lessons and fighting off colds. Did I want to risk not going back to sleep? Being cranky in 
the morning? The dreamer in my won out, though, because I want my children to be able 
to experience the wonder of living in a big, beautiful world. It was worth it; before drifting 
back to sleep, he thanked me for waking him up to see the stars. He loved it even though 
the thought of meteors falling from the sky scared him. Naturally, he wondered and 
worried what would happen if the meteor landed on us or near us.

Fear and wonder are just a breath away from each other; they share, at their core, 
mystery. The shepherds knew this paper thin separation between wonder and terror. 
They knew, in a heartbeat, that no matter what was just about to occur, they would never 
be the same.

Thursday night, I looked at the stars in the sky and my heart spilled out questions about 
the beauty and the magnificence of the world. How can this be? They were questions of 
faith and wonder. Friday night, I said an extra prayer of gratitude as I tucked my children 
in bed. I looked out at the stars in the sky and I still shook in awe, but my heart spilled out 
questions about the awful ugliness of the world. How can this be? They were questions of 
despair and a longing for an answer to those mysteries that just ache and ache.

The mysteries of this world and of our faith are endless. Some of those mysteries cripple 
and paralyze us. Other mysteries inspire and move us. We pray, fervently and 
passionately, for the families who lost children in the terrible event, massacre at Sandy 
Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Connecticut. We grieve and cry at the horror and 
senselessness, and we wonder where God is in all of this. (I have an answer to this, sort 
of, but Iʼm going to resist giving it just now …)

My suggestion for us today is not try to ʻmake senseʼ of this event. It is not OK; it can 
never be OK. (Hereʼs a helpful website:  Dealing With Grief: Five Things NOT to say … ) 
Finding any sort of reason or rationalization for why this happened may help us 
understand more, but it can never really give us peace or a sense of security that 
something like this wonʼt happen again. This is where I, as a person and a parent, 
struggle the most. I want to teach my sons to be brave and courageous and to live for 
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others. How can I teach them that when I am not sure of my own ability to do and be 
those things? How can I encourage them to open their hearts and trust the world when 
Iʼm not sure that I can?  I worry about the world I will one day turn over to my children, 
and I pray for the damage that has been done to so many lives.

My responses – and most of the responses I have heard – try to make us feel more 
comfortable, either by distancing ourselves from the situation (ʻSomething must have 
happened in his life, some sort of illness. That couldnʼt happen here”) or by claiming what 
needs to happen in response. Iʼm not saying some of these wonʼt help or arenʼt 
appropriate responses, but I think the goal of those responses is to restore our sense of 
security and safety. And Iʼm not sure jumping to what feels comfortable is the best move 
for us.

Advent, historically, has been a kind of mini-Lent full of preparation and repentance … 
both an acknowledgment of the deep need the world has for Christ and the hope Christ 
brings. When we jump straight to the Christmas story, sometimes we skip over that in 
between period of waiting and longing for a sense of wholeness and peace.

Iʼve been a part of a Longest Night Service for the last 3 years running, and itʼs not a very 
well-attended service. But I keep doing it for a very specific reason (which is closely 
related to why itʼs not super-well-attended), we live in a world that is broken beyond 
repair. This world is scarred and ugly, hurtful and mean. Each of us carry deep hurts 
within us throughout our lives, but weʼre not always honest about those hurts. We hide 
them as though they are something to be ashamed of, something that makes us weak. 
More than that, we hang on to those hurts because weʼre afraid of letting them go. If we 
put our trust in God and ask for healing, what happens if we are not healed as we 
expected or hope? Where then is our faith?

This is what our hearts cry out in situations like this with school kids and the gunman at 
Sandy Hook. Where is our God? Why would he leave us in such a terrible state?

People grieve in lots of different ways. I caught myself crying at the silliest things since 
Friday – Sam asking me separate his Legoʼs, the boys uncharacteristically working/
playing together, the baby randomly saying ʻO la la la … Hey!ʼ (His favorite song is Jingle 
Bells). And I have found myself getting angry. Unreasonably angry to my bones. Angry 
that the world is so terrible, angry that children suffered, angry that there isnʼt anything for 
me to “do.”

The reason I keep doing the Longest Night Service is that I believe deeply that Christ 
came to heal, and he came to the world in a simple, aromatic (read: stinky) stable, born 
to an unwed teenage mother. Shortly after his birth, King Herod gave orders to kill all 
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male babies 2 and under. Jesus did not live in an idyllic time and place, but one also 
wrought with violence, fear, and confusion. This is a man, this is a God who can 
understand and empathize with the raw feelings of anger, hurt, and fear. Not only can 
Christ understand our pain and our suffering … God redeems them.

There are no good answer to why things like this happen. There are no easy answers for 
how to respond or solve these problems (there are solutions, theyʼre just not easy ones!). 
But when we ask where God is in these situations, I found the most helpful thought was 
offered up years ago my Mister Rogers:

When I was a boy and I would see scary things in the news, my mother would 
say to me, ʻLook for the helpers. You will always find people who are helping.ʼ To 
this day, especially in times of ʻdisaster,ʼ I remember my motherʼs words and I am 
always comforted by realizing that there are still so many helpers – so many 
caring people in this world.
(from The World According to Mr. Rogers)

There will always be evil and bad things that happen in the world, but they are not 
enough to overpower the Hope of the world and the change that Christ engenders in us. 
Please, take your hurts, your anger, your fear, your sadness … take it and own it. It is not 
a crime to have negative emotions or feelings. Then express those to God and allow God 
to move in you and in your life. Look for the helpers. Be a helper. In that way, we are 
loving all as Christ has asked of us.

Let us pray,
God of the broken-hearted,
God of the broken heart,
Receive our sighs
too deep for words.
In your time
by your grace
heal us.
In this meantime
hold us
as we weep.
Hold us and rock us
with the rhythm
of your own
grief-struck
quaking
body.
Amen
Prayer from JHarader at Spacious Faith
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