
Tim Almquist

Advent is the commemoration of a narrative of restoration and hope 
alternative to all our war and wanting. God desires to sneak into 
our way of life in order to offer us a different kind of vision. Christ’s 
indwelling presence in the midst of our chaotic context serves as the 
model we must follow as Christians: to join the oppressed and be light 
within the dark.

Often Christians make the holiday season all about defending Christmas 
as we fear the watering-down of its cultural message. But are our 
attempts at preserving the “reason for the season” really the true 
meaning of Christmas?

For this week’s readings, we will look at some of the alternative 
components within the Advent story. But its being an alternative story 
does not make it a story free of political and social scandal. Each 
reading this week will remind us of the unconventional way of Christ as 
we focus on what his birth in our own context means for us.

My wife, Emma, and I live in Southern California where she is pursuing 
her master’s degree, and I work in coffee roasting. We frequent the San 
Gabriel Mountains as a kind of protest to the frenetic existence that 
characterizes the Los Angeles area, and we are involved with Pasadena 
Mennonite Church.
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Sunday
December 17 The Way of Peace

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 11:1-9

More than once I have encountered unpleasant wildlife while 
hiking. There was the large python stretched across the floor 
of the Australian bush like a narrow speed bump in the trail. 
Then there was the informal introduction to a rattlesnake last 
spring in which I chose not to go in for the handshake. And I re-
member white-knuckling my bear repellent after being warned 
of a grizzly just ahead on the trail I was hiking with my wife in 
Montana.

Wildlife can often seem cruel, and we must remember 
to show respect as we venture into nature’s vast expanse. We 
must also not forget that our own species can be unkind toward 
God’s creation.

The vision of the Peaceful Kingdom in Isaiah 11 stands 
out as a beautiful picture of the world we long for. It’s a world 
of harmony and peace—where the most unlikely creatures be-
come friends, where innocence and harm are reconciled, and a 
mere child leads the way.

The birth of Christ is a story in which unlikely circum-
stances take place. The Roman authorities issue a command for 
the slaughter of every newborn male, while the Lord comes in 
the form of a baby boy—innocence in the presence of cruelty. 
As we are led by this newborn King and follow his teachings, 
we are invited over and over again to respond to oppression 
with mercy, to hate with love, and to violence with peace.

SONG: Prayer for Peace
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Infant Savior, lead us in the way 

of your peace in order that all creation is reconciled with you. 
Amen.

—Tim Almquist
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Monday
December 18 The Way of Justice

BIBLE READING: Amos 5:18-24

Among the scores of Christmas carols we hear this season, there 
are many light-hearted jingles that instill in us a jovial spirit. 
But if we listen carefully, among the endless renditions of radio 
hits and choral arrangements, we will find some very serious 
themes as well. The popular carol “O Holy Night” touches on 
the institution of slavery with images of the Lord breaking the 
chains of our brother. It is both a reminder of God’s love and 
of our calling to respond to the very real needs and sufferings 
of our neighbor, making it an important message, critiquing 
the injustices of our society. Christmas is not only a time of 
festivity, it is a time of renewal of our vows to the cause of 
justice in our neighborhoods and around our globe.

The prophetic cry for justice in the Old Testament can 
seem uncomfortable and unkind. Yet the weight of its message 
must get through to the people of Israel, who seemed to have 
forgotten the true priorities of Yahweh. Sometimes we must be 
shaken up, so to speak, in order that our ways are realigned 
with those of God. Perhaps Advent is not just a season of 
remembrance and celebration, but also a call to present-day 
action. It is an unveiling of our ignorance to the very real chains 
that bind our brothers and sisters.

SONG: Let Justice Roll like a River
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, forgive our complacency 

toward the concerns that break your heart. Make us people of 
justice.

—Tim Almquist
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Tuesday
December 19 The Way of Simplicity

BIBLE READING: Matthew 5:1-11

This year will be my first Christmas without my Grandma 
Jessie. She lived a long life of simplicity and learned how to 
be frugal as her family survived through challenging times, in-
cluding the Great Depression.

As a kid, I loved going to Grandma’s for Christmas. She 
always had a small noble fir tree in the corner of her mobile 
home with a few ornaments and a strand or two of colored 
lights. Grandma had an odd habit: after gently unwrapping her 
gifts, she would immediately re-wrap them and place them 
back under the tree. The gifts would sit there for a while as if 
untouched. I never understood this, because I’d always get lost 
in playing with my new toy or eagerly put on my new cloth-
ing item the minute I unraveled it from its wrapping. Maybe 
for Grandma, her ritual was a way of preserving the magic of 
waiting—not letting herself fall into the trap of believing her 
presents would ultimately satisfy her needs. Grandma’s gesture 
of patience will continue to remind me to slow down and to 
cherish each moment.

We live in a culture of consumerism. Not only can pat-
terns of consumerism become unsustainable in ourselves, they 
perpetuate social division and marginalize those who are un-
able to meet certain financial “standards.”

As we exchange gifts this season and enjoy our holiday 
feasts, how might we remember to practice simplicity? The gift 
of abundant life and everlasting peace must be practiced sus-
tainably if is truly an offering for all people.

SONG: You Are All We Have
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, we have been deceived by 

the illusion of endless consumption. Teach us patience again 
and again.

—Tim Almquist
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Wednesday
December 20 The Way of Community

BIBLE READING: Psalm 133

I distinctly remember one bad day I had in college in which I 
felt alone and depressed. My melancholy prompted me to go to 
the campus prayer chapel, but as I sat in the small chapel that 
evening, I still felt alone. After several minutes, my solitude 
was interrupted as another student walked in. We sat across 
from one another, trying to keep to ourselves. I couldn’t help 
but notice his distress; like me, he was clearly burdened. A 
few minutes passed until I felt the urge to offer to pray for him. 
As I prayed, he began to weep. In that moment, not only was 
he comforted, but strangely, I, too, began to feel the presence 
of Christ reminding me of his love for me. It was not until I 
stepped outside of myself that I could sense God responding to 
my own need.

Advent is a time for fellowship. Families converge 
and relatives reunite, but there are many people for whom 
Christmas is a time of loss and sorrow. Perhaps they have no 
family to welcome them home.

The way of Christ teaches us to create more room at our 
table. Not only is it a way of hospitality, but Christ invites us 
into unity—whether it is with the stranger we’ve never met or 
the family member we feel anxious about spending time with 
this Christmas. The story of Jesus is not an individual commod-
ity. It only exists when it is shared.

SONG: The Servant Song
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, may we have the courage 

to seek unity and to give ourselves to one another, just as you 
gave yourself to us.

—Tim Almquist
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Thursday
December 21 The Way of Goodness

BIBLE READING: Luke 2:8-14

On a recent drive I passed a local church building, glancing 
quickly to read the message on its dimly-lit sign. “Come hear 
good news, not fake news,” it boldly stated. A strategic choice 
in words, I thought to myself, with political implications I 
won’t unpack in today’s reading.

In one scene of Luke’s account of the birth of Jesus, we 
have an announcement of good news. But this news comes 
with implications different from that of our church sign about 
what makes news “good news.”

Out in the fields a crew of shepherds are working the 
graveyard shift when an angel of the Lord pays them a visit 
with a literal news flash. Shaking in their boots while the 
glory of God shines all around them, the shepherds receive an 
easier- said-than-done command, to “not be afraid.” The gospel 
writer illuminates the comparison between the working-class 
laborers and the magnificence of the heavenly host in order to 
demonstrate just how good this news is. It is good news of great 
joy because it is a divine message for all people, primarily the 
trembling sheepherders.

This Advent season we anticipate and celebrate good 
news—news in the form of an infant child that is good because 
it scandalizes empires and shakes systems of hatred and 
corruption. May we celebrate this goodness and, further, the 
message of joy for all people.

SONG: Hark! The Glad Sound!
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, we rarely understand your 

ways. But we still want to join in your story of goodness and 
mercy. Amen.

—Tim Almquist
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BIBLE READING: Luke 1:46-55

Last spring I hiked in the Joshua Tree National Park in the 
Mojave Desert. An unusual amount of rain the winter before 
caused a “super bloom” of wildflowers in the desolate waste-
land. The view was magnificent, not because it was an endless 
canvas of color like a field of tulips planted in a nursery, but 
because of the stark contrast of each bright wildflower against 
the dreary, dry soil.

I wonder how those wildflowers, having sprouted from 
the unyielding ground, have anything to do with our longing 
for joy. If you’re at all like me, joy can be difficult to find in a 
world full of death and decay. But once in a while, we encoun-
ter joy as it breaks through the barren surface.

During Advent, we hear words like merry and cheer, 
while we hang lights and eat cookies. But these brief times of 
happiness can be cheap, leaving us empty and dry. The joy that 
caused Elizabeth’s baby to leap in her womb and filled Mary’s 
soul with rejoicing is a fuller picture of the joy we too must em-
body. Joy is not endless fruition, but a redeeming of what has 
been dead. Mary’s song of rejoicing speaks of the Lord bringing 
down the powerful and lifting up the lowly. The joy of the Lord 
is all about transformation, restoration, and renewal. The dead 
spaces within and around us can be brought to life, but not if 
we deny them. Life springs forth as we welcome the birth and 
presence of Christ who is the promise of new life.

SONG: My Soul Is Filled with Joy
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Jesus, may we learn to let you 

into the dark corners of our world and ourselves, just as you 
entered a dark Bethlehem night in order to offer us abundant 
life.

—Tim Almquist

The Way of Joy
Friday
December 22
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BIBLE READING: Psalm 13

Rarely do the characters within the story of Jesus’ birth exhibit 
a sense of control. The Lord chose Mary, but we are unaware 
of any choice she may have had in the matter of bearing the 
King of Kings. Joseph fears that the news of Mary’s pregnancy 
will cause public disgrace until an angel confirms that his child 
will save people from their sins. The couple is given no choice 
when they must go to Bethlehem to register under the Roman 
decree. And though we typically stop reading the story at the 
manger scene—in which our nativity replicas represent a calm 
harmony of the shepherds and livestock looking at the new-
born baby with elegance—this is not the end of the story. When 
Herod learns of the baby’s birth, Mary and Joseph are forced to 
flee with their child and seek refuge in Egypt.

I think the gospel writers were deliberate about including 
the chaotic details surrounding the birth of Jesus. If it weren’t 
for these messy circumstances, it would not be a story for us. 
God was intentional about sending his Son into the darkness—
not to rid the world of its flaws in one fell swoop. The Lord 
entered into the human condition of our political and social 
landscape, letting go of control and becoming one of us. Might 
we, this Advent season, learn to let go and join in the journey 
of salvation?

SONG: O Come, O Come, Immanuel
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, we want answers and 

control. But you have shown us the way of humility through 
the birth of your Son. Give us courage to be characters within 
your grand story of grace.

—Tim Almquist

The Way of Letting Go
Saturday
December 23


