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Sunday 
December 21 The God Who Is with Us 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 1:23 
This Sunday last year, when the Advent candle of “peace” 
was lit at my church, I couldn't help but think of the lack of 
peace that exists around the world. My mind automatically 
thought about victims of injustice who right then were experi-
encing violence, not peace. 

Later in the worship gathering, one of the pastors asked 
us to consider how we have experienced the good news of 
Christmas recently. I had to think about that question for a 
while before I could answer it truthfully. I realized that what I 
appreciate most about Christmas is the month-long Advent 
season leading up to Christmas that focuses on waiting, long-
ing, darkness, and light. 

The good news that I’ve experienced about Christmas is 
not that “it’s the most wonderful time of the year,” as the song 
goes. The good news of Christmas is that God came and con-
tinues to come into the deepest longing, sorrow, and darkness 
of our souls and our world. God is not far off, removed and 
immune to our pain and the suffering of others. God is near. 
God is here. God is with the hurting, God is grieving with 
those who grieve, and God is tenderly holding those who are 
engulfed in darkness. This is what brings me peace at Christ-
mas: “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has 
not overcome it” (John 1:5). 

SONG: Welcome to Our World 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, thank you for being Im-

manuel, “God with us.” Thank you for being with me and 
with all who suffer. 

—Marta Sears 
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Monday 
December 22 The Sadness of the Season 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 56:8 
I’ve been pondering the sadness of the season today. Perhaps 
“the sadness of the season” sounds odd to your ears, as it does 
mine. As I’ve passed a particular street on my walks this 
month, I’ve been mindful of a family whose son took his life 
around this time, two years ago. I don’t know the family, but I 
say a prayer for them as I walk by their street. I imagine the 
dissonance they must be experiencing as they feel grief and 
pain in a season when retailers are playing songs like “It’s the 
Most Wonderful Time of the Year.” 

“It’s the holidays, you should be happy” is the cultural 
message we hear from Thanksgiving to New Year’s. But I don’t 
believe God is calling us to put on a happy face at Christmas-
time. God doesn’t need or desire forced emotions. God wants 
us to come to him in whatever state we find ourselves and 
know that he will accept us. 

If you’re experiencing sadness this month, it’s okay. 
Take time to be alone with God to process your emotions. Lis-
ten to Christmas songs that are in minor keys. They may reso-
nate with you emotionally and give you a sense of God’s hope 
and peace. If you are going through a dark season, ask God for 
the grace and ability to receive more of God’s light and love 
for you this season. If you know others for whom the holidays 
are a difficult time, thank God for the God-given gifts of empa-
thy and sensitivity within you and ask God how you might 
walk alongside these friends this season. 

SONG: Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, thank you for the free-

dom you give me to be honest and real with you. 
—Marta Sears 
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Tuesday 
December 23 Giving and Receiving 

BIBLE READING: Deuteronomy 15:10-11 
A family I know is currently unemployed. I don’t know the 
details of their financial situation, but I imagine what it would 
feel like to be in their shoes. I think of how hard it would be 
to try to celebrate Christmas in the way that we’re used to 
with a dwindling bank account and the uncertainty of not 
knowing when we’re going to see the next paycheck. Would I 
welcome a simple Christmas and the generosity of others to-
ward my family and me, or would I go into a kind of hiding, 
finding it too humbling or even humiliating to be mostly on 
the receiving end of holiday giving. 

On one hand I imagine the difficulty of telling our kids 
that we’re not going to be able to buy any gifts this Christmas. 
On the other hand, I find myself envying the simplicity of that 
kind of Christmas. I could send out an email or Christmas 
card saying, “You know our situation. We won’t be able to 
buy any presents this year, and we know you won’t hold it 
against us. Thanks for your love and understanding.” No 
shopping, no rushing around, no worrying about whether peo-
ple will like my gifts or find them lacking. 

Many Christians like giving and enjoy being generous. 
But there’s power, privilege, and sometimes pride involved in 
giving, which is why it’s often hard to receive gifts from oth-
ers when we don’t have gifts to give to them. I sense God has 
much to teach us in this area, and I believe God will guide us 
patiently and with love. 

SONG: The Servant Song 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, what would you like to 

teach me about giving and receiving? 
—Marta Sears 
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Wednesday 
December 24 Adding to the Light 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 4:16 
It’s Christmas Eve. Tonight I will attend a Christmas Eve ser-
vice at my church and sing “Silent Night” by candlelight. I 
will probably cry, as I always do, as I watch this metaphor 
unfold. The lights go out. The pastor lights a single candle. 
Slowly, one by one, that candle lights another, then another, 
until each face in the sanctuary is aglow with the light be-
neath it. 

I will trust that God is comforting the mother, father, 
and brother of the young man who took his life, whose street I 
pass on my walks. I will trust that God is providing for my 
friends who are between jobs. Even harder, I will trust that 
God is holding and comforting the children and women 
trapped in the darkness of the sex trade. But I trust God is do-
ing more than this. I believe God is bringing the light of jus-
tice, healing, and hope to them and that God wants people 
like you and me to join him. 

Realizing that my family and I can join God in his pas-
sion to bring light into the darkest places of our world has 
been one of the greatest joys of Christmas. As we partner with 
organizations like International Justice Mission, Grace Minis-
tries Thailand, and others, we join God in pushing back the 
darkness of violence and injustice by adding to the light. May 
you and I, and Christians all over the world, celebrate the 
light of Christ tonight in worship, song, and a commitment to 
acts of light and justice. 

SONG: O Holy Night 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Thank you Jesus for coming 

into the darkness of our world. To what dark place are you 
calling and inviting me to bring light? 

—Marta Sears 
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Thursday 
December 25 Missing Christmas 

BIBLE READING: Luke 2:8-16 
Christmas Day. The day I’ve been anticipating for over a 
month. I’ve often found Christmas Day anticlimactic. It’s hard 
for it to live up to all the time, attention, and energy put into 
preparing for it. In years when I put too much effort into gifts, 
Christmas Day left me feeling empty. I sensed that all my 
preparations for Christmas had actually caused me to miss it. I 
took note of this and decided to simplify the externals the fol-
lowing year and put more emphasis on preparing myself inter-
nally for Christmas. This has been a good change, but as I pon-
der my history of Christmas Days, I realize it has something in 
common with the first Christmas. 

A lot of people missed the first Christmas. The 
“important” people didn’t know about it. It was only an-
nounced to folk near the bottom of the societal power struc-
ture. It involved economically poor people and came in the 
night, in a barn. If most people missed the first Christmas, it 
shouldn’t surprise me that many will miss it today. 

I normally experience feelings of failure at Christmas, 
for not doing enough with gifts, for doing too much, for get-
ting stressed and short with my family, for not making Advent 
more spiritually meaningful for my kids, etc. My shortcom-
ings reveal that I cannot create meaning and joy for my family; 
I am impoverished. But this realization and acceptance of my 
poverty causes me to notice and turn to Jesus. My neediness, 
my poverty of spirit, is what keeps me from missing Christ-
mas. 

SONG: Lo! How a Rose E’er Blooming 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Jesus, help me not to miss you 

today. Help me to acknowledge my need for you and embrace 
your love for me. 

—Marta Sears 
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Friday 
December 26 Pondering God’s Presence 

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 7:14 
For many Western Christians, today feels like the end of the 
Christmas season. If you walk into a store you will notice that 
Christmas is out and New Year’s Eve and Valentine’s Day are 
in. According to the liturgical calendar, however, this is only 
the second day of Christmas. There are twelve days of Christ-
mas (you know the song) and Christmas Day is the first. 

Whether you’ve followed the liturgical calendar in the 
past or not, you can continue to lean into the meaning of 
Christmas today. In the past, December 26th has often felt like 
non-day. Perhaps it was a transition day—a day to clean up 
and recover from the fullness of Christmas Day. But today I’d 
like to spend a little time reflecting on how I might carry some 
of the meaning and mystery of Christmas into my everyday 
life. 

I’d like to ponder the name “Immanuel” (also translated 
as “Emmanuel”) from one of the Christmas narratives in the 
book of Matthew. This is one of my favorite names for God 
and I’d like to sit with some queries related to this name, 
which means “God is with us.” I invite you to take some time 
to consider these queries as well: As I look back over 2014, 
when do I remember noticing or feeling God being with me? 
How did I experience God’s presence? Were there times when 
I did not sense God’s presence with me? Did I feel abandoned 
by God? 

SONG: O Come, O Come, Emmanuel 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, help me to be more aware 

of your loving presence with me. And in times when I cannot 
feel your presence, grant me the faith to know you are with 
me, even then. 

—Marta Sears 
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Saturday 
December 27 Leaning into Incarnation 

BIBLE READING: John 1:14 
Growing up, I remember learning that the word “incarnation” 
summed up what we celebrate at Christmas: “And the Word 
became flesh, and dwelt among us….” I appreciate the way 
Eugene Peterson translates this verse: “The Word became 
flesh and blood, and moved into the neighborhood.” 

I admire people like Mother Teresa, Shane Claiborne, 
and others who choose to leave the comfort and safety of their 
hometowns and move to neighborhoods with higher rates of 
crime, violence, disease, and death. I’m challenged by their 
courage and willingness to give up comfort and privilege in 
order to truly enter into life and community with others. 
These people look a lot like Jesus to me. Under no force what-
soever, they willingly sacrifice and put their lives at risk for 
the love and sake of others. 

Thinking about these Christians gives me human exam-
ples that I can relate to more easily in order to better under-
stand the incarnation. It’s impossible for me to fully under-
stand what it was like for God to consider the risks, dangers, 
and sacrifices of moving into the world of humanity. But I 
want to keep trying. 

As I ponder the incarnation today, I’d like to ask God to 
show me how I might be more incarnational this year. Do I 
need to change some of my technology habits in order to 
spend more time with people in person? Would it be good for 
me to lean into community more and pay attention to patterns 
of isolation and disconnection that I notice in others and my-
self? Is there a person or group that God is calling me to spend 
time with or share more of life with? 

SONG: Come, Thou Long-Expected Jesus 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, teach me what it means 

to live incarnationally. 
—Marta Sears 


