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Luke 1:5-25: In the days of the 

ruler Herod, there was a priest 

named Zechariah, of the priestly 

class of Abijah.  His wife Elizabeth 

was a descendant of Aaron.  Both 

were worthy in the sight of God and 

scrupulously observed all the 

commandments and observances 

of our God.  They were childless—

unable to conceive—and they were 

both advanced in years. 

Now it was the turn of 

Zechariah’s priestly class to 

serve.  And as he was fulfilling his 

priestly office before God, it fell to 

him by lot, according to priestly 

usage, to enter the sanctuary of our 

God and offer incense.  While the 

full assembly of people was praying 

at the time of day when the incense 

was offered, an angel of our God 

appeared to him, standing to the 

right of the altar of incense.  

Zechariah was deeply disturbed 

upon seeing the angel, and was 

overcome with fear.  

The angel said to him, “Don’t be 

frightened, Zechariah.  Your prayer 

has been heard.  Your wife 

Elizabeth will bear a son, whom 

you’ll name John.  He will be your 

joy and delight and many will 

rejoice at his birth, for he will be 

great in the sight of our God.  He 

must never drink wine or liquor, 

and he will be filled with the Holy 

Spirit from his mother’s womb.  And 

he will bring many of the children of 

Israel back to their God Most 

High.  He will go before God as a 

forerunner, in the spirit and power 

of Elijah, to turn the hearts of 

parents to their children, and the 

rebellious to the wisdom of the 

just—to make ready a people 

prepared for our God. 

Zechariah said to the angel, 

“How can I be sure of this? I am an 

old man, and my wife too is 

advanced in age.   

The angel replied, “I am Gabriel, 

who stands before God.  I was sent 

to speak to you and bring you this 

good news.  But because you have 

not trusted my words, you’ll be 

mute—unable to speak—until the 

day these things take place.  They’ll 

all come true in due season.” 

Meanwhile, the people were 

waiting for Zechariah and wondered 

about his delay in the 

sanctuary.  When he finally came 

out he was unable to speak to 

them, and they realized that he had 

seen a vision inside.  But he could 

only make signs to them and 

remained mute.  Then, when his 

time of priestly service was over, he 

went home.   

Some time later, Elizabeth 

conceived.  She went into seclusion 

for five months, saying, “our God 

has done this for me.  In these 

days, God has shown favor to us.” 
 

Translation: The Inclusive Bible 

“Don’t be  

frightened,  

Zechariah.  

Your prayer  

has been heard.” 
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November 28: Pastor Lea Matthews 

This year, we’ll spend the weeks of Advent exploring 

the theme, Be Not Afraid: The Journey Towards a 

Fearless Embrace of the Holy.  Over and over again 

in the scriptures, God speaks, either directly or 

through messengers.  God’s voice can be heard time 

and again, saying, “Fear not!”  The story that tells of 

Jesus’s conception and birth, as recounted across the 

gospels, follows in this rich tradition.  

Each week in Advent, we’ll read and reflect on a 

portion of Jesus’s birth story, featuring a divine 

encounter, in which God or a messenger cries out, “Do 

not be afraid!”  We’ll think about how fear is present 

in that holy happening.  What might these encounters 

teach us about how our fear can become an obstacle 

to revelation, connection, action, or even creation? 

While we watch and wait for the coming of the Christ 

child to enter this needy and hurting world, we’ll try to 

loosen the hold that fear has on us so that we might 

warmly and deeply welcome Jesus. 

 I wonder what would happen if I tried to release the 

power and priority that fear has in my life for these 

next four weeks.  I wonder, as we wander this season 

together, if we could intentionally invest our energies 

and trust in something else.  We could make such 

space in ourselves!  We could actually prepare room 

in our hearts.  With a simple shift in our souls away 

from fear, we could watch for God to show up in our 

midst, listen for God’s voice to ring out above all the 

noise, wait with hope for love to be born, and expect 

the world to change, and us right along with it.  

 Our uncertain and unsettled world is fertile ground 

for worry, anxiety, and fear to grow.  For Advent, let’s 

join in the spiritual task together…to heed God’s 

message and make preparations to fearlessly 

embrace the gift of Jesus and his good news.  

  

Faithful One, we thank you for this season of 

preparation.  We need it.  We need the time to slow 

down and pay attention, to re-engage our trust in 

you.  Help us see your messengers and hear your 

voice.  Help us believe in your coming kin-dom and 

make space within ourselves to receive God-With-

Us.  In the power of love, we pray. Amen. 

 

 

November 29: Jessica Tulloch 

When I was younger, I was fearless. I remember 

jumping off a second story staircase into a sandbox. I 

had to have been no more than 5 years old because 

we moved from that house the summer I turned six. 

Now I watch my children hanging upside down on the 

monkey bars at the playground and my stomach is in 

my throat. 

 When I was in my early twenties, I traveled through 

Mexico and Central America… alone. I think of that 

now and wonder how I did that without a smart phone, 

let alone a cellphone. How did I know how to get from 

one city to another? Where to sleep at night? My 

emotional memory of that journey is one of adventure 

and curiosity. I don’t recall being stressed or anxious 

(until the end when I was out of money and 

exhausted). 

 In the present day, when my phone rings and I see 

that my children’s school is the caller, my heart starts 

racing and I immediately think of all the worst-case 

scenarios. While I don’t consider myself a fearful 

person, I certainly have become more fearful over 

time. Is this how adults are? We get ourselves worked 

up over situations that may not exist? 

 Sometimes the anxiety created by the anticipated 

fear can be crippling. It can distort our perception of 

one another— losing trust in a neighbor, or canceling 

the humanity of a stranger. 

 When I sense these emotions bubbling up, I take 

deep breaths. I pray saying, “In the name of God, the 

Most Gracious and the Most Merciful.” I remember 

God’s infinite love, and I tell myself that everything will 

be okay. “Okay” doesn’t mean that something awful 

isn’t about to happen; or that I’m not about to receive 

some bad news. “Okay” just means that I trust the 

wisdom of the universe to see me through. 

 Mathew 6:26 brings me comfort: Look at the birds: 

they do not plant seeds, gather a harvest and put it in 

barns; yet your Father in heaven takes care of them! 

Aren't you worth much more than birds? 

It’s gonna be okay. 

  

Gracious and Merciful God, surround us with your 

love. Help us to embrace this life and all its 

possibilities without fear, knowing you are with us all 

the way. Amen. 

 

 

November 30: Aurora Celestin  

Zechariah’s angelic encounter involves the three 



 

Week 1: November 28 - December 4  5 

things I fear most: 1) being vulnerable enough to 

express fear and doubt; 2) being treated as if my 

fears/doubts are unreasonable; and 3) being right to 

have been afraid in the first place. 

 After telling a shaken Zechariah not to be afraid, 

Gabriel describes the future miraculous conception of 

Zechariah’s son John (the John who will become John 

the Baptist). Because Zechariah’s wife Elizabeth is 

elderly and infertile, Zechariah asks the obvious 

question, to which Gabriel responds with a rebuke, 

rendering Zechariah temporarily mute. So much for 

being able to open up to an angel. 

 I am wary of interpreting Zechariah’s temporary 

disabling in an ableist fashion as a punishment. 

However, there is a definite “you should have just 

believed me” barb to Gabriel’s reaction. What is 

perhaps most disturbing is that Gabriel has this 

attitude, while withholding significant information from 

Zechariah. Gabriel’s command “‘Don’t be afraid 

Zechariah. Your prayer has been heard,’” suggests 

that Zechariah has been wanting a child. However, he 

is never told the full consequences of his prayer. 

Gabriel does not divulge that God is giving Zechariah a 

son against all odds only to deliver him to the 

slaughter as a martyr. Zechariah doesn’t know to fear 

his son’s future because, of everything Gabriel tells 

him about its gloriousness, Gabriel conveniently skips 

the horrific beheading part. Perhaps this is meant to 

graciously shield Zechariah from fearing that which he 

cannot change. But the omission suggests that 

Zechariah has grounds to be doubtful and afraid that 

he doesn’t even know about. 

 And then there’s Elizabeth. I get the sneaky 

suspicion we are supposed to be more like her than 

her husband and just have faith. This is disconcerting 

when you consider that her husband left the 

sanctuary mute, and we are told of no other angelic 

encounter. Who informed Elizabeth about what was 

going to happen to her body? When did she learn the 

truth? After the return of Zechariah’s voice after the 

miraculous conception? It feels like the woman was 

left out of the loop, and yet, she still manages to show 

radical faith. No fear. No doubt. Just gratitude for 

God’s “favor.” 

I am not Elizabeth. I am Zechariah. I would have left 

that sanctuary mute, too. We know what Elizabeth 

thinks of God by the “end” of the story. But what of 

Zechariah? What does he pray to God after the fiasco 

in the sanctuary? Did he ever ask God again about his 

fears or doubts? I don’t bring all my fears to God in 

prayer. I’m sure God already knows them. But, I’d hate 

to think God would begrudge me my fears and doubts. 

  

Dear Lord, Gabriel is scary, and until we can have 

radical faith like Elizabeth, please be gracious with us 

in those moments when we are fearful and doubtful, 

dazed and confused like Zechariah. In Jesus’ name 

we pray. Amen. 

 

 

December 1: Amanda Munroe 

In September, when I moved to New York, I 

discovered that the shower in my new apartment 

needed a showerhead. I ordered one online, and while 

I waited for it to arrive, showered in a vacant 

apartment across the hall. The showerhead arrived in 

late September. I’m writing this in November. 

 Guess who is still showering across the hall? 

 There’s a funny thing that can happen when people 

get things we’ve wanted: we can have a hard time 

accepting them. It’s a kind of typical human response 

to change, don’t you think? To resist it, I mean. Easy 

to understand when the change is negative, but what 

about when the change is positive? 

 I know why I resisted: I had found a routine. It just 

felt easier to do the same thing than to install the new 

thing. Humanly, I felt and acted this way at the same 

time that I truly believed that installing the new 

showerhead would make life better. 

 In this passage, we learn that Zechariah and 

Elizabeth had desired to become parents for a long 

time. Zechariah had grown so accustomed to not 

being a parent that, even when faced with the 

promise of the fulfillment of this desire, Zechariah 

responds to Gabriel by telling the routine story; the 

one about impossibility, the one he already knew. And 

I empathize with this! It can be easier to repeat what 

is familiar than to imagine, much less embrace, 

change. 

 One of the reasons I like the season of Advent is 

because it’s about facing change. It’s about helping 

one another to prepare for something so revolutionary 

that it’s actually impossible to properly prepare. 

Honestly, the impossibility makes cynicism and fear 

more reasonable than faith or hope. Yet we sing 

hymns of faith, and we light candles to signify hope.  
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 I think this story gives us a clue about how to face 

change. Zechariah and Elizabeth show us that it can 

be good to get quiet, to marvel at the change, and to 

give ourselves room to prepare. 

 

 Loving One, knower of all change: be with us in this 

season of preparation. Forgive us our cynicism and be 

close to us when we fear. Nurture our faith. Send 

signs of your hope. Help us to rest in your unchanging 

love. Amen. 

 

 

December 2: David Wildman 

It’s taken a pandemic to help me really hear the 

story of Zechariah and Elizabeth that starts our Advent 

season. Zechariah and Elizabeth are very faithful and 

observant people. Zechariah is clergy so he is skilled 

in remote worship: he alone at the altar and the 

congregation social-distancing outside. 

 Only living through the last two years of isolation 

and fear have I come to realize that the story of 

Zechariah and Elizabeth must have been one of the 

first recorded zoom calls to prayer. 

 For years Zechariah and Elizabeth faithfully entered 

their prayer request for a child into the chat. They had 

come to accept that their act of faithful prayer was 

perhaps more important than expecting God to 

answer. It was too much to hope. Now Zechariah had 

a chance to host zoom worship. What could go wrong? 

Suddenly, the angel Gabriel took over as host and 

turned on the video. This was not supposed to 

happen! Was Zechariah being zoom-bombed? He had 

not seen any angels in the waiting room and the 

online guide did not mention anything about heavenly 

hosts. 

The angel Gabriel could see Zechariah was frozen in 

fear—he was not clicking or syncing with this divine 

intervention. So the angel proclaimed, “Don’t be 

afraid. Your prayer has been heard.” Elizabeth will 

bear a son who will grow up to be a great service to 

God and people. He will set hearts all atwitter so that 

the pain of family arguments and deep divisions over 

politics will pass away as parents reconnect with 

children and restore relations. He will draw the 

disobedient towards the wisdom of doing justice. 

Together we will become a people ready for God. 

Hearing the angel’s voice, Zechariah shed his fears 

and found the courage to doubt and to question. Hold 

on! How can all this be? Elizabeth and I are old. All we 

wanted was a child. But this restoring justice and 

reconnecting people across deep divisions—that’s 

impossible! It’s too hard and takes way too long! And 

now you disrupt our faithful routine like some divine 

instant messenger, give us a screenshare of the 

beloved community and then say wait til your son 

grows up? We’ve waited so long already! How much 

longer must we wait for justice to be born? 

I ‘liked’ Zechariah’s comment. I reposted it. I could 

relate. Justice delayed; justice denied. Repeat. Justice 

delayed; justice denied. Retweet. 

Like Zechariah, my fear of another disappointment 

makes it easier to post my doubts than to live in hope. 

The angel sighed. Clearly Zechariah needed more 

added to his timeline so it would bend towards justice. 

So Gabriel pressed the mute button and sent 

Zechariah to a breakout room. The angel had to hop 

on another zoom prayer call and connect with 

Elizabeth. Surely, she would embrace the advent 

message to prepare a way in today’s wilderness. 

Zechariah tried for nine months to leave the 

breakout room. He tried to unmute, but the heavenly 

host kept him in ‘listen only’ mode. Frustrated, 

Zechariah began to shed his fears and his doubts. He 

began to listen. 

He listened first to Elizabeth. He listened to street 

vendors. He listened to people facing eviction and 

others who had lost jobs. He listened to those 

detained, harassed, abused. 

And Zechariah began to serve in new ways—helping 

others and walking with them. “Do not neglect to show 

hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have 

entertained angels without knowing it.” (Hebrews 

31:2) 

And the more Zechariah listened to and walked with 

people in their daily struggles for justice and respect, 

the more he began to hear angelic voices blending 

into a powerful communal choir of one accord. It took 

Zechariah nine months on mute listening to and 

learning from others for him to recognize the power 

embodied through revolutionary patience and the 

incarnational work of love. 

What an unexpected joy! What beloved community! 

  

Come thou unexpected Jesus and interrupt our 

fears and  doubts that we might through a season of 

silent listening and serving to hear again the angels in 
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our midst—so near—whispering “Emmanuel, God with 

us!” Amen. 

 

 

December 3: Madeline Taylor 

One Christmas, when I was 8, we were coming 

home from a Christmas tree farm. “Race you to the 

car!” I screeched to my brother, who took off next to 

me like a candy cane-powered rocket. My legs 

pounded down the sidewalk and I reached out my 

hand to touch the minivan when -- my brother 

knocked into me just hard enough to make my boot 

slip on the icy curb, and I crashed to the ground, flat 

on my face, my forehead striking the pavement. 

I remember my grandmother (a devout Lutheran 

deaconess) holding me as I sat on the curb, while I 

sobbed and held my head and cried “oh my God, oh 

my God, oh my God” over and over again. 

“Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain,” she chastised 

as she hugged me and rocked me back and forth. 

I couldn’t formulate the words to explain that I 

wasn’t taking the Lord’s name in vain; quite the 

contrary. I was afraid, and I was in pain, and I was 

praying to God to help me. I knew the psalmist’s 

lamentations and entreaties to God; I heard these 

verses Sunday after Sunday and recited them in 

prayers and sang them in hymns. So of course, when I 

was afraid, my instinct was to cry out to God for help. 

While I harbor a great deal of justified anger 

towards the faith tradition I was raised in, I do 

appreciate some of the things it taught me and ways it 

shaped me. One of those ways is that I learned to 

react in prayer when I was afraid -- whether it was 

mentally saying a tiny prayer when the teacher was 

handing out a test, or just a cursory “Oh God please 

let this go okay” before a stressful moment. As 

someone who lives my life with a constant hum of fear 

reverberating through my brain, it brings me comfort 

to know that there is someone who will hear my silent 

cries, who will be with me in my fear. 

Lately I’ve been more burdened by fear than usual; 

the weight has sat heavier on my soul. Even bringing 

myself to write devotional this felt like an 

insurmountable feat against fear. So my Advent prayer 

this year isn’t going to be anything very profound or 

special, but it is the prayer I need right now, when I 

am afraid, just like I needed it that Christmas almost 

20 years ago: 

 

 Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God -- I am afraid. 

Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God -- be with me in my 

fear. Amen. 

 

 

December 4: Melanie Baker 

As a black woman musician, there have been ample 

times to experience fear. Fear of failure, fear that 

someone was against me, fear that no matter how 

hard I tried or how good I was, it wouldn’t be enough. 

These things are not unique to me, I know, but in the 

midst of it, the feeling can be overwhelming, making it 

difficult to gain perspective. 

The directions to “Fear not” seem counterintuitive. 

Of course you should fear rejection, failure, 

uncertainty. What rational person would not be afraid 

of those things? And what the Angel is telling 

Zechariah is that the impossible can happen. The 

thing you are desiring could come true, if you don’t let 

fear get in the way. The fear is an obstacle, as much 

as trying to explain a miracle when you are suddenly 

mute. Put it aside, and the world will open – 

sometimes in unexpected ways. 

The mystics tell us to let go, be in the moment. They 

say fear is simply a distraction from the work we are 

doing, our ability to see clearly. Michael Jordan puts it 

another way, “Fear is an illusion.” So let us free 

ourselves from fear, so that we may move forward 

with courage and grace. 

  

Dear God, please help us to let go of our fears so 

that we may serve you and your children in this world. 

Amen. 
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Matthew 1:18-24: This is how the 

birth of Jesus came about.  

When Jesus’s mother, Mary, was 

engaged to Joseph, but before they 

lived together, she was found to be 

pregnant through the Holy 

Spirit.  Joseph, her husband, an 

upright person unwilling to disgrace 

her, decided to divorce her quietly.  

This was Joseph’s intention when 

suddenly the angel of God appeared 

in a dream and said, “Joseph, heir to 

the House of David, don’t be afraid to 

wed Mary; it is by the Holy Spirit that 

she has conceived this child.  She is 

to have a son, and you are to name 

him Jesus—“Salvation—because he 

will save the people from their sins.” 

All this happened to fulfill what God 

has said through the prophet: 

 

“The virgin will be with child 

And give birth, 

And the child will be named 

Immanuel—A name that means 

“God is with us.” 

 

When Joseph awoke, he did as the 

angel of God had directed, and they 

went ahead with the marriage…Mary 

had a son, and they named him 

Jesus. 
 

Translation: The Inclusive Bible 

“Do not be afraid,  

Joseph…it is by the 

Holy Spirit that  

Mary has conceived  

this child.”  
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December 5: Gary Rae 

Fear is a normal reaction to an abnormal event. It 

teaches us that something is wrong!  I know fear!  I 

think God spoke through Joseph’s dream to ease him 

past that human “turning of the gut feeling”. 

The Hebrew word for fear is “Yirah”, or trembling.  It 

speaks of not “seeing”. I’m afraid when I can’t “see” 

what’s coming. Fear confronts the soul and blinds us 

from the faith God desires for us.  I lose control and 

don’t know what to do. That’s when we freeze, flee, 

fight, or go forward. 

Back in the 70’s I was learning to fly.  I was 4000 

feet up over the Black Hills (SD) learning power on 

stalls and recovery.  That’s when your wings lose lift, 

and the plane suddenly falls out of the sky.  With the 

nose pitched up and stall warning screaming, I failed 

to keep coordinated flight.  Suddenly the clouds and 

blue sky were replaced by the spinning green prairie 

grass below as I spiraled into a tight dizzying spin!  I 

could not “see”!  I lost orientation and 

froze.  Fortunately, the instructor knew what to do! 

More recently I faced the fear of death before open 

heart surgery: I could not “see” if I would survive or 

not.  Was it riskier to have the surgery and hope for a 

good outcome, or go home and take my chances? 

Forward or freeze? 

I think Joseph was stuck. He was afraid for himself 

and Mary.  Fearful that Mary would be stoned for 

getting pregnant outside of marriage and fearful of 

shaming her if he quietly broke the engagement. I 

wonder if he was even fearful of God, should he doubt 

and ignore the dream.  Would  we  believe and obey 

the voice of God from a dream? 

I think going forward is a journey from fear to faith. It 

takes insight to recognize our many fears and move 

forward in spite of them. Maybe God was saying, 

“Joseph, don’t let fear become your boss.”  In my 

experience, God is a mysterious presence that does 

speak in dreams and washes away doubt. God may 

send a trusted friend. I think God understands our 

need to express fear so that it loses its power.  God 

wants us to “breathe in” the Ruah, the Spirit. In my 

imperfect journey, I pray.  I share my fear with friends 

who are accepting and will not judge my feelings or 

belittle my faith. I breathe. I search for hopeful 

things.  I decide if I will make God’s presence the 

foundation of my life and step forward even with my 

apprehensions.  Faith journeys take courage.  I step 

forward into the dark, trusting that my foot will find 

firm footing and a lamp will be a light for my feet.  

 

Breathe on me, breath of God, fill me with faith, not 

fear, that I might leave my trembling heart and know 

the peace you give.  Amen. 

  

 

December 6: Ping Kwan 

It’s no coincidence that the level of fear I experience 

in an adverse situation – or even in everyday life – 

has fallen as my involvement with the church has 

risen. That my faith and my fear are inversely 

proportional. That accepting God’s infinite love and 

mercy has allowed me to be more courageous, not in 

a reckless way but in an intentional, think-about-all-

the-consequences kind of way. 

Coach a sport I never played as a kid (baseball) but 

am finding out I’m actually pretty good at? Sure! 

Referee a sport that I played badly as a kid (soccer) 

and am finding out that I still play badly? Sure, why 

not. Run for and be elected PTA Co-President, even 

though my day job is very demanding, there are a 

million things to do on SPSA Trustees, and I’m in the 

middle of a move? Reluctantly, but sure, I’d be happy 

to. These are all things I would have found excuses for 

and declined back in the day…before Pastor Lea 

taught me about prevenient grace, before Pastor K 

illustrated the concept countless times, and before I 

was able to experience its fullness for myself. 

In junior high, at the then-tiny International School 

of Prague (Mezinárodní škola v Praze), the only sport 

available to play was basketball. All the boys played, 

but I was too scared to play – I hadn’t played a lot of 

sports nor hung out with a lot of jocks since a 

traumatic move in 4th grade, with no father figure 

around encouraging me to be active. Instead, I hung 

out with the grunge girls on the hill overlooking the 

concrete basketball “court”, having fun but not really 

building any skills. To this day I am intimidated by the 

thought of playing basketball. But, the more the Holy 

Spirit stirs and opens my heart, the less nervous I feel, 

to the point where I am ready to enroll in some adult 

basketball clinics (once I finish with the PTA and have 

more free time of course). 

In college and grad school, there were many days 

where I was too paralyzed by fear and uncertainty to 

leave my room and go explore (or go to class for that 
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matter), choosing instead to hunker down and look for 

obscure mp3s on LimeWire or smoke cigarettes and 

read obscure architectural texts. I don’t regret those 

times, but they do seem unfathomable to me now, 

now that I can tap into a courage that is grounded in 

and nurtured by faith. I willfully ignored G-d for so long, 

but now it feels like I’m hitching a ride on a comet…or 

a Sandworm… 

 

“I must not fear. Fear is the mind-killer. Fear is the 

little-death that brings total obliteration. I will face my 

fear. I will permit it to pass over me and through me. 

And when it has gone past I will turn the inner eye to 

see its path. Where the fear has gone there will be 

nothing. Only I will remain.” - Frank Herbert, Dune 

 

 

December 7: Kay Wenzel 

Fear brought my life to a screeching halt in my late 

twenties after the breakup of a seven-year 

romance.  It felt agonizing to get out of bed, so I knew 

I needed professional help. 

 I'd been well-schooled in fear during my teens by 

my poor dad's undiagnosed mental illness.  Dad 

assailed me with his scorched-earth 

perfectionism:  he criticized everything I did and 

everything I was.  I avoided him just to survive.   

Unfortunately, The Big Lie that Dad's criticism taught 

me was that to be known intimately was to be 

unmasked as worthless, then rejected.  Tragically, the 

criticism colonized me so that I became expert at 

keeping people away, in order to prevent all those 

future rejections.   

This was the OPPOSITE of God's Kin-dom, in which 

we trust in God's gifts and in the Holy Spirit.  This was 

becoming isolated and atomized -- trusting no one, 

and least of all myself. 

But God's love and prevenient grace were never 

absent from my life.  Paradoxically, it was that same 

scary Dad who loved the old-time Christian hymns and 

played the piano so we could sing them from The 

Fireside Book of Folksongs.  I chose a Quaker 

college.  Like drops of dew falling on drought-cracked 

earth, Grace worked gently on my soul, softening it up 

for more love to come.  Paradoxically again, it's my 

Jewish therapist who most shows me the Holy Spirit at 

work, caring for me unconditionally and dismantling 

The Big Lie. 

By a glacial process over the decades, I've greatly 

healed.  The Big Lie had paralyzed my vocational life 

too, and as a young adult I risked doing only clerical 

jobs.  But I went to night school and received my M.A. 

in psychology in 1993.  Today I am a paraprofessional 

in education, tutoring community college students; 

and I love it.   

Also in 1993, I came to SPSA, and I was baptized 

here about eight years later.  I sojourned with a UCC 

congregation for a while, but now I'm emphatically 

back.  The loving nurture I've received in SPSA's 

Connect and Care groups has been heaven-sent! 

One scar that is yet-to-heal is my compulsive 

cluttering of my living space.  I have what one wit 

named "Can't Have Anyone Over Syndrome" or 

"CHAOS" for short.  It's a defense I evolved against my 

fear of intimacy and rejection.  But now I trust that 

with God's help and that of my therapist, my support 

group, and my friends-in-faith, I can release this last 

vestige of my fear.  Who knows, maybe one day I'll 

invite you to my freshly de-cluttered home! 

  

Holy Spirit, empower us to release our fear and to 

let go of all the things we no longer need. Amen.  

 

 

 December 8: Ekama Eni 

It’s tough to believe that we are still in this place of 

pandemic. These past (almost) two years have been 

hard. We’ve been alone, our schedules have been 

thrown to the wind, people we love have been sick or 

passed on, we’ve lost jobs, we’ve gotten new ones. So 

much has happened and yet the world continues to 

spin! 

I graduated this spring and honestly I had no idea 

what I was going to be doing afterwards. There were 

voices from all over, “move back home,” “have you 

tried this opportunity?” “talk to this person.” It’s so 

easy to take in the voices of those around you, most 

of whom are voices of love and care. People are very 

quick to advise you by asking what exactly it is you 

would like and how they can help you on that journey. 

Makes it harder to listen for the voice deep inside of 

you. It’s rare to get a visit from an angel of God to 

guide us on the way, to affirm our choices and to 

make sure that the things we are doing will work out. 

When I moved to New York and started this journey, 

I didn’t really know what I was going to be doing after 
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school. I’m glad to not have been affected (too much) 

by the outside voices. Because now, I’m doing all the 

things that I’m supposed to be doing and it feels good. 

Hanging out with your youth and  getting to be a part 

of a bustling ministry here at St. Paul & St. Andrew is a 

joy and a blessing. I am grateful for God’s messengers 

along the way who led me to this place. 

 

God of Joseph, be with us when we are in doubt and 

help us to discern the voices in the crowd in order to 

listen for the guidance and encouragement of your 

messengers. Amen. 

 

 

December 9: Kathy Burkett 

In this season of “Be not afraid!,” I’m afraid I feel 

compelled to mount a defense of fear. 

 My mother-in-law’s mother had a saying: “God gave 

you a brain. Use it!” She may have been urging 

common sense, but I think this is equally valid advice 

for the amygdala, the part of the brain that handles 

fear. 

No doubt fear can hold people back from a closer 

relationship with God. But just as often, fear prevents 

people from going to ‘meet their Maker.’ 

Wear that helmet…flee that hurricane…get that 

vaccine… Like the angels in the Christmas story, fear 

can deliver a life-sustaining and life-altering message. 

Fear can suddenly appear as an almost 

supernatural, multidimensional hyperawareness. It 

can lay out alternate timelines. It can shine a spotlight 

on danger. It can light a fire under us. It can literally 

save our lives. 

But like any force that shows up out of nowhere and 

tells us what to do, we should probably interrogate it. 

Amygdala, meet cerebral prefrontal cortex. 

Now, it’s relatively straightforward to see the 

possible consequences of action: I might get 

embarrassed. I might get hurt. I might hurt you. 

But what about the consequences of inaction? To 

discover those, we must fully engage with our fear, 

prodding it and turning it over and over. What good 

won’t be born in a lowly place and nurtured to fullness 

if we don’t act and keep on acting? What power will 

that good not grow to have over apathy, ignorance, or 

other evils? Or even if that good would stay lowly, what 

small benefit won’t it bring to the world? What are the 

accumulated consequences of inaction? These are 

the important things to fear. 

For this reason, I’m inclined to fight my fear of fear. 

I’m inclined to make space in my life for fear, not as a 

source of answers but as a spur for questions. 

And if I get the message to flee with my family to 

Egypt, I’m listening, no matter the messenger. 

  

Dear God, this Advent, help us to not merely ‘be not 

afraid.’ Help us to fear the right things. Help us 

harness our fear and aim it carefully. Help us leverage 

that fear into holy action. Amen. 

 

 

December 10: Julia Tulloch 

In-breaking. 

In the summers of the mid 1960’s I worked at a 

residential treatment center for adjudicated 

delinquent adolescent juvenile “court identified” 

females. Barely a year older than many of those in the 

institution’s care, my first summer there was an 

assumption shattering, and at times, physically 

threatening experience, cracking open my white 

liberal young adult privileged “do good” life. It left me 

questioning, fearful, and vulnerable. Even though the 

institution asked me back for the next summer, I 

vowed I would not return. There were incidents during 

those months that I rarely spoke of later and never 

told my mother. My plan was to forget it, move on, and 

separate myself discreetly from the institution – and 

all of it.  

I also found that I could not walk away from the 

events of the day and my own involvement or not: the 

civil rights movement, racial uprising, reproductive 

rights, Vietnam, the anti-war actions, and even the 

“death of God” movement. The struggles of the 

institutionalized adolescents I had worked with were 

not easily separated from the news and social 

upheavals of those months. It grabbed my soul.  

Somehow the listening angels of our lives begin to 

help us unpack the fears and hopes: A roommate who 

did not let me give up on my hopes, patient parents, 

and an aunt who continually challenged me and the 

perilous “isms” of U. S. culture, and others who 

helped me to ask the right questions of myself. “Don’t 

be afraid to…” is a constant prodding in self-reflection, 

scrutiny, confession, and change. With wise 

apprehension, I went ahead and returned the next 

summer. My assumed world was breaking, but I was 
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open to the “breaking-in” of God through the voices 

and support of others and even vulnerability.  

 

Help us to sort out our fears from that which is 

enculturated within us and that which produces 

wisdom. Guide us, too, in how we might be “angels” to 

be with others in support of their “breaking-in” 

experiences. 

 

 

December 11: Nancy Meyers 

“Do not be afraid, Joseph….it is by the Holy Spirit 

that Mary has conceived this child.” 

 We do not know much about Joseph when we get to 

this passage in the Gospel of Matthew. Given the 

custom of the times we can assume he is a young 

man. We know he is about to begin a new chapter in 

his life, moving forward from the role of son to that of 

husband, since he is engaged and about to start a life 

with Mary. And we know that he has a good reputation 

in his community because Matthew says he is an 

‘upright’ person. He is ready for his next steps, but 

they turn out to be not at all what he anticipated. 

Talk about a bolt out of the blue! The five-year plan 

blown to smithereens! Things are not turning out at all 

as he expected and now, he will try to get out of this 

awkward situation as best he can without 

embarrassing or shaming his betrothed. He is going to 

do what he and society consider the ‘right’ thing. 

Joseph’s decision is made and all he needs to do is 

act on it but before he can God intervenes. God 

promises him that things will turn out well if he does 

as he advises and yes …..they do. 

This passage is an example for us of the surprising 

ways God works with us and through us to help us 

achieve things we never imagined to be possible. Or 

things we dare not even imagine as they are too scary 

for us. Our logical self, well-meaning family or society 

may tell us that we should do this or be that in the 

world but then something deep down inside of us says 

otherwise. Or we are facing a next stage in our life’s 

journey due to age, work, health issues or family 

situations and are uncertain or even scared of what 

comes next. This story of Joseph’s dream is a 

reminder to us to open ourselves to God’s voice when 

confronted with difficult choices and challenging 

situations that frighten us. A reminder to invite God 

into the conversation too. For who knows us better 

than God? Joseph listened to God, believed in God’s 

promise, took a risky step, and succeeded in the next 

chapter of his life. Can you do the same? Can I? 

 

Loving God, when I am scared or afraid to take the 

next step in my life may I remember to turn to you for 

guidance. Help me overcome my fears and move 

forward with courage and faith in your plans for me. 
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Luke 1:26-38: Six months after 

Elizabeth became pregnant, the angel 

Gabriel was sent from God to a town 

in Galilee called Nazareth, to a young 

woman named Mary; she was 

engaged to a man named Joseph, of 

the house of David.  Upon arriving, the 

angel said to Mary, “Rejoice, highly 

favored one!  God is with you! Blessed 

are you among women!” 

Mary was deeply troubled by these 

words and wondered what the angel’s 

greeting meant.  The angel went on to 

say to her, “Don’t be afraid, 

Mary.  You have found favor with God. 

You’ll conceive and bear a son, and 

give him the name of Jesus—

‘Deliverance.’  His dignity will be great, 

and he will be called the Only 

Begotten of God.  God will give Jesus 

the judgement seat of David, his 

ancestor, to rule over the house of 

Jacob forever, and his reign will never 

end. 

Mary said to the angel, “How can 

this be, since I have never been with a 

man?” 

The angel answered her, “The Holy 

Spirit will come upon you, and the 

power of the Most High will 

overshadow you—hence the offspring 

to be born will be called the Holy One 

of God.  Know too that Elizabeth, your 

kinswoman, has conceived a child in 

her old age; she who was thought to 

be infertile is now in her sixth 

month.  Nothing is impossible with 

God.   

Mary said, “I am the servant of 

God.  Let it be done with me as you 

say.” 
 

Translation: The Inclusive Bible 

“Do not be 

afraid, Mary, you 

have found great 

favor with God.” 
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December 12: Frank Glass 

Although Mary was the only mortal witness to her 

encounter with an angel, the story of that encounter is 

told in the New Testament, many years after the fact, 

by a man or men. Clearly. It’s one of the best (slightly 

comical) examples of mansplaining or—in this case—

manguessing we have in the Bible. Here’s the capsule 

version: Immensely old male angel visits teenage girl, 

who happens to be all alone at the time; immensely 

old male angel tells teenage girl she’ll become 

pregnant and have a baby; teenage girl says “How?”; 

immensely old male angel says “Spirit, shadow, most 

high”; teenage girl says “Okay.” 

 Whether or not any of that very odd tale is even 

close to factual, marriage laws of the time made it 

impossible for Mary not to be afraid. And not just 

because of the normal perils of childbirth in those 

medically primitive times. Even more so because of 

the societal perils of her religion, which was 

emotionally and physically abusive in regard to 

situations like Mary’s. If she became pregnant before 

her marriage, she was required to let Joseph—and, by 

extension, his and her families as well and, 

consequently, the whole village—know she would not 

be a virgin on the wedding day. For Mary, the 

consequences of failing to share this information 

would have been dire. How dire? Read Deuteronomy. 

Or just take my word for it. In her circumscribed world, 

Mary had every good reason to be very, very afraid. 

So, when Gabriel departed, did her fear abate? I very 

much doubt it. 

Leaving aside our cautionary fears of dangerous 

things (like fire) and irrational, uncontrollable fears of 

things that make no sense to most people (like 

phobias), the fear that afflicts and incapacitates most 

human beings is the fear of knowledge. The fear that 

we are—or someone else is—going to find out 

something we’re not going to like or want known. It’s 

not by accident, but it is hugely ironic, that the human 

creators and tellers of the Genesis stories made the 

acquisition of knowledge—that “learning something” 

thing that so many people fear—the very thing that got 

Adam and Eve driven out of the Garden of Eden in the 

first place. “Don’t eat the fruit of that tree!” 

Like virtually everyone else who’s ever lived, I’ve 

been afraid of many things, almost all of which have 

had to do with seemingly determining whether or not I 

would be able to continue to live more or less happily. 

When my father died, when I left home for college, 

when I realized I was gay, when I went overseas with 

the Peace Corps, when I moved to New York, when 

Tony died. All of those events scared me. Now, it’s 

going to see doctors I fear the most because I’m 

afraid of what I’ll learn from them. But the thing is, I go 

anyway. Eventually. Because somewhere along the 

line, I was lucky enough to figure out that trying to do 

something about my future ends up being better, 

wiser, and healthier than being afraid of it. Of course 

I’ll never be perfect. I definitely do go to see doctors 

now, but a fair amount of fear and procrastination is 

always involved before that happens. 

Franklin Roosevelt famously said in his first 

inaugural address, “We have nothing to fear but fear 

itself.” And that’s usually true, but not always. Which 

is why I prefer the recurring phrase in Frank Herbert’s 

Dune: “Fear is the mind killer.” That’s the phrase I 

hear in my head most frequently, when things scare 

me. Because face it: We’re all going to experience 

fear—sometimes less, sometimes more—on a regular 

basis. Fear is part of being human. The question is 

what do we do with that fear. Hide from it? Confront 

it? Ignore it? Be cool? Panic? Is Mary’s reputed (and 

The Beatles actual) answer the best one? Do we just 

face our fear calmly and say, “Let It Be”? 

  

God of the universe, help us to do everything we can 

to find strength for living, to share that strength with 

others, and to keep on going with that strength as 

long as we are able. And at the end, help us to let it 

be. Amen. 

 

  

December 13: Micah McCann Moina 

In Luke 1:26-38, Mary is approached by the angel 

and told she is to have a child conceived with God, a 

child who will be the Son of God. 

Most of us do not get news like this.  I know I 

haven’t.  And at the first reading, the obvious 

interpretation of the source of her fear is that of being 

approached by an angel. But on second thought, it 

seems to me that it’s the foreboding news, that she is 

to conceive a child with God, that God “will 

overshadow” her, and her son will be the Son of God. 

To me that is terrifying. How does one live up to that? 

How does one mother the Son of God? What are to be 

the expectations of such a mother?  
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Fear is my one biggest sins.  Above all others, fear 

underpins most of what I do or don’t do.  I don’t take 

jobs out of fear of failure and out of fear of success. I 

don’t submit my poems for publishing for fear of 

rejection. I stay home out of fear of people and of 

situations that tend to baffle me. I am a fearful being. 

But in this passage from Luke, after Mary has asked 

her questions, the angel says …no word from God will 

ever fail.” (Luke 1:37) 

No word from God will ever fail. If that is true, then I 

am safe. God loves me and his word never fails. I can 

take the job because no word from God will ever fail. I 

can submit the poem because no word from God will 

ever fail. I can walk outside and talk to people 

because no word from God will ever fail. 

And as Mary answers the angel, “I am the Lord’s 

servant. May your word to me be fulfilled.” I am the 

Lord’s servant, indeed… 

  

Lord, my great love and savior, please give me the 

courage to follow your word. May my faith in you never 

fail just as your word and your love never fail. Amen 

  

 

December 14: Charles Flickinger 

When angel Gabriel appeared to tell Mary of God’s 

plan for her, that she would conceive and bear a son, 

Jesus, she was full of fear. Gabriel’s “Do not be afraid” 

directive probably didn’t help. But with her response, 

“I am the servant of God, let it be done with me as you 

say.” Mary seems to have lost her fear. She had faith, 

faced her fears, and was able to accept God’s plan. 

“Do not be afraid” is what I said to myself over and 

over in 1983 when contemplating starting my 

business. Fear ran rampant. Nonetheless, I moved 

forward with my plan and rented my first shop, a 200 

square foot space above Steve’s C Town in Park 

Slope. The Serenity Prayer helped greatly with my 

fears. I prayed to God to know what I could change 

and control and for help letting go of what was beyond 

me. Let go and let God. I could face fear, almost 

embrace it, giving me a first step toward fearlessness. 

Thirty-six years later I still have my business and, 

thanks to my prayers, much less fear. 

  

Dear God, please give me the strength to face my 

fears, then let them go. 

  

December 15: Andrea Steinkamp  

“Rejoice highly favored one! God is with you! 

Blessed are you among women!” 

These words from the Angel Gabriel to Mary should 

be encouraging and exciting and affirming, right? And 

yet, 

“Mary was deeply troubled by these words.” 

Before even knowing what was to come next, Mary 

was deeply troubled. 

Have you been troubled by words of praise or honor 

attached to you? By words tinged with expectations 

you fear you can never live into? 

It’s not uncommon for people to see in us things we 

are not able to see in ourselves, gifts and talents and 

qualities of living that they are certain the world needs 

to see and experience. Like God’s messenger to Mary, 

they call us out and into active living, into active 

sharing of our whole selves with the world. And for 

many of us, we hesitate in these moments. They can’t 

mean me. They don’t know what I know about me. 

Like Mary, we have questions, “How can this be…?” 

We get stuck on what we aren’t, rather than what we 

are or what we can be, and we stay rooted in that 

place, erecting obstacles to possibility, obstacles to co

-creating, obstacles to birthing something new. 

Can you imagine if Mary had let her story end there, 

in the same way we so often cut our own short? 

Today we sit deep in this Advent season of 

anticipatory waiting precisely because Mary’s story 

didn’t end there. Her story continued because she 

was reminded by the Angel Gabriel that none of what 

was happening, in the end, was about her at all. 

“…the power of the Most High will overshadow you…

Nothing is impossible with God”. 

Fortified with that assurance, Mary’s own limitations 

ceased to matter, and it became possible for her story 

to end with a new beginning, with hope and new life 

for the world; whatever she was being asked to do, 

she was not being asked to do it alone. The reminder 

of this blessed assurance that extends to all who 

believe it is true is one of the many gifts of Mary’s 

story, and it makes me wonder, what might be 

possible for this world, what might we be able to birth 

together, if we all actually lived as if we believed, 

boldly and vulnerably and courageously into our 

unique calls? 

 

God With Us, who shaped and formed us in our 
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 mothers’ wombs and who loves us, we believe. Help 

our unbelief that we might live bold, vulnerable, and 

courageous lives that glorify you through the co-

creation of your kin-dom here on earth. In Jesus’ 

Name, Amen. 

  

 

December 16: Dorcas Demasio 

When the angel Gabriel announced to the Virgin 

Mary that she will conceive a special son named 

Jesus, she understandably felt baffled. But Mary’s 

trust provides a powerful illustration of faith, and how 

it helps us overcome our fears. 

Mary’s fearlessness makes me think of my mother’s 

childbearing story amid widespread skepticism: Alice 

Norgbodzi was a middle aged woman in Aveyime-

Battor, a village in southeast Ghana. Edward Demasio 

proposed to her, ignoring warnings from his family 

that she wouldn’t be able to provide kids. Alice’s 

meanest skeptics noted that her breasts sagged, 

using that as confirmation. Nonetheless, Alice 

Demasio went on to have 10 healthy children: six girls 

and four boys, all of whom were raised as believers. I 

was the fourth child, named after the Bible character 

Dorcas. 

In the gospel story (Luke 1:26-38), Mary’s concerns 

vanished after Gabriel said, “Don’t be afraid,” and 

informed her of God’s special plan. I really like the end 

because Gabriel mentioned another miracle: Mary’s 

cousin, Elizabeth, had conceived a son (John the 

future Baptist) despite being an octogenarian. 

“Nothing is impossible with God,” Gabriel said. Amen! 

So how can we stay afraid? How can we ever lose 

faith regardless of the situation? 

If my parents were consumed by fear, I wouldn’t 

have made it to this earth to raise five of my own 

children. Mami and Papa passed on their ironclad 

faith to us. We were taught to fear nothing but God. 

“Fear not” appears in the Bible frequently for a 

reason. (I once read that it’s the most repeated 

command in the Bible). I truly believe that God is 

always with us, even in our scariest moments. 

Several weeks ago, my son asked me if I had any 

interest in martial arts classes for seniors. My initial 

reaction was doubt. I had never heard of Qigong or Tai 

Chi. I did not want to fall on my face and embarrass 

myself! But after reminding myself to fear not, I tried 

the classes. I gained confidence in time. Now, I’m 

reaping a few rewards: a small boost in flexibility, 

coordination and alertness as I head into my nineties.  

Experience has been a great teacher — to not be 

afraid in this long journey of life. Of course, it’s 

understandable to get anxious or concerned, as Mary 

initially did. And we have to use the brains God gave 

us to avoid danger and stay safe! But too much fear, 

or too little faith, can paralyze us and prevent much 

within our reach. 

 There’s so much craziness in the world. The 

pandemic has caused plenty of death, pain and fear. 

But we have persevered as God brings us good news 

to counter the bad: One great example is that SPSA 

church has reopened its doors, allowing us to glorify 

his name in person! We can sing favorite hymns like, 

“Faith is the Victory." Faith is the glorious victory that 

overcomes the world. Amen. 

  

Holy Spirit of God, let the power of faith rise in our 

hearts, always in the name of Jesus we pray. Amen. 

 

 

December 17: Brooke Adams Law 

I am she who exists in all fears  

and boldness in trembling.  

I am she who is weak,  

and I am well in pleasure of place.  

I am foolish and I am wise.  

from “The Thunder: Perfect Mind” 

  

We all contain multitudes. 

I recently experienced an event in which both of my 

parents were hospitalized, two states away. There was 

a moment in which I was not sure either of them 

would survive.  

I felt fear. And also worry, anxiety, anger, sadness, 

grief, uncertainty and even - surprisingly - joy in the 

interstitial spaces, when I was with my children and 

suddenly bathed anew in the incredible blessing that 

is ordinary life.  

We are not a single emotion or one unmixed 

emotional state. We contain vast complexities of 

emotions, and our work in this life is to become big 

enough to hold all of them.  

My parents are both on the road to recovery - thank 

you God.  

And I’ve been reflecting on the fact that I learned 

early in life to stuff my fear down so that I could 
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function. This is our cultural paradigm: to bury fear. To 

“punch fear in the face.” To “feel the fear and do it 

anyway.” 

Yet all of these responses create a resistance to 

fear. As the old saying goes, what we resist - persists, 

and so it is not helpful (or even desirable) to resist 

fear.  

The challenge is to make space for it - and to leave 

room for the other emotions, too.  

When we can enter a space of curiosity about our 

fear - how much of this fear is mine? What does it feel 

like in my body? - it allows us to drop our resistance to 

the fear and listen to the message it’s telling us. 

When we do this, when we make more space for the 

fear, we make space for other emotions to creep in, 

too.  

It’s a paradox. And luckily, we have good precedent 

here. Because our faith is a faith of paradox.  

Jesus is alpha and omega, the beginning and the 

end.  

Mary is virgin and mother.  

When we are weak, then we are strong.  

When we can relax into paradox, we can practice 

holding fear and faith - both together.  

Uncertainty and certainty - both together.  

Doubt and assurance - both together. 

We are big enough to hold all of it.  

  

Most holy God, show us how to hold fear and faith 

together. Amen.  

  

 

December 18: Matthias 

My life changed in February 2020 during a 

corporate presentation delivered by a leader of my 

firm. 

I listened to it and heard what was being said, yet 

on that day, the fundamental change it would bring to 

my life didn’t really sink in. 

But as the days and weeks went on and turned into 

15 months, I started to realize that a very big door 

was closing on me. While I could go on every day 

without noticeable change, I rationally knew that the 

door would eventually close on me. Completely. 

I really liked the work I was doing. I really liked the 

people I was working with. I liked the routine and 

validation. 

At first the defensive instincts awake: can I change 

the course of things, could my actions or outside 

events change the course of things. The door kept 

closing. 

I cried for help. I was afraid and felt helpless. 

It did not help things that concurrently the world was 

thrown into the global pandemic and lock down. So 

many families were thrown into the unknown. I felt 

blessed. I had work and shelter. But the door kept 

closing. 

Many sources of strength were taken away: my dad 

and trusted advisor, and most of my family, cut off 

overseas by travel restrictions. Church closed. Social 

interactions stopped. Worse, work was even more 

intense with days bleeding into each other as endless 

Zoom calls. I was exhausted, without direction and 

only the certainty that the door kept closing. 

So with time I found new ways of strength. I started 

a daily run or walk through deserted New York which 

became my lonely meditation. His voice became 

louder and clearer during those runs. A path 

seemingly opened. What at first seemed like random 

encounters (angels?) and events pieced together into 

a new opportunity. I grew even closer to my wife Nikki 

over this period as my (only) sounding board. 

I accepted that I had to drive the change. And 

instead of fear I started to see the possibilities of the 

new. While not a biblical reference (!) it reminded me 

of the Indiana Jones scene where he needs to make a 

leap of faith over a cliff – that moment to step over 

the abyss of utter fear and relief when the bridge 

emerges. 

On a Thursday evening I took the leap, resigned 

after a decade and a half in my job and walked out. At 

the exact time I stepped outside the building the 

heavens opened up completely and poured rain on 

me like a deluge. I walked for two hours through 

Central Park absolutely soaked, physically alone but 

feeling His presence with me. A huge weight lifted and 

that closing door was just a faint memory. 

  

Seigneur Dieu – merci de m’avoir guidé pendant 

ces moments difficiles et de m’avoir montré le chemin 

pour conquérir ma peur. Amen. 

(Dear Lord – thank you for guiding me during these 

difficult movements and showing me the path to 

conquer my fear. Amen.) 
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“Do not be afraid. For  

behold, I bring you good 

news of a great joy.” 

Luke 2:1-20: In those days, a 

decree went out from Caesar 

Augustus that the whole empire 

should be registered.  This was the 

first registration, undertaken while 

Quirinius was governor of Syria.  And 

all went to their towns of their birth to 

be registered. 

Joseph also went, traveling from the 

town of Nazareth in Galilee, to Judea, 

to the city of David called Bethlehem, 

because Joseph was descended from 

the house and family of 

David.  Joseph went there to be 

registered with Mary, to whom he was 

engaged.  Mary was expecting a child. 

And while they were there, the time 

came for Mary to deliver her 

child.  She gave birth to her first-born 

son and wrapped him in bands of 

cloths, and laid him in a manger, 

because there was no room for them 

in the inn. 

And in that region, there were 

shepherds out in the field, keeping 

watch over their flocks by night.  And 

an angel of the God appeared before 

them, and the glory of God shone 

round about them, and they were 

filled with fear.   

The angel said to them, “Do not be 

afraid.  For, behold, I bring you good 

news of a great joy, which shall come 

to all people.  For unto you is born this 

day, in the city of David, a Savior, who 

is Christ the Lord.  And this shall be a 

sign for you:  you will find the baby, 

wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying 

in a manger.” 

Suddenly, there was with the angel 

a multitude of the heavenly host, 

praising God and saying:  “Glory to 

God in the highest!  And on earth, 

peace, goodwill among all people.” 

When the angels had gone away 

into heaven, the shepherds said to 

one another, “Let us go over to 

Bethlehem and see this event that 

God has made known to us.”  They 

hurried and found Mary and Joseph 

and the baby, lying in a manger.  Once 

they saw this, they reported what they 

had been told concerning the child. All 

who heard about it were astonished at 

the report given by the shepherds.   

Mary treasured all these things and 

reflected on them in her heart.  The 

shepherds went away glorifying and 

praising God for all they had heard 

and seen, just as they had been told. 
 

Translation: The Inclusive Bible 

  



 

Week 4: December 19 - December 25  19 

December 19: Bishop Jane Middleton 

 We were traveling by a four wheel drive vehicle to 

the Quechua village of Chimboata in the Andes of 

Bolivia. What we saw in front of us was terrifying. The 

usually dry gully was filled with water from the recent 

deluge and that was our only way forward. At last as 

some water receded we headed across, praying that 

our vehicle would not be swept away. Of course we did 

make it across and up into the Andes mountains to 

assist the residents in building houses protected from 

Chagas disease. The entire experience and other 

Volunteer in Mission journeys to Bolivia for more than 

a decade presented risks. But the life transforming 

encounters with Christ living through the people of 

Bolivia more than compensated for any moments of 

fear. 

“Fear not for I bring you news of great joy for all 

people” said the angel to that band of shepherds. The 

angel knew that they needed that admonition not to 

fear. The shepherds surely quaked as the calm night 

was suddenly pierced by heavenly beings singing and 

speaking of even more amazing happenings. The 

angel’s message was an interruption which required a 

response unlike anything that had ever happened 

before. We can imagine how those shepherds might 

have argued about what to do. Stunned by the terror 

of this “out of this world” appearance of singing 

angels, wondrous music and an unexpected invitation 

one would not be surprised if they ran. But they 

conquered fear and journeyed to see the Christ child. 

As I look back on my eight decades of life I have 

regrets. I regret far more what I have failed to do, the 

sin of omission, than what I have done, the sin of 

commission. Both categories would have entries to be 

sure. But those opportunities missed: messages not 

delivered, projects not undertaken, relationships not 

pursued, commitments not made, those are the stuff 

of regret. Why did I shrink from answering those calls? 

In every case the dominant reason was fear.   

What if those shepherds who had never 

experienced anything so strange, who were startled 

out of the familiar and comfortable, had shrunk from 

the angelic invitation and had missed the wonder of 

the Christ child? The story would have had a very 

different ending. 

“Do not fear” appears hundreds of times in 

scripture because it is fear which is the greatest 

barrier to the transformation which Christ promises 

us. 

The shepherds that night conquered their fear and 

“They told everyone they met what the angels had 

said about this child. All who heard the sheepherders 

were impressed.” (The Message) 

May we, as these first evangelists did, conquer our 

fear and proclaim “Christ is born!” 

 

O God, fill me with your spirit of boldness so that I 

might not shrink from your call on my life. May I be a 

blessing to your beloved people everywhere.  Amen. 

 

 

December 20: Jenna Johnson 

In my role at camp, I work primarily with young 

people. One of the best things about camp is that it 

gives you a safe place to step out of your comfort 

zone, to grow, to find community, to be yourself, and 

to be loved. A lot of times, the thing that people forget 

is that the first step out of your comfort zone is the 

hardest. It doesn’t feel safe, or relational, or loving; it 

usually feels pretty bad and overwhelming. What’s 

important in those moments is that if you can keep 

moving, you’ll pass out of the fear zone and into a 

place of learning. You’re not completely out of the 

woods yet, you still have to figure out this new place 

and these people and there will be some bumps on 

the way, but you’re definitely making progress. That’s 

when you get to move into the growth area where you 

really figure things out and start to feel good. 

No offense to the angel but immediately hitting the 

shepherds with, “do not be afraid” is probably not the 

best method of telling them this earth-shattering 

news. They get yanked out of their comfort zones and 

plopped into the fear zone. The really bad part of the 

fear zone is that it’s pretty much impossible to learn or 

grow there because we’re so worried about the what-

ifs, we’re only thinking about survival. Being knocked 

out of our comfort zones prevents us from hearing 

good news or joyful proclamations. 

This happens at camp often -- on the rock wall, on 

the first day when campers don’t know anyone, when 

their kayak tilts a little too close to the water. Campers 

have gone out of their comfort zones and tried 

something new, but it ends up still being kind of scary, 

so, often, they freeze and can’t do anything else. This 

is when it’s really helpful to have a counselor or staff 

member come by to give a word of encouragement, a 
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hug, or a piece of advice. Now there are two choices, 

do they keep going or retreat into their comfort zone? 

If we’re willing to push a little further and sit in our 

fear, instead of running from it, we get the chance to 

enter the growth zone and the celebration that comes 

from conquering our fears. We push through and learn 

about ourselves. We build better relationships, we 

reach new heights, and we try new things. Fear may 

limit our ability to hear good news but if we’re willing 

to wait it out and continue to conquer it, eventually 

we’ll be ready to hear it, and better yet, to believe it. 

 

God of our comfort zones and our fears, help us to 

continue even when the way is unclear and we would 

much rather retreat to our comfort zones. Remind us 

of your good news until we are ready to believe it. 

Amen. 

  

 

December 21: Mary Cheng 

I find myself squeamish about sharing the good 

news of Jesus with others. However, that has not 

always been the case. There was a time early in my 

Christian life when I would talk to strangers about 

Christ. I was "on fire" for God, and I would seek out 

folks to share the gospel with them. The central claim 

of this gospel is that Jesus came to die for our sins, 

and by me trusting in Jesus, my sins can be forgiven. I 

can be saved from the penalty of sin because Jesus 

died on the cross in my place. 

I was 18 when I "accepted Christ" in a conservative 

evangelical church. I was deeply touched and drawn 

to the Jesus on the cross who spoke of forgiveness to 

those who mocked, tortured, and killed him. I saw in 

Jesus a life lived in love and with power and beauty 

that is not based on what culture has deemed as 

powerful or beautiful. There was a reality to my initial 

experience with Christ which I could not deny. But I 

find the version of the gospel I was taught no longer 

satisfactory. There must be a more profound way of 

looking at the fantastic claim that God became 

enfleshed in the person of Jesus. 

In her book, Creation and the Cross, Elizabeth 

Johnson, a prolific Catholic feminist theologian, 

counters a view of the gospel that I was taught, an 

idea that centers on human salvation with little regard 

for the earth. This view focuses on God's honor to be 

restored through the death of Jesus as payment for 

the human debt of sin. Drawing from both Hebrew 

and Christian Scriptures, she argues instead for a 

theology of accompaniment, God's solidarity with us, 

and re-envisions salvation as the divine gift of God 

that says "I am with you," even in suffering and death. 

God is not only with us, human beings, but in Christ, 

God is with all creation. Johnson draws on the idea of 

"deep incarnation" from Danish theologian Niels 

Gregerson to say that in Christ, God enters into the 

"biological tissue of creation to share the fate of 

biological existence.” Hence, the gospel or the good 

news is for all life. 

As I write this, I find myself saying that this is a 

gospel worth sharing. This is good news that God has 

demonstrated God's love for us by becoming flesh as 

an act of solidarity from the "inside of life." This 

solidarity is with all flesh. The cross signifies that "God 

is present amid anguish, bearing every creature and 

all creation forward with an unimaginable 

promise.”   It is the promise of life after life found in 

the resurrection. Thus, salvation is not salvation from 

the world but the salvation of the world. This is indeed 

good news worth sharing for a planet in peril. It is 

evangel for our chaotic time. 

May we be unafraid to proclaim both in word and 

deed God's good news for all—humans, plants, 

animals, the cosmos-- for the Word became flesh in an 

amazing act of deep solidarity.  

 

Accompany us, O God, as we embrace the mystery 

of Christ's birth. As you are in solidarity with us, may 

we be in solidarity with you and with all of life. 

 

 

December 22: Elizabeth Jensen 

When I was growing up, Methodist Youth Fellowship 

occupied a good deal of my time: Sunday evening 

meetings, weekend retreats, summer camp, summer 

work camp. Some of my closest friends were in MYF. 

In college, I was a Jr. High youth counselor at the local 

UMC and the American Church in Paris. When I first 

became a working journalist, I spent weekends 

working on Bread for the World and going to meetings 

of the 1980s Sanctuary movement. 

 Many people who knew me during those times 

were unaware of these parts of my life, which got 
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compartmentalized away. Church wasn't cool. I'm 

naturally private. Journalists of that era were 

supposed to be opinion-less ciphers, in the name of 

objectivity. (That's a loooong discussion for another 

time.) My rationale was that I wanted to live my faith, 

not talk about it. 

But also, being honest with myself, I think back then 

that I was worried about being labeled, profiled, 

lumped in with other Christians who had a very 

different interpretation of what it meant to be a 

person of faith than I did. And I know there are many 

still like me. 

The thing is, that's a self-fulfilling problem. If you've 

heard one of my critiques of "the media," you know 

one my pet peeves is that too often reporters equate 

Christians with one political party and one world view. 

We know that's not true, but when you let others 

control the narrative, you can't complain when you 

don't like what's said about you. 

I'm still pretty private, but these days I'm more open 

about my faith, and how it informs my life. I 

sometimes get uncomfortable questions, but I have 

some answers, and when I don't I'm comfortable 

talking about my own doubts and unknowns. SPSA 

does amazing work in the world, prompted by an 

embrace of the Holy. That's cool enough for me.  

 

Dear God, help us find our voices this Advent 

season and sing the Good News loud! 

 

 

December 23: Jim Melchiorre 

In 2019, while volunteering with New Sanctuary 

Coalition in Tijuana, I randomly stumbled into the role 

of legal witness at a wedding. A young couple had 

journeyed to the border, with their two-year-old son, 

seeking asylum, living in a migrant shelter. It was the 

most memorable wedding I’ve ever attended. 

In October, I spent time inside Rikers Island Jail 

helping with voter registration. Rikers is the very 

definition of a menacing place. Yet when we entered 

one unit, several of the incarcerated men insisted that 

we wait until they could wipe the tables, sweep the 

floor, and bring out plastic chairs for their unexpected 

guests. 

Last month, Cheryl and I spent hours in the 

emergency room of Mount Sinai, filled with patients 

crying out in pain, or anger, or sometimes petulance, 

cramped together with nurses, doctors, technicians, 

and custodians all no more than a few feet, or in 

some cases, inches from each other. Chaotic, yes, but 

there was care happening there. It struck me as a 

powerful snapshot of humanity. 

How can fear limit the reach and revelation of God’s 

good news? Very often, privilege is the culprit. Faced 

with a frightening prospect, we very logically and 

sensibly choose to avoid it, because we can. 

Until we can’t. Until life deals us a hand where 

there’s no Plan B. 

A situation like an international border crossing. Or 

an overcrowded jail in COVID times. Or a big city ER. 

Or Bethlehem for Joseph and a very pregnant Mary, 

complying with a census ordered by the occupying 

empire. Or like the prospect faced by those shepherds 

on a chilly hillside by night when the heavens opened. 

I heard a sermon recently about how the word 

apocalyptic can mean both catastrophe and 

revelation. The examples above might be considered 

catastrophes, but they’re also revealing. 

About an immigration system rooted in colonialism 

and white supremacy. Or a “correctional” model in 

which the accused with money pay bail and go home, 

while others stay behind bars. Or a nation where good 

health care is a privilege when it should be a human 

right. 

We give thanks for answered prayers, for happy and 

safe spaces, as we should. But ours is an 

incarnational faith based on this crazy notion that the 

eternal God of the universe dwelt, and dwells, among 

us in our flesh and blood, in those scary places where 

there’s no Plan B. Even there, especially there, we’ll 

see the revelation of God’s good news to all people. 

 

May the God who always shows up prompt us to 

show up as well, and to help us remember that even 

the most difficult spaces are places of revelation. 

Amen. 

 

 

December 24: Mary McMurtery 

Reading this scripture again, in the context of the 

circumstances in which we’re living now, is so 

impactful. The colloquial phrase “best-laid plans” 

springs to mind, which I’ve come to find out comes 
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from a couple lines of the “Scottish Shakespeare” 

Robert Burns’s poem, “To a Mouse:” 

  

The best-laid schemes o’ Mice an’ Men 

Gang aft agley 

  

Which can roughly translate to “the best-laid plans 

of mice and men often go astray." 

I think the reason this phrase sprang to mind was 

that during my own reading just now, I was imagining 

myself in the shoes of all the people we have in this 

story, how each and every one of them had their own 

plans that they’d laid out for themselves, and then 

BAM this huge thing happens that totally throws their 

lives into chaos and uncertainty, their carefully laid 

plans being totally “shot to hell,” as we might say 

today. 

Not like that’s at all relatable, right?? 

To more fully connect with this passage, I invite you 

to take a moment and think about a recent event in 

your life where that’s happened for you--probably 

doesn’t take too long to think about it these days--and 

observe what feelings come up. Yours might be the 

same or different than mine, but here’s what came up 

for me: 

Shock, anger, fear, uncertainty, anxiety, sadness, 

despair, nihilism (nothing matters) 

Taking time to sit with these very real feelings made 

me realize on an even deeper level the absolute 

profound faith all of these people must have had, in 

order to fully trust the holy messages given to them in 

times of great need, to follow them in spite of their 

very human anxieties and fears, and then fully receive 

the profound blessings that followed. 

Any one of them could have made a different 

choice! Joseph and Mary could have chosen to defy 

Caesar Augustus’s decree (which would have had a 

whole slew of other scary consequences), they could 

have kept looking for a more “perfect” place to birth 

their baby, and the shepherds could have agreed to 

keep their experience to themselves and “never speak 

of it again” for fear of sounding crazy. And those 

choices would be understandable! But they all 

surrendered to their circumstances, stepped out to do 

what they were told in faith, and then received the 

blessing of witnessing God’s divine plan unfold before 

their very eyes, taking them to places and through 

experiences they never could have imagined for 

themselves. Hallelujah!! 

 What a spiritual blueprint of faith this story reveals 

to us! 

It’s easier said than done, though, right? I know for 

myself when I’m in the muck and mire of chaos and 

difficulty, and I hear a message of comfort and 

encouragement from God or the Holy Spirit, whether 

through prayer, or through the living saints that 

surround me, it sure isn’t easy to release my 

attachment to my very real fears, open my ears to fully 

hear the good news being communicated, step out in 

faith, trusting God that all will be okay, and then 

accept the blessings promised to me with great joy. 

Nope, not easy at all!! #human 

I am so grateful for this story from Luke’s Gospel 

that reminds me to keep trying, in this very moment, 

to do the best that I can with what I have, and that 

through God all things are possible, above and beyond 

what I can imagine. 

  

Thank you, Dear God, for revealing your word to us 

anew, again and again, with each reading and 

hearing. This Advent season, may we have open 

hearts to fully receive, open ears to fully hear, 

courageous hearts to do what we’re called to, 

courageous eyes to fully see, the faith to keep going, 

and the willingness to receive all your blessings with 

great joy. Amen. 

 

 

December 25: Pastor K Karpen 

Merry Christmas!!  It is my prayer for you that, if 

nothing else, Christmas brings a one-day release from 

fear, after this strange but remarkable year of fear.  

So many aspects of our lives have been 

transformed by fear. Over the past months, common 

activities like grocery shopping, getting on the subway, 

flying in an airplane have become risky endeavors. 

There is still so much to be afraid of. The 

persistence of Covid, growing economic uncertainty, 

lurking racism, political unrest.  So many reasons to 

fear. 

As we have seen as we’ve walked together on this 

Advent journey, fear plays a big role in the story of 

Christmas, this despite a raft of angels telling 

everyone who’ll listen, “Do not be afraid!” a command 
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observed mainly in the breech.   

But how about, just for today, we obey the angels?   

How about, for one day, we take a sabbath from 

fear, a one-day fear-fast?  

Trying to find a Christmas carol that captures this 

angelic command not to fear, I came up with nothing. 

The hymnal was not much help; Google yielded a big 

nothing. ‘Fear not!’ gets a brief mention in ‘While 

Shepherds Watched’, maybe not one of the Christmas 

top 40.   

So I leave you with this slightly altered verse of ‘It 

Came Upon the Midnight Clear’, as we work to 

observe our one-day release from fear: 

  

They came upon that midnight clear,  

to shepherds they appeared: 

Those angels saying, “Do not fear,  

your God is drawing near!” 

Look now! The lonely, silent fears  

that hold us in their grasp  

For just one day may disappear,  

and leave us free at last!  

  

As the prophet Jeremiah says, speaking for God, ‘Do 

not be afraid, for I will be with you to set you free!’ 

As the prophet Isaiah writes, ‘Do not fear, or be 

afraid!’  

And as the prophet John Lennon tells us, ‘A very 

merry Christmas, and a happy new year, Let’s hope 

it’s a good one, without any fear.’ 

  

Dear Lord, may it be so.  In the name of your holy 

child Jesus, who came to free us from fear, Amen.   
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Guided Reflections for Advent 
 
November 28 - December 4 
 

“Don’t be frightened, Zechariah. Your  

prayer has been heard.” Luke 1:13 
 

Consider how fear can obscure our connection to God. 

• When has fear overwhelmed your faith in God’s presence and promise? 

• How has fear about what is to come inhibited your prayer life and  

connection to God?   

• How does God’s good news to you and the world speak louder than fear? 

• What are the signs and sounds of God’s in-dwelling and presence with you  

that show up in spite of fear, doubt, and uncertainty? 

 
December 5 - 11 
 

“Do not be afraid, Joseph…it is by the Holy Spirit  

that Mary has conceived this child.”  Matthew 1:20 
 

Consider how fear can constrain us, keeping us from moving forward. 

• When was a time when fear held you back from moving forward in your life? 

• How have your fears made you doubt the gifts and grace of the Holy Spirit?  

• How has God’s good news been revealed to you?  

• How has God’s in-breaking into your life and our world freed you from fear  

and stagnation?  

 
December 12 - 18 
 

“Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found  

great favor with God.” Luke 1:30 
 

Consider how fear can become an obstacle to the birth of the new. 

• When was a time when you were afraid to risk for the creation of something 

altogether new?  

• How have you experienced or witnessed fear as an obstacle to new life 

emerging? 

• How is God breaking through fear to show possibility and potential to come?  

• What are the signs of God’s good news being born right now? 

 
December 19 - 25 
 

“Do not be afraid.  For behold, I bring you  

good news of a great joy.” Luke 2:10 
 

Consider how fear can limit the reach and revelation of God’s good news of great 

joy for all people.  

• When was a time when the message of good news got blocked by fear? 

• How has fear prevented you from sharing the good news of Jesus with others?  

• How is God proclaiming good news in your life, in spite of both legitimate and 

unnecessary fears? 

• In what way is God’s good news of great joy being revealed to you this Advent? 


