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Welcome to the Journey of Advent 

The word “advent” means “to come before.”  Advent is the traditional season of 
the church year that comes before Christmas.  It is the time we prepare ourselves 
in heart, mind, and soul to celebrate the coming of Jesus Christ into the world and 
into our lives.  

Advent is a season for remembering and anticipating, and yet busyness, noise, 
and consumption seem to bombard us from all directions.  That is why we have 
created this devotional: to encourage you to seek sacred space to be still, find 
rest, and focus on the power of the Christmas story.  Set aside time for personal 
and/or family devotion to read, journal, and discuss the scripture passages.  Enjoy 
the devotionals prepared by Tom and Leslie Kingman, Andrew Cecil, Rachel 
Chaney, Sammy Cabrera, Nathan and Katie Devine, Jonathan Williams, Jeff 
Webster, Robin Clayton, Danny and Meg Simmons, and Lauren Balfour and the art 
depictions by Richard Dorment. 

As we journey toward Christmas, may the Spirit fill your heart and home with the 
goodness of all God’s promises in Jesus Christ: Immanuel, God with us! 

May you and yours experience the hope and peace of this beautiful season. 

Joyfully in mission, 

     

The Rt. Rev. Matt Kessler 
Senior Pastor, Grace Northridge Church



 

Isaiah 11:1-9 
John 1:1-18 Love is Personal

 We enter the season of Advent to anticipate the birth of Jesus. We have a 
holiday season, we have a birthday, we give gifts, we enjoy family; but, John starts 
his Gospel by trying to bring clarity to the magnitude of what actually happened 
2000 years ago. This included none of the above. 

 It was the birth of Jesus, but this was God, through whom all things came 
into being, who existed before there was a beginning. He had created the perfect 
world. Through humans it had fallen into darkness; by itself it could not reach the 
Light.  

 God sent the Messiah. He was of the root of Jesse, the lineage of David. He 
was anticipated to fulfill the covenant with Israel and make the children of 
Abraham supreme. The Jews had been conquered, exiled and returned ultimately 
to Israel but were subjects of the Romans. The Jews anticipated a great ruler, a 
general like David, to overthrow the Romans and restore their rightful place.   

 Instead, they got God. He did it His way, not as they or we would have 
anticipated. He came in the flesh as a baby. He grew up fully human, but was 
perfect, fully God. He professed truth and love, he taught about loving one’s 
neighbor as oneself and decided with equity for the meek of the Earth. He taught 
of the Kingdom of God - a return to perfection where the wolf shall live with the 
lamb. The leaders did not anticipate this, did not accept Him, because it was not 
their vision of God. But to all who did receive Him, who believed in His name, He 
gave power to become children of God.  

 No one has ever seen God. This child is God, the only Son, who is close to 
the Father’s heart, who has made him known. Let us rejoice. God is with us. God 
saved us and made us his children. May we fully understand the magnitude of 
God’s love that he would become fully man to restore us to his perfect creation. 



 

Genesis 12:1-5 
Matthew 1:1-17 One Act of Obedience

 One act of obedience was all it took for Abram to become the patriarch of 
our faith and the father of nations. At seventy-five he was no spring chicken when 
God said, “Go from your country…to the land I will tell you.” No other instructions, 
just go, and he went. He simply uprooted his family, wandered into the unknown, 
and began paving the road to Jesus.   

  It wasn’t easy and seemed strange; it required the kind of faith that moves 
mountains and although he made mistakes, he never lost his way because God 
was his own personal GPS. Sure, Abram was showered with blessings; illogical 
ones that defied science and nature; the eyebrow-raising kind only God could 
promise and deliver. Yet, he knew deep in his bones that the ultimate blessing was 
not his fame or fortune, but his relationship with God.   

  Generation upon generation passed; the faithful “Who’s Who” in the 
genealogy of Jesus tirelessly paved their portion of the road, until finally, in the 
most stunning act of obedience ever recorded, God looked at Jesus and said 
“Go,” and he went. Just like Abram, he uprooted himself from his father and his 
throne; deity put on the mantle of humanity and with his first human breath 
became the promised Messiah.   

    When God says “go,” obedience is vital, even when it seems pointless or is 
hard. But obedience to the Almighty is never wasted. Don’t underestimate the 
power of your own faithfulness to God. Follow his GPS, pave your part of the road, 
and trust that no matter how illogical, God knows where you are headed. This 
Advent season, go where he leads and let him lavishly love you and yours through 
the gift of his Son.



Deuteronomy 
18:15-18

What Kind of Voice Will the 
Prophet Have for Us?

 What do we think of when we think of prophets? What images come to our minds? Staffs 
stretched over a sea causing it to split? Thundering oration calling people to repent? A fiery 
preacher dressed in camel skins whose diet was locusts? These are biblical images. They call to 
mind Moses, Jeremiah, and John the Baptist – all prophets of God. 
 But the prophecy of Deuteronomy 18 presents a different picture – one will come who will 
make it easier to hear the words of God. Here’s the background.  

 When God appeared on Mt. Sinai, it was with fire, smoke, thunder, and lightning. His voice 
shook the earth, and the people trembled. They said, “Let us not hear again the voice of God. Let 
us not see his great fire or we will die.” The lesson was learned. The people saw that God was 
majestic and not one to be trifled with. Yet, they must hear his words if they were to live. And so 
God replied, “They have spoken well. I will do what they ask. I will send them a prophet, and I 
will put my words into his mouth, and he will speak to them.”  
 Jesus is that prophet. He came to make the majestic, glorious, holy, and awe-inspiring 
God accessible to the simplest and feeblest of people. His first words were the cries of a baby 
leaving the secure, warm womb and entering the harsh, cold world, then the soft, gentle sighs of 
contentment after nursing, and months later learning to say “Abba” – a child’s word for Father.  
When he grew up, he gained wisdom. At age 12, his words, his questions, and his answers 
confounded leading scholars in Jerusalem. At age 30, he began to speak the words his Father in 
heaven had given him to say just as Deuteronomy 18 foretold. 
 What were those words? Among them were, “Blessed are the poor in spirit for the 
kingdom of heaven belongs to them. Blessed are those who mourn for they shall be comforted.” 
They were words that could be understood, words that healed, words that comforted, words that 
showed the heart of a holy God of love.  

 For sure, Jesus did have strong words for some and like a prophet of old he thundered his 
woes upon hypocrites. But to those who were hurting, those who were sick with their sin, those 
who were languishing through life he said, “Come to me all who are weary and burdened, and I 
will give you rest.” 
 The Prophet foretold in Deuteronomy 18 wishes to speak to us today. But with what kind 
of voice will he speak? That depends on us. If we are cold, hard-hearted, and stubborn, we may 
hear thunder and see lightning. But if we humble ourselves and present our needs to him, his 
words will be gentle and life-giving, for he is the Prophet who has come to make the majestic 
words of God accessible for us.



Mystic Nativity by Sandro Botticelli 
Botticelli's Mystic Nativity abandons the rules of perspective and proportion – and with them 
the order, rhythm and harmony we think of as characteristic of painting in Florence during 
the Renaissance. Painted just after the execution of the reforming preacher Gerolamo 
Savonarola in 1498, this apocalyptic image is inscribed with a text announcing the defeat of 
the Antichrist and the second coming of our Lord. It shows Jesus, Mary and Joseph as a 
family of giants surrounded by the Lilliputian figures of the three kings on one side of the 
manger and the shepherds on the other. Above, a circle of dancing angels hangs suspended 
from the golden dome of heaven, while in the foreground angels embrace mortal men, God 
and sinner reconciled. In its wild, expressionistic rendering of a familiar subject, there is 
something neurotic and off-balance in the picture, a fusion of joy, hysteria and anxiety 
palpable to us even today.



 
The Shocking Announcement  

of the Long Promised King
Daniel 7:13-14 
Luke 1:26-38

 In the 6th century BC things looked rather bleak for the nation of Israel. After 
repeated cycles of disobedience, chastisement, and restoration, the people of God were 
languishing in Babylonian exile, the penalty for breaking the covenant that God had 
made with them centuries before. What would become of the promises that God had 
given them throughout their history? They were to be a great nation in whom all the 
peoples of the earth would be blessed (Genesis 12:2-3); a kingdom of priests with 
special favor in his eyes (Exodus 19:5-6). To their greatest king, David, God had promised 
a dynasty that would endure “forever” (2 Samuel 7:16). How could these glorious things 
happen in light of their present state of humiliation and ruin? 

 It was in this dire context for God’s people that the prophet Daniel had his 
extraordinary vision of four beasts, representing a series of increasingly terrifying earthly 
kingdoms. Triumphing over them all, however, was one “like a Son of Man” “coming with 
the clouds of heaven,” to whom was given “dominion, glory and a kingdom,” such that all 
the nations should serve him (Daniel 7:13-14). This divine/human figure will have an 
“everlasting dominion.” 

 Over five hundred years later, in circumstances that Daniel could scarcely have 
imagined, the coming of the long promised king is announced to a humble virgin in a 
backwater region of the Roman Empire. The angel tells Mary that the child within her 
womb shall inherit the “throne of his Father David,” and that his kingdom “shall have no 
end” (Luke 1:32-33). Clearly, he is the one of whom Daniel wrote, the Son of Man, the 
eternal king. 

 This Christmas season let us marvel at the way God fulfills His promises. Often his 
ways are surprising, paradoxical, and worthy of endless awe.



  No Fanfare for  
the God of the Universe

Luke 1:5-25

 When he came, it was quiet and unobtrusive, and he involved others in the process. Not 
others who were recommended as “most likely to succeed,” heroes who would boast of “helping 
God,” but commoners who did not seem to make much of a mark.  

 We often begin the Story in a manger in Bethlehem. But it began about 15 months earlier 
with two who lived a common life in the hill country of Judea. They were Zechariah and 
Elizabeth. He was a priest, respected in his village, instructing the people in the ways of God and 
exemplifying a righteous life with his wife. Once a year for two weeks he would serve in the 
Temple in Jerusalem. And that was their life – year after year – except for one detail. Elizabeth 
was barren, and the shame of her condition weighed heavily upon them both. It wasn’t just that 
she was barren. Her barrenness seemed to indicate that the God they loved and served had not 
heard their prayer for children.  

 They were now in their late 40s, most likely having been married in their teens with great 
excitement and hope. Thirty years later, their home, like their prayer, was still empty. Heaven was 
as silent as the non-existent children around their table. Their bodies were changing. Old age 
was approaching. Hope had faded. Yet, there they were, still, “both righteous in the sight of God, 
walking blamelessly in all the commandments and requirements of the Lord” (Luke 1:6).  

 From our perspective, we look upon this story and smile. We know how it ended – with 
expressions of joy that have been read and sung and celebrated by millions around the world 
through centuries. “Do not be afraid, Zechariah,” the angel said to him in the Temple. “Your 
petition has been heard, and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will give him the 
name John” (Luke 1:13). 

 The commoners, Zechariah and Elizabeth, are heroes of the faith – the parents of the one 
who prepared the way for the God of the universe to make his quiet and unobtrusive entrance 
into the world, without fanfare, using commoners who were not heroes in the world but who 
were heroes in the eyes of God all along. They were heroes of the faith when they were in the 
20s, their 30s, and their 40s – waiting, hoping, despairing, yet still following the God of their 
fathers and setting an example for us who labor through life, waiting, hoping, sometimes 
questioning and perplexed, but by grace continuing to love and serve God, knowing that he is 
faithful and that he delights in blessing his people with indescribable joy.



The Nativity by Giuseppe Sanmartino 
From the end of the 13th century, we hear of life-sized sculptural groups of the Nativity 
constructed in special rooms for devotional purposes. But it wasn't until the 17th century 
that Nativity crèches as we know them today became truly popular in Catholic countries. It 
was the Jesuits who introduced the Christmas crib to Europe as a means of enabling the 
faithful to visualize events from the life of Christ. Typically, artists place three-dimensional 
figures of the Holy Family against illusionistic landscapes, sometimes using hidden sources 
of artificial light to make the scenes look even more realistic. In more elaborate examples, 
the figures may wear rich fabrics and real jewelry, with details rendered in ivory and coral 
and eyes made of glass. In this nativity group from the mid-18th century, which is attributed 
to the Neapolitan Giuseppe Sanmartino, the miniature figures are made of colored 
terracotta and arranged in a wooden, glass-fronted box.



Genesis 3:11-15 
Luke 1:39-45

Eve’s Comfort,  
Mary’s Joy

 In Genesis we read that the serpent lied to Eve and by his twisted words, 
convinced her to break God’s rule and his heart by eating the forbidden fruit. Eve 
must have been frightened at the sudden distance between herself and God, 
confused at her new awareness of good and evil, and desperate to undo her mistake. 
In the midst of this mess, God comforts her with the promise of redemption. God 
curses the serpent and promises that one day the offspring of a woman would bruise 
the serpent’s head. 

 Mary carries the child who will fulfill this promise made to Eve so many 
generations before. She is blessed for believing that the Lord would fulfill his promises 
to her. In God’s mercy, both Eve and Mary are mothers in the lineage of Jesus. Even in 
God’s own pain at the sin of Eve and Adam, he responds with kindness and comforts 
them with the promise that he will restore what is now broken. In Advent we celebrate 
that Jesus is the offspring that will once and for all defeat the lying serpent Satan. As 
he did for Eve and Mary, God continues to work on our behalf as we move toward 
holiness, until the day when every heartache will cease and we will live with him in 
peace and joy forever. 



Revelation 21:1-8
Emmanuel: from 

Genesis to Revelation 

 Revelation 21:1-8 is where the Bible’s story, the Christmas story, and your story are 
headed. Your future is bright. You will dwell with God and enjoy unhindered communion 
with him in the New Heavens and New Earth. God’s plan all along has been to be with us. 
He has pledged himself to a holy people in a holy place through Jesus Christ’s obedience 
and sacrifice. This is the Story of Scripture.   

 Is this sounding good? It should. There’s just one problem: Sin and its close 
association with death hinder fellowship with our holy God. At Christmas, we celebrate 
the Son of God becoming a man in order to make a way for us to be with God.  

Revelation 21 describes the consummation of the Son’s work. Your future in Christ 
excludes: the sea, representing chaos, danger, and rebellion (Rev 21:1; Rev 13:1; Daniel 
7:3); tears, death, sin (v. 4); and Satan and his allies (Rev 20:7, 21:8). Your future in Christ 
includes: lasting rest (Rev 21:6-7); your deepest longings satisfied, fullness of life (v. 6); 
unhindered communion with God (v. 3) 

 Jesus is God with Us. He is the true Temple, the place where heaven and earth 
meet. United to him, formerly excluded idolaters become priests welcomed into God’s 
presence. Here are a few ways our bright future and priestly identity should shape us now: 

1. We practice enjoying God’s presence now. We worship. We read His Word. We listen 
and speak. 

2. As priests, we intercede about the gap between a groaning creation and this sure 
future. 

3. We serve as ambassadors everywhere we go because God is “making all things new” 
through his people entrusted with the “message of reconciliation” (2 Corinthians 
5:17-20).  

4. We aim for holiness because holiness is progressive nearness to the Holy One. One 
day, we will see God face to face. Based on this trajectory, we practice living a non-
partitioned life now. Let’s confess sin to God and one another. Let’s bring sin to light 
and get help to fight it. What is one hidden thing that you can bring to light today?



Malachi 3:1-5 
Philippians 2:5-13 WOW…Fly Right…FEAR

 Both of today’s Scripture selections begin with the WOW of our faith. WOW…the 
promises of the Old Testament, including this one concerning the coming of God’s perfect 
messenger, actually came to be. (Malachi was written about 5 centuries before Christ). WOW…
Paul reminds us in Philippians of the extreme sacrifice Jesus made for us, His amazing 
perfection, and the salvation Jesus gave us. WOW….Paul calls us “beloved” as he writes from 
God’s heart. 

 But this is not to be an “I love you and I am going to just ignore your bad behavior” kind 
of day. In the middle of these passages, God calls us to task. He asks us to get our act together.  
In the prophesy of the Old Testament, it is straight forward. He condemns the sorcerers, the 
adulterers, those who lie, and those who oppress people instead of taking care of them.   

 Paul goes for a different tactic. He focuses on Jesus’ altruism by reminding us of all the 
things Jesus did for us. You know, leaving His cozy spot up in Heaven and coming down to 
Earth, humbling himself by being obedient to the point of death on a cross. Paul reminds us 
what it means to honor our Savior with knees bowed, tongues confessing Jesus as Lord. Not 
only when we are in the presence of those who will hold us accountable, but even more so 
when we are not. Basically, the message is “Clean it up down there, my loves. Act with humility. 
Honor God. Fly right.”  

 At the conclusion of these passages, God says “Fear me.” I have to admit I sometimes 
struggle with the fear piece. Our God loves us, why would he come on so strong about asking 
us to fear him? And then he dropped this in my path recently in the most unlikely of places, a 
Facebook post. F-E-A-R has two meanings: Forget Everything and Run or Face Everything and 
Rise. The choice is yours. 

 Aha! When God talks about fear, He is asking us for a focused, absolute concentration on 
the task of following Him. That does not mean avoiding challenges. He is asking us to face them 
head-on. This does not mean staying in our own little cocoon of what feels safe and secure. He 
wants us out there in this messy temporary home demonstrating the extreme love of our Savior, 
overcoming our own temptations by his power, owning our own struggles with his grace to see 
us through, and immersing ourselves in an attitude that looks like Jesus’ attitude toward God’s 
divine promise.  



Adoration of the Shepherds by Antonio da Correggio 
Completed in 1530, The Adoration of the Shepherds is Correggio's most influential work, 
known since the 17th century as La Notte ("The Night"). We enter the composition through 
three figures at the left who form a receding diagonal to draw the eye towards the new born 
infant lying in a manger full of golden hay. The bearded giant and joyful youth kneeling 
next to him are the shepherds, while the woman holding a basket full of ducklings must be 
a midwife. In the background, St Joseph comically struggles with the stubborn ass, and we 
can just make out the traditional ox in the far distance. At the top, five angels flutter onto the 
scene like a flock of birds. Once again, divine light emanating from the Christ Child 
irradiates the face of the Virgin who bends over her son in a pose of extraordinary 
gentleness, her serene smile one source of the picture's infectious joy.



Luke 1:57-80 Fear and Wonder

 If we received a card in the mail whose focus was FEAR we would expect it to 
arrive in October, not December. PEACE, HOPE, JOY, LOVE - these are the themes 
that are associated with the Christmas narrative, not fear. But, when we read the 
stories in Scripture that lead up to the birth of Jesus, fear appears in each one. 
Zechariah, Mary, Joseph and the shepherds all become troubled and afraid when they 
hear the news about Jesus being born and their role in God’s plan.  

 Even Zechariah’s neighbors begin to be afraid, and fear comes over them as 
they hear God’s blessings, and they wonder about what they have heard (v. 65-66). As 
Zechariah continues to speak about God’s blessings, past and future, he states that 
God will deliver us that we may “Serve him with out fear” (v. 74). While the human 
reaction to the news of Jesus is fear, divine intervention brings peace, hope and joy.  

 How do we move past fear and into serving God this Christmas season? By 
letting go of the fear, and holding on to the peace, hope and joy that we receive from 
God. What fears do you need to let go of this year, so that you may serve God without 
fear?



Isaiah 9:1-7 
Luke 2:1-20 A People Walking in Darkness

 The shepherds in the fields on the night of Jesus’ birth were literally walking in 
darkness. Luke says that they were watching their flocks by night, likely straining their 
eyes to protect their sheep from predators during the dark, cold hours of the night. 
The angels’ appearance lights up their world, literally and figuratively.  

 Light and dark are used throughout Scripture to represent the way of God and 
the way of humans. God leads the Israelites with a pillar of fire at night on their way to 
the promised land. Saul sees a great light and hears a voice, is plunged into darkness 
via temporary blindness, and freed once again into the light so that he can proclaim 
the good news. The shepherds that night see a great light, the glory of God shining 
around the angels, and are welcomed into the light of truth by the angel’s news. They 
hurry off to behold their Savior laying in a manger and the light of God’s goodness 
grows in their hearts. What is God bringing to light for you this Advent season? Friend, 
like the shepherds, hurry to behold your Savior. Step out of darkness into the light of 
his glory and grace.



Isaiah 42:1-7 
Matthew 2:1-12 Following the Magi

 Matthew’s account of Christ’s birth provides us with the treasured image of the 
magi from the East following a star in the night sky. Although their role in the nativity 
scene is well known, we do not know much about these mysterious travelers. Their 
knowledge of astronomy and the titles of “magi” or “wise men” suggests they were 
learned men, perhaps scholars or scientists. The lavish gifts they bring reveals their 
great wealth and high station. It is also apparent they are searching, that their hearts 
yearn for something beyond themselves. Though they have attained knowledge, 
wealth, and power – the definition of worldly success – they are not satisfied. Upon 
encountering Jesus after their long journey, they “rejoiced exceedingly with great joy” 
and fell down to worship the true King of the Jews. 

 Before finding the child Jesus, the magi consulted with another man of high 
station, great power, and wealth: King Herod the Great. A self-professing Jew, Herod 
was the ambitious, ruthless, tyrannical ruler of Judea who, ironically, considered 
himself to be the King of the Jews. He was also known to give lavish gifts. His gifts, 
however, were directed to his Roman rulers in order to earn their favor and came at 
the expense of heavy taxation and oppression of his people. One can imagine his 
dismay and contempt upon hearing of the magi’s search for the one “who has been 
born king of the Jews.” As he sent the magi to Bethlehem according to the prophecy 
in Micah, he surely burned with the desire to destroy this new threat to his power.  

 Consider these starkly contrasting responses to Jesus. The magi, who journeyed 
in the darkness and found great light, were overjoyed and fell down in worship. And 
Herod, who became “troubled” and remained in darkness, was unable to see further 
than his own ambition. Daily we have the choice to respond to Jesus. As we encounter 
him may we not be troubled like Herod, but rejoice in the truth of who we know Jesus 
to be. As the prophet Isaiah foretells, Jesus is “a light for the Gentiles,” the one “to 
open eyes that are blind, to free captives from prison, and to release from the 
dungeon those who sit in darkness.” 



The Nativity by Piero della Francesca  
The unfinished state and ruined condition of Piero della Francesca's Nativity of 1475-80 only adds to its 
unsettling psychological atmosphere. What the picture lacks are the softening transitions between 
landscape, objects and figures that unify and make believable the fictive worlds we see in other 
Renaissance pictures. Here, the serenely beautiful Madonna kneels in prayer before the newborn child, 
but she doesn't incline forwards to touch or cradle Him. Five adolescents stand behind the child like 
figures in a relief by Piero's contemporary, Luca della Robbia. Though wingless and with their bare feet 
planted firmly on the ground, their unearthly beauty and identical height identify them as angels, sent 
to earth to serenade the child – though at least one creature in the picture doesn't appreciate their 
celestial harmonies: the braying ass in the background. St Joseph is nowhere to be seen, but the three 
figures at the right are probably the three kings. Though they lack the traditional attributes of crowns, 
rich robes and gifts, one is seated on a saddle to suggest that he has been on a long journey and another 
gestures towards heaven, as though explaining the significance of the Star of Bethlehem to his 
companions.



Psalm 2 
Matthew 2:12-23 When Nations Conspire

 In their pride, rulers and nations throughout time have attempted to thwart the 
plans of God. Psalm 2 describes the lengths that nations take to conspire against God.  
The Scripture states that “kings of the earth rise up and rulers band together against 
the LORD and against his anointed.” These plans, however, are futile as God laughs, 
scoffs, and rebukes them, declaring his eternal kingdom and domain. 

 The passage in Matthew 2:12-23 paints a vivid picture of how God has 
established his sovereignty over the nations. After Christ was born, King Herod of 
Judea attempted to have Jesus, “born king of the Jews,” killed that there may be no 
rival to his throne. Yet God intervened. An angel prompted Joseph to take Mary and 
Jesus and flee to Egypt. After Herod’s death, an angel again appeared to Joseph and 
instructed him to return to Israel and settle in Nazareth, all in fulfillment of the 
Scriptures. 

 Even in our present times, whether it is through open persecution or outright 
unbelief, we can take comfort in knowing that no matter what the worlds' kings, rulers, 
or governments attempt, it is the Lord's purposes that prevail. The Lord has said “I 
have installed my king on Zion, my holy mountain.” Amidst opposition God continues 
to work all things together for his glory. 

 Pray and give thanks to God that he has given us a perfect and loving King in 
Jesus Christ. Pray that he would increase your faith in him and his sovereignty as we 
wait patiently for the return of Jesus and the establishment of his eternal kingdom. 



Jeremiah 23:3-6 
Luke 2:21-38 None Will Be Missing

 God set apart the nation of Israel thousands of years ago to be his special 
people, his family. They were given the Law, the prophets, and the temple to house 
God’s very presence on Earth. No other nation had this great honor until God brought 
the Gentiles (non-Jewish people) into his family through Christ. This is easy to assume 
or overlook, 2000 years later, when we’ve become quite accustomed to that idea that 
we are God’s people. However, take a moment to think about where you would be 
outside of this reality: far off from God, abandoned to yourself and your sin, without 
direction or purpose in life, fearful and lost. Think of a child alone in the world, without 
a family to call her own; imagine what it must feel like to yearn for a true home.  

 This passage from Jeremiah says that God with gather his flock from the nations 
and will appoint shepherds to care for them. God said he will bring his family 
together, put an end to fear, and no one will be missing. Long before Simeon held 
baby Jesus in his arms and declared that he had seen “a light for revelation to the 
Gentiles, and the glory of your people Israel,” God had in mind a bigger plan to both 
gather his people out of exile and to expand his family by including all nations. Jesus 
makes the way for us to enter God’s special family. We are welcomed into the 
kingdom of God through Jesus, given life and purpose, and are restored to all we 
were meant to be.



The Adoration of the Shepherds by El Greco 
El Greco's The Adoration of the Shepherds in the Prado is an intensely personal picture, painted 
towards the end of the artist's life not to please a patron but to hang near his tomb. In it, he 
dispenses with classical balance and proportion, rational space and harmonious colors in order to 
express his devotion to God. The wonderfully elongated figures of the Virgin, St Joseph and the 
three shepherds are tilted forward towards the viewer, their faces and hands lit not from the side, 
as in most Old Master paintings, but from below. This vertical column of flickering light 
illuminates a harsh palette of orange, lime green, magenta, purple and yellow, a pattern of color 
made all the more vivid by the background of deepest blue. Though El Greco gives his figures 
exaggerated, theatrical poses, their reverent gestures convey the awe they feel as they realize that 
the long-awaited Saviour of mankind has at last arrived. El Greco depicts himself as the elderly 
shepherd kneeling before the Holy Family, humbly asking for Mary's intercession with God to 
have mercy on his soul. Though he was the quintessential visionary painter of the Counter 
Reformation, his use of distortion and his willingness to treat light and space irrationally make 
him a curiously modern artist, one who uses paint not to describe form but to express feeling.



Mark 1:1-8, 15 Jesus is Coming: Repent!

 At first glance, this passage does not come across as a typical choice for Advent. 
Usually during this season I think of passages in Matthew and Luke that set the stage 
for the arrival of baby Jesus. But Mark seems to ignore the nativity, beginning his 
gospel with John preparing the way for adult Jesus and no mention at all of baby 
Jesus. During Advent, we can consider many comings of Jesus – his first coming to 
earth in the flesh as a baby, his long awaited second coming at the end, and, as Mark 
highlights, the advent of his earthly ministry in Galilee.   

 John proclaimed a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins (v. 4) to 
prepare the way of the Lord and Jesus’ first recorded sentence in Mark’s gospel ends 
with “repent and believe in the gospel” (v. 15). 

 In my house, when an important person comes to visit, my wife reminds the 
children (and her husband) that we need to clean up the house. Typically, this takes 
many hours, if not days, because we have neglected regular maintenance. After we 
are done cleaning, we tell the kids that it would take a lot less time to clean the house 
if we would not let the mess build up in the first place, but rather develop a habit of 
cleaning up throughout each day. 

 As we eagerly await the Christmas season and prepare for the coming of Christ, 
we need to clean house and repent. Every week during our liturgy we repent 
corporately. During this Advent season, let’s develop a habit of daily personal 
repentance and refuse to let sin build up.  The Advent season may be a time to focus 
on repentance, but let’s also remember repentance is for the forgiveness of sins. We 
do not clean ourselves, rather we believe in the good news proclaimed in our baptism 
that through Jesus’ death and resurrection, we are clean.



Isaiah 53:2-6, 11-12 
Matthew 1:18-25 To Save His People

 The prophecy in Isaiah and the angel that speaks to Joseph both proclaim that 
Jesus is to be born to save his people from their sins (Isaiah 53:12, Matthew 1:21). His 
life glorified God, his teachings captured the hearts of the leaders and the public alike, 
his miracles testified to his identity, but most importantly, his death and resurrection 
saved his people from their sins.  

 We all have gone astray. There is not one who is good, not one person who can 
live a perfect life. Isn’t that a bit frustrating? We do what we do not want to do, we don’t 
do what we know we should do. We hurt others by our words and actions. At some 
point, we all miss the mark. And that’s sin. We can’t escape it no matter how hard we try. 
It is a spiritual reality that we’ve inherited from Adam and Eve. The Bible says to be holy 
as God is holy. Perhaps this drives us to try harder, or perhaps it causes us to throw up 
our hands as if to say, why bother even trying. Either way, we come to realize that this is 
an unattainable goal! Unattainable, on our own. Impossible, without help.  

 Praise God that Jesus was born for this very reason - to save us, his people, from 
our sins. Sin is real, and it hurts us and others, so God can’t simply sweep it under the 
rug. There must be justice. God must look sin right in the face and defeat it. Jesus does 
so, in our place, on the cross. He takes on the ugliness, the pain, and the death that sin 
causes, and he pays the penalty in full. We are forgiven, because he was born to save. 
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