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S T U D Y  W A R  N O  M O R E

Advent is about both waiting and anticipation. It is the season each year 

when we are called to renew our deepest longings for the Kingdom of God 

by celebrating the First Advent of Messiah, while we simultaneously look 

forward to his Second Advent. Isaiah 2:1-5, the first Prophetic reading from 

this year’s Advent lectionary, invites us to begin Advent in a posture of 

waiting. It paints for us an eschatological picture of God’s new creation 

where shalom will be realized in its fullness. 

 

The question, however, is how do we bring such a vision of hope into the 

painful waiting of the present? How do we become people shaped by this 

vision of peace, where swords are beaten into plowshares and spears into 

pruning hooks, when we live in a society shaped by racialized violence? We 

are witnessing a time in American history in which overt racial violence is 

once again being normalized. The dark clouds of fear have risen high, and a 

deep fog of uncertainty has obstructed our vision of a better future.  

 

The word that Isaiah son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem. In 

days to come the mountain of the LORD’s house shall be established as the 

highest of the mountains, and shall be raised above the hills; all the nations 

shall stream to it. Many peoples shall come and say, “Come, let us go up to 

the mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob; that he may 

teach us his ways and that we may walk in his paths.” For out of Zion shall 

go forth instruction, and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem. He shall 

judge between the nations, and shall arbitrate for many peoples; they shall 

beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks; 

nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war 

any more. O house of Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of the LORD! 

 

-Isaiah 2:1-5



For many of us, the hopeful waiting that the prophet invites us into is a 

weapon of resistance. We have learned to take such a posture from those 

who have come before us, our foremothers and forefathers who, in the 

face of oppression, refused to give way to hopelessness. I am reminded of 

the spiritual sung by the slaves just before the American Civil War, that 

took the words of Isaiah 2:4 and turned them into a song of resistance and 

hope: 

 

"Gonna lay down my burden 

Down by the riverside (3×) 

Gonna lay down my burden 

Down by the riverside 

 

I ain't gonna study war no more 

Study war no more 

Ain't gonna study war no more" 

 

When the prophet declares that, in God’s future, people will not “learn war 

anymore,” it is a profound statement which says that society will no longer 

be shaped by violence and injustice but, rather, by justice, love, and peace. 

This spiritual sung by the slaves, and generations of black folks after them, 

teaches us that resistance to racial violence and oppression, in part, looks 

like refusing to be shaped by such evil forces and not allowing these forces 

to pry hope from our hands. 

 

Instead of perpetuating racial hatred, we will be makers of shalom. Instead 

of giving way to hopelessness, we will bear witness to hope. This is 

prophetic resistance. This is the waiting of Advent. “O house of Jacob, 

come, let us walk in the light of the LORD.” This is the great invitation of 

this Advent season. To walk in the light of the LORD is to be shaped by 

God’s ways and God’s precepts. It is to live in the present in light of God’s 

future. 

 

The current climate in our country is an opportunity to be renewed in this 

kind of prophetic waiting and living. However, we must submit ourselves to 

being reshaped by Scripture and by the voices of the oppressed, like the 

slaves, who have long taught us the way of prophetic waiting and 

resistance. It is from them that we learn the deep meaning of Advent.  



D A Y   2  

R E M E M B E R I N G  I N  O U R  W A I T I N G

If it had not been the LORD who was on our side 

—let Israel now say— 

if it had not been the LORD who was on our side, 

when our enemies attacked us, 

then they would have swallowed us up alive, 

when their anger was kindled against us; 

then the flood would have swept us away, 

the torrent would have gone over us; 

then over us would have gone 

the raging waters. 

 

Blessed be the LORD, 

who has not given us 

as prey to their teeth. 

We have escaped like a bird 

from the snare of the fowlers; 

the snare is broken, 

and we have escaped. 

 

Our help is in the name of the LORD, 

who made heaven and earth. 

 

-Psalm 124

“If it had not been the LORD.” This is the refrain of the people of God who 

have experienced oppression throughout the centuries. It is the chorus sung 

by those who have been delivered by God from the clutches of injustice. This 

psalm was penned by the Israelite community as a song of thanksgiving and 

testimony of God’s deliverance throughout their history. This act of 

remembering God’s deliverance in the past was meant to shape them as they 

waited, once again, for God to stretch out God’s hand in salvation. 

 



The call to remember the deeds of the LORD in the midst of waiting was 

not only meant for Israel, but for us as well. As John Goldingay says in his 

commentary on Psalm 124, “The psalm is sung for the nations’ hearing 

because YHWH’s deeds for Israel are also good news for the nations.” The 

same God who delivered Israel from slavery and oppression in Egypt is still 

at work in the world today. That same God remains our help, even in the 

face of racial injustice and white supremacy. 

 

Remembering while we wait is not just meant to be a nostalgic activity. It is 

meant to birth within us a fresh imagination for what active trust in God 

looks like while living under an oppressive system. This Advent season, take 

time to remember the saints of old who, by the strength of God, fought 

tirelessly against injustice for the good of all people. As we remember the 

past to gain a fresh perspective on our role in this present historical 

moment, I am reminded of the words of Archbishop Oscar Romero who 

said in his book The Violence of Love: 

 

“Historical moments will change, but God’s design will ever be the same: to 

save human beings in history. Therefore, the church, entrusted with 

carrying out God’s design, cannot be identified with any historical design. 

The church could not be the ally of the Roman Empire, or of Herod, or of 

any king on earth, or of any political system, or of any human political 

strategy. It will enlighten them all but it will always remain authentically the 

one that proclaims salvation history, God’s design.” 

 

The words of Psalm 124, like the words of Romero, remind us that our help 

is ultimately in the name of the LORD. It will do us no good to place our 

trust in any politician or political strategy. The invitation to wait this Advent 

season reminds us that God has broken into history and visited a waiting 

people through the First Advent of Messiah, and God will act again to do 

the same through the Second Advent of Messiah, finally setting everything 

to rights. While we wait, like those who came before us, we work in the 

power of the Spirit to see the Kingdom of God made manifest in small 

pockets here and now. But while we work, may we never be deceived into 

thinking that our deliverance will come from anywhere or anyone else but 

God. May our song this Advent season and always be, “Our help is in the 

name of the LORD, who made heaven and earth.”  

1
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T H E  F A I T H F U L  W A I T I N G  O F  A D V E N T

And what more should I say? For time would fail me to tell of Gideon, 

Barak, Samson, Jephthah, of David and Samuel and the prophets— who 

through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, obtained 

promises, shut the mouths of lions, quenched raging fire, escaped the edge 

of the sword, won strength out of weakness, became mighty in war, put 

foreign armies to flight. Women received their dead by resurrection. 

Others were tortured, refusing to accept release, in order to obtain a better 

resurrection. Others suffered mocking and flogging, and even chains and 

imprisonment. They were stoned to death, they were sawn in two, they 

were killed by the sword; they went about in skins of sheep and goats, 

destitute, persecuted, tormented— of whom the world was not worthy. 

They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the 

ground. Yet all these, though they were commended for their faith, did not 

receive what was promised, since God had provided something better so 

that they would not, apart from us, be made perfect. 

 

-Hebrews 11:32-40

Each year, Advent invites us to step into the story of the generations of people 

who waited expectantly for God’s Messiah to arrive. Through the wilderness, 

exile, and the yoke of oppression there were those who held tightly to the 

promise of God by living as if the arrival of Messiah was certain to happen. 

These faithful women and men were judged as such because they waited well. 

Their uncertain times did not move them to lose sight of God’s certain 

promise. In speaking of these faithful ones N.T. Wright says: 

 

“They were out of tune with their times because they were living by faith in 

God’s future world while society all around them was living as though the 

present world was all there was or ever would be...They were, in their own 

lives and sufferings, living beacons of hope, pointers to the fact that the God 

who had made the world was intending to remake it, and that they were the 

advance guard of that great moment.” 2



We, too, live in a time of waiting. Although we have received the promise 

of Messiah, we are still waiting for the consummation of all things. In the 

words of Psalm 85, we still long for the day when “steadfast love and 

faithfulness will meet; righteousness and peace will kiss each other.” Too 

many still live under the threat of racial violence; and systemic injustice still 

courses through the veins of the governing bodies that exercise rule over 

us. Waiting faithfully, like the heroes and heroines of Hebrews 11, requires 

that we be “out of tune” with our times by living as though we believe the 

Kingdom of God is reality. And unlike the generations of those who awaited 

the First Advent of Messiah, our lives must be shaped by the truth that 

Messiah has come and will come again. Jesus has shown us that the way of 

life in God’s new creation is the way of self-giving love, and it is this way of 

life that we must bring to bear on our present time. 

 

While there were those who, in their waiting, saw God show up in 

miraculous ways, there were many others who experienced nothing but 

suffering and death. These “others” believed the promise of God, brought 

the Messianic promise to bear on their present time, and suffered injustice 

because of it. However, it is these of whom it is said “the world was not 

worthy.” When we confront racial injustice and pursue God’s vision of 

reconciliation, we must remember that suffering may indeed await us. We 

may never see justice prevail as we desire to see it in our lifetimes. This is 

the sobering reality of Advent, that we may not see in our lifetimes what we 

have so desperately been waiting for. 

 

The ability to faithfully wait for God’s promised future comes, for us as it 

did for them, from believing that God has “provided something better.” 

Martin Luther King Jr., who stands as a beacon of faithful waiting, taught us 

how to be rightly motivated by God’s promised future. In the speech he 

gave the day before his assassination, I Have Been to the Mountaintop, he 

says: 

 

“Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. But I'm 

not concerned about that now. I just want to do God's will. And He's 

allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I've looked over. And I've seen 

the Promised Land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know 

tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the promised land!” 3



On the mountaintop, King stood on the edge between this present age and 

the age to come. From there he peered over into God's promised future 

and caught a glimpse of new creation, where there truly is justice for all. It 

was because he believed that God had provided something better that he 

fought to see the Beloved Community recognized here and now. Even 

though he knew death awaited him, he did not give up fighting for what he 

knew God would one day bring to pass. 

 

And so what more should I say? For time would fail me to tell of Ruby 

Bridges, Medgar Evers, Fannie Lou Hamer, and Ella Baker. And then there 

were others who suffered mocking and discrimination, fire hoses, billy 

clubs, church bombings, the lynching tree, and the point of the bullet---of 

whom the world was not worthy. 

 

Will we faithfully wait like the “others” and like Dr. King? Will we continue 

to stand against racial injustice even in the face of certain suffering? 

 

As we engage in this Advent season, may we be shaped into faithful waiters 

who believe in God’s certain future and bring it to bear in the here and 

now, even with suffering awaiting us.  
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A R E  W E  W A I T I N G  F O R  T H E  R I G H T  

T H I N G ?

Then if anyone says to you, ‘Look! Here is the Messiah!’ or ‘There he is!’—do 

not believe it. For false messiahs and false prophets will appear and 

produce great signs and omens, to lead astray, if possible, even the elect. 

Take note, I have told you beforehand. So, if they say to you, ‘Look! He is in 

the wilderness,’ do not go out. If they say, ‘Look! He is in the inner rooms,’ 

do not believe it. For as the lightning comes from the east and flashes as far 

as the west, so will be the coming of the Son of Man. Wherever the corpse 

is, there the vultures will gather. 

 

“Immediately after the suffering of those days 

the sun will be darkened, 

and the moon will not give its light; 

the stars will fall from heaven, 

and the powers of heaven will be shaken." 

 

Then the sign of the Son of Man will appear in heaven, and then all the 

tribes of the earth will mourn, and they will see ‘the Son of Man coming on 

the clouds of heaven’ with power and great glory. And he will send out his 

angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four 

winds, from one end of heaven to the other. “From the fig tree learn its 

lesson: as soon as its branch becomes tender and puts forth its leaves, you 

know that summer is near. So also, when you see all these things, you know 

that he is near, at the very gates. Truly I tell you, this generation will not 

pass away until all these things have taken place. Heaven and earth will 

pass away, but my words will not pass away.  

 

-Matthew 24:23-35

Jesus calls those who follow him to have a posture of constant readiness for 

his Second Advent. To be watchful in our waiting is to have our hearts, minds, 

and hands fixed on the things of the Kingdom of God while we do the work of 

preparing the way for the return of our King.



Yet we are reminded by Jesus in this passage that it is very possible to be 

waiting and watching for the wrong thing. It is possible to have our 

imaginations captured by false visions of messiah, so much so that we miss 

the real thing when he shows up. 

 

In the years and days leading up to Messiah’s First Advent, many who were 

eagerly waiting missed his arrival because they had a different picture of 

what they believed it would look like when God showed up. There were 

those who thought that a Messianic revolution would mean certain 

destruction for their enemies, while others believed that the reign of 

Messiah would be in partnership with the Empire. No one expected 

Messiah to arrive in a feeding trough, born to an unwed teenage mother. 

No one thought Messiah would come from that part of town. No one 

believed that his vision of a radical renewal of creation under the reign of 

God would be offered to oppressed and oppressor alike. The Kingdom of 

God was for us, and certainly not for them. 

 

But remember, Jesus was crucified by both the Empire and his own people. 

His radical Kingdom vision did not sit well with people on all sides. It was a 

threat to the Empire, and it was a smack in the face to zealous 

revolutionaries who wanted nothing but an end to Rome. 

 

As those passionate about the work of justice, we must constantly be asking 

ourselves if our visions for justice and reconciliation are in alignment with 

the Kingdom of God. Do we long for God to simply crush the oppressors of 

the world, or do we stand with Jesus in offering the restoration of full 

humanity to oppressed and oppressor alike? Do we have false visions of 

peace that are devoid of justice, or do we hold to the truth that there can 

be no peace and reconciliation without justice? 

 

Advent calls us to consider again and again who we believe Messiah to be 

and what we believe he will bring when he returns. Use this season of 

Advent to ask yourself the question, what am I waiting for? Am I waiting for 

the Kingdom of God to be revealed in its fullness, or am I waiting for my 

own version of the kingdom? Whose words are shaping my vision for 

justice and reconciliation? We must refuse to grab hold of the words of so 

many others who have offered us false visions of shalom and, instead, grip 

tightly to the words of Jesus, the words that “will not pass away.” 

 

May we not be those who, in our waiting, are waiting for the wrong thing.  
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T H E  C R Y  O F  J U S T I C E  W I T H H E L D

Give the king your justice, O God, 

and your righteousness to a king’s son. 

May he judge your people with righteousness, 

and your poor with justice. 

May the mountains yield prosperity for the people, 

and the hills, in righteousness. 

May he defend the cause of the poor of the people, 

give deliverance to the needy, 

and crush the oppressor. 

 

May he live while the sun endures, 

and as long as the moon, throughout all generations. 

May he be like rain that falls on the mown grass, 

like showers that water the earth. 

In his days may righteousness flourish 

and peace abound, until the moon is no more. 

 

-Psalm 72:1-7 

“What would the world look like...if we imagine a ruler governing not by 

coercion but by compassion and unswerving equity, who did not exploit the 

weak but championed them?”  This question posed by Robert Alter in his 

book The Art of Biblical Poetry is the underlying interrogation of the psalmist. 

This psalm is attributed to Solomon, who penned the psalm as a prayer of 

guidance for his own kingship. However, when sung by the congregation of 

God’s people, the psalm becomes a prayer of intercession, even a prayer of 

demand to God, requesting that those in power rule with justice, 

righteousness, and equity. Biblically speaking, the righteousness of a king is 

always judged by how he treats the poor and vulnerable under his care. 

 

Since its inception, many who have ruled our country have chosen the path 

of unrighteousness. The weak have been exploited for dishonest gain. 

4



People of color have been systematically marginalized throughout the 

generations. Even as I write this, history is repeating itself as Native 

Americans are being bullied for their sacred land at Standing Rock in order 

for the powerful to turn a profit. Those of us who have historically 

experienced the weight of such injustice have long had the prayer of Psalm 

72 on our lips. We have waited for generations for those in power to rule 

with justice and righteousness, crying out that God would intervene on our 

behalf. Advent is a painful reminder of this deep longing, but the hope of 

Advent is also the reason we continue to cry out. 

 

While the margins raise their voices, many of our white brothers and sisters 

who have not felt the sting of generational injustice have remained silent. 

Some have chosen the seat of neutrality instead of the arduous path of 

solidarity. Bishop Desmond Tutu spoke to this sort of neutrality as he 

fought to end the system of apartheid in South Africa: 

 

"If you are neutral in situations of injustice, you have chosen the side of the 

oppressor. If an elephant has its foot on the tail of a mouse and you say 

that you are neutral, the mouse will not appreciate your neutrality."  

 

Advent calls every follower of Jesus to stand in solidarity with those who 

have had justice withheld. This season is meant to create within us a 

compassionate posture where we feel within our own bodies the desperate 

longing that the oppressed have known for far too long. Don’t let this 

Advent season pass by without the prayer of Psalm 72 burning within your 

heart. And as you pray, may you be moved to rise from the place of 

petition to engage with your hands in the work of racial justice.  

5
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L E A R N I N G  T H E  W A Y  O F  R I G H T E O U S  

R E S I S T A N C E

For a people shall dwell in Zion, in Jerusalem; you shall weep no more. He 

will surely be gracious to you at the sound of your cry. As soon as he hears 

it, he answers you. And though the Lord give you the bread of adversity 

and the water of affliction, yet your Teacher will not hide himself anymore, 

but your eyes shall see your Teacher. And your ears shall hear a word 

behind you, saying, “This is the way, walk in it,” when you turn to the right 

or when you turn to the left. Then you will defile your carved idols overlaid 

with silver and your gold-plated metal images. You will scatter them as 

unclean things. You will say to them, “Be gone!” And he will give rain for 

the seed with which you sow the ground, and bread, the produce of the 

ground, which will be rich and plenteous. In that day your livestock will 

graze in large pastures, and the oxen and the donkeys that work the 

ground will eat seasoned fodder, which has been winnowed with shovel 

and fork. And on every lofty mountain and every high hill there will be 

brooks running with water, in the day of the great slaughter, when the 

towers fall. Moreover, the light of the moon will be as the light of the sun, 

and the light of the sun will be sevenfold, as the light of seven days, in the 

day when the LORD binds up the brokenness of his people, and heals the 

wounds inflicted by his blow. 

 

-Isaiah 30:19-26 

Israel had tasted the bread of adversity and the water of affliction. Through 

the relentless tyranny of Pharaoh, the leadership of unjust kings, and their 

own rebellious ways, trouble seemed to be their constant companion. As I 

read these verses I can almost hear the trumpet of Louis Armstrong playing 

that holy melody sung by the slaves in their affliction: 

 

"Nobody knows the trouble I've been through 

Nobody knows my sorrow 

Nobody knows the trouble I've seen 

Nobody knows my sorrow" 



The prophet Isaiah tells Israel that the LORD will be gracious, but by his 

very words he indicates that they will have to wait for YHWH’s gracious act 

of deliverance. Adversity and affliction are one thing, but waiting for 

deliverance in the midst of affliction is agony. The season of Advent brings 

us into the agony of this kind of waiting. 

 

Like Israel, we are waiting in agony for God to act, as injustice and 

oppression mount. With the threat of mass deportation casting a shadow of 

darkness over the near future, many of us wait in agony. As there seems to 

be no end in sight to police brutality, we continue to cry out, “How long, O 

LORD?” We agonize, not just because of the pain, but because we know 

that things are not supposed to be this way. We know within the deepest 

parts of our beings that the LORD will surely be gracious to us at the sound 

of our cry. 

 

Yet this passage tells us that our waiting is not without purpose; it is meant 

to form us into people who are learning how to walk in the way of the 

LORD in the midst of affliction. As we continue the centuries long fight 

against racial oppression, we are in desperate need of hearing afresh the 

voice of our Teacher, guiding us in the way of righteous resistance. We 

need a fresh word and a renewed vision for such a time as this. 

 

We will need to be still enough, quiet enough, to hear the gentle whisper of 

the LORD guiding us in the way of righteousness and justice. As important 

as it is for us to raise our voices during this time, it is of equal importance 

to have a regular practice of quieting our souls to hear the voice of the 

LORD, who I believe has a fresh word of guidance for us. Allow the waiting 

of this Advent season to be filled with stillness and silence, wherein we 

position ourselves to be able to hear the guiding voice of our Teacher. 

 

Make this prayer from Howard Thurman’s Meditations of the Heart your 

own in this agonizing season of waiting: 

 

“While we wait in Thy Presence, search our spirits and grant to our minds 

the guidance and the wisdom that will teach us the way to take, without 

which there can be no peace and no confidence anywhere. Teach us how 

to put at the disposal of Thy Purposes of Peace the fruits of our industry, 

the products of our minds, the vast wealth of our land and the resources of 

our spirit. 



Grant unto us the courage to follow the illumination of this hour to the end 

that we shall not lead death to any man’s door; but rather may we strengthen 

the hands of all in high places, and in common tasks seek to build a friendly 

world, of friendly men, beneath a friendly sky.”
6
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S I X  L E S S O N S  I N  P R O P H E T I C  

R E S I S T A N C E  

This is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent priests and Levites 

from Jerusalem to ask him, “Who are you?” He confessed and did not deny 

it, but confessed, “I am not the Messiah.” And they asked him, “What then? 

Are you Elijah?” He said, “I am not.” “Are you the prophet?” He answered, 

“No.” Then they said to him, “Who are you? Let us have an answer for those 

who sent us. What do you say about yourself?” He said, “I am the voice of 

one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord,’ ” as 

the prophet Isaiah said. Now they had been sent from the Pharisees. They 

asked him, “Why then are you baptizing if you are neither the Messiah, nor 

Elijah, nor the prophet?” John answered them, “I baptize with water. 

Among you stands one whom you do not know, the one who is coming 

after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandal.” This took place 

in Bethany across the Jordan where John was baptizing. 

 

-John 1:19-28 

John the Baptist was the cousin of Jesus but, more importantly, he was the last 

of the prophets to come before the First Advent of Messiah. Jesus said of him 

that he was the greatest person ever to be born of a woman (Matt 11:11). 

That is some high praise! John embraced the call to prophetic ministry in a 

time when people were desperately longing for something to change. 

Injustice and oppression were as fierce as they had ever been, and the 

Messianic hopes of the people were beginning to dwindle. We live in similar 

times, so it would behoove us to learn from John what it looks like to live 

prophetically in a time of waiting. Here are six things we can learn from John 

the Baptist about prophetic resistance in our time: 

 

1. Prophetic resistance will always be characterized by a call to repentance 

 

If John’s ministry could be summed up in one word, it is the word repent. He 

gave an unrelenting call for people to be transformed, to be baptized in the 

way of righteousness and justice. The prophet will always call for change. That 

is the nature of prophetic resistance. 



When we embrace the way of prophetic resistance we are enabled to see 

with our eyes the injustice and unrighteousness all around us and; we will 

choose to both live differently and call others to a different way of living as 

well. In a time where there is a resurgence of racial violence and white 

supremacy digs in its heels, we must not hold back from calling those around 

us to walk the path of justice. We need a baptism in our time, and it is those 

of us who take up the call to live prophetically that must lead the way into the 

waters of change. 

 

2. Prophetic resistance will always come from the margins, not the center 

 

The center of John’s prophetic ministry was the margins of society, both 

physically and socially. He functioned out of the wilderness, not Jerusalem. 

Typically, when people wanted to be changed they would go to Jerusalem, 

the center of religious and political power, to engage in the ceremonial rituals 

of the Temple. However, John knew that Jerusalem had been corrupted. If 

people wanted to have a transformational encounter with God they would 

have to go to the margins. They would have to spend time among the 

oppressed and outcast of the world. 

 

Those at the margins are most of aware of the need for change because they 

feel the pangs of injustice more than anyone. The marginalized often have 

the eyes to see injustice and oppression most clearly and, therefore, are the 

ones who know what needs to change. To live prophetically in our current 

time, we must stand with those on the margins and be willing to follow their 

lead. We cannot embrace the way of prophetic resistance and remain 

married to power at the same time. 

 

3. Prophetic resistance will always include raising your voice 

 

John was the voice of one crying out in the wilderness. He knew the 

importance of using his voice to affect change in the unrighteous times in 

which he lived. In Isaiah 58 God reminds those who desire to live 

prophetically to “shout aloud, do not hold back. Lift up your voice like a 

trumpet.” The time for silence has long passed. In whatever your sphere of 

influence, do not shy away from using your voice to stand against racism in all 

its forms. Yes, call out overt racism when you see it, but also do the work of 

understanding the historical complexities of systemic racial oppression and 

give voice to it. Use your voice to speak on behalf of those whose voices have 

been stamped out.  



Do not speak on their behalf as if they have nothing to say, but listen to them 

and then speak their words in the places where their voices will not be heard. 

 

4. Prophetic resistance will always seek to prepare the way of the LORD 

 

John had one primary role - to pave the way for the arrival of Jesus. To 

prepare the way of the LORD was to announce, like a herald, that God was 

coming to rule as King with righteousness and justice. We have the unique 

privilege, unlike John, of announcing that the Kingdom of God has come in 

Jesus, and that it will be brought it in its fullness when Jesus comes again. We 

prepare the way of the LORD in our time by calling people to the way of 

Jesus, which will always be the way of justice and reconciliation. Advent is all 

about being reminded that, in our waiting, we have the responsibility of 

preparing the way for the coming King. 

 

5. Prophetic resistance will always take the path of humility 

 

John knew that his purpose was to prop up Jesus, not exalt himself. He saw 

himself as being unworthy to even untie the straps of Jesus’ sandals. For John 

to take this posture meant that he believed what the prophet Isaiah said to be 

true, that all of our righteous deeds are like filthy garments (Isa 64:6). Too 

often, those of us who are passionate about justice can become arrogant in 

our thinking and in our speech. Pride will always be a snare for those of us 

who engage in the work of justice, causing us to think ourselves better than 

those whom we have deemed unjust. When fighting for racial justice, it is 

easy to look down on those who remain blind to the realities. When working 

for the good of those who are oppressed, it becomes easy to believe that we 

are better than those who oppose the very work we are engaged in. 

 

Humility should be the close companion of the prophet. The person clothed 

in humility will always keep the mercy of God at the fore of her mind. It is not 

because we are righteous in and of ourselves that we stand against 

oppression, but we stand against oppression because God has been merciful 

toward us. Humility keeps us from dehumanizing those who are against us. As 

soon as we fall into the snare of dehumanizing the oppressor, we are guilty of 

committing the same injustice we so despise---dehumanization.  

 

  



6. Prophetic resistance will always challenge those in power 

 

John constantly spoke challenging words to the religious authorities of his 

day who had colluded with the powers of the empire; and he ultimately 

lost his life because he spoke out against the rule of King Herod. He knew 

that deplorable immorality in any ruler would lead to injustice and 

oppression of all sorts, and he could not sit by and watch that happen. The 

need for us in our time to challenge those in power is ever present. It is the 

responsibility of the prophet to hold the powers to account---reminding 

them that they must lead according to God’s standard of justice and 

righteousness. If the poor and vulnerable suffer under their watch, we must 

hold them accountable. 

 

This Advent season, let’s be inspired by John to imagine fresh ways of 

prophetic resistance. May it be said of us that we prepared the way for our 

King.  



Advent 

Week Two: 

JOY
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F I N D I N G  J O Y  I N  A  C O M M U N I T Y  O F  

R E S I S T A N C E

For whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, so 

that by steadfastness and by the encouragement of the scriptures we might 

have hope. May the God of steadfastness and encouragement grant you to 

live in harmony with one another, in accordance with Christ Jesus, so that 

together you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord 

Jesus Christ. Welcome one another, therefore, just as Christ has welcomed 

you, for the glory of God. For I tell you that Christ has become a servant of 

the circumcised on behalf of the truth of God in order that he might 

confirm the promises given to the patriarchs, and in order that the Gentiles 

might glorify God for his mercy. As it is written, 

 

“Therefore I will confess you among the Gentiles, 

and sing praises to your name”; 

and again he says, 

“Rejoice, O Gentiles, with his people”; 

and again, 

“Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles, 

and let all the peoples praise him”; 

and again Isaiah says, 

“The root of Jesse shall come, 

the one who rises to rule the Gentiles; 

in him the Gentiles shall hope.” 

 

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that 

you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.  

 

-Romans 15:4-13

“May the God of hope fill you with all joy...in believing.” Joy. This is our theme 

for the second week of Advent. Paul’s prayer for joy is meant for those who 

are engaged in the radical reality of Christian community. The community 

that Paul has in view is not a community of sameness, but a community of 

differents (to use Scott McKnight’s terminology). 



It is a community where Jew and Gentile, rich and poor, who have been 

reconciled to God through the cross, live out this reality in the messiness of 

life together. The natural outworking of the gospel, as detailed most plainly in 

Ephesians 2, is the creation of a new sort of humanity where the former 

hostilities that have existed between us have been broken down. This means 

that where there was once division, there is now a pursuit of unity. Where 

there was once oppression, the banner of liberation now flies. Where there 

was once injustice, justice has become the standard for all relationships. It is 

Paul’s expectation that joy will arise when this kind of common life together is 

practiced and pursued. 

 

In a society gripped by racial division and oppression, authentic Christian 

community is a form of resistance. It is impossible to champion the cause of 

justice in isolation; for it is within the context of community that we live out 

what we are calling the rest of society to embrace. In community we say a 

collective and resounding “NO” to the powers, whose main strategy for the 

retention of their power is division. While racial injustice holds sway in the 

world, it will not reign within the community of God’s people; and it will not 

remain unchallenged in the world as long as we are here. And we aren’t going 

anywhere. 

 

Paul’s exhortation in verse 7 is to welcome one another. To welcome is to 

open up head space, heart space, and table space for the other. In the Advent 

song “Joy to the World”, there is a line that says, “let every heart prepare him 

room.” We prepare room for Christ when we prepare room for the other. It is 

the community of God’s people who are called to welcome those the world 

has cast aside. We make space within our borders for those that society has 

deported outside of theirs.  

 

This kind of community is hard. It is messy and it is costly. In his book 

Unexpected Gifts: Discovering the Way of Community Chris Heuertz says, “In 

community, there will always be a series of losses, giving something up to 

gain something more.”  Those who come into community from the place of 

privilege must lay down both privilege and power for the sake of something 

greater. Those who come into community from the place of oppression must 

lay down the right to bitterness for the sake of something greater. 

 

What do you need to lay down for the sake of authentic community? Take 

time this Advent season to ponder this question. When we embrace and live 

out Jesus’ vision of community, we actively resist the injustice and oppression 

that seeks to keep humanity in bondage. 
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In this Advent season, may you be renewed in your passion to experience the 

joy of authentic Christian community.  
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T H E  W I T N E S S  O F  R A C I A L  J U S T I C E

Now the LORD is about to lay waste the earth and make it desolate, and he 

will twist its surface and scatter its inhabitants. And it shall be, as with the 

people, so with the priest; as with the slave, so with his master; as with the 

maid, so with her mistress; as with the buyer, so with the seller; as with the 

lender, so with the borrower; as with the creditor, so with the debtor. The 

earth shall be utterly laid waste and utterly despoiled; for the LORD has 

spoken this word. 

 

The earth dries up and withers, the world languishes and withers; the 

heavens languish together with the earth. The earth lies polluted under its 

inhabitants; for they have transgressed laws, violated the statutes, broken 

the everlasting covenant. Therefore a curse devours the earth, and its 

inhabitants suffer for their guilt; therefore the inhabitants of the earth 

dwindled, and few people are left. The wine dries up, the vine languishes, 

all the merry-hearted sigh. The mirth of the timbrels is stilled, the noise of 

the jubilant has ceased, the mirth of the lyre is stilled. No longer do they 

drink wine with singing; strong drink is bitter to those who drink it. The city 

of chaos is broken down, every house is shut up so that no one can enter. 

There is an outcry in the streets for lack of wine; all joy has reached its 

eventide; the gladness of the earth is banished. Desolation is left in the city, 

the gates are battered into ruins. For thus it shall be on the earth and 

among the nations, as when an olive tree is beaten, as at the gleaning when 

the grape harvest is ended. 

 

They lift up their voices, they sing for joy; they shout from the west over 

the majesty of the LORD. Therefore in the east give glory to the LORD; in 

the coastlands of the sea glorify the name of the LORD, the God of Israel. 

From the ends of the earth we hear songs of praise, of glory to the 

Righteous One. 

 

-Isaiah 24:1-16a

It seems odd to meditate on a passage of Scripture about God’s judgement in 

a week where the theme is joy.



Yet it is important to remember that what is in view in this passage is the 

destruction of all that is evil, in order to make way for new creation. 

Destruction is part of the renewal process. Commentator Brevard S. Childs 

says these words concerning this passage, “The old age is coming to an end. 

Both the hosts of heaven and the king of the earth must be destroyed before 

the rule of God on Mount Zion can be inaugurated.” 

 

The old age is coming to an end. The thought alone should give rise to joy in 

the hearts of those who have felt the weight of oppression. This passage 

reminds us that racial injustice WILL NOT have the last word. Injustice will 

give way to justice. Oppression will give way to liberation. As Dr. Martin 

Luther King Jr. said, 

 

   “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.” 

 

We still long to see history descend on the justice side of this arc. This is the 

longing of Advent; but the prophet reminds us here that things are moving in 

a certain direction---the direction of new creation. 

 

As those who live in the time between the first and second Advent of 

Messiah, we are those “on whom the ends of the ages have met,” as the 

Apostle Paul said (1 Cor 10:11). We live in the time between the times. Our 

responsibility in this time is to live as a signal and signpost of the joy that is to 

come. When we stand against racial injustice, we are pointing forward to the 

joy that lies ahead. When we strategize and organize against abuses of power, 

we are signaling that the renewal of all things is on the horizon. In doing so, 

we stand as witnesses of God’s new age in which righteousness, peace, and 

joy will reign. 

 

I am reminded of a song the slaves used to sing to remind themselves that the 

old age was indeed passing away, and that the evil institution of slavery 

would not last forever: 

 

"Pure city, 

Babylon’s falling to rise no more 

Oh, Babylon’s falling, falling, falling 

Babylon’s falling to rise no more. 
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Oh, Jesus, tell you once before, 

Babylon’s falling to rise no more 

To go in peace an’ sin no more 

Babylon’s falling to rise no more 

 

If you get there before I do 

Babylon’s falling to rise no more 

Tell all my friends I’m coming too" 

 

The night of injustice will one day pass, and the dawning of new creation will 

break through. Be strengthened by the thought in your resolve to stand in the 

power of the Spirit against the evils of racism, violence, and oppression.  



D A Y  1 0  

M N I  W I C O N I  ( W A T E R  I S  L I F E )

Do not fear, you worm Jacob, you insect Israel! I will help you, says the 

LORD; your Redeemer is the Holy One of Israel. Now, I will make of you a 

threshing sledge, sharp, new, and having teeth; you shall thresh the 

mountains and crush them, and you shall make the hills like chaff. You 

shall winnow them and the wind shall carry them away, and the tempest 

shall scatter them. Then you shall rejoice in the LORD; in the Holy One of 

Israel you shall glory. When the poor and needy seek water, and there is 

none, and their tongue is parched with thirst, I the LORD will answer them, 

I the God of Israel will not forsake them. I will open rivers on the bare 

heights, and fountains in the midst of the valleys; I will make the wilderness 

a pool of water, and the dry land springs of water. I will put in the 

wilderness the cedar, the acacia, the myrtle, and the olive; I will set in the 

desert the cypress, the plane and the pine together, so that all may see and 

know, all may consider and understand, that the hand of the LORD has 

done this, the Holy One of Israel has created it. 

 

-Isaiah 41:14-20 

This passage from Isaiah 41 is a poetic depiction of Israel’s return from exile. 

Through the prophet, God assured the people that they would be delivered; a 

path of return through the treacherous mountains and the barren desert 

would be made for them by the strength of the Holy One of Israel. The future 

deliverance and end to exile promised by God result in the joy of Israel, 

because it marks an end to tyranny and oppression, and God would once 

again dwell in their midst. 

 

The picture of salvation as God coming to the aid of the poor and needy who 

seek water is incredibly poignant and prophetic for our time. The imagery 

immediately gives rise to thoughts of Standing Rock and Flint, where the 

water supplies of the Sioux Tribe at Standing Rock and the African-American 

community in Flint are being threatened. The water supply in Flint has been 

heavily contaminated by lead, and city officials continue to willfully neglect 

this crisis. At Standing Rock, the construction of the Dakota Access Pipeline 

through the Missouri and Cannonball River poses a serious threat to the water 

supply of the Sioux.  



For months, Indigenous water protectors at Standing Rock have stood their 

ground in protest against the construction of the DAPL through the Missouri 

River. They have endured dog attacks, water cannons, arrests, bitter 

temperatures, and all sorts of injuries in order to guard creation and stand 

against continued injustice. And although we have seen a small victory at 

Standing Rock, those on the ground remind us that the fight is not yet over. In 

speaking with Naomi Klein of The Nation about the work of the water 

protectors, Cody Two Bears of the Sioux Tribe said, “the first people of this 

land have to teach this country how to live again.” 

 

Indeed, Standing Rock is teaching all of us something about life, if we would 

have the eyes to see and the ears to hear. Those on the margins, once again, 

give us a glimpse of God’s new creation as they remind us that we were 

created to guard and protect God’s good creation, not abuse and exploit it. 

Let the people of Standing Rock teach us something about Advent---that in 

our waiting we are to live as a foretaste of the age to come, reminding 

humanity of what we were truly created to be. 

 

There is something about water that points to salvation. There is something 

about water that is life. The final picture we are given in the Scriptures is of 

the New Jerusalem with the river of the water of life running through it---the 

life-giving water that flows from the throne of God. What we are witnessing at 

Standing Rock is eschatological in nature, because it reminds us that in God's 

new creation the pipeline of injustice will not run through the river of life. So, 

as is said in Lakota, Mni Wiconi---water is life.  
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W H E N  A L L  Y O U  C A N  D O  I S  L A U G H

After these things the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision, “Do not 

be afraid, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very great.” But 

Abram said, “O Lord GOD, what will you give me, for I continue childless, 

and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?” And Abram said, “You 

have given me no offspring, and so a slave born in my house is to be my 

heir.” But the word of the LORD came to him, “This man shall not be your 

heir; no one but your very own issue shall be your heir.” He brought him 

outside and said, “Look toward heaven and count the stars, if you are able 

to count them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your descendants be.” And 

he believed the LORD; and the LORD reckoned it to him as righteousness. 

Then he said to him, “I am the LORD who brought you from Ur of the 

Chaldeans, to give you this land to possess.” But he said, “O Lord GOD, how 

am I to know that I shall possess it?” He said to him, “Bring me a heifer 

three years old, a female goat three years old, a ram three years old, a 

turtledove, and a young pigeon.” He brought him all these and cut them in 

two, laying each half over against the other; but he did not cut the birds in 

two. And when birds of prey came down on the carcasses, Abram drove 

them away. As the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell upon Abram, and 

a deep and terrifying darkness descended upon him. Then the LORD said 

to Abram, “Know this for certain, that your offspring shall be aliens in a 

land that is not theirs, and shall be slaves there, and they shall be 

oppressed for four hundred years; but I will bring judgment on the nation 

that they serve, and afterward they shall come out with great possessions. 

As for yourself, you shall go to your ancestors in peace; you shall be buried 

in a good old age. And they shall come back here in the fourth generation; 

for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete.” When the sun had 

gone down and it was dark, a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch passed 

between these pieces. On that day the LORD made a covenant with Abram, 

saying, “To your descendants I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the 

great river, the river Euphrates. 

 

-Genesis 15:1-18

God made a covenant with Abram, promising him a land and innumerable 

descendants. The problem, however, was that he and his wife Sarai were old, 

well beyond the age of humanly being able to conceive. 



When Abram and Sarai hear the news that Sarai will conceive and bear a son, 

she laughs at this seemingly ludicrous word from God. What else can she do 

but laugh? They had been trying for years to have a son of their own. And 

now, when they are in their nineties God promises that this will happen? 

Laughter is the only reasonable response. 

 

20th century author Kurt Vonnegut once said, “Laughter and tears are both 

responses to frustration and exhaustion. I myself prefer to laugh, since there is 

less cleaning up to do afterward.”  Sarai’s laughter was birthed out of 

exhaustion and frustration after years of being denied what she had been 

longing for. Many of us identify all too closely with Sarai as we hear talk about 

justice and reconciliation. For centuries, racism and white supremacy have 

had their feet on the necks of our ancestors. They have enslaved us, 

incarcerated us, and killed us in the streets. When we hear God promise that 

these unjust systems will one day be dismantled, it is understandable why we 

might laugh, or cry. Like Blues duo Leroy Carr and Scrapper Black sung in 

1928 on their hit record How Long, How Long Blues, we sing: 

 

"Heard the whistle blowin', couldn't see no train 

Way down in my heart, I had an achin' pain 

How long, how long, baby how long." 

 

Sarai’s laughter of frustration and exhaustion turned into a laughter of shock 

and disbelief, as God did in her situation what only God could do. God gave 

Abram and Sarai a son, whom they named Isaac, which means ‘laughter’. In 

Genesis 21:6 Sarai says these words at Isaac’s birth, “God has brought laughter 

for me; everyone who hears me will laugh.” The hope we hold in the season 

of Advent is that God would turn our laughter of frustration into the laughter 

of joy. We long to see righteousness and justice reign in our streets. Our deep 

desire is to see the chains of oppression broken, so that we might tell future 

generations of God’s deliverance, and they might join in with our joyous 

laughter. 

 

But for now, we laugh like Sarai. Wanting to believe, but finding it increasingly 

hard to do so. May God encourage us in this season of Advent by the story of 

Sarai, reminding us that the character of God is to perform the miraculous in 

seemingly impossible situations. Do it, Lord. This is our prayer.  

23



D A Y   1 2  

T H E  R E F L E C T I O N  O F  O U R  H O P E

Blessed is he whose help is the God of Jacob, 

whose hope is in the LORD his God, 

who made heaven and earth, 

the sea, and all that is in them, 

who keeps faith forever; 

who executes justice for the oppressed, 

who gives food to the hungry. 

 

The LORD sets the prisoners free; 

the LORD opens the eyes of the blind. 

The LORD lifts up those who are bowed down; 

the LORD loves the righteous. 

The LORD watches over the sojourners; 

he upholds the widow and the fatherless, 

but the way of the wicked he brings to ruin. 

 

The LORD will reign forever, 

your God, O Zion, to all generations. 

Praise the LORD! 

 

-Psalm 146:5-10

Singer/songwriter Natalie Cole once said, “When you have put all your faith in 

man and continue to be disappointed, don't you hope there is something out 

of there that is not of human element?”  This is essentially the message of 

Psalm 146, which begins with an injunction by the psalmist to never place 

trust in corrupt political leaders who mete out injustice. From the personal to 

the political, we have all experienced the frustration of failed expectations. 

This is why the psalmist reminds us that to hope in political leaders for justice 

is to set ourselves up for disappointment. 

 

In contrast, this psalm calls us to place our hope in the God of Jacob, and to 

ground our hope in God’s character. God is a God of justice, whose character 

is displayed through actions such as executing justice for the oppressed, 

giving food to the hungry, setting the prisoners free, watching over the 

sojourner, and upholding the orphan and widow. 
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That God will do these things is of rock solid certainty, because in the biblical 

tradition God cannot go against God’s character. This certainty is further 

solidified by the psalmist’s use of the term God of Jacob, as it is meant to 

anchor hope in God to God’s actions within Israel’s history, particularly in the 

exodus. In his book God of the Oppressed, James Cone states, 

 

"In the Exodus event, God is revealed by means of acts on behalf of a weak 

and defenseless people. This is the God of power and of strength, able to 

destroy the enslaving power of the mighty Pharaoh…In the Exodus-Sinai 

tradition Yahweh is disclosed as the God of history, whose revelation is 

identical with God’s power to liberate. There is no knowledge of Yahweh 

except through God’s political activity on behalf of the weak and helpless of 

the land." 

 

The inherent implication of the Scriptures is that the people of God are called 

to display the character of God, which is to say that, since God is about the 

work of undoing injustice and oppression in the world, God’s people will be 

about those same things. Indeed, one of the chief ways that God displays 

justice in the world is through God’s people who “seek justice and correct 

oppression”(Isa 1:17). It is no wonder, then, why America, with its historic 

claim to be a Christian nation, has been heavily criticized by those it has 

oppressed. As Cone says in another place, “It is ironic that America, with its 

history of injustice to the poor, especially the black man and the Indian, 

prides itself on being a Christian nation.”  This is because disciples of Jesus 

are his students who are being formed in his ways. It is impossible to be 

formed in the way of Jesus and continue to be a dealer of injustice. 

 

Let this be a reminder to us this Advent season---that we are called to reflect 

the character of the One we hope in.  
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L E A R N I N G  T H E  L A N G U A G E  O F  J U S T I C E

Since all these things are to be dissolved in this way, what sort of persons 

ought you to be in leading lives of holiness and godliness, waiting for and 

hastening the coming of the day of God, because of which the heavens will 

be set ablaze and dissolved, and the elements will melt with fire? But, in 

accordance with his promise, we wait for new heavens and a new earth, 

where righteousness is at home. Therefore, beloved, while you are waiting 

for these things, strive to be found by him at peace, without spot or 

blemish; and regard the patience of our Lord as salvation. So also our 

beloved brother Paul wrote to you according to the wisdom given him, 

speaking of this as he does in all his letters. There are some things in them 

hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own 

destruction, as they do the other scriptures. You therefore, beloved, since 

you are forewarned, beware that you are not carried away with the error 

of the lawless and lose your own stability. But grow in the grace and 

knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. To him be the glory both 

now and to the day of eternity. Amen. 

 

-2 Peter 3:11-18

What sort of people ought we to be in light of God’s promised future? Or to 

put it another way, how do we live in advance of what is to come? This is 

Peter’s central concern in this passage, and I would argue is one of the main 

concerns for the majority of the New Testament. Peter assumed that his 

audience was well aware of God’s promise of new creation, such as is found in 

places like Isaiah 65:17-25, where it is said that righteousness reigns and there 

is justice in all relationships. To use Peter’s words, new creation is the place 

“where righteousness is at home.”  

 

In his book After You Believe: Why Christian Character Matters, N.T. Wright 

argues that the call of God’s people in our waiting for the Second Advent is to 

learn to speak the “language of love” that is spoken in God’s new creation. As 

Wright says: 

 

“The early Christians held out a breathtaking, radical vision of the ultimate 

goal of all things: the new heavens and new earth, the renewal of all things, 

the new Jerusalem “coming down from heaven to earth (Revelation 21:2), a 

world flooded with the joy and justice of the creator God.  



The question must then be asked: What place, and what role, will human 

beings have within this new world? Only when we answer that question can 

we begin to understand the virtues by which, in the present time, our 

characters can be formed. What were we made for, and how can we learn 

that future language here and now?” 

 

In other words, we are being shaped now for the life that is forever. We are 

being formed in the way of love now, which we will be experts in, in the age 

to come. This has everything to do with being people who passionately 

pursue justice because, as Cornel West reminds us, “justice is what love looks 

like in public. When you love people, you hate the fact that they're being 

treated unjustly. Justice is not simply an abstract concept to regulate 

institutions, but also a fire in the bones to promote the well-being of all.” 

 

The question for us in this Advent season, then, is how do we commit 

ourselves to learning the language of justice spoken in God's new creation? 

Like anything new that we learn, we need to be willing to fumble our way 

through it. Learning the way of justice means that we seek to actually live it 

out, albeit imperfectly. We learn best by doing, not by sitting on the sidelines 

and watching from a distance. May we be individuals and communities who 

are willing to step out into the messiness of doing justice, knowing that the 

Spirit is shaping us into a people who will reign with God (2 Tim 2:12) in 

righteousness and justice in the age to come.  
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S O N G S  O F  L I B E R A T I O N

Hannah prayed and said, 

“My heart exults in the LORD; 

my strength is exalted in my God. 

My mouth derides my enemies, 

because I rejoice in my victory. 

 

“There is no Holy One like the LORD, 

no one besides you; 

there is no Rock like our God. 

Talk no more so very proudly, 

let not arrogance come from your mouth; 

for the LORD is a God of knowledge, 

and by him actions are weighed. 

The bows of the mighty are broken, 

but the feeble gird on strength. 

Those who were full have hired themselves out for bread, 

but those who were hungry are fat with spoil. 

The barren has borne seven, 

but she who has many children is forlorn. 

The LORD kills and brings to life; 

he brings down to Sheol and raises up. 

The LORD makes poor and makes rich; 

he brings low, he also exalts. 

He raises up the poor from the dust; 

he lifts the needy from the ash heap, 

to make them sit with princes 

and inherit a seat of honor. 

For the pillars of the earth are the LORD’s, 

and on them he has set the world. 

 

-1 Samuel 2:1-8

This poetic piece of theology, known as Hannah’s Song, was voiced by 

Hannah after God had heard her desperate cry and intervened to open up 

her womb, allowing her to give birth to a son. Barrenness, in ancient times, 

was viewed as a sign of God’s disapproval, or at least a sign that one did not 

rest under God’s favor. 



Because of this, infertility marked certain women as social outcasts who were 

seen as having nothing to contribute to society. It makes sense that Hannah 

would erupt in song after seeing firsthand the miraculous act of God’s 

deliverance on her behalf. 

 

However, what is odd about Hannah’s Song is that it says very little, if 

anything, about her specific situation. Yes, there is one line about barrenness, 

but even that is more general in scope. More than just a song of thanksgiving 

to God, Hannah’s Song is one of testimony about God. Hannah viewed God’s 

action in her situation as a microcosm of what God always does, namely, that 

God acts on behalf of those who are oppressed. The song depicts a number 

of social reversals that are a direct result of God’s actions. In her article, “The 

Silenced Speak: Hannah, Mary, and Global Poverty,” Gale Yee explains it this 

way: 

 

“We can explain the oddity of Hannah’s song if we read it in the context of 

Samuel’s diatribe against the abuses that a king will inflict upon the people (1 

Sam. 8). Hannah’s song can be read against a context in which an exploiting 

class burdens its peasant classes with taxes and tributes that keep them barely 

at subsistence level. Her song can be read as praising God who shakes up the 

status quo, by overturning these oppressive hierarchies…” 

 

God delights to act on behalf of those at the margins, giving them a front row 

seat to God’s acts of deliverance in and for the world. Hannah, as 

representative of the oppressed of the world, has a unique perspective on the 

character of God as expressed through God’s acts of deliverance. It is no 

wonder that Hannah’s theologically packed prayer and song in chapters 1 

and 2 served as models of petition and praise for the Hebrew community. 

Noam Zion says these words when speaking about Hannah’s prayer and 

song: 

 

"Paradoxically, women, who were excluded from temple worship, and 

marginalized and exempted (or excluded) from synagogue prayer, became – 

through their ability to express deep human need in words and tears – the 

halachic and midrashic models for effective prayer. In Judaism, the prayers of 

women pour out inner longing to God, who, in turn, is characterized as a 

compassionate listener to the voices of the persecuted, the neglected and the 

needy."  

 

Part of working for racial justice and reconciliation is allowing our 

understanding of who God is to be reshaped by those who have lived under 

the weight of racial oppression.  
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We have to be willing to yield up our perspectives on who gets to shape our 

theology. Too many of us have allowed our theology to solely be shaped by 

those at the center of power and privilege. Yet the story of Advent is that God 

revealed God’s self in the most unlikely of places---in the body of a poor and 

marginalized brown baby. Might God be trying to tell us something? It’s time 

for us to listen.  



Advent 

Week Three: 

PEACE
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T A K E  C O U R A G E

The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and 

blossom; like the crocus it shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice with joy 

and singing. The glory of Lebanon shall be given to it, the majesty of 

Carmel and Sharon. They shall see the glory of the LORD, the majesty of 

our God. 

 

Strengthen the weak hands, and make firm the feeble knees. Say to those 

who are of a fearful heart, “Be strong, do not fear! Here is your God. He will 

come with vengeance, with terrible recompense. He will come and save 

you.” 

 

Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf 

unstopped; then the lame shall leap like a deer, and the tongue of the 

speechless sing for joy. For waters shall break forth in the wilderness, and 

streams in the desert; the burning sand shall become a pool, and the thirsty 

ground springs of water; the haunt of jackals shall become a swamp, the 

grass shall become reeds and rushes. 

 

A highway shall be there, and it shall be called the Holy Way; the unclean 

shall not travel on it, but it shall be for God’s people; no traveler, not even 

fools, shall go astray. No lion shall be there, nor shall any ravenous beast 

come up on it; they shall not be found there, but the redeemed shall walk 

there. And the ransomed of the LORD shall return, and come to Zion with 

singing; everlasting joy shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and 

gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away. 

 

-Isaiah 35:1-10 

Isaiah 35 gives us a glimpse into new creation. In this passage, the prophet is a 

giving Israel a picture of what it will look like when the salvation of the LORD 

appears. Yet in verses 3 and 4, before this salvation is described, the prophet 

calls the people to take courage as they wait for the salvation of God, and to 

call others who are faint of heart to do the same. In the words of the prophet: 

 

 



"Strengthen the weak hands, 

and make firm the feeble knees. 

Say to those who are of a fearful heart, 

“Be strong, do not fear! 

Here is your God." 

 

This is the call of Advent--to take courage while we wait for injustice to be 

undone and oppression to be no more. It is natural that faintness of heart and 

fear would arise in the midst of this kind of waiting. However, to be overtaken 

by fear is to be rendered ineffective. As Mark Twain reminds us, 

 

   “Courage is resistance to fear, mastery of fear - not absence of fear.” 

 

To take courage in the face of racial injustice is to refuse to be mastered by 

fear. Fear is a weapon of the empire, used to maintain the status quo. When 

we give ourselves over to fear we make way for the empire continue the 

business of oppression. Yet the story of Advent calls us to a different way. 

Advent is all about courage in the face of empire. 

 

I love what Maya Angelou adds to our understanding of courage when she 

says, 

 

"Courage is the most important of all the virtues because without courage, 

you can't practice any other virtue consistently." 

 

It takes courage to be a peacemaker in the midst of a hostile world. It takes 

courage to fight for racial justice against a system whose foundation is racism. 

Courage is Ruby Bridges paving the way for the desegregation of schools at 

the age of 6. Courage is Ella Baker using her leadership skills to organize 

against racial oppression during the Civil Rights Movement. Courage is Bree 

Newsome climbing a flagpole to remove the Confederate flag at the South 

Carolina State House and declaring, 

 

“In the name of Jesus, this flag has to come down. You come against me with 

hatred and oppression and violence. I come against you in the name of God. 

This flag comes down today.” 

 

Will we be people of courage, or will we be mastered by fear? This is the 

question Advent poses to us.  

7
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T H E  P S A L M S ,  T H E  S P I R I T U A L S ,  A N D  

L O N G I N G  F O R  G O D ' S  P R E S E N C E

As a deer longs for flowing streams, 

so my soul longs for you, O God. 

My soul thirsts for God, 

for the living God. 

When shall I come and behold 

the face of God? 

My tears have been my food 

day and night, 

while people say to me continually, 

“Where is your God?” 

 

These things I remember, 

as I pour out my soul: 

how I went with the throng, 

and led them in procession to the house of God, 

with glad shouts and songs of thanksgiving, 

a multitude keeping festival. 

Why are you cast down, O my soul, 

and why are you disquieted within me? 

Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, 

my help and my God. 

 

My soul is cast down within me; 

therefore I remember you 

from the land of Jordan and of Hermon, 

from Mount Mizar. 

Deep calls to deep 

at the thunder of your cataracts; 

all your waves and your billows 

have gone over me. 

By day the LORD commands his steadfast love, 

and at night his song is with me, 

a prayer to the God of my life. 

 

 



I say to God, my rock, 

“Why have you forgotten me? 

Why must I walk about mournfully 

because the enemy oppresses me?” 

As with a deadly wound in my body, 

my adversaries taunt me, 

while they say to me continually, 

“Where is your God?” 

 

Why are you cast down, O my soul, 

and why are you disquieted within me? 

Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, 

my help and my God.  

 

-Psalm 42

Advent is about longing. It is the season where we become keenly aware of 

the thirst within our souls for something that only the Divine can quench. Like 

the psalmist, the voices of injustice and oppression taunt us as they seem to 

ask, “Where is your God?” Ironically, we ask the same question within our 

own selves. We, too, have cried tears as we hear the news of the latest victims 

of police brutality. Could it be our son or our daughter next? Could it be us? 

When will we behold God’s face in the midst of mounting injustice? When 

will our God come to us? 

 

This psalm reminds me of the spirituals sung by our foremothers and 

forefathers in the black church, who used music to give voice to their deepest 

longing for God in the midst of their distress. Through the spirituals, the very 

presence of the Spirit of God was made known to the people. In his book The 

Spirituals and the Blues, James Cone speaks about the presence of the Spirit 

through the spirituals when he says, 

 

“At Macedonia A.M.E. Church, the Spirit of God was no abstract concept, no 

vague perception of philosophical speculation: The Spirit was the “power of 

God unto salvation,” that “wheel in the middle of the wheel.” The Spirit was 

God breaking into the lives of the people, “buildin’ them up where they were 

torn down and prop-pin’ them up on every leanin’ side.” The Spirit was God’s 

presence with the people and God’s will to provide them the courage and the 

strength to make it through. And the people were thankful for God’s presence 

and renewed weekly their covenant to “hold out to the end.” 
10



What we learn from Psalm 42 and the spirituals about longing in the midst of 

distress is that our longing should first and foremost be for God and God 

alone. It was not just deliverance that the psalmist was longing for, it was for 

God’s presence in the midst of it all. The peace of God is made known to us in 

the midst of the storm, not just when the storm has passed. As we wrestle 

against racial injustice and continue the fight for reconciliation, is our longing 

only for God’s deliverance, or do we want the Presence? It is the presence of 

God that sustains us. It is the presence of God that give us peace. It is the 

presence of God that enables and empowers us to fight on.  
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W H E N  O U R  U N I T Y  I S  D I V I S I V E

But you, beloved, must remember the predictions of the apostles of our 

Lord Jesus Christ; for they said to you, “In the last time there will be 

scoffers, indulging their own ungodly lusts.” It is these worldly people, 

devoid of the Spirit, who are causing divisions. But you, beloved, build 

yourselves up on your most holy faith; pray in the Holy Spirit; keep 

yourselves in the love of God; look forward to the mercy of our Lord Jesus 

Christ that leads to eternal life. And have mercy on some who are 

wavering; save others by snatching them out of the fire; and have mercy on 

still others with fear, hating even the tunic defiled by their bodies. Now to 

him who is able to keep you from falling, and to make you stand without 

blemish in the presence of his glory with rejoicing, to the only God our 

Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, power, and 

authority, before all time and now and forever. Amen. 

 

-Jude 17-25

In this text, Jude exhorts us to remember the eschatological predictions of the 

apostles. Particular attention is drawn to how those who are ungodly and 

devoid of the Spirit will act in the last times. Jude’s purpose in calling us to 

remember the predictions of the apostles is not so that we can spot “worldly 

people” when we see them; rather, it is so that those of us who profess to be 

followers of the Way can live differently. As Gene Green reminds us in his 

commentary on Jude, “In the context of moral instruction, such reminders 

become exhortations not simply to call to mind but to take heed and act.” 

One of the chief ways that those who are “devoid of the Spirit” act is that they 

cause division. Therefore, we should understand that Jude is calling us to be 

people who make every effort to pursue unity. This is one of the consistent 

calls of the New Testament, especially as it pertains to the relationships 

between those of the household of faith. Jesus says in John 17 that our unity is 

our witness to the world.  

 

We need to understand that we live in a day and age where false unity is often 

championed. When it comes to issues of race, there is popular rhetoric which 

says that to talk about race at all is to cause division. However, refusing to 

address the things that divide us is not unity, it is seeking to maintain a false 

peace. In Jeremiah 6:13-15 God has harsh words to speak regarding those 

who are keepers of a false peace: 

11



"For from the least to the greatest of them, everyone is greedy for unjust gain; 

and from prophet to priest, everyone deals falsely. They have treated the 

wound of my people carelessly, saying, “Peace, peace,” when there is no 

peace. They acted shamefully, they committed abomination; yet they were 

not ashamed, they did not know how to blush." 

 

To refuse to confront racial injustice head on may be “peaceful” for you, but it 

is oppressive for those who live with the daily reality of racial injustice. 

Ignoring the “wound” of racism will not cause it to heal; rather, it causes 

infection to set in within the limbs of the body to the point where we become 

further dismembered from one another. We treat the wound of racism 

carelessly when we refuse to address it. 

 

Jesus has called us to be peacemakers, not peacekeepers. Peacemaking 

assumes that there is no peace, therefore, peace must be made. 

Peacekeeping, on the other hand, assumes that there is already peace that 

only needs to be maintained. The Apostle Paul reminds us in Romans 14:19 

to “do the things that make for peace.” In a broken world, peace is something 

that must be made, not kept. And just to remind us, peace is not the absence 

of hostility, it is the presence of harmony wherein all people in any given 

relationship are enabled to flourish and thrive. Ignoring centuries of racial 

injustice and hostility will not make it go away. There must be an active 

pursuit of transformation. 

 

Advent reminds us that the God we worship did not simply ignore the things 

that divided God and humanity. The incarnation demonstrates to us that God 

directly addressed the cause of division in order to make peace. Understand, 

however, that the peace of the Kingdom demanded the violence of the cross. 

Walking the path of self-giving love, wherein we seek to break the cycles of 

hatred, violence, and oppression by absorbing those things without offering 

them back in return, is the only way that peace can be truly made. This 

Advent season, may we be formed into people who “do the things that make 

for peace,” instead of seeking to maintain a divisive unity. 
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P I E R C I N G  T H E  S P I R I T U A L  D A R K N E S S  

O F  R A C I S M

When Jesus entered Peter’s house, he saw his mother-in-law lying in bed 

with a fever; he touched her hand, and the fever left her, and she got up 

and began to serve him. That evening they brought to him many who were 

possessed with demons; and he cast out the spirits with a word, and cured 

all who were sick. This was to fulfill what had been spoken through the 

prophet Isaiah, “He took our infirmities and bore our diseases.” 

 

When he came to the other side, to the country of the Gadarenes, two 

demoniacs coming out of the tombs met him. They were so fierce that no 

one could pass that way. Suddenly they shouted, “What have you to do 

with us, Son of God? Have you come here to torment us before the time?” 

Now a large herd of swine was feeding at some distance from them. The 

demons begged him, “If you cast us out, send us into the herd of swine.” 

And he said to them, “Go!” So they came out and entered the swine; and 

suddenly, the whole herd rushed down the steep bank into the sea and 

perished in the water. The swineherds ran off, and on going into the town, 

they told the whole story about what had happened to the demoniacs. 

Then the whole town came out to meet Jesus; and when they saw him, they 

begged him to leave their neighborhood. 

 

-Matthew 8:14-17, 28-34

The ministry of Jesus was a direct assault on the powers of darkness that held 

the world hostage. Advent is the story of Light piercing the darkness, and 

darkness being unable to overcome it (John 1:5). Yes, Jesus cared for the 

needs of individual persons and challenged broader societal injustices, but 

everything he did was ultimately aimed at dismantling the spiritual powers 

that lay behind the injustices and abuses of power. Jesus knew that wherever 

human suffering was present, demonic forces were surely at work. The 

powers of this world, as Jesus understood them, were both spiritual and 

institutional, and they worked together hand-in-glove. In summarizing the 

words of Walter Wink, Miroslav Volf says, 

 

"The Powers…are neither simply human institutions and structures nor an 

order of angelic (or demonic) beings.  



They are both institutional and spiritual…the “forces of this present darkness” 

(Ephesians 6:2) are the interiority of warped institutions, structures, and 

systems that oppress people." 

 

It is important for us to understand that working to dismantle racial injustice 

and white supremacy is not simply structural, it is intensely spiritual. We 

cannot expect these oppressive forces to be done away with if we believe 

that transformation will come solely by shifts in legislation. As long as we only 

confront racism at a structural level, or an individual level for that matter, we 

will continue to see new iterations of it in subsequent generations. What we 

see in Jesus is a holistic understanding of brokenness---at the heart level, the 

ideological level, the systemic level, and the level of spiritual powers. All of 

these are in play when we are talking about racism. 

 

In doing the work of anti-racism, we must take to heart the words of the 

Apostle Paul who said in Ephesians 6:12, 

 

“For our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, but against the 

rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present 

darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.” 

 

It is because of this reality that Paul says in 2 Corinthians 10:4, 

 

“For the weapons of our warfare are not merely human, but they have divine 

power to destroy strongholds.” 

 

Racism is surely a stronghold that will only be dismantled through the power 

of the Spirit of God. Are we working in the power of the Spirit, or are we 

concocting merely human strategies? Are we availing ourselves of the throne 

room of God, or do we see prayer as inessential to the work of anti-racism? It 

is incumbent upon us to understand the multi-faceted nature of racism, and 

to work in the power of the Spirit at dismantling it from every side. 

12
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A N C H O R I N G  T H E  W O R K  O F  J U S T I C E  

I N  T H E  C O V E N A N T - K E E P I N G  G O D

Now when the king was settled in his house, and the LORD had given him 

rest from all his enemies around him, the king said to the prophet Nathan, 

“See now, I am living in a house of cedar, but the ark of God stays in a tent.” 

Nathan said to the king, “Go, do all that you have in mind; for the LORD is 

with you.” But that same night the word of the LORD came to Nathan: Go 

and tell my servant David: Thus says the LORD: Are you the one to build 

me a house to live in? I have not lived in a house since the day I brought up 

the people of Israel from Egypt to this day, but I have been moving about 

in a tent and a tabernacle. Wherever I have moved about among all the 

people of Israel, did I ever speak a word with any of the tribal leaders of 

Israel, whom I commanded to shepherd my people Israel, saying, “Why 

have you not built me a house of cedar?” Now therefore thus you shall say 

to my servant David: Thus says the LORD of hosts: I took you from the 

pasture, from following the sheep to be prince over my people Israel; and I 

have been with you wherever you went, and have cut off all your enemies 

from before you; and I will make for you a great name, like the name of the 

great ones of the earth. And I will appoint a place for my people Israel and 

will plant them, so that they may live in their own place, and be disturbed 

no more; and evildoers shall afflict them no more, as formerly, from the 

time that I appointed judges over my people Israel; and I will give you rest 

from all your enemies. Moreover the LORD declares to you that the LORD 

will make you a house. When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with 

your ancestors, I will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come 

forth from your body, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall build a 

house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. I 

will be a father to him, and he shall be a son to me. When he commits 

iniquity, I will punish him with a rod such as mortals use, with blows 

inflicted by human beings. But I will not take my steadfast love from him, 

as I took it from Saul, whom I put away from before you. Your house and 

your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me; your throne shall be 

established forever. In accordance with all these words and with all this 

vision, Nathan spoke to David. 

 

-2 Samuel 7:1-17



In this passage God makes a covenant with David, promising him that one 

from his lineage will forever be on the throne. The Davidic Covenant is one of 

the most significant Divine promises in all of Scripture. Some scholars argue 

that it is the single most important theological statement in the Bible for its 

role in shaping both Old and New Testament hopes. As Robert Bergen 

maintains, 

 

"The covenant that the Lord established with the house of David became the 

nucleus around which messages of hope proclaimed by Hebrew prophets of 

later generations were built...The significance of the eternal covenant 

between the Lord and David for the New Testament writers cannot be 

overemphasized. These words played an essential preparatory role in 

developing the messianic expectations that were fulfilled in Jesus." 

 

It is the Davidic Covenant that shaped such prophetic promises like we find in 

Isaiah 9:6-7 that have become central to the Advent season: 

 

"For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his 

shoulders; and he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting 

Father, Prince of Peace. His authority shall grow continually, and there shall 

be endless peace for the throne of David and his kingdom. He will establish 

and uphold it with justice and with righteousness from this time onward and 

forevermore. The zeal of the LORD of hosts will do this."  

 

The prophets anchored all of their hopes in the promises of God. Their 

longings were not merely wishful thinking, but were rooted in the faithfulness 

of the covenant-keeping God. The reason that they resisted injustice, spoke 

out against the powers, and advocated on behalf of the oppressed was 

because they believed in what God had promised to ultimately accomplish 

through the coming King who would eternally reign. This kept them resilient, 

even when it seemed like injustice would prevail. 

 

Our prophetic stand against racial injustice must remain moored to the 

covenant of God. Like the prophets we, too, must root our calls for justice in 

the promise that the coming King will ultimately usher in eternal 

righteousness and justice at his Second Advent. It is the faithfulness of the 

covenant-keeping God that keeps us stable in turbulent times. It is because 

God has promised to banish all injustice through the Messiah-King that we 

continue to stand as beacons of justice when the dark clouds rise.  

13



Where is your hope for justice and peace anchored? In what is your activism 

rooted? Ponder these questions this Advent; and let the season remind you 

that the promise of an eternally reigning Messiah-King is meant to sustain 

you for the long haul work of pursuing justice and reconciliation.  
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A  R E V I V A L  O F  R E S I S T A N C E

Give ear, O Shepherd of Israel, 

you who lead Joseph like a flock! 

You who are enthroned upon the cherubim, shine forth 

before Ephraim and Benjamin and Manasseh. 

Stir up your might, 

and come to save us! 

 

Restore us, O God; 

let your face shine, that we may be saved. 

 

O LORD God of hosts, 

how long will you be angry with your people’s prayers? 

You have fed them with the bread of tears, 

and given them tears to drink in full measure. 

You make us the scorn of our neighbors; 

our enemies laugh among themselves. 

 

Restore us, O God of hosts; 

let your face shine, that we may be saved. 

 

-Psalm 80:1-7

Restore us. Revive us. This the the refrain of Psalm 80. This psalm is written as 

an appeal to God to return to the people and mightily act on their behalf as 

had happened in their nation’s past. This plea comes forth from the lips of the 

people because it seems to them that God is not present in their current 

situation. They long for God to lead them as God did when they were 

delivered from Egypt. Their desire is that God shepherd them as God did 

while they were in the wilderness. The people of God needed revival---they 

needed God to once again look favorably upon them and, in doing so, bring 

about their deliverance.  

 

Scholars such as John Goldingay suggest that this prayer for revival in Psalm 

80 has been used historically by churches in the United States and Britain as 

an appeal to God to bring about revival after the likes of the First Great 

Awakening.  14



The First Great Awakening was an evangelical movement that swept through 

Protestant Europe and the American Colonies in the 1730’s and 1740’s, led by 

men such as Jonathan Edwards and George Whitefield. During this time, 

there was a revitalization of pietistic life and religious zeal. Yet the irony of it 

all is that while this movement swept through the churches of Europe and 

America, the Transatlantic Slave Trade began to gain momentum, reaching its 

peak by the last two decades of the 18th century; and many of those who 

profited off of the slave trade were “caught up” in this Great Awakening. 

 

As we survey the landscape of the church in America today, we are in need of 

revival, but not a First Great Awakening sort of revival. We need the reviving 

breath of God’s justice to be breathed into our lungs. We need an awakening 

of compassion that moves us to stand in solidarity with the poor and 

oppressed. We need the fresh wind of the Spirit to create within us a 

prophetic voice for our time. As Rev. William J. Barber II has said, “we need a 

moral revolution of values.” 

 

May we long for a revival such as took place among people like Richard Allen 

and Absalom Jones, who stood against racism and white supremacy in the 

church during the rise of the slave trade. Because of segregation in church 

services at St. George’s Methodist Episcopal Church, Allen and Jones led the 

black folks of the church to walk out of a Sunday morning service as a form of 

resistance. As a result, the Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church was 

formed, the first Methodist church specifically for African Americans. Allen 

and Jones went on to create the Free African Society which assisted fugitive 

slaves and new migrants to the city of Philadelphia. These men, among many, 

many others, were not afraid to stand against mounting racial injustice and 

oppression. They saw in Jesus a God who led them to resist such evil, not 

conform to it. It is this sort of spirit that we need to see birthed among the 

church in our time.  

 

This Advent season, may our prayer be that God would come to us and stir 

within us a zeal for justice, peace, and compassion. May we never settle for a 

christianity that is content with lifting hands in worship and simultaneously 

sitting by while our neighbors suffer injustice and oppression. Our appeal to 

God is that God would lead and shepherd us, like God did for Richard Allen 

and Absalom Jones as they stood in the face of racism. It is in this spirit that 

we say with the psalmist, “Restore us, O God; let your face shine, that we may 

be saved." 
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R A C I A L  J U S T I C E  A N D  S E L F I S H  

A M B I T I O N

The one who comes from above is above all; the one who is of the earth 

belongs to the earth and speaks about earthly things. The one who comes 

from heaven is above all. He testifies to what he has seen and heard, yet no 

one accepts his testimony. Whoever has accepted his testimony has 

certified this, that God is true. He whom God has sent speaks the words of 

God, for he gives the Spirit without measure. The Father loves the Son and 

has placed all things in his hands. Whoever believes in the Son has eternal 

life; whoever disobeys the Son will not see life, but must endure God’s 

wrath. 

 

-John 3:31-36 

This passage is set within a larger dialogue between John the Baptist and an 

unnamed person who is wondering how John feels about the fact that Jesus 

and his disciples are also baptizing in the Judean countryside. It would seem 

to any onlooker that Jesus came on the scene and stole John’s ministry right 

out from under him. John had baptized Jesus, now “all are going to him 

[Jesus]” to be baptized. The expectation is that John would be jealous. He once 

had a thriving baptizing ministry where everyone from the surrounding cities 

and towns would come out to him; now, his ministry seems largely irrelevant 

and his name has begun to fade from the forefronts of people’s minds. Shortly 

after this, John will be thrown into prison and beheaded. 

 

John replies to this series of questioning by comparing himself to “the friend 

of the bridegroom,” or the best man, whose primary role is to prepare the 

way for and magnify the position of the bridegroom. It’s within this dialogue 

that John says some of his most remembered words, “He must increase, but I 

must decrease.” (John 3:30) In other words, John is saying that this is the way 

things are supposed to be. The Messiah is the One who is supposed to get all 

of the attention and recognition, for he is the One who will deliver, save, and 

liberate from oppression. Those who prepare the way of Messiah by doing 

the works of the Kingdom are to do just that, prepare the way, not seek to 

gain a name for themselves and grow in recognition.  



The question, then, for those of us who are committed to the Kingdom work 

of racial justice and reconciliation is this: why do we do what we do? Is it so 

that we can prove ourselves in the eyes of others to be ‘woke’? For my white 

brothers and sisters, is it to demonstrate that you are an ‘ally’ who is down for 

the cause? Are we trying to gain a name for ourselves and appear a certain 

way before other people? Why is it that we do what we do? 

 

As much as it is about other things, Advent is also a heart-check season. Are 

we truly about preparing the way in the world and in our hearts for the return 

of Messiah, or are we about the expansion of our own kingdoms? Franciscan 

priest Richard Rohr says that to pray “Thy Kingdom come,” we have to 

simultaneously pray “my kingdom go.” It is easy to be about the expansion of 

our own kingdoms under the guise of justice and reconciliation. The danger 

in doing this is that we end up using the plight of the oppressed for the 

exaltation of our own names. This is exploitation by another name. 

 

To truly be about the exaltation of the Christ in our work for racial justice is to 

be fully concerned with the liberation and welfare of others. When we find 

ourselves yearning to be seen by others in a certain way, or for our names to 

be recognized or remembered, we have lost sight of what the Kingdom of 

God is about. This is the subtle deception of selfish ambition that can creep 

into racial justice work. Let’s submit ourselves afresh this Advent season to 

allowing the Spirit to root out this type of selfish ambition from our hearts, so 

that we might decrease and Jesus alone might increase. 
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D A Y   2 2  

R A C I A L  J U S T I C E   A N D  T H E  S C A N D A L  

O F  C H R I S T M A S

Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his 

mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, 

she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit. Her husband Joseph, 

being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, 

planned to dismiss her quietly. But just when he had resolved to do this, an 

angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of 

David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived 

in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you are to name him 

Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” All this took place to fulfill 

what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: 

 

  “Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 

  and they shall name him Emmanuel,” 

 

which means, “God is with us.” When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as 

the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her as his wife, but had no 

marital relations with her until she had borne a son; and he named him 

Jesus.  

 

-Matthew 1:18-25

Of the four Gospel writers, Matthew and Luke both give us narrative accounts 

of the birth of Jesus. In Luke, the story is told through the eyes of Mary, as we 

see her overcome with awe and amazement that she of all people---a poor, 

teenage Galilean girl---would be chosen to bear and give birth to the 

Messiah, the long awaited Hope of Israel. Matthew, on the other hand, 

delivers to us the news by way of Joseph’s perspective; and we see in Joseph 

the sobering picture of a man who is both skeptical and fearful at the news 

that his fiancée, whom he has yet to be physically intimate with, is somehow 

pregnant. Knowing the potential fallout from such a scandal, Joseph resolves 

to protect both Mary and himself from the ridicule that is sure to come by 

distancing himself from the situation and divorcing her quietly. 



That is, however, until he has an angelic encounter and it is explained to him 

that God has chosen to break into history in this seemingly absurd manner, 

and that they have the great privilege of being part of this story. 

 

What we see revealed in the birth of Jesus is something that has been true 

about God all along; namely, that God brings salvation by way of the absurd. 

The word absurd simply means something that is wildly unreasonable, 

illogical, or inappropriate. If God is going to break into history to bring 

salvation to humanity, surely God would not do so through a teenage peasant 

girl, and it would certainly not involve a scandal such as a perceived 

illegitimate child! Skeptics throughout history, a bit like Joseph, have worked 

to distance themselves from such absurdity. But if we had been paying 

attention, we would have seen that this has been God’s modus operandi since 

the beginning. Just consider the stories of Moses, Samuel, David, the judges, 

and the prophets; and on a larger scale, this is the story of Israel in a nutshell. 

 

Even in our day, God has not ceased to operate absurdly. Recall the story of 

the eight white clergymen from Alabama who stood in opposition to Dr. 

Martin Luther King Jr. back in 1963. Upon hearing news of the peaceful 

protests against segregation that were taking place in Birmingham, these 

clergymen penned an open letter to Dr. King and others to publicly distance 

themselves from such scandalous activity. Surely God would not act to 

combat racism in this manner. As they said, “We recognize the natural 

impatience of people who feel that their hopes are slow in being realized. But 

we are convinced that these demonstrations are unwise and untimely.” 

 These sound like words that would have been uttered to God at the news of 

God’s plan to introduce salvation to the world though such scandalous 

absurdity as the virgin birth. The clergymen would go on to say that, “We do 

not believe that these days of new hope are days when extreme measures are 

justified in Birmingham.”  They believed that it was out of step with the 

character of God to peacefully protest and take direct action against racial 

injustice in order to demand change. Such measures only incited “hatred and 

violence,” they said. The irony of their stance, however, is that the only thing 

that caused hatred and violence was the maintenance of white supremacy; 

yet somehow protesting racial oppression was not in keeping with the ways 

of God.  

 

Was not the birth of Jesus a protest against the hopelessness of sin? Was not 

the cross a nonviolent demonstration against the cruelty and oppression of 

death? In responding to the concerns of these Alabama clergymen, Dr. King 

wrote these words in his famous Letter from a Birmingham Jail, 
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“You may well ask: "Why direct action? Why sit ins, marches and so forth? Isn't 

negotiation a better path?" You are quite right in calling for negotiation. 

Indeed, this is the very purpose of direct action. Nonviolent direct action 

seeks to create such a crisis and foster such a tension that a community which 

has constantly refused to negotiate is forced to confront the issue. It seeks so 

to dramatize the issue that it can no longer be ignored.” 

 

The birth of Jesus dramatized the truth that the salvific work of God will never 

come by means of worldly power, but always comes in seemingly powerless 

and marginalized packages. If people wanted to experience the salvation of 

God, they would have to seek out the baby in the manger, not the halls of of 

Herod. God’s liberating activity in the world will always cause tension, 

because it naturally stands at odds with the oppression of sin that holds the 

world hostage. 

 

Moving people to confront the issue of racial injustice will always cause 

tension. We will often have to use means that seem rather scandalous and 

absurd, but part of our role in working for racial justice and reconciliation is 

to dramatize the injustice so that it can no longer be ignored. When we 

experience pushback because our work has caused tension, know that God’s 

work in the world has always caused tension in order to usher in freedom. 

We know this to be true individually---that we must experience the tension 

of confronting our own sin in order receive the gift of salvation offered in 

Jesus. This is true on a societal level as well. Dr. King had these words to say 

about tension: 

 

“I must confess that I am not afraid of the word "tension." I have earnestly 

opposed violent tension, but there is a type of constructive, nonviolent 

tension which is necessary for growth. Just as Socrates felt that it was 

necessary to create a tension in the mind so that individuals could rise from 

the bondage of myths and half truths to the unfettered realm of creative 

analysis and objective appraisal, so must we see the need for nonviolent 

gadflies to create the kind of tension in society that will help men rise from 

the dark depths of prejudice and racism to the majestic heights of 

understanding and brotherhood.” 

 

Let’s not be those who seek to quietly divorce ourselves from the work of 

racial justice and reconciliation because of the tension, but may we seek to 

lean in and understand what God might be doing through the seemingly 

scandalous and absurd things of the world. 
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DAY 23 

UNTIL  CHRIST  IS  FORMED:  LABORING FOR 

RACIAL  JUSTICE IN OUR FAITH COMMUNITIES

Formerly, when you did not know God, you were enslaved to beings that 

by nature are not gods. Now, however, that you have come to know God, 

or rather to be known by God, how can you turn back again to the weak 

and beggarly elemental spirits? How can you want to be enslaved to them 

again? You are observing special days, and months, and seasons, and years. 

I am afraid that my work for you may have been wasted. Friends, I beg you, 

become as I am, for I also have become as you are. You have done me no 

wrong. You know that it was because of a physical infirmity that I first 

announced the gospel to you; though my condition put you to the test, you 

did not scorn or despise me, but welcomed me as an angel of God, as 

Christ Jesus. What has become of the goodwill you felt? For I testify that, 

had it been possible, you would have torn out your eyes and given them to 

me. Have I now become your enemy by telling you the truth? They make 

much of you, but for no good purpose; they want to exclude you, so that 

you may make much of them. It is good to be made much of for a good 

purpose at all times, and not only when I am present with you. My little 

children, for whom I am again in the pain of childbirth until Christ is 

formed in you, I wish I were present with you now and could change my 

tone, for I am perplexed about you. 

 

-Galatians 4:8-20 

This is an interesting passage to reflect on for Advent, but if we remember 

that one of the things Messiah came to accomplish was to form a new sort of 

humanity, a different kind of community that was bonded together in love, 

then we can understand how this applies to the season. Paul has been 

pleading throughout the letter with the Galatians to not buy into false 

teaching that was creeping into the community. This false teaching, which was 

brought in by a certain sect of people, was causing them to believe that 

circumcision was a necessary marker for being part of the community of faith 

under the new covenant. 



For these false teachers, admission into the community of faith was not by 

faith alone, through grace alone, in Christ alone; circumcision was also a 

necessary requirement. Paul’s concern here is not simply doctrinal in nature, 

but has everything to do with the practical outworkings of community life 

together. In speaking of the group of people who brought in the false 

teaching, N.T. Wright says this: 

 

“They want to shut the Galatians out. Remember chapter 2: they want to set 

up a two-level fellowship, an outer circle for Gentile Christians and an inner 

circle for Jewish Christians. That way they can present themselves to their 

Jewish friends or family as proper, law-abiding Jews; and they will then 

compel the Galatians to come, cap in hand, to seek circumcision as the price 

of admission to the inner circle.” 

 

In this multi-ethnic community that had taken shape in Galatia, something 

was happening that was putting Jewish Christians at the center of power in 

community life, while keeping the Gentiles on the margins of community. 

Because of their circumcision, the Jewish Christians had access to the inner 

workings of community life. They were the influencers and decision-makers-- 

-they were the ‘real’ Christians. The Galatians could have this ‘real’ status as 

well, if they would only become circumcised. They had to assimilate in order 

to become fully part of community life. 

 

How many of us have seen this very thing take place within our local 

communities? There is an unspoken, and sometimes spoken, reality which 

says that if we want to become part of the inner circle of community we must 

assimilate to dominant culture. Power and influence are reserved for the 

‘inner circle’; and anyone who wants access to these things must go through a 

circumcision of ethnic/cultural identity assimilation. This is especially true in 

multi-ethnic settings; and more often than not in these spaces, assimilation to 

whiteness is the price of admission to the inner circle. Sure, we love the 

appearance of diversity, and we believe that God has formed, in Christ, a 

multi-ethnic, multi-cultural family; however, power brokering and culture 

making within our communities are reserved for a select few, a certain sort of 

Christian.  

 

This should not be the case! As Wright says, “Paul knows that there can be no 

outer circle and inner circle within the grace of God.”  It is this reality that 

pushes Paul to stand against this inside/outside phenomenon that is taking 

place within the Galatian community. 
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Paul’s earnest desire is that “Christ be formed” in them as a community---that 

Christ would take full shape and be birthed in them. To borrow from Wright 

once more, “His goal is that the messianic life---the self-giving love which 

embraces all alike---should appear in their own community.”  This is Advent 

language. As this happens, the need to grasp at power would be dismantled. 

The elevation of certain ethnic and cultural identities would be done away 

with. Full access to community life would no longer be reserved for some, but 

would be open to all who enter by grace through faith in Messiah. 

 

As we wait in the pains of childbirth this Advent season, may we labor to see 

the life of Messiah birthed within our communities of faith. For many of us, 

this may look like standing against whiteness as a badge of full access into 

community life. We must begin asking the question, who has a seat at the 

table? Whose voices are heard within, being listened to, and shaping the life 

of this community? This is the work of Advent. 
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DAY 24 

HAGAR,  ADVENT,  AND THE JUSTICE OF GOD 

 
The LORD dealt with Sarah as he had said, and the LORD did for Sarah as 

he had promised. Sarah conceived and bore Abraham a son in his old age, 

at the time of which God had spoken to him.  Abraham gave the name 

Isaac to his son whom Sarah bore him. And Abraham circumcised his son 

Isaac when he was eight days old, as God had commanded him. Abraham 

was a hundred years old when his son Isaac was born to him. Now Sarah 

said, “God has brought laughter for me; everyone who hears will laugh with 

me.” And she said, “Who would ever have said to Abraham that Sarah 

would nurse children? Yet I have borne him a son in his old age.” The child 

grew, and was weaned; and Abraham made a great feast on the day that 

Isaac was weaned. But Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she 

had borne to Abraham, playing with her son Isaac. So she said to Abraham, 

“Cast out this slave woman with her son; for the son of this slave woman 

shall not inherit along with my son Isaac.” The matter was very distressing 

to Abraham on account of his son. But God said to Abraham, “Do not be 

distressed because of the boy and because of your slave woman; whatever 

Sarah says to you, do as she tells you, for it is through Isaac that offspring 

shall be named for you. As for the son of the slave woman, I will make a 

nation of him also, because he is your offspring.” So Abraham rose early in 

the morning, and took bread and a skin of water, and gave it to Hagar, 

putting it on her shoulder, along with the child, and sent her away. And she 

departed, and wandered about in the wilderness of Beer-sheba. When the 

water in the skin was gone, she cast the child under one of the bushes. 

Then she went and sat down opposite him a good way off, about the 

distance of a bowshot; for she said, “Do not let me look on the death of the 

child.” And as she sat opposite him, she lifted up her voice and wept.  And 

God heard the voice of the boy; and the angel of God called to Hagar from 

heaven, and said to her, “What troubles you, Hagar? Do not be afraid; for 

God has heard the voice of the boy where he is. Come, lift up the boy and 

hold him fast with your hand, for I will make a great nation of him.” Then 

God opened her eyes and she saw a well of water. She went, and filled the 

skin with water, and gave the boy a drink. 



God was with the boy, and he grew up; he lived in the wilderness, and 

became an expert with the bow. He lived in the wilderness of Paran; and 

his mother got a wife for him from the land of Egypt. 

 

-Genesis 21:1-21 

This text brings us into the story of Hagar, whose story actually begins back in 

Genesis 16. Hagar was an Egyptian slave in the house of Abraham and Sarah, 

who was presumably under the power of Sarah. Before God miraculously 

intervenes to open up her womb, Sarah, concerned with how the family line 

will move forward, instructs Abraham to impregnate Hagar so that progeny 

can be ensured. After Hagar conceives, conflict ensues between Sarah and her 

because Sarah realizes that Hagar’s status within the household will now be 

elevated. Sarah begins to greatly mistreat Hagar, possibly even doing violence 

toward her, resulting in Hagar’s fleeing the household. At this point in the 

story something miraculous happens. The angel of the LORD (believed in 

some traditions to be the visible manifestation of YHWH) appears to Hagar in 

the wilderness and calls her by name. This is the first theophany, or divine 

appearance, in all of Scripture, and it just so happens to be to an outcast 

slave-girl in the wilderness. Not only this, but the angel of the LORD refers to 

her by her name, Hagar, which is the first time anyone in the text has done 

this. Previously, she was only referred to as the “slave-girl”. The angel of the 

LORD goes on to give Hagar a promise similar to the promise that was given 

to Abraham, that her offspring will be greatly multiplied, and instructs her to 

name her son Ishmael, which means ‘God hears’. At this point, Hagar does 

something that no one else in all of Scripture has the privilege of doing, she 

names the LORD, calling YHWH El-roi, which means ‘God sees’. 

 

When we reach chapter 21 we find Hagar in the wilderness once again, 

having this time been cast out of the house of Abraham for good. Now, she is 

with her son Ishmael, and they find themselves in a situation where they run 

out of water. God shows up once again to meet them in their distress, 

providing water for them in the wilderness. This is the last time we hear from 

Hagar in the narrative. 

 

What we see in the story of Hagar is similar to what we find in the Advent 

narrative---that God is God of the oppressed who delights to give those on 

the margins front row seats to Divine activity in the world. Just as news of 

Messiah’s arrival was first announced through angels to a barren, elderly 

woman named Elizabeth, a poor teenage girl named Mary, and poor 

shepherds in the field, so, too was God’s first visible appearance to anyone 

outside of Eden granted to an outcast Egyptian slave named Hagar. 



Just as the word of God’s arrival came to Gentile stargazers from the east, so, 

too did the promise of God come to an Egyptian girl in the wilderness. What 

Hagar teaches us about the character of God is that God hears the cries of the 

oppressed and sees the needy in their distress. It is through her story that this 

aspect of God’s character is first revealed to us. This is the good news of 

Advent---that God visits us in our oppression with the promise of life. 

 

I believe that through the story of Hagar God is teaching us how to relate to 

the poor, oppressed, outcast, and sojourner. God sees Hagar in her distress. 

God hears her cry. God treats her with dignity as one created in the image of 

God by calling her by her name. God elevates and empowers her by giving 

her a promise. God executes justice on her behalf. The story of Hagar speaks 

life to those who remain on the margins due to racial and economic injustice. 

It is a reminder that God sees and hears, that God has not forgotten. Hagar’s 

story is also a reminder that, if we desire to know what God is up to in the 

world, we need to look among the poor and oppressed. Do not receive it as 

coincidence that this is the first Divine appearance in all of Scripture. God is 

undoubtedly trying to tell us something. Will we listen? 
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L I V I N G  A S  R O Y A L T Y :  W H A T  T H E  

F A M I L Y  T R E E  O F  J E S U S  T E A C H E S  U S  

A B O U T  J U S T I C E  

 
An account of the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah, the son of David, the son 

of Abraham. 

Abraham was the father of Isaac, and Isaac the father of Jacob, and Jacob 

the father of Judah and his brothers, and Judah the father of Perez and 

Zerah by Tamar, and Perez the father of Hezron, and Hezron the father of 

Aram, and Aram the father of Aminadab, and Aminadab the father of 

Nahshon, and Nahshon the father of Salmon, and Salmon the father of 

Boaz by Rahab, and Boaz the father of Obed by Ruth, and Obed the father 

of Jesse, and Jesse the father of King David. 

And David was the father of Solomon by the wife of Uriah, and Solomon 

the father of Rehoboam, and Rehoboam the father of Abijah, and Abijah 

the father of Asaph, and Asaph the father of Jehoshaphat, and Jehoshaphat 

the father of Joram, and Joram the father of Uzziah, and Uzziah the father 

of Jotham, and Jotham the father of Ahaz, and Ahaz the father of Hezekiah, 

and Hezekiah the father of Manasseh, and Manasseh the father of Amos, 

and Amos the father of Josiah, and Josiah the father of Jechoniah and his 

brothers, at the time of the deportation to Babylon. 

And after the deportation to Babylon: Jechoniah was the father of Salathiel, 

and Salathiel the father of Zerubbabel, and Zerubbabel the father of Abiud, 

and Abiud the father of Eliakim, and Eliakim the father of Azor, and Azor 

the father of Zadok, and Zadok the father of Achim, and Achim the father 

of Eliud, and Eliud the father of Eleazar, and Eleazar the father of Matthan, 

and Matthan the father of Jacob, and Jacob the father of Joseph the 

husband of Mary, of whom Jesus was born, who is called the Messiah. So 

all the generations from Abraham to David are fourteen generations; and 

from David to the deportation to Babylon, fourteen generations; and from 

the deportation to Babylon to the Messiah, fourteen generations. 

 

-Matthew 1:1-17



On the very first page of the New Testament, Matthew’s Gospel greets readers 

with a literary nightmare. If you want people to read the story you’ve written, 

you don’t start your story with a list of hard to pronounce names. Surely this is 

no way to draw an audience in! I love what N.T. Wright says about this, “Let’s 

face it: other people’s family trees are about as interesting as other people’s 

holiday videos.”  However, what Matthew is doing is not just giving the 

details of a family tree, he is telling the story of Israel in 17 verses, and 

situating Jesus the Messiah as the proper goal and climax of that story. What 

Matthew is showing here is that Jesus is connected to the royal lineage as the 

fulfillment of both of the great covenants of Israel, the Abrahamic Covenant 

and the Davidic Covenant. He is the one through whom the nations will be 

blessed, and he is the one who will reign on the throne forever. Jesus, in fact, 

is the Messiah. 

 

But before moving on in the story, it is worth noticing the cast of characters 

that Matthew chooses to highlight in this royal lineage. Of course, there are 

those you might expect: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, David, and so on. But this list 

becomes somewhat scandalous when the names of women begin to appear 

(which would have been odd for an ancient genealogy), and not necessarily 

women of high esteem in Israel’s history. There are no mentions of Sarah, 

Rachel, or Rebecca, but Matthew includes the likes of Tamar, Rahab, 

Bathsheba, and Ruth. All of these women, with the exception of Ruth, would 

most likely have been regarded as “blemishes” in Israel’s history, although the 

scandal surrounding each of them should be properly attributed to the men 

involved. However, what is true of all four women is that they are all non- 

Israelite. As Curtis Mitch and Edward Sri say in their commentary on 

Matthew’s Gospel, “Tamar, Rahab, and Ruth were foreigners brought into the 

chosen people through marriage and Bathsheba, being married to a Hittite, 

was also likely to be of non-Israelite descent.” 

 

One of the central questions of Scripture is, who are the people of God? And 

the answer to that question is never as easy or as simple as we like to make it 

out to be. Part of the story of Scripture is that the borders of God’s people 

seem to keep expanding. As soon as we draw a boundary line in the sand, 

God seems to erase it and put the line out a little farther. 

 

What we see, then, is that the royal lineage of Messiah includes outsiders and 

those who, some would say, don’t belong. It includes the powerful and the 

powerless, those who have a voice and those who are voiceless, kings and 

prostitutes, Jew and Gentile. 
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These verses give us a preview of the new humanity that will be created in 

and center around Messiah. The Apostle Paul speaks of this new humanity in 

Ephesians 2 when says, 

 

"But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near 

by the blood of Christ. For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both 

groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility 

between us. He has abolished the law with its commandments and 

ordinances, that he might create in himself one new humanity in place of the 

two, thus making peace, and might reconcile both groups to God in one body 

through the cross, thus putting to death that hostility through it." 

 

The question for us is, how do our faith communities and our dinner tables 

reflect the reality of the royal lineage? Are we making space for the racial and 

ethnic outsider, whoever that may be for us? Do we regard as royalty those 

whom the world might see as despicable? This is the beginning of justice---to 

treat the ‘other’ as an image bearer of the Divine, and to open up our heads, 

hearts, hands, and tables to them as family. Only then will we bear their pain 

as our own, and treat the injustices done to them as though they were done 

to our own kin. This is who Christmas invites us to be as we imitate our Savior, 

who took on flesh and became part of the human family, bearing in himself 

the reproaches that fell on us. Let us commit ourselves afresh this Advent 

season to constantly embracing the other, thus living out the reality of what it 

means to be part of the royal lineage of Messiah by faith.
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C O M I N G  S O O N :  L I V I N G  A S  T R A I L E R S  

O F  T H E  K I N G D O M  O F  G O D  

 
And he said to me, “These words are trustworthy and true, for the Lord, the 

God of the spirits of the prophets, has sent his angel to show his servants 

what must soon take place.” 

“See, I am coming soon! Blessed is the one who keeps the words of the 

prophecy of this book.” 

 

I warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if 

anyone adds to them, God will add to that person the plagues described in 

this book; if anyone takes away from the words of the book of this 

prophecy, God will take away that person’s share in the tree of life and in 

the holy city, which are described in this book. The one who testifies to 

these things says, “Surely I am coming soon.” Amen. Come, Lord Jesus! 

 

-Revelation 22:6-7, 18-20

Revelation is one of those books that many of us like to avoid, primarily 

because of its apocalyptic tone and its many perplexing signs and symbols. 

Who is the beast? And, what’s with this dragon? Finding the deep meaning of 

this letter (yes, it’s a letter) has been the quest of many scholars for centuries, 

but if we remember that this letter was written to encourage churches 

suffering under the oppression of the Roman Empire, the mystic fog of 

Revelation begins to clear up a bit. Put simply, Revelation is all about 

witnessing to the lordship of Jesus through resistance to the way of the 

empire. Brian Blount puts it this way in his book Can I Get A Witness?: 

Reading Revelation through African American Culture: 

 

“...John was interested not so much in creating a church of martyrs as he was 

in encouraging a church filled with people committed to the ethical activity of 

witnessing to the lordship of Jesus Christ. On the surface, that sounds like an 

exclusively spiritual and pious act. In John’s context, it was also a highly social, 

economic, and political one.” 36



In Rome, being this kind of witness to the lordship of Jesus was a highly 

dangerous undertaking. Rome and its emperors demanded allegiance. You 

were free to worship however you wished, so long as your worship included 

acknowledging the divine status of the emperor. You were free to gather in 

faith communities, so long as your gatherings were in no way a threat to the 

empire. Blount says this about the allegiance that Rome required: 

 

“Pious proclamations about the divine status of the emperor, the Roman 

state, and their pagan divinities symbolized political allegiance to the empire. 

The more one accommodated oneself to such declarations and actions of 

allegiance, the more opportunity one had for advancement in the Roman- 

sponsored Asia Minor communities in which John’s seven churches were 

located. Of course, the more one resisted such accommodation, the more 

one risked the ire of the officials who were in Roman political employ. John 

asked his hearers and readers to live a life of such resistance.” 

 

As the seven churches lived out their faith through this kind of resistance, the 

words of Jesus found in Revelation 22 echoed within their ears and their 

hearts, “Surely, I am coming soon.” This phrase found peppered throughout 

the book is meant to inspire both endurance and hope in the midst of 

waiting. There are constant calls throughout the New Testament to patiently 

await, or to endure until, the coming of the Lord. As it says in James 5:7, “Be 

patient, therefore, beloved, until the coming of the Lord.” Those who have 

suffered the weight of oppression and have chosen the path of righteous 

resistance have a hard time with the call to patience. I am reminded of the 

words Jackie Robinson penned in a letter he sent to President Eisenhower in 

1958: 

 

“I was sitting in the audience at the Summit Meeting of Negro Leaders 

yesterday when you said we must have patience. On hearing you say this, I 

felt like standing up and saying, “Oh no! Not again.” I respectfully remind you 

sir, that we have been the most patient of all people. When you said we must 

have self-respect, I wondered how we could have self-respect and remain 

patient considering the treatment accorded us through the years. 17 million 

Negroes cannot do as you suggest and wait for the hearts of men to change. 

We want to enjoy now the rights that we feel we are entitled to as Americans. 

This we cannot do unless we pursue aggressively goals which all other 

Americans achieved over 150 years ago.” 
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The call to be patient, to wait, to endure has often been used as a tool of the 

oppressor to prolong changing his ways. This is why the waiting of Advent is 

difficult. At times throughout this season we, like Robinson, have felt like 

standing up and shouting, “Oh no! Not again.” But when we remember that 

the call to endurance comes from the mouth of the One who will deliver, 

these words ignite within us an unshakable hope and a righteous resistance. 

These words are spoken to us by the Lamb who was slain, has been raised, 

and will reign forever! Patience does not mean passivity. It does not mean 

that we do not resist. Rather, when Jesus calls us to endurance, he is calling us 

to continue walking the arduous path of peace, righteousness, and justice that 

will always stand in direct conflict with the empire. 

 

The words, “coming soon,” spoken by Jesus come to us like the message at the 

end of a movie trailer. They remind us that our role in this time of waiting is to 

be a trailer to the world of the full length reality of the Kingdom of God that is 

to come. The surrounding world should be able to look at the community of 

God’s people and get a preview of what is to come. In an empire that 

maintained its status through violence, John was calling the churches to 

witness to the peace of the age to come. In an empire that made a practice of 

injustice, John reminded his hearers that they were to resist by practicing the 

justice of the Kingdom of God. As those who are witnessing racial injustice 

continue to wreak havoc on marginalized communities of color, the words of 

Revelation come to us just as they did to those in the first century. What will 

the trailer of our life together look like? How will we preview the justice and 

righteousness of the age to come through our resistance here and now? 

 

While we wait in this way, enduring, hoping, and resisting, we say with the 

people of God throughout the centuries, “Maranatha!” Come, Lord Jesus. 

Come quickly.  
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T H E  R E V O L U T I O N  W I L L  N O T  B E  

T E L E V I S E D :  M A R Y ' S  M A G N I F I C A T  A N D  

T H E  J U B I L E E  O F  J E S U S  

 “My soul magnifies the Lord, 

and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, 

for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. 

Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; 

for the Mighty One has done great things for me, 

and holy is his name. 

His mercy is for those who fear him 

from generation to generation. 

He has shown strength with his arm; 

he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. 

He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, 

and lifted up the lowly; 

he has filled the hungry with good things, 

and sent the rich away empty. 

He has helped his servant Israel, 

in remembrance of his mercy, 

according to the promise he made to our ancestors, 

to Abraham and to his descendants forever.” 

 

-Luke 1:46b-55 

Mary’s Christmas carol, the Magnificat, as it is often called, is her response to 

the news that the child she bears in her womb is the Messiah of God. It is the 

jubilant song that sums up all of the deepest longings of the people of God 

throughout the centuries who had been waiting for God to show up and bring 

an end to exile and oppression. Mary’s song, however, is no ordinary song. It 

is a hymn of revolution. Consider these words in Mary’s song again: 

 

"He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, 

and lifted up the lowly; 



he has filled the hungry with good things, 

and sent the rich away empty." 

 

These are the kinds of words that strike fear into the hearts of those who sit in 

halls of power. It’s this type of revolutionary rhetoric that gets people put on 

government watchlists. What Mary is celebrating is that the arrival of Messiah 

signals the ushering in of God’s final Jubilee---the ultimate reversal of all 

things. It was written into the Law that every seventh year would be 

considered a Sabbath year, on which the land would rest from being farmed, 

all debts would be forgiven, and all slaves would be set free. After every 

seven-times-seven years (or every fiftieth year), there was supposed to be 

what was considered a Jubilee year, where all of the same things that 

happened on the Sabbath year would take place, but in addition all land 

would be returned to its original owner. Jubilee was meant to be the Sabbath 

of sabbaths. The purpose of this was so that there would never be any 

permanent underclass of people in Israel. It was God’s way of putting within 

the Law a provision against systemic injustice. However, every Jew 

understood that the Jubilee year was a foreshadow of something greater that 

was to come, an ultimate Jubilee in which God would usher in a full and final 

restoration of all things. Mary, in her song, is proclaiming that this has finally 

arrived in Jesus. As N.T. Wright puts it in his book How God Became King, “He 

[Jesus] is the jubilee person. He is the one who will rescue Israel from its long- 

continued nightmare.” 

 

Jesus himself understood his mission to be the ushering in of God’s Jubilee 

revolution. Listen to the words he speaks in Luke 4:18-19 which have come to 

be considered his mission statement: 

 

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

because he has anointed me 

to bring good news to the poor. 

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 

and recovery of sight to the blind, 

to let the oppressed go free, 

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 

 

The year of the Lord’s favor is the year of Jubilee. After Jesus speaks these 

words from Isaiah 61 within the synagogue, he looks out at his listeners and 

says, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” 
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Yes, the Jubilee of Jesus includes the forgiveness of individual sin debts and 

release from bondage to sin, but it also sets in motion the liberation of society 

from the sins of oppression and injustice. 

 

Mary’s song signals to us that God’s Jubilee revolution will not come from the 

seat of authority. It will not be ushered in by way of the powerful. Rather, it 

comes through the poor, the marginalized, the humble baby born in the 

animal stall. The Magnificat is Mary’s way of saying, like Gil Scott-Heron, “the 

revolution will not be televised.” Scott-Heron, a poet, musician, and activist 

during the 70’s and 80’s, penned these words: 

 

"The revolution will not be televised. 

The revolution will not be brought to you by Xerox 

In 4 parts without commercial interruptions. 

The revolution will not show you pictures of Nixon 

blowing a bugle and leading a charge by John 

Mitchell, General Abrams and Spiro Agnew to eat 

hog maws confiscated from a Harlem sanctuary." 

 

In other words, the revolution will rise from the projects and the ghettos, the 

back alleys and the street corners, the stables and the mangers. It will not be 

broadcast on your nightly news. 

 

Much more than a jolly Christmas carol, Mary’s song is the announcement 

that something world-changing and society-shifting is about to take place. 

Those who hear it can have one of two responses: they can either get on 

board with God’s peaceful revolution of self-giving love that is good news for 

the poor, or they can seek to put the revolution to rest, like King Herod who 

carried out the slaughter of the innocents as he got wind of what was taking 

place. What does Mary’s song sound like in your ears? Is it good news, or is it 

a threat? 

40



D A Y   2 8  

L I F T  E V E R Y  V O I C E  A N D  S I N G :  T H E  

B R E A K I N G  O F  P R O P H E T I C  S I L E N C E  

 
Then his father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke this 

prophecy: 

“Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, 

for he has looked favorably on his people and redeemed them. 

He has raised up a mighty savior for us 

in the house of his servant David, 

as he spoke through the mouth of his holy prophets from of old, 

that we would be saved from our enemies and from the hand of all who 

hate us. 

Thus he has shown the mercy promised to our ancestors, 

and has remembered his holy covenant, 

the oath that he swore to our ancestor Abraham, 

to grant us that we, being rescued from the hands of our enemies, 

might serve him without fear, in holiness and righteousness 

before him all our days. 

And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; 

for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, 

to give knowledge of salvation to his people 

by the forgiveness of their sins. 

By the tender mercy of our God, 

the dawn from on high will break upon us, 

to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, 

to guide our feet into the way of peace.” 

 

-Luke 1:67-79

The end of Advent is upon us, which means that Christmas is just a day away. 

The longest night of year has passed us by. Darkness will give way to light as 

the the days lengthen from here on out. The prophetic poem of Zechariah, 

the father of John the Baptist, puts into words for us the significance of 

Advent’s conclusion: 



"By the tender mercy of our God, 

the dawn from on high will break upon us, 

to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, 

to guide our feet into the way of peace." 

 

What Zechariah’s story teaches us is that the end of Advent signals for us that 

the time of prophetic silence is over. Remember, Zechariah had been silenced 

by God, being made unable to speak for a period of time, because of his lack 

of faith that God would cause his wife Elizabeth to conceive in her old age. It 

was prophesied to Zechariah that Elizabeth would give birth to a son who 

would be the forerunner of the Messiah---the one to prepare the way for the 

Kingdom of God to be ushered in. In his old age, Zechariah had seen his 

people live under the weight of oppression for many, many years. Being a 

priest in the Temple, he felt the full weight of God’s silence during those long 

years. News that the time of injustice and oppression was coming to an end, 

that exile would be over because of Messiah’s arrival, was understandably 

ludicrous news to him. To put it plainly, Zechariah just did not believe it. 

 

Many of us resonate with Zechariah. As Advent draws to a close, our faith that 

God will act to change things is waning. In the face of revitalized racism and 

mounting injustice, we have chosen to close our mouths and stop speaking. 

After all, what’s the use in raising our voices if nothing is going to change? 

 

Zechariah’s silence was finally broken when John was born. This act of God 

caused Zechariah to open his mouth, and through him God spoke the first 

prophetic word to Israel in over 400 years. N.T. Wright puts it this way, 

 

“Zechariah’s own story, of nine months’ silence suddenly broken at the 

naming of the child, is a reflection on a smaller scale of what was going on in 

the Israel of his day. Prophecy, many believed, had been silent for a long time. 

Now it was going to burst out again, to lead many back to a true allegiance to 

their God. What had begun as a kind of punishment for Zechariah’s lack of 

faith now turns into a new sort of sign, a sign that God is doing a new thing.” 

 

John’s birth meant that the Messiah was soon to arrive. This was no time for 

silence. The way needed to be prepared and hearts needed to be readied for 

God to show up. 

 

Christmas comes to us every year as a reminder that God has, and will again, 

do a new thing. It is meant to move us out of the place of apathy and silence 

and into prophetic proclamation.   
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The end of Advent and the dawn of Christmas are to be for us the breaking of 

prophetic silence. Do not let racial injustice silence you. Do not be overcome 

by hopelessness. Christmas is just a day away. God is doing a new thing that is 

bubbling just underneath the surface. The role of the prophet is to give voice 

to the new thing that God is up to and to call others to get on board. As God 

says through the prophet Isaiah in Isaiah 43:19, “I am about to do a new thing; 

now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?” 

 

Let your resolution this Christmas be to break your silence and to call others 

to break theirs. The world is in need of prophetic voices who will stand for 

racial justice and paint a compelling vision of God’s Beloved Community. Will 

you be that voice? 

 

As we conclude Advent, consider the words of the poem Lift Every Voice and 

Sing by James Weldon Johnson, also known as the Black National Anthem: 

 

"Lift every voice and sing, 

Till earth and heaven ring, 

Ring with the harmonies of Liberty; 

Let our rejoicing rise 

High as the list’ning skies, 

Let it resound loud as the rolling sea. 

Sing a song full of the faith that the dark past has taught us, 

Sing a song full of the hope that the present has brought us; 

Facing the rising sun of our new day begun, 

Let us march on till victory is won." 

 

Lift your voice and sing the prophetic song of freedom. Christmas is nigh and 

the Kingdom of God is at hand.  
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