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November 27th
Isaiah 55:1-6
The church I attended growing up did not pay much mind to the liturgical calendar, so when I began attending a Christian college, I did not know much
about advent or its purpose. I vividly remember the first time I heard a teaching on advent from a minister at my university. The word “preparation” was
used over and over; it was a time to make our hearts, minds, and spirits ready
for the celebration of the arrival of our Savior. Advent, ever since that first
year of college, has felt like an invitation for me.
The first verse bids us to “come.” Come and drink if we are thirsty; come and
take part in the sweetness of food, wine, and milk without the burden of price
or payment. It becomes clear that this invitation is not one based on
transaction or an expectation of reimbursement. It is an invitation based solely
on the compassion of the Father. A compassion that deepens as he tells us:
“Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, And your labor
for that which does not satisfy? Listen diligently to me, and eat what is good…
Incline your ear, and come to me.” (Isa. 55:2)

So much of our lives are spent clinging to that which does not truly satisfy.
We hold jobs, finances, family troubles, political ideologies, the approval of
others, and the world’s definition of success with a white-knuckle grip so tight
that we do not realize, at the end of the day, we are still hungering and thirsting for something more permanent and life-giving.
These words, “steadfast” and “sure,” jump off the page for me.
How many things in life can we really be “sure” of? How much of the love
and how many of the relationships we encounter are truly “steadfast?” In a
world where so much is fickle, God is unchanging. His compassion is not dependent on my ability to be a “good” child. His grace and mercy are not rationed based on a myriad of things I have done or left undone. I never have to
second-guess his intentions towards me, or his commitment to the promises he
has made.
In fact, the love he gives to you and me today, in 2022, is the same love he
showed to the often impulsive and anxiety-riddled David all those years ago. It
is the same love that changed the trajectory of so many lives and stories
throughout the pages of scripture. It is the same love that was made manifest
in the life and words of Jesus. It is the same love we celebrate, anticipate, and
abide in during the season of advent.

May we rest in the words at the end of this passage as we continue to lean into
the invitation of the Lord to know him more deeply:
“Seek the Lord while he may be found; Call upon him while he is near.” (Isa.
55:6)
—By Leah Tripp, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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November 28th

December 25th
John 1:1-5, “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[a] it.”

Luke 15:1-7

Merry Christmas! It may be you are reading this devotional in the evening
after a busy day. After all Christmas Day is a Sunday this year. It may be
that you don't have anyone in the home any more, and so your day has actually been filled with a lot of space. Christmas day can bring many different kinds of emotions from joy to sadness and many places along this spectrum.

3 So Jesus told them this story: 4 “If a man has a hundred sheep and one of
them gets lost, what will he do? Won’t he leave the ninety-nine others in the
wilderness and go to search for the one that is lost until he finds it?”

15 “Tax collectors and other notorious sinners often came to listen to Jesus
teach. 2 This made the Pharisees and teachers of religious law complain that he
was associating with such sinful people—even eating with them!

This passage is often read on Christmas Day in the church. Here we find
the proclamation that the Word became flesh and dwelt among us. I want
to suggest that the metaphor John uses to describe the Incarnation invites us
to reflect on words. Language enables us to organize our emotions and
impulses into coherent ideas. Language enables us to order our interior
life. There is stunning order in the world. One sees fractals in the design
of snow flakes. One can see the complexity of life in every cell of a living
organism.
Order is necessary for life. Humans uniquely among the living world have
the ability to use words. We use words to understand our surroundings. We
use words to understand ourselves. We use words to understand what is.
But this doesn’t mean that our search for meaning will always lead us to
God. We need to be careful with our words. When someone says, "watch
your language," they usually mean to caution about the importance of conforming one’s behavior to a certain standard, being polite. Coarse language
is jarring and disruptive to such polite society. But this is not the most important reason we should be careful about language. Language, words,
serve to help us approach meaning in life. And words misused can distort
meaning.
For many people around the world there is nothing special about December
25th. People in many countries of the world see this day like most other
days. In our community, December 25th is almost universally observed as
a special day. But it is special for different reasons. Among believers, we
recognize that what makes this day special is that we remember and celebrate the Incarnate Son, who came that we might have life.
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I think I’m still full from Thanksgiving. If you’re like me, hopefully, we'll recover just in time for the feasts of Christmas. There is something that draws us
to rub elbows with one another at a table, and I don’t think it’s just the food.
While the meal is delicious and helps us remember our roots, the people who
squeeze around the table are the real reason we make such an effort to travel.
We fellowship primarily with our nuclear family, but often extended family
members and other community members fill out the table. It’s there, at the table, sharing in fellowship, that we really get to know who people are. The table
functions as an informal summary of life, an anthology of stories from one
another’s lives.
Meals have a way of solidifying connections between others and ourselves. At
the table, we’re on equal terms, addressing the same human needs at the same
time. Therefore, we all come to the table with a common purpose. I believe
Jesus understands this for Jesus is happy to eat with the tax collectors and sinners. During the meal, Jesus connects with these outsiders, yet the Pharisees
complain about Jesus’ meal, and therefore, his association. They intend to keep
outsiders away; they criticize Jesus for opening himself up to others not like
them. The Pharisees’ intention to keep others at a distance is not the way that
Jesus related to his community. Instead, Jesus made room at his table.

The shepherd wraps the sheep in his arms and rejoices that the sheep has been
found. Imagine the embrace of the shepherd who gathers that sheep in his arms
before hoisting it onto his shoulders for the triumphal return to the neighborhood. The shepherd takes the time to find that which is lost.
That scene showcases the beauty of God’s love—the twirled embrace from the
shepherd to the sheep that was lost but now is found. At our table, we may
have eaten with folks that challenged us or lived differently than us, yet Jesus’
actions remind us that God’s arms seek to make room, not build barriers, and
to embrace, not create, distance. I hope each of us will find a way to wrap our
arms around those who may feel lost this Christmas season.
—By Matt Winters, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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December 24th

November 29th
Amos 4:12b "Israel, prepare to meet your God.”

Luke 2:1, “In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census
should be taken of the entire Roman world. 2 (This was the first census that
took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) 3 And everyone went to
their own town to register.”

I recall seeing this warning from Amos on the side of the road. I am not sure
what the person had in mind by putting this quote on a placard in their
yard. It may be that they were trying to persuade people to some moral
reformation. It may be that they were hoping to influence people's driving
habits. The prophets were at times quite shrill. Warning signals are most
effective when they cannot be ignored.

Augustus Caesar issued a decree that all the world was to be registered. This is the exercise of power. The power to tax is the assertion of
dominance. One would imagine that in this Roman world there would have
been no question of who had power and who did not. This certainly would
be evident in comparing Joseph and Mary to Augustus Caesar. Mary and
Joseph traveled to Bethlehem because they had no choice. But Caesar was
merely an instrument in the unfolding plan of God. In this village there
was no room for the holy family. The child placed in a stable: a place for
animals. He is placed in a trough that would be used for feeding the animals. The only witnesses gathered to acknowledge this royal birth are a
group of shepherds out watching their fields by night.

Advent is a season of preparation. But this tends not to be the kind of preparation that requires a shrill warning. We prepare to celebrate. Everyone
loves a party. It is easier to persevere in chores when we see a payoff. The
Advent season calls us to prepare not just for the celebration of Christmas,
but to celebrate the return of Jesus. As we remember the Incarnation of the
Son, we proclaim that He is coming again.
So how do we prepare to meet the Lord? I want to suggest, as a metaphor,
you consider those preparations that go on for Christmas. One way to prepare for the holidays is by cleaning. If you have guests coming over, you
want to be sure that you have run the vacuum cleaner and dusted your furniture. Are there areas in one's life that may need the broom? For example,
may you have developed habits of thinking that lead to anger, resentment,
lust, or greed? If so, this is a time to sweep. But what broom would work
for sweeping up these areas? Perhaps we may extend the metaphor. This
cleaning requires the power of God.

It would be a mistake to think this unfolding plan of God was merely a
"make do" affair. Each element in this story comes together by design. Jesus will be the true shepherd to a nation that has been plagued by
false shepherds. These false shepherds are leaders that, instead of caring for
the people, were only concerned with their own interests. This manger that
served as a crib, points to the food that Jesus will be for the redeemed. His
body will be the bread of life that is broken and shared for the healing of the
nations. You can travel to Rome and see the tomb of Augusts Caesar. The
structure takes up an entire city block. It has long since fallen into disrepair. They are not able to keep it free of graffiti. This king no longer has
the power to instill fear. You can go in Jerusalem to the a few places that
are claimed to be the historic place of Jesus' tomb. And yet, while these
places are venerated by many pious devotees, the power of Jesus is not in
the remembrance of who he once was. We proclaim that the child born in a
manger continues to reign. And the world sees his rule in the lives of those
who have accepted him as Lord.

One way that we prepare for Christmas is by cleaning. But in addition to
cleaning, we put up decorations. Have you put lights up on your
house? Have you set up a Christmas tree? Decorations prepare the home for
celebration.
One way to prepare for Jesus comes from removing some dirt from one's
life, but another way to prepare is by putting some things into one's life. We
add some things. Some of the habits might include a renewed commitment
to your times of prayer. As you pray and spend time reading these devotional entries, perhaps you could include a time of focused prayer for matters
that you do not currently give consideration. One discipline that has been
helpful to expanding one's scope of prayer is to write one's prayers. This
discipline provides a few practical benefits. When you find yourself writing
words that you have used so many times that they have lost their meaning,
you have the opportunity to reword your concern in a way that helps to regain vitality.
Advent is a time of preparation. Are you preparing to meet your God?
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November 30th

December 23rd
“I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me as you have
said.” Then the angel left her.” (Luke 1: 38, NIV)
What does it mean to be a servant? Being a servant means to do the expressed will of another. Your plans are set aside. The one you serve is
lord, and their wishers are yours to follow. The lord calls the shots, and the
servant does as told.
Some servants are servants because they need the employment, or perhaps
they owe a debt to the lord. They would rather be doing something else if
they could. Some servants have chosen to follow someone voluntarily
because they admire and love the other person. They are not forced to
serve but do so willingly.
Mary was given an impossible task—to give birth to the Son of God. She
was young and inexperienced. She was not wealthy or influential. She had
never been with a man. If God had not visited her that night, we would
never have heard about her. But an angel did visit. The angel told her that
she would bear the Son of God who would sit on the throne forever!”

Mary was a young maiden, trying to live right. It would be hard to imagine
all the changes set into motion for her by this “unplanned” pregnancy. She
was not yet married. She was planning to marry Joseph, but she never saw
this coming. She probably thought, “Who will believe me?” She knew the
kind of things others say about unwed mothers. Would Joseph believe me?
Would Joseph still want me? Mary only knew a little idea about what God
was asking, but she responded:
“I am the Lord’s servant. May it be to me as you have said.” Mary was
the Lord’s servant. The Lord had a request for her.
That is all she needed to know. Her decision was already made.
God has everything planned. He is the Lord. His plans are perfect. We
are His servants. We follow and try to do the impossible things He asks us
to do. Mary asked a question to help her understand what the angel was
saying, but she never hesitated. She was the Lord’s servant.
Dear Lord. I do not know what lies ahead. But I know that You have a
plan for my life. I do not always understand your ways, but You are my
Lord. In everything, help me to answer you and follow you as Mary did.
“I am your servant. May it be to me as you have said.”

6 “As for me, I am already being poured out as a libation, and the time of my
departure has come. 7 I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I
have kept the faith. 8 From now on there is reserved for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will give me on that day, and
not only to me but also to all who have longed for his appearing.”
2 Timothy 4:6-8 NRSV
Paul's last words of encouragement to Timothy remind me of some of the conversations I often have at work with my boss, with whom I also go to church.
Last year he, along with a group of several other church members, read
through the Bible in one year. For this group, it would be the second consecutive year of doing this, but this time they would read it chronologically.
Every morning we would go into the office, and he would tell me about what
he and his wife had read the night before and delineate where he was in the
narrative of the Israelites and other Old Testament characters. We talked about
how, at times, the reading would be sort of monotonous and filled with endless
genealogies; also, how tough it was to get through some passages filled with
themes of violence and despair. Where was the hope?

As the year went on, I could tell these themes were weighing on him, and he
was more than ready to get to the New Testament… on day 257. At first, I
found it odd that he was grappling with those passages. Didn't he know that
there was something better coming?
It’s easy for me to think that people, a few or several steps ahead of me in life,
have it all figured out; they can run a steady race with no struggle. But the
more my boss and I would talk about the Bible, the church, and what it means
to be a Christian, the more I learned about faithful purpose and pace even in
the midst of struggles. I learned of the stories of great hardship and tragedy
that, through faithful perseverance, shaped some of the people and community
that I look up to in the church. Life is not about going through the motions of
Christian living, but instead we strive for this kind of faithful perseverance
through the race of life and hope for greater things to come.
Finally, Tuesday, September 14 came around as he read and recounted the stories of the breaking through of hope from our Savior born in a manger. I saw,
in him, the joy and hope that Jesus Christ brings in a way I hadn’t experienced
before. As we begin this Advent season, let us live in joyful expectation with
faithful perseverance and hopeful anticipation!
—By Heidi Ruiz, Harrisonburg Baptist Church

—By Bill Davis, Laurel Hill Baptist Church
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5

December 1st

December 22nd

“What am I forgetting?”

I
“Come now, let us reason together,” says the LORD.
“Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow
Though they are red as crimson, they shall be like wool.”
(Isaiah 1: 18, NIV)

Luke 16 is all about the lost. There is the parable of the lost sheep, the
lost coin, the lost brother. Don’t get me wrong, I lose my keys and phone
enough each week to know what a relief it is to find something what was
once lost. However, what about the other nine coins that were never lost, or
the ninety-nine sheep that didn’t wander away? What about the brother who
stayed? He didn’t squander his wealth, or live life “wildly” (Luke 16:13).
Yet, when the younger brother did, and returned home, he was celebrated.
This I can understand. If someone has returned from life away from God, I
would celebrate too. However, as the older brother points out, “All these
years I’ve been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you
never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my
friends.” (Luke 16:29). The older brother felt a bit cheated out of something
to which he felt entitled.

Throughout history, people have been going about their business each day.
The sun rises and then sets. The seasons change. The years go by. People
live their lives, generation after generation. Some remember their history
and the things God has done for those who came before. Many forget.
And then God sends a prophet, Isaiah. He lives a long time, and his ministry spans the reign of four kings of Judah. Isaiah’s message is not good. In
the first chapter, Judah is called an “ox that doesn’t know it’s master,” a
“sinful nation”, an unfaithful “harlot”, and a “murderer.” God tells them to
stop bringing meaningless offerings to worship, and that He will no longer
hear their prayers. Things seem pretty bad, for Judah in the first chapter of
Isaiah. But then God speaks through Isaiah. God’s Word is like finding
clean cool water in the hot dry desert.

However, since he wasn’t the lost son, he was pushed to the
periphery of the story line. Since he wasn’t the lost son, there was no need
to throw him a celebration. He exclaimed that even though he had been
working for his father for years, he had never received a party like that given to his younger brother. Since he wasn’t the lost son, it seemed he didn’t
receive the benefits of being found. Well, that isn’t true. He received those
benefits every day because he was “found” every day. In fact, his father
says, “you are always with me, and everything I have is yours” (Luke
15:31). When he sees all the gifts given to his younger sibling, he may have
felt left out. He felt as though he wasn’t getting all he deserved, but he was
just disregarding what he already had.

When God speaks, He says something completely unexpected. I would
expect disappointment, judgment, or wrath after all the unfaithfulness. In
Isaiah 1:18 God proclaims forgiveness. He announces that sin, blood red
like scarlet, will be washed clean. His people who have sinned will become
as white as fresh snow on a bright sunny day. Everything changes when
God forgives sin. All the stains are removed. Corruption becomes purity.
Sin is replaced with righteousness. Death is replaced with life. God gives
eternal joy when He forgives sin. What a day! A day like no other!

Since I grew up in the church, I also always had God. Sometimes this
makes it easy to forget all He has already given me. It’s hard to imagine
what life would be like without Him. However, many, like the younger
brother, experience that reality every day. The benefits of being “found”
may not always be a huge celebration. Luckily, it is something much better.
It is having God in our lives. While the latter can sometimes be harder to
recognize, once we do, we can see that it is the ultimate gift.

We celebrate the Christmas season only once a year, but we reap the blessings of forgiveness every day we live. Have you heard God’s voice? In the
business of your life, can you hear His proclamation of forgiveness? Have
your sins, though scarlet, been washed as white as snow?
Dear Lord. Please don’t ever let me forget your wonderful gift of forgiveness. I know that I fall short of your standards. In myself, I have no
hope to ever win your favor, yet your unlimited love provides forgiveness
when I could never earn it or deserve it. I am truly grateful for your gift
that washes me clean. Thank you for forgiving me.
—By Bill Davis, Laurel Hill Baptist Church

—Zoe Moser, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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December 21st
Revelation 19:6-7, Then I heard what sounded like a great multitude, like the
roar of rushing waters and like loud peals of thunder, shouting: “Hallelujah!
For our Lord God Almighty reigns.7 Let us rejoice and be glad and give him
glory! For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and his bride has made herself ready."
Do you recall the DISH network commercial from a few years ago? The
scene of the commercial is a church service. The pastor is preaching. When
a man in the back shouts out hallelujah. His exclamation is not a praise to
the Almighty. At least not in response to the message of the preacher. He is
watching the football game on his mobile device. The choir responds to his
shouts with the Hallelujah Chorus from Handel's Messiah. The organist
plays along.
As a child, attending some portion of The Messiah was a Christmas Tradition. Now I find this concert to be especially meaningful. A few years ago I
attending a concert in Bridgewater. The church was packed. There were
people of all ages. Though there were maybe a few more seniors. There
were a number in the crowd who were in wheelchairs. I also noticed several
Mennonite families. There were several little girls in front of me in their
bonnets. You may know the tradition that when the choir sings the Hallelujah Chorus the entire congregation typically stands and sings along. The
choir filled the church with the refrain “Hallelujah, King of Kings, Lord of
Lords.” The congregation began to stand one at a time. Ultimately the entire
sanctuary was standing and singing. I looked around and saw a number of
these frail people in wheel chairs who had struggled to their feet singing, “He shall reign forever and ever. Hallelujah. Forever and ever.”
It may be that those little girls in the front cannot imagine ever being old. I
suspect some of you reading this entry can recall how quickly life goes
bye. In the blink of an eye, that young Mennonite girl may be sitting in one
of the wheel chairs. I hope they will be standing to sing. I hope they will be
singing of the faith that has come from recognizing and praising Jesus Christ,
the King of Kings and Lord of Lords whose work has begun and whose work
will be brought to completion on that great day.
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December 2nd
Song of Solomon 2.8-13
Do you remember what it felt like when that special someone first
spoke your name aloud? Maybe it gave you shivers down to your toes or
perhaps it even took your breath away. But I’m willing to bet most of us
haven’t forgotten what it feels like to have our name spoken out loud by
someone we love. When a child says our name for the first time it is magical! It meant something to the young Shulamite girl when she simply heard
the voice of her shepherd boy— “The voice of my beloved!” she exclaimed.
“Listen, I hear him coming! Just wait until you get to meet him,” we imagine
her saying. “He is lovely, sweet, kind, and oh, so considerate! And when he
speaks to me… it is as though the world stops moving! And now he is calling me to come away with him! He adores me!”
Many have seen this story as a way to understand how God cares
for us. Do you ever think of yourself as one beloved by God? One in whom
God delights? Have you ever experienced chills when you heard God speak
your name? God loves us more deeply than we can fathom. And whether we
actually hear his voice audibly or we feel it deep inside, God reaches out to
us again and again and again and waits for us to respond. And sometimes
God waits and waits and waits.
The challenge in this kind of profound communication and love is
that “intimacy can be as frightening as it is fulfilling” (NIBD). It is not easy.
We make ourselves vulnerable to another so that we can truly be seen, and
they make themselves vulnerable to us as they express undying commitment
knowing that they could easily be dismissed. But when we are willing to risk
ourselves more completely, we are able to know each other and know ourselves more completely.
This is also true in our relationship with God. God wants to know
us. God wants a relationship with us to the extent that he sent his Son to
earth so that we might know we are truly seen for who we are and so that we
could see God in Christ for who he truly is (talk about vulnerability!). Much
like the shepherd boy in our scripture passage, God is continuously calling
out to us so that he might know us and we might know him. And just like
human relationships, our relationship with God “must be cultivated, nurtured, safeguarded, and cherished… Intimacy with God and intimacy with
each other costs… time and our energies… and a willingness to be present,
to remain, to be accountable, to see things through, to come out from hiding—all of this is necessary to nurture relationships” (NIBD). But it is so
worth it.
Writer Brennan Manning challenged us to see that the deepest
awareness of ourselves we can know is that we are, each and every one of
us, deeply loved by Jesus Christ… that is our fundamental identity. “For
God so loved the world…” So may each one us know that risking ourselves
for Jesus is worth it. May we, especially this Christmas, recognize that we
are worthy of someone else’s great love.
The Savior of the world gave his life for each of us, and may we
receive the gift that God sent to us so many years ago in a stinky, scruffy
stable and know deep within us that it truly is the gift that keeps on giving.
—By Eli Withers, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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December 3rd

December 20th

John 10:1-10
Can you picture it? A sheep pen surrounded by rock walls, open to the sky,
and with only one entrance. The walls will keep the sheep from wandering and
protect them from wild animals. The watchman will keep an eye over the
large, combined flock until the shepherds return to claim their individual
flocks. The Palestinian shepherd does not have to drive his sheep. Rather, he
goes on ahead of them, and his flock follows because they know his voice and
respond only to him.

Let’s reflect on the voice. One’s unique voice is almost like a fingerprint for
identification. Image how many distinctive voices you might recognize.
Spouse. Children. Parents. Friends. Teachers. Doctors. Pastor. The list
could go on and on. If you tried to count the number, you would soon run out
of fingers and toes! Now think of the emotional response to hearing and recognizing these voices. I can still hear my parents’ voices in my head even
though they have been in their heavenly home for many years now. When I
hear a familiar voice, I immediately feel a sense of knowing, warmth, acceptance, and importance. There also comes a flood of memories shared because of quality time spent with this person. Good feelings!

Jeremiah 33:10-11, 10 “This is what the Lord says: ‘You say about this
place, “It is a desolate waste, without people or animals.” Yet in the
towns of Judah and the streets of Jerusalem that are deserted, inhabited by
neither people nor animals, there will be heard once more 11 the sounds
of joy and gladness, the voices of bride and bridegroom, and the voices of
those who bring thank offerings to the house of the Lord, saying,“Give
thanks to the Lord Almighty, for the Lord is good; his love endures forever.” For I will restore the fortunes of the land as they were before,’ says
the Lord.”
I realize it is common for people to feel a cloud of heaviness on Christmas day. It may be grief. This may be your first year without a loved
one around the table. It may be that the sounds, the smells, the decorations remind you of a painful experience. There are many reasons for
grief through Christmas. But there is perhaps a unifying presence in our
grief. There is some aspect to your life that is not the way you want it to
be. It may be that a relationship with your children or your spouse is
strained. It may be that your work situation is precarious. It may be that
look on Facebook at the smiling faces around other people's trees and you
feel a deep despair that you will not have such love and care from others.

Being familiar with the voice of Jesus means that we must spend time with
Him, discerning his leadership in our lives and reveling in the promise of salvation that comes through claiming his lordship over our lives. Jesus’ voice is
ever present to those who recognize and accept him as the true Shepherd.
Well, all of this is nice imagery, but what does it have to do with Advent?
How does this passage connect with the annual period of preparation for the
celebration of the birth of Jesus Christ?
In this passage Jesus reminds us that there were false shepherds before him shepherds who climbed over the walls or entered the fold through another way
than the one main gate. These shepherds were nothing more than thieves and
robbers. God denounced these false shepherds and promised to provide the
true Shepherd, the Messiah, to care for his sheep. Jesus clearly identifies himself as that true Shepherd, the long-awaited Messiah. The one who’s soft, low
cry that could be heard from the manger in Bethlehem is the one who is both
the way into the fold of safety and the great provider of all needs. He alone is
the gate that leads to salvation.
“I have come in order that you might have life – life in all its fullness.” John
10:10b

On the internet there have been a number of messages from celebrities
that are attempting to encourage and comfort those hurting this time of
year. One celebrity writer encouraged her fans that are struggling to realize that December 25th is just another day. Don't let it be a measure for
you. I am grateful for the sensitivity and the desire for comfort. But is
this the only way to take comfort on Christmas? The advice to view
Christmas just like any other day? It is perhaps helpful to be encouraged
to resist the temptation to compare yourself with others, but does this heal
the pain of grief?
Several years ago the public was captivated by a terrible story from Nigeria. A group of young girls were kidnapped from their home by Islamic
militants. A number of these girls were ultimately set free. And a news
reporter interviewed on of the survivors. This girl said she was so excited
to be home for Christmas so that she could go to church. So she could
worship Jesus. You may not be able to heal a ruptured relationship within
your family. You may not be able to fill an empty seat at the table. You
may not be able to numb the aching pain. But you can worship. And as
we worship, Jesus will lift our eyes to the one who can take a desolate
Jerusalem and restore its fortunes.

Savior, like a shepherd lead us. May we hear your voice daily and follow your
leading .
Amen.
—By Susan Kiser, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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December 4th

December 19th

Scripture: “You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ
died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though
for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his
own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”
- Romans 5:6-8

John 1:14, “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.”
In verse 14, one finds the following statement, “We have seen his glory.” What does it mean that they have, “seen his glory”?
I spent some time living overseas. I remember sitting around the kitchen
table with people who would talk to me in a different language. My language skills were developing. And much of the time I could not understand
the conversation. I often felt tantalizingly close. I would get this
word. But I couldn't hold together the entire concept. On many occasions
those speaking to me would realize I was not comprehending. And so they
would do what many of us do when we are not understood. They would
speak louder. The problem was not that I couldn’t hear the words. The
problem was I did not comprehend what was being asked.
Sometimes it can feel like, in the church, we do this same response to words
that people do not understand. It may be that when people come to these
difficult -to-conceptualize ideas, that we just say the phrases more loudly. It
may not be loud in the sense of a tone of voice, but simply saying them over
and over, we pretend to understand until we forget to really think about
what it means.
Glory can be understood, in our everyday speech, to describe the giving of
honors to someone. It can also be used to describe the seeking of honors.
When it describes the seeking of honors, we think of this as a kind of character flaw. Someone who needs or wants affirmation. And one who wants
too much affirmation seems to be lacking self-esteem. On the other hand ,
we readily accept that it is a good thing to show our appreciation for acts of
valor. When a total stranger risks his life to save someone from a moving
train, we feel it is right to recognize and celebrate such courage. We would
not think much of the person who simply does the action for the affirmation, but this doesn’t mean that we do not think that such valor should not
be recognized. John saw Jesus. He walked with Him. He talked with
Him. He saw that His life was full of grace and truth. And so can you.

I can still remember when I first tried to explain this concept to my
son, who was around age eight at the time. Growing up as a youth pastor’s kid,
he has rarely missed a Sunday at church, and he has attended many youth
events over the years. As a result, or perhaps by the process of osmosis, he
absorbed a fairly decent understanding of the concept of God as Father, and of
Jesus as God’s Son. He told my husband and me that he wanted to be baptized.
We began having pointed conversations about his faith to try to gauge his understanding. We wanted to make sure he knew what he was getting himself
into! It was among these conversations with him that we got into the concept
of why Jesus died, and we shared the Romans 5 passage with him. We explained that even while humanity as a whole continued to commit sin, Jesus
chose to sacrifice himself for us because He loves us.
Ever since I became a mom, I have been fascinated by observing key
elements of the Christian faith through my children’s eyes. I do my best to answer their questions about church, Jesus, and God. And I answer them honestly
when the answer is, “I just don’t know. Maybe we can ask God or Jesus when
we get to Heaven one day.” Just as preparing our son for his baptism was particularly important, we must also prepare our hearts and minds for the celebration of Christmas. Let us properly prepare ourselves for the celebration of the
miracle of Jesus’s birth. We must simultaneously cast a spotlight on the manger scene, while also spanning out to see all that Jesus’s life would become.
His childhood, His ministry, His miracles, tough teachings, and His death and
resurrection. This advent season, we are invited into a season of wonder. We
are invited to marvel at the baby Messiah. But we must also remember Jesus’
full life and death. While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Right now,
in the year 2022, sin is all around us. We are constantly confronted by our own
sin and other people’s sin. And yet, Jesus still died for us. We are so unworthy.
But we are also so loved. As we enjoy hot cocoa, Christmas lights, and familiar
carols this season, we are also invited to remember the reason.
Loving God,
We are so grateful for Your love for us, and that you would send Your Son to
save us all. May we use this day and the advent season, to reflect in awe of
Your deep love. May we also use this time now to reflect on Your Son’s sacrifice made on our behalf. Allow us to shine Your love and light to others.
Amen.
—By Rev. Katelyn Belcher, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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December 5th

December 18th

God is our greatest joy!
Psalm 86:10 ESV
“For a day in your courts is better than a thousand elsewhere. I would rather
be a doorkeeper in the house of my God than dwell in the tents of wickedness.”

“Whoever dwells in the shelter of the Most High

will rest in the shadow of the Almighty.” Psalm 91:1

Anyone who knows me very well knows that in recent years my favorite, allconsuming thing is the Word of God. I have fallen in love with God’s Word.
Just like everyone else, there have been many valleys in my life. A car accident that nearly ended my mom’s life when I was 9 and left her with disabilities. The plane crash that took my dad’s life when I was 10. Watching our
son suffer after an accident while he was in the military and the death of our 4
-year-old grandson. Life is full of highs and lows but the constant in our life
is the presence of God. The gift of Jesus Christ is the most precious gift we
will ever receive. He is present with us through the Holy Spirit when we confess with our mouth and believe in our heart that Jesus is Lord.
(The bold-type points below are notes from a sermon I heard in 2007.)
The joy of the Lord can turn our burdens into bridges. I am learning to allow
God to help me use what I have experienced in the valleys to help others and
to help me become what He made me for. This is a lifetime process, and I
know God will continue to help, lead and direct me as I submit to Him.
We can find our true home in the presence of God. I’d rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God for I have experienced Him and know that
being in his presence fills me with peace that surpasses all understanding. He
is my home.
We can find our true strength in the presence of God. (I have no strength
outside of God!) Because of God presence within me, he has given me the
strength to go through the difficult times and he is molding me and helping
me to change and grow into the person He designed me to be. More than
anything I want to complete God’s plans and purposes for me while I am on
earth.
We can find our true prayer priority in the presence of God. I’m most
thankful for the valleys in my life even though I never want to go through
them again. Those times are where the greatest spiritual growth took place in
me. God’s presence overwhelmed me and helped me to find Him and the
power of prayer in my daily life.
We can find true joyful living in the presence of God. In spite of any difficult circumstance the joy of the Lord encompasses all. The joy of the Lord is
my strength and a day in His courts is better than a thousand elsewhere.

I was intrigued by the colors and shapes and sizes. I was too young to know
how everything worked but I was old enough to know the purpose – to
catch fish. Red and white plastic bobbers, multi-colored lures, shiny hooks,
they all captured my attention. I was mesmerized; so mesmerized that I
hadn’t realized that my dad had gone around the corner to the other side of
the display case and a new pair of legs took his place. I reached over and
grabbed those legs before I looked up at the face. Fear and panic quickly
replaced peace and joy. “Daddy, where are you?” Fortunately, we were
quickly reunited, and a calm reassurance returned.
Psalm 91 is a poem that brings reassurance to the person who trusts in God.
To “dwell in the shelter of the Most High” and to “rest in the shadow of the
Almighty” are beautiful expressions of how the Psalmist found security and
peace in the presence of the Lord. Shelter and shadow do not describe precise location, rather they illustrate nearness. Those who remain near to God
will find refuge.
Throughout this Christmas season we will hear and read the name Immanuel. My guess is that other devotionals within this guide will mention this
name and it’s meaning. Yet, we can never hear or read it too often.
“Immanuel – God with us.” God knows how easy it is for us to wander
away from Him, so He came looking for us in Jesus. “Daddy, where are
you?” is a question that we may continue to ask of God, but God is a good
Father, and any good father will respond without delay. We can constantly
dwell in His shelter and abide in His shadow because of Jesus, Immanuel.
—By Skip Wallace, First Baptist Waynesboro

—By Deb Douglas, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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December 6th

December 17th
Jeremiah 5:21, “Hear this, you foolish and senseless people, who have eyes
but do not see, who have ears but do not hear:”

Why do some people see opportunities others miss? In the book Did You
Spot the Gorilla? psychologist Richard Wiseman describes an experiment
that provides a clue.

Volunteers watched a 30-second video of two teams playing basketball and
were asked to count the number of times one of the teams passed the ball.
What they weren't told was that halfway through the video, a man dressed in
a gorilla's suit would run onto the court, stand in front of the camera, and
beat his chest. Amazingly only a few of the volunteers spotted the man in the
gorilla suit. Most of the volunteers were so intent on counting passes that
they completely missed the gorilla. Wiseman concluded that most people go
through life so focused on the immediate task at hand they completely miss
gorilla opportunities. He gives the example of a team of 3M researchers who
were trying to develop a high-strength adhesive. One of their attempts produced a product that was actually the opposite—a very low-strength adhesive. Most of the team thought the result was a failure, but one saw it as an
opportunity. That adhesive failure went on to became the invention that made
3M Post-It notes a reality.
If I were to ask a class room of teenagers to tell me what do they most like
about Christmas ,I think we could accurately predict a number of the answers. I could imagine the receiving of presents to be something people look
forward to. I think one could even imagine some might identify the giving of
presents. Some might emphasize the different special movies that come on
television during this season. Others might mention the decorations and special music we sing. A recurring theme each year is the challenge to keep our
attention on that which is most important.
It is right and reasonable to offer such reminders because it is tempting to
become distracted in the enjoyable and immediate. The people of Jeremiah's
time were warned that though they had eyes, they did not see and though
they had ears, they did not hear. We know that distractions can interrupt us
from something important. What we perhaps sometimes forget is that our
work, that which we have as our focus, might be distracting us from what is
more important. I hope to encourage you to be open to the idea that this day
as you attend to the various demands of life, you may have opportunities to
hear and see God at work. Will you?
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As N. T. Wright notes in his book, On Earth as in Heaven, the kingdom of
God “was never about God simply having a bit more power than humans so
that he could manage to beat them at their own game. It isn't that God has
stronger tanks and more bombs than everybody else. That's what people in
Jesus' day expected.” But the humble circumstances of Jesus birth make it
clear from the beginning that Jesus was not going to be the kind of Messiah
people had in mind. He became a prophet without honor in his home town, a
teacher with no place to lay his head. And the power of the world brought his
life on earth to a brutal end and his ministry to apparent defeat. But in the resurrection, God's power was revealed - the power of sacrificial, redeeming love.
The stone which the builders rejected, had become the chief cornerstone of the
now and coming Kingdom. Poor Herod, for all his wealth and power, all his
cunning and malice, never really had a chance. He built a beautiful temple.
You can still see some of the foundation today. But the temple, like the one
who built it, is long gone.
Wright goes on to note that it is still part of our makeup to wish that God
would just zap the bad guys or give us the means to do so. But the kingdom is
a work in progress and the role we are given is to be living stones that are consistent with the cornerstone, acting in love and shouldering sacrifices of our
own. That is the power of God, come to earth in the form of a helpless baby.
And “whoever trusts in this stone as a foundation well never have cause to
regret it.” (I Peter 2:6b The Message)
I Peter 2: 4-8 “Welcome to the living Stone, the source of life. The workmen
took one look and threw it out; God set it in the place of honor. Present yourselves as building stones for the construction of a sanctuary vibrant with life,
in which you’ll serve as holy priests offering Christ-approved lives up to God.
The Scriptures provide precedent: Look! I’m setting a stone in Zion, a cornerstone in the place of honor. Whoever trusts in this stone as a foundation will
never have cause to regret it. To you who trust him, he's a Stone to be proud
of, but to those who refuse to trust him, the stone the workmen threw out is
now the chief foundation stone. For the untrusting it’s a stone to trip over, a
boulder blocking the way. They trip and fall because they refuse to obey, just
as predicted.” (The Message)
—By Gary Ritcher, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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December 16th

December 7th
Ezekiel 43: 1-5. “Then he led me to the gate, the gate facing east. And behold,
the glory of the God of Israel was coming from the east. And the sound of his
coming was like the sound of many waters, and the earth shone with his glory.
And the vision I saw was just like the vision that I had seen when he came to
destroy the city, and just like the vision that I had seen by the Chebar canal.
And I fell on my face. As the glory of the Lord entered the temple by the gate
facing east, the Spirit lifted me up and brought me into the inner court; and behold, the glory of the Lord filled the temple.”

“Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those with whom He is
pleased!” These well-known words spoken by the angels to the shepherds in the
book of Luke reflect one use of the word “glory” as worshipful praise, thankfulness or honor to God. In today’s passage, however, “glory” means radiance,
brilliance or brightness. This light and brightness enter the temple through the
east gate during Christ’s second coming. The magnificence of God’s glory is
representative of the full presence of God with man. In Christ’s first advent he
comes as Emmanuel, God with us and likewise, in the Ezekiel passage, God is
coming to live with man forever (Ez. 43:7).
It is worth noting that Ezekiel announces the glory of the Lord coming from the
east. Earlier in chapter 10, Ezekiel also has a vision of the glory of the Lord
leaving the temple by the east gate during a period of Israel’s national disobedience. The wise men in Matthew’s Advent passage also come from the east to
worship Christ by following the brightness of a star. Finally, the Garden of
Eden, called the Garden of God in Ezekiel, lies to the east of Israel. All of these
easterly comings and goings of glory make the concept of the arrival of God’s
glory from the east unsurprising and, further, the easterly direction has implications of restoration for the people of Israel.
In addition to a visual image of the coming of the Lord, we also learn what his
coming will sound like. Ezekiel 43:1 reads: “…And the sound of his coming
was like the sound of many waters…” In John’s Revelation, chapter 1, verses
12 through 16, John also describes the Christ of his vision. A portion of this
description states “…And his voice was like the roar of many waters.” (v. 15).
This repetition of language links the second coming of Christ with Christ, himself.
As we celebrate the remembrance of Christ’s first coming this Advent season,
we are both comforted by his presence through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, and we also look forward to a glory-filled future when the temple will be
filled with his presence.

Psalm 145:16, “You open your hand and satisfy the desires of every living
thing.”
A retired pilot told me that one of the greatest dangers that faces inexperienced pilots is spatial disorientation. Pilots lose the horizon for a number
of reasons. Whatever the reason, when pilots loses sight of the horizon,
they can become disoriented. They may think they are flying up when the
are in fact flying down towards the ground. It is for this reason that pilots
must learn to trust their instruments. The altimeter doesn't lie. It may feel
like the reading is wrong. But you must trust your instruments. At the
time the pilot told me this, I could not help to think of the similarity with
the Christian life. We need to trust the instruments. But where does one
look for one's instruments? I want to offer as a suggestion that a life cultivating habits of devotion is a way to guard against spiritual disorientation.
A Russian Priest Nil Sorsky used the image of a swamp to describe growing in one’s devotion. Imagine what needs to happen for such swamp land
to be transformed into something productive. A first step that is required is
the removing of trees. There are identities that we have allowed to grow in
our lives that may need to be removed. Sometimes they might just be easily pruned. For others, they might require some digging, some cutting. But
just clearing the land may not be sufficient to have an abundant harvest. If
the land is not level, then water gathers in certain areas. So there is a need
to irrigate in order that the swampy areas are drained of excess water.
Our desires are not bad. In fact we have no desire that doesn’t find its
origin in God. What becomes destructive in desires is when they are misguided. They can pool in ways that make productive growth impossible.
Addiction to self destructive behavior can be easily seen from a distance. Some stimulation that is powerfully satisfying can be destructive. Desires rightly directed bring flourishing. Once the land has been
cleared and the swampy areas drained, the seed is still not ready to be
planted, but there is the need to add nutrients to the soil. We live in a time
when there is the assumption that people are ready, formed to rightly see
the world and to pursue that which will make them happy. In the shared
experience of the Christian life, we are confronted with a different description. We are warned that in this world our desires and our identities have
been corrupted. We hear the words of the Psalmist that our desires are
fully fulfilled in the Lord. And yet we pursue this not by sight, but by
faith.

—By Elizabeth Ecklund, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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December 8th

December 15th
John 14:1-4

Something that I think we tend to forget during this time of year is that
Jesus' birth came in the on-going stream of history. God worked through
unbelieving rulers and their political purposes to provide the unrepeatable
gift of salvation through Jesus.

The Christmas season celebrates the birth of Jesus - in Bethlehem, in a manger with
Mary his mother and Joseph his earthly father. In John 14, Jesus addresses his disciples assuring them that their place is with him. In John 14: 1, Jesus says "Trust me,
I am going to prepare a place for you, that where I am you may be. In my Father's
house are many rooms. "

Verse 7 of Luke chapter 2 says that Mary wrapped Jesus in "swaddling
clothes" (a fancy way of saying "cloth strips") and laid Him in a manger. Now, when God became a man, He arrived as all humans do - as a baby, born to a woman who was specially chosen to be His mother. Being a
young woman from Nazareth, Mary had been recently engaged to a carpenter named Joseph. So, she anticipated a reasonably "normal" life - until the
angel Gabriel visited her with extraordinary news that would turn her world
upside-down: A miracle would occur in her womb, and allow a baby to grow
there, and that Baby would be the promised Messiah. That event taking
place, then, is reflected in the 14th verse of the 7th chapter of Isaiah, which
reads, "Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a Son, and shall call His
name, "Immanuel," which means "God with us."
Mary accepted the angel's words and that's clearly seen in her statement
to the angel, found in Luke 1:38: "Then Mary said, 'I am the Lord's servant. May it be as you have proclaimed.’”
In many ways, Mary was probably a typical mother. She undoubtedly
protected, nurtured, raised and worried about her Son. She saw that He went
to school and continued to guide Him, until He left home at the age of 30 for
His ministry.
However, Jesus wasn't the typical child...He had been born as a human, to
die as a human, for all humanity. So it was later, then, that Mary (his mother) stood at the foot of His cross, and watched her precious Son die, as her
Savior.

Mary came to understand - as all mothers do - that being a mother means
more than just giving birth to, or adopting, a child. Being a mother takes
love, courage, responsibility, loyalty, hard work, patience, consistency, and
finally, a willingness to let go. So yes, both tenderness and strength come
together in a unique package called "mother."
As we go through this special time of year, it would do us well to take
some time out of all the excitement and even craziness of the season in order
to reflect on that first Christmas night, the miracle of the human birth of the
second member of the Holy Trinity, and the gift of eternal life.

—By Roger Austin, Bridgewater Baptist Church
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To belong, to connect, to be accepted and loved are the deepest human
needs. Once our needs for food, shelter and safety are provided we are confronted with a sense of what is important, who am I - who am I to be? Who
will love me and accept me and provide a welcoming hearth and home with
family and friends?
With the advent of industrialization - to say nothing of the technological
age, people no longer are rooted with family and community but have dispersed sometimes hundreds of miles away from their point of origin - into a
new society and culture which may focus on things which are new and unfamiliar. Consequently, individuals can feel alone, devalued and fearful. The bedrock of identity and security - and productivity may shake as
one searches for a niche, a place, a family and culture in which to feel loved
and valued.

Recent studies on aging and the elderly have noted that once the elderly no
longer have a sense of "place" - of knowing where they are - and/or where
"home" is (due to memory loss), they are at high risk for sudden steep decline in physical and emotional health, and many times their death is hastened by this loss of that grounding force of "home." Many who are not
elderly may also have a sense of that loss which feels empty and fearful; however, God fills that need by providing that home with Him here and
that home that Jesus is preparing for us to live with our heavenly family of
those loved and redeemed by Christ the Savior.
The only thing we need to do to find our place is to do what Jesus asks us to
do - Believe - or "trust" God and also believe and/or trust in Jesus. If we do
that - take that leap of faith in belief and trust in a loving merciful God, our
hearts will not be troubled. God only asks us to voluntarily initiate that step - to
trust. God is not coercive but invites us to make that choice and take that step.

As we celebrate the birth of Christ this year, we look to the place of His birth - a
place of lowly status - a manger - but a place for everyone - from wealthy kings and
wise men, to lowly shepherds. That is also where we find our place - at the feet of
Jesus in a manger, or on a cross, or at the empty grave. We find our place with Jesus
as we follow His lead today - to wherever, doing whatever, but always living a life
of purpose, attachment, meaning, and belonging - connecting ourselves and others to
the calling of God on our lives. We must tell others of the "place" we have with
Christ and invite them into this connection of those redeemed by the love and sacrifice of Christ to walk in our true identity through our relationship with Jesus. As
we seek and accept this invitation, we are secure within the family of God, and all
other things that God would have for us are added to our lives (Matthew 6:33).
—By Shirley Cobb, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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Hebrews 10:19-25

December 9th

December 14th

The word “Therefore” appears at the beginning of Hebrews 10:19, so we
must see what it is “there for”. The early part of this chapter talks about
Christ’s sacrifice once for all (vs. 10). Christ’s death on the cross was the
final sacrifice required by God since Christ’s death covered all of our sins –
past, present and future.

Our Security and Future in Jesus Christ
“Now to him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to present
you blameless before the presence of his glory with great joy, to the only God,
our Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, and
authority, before all time] and now and forever. Amen. “ Jude 24-25

The writer of Hebrews then goes on to say that because of Christ’s sacrifice,
“we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place” (vs. 19), and there we
have a great priest (vs. 21), Christ, who is our advocate before God the Father. Because of these promises, we can “draw near to God with a sincere
heart” (vs. 22).

Jude 24-25 is the doxology of Jude’s letter. A doxology is a short hymn of
praise to God, and Jude ends his letter with a moving and beautiful doxology.
First, he praises God as the one who keeps us from stumbling (v. 24) or, as
translated in the King James, keep us from "falling" and present us as blameless (v. 25). This is an important reminder that righteousness doesn't come
from our efforts or power but from God alone, through His Son Jesus Christ.
Our eternal destiny is a gift from God and not something we earn. We need
never fear that we'll stumble so bad that we fall from our faith. God keeps us
upright in our faith, never taking away what was promised (see Colossians
1:22).

The writer gives us three directions on how we should “live out” our faith.
Certainly, we can enter God’s “Most Holy Place” anywhere, but He has provided His church as a place where we can more easily hear His Word, and
grow in faith with our Christian brothers and sisters.
First, we are told to “hold unswervingly to the hope we profess” (vs.23). Thank God for the churches where His Word is still preached
with truth and boldness. If we look at the “wisdom” of this world, we, like a
drunken driver, will swerve all over the road and not reach our destination.
But, if we keep our eyes straight ahead on Christ, we will arrive at our eternal
destination.
Secondly, we are instructed to “spur one another one toward love and good
deeds” (vs. 24), and to also to encourage one another (vs. 25). Ministries carried out by our individual churches are much more effective if they’re done as
a group…… and they’re easier to do when many, with individual talents,
work together. And aren’t we encouraged when we can say, “We did it” instead of “I did it”?

Finally, we are exhorted to “not give up meeting together” (vs 25). It’s a sad
fact that more churches are closing today than new churches being started.
And, overall, church attendance is declining at a time when the world needs
to hear the Word of the Lord more than ever. It truly saddens my heart when I
see Christians who no longer feel it to be necessary to be active in a local
church. The truth is, the church needs us…..but more importantly, we need
the church to strengthen our personal Christian faith, growth and service.

While false believers may come into our midst, our Savior will protect us from
suffering their fates. Yes, we all still sin (1 John 1:8-9), but that doesn't mean
we can't still be steadfast in our efforts to live a holy life. God understands our
struggle with sinful tendencies, and Jesus experienced those struggle first hand,
but He will always hold us up (John 10:28-30; Romans 7-8; Philippians 1:6).
Not only does He help us stand in our weakness, but He does so with the utmost joy.
"For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in
order that the world might be saved through him. Whoever believes in him is
not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already, because
he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God. And this is the judgment: the light has come into the world, and people loved the darkness rather
than the light because their works were evil. For everyone who does wicked
things hates the light and does not come to the light, lest his works should be
exposed. But whoever does what is true comes to the light, so that it may be
clearly seen that his works have been carried out in God." —John 3:17-21
—By RobWorthington, First Baptist Elkton

—By Merv Webb, West Side Baptist Church
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December 13th

Revelation 21:1-4

“We love… because HE first loved us.” - 1 John 4:19
In this verse we learn about ‘TRUE LOVE.’ Not the kind of ‘love’ that we
read about in literature, see in the movies, experience in high school, or sing
about in pop music songs.
We’re talking about ‘REAL LOVE’ .
‘Love’ is so intricately connected to God that if we “ignore” this ‘LOVE’ ,
then we are “ignoring” the gift God presents us.
John wants to make sure that we understand the serious nature of this
‘LOVE,’ John points out that God showed us this ‘ULTIMATE LOVE’ in
something that happened here on earth.
God sent Jesus into the world to “change” the world through ‘LOVE.’
Christmas should be seen as “the birth” of ‘TRUE LOVE.’ God ‘LOVED’ so
we would have ‘life’.

By Pastor Chris Edwards, West Side Baptist Church

December 10th

1 “Then I saw “a New Heaven and a new earth,” for the first Heaven and the
first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. 2 I saw the Holy
City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of Heaven from GOD, prepared as
a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. 3 And I heard a loud voice from
the throne saying, “Look! GOD’s dwelling place is now among the people,
and He will dwell with them. They will be His people, and GOD Himself will
be with them and be their GOD. 4 ‘He will wipe every tear from their eyes.
There will be no more death’ or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order
of things has passed away”.”
- Revelation 21:1-4
This passage offers us a glimpse at ‘the End of Days” .I love thinking about
the juxtaposition of this passage as it relates to ‘the Season of Advent’ .Here,
near the end of the Book of Revelation, we read about “the passing away” of
“the old order of things”… to “bring forth” the new. The end of ‘sin’ would
allow for GOD to “dwell among HIS people”. The New Testament begins, in
the Book of Matthew, with the genealogy of JESUS and an account of HIS
‘birth’ .At the opening of John’s Gospel Account, we are told that JESUS was
“with GOD” in the beginning, HE is GOD, and all things were made through
HIM.
With ‘the birth’ of CHRIST, GOD “came” to earth in the form of ‘a newborn
child’ to “dwell among us”. ‘Advent’ celebrates the period of preparation and
celebration leading up to HIS “arrival” in a Bethlehem stable, but it also
anticipates HIS ‘Second Coming’ .This is an event that will lead to all that is
being expressed here in Revelation, chapter 21.
JESUS was “born unto us”… that HE might “die for us”. When HIS precious
‘blood’ was “spilled” and HE gave HIS ‘life’ on ‘the Cross’ for us all, JESUS
“ended” the old order of ‘sacrificial offerings’ for “the remission of sins”. He
“came” to defeat ‘sin’ and ‘death’… once and for all. JESUS “came” to take
away our suffering, our mourning and our pain. He “came” to offer us ‘life’ :
‘abundant life’… and ‘Eternal Life’ .When we genuinely seek GOD’s
‘forgiveness’ and ‘restoration’ for our ‘sins’ against HIM through our ‘faith’
in JESUS… we truly become HIS ‘people’ as we “embrace” HIM as our
‘GOD.’Throughout the Season of Advent… we “celebrate” HIS ‘birth,’ and
we “wait” in hopeful anticipation… for the imminent ‘return’ of our LORD
and SAVIOR, JESUS CHRIST!
—By Pastor Troy Pearson, West Side Baptist Church
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Isaiah 66:12-13

December 11th

John 5:6

Do you ever experience post-holiday “blahs”? You’ve enjoyed special times with
friends, family; good food, thoughtful gifts. But somehow you’d hoped for something deeper, more satisfying, more lasting. Instead, the daily grind now seems even
more dreary!
The Jewish exiles, returning from Babylon to their homeland around 500 BC, were
carried by a wave of joy, amazement and zeal. What their prophets had announced
centuries earlier was happening before their eyes! Yet faced with the devastation of
their Holy City, suspicion and opposition from local-even Jewish- residents, their
enthusiasm soon faded.
The returnees fell into old patterns. Some revived familiar religious rituals: blood
sacrifices, grain and incense offerings, holy days. Others, caught up in the struggles
of everyday life, lost all interest in religion. But some, who listened closely to the
word of the LORD, were perplexed. The exile and return of Israel had been clearly
foretold. But what they found on their return fell far, far short of the prophets’
promises. The last chapters of the prophet Isaiah reveal that even this had been anticipated. The LORD had given Isaiah a message for them. For the indifferent and the
religiously self-satisfied, the message is quite different!
Isaiah 66:12-13 is only a “sound bite”, and a puzzling one. You may want to read the
entire chapter. These two verses portray Jerusalem as a woman. Earlier she had been
barren, but now she’s overwhelmed by a sense of fulfillment and honor. She finds
herself mother not just of a son, or even a nation, but of a new people gathered from
all nations. (v.12)
From her they receive nurture, support and love, in abundance. This is the LORD’s
doing, as surely as he brought the exiles back to Jerusalem. “As a man is comforted
by his mother, so I, the LORD, will comfort you in Jerusalem.” (v.13)
But if the mother is Jerusalem and the comforter is the LORD himself, who exactly
are the “you”? Who will be nurtured and supported and loved and comforted? They
were first introduced in v.2, the humble and contrite in spirit, who tremble at God’s
word.

December 12th

“When JESUS saw him lying there and learned that he had been in this condition for a long time, HE asked him… “Do you want to be made
whole”?”
- John 5:6
In this verse, we see yet another example of “why” JESUS is known as ‘the
Great Physician.’ HE had encountered a man who had suffered with some
type of ‘crippling illness’ for nearly forty years. JESUS found him lying next
to a pool of water near the Sheep’s Gate in Jerusalem. This was more like a
‘hot spring’ that was said to have “healing properties”. The people believed
that an ‘angel of the LORD’ would occasionally “stir the waters” there, and
‘the first person’ to enter the pool afterwards, would be “healed of all
infirmities”. Because of his ‘limited mobility,’ someone else would always
enter into the water before the poor, crippled man could make his move.
In the King James Version of the Bible, JESUS asks ‘the infirmed man’ if he
wants to be “made whole”. In Mark 2:17, JESUS says… “Those who are
‘whole’ have no need of a physician…”, “It is not ‘the healthy’ who need a
doctor… but ‘the sick’ .I have not come to call ‘the righteous,’ but ‘sinners’
to repentance.” JESUS, ‘the Great Physician’ “came” into this world to
“bring healing.” HE… is ‘the cure’ for ‘the crippling infirmity’ that is our
‘sin.’ This is a ‘terminal illness’ that we are ALL “born” with. JESUS is
asking each and every one of us… “Do you want to be “made whole”? It is
through ‘FAITH’ in HIM that our ‘sins’ are “removed” and our ‘broken
relationship’ with GOD is “restored”. Through JESUS we are “made
whole”.
—By Pastor Troy Pearson, West Side Baptist

In this season we remember that the Word Himself has come as an infant born of a
virgin to live among us and to die for us - as Scripture promised. That by itself exceeds anything we could understand or imagine. Yet remember also, the best is yet to
come! Jesus will come again, this time in his power and glory. Those who are his,
who in humility with repentant hearts, eagerly await his coming, will be transformed
to live in worshipful fellowship with him in the new heaven and new earth.
LORD, help us by your Spirit in this time between your coming in humility and your
return in glory, to not lose heart or grow indifferent toward you. Encourage and comfort us with all we’ve received already from your hand, as we eagerly anticipate eternity in your Presence.

— By Stephen Stutzman, West Side Baptist Church
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December 13th

Revelation 21:1-4

“We love… because HE first loved us.” - 1 John 4:19
In this verse we learn about ‘TRUE LOVE.’ Not the kind of ‘love’ that we
read about in literature, see in the movies, experience in high school, or sing
about in pop music songs.
We’re talking about ‘REAL LOVE’ .
‘Love’ is so intricately connected to God that if we “ignore” this ‘LOVE’ ,
then we are “ignoring” the gift God presents us.
John wants to make sure that we understand the serious nature of this
‘LOVE,’ John points out that God showed us this ‘ULTIMATE LOVE’ in
something that happened here on earth.
God sent Jesus into the world to “change” the world through ‘LOVE.’
Christmas should be seen as “the birth” of ‘TRUE LOVE.’ God ‘LOVED’ so
we would have ‘life’.

By Pastor Chris Edwards, West Side Baptist Church

December 10th

1 “Then I saw “a New Heaven and a new earth,” for the first Heaven and the
first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. 2 I saw the Holy
City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of Heaven from GOD, prepared as
a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. 3 And I heard a loud voice from
the throne saying, “Look! GOD’s dwelling place is now among the people,
and He will dwell with them. They will be His people, and GOD Himself will
be with them and be their GOD. 4 ‘He will wipe every tear from their eyes.
There will be no more death’ or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order
of things has passed away”.”
- Revelation 21:1-4
This passage offers us a glimpse at ‘the End of Days” .I love thinking about
the juxtaposition of this passage as it relates to ‘the Season of Advent’ .Here,
near the end of the Book of Revelation, we read about “the passing away” of
“the old order of things”… to “bring forth” the new. The end of ‘sin’ would
allow for GOD to “dwell among HIS people”. The New Testament begins, in
the Book of Matthew, with the genealogy of JESUS and an account of HIS
‘birth’ .At the opening of John’s Gospel Account, we are told that JESUS was
“with GOD” in the beginning, HE is GOD, and all things were made through
HIM.
With ‘the birth’ of CHRIST, GOD “came” to earth in the form of ‘a newborn
child’ to “dwell among us”. ‘Advent’ celebrates the period of preparation and
celebration leading up to HIS “arrival” in a Bethlehem stable, but it also
anticipates HIS ‘Second Coming’ .This is an event that will lead to all that is
being expressed here in Revelation, chapter 21.
JESUS was “born unto us”… that HE might “die for us”. When HIS precious
‘blood’ was “spilled” and HE gave HIS ‘life’ on ‘the Cross’ for us all, JESUS
“ended” the old order of ‘sacrificial offerings’ for “the remission of sins”. He
“came” to defeat ‘sin’ and ‘death’… once and for all. JESUS “came” to take
away our suffering, our mourning and our pain. He “came” to offer us ‘life’ :
‘abundant life’… and ‘Eternal Life’ .When we genuinely seek GOD’s
‘forgiveness’ and ‘restoration’ for our ‘sins’ against HIM through our ‘faith’
in JESUS… we truly become HIS ‘people’ as we “embrace” HIM as our
‘GOD.’Throughout the Season of Advent… we “celebrate” HIS ‘birth,’ and
we “wait” in hopeful anticipation… for the imminent ‘return’ of our LORD
and SAVIOR, JESUS CHRIST!
—By Pastor Troy Pearson, West Side Baptist Church
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Hebrews 10:19-25

December 9th

December 14th

The word “Therefore” appears at the beginning of Hebrews 10:19, so we
must see what it is “there for”. The early part of this chapter talks about
Christ’s sacrifice once for all (vs. 10). Christ’s death on the cross was the
final sacrifice required by God since Christ’s death covered all of our sins –
past, present and future.

Our Security and Future in Jesus Christ
“Now to him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to present
you blameless before the presence of his glory with great joy, to the only God,
our Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, and
authority, before all time] and now and forever. Amen. “ Jude 24-25

The writer of Hebrews then goes on to say that because of Christ’s sacrifice,
“we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place” (vs. 19), and there we
have a great priest (vs. 21), Christ, who is our advocate before God the Father. Because of these promises, we can “draw near to God with a sincere
heart” (vs. 22).

Jude 24-25 is the doxology of Jude’s letter. A doxology is a short hymn of
praise to God, and Jude ends his letter with a moving and beautiful doxology.
First, he praises God as the one who keeps us from stumbling (v. 24) or, as
translated in the King James, keep us from "falling" and present us as blameless (v. 25). This is an important reminder that righteousness doesn't come
from our efforts or power but from God alone, through His Son Jesus Christ.
Our eternal destiny is a gift from God and not something we earn. We need
never fear that we'll stumble so bad that we fall from our faith. God keeps us
upright in our faith, never taking away what was promised (see Colossians
1:22).

The writer gives us three directions on how we should “live out” our faith.
Certainly, we can enter God’s “Most Holy Place” anywhere, but He has provided His church as a place where we can more easily hear His Word, and
grow in faith with our Christian brothers and sisters.
First, we are told to “hold unswervingly to the hope we profess” (vs.23). Thank God for the churches where His Word is still preached
with truth and boldness. If we look at the “wisdom” of this world, we, like a
drunken driver, will swerve all over the road and not reach our destination.
But, if we keep our eyes straight ahead on Christ, we will arrive at our eternal
destination.
Secondly, we are instructed to “spur one another one toward love and good
deeds” (vs. 24), and to also to encourage one another (vs. 25). Ministries carried out by our individual churches are much more effective if they’re done as
a group…… and they’re easier to do when many, with individual talents,
work together. And aren’t we encouraged when we can say, “We did it” instead of “I did it”?

Finally, we are exhorted to “not give up meeting together” (vs 25). It’s a sad
fact that more churches are closing today than new churches being started.
And, overall, church attendance is declining at a time when the world needs
to hear the Word of the Lord more than ever. It truly saddens my heart when I
see Christians who no longer feel it to be necessary to be active in a local
church. The truth is, the church needs us…..but more importantly, we need
the church to strengthen our personal Christian faith, growth and service.

While false believers may come into our midst, our Savior will protect us from
suffering their fates. Yes, we all still sin (1 John 1:8-9), but that doesn't mean
we can't still be steadfast in our efforts to live a holy life. God understands our
struggle with sinful tendencies, and Jesus experienced those struggle first hand,
but He will always hold us up (John 10:28-30; Romans 7-8; Philippians 1:6).
Not only does He help us stand in our weakness, but He does so with the utmost joy.
"For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in
order that the world might be saved through him. Whoever believes in him is
not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already, because
he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God. And this is the judgment: the light has come into the world, and people loved the darkness rather
than the light because their works were evil. For everyone who does wicked
things hates the light and does not come to the light, lest his works should be
exposed. But whoever does what is true comes to the light, so that it may be
clearly seen that his works have been carried out in God." —John 3:17-21
—By RobWorthington, First Baptist Elkton

—By Merv Webb, West Side Baptist Church
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December 8th

December 15th
John 14:1-4

Something that I think we tend to forget during this time of year is that
Jesus' birth came in the on-going stream of history. God worked through
unbelieving rulers and their political purposes to provide the unrepeatable
gift of salvation through Jesus.

The Christmas season celebrates the birth of Jesus - in Bethlehem, in a manger with
Mary his mother and Joseph his earthly father. In John 14, Jesus addresses his disciples assuring them that their place is with him. In John 14: 1, Jesus says "Trust me,
I am going to prepare a place for you, that where I am you may be. In my Father's
house are many rooms. "

Verse 7 of Luke chapter 2 says that Mary wrapped Jesus in "swaddling
clothes" (a fancy way of saying "cloth strips") and laid Him in a manger. Now, when God became a man, He arrived as all humans do - as a baby, born to a woman who was specially chosen to be His mother. Being a
young woman from Nazareth, Mary had been recently engaged to a carpenter named Joseph. So, she anticipated a reasonably "normal" life - until the
angel Gabriel visited her with extraordinary news that would turn her world
upside-down: A miracle would occur in her womb, and allow a baby to grow
there, and that Baby would be the promised Messiah. That event taking
place, then, is reflected in the 14th verse of the 7th chapter of Isaiah, which
reads, "Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a Son, and shall call His
name, "Immanuel," which means "God with us."
Mary accepted the angel's words and that's clearly seen in her statement
to the angel, found in Luke 1:38: "Then Mary said, 'I am the Lord's servant. May it be as you have proclaimed.’”
In many ways, Mary was probably a typical mother. She undoubtedly
protected, nurtured, raised and worried about her Son. She saw that He went
to school and continued to guide Him, until He left home at the age of 30 for
His ministry.
However, Jesus wasn't the typical child...He had been born as a human, to
die as a human, for all humanity. So it was later, then, that Mary (his mother) stood at the foot of His cross, and watched her precious Son die, as her
Savior.

Mary came to understand - as all mothers do - that being a mother means
more than just giving birth to, or adopting, a child. Being a mother takes
love, courage, responsibility, loyalty, hard work, patience, consistency, and
finally, a willingness to let go. So yes, both tenderness and strength come
together in a unique package called "mother."
As we go through this special time of year, it would do us well to take
some time out of all the excitement and even craziness of the season in order
to reflect on that first Christmas night, the miracle of the human birth of the
second member of the Holy Trinity, and the gift of eternal life.

—By Roger Austin, Bridgewater Baptist Church
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To belong, to connect, to be accepted and loved are the deepest human
needs. Once our needs for food, shelter and safety are provided we are confronted with a sense of what is important, who am I - who am I to be? Who
will love me and accept me and provide a welcoming hearth and home with
family and friends?
With the advent of industrialization - to say nothing of the technological
age, people no longer are rooted with family and community but have dispersed sometimes hundreds of miles away from their point of origin - into a
new society and culture which may focus on things which are new and unfamiliar. Consequently, individuals can feel alone, devalued and fearful. The bedrock of identity and security - and productivity may shake as
one searches for a niche, a place, a family and culture in which to feel loved
and valued.

Recent studies on aging and the elderly have noted that once the elderly no
longer have a sense of "place" - of knowing where they are - and/or where
"home" is (due to memory loss), they are at high risk for sudden steep decline in physical and emotional health, and many times their death is hastened by this loss of that grounding force of "home." Many who are not
elderly may also have a sense of that loss which feels empty and fearful; however, God fills that need by providing that home with Him here and
that home that Jesus is preparing for us to live with our heavenly family of
those loved and redeemed by Christ the Savior.
The only thing we need to do to find our place is to do what Jesus asks us to
do - Believe - or "trust" God and also believe and/or trust in Jesus. If we do
that - take that leap of faith in belief and trust in a loving merciful God, our
hearts will not be troubled. God only asks us to voluntarily initiate that step - to
trust. God is not coercive but invites us to make that choice and take that step.

As we celebrate the birth of Christ this year, we look to the place of His birth - a
place of lowly status - a manger - but a place for everyone - from wealthy kings and
wise men, to lowly shepherds. That is also where we find our place - at the feet of
Jesus in a manger, or on a cross, or at the empty grave. We find our place with Jesus
as we follow His lead today - to wherever, doing whatever, but always living a life
of purpose, attachment, meaning, and belonging - connecting ourselves and others to
the calling of God on our lives. We must tell others of the "place" we have with
Christ and invite them into this connection of those redeemed by the love and sacrifice of Christ to walk in our true identity through our relationship with Jesus. As
we seek and accept this invitation, we are secure within the family of God, and all
other things that God would have for us are added to our lives (Matthew 6:33).
—By Shirley Cobb, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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December 16th

December 7th
Ezekiel 43: 1-5. “Then he led me to the gate, the gate facing east. And behold,
the glory of the God of Israel was coming from the east. And the sound of his
coming was like the sound of many waters, and the earth shone with his glory.
And the vision I saw was just like the vision that I had seen when he came to
destroy the city, and just like the vision that I had seen by the Chebar canal.
And I fell on my face. As the glory of the Lord entered the temple by the gate
facing east, the Spirit lifted me up and brought me into the inner court; and behold, the glory of the Lord filled the temple.”

“Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those with whom He is
pleased!” These well-known words spoken by the angels to the shepherds in the
book of Luke reflect one use of the word “glory” as worshipful praise, thankfulness or honor to God. In today’s passage, however, “glory” means radiance,
brilliance or brightness. This light and brightness enter the temple through the
east gate during Christ’s second coming. The magnificence of God’s glory is
representative of the full presence of God with man. In Christ’s first advent he
comes as Emmanuel, God with us and likewise, in the Ezekiel passage, God is
coming to live with man forever (Ez. 43:7).
It is worth noting that Ezekiel announces the glory of the Lord coming from the
east. Earlier in chapter 10, Ezekiel also has a vision of the glory of the Lord
leaving the temple by the east gate during a period of Israel’s national disobedience. The wise men in Matthew’s Advent passage also come from the east to
worship Christ by following the brightness of a star. Finally, the Garden of
Eden, called the Garden of God in Ezekiel, lies to the east of Israel. All of these
easterly comings and goings of glory make the concept of the arrival of God’s
glory from the east unsurprising and, further, the easterly direction has implications of restoration for the people of Israel.
In addition to a visual image of the coming of the Lord, we also learn what his
coming will sound like. Ezekiel 43:1 reads: “…And the sound of his coming
was like the sound of many waters…” In John’s Revelation, chapter 1, verses
12 through 16, John also describes the Christ of his vision. A portion of this
description states “…And his voice was like the roar of many waters.” (v. 15).
This repetition of language links the second coming of Christ with Christ, himself.
As we celebrate the remembrance of Christ’s first coming this Advent season,
we are both comforted by his presence through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, and we also look forward to a glory-filled future when the temple will be
filled with his presence.

Psalm 145:16, “You open your hand and satisfy the desires of every living
thing.”
A retired pilot told me that one of the greatest dangers that faces inexperienced pilots is spatial disorientation. Pilots lose the horizon for a number
of reasons. Whatever the reason, when pilots loses sight of the horizon,
they can become disoriented. They may think they are flying up when the
are in fact flying down towards the ground. It is for this reason that pilots
must learn to trust their instruments. The altimeter doesn't lie. It may feel
like the reading is wrong. But you must trust your instruments. At the
time the pilot told me this, I could not help to think of the similarity with
the Christian life. We need to trust the instruments. But where does one
look for one's instruments? I want to offer as a suggestion that a life cultivating habits of devotion is a way to guard against spiritual disorientation.
A Russian Priest Nil Sorsky used the image of a swamp to describe growing in one’s devotion. Imagine what needs to happen for such swamp land
to be transformed into something productive. A first step that is required is
the removing of trees. There are identities that we have allowed to grow in
our lives that may need to be removed. Sometimes they might just be easily pruned. For others, they might require some digging, some cutting. But
just clearing the land may not be sufficient to have an abundant harvest. If
the land is not level, then water gathers in certain areas. So there is a need
to irrigate in order that the swampy areas are drained of excess water.
Our desires are not bad. In fact we have no desire that doesn’t find its
origin in God. What becomes destructive in desires is when they are misguided. They can pool in ways that make productive growth impossible.
Addiction to self destructive behavior can be easily seen from a distance. Some stimulation that is powerfully satisfying can be destructive. Desires rightly directed bring flourishing. Once the land has been
cleared and the swampy areas drained, the seed is still not ready to be
planted, but there is the need to add nutrients to the soil. We live in a time
when there is the assumption that people are ready, formed to rightly see
the world and to pursue that which will make them happy. In the shared
experience of the Christian life, we are confronted with a different description. We are warned that in this world our desires and our identities have
been corrupted. We hear the words of the Psalmist that our desires are
fully fulfilled in the Lord. And yet we pursue this not by sight, but by
faith.

—By Elizabeth Ecklund, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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December 6th

December 17th
Jeremiah 5:21, “Hear this, you foolish and senseless people, who have eyes
but do not see, who have ears but do not hear:”

Why do some people see opportunities others miss? In the book Did You
Spot the Gorilla? psychologist Richard Wiseman describes an experiment
that provides a clue.

Volunteers watched a 30-second video of two teams playing basketball and
were asked to count the number of times one of the teams passed the ball.
What they weren't told was that halfway through the video, a man dressed in
a gorilla's suit would run onto the court, stand in front of the camera, and
beat his chest. Amazingly only a few of the volunteers spotted the man in the
gorilla suit. Most of the volunteers were so intent on counting passes that
they completely missed the gorilla. Wiseman concluded that most people go
through life so focused on the immediate task at hand they completely miss
gorilla opportunities. He gives the example of a team of 3M researchers who
were trying to develop a high-strength adhesive. One of their attempts produced a product that was actually the opposite—a very low-strength adhesive. Most of the team thought the result was a failure, but one saw it as an
opportunity. That adhesive failure went on to became the invention that made
3M Post-It notes a reality.
If I were to ask a class room of teenagers to tell me what do they most like
about Christmas ,I think we could accurately predict a number of the answers. I could imagine the receiving of presents to be something people look
forward to. I think one could even imagine some might identify the giving of
presents. Some might emphasize the different special movies that come on
television during this season. Others might mention the decorations and special music we sing. A recurring theme each year is the challenge to keep our
attention on that which is most important.
It is right and reasonable to offer such reminders because it is tempting to
become distracted in the enjoyable and immediate. The people of Jeremiah's
time were warned that though they had eyes, they did not see and though
they had ears, they did not hear. We know that distractions can interrupt us
from something important. What we perhaps sometimes forget is that our
work, that which we have as our focus, might be distracting us from what is
more important. I hope to encourage you to be open to the idea that this day
as you attend to the various demands of life, you may have opportunities to
hear and see God at work. Will you?

22

As N. T. Wright notes in his book, On Earth as in Heaven, the kingdom of
God “was never about God simply having a bit more power than humans so
that he could manage to beat them at their own game. It isn't that God has
stronger tanks and more bombs than everybody else. That's what people in
Jesus' day expected.” But the humble circumstances of Jesus birth make it
clear from the beginning that Jesus was not going to be the kind of Messiah
people had in mind. He became a prophet without honor in his home town, a
teacher with no place to lay his head. And the power of the world brought his
life on earth to a brutal end and his ministry to apparent defeat. But in the resurrection, God's power was revealed - the power of sacrificial, redeeming love.
The stone which the builders rejected, had become the chief cornerstone of the
now and coming Kingdom. Poor Herod, for all his wealth and power, all his
cunning and malice, never really had a chance. He built a beautiful temple.
You can still see some of the foundation today. But the temple, like the one
who built it, is long gone.
Wright goes on to note that it is still part of our makeup to wish that God
would just zap the bad guys or give us the means to do so. But the kingdom is
a work in progress and the role we are given is to be living stones that are consistent with the cornerstone, acting in love and shouldering sacrifices of our
own. That is the power of God, come to earth in the form of a helpless baby.
And “whoever trusts in this stone as a foundation well never have cause to
regret it.” (I Peter 2:6b The Message)
I Peter 2: 4-8 “Welcome to the living Stone, the source of life. The workmen
took one look and threw it out; God set it in the place of honor. Present yourselves as building stones for the construction of a sanctuary vibrant with life,
in which you’ll serve as holy priests offering Christ-approved lives up to God.
The Scriptures provide precedent: Look! I’m setting a stone in Zion, a cornerstone in the place of honor. Whoever trusts in this stone as a foundation will
never have cause to regret it. To you who trust him, he's a Stone to be proud
of, but to those who refuse to trust him, the stone the workmen threw out is
now the chief foundation stone. For the untrusting it’s a stone to trip over, a
boulder blocking the way. They trip and fall because they refuse to obey, just
as predicted.” (The Message)
—By Gary Ritcher, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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God is our greatest joy!
Psalm 86:10 ESV
“For a day in your courts is better than a thousand elsewhere. I would rather
be a doorkeeper in the house of my God than dwell in the tents of wickedness.”

“Whoever dwells in the shelter of the Most High

will rest in the shadow of the Almighty.” Psalm 91:1

Anyone who knows me very well knows that in recent years my favorite, allconsuming thing is the Word of God. I have fallen in love with God’s Word.
Just like everyone else, there have been many valleys in my life. A car accident that nearly ended my mom’s life when I was 9 and left her with disabilities. The plane crash that took my dad’s life when I was 10. Watching our
son suffer after an accident while he was in the military and the death of our 4
-year-old grandson. Life is full of highs and lows but the constant in our life
is the presence of God. The gift of Jesus Christ is the most precious gift we
will ever receive. He is present with us through the Holy Spirit when we confess with our mouth and believe in our heart that Jesus is Lord.
(The bold-type points below are notes from a sermon I heard in 2007.)
The joy of the Lord can turn our burdens into bridges. I am learning to allow
God to help me use what I have experienced in the valleys to help others and
to help me become what He made me for. This is a lifetime process, and I
know God will continue to help, lead and direct me as I submit to Him.
We can find our true home in the presence of God. I’d rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God for I have experienced Him and know that
being in his presence fills me with peace that surpasses all understanding. He
is my home.
We can find our true strength in the presence of God. (I have no strength
outside of God!) Because of God presence within me, he has given me the
strength to go through the difficult times and he is molding me and helping
me to change and grow into the person He designed me to be. More than
anything I want to complete God’s plans and purposes for me while I am on
earth.
We can find our true prayer priority in the presence of God. I’m most
thankful for the valleys in my life even though I never want to go through
them again. Those times are where the greatest spiritual growth took place in
me. God’s presence overwhelmed me and helped me to find Him and the
power of prayer in my daily life.
We can find true joyful living in the presence of God. In spite of any difficult circumstance the joy of the Lord encompasses all. The joy of the Lord is
my strength and a day in His courts is better than a thousand elsewhere.

I was intrigued by the colors and shapes and sizes. I was too young to know
how everything worked but I was old enough to know the purpose – to
catch fish. Red and white plastic bobbers, multi-colored lures, shiny hooks,
they all captured my attention. I was mesmerized; so mesmerized that I
hadn’t realized that my dad had gone around the corner to the other side of
the display case and a new pair of legs took his place. I reached over and
grabbed those legs before I looked up at the face. Fear and panic quickly
replaced peace and joy. “Daddy, where are you?” Fortunately, we were
quickly reunited, and a calm reassurance returned.
Psalm 91 is a poem that brings reassurance to the person who trusts in God.
To “dwell in the shelter of the Most High” and to “rest in the shadow of the
Almighty” are beautiful expressions of how the Psalmist found security and
peace in the presence of the Lord. Shelter and shadow do not describe precise location, rather they illustrate nearness. Those who remain near to God
will find refuge.
Throughout this Christmas season we will hear and read the name Immanuel. My guess is that other devotionals within this guide will mention this
name and it’s meaning. Yet, we can never hear or read it too often.
“Immanuel – God with us.” God knows how easy it is for us to wander
away from Him, so He came looking for us in Jesus. “Daddy, where are
you?” is a question that we may continue to ask of God, but God is a good
Father, and any good father will respond without delay. We can constantly
dwell in His shelter and abide in His shadow because of Jesus, Immanuel.
—By Skip Wallace, First Baptist Waynesboro

—By Deb Douglas, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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December 4th

December 19th

Scripture: “You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ
died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though
for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his
own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”
- Romans 5:6-8

John 1:14, “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.”
In verse 14, one finds the following statement, “We have seen his glory.” What does it mean that they have, “seen his glory”?
I spent some time living overseas. I remember sitting around the kitchen
table with people who would talk to me in a different language. My language skills were developing. And much of the time I could not understand
the conversation. I often felt tantalizingly close. I would get this
word. But I couldn't hold together the entire concept. On many occasions
those speaking to me would realize I was not comprehending. And so they
would do what many of us do when we are not understood. They would
speak louder. The problem was not that I couldn’t hear the words. The
problem was I did not comprehend what was being asked.
Sometimes it can feel like, in the church, we do this same response to words
that people do not understand. It may be that when people come to these
difficult -to-conceptualize ideas, that we just say the phrases more loudly. It
may not be loud in the sense of a tone of voice, but simply saying them over
and over, we pretend to understand until we forget to really think about
what it means.
Glory can be understood, in our everyday speech, to describe the giving of
honors to someone. It can also be used to describe the seeking of honors.
When it describes the seeking of honors, we think of this as a kind of character flaw. Someone who needs or wants affirmation. And one who wants
too much affirmation seems to be lacking self-esteem. On the other hand ,
we readily accept that it is a good thing to show our appreciation for acts of
valor. When a total stranger risks his life to save someone from a moving
train, we feel it is right to recognize and celebrate such courage. We would
not think much of the person who simply does the action for the affirmation, but this doesn’t mean that we do not think that such valor should not
be recognized. John saw Jesus. He walked with Him. He talked with
Him. He saw that His life was full of grace and truth. And so can you.

I can still remember when I first tried to explain this concept to my
son, who was around age eight at the time. Growing up as a youth pastor’s kid,
he has rarely missed a Sunday at church, and he has attended many youth
events over the years. As a result, or perhaps by the process of osmosis, he
absorbed a fairly decent understanding of the concept of God as Father, and of
Jesus as God’s Son. He told my husband and me that he wanted to be baptized.
We began having pointed conversations about his faith to try to gauge his understanding. We wanted to make sure he knew what he was getting himself
into! It was among these conversations with him that we got into the concept
of why Jesus died, and we shared the Romans 5 passage with him. We explained that even while humanity as a whole continued to commit sin, Jesus
chose to sacrifice himself for us because He loves us.
Ever since I became a mom, I have been fascinated by observing key
elements of the Christian faith through my children’s eyes. I do my best to answer their questions about church, Jesus, and God. And I answer them honestly
when the answer is, “I just don’t know. Maybe we can ask God or Jesus when
we get to Heaven one day.” Just as preparing our son for his baptism was particularly important, we must also prepare our hearts and minds for the celebration of Christmas. Let us properly prepare ourselves for the celebration of the
miracle of Jesus’s birth. We must simultaneously cast a spotlight on the manger scene, while also spanning out to see all that Jesus’s life would become.
His childhood, His ministry, His miracles, tough teachings, and His death and
resurrection. This advent season, we are invited into a season of wonder. We
are invited to marvel at the baby Messiah. But we must also remember Jesus’
full life and death. While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Right now,
in the year 2022, sin is all around us. We are constantly confronted by our own
sin and other people’s sin. And yet, Jesus still died for us. We are so unworthy.
But we are also so loved. As we enjoy hot cocoa, Christmas lights, and familiar
carols this season, we are also invited to remember the reason.
Loving God,
We are so grateful for Your love for us, and that you would send Your Son to
save us all. May we use this day and the advent season, to reflect in awe of
Your deep love. May we also use this time now to reflect on Your Son’s sacrifice made on our behalf. Allow us to shine Your love and light to others.
Amen.
—By Rev. Katelyn Belcher, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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December 3rd

December 20th

John 10:1-10
Can you picture it? A sheep pen surrounded by rock walls, open to the sky,
and with only one entrance. The walls will keep the sheep from wandering and
protect them from wild animals. The watchman will keep an eye over the
large, combined flock until the shepherds return to claim their individual
flocks. The Palestinian shepherd does not have to drive his sheep. Rather, he
goes on ahead of them, and his flock follows because they know his voice and
respond only to him.

Let’s reflect on the voice. One’s unique voice is almost like a fingerprint for
identification. Image how many distinctive voices you might recognize.
Spouse. Children. Parents. Friends. Teachers. Doctors. Pastor. The list
could go on and on. If you tried to count the number, you would soon run out
of fingers and toes! Now think of the emotional response to hearing and recognizing these voices. I can still hear my parents’ voices in my head even
though they have been in their heavenly home for many years now. When I
hear a familiar voice, I immediately feel a sense of knowing, warmth, acceptance, and importance. There also comes a flood of memories shared because of quality time spent with this person. Good feelings!

Jeremiah 33:10-11, 10 “This is what the Lord says: ‘You say about this
place, “It is a desolate waste, without people or animals.” Yet in the
towns of Judah and the streets of Jerusalem that are deserted, inhabited by
neither people nor animals, there will be heard once more 11 the sounds
of joy and gladness, the voices of bride and bridegroom, and the voices of
those who bring thank offerings to the house of the Lord, saying,“Give
thanks to the Lord Almighty, for the Lord is good; his love endures forever.” For I will restore the fortunes of the land as they were before,’ says
the Lord.”
I realize it is common for people to feel a cloud of heaviness on Christmas day. It may be grief. This may be your first year without a loved
one around the table. It may be that the sounds, the smells, the decorations remind you of a painful experience. There are many reasons for
grief through Christmas. But there is perhaps a unifying presence in our
grief. There is some aspect to your life that is not the way you want it to
be. It may be that a relationship with your children or your spouse is
strained. It may be that your work situation is precarious. It may be that
look on Facebook at the smiling faces around other people's trees and you
feel a deep despair that you will not have such love and care from others.

Being familiar with the voice of Jesus means that we must spend time with
Him, discerning his leadership in our lives and reveling in the promise of salvation that comes through claiming his lordship over our lives. Jesus’ voice is
ever present to those who recognize and accept him as the true Shepherd.
Well, all of this is nice imagery, but what does it have to do with Advent?
How does this passage connect with the annual period of preparation for the
celebration of the birth of Jesus Christ?
In this passage Jesus reminds us that there were false shepherds before him shepherds who climbed over the walls or entered the fold through another way
than the one main gate. These shepherds were nothing more than thieves and
robbers. God denounced these false shepherds and promised to provide the
true Shepherd, the Messiah, to care for his sheep. Jesus clearly identifies himself as that true Shepherd, the long-awaited Messiah. The one who’s soft, low
cry that could be heard from the manger in Bethlehem is the one who is both
the way into the fold of safety and the great provider of all needs. He alone is
the gate that leads to salvation.
“I have come in order that you might have life – life in all its fullness.” John
10:10b

On the internet there have been a number of messages from celebrities
that are attempting to encourage and comfort those hurting this time of
year. One celebrity writer encouraged her fans that are struggling to realize that December 25th is just another day. Don't let it be a measure for
you. I am grateful for the sensitivity and the desire for comfort. But is
this the only way to take comfort on Christmas? The advice to view
Christmas just like any other day? It is perhaps helpful to be encouraged
to resist the temptation to compare yourself with others, but does this heal
the pain of grief?
Several years ago the public was captivated by a terrible story from Nigeria. A group of young girls were kidnapped from their home by Islamic
militants. A number of these girls were ultimately set free. And a news
reporter interviewed on of the survivors. This girl said she was so excited
to be home for Christmas so that she could go to church. So she could
worship Jesus. You may not be able to heal a ruptured relationship within
your family. You may not be able to fill an empty seat at the table. You
may not be able to numb the aching pain. But you can worship. And as
we worship, Jesus will lift our eyes to the one who can take a desolate
Jerusalem and restore its fortunes.

Savior, like a shepherd lead us. May we hear your voice daily and follow your
leading .
Amen.
—By Susan Kiser, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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December 21st
Revelation 19:6-7, Then I heard what sounded like a great multitude, like the
roar of rushing waters and like loud peals of thunder, shouting: “Hallelujah!
For our Lord God Almighty reigns.7 Let us rejoice and be glad and give him
glory! For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and his bride has made herself ready."
Do you recall the DISH network commercial from a few years ago? The
scene of the commercial is a church service. The pastor is preaching. When
a man in the back shouts out hallelujah. His exclamation is not a praise to
the Almighty. At least not in response to the message of the preacher. He is
watching the football game on his mobile device. The choir responds to his
shouts with the Hallelujah Chorus from Handel's Messiah. The organist
plays along.
As a child, attending some portion of The Messiah was a Christmas Tradition. Now I find this concert to be especially meaningful. A few years ago I
attending a concert in Bridgewater. The church was packed. There were
people of all ages. Though there were maybe a few more seniors. There
were a number in the crowd who were in wheelchairs. I also noticed several
Mennonite families. There were several little girls in front of me in their
bonnets. You may know the tradition that when the choir sings the Hallelujah Chorus the entire congregation typically stands and sings along. The
choir filled the church with the refrain “Hallelujah, King of Kings, Lord of
Lords.” The congregation began to stand one at a time. Ultimately the entire
sanctuary was standing and singing. I looked around and saw a number of
these frail people in wheel chairs who had struggled to their feet singing, “He shall reign forever and ever. Hallelujah. Forever and ever.”
It may be that those little girls in the front cannot imagine ever being old. I
suspect some of you reading this entry can recall how quickly life goes
bye. In the blink of an eye, that young Mennonite girl may be sitting in one
of the wheel chairs. I hope they will be standing to sing. I hope they will be
singing of the faith that has come from recognizing and praising Jesus Christ,
the King of Kings and Lord of Lords whose work has begun and whose work
will be brought to completion on that great day.
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December 2nd
Song of Solomon 2.8-13
Do you remember what it felt like when that special someone first
spoke your name aloud? Maybe it gave you shivers down to your toes or
perhaps it even took your breath away. But I’m willing to bet most of us
haven’t forgotten what it feels like to have our name spoken out loud by
someone we love. When a child says our name for the first time it is magical! It meant something to the young Shulamite girl when she simply heard
the voice of her shepherd boy— “The voice of my beloved!” she exclaimed.
“Listen, I hear him coming! Just wait until you get to meet him,” we imagine
her saying. “He is lovely, sweet, kind, and oh, so considerate! And when he
speaks to me… it is as though the world stops moving! And now he is calling me to come away with him! He adores me!”
Many have seen this story as a way to understand how God cares
for us. Do you ever think of yourself as one beloved by God? One in whom
God delights? Have you ever experienced chills when you heard God speak
your name? God loves us more deeply than we can fathom. And whether we
actually hear his voice audibly or we feel it deep inside, God reaches out to
us again and again and again and waits for us to respond. And sometimes
God waits and waits and waits.
The challenge in this kind of profound communication and love is
that “intimacy can be as frightening as it is fulfilling” (NIBD). It is not easy.
We make ourselves vulnerable to another so that we can truly be seen, and
they make themselves vulnerable to us as they express undying commitment
knowing that they could easily be dismissed. But when we are willing to risk
ourselves more completely, we are able to know each other and know ourselves more completely.
This is also true in our relationship with God. God wants to know
us. God wants a relationship with us to the extent that he sent his Son to
earth so that we might know we are truly seen for who we are and so that we
could see God in Christ for who he truly is (talk about vulnerability!). Much
like the shepherd boy in our scripture passage, God is continuously calling
out to us so that he might know us and we might know him. And just like
human relationships, our relationship with God “must be cultivated, nurtured, safeguarded, and cherished… Intimacy with God and intimacy with
each other costs… time and our energies… and a willingness to be present,
to remain, to be accountable, to see things through, to come out from hiding—all of this is necessary to nurture relationships” (NIBD). But it is so
worth it.
Writer Brennan Manning challenged us to see that the deepest
awareness of ourselves we can know is that we are, each and every one of
us, deeply loved by Jesus Christ… that is our fundamental identity. “For
God so loved the world…” So may each one us know that risking ourselves
for Jesus is worth it. May we, especially this Christmas, recognize that we
are worthy of someone else’s great love.
The Savior of the world gave his life for each of us, and may we
receive the gift that God sent to us so many years ago in a stinky, scruffy
stable and know deep within us that it truly is the gift that keeps on giving.
—By Eli Withers, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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December 1st

December 22nd

“What am I forgetting?”

I
“Come now, let us reason together,” says the LORD.
“Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow
Though they are red as crimson, they shall be like wool.”
(Isaiah 1: 18, NIV)

Luke 16 is all about the lost. There is the parable of the lost sheep, the
lost coin, the lost brother. Don’t get me wrong, I lose my keys and phone
enough each week to know what a relief it is to find something what was
once lost. However, what about the other nine coins that were never lost, or
the ninety-nine sheep that didn’t wander away? What about the brother who
stayed? He didn’t squander his wealth, or live life “wildly” (Luke 16:13).
Yet, when the younger brother did, and returned home, he was celebrated.
This I can understand. If someone has returned from life away from God, I
would celebrate too. However, as the older brother points out, “All these
years I’ve been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you
never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my
friends.” (Luke 16:29). The older brother felt a bit cheated out of something
to which he felt entitled.

Throughout history, people have been going about their business each day.
The sun rises and then sets. The seasons change. The years go by. People
live their lives, generation after generation. Some remember their history
and the things God has done for those who came before. Many forget.
And then God sends a prophet, Isaiah. He lives a long time, and his ministry spans the reign of four kings of Judah. Isaiah’s message is not good. In
the first chapter, Judah is called an “ox that doesn’t know it’s master,” a
“sinful nation”, an unfaithful “harlot”, and a “murderer.” God tells them to
stop bringing meaningless offerings to worship, and that He will no longer
hear their prayers. Things seem pretty bad, for Judah in the first chapter of
Isaiah. But then God speaks through Isaiah. God’s Word is like finding
clean cool water in the hot dry desert.

However, since he wasn’t the lost son, he was pushed to the
periphery of the story line. Since he wasn’t the lost son, there was no need
to throw him a celebration. He exclaimed that even though he had been
working for his father for years, he had never received a party like that given to his younger brother. Since he wasn’t the lost son, it seemed he didn’t
receive the benefits of being found. Well, that isn’t true. He received those
benefits every day because he was “found” every day. In fact, his father
says, “you are always with me, and everything I have is yours” (Luke
15:31). When he sees all the gifts given to his younger sibling, he may have
felt left out. He felt as though he wasn’t getting all he deserved, but he was
just disregarding what he already had.

When God speaks, He says something completely unexpected. I would
expect disappointment, judgment, or wrath after all the unfaithfulness. In
Isaiah 1:18 God proclaims forgiveness. He announces that sin, blood red
like scarlet, will be washed clean. His people who have sinned will become
as white as fresh snow on a bright sunny day. Everything changes when
God forgives sin. All the stains are removed. Corruption becomes purity.
Sin is replaced with righteousness. Death is replaced with life. God gives
eternal joy when He forgives sin. What a day! A day like no other!

Since I grew up in the church, I also always had God. Sometimes this
makes it easy to forget all He has already given me. It’s hard to imagine
what life would be like without Him. However, many, like the younger
brother, experience that reality every day. The benefits of being “found”
may not always be a huge celebration. Luckily, it is something much better.
It is having God in our lives. While the latter can sometimes be harder to
recognize, once we do, we can see that it is the ultimate gift.

We celebrate the Christmas season only once a year, but we reap the blessings of forgiveness every day we live. Have you heard God’s voice? In the
business of your life, can you hear His proclamation of forgiveness? Have
your sins, though scarlet, been washed as white as snow?
Dear Lord. Please don’t ever let me forget your wonderful gift of forgiveness. I know that I fall short of your standards. In myself, I have no
hope to ever win your favor, yet your unlimited love provides forgiveness
when I could never earn it or deserve it. I am truly grateful for your gift
that washes me clean. Thank you for forgiving me.
—By Bill Davis, Laurel Hill Baptist Church

—Zoe Moser, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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November 30th

December 23rd
“I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me as you have
said.” Then the angel left her.” (Luke 1: 38, NIV)
What does it mean to be a servant? Being a servant means to do the expressed will of another. Your plans are set aside. The one you serve is
lord, and their wishers are yours to follow. The lord calls the shots, and the
servant does as told.
Some servants are servants because they need the employment, or perhaps
they owe a debt to the lord. They would rather be doing something else if
they could. Some servants have chosen to follow someone voluntarily
because they admire and love the other person. They are not forced to
serve but do so willingly.
Mary was given an impossible task—to give birth to the Son of God. She
was young and inexperienced. She was not wealthy or influential. She had
never been with a man. If God had not visited her that night, we would
never have heard about her. But an angel did visit. The angel told her that
she would bear the Son of God who would sit on the throne forever!”

Mary was a young maiden, trying to live right. It would be hard to imagine
all the changes set into motion for her by this “unplanned” pregnancy. She
was not yet married. She was planning to marry Joseph, but she never saw
this coming. She probably thought, “Who will believe me?” She knew the
kind of things others say about unwed mothers. Would Joseph believe me?
Would Joseph still want me? Mary only knew a little idea about what God
was asking, but she responded:
“I am the Lord’s servant. May it be to me as you have said.” Mary was
the Lord’s servant. The Lord had a request for her.
That is all she needed to know. Her decision was already made.
God has everything planned. He is the Lord. His plans are perfect. We
are His servants. We follow and try to do the impossible things He asks us
to do. Mary asked a question to help her understand what the angel was
saying, but she never hesitated. She was the Lord’s servant.
Dear Lord. I do not know what lies ahead. But I know that You have a
plan for my life. I do not always understand your ways, but You are my
Lord. In everything, help me to answer you and follow you as Mary did.
“I am your servant. May it be to me as you have said.”

6 “As for me, I am already being poured out as a libation, and the time of my
departure has come. 7 I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I
have kept the faith. 8 From now on there is reserved for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will give me on that day, and
not only to me but also to all who have longed for his appearing.”
2 Timothy 4:6-8 NRSV
Paul's last words of encouragement to Timothy remind me of some of the conversations I often have at work with my boss, with whom I also go to church.
Last year he, along with a group of several other church members, read
through the Bible in one year. For this group, it would be the second consecutive year of doing this, but this time they would read it chronologically.
Every morning we would go into the office, and he would tell me about what
he and his wife had read the night before and delineate where he was in the
narrative of the Israelites and other Old Testament characters. We talked about
how, at times, the reading would be sort of monotonous and filled with endless
genealogies; also, how tough it was to get through some passages filled with
themes of violence and despair. Where was the hope?

As the year went on, I could tell these themes were weighing on him, and he
was more than ready to get to the New Testament… on day 257. At first, I
found it odd that he was grappling with those passages. Didn't he know that
there was something better coming?
It’s easy for me to think that people, a few or several steps ahead of me in life,
have it all figured out; they can run a steady race with no struggle. But the
more my boss and I would talk about the Bible, the church, and what it means
to be a Christian, the more I learned about faithful purpose and pace even in
the midst of struggles. I learned of the stories of great hardship and tragedy
that, through faithful perseverance, shaped some of the people and community
that I look up to in the church. Life is not about going through the motions of
Christian living, but instead we strive for this kind of faithful perseverance
through the race of life and hope for greater things to come.
Finally, Tuesday, September 14 came around as he read and recounted the stories of the breaking through of hope from our Savior born in a manger. I saw,
in him, the joy and hope that Jesus Christ brings in a way I hadn’t experienced
before. As we begin this Advent season, let us live in joyful expectation with
faithful perseverance and hopeful anticipation!
—By Heidi Ruiz, Harrisonburg Baptist Church

—By Bill Davis, Laurel Hill Baptist Church
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December 24th

November 29th
Amos 4:12b "Israel, prepare to meet your God.”

Luke 2:1, “In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census
should be taken of the entire Roman world. 2 (This was the first census that
took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) 3 And everyone went to
their own town to register.”

I recall seeing this warning from Amos on the side of the road. I am not sure
what the person had in mind by putting this quote on a placard in their
yard. It may be that they were trying to persuade people to some moral
reformation. It may be that they were hoping to influence people's driving
habits. The prophets were at times quite shrill. Warning signals are most
effective when they cannot be ignored.

Augustus Caesar issued a decree that all the world was to be registered. This is the exercise of power. The power to tax is the assertion of
dominance. One would imagine that in this Roman world there would have
been no question of who had power and who did not. This certainly would
be evident in comparing Joseph and Mary to Augustus Caesar. Mary and
Joseph traveled to Bethlehem because they had no choice. But Caesar was
merely an instrument in the unfolding plan of God. In this village there
was no room for the holy family. The child placed in a stable: a place for
animals. He is placed in a trough that would be used for feeding the animals. The only witnesses gathered to acknowledge this royal birth are a
group of shepherds out watching their fields by night.

Advent is a season of preparation. But this tends not to be the kind of preparation that requires a shrill warning. We prepare to celebrate. Everyone
loves a party. It is easier to persevere in chores when we see a payoff. The
Advent season calls us to prepare not just for the celebration of Christmas,
but to celebrate the return of Jesus. As we remember the Incarnation of the
Son, we proclaim that He is coming again.
So how do we prepare to meet the Lord? I want to suggest, as a metaphor,
you consider those preparations that go on for Christmas. One way to prepare for the holidays is by cleaning. If you have guests coming over, you
want to be sure that you have run the vacuum cleaner and dusted your furniture. Are there areas in one's life that may need the broom? For example,
may you have developed habits of thinking that lead to anger, resentment,
lust, or greed? If so, this is a time to sweep. But what broom would work
for sweeping up these areas? Perhaps we may extend the metaphor. This
cleaning requires the power of God.

It would be a mistake to think this unfolding plan of God was merely a
"make do" affair. Each element in this story comes together by design. Jesus will be the true shepherd to a nation that has been plagued by
false shepherds. These false shepherds are leaders that, instead of caring for
the people, were only concerned with their own interests. This manger that
served as a crib, points to the food that Jesus will be for the redeemed. His
body will be the bread of life that is broken and shared for the healing of the
nations. You can travel to Rome and see the tomb of Augusts Caesar. The
structure takes up an entire city block. It has long since fallen into disrepair. They are not able to keep it free of graffiti. This king no longer has
the power to instill fear. You can go in Jerusalem to the a few places that
are claimed to be the historic place of Jesus' tomb. And yet, while these
places are venerated by many pious devotees, the power of Jesus is not in
the remembrance of who he once was. We proclaim that the child born in a
manger continues to reign. And the world sees his rule in the lives of those
who have accepted him as Lord.

One way that we prepare for Christmas is by cleaning. But in addition to
cleaning, we put up decorations. Have you put lights up on your
house? Have you set up a Christmas tree? Decorations prepare the home for
celebration.
One way to prepare for Jesus comes from removing some dirt from one's
life, but another way to prepare is by putting some things into one's life. We
add some things. Some of the habits might include a renewed commitment
to your times of prayer. As you pray and spend time reading these devotional entries, perhaps you could include a time of focused prayer for matters
that you do not currently give consideration. One discipline that has been
helpful to expanding one's scope of prayer is to write one's prayers. This
discipline provides a few practical benefits. When you find yourself writing
words that you have used so many times that they have lost their meaning,
you have the opportunity to reword your concern in a way that helps to regain vitality.
Advent is a time of preparation. Are you preparing to meet your God?
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November 28th

December 25th
John 1:1-5, “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[a] it.”

Luke 15:1-7

Merry Christmas! It may be you are reading this devotional in the evening
after a busy day. After all Christmas Day is a Sunday this year. It may be
that you don't have anyone in the home any more, and so your day has actually been filled with a lot of space. Christmas day can bring many different kinds of emotions from joy to sadness and many places along this spectrum.

3 So Jesus told them this story: 4 “If a man has a hundred sheep and one of
them gets lost, what will he do? Won’t he leave the ninety-nine others in the
wilderness and go to search for the one that is lost until he finds it?”

15 “Tax collectors and other notorious sinners often came to listen to Jesus
teach. 2 This made the Pharisees and teachers of religious law complain that he
was associating with such sinful people—even eating with them!

This passage is often read on Christmas Day in the church. Here we find
the proclamation that the Word became flesh and dwelt among us. I want
to suggest that the metaphor John uses to describe the Incarnation invites us
to reflect on words. Language enables us to organize our emotions and
impulses into coherent ideas. Language enables us to order our interior
life. There is stunning order in the world. One sees fractals in the design
of snow flakes. One can see the complexity of life in every cell of a living
organism.
Order is necessary for life. Humans uniquely among the living world have
the ability to use words. We use words to understand our surroundings. We
use words to understand ourselves. We use words to understand what is.
But this doesn’t mean that our search for meaning will always lead us to
God. We need to be careful with our words. When someone says, "watch
your language," they usually mean to caution about the importance of conforming one’s behavior to a certain standard, being polite. Coarse language
is jarring and disruptive to such polite society. But this is not the most important reason we should be careful about language. Language, words,
serve to help us approach meaning in life. And words misused can distort
meaning.
For many people around the world there is nothing special about December
25th. People in many countries of the world see this day like most other
days. In our community, December 25th is almost universally observed as
a special day. But it is special for different reasons. Among believers, we
recognize that what makes this day special is that we remember and celebrate the Incarnate Son, who came that we might have life.
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I think I’m still full from Thanksgiving. If you’re like me, hopefully, we'll recover just in time for the feasts of Christmas. There is something that draws us
to rub elbows with one another at a table, and I don’t think it’s just the food.
While the meal is delicious and helps us remember our roots, the people who
squeeze around the table are the real reason we make such an effort to travel.
We fellowship primarily with our nuclear family, but often extended family
members and other community members fill out the table. It’s there, at the table, sharing in fellowship, that we really get to know who people are. The table
functions as an informal summary of life, an anthology of stories from one
another’s lives.
Meals have a way of solidifying connections between others and ourselves. At
the table, we’re on equal terms, addressing the same human needs at the same
time. Therefore, we all come to the table with a common purpose. I believe
Jesus understands this for Jesus is happy to eat with the tax collectors and sinners. During the meal, Jesus connects with these outsiders, yet the Pharisees
complain about Jesus’ meal, and therefore, his association. They intend to keep
outsiders away; they criticize Jesus for opening himself up to others not like
them. The Pharisees’ intention to keep others at a distance is not the way that
Jesus related to his community. Instead, Jesus made room at his table.

The shepherd wraps the sheep in his arms and rejoices that the sheep has been
found. Imagine the embrace of the shepherd who gathers that sheep in his arms
before hoisting it onto his shoulders for the triumphal return to the neighborhood. The shepherd takes the time to find that which is lost.
That scene showcases the beauty of God’s love—the twirled embrace from the
shepherd to the sheep that was lost but now is found. At our table, we may
have eaten with folks that challenged us or lived differently than us, yet Jesus’
actions remind us that God’s arms seek to make room, not build barriers, and
to embrace, not create, distance. I hope each of us will find a way to wrap our
arms around those who may feel lost this Christmas season.
—By Matt Winters, Harrisonburg Baptist Church
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