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Each week during the Advent and Christmas seasons, you will
receive a devotion. You are invited to read Scripture and meditate
on the theme for the week using a piece of art. You will gaze upon
the art meditatively as an act of “visio divina” (sacred seeing).

« Begin by reading the Scripture.

« Next, turnyour attention to theimage. Spend several minutes
with it. What do you see and observe? What emotions,
thoughts, and reactions does this picture bring up for you?

« Hold these impressions in your heart as you proceed to read
the short reflection written by one of our ministry staff.

« End your time of reflection using the closing prayer.

« Come back to the image and meditation throughout the
week.

Scripture quotations are taken from the New Revised Standard Version Updated Edition. Copyright © 2021 National
Council of Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide.
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SCRIPTURE LESSON: LUKE 1:5-13 (NRSVUE)

In the days of King Herod of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to
the priestly order of Abijah. His wife was descended from the daughters of Aaron, and her
name was Elizabeth. Both of them were righteous before God, living blamelessly according
to all the commandments and regulations of the Lord. But they had no children because
Elizabeth was barren, and both were getting on in years.

Once when he was serving as priest before God during his section’s turn of duty, he was
chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to enter the sanctuary of the
Lord to offer incense. Now at the time of the incense offering, the whole assembly of the
people was praying outside. Then there appeared to him an angel of the Lord, standing at
the right side of the altar of incense. When Zechariah saw him, he was terrified, and fear
overwhelmed him. But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer
has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will name him John.

\ oI

Depths
CARMELLE BEAUGELIN CALDWELL



ADVENT WEEK 1| DEPTHS
REFLECTION by REV. BRANDON BAXTER

When I first saw this picture, I was struck by its barrenness. The dark blue canvas dotted
with red spots seemed ominous. What are these red spots? Perhaps the Spirit breaking
through in the midst of the cosmos? As my focus turned to the figure kneeling at the bottom,
I was struck by this posture. Is it a sad or defeated position? Or is it something else, perhaps
reverence and humility? I am not entirely sure, and maybe it doesn’t matter. Perhaps the
thing to notice is simply the smallness of this figure engulfed by the surrounding world.

Like Zechariah and Elizabeth living in the time of Herod, this figure is also engulfed in a
world of powers that seem so much greater and even oppressive. And although the world
seems to be pressing down on this human, and this human seems to be acquiescing, a light
shines forth from the figure’s head. It is as if this human one is both humbled by these
surroundings yet the divinely-given energy that fills this figure will not be extinguished. In
fact, it may radiate more brightly than the red spots emerging from the cosmos. It reminds
me of the Christian understanding of the meaning of Jesus.

The church has said God condescends to meet humanity in their state by coming among us
in human form. We call this the incarnation. In Jesus, God becomes incarnate, or embodied,
and is fully present with humanity. In and through Jesus, God fully experiences the human
condition while also showing how the presence of God’s indwelling Spirit can reshape
humanity through love and mercy.

If this figure does represent Jesus, then I think the sequel to this picture would be full of
radiant light, perhaps yellows and whites and bright Holy Spirit reds bursting forth, with
only small specks of blue left poking through the healing and restoring light. In Jesus, the
light of God’s in-dwelling Spirit reveals hope even in the midst of the dimmest landscapes
of the human experience. And it is this same Spirit that Jesus promised would be with us,
guiding us and sustaining us no matter what surrounds us.

CLOSING PRAYER

God of light and love, shine brightly among us this Advent season and fill us with the hope
of your abiding Spirit. Amen.
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SCRIPTURE LESSON: MATTHEW 11:1-11 (NRSVUE)

Now when Jesus had finished instructing his twelve disciples, he went on from there to
teach and proclaim his message in their cities.

When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by his disciples and
said to him, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?” Jesus answered
them, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk,
those with a skin disease are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have
good news brought to them. And blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.”

As they went away, Jesus began to speak to the
crowds about John: “What did you go out into
the wilderness to look at? A reed shaken by
the wind? What, then, did you go out to see?
Someone dressed in soft robes? Look, those
who wear soft robes are in royal palaces. What,
then, did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell
you, and more than a prophet. This is the one
about whom it is written,

‘See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you,
who will prepare your way before you.’

“Truly I tell you, among those born of women ‘ —

i i
no one has arisen greater than John the Baptist, L $~ e 3;5( il 3;:
yet the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater B
than he. Hope Like a Dancer

LAUREN WRIGHT PITTMAN



ADVENT WEEK 2 | HOPE LIKE A DANCER
REFLECTION by REV. JOE LEE

At first glance, it appears that John the Baptist has received another cold drink upon just
hearing a great punch line. Behind him, patrons are dancing joyfully in a configuration
that reminds me of Dance (1910) by Matisse, which is the cover of my beloved score to
Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring.

Closer examination reveals the light of a lamp, or perhaps the light of Christ, illuminating
an expression somewhere between pain and hope. The dancing is indeed joyous, perhaps
due to the transformation taking place outside.

The artist offers that, here, “John sits in prison, letting the disciples’ testimony settle in.
People with hearing, visual, and physical impairments experience new senses and mobility.
Those with skin diseases are cleansed. Those with little material comfort are offered
irrepressible hope, and the lungs of the dead are filled with the breath of life.”

Jesus was, in a very real sense, doing what no one thought possible. He was breaking down
the barriers that kept marginalized people confined to unjust systems on the outskirts of
society. His work went beyond curing physical illnesses; even more profoundly, he was
bringing people back into the life of the community.

And when we look deeply into the eyes of John the Baptist, we see both pain and hope, and
we are reminded that there is no courage without fear, as fear is a prerequisite of courage.
Jesus affirms his courageous friend, saying that “among those born of women no one has
arisen greater than John the Baptist” (Matthew 11:11).

Even trembling hope, especially trembling hope, is still hope.

CLOSING PRAYER

God of the possible, transform our fear into courage as we lean into hope. Still our trembling
hearts and work life-giving changes in us and through us. Amen.
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SCRIPTURE LESSON: LUKE 1:26-39 (NRSVUE)

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

Mary’s Yes
LISLE GWYNN GARRITY




ADVENT WEEK 3 | MARY'S YES
REFLECTION by REV. JOANNA CUMMINGS

Even In Our Fear, We are Called Forward

As I soak in the art for today’s practice of visio divina, many emotions stir within me. I
think about Mary, about the experience of being a woman and my own life experiences.
The woman here has strain upon her face, even as her eyes rest gracefully. She looks strong
and also fearful. I remember that both of those things can be held and experienced at once.
I imagine her heart is heavy and her mind is probably spinning, yet she is also accepting of
the calling in front of her. In my own life experience, when I step forward in faith, it is often
accompanied by fear and trepidation. I, too, have felt the heaviness, the tension in my own
body, the questions swirling in my head when called by God.

Inthisimage, I see courage and grit. My own heart reflects on the joy and also the responsibility
of parenthood, specifically becoming a mother. Childbirth comes with challenges, pain, and
a complete surrender of control in order to see hope be birthed. All of this comes at a cost.
Just yesterday, a dear friend who just gave birth asked me: “Joanna, why don’t women talk
about how hard this experience is?” There are no words to express the weight that we carry
in order to bring forth life. The woman in this image knows the cost and also knows it will
be worth it. Her head is held high. She has confidence and faith in the God who loves her,
has called her, and is walking beside her into the unknown. The joy is coming.

Finally, I notice the light that surrounds her, rippling like water, reminding me of the waters
of baptism. The waters of baptism cover us with God’s grace, with new life and deep, deep
love, even when the faithful life feels almost too hard to carry. I am encouraged that as we
continue to walk forward, we can be honest about the fear that we hold and also be assured
that God is with us and is covering us in Light and Love so powerful and so expansive that
we can know, feel, and be Hope to a hurting and weary world.

CLOSING PRAYER

Gracious God, birth within us a deep hope for the world, the courage to answer your call,
and the strength to persevere as we love you, ourselves, our neighbors, and all creation.
Amen.
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SCRIPTURE LESSON: MATTHEW 1:18-25 (NRSVUE)

Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother Mary had
been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be pregnant from
the Holy Spirit. Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to
public disgrace, planned to divorce her quietly. But just when he had resolved to do this,
an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be
afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She
will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.”
All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet:

“Look, the virgin shall become pregnant and give birth to a son,
and they shall name him Emmanuel,”

which means, “God is with us.” When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the
Lord commanded him; he took her as his wife but had no marital relations with her until
she had given birth to a son, and he named him Jesus.

A

In Too Deep
NICOLETTE FAISON



ADVENT WEEK 4 | IN TOO DEEP

REFLECTION by AUGUST PHILLIPPI

When I think of Advent, I think of waiting. In Joseph’s case, even though he didn’t know it,
he was waiting for a sign. He was waiting for a message that Mary was going to conceive and
bear Jesus, the son of God. I talked with the youth about this passage this week, and they
were aghast at Joseph’s initial unwillingness to get married. His reluctance and the words
“disgrace” and “divorce” startled them, because we don’t hear this portion often when we
talk about the Christmas story. I explained that he was likely feeling a lot of shame from the
societal pressures. Mary was young and unwed. She was shunned by the standards of the
day.

I wonder where, in our own lives, we see a perspective shift like Joseph had. It can be
something as grand as a message from the Holy Spirit, or something as simple as telling
a friend or loved one “I’m sorry, I was wrong.” One of the greatest things I have ever been
taught was how to apologize to those I have wronged. I invite you, like I will this week, to
think about the ways that we can open our hearts to God and welcome in those who are
shunned by our society. There are many examples, but one thing stays clear: God welcomes
those who are cast out, and God made Godself known in the most vulnerable person of all:
a tiny newborn baby.

CLOSING PRAYER

All-loving and all-welcoming God, help us make room in our hearts and our lives for the
most vulnerable among us. Open our hearts and minds to your perspective-shifting ways.
Amen.
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SCRIPTURE LESSON: LUKE 2:1-20 (NRSVUE)

In those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be registered.
This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. All went
to their own towns to be registered. Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee
to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house
and family of David. He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who
was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child.
And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth and laid him in
a manger, because there was no place in the guest room.

Now in that same region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their
flock by night. Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone
around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid, for see,
I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city
of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be a sign for you: you will find a
child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” And suddenly there was with the
angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying,

“Glory to God in the highest heaven,
and on earth peace among those whom he favors!”

When the angels had left them and gone into heaven,
the shepherds said to one another, “Let us go now to
Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, which
the Lord has made known to us.” So they went with
haste and found Mary and Joseph and the child lying in
the manger. When they saw this, they made known what
had been told them about this child, and all who heard it , 5
were amazed at what the shepherds told them, and Mary . o e—
treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart.

Good New
CARMELLE BEAUGELIN
all they had heard and seen, just as it had been told them. CaALDWELL

The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for

10



CHRISTMAS EVE | GOOD NEW
REFLECTION by REV. BRANDON BAXTER

I absolutely love the movement in this image! Everything is alive, and there seems to be a
dynamic connection between the heavens and the earth. I was immediately drawn to the
center and what I understand to be a depiction of the holy family. They are almost wispy,
like spirits or beings of pure light. It invokes the brightness that was just starting to dawn in
the very first image we viewed in this season’s devotions.

The family is fully surrounded by a divine swirl as they appear to be held in loving care by a
mothering God. It reminds me that someday the grown Jesus will weep over Jerusalem and
say, “How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood
under her wings...” (Luke 13:34). Surely in this image, the holy family and the infant Jesus
know they are God’s beloved children surrounded by God’s sustaining love.

As the shepherds point above their heads at the holy family, another spirit seems to flow
above them, almost riding what looks like a stream of water. At first I thought this was the
messenger angel informing them of Jesus’ birth, but on further reflection it seems more
like the Spirit of God pouring forth through the baptismal waters that flow from the very
cradle of Christ. The shepherds, who may represent our common humanity, are not just
receiving a message but are receiving a Christmas gift! They are receiving the love of God
made present on earth, and they are getting a taste of the living waters that Jesus says will
make us new.

On this Christmas Eve, may we all remember the gift of God’s living water that graces us in
baptism and the living Spirit that it renews and revives in our lives. Let us rejoice that God
has come to make all things new!

CLOSING PRAYER

Jesus, holy child of God, grant us the gift of hopeful hearts this Christmas Eve. Renew us
with the living waters of life that flow from you to us and to the world. Amen.

11
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SCRIPTURE LESSON: MATTHEW 2:13-15, 19-23 (NRSVUE)

Now after they had left, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, “Get
up, take the child and his mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you, for
Herod is about to search for the child, to destroy him.” Then Joseph got up, took the child
and his mother by night, and went to Egypt and remained there until the death of Herod.
This was to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet, “Out of Egypt I
have called my son.”

When Herod died, an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt
and said, “Get up, take the child and his mother, and go to the land of Israel, for those
who were seeking the child’s life are dead.” Then Joseph got up, took the child and his
mother, and went to the land of Israel. But when he heard that Archelaus was ruling Judea
in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there. And after being warned in a dream,
he went away to the district of Galilee. There he made his home in a town called Nazareth,
so that what had been spoken through the prophets might be fulfilled, “He will be called a
Nazarene.”

Stay With Me
T. DENISE ANDERSON
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FIRST MONDAY AFTER CHRISTMAS | STAY WITH ME
REFLECTION by REV. BRANDON BAXTER

As I'looked upon this simple picture of hands in a supportive embrace, I was immediately
reminded of the many hands I have held over the years. As a child, I held the hands of
parents and grandparents who nurtured me and loved me as they helped me to grow. I
thought of the hands I held in circles of friends in church youth group, some of whom are
still part of my friend network today. I thought of instances of romantic hand holding and
especially the hands of my wife with whom I have shared the triumphs and tragedies of life
for the past 22 years! I thought of the tiny hands of my infant children, and their changing
hands as I watched them grow in stature and maturity. I remembered the thousands of
hands I have held in ministry during times as varied as worship, pastoral visits, hospital
visits, weddings, funerals, and so much more.

This simple image of two hands conjured up all these reminders and more of the
interconnectedness of my life and all lives. We need one another and we need one another’s
support, in the good times and in the bad. As we hear in the Christmas story, Jesus’ own
family needed a network of support to withstand the threats to their own safety and to
establish a secure place where they could raise their newborn son. Jesus must have learned
early on about the necessity of being present with one another.

Later in Jesus’ life, a caring presence was at the center of all of his teaching, his healing, and
his loving. I suspect Jesus’ own hands held thousands of hands until the end of his life when
his hands were held back by the nails of the cross. But even then, God’s abiding Spirit could
not be defeated. In resurrection, Jesus’ hands were freed to continue their work. And after
Jesus’ ascension to be with God, he invited us to use our hands as his. In the coming new
year, may we reach out to others with a supportive grip and a healing touch.

CLOSING PRAYER

Let us be the hands of Christ in a world that needs to feel God’s supportive care and grace.
May we offer gifts of holy love to one another this Christmas season. Amen.
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SCRIPTURE LESSON: MATTHEW 2:1-12, 16-18 (NRSVUE)

In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, magi from the east
came to Jerusalem, asking, “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we
observed his star in the east and have come to pay him homage.” When King Herod heard
this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him, and calling together all the chief priests
and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. They told
him, “In Bethlehem of Judea, for so it has been written by the prophet:

‘And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah,
for from you shall come a ruler who is to shepherd my people Israel.” ”

Then Herod secretly called for the magi and learned from them the exact time when the
star had appeared. Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search diligently for
the child, and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay him
homage.” When they had heard the king, they set out, and there, ahead of them, went the
star that they had seen in the east, until it stopped over the place where the child was.
When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. On entering the
house, they saw the child with Mary his mother, and they knelt down and paid him homage.
Then, opening their treasure chests, they offered him
gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. And having
been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they
left for their own country by another road.

When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the
magi, he was infuriated, and he sent and killed all

the children in and around Bethlehem who were two
years old or under, according to the time that he had
learned from the magi. Then what had been spoken
through the prophet Jeremiah was fulfilled:

“A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud
lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children; she  gj;g Ting;
refused to be consoled, because they are no more.” NICOLETTE FAISON
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EPIPHANY | KING TINGZ
REFLECTION by REV. BRANDON BAXTER

What I see first in this picture is the act of adoration. On this Epiphany Day, the day we
remember the visit of the magi, or wise persons, to see the baby Jesus, I am struck by these
persons adorned with special “crowns” upon their heads gazing upon this baby. These
adornments suggest that they are special people according to the standards of this world,
and yet they are overcome with joy at the simple sight of a baby.

Of course, we know Jesus is no ordinary child, and yet the joy on their faces is a universal
reaction I have observed in the presence of babies. It seems that all persons, no matter their
ages or statuses, are overcome with a sense of joy in the presence of new life. Babies remind
us of the precious gift of life and the promise of a continuing future.

Here in this image, the human figures are surrounded by bright patches of color in the form
of various leaves, flowers and vegetation below, and the stars and moon in their heavenly
courses above. Rather than focusing on gifts brought by these wise persons, the focus is on
the gift of Jesus to the world and the fact that God springs forth to meet us even out of the
stuff of creation itself. Here the eternal gaze between humanity and God is sustained amid
the spheres of heaven and earth.

These wise persons knew how special it was to appreciate and protect God’s gifts, especially
the gift of the Christ child. On this Epiphany, may we also be wise as we tend to the gifts
of God given to us through God’s creation and through God’s love for us embodied in Jesus
the Christ.

CLOSING PRAYER

On this Epiphany, the last day of Christmas, may we receive the gift of Jesus as we offer
ourselves as gifts of Christian love to the world around us. Amen.
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