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Have you ever been ready for something until you 
got it … and then found out you were not really 
ready for it at all? Sometimes what we think we 
really want comes with changes we didn’t expect 
and are not prepared for. 

Everyone who thinks they’re ready for a pet may 
not be prepared to take care of one. The walks, the 
food, the medical care, the pet-sitting when you’re 
away. All these things and more come along with 
the advent of pets. 

Relationships, too, are much more than sentimen-
tal feelings. The constant communication and  
compromises require much more than sensual 
romantic episodes. 

And many of the professional promotions we are 

so eager to attain place increased demands on  
our time and concentration. 

With all our eager expectations, it behooves us to 
pause and consider what will be required of us 
when those expectations arrive. When our heart’s 
desire is delivered, how will it change our hearts? 

Advent is the time of joyous anticipation for the 
coming of the Messiah. But are we really ready? 

Are we really ready to be purged from the dross  
of elaborate but empty religiosity? Are we really 
ready for a deep dive of the Spirit into our person-
al contradictions? Are we really ready to be 
bleached and scoured into a newness of life? 

Much more than a glorious expectation, Advent 
requires real preparation. 

K e n n e t h  L .  S a m u e l  

“The messenger of the covenant, whom you look for so eagerly, is surely coming,” says the 
Lord of Heaven’s Armies. “But who will be able to endure it when he comes? For he will be 
like a blazing fire that refines metal, or like a strong soap that bleaches clothes.”   

                            - Malachi 3:1-2 excerpts (NLT)

“Fix me for my starry crown. Fix me Jesus, fix me. Fix me for a higher ground. Fix me Jesus,  
fix me.” 
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Maybe it’s Covid-tide, or just a mix up in my own daily rhythms, but somehow I’ve ended up disoriented 
from the tick-tick-tick of the calendar. Job 5:13-14 sums up my disorientation in time: “God catches the 
wise in their craftiness, and the schemes of the wily are swept away. Darkness comes upon them in the 
daytime; at noon they grope as in the night.” It sure feels like darkness must have come in the day, and I 
ate lunch in the dark. What happened? Was I wily or just forgetful?  

When such a disorientation happens, it’s easy for me (and perhaps you, too?) to fall into a self-made pit of 
despair. My inner self-talk can quickly turn to blame and shame: “Why can’t I remember when something 
is due!? Why did I wait for the last minute?!”  

But the message in Job continues with some words of comfort for human beings—those of us who make 
human errors. Being corrected is a blessing. Don’t be angry at God for receiving discipline; welcome it as 
a guide for your future. God protects you, there is nothing to fear. We all make mistakes. The key is to be 
open to correcting them and doing better the next time. God rescues us from calamities, even of our 
own making. And perhaps they aren’t calamities at all, but merely opportunities for learning.  

A n n  K a n s f i e l d

“Blessed is the one whom God corrects; so do not despise the discipline of the Almighty. 
For God wounds, but God also binds up; God injures, but God’s hands also heal. From six 
calamities God will rescue you; in seven no harm will touch you.”  - Job 5:17-19 (NIV)

God, may your rhythms become my rhythms. May I not be afraid when you correct my ways and 
reorient me in your direction. Amen. 
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If Advent is a good time to get in touch with our 
spiritual longings (it is), it is a great time to name 
exactly what we and the world need, to imagine 
the life that God intends, and to pray boldly for it. 

 This psalm shows us one way to do that, starting 
with the general—God, please make things bet-
ter!—and then moving on to the specifics of what 
better would look like: Let those who started out 
weeping with little but hope in their hands end up 
shouting for joy, gladly bearing the bountiful fruits 
of their labors. 

 If Advent reminds us that God is doing yet anoth-
er new thing and coming to us in still more unex-
pected ways (it does and She is), and if Advent 

invites us to prepare the way for newness (it does), 
then we’d best get ready to recognize and receive 
the unlikely and unimaginable answers to our 
prayers. 

 If you knew a friend was coming for a long-await-
ed visit, you’d clean the house and prepare the 
finest food and drink. If the weather worsened and 
the hour grew late, you’d turn on all the lights and 
pace the floor until you heard their knock on the 
door. 

 So let us make room in our hearts for the answers 
to our prayers. Let us live as if our Advent longings 
will be fulfilled. 

V i c k i  K e m p e r

God, change our circumstances for the better, like dry streams in the desert waste! Let those 

who plant with tears reap the harvest with joyful shouts. Let those who go out crying and car-

rying their seed, come home with joyful shouts, carrying bales of grain.  - Psalm 126:4-6 (CEB)

I trust you are on your way. Let me be ready to receive you.

D e c e m b e r  7 ,  2 0 2 1
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Is it better to dream or to be practical? To envision 
a new world, a just world, an honorable world … 
or to observe the world as it is without illusion? 

I’m more of the latter sort. The “daydreaming won’t 
make a hard day easier” sort. The “it doesn’t make 
a difference whether you say ‘half full’ or ‘half 
empty,’ because either way you have half a cup” 
sort. 

Not pessimistic. Realistic. 

Except, of course, that I do dream. 

I dream of peace. Of safety. Of well-being and joy. 
Of sowing and reaping purposefully, gratefully. Of 
stretching and relaxing and being—without a crick 
in my neck, a knot in my shoulder, and an anxious 
eye on my bank account. 

Calling myself a realist is just a cover really, a ruse 
to avoid admitting that I expect to be disappoint-
ed by unrealized dreams. 

Maybe you live that way, too—with the expectation 
of disappointment. 

The season of Advent, then, becomes our time  
to practice daydreaming without hesitation, with-
out skepticism or reluctance, without a backup 
plan in case of disappointment. The promise of 
Advent’s dream has already been fulfilled! The 
experience of Advent’s dream is already spelled 
out for us: Tears turning to laughter. Displaced 
people returning home. A shoot pushing up from 
a stump. A word becoming flesh. 

In Advent, we dream without disappointment. 

R a c h e l  H a c k e n b e r g

When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who dream. Then our 
mouths filled with laughter and our tongue with shouts of joy.  - Psalm 126:1-2a (NRSV)

Here is my joy, O God—not conditional or tentative, but full and free. Here is the song on my 
tongue, O God, unburdened by doubt and bitterness. Here is my laughter, O God, as my 
mouth tastes the sweet goodness of your realized dream. 

D e c e m b e r  8 ,  2 0 2 1
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Imagine being John the Baptist’s mother.  
Or father.  

Imagine, alternatively, what it was like to be the 
mother of a 25-year-old who overdosed and died, 
right after spending two great weeks with his fami-
ly and assuring them all that he was drug-free. Or 
being my daughter when her two-year-old said 
she had eaten a water bead, the kind that expands 
to 40 times their size once placed in a balloon. 
(The child had not eaten the water bead but that 
was only proven after five hours in the emergency 
room, trying to decide about surgery, since water 
beads are translucent and don’t necessarily come 
up on the x-ray.) We found the water beads, both 
of them, on the floor after returning from the emer-
gency room. You can sign the online petition 
against this children’s game. Or join my daughter 
in saying, “Jesus Crisis!” 

Parents never know what is going to happen to 
their children. John the Baptist was beheaded, like-
ly long after Elizabeth was gone. Or we certainly 
hope so. 

But before he died an awful death, he “invented” 
baptism, a super-soaker ceremony if there ever 
was one. A water bead of a kind, capable of great 
magnification. Just water, we say. But then again, is 
there any water that is just water? 

Albert Einstein is said to have said that there are 
two kinds of people, those who don’t believe in 
miracles and those who think everything is a mira-
cle. Mothers have to believe everything is a mira-
cle. Why? Because like Elizabeth, like Mary, they 
watch their children grow. 

D o n n a  S c h a p e r

There was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the priestly order of Abijah. His wife 
was a descendant of Aaron, and her name was Elizabeth.   - Luke 1:5 (NRSV)

Let us remember our baptism today and know that we are really and truly all wet, all miracle, 
all birthed. Amen.

D e c e m b e r  9 ,  2 0 2 1

Waterworks
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Last summer, I led a graveside prayer service for a 
young person who was killed at just 15 years old. 
Before an open grave I spoke the old words again. 
“In the sure and certain hope of the resurrection to 
eternal life in Jesus Christ…”  

I’ve spoken those words many times at the grave-
side. They are words of deepest hope and surest 
faith. And they are words only ever spoken from 
the depths of profoundest grief.  

Our faith is like that. We speak our most beautiful 
and sturdy words only from the very worst depths. 

Isaiah’s words are the same. They are words of 
calm assurance spoken at a moment of profound 
national crisis, when the collapse of all that was 

good was just around the corner. Jesus’ words are 
the same. The last are first and the lost are found 
and the way that leads to life runs through the 
heart of death’s dread valley.  

I can’t understand any of it. Exegete as I might, 
study as I might, preach as I might, I can’t under-
stand it. How can such beauty shine amidst the 
ugliest heaps of reality? I can’t understand it. 

But I don’t need to understand it. I need it to be 
true. Down deep in my bones, past my feelings, 
past my thoughts, past my understanding, at the 
very heart of what it means to live and die, I need it 
all to be true. 

J o h n  E d g e r t o n

Surely God is my salvation; I will trust and not be afraid. The Lord God is my strength  
and my defense; God has become my salvation. With joy you will draw water from  
the wells of salvation.  - Isaiah 12:2-3 (NRSV)

May the peace that passes all understanding attend all of us.

D e c e m b e r  1 0 ,  2 0 2 1
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“Here I am, with my hair all fallen out, months to 
live, and my only desire is to live to see my daugh-
ter graduate from high school,” said the dying 
woman, reacting to the visitor who had just left as I 
walked in. “And this woman is sitting in my living 
room complaining because her kid got the wrong 
coach for travel soccer.” No sooner had she invited 
me into her interior monologue, then she softened 
the story by saying, “I don’t mean to sound insensi-
tive. I used to care about those things too. I’d never 
say any of that out loud.”  

“But thank God you just did!” I said, for I needed a 
reminder that the dying know things the rest of us 
do not. For one thing, they know they are not 
immortal.  

 

“If you could say anything, without fear of  
hurting our feelings, what would you say?”  
I asked, because I now realized that her last visitor 
could have been any one of us.  

“Don’t get so upset about the small things. Take 
notice of all that is good,” she said. “But words 
don’t really do it. Mostly, I just want to grab you all 
by the shoulders and shake you!” 

“Consider me shaken and stirred,” I replied.  
This amazing woman, so afraid of being insensi-
tive, was no such thing. She was highly sensitive to 
the eternal truths that blasted away the banalities 
of life and exposed my secret worries for what 
they were—relatively small things—as the Day for  
us all draws near. 

L i l l i a n  D a n i e l

“Let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works … and all the more as 
you see the Day drawing near.”   - Hebrews 10:24-25 (ESV)

Holy Spirit, stir up your love in my living and your truth before my dying. Amen.
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THE STILLSPEAKING WRITERS’ GROUP is composed of United Church of 
Christ ministers and writers who collaborate on resources for people in the 
church, outside the church, and not sure about the church. 
 
PERMISSIONS: Local Churches, Conferences, Associations, and other settings 
of the United Church of Christ may use these reflections for any not-for-profit 
use by any medium (including but not limited to print and online), so long as 
credit is given to the reflection’s author and to this resource. The reflections must 
be used in their entirety and the content may not be altered in any way. For 
other uses and permissions questions, contact that United Church of Christ Na-
tional Setting through the permissions team of The Pilgrim Press 
(permissions@thepilgrimpress.com). 
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