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Advent ushers us into a season of 
anticipation, hope, and joy, as we await 
the day of the birth of our Lord and Savior, 
Jesus Christ, the Messiah. 

It is also a period of thanksgiving for the blessings that are showered 
down constantly upon our families, friends, and ourselves. And as I 
simultaneously anticipate, hope, and am joyful, one of the things that 
I give thanks for is the talented, dedicated, and committed faculty 
at Austin Seminary. This year’s Advent devotionals, centered on the 
theme of “Unwrapping Advent,” are written entirely by current, near 
future, and retired faculty members. Rejoice with me as you read 
their work, work that exemplifies one of Austin Seminary’s greatest 
assets—world-class scholarship. 

On behalf of the Board of Trustees, as well as the students, faculty, 
and administration of Austin Seminary, I want to convey our collective 
thanks, during this season of grace beyond all human logic, to you, 
our friends and supporters. Without your generous and steadfast 
support, the Seminary could not be the “winsome and exemplary 
community of God’s people” (Mission Statement) that it is; indeed, 
it’s a beacon of theological education in the world.

We intend this Advent Devotional booklet as a gift of the season for 
you, to signify our deep appreciation for all that you do for Austin 
Seminary. And we hope that you will share it with others, so that they 
may also partake in the blessings of Advent alongside us. Be assured 
that our hearts are joyful to overflowing as we celebrate together this 
season that anticipates what my dear friend John Rogers described in 
the title of his book, “The Birth of God.” May your heart overflow, as 
well. 

– G. Archer Frierson
 Chair, Austin Seminary Board of Trustees
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SUNDAY, December 2

Jeremiah 33:14-16

What is the promise awaiting the Lord’s fulfillment?

“The days are surely coming … I will fulfill the promise I made … I will cause a 
righteous Branch to spring up … Jerusalem will live in safety.” 

This year Jeremiah gives us the first words of Advent. These words ring 
out unequivocally, announcing God’s unshakable intentions. They are 
all the more remarkable because they proclaim salvation in the midst 

of devastation. Though these verses are part of the section known as the 
Book of Comfort, their immediate context is the impending dire event—a 
superpower enemy is at the gate. Jerusalem’s destruction is inevitable: a 
city destroyed, a temple burned, a people violated and exiled. Jeremiah’s 
verses of hope are staunch declarations of God’s intention to save.

Earlier Jeremiah’s own land purchase signaled his trust in God—buying land 
despite impending invasions (32:15)! But today’s verses announce something 
greater: God’s promise to restore the Davidic line, “The days are surely coming, 
says the Lord, when I will fulfill the promise I made to the house of Israel and 
the house of Judah. In those days and at that time I will cause a righteous 
Branch to spring up for David; and he shall execute justice and righteousness 
in the land” (33:14-15).

This is remarkable news. The current kings failed to implement God’s ways. 
Now God declares a revived monarchy, a righteous Branch who will order and 
sustain the conditions that unite the peoples, restore their land, and prosper 
their lives. This is God’s righteousness, right ordering for the flourishing of all 
life. 

Advent is the church’s expectant season. It is the season of our suspended 
longing, longing for this right order, for God’s rescue and safety for all creation. 
These early days of Advent immerse us in scriptural visions of what will be, 
while the latter days of Advent bring us, again, to the birth of Jesus Christ, the 
righteous Branch made flesh in our midst. We know all righteousness is already 
fulfilled in this child-King and yet we wait and pray and work, longing for the 
days when all will live as this King intends.

Come, Lord Jesus, the Righteous Branch of Israel.

– The Reverend Dr. Jennifer Lord
The Dorothy B. Vickery Professor of 
 Homiletics and Liturgical Studies
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Monday, December 3

2 Samuel 7:18-29

How is David’s prayer similar to the longings of our hearts?

In King David’s prayer, he asks two important questions, Who am I? 
and What is my house? Essential to these questions is a longing for 
life’s meaning. Rather than turn to other sources for answers about 

self, identity, and a sense of belonging (i.e. “house”), David comes and 
sits before the Lord. There are a multitude of human-constructed systems 
that try to fulfill our longings for identity and a sense of belonging. These 
systems often are provisional and often biased such that they impose 
generic templates for our identities and sense of belonging. Yet from God’s 
view, we are much more than what these human-made templates say we 
are. There is a richness, complexity, and mixture to our beings that many of 
us will never fully grasp in our lifetimes.

My reading of David’s prayer points to God as the source of Who am I? and 
What is my house? (or as I read it, Where do we come from?). For God, 
knowing self and kinships (house) is a journey rather than a generic and 
static template. Implied in this notion of journey is God’s companionship 
throughout (“that you have brought me thus far”). 

Knowing who we are and where we come from is a never-ending process 
of discovery, or as David put it, “with your blessing shall the house of 
your servant be blessed forever.” As we journey with God, our longing for 
identities and sense of belonging are slowly being met at each stage of 
our lives and hopefully beyond this life. When God is our travel guide, we 
discover the complex layers of who we are and where we come from. This 
journey of discovery is fully satisfying, because it treats the process not with 
preset templates but rather with promises, revelations, and blessings that 
last forever.

O Lord God, during these days of Advent, may we find our true  
self in you as you establish your dwelling place in our hearts.

– The Reverend Dr. Gregory Cuéllar
 Associate Professor of Old Testament
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Tuesday, December 4

Malachi 3:13-18

How does Malachai speak to our desire for justice?

Like the discouraged people described in Malachi, we tire of obeying 
God, serving others, and carrying ourselves with humility. Why bother, 
we wonder, when what we do doesn’t seem to make any difference? 

Evildoers go unpunished; the arrogant push others to the side on their way 
to success, smiling. Witnessing these injustices, we might even be tempted 
to abandon our faith—to forget the God who has, apparently, forgotten us 
and our efforts. 

If we are courageous enough to share our frustrations, we discover we are 
not alone. Other believers are also watching the twisted dynamics of our 
world and trying to figure out how to hold faith in the midst of it. How 
do we go about reconciling what we believe with our actual experiences of 
life? Why are God’s promises taking so long to come to completion? Does 
living virtuously contribute anything at all to the actualization of the divine 
vision? These are some of the crucial issues those faithful people in Malachi 
no doubt talked about (see 3:11). These are some of the questions God-
revering, life-living people have always discussed, in every place and time. 
These questions are our questions, the questions we ask because we want 
to find honest ways to keep hoping. 

Our passage suggests God listens in on the conversations of the faithful 
and is affected by them. When we talk about God with reverence, God is 
moved by the concerns that lie heavy on our hearts, claims us as God’s 
own, and recommits to making things right. God even has our names 
recorded in a book of remembrance. In ancient times, such books were 
used by monarchs to keep track of the ways loyal citizens contributed to the 
welfare of the kingdom.

It is not the names of the evildoers or the arrogant who will fill the pages 
of the Kingdom’s history books. It is the names of the faithful children of 
God who for now are working hard to discern what God is up to and how 
to join in.

May we be counted as those who remember and revere 
you, O Lord, even as we await our Redeemer.

– The Reverend Dr. Cynthia L. Rigby
The W.C. Brown Professor of Theology
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Wednesday, December 5

Isaiah 40:1-11

Why does Israel need comforting? 

Israel, God’s people, had been in exile in Babylon for longer than any 
living Jew could remember. For a people devoted to Zion as a spiritual 
home, like Muslims are devoted to Mecca, living as deportees felt like 

an almost total loss. The comfort sought was a journey home. And that is 
the comfort that God promises in our text: a highway in the wilderness built 
by God that leads to the place of God’s choosing, Jerusalem. The promise 
is that God will make it so with divine power and with the gentleness of a 
shepherd. 

When the promise was fulfilled, it didn’t much look like a spiritual event. 
King Cyrus of Persia allowed the Jews to return. Those who trekked back 
to Israel saw a desert highway with the rough places smoothed into a plain 
only through the eyes of faith, just as through faith they recognized Cyrus as 
the LORD’s anointed (Isa. 45:1). 

We all need comfort, too. In this Advent season, we prepare to see God at 
work in the child born of Mary who becomes a teacher and healer. Jesus, 
the LORD’s anointed, does not bring the comfort of a life detached from 
the issues of our time like climate change, the movement of refugees, 
and the politics of fear. He does not bring secure insulation from cancer 
or unemployment or new people moving into the neighborhood. Instead, 
Jesus brings the comfort of knowing that we are accepted by God just 
because God has made it so. Once it sinks in that we are accepted, through 
the eyes of faith the world starts to look like a place worth taking seriously, 
so that we will all feel at home.

Heeding the voice of the prophet, help us O Lord,  
to prepare a way for you in our lives.

– The Reverend Dr. Timothy Lincoln
Associate Dean for Institutional  
Effectiveness and Research Professor 
in Theological Education
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Thursday, December 6

Hebrews 1:1-4

Why is it significant that the Messiah  
is greater than the angels?

Christmas would be a much more spiritual holiday if the Word had just 
become angelic. Instead the Word became flesh. How significant 
this is can be seen in the author of Hebrews’ interpretation of Psalm 

8 later in this chapter. “What are human beings that you are mindful of 
them?” he asks with the psalmist. Why does God care so much about these 
selfish, petty, bickering, even lethal creatures as to become one of them? 
Couldn’t God have kept to the more spiritual realm of angels and preserved 
Advent as a season of niceness leading up to a time of happy sentiment?

“[B]ut in these last days God has spoken to us by a Son … [who] is the 
reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being” 
(Heb.1:2,3). Advent may be many things—a time of preparation, a time of 
repentance, a time of hope and expectation—but above all it is a time that 
acknowledges with gratitude the sheer humanness of the gospel, the gospel 
that claims, unapologetically, that the human enterprise is not destined for 
despair. This letter to the Hebrews insists that because God became human 
in Jesus Christ, our humanity, for all its flaws and failures, has an indelible 
dignity that cannot be diminished despite our best efforts to do so.

We live in a world that has good reason to question that dignity. We live 
in a world of technological marvels that strangely seem to reduce human 
dignity to clicks. We live in a world in which that dignity is dragged through 
the mud of death camps, ethnic cleansing, horrible forms of abuse and 
betrayals—such that one might be forgiven for wondering why God would 
want anything to do with such vile and wretched creatures. 

Yet God does. And not only does God seek such but enters into the far 
country of our own sinfulness as one of us to bring us home to the humanity 
that is ours in Christ. That is where the journey of Advent leads as it brings 
us to that lowly manger in Bethlehem. There we discover the One who 
was made “a little lower than the angels,” that we might be lifted up and 
“crowned with glory and honor.” Thanks be to God. 

Prepare our hearts, O Lord, that we may see the 
reflection of your glory in the Child of Bethlehem. 

– The Reverend Dr. Thomas White Currie III
Adjunct Professor in the Church’s Ministry
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Friday, December 7

Isaiah 35:3-7

Why is it important to “Be strong and do not fear” at Advent?

I have an old high school friend who is particularly vulnerable to 
conspiracy theories. She sends weekly updates on some imminent 
threat to the world—including an all but certain alien invasion, Muslim 

conquest of the West, the malevolent Deep State, a stock market crash, or 
the Illuminati ushering in a New World Order. Sometimes I am able to talk 
her down and sometimes not. These are exhausting conversations for me, 
but clearly it is more exhausting for her to have these fears taking so much 
space in her mind. In truth, our society is filled with fearful folks—some are 
afraid of violence and poverty; others of change or difference; many, that 
their lives have no purpose or that they will die alone and unloved. 

Psychophysiologists tell us that when we face acute stress our bodies react 
by stimulating the adrenal glands, triggering hormones such as adrenaline 
and noradrenaline, which results in a rapid increase in heart rate, blood 
pressure, and breathing. We grow pale, our pupils dilate, and we tremble in 
readiness. This response, they say, has evolved as a response to imminent 
physical danger. This response provides more energy and oxygen that 
might be needed to fuel a rapid response to danger. In evolutionary terms, 
it helps us to adapt to our environment, but it may also narrow our focus 
such that we can only see danger. Fear can paralyze us and prevent us from 
seeing the grace and goodness that lies around us and from living hopeful 
and loving lives. 

In Isaiah 35:4, the prophet names his audience as “those who are of a fearful 
heart.” A more literal rendering of the Hebrew phrase nimharê lêb is “ones 
whose hearts are racing.” Isaiah proclaims that it is they who need to hear a 
word of strength and courage. The prophets urged the Hebrew people to look 
forward in hope for God’s coming salvation. For Christians, our fears are met 
by the inbreaking kingdom of Christ. God’s people past and present are called 
not to avoid our fears but to live in expectation and celebration of a greater 
truth—that God has redeemed the world. In this hope lies our strength.

O Lord, fill our hearts with renewed hope and expectation.

– The Reverend Dr. David F. White 
 The C. Ellis and Nancy Gribble Nelson 

Professor of Christian Education 
& Professor of Methodist Studies
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Saturday, December 8

Psalm 98

Why is this commonly referred to as “the Christmas Psalm?”

O sing to the Lord … break forth into joyous song … sing praises to the Lord with the 
lyre … with trumpets and the sound of the horn … let the sea roar … let the floods 
clap their hands … let the hills sing together … 

Psalm 98 is appointed every year in the Revised Common Lectionary for 
December 24 and 25. It begins as a paean to God’s victory and goes 
on to invite the whole creation into song—real song, actual sound. 

The psalmist summons instruments—lyre, trumpet, horn—as well as the 
tumultuous praises of creation: seas roar, floods clap hands, hills sing. This 
psalm is not a silent night.

Perhaps there was stillness outside an inn, as parents sang to a Child to sleep. 
But we know how noisy most of it was: the rude jostling of census takers 
and registrants, frantic fists pounding on doors and pleading for shelter, the 
screams of childbirth—as well as the surrounding cries of injustice and the 
taunt-songs of the principalities and powers. 

New Yorker music critic Alex Ross won the National Book Critics Circle Award 
in 2007 for a remarkable book on twentieth-century music. The chapters 
describe the wonders of the music. The title describes everything else: The 
Rest Is Noise. The world is full of audible poison: insult and invective, taunt and 
tweet, commercials, machines, bombs. We are being killed all day long by those 
sounds—oh, for silent nights or days. But there are voices that are too often 
silenced: discounted stories that need our hearing and justice songs that need 
our singing. Perhaps Psalm 98 is among our Christmas texts because the rest 
is indeed noise; because only these holy sounds can heal our ears; because 
only these cosmic singers can summon our earthly, trembling voices. 

By the way—you already know Psalm 98 at Christmas—in a 1719 paraphrase by 
Isaac Watts. Hear it now: Joy to the world! the Lord is come! Let earth receive 
its King … 

May our hearts sing out with joy as we await the birth of the messiah!

– Eric Wall
Assistant Professor of Sacred Music  
and Dean of the Chapel
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SUNDAY, December 9

Romans 8:22-25

What role does hope play during Advent?

Creation is groaning. We ourselves are groaning, awaiting redemption. 
This text in Romans reminds us—despite the cheeriness of the 
Christmas decorations already present in department stores and in 

our homes—that this time of Advent is a time of waiting. Of redemption-
still-to-come. Homes are still being rebuilt after last summer’s flooding 
on the east coast and fires on the west, parts of the Gulf Coast are still 
rebuilding after the hurricanes of the previous summer, and persons around 
the world are picking up the pieces after natural disasters like earthquakes 
and tsunamis. The groaning may not always be audible, but it is there.

Which is why hope is such a central part of the Advent season. We do not 
shy away from the pain of others, but in our solidarity, we cling to hope with 
and for one another. In our own pain, hope becomes the balm that reminds 
us: this is not all there is. There is more than suffering. We have hope that 
the God who raised Christ from the dead is continuing to speak a definitive 
“no” to the powers of death and destruction. We have hope that the Christ 
who came to earth in the form of a vulnerable tiny human will one day come 
again in victory, lifting up the most vulnerable among us and righting all 
wrongs, healing all wounds, restoring the earth. We have hope that the gift 
of God that arrived over two millennia ago will be given again in the second 
coming of Christ. This hope is not a far-away distant optimism, but an ever-
present conviction, that the evil, pain, and suffering of this world is not the 
final story. 

We see signs all around us of the groaning of creation, and yet these all 
call for us to hope with action. Our hope inspires us to act on behalf of the 
least of these, on behalf of the planet, and on behalf of ourselves. Our hope 
inspires us to act with glad assurance that God is with us, working to bring 
hope to the world.

Fill us with a renewed sense of hope as we wait  
for the redemption of all creation.

– The Reverend Dr. Carolyn Helsel
Assistant Professor of Homiletics
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Monday, December 10

Titus 2:11-14

In what sense is Jesus the “grace of God,  
bringing salvation to all”?

I am particularly struck by the word “training” in this passage. Other 
versions have “teaching,” but I like training because it captures the sense 
of extended duration, repetition, and the grueling work of what it takes 

to achieve performance. In this case performance is, in various translations, 
lives that are self-controlled, upright, temperate, honest, just, and pious, and 
to renounce impieties, godless ways, and worldly passions. If we need training 
to do this work, then it cannot be easy, which then cautions us that we should 
not be too quick to assume that we know what impieties and worldly passions 
most tempt us. Clearly it is fine, even laudable, to be passionate, even zealous 
(though that word has a signal double edge). One cannot stick to a program of 
training without passionate commitment.

Training—and here I am thinking in terms of sports—requires acute self-
awareness of body and mind, fine-tuning motion, balance, power, and direction. 
Athletes achieve this by attention to detail and endless repetition. So what does 
training to renounce impieties and worldly passions look like? What am I drawn 
to that is worldly? There are superficial answers—books, clothes, and so forth, 
and deeper answers—being knowledgeable, being attractive—and deeper 
still—that certain righteousness that comes with knowledge. 

Like the gymnast on the balance beam or the pianist at her instrument, training 
in godly ways requires deep self-awareness, unwrapping layers of desire, 
motive, and presumption. It is a purification process.

This might be painful to the point of avoidance were it not suffused with the 
grace of God. As with the gymnast and the pianist, the beauty of the final 
performance is always and already there in the practice. Training is refinement.

We spend a great deal of time unwrapping the world, analyzing issues, arguing, 
fulminating, plotting, and organizing. We do want a righteous world. Paul is 
urging us not to neglect to unwrap ourselves. Only then will salvation come 
to all.

Help us, O God, to be authentic and humble as you refine us 
by your grace.

– The Reverend Dr. Whitney Bodman
Associate Professor of Comparative Religion
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Tuesday, December 11

Isaiah 12:2-6

What does it mean to have “the Holy One” in the midst of Israel?

The presence of the Holy One in the midst of the people of God is 
both welcoming and also terrifying. Isaiah 12 points out the positive 
aspects of the presence of God in the midst of Israel. The Isaianic 

writer confidently declares: “The Lord … is my strength and my defense; 
he has become my salvation” (v. 2). God’s presence, according to Isaiah 
12, entails security, comfort, salvation, joy, strength, and defense. It is the 
manifestation of God’s promise to always protect, aide, and save God’s 
people. 

In our good moments, we, too, echo the feelings exhibited in Isaiah 12. In 
such moments, we welcome and rejoice in God’s presence. We, too, secure 
in the knowledge of God’s love for us, feel safe, happy, and comfortable. 
We, too, at such points “give praise to the Lord, proclaim his name” and 
“shout aloud and sing for joy” (vv. 4-5).

Yet God’s presence is not always so rosy. Sometimes the presence of the 
Lord is piercing and revealing. Disturbing even. God’s presence can at times 
shine a bright, uncomfortable light on our shortcomings. It can expose the 
ways in which we, the people of God, have failed to live up to God’s call. 
God, in God’s perfection, elucidates our own imperfections; our acts of 
faithlessness, arrogance, greed, and selfishness. 

Indeed, in the only verse excised from our reading (Isaiah 12:1), it appears 
that the writer’s feelings of protection and security in the succeeding verses 
emerge from a sense of relief at God’s willingness to forgive. The writer is 
happy and thankful because God’s anger has abated and turned away. It is 
the turning away of God’s anger that transforms God’s presence from one 
of alarm and fear to one of joy. 

The presence of the Holy One in our midst, hence, is multifunctional. On the 
one hand, it affirms God’s promises to forgive, love, and save God’s people. 
On the other hand, God’s presence entails a challenge and a reminder to 
the people of God to be better—to behave as a community in which the 
Holy One can truly be found.

May we come to know the presence of “the Holy One  
of Israel” in our midst this Advent season.

– Dr. Suzie Park 
 Associate Professor of Old Testament
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Wednesday, December 12

Luke: 1:8-20

How is Gabriel’s promise similar to YHWH’s promise to Abram?

God is a promise-making God. God is a promise-keeping God.

God made a promise to Zechariah: He and his wife, Elizabeth, were 
going to have a son in their old age. The son’s birth would bring joy. 

The son would proclaim repentance and renewal to the people.

God made a promise to Abram. He and his wife, Sarai, were going to have 
a son in their old age. Through that son would come nations and kings, and 
his descendants would be as numerous as the stars in the sky. One of those 
descendants, many hundreds of years later, would be named Zechariah. 
One would be named Elizabeth. And one would be named John.

God is a promise-making and promise-keeping God, but quite often—
almost all the time—the promises are kept in surprising ways. The final 
part of the promise to Abram was, “in you all the families of the earth shall 
be blessed” (Genesis 12:3). How was that blessing going to come about?

The numerous-as-the-stars people were protected, guided, rescued, spoken 
to, punished, exiled, and restored year after year and century after century. 
Other promises were given and received. Other prophets spoke and hoped 
and lived and died. Other people lived by faith, always remembering the 
words of God, “I am about to do a new thing” (Isaiah 43: 19). The new 
thing turned out to be a man down by the river clothed in camel hair, eating 
grasshoppers, and calling on the people to repent. The new thing turned 
out to be a babe in a manger.

Old promises and new things. We still live in the midst of them, remembering 
what has been given, remembering that we who are blessed are vessels 
of blessing for others, and awaiting the fulfillment of the final promise: 
“Behold, I make all things new” (Revelation 21:5 RSV).

Help us, O Lord, to appreciate the things that  
have been even as we anticipate what shall be.

– The Reverend Dr. David W. Johnson
Associate Professor of Church History  
and Christian Spirituality
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Thursday, December 13

Luke 1:26-38

Why is the annunciation of Jesus’s birth significant?

The story of the annunciation is about an angel’s announcement 
to Mary that she is favored by God and will conceive and bear the 
Son of God. Just before the announcement to Mary, an angel also 

visits Zechariah with a similar announcement about his wife, Elizabeth. 
Elizabeth has also found favor with God and will also give birth to a child. 
Zechariah is doubtful, and the angel silences Zechariah’s ability to speak 
until Elizabeth bears her child. Together, these announcements present us 
with the curiosity that the angel visited both Elizabeth and Mary, i.e. both 
the aged and the young, the barren and fertile, the married and unmarried, 
the sexually experienced and virgin, and in so doing, endowed even places 
of diminished social value with favor and bounty. 

Of significance for us is the “non-technical” nature of these regenerative 
encounters between divinity and humanity. The term “technical” comes 
from the late ecologist and philosopher Garrett Hardin’s 1968 essay “The 
Tragedy of the Commons.” Hardin, focusing on the problem of human 
overpopulation, defines a “technical” solution as “one that requires a 
change only in the techniques of the natural sciences, demanding little or 
nothing in the way of change in human values or ideas of morality.” Hardin’s 
point was that we must begin, as a society, to look for solutions that are less 
about mastery and more about morality. 

We see the same theme present in the stories of these announcements. 
The angel of God discloses the limits of Elizabeth’s and Mary’s technical 
strategies, and asserts instead that the future is God’s future. In this advent 
season, may the limits of our values of efficiency and productivity be 
disclosed by the activity of angels. And by such actions, may it be that we 
learn to recognize God’s favor, worth, and purpose in places of diminished 
social value. And, by chance, if our tongues are held silent by doubt like 
Zechariah, may God grant faith for utterance. 

May the angels open our eyes and ears and quiet our  
mouths this Advent season, as we behold the  
unfolding of God’s redeeming love. 

– Dr. Asante Todd 
Assistant Professor of Christian Ethics
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Friday, December 14

Luke 1: 39-45

What is the significance of Mary “believing that there  
would be a fulfillment”?

A reading in the time of #metoo. An uninvited man comes upon a young 
girl alone. He calls her by name. Mary. He makes all kinds of promises. 
She protests. He persuades. She resists. He persists. Finally, she tells 

him what he wants to hear and he leaves. Nevertheless, she ends up pregnant. 
Like pregnant teenage girls often do when that happens, she runs away.

The angel said her relative Elizabeth was pregnant. If Mary could verify this with 
her own eyes, maybe she could believe the rest of what the angel said. Maybe 
she would have proof that what happened was not her fault. And then other 
people—her mother, Joseph—would believe her story, too. Forty miles up into 
the hills she walks to see her relative. 

Elizabeth was home in a space of silence and solitude; a thin place, surely, 
holding the miracle she was growing in her body. Elizabeth’s life had become 
the story she had longed to live, yet it was not just her story now. Somehow she 
was now a necessary part of a story begun before her and continuing after her. 
This mystery was beyond her sight, like the baby hidden inside her. But like the 
moving baby, she knew it was real.

Imagine Mary bursting into Elizabeth’s house, exhausted from walking and 
dehydrated from morning sickness, eyes hungry for the sight of Elizabeth’s 
bulging womb. When their eyes met, the baby kicked and flipped. A piece of the 
mystery became clear to Elizabeth: Mary was also carrying a child, the cousin 
who would be the fulfillment of God’s promise to Israel. As Elizabeth’s words 
confirmed what Gabriel said, Mary believed. This woman, Elizabeth, whom 
Mary trusted, anointed her, blessed her, and Mary’s confusion dissolved.

Thanks be to God for the Spirit’s revelation in the lives of women shared. Mary 
claimed her faith through her relationship with Elizabeth, a woman who was 
open to the Spirit. Mary’s belief that there would be a fulfillment of God’s 
promises shows us a way that faith is born through deep mutual relationship. 
When one of us can’t be sure what has happened to us, may others be there to 
affirm God’s promises.

Help us, O Lord, to build up and encourage each other, 
especially in our moments of vulnerability.

– Melissa Wiginton 
Research Professor in Methodist Studies
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Saturday, December 15

Luke 1:46-55

Why is Mary’s “Magnificat” upsetting to some and  
uplifting to others?

There is a misconception that the Magnificat is what Mary says to the 
angel when Gabriel delivered the news that she would be Theotokos, 
the God-bearer. But that’s not true; in the presence of the angel, Mary 

just humbly acquiesces to the divine plan (as if there were anything she 
could do to stop it). It all feels a little unfair: pregnant out of wedlock and 
too young to have had a life before betrothal, Mary is in no position to argue 
with angels. No, the Magnificat is Mary’s word to her cousin Elizabeth, who 
interprets the meaning of her impending motherhood: “a fulfillment of 
what was spoken by the Lord.”

But it’s Mary that does the real interpreting here. Somehow she sees deeper 
into the angel’s word than Elizabeth, maybe deeper even than the angel. 
She sees all the way to the turning of the world. The child kicking in her belly 
will soon enough kick over the tables in the temple, to make room for a new 
space for believing. The child nursing at her breast will soon enough feed 
the hungry on a Galilean hillside with the bread that leaves no one feeling 
empty ever again. The child whose presence inside her is the sign of the 
strength of God’s arm will soon enough stretch his arms on a cross in an 
embrace strong enough to enfold the whole world. The child whose birth 
unsettles Herod on his throne will soon enough claim his own throne on a 
hill. The child who fulfills the promise to Abraham’s descendants will soon 
enough open Abraham’s lineage to the whole human race. Mary sees the 
world turn.

After she delivers herself of this speech, Luke says, she stayed with Elizabeth 
for three months and then went home to deliver the child. No testing the 
political waters for a campaign for office, no speechifying to fire up the 
base, no fund-raising letters or robo-calls. Just the quiet confidence that, 
once the Word is spoken, it does not return empty, but accomplishes all it 
was sent to do. 

Like Mary, may we welcome your intrusions into  
our lives with joy.

– The Reverend Dr. Paul Hooker 
Associate Dean for Ministerial Formation  
and Advanced Studies
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SUNDAY, December 16

Luke 1:57-66

What is so amazing about Elizabeth and Zechariah  
naming their son “John”?

Choosing a child’s name is one of the most important and formative 
decisions parents make. Whether flipping through books, searching the 
internet, or remembering beloved family members, naming one’s child 

is a daunting task. The child will hear it repeated daily for the rest of their life. 
“What’s in a name?” Juliet asks. Everything.

At the circumcision ceremony surrounded by joyous neighbors and relatives, 
Elizabeth and Zechariah welcome their newborn son into the covenant 
community. The crowd expected the pair to name him after his father. But 
scripture is quick to share, “But his mother said, ‘No; he is to be called John’” 
(Lk 1:60). 

It is not surprising that the ancients would expect for the newborn to have a 
patrilineal name. However, Elizabeth and Zechariah know that their son’s name 
must be unique. Despite being a p.k. (a priestly kid) on both sides, their baby 
boy will take a different path as commanded by God. With parents known for 
their righteousness, he will continue in their footsteps and take it to a new level 
as the one called to help people “prepare for the way of the Lord” and “make 
their paths straight” (Lk 3:4). 

What Elizabeth and Zechariah name their baby matters because it expresses 
their faithfulness and obedience to the word of God. Gabriel, God’s messenger, 
commanded them to name their only child John. This name was not up for 
debate. While confronting the pressure and good intentions of family and 
friends and recognizing the nominal disconnection it will cause, Elizabeth and 
Zechariah stand firm. They remain committed to God.

John’s Hebrew name translates to “God is gracious” or “God has shown favor.” 
It connotes God’s favor not only for Elizabeth and Zechariah, but for all of Israel 
and the world. Even the crowd understood that this child and his work will be 
special. As Luke writes, “For, indeed, the hand of the Lord was with him.” 

What’s in a name? In this case, everything. 

Amidst the busy-ness and noise of the season, remind us 
once again, of your redeeming intentions for us through 
the birth of a child. 

– The Reverend Dr. Bridgett Green 
Assistant Professor of New Testament (2019)
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Monday, December 17

Luke 1:67-80

What is significant about Zechariah’s prophesy?

The words of Zechariah in Luke 1:67-79—often called the “Benedictus” 
from the Latin word that begins the speech—are the closing section 
of Luke’s great preparation for the birth of Jesus. At the beginning 

of this chapter, Zechariah is struck speechless for not trusting what the 
angel Gabriel tells him about the birth of a son to him and his aged wife, 
Elizabeth. And so begins the long nine months of silence, while he watches 
his wife’s belly swell, and not hers alone, but her young and unwed cousin 
Mary. At last, Elizabeth delivers John, and the old man’s tongue is set free.

Twenty centuries later, we still feel the spectacle of it all, the wonder and 
energy and hope that fairly tremble beneath the page. It’s a wonder the old 
man could have contained it all. His tongue may have been silenced, but 
surely his feet danced and his hands trembled and his eyes shone with the 
light of heaven. Perhaps the surprise is that his body could hold it all in, 
that his rib cage didn’t explode and his heart swell with the mercy his eyes 
beheld. 

“Blessed!” he cries, and sings a hymn of God’s historic goodness to Israel. 
The truth, though, is all there in the first word. Blessed is the God who 
loves. Blessed is the one who speaks God’s truth. Blessed is the one who 
will prepare the way in the wilderness. Blessed is the herald of the dawning 
kingdom that illumines the darkness and points the path to peace. Blessed 
is the waiting for it all to come true. 

We labor under the misconception that blessing is about getting the things 
we want and think we deserve. What old Zechariah knew, perhaps because 
he’d had nine long months to think while he wasn’t trying to talk, is that 
blessing is a characteristic of God, one that rubs off on God’s people who 
struggle through the long darkness and wait for the dawning of the light. It’s 
not about us. It’s about anticipating what God is always just about to do. 

May this Advent season bless us with days of anticipation 
and waiting for God’s love to be fully revealed 
in the birth of a child.

– The Reverend Dr. Paul Hooker 
Associate Dean for Ministerial Formation  
and Advanced Studies
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Tuesday, December 18

Luke 3:1-6

How did John the Baptist fulfill Isaiah’s vision?

Justo González, one of the founding fathers of Latino theology from a 
mainline Protestant perspective, writes of the importance of “reading 
the Bible in Spanish.” He does not intend this phrase in the literal sense, 

but, rather, in using it, he invites us, as Christians, to reflect on the ways 
the stories we encounter in our sacred texts speak about those who have 
power and those who lack access to it. Reading the Bible in Spanish requires 
us to be attentive to the social context of the texts we read, that we might 
remember them responsibly and, in turn, act accordingly.

Luke 3:1-6 opens with a list of political and religious leaders governing the 
region in which Jesus would make his earthly home and introduces us to an 
adult John the Baptist. When we meet John, we learn of the content of his 
preaching, which calls on those who hear it to repent, that their sins might 
be forgiven. I imagine him crying out to his hearers that prophetic passage 
from Isaiah 40, urging them to ready themselves for the Lord, to make the 
crooked roads straight, that they might see God’s salvation. 

Reading this passage in Spanish, as González recommends, I am reminded 
of our own political and religious contexts, which are increasingly polarized. 
In reflecting on the words of John the Baptist, I wonder how we might ready 
ourselves for the Lord. Our Lord is one who resists the temptations of 
political and religious power, taking on the form of a child. To what does 
this witness of resistance from John the Baptist—and the Lord for whom 
he calls on his hearers to prepare—invite us today? What is our witness 
to our own political and religious contexts so desperately in need of the 
straightening of crooked roads this Advent?

Help us, Dear Lord, to see the world with eyes refocused by your grace.

– Dr. Jennifer Owens-Jofré
Visiting Assistant Professor of  
Constructive Theology
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Wednesday, December 19

Luke 3:7-18

How is it that the people responded to John’s provocative 
preaching with expectation and wonder?

Luke’s chapter begins by introducing us to this strange prophet 
named John and by reminding us of Isaiah’s prophecy. Our text today 
proceeds to narrate how the crowds had left the comforts of home 

and urban infrastructure to hear prophetic words and to be baptized! 
What kind of baptism was this amazing prophet, perhaps the promised 
messiah, providing for Jews? It does not appear to be the baptism for 
Gentiles converting to Jewish teachings. Even the soldiers mentioned in 
all probability were Jews, not Romans. The text offers samples of John’s 
radical preaching, words that for us today would be offensive. Surprisingly, 
there is no mention of people becoming incensed, offended, or leaving 
in protest. They had come with strange, messianic-like expectations, and 
their expectations and sense of wonder only grew! For all the strangeness 
of the prophet and of the setting for baptism, and for all the power of the 
preaching to repent (to “re-think”)—beyond all that John then points away 
from himself to someone greater and to more amazing things to come. His 
words cast the people beyond what they had been able to imagine! They 
had yet more and more to think through, much more to ponder.

They had come seeking to be baptized into a new way of life, and they were 
thrust into a deeper sense of mystery. Like them we have been baptized for 
repentance, but our baptism includes being filled with the power and fire of 
the sacred presence John had foretold. In this season of Advent shall we not 
also be drawn into a more profound sense of wonder?

Yes, we are baptized! Oh, the wonder of full forgiveness and lasting love! 
We are baptized with the Holy Spirit and with fire! Shall not our hearts be 
set ablaze for justice? We are baptized! Shall we not walk the way of wonder?

O God, fill our hearts with a renewed sense of awe and  
wonder this Advent season.

– The Reverend Dr. Ralph Underwood
Professor Emeritus of Pastoral Care
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Thursday, December 20

Matthew 1:18-25

“How do the promises of Advent arrive?”

As are many gospel texts, this text is a gathering of several different 
stories and narratives that together create a new story, a new event. First 
of all, this text emerges from an ancient promise. The unnamed angel 

who comes to Joseph tells him that the pregnancy of Mary and the destiny of 
her child are happening “in order that what was said by the Lord through the 
prophet might be fulfilled.” 

Apparently, this ancient prophecy needs fulfillment and thus the events narrated 
here emerge not from their own logic or energy but from a heavenly promise. 
God announced this event long ago and now is creating it. First, God has made 
Mary pregnant “from the Holy Spirit.” No details are given as to how this was 
done. That it was the Holy Spirit that effected this pregnancy was not obvious 
to Joseph. Thus, God has to act a second time in sending an angel who explains 
what has happened and frames Joseph’s response. God is creating this story.

However, God cannot do this alone. The ancient promise depends on Joseph, 
Mary, and Jesus behaving in certain ways. Their stories have to join the heavenly 
story. It is only in this joining of stories that the “gospel” emerges. While Mary 
and Jesus will remain passive in this story, Joseph is free to act. He chooses to 
fulfill the prophecy. He takes Mary as his wife and he names the child. 

This story is a classic Advent story. Ancient promises are finally being fulfilled. 
But these promises, these grand narratives, these theological sentences and 
sequences, are not complete unto themselves. They are not self-fulfilling. They 
only really exist in individual lives. For example, Joseph joins the story and in 
that moment begins to make the story real. In the same way, all the promises 
and anticipations of Advent belong to each of us, to all of us together, to the 
world itself. We must join these promises, walk in them, live them in order for 
them to arrive. Advent needs us to respond.

Help us, O Lord, to find our life’s story within the  
unfolding story of your love.

– The Reverend Dr. Lewie Donelson
The Ruth A. Campbell Professor  
of New Testament Studies
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Friday, December 21

Luke 2:1-7

What is the real gift of the manger?

I vividly remember the crèche of my childhood. Real straw glued to the 
roof and floor of a painted cardboard stable. Ancient, chipped figurines: 
sheep, goats, a cow, a chicken, three kings bearing gifts, Joseph, Mary, 

and Jesus in the manger. I was excited about our Christmas tree, the presents, 
the family stockings, but for reasons I do not remember ever bringing to mind, 
I especially loved that scene. I also remember hearing Luke 2 read every year 
by Linus in the Peanuts’ Christmas special, and my quiet exhilaration at the 
“good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people” (KJV). I suspect I am 
not alone in resonating with the vulnerability of this young family, in finding 
personal assurance in what we already know will be the steadfast love of 
Mary, in quiet conviction that, despite ancient Roman and modern Western 
culture’s celebration of wealth, fame, and power, the divine source of comfort 
and joy for all people appears not in precincts of power, but in a manger.

Luke draws a simple yet profound and moving picture of kenosis, of universal, 
divine agape, a picture powerful for children and adults. The poignancy of the 
scene is enhanced for adults, who can better appreciate its real-world realism, 
better imagine the raw experiences and marginalized position of Mary, 
better feel the strain of poverty and powerlessness under Roman rule, better 
understand the brutal lengths to which the powerful will go to secure wealth 
and power (so stunningly portrayed in Matthew’s recounting of Herod’s act 
of genocidal infanticide). Notably, the gospel witness also celebrates the long 
journey of three wealthy and powerful foreign men bearing gifts. Not only the 
poor and marginal, but foreigners and those who are rich and privileged may 
also be among the awakened who have surrendered to the saving, kenotic 
love of the manger. 

The inclusiveness, the hard-edged, clear-eyed realism, the joyful witness to 
God’s love for us: all manifest in the manger. The manger is truly an icon, 
for when it draws our gaze, it awakens us to a transcending gift eyes cannot 
see, agape, and thereby to ourselves as beloved, to love for all peoples, all 
creatures, to great joy, which is to all people. Thanks be to God.

Help us, O God, to embrace the gift of agape, shown 
to us so powerfully in the manger. 

– Dr. William Greenway
Professor of Philosophical Theology
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Saturday, December 22

Luke 2:8-14

Why do angels announce the birth of the Messiah?

The association of sounds with Advent, intoned by heavenly 
messengers, is so natural that we easily join the choruses celebrating 
the birth of Baby Jesus. It comes as a surprise, though, that singularly 

among the Gospel writers, Mark has no birth narrative, no baby. Mark, who 
was not numbered among the twelve disciples, was said to have depended 
directly on the apostle Peter for the accounts of Jesus, recording exactly 
what he was told while shaping the composition according to his own 
design. A careful reading of his account reveals at its center the issue of the 
unfolding drama of the identity of Jesus. The midway point of his sixteen-
chapter composition offers Jesus’s question, Who do others and who do 
you say that I am? All four gospels share the struggle faced by Mark: how 
do you begin and end a “gospel” when beginnings and endings—in terms 
of substantive content—collide. As Peter 1:19-21 puts it: “the origin of this 
content is from before the very foundation of the cosmos!”

Mark opens his gospel by connecting to the center of his composition, with 
the Son of God identity of Jesus and Jesus’s mission disclosed to him by 
the voice of the Heavenly Father at his baptism (Mk. 1:9-11). The sounds of 
Advent are the “angelic [= messenger] voice” of the one (John the Baptist), 
promised by prophetic disclosure and announced by Isaiah (40:3ff). The 
same is true for his gospel’s “ending” at an empty tomb: Advent’s new day 
dawning is announced finally by one who is simply called a new-created-one 
of God (= a neaniskos, Mk. 16:5): God’s new “but now” has broken in upon 
this world! The “Advent Angel Messenger” voices the heavenly, advent 
chorus: “You seek Jesus the Nazarene, who was crucified; he has been 
raised from the dead, he is not here ... he goes before you into Galilee; there 
you will behold him!” Such an advent song! They flee the tomb, for they 
are traumatized, yet ecstatic, and they are afraid! Welcome to the impact 
of Advent beginnings in full exposure to the “but now” of God’s new day of 
advent re-creation hope. Let us join the chorus! Amen.

We seek to know you where you reside—at the very center of our being. 

– The Reverend Dr. John Alsup
The First Presbyterian Church, Shreveport,  
D. Thomason Professor Emeritus of  
New Testament Studies
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SUNDAY, December 23

Luke 2:15-20

What can we learn from Mary’s “pondering”?

Years ago, Bonnie Miller-McLemore changed the way I think about 
Mary by pointing out that we usually associate Mary’s pondering with 
maternal sentimentality. You know how new mothers are, we think: 

coping with shifting hormones and lack of sleep; jumping up at the smallest 
whimper to check on baby; worried about everything. Perhaps there is more 
to Mary’s pondering than this, Miller-McLemore suggests. Maybe it signals 
Mary’s “attention,” “anguish,” and “awe” in the face of God’s extraordinary 
action. 

Let’s think about this familiar story. The shepherds have been visited by the 
angels and so have determined to go to Bethlehem to see for themselves. 
They locate the holy family and immediately share with them all they have 
witnessed. And Mary treasures every word, “pondering them in her heart.”

Mary, I bet, identifies with the shepherds. Some suggest she might even 
have been a shepherdess, herself. Certainly, she knows how re-orienting it 
is to be visited by a divine emissary. The story the shepherds tell no doubt 
reminds her of the prophecy of Gabriel. And so she continues wondering 
how her baby will save her people and, how, bring peace to the earth.

We are all shepherds, and we are all Mary. We have witnessed the 
extraordinary and so know to keep a close eye on the ordinary, aware that 
God might use it any second in some miraculous way. We are left with a lot 
of questions, though, about how all this works. With Mary, we engage in 
honest reflection on what God’s grandiose promises have to do with our 
day-to-day existence. How will we attend, today, to what God is up to? What 
anguish will we feel when the glorious shouts of angels are replaced by the 
threatening words of King Herod? And how will we create pondering spaces 
in our lives to nurture the very awe and wonder that is not only the stuff of 
Christmas, but the substance of faith? 

Dear Lord, create within us a renewed sense of awe and  
appreciation for the astonishing things you are doing.

– The Reverend Dr. Cynthia L. Rigby
The W.C. Brown Professor of Theology
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Christmas Eve

Isaiah 9:2-7

How is Jesus the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy?

How is Jesus the fulfillment of the hopes expressed in this hymn? I 
think the most honest answer to this question is that Jesus both 
is and is not the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy. In other words, 

the church reads this text most effectively when we read it with others who 
interpret it differently. And we do that best when we listen to how this text 
is read in the synagogue, the space where Jesus was nurtured in the faith 
of Israel. 

One the one hand, Jesus is the fulfillment of hope. His preaching and 
teaching bring light to a world enshrouded in darkness by announcing that 
the day of the Lord is near. He heals the sick, touches the untouchable, 
and breaks bread with sinners, lifting burdens and breaking the bonds of 
oppression. At his birth, we celebrate nothing less than God’s presence in 
the flesh, the Wonderful Counselor who reveals God’s Word in his life.

Yet on the other hand, there is much in this hymn that remains unfulfilled. 
We long for the endless peace that this prophecy announces. In every corner 
of the globe, people hunger for daily bread. Oppression continues to reign 
in a world where the powerful get what they want and the lowly long for a 
new day. And so the people of Israel still wait for Messiah to come. 

Often we assume that these two interpretations of Isaiah are mutually 
exclusive. But what if we understood the Jewish reading of this text as 
essential for Christian interpretation? What if, in celebrating the birth of 
Jesus, we not only announced the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy, but 
also the longing that God’s reign is not yet among us? What if the church, 
too, nourished practices of waiting for Messiah to come? And, what if, in 
our waiting, we encouraged one other to take up the invitation that Jesus 
gives, to become peacemakers in our own lives? Perhaps then we would 
understand this prophecy as an invitation into deeper relationship with one 
another as we anticipate the One who surely comes. 

Even as we yearn for the Prince of Peace, hear us as we  
 pray “Come Lord Jesus, Come.”

– Dr. David H. Jensen
Academic Dean and Professor in the  
Clarence N. and Betty B. Frierson  
Distinguished Chair of Reformed Theology
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Christmas Day

John 1:1-14

Why is it significant that “the Word became  
flesh and lived among us”?

This text plays a trick on us. When we begin reading it, it suggests as a 
backdrop an infinity the size of all creation—earth and sky and solar 
system and planets and stars. The language is grand, otherworldly: 

“The Word was with God, and the Word was God. All things came into 
being through him, and without him not one thing came into being … The 
light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.” Think 
the opening credits to a Star Wars movie. Think comets and black holes and 
the spaciousness of the cosmos. It is the world’s largest show and we are 
the spectators.

Then comes the trick: “the Word became flesh and lived among us.” We’re 
led by this text to expect something ethereal and otherworldly; and then 
suddenly the cosmic becomes intensely personal. A mother, a baby, a 
manger, a stall. Like shepherds and kings from afar, we must enter that 
scene with our animals and our incense, our hearts and our hands. We 
thought at first that we might be distant stargazers, anonymous spectators; 
and suddenly, we are persons on stage playing bit parts in the drama of 
Christmas. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer once put it: “We must join in the action 
that is taking place and be drawn into this reversal of all things ourselves.”

In this reversal, where royals bear gifts and lowly Mary becomes the mother 
of God; the world itself gets pulled through a wormhole until the key judge 
and redeemer of everything—including us—is a squirming baby. “He 
pushes back the high and mighty,” says Bonhoeffer, “he overturns the 
thrones of the powerful; he humbles the haughty; his arm exercises power 
over all … he lifts what is lowly, and makes it great and glorious in his mercy.”

On this day and for the rest of time, what is significant about the Word 
becoming flesh and dwelling among us is that Almighty God becomes 
small enough to cuddle in our arms, and accessible enough to know us 
each by name as we step on stage to give him our lives. 

With thanksgiving and joy in our hearts, O Lord,  
help us to welcome the “light of the world”  
into our lives this Christmas Day.

– The Reverend Dr. Theodore J. Wardlaw
President and Professor of Homiletics
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Thank you for taking this Advent journey alongside 
the Austin Seminary faculty. Please know that Austin 
Seminary’s dedicated, diverse, and loving community of 
faith is not complete without you. Did you know?

• Our students come from more than a dozen 
denominations, and our alumni serve in forty-eight U.S. 
states and in twenty different countries across the world. 
Historically, more than 80% of our graduates are called 
to congregational ministry.

• Ninety-two percent of our students receive some form 
of tuition assistance.

• This year, nearly 50% of students entered seminary with 
educational debt averaging more than $25,000. Your gift 
to Austin Seminary enables us to provide scholarships 
and financial aid that helps these students graduate 
without addition debt, more prepared to serve Christ’s 
church wherever they are needed.

• Your support underwrites the finest theological faculty 
and an administration committed to upholding the 
highest standards possible with respect to the unique 
vocation of ministry. Every gift is significant, appreciated, 
and put to work right away and make a real impact. 

Please send your gift today. Merry Christmas!


