
Twas in the moon of wintertime Emmanuel shall come to thee 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0OyJJaa7J-Y&lc=UghEdS5r89A1_ngCoAEC  
 
December 6th, 2020 
Second Sunday of Advent • Violet (or Blue) 

 Isaiah 40:1-11 
 Psalm 85:1-2, 8-13 
 2 Peter 3:8-15a 
 Mark 1:1-8 

Prelude   Christy Nockels -The Thrill of Hope- Advent Hymn 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gNuY6I4OtoE 
1  #156  On Jordan’s Bank the Baptist’s Cry https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=trM-TualL7Q  
2  699  let us break bread together  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UF0izK8j27w  
3  #155  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pk0t48chOPE  comfort, comfort now my people 
Postlude  Hark, a thrilling voice is calling  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GW5u9jkY27U&list=PL39GjxlX7EKnpiiR3COdO1_whsS3Vpphs&inde
x=12  

 

Isaiah 40:1-11  New International Version  Comfort for God’s People 
40 Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. 
2 Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and proclaim to her that her hard service has 
been completed, that her sin has been paid for, that she has received from 
the LORD’s hand double for all her sins. 
3 A voice of one calling:  “In the wilderness prepare the way for the LORD; 
make straight in the desert a highway for our God. 
4 Every valley shall be raised up, every mountain and hill made low; 
the rough ground shall become level, the rugged places a plain. 
5 And the glory of the LORD will be revealed, and all people will 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 like grass, and all their faithfulness is like the flowers of the 
field. 
7 The grass withers and the flowers fall, because the breath of 
the LORD blows on them. Surely the people are grass. 
8 The grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of our God 
endures forever.” 
9 You who bring good news to Zion, go up on a high mountain. 
You who bring good news to Jerusalem, lift up your voice with a shout, 
lift it up, do not be afraid; say to the towns of Judah, “Here is your God!” 



10 See, the Sovereign LORD comes with power, and he rules with a mighty 
arm.  See, his reward is with him, and his recompense accompanies him. 
11 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. 
 
2 Peter 3:8-15  New International Version 
8 But do not forget this one thing, dear friends: With the Lord a day is like a 
thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day. 9 The Lord is not slow 
in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. Instead he is 
patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to 
repentance. 
10 But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The heavens will disappear 
with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and 
everything done in it will be laid bare. 
11 Since everything will be destroyed in this way, what kind of people ought 
you to be? You ought to live holy and godly lives 12 as you look forward to 
the day of God and speed its coming. That day will bring about the 
destruction of the heavens by fire, and the elements will melt in the 
heat. 13 But in keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new 
heaven and a new earth, where righteousness dwells. 
14 So then, dear friends, since you are looking forward to this, make every 
effort to be found spotless, blameless and at peace with him. 15 Bear in 
mind that our Lord’s patience means salvation, just as our dear brother Paul 
also wrote you with the wisdom that God gave him. 
 
Mark 1:1-8  New International Version  John the Baptist Prepares the Way 
1 The beginning of the good news about Jesus the Messiah, the Son of 
God 2 as it is written in Isaiah the prophet: 

“I will send my messenger ahead of you, 
    who will prepare your way”— 

3 “a voice of one calling in the wilderness, 
‘Prepare the way for the Lord, 

    make straight paths for him.’” 



4 And so John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness, preaching a baptism 
of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 5 The whole Judean countryside 
and all the people of Jerusalem went out to him. Confessing their sins, they 
were baptized by him in the Jordan River. 6 John wore clothing made of 
camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and 
wild honey. 7 And this was his message: “After me comes the one more 
powerful than I, the straps of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down 
and untie. 8 I baptize you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy 
Spirit.” 
  
Sermon.  Today we lit the second advent candle, the one of love.  Our 
lectionary readings today focus on preparation for the coming of the 
Messiah – the Isaiah text and the one from Mark that introduces both John 
the Baptist and then, in a few more verses after today’s text, Jesus.    First, a 
couple of comments about where we are in the texts. 
 Isaiah is a long book which is divided, by scholars, into two parts.  The 
first one – chapters 1-39 – are ascribed to Isaiah, son of Amoz and date to 
the Assyrian captivity of Israel.  Chapters 40-66 are believed to have been 
written much later and deal with the captivity we are most familiar with – 
that in Babylon.  The tying together of the two parts is ancient and dates as 
far back in certainty to the Dead Sea Scrolls.  What that tells us is that this 
Second Isaiah was aware of all that transpired in the Babylonian exile, 
including not only the destruction of the Temple and Jerusalem, but also 
the departure of God from the Temple as recorded by Ezekiel.   
 Mark is a succinct recounting of the Gospel and deals only with the 
ministry of Jesus up to and including his death.  Mark was writing for the 
Gentile audience that had no background in Jewish beliefs and he kept the 
narrative direct, to the point and entirely about what God was doing in the 
Messiah.   Mark is sort of a Cliff’s Notes – the facts and just the facts that 
the Gentiles need to hear in order to understand this incredible event of 
God’s grace.  He starts with John the Baptist because that is the beginning 
of the ministry of Jesus the Messiah.   



 Now, I could quote John 3:16 – “that God so loved the world that he 
sent His only begotten Son” and we could end our discussion there.   But, I 
think that the text is taking us somewhere else. 
 For sure, John 3:16 speaks the truth and God’s love is evident in His 
grace and His blessings of us.  We have been talking about our 
responsibilities as partners in God’s Creational work, about the lessons of 
the Wilderness and the centrality of God in our lives – now and forever.   
The Isaiah text today speaks of making straight a highway for God.  The 
Mark text includes a reference back to Isaiah and makes clear that John is 
doing that – preparing a pathway for Jesus to follow.  We know that. 
 The Isaiah text is God telling the prophet – whom we will continue to 
call just Isaiah – to make these announcements.  But, we know that God’s 
statements through the prophets are not only for that immediate audience 
but for all time to come – including us.  So, rather than read this as historic 
literature intended only for the people of Isaiah’s time, we read it for us and 
our time.  The message of hope and deliverance still rings with us, 
particularly now in this dysfunctional world driven by Covid 19.  The people 
of Israel (and Judah) knew that they were mired in the chaos of the 
Babylonian captivity.  Jerusalem was, effectively, gone and the Temple no 
more.   Isaiah’s message was not one of a false hope that Jeremiah had 
railed against.  Rather, Isaiah is speaking to people who have suffered and 
seek God out of their suffering. 
 Here in 2020 in Maine we are enduring – suffering – as we have not 
suffered in our lifetimes.  Covid 19 is a very tangible manifestation of the 
pain we have suffered and are suffering as a nation.  We are on track to 
experience in this 12 month period as many deaths as have been suffered 
in every battle of every war we have fought.  We understand the suffering 
of the people of Isaiah’s time. 
 We can read Isaiah’s message today as the prophetic call of Isaiah to 
the people of his time, but I think today we should read is as a call to us 
now.  First, we can ask ourselves does God need us to make His pathway 
straight.  Why would an all powerful God need our help?  Most simply put – 
He doesn’t.  God is well capable of accomplishing His Creational purposes 
without us.  But, He challenges and involves us because this is our 



Creational effort, too.  Otherwise we are not created in His image and given 
the talents we have been blessed with.  God has placed us here, just as He 
placed the people of Israel in the Middle East, so that we can glorify Him – 
witness of Him.  And we can do that Divine task much better if we are 
deliberate about it – making a pathway for God and His Creational work.  
That is, if we follow Isaiah’s call to make a highway for our God, we do it by 
witnessing of His grace.  We do it by being about His business that he 
articulated so often in Scripture – to be concerned for the less well off, the 
abandoned, the vulnerable – and by following the command to love Him.  
In fact, as we read in a recent text in Matthew, Jesus was unambiguous in 
his statement that to fail to do those Creational functions – in shorthand, to 
care for each other – then we have turned our backs on our Creator.  
Decades ago, a new president admonished us to ask not what the country 
would do for us, but that we should ask what we can do for our country.  
The point today is a version of that – what are we doing to consciously love 
each other, in our heartfelt efforts to further God’s Creational plan.   
 We have at times spoken of Dietrich Bonhoeffer and his thoughts 
about ‘cheap grace’ – the notion that when we simply rest and accept God’s 
grace, given to us through the sacrificial atonement of the Messiah, we 
cheapen that act by not responding to it.  A contemporary of CS Lewis 
called what we are experiencing now “severe mercy”.  That is, God is 
gracious and merciful to us, but not as we figuratively sit in clover or tall 
cotton or whatever metaphor you prefer.  Rather, we are in the briar patch, 
the tangle of vines that is the undergrowth of many Southern forests, or 
perhaps the blackberries of a recently cutover forest here in Maine.  Mercy 
and grace abound, but we are still in the blackberry plants getting deeply 
scratched and bleeding.  This severe mercy calls on us not just to embrace 
God’s grace, but to act on it, to reflect that grace out of our times of trial. 
 So, the love we most often speak of on this second Sunday of Advent 
is God’s love for us – the John 3:16 love.  We embrace this love.  But, today, 
let us also speak of our love for our God – our selfless love for Him and our 
dedication to being about His calling, whatever that translates to for us.  
Remember that the 4th promise of Exodus was not just “I will be your God”, 
but that He takes us as His people - not because we are deserving, but 



because it is His will that we should share in His work and love Him in the 
process.  And, surely, the close of today’s Isaiah text is the comfort we long 
for – that He gathers us in to Him.  And His grace. 
 Covid 19 is proving to be the challenge of our lifetimes.  It is 
impacting us, our health, the economy, the futures we expected for our 
children and more.  As Jerusalem experienced, things are going to get 
worse before they get better.  But, in this season of Advent, we remember 
that it is by His grace alone, in faith alone, through the atoning work of 
Christ alone and the knowledge that Scripture alone provides that we can 
glorify Him alone – making a highway for Him in the chaos of our lives.  
Amen. 
   
December 13th, 2020 
Third Sunday of Advent • Violet (or Blue) 

 Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 
 Psalm 126 or Luke 1:46b-55 
 1 Thessalonians 5:16-24 
 John 1:6-8, 19-28 

Prelude https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=As_Ay2NLo7A  shepherds rejoice 
1  “Awake! Awake, and Greet the New Morn”      Hymnal # 160
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Op9Yyh_M4dk  
2  699  let us break bread together  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UF0izK8j27w  
3  159  the king of glory comes  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w6EexKBayXE 
Postlude      In the moon of wintertime 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sgyk4XlGn30&list=PLyhAjxKZs8xZoG39QbjxY5xSqDKCuBsQM&inde
x=3  
Advent candle link 
https://www.facebook.com/messenger_media/?thread_id=1633727368&attachment_id=14231244098
4312&message_id=mid.%24cAABa83Ifol98nmRyu12bR0xK4g6z  

Isaiah 61 The Year of the LORD’s Favor 

61 The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me, because the LORD has 
anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor.  He has sent me to bind 
up the brokenhearted, to proclaim freedom for the captives and release 
from darkness for the prisoners, 2 to proclaim the year of the LORD’s 
favor and the day of vengeance of our God, to comfort all who 
mourn,3  and provide for those who grieve in Zion—to bestow on them a 
crown of beauty instead of ashes, the oil of joy instead of mourning, and a 



garment of praise instead of a spirit of despair. They will be called oaks of 
righteousness, a planting of the LORD for the display of his splendor. 
4 They will rebuild the ancient ruins and restore the places long devastated; 
they will renew the ruined cities that have been devastated for generations. 
8 “For I, the LORD, love justice; I hate robbery and wrongdoing.  In my 
faithfulness I will reward my people and make an everlasting covenant with 
them. 
9 Their descendants will be known among the nations and their offspring 
among the peoples.  All who see them will acknowledge that they are a 
people the LORD has blessed.” 
10 I delight greatly in the LORD; my soul rejoices in my God.  For he has 
clothed me with garments of salvation and arrayed me in a robe of his 
righteousness, as a bridegroom adorns his head like a priest, and as a 
bride adorns herself with her jewels. 
11 For as the soil makes the sprout come up and a garden causes seeds to 
grow, so the Sovereign LORD will make righteousness and praise spring up 
before all nations. 
 
1 Thessalonians 5:16-24 New International Version 
16 Rejoice always, 17 pray continually, 18 give thanks in all circumstances; for this is 
God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.  19 Do not quench the Spirit. 20 Do not treat 
prophecies with contempt 21 but test them all; hold on to what is good, 22 reject 
every kind of evil.  23 May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and 
through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of 
our Lord Jesus Christ.  The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do it. 
 
John 1 New International Version The Word Became Flesh 
1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 
God. 2 He was with God in the beginning. 3 Through him all things were made; 
without him nothing was made that has been made. 4 In him was life, and that life 
was the light of all mankind. 5 The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness 
has not overcome it. 
6 There was a man sent from God whose name was John. 7 He came as a witness 
to testify concerning that light, so that through him all might believe. 8 He himself 
was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light. 



9 The true light that gives light to everyone was coming into the world. 10 He was in 
the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not 
recognize him. 11 He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive 
him. 12 Yet to all who did receive him, to those who believed in his name, he gave 
the right to become children of God— 13 children born not of natural descent, nor 
of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God. 
14 The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his 
glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of 
grace and truth. 
15 (John testified concerning him. He cried out, saying, “This is the one I spoke 
about when I said, ‘He who comes after me has surpassed me because he was 
before me.’”) 16 Out of his fullness we have all received grace in place of grace 
already given. 17 For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came 
through Jesus Christ. 18 No one has ever seen God, but the one and only Son, who 
is himself God and is in closest relationship with the Father, has made him known. 
John the Baptist Denies Being the Messiah 
19 Now this was John’s testimony when the Jewish leaders in Jerusalem sent 
priests and Levites to ask him who he was. 20 He did not fail to confess, but 
confessed freely, “I am not the Messiah.” 
21 They asked him, “Then who are you? Are you Elijah?”  He said, “I am not.” 
“Are you the Prophet?”  He answered, “No.” 
22 Finally they said, “Who are you? Give us an answer to take back to those who 
sent us. What do you say about yourself?” 
23 John replied in the words of Isaiah the prophet, “I am the voice of one calling in 
the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way for the Lord.’” 
24 Now the Pharisees who had been sent 25 questioned him, “Why then do you 
baptize if you are not the Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the Prophet?” 
26 “I baptize with water,” John replied, “but among you stands one you do not 
know. 27 He is the one who comes after me, the straps of whose sandals I am not 
worthy to untie.”  28 This all happened at Bethany on the other side of the 
Jordan, where John was baptizing. 
 
Sermon 
Advent is all about anticipation of the coming of the Messiah.  We look for his 
coming.  We are part of making a pathway for our God in the wilderness.  On one 
level, this is part of the Church calendar – a season for the Church.  On another 
level it is very real – not just a time with a different color to the vestments.  We 



await the fulfillment of God’s promises and wonder at the delay and the temporal 
crises that envelope us in the meantime.  And so it has always been.   
 

We begin with a well known text from Isaiah that is familiar to us because it 
is the text that Jesus reads at his local synagogue early in his ministry, causing an 
uproar at its claim.  We have always waited for the Messiah.  The people of 
Nazareth who heard Jesus read this text from Isaiah were looking for the arrival of 
the Messiah.  And when he was in front of them – and told them who he was – 
the Messiah - they could not recognize him – he was too different from their 
expectation.  Not fancy enough.  Not like the Maccabean military leader they 
expected.  Just a local rabbi. 
 This Isaiah text is challenging us.  God lays out what pleases Him – what He 
expects of us when we are His people.  What has always amazed me is that we – 
at least here in our Western, American culture – seem to choose to gloss over 
God’s statements and clear priorities as revealed in Scripture.  The people who 
heard Jesus who read this text had an expectation of God and Jesus was not it.  
We, as American Protestants, look at the people in that Nazareth synagogue in 
the first century and think them dense and blind.  But, are we any different?  If we 
simply experienced a complete replay of the first coming, would we not be more 
like those Nazareth worshippers than not?  We have our list of concerns that we 
ascribe to God, yet we tend to overlook His regular emphasis on what He intends 
His Creation to be.  We can read this in the text today.  He has a plan for His 
people to rebuild the deteriorated infrastructure around them – they are to be at 
work in His Creation.  He hates robbery and wrong doing.  He loves justice.  His 
people will be like oaks planted to glorify Him.  We, His people, are supposed to 
be rebuilding, not carping at each other. 
 John’s is the 4th of the Gospels and was written for a different audience 
than the synoptic ones – Matthew, Mark and Luke.  Each of those three was 
written for a particular audience and told the Messiah’s story in terms that their 
audiences would understand.  John has a different approach.  His is a theological 
statement because at the time (and ever since) the theology around Jesus Christ 
was confused.  How could this rabbi and perceived prophet be the Messiah when 
he didn’t fit peoples’ images?  Was the Messiah really going to be God Emmanuiel 
and not a Maccabean style leader?  These beginning verses in John – and we went 
beyond the lectionary to read the entire first chapter today because it is that 
important – are, purposely, similar to Genesis 1.  The point – and this is central to 
our Christian faith – is that Jesus is not separate from God the Creator.  While we 



have a very difficult time reasoning through Trinitarian theology, the simple 
approach of John is to explain that Jesus has always been.  He was at Creation and 
integral to it. That Trinitarian summary is the point of the first two verses and 
then we move on to whom he was – the light that the darkness could not and 
cannot overcome.  This is a very Jewish thought since it shows Jesus Christ in the 
same manner as God the Deliverer in the Wilderness and, as significantly, as 
peaceful order – shalom – in the chaos that otherwise did once and could exist. 
Jesus was present at Creation, He was in Creation as its author and His hand 
created all that was and is.   God’s shalom – His peace – is that of Jesus, because, 
as John tells us today, it was Jesus at hand in its making. 
 We tend to compartmentalize the Trinity.  The Creator is the God who was 
in the Garden and the Wilderness.  He was the God who led the Israelites beyond 
their misbehavior and never gave up on them.  The Spirit is something else that 
we think of as ethereal - we have a hard time there, as well.  He is around us 
always.  Jesus is sometimes our Savior and sometimes our Brother.  Yet, we tend 
to not think of Him in the same breath as the Genesis Creator, or the Comforter 
that he sent.  Yet, John is doing just that.  Jesus, our Savior, God Emmanuel Whom 
we await, is the Genesis Creator.  It was His hand that stilled the water both at 
Creation and millennia later when he and the disciples were in the boat on the 
Sea of Galilee.   
 The second half of John’s opening chapter is all about that odd religious 
figure – John the Baptist – whom we met last week.  The Baptist, as we will call 
him to differentiate him from the apostle/evangelist, was part of the Divine effort 
to make a pathway for God’s advent here in His Creation.  The Baptist, and other 
sincere movements in Galilee and among the Essenes – a seriously faithful Jewish 
group of the time – were preparing the metaphorical soil for the Messiah.  And 
the Baptist knew that.  I think that what we read today is the Baptist testifying 
about God Emmanuel.  His questioners are caught up in whom he, the Baptist, is 
and he tells them Whom will be following him.  The Pharisees are too interested 
in what they see as the Messiah to recognize what is really happening here – that 
Isaiah 40 is being fulfilled (the Baptist directly quotes that today) and that the God 
Emmanuel – the Messiah – is at hand. 
 Our challenge always is to not be the unbelievers around the Baptist.  Or a 
cult of personality that tends to grow up around peripheral figures – because we 
are all peripheral to the one true God.  Our challenge this season is to live in 
Advent as Scripture calls us – to be about our rebuilding of shalom in God’s 
Creation that He has placed us in.  Our challenge is to seriously consider what it 



means to be a Christian Yahwist – followers of the God who calls on us to see in 
each other His Creation, to be a community in Him, to seek to be obedient to His 
calling.  This is His Advent. 
 We are empowered to be able to do all this because we live by and in God’s 
grace, in the faith the Spirit gives us, with the salvation that Christ, the Messiah, 
alone provides, with the knowledge and direction that Scripture alone can give us.  
All this so that we may give all glory to God alone.  Advent is about Him.  It is all – 
and always – about Him. 
 
December 20th, 2020 
Fourth Sunday of Advent • Violet (or Blue) 

 2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16 
 Luke 1:46b-55 or Psalm 89:1-4, 19-26 
 Romans 16:25-27 
 Luke 1:26-38 

 Prelude Let all mortal flesh keep silence  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bUdzMtVYlZo  
 1  171 To  Maid Whose Name Was Mary  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pv7IkHe4cGE  
 2  168 Savior of the Nations, Come https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ldb56S3ZQ7M   
 3  169 The Angel Gabriel from Heaven Came 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a4mR6HXRARI  
Postlude      Benedictus Agnus Dei  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4q3VO_tE9Rg&list=PLyhAjxKZs8xZoG39QbjxY5xSqDKCuBsQM&ind
ex=7  
Hark a Thrilling Voice is Sounding https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W5bpT4rjHb4  

  

2 Samuel 7:1-11 New International Version God’s Promise to David 
7 After the king was settled in his palace and the LORD had given him rest 
from all his enemies around him, 2 he said to Nathan the prophet, “Here I 
am, living in a house of cedar, while the ark of God remains in a tent.” 
3 Nathan replied to the king, “Whatever you have in mind, go ahead and do 
it, for the LORD is with you.” 
4 But that night the word of the LORD came to Nathan, saying: 
5 “Go and tell my servant David, ‘This is what the LORD says: Are you the one 
to build me a house to dwell in? 6 I have not dwelt in a house from the day I 
brought the Israelites up out of Egypt to this day. I have been moving from 
place to place with a tent as my dwelling. 7 Wherever I have moved with all 
the Israelites, did I ever say to any of their rulers whom I commanded to 
shepherd my people Israel, “Why have you not built me a house of cedar?”’ 



8 “Now then, tell my servant David, ‘This is what the LORD Almighty says: I 
took you from the pasture, from tending the flock, and appointed you 
ruler over my people Israel. 9 I have been with you wherever you have 
gone, and I have cut off all your enemies from before you. Now I will make 
your name great, like the names of the greatest men on earth. 10 And I will 
provide a place for my people Israel and will plant them so that they can 
have a home of their own and no longer be disturbed. Wicked people will 
not oppress them anymore, as they did at the beginning 11 and have done 
ever since the time I appointed leaders[a] over my people Israel. I will also 
give you rest from all your enemies. 
“‘The LORD declares to you that the LORD himself will establish a house for 
you: 
 
Romans 16:25-27 New International Version 
25 Now to him who is able to establish you in accordance with my 
gospel, the message I proclaim about Jesus Christ, in keeping with the 
revelation of the mystery hidden for long ages past, 26 but now revealed 
and made known through the prophetic writings by the command of the 
eternal God, so that all the Gentiles might come to the obedience that 
comes from faith— 27 to the only wise God be glory forever through Jesus 
Christ! Amen. 
 
Luke 1:26-38 New International Version The Birth of Jesus Foretold 
26 In the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, God sent the angel Gabriel to 
Nazareth, a town in Galilee, 27 to a virgin pledged to be married to a man 
named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 28 The 
angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The 
Lord is with you.” 
29 Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of 
greeting this might be. 30 But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary; 
you have found favor with God. 31 You will conceive and give birth to a son, 
and you are to call him Jesus. 32 He will be great and will be called the Son 
of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father 



David, 33 and he will reign over Jacob’s descendants forever; his 
kingdom will never end.” 
34 “How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?” 
35 The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come on you, and the power of 
the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be 
called[a] the Son of God. 36 Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a 
child in her old age, and she who was said to be unable to conceive is in 
her sixth month. 37 For no word from God will ever fail.” 
38 “I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May your word to me be 
fulfilled.” Then the angel left her. 
 
Sermon.  As we approach Christmas this week, our Advent readings touch on 
God’s promise to David that He would establish a house forever for David. Then, 
in the Gospel reading and our call to worship this morning – God’s promise – 
perhaps challenge - to Mary and her response to that challenge.  We’re going to 
go deeper into the texts in a moment, but this is 2020, we are in the middle of a 
deadly pandemic that is hitting the western lakes and mountains region – our 
home – hard.   
 This week I read a book about post World War 2, pre-independence Israel 
and several Holocaust refugees who went there.  Each person had a different 
mindset and one of them simply could not deal with a God who allowed the 
Holocaust to happen.  Psychologists and greeting card writers too frequently wax 
on about mystery and offer platitudes.  Here we are in the middle of a pandemic 
that is quickly overtaking total American combat deaths in World War 2 
(418,640).  The scope of what we are enduring now is stunning.  Like the 
Holocaust survivor, we might ask where God is in all this – and that is a good 
question for this Advent season. 
 Centuries ago plagues swept Europe, killing up to ¾ of the population.  A 
woman, Julia of Norwich, fell deadly ill and thought she would die.  At the hardest 
point of her illness she experienced a number of theophanies, with God appearing 
to her.  In her first vision she was led, by the Spirit, to look not at heaven but at 
the Cross.  The lesson she learned was that God was not absent, gazing down 
from heaven, at her and others in their sickness, but there with her and 
experiencing it, just as He did on the Cross.  He is God with us. 
In another vision, it went like this: 



“And in this he showed me a little thing, the quantity of a hazel nut, lying in 
the palm of my hand, as it seemed. And it was as round as any ball. I looked 
upon it with the eye of my understanding, and thought, “what may this be?’ 
And it was answered generally thus, ‘It is all that is made.’ I marveled how it 
might last, for I thought it might suddenly have fallen to nothing for 
littleness. And I was answered in my understanding: It lasts and ever shall, 
for God loves it. And so have all things their beginning by the love of God. 
“In this little thing I saw three properties. The first is that God made it. The 
second that God loves it. And the third, that God keeps it.” 

  
 Now, neither of these visions offers a rationale for the plagues sweeping 
Europe then, or the pandemic sweeping the world and us now.  Indeed, the 
plagues then were due to miserable public health and the current pandemic, 
perhaps, a version of that same phenomena.  What these experiences do tell us is 
that God is not absent – He remains here, with us, experiencing, as He did on the 
Cross, our suffering.  This is not some god who looks at us as if we are 
entertainment, but as our very engaged Creator, Savior and Sustainer who is right 
here with us.  Our God, Emmanuel.  I do not think that the pandemic now, and 
plagues then are a function of God seeking to inflict pain on us.  I do think that 
they are all a function of our own failure to live in Creation as He has made it.   
But God has not left us to our own devices in this, He is with us and, like the 
people of Israel in the wilderness, seeking to lead us. 
 And that brings us back to Advent and this announcement of Gabriel to 
Mary.  It is straight forward and we all know the story.  God has selected Mary to 
give birth to the Messiah.  Viewed from the 21st Century, we check this story off in 
our list of things to remember in this season, and then go back to preparing for 
Christmas Eve and Christmas.  But, this is significant and should trigger in our own 
thoughts, “how would I respond?” 
 Mary was being told (not asked) that her life was about to be changed 
forever – turned upside down immediately.  She had no idea how Joseph would 
react to her pregnant condition and was too aware, as a young Jewish woman of 
the time, that her pregnancy - not by Joseph – could result in deadly 
repercussions.  At best she would be labeled a harlot and at worst an adulteress 
who should be stoned to death.  Today’s text says that she was troubled, but I 
suspect a better word would be terrified.  Yet, her response to the news was to 
not just accept the reality but to embrace it.  Her response was to articulate that 
she was there to glorify God.  That is the lesson for today.   



 I’ll tell you again a story from after Hurricane Katrina struck the Gulf Coast.  
I had been sent down by my Navy boss for the purpose of training some Coast 
Guard sailors in how to use and tend our materials on their ship.  That was the 
extent of it.  On that first Monday of the work week, during lunch I went over to 
the small Navy Exchange on the vest pocket base at Pascagoula – sort of the 
routine pilgrimage Navy folks do when assessing the lay of the land wherever they 
have been dropped.  There was only a single vehicle outside the Exchange, with a 
Presbyterian Disaster Assistance logo on it.  Since there was only a single 
customer in the Exchange besides me, I went over and asked him if that was his 
vehicle.  Yes.  And in short order he launched into a very serious challenge to me 
personally to get my act together, revisit my priorities and to come down to the 
Gulf Coast to undertake relief work there.  I was stunned at the vehemence with 
which he spoke.  He did not press me up against the shelves, but came close to 
that.  I drove through the damage after work that afternoon and visited the work 
camp he ran.  And I got it.  The Navy had paid me to work with the Coasties there, 
but I concluded that the real reason I had gone down was to experience the need.  
To see a part of Creation that called for help.   
 The point is that each of us receives a call – an annunciation – as Mary did.  
We may get them repeatedly.  We may hear them clearly – the retired Air Force 
colonel’s challenge to me was, I think, just that.  Yet we may hear them only as a 
still noise – perhaps even silence in the absence of noise.  We must pay attention 
to God’s reach for us.  Mary’s response was to embrace her new role in God’s 
Creation and glorify Him.   

We have all known or seen moments when God has called and His call has 
been ignored.  For decades I have been haunted by an experience early on in 
Virginia.  It was a simple thing – a woman was asked if she would serve as a 
deacon.  She seemed committed, God fearing and a natural.  She said no – 
basically that she was too busy with life and would be ready for such things when 
her work and family life subsided.  It never happened.  Now, I don’t see this as a 
Divine consequence, but sometime later she was diagnosed with Parkinson’s and 
never again had an opportunity to serve.  Again, I absolutely do not see this as a 
punishment for her failure to be a Mary in this call.  But it is, for sure, a sad reality 
that we each have moments in our lives when we become aware of God’s need 
for us.  His annunciation to us.  Perhaps we will be so blessed as to receive 
multiple calls, so that if we turn one down we will have opportunities.  But we do 
not know that.  We know only that God gives us this moment, just as he gave it to 
Mary.  Just as He gave it to Moses at the bush.  To Joshua.  To Elisha.  To the 



disciples.  To Esther.  To Jonah. It is up to us how we respond.  We can be Mary.  
Or we could be Jonah.   How are we responding to God’s call and plan for us?   
Creation – the world we live in – is designed as a place where we – mankind – are 
to be integrally involved in God’s work.  We do not get to take a break from this 
for Christmas, and we are reminded of that by Mary’s story.  Whom will you be?  
Who will be your model?  Jonah?  Mary?   

 In this season of Advent, as we remember that God is with us  -
Emmanuel – we are empowered by His grace alone, through faith alone, by the 
atonement of Christ alone, by the revelation of Scripture alone so that we may 
give all glory to God alone.  In whatever way He has individually or corporately 
called us. 

Remember Julia of Norwich’s summary –  
In this little thing I saw three properties. The first is that God made it. The  
second that God loves it. And the third, that God keeps it. 

Mary was called by God, in His love, to be a part of His keeping of this small thing 
we call our world, our lives.  How are we – how are you – being called to be part 
of God’s keeping of this world He has placed us in?  What are we – you – doing to 
respond to God’s grace and be part of this Creational keeping?   
Soli Deo Gloria.   
Amen. 

 
  

December 24th, 2020 
Nativity of the Lord - Proper I • White 

 Isaiah 9:2-7 
 Psalm 96 
 Titus 2:11-14 
 Luke 2:1-14, (15-20) 

December 24th, 2020 
Nativity of the Lord - Proper II • White 

 Isaiah 62:6-12 
 Psalm 97 
 Titus 3:4-7 
 Luke 2:(1-7), 8-20 

December 24th, 2020 
Nativity of the Lord - Proper III • White 

 Isaiah 52:7-10 
 Psalm 98 
 Hebrews 1:1-4, (5-12) 
 John 1:1-14 



December 27th, 2020 
First Sunday after Christmas Day • White 

 Isaiah 61:10-62:3 
 Psalm 148 
 Galatians 4:4-7 
 Luke 2:22-40 

Prelude  All is Well https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-YzhM-u1phA  
1  “O Come All Ye Faithful”       Hymnal # 182  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R1WVb15nncA  

2  “Angels We Have Heard on High”   Hymnal # 188 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ywVUSj39hoc  
3  Joy to the World!     Hymnal #  179 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=btcr6UmSxM4  
Postlude Angels from the realms of glory https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VyyxSoKGjmo   
 
Isaiah 61:10-62:3 New International Version 
10 I delight greatly in the LORD; my soul rejoices in my God. 
For he has clothed me with garments of salvation 
    and arrayed me in a robe of his righteousness, 
as a bridegroom adorns his head like a priest, 
    and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels. 
11 For as the soil makes the sprout come up 
    and a garden causes seeds to grow, 
so the Sovereign LORD will make righteousness 
    and praise spring up before all nations. 
62 For Zion’s sake I will not keep silent, 
    for Jerusalem’s sake I will not remain quiet, 
till her vindication shines out like the dawn, 
    her salvation like a blazing torch. 
2 The nations will see your vindication, 
    and all kings your glory; 
you will be called by a new name 
    that the mouth of the LORD will bestow. 
3 You will be a crown of splendor in the LORD’s hand, 
    a royal diadem in the hand of your God. 
 
Galatians 4:4-7 New International Version 
4 But when the set time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a 
woman, born under the law, 5 to redeem those under the law, that we might 



receive adoption to sonship. 6 Because you are his sons, God sent the Spirit 
of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, “Abba, Father.” 7 So you 
are no longer a slave, but God’s child; and since you are his child, God has 
made you also an heir. 
 

Luke 2:22-40   New International Version   Jesus Presented in the Temple 
22 When the time came for the purification rites required by the Law of 
Moses, Joseph and Mary took him to Jerusalem to present him to the 
Lord 23 (as it is written in the Law of the Lord, “Every firstborn male is to be 
consecrated to the Lord”), 24 and to offer a sacrifice in keeping with what is 
said in the Law of the Lord: “a pair of doves or two young pigeons.” 
25 Now there was a man in Jerusalem called Simeon, who was righteous and 
devout. He was waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was 
on him. 26 It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not 
die before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah. 27 Moved by the Spirit, he went 
into the temple courts. When the parents brought in the child Jesus to do 
for him what the custom of the Law required, 28 Simeon took him in his 
arms and praised God, saying: 

29 “Sovereign Lord, as you have promised, 
    you may now dismiss your servant in peace. 

30 For my eyes have seen your salvation, 
31     which you have prepared in the sight of all nations: 

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

33 The child’s father and mother marveled at what was said about 
him. 34 Then Simeon blessed them and said to Mary, his mother: “This child 
is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign 
that will be spoken against, 35 so that the thoughts of many hearts will be 
revealed. And a sword will pierce your own soul too.” 
36 There was also a prophet, Anna, the daughter of Penuel, of the tribe of 
Asher. She was very old; she had lived with her husband seven years after 
her marriage, 37 and then was a widow until she was eighty-four. She never 
left the temple but worshiped night and day, fasting and praying. 38 Coming 



up to them at that very moment, she gave thanks to God and spoke about 
the child to all who were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem. 
39 When Joseph and Mary had done everything required by the Law of the 
Lord, they returned to Galilee to their own town of Nazareth. 40 And the 
child grew and became strong; he was filled with wisdom, and the grace of 
God was on him. 
 
Sermon.  God is among us.  The Christ – the Messiah – is here.  On this 1st 
Sunday of Christmas let us reflect on what this means. 
 To some degree, we have each spent at least part of our lives 
consciously waiting for something.  Not trivializing that with something like 
gifts or the final snow melt, perhaps the birth of a child.  Maybe the return 
of a family member from a trip.  I have a friend whose daughter has lived 
overseas for the past 5 years and I am confident that family waits for the 
return of that daughter.  Partly this is because we seem naturally tuned to 
looking toward the future.  There were many religious groups – particularly 
in the United States during the 1700’s and 1800’s – that spent their time 
waiting.  We’ve talked before about the Ephrata community in Lancaster 
County, Pennsylvania – they were so certain that the Messiah’s return was 
imminent that they spent each day in what amounted to active waiting. 

Anna and Simeon had spent their lives anticipating the coming of the 
Messiah.  In today’s Gospel text they realize that anticipation – they see the 
Messiah and testify to this act of God and His righteousness.  They are 
thankful that they have been blessed to witness the moment.  Unlike others 
whom Jesus will come into contact with during his ministry, Anna and 
Simeon are open to the Spirit to work as God would – not with 
preconceived notions of who the Messiah would be, except as prophecies 
had foretold.   
 The Old Testament Scripture, from Isaiah, also speaks of what God 
has done – that He has clothed the prophet in clothing made from God’s 
righteousness – since it has value and ours is never adequate.  We know, on 
this side of the Cross, that this righteousness we are clothed in is Jesus the 
Christ and his Cross.  Paul, in his letter to the Galatians, exhorts them as the 
recipients of God’s spirit and the new life they have because of that grace. 



 These are foundational points, all having to do with God’s blessing of 
us, His people.  In this Advent season and, for that matter, this pandemic 
wilderness, we have talked often about how we can respond to that Divine 
love and His righteous acts for us.  Anna and Simeon waited for the 
Messiah to come.  We do not know what else they did outside of coming to 
the Temple to pray for that and, indeed, we have ample modern examples 
of much the same, particularly in Catholicism where religious communities 
dedicate themselves similarly.     

Yet, in general, we as God’s people seem to not be so focused.  I 
would say that is fine – we spend our days, hopefully, in the application of 
whatever blessing God has given us in order to glorify Him.  We can do 
more.  With the Messiah here among us, we each have opportunities to 
reflect Him in our lives beyond our vocations.   

This week I had occasion to reflect and experience this first hand.  Our 
good friend in Boston has covid and, widowed and in her 80’s, she is taking 
care of herself at home since it is not so severe as to require constant care.  
Yet, she still needs to have her condition checked – vital signs taken and 
oxygen levels checked.  Some of that is easy – thermometer and blood 
pressure cuff are items Marie had already.  But, she lacked the oxygen 
meter and needed one.  With Christmas at hand and covid romping 
through the Boston area, as it is here among us, there was no one who was 
charged with Marie’s care.   

So, I called a high school classmate – Chrissy - who lives in that area 
and asked if she would take on the task.  She did not ask more questions, 
or give excuses, or observe that Marie was a total stranger.  She acted, 
actually thanking me for the opportunity to be part of reaching out to 
someone in need.   I checked in on Marie on Wednesday and she was 
beside herself with thanksgiving – Chrissy had been there, spoken with her 
(distanced) and delivered the meter.  It was a small thing  - maybe a bit 
more than an hour of effort and a 15 mile round trip drive – but it was huge 
for Marie.  Marie felt the warmth of human compassion and kindness from 
a total stranger, who undertook the errand simply because it is what we, as 
people on this earth, are supposed to do.  It was, indeed, a Christ moment – 



for Marie, for Chrissy, for Marie’s family in the northern kingdom of 
Vermont trying to help from far.   

At the same time, my son Josh had a local store deliver a care 
package for Marie – another act of kindness, not sparked by me, that Marie 
had not asked for and did not expect.  Her reaction came through the 
phone to me - it was that palpable. It underscored to me how linked we are 
in Creation and how much we need and depend on each other, whether we 
realize it or not. 
 Years ago I experienced a similar moment – on the receiving end 
when in Pearl Harbor for a couple of weeks during Advent.  At church there 
one Sunday I happened on a church event of bringing in canned items for a 
food pantry.  I was a stranger, just visiting, and had none.  The family 
sharing the pew with me noticed that and, wanting me to be able to be a 
part of what the congregation was doing, came over to me and shared their 
canned goods.  Not a big deal, but it was a Jesus moment simply because 
they noticed me, that I was a stranger, and wanted me to feel a part of the 
whole.   
 The literal application of the end of today’s Isaiah text refers to 
Jerusalem.  But I think we can take those verses  

 You will be a crown of splendor in the LORD’s hand, 
    a royal diadem in the hand of your God. 

and consider them as applicable to us.  We are not just non-descript rocks 
of no consequence.  We are God’s own and, as such, can and should be a 
crown of splendor in His hand.  Anna and Simeon were waiting for the First 
Coming.  We are in this time between the Comings.  As such, I suggest that 
our appropriate activity in response to our Sonship, as Paul calls it, is to be 
about what he calls us to.  Now, this is something we regularly talk about 
and I think we cannot talk too much about it.  But, this week, with the 
remembrance of God Emmanuel fresh in our minds and hearts, consider 
each day and its offerings for how you – we – can be true sons and 
daughters of God.  Consider the example of Chrissy.  What Chrissy did was 
not just pick up and deliver a piece of equipment, important as that was, 
but showing up on Marie’s porch was a very real manifestation of what God 



wishes of us.  Cheerfully caring for each other with a personal touch is an 
important activity for each of us – not just a pastor or deacon. 
 The question we should each ask of ourselves is what we have done 
daily – or at least recently – to go out of our way to be the hand of God, to 
have our own Jesus moments.  Are you a crown of splendor or just another 
rock of no consequence?  By God’s grace alone, in faith alone, in Christ 
alone, through Scripture alone we are called and empowered to glorify God 
alone in our every moment.  Seize on Jesus moments. 
Soli Deo Gloria. 
Amen. 
 
212 Raise a Song of Gladness 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xxdizbEaEw0&list=RDxxdizbEaEw0&index=1 
232 Let all mortal flesh keep silence https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kBLUfBshgOY  
213 Twas in the moon of wintertime https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zq8H8wSSinE 
 


