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Some of you may remember Bishop Chilton Knudsen, the Assisting 

Bishop in our diocese several years back.  Bishop Chilton was 

instrumental in my call to the diaconate and in my formation. During one 

of her lessons on homiletics, I recall her saying that a primary rule for 

preaching is to always, always preach the Gospel. She explained, 

“There will be Sundays when that will be difficult. Don’t fall to 

temptation to take the easy path. Always preach the Gospel—even when 

it’s hard.” 

  

When she spoke those words, she may have had today’s Gospel in mind, 

and Luke’s ominous warning that “There will be signs in the sun, the 

moon, and the stars, and on the earth distress among nations...People will 

faint from fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world, for the 

powers of heaven will be shaken.” 

 

I imagine preachers around the world sitting down at their computers this 

past week, like me, trying to find a good way to reconcile Luke’s dark, 

apocalyptic imagery with the light-filled symbols of the Advent season. It 

can be tricky to sit with this Gospel, in the midst of festive decorations, 

holiday gatherings, and Christmas shopping—especially so this year, as 

we try to move toward something more normal, where COVID does not 

dominate our every move.  

 

And when “Every Kiss Begins with Kay” and diamond jewelry and new 

cars are set as expectation for gifts, we Christians can be further 

challenged by the commercialization of one of the Church’s most holy 

days, and by the rush and busyness of the season—drawing us away from 
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true reflection of Advent’s promise: the promise of both the coming of the 

infant Jesus and the return of our resurrected Lord. 

 

“Emmanuel: God is with us,” the theme of our Advent preaching series, 

offers much for us to consider in the coming weeks. Not the least of which 

is, in a world filled with distortions, deceptions, and denials, how can we 

discern and be lead in God’s truths? 

 

Granted, even as we strive to learn God’s ways, we accept there are 

things our human brains simply cannot comprehend, part of the great 

mystery of God, things unknown, or unknowable. Yet even as we accept 

that mystery, our hearts still yearn to know him:  We cry out, like the 

psalmist, “Show me your ways, O Lord, and teach me your paths.” 

 

Sometimes those paths take us to unexpected places. Some years ago, I 

had a falling out with a dear friend.  For 20 years Sarah and I had been 

very close. After boot camp, the Navy sent us to different duty stations, 

but we visited and kept in touch—we were more like sisters than friends. 

Until one day we had a terrible, painful, ugly argument. And after it 

happened, we didn’t speak for a decade.  

 

After those 10 long years, I reached out to try to make amends, and we 

decided to try to salvage our relationship. I made plans to visit her in 

Arizona, and on the flight out west, I remember being excited but 

nervously aware of the unknowns: Were there unresolved issues between 

us? What would our relationship be like, after all this time?  

 

Perhaps Sarah was also nervous, for she planned a flurry of activities to 

keep us busy. One morning we embarked on a three-mile out and back 
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desert hike. Sarah had heard it was a popular path, and we looked 

forward to the reportedly breathtaking views from the formation at the 

peak, known as the Wind Cave.  

 

However popular it may have been, the trail was unfortunately not well-

marked. For the first quarter mile or so, a few yellow paint splatters on 

rocks guided us through the canyon. But these soon tapered off, making 

the trail more and more difficult to discern.  

 

As the sun rose higher in the sky, we kept walking into impassable brushy 

areas and dense rock formations, forcing us to double back multiple times. 

Trying to keep things light, we cracked jokes about how we might have to 

resort to our well-honed survivalist skills. But as the path became harder 

and harder to navigate, our senses of humor waned, and soon we fell 

silent.  

 

Then, I heard it: it was a sound I’d never heard before, except maybe on 

TV, but I knew immediately what it was: an unmistakable rattling sound, 

just off the trail to my right. My breath caught in my throat, for I knew 

what slithering creature created that sound. Well, I was done for. This 

was not the reunion I’d envisioned. 

 

We’d been hiking 90 minutes; the Wind Canyon remained far in the 

distance. Our water bottles were nearly empty, our cell phones showed 

“No Service,” the temperature continued climbing. And despite 

Google’s claim that this was a heavily traveled trail, we saw no other 

hikers, coming or going. 
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As we discussed whether to continue on, Sarah abruptly froze, pointing 

down toward her hiking boots. At first, I thought she twisted her ankle. 

But then I saw the real problem: the sole of her right boot had fallen off. It 

had literally rotted away from the rest of the shoe, a hazard of being 

stashed too long in a super-dry, super-hot Arizona attic. 

 

For a few moments, we stood staring down at that sole flopping sadly in 

the dusty trail. Then we looked at each other, and without saying a word, 

mutually acknowledged this as an undeniable sign. Sucking down our final 

drops of water, we rigged the sole to its shoe using her shoestring, and 

turned back the way we’d come.  

 

Well, given that I’m standing here before you, there are no surprise 

endings to this story. We somehow made it back to the trail head. Later 

that evening, Sarah and I enjoyed some wine and a good long laugh over 

our ill-fated journey. The moment reminded me of old times together.  

 

Some paths are well-marked, others are not, and still others are a 

confusing mixture of known and unknown, familiar and strange, 

comfortable and disconcerting. In all of this, we pray, God, show me your 

ways, teach me your paths, lead me in your truth. 

 

This morning’s scripture readings tell us much about God’s truth. The 

psalmist tells us He is the God of salvation, filled with compassion and 

love. We are assured He is gracious and upright. Jeremiah reveals a God 

who executes justice and righteousness—whom we can trust will fulfill his 

promise to David and the House of Judah, enfolding us within Israel’s 

salvation history. 
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Advent beckons us to reflect upon and prepare for that salvation history. 

The season is filled with notable contrasts. We await the well-familiar 

arrival of Emmanuel, the Christ child. We contemplate with uncertainty 

the final coming of Christ. Our Savior comes not as a conquering king—

but as a helpless newborn baby. Nations will at some point endure great 

distress, as the Son of Man returns in power and glory. 

 

Such contrasts can make us uncomfortable. This time of year, we prefer 

to keep our gaze on the familiar, sweet face of a swaddled infant, to tune 

in to the uplifted voices singing well-loved hymns, to bask in the glow of 

the season’s shimmering lights.  

 

But both the Christmas child and the Son of Man connect us to the 

dawning advent of God’s salvific, healing work in reconciling a devastated 

world. In the midst of our heartaches, God our righteousness promises 

justice in an unjust world. Out of our brokenness, God our salvation 

brings redemption. From within our anxieties, the God of love and 

faithfulness assures us we will one day stand before the Son of Man and 

see the glorious coming of his kingdom. 

 

These are the promises that shine forth from Luke’s Gospel. Promises 

that assure us that those who trust in God will need not fear when these 

mysterious, foreboding things take place.  

 

Emmanuel: God is with us. He walks alongside us in our Advent journey. 

In this we journey we wait, as Presbyterian pastor Wesley Avram says, 

“with a deep and growing sense that Christian discipleship is a kind of 

living in between—aware of Jesus, waiting for Jesus, and coming to know 

this Jesus for whom we wait in the midst of an eventful, unpredictable, 
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even tumultuous world, waiting to stand before him, yet not always 

knowing where he is.”1 

 

The question is, amid the uncertainty in what is now and what is to come, 

how can we be lead in God’s truth? How can we lean into the living in 

between, in order to overcome fear and foreboding, and find the hope in 

Luke’s Gospel?  

 

Theologian and early Church father Tertullian spoke of this “theology 

of hope,” saying, “The kingdom of God…is beginning to be at hand; the 

reward of life, and the rejoicing of eternal salvation…are now coming, with 

the passing away of the world; already heavenly things are taking the 

place of earthly and great things of small, and eternal things of things that 

fade away. What room is there here for anxiety and solicitude?”2  

 

What room is there here for anxiety and solicitude? 

 

This Advent, my hope is that we will be able to cast away anxiety, be 

alert, and embrace the living in between: the paths well-traveled and those 

unmarked, the joyful and the messy, the soft light of the coming Christ 

child and the blazing bold promise of God’s coming kingdom.  

 

Emmanuel: God is with us. Calling us to lives of faithfulness, knowing 

God’s promises to his people—since the very beginning and for eternity—

are sure and true. Let us prepare to receive our savior, to stand up and 

raise our heads, for our redemption is drawing near.  

 
1 From Feasting on the Word: Year C, Volume 1: Advent Through Transfiguration, 850. 
2 Tertullian, The Treatises, 7: On the Morality in Ante-Nice Fathers, 10 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1988), 5:64, 69 


