
God in Our Midst 
Advent 2021 Devotional Guide 

The king of Israel, the Lord, is in your midst; you shall fear disaster no more. 
On that day it shall be said to Jerusalem: 

Do not fear, O Zion; do not let your hands grow weak. 
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. . . . 

Our theme for Advent 2021, based on Zephaniah 3:15–17, is God in Our Midst. It’s 
been a difficult, joyful, tragic, and hopeful year — a strange combination of adjectives 
to describe a strange period in history and in our lives. But through it all, in good 
times and hard times, Christians affirm that God is with us, and so we approach the 
Advent season with expectation, faith, and hope. 

Trinity Presbyterian Church 
Hendersonville, North Carolina 



About the images: The photographs in this year’s Trinity Advent Devotional Guide are from 
the Scottish Isle of Iona and surrounding areas. Iona has been described as a “thin place” — 
that is, a place where the dividing line between earth and heaven is thin. Thus, many think of 
Iona as a place where God is indeed “in our midst.” 

The cover photo is St. Martin’s Cross, as seen from just inside the Iona Abbey church. This 
high cross of the Celtic church, which has stood outside the Abbey for over a thousand years, 
is named for a fourth-century Roman solder who, in sharing his clothing with a poor man, 
received a vision of Christ. After his baptism, Martin became known for his conscientious 
objection to serving in the Roman army; later, as Bishop of Tours, he played a leading role in 
the mission to the Celts. 

Advent and Christmas at Trinity 

First Sunday of Advent                November 28 
Worship at 11:00 a.m. 

Church Decorating Day   Wednesday, December 1, beginning at 9:00 a.m. 
Help us deck the halls! 

Second Sunday of Advent       December 5 
Worship at 8:30 and 11:00 a.m. 

Campfire Songs & Stories        December 5, 3:00–5:00 p.m. 
Bundle up and gather at the Campfire Circle (for all ages) 

Wednesday Night Live: Christmas On Stage     December 8, 7:00 p.m. 
Original works and performances by Trinity’s artists, poets, and storytellers 

Meditations and Music           Thursday, December 9, 2:00 p.m. 
A Presbyterian Women Christmas Event 

Third Sunday of Advent                December 12 
Worship at 8:30 and 11:00 a.m. 

The Longest Night     Wednesday, December 15, 5:00 p.m. 
An Advent worship service of remembrance and lament 

Fourth Sunday of Advent               December 19 
Worship at 8:30 and 11:00 a.m. 

Christmas Eve Candlelight Service            Friday, December 24, 7:00 p.m. 
Our annual service of warmth and light celebrating Jesus’s birth 



 

Sunrise over the River Awe, in the Scottish Highlands, as seen from the railway line from 
Glasgow to Oban. Reaching Iona is an adventure in itself: from Glasgow, the journey involves 

a train, two ferries, a motor coach, and a healthy bit of walking. 

Advent: Week One 
Then they will see “the Son of Man coming in a cloud” 

with power and great glory. (Luke 21.27) 

First Sunday of Advent 
November 28, 2021 
Luke 21.25–36 

Signs and Personal Responses 
by Ed Spencer 

There have always been signs provided 
to me and others. There are signs that 
Covid is impacting our very fabric of 
social life; signs that we, as a society, are 
not using natural resources well; signs 

that we are becoming more isolated, 
leading to loneliness and suspicion; and 
signs that our care and concern for 
others is fading along the edges. I’m 
sure that my eyes, ears, and mind are 
not always open to properly detect and 
respond accordingly. More frequently, it 
is easier to override the obvious sign, 
follow my personal interpretation, and 
take the easy, often-selfish, way. . . . 
     This scripture reminds all of us that 
we have a responsibility to be open to 



various signs of need in our family, 
friends, and neighbors. Jesus is 
imploring us to pause, look, listen, and, 
most importantly, to respond in a loving 
and supportive manner. When we 
perform these responses to assist 
others, I sense that the Holy Spirit then 
blesses us with “power and glory.” 
     Jesus uses the example of the fig 
tree, which acknowledges the signs of 
warmth, of spring rain and summer sun, 
thereby responding with an abundance 
of growth and fruit. My friends, we have 
the same opportunity to look to the 
signs of truth and need in this 
community and, in response, bear our 
own fruit of resources and personal 
availability to assist and to further 
support local care agencies providing 
for neighbors in need. 
     As a direct result, I am convinced that 
“doing unto others,” helping to develop 
a greater sense of home and 
community, will result in untold 
wellbeing for all! 
     May God bless each of you every day. 

Monday, November 29, 2021 
Isaiah 2.1–5 

God’s Mountain 
by Molly Garnett 

Miles of car headlights stream toward a 
baseball field in the final scene of the 
movie Field of Dreams, drawn irresistibly 
to something that offers deep meaning 
and goodness. That image came to 
mind when I reflected on “all the nations 

shall stream” to “the mountain of the 
Lord’s house.”   
     What is so irresistible that attracts the 
nations to this one mountain standing 
tall above the others? Is it power or 
wealth? Beauty or youth? No. God’s 
wisdom about how to live together in 
peace is the magnet that draws others 
in. In a world of division and injustice, 
there is something so pure and right 
about God’s way — so attractive, in fact, 
that those who follow it trade their war 
tools for farming tools, saying, “Hey, 
instead of killing each other, we’ve 
decided to feed each other.”  
     As the body of Christ, the church, we 
become our most attractive to others 
when we follow God in our midst, that 
mountain that rises above all else to 
show us the way.      

Lord, today, let me be the means 
through which someone recognizes your 
vision for peace and is drawn to it. Amen. 

Tuesday, November 30, 2021 
Jeremiah 33.14–16 

The Gift 
by Robin Hodgson 

The Lord says to Jeremiah that He will 
fulfill the promises made to Israel and 
Judah, and a "righteous Branch" will 
spring forth from David. Advent speaks 
to the coming of the Messiah, the Christ-
child, God's gift to us. But what can we 
give to Him? This is my offering. . . . 



What can she give to the King of Kings, 
the one who was sent from Heaven? 
She has no gold or precious jewels, 
she has no gift fit for a King. 

What can she give to the Prince of 
     Peace, 
the one who cares for the world? 
She has no words or voice or worth 
to lay at the feet of a Prince. 

What can she give to the Lord of Lords, 
the one who is above all else? 
She has no wisdom or insight 
or courage to show for a Lord. 

So what can she offer to Him 
besides her prayers and humble heart? 
A gift that shows Him of her love — 
but all she can give are her tears. 

The trickle of her tears for the 
     Child-King, 
along with the torrent of tears from 
     many, 
becomes a flood of rushing rivers, 
creating the ocean of cleansing water 
with which the Man-King 
washes away the sins of the world. 

Wednesday, December 1, 2021 
1 Thessalonians 3.9–13 

Charged with Hope 
by Mary Louise Forsythe 

How can we thank God enough for you 
in return for all the joy we have in the 
presence of our God because of you? 

Night and day we pray most earnestly 
that we may see you again. . . . Now may 
our God and Father himself and our Lord 
Jesus clear the way for us to come to 
you. May the Lord make your love 
increase and overflow for each other and 
for everyone else, just as ours does for 
you. (NIV) 

This passage resonates with the deep 
longing we have to be with our church 
family and our personal families and 
friends. Being apart has been hard. It 
reminds us of the sacrifices military 
families make with long separations 
filled with anxiety about the health and 
safety of loved ones. Here we read of 
the love Paul has for his extended flock, 
and how prayer draws them closer in 
God’s midst. 
     Much of 1 Thessalonians looks to the 
future when Christ returns (appropriate 
reading during Advent). Eugene 
Peterson speaks of this in his 
introduction to 1 Thessalonians in The 
Message:  
     “The way we conceive the future 
sculpts the present, gives contour and 
tone to nearly every action and thought 
through the day. If our sense of future is 
weak, we live listlessly. . . . The practical 
effect of this belief (Christ’s Return) is to 
charge each moment of the present with 
hope. For if the future is dominated by 
the coming again of Jesus, there is little 
room left on the screen for projecting 
our anxieties and fantasies. It takes the 
clutter out of our lives . . . to live forward 
in taut and joyful expectancy for what 
God will do next in Jesus.” 



O God in Our Midst, who holds all time 
in your hands, forgive us for clinging to 
the past, for frittering away the present, 
and fearfully anticipating the future. May 
your Presence energize us to give thanks 
for the past, to overflow with love for You 
and your world now, and to lean forward 
with hope and joy knowing you will 
always be in our midst. In Jesus’ name, 
Amen. 

Thursday, December 2, 2021 
Isaiah 11.1–10 

The Lion and the Calf 
by Charles Keefer 

The wolf shall live with the lamb, 
    the leopard shall lie down with the kid, 
the calf and the lion and the 
     fatling together, 
     and a little child shall lead them. 
The cow and the bear shall graze, 
    their young shall lie down together; 
    and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. 
The nursing child shall play over 
     the hole of the asp, 
     and the weaned child shall put its 
hand on the adder’s den. 
They will not hurt or destroy 
    on all my holy mountain; 
for the earth will be full of the 
     knowledge of the Lord 
     as the waters cover the sea. 

This passage from the prophet Isaiah 
has been dissected to bolster many 
arguments and rationalizations. Read 

with a certain heart, we are sometimes 
the lion and sometimes the calf. 
     This call is a reminder that what is 
usual will be undone; we are to be 
surprised and heartened by the designs 
of the One whose purposes we can but 
glimpse. All are invited, but few respond 
with a whole heart; will we be both lion 
and calf? 

Friday, December 3, 2021 
Romans 15.4–13 

All Are Welcomed 
by Sandy Weeks 

Welcome one another, therefore, 
just as Christ has welcomed you, for the 
glory of God. . . . (Romans 15.7) 

Welcome, such a blessed word. Christ 
has welcomed us, hallelujah, for the 
glory of God! 
     We recently sang “Let Us Build a 
House” (hymn 301 in the Glory to God 
hymnal) during worship. With God in 
our midst, the words of this song 
resonate with Trinity. Look it up and join 
in singing for the glory of God: 

Let us build a house where love can 
     dwell . . . 
of hopes and dreams and visions . . . 
where love is found in water, wine, and 
     wheat . . . 
where peace and justice meet . . . 
we claim the faith of Jesus . . . 
where all are named . . . 



all are welcome, all are welcome, all are 
welcome in this place. 

Thank you, God, that all are welcomed 
here at Trinity and in the kingdom of 
God! 

May the God of hope fill you with all joy 
and peace in believing, so that you may 
abound in hope by the power of the 
Holy Spirit. (Romans 15.13) 

Saturday, December 4, 2021 
Zephaniah 3.14–20 

Restoration and Renewal 
by Dwight Christenbury 

The prophet Zephaniah has never 
received the level of attention granted 
to some of his peers among the ancient 
Hebrew prophets: the likes of Isaiah, 
Amos, Micah. Perhaps this is because his 
book doesn’t contain the “big hits” — the 
catchy lines or the zingers — such as 
those his colleagues penned: there’s no 
peaceable kingdom, no “what does the 
Lord require of you,” in Zephaniah. 
     Still, Zephaniah fits squarely into the 
Hebrew prophetic tradition. Writing 
during the reign of the Judahite king  

Josiah (640–609 B.C.), he is concerned 
with the corruption and immorality of 
the rich and powerful of Judah and 
pronounces God’s judgment upon the 
land. But also in keeping with the 
prophetic tradition, Zephaniah couples 
his words of condemnation with words 
of grace and forgiveness. In time, these 
words of grace would be borne out, as 
Josiah (who took the throne at age 8) 
would grow into a powerful reformer 
and exemplar of moral leadership. 
     Zephaniah would also seem to have a 
poignant word for us today. In light of 
the state of the world, who among us 
doesn’t need to hear that “God is in 
[our] midst”? Who doesn’t need to hear 
the promise of God that brings 
Zephaniah’s short book to a close: 

I will remove disaster from you, 
     so that you will not bear reproach 
          for it. 
I will deal with all your oppressors 
    at that time. 
And I will save the lame 
    and gather the outcast, 
and I will change their shame into praise 
    and renown in all the earth. 
At that time I will bring you home, 
    at the time when I gather you. . . . 



The Hermit’s Cell, now only a secluded ring of stones, near the northern tip of the Isle of Iona. 
These stones, which may be the remains of a sheepfold, possibly also mark the site of a Celtic 
“beehive” hut (Celtic clochán). St. Columba, the Irish monk who founded the first monastery 

on Iona, is said to have spent time here in solitary prayer. 

Advent: Week Two 

As it is written in the book of the words of the prophet Isaiah, 
“The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way 

of the Lord, make his paths straight.’” (Luke 3.4) 

Second Sunday of Advent 
December 5, 2021 
Luke 3.1–6 

Direction 
by Jim Kisner 

It's early in the Advent Season, the 
second Sunday, in fact. In this passage 
we read that John the Baptist has been 

called by God while in the wilderness; 
he reacts immediately and goes into all 
the country around the Jordan to preach 
repentance in preparation for the 
coming of the Lord. Isaiah 40.3–5 is 
quoted by Luke to inform the reader that 
this has long been in God’s plan; the 
path should be made straight for the 
coming of the Lord. 



     This Advent season we find ourselves 
with many options to straighten this 
path, which may mean helping others in 
need. There are so many ways to help 
that we need to pray for the Lord's 
direction on which is the best. Like John 
walking in the wilderness as a way to 
hear this direction, a quiet walk in a 
nearby park or neighborhood might 
work; we can find hope and direction for 
the important ways to help each other. 
That's what Advent is all about: 
preparing for the coming of our Lord. 
     Blessings to you and your family this 
Advent season. 

Monday, December 6, 2021 
Isaiah 40.1–11 

God Really Is in Our Midst 
by Dolly Owens 

He tends his flock like a shepherd. He 
gathers the lambs in his arms and carries 
them close to his heart; he gently leads 
those that have young. (Isaiah 40.11) 

God really is in our midst. He created 
each one of us in His likeness to be His 
family. He sent Jesus to be our 
Shepherd. As stated in the verse above, 
a shepherd tends his sheep, and we are 
His sheep. (I once knew a Christian lady 
who was really insulted to be called a 
sheep! Yet that’s what we are, and I’m 
proud to be considered one.) 
     While Jesus was here, He watched 
over those He called His own. Before He 
died on the cross for our sins, He 

promised us that we would not be left 
alone. We were given the Holy Spirit, 
who lives in each of us; therefore, God is 
in us and around us always. We cannot 
see or touch Him, but He is here! 
     We must be careful what we do or 
say, because we never know if the 
person we are talking to is really an 
angel sent from God to help us. God can 
use any one of us to be His angel 
anytime He feels we need one. 
     I see Him in the face of a child, a real 
smile, a sunrise or sunset, a flower, or 
even a small white squirrel, a 
hummingbird, or anything else He 
made. God is love, and He loves us all. 

Heavenly Father, may each of us be 
showered with your grace, love, mercy, 
hope, peace, healing touch, loving care, 
compassion, comfort, strength, joy, and 
blessings. In Jesus’ name we pray; amen. 

Tuesday, December 7, 2021 
Malachi 3.1–4 

Fire and Soap 
by Norie Sánchez 

See, I am sending my messenger to 
prepare the way before me, and the Lord 
whom you seek will suddenly come to 
his temple. The messenger of the 
covenant in whom you delight — indeed, 
he is coming, says the Lord of hosts. But 
who can endure the day of his coming 
and who can stand when he appears? 
     For he is like a refiner’s fire and like 
fuller’s soap; He will sit as a refiner and 



purifier of silver, and he will purify the 
descendants of Levi and refine them like 
gold and silver, until they present 
offerings to the Lord in righteousness. 
Then the offering of Judah and 
Jerusalem will be pleasing to the Lord as 
in the days of old and as in former years. 

I chose this passage because I had 
never read Malachi, and felt called to do 
so. It is a very small book — only four 
chapters — and is the final book in the 
Old Testament. Here is a foreshadowing 
of the imminent appearance of John the 
Baptist, who is to prepare the way for 
Jesus. And here, too, is a clear indication 
of the effect that Jesus, “the Lord whom 
you seek,” will have on the world. 
     Malachi tells us clearly that Jesus will 
be like a refiner’s fire: burning away our 
sin and impurity and making us 
acceptable offerings to the Lord. And 
Jesus will be like fuller’s soap: cleansing 
us inside and outside, preparing our 
hearts and minds and bodies to be 
acceptable offerings to the Lord. 
     During this Advent season, as we sit 
in silence and prayer, what are we 
praying for? Are we praying for 
understanding, for ears that hear and 
eyes that see what the Lord requires of 
us? Are we being purified in the refiner’s 
fire of daily struggle, understanding that 
God is always with us, above us, below 
us, behind us, and leading us forward?   
     May you be blessed with 
understanding and may you feel refined 
by the fires rather than feeling 
consumed and helpless by them. And 
may you live as people refined by the 

fire and washed by the fuller’s soap of 
Jesus. 

Wednesday, December 8, 2021 
Luke 1.68–79 

Benedictus 
by Kathy Madigan 

Zechariah is one of those biblical 
characters who is easy to forget. Yet his 
is a fascinating story and one that is 
critical to the birth narratives of John the 
Baptist (who happens to be his son) and 
of Jesus himself. In fact, the whole first 
chapter of Luke’s Gospel wouldn’t be 
nearly as interesting without Zechariah. 
     We first encounter Zechariah as he is 
fulfilling his priestly duties in the temple. 
As he is praying on behalf of the people 
and offering incense to Yahweh, an 
angel appears to him and announces 
that his wife Elizabeth will bear him a 
son, whom he is to name John. Now, 
both he and Elizabeth are getting on in 
years; they have long since resigned 
themselves to a life without children. So 
the angel’s announcement strikes 
Zechariah as absurd, and he tells him as 
much. Presumably because he questions 
the word of God’s messenger, Zechariah 
is struck mute. 
     But lo and behold, Elizabeth 
becomes pregnant and in due course 
bears a son who, on the day of his 
circumcision, is given the name John (an 
interesting development in itself given 
the customs of the Hebrew people). And 
by the way, the no-longer-doubting 



Zechariah is given back his voice. Which 
is a good thing, because we would 
never have the the words of Zechariah’s 
prophecy in verses 68–79. 
     Sometimes referred to as the 
Benedictus, these are words of 
thanksgiving for what God has done for 
the chosen people. They are jubilant 
words of praise and blessing for God’s 
gift of this son. John will be the one to 
“make smooth the way “ of the messiah. 
What good news his words are for 
people over two thousand years ago, 
and what good news they are for us 
today. Listen: 

And you . . . will be called the prophet 
     of the Most High; 
For you will prepare his ways, 
     to give knowledge of salvation 
     to his people 
     by the forgiveness of their sins. 
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. 

Thursday, December 9, 2021 
Isaiah 35.1–10 

Wilderness 
by Paul Soltesz 

The wilderness and the dry land 
     shall be glad, 
the desert shall rejoice and blossom. 

Susie was walking with her dad through 
their family garden. She was amazed at 
the different flowers that seemed to 
reflect the sun, and at the end of the 
walk all she noticed was the green grass. 
     When she was sitting with her dad in 
the yard she asked, “Daddy, how do all 
the plants grow?” He explained to her 
that each of them needed light and 
proper feeding and care; that each 
individual plant needed their own 
balance of sunlight and proper soil to 
flourish in abundance. Susie took one 
look at him and said, “How can we be 
like plants and not only be in abundance 
but flourish as well?” 
     In 2021 we live in a wilderness not 
only in our world but in our country. 
With the way things are going, our 
country is a wilderness without things 
that flourish. The reasons go from 
religious to political disagreement. In 
very unfortunate circumstances it is a 
mix of both and can cause a person to 
feel like they’re going crazy. 
     But let’s set aside political issues and 
focus on the religious issues that make 
our country a wilderness. The ever-
popular “I won’t get a COVID shot 
because it is against my religious 
beliefs” is just a minor example. A more 
extreme example is acting differently 
towards another group of Christians 
because of their beliefs. Such religious 
issues make our country a wilderness, 
and because of these issues we cannot 
thrive into the beautiful garden that God 
intended us to be. 
     In 2022 let’s try to bring our country 
out of the wilderness. Let’s take part in 



planting the beautiful garden that God 
intended and stop with both the political 
and religious excuses for doing the 
wrong thing by our neighbors. “For what 
you have done for the least of these you 
have also done for me.” 

Friday, December 10, 2021 
James 5.7–10 

Finally! 
by Leslie Nissen 

During a recent trip with three old 
friends, we talked about what heaven 
might be like. We joked at first, saying 
how happy we’ll be to learn God’s 
answers to our burning questions, like, 
“Where is my Chatty Cathy?” or “What’s 
the deal with silverfish?” 
     As our conversation grew more 
serious, the word “finally” prevailed: 
We’ll finally get to (meet?) (experience?) 
(hug?) God and Jesus. We’ll know the 
answers to . . . everything! Finally! 
     When the word finally is uttered with 
an Orca-level sigh blowing out of the 
speaker (read: me), impatience is often 
the issue. Patience is not my strong suit. I 
am impatient on I-26, or while sitting in 
doctors’ exam rooms. I’m exhaustively 
impatient with Covid vaccine debates 
and claws-out impatient with many 
policy-makers. 
     But then, there’s James. As one who 
must have been most anxious for Jesus 
to return, James could have become 
withdrawn, bitter, or critical. Instead, he 
led the Jerusalem church for decades, 

counseling patience, assuring the 
faithful that God’s future will be far 
better than we can imagine. 
     While we wait, James wants us to let 
our common troubles bind us together, 
so that we share suffering, just as we 
share hope. As for our unresolved 
differences? James reminds us that 
judging is God’s job. Being patient is 
ours.  
     During this season of patience, I’m 
grateful that we don’t have to wait for 
“finally!” to get here to know that God is 
always, already in our midst. 

Saturday, December 11, 2021 
Isaiah 61.1–4, 8–11 

Reassurance 
by Jan Prichard 

The prophet Isaiah is generally very 
positive, and this happens to be a lovely 
chapter that dovetails nicely with this 
year’s devotional theme. Consider 
personalizing the opening words in 
verse 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 broken 
hearted, to proclaim liberty to the 
captives, and release to the 
prisoners. . . .” Then there is verse 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. . . .” 



     Isaiah reminds us that God is, in fact, 
with us always and encourages us to act 
on those spiritual gifts that have been 
bestowed upon us. Like Isaiah, God has 
actually anointed us to perform good 
works for others. How uplifting to know 
that we are chosen and that God has 
(metaphorically) provided the outwardly 
visible garments to strengthen our 
mission. 
     Isaiah further provides assurance that 
the world will be a better place for it in 
verse 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.” And 
we have a major role in fulfilling this 
mission, as commissioned by God. We 
must remember God is with us always 
and expects us to propagate good in 
the world, providing any necessary 
accoutrements for support. 
     I am always inspired by both the 
imagery and the good news message of 
this passage, and my prayer is that you 
are also as we await the celebration of 
Christ’s birth and take on the earthly 
challenges of the year ahead. 

☆                         ☆                         ☆ 

Come, thou long-expected Jesus, born to set thy people free; 
from our fears and sins release us; let us find our rest in thee. 

Israel’s strength and consolation, hope of all the earth thou art; 
dear desire of every nation, joy of every longing heart. 

Born thy people to deliver, born a child and yet a king, 
born to reign in us forever, now thy gracious kingdom bring. 

By thine own eternal Spirit rule in all our hearts alone; 
by thine all-sufficient merit raise us to thy glorious throne. 



Cairn at the summit of Dun I (which means “hill of Iona”), the highest point on Iona, at 335 feet 
above sea level; in the distance are Iona Abbey, the Sound of Iona, and the Isle of Mull. 

Advent: Week Three 
“Bear fruits worthy of repentance. Do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We 

have Abraham as our ancestor’; for I tell you, God is able from these 
stones to raise up children to Abraham.” (Luke 3.8) 

Third Sunday of Advent 
December 12, 2021 
Micah 5.2–5a 

God Will Provide a Leader to 
Shepherd God’s People 
by Duane Johnson 

But you Bethlehem, though you are small 
among the clans of Judah, out of you will 
come for me one who will be ruler over 
Israel. . . . He will stand and shepherd his 

flock in the strength of the Lord, in the 
majesty of the name of the Lord his 
God. . . . And he will be their peace. (NIV) 

When Micah wrote these words, Israel 
was on the verge of being overwhelmed 
by the Assyrian army (about 734 to 700 
B.C.). Micah was trying to encourage the 
people during those dark days by 
prophesying that a mighty ruler from the 
unassuming town of Bethlehem would 
bring peace. 



     The New Testament writers saw a 
parallel between the time of Micah and 
their own time. Israel was under the 
control of a foreign power, Rome. The 
people were desperate for a leader, 
anointed by God, to be their salvation. 
These writers saw in Jesus a fulfillment 
of Micah’s prophecy of a leader who 
would come from Bethlehem and lead 
them into God’s Kingdom. 
     The main difference between the 
leader of Micah’s prophecy and Jesus 
was the kind of kingdom they would 
bring. Micah’s leader would save the 
people by military might. Jesus would 
establish God’s Kingdom by the power 
of love in the midst of foreign 
domination. 
     As we prepare for this Christmas 
season, we can be thankful that God’s 
power and love is not limited by our 
circumstances. God is with us no matter 
what. 

Monday, December 13, 2021 
Isaiah 7.10–16 

The Importance of Mary 
by Paul Soltesz 

As Gordon was picking up his 
granddaughter from Sunday school, he 
asked her what she learned; she said 
she’d learned the Christmas story. But 
she asked him one question: “Grandpa, 
what is a Virgin?” 
     One thing I don’t understand is why 
the church doesn’t teach and preach 
more about the women in the Bible, 

especially during Christmas. The Virgin 
Mary is so important to the story of God, 
but we leave her out; as a result, the 
story becomes distorted. 
     But as we consider Isaiah 7.10–16, the 
Virgin Mary becomes more important to 
the story. Mary is the most important 
sign, and the angel who speaks to Mary 
is the more important sign to us. It 
shows not only that Jesus is divine but 
that Mary is holy as well. God put his 
sign on Mary that she is important in his 
work. 
     My point is that while signs are 
important, we also need to honor 
women. God values men and women 
equally and said this clearly when he 
gave Mary the important responsibility 
of giving birth to the Savior. 
     Isaiah makes it clear that we must 
stop excluding women from the story of 
Jesus, because women are the story’s 
beginning, end, and continuation. We as 
Christians must work to advance the 
rights of all people, and I hope that 
2022 brings about more opportunities 
for this to happen. It is our job as 
Christians to do what is right. Are we 
going to do our job in 2022? 

Tuesday, December 14, 2021 
Luke 1.26–38 

Here I Am 
by Lettie Hempstock 

Of all the gospel writers, Luke provides 
the most detail concerning the birth of 
Jesus — and what precedes it! 



In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was 
sent by God to a town in Galilee called 
Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a man 
whose name was Joseph, of the house of 
David. The virgin’s name was Mary. And 
he came to her and said, “Greetings, 
favored one! The Lord is with you.” But 
she was much perplexed by his words 
and pondered what sort of greeting this 
might be. The angel said to her, “Do not 
be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor 
with God. And now, you will conceive in 
your womb and bear a son, and you will 
name him Jesus. He will be great, and 
will be called the Son of the Most High, 
and the Lord God will give to him the 
throne of his ancestor David. He will 
reign over the house of Jacob forever, 
and of his kingdom there will be no end.” 
     Mary said to the angel, “How can this 
be, since I am a virgin?” The angel said 
to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon 
you, and the power of the Most High will 
overshadow you; therefore the child to 
be born will be holy; he will be called 
Son of God. . . . For nothing will be 
impossible with God.” 

Talk about “God in our midst”! 

In her reply, we see Mary’s supreme 
courage: 

Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant 
of the Lord; let it be with me according 
to your word.” 

May we too rise to the occasion of the 
presence of God in our lives. 

Wednesday, December 15, 2021 
Isaiah 62.6–12 

Until 
by Don Widmayer 

I have posted watchmen on the walls, 
     O Jerusalem; 
they will never be silent day or night. You 
who call on the Lord, give 
     yourselves no rest. 
And give him no rest till he establishes 
     Jerusalem and makes her 
     the praise of the earth. 

For a couple of centuries Jerusalem had 
been in disarray while under siege by 
the Assyrians and the Babylonians. 
     In this reading Isaiah (master of the 
metaphor) recounts the end of what 
seems to me a world-class game of 
chicken between God and his people of 
Jerusalem. All were aware of God’s 
promise centuries earlier, that one day 
Jerusalem would be the shining city of 
his kingdom. But God’s promise and the 
people’s prayers were in limbo. Was it 
true in the time of Isaiah, as it seems to 
be now, that when we stop talking to 
God, we think that God is not talking to 
us? 
      Now, remember the watchmen on 
the wall in verse 6: “they will never be 
silent day or night.” God is reminded to 
be faithful to his promise. This is the 
“until” that invokes God to the needs of 
the city and its people. Now God acts! 
One commentary reference concludes, 
“Jerusalem functions in the notion of 



kingdom. Thus, the kingdom of David 
becomes the kingdom of Jesus, which is 
the kingdom of God. Jerusalem is now a 
new society that makes humane human 
life possible.” Thanks be to God! 

Thursday, December 16, 2021 
Luke 1.39–45 

Waiting 
by Jane Presseau 

Mary visited her relative Elizabeth in the 
hill country of Judea. When Mary 
greeted Elizabeth, the child leaped in 
her womb, and Elizabeth was filled with 
the Holy Spirit. She exclaimed, “Blessed 
are you among women and blessed is 
the fruit of your womb.” Elizabeth 
blessed Mary because she had been 
chosen to be the mother of Christ, and 
she believed the word of God. Elizabeth 
humbled herself before Mary, as is 
reminiscent of John’s humbling himself 
before Jesus at his baptism. 
     Since Elizabeth had waited all her life 
to have a child, she was well acquainted 
with waiting but remained faithful to 
God. As many pregnant women have 
felt, nine months can seem like a long 
wait. Waiting takes patience, which is an 
attitude to be learned from the past: 
sometimes if we simply think about a 
time when we felt God was in our midst, 
perhaps during a walk or a quiet time of 
contemplation with God. When we can 
open ourselves to God’s presence, God 
will suggest ways we can serve. 

     Think of waiting as a time of solitude 
with God in our midst and listen to what 
God has for you to do. God has chosen 
us for service. We are God’s hands, feet, 
and heart to encourage and help others. 

Loving and merciful God, help us to have 
the patience to listen to your still, quiet 
voice and to serve others joyfully. Amen. 

Friday, December 17, 2021 
Isaiah 9.2–7 

More Than We Can Know 
by J. R. Presseau 

For to us a child is given. . . .  
                               
Children from Sunday school class all 
received large papers from the teacher 
with a homework assignment. Their task 
was to picture what the heaven they’d 
live in would look like. Ugh! 
     Len had drawing talent so it was easy 
to interpret his. A female and male were 
on the porch and a nurse (his sisters’s 
dream) had a stethoscope out listening 
to chest sounds from someone in the 
buggy. In the distance a sign said, 
“Disney World — Free Day!” The 
newspaper headline was “Peace.” Jesus 
was smiling from the sky with light 
emanating from him.   
     Just as children use a glorified 
version of what they know for perfection, 
so the ancients did the same. Isaiah said 
to those whose lives were dark as a coal 
mine: “Your joy will be like when your 
army wins great victories, your country’s 



enlarged, slavery is no more, and blood-
stained clothes from battles burn in a 
bonfire with the people rejoicing. The 
climax is the birth of the crown prince 
who will lead the country in peace, 
righteousness, and justice forever! He is 
the ‘Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.’ Sing 
it!” 
     We sing this to Jesus, that Messiah 
who has a place for each of us, his 
children, and will bring this world to a 
close beyond what the brightest person 
could conceive. 

Saturday, December 18, 2021 
Psalm 80.1–7, 17–19 

The Words We Need to Hear 
by Billie Hicklin 

Have you ever read a verse or passage 
in the Bible and marveled that the words 
are speaking directly to you? Right now? 
     So often the Bible reaches out to us at 
certain crucial times in our lives, or in our 
everyday living, just when we need it 
most. 

     Repeated verses in Psalm 80 may well 
be the words many have prayed during 
these past long months of feeling alone, 
isolated, or even forsaken. These words 
echo the fear of people who have felt a 
separation from God, from other 
people, or from familiar surroundings. 
Psalm 80 is a prayer of longing for the 
return of a close relationship with God, 
for a return to righteous living: 

Show us how strong you are. . . . 
Make us return to you. . . . 
Make your face shine on us. . . . 
Give us life and we will always praise 
     your name. . . . 
COME AND MAKE US SAFE! 

The words of this Psalm were also 
prayed in a plea for unity, which we have 
all done in the recent months and years 
of many types of division. God’s people, 
then and now, continue to pray for God 
to “do something good for us,” make us 
safe from all that would harm us, and 
unite us as one in God's presence. It is in 
Jesus Christ, the Incarnate One, that we 
see the face of God shining upon us. In 
this season of Advent, Scripture again 
provides just the words we need to hear. 



One of many colorful pebbles to be found on the beach at St. Columba’s Bay, at the southern 
end of the Isle of Iona, where Columba is said to have arrived from Ireland on Pentecost 

Sunday in the year 563. Legend has it that Columba climbed the hill to the west of the bay in 
order to confirm that his beloved Ireland could not be seen. He then established a monastery 

on the eastern side of the island, near the present site of Iona Abbey. 

Advent: Week Four 
And Mary said, “My soul magnifies the Lord . . .” (Luke 1.46) 

Fourth Sunday of Advent 
December 19, 2021 
Luke 1.46–55 

Mary’s Prayer 
by Angela Kuykendoll 

“My soul magnifies the Lord, and my 
spirit rejoices in God my savior. . . .” 

This is the prayer of Mary, the mother of 
Jesus Christ, words that have been sung 

to the glory of God about a most faithful 
woman. 
     Reading it over again I am struck by 
Mary’s faith: How a common woman was 
willing to become the mother of the 
Child of God, then to consider herself 
blessed. She had faith in God without 
knowing if Joseph would accept her or 
what this would mean to her life. How 
she glorifies God in her prayer. 
     And how may this apply to our lives? 
What is God asking of us? How might 



we step out in faith? And then how will 
we glorify God, Jesus, and The Holy 
Spirit? 

Blessed Lord, during this season of 
Advent and throughout our days, may 
we have faith in You, discern Your 
callings, and step out in faith to meet 
these callings.  Amen. 

Monday, December 20, 2021 
Isaiah 42.1–9 

Righteousness, Justice, Glory, 
and Praise 
by Barb Tornholm 

Looking with new eyes at the old, old 
story: Traditionally, we think of every 
week in the season of Advent as 
remembering one of four themes: hope, 
peace, joy, and love. The prophecy in 
Isaiah 42.1–9 suggests that we look 
anew at this season of preparation for 
the coming of the Christ Child, baby 
Jesus. What deeper meaning can we 
find by contemplating righteousness, 
justice, glory, and praise?  
     Righteousness: Consider human 
righteousness and God’s righteousness; 
both are truly part of Christmas. Human 
righteousness is described in Isaiah 
33.22 as “being right in the eyes of 
God”:  to live right, speak truth, despise 
exploitation, refuse bribes, reject 
violence, and avoid evil amusements. 
Before breezing by a small and easy 
definition of these things, how can you 
more deeply consider how they are 

present in the lives of each of us? 
(Maybe it is just me considering a quick 
checklist?) Now, what might we do 
differently if we were to try living this out 
more fully? God’s righteousness is the 
faithfulness as Lord of the Covenant in 
living out the promises. God acts 
righteously when performing saving acts 
for God’s people. Isn’t that just what the 
birth of Jesus means? 
     Justice: Reflected in Luke 1.75, justice 
means rendering to every person what is 
due to them. Giving them everything 
they need to fulfill the promise God 
designed for each individual: food, 
clothing, shelter, love, hope, education, 
safety, respect, and so much more. This 
is a grand I.O.U. and not charitable gifts. 
This is for the criminal, the enemy, the 
immigrant, the homeless, the mentally 
ill, . . . and you, too. It is honoring and 
actively helping to establish the rights of 
others. Justice reminds each of us (me, 
you, and anyone/everyone else) that we 
are totally dependent upon God’s 
continual grace and love. What does 
that mean to you at this time? What does 
that mean for others? 
     Glory: Consider the breath-taking 
splendor of holiness and majesty of 
God; dazzling brightness and splendor 
beyond compare. Christian description 
of glory is often associated with a 
person experiencing God’s presence in 
a tangible way. What visions of true 
glory might you associate with this 
Christmas? Are you looking? This 
Christmas, try stretching your 
imagination muscles. Instead of “sugar 
plums dancing in your head,” try to 



envision something beyond the 
combined beauty of the sun’s sparkling 
reflection on lake water; the best 
fireworks ever; a glorious sunset; 
awesome thunderstorm lightning; and a 
fantastic light show. 
     Praise: Everyday praise is to give 
someone a compliment. It is much 
larger praise to declare the fullness of 
who God is and what God does; divine 
deeds and character beyond any and all 
merit and worth! This is worthy of a 
grand announcement! Amazing music; 
loud shouts; or a feeling of personal 
awe at all God has done. Is the 
Christmas in your heart large enough for 
the fullness of God’s love as expressed 
in Christ Jesus? Maybe our best 
response is to grow our hearts larger 
and larger every year! Be sure to ask for 
God’s help, as this is a mighty task! 

Tuesday, December 21, 2021 
Psalm 96 

Up on Our Feet! 
by Kathryn Forsythe 

Sing God a brand-new song! 
Earth and everyone in it, sing! 
Sing to God — worship God! 
An extravaganza before God 
     as he comes, 
As he comes to set everything right 
     on earth, 
Set everything right, treat everyone fair. 

It’s hard to read this psalm without 
bursting into song! It is a psalm of joy 

and praise, of anticipation and hope. 
And don’t we need that? Last year and 
this year have been tough, and it is too 
easy to get bogged down with the woes 
of the world and to fear that things will 
never be right. 
     This psalm doesn’t leave us sitting 
with those fears, though. It gets us up on 
our feet, praising God, working together 
in unity with all peoples and the earth. It 
promises justice and equity, joy and 
celebration. And it does so through a 
call to action, urging all of Creation to 
join together in praise.   
     There is no room for separation here; 
all are called to glorify God. And when 
everyone works together, amazing 
things can happen.  
     Glory to God in the Highest! And on 
earth, peace. 

Hallelujah! Lord, you are amazing! My 
words fail me and my heart is full. Your 
unceasing love and compassion humble 
me! Your justice and steadfastness 
inspire me! As Christmas comes, the day 
you sent your Son to all of humanity, 
help me keep Your Presence in my heart, 
mind and soul, and to share Your Love 
with all around me. Amen. 

Wednesday, December 22, 2021 
Matthew 1.18–25 

Joseph 
by Ron Howard 

Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took 
place this way. When Mary had been 



engaged to Joseph, but before they had 
lived together, she was found to be with 
child. . . . 

Joseph’s reaction was extraordinary. He 
did not want to humiliate Mary so he 
planned to divorce her discreetly. 

However, an angel of the Lord appeared 
to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son 
of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as 
your wife, for the child was conceived by 
the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son and 
you are to name him Jesus.” When 
Joseph awoke he did as the angel 
commanded and he took Mary as his 
wife and when the baby was born, he 
named him Jesus. 

The angel also told him he could call the 
baby Emanuel, which means “God is 
with us.”   

Did Joseph not express doubt about 
what just took place? Did he not 
question whether what he thought he 
heard in his dream was real? All we 
know is that Joseph did what the angel 
told him to do: he took Mary as his wife 
and when the baby was born, he called 
him Jesus. 

Some biblical scholars suggest that this 
story focuses on the intimacy Joseph 
may have had with God as he talks to 
God about the difficult questions and 
emotions he felt. But when Jesus was 
born Joseph understood that it really 
was God's plan, and he finds himself 

without words to express  his gratitude 
for being chosen. Thanks be to God! 

Thursday, December 23, 2021 
Luke 2.1–7 

The Journey Begins 
by Mark Stanley 

What can (and should) we glean from 
this scene-setting information in Luke? 
     As I am writing this, Becky and I are 
getting ready to drive up to my Mother’s 
place in Waynesboro, Virginia. The drive 
is about 350 miles, and it is normally 
doable in a relaxed day of driving. Much 
of the route is on Interstate 81, straight 
up the Shenandoah Valley, and the trip 
can be quite beautiful. But this time I am 
dreading it. We will be leaving on 
Wednesday morning, the day before 
Thanksgiving. In my mind, I am already 
competing with every other car and 
truck on the East Coast! My head is 
filling with strategies to adjust to the 
stress of what could be a very looong 
day. It would be helpful if whatever 
happens on Wednesday doesn’t bleed 
over into Thursday. Whatever happens 
though, I know that we have it easy 
compared with the journey that Luke 
announces. 
     Mary and Joseph must make a 
government-mandated trip (to be 
“registered” — and we all know that that 
is just code for “so that the occupiers 
can tax you”).  Dirt roads — at best! 
Danger from bandits, and uncertain 
weather and accommodations. Mary is 



pregnant, and the birth is imminent. . . . 
So they are in a race against time. They 
are not yet married. She is very young. 
     It turns out that the baby will be born 
in a stable and Jesus will spend his first 
night in a hay trough. That’s the difficult 
part. 
     Luke also provides some other 
information to act as a counterbalance 
to the grim realities of this enforced 
road-trip. Mary and Joseph are going to 
Bethlehem because Joseph is 
descended from the house of David. 

(This location is also selected because it 
brings the birth of Jesus into harmony 
with Micah’s prophecy that this will be 
the birthplace of the Messiah.) Without 
giving away the whole plot, let me just 
add that verse 8 goes on to describe 
angels making the announcement of 
Jesus’s birth to the nearby shepherds! 
     So, there is a lot going on in these few 
verses as Luke sets the stage for the 
humble beginning of the Author of 
Salvation. Let’s join him on the journey! 

☆                         ☆                         ☆ 

Away in a manger, no crib for his bed, 
the little Lord Jesus laid down his sweet head. 

The stars in the bright sky looked down where he lay, 
the little Lord Jesus asleep on the hay. 

The cattle are lowing; the poor baby wakes, 
but little Lord Jesus, no crying he makes. 

I love thee, Lord Jesus; look down from the sky, 
and stay by my side until morning is nigh. 

Be near me, Lord Jesus; I ask thee to stay 
close by me forever and love me, I pray. 

Bless all the dear children in thy tender care, 
and fit us for heaven to live with thee there. 



Inside the Iona Abbey church 

Christmas Eve 
In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, 

keeping watch over their flock by night. (Luke 2.8) 

Friday, December 24, 2021 
Luke 2.8–20 

Spread the News 
by Betty Lockwood 

Tomorrow is Christmas Day, and it is 
certainly special. It is a time to celebrate, 
to gather with friends, to share a festive 
meal and open gifts. If I could liken it to 
anything, dare I say it is the warm and 
fuzzy part of Christmas? 
     To me it is Christmas Eve that feels 
magical and reflects the true meaning of 

Christmas. There is a sense of wonder, of 
anticipation, and of quiet reflection. It is 
almost as if we were out in the fields 
with those shepherds on a starry night 
when they were startled by an angel 
bringing the incredible news of Jesus’ 
birth. 
     God did not choose to send the 
angel to give the news to the most 
influential people in town, but to the 
lowliest. These shepherds were only 
human; they were understandably 
frightened by what they saw and heard, 
and undoubtedly somewhat skeptical. 



However, after the angels left them, they 
talked together and decided to head to 
Bethlehem and see for themselves if 
what the angel had told them was true.   
     On finding Mary, Joseph and the 
baby Jesus in the stable, the shepherds 

believed what they had been told, and 
could not wait to spread the news to 
everyone they met. On this very special 
night, let us all try to be like those lowly 
shepherds so long ago and spread the 
wonderful news of our Savior’s birth. 

☆                         ☆                         ☆ 

Angels we have heard on high, 
sweetly singing o’er the plains, 

and the mountains in reply 
echoing their joyous strains. 

Gloria in excelsis Deo! 
Gloria in excelsis Deo! 

Shepherds, why this jubilee? 
Why your joyous strains prolong? 

What the gladsome tidings be 
which inspire your heavenly song? 

Gloria in excelsis Deo! 
Gloria in excelsis Deo! 

Come to Bethlehem and see 
him whose birth the angels sing; 

come, adore on bended knee 
Christ, the Lord, the newborn King. 

Gloria in excelsis Deo! 
Gloria in excelsis Deo! 



Stone labyrinth overlooking St. Columba’s Bay, Isle of Iona 
 

Christmas Day: Nativity of the Lord 
And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his 

glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. (John 1.14) 

Nativity of the Lord 
December 25, 2021 
John 1.1–14 

The Word Made Flesh 
by Cheryl Spencer 

In the beginning was the Word, and the 
Word was with God, and the Word was 
God. . . . 

Today we celebrate Christmas, but what 
does this mean for Christians? Perhaps a 
festive meal with family and friends, 

exchanging gifts that we may not need; 
or perhaps a day spent alone, longing to 
be with loved ones. Yet we are 
celebrating a birthday. 
     John, the writer of the fourth gospel, 
was a poet, and we know that poets 
most often express their messages in 
words. I have come to believe that “the 
Word was God” is God’s way of 
demonstrating to us the beauty of love, 
grace, and truth. Through the ages we 
have attempted to understand and 
practice love, grace, and truth with 
varying measures of success, yet God 



has never forsaken us even when we fall 
short. God has often spoken to us 
through various signs and symbols and 
ultimately through the lives of others, 
but perhaps we have needed a more 
tangible, visible, and realistic message 
that we could understand and accept. 
     “And the Word was made flesh, and 
dwelt among us (and we beheld his 
glory, the glory as of the only begotten 
of the Father), full of grace and truth.” 
     And so this day we celebrate the birth 
of Jesus, whom John portrayed as the 
Son of God. Through the life and 
teachings of Jesus over thirty years, we 
have a more realistic picture of God’s 

love, truth, and grace. How will we 
choose to share this picture with our 
neighbors? 
     Trinity has chosen to embrace a new 
path, which is helping us forge a trail for 
all who choose to follow, by becoming a 
Matthew 25 Congregation of the 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.),* caring for 
the hungry, thirsty, strangers, naked, 
sick, and imprisoned among us. 
     “And the Word was made flesh. . . .” 

____________________ 
* To learn more, visit presbyterianmission 
.org/ministries/matthew-25/ 

☆                         ☆                         ☆ 

Joy to the world, the Lord is come! Let earth receive her king; 
let every heart prepare him room, 

and heaven and nature sing. 

Joy to the earth, the Savior reigns! Let all their songs employ, 
while fields and floods, rocks, hills, and plains 

repeat the sounding joy. 

No more let sins and sorrows grow, nor thorns infest the ground; 
he comes to make his blessings flow 

far as the curse is found. 

He rules the world with truth and grace, and makes the nations prove 
the glories of his righteousness 

and wonders of his love. 
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