
Journeying Toward Joy

Welcome to the great season of wonder, awe, and 
pie-eyed amazement, the anticipation of new hope, 
bright smiles, and pure joy. Advent prepares us to 
embrace this earth-shaking reality: no matter what 
else might be going on in the world, God’s gener-
ous love comes to life among us and dwells within 
us. Nothing can stop it or hold it back.

Half of the happiness attached to this or any 
event, according to psychologists who study such 
things, is rooted in the anticipation leading up to it. 
If we open and prepare our hearts, minds, and souls 
for it, the joy of anticipating Christ enters and ex-
plodes in us even before we actually encounter him 
on Christmas morning.

And just as we eagerly anticipate Christ’s arrival, 
he eagerly anticipates ours. When journeyed well, 
the Advent road is a pilgrimage toward the same 
manger where Jesus enters our lives. What will it 
take to bring us to that? Let us pilgrim forward 
toward great joy!
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DECEMBER 1   P   First Sunday of Advent
ISAIAH 2:1–5  •  ROMANS 13:11–14  •  MATTHEW 24:37–44

Anticipating Now 
“Stay awake! For you do not know on which day your Lord will come.”   matthew 24:42

Calendars can be devious little creatures. They promise the illu-
sion of structure and control, while lulling us into a false notion of 
“later.” Who among us doesn’t regularly scramble at the last minute, 
seemingly surprised that a birthday, graduation, Christmas, or other 
life event somehow snuck up on us? The calendar had assured us 
there was plenty of time. Yet while we were watching The Bachelor, 
later became now.

For thousands of years, the Hebrews waited for a messiah. Now, 
we often spend our lives waiting for a distant heaven in the here-
after. Love, however, is a now thing. The love of Christ is within us 
and around us always and everywhere, ready to erupt upon our lives 
the moment we are open to it. All of God’s creation calls us to share 
love now!

“Stay awake!” Jesus exhorts. Advent calls us to live with eyes wide 
open, so we won’t sleep through our own life while betting on next 
week, next month, or next year. Live, love, and laugh with a sense 
of urgency.

DAILY PRACTICE   Be someone’s unexpected gift today. Send flowers, 
write an old-school letter, call out of the blue, bring cookies, or what-
ever else your heart desires. Gift someone with love out of left field.

ADVENT PRAYER   Open my mind, my eyes, my heart and my life, Lord, to 
the unexpected YOU. Let me hear your voice in every song, see your smile 
on every face, and share your love in every moment.
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DECEMBER 2   P   Monday of the First Week
ISAIAH 4:2–6  •  MATTHEW 8:5–11

Loving Just Because
“Lord, I am not worthy to have you enter under my roof.”   matthew 8:8

Reg opened his eyes and saw Sara standing at his side, holding his 
hand. Their eyes met, each smiled. “Forty-three years,” he said with 
a voice scratchy from chemotherapy. “Happy anniversary. I don’t 
deserve you.”

“Of course not,” Sara whispered. “True love is never deserved.”
We often confuse love with merit. Mary and Joseph are turned 

away by an innkeeper who determines they don’t merit the effort 
it would take to make room for them. Likewise, the centurion as-
sumes Jesus won’t come to his house because he is unworthy. True 
love, however, is never earned or deserved. That’s what makes it love, 
not reward.

Advent challenges us to transition from a merit-based mindset to 
a love-based one. Jesus comes into our lives not because we deserve 
it, but because that’s what love does. Likewise, we feed the hungry, 
comfort the sick, shelter the homeless, and welcome the stranger 
not because they deserve it, but because that’s what love does.

DAILY PRACTICE   Observe the quirks and oddities in the people you 
encounter today. Reflect on how these things make them unique, 
and recognize how you can love them not in spite of their imperfec-
tions, but because of them.

ADVENT PRAYER   Thank you, Lord, for showing up in my life just because. 
Thank you for loving me just the way I am. And thank you for sticking 
with me as I journey into the fullness of You.
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DECEMBER 3   P   Tuesday of the First Week (St. Francis Xavier)
ISAIAH 11:1–10  •  LUKE 10:21–24

Hugging the Wolf
Then the wolf shall be a guest of the lamb, and the leopard shall 
lie down with the young goat.   isaiah 11:6a

There is both a wolf and a lamb within me. I imagine it’s the same 
within you. Oh, how I want to rage against injustice, yet I also long 
to sit peacefully in the meadow and meditate on the sunrise. What’s 
best for the world? What’s best for me?

In many ways, our inner life is a microcosm of the world swirl-
ing around us, mired in the tension between the wolf and the lamb. 
Perhaps, however, the anxiety we feel is not a reflection of the world, 
but rather a projection. Perhaps there is so much stress and conflict 
out there because there is first conflict within me.

In the midst of this is born our Messiah, who comes not to de-
liver victory for the lamb or the wolf, but to bring harmony to both. 
In this way, we are made whole. Once we embrace Christ, we need 
not fear the strength and determination of our inner wolf because 
it lies in harmony with the peace and tranquility of our inner lamb.

DAILY PRACTICE   Write down this mantra and repeat it throughout the 
day: “Peace to the power of love within me. Peace to the power of 
love in the world.”

ADVENT PRAYER   Grant me the wolf ’s courage and the lamb’s calmness, the 
wolf ’s independence and the lamb’s loyalty, the wolf ’s strong head and 
the lamb’s soft heart.
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DECEMBER 4   P   Wednesday of the First Week (St. John Damascene)
ISAIAH 25:6–10A  •  MATTHEW 15:29–37

Loving with All We’ve Got
They all ate and were satisfied.   matthew 15:37

Elizabeth and Tony stood in the sanctuary, melding into each oth-
er’s eyes. With full-on lumped throats, each spoke these words: “I 
will love you and honor you all the days of my life.” They were in 
their mid-twenties, old enough to know what love and honor are, 
but optimistically naive about what “all the days of my life” mean. 

Few words are as courageously absolute as the word all. 
Matthew’s gospel offers two accounts of feeding the multitudes 
(14:13–21, 15:32–38), and while they differ in detail, both deliber-
ately use the words “They all ate and were satisfied.” Everyone. No 
exceptions. All.

Such is the Advent challenge to prepare for Christ among us and 
make ready for Christ within us: to love God with all our minds 
and all our hearts, and to love our neighbors as ourselves. All our 
neighbors. Even the kid with the facial tattoo who bags the grocer-
ies. What needs to be done before you can love all people all the 
days of your life?

DAILY PRACTICE   List three people who leave you feeling uncomfort-
able. They could be specific (that certain coworker) or general 
(people who speak a language different from mine). Identify how 
God is revealed in each of them.

ADVENT PRAYER   God, you come to me in so many faces I often don’t even 
recognize. Thank you for not giving up on me. Thank you for all these 
beautiful attempts to expand my heart until it grows into yours.
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DECEMBER 5   P   Thursday of the First Week
ISAIAH 26:1–6  •  MATTHEW 7:21, 24–27

Acting as One
“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven,  
but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven.”   matthew 7:21

Maria wanted to be a poet. She fancied herself publishing verses 
in The New Yorker and reading selections from her work at gallery 
events where guests sipped wine from over-sized glasses. She read 
a lot of poetry, studied it thoroughly, and wrote endlessly in her 
journals. But she didn’t share any of it. She never submitted any 
of her poems to publishers or reviewers. It was too personal, she 
told people. 

At a reading one evening, she approached an author she admired 
and asked, “How many poems must I write before I can call myself 
a poet?” The response surprised her: “It doesn’t matter how many 
you write, it matters how many you share. You’re a poet as soon as 
you stir another person’s soul with your words.”

Indeed, Christ tells us, it doesn’t matter how many prayers we 
say, it matters how many lives we touch. Advent calls us to prepare 
for a life that stirs others’ souls. 

DAILY PRACTICE   Give something away today. It could be a coat, a 
cookie, or even a compliment, as long as it is coming from your 
heart to bring warmth, comfort, or a smile to someone else.

ADVENT PRAYER   Grant me the clarity of mind, O Lord, to see that you are 
already dwelling as one within me and through me.
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DECEMBER 6   P   Friday of the First Week (St. Nicholas)
ISAIAH 29:17–24  •  MATTHEW 9:27–31

Leaping in Faith
The blind men approached him.   matthew 9:28

It takes faith to bake cookies. Measuring and mixing ingredients 
gives the illusion of control, but nothing happens until we put them 
in the oven. Then faith takes over—faith in the men and women 
who designed and manufactured the oven, faith in the people who 
operate the electric or gas utility, and faith in the mysteries of sci-
ence to produce the thermal reactions that turn raw dough into 
gingerbread men.

In many ways, this is blind faith. We have no control over the 
people, systems, or scientific laws that collaborate to bake our cook-
ies, yet we proceed with great confidence and joyful anticipation. 
Still, none of it matters unless we become active participants who 
turn the oven on and put the cookies in.

However rich or deep our belief, faith that’s left in a box or on a 
shelf has little opportunity to transform lives. The onus is on us to 
strike the match that ignites it. 

DAILY PRACTICE   In an act as simple as drawing hot water from a tap, 
be mindful of the faith you are placing in all who engineered and 
built the systems that make such a simple convenience possible.

ADVENT PRAYER   Thank you, O God, for working miracles through the tal-
ents of people I will never meet. As I go about my work on this day, help 
me be aware that you are working to serve others through me.
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DECEMBER 7   P   Saturday of the First Week (St. Ambrose)
ISAIAH 30:19–21, 23–26  •  MATTHEW 9:35—10:1, 5A, 6–8

Getting to Work
“The harvest is abundant but the laborers are few.”   matthew 9:37

How different would the gospels be, how different would history 
be, if Jesus had started with bureaucracy? He could have formed a 
steering committee, drafted a proposal detailing needed staff and 
resources, documented desired outcomes, and presented it to the 
Sanhedrin, who would have referred it to a sub-committee for a 
feasibility study.

Of course, that’s not how Jesus worked. He jumped right in with-
out waiting for permissions or approvals. There are advantages to 
having few laborers: it streamlines the effort, leaves no questions 
about who is responsible for what, and creates an all-hands-on-
deck culture where everyone pulls on their boots and heads into 
the vineyard.

Cultivating, planting, nurturing, and harvesting love is a people 
thing, not a program thing. It’s up to each of us personally and in-
dividually. As we prepare our hearts, homes, and world to welcome 
Christ, we realize there is no one else who can or will do the work. 
Indeed, the harvest is abundant but the laborers are few, so we’d best 
roll up our sleeves and get busy.

DAILY PRACTICE   Put love into action at the most basic level. Identify a 
random act of kindness and simply do it.

ADVENT PRAYER   Let me be your hands, Lord.  
 Let me be your heart, Lord.  
 Let me be your healing, Lord.
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