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HOW TO USE THIS DEVOTIONAL 
This devotional has been created to help you focus on the message of Advent and 
Christmas. There is a daily prayer, a daily scripture reading, two weekly devotionals, 
and space for you to make notes and record prayers. 

DEVOTIONAL THEME
Our theme for this year’s Advent/Christmas devotional is aimed at illuminating the 
hidden beauty of Christmas by holding our lives up to the light of God’s restorative work 
in Jesus the Messiah. Throughout the next four weeks we will be exploring the themes 
of God’s hidden work in Christmas past and present. We will also take time to consider 
how our holiday rhythms can be expanded to include those around us.

DAILY PRAYER PROMPT
Each day before you read the scriptures, we ask that you pray the simple prayer 
prompt provided for that days reading. This prayer will help you engage in listening to 
what the Holy Spirit wants to speak to you from the daily reading. 

DAILY SCRIPTURE READING 
Each scripture reading will help to immerse you into the story of Christ’s restorative 
work in coming as the promised Messiah.  

DEVOTIONAL 
Two weekly devotionals, one for Sunday and one for Wednesday, have been prepared 
to encourage you and to sensitize you to the activity of the Spirit in this holiday season. 
Additionally, there is room for you to take notes, jot down thoughts, and record prayers. 

ADVENT WREATH 
The Advent wreath consists of four candles arranged equidistant in a circle. The wreath 
usually consists of evergreen branches arranged in a circle to symbolize eternity, and 
as a reminder that God has no beginning or end. Similarly, the evergreen branches also 
serve as a symbol of eternal life and a reminder that God is unchanging.  

The Advent wreath is a tool to foster devotion and is usually incorporated during dinner 
time, or during nightly prayers. For families with young children, the Advent wreath is a 
wonderful way to help spark wonder in the hearts of babies, kids, and teen-agers alike 
as each week the light from the candles grows brighter.

HOW TO USE THE ADVENT WREATH
Scan to watch instructional video



DAILY SCRIPTURE READING 

WEEK 1 :  HIS  COMING FORETOLD
Sunday, November 27th | 1st Candle
Emphasis: His Coming
Reading: Isaiah 9:1-7
Pray: “Open my eyes to the hidden work 
you are doing in me today.”

Monday, November 28th
Emphasis: His Peace
Reading: Isaiah 11
Pray: “Open my eyes to the hidden work 
you are doing in me today.”

Tuesday, November 29th
Emphasis: His Suffering
Reading: Isaiah 53:1-6
Pray: “Open my eyes to the hidden work 
you are doing in me today.”

Wednesday, November 30th
Emphasis: His Birthplace
Reading: Micah 5:2-5
Pray: “Take each moment of my day and 
illuminate them in the colorful hues of the 
Gospel’s good news.”

Thursday December 1st
Emphasis: His Kingship
Reading: Zechariah 9:9-13
Pray: “Take each moment of my day and 
illuminate them in the colorful hues of the 
Gospel’s good news.”

Friday, December 2nd
Emphasis: At the Right Time
 Reading: Galatians 4:4-7
Pray: “Take each moment of my day and 
illuminate them in the colorful hues of the 
Gospel’s good news.”

Saturday, December 3rd
Emphasis: By the Holy Spirit
Reading: Matthew 1: 18-24
Pray: “Take each moment of my day and 
illuminate them in the colorful hues of the 
Gospel’s good news.”

WEEK 2 :  HIS  INCARNATION
Sunday, December 4th | 2nd Candle
Emphasis: The Word Became Flesh 
Reading: John 1
Pray: “Let it be to me according to your 
word.”

Monday, December 5th
Emphasis: His Divine Being
Reading: Colossians 1:15-20
Pray: “Let it be to me according to your 
word.”

Tuesday, December 6th
Emphasis: His Superiority
Reading: Hebrews 1:1-14
Pray: “Let it be to me according to your 
word.”

Wednesday, December 7th
Emphasis: He Humbled Himself Reading: 
Phil 2:5-11
Pray: “Help me to say ‘yes’ to the small life 
looking to be born in me.”

Thursday, December 8th
Emphasis: His Offering for Sin Reading: 
Romans 8:1-4
Pray: “Help me to say ‘yes’ to the small life 
looking to be born in me.”

Friday, December 9th
Emphasis: His Gift to Us
Reading Ephesians 2:1-10
Pray: “Help me to say ‘yes’ to the small life 
looking to be born in me.”

Saturday, December 10th
Emphasis: He is the image of God 
Reading: Colossians 1:15-29
Pray: “Help me to say ‘yes’ to the small life 
looking to be born in me.”



DAILY SCRIPTURE READING 

WEEK 3 :  THE  CHILD  IS  BORN
Sunday, December 11th | 3rd Candle
Emphasis: Mary treasured up all these 
things, pondering them in her heart. 
Reading: Luke 2:19-40
Pray: “Lord, open my eyes to see those 
waiting around me.”

Monday, December 12th
Emphasis: Preceded by John
Reading: Luke 1:5-17
Pray: “Lord, open my eyes to see those 
waiting around me.”

Tuesday, December 13th
Emphasis: With Great Rejoicing Reading: 
Luke: 1:39-45
Pray: “Lord, open my eyes to see those 
waiting around me.”

Wednesday, December 14th
Emphasis: The Birth of Jesus
Reading: Luke 2:1-7
Pray: “Lord, help me to be enlarged in my 
waiting.”

Thursday, December 15th
Emphasis: The Angel’s Good News
Reading: Luke 2: 8-14
Pray: “Lord, help me to be enlarged in my 
waiting.”

Friday, December 16th
Emphasis: The Shepherds Find Him
Reading: Luke 2:15-20
Pray: “Lord, help me to be enlarged in my 
waiting.”

Saturday, December 17th
Emphasis: The Child in the Temple
Reading: Luke 2:21-32
Pray: “Lord, help me to be enlarged in 
my waiting.”

WEEK 4 :  THE  GOOD NEWS IS  FOR ALL
Sunday, December 18th | 4th Candle
Emphasis: Mary heard the Gospel 
Reading Luke 1
Pray: “Lord, who is my neighbor?”

Monday December 19th
Emphasis: The Magi’s Search Reading:      
Luke 2:1-6
Pray: “Lord, who is my neighbor?”

Tuesday, December 20th
Emphasis: The Magi’s Worship
Reading: Matthew 2: 7-12
Pray: “Lord, who is my neighbor?” 

Wednesday, December 21st
Emphasis: The Flight to Egypt
Reading: Matthew 2: 13-18
Pray: “Lord, thank you for shepherding 
me in kindness.”

Thursday, December 22nd
Emphasis: The Return to Nazareth
Reading: Matthew 2:19-23
Pray: “Lord, thank you for shepherding 
me in kindness.”

Friday, December 23rd
Emphasis: The Father’s House
Reading: Luke 2: 41-52
Pray: “Lord, thank you for shepherding 
me in kindness.”

Saturday, December 24th
Emphasis: The Scripture is Fulfilled 
Reading: Luke 4:16-22
Pray: “Lord, thank you for shepherding 
me in kindness.”

Sunday, December 25th | Final Candle
MERRY CHRISTMAS
Reflect and give thanks!
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HOLY HIDDENNESS
WEEK 1  –  SUNDAY DEVOT ION

December has come, and with its arrival so has all of the holiday hustle and bustle. Even 
those of us who adhere to a strict, “no Christmas until thanksgiving is over” philosophy, 
are now fully engaged in the fuss and commotion of the holiday season. Christmas day, 
and especially the weeks leading up to it, are among my favorite times in the year. I 
have noticed, however, that each year I find myself inescapably distracted and anxious. 
While distraction and anxiety are characteristically enemies of our souls, I have found 
that they can paradoxically help provide a sense of spiritual clarity.

The distractions of Christmas, and all of the holiday commotion which accompany the 
season, can unexpectedly unearth the buried spiritual truths of Christmas. Even in my 
distracted state, the Holy Spirit year after year, surprises me with the absurdity of Christ’s 
incarnation. Hebrews 1 reminds us that long-ago God spoke through the prophets by 
the Holy Spirit concerning the coming of Jesus. The plan God had in mind, however, 
historically remained hidden in obscurity. I think Mark Twain captured the phenomenon 
of Christmas when he famously quipped, “Truth is stranger than fiction.”1

The hiddenness of God, writes Lawrence Stookey, “. . . is neither a punishment from God 
nor a denial of grace to us. It is a gift.”2 While ultimately, I think I agree with Stookey, 
this theological maxim makes me squirm. The “gift” of God’s hiddenness sounds like 
something true, but feels unnecessarily cruel. How is God’s hiddenness a gift? Why is it 
that God often times prefers to work in secret and chooses to operate in hiddenness? 
Despite my frustrations with God’s methods, it’s helpful to recognize that Jesus was 
hidden among us, for nearly three decades, quietly working in Nazareth as a carpenter. 
“The Son of God,” notes Esau McCaulley, “spent decades simply going to work and 
doing his job well.”3 What an odd, yet helpful insight for us to consider.

The events of Christmas are hardly hidden these days. Telling the Christmas story falls 
somewhere between beating a dead horse with a stick and remembering your glory 
days during high-school. Christmas often feels like an unfortunate amalgamation of 
kitsch and nostalgia, which can leave us feeling spiritually apathetic and emotionally 
inattentive. Are these perennial Christmas celebrations we’re so committed to doing, 
nothing more than petrified remnants of a once living tree? Are we doomed to 
perpetually eat the bread of yesteryear’s feast, left only to imagine what it would have 
been like? Or could it be, there is something hidden happening, right here and now, that 
we don’t yet perceive?

If we’re honest with ourselves, we have a complicated relationship with Christmas. The 
gospel proclaimed at Christmas can often feel like an age-worn memory, rather than 
a life-changing reality. Despite our tendency to live in the memories of Christmas past, 
the truth remains: Jesus is still coming, still saving, and still quietly among us. If we believe 
the scriptures, then we are compelled to believe that God is every bit at work in the 
world this Christmas as He was all those years ago. The work of God in your life may be 
hidden, but you are not abandoned.
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This week, take a moment each day to reflect and consider how God has worked 
in hidden ways to bring about His purpose in your life. Write them down in this 
devotional, or on your phone as a way to remember God’s faithfulness to you. Ask the 
Holy Spirit to open your eyes to the hidden work being accomplished in you today.

NOTES
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CHRISTMAS AS A PRISM
WEEK 1  –  MIDWEEK  DEVOT ION

In an effort to capture the wonder of the Christmas season, Christians throughout 
the ages have engaged these special days with various forms and expressions of 
celebration. Ron Rolheiser describes Christmas as, “a diamond you hold up in the sun. 
Every time you move it, even a little, it gives off yet a different sparkle. It is inexhaustible 
in the meanings it generates.”4 When speaking about Christmas, I particularly like the 
imagery of holding a diamond-like prism up to the sun, turning it in examination. After 
all, Christmas is the time of year when we ponder the incalculable implications of the 
incarnation of Christ. The time of year when we try, as best we can, to understand how 
the creator of all things becomes a part of His own creation. In his famous book Mere 
Christianity, C.S Lewis poetically captures the marvel of the Christmas event writing, 
“The Son of God became a man [human] to enable men [humanity] to become sons 
[children] of God.”5

We could also speak of the Christmas season, as a time when God’s people hold up 
the good news of God’s redemptive promises to the light of the Son, given to us. That is 
to say, that all of God’s promises, delivered to us through the prophets of old, become 
newly illuminated, much like a glowing prism, in the wondrous light of the Nativity. The 
good news of Christmas is not only replete with rich imagery and meaning, the breadth 
of its significance is inexhaustible. I often wonder if the familiarity of the Christmas 
story hinders our ability to discern its limitless beauty. We can all be easily seduced into 
very flat, one-dimensional readings of the Christmas story contained in Luke’s Gospel. 
Consequently, we run the risk of never turning the prism of God’s story, never marveling 
at the many hues, shimmers, and colors that it casts upon our lives.
    
I find it helpful to think of celebrating Christmas, and every season of Christian living for 
that matter, as a corkscrew. Christmas comes around every year, and each and every 
year we participate in its festivities. We must not allow ourselves to be fooled, however, 
by the repetition of its arrival. When understood aright, the circular journey back to 
Christmas each year doesn’t bring us right back to where we started. Rather, much like 
a corkscrew that spirals upward, we ascend higher as we circle each year. That is, we 
are going somewhere in our observance and celebration of Christmas. That somewhere 
is deeper into the heart of Christ. So yes, this Christmas season will come and go and a 
new one will be celebrated next year in its place, but our understanding of Christ will 
have increased. Our love for God and for one another will be more illuminated in the 
glorious light of Christ’s redemptive work, and like sojourners on a heavenly ladder we 
climb higher and higher each year into the mystery of heaven come to earth.

........................

Take a moment to gather up the stories (even the painful ones), traditions, and 
celebrations of your Christmas routines. Write them down in this devotional, or on your 
phone and then offer them up to the light of Christ. Allow God to illuminate them in new 
colorful hues and tones of Christmas’s good news.
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NOTES
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HEAR THE GOOD NEWS 
WEEK 2   SUNDAY DEVOT ION

Many of the paintings that portray the angel Gabriel delivering the message of Christ’s 
coming, do so by depicting Mary in a posture of listening with a ray or beam of light 
entering her ear. In other words, Mary is depicted as becoming pregnant with the 
promised Messiah, by listening and accepting God’s message brought to her by the 
angel Gabriel.

It is imperative for us to recognize, however, that there is another biblical woman, a 
virgin like Mary, who received a message of similar magnitude. I am of course speaking 
of Eve, who upon hearing the serpent’s message, received it, and together with Adam, 
brought sin and death into the world. In contrast to Adam and Eve’s disobedience, 
however, Mary through her hearing and acceptance of God’s gospel, conceived by the 
Holy Spirit and brought forth Jesus, the Savior of the world. A fifth-century theologian 
and poet famously wrote,

See how Eve’s ear inclines and hearkens to the voice of the deceiver when he hisses 
deceit to her. But come and see the Watcher [Gabriel] instilling salvation into Mary’s 
ear and removing the insinuation of the serpent from her and consoling her. ... Instead 
of this virgin [Eve] another was chosen; truth was spoken to her [Mary] in her ear 
from the Most High. By the door which death entered [the ear], by it entered life and 
loosened the great bond which the evil one had bound there. ... The wall of iniquity 
which the serpent had built then, by his descent the Son of God broke it down that it 
might never again be restored. When He descended He broke down the hedge which 
was placed between the sides, that there might be peace between the dwellers on 
earth and in heaven.6

In the book of Corinthians, the Apostle Paul paints a similar picture of the serpent’s 
work being eradicated through Christ’s incarnation writing, “Thus it is written, ‘The first 
man Adam became a living being;’ the last Adam became a life-giving spirit. ... The first 
man was from the earth, a man of dust; the second man is from heaven. Just as we 
have borne the image of the man of dust, we shall also bear the image of the man of 
heaven” (1 Corinthians 15:45,49).

In light of Paul’s words, we should pause to recognize that Christ’s coming at Christmas 
was not an event unrelated to us, but one to which we are intimately bound. When 
we take a moment to really look at the story of Christmas, the incarnation of Christ 
“not only brings God to human nature but brings human nature to God.”7 Furthermore, 
the gospel of the serpent, a message which brought death and destruction, has been 
completely undone and reversed by the mystery of Jesus in human flesh. Consequently, 
we are as Scriptures proclaims, co-heirs with Christ and children of God!
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Who and what we listen to profoundly impacts our spiritual lives. This week as you 
open your Bible to read quietly pray, “Speak Lord, your servant hears.” As you conclude 
your time of reading and praying, join Mary in her humble obedience by closing with 
the simple prayer, “Let it be to me according to your word.”

NOTES
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HAVE YOU EVER SEEN A 
TREE GROW ? 

WEEK 2  MIDWEEK  DEVOT ION

There is a popular Chinese proverb that says: “The best time to plant a tree was 20 
years ago. The second-best time is now.” I first heard this idiom used in a radio interview 
as a quick-witted response to a question. The wisdom in the phrase struck me as being 
quite profound. It was one of those moments when something arrests your attention 
so deeply that everything else becomes simply background noise. As someone who 
suffers from chronic mental distraction, I cherish moments of vibrant and unsullied 
clarity.

I was recently reminded of this proverb while mulling over an old Henri Nouwen quote. 
Perhaps more than any other author, Nouwen’s writings make me uncomfortable 
because they often touch the very spot of my life I’m content to leave untouched. In his 
book, The Road to Peace, Nouwen writes:

Because life is very small, you can never see it happening. Have you ever seen a 
tree actually grow? Can you see a child grow? Growth is too gentle, too tender. Life 
is basically hidden. It is small and begs for constant care and protection. If you are 
committed to always saying “yes” to life you must become a person who chooses it 
when it is hidden.8

What an incredible observation! It’s true, it’s not hard to notice when something has 
grown but we rarely, if ever, actually observe the process of growth as it occurs. We 
are all acquainted with the sensation of an old photo of ourselves, in which time has 
brought about an unobserved, yet significant change in our lives. Recognizing growth 
in progress is deceptively difficult.

The spectacle of Christ’s death and resurrection, the pageantry of His ascension into 
Heaven, and the grandeur of His forthcoming return all find their beginning in hidden life. 
As the poet Ephrem of Syria writes,  “The womb of Sheol conceived him and burst open; 
and how did the womb of Mary sustain him ... Who is able to speak about the hidden 
Son Who came down and put on a body in the womb?”9 Jesus Christ, our promised 
Messiah began the war on death in the vulnerable state of a baby, in tender growth, 
and in hidden care.

At Christmas Jesus was the seed sown into the soil of humanity. He was buried to grow. 
He was hidden to be revealed. In part, this is why it is necessary for the Church calendar 
to begin each year with Christmas. We are not aimlessly wondering through life, and 
Christ’s coming on Christmas reminds us of the sacred trajectory of all life. Christmas is 
nothing short of the deliberate fulfillment of God’s divine purpose, worked out through 
the painstakingly slow process of time.10
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We know God is a God of seasons. We have a bag full of colloquialisms to enforce the 
principle, nevertheless we struggle to live in the clairvoyance of the biblical writers. It 
feels cheap these days to suggest that God has a plan for your life. The radical truth 
of Christmas is that He does have a plan. His plan is much larger than you and I, but it 
includes us both. I want to leave you with the previous lines of that Nouwen quote:

Life is always small. It is always vulnerable. It never shouts or screams. It always needs 
protection and guidance. Saying “yes” to it means being willing to look at the small life 
that seeks to be born in your heart, in your body, in your mind, among people.11

........................

This week, as we continue with the theme of God’s hidden work, take a moment each 
day to reflect and consider the trees around you. Have you ever seen a tree grow?

How can you say “yes” to the small life looking to be born in you this week? Write them 
down in this devotional, or on your phone and ask the Holy Spirit to open your eyes to 
the hidden work being accomplished in you today.

NOTES
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NEVER NEGLECT
WEEK 3  SUNDAY DEVOT ION

I think one of the most difficult parts of living out the Christian faith is waiting for promises 
to be fulfilled. The scriptures teach us that for everything there is a season, and a time 
for everything under heaven (Eccl. 3:1). I would venture to think that we all affirm this 
truth; however, it often feels like our souls are in a perpetual state of winter.

I don’t know if it’s because perspective is difficult to master, or if it’s a symptom of the 
way we live our lives, but we all seem to feel overlooked and forgotten. “We suffer,” 
writes Rolheiser, “from a kind of anxiety [that] is the opposite of faith. It is not so much the 
fear that God doesn’t exist, as the fear that God does not notice our existence.”12

This statement by Rolheiser gets to the root of our anxiety. Many of us feel hidden to 
God and to other people. I’m not referring to the kind of hiddenness that the psalmist 
expresses when he speaks of being in the shadow of God’s wings (Ps. 91). For many 
us, life can feel a lot like divine neglect. I know that seems like a harsh statement and I 
wouldn’t be surprised, if upon first hearing it, that many of you recoil. Here’s the thing 
though, many of us do feel the sting of neglect. There was a time in my life where I felt 
invisible. I was like an unheard whisper, or a breeze in the branches that nobody notices. 
While my perceived invisibility did provide a false sense of security, what I desperately 
wanted and what I really craved, was to be seen.

While working through my graduate degree in college, I had the privilege of teaching 
a few semesters of undergraduate courses. There was a moment in one of the classes 
that I often find myself revisiting. As I reviewed the syllabus I read a book title aloud 
and one of the students (let’s use the name Sarah in place of her real name) stood 
up in her chair with desperate intrigue. I use the word desperate carefully, because 
Sarah expressed enthusiasm, but it was not born of joy but sorrow. Sarah lost her 
child around the age of 10 to sickness. The book title I read aloud was Disappointment 
with God by Philip Yancey. There are days when I remember the look in her eyes and 
it breaks me all over again. Why do seasons of our lives feel like durations of divine 
neglect? I recently learned that the redwood forests of California need the raging fires 
that plague them to ensure their long-term existence. Strikingly, without the heat of the 
forest fires, new redwood seeds never emerge from the soil and grow into the giants 
we’ve appropriately come to marvel upon. It’s a beautiful metaphor for the Christian life, 
which is now hidden in Christ, but will one day be revealed. As a disciple of Jesus, one 
of the lessons I’m learning is that scripture addresses seasons of waiting, suffering, and 
abuse, but it always does so in the context of coming glory, never neglect.

One of my favorite worship songs has a line that reads, “For all I know of seasons. Is that 
You take Your time. You could have saved us in a second. Instead You sent a child.” The 
entire mystery and joy of Christmas can be understood in the context that Ecclesiastes 
provides: seed, time, and harvest. The fires of life (I don’t use that phrase lightly) are often 
the catalysts of our growth. Though time can be brutal on us all, it is often the seedbed 
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of our transformation. The reward is always new life. Salvation came to us hidden in 
Bethlehem, but was revealed on the cross of Calvary.

“Like a seed You were sown. For the sake of us all. From Bethlehem’s soil. Grew Calvary’s 
sequoia” – Seasons by Hillsong

........................

Do you feel forgotten by God and/or by others? Write down the ways in which you 
need to be seen and then offer them to the Lord in prayer saying, “I offer up my pain to 
the God who sees me. Lead me Lord into your heart and remind me of your steadfast 
love for me.”

Take some time now to reflect on others. Is there someone in your life that might benefit 
from being seen? Like, really seen. Purpose in your heart to reach out to them this week. 
Make plans for coffee, lunch, or to go on a walk. Be present with them and be on the 
lookout for the Spirit’s work in your conversations

NOTES
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WAIT ING
WEEK 3  MIDWEEK  DEVOT ION

As we continue to reflect upon the profound mysteries of the incarnation of Christ, our 
reflection should gently lead us into anticipation. Much like a game of ping-pong, or to 
use a more elegant image, like partners dancing, anticipation will gently lead us back 
into moments of reflection. This dance between reflection and anticipation plays an 
important role in our Christmas spirituality. To borrow a phrase from Martin Connell, 
“What you wait for determines the way you wait.”13 What Connell is able to encapsulate 
in this short sentence is profound. It is profound because it communicates a deep truth 
using an economy of words. The profundity of the sentence, however, also creates 
a unique opportunity. That is, a sentence so replete with meaning is begging to be 
unpacked, it is longing to be examined for the beauty of its nuances.

We all know what waiting feels like. If I had to guess, I would imagine that most of 
us think of waiting with a sense of disdain. Waiting in line at the DMV comes to my 
mind at the moment. There are, however, multiple ways in which we engage in the 
process of waiting. Let’s consider first, someone who is waiting for the arrival of their 
unborn child. As a parent of two beautiful children, I distinctly remember waiting in 
anticipation for their births. I remember spending hours in the back-bedroom of our 
house painting, building, and decorating in anticipation of the new life about to enter 
our home. I remember these times, although accompanied by moments of stress, with 
fondness and joy. The kind of waiting I’ve just described tends to enlarge a person.

If we are really going to unpack Connell’s sentence for all it’s worth, however, we need 
to still explore other aspects of waiting. Consider someone who is waiting to receive the 
results of a cancer test. Think about someone who has received a terminal diagnosis 
and has been given only a few short months to live. What kind of waiting will they 
experience as they countdown their days?

This kind of waiting tends to diminish a person. So, it’s worth pondering again, “What you 
wait for determines the way you wait.”

Paul admonishes us to wait in joyful expectation writing, “Rejoice in the Lord always; 
again I will say, Rejoice. Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near” (Phil. 
4:4-5). The first image that pops into my head when I hear the word rejoice is a vague, 
perhaps shallow picture of victory. I think of Seahawk fans jumping and shouting at a 
fourth-quarter comeback or an athlete fist-pumping after he scores the game-winning 
shot. When I begin to think more deeply about rejoicing, however, very different images 
begin to form in my mind. Instead of a die-hard fan or superstar-athlete, I think of a 
soldier. A soldier who is gently weeping at the news that the nightmare of war is finally 
over. I think of a parent embracing their child who was lost in the park, even if it was 
only for three minutes. The child and the parent both rejoice in their reuniting, but this is 
not the kind of rejoicing we see at football games or in concert arenas, this kind of joy 
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runs deeper. As I think of these images, the Holy Spirit connects my personal images of 
joy to God’s story. That parent who runs to embrace their child who was lost in the park 
is like the father who runs to embrace his estranged son while he was “still afar off” (Lk 
15). That parent who is overwhelmed with unspeakable joy at the birth of their child 
is like Simeon who holds in his arms the promised Messiah and blesses God (Lk 2). The 
soldier gently weeping at the end of the war is like the great soldier of the cross, who 
though beaten and bruised, is looking onward to the day when He will sing the praises 
of His Father in the midst of His brothers and sisters (Heb. 2).

There is considerable tension in all of these images. Can you feel it? There is tension, 
there is pain, there is suffering, but there is also deep and profound joy. The Christmas 
season is an invitation to dance, as it were, with Christ in reflection and anticipation. 
It is a call to look forward to the second coming of Christ with deep excitement and 
joyful anticipation, and yet to also be a people of gentleness who are sensitive to the 
hurting, suffering world around them. To be sensitive to those who are waiting, but 
in their waiting, are being diminished by the fear and expectation of death. To wait 
as those in anticipation, announcing the Kingdom of Heaven alongside those who 
feel subjected to lifelong slavery. Do you want to keep Christ in Christmas? Feed the 
hungry, clothe the naked, forgive the guilty, welcome the stranger, care for the ill, love 
your enemies. In order for any of these acts of love to really be attainable, we must 
also remember to keep “mass” in Christmas! For it is in the gathered community of 
believers that the incarnational realities of Jesus are made known in all their beauty.

........................

What are you waiting for? In your waiting are you being enlarged or diminished? 
Throughout this week be on the lookout for those people around you who, in their 
waiting, are feeling diminished and hopeless. Ask the Holy Spirit to speak to you and 
to show you a simple way to help them, even if it only means quietly praying for 
them.

NOTES
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NEIGHBOR & SAVIOR
WEEK 4  SUNDAY DEVOT ION

The incarnation of Christ is an ongoing mystery; it is an unceasing divine happening. 
The more we are awake to these mysteries, the more evident it becomes to us that 
life is full of incarnational moments. In fact, what we modestly refer to as “going 
to church” is a profound incarnational moment. Although we are all temporarily 
displaced throughout the workweek, in our Christian gathering we are spiritually and 
supernaturally fashioned into the body of Christ. In other words, as we gather under 
the lordship of Jesus Christ we are transformed from a meager group of ordinary 
individuals into a worshipping community of faith that encounters God.

Furthermore, Christ has pledged to be present in the meal of Holy Communion. To 
receive the bread and cup of thanksgiving is to be, according to Jesus, partakers of 
that which is imperishable (Jn. 6:58). Therefore, to participate in the shared table of 
Thanksgiving is to participate in the very divine presence of Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit. This is one of the reasons many Christians around the world partake in Holy 
Communion at their Christmas services.

At Christmas, Jesus came down from heaven into earth, but now “instead of ‘coming 
down from heaven’ as he once did into the womb of the Virgin [Mary], he ‘walks 
across,’ on equal footing as it were, from heaven into his Church.”14 This is only a small 
glimpse of what takes place when God’s people answer the call to worship and 
gather in His name.

As Christians we are no doubt accustomed to God’s presence being gifted to us in 
both the preaching of the Word and in the Sacraments. Nevertheless, we need to be 
reminded, especially during the Christmas season, that God’s divine presence is all 
around us, namely in the company of our neighbor. C.S Lewis appropriately draws our 
attention to this writing:

It may be possible for each to think too much of his own potential glory hereafter; it 
is hardly possible for him to think too often or too deeply about that of his neighbor. 
... You have never talked to a mere mortal. Nations, cultures, arts, civilizations – these 
are mortal, and their life is to ours as the life of a gnat. But it is immortals whom we 
joke with, work with, marry, snub and exploit. ... Next to the Blessed Sacrament itself, 
your neighbor is the holiest object presented to your senses.15

If we are paying attention, incarnational moments are happening everywhere 
around us. To encounter our neighbor is to encounter our Savior. In the Gospel of 
Matthew Jesus admonishes those who rightly beheld their neighbor saying, “Truly I tell 
you, just as you did it to one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did it 
to me” (Matt 24:40).

The good news of Christ’s incarnation is, “news of great joy for all people” (Lk 2:10). 
Despite our annual rehearsal of the Lukan Gospel announcement, we often diminish 
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the good news of Christmas to insular habits of shopping excursions, cocktail parties, 
and outings with friends. We engage in these things for good reason and we should 
continue to do them! We don’t need to turn the holiday season into a time of fasting 
and weeping. Instead, we need to make room in our rhythms of celebration to include 
our neighbor. The problem we have is not celebration, it is privilege. When we rest 
“comfortably in our privilege, falling into ordinary rhythms and routines that focus on 
our family and forget our neighbor,”16 we waste the restorative agency of Christmas. 
So, rejoice, it’s Christmas time! Enjoy the shopping malls, feed the hungry, expand 
your guestlist, remember the poor, throw holiday parties, defend the helpless, and 
abundantly live in the fullness of “great joy for all people” this Christmas.

........................

Take some time to consider how your holiday traditions and rhythms can include your 
neighbor. Write them down in this devotion or on your phone. Pause and ask yourself, 
“who is my neighbor?”

NOTES
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HOUSE OF BREAD
WEEK 4  MIDWEEK  DEVOT ION

The imagery of God as a shepherd and His people as the sheep of His flock is one that 
is woven throughout the entire Biblical narrative. Nevertheless, I believe that many 
of us mistakenly allow the imagery of God as our shepherd to remain but a muted 
silhouette hidden within a portrait of vibrant colors. We have undoubtedly heard the 
confession of the psalmist, “the Lord is my Shepherd,” but how often do we ponder 
what it means for Christmas?

Remember David, that little boy overlooked by his family, the one tending the flock, 
playing the harp, and fighting lion and bear? Psalm 78 describes how God, “... brought 
him [David] to shepherd Jacob his people ... With upright heart he shepherded them 
and guided them with his skillful hand.” David, however, was only a type and shadow 
of the promised Shepard King, he was really pointing forwards toward someone else.

Jesus reveals to those downcast souls journeying with Him on the road to Emmaus 
that the Law, the Prophets, and the Psalms were all written concerning Him (Lk 24). 
Although David was indeed used by God to shepherd Israel, we learn from Jesus him-
self, that the prophets were prophesying concerning the arrival of the Messiah, that 
great shepherd who would come as the fulfillment of God’s promises. St. Augustine, 
draws this point out by referring to Christ as the “Shepherd of shepherds,”17 a phrase 
closely related to the familiar, “Lord of Lords” found in the scriptures.

When we look closely, the Gospel writers are not only familiar with the shepherding 
promise of the scriptures, they are eager to ascribe its fulfillment to Jesus. In Matt 9:36 
& Mark 6:34 Jesus weeps over the condition of Jerusalem who are like sheep without 
a shepherd. In Matthew 18 & Luke 15 Jesus is the Shepherd who is seeking the lost and 
in Matthew 25 is the Shepherd, who in the end, separates the sheep from the goats. 

The Gospel writers further illuminate that Jesus was crucified, in part, to fulfill the 
prophecy of Zechariah that if the Shepherd were stricken the sheep would be scat-
tered (Matt.14:27). This “striking of the Shepherd” is an explicit reference used by John in 
chapter 10:1-18 and is the clearest picture of the shepherding nature of Christ. 

11 I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. 12 
He who is a hired hand and not a shepherd, who does not own the sheep, sees the 
wolf coming and leaves the sheep and flees, and the wolf snatches them and scat-
ters them. ... I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, 15 just 
as the Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep. 
16 And I have other sheep that are not of this fold. I must bring them also, and they 
will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd. ... This charge I have 
received from my Father.
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Jesus’s description of himself as the Shepherd of Israel in John is depicted in stark 
contrast to the abusive shepherds described by the prophet Ezekiel. The contrast is so 
obvious that it becomes immediately apparent that Christ is not only alluding to the 
passage, but is telling His listeners that He is the very fulfillment of God’s promise. He is 
the one who will, 

“... be the shepherd of my sheep, and I myself will make them lie down, declares the 
Lord God. 16 I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up 
the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, and the fat and the strong I will destroy. I 
will feed them in justice.”

Accordingly, Jesus is the Shepherd who is greater than the shepherds of Israel, and 
he is the Shepherd-King that David could only ever point us towards.18 The coming of 
Christ at Christmas was nothing short of the historical event of God keeping His word! 
Specifically, His promise to shepherd Israel himself. The Gospel of Matthew appears 
first in our Bibles because it is the only Gospel that meticulously outlines the genealogy 
of Jesus to make it very apparent to readers that Jesus is this promised seed of Jessie, 
the son of David, who has come to rule the nations. The tedious genealogy with which 
Matthew opens his Gospel is a way of announcing that God has kept His promise.
  
Long ago, the prophet Micah prophesied that the “Shepherd of shepherds” would 
come from a little inconsequential town named Bethlehem and Mathew is scrupulous 
to tease-out the connection. Bethlehem means “House of Bread.” The bread of heaven 
has been born in the city called the “House of Bread.” Ponder that for a moment. The 
Shepherd King, who has come to feed God’s flock, has himself come to us in a feed-
box. It makes sense then, that the angels chose unnamed shepherds to announce the 
good news of Christmas.

Personally, I think no-name shepherds, hidden on a hillside, being among the first 
audience to receive the greatest news ever announced is beautifully confounding. 
God came to us as a lowly baby, through a humble virgin, revealed to shepherds with 
no names. How might He unexpectantly come to us today? Christmas is a reminder, if 
nothing else, that God keeps His promises.

.......................

Take some time now to reflect on the ways that God has unexpectedly worked in 
your life. Take a moment to pause and thank God for shepherding you in loving kind-
ness. How might you extend that loving kindness to others this Christmas?
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