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Isaiah 64:1-9 (NRSV)
1 O that you would tear open the heavens and come down, so that the 

mountains would quake at your presence—
2 as when fire kindles brushwood and the fire causes water to boil— to 

make your name known to your adversaries, so that the nations might trem-
ble at your presence!

3 When you did awesome deeds that we did not expect, you came down, 
the mountains quaked at your presence.

4 From ages past no one has heard, no ear has perceived, no eye has seen 
any God besides you, who works for those who wait for him.

5 You meet those who gladly do right, those who remember you in your 
ways. But you were angry, and we sinned; because you hid yourself we trans-
gressed.

6 We have all become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous 
deeds are like a filthy cloth. We all fade like a leaf, and our iniquities, like the 
wind, take us away.

7 There is no one who calls on your name, or attempts to take hold of 
you; for you have hidden your face from us, and have delivered us into the 
hand of our iniquity.

8 Yet, O LORD, you are our Father; we are the clay, and you are our pot-
ter; we are all the work of your hand.

9 Do not be exceedingly angry, O LORD, and do not remember iniquity 
forever. Now consider, we are all your people. 



Isaiah 64:1-9

Key phrase:



Thoughts

Isaiah 64:1-9 
We Are the Clay

We learn in Genesis that we are formed of the earth but once we are 
created we forget that we still need to be molded; that our morals need to be 
shaped as much as our bodies have been shaped.

And what is it that we do to shape ourselves into works that God will be 
proud up? Do we remain steadfast to God through our daily life or do we 
allow sin to shrivel us up like a leaf and get blown away from God by each 
temptation that comes by?

The Israelites are reforming in Israel as Deutero-Isaiah writes asking 
how they can return to God as they return to the land. Yet it is an age-old 
question that will never lose it’s relevance as people find themselves drifting 
aimlessly through life and wondering if this is all there is or if there is more 
purpose to our lives.

From Rick Warren’s Purpose-Driven Life to the current “Does my life have 
a purpose?” billboard for the Mormon church, we clearly hope that God 
will give us direction that goes beyond the hum-drum life. I’ve often thought 
one of the worst possible jobs would be working in a factory where your day 
is filled with the same unchanging task all day. Yet how many of us create 
factory-style lives as we go from work to home and serve only ourselves — as 
we drift through like a leaf caught in the wind.
Dear God, You created us from clay and gave us shape. Help us continue to be 
formed by you through listening to how you want us to treat each other. Amen.





Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19 (NRSV)
1 Give ear, O Shepherd of Israel, you who lead Joseph like a flock! You 

who are enthroned upon the cherubim, shine forth
2 before Ephraim and Benjamin and Manasseh. Stir up your might, and 

come to save us!
3 Restore us, O God; let your face shine, that we may be saved.
4 O LORD God of hosts, how long will you be angry with your people’s 

prayers?
5 You have fed them with the bread of tears, and given them tears to 

drink in full measure.
6 You make us the scorn of our neighbors; our enemies laugh among 

themselves.
7 Restore us, O God of hosts; let your face shine, that we may be saved.
17 But let your hand be upon the one at your right hand, the one whom 

you made strong for yourself.
18 Then we will never turn back from you; give us life, and we will call on 

your name.
19 Restore us, O LORD God of hosts; let your face shine, that we may be 

saved.



Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19

Key phrase:



Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19 Madrigal

Lines contain either 7 or 11 syllables (Italian)  
or iambic pentameter (Chaucer).
Letters indicate rhyme scheme, numbers indicate where lines repeat.
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1 Corinthians 1:3-9 (NRSV)
3 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
4 I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of God that 

has been given you in Christ Jesus,
5 for in every way you have been enriched in him, in speech and knowl-

edge of every kind—
6 just as the testimony of Christ has been strengthened among you—
7 so that you are not lacking in any spiritual gift as you wait for the re-

vealing of our Lord Jesus Christ.
8 He will also strengthen you to the end, so that you may be blameless 

on the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.
9 God is faithful; by him you were called into the fellowship of his Son, 

Jesus Christ our Lord.



1 Corinthians 1:3-9

Key phrase:



Thoughts

1 Corinthians 1:3-9 
Strong and Blameless

I just watched a Frontline program on AIDS in Uganda where a program 
that promoted abstinence and condom use was used by the government for 
several years, which dropped the new infection rate to 6%.

But the program was dropped to get U.S. funding with the stipulation 
of “abstinence only.” The infection rate has doubled. I write of this because 
those who are pushing abstinence are expecting people to be “strong and 
blameless” in resisting one of the gifts given by God.

Paul himself realized that resisting our sexuality was near impossible, 
writing to those that couldn’t abstain to marry if you must. And Paul thought 
people only needed to hold out for a few days — a few weeks or months at 
most — until the return of Jesus.

Now people are being asked to wait for Jesus during the peak of their 
sexuality as we put off marriage for education and career plans.

For the record, it is one thing to remain strong in our faith and blameless 
in following the teachings of Jesus. It is another to tie sexual activity to spiri-
tual death and assume that if you prepare for sex then you are immoral.

Not using condoms in Uganda is killing people. Not using condoms in 
the U.S. is playing Russian roulette with your future. Oddly, those pushing 
abstinence the most tend to already be married.
Dear God, You are faithful to us in caring for us. Help us be strong and blameless in 
our faithfulness to you. Keep us in your shelter always. Amen.





Mark 13:24-37 (NRSV)
24 “But in those days, after that suffering, the sun will be darkened, and 

the moon will not give its light,
25 and the stars will be falling from heaven, and the powers in the heav-

ens will be shaken.
26 Then they will see ‘the Son of Man coming in clouds’ with great pow-

er and glory.
27 Then he will send out the angels, and gather his elect from the four 

winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven.
28 “From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its branch becomes ten-

der and puts forth its leaves, you know that summer is near.
29 So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that he is 

near, at the very gates.
30 Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all these 

things have taken place.
31 Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.
32 “But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heav-

en, nor the Son, but only the Father.
33 Beware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time will come.
34 It is like a man going on a journey, when he leaves home and puts his 

slaves in charge, each with his work, and commands the doorkeeper to be on 
the watch.

35 Therefore, keep awake—for you do not know when the master of the 
house will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or at cockcrow, or at dawn,

36 or else he may find you asleep when he comes suddenly.
37 And what I say to you I say to all: Keep awake.”



Mark 13:24-37

Key phrase:



Thoughts

Mark 13:24-37 
This Generation

One of the commentaries (Anchor Bible Commentary) that I have for 
the book of Mark thinks that instead of Mark being written first and inform-
ing Matthew and Luke that it is the streamlining of Matthew and Luke into a 
shorter text.

I haven’t read the thoughts on today’s passage but I am curious what 
C.S. Mann makes of the reference by Jesus to “this generation” that will not 
pass away before the Son of Man arrives on clouds and stars fall fro the skies 
during an eclipse as the heavenly bodies shake.

The Gospel of Mark contains the word “immediately” 22 times, now if 
we follow Mann’s thought that this was later so people were more urgent 
that Jesus would return I think we have a logic gap.

The anticipation in Mark is similar to Paul’s Thessalonians, who worried 
that those who had died would not meet Jesus. “Watch,” look for the signs 
says the Markan Jesus, whereas the Matthean Jesus says to prepared our-
selves for a long wait – to have enough oil.

According to Mann’s theory then people went from high expectations 
to preparing to wait then back to high expectation.  I suppose I’ll find that 
Mann thinks the destruction of the temple heightened expectations except 
that – off the top of my head – I don’t think there are references to the tem-
ple’s destruction in Mark as there are in Matthew.

All I’m going to say is it’s an interesting theory but at this point it doesn’t 
seem to credible.
Dear God, Help us understand that there are different ways of reading your word. 
Help us find your will as spoken through Jesus for all time. Amen.





Isaiah 64:1-9 (CEB)
1 If only you would tear open the heavens and come down!
    Mountains would quake before you
2     like fire igniting brushwood or making water boil.
 If you would make your name known to your enemies,
    the nations would tremble in your presence.
3 When you accomplished wonders beyond all our expectations;
    when you came down, mountains quaked before you.
4 From ancient times,
    no one has heard,
    no ear has perceived,
    no eye has seen any god but you
    who acts on behalf of those who wait for him!
5 You look after those who gladly do right;
    they will praise you for your ways.[d]
But you were angry when we sinned;
    you hid yourself when we did wrong.[e]
6 We have all become like the unclean;
    all our righteous deeds are like a menstrual rag.
All of us wither like a leaf;
    our sins, like the wind, carry us away.
7 No one calls on your name;
    no one bothers to hold on to you,
    for you have hidden yourself from us,
    and have handed us over[f ] to our sin.
8 But now, Lord, you are our father.
    We are the clay, and you are our potter.
    All of us are the work of your hand.
9 Don’t rage so fiercely, Lord;
    don’t hold our sins against us forever,
    but gaze now on your people, all of us:



1 Corinthians 1:3-9 (CEB)
3 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
4 I thank my God always for you, because of God’s grace that was given to 

you in Christ Jesus. 5 That is, you were made rich through him in everything: 
in all your communication and every kind of knowledge, 6 in the same way 
that the testimony about Christ was confirmed with you. 7 The result is that 
you aren’t missing any spiritual gift while you wait for our Lord Jesus Christ 
to be revealed. 8 He will also confirm your testimony about Christ until the 
end so that you will be blameless on the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. 9 God 
is faithful, and you were called by him to partnership with his Son, Jesus 
Christ our Lord.

Mark 13:24-37 (CEB)
24 “In those days, after the suffering of that time, the sun will become 

dark, and the moon won’t give its light. 25 The stars will fall from the sky, 
and the planets and other heavenly bodies will be shaken. 26 Then they will 
see the Human One coming in the clouds with great power and splendor. 
27 Then he will send the angels and gather together his chosen people from 
the four corners of the earth, from the end of the earth to the end of heaven.

28 “Learn this parable from the fig tree. After its branch becomes tender 
and it sprouts new leaves, you know that summer is near. 29 In the same way, 
when you see these things happening, you know that he’s near, at the door. 
30 I assure you that this generation won’t pass away until all these things 
happen. 31 Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will certainly not 
pass away.

32 “But nobody knows when that day or hour will come, not the angels 
in heaven and not the Son. Only the Father knows. 33  Watch out! Stay alert! 
You don’t know when the time is coming. 34  It is as if someone took a trip, 
left the household behind, and put the servants in charge, giving each one 
a job to do, and told the doorkeeper to stay alert. 35  Therefore, stay alert! 
You don’t know when the head of the household will come, whether in the 
evening or at midnight, or when the rooster crows in the early morning or 
at daybreak. 36  Don’t let him show up when you weren’t expecting and find 
you sleeping. 37  What I say to you, I say to all: Stay alert!”



Isaiah 64:1-9 and Mark 13:24-37

Key phrases:



Centering word:



Isaiah 64:1-9 and Mark 13:24-37 Sonnet

Sestina line:
Phrases:

Argument/Observation/Question:
a
b
a
b
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c
d

e
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e
f

Conclusion/Refutation:
g
g



Thoughts

Isaiah 64:1-9 and Mark 13:24-37 
Keep Alert

In both Isaiah and Mark confidence is expressed that God gladly meets 
those who do right, that they will be gathered from the ends of the earth. 
Historically, God’s people were scattered and oppressed as each of these 
passages were written. 

The Babylonian exile was ending after nearly 70 years so you hear the 
writer express regret while also blaming God for the broken covenental re-
lationship that led to their sinning and the fall of Jerusalem. The final writer 
of Isaiah was addressing a community rescued and returning home.

The writer of Mark is in between times: Jesus has walked the earth and 
Christ has been resurrected but also ascended. They are still oppressed and 
await the return of Jesus Christ for their final rescue. The people ask “When 
will he return?” Instead of giving a date, they are given a sign of cosmic up-
heaval and instructions to “keep awake” or alter.

As we enter Advent, it is easy to get caught up in the Christmas season 
of shopping. We forget to slow down, pay attention and look around us. We 
hear Christmas songs and carols in stores and the war on Christmas rears 
its ugly head on Fox. Nevermind the real Christmas season is Dec. 25 - Jan. 6 
and, in their ignorance, they do more harm than saying “Happy Holidays.”

So what is my point? We need to keep alert not just to signs around 
us but also to our inner state. If we take an honest look at ourselves do we 
“gladly do right,” do we call on God’s name or hold on to God? Do we allow 
the example of Jesus to take a firm hold on how we live each day?

Or are we sleepwalking through each day and missing out on the oppor-
tunities to let God take hold of us and gather us in?
Dear God, Help us prepare ourselves for Jesus to be reborn into our lives. Open our 
eyes and hearts to the suffering around us. Amen.



1 Corinthians 1:3-9 and Mark 13:24-37

Key phrases:



Centering word:



1 Corinthians 1:3-9 and Mark 13:24-37 Sonnet

Sestina line:
Phrases:

Argument/Observation/Question:
a
b
a
b

c
d
c
d

e
f
e
f

Conclusion/Refutation:
g
g



Thoughts

1 Cor. 1:3-9 and Mark 13:24-37 
God is Faithful

Funny how the good news from this week comes from Paul. It is through 
Jesus that we are enriched in our speech, knowledge and strength so we may 
be blameless when the time comes.

When is that time? No one knows but there will be signs — the earth 
quaking, stars falling from heaven, the sun darkened, the moon non-reflec-
tive. And then the Son of Man will come on clouds of power and glory.

To the people first hearing this it must have provided a sense of relief so 
they could better understand there was a reason for these frightening expe-
riences. Remember, they didn’t know that moon doesn’t cast its own light 
but reflects the light of the sun. Something elementary students know now. 
They didn’t know about tectonic plates, asteroids, meteoroids, or eclipses. 
These can be scary if you don’t know what causes them. And it may seem as 
if God is no longer in control.

To believe that all this scary stuff was only a precursor to when we will 
all be saved is comforting. But what happens when you have a confluence of 
events like we had this past year — tornadoes in Alabama, Hurricane Irene, 
Tropical Storm Lee, earthquakes in the East Coast and Oklahoma. And it’s 
all happening during the time a pastor is predicting the end is coming? And 
then, nothing?

Do you praise God that  it’s not the end and hope you’re not alive when 
it’s “really” bad? Because we weren’t hit by the huge meteor, there wasn’t an 
eclipse and the solar system still turns around the sun. That would be really 
bad and we should be ready for it.

So this is the good news Paul offers us because we are enriched by Jesus 
to be strong enough for the day that Jesus returns. If we rely on Jesus, then 
we will be “awake” and prepared because God wants us to return to the king-
dom and not doomed to eternal torment.
Dear God, Help us rely on you for strength so we can be prepared for your return 
and our return to you. Amen.



Isaiah 64:1-9 and 1 Corinthians 1:3-9

Key phrases:



Centering word:



Isaiah 64:1-9 and 1 Corinthians 1:3-9 Sonnet

Sestina line:
Phrases:

Argument/Observation/Question:
a
b
a
b
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Conclusion/Refutation:
g
g



Thoughts

Isaiah 64:1-9 and 1 Cor. 1:3-9 
Presence

I’m puzzled by Isaiah. It asks God to come down so the mountains and 
nations may tremble amid God’s presence.

I’m puzzled because God’s presence is often unnoticed in the Bible. 
Three men visit Abraham and Sarah and we later realize one was God. The 
Israelites were led by a cloud. No terrible presence that I can recall.

In fact, Isaiah points to God’s absence as the cause of their sin and this 
absence was because of God’s anger. It isn’t so h that they want God’s “ter-
rible” presence in trembling as it is they just want to be assured that God is 
present.

How can we know God is present without great quakes or guiding 
clouds? Paul points to the strength that we get from Jesus Christ. Why is 
it we forget this? In our day-to-day existence we begin to assume that our 
strength comes from us. That we alone are responsible for our knowledge 
and gifts. The truth is this: I study a lot and from a broad range of topics. It’s 
a lot of hard work. But it would be nothing if God had not given me a great 
memory and the ability to synthesize information in an instant. Sure, it 
would all go it was if I didn’t feed it, but the core is from God.

So how does Jesus enrich this? It’s one thing to compile information. 
It’s another to have it be information useful to God’s purpose. For instance, 
I could waste my gifts if it was focused on celebrity gossip. But that doesn’t 
enrich me or society.

Yet I can synthesize this information that few others do and realize when 
it can be applied. I am not taxed by the readings — it’s not a chore — but 
something I find enriching to my soul.

In short, I know God is present in what I do because I have the energy to 
go on and because it is used to help others.
Dear God, Help us recognize your presence in our everyday activities, let us be 
guided to enrich our gifts and share them with the world. Amen.



Sestina

Numbers indicate lines that need to end with same word.
No rules regarding meter.

Centering words pulled from lectio divina:
Hebrew Bible:
Epistle:
Gospel:
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6
1
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Envoi (3 lines, all six words in any order):



Renga
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5
7
5

5
5

Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19
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7
5
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5
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5
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Isaiah 64:1-9/Mark 13:24-37
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5
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Isaiah 40:1-11 (NRSV)
1 Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God.
2 Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that she has served her 

term, that her penalty is paid, that she has received from the Lord’s hand 
double for all her sins.

3 A voice cries out: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD, 
make straight in the desert a highway for our God.

4 Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made 
low; the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain.

5 Then the glory of the LORD shall be revealed, and all people shall see 
it together, for the mouth of the LORD has spoken.”

6 A voice says, “Cry out!” And I said, “What shall I cry?” All people are 
grass, their constancy is like the flower of the field.

7 The grass withers, the flower fades, when the breath of the LORD 
blows upon it; surely the people are grass.

8 The grass withers, the flower fades; but the word of our God will stand 
forever.

9 Get you up to a high mountain, O Zion, herald of good tidings; lift up 
your voice with strength, O Jerusalem, herald of good tidings, lift it up, do 
not fear; say to the cities of Judah, “Here is your God!”

10 See, the Lord GOD comes with might, and his arm rules for him; his 
reward is with him, and his recompense before him.

11 He will feed his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his 
arms, and carry them in his bosom, and gently lead the mother sheep. 



Isaiah 40:1-11

Key phrase:



Thoughts

Isaiah 40:1-11
Comfort My People

Last night I sat in the back seat of a Jeep and held the hand of a woman 
for more than an hour as we took her from the home she had been trying to 
make with her husband to the home of friends.

A I heard the story of domestic violence,  her asking how to get out and 
why she always picked the abusive man, to her dreams of her own place I 
held her hand and I held my tongue as my mind turned over the facts that 
she would most likely return to her abuser, he would apologize for choking 
her and shoving her face in the garbage and they would try again.

And even if she got away from him she would likely rush to find anoth-
er man who will do the same thing. Both of us know she needed to learn 
to stand on her own two feet as she told me of the 17 incidents of domestic 
violence, 11 visits to the hospital and her rape.

I wish I had told her that she needed to find the courage to stand on her 
own feet for her daughter so that what was happening to her would not 
continue to the next generation. I wish I could have summoned verse 11 last 
night to tell her there was one “man” who she could rely on and that because 
of her daughter she would find the comfort and support she needs by listen-
ing to what her father told her, what I was reinforcing and relying on God.

I pray that she is at that point but my heart is torn by the statistics that 
she’ll go back.
Dear God, Comfort your people who don’t know that loves does not come with a 
fist. Help her break free from the cycle for herself, for her daughter and future gen-
erations. Amen.





Psalm 85:1-2, 8-13 (NRSV)
1 LORD, you were favorable to your land; you restored the fortunes of 

Jacob.
2 You forgave the iniquity of your people; you pardoned all their sin. 

Selah
8 Let me hear what God the LORD will speak, for he will speak peace to 

his people, to his faithful, to those who turn to him in their hearts.
9 Surely his salvation is at hand for those who fear him, that his glory 

may dwell in our land.
10 Steadfast love and faithfulness will meet; righteousness and peace will 

kiss each other.
11 Faithfulness will spring up from the ground, and righteousness will 

look down from the sky.
12 The LORD will give what is good, and our land will yield its increase.
13 Righteousness will go before him, and will make a path for his steps.



Psalm 85:1-2, 8-13

Key phrase:



Psalm 85:1-2, 8-13 Madrigal

Lines contain either 7 or 11 syllables (Italian)  
or iambic pentameter (Chaucer).
Letters indicate rhyme scheme, numbers indicate where lines repeat.
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2 Peter 3:8-15a (NRSV)
8 But do not ignore this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is 

like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like one day.
9 The Lord is not slow about his promise, as some think of slowness, but 

is patient with you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance.
10 But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens 

will pass away with a loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved with 
fire, and the earth and everything that is done on it will be disclosed.

11 Since all these things are to be dissolved in this way, what sort of per-
sons ought you to be in leading lives of holiness and godliness,

12 waiting for and hastening the coming of the day of God, because of 
which the heavens will be set ablaze and dissolved, and the elements will 
melt with fire?

13 But, in accordance with his promise, we wait for new heavens and a 
new earth, where righteousness is at home.

14 Therefore, beloved, while you are waiting for these things, strive to be 
found by him at peace, without spot or blemish;

15a and regard the patience of our Lord as salvation. So also our beloved 
brother Paul wrote to you according to the wisdom given him. 



2 Peter 3:8-15a

Key phrase:



Thoughts

2 Peter 3:8-15a
Everyone to Repentance

I can’t help but think of how many people read that God has certain 
elect people and that the rest will go to hell. So it is comforting to read “He 
is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to 
repentance.”

It leaves me puzzled how often the exclusion parts are cited but the 
inclusive parts are ignored. How many times do we hear that if you don’t 
accept Jesus as your Lord and Savior then you aren’t saved?

Yet here Peter stresses God’s patience with all of us coming to repentance 
and not perishing. But he still lives in an apocalyptic mindset with the heav-
ens disappearing, elements destroyed by fire and the earth laid bare.

How do we balance the patience of God with everyone coming to repen-
tance with a vision of the end times? Do we say that Peter knew God’s love 
and patience from hearing the history of God’s relationship with the Israel-
ites but since they were living under oppression they hoped that God would 
rescue them in the apocalyptic end times? But God was patient because they 
hadn’t all come to repentance yet?

Is it a matter of “hurry up and repent so God can save all of us”? Yet if 
we all repent and follow God’s will, then would there be oppression, would 
there be a reason for the end times?
Dear God, Help us to come to you with hearts full of repentance and seeking your 
direction in our lives. Keep us mindful of your grace in our lives. Amen.





Mark 1:1-8 (NRSV)
1 The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.
2 As it is written in the prophet Isaiah, “See, I am sending my messenger 

ahead of you, who will prepare your way;
3 the voice of one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the 

Lord, make his paths straight,’”
4 John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of 

repentance for the forgiveness of sins.
5 And people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of 

Jerusalem were going out to him, and were baptized by him in the river Jor-
dan, confessing their sins.

6 Now John was clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his 
waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey.

7 He proclaimed, “The one who is more powerful than I is coming after 
me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals.

8 I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy 
Spirit.” 



Mark 1:1-8

Key phrase:



Thoughts

Mark 1:1-8
One More Powerful

It is interesting to see that John the Baptist describes Jesus as “one more 
powerful” than he. In the context of the first century amid the attempted 
Jewish revolts against the Roman Empire I am sure the people heard in 
John’s words that one was coming who would defeat the Roman Empire 
through force.

Yet John was calling people to repent and preaching about the forgive-
ness of sins as well. Did they pause to think about what this meant? Why 
would a military leader care about the state of their souls before entering 
battle? Or did they just dismiss this part? Were they lost in their dreams of 
freedom and forgot to listen?

And maybe among them there were those who heard the call to repen-
tance and did not hear the call to battle – the promise of a powerful leader. 
What we do know is that John spoke from outside of the official “church” 
with no political authority. And we know that Jesus followed in John’s foot-
steps as his cousin but eclipsed what John was able to accomplish. And he 
did it with a message of peace instead of war.

Yet his words would be twisted in the fourth century and this outsider 
faith would align itself with the powers and followers would enter “holy 
wars” and “unholy wars.” So much so that today we see no conflict with the 
American flag being in the altar space.
Dear God, Help us to hear your message of power in peace. Let us wage war in our 
hearts and not with our guns. Help us to wage peace. Amen.





Isaiah 40:1-11 (CEB)
1 Comfort, comfort my people!
  says your God.
2 Speak compassionately to Jerusalem,
    and proclaim to her that her compulsory service has ended,
  that her penalty has been paid,
  that she has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins!
3 A voice is crying out:
“Clear the Lord’s way in the desert!
  Make a level highway in the wilderness for our God!
4 Every valley will be raised up,
  and every mountain and hill will be flattened.
  Uneven ground will become level,
  and rough terrain a valley plain.
5 The Lord’s glory will appear,
  and all humanity will see it together;
  the Lord’s mouth has commanded it.”
6 A voice was saying:
  “Call out!”
And another said,
  “What should I call out?”
All flesh is grass;
  all its loyalty is like the flowers of the field.
7 The grass dries up
  and the flower withers
  when the Lord’s breath blows on it.
  Surely the people are grass.
8 The grass dries up;
  the flower withers,
  but our God’s word will exist forever.
9 Go up on a high mountain,
  messenger Zion!
Raise your voice and shout,
  messenger Jerusalem!
Raise it; don’t be afraid;
  say to the cities of Judah,
  “Here is your God!”
10 Here is the Lord God,
  coming with strength,
  with a triumphant arm,
  bringing his reward with him
  and his payment before him.



11 Like a shepherd, God will tend the flock;
  he will gather lambs in his arms
  and lift them onto his lap.
  He will gently guide the nursing ewes.

2 Peter 3:8-15 (CEB)
8 Don’t let it escape your notice, dear friends, that with the Lord a sin-

gle day is like a thousand years and a thousand years are like a single day. 9 
The Lord isn’t slow to keep his promise, as some think of slowness, but he 
is patient toward you, not wanting anyone to perish but all to change their 
hearts and lives. 10 But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. On that day 
the heavens will pass away with a dreadful noise, the elements will be con-
sumed by fire, and the earth and all the works done on it will be exposed.

11 Since everything will be destroyed in this way, what sort of people 
ought you to be? You must live holy and godly lives, 12 waiting for and 
hastening the coming day of God. Because of that day, the heavens will 
be destroyed by fire and the elements will melt away in the flames. 13 But 
according to his promise we are waiting for a new heaven and a new earth, 
where righteousness is at home.

14 Therefore, dear friends, while you are waiting for these things to hap-
pen, make every effort to be found by him in peace — pure and faultless. 15 
Consider the patience of our Lord to be salvation, just as our dear friend and 
brother Paul wrote to you according to the wisdom given to him,

Mark 1:1-8 (CEB)
1 The beginning of the good news about Jesus Christ, God’s Son, 2 hap-

pened just as it was written about in the prophecy of Isaiah:
Look, I am sending my messenger before you.
He will prepare your way,
3 a voice shouting in the wilderness:
    “Prepare the way for the Lord;
    make his paths straight.”
4 John the Baptist was in the wilderness calling for people to be baptized 

to show that they were changing their hearts and lives and wanted God to 
forgive their sins. 5 Everyone in Judea and all the people of Jerusalem went 
out to the Jordan River and were being baptized by John as they confessed 
their sins. 6 John wore clothes made of camel’s hair, with a leather belt 
around his waist. He ate locusts and wild honey. 7 He announced, “One 
stronger than I am is coming after me. I’m not even worthy to bend over and 
loosen the strap of his sandals. 8 I baptize you with water, but he will baptize 
you with the Holy Spirit.”



Isaiah 40:1-11 and Mark 1:1-8
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Thoughts

Isaiah 40:1-11 and Mark 1:1-8
Cry Out

Mark begins with John the Baptist crying out “Prepare the way of the 
Lord” as he proclaimed a baptism of repentance, and that one more power-
ful than he was coming who would baptize with the Holy Spirit.

He is pulling from Isaiah 40, but it has a different tone as it begins 
“Comfort, O comfort my people …” It is the proclamation that all is well, the 
sentence has been served and they’ll be cared for like lambs being returned 
to their mother sheep.

So, how does a passage meant to comfort people often their sentence has 
been served become a call to repentance? I suppose we’re meant to hear the 
comfort that the Israelites received after their repentance and see the prom-
ise of comfort after responding to John’s call.

The comfort the Israelites received was in going home and owning 
property in their own land instead of being subjects in another land. It was 
comfort they could hold in their hands. 

There is no secret that throughout history the majority of people who 
have responded to John’s call have been dispossessed – those without. They 
find spiritual comfort in community in a way that was not possible for them 
in secular society. Many found physical healing during plagues that wasn’t 
available because they didn’t have money for doctors. Women and African 
Americans learned to run meetings and further causes at church and then 
applied that to greater society as they pursued suffrage, prohibition, aboli-
tion, civil rights and other causes.

Not just comfort for themselves but comfort for others who were just like 
they are – or were.
Dear God, Help us recognize the comfort we have received from you and your com-
munity so we can share it with others. Amen.
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Thoughts

2 Peter 3:8-15a and Mark 1:1-8
Prepare

It’s hard to imagine people flocking to John when he was wearing camel 
hair and eating locusts and wild honey. His hair was probably a fright.

Yet people responded to his call for repentance and were baptized, in 
other gospels the authorities even fear he is the messiah. Why?

The key reason was they believed that their life would great improve if 
they repeated of their sins and were cleansed. Isaiah records the promise 
of green grass and flowers the exile would experience that that the people 
heard in John’s call.

We’re being called to prepare ourselves, but what does that mean? Peter 
records that we should live lives of holiness and godliness to hasten the Day 
of the Lord – a new heaven and earth “where righteousness is at home.” It 
sounds like the Jewish concept tikkun olam or repairing the earth.

The resurrection of the dead comes when we have created a new Garden 
of Eden in the perfection of everything. It is meant to encourage us to care 
for the earth and all of its inhabitants – to live a holy and godly life.

The people who responded to John the Baptist would have been the 
poor and ignored. Because money had become so important to the author-
ities., they were unable to afford sacrifices to be cleansed of their sins. John, 
and later Jesus, offered a new way.

Yet over the centuries, we’ve put all the restrictions back in place as peo-
ple think only trained clergy can pray properly or that a priest is necessary 
for confession.

Peter reminds us that we, the beloved,  are to “strive to be found by him 
at peace, without spot or blemish,” which is something we can do if we take 
responsibility for our spiritual growth.
Dear God, Help us put our feet on the path of holiness and godliness by inviting 
you into our lives each day. Amen.



Isaiah 40:1-11 and 2 Peter 3:8-15a

Key phrases:



Centering word:



Isaiah 40:1-11 and 2 Peter 3:8-15a Sonnet

Sestina line:
Phrases:

Argument/Observation/Question:
a
b
a
b

c
d
c
d

e
f
e
f

Conclusion/Refutation:
g
g



Thoughts

Isaiah 40:1-11 and 2 Peter 3:8-15a
Double

Israel is returning to Jerusalem after the 70 year exile that the priests 
interpreted as punishment for sins of the community. The destruction of 
Jerusalem and the exile follow on society’s ignoring the needs of the people 
but also aligning themselves with Babylon against Egypt.

They have repented and are being allowed back to Jerusalem and getting 
double of what they previously had because they had realized the error of 
their ways.

Peter tells people that God is not slow to fulfill promises but is patient 
and on a different time table than we are.

It seems like a way to explain that even though we have repented, the 
“rewards” may not be immediate. It might take time before you feel the ben-
efits.

But should we be changing hoping for rewards anyway? Or should we be 
changing because it’s the right thing for us to do?

Should we help people because God is keeping score or because we 
should lead holy and godly lives?

In a discussion with Tal last week he was angry at how religion is used to 
judge people and has been used to persecute people. I don’t deny that in the 
hands of power-hungry people and self-righteous people it has been used 
for terrible deeds.

But it’s also a great motivator because people do good things in hopes 
of rewards or even because it’s the right things to do as directed by spiritual 
leaders. He responded that we don’t need religion to do good things. And I 
agree that not everyone needs that kind of direction, but for those who do it 
is a great motivator.

The difficulty is in the religious leadership – do they preach and lead 
hatred or love? It’s what we tend to forget: any organization is made up of 
people with their own flaws. Religion can be especially prone to mistakes 
because the leaders are credited with speaking for God.
Dear God, Help your leaders on earth speak and lead with love so your people can 
live holy and godly lives that you approve of. Amen.
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Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 (NRSV)
1 The spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me, because the LORD has anoint-

ed me; he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the 
brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prison-
ers;

2 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, and the day of vengeance of our 
God; to comfort all who mourn;

3 to provide for those who mourn in Zion — to give them a garland in-
stead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning, the mantle of praise 
instead of a faint spirit. They will be called oaks of righteousness, the plant-
ing of the LORD, to display his glory.

4 They shall build up the ancient ruins, they shall raise up the former 
devastations; they shall repair the ruined cities, the devastations of many 
generations.

8 For I the LORD love justice, I hate robbery and wrongdoing; I will 
faithfully give them their recompense, and I will make an everlasting cove-
nant with them.

9 Their descendants shall be known among the nations, and their off-
spring among the peoples; all who see them shall acknowledge that they are 
a people whom the LORD has blessed.

10 I will greatly rejoice in the LORD, my whole being shall exult in my 
God; for he has clothed me with the garments of salvation, he has covered 
me with the robe of righteousness, as a bridegroom decks himself with a 
garland, and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels.

11 For as the earth brings forth its shoots, and as a garden causes what is 
sown in it to spring up, so the Lord GOD will cause righteousness and praise 
to spring up before all the nations. 



Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11

Key phrase:



Thoughts

Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11
Oaks of Righteousness

As the Israelites return from the Babylonian exile they become the new 
hope for the new future. They have to embrace this change and dream for 
the future so Isaiah speaks of the past in terms like ashes and mourning and 
despair. Now they will wear a “crown of beauty,” “oil of gladness,” and will 
become “oaks of righteousness.” They will rebuild and renew and be like 
brides and grooms. And they will be nurtured by God.

For Art Attack, we will be exploring the idea of becoming oaks of righ-
teousness in this season of preparation. The question seems to be how? But 
let’s look at what it means. The phrases used point to caring for people … the 
poor, the brokenhearted, prisoners, mourners. In other words, their value 
is based on how they treat other people, and the future of God’s people is 
based on those actions.

There are those who read Isaiah as it predicts Jesus and they probably 
see the crown of thorns that Jesus will wear as the crown of beauty. And they 
will ignore phrases that inspire people to justice – proclaiming the year of 
the Lord’s favor (debt relief every 7 years; 50 for Jubilee). They see the “plant-
ing of the Lord” as witnessing. And their numbers grow more rapidly than 
the numbers of justice seekers. Why?

It doesn’t require them to challenge systems and change the world – God 
wil do it and they will be saved. They only have to believe in God.
Dear God, Help us to seek your justice in the world. Help us be comfort to the op-
presses and build a world full of justice and peace. Amen.





Psalm 126 (NRSV)
1 When the LORD restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who 

dream.
2 Then our mouth was filled with laughter, and our tongue with shouts 

of joy; then it was said among the nations, “The LORD has done great things 
for them.”

3 The LORD has done great things for us, and we rejoiced.
4 Restore our fortunes, O LORD, like the watercourses in the Negeb.
5 May those who sow in tears reap with shouts of joy.
6 Those who go out weeping, bearing the seed for sowing, shall come 

home with shouts of joy, carrying their sheaves. 

Luke 1:46b-55 (NRSV)
46b “My soul magnifies the Lord, 
47 and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,
48 for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. Surely, 

from now on all generations will call me blessed;
49 for the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his 

name.
50 His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation.
51 He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the 

thoughts of their hearts.
52 He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up 

the lowly;
53 he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away emp-

ty.
54 He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy,
55 according to the promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to 

his descendants forever.” 



Psalm 126 or Luke 1:46b-55
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1 Thessalonians 5:16-24 (NRSV)
16 Rejoice always,
17 pray without ceasing,
18 give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ 

Jesus for you.
19 Do not quench the Spirit.
20 Do not despise the words of prophets,
21 but test everything; hold fast to what is good;
22 abstain from every form of evil.
23 May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your 

spirit and soul and body be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our 
Lord Jesus Christ.

24 The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do this. 



1 Thessalonians 5:16-24

Key phrase:



Thoughts

1 Thess. 5:16-24
Spirit’s Fire

Paul writes his final instructions to the Thessalonians in hopes they will 
continue to grown in faith and not quench the fire of the Holy Spirit. But I’m 
not sure he gives good advice.

He tells them to be “joyous always” but I think of a former co-worker 
who used to follow this so much that when she had bad days she would act 
joyful. Unfortunately, this didn’t make her a joyful, Spirit-filled person but 
someone who had more bad days than most.

We are advised to treat prophecies with contempt but to test everything. 
I think of those who read Revelation as prophecy, yet it’s 19 centuries old and 
long past the normal life of prophecy. If people tested everything then may-
be it would hit them that it had failed the test – about 18 centuries ago.

Some would say that this is a sign that I don’t believe but I think it has 
more to do with being practical. Of we hide away our non-joyous moments 
then we don’t let our community help us. And slowly our inner Spirit dies 
because we feel like nobody who should care, does care.

If we’re busy trying to find the end times it allows us to concentrate on 
ourselves and ignore the needs of others. 

But Paul’s not all wrong – we should pray continually and give thanks for 
what we do have even when troubled because that will help us through with 
God’s help.
Dear God, Help us to be ourselves so we can get the help we need to get through 
troubles with our community and God. Keep us from quenching our Spirit. Amen.





John 1:6-8, 19-28 (NRSV)
6 There was a man sent from God, whose name was John.
7 He came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe 

through him.
8 He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light.
19 This is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent priests and 

Levites from Jerusalem to ask him, “Who are you?”
20 He confessed and did not deny it, but confessed, “I am not the Messi-

ah.”
21 And they asked him, “What then? Are you Elijah?” He said, “I am not.” 

“Are you the prophet?” He answered, “No.”
22 Then they said to him, “Who are you? Let us have an answer for those 

who sent us. What do you say about yourself?”
23 He said, “I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make 

straight the way of the Lord,’” as the prophet Isaiah said.
24 Now they had been sent from the Pharisees.
25 They asked him, “Why then are you baptizing if you are neither the 

Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the prophet?”
26 John answered them, “I baptize with water. Among you stands one 

whom you do not know,
27 the one who is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of 

his sandal.”
28 This took place in Bethany across the Jordan where John was baptiz-

ing.



John 1:6-8, 19-28

Key phrase:



Thoughts

John 1:6-8, 19-28
Who Are You?

At the banks of the Jordan, John the Baptist tells the Pharisees that he is 
not Christ, Elijah or “the” prophet. I am surprised by the reference to Eli-
jah and “the” prophet because I’m not sure who they would be referring to 
except Moses if not Elijah.

But Moses isn’t expected to return, is he? And, they ask, if he’s none of 
these and not a temple priest, then why is he baptizing people? And I have 
to admit that I’m really puzzled on how to preach this for a second week. It 
is John’s adaptation of the Mark text from the previous week. The difference 
being the denial of John of any expected position of power.

But it leaves me wanting to say who John is. And that’s the question, isn’t 
it? The story of John appears in each of the gospels and with John baptizing 
Jesus there is not denial that he was important to the ministry of Jesus.

Yet who is he and why do we have to answer the question? There was 
unease that Jesus might be a disciple of John’s because John can seem a little 
crazy with his clothing, eating locusts and honey. We are uneasy that he 
could have an influence on Jesus because he seems irrational and we don’t 
want to acknowledge that parts of this faith are irrational. we like a calm, 
loving Jesus image and we are uneasy with his anger at the temple or the 
possibility that he was influenced by this crazy man? But why?
Dear God, Help us to see that faith isn’t nice and neat, but revolutionary. Help us 
live up to the challenge John presents to our calm faith. Amen.





Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 (CEB)
1 The Lord God’s spirit is upon me,
  because the Lord has anointed me.
He has sent me
  to bring good news to the poor,
  to bind up the brokenhearted,
  to proclaim release for captives,
    and liberation for prisoners,
2   to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor
    and a day of vindication for our God,
  to comfort all who mourn,
3   to provide for Zion’s mourners,
  to give them a crown in place of ashes,
  oil of joy in place of mourning,
  a mantle of praise in place of discouragement.
They will be called Oaks of Righteousness,
  planted by the Lord to glorify himself.
4 They will rebuild the ancient ruins;
  they will restore formerly deserted places;
  they will renew ruined cities,
  places deserted in generations past.
8 I, the Lord, love justice;
  I hate robbery and dishonesty.
I will faithfully give them their wage,
  and make with them an enduring covenant.
9 Their offspring will be known among the nations,
  and their descendants among the peoples.
All who see them will recognize
  that they are a people blessed by the Lord.
10 I surely rejoice in the Lord;
  my heart is joyful because of my God,
  because he has clothed me with clothes of victory,
  wrapped me in a robe of righteousness
  like a bridegroom in a priestly crown,
  and like a bride adorned in jewelry.
11 As the earth puts out its growth,
  and as a garden grows its seeds,
  so the Lord God will grow righteousness and praise before all the na-

tions.



1 Thessalonians 5:16-24 (CEB)
16 Rejoice always. 17 Pray continually. 18 Give thanks in every situation 

because this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. 19 Don’t suppress the Spirit. 
20 Don’t brush off Spirit-inspired messages, 21 but examine everything 
carefully and hang on to what is good. 22 Avoid every kind of evil. 23 Now, 
may the God of peace himself cause you to be completely dedicated to him; 
and may your spirit, soul, and body be kept intact and blameless at our Lord 
Jesus Christ’s coming. 24 The one who is calling you is faithful and will do 
this.

John 1:6-8, 19-28 (CEB)
6 A man named John was sent from God. 7 He came as a witness to tes-

tify concerning the light, so that through him everyone would believe in the 
light. 8 He himself wasn’t the light, but his mission was to testify concerning 
the light.

19 This is John’s testimony when the Jewish leaders in Jerusalem sent 
priests and Levites to ask him, “Who are you?”

20 John confessed (he didn’t deny but confessed), “I’m not the Christ.”
21 They asked him, “Then who are you? Are you Elijah?”
John said, “I’m not.”
“Are you the prophet?”
John answered, “No.”
22 They asked, “Who are you? We need to give an answer to those who 

sent us. What do you say about yourself?”
23 John replied,
“I am a voice crying out in the wilderness,
  Make the Lord’s path straight,
just as the prophet Isaiah said.”
24 Those sent by the Pharisees 25 asked, “Why do you baptize if you 

aren’t the Christ, nor Elijah, nor the prophet?”
26 John answered, “I baptize with water. Someone greater stands among 

you, whom you don’t recognize. 27 He comes after me, but I’m not worthy to 
untie his sandal straps.” 28 This encounter took place across the Jordan in 
Bethany where John was baptizing.
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Thoughts

Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 and John 1:6-8, 19-28
Who Are You?”

It’s the second week of John the Baptist at the Jordan, this time he’s ques-
tioned by priests, Levites and Pharisees to find out who he is.

After a long day, I went shopping last night and when asked questions, 
I replied “Yep,” and the cashier remarked on it. So my next answer was, 
“Nope.” It reminds me of the way John answered their questions making 
them guess again in a sort of 20 questions. And when he does respond, he 
quotes Scripture and then prophecies Jesus’ arrival.

When we turn back to Isaiah, we hear the familiar refrain of Jesus that is 
used in communion liturgy: “good news to the oppressed,” “proclaim liberty 
to the captives,” and all the other good news the exiles needed to hear.

In our economy and with the Occupy movement, I really hear “proclaim 
the year of the Lord’s favor.” Yet I don’t think I knew what that was at all 
before I went to seminary. Why would the people try to run Jesus off of a 
cliff when he reads from Isaiah 61? But the powerful don’t want to forgive the 
debts of people because it would be money out of their pockets. But what 
happens to an economy when people believe they can take chances and ar-
en’t constantly on the verge of bankruptcy? I can’t really answer that but it’s a 
question of what happens when creative people have access to the supplies 
they need and can be supported by their community? It’s called civilization.

I realize I’m far from John the Baptist and the theological implications 
of the coming messiah, but this is really what we’re looking at – a complete 
reversal of the way things are to the way things should be.
Dear God, Help us see the daily implications that your prophets bring – not of 
doom, but of hope and justice. Amen.
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Thoughts

1 Thess. 5:16-24 and John 1:6-8, 19-28
Rejoice!

Paul tells the Thessalonians, “Do not despise the words of prophets, but 
test everything. We’ve had a flurry of people predicting the end of the world 
and the amount or range of predictions has more people reacting than you 
would think.

I guess we aren’t supposed to just scoff at them but should “test” what 
they say. Funny to hear that from Paul, who thought Jesus’ return was immi-
nent. How much attention should we pay to Paul if he was wrong about that?

John the Baptist claimed he was not Elijah, not “the prophet,” which 
means one predicted by Moses in Deut. 18:15. Yet he prophesies Jesus and if 
we’re to follow Paul that means John the Baptist was a prophet.

I suppose it means we should be wary of people claiming to be prophets. 
When Tal and I were first dating he told his family he was dating a kohain 
– a priest – which is a male word form. I’m sure he did it partly to get their 
reaction to him dating a man. But when he told me, I replied, “not kohain, 
navi.” Not a priest, a prophet.

Truth is, I’d been called that before and didn’t much like it. No “true” 
prophet really wants to go through the isolation and criticism that comes 
from confronting the powerful or majority of society.

Last week, Tal and I returned to that when we talked about my social 
justice work. I pointed out that same-sex marriage was a popular cause for 
liberal clergy, what I do with abortion isn’t popular so I get more criticism 
and less support.

Does that mean I would pass the test?
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Thoughts

Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 and 1 Thess. 5:16-24
Hold Fast

Isaiah refers to the “oaks of righteousness” as those who are plantings of 
God, who display God’s glory.

I’ve always loved drawing trees because they’re easy to draw and I’ve nev-
er been that good of an artist. As I think of a tree glorifying God, I imagine 
people with their hands upraised during worship as their limbs reach to the 
sky.

Funny, before Isaiah’s phrase he explains what he’s been sent to do: bring 
good news to the oppressed, bind-up the broken hearted, proclaim liberty to 
the captive and prisoners, proclaim Jubilee, to comfort mourners.

All of these things we’re supposed to do suddenly change that praise im-
age to one of social justice. “For I, the Lord, love justice.” We become “oaks of 
righteousness” when we seek God’s justice and “hold fast to what is good” in 
Paul’s words.

The hard part about holding fast is that we have to put down good roots. 
We can’t be a sturdy tree unless we have roots deep into the ground. And if 
we spend all of our time doing justice, then we’re invested in the branches 
and our neglected spiritual roots will cause us to topple in a high wind. But 
the same thing can happen if we put all of our effort in glorifying God and 
don’t hold fast with good works.

I seem to remember reading somewhere that the roots of a tree need to 
be as deep and as broad as the tree to keep it from toppling. What would 
happen if we applied that to our spiritual growth? If for each work of justice 
or worship we had a companion of worship or justice? If we spent as much 
time on spiritual growth as we do social justice and vice versa.
Dear God, Help us put down roots as we grow into oaks of righteousness so we can 
hold fast to you, to what is good for today, tomorrow and forever. Amen.
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2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16 (NRSV)
1 Now when the king was settled in his house, and the LORD had given 

him rest from all his enemies around him,
2 the king said to the prophet Nathan, “See now, I am living in a house of 

cedar, but the ark of God stays in a tent.”
3 Nathan said to the king, “Go, do all that you have in mind; for the 

LORD is with you.”
4 But that same night the word of the LORD came to Nathan:
5 Go and tell my servant David: Thus says the LORD: Are you the one to 

build me a house to live in?
6 I have not lived in a house since the day I brought up the people of 

Israel from Egypt to this day, but I have been moving about in a tent and a 
tabernacle.

7 Wherever I have moved about among all the people of Israel, did I ever 
speak a word with any of the tribal leaders of Israel, whom I commanded to 
shepherd my people Israel, saying, “Why have you not built me a house of 
cedar?”

8 Now therefore thus you shall say to my servant David: Thus says the 
LORD of hosts: I took you from the pasture, from following the sheep to be 
prince over my people Israel;

9 and I have been with you wherever you went, and have cut off all your 
enemies from before you; and I will make for you a great name, like the 
name of the great ones of the earth.

10 And I will appoint a place for my people Israel and will plant them, so 
that they may live in their own place, and be disturbed no more; and evildo-
ers shall afflict them no more, as formerly,

11 from the time that I appointed judges over my people Israel; and I will 
give you rest from all your enemies. Moreover the LORD declares to you that 
the LORD will make you a house.

16 Your house and your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me; 
your throne shall be established forever.



2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16

Key phrase:



Thoughts

2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16
Bad Cut

If you were to read this passage as the lectionary cut it, you wouldn’t 
know that David is told not to build the temple in Jerusalem but to let Solo-
mon do it. Knowing this it makes it a bit difficult to focus on what is left.

In verse 10, though a couple of phrases stick out: “a place for my people,” 
“a home of their own” and “not oppress them anymore.” This passage begins 
with David looking around his own living situation and thinking “I have ne-
glected God by not building a shelter for the Ark. I should.” And the prophet 
Nathan tells him that he speaks with God so the project should go ahead.

But God speaks to Nathan that night. And says that God is with and will 
be with David but before a temple is built there should be housing for all of 
the people so they are protected from the wicked.

I pastor two churches, one is a simple one-room church that just recent-
ly had a bathroom installed. The other has a couple of floors but not many 
extra rooms. Neither has stained glass widows or lots of special liturgical 
paraments or banners.

Yet I work in another church with stained glass windows, banners for 
single Sundays and a multimillion dollar building project going on. And a 
continual storage problem.

I wonder what God would say about these churches as people still live 
without roofs over their heads; as their home is their car; as they have no 
way to get out of the oppression. Yes, the larger one has a food program but 
what they could do with the rebuilding funds!
Dear God, Help us to see your people before our buildings. Help us choose wisely 
when we decide what to do with out funds. Help us put your desires first. Amen.





Luke 1:46b-55 (NRSV)
46b “My soul magnifies the Lord, 
47 and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,
48 for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. Surely, 

from now on all generations will call me blessed;
49 for the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his 

name.
50 His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation.
51 He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the 

thoughts of their hearts.
52 He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up 

the lowly;
53 he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away emp-

ty.
54 He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy,
55 according to the promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to 

his descendants forever.” 

Psalm 89:1-4, 19-26 (NRSV)
1 I will sing of your steadfast love, O LORD, forever; with my mouth I will 

proclaim your faithfulness to all generations.
2 I declare that your steadfast love is established forever; your faithful-

ness is as firm as the heavens.
3 You said, “I have made a covenant with my chosen one, I have sworn to 

my servant David:
4 ‘I will establish your descendants forever, and build your throne for all 

generations.’” Selah
19 Then you spoke in a vision to your faithful one, and said: “I have set 

the crown on one who is mighty, I have exalted one chosen from the people.
20 I have found my servant David; with my holy oil I have anointed him;
21 my hand shall always remain with him; my arm also shall strengthen 

him.
22 The enemy shall not outwit him, the wicked shall not humble him.
23 I will crush his foes before him and strike down those who hate him.
24 My faithfulness and steadfast love shall be with him; and in my name 

his horn shall be exalted.
25 I will set his hand on the sea and his right hand on the rivers.
26 He shall cry to me, ‘You are my Father, my God, and the Rock of my 

salvation!’ 



Luke 1:46b-55 or Psalm 89:1-4, 19-26
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Romans 16:25-27 (NRSV)
25 Now to God who is able to strengthen you according to my gospel and 

the proclamation of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery 
that was kept secret for long ages

26 but is now disclosed, and through the prophetic writings is made 
known to all the Gentiles, according to the command of the eternal God, to 
bring about the obedience of faith --

27 to the only wise God, through Jesus Christ, to whom be the glory for-
ever! Amen. 



Romans 16:25-27

Key phrase:



Thoughts

Romans 16:25-27
Benediction?

Curious. I think sometimes the Epistle is so selected that there is no pos-
sible way to preach on it. Was the Revised Common Lectionary put together 
at a time when Paul was being especially castigated by feminists? Is this why 
so many greetings and closings are selected?

The thing is in making these selections it didn’t make Paul less offensive, 
just less accessible. And the majority of Paul’s “offensiveness” comes from 
the proof-texting selection by evangelicals. So had selections been made that 
did not conform to evangelical readings yet still had value then Paul’s early 
theology could be heard in its context.

But a selection at the end of an epistle giving glory to God through Jesus 
Christ doesn’t force us to wrestle with Paul, it silently condemns Paul by 
ignoring so many of the good things he did write.

It forces one to preach on the annunciation and the virgin birth as if 
there is nothing at all suspicious about the doctrine.
Dear God, Help us have the courage to work through the difficult writings and not 
just what is easy to read. Help us accept the flaws and the rewards in Paul’s writ-
ing. Amen.





Luke 1:26-38 (NRSV)
26 In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in 

Galilee called Nazareth,
27 to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of 

David. The virgin’s name was Mary.
28 And he came to her and said, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is 

with you.”
29 But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of 

greeting this might be.
30 The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found 

favor with God.
31 And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will 

name him Jesus.
32 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.
33 He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there 

will be no end.”
34 Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?”
35 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.

36 And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a 
son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren.

37 For nothing will be impossible with God.”
38 Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me 

according to your word.” Then the angel departed from her.



Luke 1:26-38

Key phrase:



Thoughts

Luke 1:26-38
How Will This Be?

I wish I remembered where I saw it but years ago I saw Hildegard von 
Bingen’s attempt to explain how Mary got pregnant.

There was a tube running under her skirt – presumably straight to her 
uterus – that came from a cloud in the sky. The idea that God could create 
Jesus in Mary’s womb ex nihilo was apparently too much. There had to be 
some physical contact.

Now I’m faced with preaching about her annunciation and “virgin” birth 
when it is not one of the doctrines I believe in. Like the unknown artist there 
had to be some sort of physical interaction. Gabriel tells Mary the “Most 
High will overshadow you,” which brings to mind José Saramago’s presence 
of God pausing over while Joseph and Mary had sex.

As I think about the virgin birth, I can’t help but think on the Genesis 
story where we are told the “earth was formless and empty” before God 
began to create the universe, if we can believe that God created the universe 
ex nihilo, then we should be able to accept Jesus was also created ex nihilo, 
right?

But if we understand creation as an allegory then God had something to 
work with and somehow sperm was necessary for Jesus to be born. A tube 
from heaven or Joseph’s sperm doesn’t matter, but something physical was 
needed.

This is touchy groun because a literalist won’t question is but question 
my faith at questioning. And others will wonder at the answers I may be 
able to find – are they good enough for them?
Dear God, Some believe in you without question and others question to believe. 
Help us accept all things are possible in our own way. Amen.





2 Samuel 7:1-11 (CEB)
1 When the king was settled in his palace, and the Lord had given him 

rest from all his surrounding enemies, 2 the king said to the prophet Nathan, 
“Look! I’m living in a cedar palace, but God’s chest is housed in a tent!”

3 Nathan said to the king, “Go ahead and do whatever you are thinking, 
because the Lord is with you.”

4 But that very night the Lord’s word came to Nathan: 5 Go to my servant 
David and tell him: This is what the Lord says: You are not the one to build 
the temple for me to live in. 6 In fact, I haven’t lived in a temple from the day 
I brought Israel out of Egypt until now. Instead, I have been traveling around 
in a tent and in a dwelling. 7 Throughout my traveling around with the Isra-
elites, did I ever ask any of Israel’s tribal leaders I appointed to shepherd my 
people: Why haven’t you built me a cedar temple?

8 So then, say this to my servant David: This is what the Lord of heavenly 
forces says: I took you from the pasture, from following the flock, to be lead-
er over my people Israel. 9 I’ve been with you wherever you’ve gone, and I’ve 
eliminated all your enemies before you. Now I will make your name great 
— like the name of the greatest people on earth. 10 I’m going to provide a 
place for my people Israel, and plant them so that they may live there and no 
longer be disturbed. Cruel people will no longer trouble them, as they had 
been earlier, 11 when I appointed leaders over my people Israel. And I will 
give you rest from all your enemies.

And the Lord declares to you that the Lord will make a dynasty for you.
16 Your dynasty and your kingdom will be secured forever before me. 

Your throne will be established forever.



Romans 16:25-27 (CEB)
25 May the glory be to God who can strengthen you with my good news 

and the message that I preach about Jesus Christ. He can strengthen you 
with the announcement of the secret that was kept quiet for a long time. 
26 Now that secret is revealed through what the prophets wrote. It is made 
known to the Gentiles in order to lead to their faithful obedience based on 
the command of the eternal God. 27 May the glory be to God, who alone is 
wise! May the glory be to him through Jesus Christ forever! Amen.

Luke 1:26-38 (CEB)
26 When Elizabeth was six months pregnant, God sent the angel Ga-

briel to Nazareth, a city in Galilee, 27 to a virgin who was engaged to a man 
named Joseph, a descendant of David’s house. The virgin’s name was Mary. 
28 When the angel came to her, he said, “Rejoice, favored one! The Lord is 
with you!” 29 She was confused by these words and wondered what kind 
of greeting this might be. 30 The angel said, “Don’t be afraid, Mary. God is 
honoring you. 31 Look! You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you will 
name him Jesus. 32 He will be great and he will be called the Son of the Most 
High. The Lord God will give him the throne of David his father. 33 He will 
rule over Jacob’s house forever, and there will be no end to his kingdom.”

34 Then Mary said to the angel, “How will this happen since I haven’t 
had sexual relations with a man?”

35 The angel replied, “The Holy Spirit will come over you and the power 
of the Most High will overshadow you. Therefore, the one who is to be born 
will be holy. He will be called God’s Son. 36 Look, even in her old age, your 
relative Elizabeth has conceived a son. This woman who was labeled ‘unable 
to conceive’ is now six months pregnant. 37 Nothing is impossible for God.”

38 Then Mary said, “I am the Lord’s servant. Let it be with me just as you 
have said.” Then the angel left her.
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Thoughts

2 Samuel 7:1-11 and Luke 1:26-38
David and Jesus

Let’s begin with 2 Samuel, David wants to build a temple for God now 
that the tribes have been united into a nation and the kingdom established. 
He tells Nathan, who says okay, but later has a revelation from God telling 
David not to build the temple or house. And God will establish David’s 
throne forever. Historically speaking, this wasn’t written during David’s 
lifetime but (I think) during the exile and it would be a great comfort to the 
exiles to read that they were given a place of rest from their enemies and the 
Davidic kingdom would be restored.

Now, Luke, Gabriel tells Mary she will have a son who will have the 
throne of David and reign over the house of Jacob forever. Of course, the 
only way Jesus can be of the line of David is to be the son of Joseph. But facts 
don’t need to get in the way of comforting the people. Those who redefined 
David’s kingdom to fit Jesus from political to to spiritual had followers who 
accept that. So all that was left was to convince others that their interpreta-
tion was the correct one. 

The “house,” as we read, was not the building but the branch — the line 
of David. And does it really matter that we’re reinterpreting it this way when 
it was a reinterpretation when it was written? The building meant to last for-
ever had already been destroyed. The Common English Bible makes it clear 
by using “palace” and “dynasty” instead of “house.” I guess the question real-
ly becomes one of how far the reinterpretation can go?
Dear God, Help us hear your promises of comfort to your people. Help us under-
stand so we can see it applied to our life. Amen.
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Thoughts

Romans 16:25-27 and Luke 1:26-38
Revelation of the Mystery

It’s just an awful passage for figuring anything out because it’s the final 
prayer at the end of Romans. There is no content in it. The “revelation of the 
mystery” is obviously meant to be the annunciation to Mary, but that doesn’t 
leave us much to work with.

It’s interesting to be because someone recently said Mary did not have a 
choice when it came to being the mother of Jesus or not. I suppose you could 
argue that if you pay attention to Gabriel’s announcement to Mary “And 
now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him 
Jesus.” She asks how and Gabriel tells her and let her know about Elizabeth.

But here comes the turning point: “For nothing will be impossible with 
God.” That’s written in the future tense and not as something already ac-
complished. What is God waiting on?

Mary says, “Here I am, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me accord-
ing to your word.” Mary agrees to carry Jesus with the same phrase the 
young Samuel used in the temple when he responded to God’s call in the 
night. The same words used by prophets to accept their mission — a mission 
they could have turned down and they they were unable to fulfill.

Why is it important? First, because we have free will and God may call 
on us, but we don’t have to respond. We aren’t robots or paper dolls com-
pelled to do what God orders.

Second, Mary chose to be the mother of Jesus. She knew she would suffer 
social persecution for being pregnant before marriage yet, like the prophets 
before her, she said “Here am I” to do your will, no matter what it costs me.

And that is inspiring because not only did God choose Mary but Mary 
chose God.
Dear God, Give us the courage to say yes to you; to stand against the tide of people 
who will criticize us as we seek your love. Amen.
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Thoughts

2 Samuel 7:1-11 and Romans 16:25-27
Forever

The prophecy of Nathan ends with “Your house and should kingdom 
shall be made sure forever before me; your throne shall be established for-
ever.” It’s the part that provides comfort to those who have been exiled and 
seen their temple that they based their faith on destroyed.

It’s interesting to read Paul on Jesus after he has been crucified and res-
urrected and the emphasis on the glory lasting forever. 

The only way I can compare these two is to think of the way both were 
suffering under oppression and both had seen their hope fall. The person 
or place their faith was based on was destroyed, so what were they to do to 
carry on?

Those that wrote about David assured the people the temple destroyed 
was temporary because it was the “house” that had been promised would 
last forever. And it wasn’t the flesh of Jesus that would last forever but the 
glory of Jesus.

Comfort. So much of faith and tradition is about comforting the people 
who are suffering. That God comforts us and that we are to comfort others. 
But do the promises really comfort or just give us the hope of comfort so we 
can go on another day? Are they steps on the path to comfort or comfort?

Why does it matter? Because if we promise a way to comfort than we can 
begin healing and working together. But if we promise comfort and it doesn’t 
come, then people will fall away. They have no comfort, no way to comfort 
and no hope for comfort is left.
Dear God, Help us not promise too much, not say we have the cure when we only 
have a way to help people find their cure and a heart to be present. Amen.
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