
THE EPISCOPAL DIOCESE OF WEST TEXAS

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

Advent III ✬ Sunday, December 14
Readings: Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11; Psalm 126; 1 Thessalonians 5:16-24; John 1:6-8, 19-28

This is the third week of Advent. If you have a home Advent wreath, you may want to light three 
candles on your wreath to shine as you enter this time of reflection and prayer. What follows is a 
simple liturgy for the candle-lighting, drawn from the readings for this week.

Prayers for candle-lighting
The true light, which enlightens everyone, is coming into the world.
[Light three candles] 
I will greatly rejoice in the LORD,
my whole being shall exult in my God.
The true light, which enlightens everyone, is coming into the world.

Interpreting the Readings
The first verses of the reading for today from the prophet Isaiah are the same ones that 
the Gospel of Luke records Jesus reading on a Sabbath morning in Nazareth at the very 
beginning of his public ministry. You can read that story in Luke 4:16-30.

• Sometimes I call this passage Jesus’ “mission statement,” because it sums up 
what he is doing throughout the Gospel as he works to free, comfort, heal, feed, 
and reconcile his people to God.

• As we have observed previously during this Advent study series, Jesus and his 
earliest followers saw a deep connection between the ancient hopes of the 
Jewish people during the Assyrian invasion and the Babylonian exile,1 as 
expressed in the words of the prophets, and their experiences of oppression 
under Roman occupation in the time of Jesus.2

• You could say that their experiences under Roman rule were like being in exile 
while remaining in their own land. Under Rome’s occupation, the people and 
land of Palestine were valued only for what they could provide to Rome, and 

1 8th-6th centuries BCE

2 First century CE



anyone in a position of leadership was pressured to be a part of Rome’s system 
of domination.

• In his words and deeds, Jesus set himself against Rome by expressing God’s 
desire for radical justice (right relationship with one’s neighbor) and 
righteousness (right relationship with God) among the people of God.

• When Jesus stood up to read the Isaiah scroll in the synagogue, he finished by 
saying: “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”

• Jesus claimed that in his ministry, empowered by the Spirit, he was enacting the 
great jubilee proclaimed by Isaiah (“the year of the Lord’s favor”), a time when 
debts would be forgiven, captives freed, land returned to those who had had to 
sell it.

• You can hear echoes of the Jubilee in the Lord’s prayer: “And forgive us our 
debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors” (Matthew 6:12).

• Sometimes I picture biblical time as something like a beautiful cloth, folded 
over on itself multiple times, so that the time of the prophets is folded in such a 
way that it lies directly over the time of Jesus, which folds and invites us to lay 
the fabric of our lives directly over his, as we seek, yet again, to align our lives 
with God’s justice and righteousness in our own day, empowered from within 
by the Spirit and by Christ.

Later in the week, we will have a chance to return to most of the reading from 1 
Thessalonians, so let’s take a brief look at the reading from the Gospel of John. Today’s 
reading introduces us to John the Baptist, while making it very clear that Jesus - not 
John - is the Messiah.

• In trying to fill in the gaps of Jesus’ life, many historians have come to the 
conclusion that Jesus was originally a disciple of John the Baptist.

• John’s baptismal ministry in the Jordan should be seen as a provocative gesture 
toward Rome, a provocation that resulted in his death not long after the 
baptism of Jesus.

• The Jordan played a very distinctive role in Israel’s history. The first three 
chapters of Joshua describe the entry of the Israelites into the promised land by 
crossing the Jordan. The priests go before the people, carrying the ark of the 
covenant. As the priests’ feet enter the Jordan, the waters stand up on either 
side, just as the waters of the Red Sea had parted when the people fled from 
Egypt.

• John baptized people in the Jordan as an aspect of empowering them to repent 
and be once again courageously the people of God, zealous for God in the 
midst of Rome’s rule.

• Like many others, Jesus came to the Jordan to heed John’s call to righteousness 
and justice. But each of the Gospels seeks to make clear that John’s role was 
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simply to prepare the way for Jesus, who is the one God has anointed to draw 
all people to God’s self.

• Later in the Gospel of John, John the Baptist will say clearly of Jesus, “He must 
increase, but I must decrease” (3:30).

For Reflection
The readings for this week are both radically challenging and deeply consoling.

• One way to get a sense for the experiences that lie behind Isaiah’s words is to 
recall a time when you had almost given up hope. Remember that time, and 
then reflect back upon how you began to find a way forward.

• Were there particular people or experiences that helped you find your way 
again? Looking back, can you see ways that God was working through these 
people and events to help you find a path toward renewed life?

• Isaiah describes the returned exiles as overflowing with thanksgiving to God 
for their rescue: “I will greatly rejoice in the LORD, my whole being shall exult 
in my God.” Perhaps you also have cause to be deeply grateful to God for 
rescuing you from despair or trouble. Take those words with you today, and 
make them your own.

• Or, remembering the role of John the Baptist as the one who boldly proclaimed 
the way for the Messiah, you might want to memorize his words from later in 
the Gospel of John, “He must increase, but I must decrease.” How can Christ 
increase in your life? Hear these words as an invitation to growth in Christ 
through the events of this very day.
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Monday, December 15  ✬ Oaks of Righteousness

Prayers for candle-lighting
The true light, which enlightens everyone, is coming into the world.
[Light three candles] 
I will greatly rejoice in the LORD,
my whole being shall exult in my God.
The true light, which enlightens everyone, is coming into the world.

Isaiah 61:3
They will be called oaks of righteousness,
the planting of the LORD, to display his glory.

Interpretation
The image of Israel as a great oak belonging to God appears several times in Isaiah. As 
the people are decimated by the larger empires around them, the oak is described as 
being burnt until almost nothing remains of it. Even its stump is burnt repeatedly, until 
it seems that it could never grow again. But in chapter 11, we read of the hope the 
people have for another king like David:

A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse,
and a branch shall grow out of his roots. 
The spirit of the LORD shall rest on him,
the spirit of wisdom and understanding,
the spirit of counsel and might,
the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the LORD. 
His delight shall be in the fear of the LORD (11:1-3).

The green shoot that is beginning to sprout from a burnt-out stump is one of the 
traditional Advent symbols of hope. Christians see Jesus as the green shoot bringing life 
and hope to God’s people. As followers of Jesus, we look to him as the one upon whom 
the spirit of the LORD was pleased to rest. But again, as his followers, we also place our 
own tentative feet into his footprints, following him as we steadily grow in wisdom and 
understanding, in knowledge and righteousness. 

For Reflection
Much of the Diocese of West Texas is covered with live oaks, some of them having 
flourished here for centuries. In the recent drought, I was told by an arborist that the 
live oaks use not only the water that they can derive from the soil via their roots; but 
through their craggy bark they can actually make use of even a slight rain or mist, 
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soaking up the water of life from the least moisture. They might be a model for us, as 
we seek to live as “oaks of righteousness.” The live oaks challenge us to find 
nourishment for our faithfulness in everything that comes our way, however small. As 
you go through the tasks of this day, pay attention to each thing that helps to nourish 
you in wisdom and understanding, in knowledge and righteousness.
!
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Tuesday, December 16 ✬ Witness to the Light

Prayers for candle-lighting
The true light, which enlightens everyone, is coming into the world.
[Light three candles] 
I will greatly rejoice in the LORD,
my whole being shall exult in my God.
The true light, which enlightens everyone, is coming into the world.

John 1:6-9
There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as a witness to 
testify to the light, so that all might believe through him. He himself was not the 
light, but he came to testify to the light. The true light, which enlightens 
everyone, was coming into the world. 

Interpretation
Because we live at a time and place in history when electric lights are ubiquitous, there 
are very few times when we are truly in darkness. But even so, most of us know how 
confusing it can be to try to make our way through a darkened hallway or room, even a 
familiar one. And most of us have probably lived long enough to have spent some time 
in metaphorical darkness, a time when we weren’t sure how to move forward in our 
lives, or how to move toward the light.

• In the very simplest way, the Gospel of John is teaching us to understand Christ 
as our light, a candle in the darkness, the light that helps us to find our way.

• John the Baptist points to Jesus as the true light, the embodiment of God’s 
wisdom, the same bright wisdom by which the whole creation came into being.

• In every gesture and action, Jesus showed us what God’s wisdom looks like, at 
human-scale.

• And then the Gospel goes on to say that, “the true light, which enlightens 
everyone, was coming into the world.”

• For the light of Christ is not only outside of us, but for those of us who have 
joined our lives to his, Christ is also shining forth from among us and within 
us.

• Christ enlightens us, guiding us by his own patterns of life, so that when we 
seek for wisdom we may find it and live it.

Reflection
If you have an Advent wreath and are lighting the candles each day, choose at least one 
day when you will light the candles when it is otherwise dark in the room. Pay 
particular attention this week to the flaring up of the light in the darkness. Light cannot 
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help but share itself, just as Jesus could not help but share the light of God that was 
within him. As you go about your tasks today, pay attention to people who radiate the 
light of Christ to you. Are there also times when you are aware that the light of Christ 
shines out from you to someone else? How does this light help to guide you toward 
what is most true?
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Wednesday, December 17 ✬ Give Thanks In All Circumstances

Prayers for candle-lighting
The true light, which enlightens everyone, is coming into the world.
[Light three candles] 
I will greatly rejoice in the LORD,
my whole being shall exult in my God.
The true light, which enlightens everyone, is coming into the world.

1 Thessalonians 5:16-22
Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is 
the will of God in Christ Jesus for you. Do not quench the Spirit. Do not despise 
the words of prophets, but test everything; hold fast to what is good; abstain 
from every form of evil. 

Interpretation
This passage, from the earliest book in the entire New Testament, contains some of the 
most practical advice in the scriptures. The first line, “Rejoice always, pray without 
ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances,” can sound as though it is just whitewashing 
over the very real suffering and grief that many of us encounter in life.

• But over time, I have experienced the way in which some of the things I have 
most not wanted to happen have turned out to be good teachers for me.

• I am not saying that God caused these experiences, but that because God was with 
me as I walked through them, I was able to learn things about myself and 
others that are very valuable to me now.

• So I have learned to rejoice, to pray, and to give thanks for pretty much 
everything, this whole risky business of living and loving.

The last line reads literally, “hold fast to what is good; distance yourself from every 
form of evil.”

• The apostle Paul, who gave this advice to the church in Thessalonica, was used 
to communities full of people who didn’t agree on every detail of their belief, 
and wanted Paul to settle their disputes by making it clear who was right and 
who was wrong.

• Occasionally Paul would do so, but frequently he gave advice more like today’s 
passage: test everything; hold onto what proves to be good, and get far away from 
things that prove destructive.

• We live in a contentious age, when many people are divided from one another 
by beliefs and opinions that they hold. I think Paul would tell us not to worry 
so much about the ideas that others have, but to watch their actions. When 
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their lives are creative and life-giving, draw near; when their behavior is 
destructive, steer clear.

Reflection
Which experiences in your life have been the most significant teachers for you? Were all 
of these experiences good ones? How would you pray in thanksgiving for some of the 
harder learning experiences of your life?
This passage is well known for Paul’s advice to “pray without ceasing.” Some early 
Christians interpreted this advice to point to the repetition of a short prayer that has 
come to be called the “Jesus Prayer”: Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the Living God, have mercy 
on me, a sinner. Those who pray this prayer carry it in their mind always, letting it seep 
into their consciousness, making their every breath a prayer.
But others interpret unceasing prayer to be the simple practice of giving one’s full 
attention to whatever is happening at the moment, as an offering of oneself to God, 
moment by moment. How will you choose to “pray without ceasing”?
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Thursday, December 18 ✬ Garments of Salvation

Prayers for candle-lighting
The true light, which enlightens everyone, is coming into the world.
[Light three candles] 
I will greatly rejoice in the LORD,
my whole being shall exult in my God.
The true light, which enlightens everyone, is coming into the world.

Isaiah 61:10
I will greatly rejoice in the LORD,
my whole being shall exult in my God;
for he has clothed me with the garments of salvation,
he has covered me with the robe of righteousness,
as a bridegroom decks himself with a garland,
and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels.

Interpretation
Sometimes we may get into the rut of thinking of faithfulness as a drab to-do list, but 
Isaiah invites us to see it quite differently. The prophet describes faithfulness as a 
shining, colorful garment that we are blessed to be able to put on each day.

• We put on all of this beauty when we rise to the call of the small acts of care 
that make up our days: choosing to allow ourselves to be interrupted by a co-
worker or student who needs a listening ear; taking the time to rinse out 
containers for recycling; shopping for groceries even after a long day of work; 
carefully proofreading a report or filling the gas tank rather than leaving it for 
someone else to do; sharing generously with a charity we care about.

• These are the garments of salvation, because behind them lie all of the 
important relationships of our lives: spouses, children, neighbors, co-workers, 
clients, students, customers, extended family....

• For Jesus, this garment of relationships even extended all the way to our 
enemies.

Reflection
Look at the list of things you expect to do today. What relationships are involved in 
those tasks? Will you do anything today that extends your care even to an enemy? 
When the day comes to an end, look back over it, and see where God clothed you with 
“garments of salvation.” Rejoice that you are a part of God’s work of care and 
reconciliation, that you are made beautiful by your acts of faithfulness.
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Friday, December 19 ✬ Blessing

Prayers for candle-lighting
The true light, which enlightens everyone, is coming into the world.
[Light three candles] 
I will greatly rejoice in the LORD,
my whole being shall exult in my God.
The true light, which enlightens everyone, is coming into the world.

1 Thessalonians 5:23-24
May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul 
and body be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do this.

Interpretation
In Deuteronomy 5:3, we read that the words of the covenant that God made with Israel 
were not only for the first generation who fled Egypt, but for all generations.

• As Jews sometimes say, “We were all at Sinai.” That is a principle that holds 
equally true for much of the scriptures: they were written not only for their first 
hearers, but for all of us.

• The blessing from 1 Thessalonians that is our scripture for today is, then, not 
only for the church in Thessalonica in the first century, but for us, as we 
continue to wait and prepare for the full revealing of God’s kingdom in our 
world.

• And, like those first Christians, we wait for the coming of Christ not only at the 
fulfillment, but each day, as Christ draws us more fully into his paths of 
holiness, in soul and spirit and body.

• We do not need to rely upon ourselves alone for the wisdom and strength to 
make such wise decisions. God, who calls us toward holiness, is faithful to that 
call, and will guide, strengthen, and defend us as we make the everyday 
decisions that add up to a life of holiness.

Reflection
The best way to engage a blessing like this one is to memorize it and carry it with you 
during the day. Allow it to unfold in all the places where you work and rest and love:

May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely;
and may your spirit and soul and body be kept sound and blameless
at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.
The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do this.

11


