
 

 
 

  



 

 

 
The partnership between the United Methodist Church’s Western 

PA Conference and the East German Conference was formed by 

Bishops George Bashore and Reudiger Minor, both now retired, in 

1988, before the fall of the Berlin Wall.  It has resulted in numerous 

exchange visits by musical groups, work teams, youth and local 

church members, as well as formation of joint Volunteer in Mission 

teams that have traveled to Russia and Latin America.  In addition 

to the Conference-to-Conference Partnership, Mount Lebanon 

United Methodist Church has a sister relationship with the 

Evangelical United Methodist Church in Zwickau. 
 

This annual devotional is prepared each year by clergy and laity in 

both Western Pennsylvania (odd days) and Eastern Germany (even 

days).  To save paper, the German language pages have been 

omitted. 

 

  



Sunday, 27 November; Jeremiah 33:14-16 
Arnie McFarland 

 

‘The days are coming,’ declares the Lord, ‘when I will fulfill the good promise I 

made to the people of Israel and Judah. ‘In those days and at that time I will make a 

righteous Branch sprout from David’s line; he will do what is just and right in the 

land. In those days Judah will be saved and Jerusalem will live in safety. This is the 

name by which it will be called: The Lord Our Righteous Savior.’(New International 

Version) 

 

Sometimes it’s good to remember what the word “advent” means.  Its origin is Latin 

and the word itself means, “coming into place, view or being; arrival.”  When it is 

spelled with a capital “A” it is the four-week period before Christmas 

commemorating the coming of Christ into the world.  It can also mean the Second 

Coming of Christ. This passage in Jeremiah seems to speak of an advent of sorts, a 

time when God will “fulfil the good promise I made to the people of Israel and 

Judah.”  Indeed, with the birth of Jesus part of that prophecy was fulfilled.   The 

righteous Branch from David’s line was certainly Jesus, and because there was no sin 

nature in him, Jesus did what was right and just.  We are still waiting for Judah to be 

saved and to see Jerusalem live in safety. It is hard to imagine that a time is actually 

coming when not just Judah or Israel but the whole world will live in peace and 

safety.  Our world will be a world where there is no war, no famine, no disease, no 

hatred and no jealousy.  Where people don’t die in horrible plane crashes, nations’ 

leaders don’t have to spend weeks at a time bargaining for an end of generations of 

hostilities between their people—where there is no need for a standing army, or a 

military budget to amass weapons of destruction—where there is no need for the 

medical profession and health insurance in fact all insurance will be a thing of the 

past.   There will be no police, no courts, no sheriffs, or any kind of law enforce-

ment.   When you start trying to grasp the way it’s going to be it starts to really 

stretch your imagination.  But if God says it is coming then you can be sure it will.  

As we worship our way through this Advent season let us pray that God will speed 

the Advent of Jesus. 

 
Monday, 28 November; Jeremiah 33:14-16 

Pastor Thomas Günther, Chemnitz 

 

The city I live in is called Chemnitz. This name was first mentioned in 1143. But in 

1953 the city was renamed. It was now called Karl-Marx-Stadt, even if the founder 

of Communism neither was born in the city nor has ever visited it. Chemnitz was 

renamed only for political reasons. It should become a communist city. Then the 

communist era ended and now Chemnitz is called Chemnitz again. 

I read V.16 and I am astonished: Jerusalem also shall be renamed? How come? I am 

skeptical and reality seems to confirm my skepticism. Was there ever an age when 

Jerusalem was a safe place? Judah and Israel, that's just the narrow strip of land 

between the eastern shore of Mediterranean Sea and the desert. Countless armies 



have passed through the region before and after the time of Jeremiah leaving behind 

their blood trails. Even today the Middle East is not a safe place. 

Has Jeremiah, the Prophet, failed? Or should even God not stand by his promise? 

Everyone should find his personal answer of faith to this question. I say: This 

promise is not yet fulfilled. But just for this reason I want to believe God and the 

good thing which he has promised (V.14) never giving up hope. He has spoken unto 

Israel and Judah. His people in those days were just as divided as our world is today. 

The gap is getting wider and wider dividing religions and cultures, global North and 

South, the rich and the poor. The great utopias have lost their power. What if we 

Christians were also to give up our hope? No, I want to hold on to the promise that 

God's word is true. The good thing that he has promised will come. One day 

judgment and righteousness will prevail in the land. People will dwell safely in 

Jerusalem and everywhere where it is denied to them now. I will use Advent season 

nurturing this hope. Jesus is born. God is not yet finished with us. He wants to go on 

with us, even if it still might be a long and winding road to go. This hope is not to be 

a utopia but should encourage and inspire us to an active life as Christians. 

 
Tuesday, 29 November; Matthew 3:1-12 

Nancy Denardo, McKeesport 

 

In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the wilderness of Judea and 

saying, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” This is he who was 

spoken of through the prophet Isaiah: “A voice of one calling in the wilderness, 

‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him.’” John’s clothes were 

made of camel’s hair, and he had a leather belt around his waist. His food was 

locusts and wild honey. People went out to him from Jerusalem and all Judea and the 

whole region of the Jordan. Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him in the 

Jordan River. But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to 

where he was baptizing, he said to them: “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to 

flee from the coming wrath? Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. And do not 

think you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ I tell you that out 

of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. The ax is already at the root 

of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and 

thrown into the fire. I baptize you with water for repentance. But after me comes one 

who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize 

you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear 

his threshing floor, gathering his wheat into the barn and burning up the chaff with 

unquenchable fire.” (New International Version) 

 

In those days John the Baptist came preaching in the Desert of Judea. As I picture 

John the Baptist in my mind’s eye, he is a man of the wilderness whose very image 

and stature proclaim his disdain of self-indulgence. He is a man of simple clothing, 

food and lifestyle, a tall, broad shouldered, muscular man with a booming voice. 

When he calls out to the people saying, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near," 

in my minds ear I hear it more like, "REPENT!! FOR THE KINGDOM OF 



HEAVEN IS NEAR." As John called to the people then to repent, confess their sins, 

and be baptized with water for repentance, he is calling to us today. 

As we live our lives immersed in self-indulgence, his warning is as real today as it 

was over 2,000 years ago. John refused to baptize the Pharisees and Sadducees 

because they did not believe they had to repent since they had their father Abraham. 

John warned them to flee the coming wrath and to produce fruit in keeping with 

repentance. He cautioned them that the ax was already at the root of the trees, and 

that every tree that did not produce GOOD fruit would be cut down and thrown into 

the fire.  Examine yourself. Of what do you need to repent? What sins do you need to 

confess? Are you prepared to present yourself for the baptism? The ax is ready. Have 

you produced good fruit? Or will you be cut down and thrown into the fire? 

John goes on to proclaim the coming of Christ. "I baptize you with water for 

repentance. But after me will come one who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I 

am not fit to carry." Picturing the strong, powerful image of John the Baptist that I 

created in my mind, it is difficult and a little intimidating for me to imagine one even 

MORE powerful than John. But there He is. He is Jesus, God's own son, come "to 

baptize us with the Holy Spirit and with fire." As I picture Jesus in my mind’s eye, 

He is taller and more powerful, with a more imposing stature than John, standing in 

flowing white robes, "His windowing fork in his hand. He is clearing his threshing 

floor, gathering the wheat into the barn, and burning up the chaff with unquenchable 

fire." Another question......Will you be wheat? Or will you be burned up chaff? 

REPENT! FOR THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN IS NEAR. 

 
Wednesday, 30 November; Matthew 3:1-12 

Pastorin Katrin Bonitz, Schneeberg und Zschorlau 

 

This had to be an impressive appearance. A bizarre, unkempt guy, who is scaring and 

fascinating at the same time. A wild Eco-freak with a radical message: ”Turn back! 

Change something! Open your eyes! Repent!”  

And people came! From Jerusalem, Judea and all countries among the river Jordan… 

A mass movement, which craves for the rite of baptism and to confess their guilt. 

What might have affected those people? 

John is getting them to realise that the rite itself is not enough. Their lives – their way 

of thinking, speaking and behaving has to change. And he indicates, that a different 

life is only possible with the help of the son of God. 

What would it be like, if John would appear here, today, in our country? 

Nowadays, people are different, but also similar. We live in a different time, but we 

also have our principals, opinions, wishes and hopes. We go to services, hear 

sermons, read devotions. Are we also searching for the one, that relieves us, that 

cleans us from the inside, clarifies our world? Would we listen to him? Are we open 

for his message?  

Can we deal with his clear words? – “Turn back!” and “Repent!” 



He announces a big change, he is the trailblazer and preparer for the one, that is 

giving new life.  

People don’t just have to agree with that, they have to prepare actively. This is the 

task for advent. You can hear a new invitation: “Repent, because the kingdom of 

heaven is near!” Open your eyes, decide newly on what to focus in your lives! Check 

yourself and take it seriously what is offered to you: New Life is near. 

It is an invitation to draw the right consequences for our lives, our actions or 

inactions. In order to find life, you might have to change the direction, to change the 

perspective, to leave prohibitions behind.  

Let me invite you for this advent: Have a closer look on what to focus in your lives, 

what relieves you and what could be changed – with the promised saviour!  

 
Thursday, 1 December; Isaiah 51:1-8 

Rev. Jan Davis, Central UMC, Beaver Falls PA 

 

Listen to me, you who pursue righteousness and who seek the Lord: Look to the rock 

from which you were cut and to the quarry from which you were hewn; look to 

Abraham, your father, and to Sarah, who gave you birth. When I called him he was 

only one man, and I blessed him and made him many. The Lord will surely comfort 

Zion and will look with compassion on all her ruins; he will make her deserts like 

Eden, her wastelands like the garden of the Lord. Joy and gladness will be found in 

her, thanksgiving and the sound of singing. “Listen to me, my people; hear me, my 

nation: Instruction will go out from me; my justice will become a light to the nations. 

My righteousness draws near speedily, my salvation is on the way, and my arm will 

bring justice to the nations. The islands will look to me and wait in hope for my arm. 

Lift up your eyes to the heavens, look at the earth beneath; the heavens will vanish 

like smoke, the earth will wear out like a garment and its inhabitants die like flies. 

But my salvation will last forever, my righteousness will never fail.  

“Hear me, you who know what is right, you people who have taken my instruction to 

heart: Do not fear the reproach of mere mortals or be terrified by their insults. For 

the moth will eat them up like a garment; the worm will devour them like wool. But 

my righteousness will last forever, my salvation through all generations. (New 

International Version) 

 

Wow, what a tremendous responsibility that was placed on Jesus‘ shoulders when it 

was said in verse 2 that ―…the government will be on his shoulders. Do you ever 

wonder if Jesus doubted his abilities? Jesus had the God-grounded confidence that he 

was following God‘s plan for his life. Jesus always knew that He was 

unconditionally loved by His Father. I suspect that confidence helped him overcome 

any of his fears of being the ―Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting 

Father, and Prince of Peace. God promises that same confidence to all of us, if we are 

willing to accept it. Jesus was and is the light to our world. Shouldn‘t we aspire to be 

the same to our family, friends and community?  



Will we share the light with those walking in darkness or keep it all to ourselves? I 

will always remember the song we used to sing when I was a child, ―this little light 

of mine, I‘m gonna let it shine, this little light of mine, I‘m gonna let it shine. I 

believe that Jesus wants us to bring others to know Him more. I also believe that 

even people living in darkness are more likely to open their hearts to Jesus at this 

special time when we celebrate His birth. Are you afraid to give testimony to others? 

Accept that God loves you unconditionally and listen to his plan. The opportunities 

that we have to share Jesus with others are not presented to us by accident. Seize the 

moment, share the light and bring others to know Jesus. You don‘t have to be a Bible 

scholar to make an impact. I have simply asked a troubled person if I could pray for 

them and add them to our prayer list at church. In other times, I have told people that 

I am a Christian, and that my faith in God gives me the confidence to know that I do 

not face my struggles alone. I tell them that if they accept Jesus into their hearts, they 

can have the same confidence that I share. I must tell you that I have only recently 

gained the confidence to do this. It has been a journey for me, and it was difficult at 

first. You can do it too.  

 
Friday, 2 December; Isaiah 51:1-8 

Pastor Gerhard Künzel, Rodewisch und Auerbach 

 

Waiting while trusting in the Lord 

“Where is God? When is he going to do something? When does he show himself as 

the good, the faithful and the righteous God?” Those are questions of many people in 

times of war, terrorism, never ending flow of refugees, natural catastrophes or private 

tragedies. “Where is our Lord?” a question that was formerly also asked by the 

Israelites who had to live abroad for many years. Just like today many people lost the 

hope that God would actually take action. 

In the chosen scripture of today the prophet tries to comfort the people who are living 

in exile in reminding them about Gods amazing work. He especially reminds them 

about the story of Abraham and Sara who wasn’t able to have children. This 

admonition about the past is like a promise of the future. A promise that God will 

again intervene the history in order to improve the life of the displaced nation. As 

well as God gave the infertile Sara children, he will also make the dry land of Jude 

fertile. True words of hope. We can have hope too. As back then, God will also take 

action today, again and again. We can rely on God’s might and work even when it 

gets even darker in our world. Finally something great: God’s saving work with 

which he will restore all righteousness are full of grace. They are not a result of the 

devoutness of the nation of Israel. And it won’t be different with us either. His grace 

is the bottom line.  

God keeps his promises. We can trust in him. Though, we seem to be alone in our 

trust right now. But God’s promises counts and he will make his word a light for the 

whole world. (v. 4) Do we need to wait for this for long? God alone decides about 

the moment. But we can already see this light, because Gods word is here. It wants to 

light up our personal life every day. 



Saturday, 3 December; Isaiah 11:1-10 
Rev. David Stains, Beulah United Methodist Church, Johnstown, PA 

 

A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit. 

The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him— the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, 

the Spirit of counsel and of might, the Spirit of the knowledge and fear of the Lord— 

and he will delight in the fear of the Lord. He will not judge by what he sees with his 

eyes, or decide by what he hears with his ears; but with righteousness he will judge 

the needy, with justice he will give decisions for the poor of the earth. He will strike 

the earth with the rod of his mouth; with the breath of his lips he will slay the wicked. 

Righteousness will be his belt and faithfulness the sash around his waist. The wolf 

will live with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with the goat, the calf and the lion 

and the yearling together; and a little child will lead them. The cow will feed with the 

bear, their young will lie down together, and the lion will eat straw like the ox. The 

infant will play near the cobra’s den, and the young child will put its hand into the 

viper’s nest. They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain, for the 

earth will be filled with the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea. In that 

day the Root of Jesse will stand as a banner for the peoples; the nations will rally to 

him, and his resting place will be glorious. (New International Version) 

 

Some of the early Christians authors used to refer to Isaiah as “the fifth Gospel” 

because of its many and detailed teachings on the coming Christ. In chapter 11, 

Isaiah brings out another important aspect of the coming Savior – the Holy Spirit will 

work in him and through him. “The Spirit of wisdom and understanding” – like 

medicine in a world where foolishness does so much damage. “A Spirit of counsel 

and might” – the Spirit can not only advise us, but back up his advice. “A Spirit of 

knowledge and fear of the Lord” – a great benefit of the Spirit of Jesus is that you 

can personally know the Lord! 

The end result of the work of the Savior is the “Peaceable Kingdom”, represented by 

various animals, normally natural enemies like lions and lambs, now living in peace 

together. We may admit that we have not seen that peaceable kingdom yet, but we 

know it is coming. Jesus says so, and Isaiah prophesied it. 

 
Sunday, 4 December; Isaiah 11:1-10 
Bischof i.R. Dr. Rüdiger Minor, Dresden 

 

“Lo, how a Rose e’er blooming from tender stem has sprung! Of Jesse’s lineage 

coming, as those of old have sung.” (UM Hymnal 216) The old German Christmas 

Carol echoes one of the most beautiful prophetic dreams in the Old Testament: 

Isaiah’s vision of God’s renewed world. However, it is not a fairy tale. “There shall 

come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse, and a branch from his roots shall bear 

fruit.” (v.1). Though only a “stump” has remained from Jesse’s – which is David’s – 

family (the glory of David’s kingdom was long lost in Isaiah’s time), the new 

“branch” – God’s renewal will come from this stump. God will use the remnant to 



build up a new life. Though I may look at my life as lost and devastated, in God’s 

eye it is worth a new beginning. 

As Christians, we see this “branch” coming to life in Jesus Christ upon whom the 

spirit of the Lord rests (v.2). In his life and deeds, he brought God’s new world, as it 

had been said by the prophet: “With righteousness he shall judge the poor, and 

decide with equity for the meek of the earth” (v.4). In this way, God’s vision for 

God’s new world becomes the program for Christ’s church. We are called to be 

agents of this “righteousness” with its clear preference for the “poor” and “meek”.  

It was Jesus’s word, fulfilled in his deeds that brought forward the new reality. He 

did not use worldly power or weapons. But this word was full of power to change the 

earth and expose wrong doing. “He shall strike the earth with the rod of his mouth, 

and with the breath of his lips he shall kill the wicked” (v.4) Therefore, Christians 

and the church should do everything following the device “not through violence but 

through the word alone” (Motto of a series of sermons by Martin Luther). And 

speaking to others, we always should be first in hearing ourselves to be corrected by 

the word. Therefore, from old the season of Advent has been a time of repentance to 

prepare for the coming of the Lord. 

For it is he, the child in the manger, coming poor and meek to change the world 

“from bottom up”. He is the Lord, who introduces the rules of healthy and helpful 

relationships between people to build righteousness and peace. Being truly human, 

he pledges to fulfill God’s promise of a new creation where all of God’s creatures 

will live in peace and harmony, as the prophet’s dream announced. “True man yet 

very God, from sin and death now save us, and share our every load.” (UMH 216, 

st.3) 

 
Monday, 5 December; Revelation 1:1-8  

Evangelist Paul Morelli, Lakeside UMC, DuBois PA 

 

The revelation from Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what 

must soon take place. He made it known by sending his angel to his servant John, 

who testifies to everything he saw—that is, the word of God and the testimony of 

Jesus Christ. Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy, and 

blessed are those who hear it and take to heart what is written in it, because the time 

is near. John, To the seven churches in the province of Asia: Grace and peace to you 

from him who is, and who was, and who is to come, and from the seven spirits before 

his throne, and from Jesus Christ, who is the faithful witness, the firstborn from the 

dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. To him who loves us and has freed us 

from our sins by his blood, and has made us to be a kingdom and priests to serve his 

God and Father—to him be glory and power for ever and ever! Amen. “Look, he is 

coming with the clouds,” and “every eye will see him, even those who pierced him”; 

and all peoples on earth “will mourn because of him.” So shall it be! Amen. “I am 

the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, “who is, and who was, and who is to 

come, the Almighty.” 

 



In 1976 I was an atheist and heard from a lay evangelist that Jesus died to pay for my 

sins so that I could become a part of His bride, the Church, and live with Him forever 

when He returns for us. I responded in trust to that offer even though I could not see 

the physical fulfillment at that time. I went on to lead a Jr and Sr high Sunday school 

class and one week we watched a movie called “The Interlude”. The movie was 

about a prince who wanted a bride but was looking for true love and did not want 

someone to just respond to his money and power. He dressed as a peasant and met a 

shepherd girl in a field and wooed her for a week. He had told his servant to come at 

the end of the week bringing his princely vestments and an extra horse in case the 

girl responded to his offer to be his bride. As he could see his servant coming in the 

distance he proposed to the girl telling her that he was a prince and she could be his 

princess if she could just believe him. She, after much thought, turned him down 

saying that she could not believe he was a Prince. Just after she rejected his offer, she 

looked up and saw his servant approaching with all the glory of his position and the 

camera captured the haunting look of loss on her face. Today’s scripture 

states:   “Look, He is coming with the clouds,” and “every eye will see Him, even 

those who pierced Him”; and all peoples on earth “will mourn because of Him.” 

So shall it be! Amen. 40 years ago I realized He paid “the bride price” with His 

blood, to purchase His Church for Himself. His offer is a free gift to all who will 

respond and I responded to His offer and became part of His Bride, the Church. Now, 

as a lay evangelist, I pray that you will respond to His proposal today. Do not be one 

of those who “will mourn because of Him”. 

 
Tuesday, 6 December; Revelation 1:1-8  

Heike Schmalfuß, Rodewisch 

 

“I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, “who is, and who was, and who 

is to come, the Almighty.”  

Who is Lord? An interesting question. The time when the author of the revelation 

wrote to the thronged congregations, the emperor of Rome definitely wanted to be 

Lord. His subjects were supposed to adore and serve him like a god. But the 

Christians of that time weren’t willing to do so. They often paid off their denial with 

giving their lives. Today there are Christians too who pay with life or at least 

insecurity when they oppose Isis or won’t adore Allah. In afflictions like that John 

tells us about the real Lord. It is God, who showed himself through Jesus Christ. God 

doesn’t need to get power in using violence. No, he becomes weak in a little baby in 

a poor barn. The almighty God becomes so small just to rescue us humans. He loves 

us so much, that he tries everything to rescue us from our God-forsakenness. We 

don’t deserve that. It is a present. But stop. God is a mighty God too. He decides 

about the alpha and the omega. He holds the sovereignty. And those who show off as 

they would be God will need to bow their knees in front of this almighty God. This 

isn’t just a promise for the future, it can influence our life today. When I suffer of 

any earthly powers I know, God is winner. He will come back and make his 

judgment. The judgment is upon God’s hand. And that is why I don’t need to judge. I 

can be more confident and more relaxed when dealing with people who show off as a 



Lord because I know that there is still this almighty God, who is Lord of all. Whether 

they know about that or not – God is the greatest. And we are allowed to be his 

carrier. What a privilege. 

 
Wednesday, 7 December; Exodus 20:18-26 
Rev. Linda Chambers, Frostburg Hopewell UMC 

 

When the people saw the thunder and lightning and heard the trumpet and saw the 

mountain in smoke, they trembled with fear. They stayed at a distance and said to 

Moses, “Speak to us yourself and we will listen. But do not have God speak to us or 

we will die.” Moses said to the people, “Do not be afraid. God has come to test you, 

so that the fear of God will be with you to keep you from sinning.” The people 

remained at a distance, while Moses approached the thick darkness where God was. 

Then the Lord said to Moses, “Tell the Israelites this: ‘You have seen for yourselves 

that I have spoken to you from heaven: Do not make any gods to be alongside me; do 

not make for yourselves gods of silver or gods of gold. Make an altar of earth for me 

and sacrifice on it your burnt offerings and fellowship offerings, your sheep and 

goats and your cattle. Wherever I cause my name to be honored, I will come to you 

and bless you. If you make an altar of stones for me, do not build it with dressed 

stones, for you will defile it if you use a tool on it. And do not go up to my altar on 

steps, or your private parts may be exposed.’ (New International Version) 

 

Advent – a time of anticipation and preparation to rejoice again in the birth of the 

Messiah, and to look for the second coming of our Lord. For most of us this season is 

a mixture of joyous anticipation and contemplation of the meaning of the season. 

The events in today’s scripture seem to jar us. After the commandments were 

delivered, the people reflected on what they saw and heard. The thunder, lightning, 

smoke and trumpet sound put them on sensory overload. It seems as though they, as 

one, took a step back and were terrified at what they saw and heard. It was then they 

turned to Moses and begged him to speak God’s message, for they feared death even 

hearing God speak. 

Reverence and fear are common elements as we read our way through the days of 

Advent. In our reading people often find themselves facing God or God’s messenger 

and fearing what will happen next. In this scripture Moses reassures the people that 

God is looking for them to have awe, not terror, when He speaks. 

I can identify with the people in this reading. There is a fine line between the awe 

and wonder of God’s power and strength and the absolute terror of being destroyed 

by it. Awe, that God would place within me the gifts to serve Him, terror at the 

thought of following through in using those gifts in serving God. I often look to see 

who around me is  ‘Moses’ to reassure me? The one to repeat to me God’s 

commands and remind me to regard God with awe. Is it possible that from time to 

time we are ‘Moses’ to one another? Praying, encouraging, admonishing and walking 

alongside each other as we journey through this life. In this advent season let us seek 

God in the scriptures we read. Then walk that line of awe/terror to move toward 



celebrating anew Christ’s birth and await his coming again. Let us look for ways to 

be ‘Moses’ for one another to help one another to experience the awe and face the 

terror of this amazing season in the Christian year. Blessings in this holy season.  

 
Thursday, 8 December; Exodus 20:18-26 

Günter Posdzich, Dresden 

 

Israel is experiencing it up close at the foot of Mount Sinai: Thunder and lightning 

and trombones and smoke. They are experiencing a darkness, in which God is 

present. That simply causes fright. God resides in darkness – is he not supposed to 

reside in the light?! The people are scared: “Let us talk with God; if not, we might 

die!” they tell Moses, who is present with them at the Mount Sinai. These people are 

the very ones that God freed from oppression and slavery; the ones that God let out 

of Egypt. They should be on a good path and yet they appear to be horror-stricken. 

Thus, these free people rather watch how Moses approaches the darkness in which 

God resides from a distance. “You go ahead; I’ll see what happens” – that is often 

our guideline. You go ahead! But Moses approached the darkness himself, because 

he assumed that God dwelled in it. Moses says: “Remember how God is and how we 

– as those who trust in him – should act.” Because Moses suspects that all this can be 

discovered within this darkness. And that is the reason, why Moses is brave enough 

to approach this darkness – perhaps he is shaking with fear, but he is approaching the 

darkness nevertheless. He is not avoiding it. One person leads the way and won’t 

allow to be conquered by fear. It is inevitable – we should follow Moses and not 

avoid the darkness. If we look at this world, we cannot avoid the darkness. We are in 

the middle of advent and are preparing ourselves for Christmas. We slow down, look 

inward, and light a candle. Each Sunday, we add a candle until on Christmas day 

thousands of candles shine. Further, one strong light shines – Jesus is born. God 

comes to us and breaks through the darkness with his light. Sad and fearful lives shall 

be transformed. His light is supposed to shine in this world for those who are trapped 

in darkness and who are searching for the right path. As Jochen Klepper wrote: 

“When his light falls upon us, no more darkness will hold us back. For from God’s 

face salvation came unto us.” (“The Night Will Soon Be Ending”; 4
th

 verse, 

translation: Annegret Oehme) 

 
Friday, 9 December; Ezekiel 34:11-16 

Rev. John Mize, Westmont UMC, Johnstown PA 

 

For this is what the Sovereign Lord says: I myself will search for my sheep and look 

after them. As a shepherd looks after his scattered flock when he is with them, so will 

I look after my sheep. I will rescue them from all the places where they were 

scattered on a day of clouds and darkness. I will bring them out from the nations and 

gather them from the countries, and I will bring them into their own land. I will 

pasture them on the mountains of Israel, in the ravines and in all the settlements in 

the land. I will tend them in a good pasture, and the mountain heights of Israel will 

be their grazing land. There they will lie down in good grazing land, and there they 



will feed in a rich pasture on the mountains of Israel. I myself will tend my sheep and 

have them lie down, declares the Sovereign Lord. I will search for the lost and bring 

back the strays. I will bind up the injured and strengthen the weak, but the sleek and 

the strong I will destroy. I will shepherd the flock with justice. (New International 

Version) 

 

A shepherd’s primary job is to keep the flock together. When the flock strays or 

becomes scattered they become weak, vulnerable and easy pickings for the wolves of 

the world. It seems so hard to find good leaders. It seems that the people who seek it 

out are the ones least qualified to lead. But God tells us in this passage not to fear. 

For He will be our leader. God is willing to assume the form of shepherd to guide, 

feed, and protect His sheep. When the world was invaded with the light on the first 

Christmas eve, it is no surprise that the first to hear the wondrous news were 

shepherds. God had sent us the only leader, the only shepherd, the only king we will 

ever need. He will gather us all into his fold: He will feed us, shelter us and protect 

us wherever we may be. Thanks be to God. 

 
Saturday, 10 December; Ezekiel 34:11-16 

Pastor Joachim Schmiedel, Auerbach 

 

I remember from the days of childhood when sheep, guided by a shepherd, were 

moved from one meadow to another. The shepherds were responsible not only for 

food and water, but also for the welfare of the sheep, if necessary even at the risk of 

losing their lives. Circling the herd, sheepdogs held the sheep together making sure 

that none of them got lost. Thus, straying dogs or wolves would be no harm. 

And our shepherds? Are heads of state, the Chancellor of Germany or the President 

of the United States of America, a good shepherd for their people? They should not 

look after themselves first, focus on leaving their mark utilizing their power, but 

work for the good of the people ...  

Or what about a company’s boss? They can’t only think about money and 

economics, they should have an open heart for the employees too. 

In Germany, Methodist chaplains are called pastor. This is derived from the Latin 

word pastor which means shepherd. This emphasizes that a pastor should not only 

preach well and manage the church work. For a pastor, one does not want a power-

greedy person, but one with a sympathetic ear and a caring heart open for concerns. 

Just as God is described in the Book of Ezekiel 34 (or in Psalms 23). 

But isn’t this comparison unreasonable? Of course, heads of state, company bosses 

and pastors, and anyone else who is carrying responsibility for other people by 

leading them should take God as the Good Shepherd as an example. But are they 

even remotely capable of living up to these expectations? 

Maybe that’s too much to ask for. A good shepherd should make his sheep feel 

comfortable with him. And this is what we expect from people who are in charge too. 



But even with God’s direction, our life sometimes doesn’t feel very comfortable. But 

we do have to trust that God’s love to us is persisting throughout hard times and 

burdensome experiences. And in occasion we just need some reproof or even painful 

correction in order to reach our aim in the end, home to God. 

 
Sunday, 11 December; Matthew 11: 2-6 

Rev. Valerie Mice, Robinson Evangelical UMC 

 

When John, who was in prison, heard about the deeds of the Messiah, he sent his 

disciples to ask him, “Are you the one who is to come, or should we expect someone 

else?” Jesus replied, “Go back and report to John what you hear and see: The blind 

receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cleansed, the deaf hear, the 

dead are raised, and the good news is proclaimed to the poor. Blessed is anyone who 

does not stumble on account of me.” (New International Version) 

 

John must have been pretty discouraged. Alone, in prison, unsure about his future he 

waited day by day and wondered what each dawn would bring. Do you ever feel like 

that? Never knowing what will happen and always waiting for the axe to fall. It can 

be suffocating. Jesus sent word to remind him of the wonders and signs whose stories 

were being told and retold everywhere. John knew full well the meaning and the 

glorious future that those signs foretold. 

Today we see signs of a broken and fallen world all around us. Yet even in the midst 

of such sorrow the work of Christ goes on. Refugees are sheltered, disease and 

sickness is being treated, and the lost are hearing the good news of salvation each and 

every day. Our long-sought for King is coming. Celebrate Jesus in your heart and 

anticipate His impending arrival, but also rejoice in the signs still performed by the 

Church, the body of Christ as we await in breathless anticipation. 

 
Monday, 12 December; Matthew 11: 2-6 

Rainer Lock, Dresden 

 

John the Baptist sits in prison and he is hearing about the things that are happening 

outside prison, in freedom. His disciples are telling him about the “works of Christ”, 

that Jesus is walking around with his disciples and is drawing a lot of attention to 

himself. Even into the prison of Herod the news finds its way - of that young rabbi, 

who is not at all concerned about the opinion of man. John was longing for the 

promised savior. He himself preached that people ought to wait for Him and to return 

from their godless lifestyle. 

He, the Baptist and forerunner wants to know it exactly - he sends his disciples to 

Jesus, with the question that moves his heart so much: “Are you the one who is to 

come, or should we expect someone else?!” The answer is just as direct and honest as 

the asked question. “Tell John, what you hear and see: The lame, those who have 

leprosy, the deaf - all of them receive help. They become clean, free and their health 

is being restored. To them the message of God´s love is preached. ” Jesus helped 



people wherever he came and some were surprised by a new attitude towards life, 

because pain and leprosy or even death were gone. It was joy to encounter him, 

Jesus. 

Is it the typical sign of His nearness, that something is happening that is bringing life, 

refreshment in tired-out lives and maybe even such relationships? To this day he is 

the one, who can do this and is not only talking about it. 

Whether we come together as his church or alone - where He is present, there is 

awakening hope and life. Those receive help - even today - who turn to the Son of 

God. Even though he is not standing visible or tangible next to us, he is nevertheless 

present by His Spirit, to help those, who confide in him. This good news may spread 

into our families, schools, kindergartens, workplaces, among our friends and 

neighbors.  

What shall we do then? Let´s give Him our confidence and even call our mistrust 

honestly by name. That way we will be upheld and we will learn to make firm steps 

and to marvel at him, Jesus, even in this special time of Advent.´ 

 
Tuesday, 13 December; Luke 1:57-66 

Sharon Hamley 

 

When it was time for Elizabeth to have her baby, she gave birth to a son. Her 

neighbors and relatives heard that the Lord had shown her great mercy, and they 

shared her joy.  

On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they were going to name 

him after his father Zechariah, but his mother spoke up and said, “No! He is to be 

called John.” They said to her, “There is no one among your relatives who has that 

name.”  Then they made signs to his father, to find out what he would like to name 

the child.  He asked for a writing tablet, and to everyone’s astonishment he wrote, 

“His name is John.”  

Immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue set free, and he began to speak, 

praising God.  All the neighbors were filled with awe, and throughout the hill 

country of Judea people were talking about all these things.  Everyone who heard 

this wondered about it, asking, “What then is this child going to be?” For the Lord’s 

hand was with him. (New International Version) 

 

First we have the fact that Elizabeth has just had a baby.  This was not supposed to 

happen. She and her husband are well beyond the child bearing years. Conventional 

wisdom and even modern science would say that she had no chance of ever being 

pregnant because of her advanced years.  But here we find that God has found favor 

with her and her husband, Zechariah, and he blessed them with a son.  He went 

beyond the conventional wisdom he went beyond science and blessed a couple with a 

child who would, himself, work outside the box to prepare the way for Christ the 

Messiah. We have the naming of John on his 8
th
 day.  Tradition of that day had a son 

being named after the father or another man in the family.  God goes beyond 

conventional thought and tradition and has Elizabeth and Zechariah name their child 



John.  No one in the family carries this name.   When the people heard that the child 

would be named John they were shocked.  They in fact did not seem to believe 

Elizabeth and so they have Zechariah write down the name, just to verify what 

Elizabeth said.   Zechariah confirms that his son will be named John.   And at that 

pronouncement Zechariah is now able to speak.  Again just one more instance where 

God worked outside the box (he stilled Zechariah’s tongue HE freed it).   

We need to remember that God can and will work outside of the box.  He will, 

probably more often than not, work beyond conventional thought, and modern 

science. God will use ordinary people to do extraordinary things.  God can use a 

small church to accomplish big ideas.  God can and will use us to change the world.  

You might say that’s impossible, change the world, it can’t be done. I am only one 

person, there is not much I could ever do.  Saying that only puts our Great and 

wonderful God in a box.  Saying that puts conventional thoughts upon God.  Our 

God is so much greater than our thoughts.  Our God is greater than any boundaries 

we can put upon him, or ourselves.  The Bible is filled with God working outside of 

humanity’s box.  From the opening chapters of Genesis where he creates the world to 

the chapters where he frees Israel from Egypt all the way to the birth of John and the 

birth of Christ.  God works in ways that defy our understanding.  And not only that, 

he uses people who are ordinary to do the extraordinary.  As we go through Advent 

let us remember how Great our God is and let us remember that we are not ordinary 

people.  We are God’s children and he has called us to do extraordinary things, and 

with God by our side guiding us we can accomplish more than what people can ever 

think possible.    

PRAYER:  LORD, we come to you today and acknowledge that we have put limits 

upon you.  We confess that we more often than not say, “That’s impossible.”   We 

ask LORD that you open our hearts and minds to your great and wonderful power.  

Help us to see that NOTHING is impossible with you.  Help us to see that we, who 

are ordinary, can, with you, do the extraordinary.  Help us to see that with you we 

can change the world.  Help us to free you. 

 
Wednesday, 14 December; Luke 1:57-66 

Ina Schönfeld, Schwarzenberg 

 

Evan. Jan. Giovanni. Johanna. Iwan. Jane. Jack. João. Hans. Ifan. Seán. Ian. Shane. 

John. Johannes.  

It is a name which has spread all over the world, and if today some mother in Italy 

gives birth to a son and names him Giovanni, it is unlikely that anyone will question 

her decision. Not so with Elizabeth. Her neighbours and relatives ask her: “Why do 

you call him John? None among your relatives is called so.” Which means she was 

not supposed to pick just any name she likes, but the name had to come out of their 

own line of ancestors.  

But Elizabeth had gone through some extraordinary months in her life. A prophesy 

had been made to her husband while he was doing his service in the temple. A child 

would be born to them, even though they were both advanced in age and Elizabeth 



was barren. As Zechariah had doubts, the angel just sealed his lips. Every mother 

among us can vividly imagine how hard it must have been to go through 9 months of 

a totally unexpected and miraculous first pregnancy in a body that is not young and 

strong anymore, and with a husband who is not able to speak. But the long months of 

waiting and praying seem to have made her mentally and spiritually strong. When 

she is questioned about the child’s name, she speaks up and she is very certain: “No! 

He is to be called John.” 

The name John comes from Johannes, the then used hellenized form of the hebrew 

name Yohanan which means “Yahweh has been gracious”. He has been gracious to 

Zechariah and Elizabeth with this gift of a child. But when we go back in the Bible 

we find several examples of elderly barren women who were graced with such a gift. 

And we realize that all this happened with a plan, as if God is telling us: “Look at 

what I am able to do. Look at the grace i am able and willing to shower on you. And 

soon I will do even more: A virgin will give birth to a son, and he will be your 

saviour.” What a story God has been writing with mankind! And we today are still 

part of this great story, and our names are written in it, too. 

 
Thursday, 15 December; Isaiah 4:4-6 

Joel Garrett 

 

The Lord will wash away the filth of the women of Zion; he will cleanse the 

bloodstains from Jerusalem by a spirit of judgment and a spirit of fire. Then the Lord 

will create over all of Mount Zion and over those who assemble there a cloud of 

smoke by day and a glow of flaming fire by night; over everything the glory will be a 

canopy. It will be a shelter and shade from the heat of the day, and a refuge and 

hiding place from the storm and rain. (New International Version) 

 

What I especially like about this time of year are the decorations people are placing 

outside. I once knew a family who kind of went “overboard” in their annual outside 

decorations. So numerous and bright were the lights that pilots used it as a reference 

point. (I’m not kidding.) It was not a hard house to miss either from the ground or the 

air. Isaiah 4:5 says, “Then the Lord will create over the whole site of Mount Zion and 

over her assemblies a cloud by day, and smoke and the shining of flame of fire by 

night.” The words of the prophet reference a time past when God led Israel though 

the wilderness yet words are timeless. In Middle Eastern climates the weather is 

often hot and the skies are clear; it is kind of hard not to notice a cloud during the day 

and at night a flame is hard to miss. In any age God promises to guide people of faith 

in ways that will be plain to see. God’s guidance is hard to overlook. As we prepare 

to celebrate the birth of the Savior once again, honor him not only in the celebration 

of Christmas Day but by following the guidance God gives through Jesus every day 

of the year. 

 

Friday, 16 December; Isaiah 4:4-6 
Steffen Landrock, Leipzig 

 

To see God’s glory – preferably every day, without roof and limit! We spent this 



year’s summer holiday in the mountains, on a mountain farm in the altitude of 3280 

feet with a marvelous view on the so-called High Tauern. These massive mountains 

create a breathtaking image together, reaching as far as the sky with their height of 

up to 12,461 feet. A clear view allows you to see the snow- and ice-covered 

mountain tops. Unfortunately, most of the time this beautiful massif is hidden behind 

clouds and then the forms of these mountains can only be guessed. In today’s Bible 

passage, we read that God will create a sign of his presence, in the form of a cloud, 

smoke, and the shining of a flaming fire. A sign – but visible for everyone? Or will it 

be like in the mountains: often hidden, full of impendence and with the constant 

threat of change in weather? This can be very unpleasant, even life-threatening for 

somebody who is not well prepared. But if we continue reading, we see that God’s 

majesty presents us with a shelter against heat and sun, a refuge in rain and storm.  

During our holiday, I desperately wanted to climb up the ‘backyard mountain’ 

behind our farm of about 7762 feet height. From there, I have been told, I would 

have a particularly beautiful view of the other mountains – only, however, in the case 

of a clear view. Thus, I studied the weather forecast diligently and asked local 

farmers for their advice as they knew the region best. On the eight day of our 

holiday, in the very early morning, I began my mountain tour and it was marvelous! 

First, I drove with the car to a safe mountain cabin from where I continued my hike 

by foot – my gaze always fixed on the summit cross. God meant well for me. His 

majesty opened before me. At least for a brief moment, his glory opened up before 

me. For a brief moment, he permitted me to see the beauty and perfection of his 

creation. I invite you, to set your hope on a potential sign of his presence and to 

expect these signs in your life – perhaps in the form of an unexpected encounter, a 

decision, a good conversation – be open to whatever he has in store for you. 

 
Saturday, 17 December; Philippians 4:4-9 

Mary Garber, Mt. Lebanon UMC, Pittsburgh PA 

 

Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! Let your gentleness be 

evident to all. The Lord is near. Do not be anxious about anything, but in every 

situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. 

And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts 

and your minds in Christ Jesus. Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, 

whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever 

is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things. 

Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into 

practice. And the God of peace will be with you. (New International Version) 

 

At the Sound and Light  theater in Lancaster, Pa. the current dramatic  presentation 

is  about  Samson, a hero of the Old Testament. We are familiar with the story of 

Samson and his hair; and how his strength is symbolized in that very long hair. 

At the end of the performance, the narrator comes on the stage to talk about 

Samson’s faith in God.  Many times in the play Samson questions his own faith.  He 

asked why God has chosen him.   (I think we might also ask that same question as 



part of our own lives). In the end through the story of Samson, God has 

revealed His great gift to all of us: the miracle of prevenient grace.   His grace is for 

all people whether we deserve it or not.  This is the message of Samson and the 

message to people everywhere. 

Paul tells his friends to "rejoice in the Lord always, and again, I say rejoice."  Rejoice 

in the birth of Jesus Christ and be happy every day.  We are all saved by Grace and 

God’s love.  No matter if we have sinned again and again, God loves us and cares for 

us. 

In Philippians, there are several powerful messages on how to live a Christian 

life.  "Rejoice in the Lord greatly" for instance, and "the peace of God which passes 

all understanding shall keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus" and finally 

"Celebrate God every day". These words can keep us focused on Christ every day of 

our lives. Jesus came to bring joy to a confused and troubled world. I think that is the 

essence of the Christmas story. 

 
Sunday, 18 December; Philippians 4:4-9 

Michael Morgenroth, Sehmatal-Cranzahl 

  

"The God who gives peace will stand by you." We have this assurance. This holds 

true today and each new day. Whatever moves your heart today, whether it be 

tension, sorrow, or joy, God will be with you. 

"Rejoice! Rejoice always." How does that sound? Who can joyfully respond to such 

a prompt, if it is called out so abruptly? Even in view of the coming Christmas, that 

will not work. Yet, Paul writes, "Rejoice, because you belong to the Lord." He writes 

in the knowledge that God will be with you. He experiences God's faithfulness and 

help. This is tangible when near the Lord Jesus Christ. Joy of the imminent coming 

of the Lord. Although Paul is held in captivity, he lives in this joy. 

Joy that comes from the heart is infectious. It touches other hearts. Is not that the best 

way to draw attention to Jesus Christ? Paul calls out that: "All people should realize 

how good, how kind, how gentle you are with each other." 

That sounds very biased: Rejoice and all is well. However, Paul does not dismiss the 

sorrows, worries, and hardships which surround us. With faithfulness, bring all 

things that God can make possible to God in prayer. The gratitude and the deep 

connection with God are the right basis, to find the right way to go and to make the 

right changes. For Christ preserves our thoughts and our will for good. Christ has 

peace, which is greater than anything we can imagine. 

Here, Paul gives assistance and renames some features that aim at developing a good 

relationship and convey joy. It occurs to me that here desirable properties are 

enumerated. That feels good. In my memory, the list of bans and what is called sin is 

overwhelming, you must not ..., stay away from ..., avoid this and that. I find that 

when we endeavor for good values and then employ them, we have good makings to 

be ambassadors of Christ. "The God who gives peace will stand by you in it." 

  



Monday, 19 December; Psalm 96:11-13 
Mary Garber, Mt. Lebanon UMC, Pittsburgh PA 

 

Let the heavens rejoice, let the earth be glad; let the sea resound, and all that is in it. 

Let the fields be jubilant, and everything in them; let all the trees of the forest sing 

for joy. Let all creation rejoice before the Lord, for he comes, he comes to judge the 

earth. He will judge the world in righteousness and the peoples in his faithfulness. 

(New International Version) 

 

One of the first Christmas carols  I learned as a child was "joy to the World, the Lord 

has come, Let heaven and nature sing". Psalm 96 reflects  that joyous  image of the 

coming of Christ..  "Let's hear it from the sky, with the earth joining in...Let the 

wilderness  turn cartwheels...animals dance…as He comes to set everything right on 

earth" 

Christmas is joy reflected. In singing great music, of giving gifts, of visiting friends 

and family, in worshipping on Christmas Eve. In candlelight.  Then Christmas 

morning, with stories of a child being born who will set the whole world right gives 

us an understanding of the whole event.   

Handel heard "for unto us a child is born, a son is given and His name shall be called 

wonderful, marvelous, the everlasting, the Prince of peace".  

Christmas is a joyful time for Christians everywhere no matter what one’s life 

situation might be. Christ came for us, each one of us, so that we may live life to the 

fullest.   

So when we sing Christmas carols in German or English, the message is the same. 

God loves us, encourages us to help one another, and to sing His praises day after day. 

God touches us as we as Wesley people and Luther people sing our songs at 

Christmas, Merry Christmas. And Fröhliche Weihnachten!    

 
Tuesday, 20 December; Psalm 96:11-13 

Pastor Eric Söllner, Jena 

 

When the suffering finally get justice 

The words of Psalm 96 make me initially happy. The invitation to happiness is 

contagious. It creates images in my mind. How does it look like when heaven and 

earth, sea and field and trees are rejoicing? I see flowering meadows before my inner 

eye. Deep green trees swaying in the wind. Waves dancing merrily with white crests 

on top. I can almost feel the fresh air in my nose. I rejoice, too.  

This changes when I learn the reason for their joy. God comes as a judge. A trial date 

is hardly ever a happy occasion. It slowly dawns on me: A trial date is hopefully 

anticipated by those who are yearning for justice.  

Heaven and earth, sea and field and trees are here mentioned as those suffering. But 

they may hope for justice.  



Involuntarily completely different images are now created on my mind. I see birds 

with their plumage glued with oil, earth ripped up by open-cast mining, cleared 

rainforests, livestock crammed into narrow coops, and eventually even the plastic 

bag I used to carry my purchases home today. 

Psalm 96 cannot possibly know about the way and extent of current environmental 

pollution and the exploitation of our earth. Yet it perceives the suffering of creation.  

I find myself in the role of the defendant.  

The justice that comes true for heaven and earth, sea and field and trees, has to be 

gained against mankind. Indeed there is nothing left of the initial joy.  

But the time when I am to take in this word of God allows for a hopeful outlook. 

Soon we will celebrate Christmas. God becomes human. He himself jumps into the 

gap the unjust and self-willed acts of mankind have torn. God establishes justice 

through his dedication. Therefore the justice God establishes will do me good, too.  

 
Wednesday, 21 December; Psalm 124:1-8 

Rev. Bruce Davis, Erie PA 

 

If the Lord had not been on our side— let Israel say— if the Lord had not been on 

our side when people attacked us, they would have swallowed us alive when their 

anger flared against us; the flood would have engulfed us, the torrent would have 

swept over us, the raging waters would have swept us away. Praise be to the Lord, 

who has not let us be torn by their teeth. We have escaped like a bird from the 

fowler’s snare; the snare has been broken, and we have escaped. Our help is in the 

name of the Lord, the Maker of heaven and earth. (New International Version) 

 

As I meditate and pray, often a song enhances my worship. It fills my heart and soul 

with a thought about God that encourages and inspires me to further trust God. This 

series of Psalms 120-134 called “Song of Ascents” seem to be just that, songs that 

instructs and inspires our hope in God. Psalm 124 reminds us that “Had it not been 

for the Lord” the results of life would be totally different.  The enemies that 

surrounded both David and Israel were real. Though promised by the prophetic 

anointing to be king he found himself running for his life. Hostile nations reminded 

him that had the Lord of Israel not been there the outcome would have been 

disastrous.  

At times our lives seem to run over with enemies seeking to destroy us along our 

path. Sometimes our fears and anxieties seem to overwhelm us as well. But like 

David we need to look back and see that had it not been for God fighting for us we 

would be engulfed. So we can praise the Lord that He is for us. As we celebrate the 

season of Advent we are reminded if God had not come for us we would be 

destroyed by sin. But we can say with confidence and hope what the scripture 

reminds us. Because God has said, "Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you," 

so we say with confidence, "The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid." (Hebrews 

13:5-6) 



Thursday, 22 December; Psalm 124:1-8 
Pastorin Kate Harris, Zwönitz und Lößnitz 

 

As an American serving as a pastor in Germany, throughout my first year, I have had 

my fair share of triumphs and tribulations. It has not always been easy trying to 

navigate a new culture and simultaneously serving as a Christian leader. I may not 

have felt as if a flood was sweeping me away, but more than once have I wished for a 

stronger umbrella. Living in a foreign land and language can be trying; everything is 

new, and, as the foreigner, sometimes I am left questioning if I acted appropriately in 

a given circumstance. However, by God's grace, I am serving alongside God's 

people, who have also lived the truth of this Psalm, and, therefore, we are gifted with 

the opportunity to share that grace with one another. Sometimes we are down on our 

luck, sometimes things do not go our way and we feel like the world is against us, 

sometimes we are living in a foreign land with unknown customs and our reactions 

are met with disbelief and confusion, but there is always grace and hope. God has not 

given us up as prey, but rather promises to remain on our side. With God, the powers 

against us can be regarded almost as an illusion, because God empowers us not only 

to survive but to thrive. We are not the weak waiting to be trampled, we are the 

servants of God gifted with the strength and faith to overcome whatever challenges 

may come our way. We each have our own journey with its own highs and lows. I 

feel blessed that mine has taken me to a foreign land, and, though it is not always 

easy, I am learning that through our adversities, we may come to know God's 

perseverance for us and dedication to us in new and unexpected ways. 

 
Friday, 23 December; Matthew 1:21 

Rev. Daniel P. Grimes, Pine City UMC, Knox PA 

 

She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will 

save his people from their sins. (New International Version) 

 

We live in fear too often. Fear will keep us from doing what God wants us to do. It 

will consume us if we let it. Do you think Joseph was afraid to take Mary as his 

wife? Punishment would have been harsh, according to today’s standards. Possibly 

death, because it could have been considered adultery. Joseph was hesitant, then God 

reassured him. The words of God in Matthew 1:20b-21: “Joseph son of David, don’t 

be afraid to take Mary as your wife, because the child she carries was conceived by 

the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you will call him Jesus, because he 

will save his people from their sins” reassured Joseph to take Mary as his wife. 

What would our lives look like if Joseph had acted out of his fear and not listened to 

God’s reassurance? Would we celebrate Christmas the same way? Would Mary have 

been stoned for adultery? Or would God have protected her no matter what they 

situation was? I believe God would have protected her no matter what the situation, 

but Joseph would have missed out on being a part of raising the Son of God as He 

walked on the earth.  



Ask yourself; how many times have I made a decision out of fear and not obedience? 

What have I missed out on by deciding that way? Joseph was picked by God for the 

task of being the earthly father of Jesus Christ. I believe God knew he could do it, but 

Joseph’s insecurity and fear just about caused him to miss out on the awesome job 

God had for him. What have we missed out on because we were afraid?  

Mary gave birth to salvation. It was in the name of Jesus Christ. For salvation to 

happen we all need to do our part and step out, without fear, and do the work and will 

of God. 

 
Saturday, 24 December; Matthew 1:21 

Bischöfin Rosemarie Wenner, Frankfurt/Main 
 

In Germany we love nativity plays. Many congregations work hard with their 

children in order to perform well. I was a proud member of the team when I was 

young. I loved to play Mary. The role of Josef very often was a rather passive one. 

Quite often Josef was just standing there behind Mary. No one expected important 

words coming from him. I was glad that it is a male role. By reading the gospel of 

Matthew we realize that the scripts of those nativity plays do not reflect correctly the 

biblical role of Josef. Josef had to accept the son of God as his own son, offering care 

for Mary and the baby boy. This was a difficult and an important role. Josef had not 

aimed for it. But he was called by God. And he faithfully responded to God’s call. 

Josef did not only say “yes” with his lips, but with his actions. He served as a human 

father for a godly child. As fathers were privileged to do in ancient times, he had to 

name his firstborn son. But the name had been chosen by God. The baby boy should 

be called Jesus. Jesus means God is the saver. In the announcement that Josef 

received it was further explained: Jesus will save his people from their sins. For 

Jewish believers it was clear: God is the only one who is able to forgive sins. If Jesus 

was able to save from sins, than Jesus indeed was God’s son as well as Josef’s son. It 

is hard to believe that God becomes human in the son of Mary, the young women 

and that God’s son will grow up in the home of the carpenter Josef. But this is part of 

the story how God wanted to save his people from their sins and reestablish the 

relationship between God and those who are willing to receive forgiveness. God 

becomes one of us. We are all called to accept the unexpected news so that our lives 

will be changed. Are we listeners like Josef? And are we ready to respond to the call 

to join the family of God by accepting Jesus as savior and following him? I wish we 

could learn from Josef. He is indeed worthy to be looked upon as a role model. 

 
Sunday, 25 December; Luke 2:11-13 

Bishop Cynthia Moore-Koikoi, Western Pennsylvania Conference 

 

Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is the Messiah, the 

Lord. This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in 

a manger.” Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel 

and praising God. (New International Version) 



Christmas is a time of great joy. It is a season when we connect with friends and 

family.  Sometimes, however, these very connections make it more challenging for 

us to take the time needed to connect with the one whose birth created this season. 

According to Luke during that first Christmas, Mary and Joseph connected with 

friends and family in Bethlehem, shepherds, a prophets and a prophetess. But after 

being visited by the shepherds, Mary took the opportunity to reconnect with God as 

she pondered everything the shepherds had said. I wonder what it would be like if 

after every visit with friends and family during this holiday season we stopped to 

deliberately reflect on the good news and great joy of the birth of Jesus. What if after 

every cookie or gift exchange, dinner, or party, we took time just to treasure and 

ponder the words, “to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the 

Messiah, the Lord.” Perhaps these moments of reflection are all God needs to move 

in our hearts so that during this season we truly become agents of peace and good 

will toward humankind.  

Prayer: Lord help us during this season of connections, not to forget to connect with 

you. 

 
Monday, 26 December; Luke 2:11-13 

Pastor Michael Kropff, Zschorlau 

 

Luke 2, the Christmas Story or the Story of Jesus' Birth – a text we all know. Read 

and heard every year. It's familiar and gives a homey feeling – the holy night, full of 

warmth and light, shelter in a stall, the Good News for the shepherds, songs of praise 

from the fields. A safe world. Just like when we were kids. 

But who is this child? The Savior and Redeemer, Christ, the Messiah, the Lord. Big 

words for such a small baby. Aren't these all descriptions and titles which are 

actually for a entitled for a ruler? Titles which were used to address the Emporer 

Augustus? The Redeemer is not a sweet little baby, but a sovereignty. Messiah, in 

Greek Christ, is the title of an annointed king. Lord is the word which the Jews had 

already used in the Old Testament to address God our Lord. Not a sweet, loving 

Redeemer. Not a nice, homey, children's experience. It deals with big politics, God 

Himself. 

How is this Savior, this Messiah, this Lord different... What are the symbols of His 

power? A crown? A sword? Scepter and emperial orb? NO! His symbols are diapers 

and a crib – a child. What rejection and blasphemy of kings and rulers, presidents 

and chancellors..... This Lord, this child, is different. The diapers a reminder of His 

cloak that would be divided under the cross. His wooden crib a reminder of the cross 

on which He would be nailed. This child in diapers and in a crib is the Savior, the 

annointed King, the Lord – this helpless and naked man on the cross. 

Who are we hoping for? A poor, helpless child, a man on a cross? Or on the 

powerful, the chancellor or presidents? Where is help? In Washington? In Berlin? In 

the City of David! When is the day of salvation? Today! Not on election day, 

November 18
th
 and not in autumn 2017. For today Jesus was born and today He 

wants to be born again in our hearts. 



Tuesday, 27 December; Colossians 1:15-23 
Dave Hurst, Beulah UMC, Johnstows PA 

 

The Son is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For in him 

all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether 

thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things have been created through him 

and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together. And he is the 

head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the 

dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy. For God was pleased to 

have all his fullness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, 

whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, 

shed on the cross. Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your 

minds because of your evil behavior. But now he has reconciled you by Christ’s 

physical body through death to present you holy in his sight, without blemish and 

free from accusation— if you continue in your faith, established and firm, and do not 

move from the hope held out in the gospel. This is the gospel that you heard and that 

has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven, and of which I, Paul, have 

become a servant. (New International Version) 

 

Written from a Roman prison to the Asia Minor church at Colosse, Paul’s words 

seem more suited to Kingdomtide or Eastertide than these twelve days of 

Christmastide. Paul is stressing the deity of Jesus Christ, his vital role in all of 

Creation, his unique position as the Son of God and his solitary role as Savior. These 

strong statements about Christ were intended to correct the thinking of Colossians 

and other first-century followers of The Way, who were being told that Jesus could 

not have been truly human and is not the sole source of Salvation. Paul’s stirring 

words firmly establish Christ’s oneness with the Creator, Lordship over all of heaven 

and earth, human nature and exclusive role in our reconciliation with God. But 

where’s the Christmas message? Christmastide celebrates more than the arrival of the 

Christ Child. This special season also recognizes the incarnate nature and purpose of 

Jesus’ birth. God arrived among us in fullness as a human baby. That baby’s promise 

to us was to bring us peace through his blood shed on the cross. As sinful creatures, 

we were vile in God’s eyes – his enemies – until we embraced Christ’s offer to 

repent, receive forgiveness and be reconciled to God through Jesus’ physical death. 

Because we understand and accept the Christ Child for what he truly is, this Son-

Creator-Lord-Savior will present us as holy, blameless, and faultless to our heavenly 

Father. What a gift! This Christmas season, let us seek to share this gift with those 

we love – and with those we don’t like but need to love. For that is one of the ways 

to remain rooted in the glad tidings of the Good News and the hope of the Nativity.  

 
Wednesday, 28 December; Colossians 1:15-23 

Frank Ebert, Zwickau 

 

What are these words. Do you get it? What is our energy or engine? In my opinion 

two hard points are inside these words and it is good to think about it or go deep in 

contemplation about it. 



Very important is also the question: What happens with me if I read the text. The 

word I read and feel is there fear or presents of protection? 

First point: Jesus is everything! This is a fact because Paul said so?! HE was there 

and is. He is in everything/everybody and before everything, mints and configures all 

things. Is that so? Do I believe Pauls words: Jesus is? That is something to digest 

hardly. And when I am understand, what is happen next? All is made for Jesus. In 

him is all things. Is this helpful for all things surrounding me and where I am 

thinking these are wicked. This wicked things are made to disclose God’s glory. So 

said Jesus for a sick men without sin. These points feel or to see in powerless 

situation is hard. Only Jesus can help us in that case. HE can give us strength and 

power and resolve for help and against iniquitousness or other things to bring the 

light of Jesus in these situation. Through this everything is made for Jesus, to give 

him honour and majesty. 

With that the second point of the text starts: Do I believe in that. Am I with Jesus? 

Am I a part of “all things” which are made for Jesus? If this is real for me then it is 

valid that Jesus is for me. Do I have this certainness in faith or not? Am I afraid 

because of that or do I have presents of protection? 

Everyone needs to find out for his own. For me is it definite: that if you think about 

that and contemplate and search for Jesus and the almighty father, we will not be 

alone and stay empty. Jesus will look for us and HE will come and become face to 

face. 

Nevertheless I am convinced from that and so also Paul as he wrote in the letter: I 

become a servant. And if Paul is save in that why it should not be valid for you or 

me. Jesus is closer to you than you feel or think. For Jesus it is certainness and how 

you think about it? 

 
Thursday, 29 December; Isaiah 63:7-9 
Rev. John H. Piper, Boston/Elizabeth UMC 

 

I will tell of the kindnesses of the Lord, the deeds for which he is to be praised, 

according to all the Lord has done for us— yes, the many good things he has done 

for Israel, according to his compassion and many kindnesses. He said, “Surely they 

are my people, children who will be true to me”; and so he became their Savior. In 

all their distress he too was distressed, and the angel of his presence saved them. In 

his love and mercy he redeemed them; he lifted them up and carried them all the 

days of old. (New International Version) 

 

REMEMBER, REMEMBER         I was a history major in college and my 

churches  usually get a history lesson as part of the sermons I preach each Sunday, 

which I have been doing now for 54 years.  At the age of 77, I am still under 

appointment to two small churches  near McKeesport , Pennsylvania.  Over the 

years, I have served on our Conference, Jurisdictional and General (national) 

Commissions on Archives and History , which are engaged in "the Ministry of 

Memory".     In the text for today the prophet Isaiah is remembering  the gracious 



deeds of the Lord and God's steadfast love.   For the Hebrew people the major deed 

of the Lord for them was the Exodus event…God's mighty act in bringing them out 

of slavery in Egypt and into a land of "milk and honey".  For us Christians, God's 

most gracious deed was sending Jesus Christ to us to live among us and love us and 

ultimately to redeem us.   At Christmas, we remember and celebrate the coming of 

the Christ as the Babe of Bethlehem. I have made the pilgrimage to the little town of 

Bethlehem twice now.   The first time was in 1983 and I was there with my 

parents.  When we got to the Church of the Nativity, we had to wait to go downstairs 

to the site that tradition says Christ was born…some French Catholics were down 

there.  As we waited, we heard them singing "Adeste  Fideles" . We joined in the 

singing and as I looked around  our group of American United Methodists I saw tears 

in the eyes of my Father.  Here we were in Bethlehem!  It was a moment I will 

always remember.  So this Advent season as you celebrate Christ's birth, bring out 

your special Christmas memories and share them with someone as 

well.     REMEMBER, CELEBRATE and WITNESS.       

 
Friday, 30 December; Isaiah 63:7-9 

Pastor Jeremias Georgi, Schleiz 

 

This prayer of penitence and invocation was probably written before the return of the 

people and before the reconstruction of the temple. The text shows that the returning 

folk finds itself between rejoice and grieve.  Rejoicing and grievance, we know these 

as well. Especially in reference to the Christmas message: We rejoice in the birth of 

the child of Bethlehem and we grieve about all the sufferings in this world. 

This old biblical text shows us, that there have always been woebegone situations in 

life. But we also experience, that we are taken into this community of sorrowful and 

thankful people. Many people before us have made this biblical prayer their own. 

Our faith is strengthened by turning trustingly to God in our prayers and we draw 

hope from telling him about our sorrows and burdens. 

The God that we believe in nowadays is the same as the one back then. We can, as 

Luther said, “rub his ears with his promises”: “Aren’t you our father?” And this is 

not in vain. The same promises are held for us. It is the God that became man, who 

can be found, who saves and who delivers us. And he doesn’t do that because you do 

certain things and you refrain from doing other things, he does it because he loves 

you and has mercy on you. 

This God became man in Jesus Christ, he lived and he showed that God is close to 

the weak and the poor. With the child in the crib in mind, we shall look ahead 

hopefully. As children of God, we shall be a sign of a world where love weighs more 

than hate, terror and violence. This world stands under the sign of God’s loyalty, who 

in his love, stands by this world.  In trusting God in his loyalty and placing us in his 

hands, we can go into a new year confidently. 

 
  



Saturday, 31 December; Ezekiel 36:26 
Rev. Edward W. Rogosky 

 

I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your 

heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. (New International Version) 

 

It is the possibility of a “new heart and a new flesh” or a new way of thought, “the 

heart” and a new way of living, “the spirit” within the human being that lives on even 

after the Christmas rush is over.   

What would such a thing look like?  A world where all people are important to God 

and each other.  It may be a world where trust and care replace mistrust and anger.  It 

may be a world where all people embrace a new heart and flesh with the old stones 

of anger, hatred and misery have gone.  A certain blessing for the upcoming year.   

 
Sunday, 1 January 2017; Ezekiel 36:26 

Pastor Lutz Brückner, Kirchberg und Wilkau-Haßlau 

 

In Germany, we know of a story called “The cold heart” by Wilhelm Hauff. Peter, 

the main character, is a young charcoal burner from the Black Forest. He can hardly 

live of his tiring, exhausting work which is producing charcoal. He feels inferior and 

disdained. He is sick and tired of living like this. This is how he gets prone to the 

temptations of an evil forest spirit who promises him a better life, if he only gives 

him his heart. Peter agrees and in return for his heart, he receives a heart that is cold 

and hard and made of stone. After that, life goes up hill for Peter indeed. He gets rich 

and marries a beautiful girl. Everything seems peachy. At first he doesn’t feel how he 

changes – suddenly he can’t feel anything at all. He doesn’t feel sorrow or love 

either. He doesn’t even feel anything for his old mother. He doesn’t share his new 

found wealth with her and complains that he gives her some pennies once in a while. 

He cannot even rejoice in anything. Beforehand, it was different. He could be happy 

about the tiniest things, like a little flower at the side of the path. But now the heart of 

stone doesn’t feel any emotions at all. The heart of stone only knows greed and 

selfishness. One day, Peter’s wife gives something to eat to a beggar. Peter gets 

really angry about this and in his anger, he slays his wife.  When he sees what he has 

done, he begins to think. Something is not right in his life. Is it actually possible to 

truly live with such a cold heart? Feeling is part of our lives – how should it work, to 

live without emotions?  Nevertheless, some people seem to have a heart of stone. We 

speak of “cold blooded, cold hearted” or that somebody “can’t be softened”. We also 

say that “hardheartedness rules” when somebody only thinks of himself. Such a 

person is unable to love, be merciful or show compassion. 

The prophet Ezekiel is accusing the Israelites, who lived in Babylon after the 

destruction of Jerusalem, of exactly that: God says, your hearts are made of stone. 

There is no altruism, no brotherly love among you. You also lost the love to God. 

Everything is cold, just like a stone. A hard verdict! 



In the old German story, Peter wins his heart back with a trick. Everything turns out 

all right: his wife comes back to life; he has a good income and social standing. He 

doesn’t become very rich but has enough to get by.  

This is a fairy tale. What does it look like in real life? What is it like with the cold 

hearted people? And: Am I sometimes cold hearted myself? My heart is not always 

as warm, compassionate and full of love as it should be. Can I do something against 

this? The answer is written in Ezekiel. God declares here:” Your hearts are of stone”. 

But he also says: “I will give you a new heart and a new spirit. I will take away the 

heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh”. God himself will take care of this and 

plant his love in our hearts. God’s love lets us love other people and God himself, it 

lets us be gracious, gives us compassion and makes us be merciful.  

With this heart of flesh, which God wants to give me, I can walk on his ways through 

the new year, to spread what the world is truly lacking: love and compassion. 

Through this, through us, others might find that they are also missing the heart of 

flesh, the love and compassion and that they can find exactly this in God. It is very 

much needed... 


