
THE EPISCOPAL DIOCESE OF WEST TEXAS

✬ Watch and Pray
A Series of Daily Reflections on the
Sunday Readings for Advent 2014

Advent I ✬ Sunday, November 30
Readings: Isaiah 64:1-9; Psalm 80:1-7, 16-18; 1 Corinthians 1:3-9; Mark 13:24-37

If you have a home Advent wreath, you may want to light the first candle to shine as you enter 
this time of reflection and prayer. The simple liturgy is drawn from the readings for this week.

Prayers for candle-lighting
Restore us, O LORD God of hosts;
show the light of your countenance, and we shall be saved. [Light the candle]

You meet those who gladly do right,
those who remember you in your ways.

Restore us, O LORD God of hosts;
show the light of your countenance, and we shall be saved.

Interpreting the Readings
The readings for Advent immerse us in the longings of Israel:

• both poignant longing for a remembered past when the Israelites were a united 
nation under the rule and guidance of their God,

• and a courageous longing for a future that God is preparing the people to 
receive.

We live in the midst of a community of faith with very deep roots and long memories. 
As the inheritors of these generations of the faithful, we have the advantage of wisdom 
deeper than one generation.

Today’s readings take us into two distinct time periods:
• the time when the exiled citizens of Judea were returning to their homeland 

after upwards of fifty years in Babylon (in the reading from Isaiah, around 538 
BCE ),

• and the first century CE, when Jesus of Nazareth was carrying out his ministry 
in the late twenties in Roman Imperial Palestine (witnessed in the reading from 
the Gospel of Mark), and Paul was spreading the Gospel across the Empire in 
the fifties (evidenced by the opening lines of his letter to the church in Corinth, 
Greece).



• Both Jesus and Paul proclaim the reign of God in the midst of the oppressive 
rule of Rome: a proclamation of faith in God’s power to create in the face of 
Rome’s power to destroy.

While the readings may be separated by centuries, they all witness to the intense 
longing of the people of God for God to enter in a definitive way to establish justice and 
righteousness. For the Church, Advent marks a season of preparation for God’s entry.

• Because God is pure holiness, we seek to prepare ourselves by disciplines of 
holiness.

• Because God is pure justice and mercy, we prepare ourselves by caring for our 
fellow human beings with concern for justice on the large scale and works of 
mercy on the personal scale.

• Because God is pure love, we prepare ourselves by opening and widening our 
hearts to God and our neighbor. 

One of the most difficult readings this week is the passage from Mark 13, which is 
sometimes called the “Little Apocalypse.”

• Part of what makes it so difficult is that it depends on our recognizing 
references to several other Jewish writings that were familiar to Jesus’ audience, 
from prophets like Isaiah and Daniel to other writings with which most of us 
are not familiar, such as the Similitudes of Enoch.

• In the centuries around the time of Jesus, there was a great deal of interest in 
the powers that were understood to exist between the completely invisible God 
and our material world.

• For example, the Son of Man was understood to be a heavenly figure to whom 
God would entrust the judgment of the nations before God’s full entry into the 
world. You can probably imagine how much an oppressed people yearned for 
God’s judgment upon their oppressors. Early followers of Jesus understood 
him, as risen Lord, to be this Son of Man, who would return to bring about the 
full consequences of God’s justice, so that God’s reign could be fulfilled upon 
the earth.

• Likewise, there was a great deal of interest in angels in Jesus’ day, and we see 
angels mentioned in the passage, assisting the Son of Man.

What is not at all difficult to understand (though challenging) in Mark 13 is the repeated 
call to “be alert” and “keep awake,” because the reign of God may come at any time.

Paul’s words to the assembly of the faithful in Corinth give us insight into their lively 
sense of the Spirit’s gracious and powerful outpouring upon them, as they experienced 
the risen Christ’s presence with them and awaited the full reign of God.
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For Reflection
The four weeks of Advent give Christians a chance to prepare to welcome the fullness 
of Incarnation at Christmas, not only the Incarnation of God in the infant Jesus in the 
first century, but perhaps even more significantly, the ongoing incarnation of God in the 
people and events of our own lives now.

People choose different ways to prepare for God’s nearness.
• Some choose to adopt practices of quiet reflection and simplicity, in order not to 

get caught up in the commercial frenzy of our surrounding culture.
• Others choose to engage in creative endeavors, to experience God’s 

incarnational joy.
• Others choose to deepen their practice of traditional disciplines of prayer or 

study of the scriptures or charity.
• Many Christians engage practices of generosity during Advent, as a corollary to 

God’s generous self-giving in Christ.

This study offers some questions for reflection each day, to bring the scriptures into 
your life. Knowing what kind of preparation you are drawn to may help you use those 
questions in a way most appropriate to how God is calling you right now.
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Monday, December 1  ✬ Come down!

Prayers for candle-lighting
Restore us, O LORD God of hosts;
show the light of your countenance, and we shall be saved. [Light the candle]

You meet those who gladly do right,
those who remember you in your ways.

Restore us, O LORD God of hosts;
show the light of your countenance, and we shall be saved.

Isaiah 64:1-3
O that you would tear open the heavens and come down,
so that the mountains would quake at your presence— 

as when fire kindles brushwood
and the fire causes water to boil—

to make your name known to your adversaries,
so that the nations might tremble at your presence! 

When you did awesome deeds that we did not expect,
you came down, the mountains quaked at your presence.

When Cyrus of Persia conquers the Babylonians and the exiled Judeans are allowed to 
return to their own land, the people of Judah pray that God will make it clear that it was 
by God’s power alone that they were enabled to return and to rebuild God’s holy 
Temple in Jerusalem. May all who are opposed to the justice of God tremble at Gods 
approach! To us, they bequeath a prayer that we may pray in our own time: “Tear open 
the heavens and come down!” “As fire kindles brushwood and the fire causes water to 
boil,” may we likewise be activated by God’s love.

If you want to follow up on some places where this passage reappears in the New 
Testament, turn to Mark 1:10, where Jesus sees the heavens torn open at his baptism, 
and Luke 3:16, where John the Baptist speaks of Jesus’ baptism of his followers with fire. 
Jesus’ disciples saw a fulfillment of Isaiah’s vision in the mission of Jesus.

For Reflection
What kinds of practices or experiences help you to catch fire spiritually?
Has God done some “awesome deeds” in your life that you did not expect?
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Tuesday, December 2  ✬ Shape me

Prayers for candle-lighting
Restore us, O LORD God of hosts;
show the light of your countenance, and we shall be saved. [Light the candle]

You meet those who gladly do right,
those who remember you in your ways.

Restore us, O LORD God of hosts;
show the light of your countenance, and we shall be saved.

Isaiah 64:8 !
Yet, O LORD, you are our Father;
we are the clay, and you are our potter;
we are all the work of your hand. 

Quite a few years ago now, when I was working as a calligrapher, I lettered a large sign 
for a local museum, listing the exhibitions in the various galleries. The director had the 
sign framed and hung it on the wall of the entrance hall. When I went to the opening of 
the current exhibitions, I entered, took off my coat, and turned to check my reflection in 
what I had thought was a mirror. Imagine my surprise when what I took to be a mirror 
turned out to be my own sign. I had mistaken my handwriting for the image of my face.
! Ever since that experience, I have imagined God, who formed us, seeing God’s 
own image in us. As the works of our hands curiously convey the essence of us, so we 
curiously convey something of the essence of God in our world: God’s holiness, justice, 
mercy, and love in our flesh and bone, in our human emotions, and human 
commitments. We may be but humble clay, and yet, as the work of God’s hand, we 
reflect our maker, and when we carry out the will of God in the world, we shine.

For Reflection:
As you go through your day, imagine God shaping you through the relationships and 
events you encounter.
How will you mirror forth your maker through your words and actions? When you do, 
bask in the sense of God’s blessing.
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Wednesday, December 3  ✬ Partnership

Prayers for candle-lighting
Restore us, O LORD God of hosts;
show the light of your countenance, and we shall be saved. [Light the candle]

You meet those who gladly do right,
those who remember you in your ways.

Restore us, O LORD God of hosts;
show the light of your countenance, and we shall be saved.

1 Corinthians 1:9
God is faithful; by him you were called into the partnership of his Son, Jesus 
Christ our Lord.

We are not alone as we prepare ourselves to welcome the reign of God fully into our 
world, for God has made Christ our partner. The earliest Christian communities had a 
very lively sense of Christ’s presence within and among them as they sought to live as 
Christ’s embodiment in their own time and place. Partners trust and depend upon one 
another fully. As St. Teresa of Avila once said, “Christ has no body now but yours.” 
Where will Christ be present in the world today, through you?

For Reflection
Think over the places and events you are anticipating today, or that you have already 
experienced if you are doing this study in the evening.
Where do you expect to encounter Christ in someone else?
Where do you expect to be most challenged to be as Christ to others?
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Thursday, December 4  ✬ What does not pass away

Prayers for candle-lighting
Restore us, O LORD God of hosts;
show the light of your countenance, and we shall be saved. [Light the candle]

You meet those who gladly do right,
those who remember you in your ways.

Restore us, O LORD God of hosts;
show the light of your countenance, and we shall be saved.

Mark 13:31
Jesus said, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.”

One way to speak of the meaning of the resurrection of Jesus from the dead is to say 
that he lived a life so full of the creative, life-giving power of God that his was a life that 
no one had the power to kill. The words he spoke in order to teach this way of life to his 
disciples are likewise not subject to destruction. They are life-giving. They cannot pass 
away, because they are written in the very fabric of the creation. As Jesus’ followers, we 
are called to embody his words of life in our own acts of love, mercy, holiness, and 
justice. Every day, we are empowered by the Holy Spirit to live the words of Jesus 
among the people, creatures, and events of our lives. When we do so, we open a door 
onto eternal life.

For Reflection
We might think of the words of Jesus as something bigger than the exact words 
themselves, perhaps his whole pattern of life, the ways in which he incarnated the life of 
God in our world. But there are also particular words of Jesus that have power in our 
lives. One of the powerful statements of Jesus occurs when he stills the storm that has 
threatened the little boat where the disciples are straining at the oars. Jesus approaches 
them across the water, saying, “Take heart. It is I. Do not be afraid.”
Take those words with you today. Do not let them “pass away.” See how they unfold 
their meaning in the various experiences you have today.
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Friday, December 5  ✬ Keep awake

Prayers for candle-lighting
Restore us, O LORD God of hosts;
show the light of your countenance, and we shall be saved. [Light the candle]

You meet those who gladly do right,
those who remember you in your ways.

Restore us, O LORD God of hosts;
show the light of your countenance, and we shall be saved.

Mark 13:35
Jesus said, “Therefore, keep awake—for you do not know when the master of the 
house will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or at cockcrow, or at dawn, or 
else he may find you asleep when he comes suddenly. And what I say to you I 
say to all: Keep awake.”

In the press of ordinary, daily life with its ups and downs, anxieties, desire for safety 
and predictability, it is easy to lose our proper sense of urgency for the things of God. 
Jesus, however, woke every day full of urgency for God, and God alone. To us, he says, 
“Wake up, and stay awake!” His powerful words call us to reflect upon what sorts of 
situations and commitments tend to keep us sleepy and inattentive to God’s call. 
Gently, he reaches over to rouse us, even now, to wake us up by the power of his holy 
love and the urgency of his compassion and justice.

For Reflection
Choose a two-hour period today to look consciously and attentively at what is 
happening around you through the eyes of God. Be fully awake both to God and to 
your own experience. What do you notice? Does your attentiveness cause you to 
understand something in a new way, or to do something differently?
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