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SUNDAY, DECEMBER 3 | UNPLUG: An Act of God 

“The spirit of the Lord God is upon me,
    because the Lord has anointed me… 
to bring good news to the oppressed,

    to bind up the brokenhearted…
    to comfort all who mourn.” 

Isaiah 61:1 

As we approach Christmas, the cold hand of grief seems to be 
tightening its grip on humanity: Hurricanes. Natural disasters. 
Wildfires. Humanly manufactured violence. Mass shootings. 
Even place names evoke the tragedies that occurred there: 
Las Vegas. Puerto Rico. Houston. Sutherland Springs, Texas. In 
Mexico, an earthquake in September killed scores; one survivor 
remarked, “It feels like God is angry at us.”1  No matter how 
much wrath we conclude we deserve, it is love, not anger, that 
represents God’s primary disposition toward humans. Love 
is the ultimate act of God. Love is Jesus whose journey we 
anticipate this Advent. 

Recently I checked in on my mother who is still grieving the 
death of my dad, her husband, about a year ago. She said, 
“John, this year I’ve learned the best way to get through 
my grief: by singing—because God loves to be praised and 
singing lifts my heart to a higher place.” Sing your way through 
whatever cloud of grief is breaking your heart this season. 
Singing, itself, is an act in which God brings us good news, 
binds our wounds, and comforts our every affliction. 

Spirit of the living God, fall fresh on a broken world, break our 
bondage and bring us Good News in Jesus. Amen. 

Rev. John Arthur Nunes, Ph.D. | President, Concordia College New York

 1New York Times, September 20, 2017, p. 1 
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Return to me, 
AND I WILL RETURN TO YOU, 
SAYS THE LORD ALMIGHTY! 
Malachi 3:7 B 
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MONDAY, DECEMBER 4 | UNPLUG: Turning & Turning 

“Turn us again, O God, and cause Thy face to shine; and we shall be saved.” 
Psalm 80:3 

Advent is about our Loving Father who comes and turns toward 
us, to plug into us by the power of His Holy Spirit. He turns 
toward us and we return to Him as we unplug from the cares and 
concerns of the world to spend time concentrating on our Father 
and His unselfish, undying love for us. 

Sometimes it seems as though our lives are filled with these times 
of turning and returning, unplugging and plugging, disconnecting 
and connecting from the world that would destroy us and our 
destiny in Christ, to a Father who completes us, causes His face to 
shine upon us, saves us and grants us peace. 

There is truly no greater grace than to understand that Jesus 
took the time to unplug from the graces and joys of heaven in 
the presence of His Father to come in Advent to offer a new 
connection for us to our Father, from whom we have strayed. It is 
awesome to know that in the blood of Jesus we have peace with 
our Father and that this Jesus will come again to unplug us from 
sin, death, and hell that we may be plugged into eternity and life 
with Him. 

This Advent we turn and we return, we turn and we return, we 
turn and return as the prodigals we are in the sure and certain 
hope that our Father will rejoice to see us unplug from sin to plug 
into the grace of His salvation. 

Make it so for us these days, Lord. In Jesus we pray. Amen. 

Rev. Victor J. Belton ‘82 I Campus Pastor and Director of the Center 
for Contextual Leadership, Concordia College New York 
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TUESDAY, DECEMBER 5 | UNPLUG: A Gift from the Father 

“Therefore you do not lack any spiritual gift 
as you eagerly await the revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

1 Corinthians 1:7 

The word advent is from the Latin adventus, which means 
‘coming’. In the season of Advent, God prepares to unplug 
the heavens and come to us in the person of His Son, Jesus, 
the Christ. He comes for three purposes: (1) Forgiveness ~ 
To forgive us of our sins; sins of yesterdays and years, today 
and tomorrow; no matter what we have done, especially in 
our youthful indiscretions, Christ speaks words of forgiveness, 
“Neither do I condemn you, go and sin no more.” John 8:32. 
(2) Deliverance ~ To help us make sense out of this thing we 
call living, God comes to help us think through our faults and 
failures, and understand what it means to forgive ourselves 
and others, being reconciled, walking by faith in Christ. 2 
Corinthians 5:7, 21. (3) Eternity ~ Lastly, as we contemplate 
our mortality, He reminds us that we have an eternity with Him, 
rejoicing that our names are written in God’s heart because of 
Calvary, where Christ died for our sins. 

So be of good cheer this Advent season “for it is your Father’s 
good pleasure to give you the kingdom.” Luke 12:32 

Heavenly Father, thank You for leaving heaven and coming to 
me in Christ and bringing me the greatest gift of all, Jesus, in 
His name. Amen. 

Rev. Roosevelt Gray Jr., D.D. | Director, Black and African Ministry 

LCMS Office of National Mission 
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WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 6 | UNPLUG: Are You Ready? 

“And saith unto them, Go your way into the village over against you: 
and as soon as ye be entered into it, ye shall find a colt tied, 

whereon never man sat; loose him, and bring him.” 
Mark 11:2 

The arrival of important life events requires preparation, like 
cleaning up the room for a long-expected guest, or getting 
the right glasses for that once-in-a-lifetime viewing of the solar 
eclipse, or being ready for Jesus’ arrival! 

Advent is all about preparation and readiness for Jesus’ coming. 
Yet, life’s daily grind does not always allow us to unplug in order 
to focus our hearts and minds on the main event. 

Christ’s entry into Jerusalem is the main event in Mark 11. 
Preparations are in order. So Jesus tells two of His disciples to go 
into a village, find a colt, untie it, and bring it to Him (11:2). With 
these words, Jesus teaches His disciples to focus on what is most 
important, to get ready for His coming into Jerusalem where He 
will give His life as a ransom for many (see Mark 10:45). 

At the last day, Christ will make another grand entry. Not as the 
humble Servant, but as the exalted Lord. As His disciples, how do 
we make room in our busy lives to prepare for His final Advent? 
We listen to and live by Jesus’ words until He calls us to Himself 
at His great visitation. 

Lord Jesus, make room in our lives for Your word until You call us 
to be with You forever. Amen.   

Rev. Leopoldo A. Sánchez M., Ph.D. | Professor of Hispanic Ministries, 
Director, Center for Hispanic Studies, Concordia Seminary, Saint Louis 
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THURSDAY, DECEMBER 7 | UNPLUG: Capital-C 

“And then shall He send His angels, and shall gather together His elect from the 
four winds, from the uttermost part of the earth to the uttermost 

part of heaven.” 
Mark 13:27 

Advent – the season of “preparation.” But what are we preparing for? Until 
recently, I always thought of Advent as the time to prepare for capital-C 
“Christmas.” Certainly all of that celebration requires preparation – music 
rehearsed, gifts bought, cards addressed, cookies made, and on and on. But 
that’s just the trappings, the secular Christmas that often has nothing to do 
with Jesus’ birth and message. 

Then what are we really preparing for?  Not for Christ’s ACTUAL birth; that 
happened long ago, and our yearly celebrations are merely commemorating 
that sacred event. Instead, it’s about two things, I think: preparing our hearts, 
minds, and souls to hear God’s voice in and around us in this very moment, 
and preparing ourselves for the Second Advent – the day when Christ comes 
again. 

Ironically, the holiday season can be the hardest time for me to hear God’s 
voice, even as I’m daily humming carols that invoke God’s name. Everything is 
too loud and covered in layers of glitter and frosting. 

In this context, Advent is necessarily about finding ways to hear the message 
of God above the din. For me, that requires some unplugging; unplugging 
my phone so that I might have silent nights of contemplation. Unplugging the 
colored lights so that I can be dazzled instead by God’s light in those around 
me. Unplugging my notions of what Christmas is supposed to be and telling 
myself what it should be: a yearly reminder that God already was made flesh, 
already walked among us, already bled and died in the ultimate act of grace 
and redemption. And that God has promised His people that He will come 
again to gather us all up and reunite His chosen people. 

God is ready to make us His vessel at any moment, but are we prepared for 
that? Advent poses that question, and gives us daily opportunities to answer in 
the affirmative. 

Lord, use this Advent season to prepare me to be Your servant. Help me to 
hear Your voice and give me the strength to answer Your call every day. Amen. 

Stephanie Jass, Ph.D. | taught at Western Michigan University, 

Kellogg Community College, and Adrian College 
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FRIDAY, DECEMBER 8 | UNPLUG: Hear His Call & Ascend 

“O Zion, that bringest good tidings, get thee up into the high mountain; 
O Jerusalem, that bringest good tidings, lift up thy voice with strength; 
lift it up, be not afraid; say unto the cities of Judah, Behold your God!” 

Isaiah 40:9 

Sledding hills seem like mountains when you are young. If you are a 
five-year-old, ascending a snowy hill with a toboggan is tantamount to 
climbing a mountainous peak. Up, up, up. Higher, higher, higher. 

As we grow older, we come to realize that sledding hills are not as big 
as they once seemed; there are even higher mountains and taller peaks. 
What appeared to be a mountain in our youth was actually just a snowy 
mound. 

We often turn mounds into mountains: troubles appear to be 
insurmountable. Struggles loom over our hearts and cast an anxious 
shadow on our minds. Ambition tricks us into thinking that we are 
climbing the highest mountain life has to offer. Ascending the next hill, 
conquering the newest challenge, and reaching the top seems to be the 
greatest adventure of all. 

God has called you to an even higher mountain. The new life that is 
yours through faith in Christ Jesus is truly the highest mountain and 
the greatest adventure. Everything else in life is just a snowy mound. 
God invites you this Advent to unplug, hear His call, and ascend to 
the highest mountain: “Go on up to a high mountain, O Zion, herald 
of good news…” Up on this high mountain you can discover that 
everything else is just a mound. And on this high mountain you can 
proclaim the Good News of Christ Jesus and encourage others – 
“Behold your God!” 

Holy Lord, You have called me to an even higher mountain. From this 
mountain, let me see what is truly important and proclaim truly Good 
News. Enable me to unplug from the distractions of this world and 
behold Your love and mercy in Christ Jesus. Amen. 

Rev. A. Trevor Sutton | Associate Pastor, Saint Luke Lutheran Church 
Haslett, Michigan 
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SATURDAY, DECEMBER 9 | UNPLUG: Revive Us Again 
“Wilt Thou not revive us again: that Thy people may rejoice in Thee?” 

Psalm 85:6 

According to recent research, around 75% of people who experience a 
significant setback in life are able to come to terms with their loss and 
move on with life. What’s more, the critical factor that predicts one’s 
resilience seems to be the ability to construct a story about one’s life 
that acknowledges the loss, and yet describes a hopefulness for the 
future. It seems that if we tell ourselves that we’re the sort of person who 
always bounces back, we do. 

For followers of Jesus, the news is even more encouraging. Ours is not 
a story that we have to make up for ourselves. It’s a story that we have 
been told into: 

In a time of calamity, the psalmist asks a question of God on behalf of 
Israel: 

“Will You not revive us again, 
    that Your people may rejoice in You?” 

This question isn’t merely begging or wishful thinking. It’s a question 
grounded in the past actions of God. “Will you not revive us – AGAIN?” 

The story of your life need not be a story of chronic regret, loss, and fear. 
This is not because you can buck up and come up with a better story or 
even because you’ve found a way to unplug yourself from the fear that 
surrounds you. The story of your life is a story of revival because your 
God has a track record of revival and has written you into His story. 

Lord Jesus, when I become overwhelmed by fear and anxieties about 
the future, send Your Spirit to remind me that You have written me into 
Your story of resurrection. Amen. 

Rev. James Wetzstein | University Pastor, Valparaiso University, 
Valparaiso, Indiana 
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MONDAY, DECEMBER 11 | UNWIND: Prepare the Way 

“The voice of one crying in the wilderness, 
Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make His paths straight.” 

Mark 1:3 

Pulling out Christmas tree lights from the storage bin is an 
unpleasant task. No matter how carefully the strands are wound, 
by the time all are unpacked, everything is almost always a 
tangled mess. The strands must be stretched out across the floor 
and meticulously unwound. Otherwise, the lights are useless. 

We come “out of the box” (even from birth) as a tangled up 
spiritual mess. Our affections are disordered. We are turned in on 
ourselves. We care nothing for God.  We do not wish to serve His 
purposes. We just want to be left alone. 

Along comes John the Baptist preparing the way for Jesus. 
And how does he get us ready? He preaches a message of 
repentance. His call still lays bare our hearts and shows us our 
need for a Savior. We are a tangled mess of sin.  

But that’s actually good news! For Jesus came for such as these! 
For me. For you. When we say, “I’m a mess, Jesus! Please 
straighten me out! Please forgive me!” He does just that. His 
coming to die on the cross in love undoes the knots of sin that 
grip our hearts. We are free and His light now shines brightly 
through us! 

Unwind the paths of our hearts, Lord, so that our coming to You 
may be straight and we will be prepared for Your coming. Amen. 

Rev. Randall Pekari | Our Savior Lutheran Church, 
South Windsor, Connecticut 
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TUESDAY, DECEMBER 12 | UNWIND: Freely Belong to Jesus 

“The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me; because the Lord hath 
anointed me to preach good tidings unto the meek; He hath sent me 

to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, 
and the opening of the prison to them that are bound.” 

Isaiah 61:1 

The Spirit of God personally comes upon us and gives us rest and 
joy. The transcending power of God brings a transcending wellness 
and wholeness into our lives. Saint Paul said, “And the peace of 
God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and 
your minds in Christ Jesus.” Philippians 4:7 

The truth is that our freedom comes from outside of our troubled 
world and drives our troubled world to a redemptive goal in Christ 
Jesus in a surprising way. As the Gospel is proclaimed, the power of 
God takes over and comforts the brokenhearted and releases the 
captives. As the Gospel is proclaimed, the power of God takes over 
and helps us to embrace and enjoy our sacred right to freely belong 
to Jesus. 

Thus, let Jesus’ Spirit have free course in our lives to detach us from 
mundane distractions and deep disappointments in life and use us 
powerfully among those in need, bondage and sufferings. Let’s share 
with those around us the sweet message of the Gospel, forgiveness 
of sin and unconditional love of God in Jesus. We are indeed truly 
and fully equipped with the most powerful message that sets all 
people free from all kinds of bondages. 

Dear Jesus, the flowers grow in rest as You provide them with 
beauty and stability. The sun and stars shine in rest as You provide 
them with light and stability. You do care for us too. Help us to rely 
on You and share Your peace with others in Jesus’ name. Amen. 

Rev. Yared Halche, Ph.D. |  Facilitator For Mission Engagement 
Southeastern District, LCMS 
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WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 13 | UNWIND: Fullness of Time 

“He that goeth forth and weepeth, bearing precious seed, shall doubtless 
come again with rejoicing, bringing his sheaves with him.” 

Psalm 126:6 

Living in New York City makes it hard to unwind. The city, like clockwork, 
winds down days in the grind of time. Wherever we live, the concerns of 
daily life can crowd-out our connectivity to Christ.   

Advent is a time to reconnect with Christ and one another. To take 
advantage of the present moment that Christ has arrived, is here now, 
and will reign at the end of time. Christ was born in Bethlehem that we 
would be born again by the power of God. Christ is with us now through 
His word of comfort reverberating in our lives. Christ will return with the 
realization of the justice of God. 

Advent is a time to unwind the fullness of time - how, in Christ, the 
past, present and future hold together in one frame of fulfillment. 
In one verse, time unwinds to reveal the fullness of our efforts and 
achievements, our beginnings and endings, many days and years all 
gathered together in the unity of God’s love.  

Towards the end of his long life, my grandfather told me his story. He 
wrote his autobiography for his children and grandchildren. Page by 
page he recounted the ways God guided his life: sometimes with tears, 
sometimes with smiles, at all times with Christ. My grandfather’s story 
reminds us how in Christ all of our days hold together in one timeline 
of grace. One verse. One life. Year by year. Sowing and reaping. The 
ups an downs of old routines and ventures new. While it can be difficult 
to slow down and unwind, God breaks through and broadens our 
perspectives with the promise of His providence. 

O God, our help in ages past and hope for years to come, thank You for 
providing Your presence in every moment of our lives. Make us mindful 
of Your plans for us and persistent in our return home to You with the 
hope inspired through Jesus Christ who is the same yesterday, today 
and forever. Amen.  

Rev. Joshua Hollmann, Ph.D. | Assistant Professor of Theology, 
Concordia College New York, Chair of the Theology Department, 
Director of the Stephens Initiative for Service Learning 
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THURSDAY, DECEMBER 14 | UNWIND: Do Not Be Afraid 

“And the angel said unto them, Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings 
of great joy, which shall be to all people. For unto you is born this day 

in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord.” 
Luke 2:10-11 

Few weeks ago I was meeting with leaders from the Middle 
East. Although each one of us came from a different context, 
nevertheless it was clear that one single theme was in common in 
all our deliberations: Fear. 

Fear seems to be the mark of our century. Human beings seem to 
be formed not of clay, but of fear. 

“Do not be afraid” is not about being courageous. The 
message heard 2000 years ago here, in occupied Palestine, by 
the shepherds, the marginalized in that society, opens a new 
understanding of living without fears although surrounded by 
fears. God came to save us from that fear that paralyzes us. He 
set us free. The fear lost its control over us. 

Does this mean that we are saved from trouble, from wars, 
from disease, from worries? Not at all: we will still pass through 
troubled waters, but when we pass through, He will be there with 
us and for us so that the powerful rivers will not overwhelm us.  
We will continue to experience fire, yet when we walk through fire 
the flame shall not consume us. Because He is there for us and 
with us, we shall not fear. For here is One who is greater than the 
greatest fear. 

Lord, Thank You for freeing us from all fears. Thank You that fears 
shall have no power over us because You are there for us. Send 
us into our world so that we can be agents of liberation from all 
fears. Amen. 

Rev. Mitri Raheb, Ph.D. | President, Dar al-Kalima University College of 
Arts and Culture Bethlehem, Palestine 
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SATURDAY, DECEMBER 16 | UNWIND: Settled Space & a Servant Spirit 

“And it came to pass, when the king sat in his house, and the Lord 
had given him rest round about from all his enemies; “ 

2 Samuel 7:1 

Saturday morning. In my household of young children and a pastor spouse, Saturday 
morning is cherished space. Coffee slowly poured early, donuts procured fresh and warm 
from our bakery, cartoons turned on, of course, but softly so. We rest. We breathe a bit, 
and recline a bit. We are settled. 

Maybe your Saturday looks similar. Maybe it doesn’t, but likely there are moments 
of exhale at some point in your daily living. Moments when the tyranny of time, the 
necessary urgency of home and work, and the incessant ping of incoming emails and 
social media updates recede, and you are settled. It can feel downright palatial, these 
moments of decadent space, yes? Truly a provision from the Lord. 

And yet . . . Give the remainder of 2 Samuel chapter 7 a read, and you learn that 
King David, blessed to breathe in the inbetween space of war and conflict, blessed to 
meditate on the Law of the Lord in the comfort of his well-appointed palace, uses even 
his settled space to glorify God. 

“What shall I render to the Lord, for all his benefits to me?” These words penned in Psalm 
116 illustrate David’s grateful mindset in 2 Samuel. Given a moment to unwind, he cannot 
help but turn his resting thoughts to his Heavenly Provider; to ponder, “what can I do 
for you, my King of heaven?” And, he is led to imagine the construction of God’s holy 
temple. 

Prayerfully, you find moments to unwind during these Advent weeks. Yet, as we recline 
and rest, with our hearts turned by the Spirit to meditate on the manger, even in these 
quiet moments, God works His good work in us. He grants rest, which enriches the body, 
yes, and relieves the mind, certainly, but most significantly, His design is to restore and 
make right our spirit. 

Likely, you don’t have the treasure to imagine (and to construct) a temple for the Lord 
during your downtime. That’s okay. He’s content with far more modest mangers. Our King 
wants our hearts, and reached down to us in grace, breaking the silence of heaven to 
claim every one. As you find moments to unwind in the midst of this season, may you, like 
David, through these gracious settled moments, be gifted with a spirit that longs to serve 
our God and King. 

“What can I give Him, poor as I am? 
If I were a shepherd, I would bring a lamb; 
If I were a Wise Man, I would do my part; 
Yet what I can I give Him: give my heart.” 

May God grant it, at Christmas and ever. 

Gretchen M. Jameson | Sr. Vice President, Office of Strategy and 
University Affairs, Concordia University Wisconsin and Ann Arbor 
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SUNDAY, DECEMBER 17 | UNWRAP: From Advent to Forever! 

“His seed also will I make to endure forever, 
and his throne as the days of heaven.” 

Psalm 89:29 

There are many promises in our celebration and understanding of 
our Father’s graces in His Coming and Returning, His ‘manger in 
the stable’ advent and His ‘clouds of heaven’ advent. 

In the first advent of our Lord Jesus, we witness our Father 
unwrap thirty years of life for His Son, our Savior. Much like our 
own lives, we sense and experience the limitations of our first 
advent, which is our coming in time. 

Thank God we not only have this first advent but also a second 
coming in which we see our Father unwrap eternity for Jesus and 
also for us. The promise is, “God shall wipe away all tears from 
their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor 
crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things 
are passed away.” Revelation 21:4  

Our Lord’s invitation again this year is for us to return to Him, 
in eager anticipation that our Father will unwrap eternity for us. 
We return in our flesh and this first coming. We believe in the 
sacrifice of our Jesus in His coming, suffering, death, resurrection, 
and ascension. And we hope. We hope for our second advent as 
Jesus returns again to unwrap us not in time but in eternity. We 
anticipate our Father, returning in His Son on the clouds, to grant 
us the grace that moves from Advent to Forever, from time to 
eternity. 

Make it so Lord, this Advent. In Jesus we pray. Amen.  

Rev. Victor J. Belton ‘82 | Campus Pastor and Director of the Center 
for Contextual Leadership, Concordia College New York 
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MONDAY, DECEMBER 18 | UNWRAP: He is Coming 

“After this manner therefore pray ye: Our Father which art in heaven, 
Hallowed be Thy name.” 

Mathew 6:9 

There is no lack of prayers in the Holy land. You hear the 
Muslim call to prayer five times a day. The bells of monasteries 
ring five times indicating the times for prayer. You can watch 
religious orthodox Jews in a prayer marathon at the Wailing 
Wall. We do not lack prayers in the Holy land. On the contrary, 
I believe that we have too much of them. We have too much 
religion. We have so much religion that people are getting 
suffocated by it. God Himself is saying, “Too much even for 
me. I need a break.” 

The influx of religion could be a sign that people feel God is 
far away and not near; that He is having hearing problems, that 
He is so silent and doesn’t move or that He is absent. Having 
too much religion can mean having too little faith and trust. As 
Christians we are not asked to do more. The most important 
thing is done by God Himself in Christ. Advent means He is 
coming. He is not far anymore, but He is dwelling among us, 
and like a father, He knows what we need before we even 
articulate it. Our prayers become nothing but a response to His 
coming. 

Our Heavenly Father, thank You for Your advent into our 
world. Give us to trust in You and to celebrate the birth of 
Your Son with faith and thanksgiving. Amen. 

Rev. Mitri Raheb, Ph.D. | President, Dar al-Kalima University College of 
Arts and Culture, Bethlehem, Palestine 
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TUESDAY, DECEMBER 19 | UNWRAP: Possibility 

“For with God nothing shall be impossible.” 
Luke 1:37 

Nothing is impossible with God … and yet the possible and 
the hopeful are so often overwhelmed by the probable and the 
actual. 

For one of our wedding gifts, my wife and I were given a George 
Foreman Electric Grill. We hadn’t asked for it. We weren’t certain 
that we wanted it. We didn’t know what we were going to do with 
it. It was a gift that in the scheme of the carefully chosen registry 
gifts was an afterthought. 

After our honeymoon we traveled to our new apartment. There 
in bold letters on the outside of the building were the words ”no 
charcoal or gas grills allowed.” The gift that was an afterthought, 
quickly became the most used wedding gift during our first year 
of marriage. 

Sometimes our embrace of the possibility that exists in God 
leads us to a certainty that God ought to make actual what we 
want. Real possibility in God, however, reveals itself much like the 
present that we didn’t know we needed: unwrapped at just the 
right time to open our eyes to new possibilities that God has for 
us to use our God given gifts in service of God and neighbor. 

God of wisdom, Help us to see beyond our present possibilities 
and hopes and to trust in Your ever-unfolding gift of grace which 
belongs to us through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

Rev. Paul Sauer | Assistant Professor of Religion, 
Concordia College New York 
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WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 20 | UNWRAP: God’s Presence

 “Therefore the Lord himself shall give you a sign; Behold, a virgin shall 
conceive, and bear a Son, and shall call His name Immanuel.” 

Isaiah 7:14: 

It seems no matter how old I get (60 as of this writing), I still feel 
excited about the approach of Christmas. I know it’s not about the 
gifts. Maybe it’s a little bit about the family gatherings, especially 
now that family lives at a distance. But it’s more than that. Much 
more. 

I am currently teaching a course on the Hebrew Scriptures. One 
of the authors I am reading stresses that what makes the Judeo-
Christian faith unique is the idea of the holiness of God. Why 
would this God, who is so different, so “other,” even notice us?! 
Even more miraculous is the reality that, in Jesus the Christ, 
God comes down - laying aside all that glory and power, all that 
holiness - to live among us. And to love us! 

This Good News, when absorbed into the heart and soul, has 
a transformative effect. When I think about this overwhelming 
grace, for me and for all humanity, something happens. I am 
undone! I am unwrapped! The love of God which lays aside 
holiness and comes down is the greatest gift. 

We pray: Holy God, as we approach the celebration of Christmas, 
unwrap us and open us to the reality of Your presence and the 
Good News it reveals about who You are . . . and who we are, in 
Jesus’ name. Amen. 

Rev. Paul Egensteiner I Emanuel Evangelical Lutheran Church, 
Pleasantville, New York  
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THURSDAY, DECEMBER 21 | UNWRAP: A Surprise 

“The LORD said unto my Lord, Sit thou at my right hand, until I make thine 
enemies thy footstool. The LORD shall send the rod of thy strength out of Zion: 
rule thou in the midst of thine enemies. Thy people shall be willing in the day 
of thy power, in the beauties of holiness from the womb of the morning: thou 

hast the dew of thy youth. The LORD hath sworn, and will not repent, Thou art 
a priest for ever after the order of Melchizedek.” 

Psalm 110:1-4 

Like all grandparents, we delight in giving presents to our 
grandchildren. As my wife and I gave gifts to our young 
granddaughters last Christmas, they examined the wrappings 
with curiosity and asked, “What’s in the package?” Their grandma 
responded, “It’s a surprise!” And, it was! 

Psalm 110 describes a mighty, victorious king and a one-of-a-kind 
high priest. This is how the Messiah would one day appear and 
this is how the people of Jesus’ day anticipated His coming – 
someone powerful, high and mighty! 

But when the Father unwrapped His gift, Jesus was a total 
surprise. Instead of being “high and mighty,” He was humble and 
lowly. Born under the most unpretentious of circumstances, He 
spent His life and ministry with ordinary folk – just like us.  This 
Messiah had entered the world to reveal and demonstrate God’s 
unexplainable love for people – even to the giving of His life on 
the cross. What a surprise! 

Jesus is indeed our King and Priest, but also our Lord and Savior. 
As a result, we can joyfully sing Handel’s Messiah, “King of Kings 
and Lord of Lords . . . and He shall reign forever!” 

Heavenly Father, surprise me again this Christmas by gifting me 
with Jesus’ love. Amen. 

Rev. William Meyer ‘57 | Bethel, Connecticut 
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FRIDAY, DECEMBER 22 | UNWRAP: Love

 “Beloved, let us love one another: for love is of God; 
and every one that loveth is born of God, and knoweth God.” 

1 John 4:7 

It’s so easy to get wrapped up in our daily lives. We get wrapped 
up in our tasks and projects, wrapped up in logistics of schedules 
and, this time of year, we are wrapped up in completing our 
holiday to-do lists. We even find ourselves wrapped up in 
analyzing behaviors or words of people with whom we’re in 
relationships—parents, children, friends, spouses, loved ones— 
trying to please them, help them, avoid them or change them. 
We become so wrapped up in so many things that we effectively 
render ourselves immobile. We’re unable to be fully present, 
unable to connect with what is around us, and unable to share the 
gifts God has given us. 

That’s why, knowing this about His children, God sent a gift that 
wasn’t for us to unwrap. He sent a gift that would unwrap us. 

Love came down from our Father in the form of the Son, Jesus 
Christ, God’s love manifested.  From the baby born of a virgin 
mother to the man who took our punishment upon the cross, 
Jesus reminds us again and again of the love the Father has for 
us. He unwraps the layers of this world and frees us to experience 
this amazing love that is given to and for each of us. His great 
grace pulls away the wrappings of worldly accomplishments, 
of imperfect relationships, and of our own brokenness to 
expose our hearts so that we might fully receive God’s unfailing, 
unconditional love. Then, when we are unwrapped and living in 
God’s love, we are able to share that love with one another.  

Lord, in this season of Advent, may we be unwrapped by your Son, that 
we may be freed to know and share Your love with the world. Amen. 

Heather R. McGinness, CNM, CFRE | Vice President for Advancement, 
Concordia College New York 
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SATURDAY, DECEMBER 23 | UNWRAP: Wrapping Paper 

“And she shall bring forth a son, and thou shalt call his name Jesus: 
for he shall save his people from their sins.” 

Matthew 1:21 

One of the joys of Christmas is treasuring the way gifts that are 
received are wrapped.  These days there are many fancy designer 
wrappings that make their way onto the gifts under the Christmas 
tree. Some of us who grew up in homes where every penny 
counted, and common household items received a great variety 
of uses, can remember years when our gifts were wrapped in the 
“Comics” section of the Sunday papers from previous months. 
The comics were recognizable and utilitarian--and very cost 
effective!  

When God sent His Son to earth for our salvation, He sent Jesus 
to a place where He was wrapped in something common – 
swaddling clothes. They too were recognizable and utilitarian 
and cost effective as well.  Through the words of his Christmas 
hymn “We Praise You, Jesus, at Your Birth” Martin Luther writes of 
our Lord, “In poverty He came to earth . . . showing mercy by His 
birth.”1 As we unwrap the wonder of Christmas once again, may 
we celebrate how our God uses that which is common and simple 
– but wonderful – in His blessed giving of Jesus, our Immanuel. 

We praise You, Jesus at Your birth. You come among us in flesh 
as God with us, our Savior and our Lord. May our songs echo 
the chorus of the angels, with joyful sounds from grateful voices. 
Alleluia! Amen. 

Rev. Greg Wismar, D.Min. ‘65 I Retired Pastor from Christ the King Lutheran 
Church, Newtown, Connecticut 

1Lutheran Service Book, p. 382 
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SUNDAY, DECEMBER 24 | The Evening Before a Miracle 

“Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at 
work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure.” 

Philippians 2:12-13 

So much more than we ever could imagine or dream, that’s God’s 
agenda for our lives. God is at work despite life’s crushing realities. We 
crash into trouble. Love relationships nosedive. Careers are dashed to 
dust. We reach the outermost edge of what we can bear. But the fact of 
Advent means I can hope again. 

Mary had hope. Giving birth in Bethlehem to the One who must go 
to Calvary for human salvation, she did not cry with a godforsaken 
groan—because she knew that her newborn son would, through His 
own godforsaken death, accomplish so much more than even she could 
imagine or dream. Daily, Jesus continues to accomplish just that for us. 

New gifts are under green trees. In one week, a new year will wipe away 
the old calendar. But it is because of the time-transcending birth of this 
heaven-sent baby that we are reborn. God’s at work daily: repairing my 
heart, redeeming the creation, restoring my soul, renewing my strength, 
rekindling my exhausted faith, rebuilding my future. O. P. Kretzmann, a 
1920 Concordia College New York graduate, put it like this: “Ever since 
Bethlehem, there is reason and truth in the ancient prayer, ‘O God, 
make me all that I can be.’”1 

With fear and trembling, most merciful God, I humbly step forward into 
the mystery of what You are making me to be. I cling to Your work to 
save me, as powerful as the promise of a newborn King in a crib. Amen. 

Rev. John Arthur Nunes, Ph.D. | President, Concordia College New York 

1Hosanna in the Whirlwind, p. 26 



Thank 

30 | Unplug, Unwind, & Unwrap 



Unplug, Unwind, & Unwrap | 31

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

Thankyou
for taking this Advent journey with us! 

Everyone here at Concordia College New York 
prays that the peace of Christ enters your 

heart this Advent season and always. 
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	SUNDAY, DECEMBER 3 | UNPLUG: An Act of God 
	“The spirit of the Lord God is upon me,    because the Lord has anointed me… to bring good news to the oppressed,    to bind up the brokenhearted…    to comfort all who mourn.” Isaiah 61:1 
	As we approach Christmas, the cold hand of grief seems to be tightening its grip on humanity: Hurricanes. Natural disasters. 
	Wildfires. Humanly manufactured violence. Mass shootings. Even place names evoke the tragedies that occurred there: 
	Las Vegas. Puerto Rico. Houston. Sutherland Springs, Texas. In 
	Mexico, an earthquake in September killed scores; one survivor remarked, “It feels like God is angry at us.” No matter how much wrath we conclude we deserve, it is love, not anger, that represents God’s primary disposition toward humans. Love is the ultimate act of God. Love is Jesus whose journey we anticipate this Advent. 
	1

	Recently I checked in on my mother who is still grieving the 
	death of my dad, her husband, about a year ago. She said, 
	“John, this year I’ve learned the best way to get through my grief: by singing—because God loves to be praised and singing lifts my heart to a higher place.” Sing your way through whatever cloud of grief is breaking your heart this season. Singing, itself, is an act in which God brings us good news, binds our wounds, and comforts our every affliction. 
	Spirit of the living God, fall fresh on a broken world, break our bondage and bring us Good News in Jesus. Amen. 
	Rev. John Arthur Nunes, Ph.D. | President, Concordia College New York
	New York Times, September 20, 2017, p. 1 
	 1
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	Return to me, 
	AND I WILL RETURN TO YOU, SAYS THE LORD ALMIGHTY! Malachi 3:7 B 
	AND I WILL RETURN TO YOU, SAYS THE LORD ALMIGHTY! Malachi 3:7 B 
	MONDAY, DECEMBER 4 | UNPLUG: Turning & Turning 
	“Turn us again, O God, and cause Thy face to shine; and we shall be saved.” Psalm 80:3 
	Advent is about our Loving Father who comes and turns toward 
	us, to plug into us by the power of His Holy Spirit. He turns toward us and we return to Him as we unplug from the cares and 
	concerns of the world to spend time concentrating on our Father and His unselfish, undying love for us. 
	Sometimes it seems as though our lives are filled with these times 
	of turning and returning, unplugging and plugging, disconnecting and connecting from the world that would destroy us and our 
	destiny in Christ, to a Father who completes us, causes His face to shine upon us, saves us and grants us peace. 
	There is truly no greater grace than to understand that Jesus took the time to unplug from the graces and joys of heaven in the presence of His Father to come in Advent to offer a new connection for us to our Father, from whom we have strayed. It is awesome to know that in the blood of Jesus we have peace with our Father and that this Jesus will come again to unplug us from 
	sin, death, and hell that we may be plugged into eternity and life with Him. 
	This Advent we turn and we return, we turn and we return, we 
	turn and return as the prodigals we are in the sure and certain 
	hope that our Father will rejoice to see us unplug from sin to plug into the grace of His salvation. 
	Make it so for us these days, Lord. In Jesus we pray. Amen. 
	Rev. Victor J. Belton ‘82 I Campus Pastor and Director of the Center for Contextual Leadership, Concordia College New York 
	TUESDAY, DECEMBER 5 | UNPLUG: A Gift from the Father 
	“Therefore you do not lack any spiritual gift as you eagerly await the revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 1 Corinthians 1:7 
	The word advent is from the Latin adventus, which means ‘coming’. In the season of Advent, God prepares to unplug the heavens and come to us in the person of His Son, Jesus, the Christ. He comes for three purposes: (1) Forgiveness ~ To forgive us of our sins; sins of yesterdays and years, today and tomorrow; no matter what we have done, especially in our youthful indiscretions, Christ speaks words of forgiveness, “Neither do I condemn you, go and sin no more.” John 8:32. 
	(2) Deliverance ~ To help us make sense out of this thing we call living, God comes to help us think through our faults and failures, and understand what it means to forgive ourselves and others, being reconciled, walking by faith in Christ. 2 Corinthians 5:7, 21. (3) Eternity ~ Lastly, as we contemplate our mortality, He reminds us that we have an eternity with Him, rejoicing that our names are written in God’s heart because of Calvary, where Christ died for our sins. 
	So be of good cheer this Advent season “for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.” Luke 12:32 
	Heavenly Father, thank You for leaving heaven and coming to me in Christ and bringing me the greatest gift of all, Jesus, in His name. Amen. 
	Rev. Roosevelt Gray Jr., D.D. | Director, Black and African Ministry LCMS Office of National Mission 
	WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 6 | UNPLUG: Are You Ready? 
	“And saith unto them, Go your way into the village over against you: 
	and as soon as ye be entered into it, ye shall find a colt tied, 
	whereon never man sat; loose him, and bring him.” Mark 11:2 
	The arrival of important life events requires preparation, like 
	cleaning up the room for a long-expected guest, or getting 
	the right glasses for that once-in-a-lifetime viewing of the solar eclipse, or being ready for Jesus’ arrival! 
	Advent is all about preparation and readiness for Jesus’ coming. Yet, life’s daily grind does not always allow us to unplug in order to focus our hearts and minds on the main event. 
	Christ’s entry into Jerusalem is the main event in Mark 11. Preparations are in order. So Jesus tells two of His disciples to go into a village, find a colt, untie it, and bring it to Him (11:2). With these words, Jesus teaches His disciples to focus on what is most important, to get ready for His coming into Jerusalem where He will give His life as a ransom for many (see Mark 10:45). 
	At the last day, Christ will make another grand entry. Not as the humble Servant, but as the exalted Lord. As His disciples, how do we make room in our busy lives to prepare for His final Advent? We listen to and live by Jesus’ words until He calls us to Himself at His great visitation. 
	Lord Jesus, make room in our lives for Your word until You call us to be with You forever. Amen.   
	Rev. Leopoldo A. Sánchez M., Ph.D. | Professor of Hispanic Ministries, Director, Center for Hispanic Studies, Concordia Seminary, Saint Louis 
	Listen 


	&Live 
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	THURSDAY, DECEMBER 7 | UNPLUG: Capital-C 
	“And then shall He send His angels, and shall gather together His elect from the four winds, from the uttermost part of the earth to the uttermost part of heaven.” Mark 13:27 
	Advent – the season of “preparation.” But what are we preparing for? Until recently, I always thought of Advent as the time to prepare for capital-C “Christmas.” Certainly all of that celebration requires preparation – music rehearsed, gifts bought, cards addressed, cookies made, and on and on. But that’s just the trappings, the secular Christmas that often has nothing to do with Jesus’ birth and message. 
	Then what are we really preparing for?  Not for Christ’s ACTUAL birth; that 
	happened long ago, and our yearly celebrations are merely commemorating 
	that sacred event. Instead, it’s about two things, I think: preparing our hearts, minds, and souls to hear God’s voice in and around us in this very moment, and preparing ourselves for the Second Advent – the day when Christ comes 
	again. 
	Ironically, the holiday season can be the hardest time for me to hear God’s voice, even as I’m daily humming carols that invoke God’s name. Everything is too loud and covered in layers of glitter and frosting. 
	In this context, Advent is necessarily about finding ways to hear the message of God above the din. For me, that requires some unplugging; unplugging my phone so that I might have silent nights of contemplation. Unplugging the colored lights so that I can be dazzled instead by God’s light in those around me. Unplugging my notions of what Christmas is supposed to be and telling myself what it should be: a yearly reminder that God already was made flesh, already walked among us, already bled and died in the u
	again to gather us all up and reunite His chosen people. 
	God is ready to make us His vessel at any moment, but are we prepared for that? Advent poses that question, and gives us daily opportunities to answer in the affirmative. 
	Lord, use this Advent season to prepare me to be Your servant. Help me to hear Your voice and give me the strength to answer Your call every day. Amen. 
	Stephanie Jass, Ph.D. | taught at Western Michigan University, 
	Kellogg Community College, and Adrian College 
	FRIDAY, DECEMBER 8 | UNPLUG: Hear His Call & Ascend 
	“O Zion, that bringest good tidings, get thee up into the high mountain; O Jerusalem, that bringest good tidings, lift up thy voice with strength; lift it up, be not afraid; say unto the cities of Judah, Behold your God!” Isaiah 40:9 
	Sledding hills seem like mountains when you are young. If you are a five-year-old, ascending a snowy hill with a toboggan is tantamount to climbing a mountainous peak. Up, up, up. Higher, higher, higher. 
	As we grow older, we come to realize that sledding hills are not as big as they once seemed; there are even higher mountains and taller peaks. What appeared to be a mountain in our youth was actually just a snowy 
	mound. 
	We often turn mounds into mountains: troubles appear to be 
	insurmountable. Struggles loom over our hearts and cast an anxious shadow on our minds. Ambition tricks us into thinking that we are 
	climbing the highest mountain life has to offer. Ascending the next hill, 
	conquering the newest challenge, and reaching the top seems to be the greatest adventure of all. 
	God has called you to an even higher mountain. The new life that is yours through faith in Christ Jesus is truly the highest mountain and the greatest adventure. Everything else in life is just a snowy mound. God invites you this Advent to unplug, hear His call, and ascend to the highest mountain: “Go on up to a high mountain, O Zion, herald of good news…” Up on this high mountain you can discover that everything else is just a mound. And on this high mountain you can proclaim the Good News of Christ Jesus 
	Holy Lord, You have called me to an even higher mountain. From this mountain, let me see what is truly important and proclaim truly Good News. Enable me to unplug from the distractions of this world and behold Your love and mercy in Christ Jesus. Amen. 
	Rev. A. Trevor Sutton | Associate Pastor, Saint Luke Lutheran Church Haslett, Michigan 
	SATURDAY, DECEMBER 9 | UNPLUG: Revive Us Again 
	“Wilt Thou not revive us again: that Thy people may rejoice in Thee?” Psalm 85:6 
	According to recent research, around 75% of people who experience a significant setback in life are able to come to terms with their loss and move on with life. What’s more, the critical factor that predicts one’s resilience seems to be the ability to construct a story about one’s life that acknowledges the loss, and yet describes a hopefulness for the future. It seems that if we tell ourselves that we’re the sort of person who always bounces back, we do. 
	For followers of Jesus, the news is even more encouraging. Ours is not a story that we have to make up for ourselves. It’s a story that we have 
	been told into: 
	In a time of calamity, the psalmist asks a question of God on behalf of 
	Israel: 
	“Will You not revive us again,     that Your people may rejoice in You?” 
	This question isn’t merely begging or wishful thinking. It’s a question grounded in the past actions of God. “Will you not revive us – AGAIN?” 
	The story of your life need not be a story of chronic regret, loss, and fear. 
	This is not because you can buck up and come up with a better story or even because you’ve found a way to unplug yourself from the fear that surrounds you. The story of your life is a story of revival because your God has a track record of revival and has written you into His story. 
	Lord Jesus, when I become overwhelmed by fear and anxieties about the future, send Your Spirit to remind me that You have written me into Your story of resurrection. Amen. 
	Rev. James Wetzstein | University Pastor, Valparaiso University, 
	Valparaiso, Indiana 
	SUNDAY, DECEMBER 10 | UNWIND: God’s Promise 
	“The Lord is not slack concerning His promise, as some men count slackness; but is longsuffering to us-ward, not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance.” 2 Peter 3:9 
	Unwind? The second week of December?? This time of year is all about being wound up! To shop, attend parties, gather family, and provide 
	some idyllic Christmas experience. All while minding the car magnet 
	mandate to “Keep the Christ in Christmas.” 
	But here’s the precious truth: God’s promise to save us and restore this earth is something that takes time to reveal. It’s not something we can even think about if we’re always rushing. God’s promise is not slow and delayed, not slow and lazy- but slow and patient. 
	Why? Because God wants for all to join in, for no one to be left out, no one left at the end who’s unhealed, unforgiven, unfreed. 
	As you unwind on this Sabbath day of rest from the season’s incessant busyness, how about slowing down to see those around you? Slowing down to pray in the quiet and feel God’s love? Slowing down to be patient with those you live and work with? Slowing down to visit a neighbor who may be one of the ones God’s been waiting for? 
	Someone around you needs to hear that promise of love today. 
	As the years unwind, Lord, keep us conscious of Your coming again in glory so that we do not perish. Amen. 
	Rev. Cari Pattison | Associate Minister, The Reformed Church Bronxville, New York 
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	MONDAY, DECEMBER 11 | UNWIND: Prepare the Way 
	“The voice of one crying in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make His paths straight.” Mark 1:3 
	Pulling out Christmas tree lights from the storage bin is an 
	unpleasant task. No matter how carefully the strands are wound, by the time all are unpacked, everything is almost always a tangled mess. The strands must be stretched out across the floor and meticulously unwound. Otherwise, the lights are useless. 
	We come “out of the box” (even from birth) as a tangled up spiritual mess. Our affections are disordered. We are turned in on ourselves. We care nothing for God.  We do not wish to serve His purposes. We just want to be left alone. 
	Along comes John the Baptist preparing the way for Jesus. And how does he get us ready? He preaches a message of 
	repentance. His call still lays bare our hearts and shows us our 
	need for a Savior. We are a tangled mess of sin.  
	But that’s actually good news! For Jesus came for such as these! For me. For you. When we say, “I’m a mess, Jesus! Please straighten me out! Please forgive me!” He does just that. His coming to die on the cross in love undoes the knots of sin that 
	grip our hearts. We are free and His light now shines brightly 
	through us! 
	Unwind the paths of our hearts, Lord, so that our coming to You may be straight and we will be prepared for Your coming. Amen. 
	Rev. Randall Pekari | Our Savior Lutheran Church, 
	South Windsor, Connecticut 
	TUESDAY, DECEMBER 12 | UNWIND: Freely Belong to Jesus 
	“The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me; because the Lord hath anointed me to preach good tidings unto the meek; He hath sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to them that are bound.” Isaiah 61:1 
	The Spirit of God personally comes upon us and gives us rest and joy. The transcending power of God brings a transcending wellness and wholeness into our lives. Saint Paul said, “And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” Philippians 4:7 
	The truth is that our freedom comes from outside of our troubled 
	world and drives our troubled world to a redemptive goal in Christ Jesus in a surprising way. As the Gospel is proclaimed, the power of God takes over and comforts the brokenhearted and releases the captives. As the Gospel is proclaimed, the power of God takes over and helps us to embrace and enjoy our sacred right to freely belong to Jesus. 
	Thus, let Jesus’ Spirit have free course in our lives to detach us from 
	mundane distractions and deep disappointments in life and use us 
	powerfully among those in need, bondage and sufferings. Let’s share with those around us the sweet message of the Gospel, forgiveness of sin and unconditional love of God in Jesus. We are indeed truly and fully equipped with the most powerful message that sets all people free from all kinds of bondages. 
	Dear Jesus, the flowers grow in rest as You provide them with 
	beauty and stability. The sun and stars shine in rest as You provide them with light and stability. You do care for us too. Help us to rely on You and share Your peace with others in Jesus’ name. Amen. 
	Rev. Yared Halche, Ph.D. |  Facilitator For Mission Engagement Southeastern District, LCMS 
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	WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 13 | UNWIND: Fullness of Time 
	“He that goeth forth and weepeth, bearing precious seed, shall doubtless come again with rejoicing, bringing his sheaves with him.” Psalm 126:6 
	Living in New York City makes it hard to unwind. The city, like clockwork, winds down days in the grind of time. Wherever we live, the concerns of daily life can crowd-out our connectivity to Christ.   
	Advent is a time to reconnect with Christ and one another. To take advantage of the present moment that Christ has arrived, is here now, and will reign at the end of time. Christ was born in Bethlehem that we would be born again by the power of God. Christ is with us now through His word of comfort reverberating in our lives. Christ will return with the realization of the justice of God. 
	Advent is a time to unwind the fullness of time - how, in Christ, the past, present and future hold together in one frame of fulfillment. In one verse, time unwinds to reveal the fullness of our efforts and achievements, our beginnings and endings, many days and years all gathered together in the unity of God’s love.  
	Towards the end of his long life, my grandfather told me his story. He wrote his autobiography for his children and grandchildren. Page by 
	page he recounted the ways God guided his life: sometimes with tears, sometimes with smiles, at all times with Christ. My grandfather’s story 
	reminds us how in Christ all of our days hold together in one timeline 
	of grace. One verse. One life. Year by year. Sowing and reaping. The ups an downs of old routines and ventures new. While it can be difficult to slow down and unwind, God breaks through and broadens our perspectives with the promise of His providence. 
	O God, our help in ages past and hope for years to come, thank You for providing Your presence in every moment of our lives. Make us mindful of Your plans for us and persistent in our return home to You with the hope inspired through Jesus Christ who is the same yesterday, today and forever. Amen.  
	Rev. Joshua Hollmann, Ph.D. | Assistant Professor of Theology, Concordia College New York, Chair of the Theology Department, Director of the Stephens Initiative for Service Learning 
	THURSDAY, DECEMBER 14 | UNWIND: Do Not Be Afraid 
	“And the angel said unto them, Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord.” Luke 2:10-11 
	Few weeks ago I was meeting with leaders from the Middle 
	East. Although each one of us came from a different context, 
	nevertheless it was clear that one single theme was in common in all our deliberations: Fear. 
	Fear seems to be the mark of our century. Human beings seem to 
	be formed not of clay, but of fear. 
	“Do not be afraid” is not about being courageous. The message heard 2000 years ago here, in occupied Palestine, by the shepherds, the marginalized in that society, opens a new understanding of living without fears although surrounded by fears. God came to save us from that fear that paralyzes us. He set us free. The fear lost its control over us. 
	Does this mean that we are saved from trouble, from wars, from disease, from worries? Not at all: we will still pass through 
	troubled waters, but when we pass through, He will be there with 
	us and for us so that the powerful rivers will not overwhelm us.  We will continue to experience fire, yet when we walk through fire the flame shall not consume us. Because He is there for us and with us, we shall not fear. For here is One who is greater than the 
	greatest fear. 
	Lord, Thank You for freeing us from all fears. Thank You that fears shall have no power over us because You are there for us. Send us into our world so that we can be agents of liberation from all fears. Amen. 
	Rev. Mitri Raheb, Ph.D. | President, Dar al-Kalima University College of Arts and Culture Bethlehem, Palestine 
	FRIDAY, DECEMBER 15 | UNWIND: God’s Call to Return 
	“Return to me, and I will return to you, says the Lord Almighty.” Malachi 3:7b 
	Malachi, a prophet who was ever the teacher, sets about both 
	to describe an act of repentance and to remind the people of 
	the Lord’s promise which enables such repentance. The Lord Almighty, whose presence fills the whole earth, has never really left them, but, until they return, they won’t have a clue about this. As long as they’re looking in the wrong direction, as long as they’re walking, or even running away from Him, they won’t see His everlasting goodness, they won’t taste the sweetness of life lived filled with His holy name. 
	Whether in exile or despair, whether living under an occupying 
	force or simply hungry, the Lord Almighty calls us into obedience 
	to His commands, so that we might know the delight that comes even when all seems lost, even when we cannot imagine a better 
	future. 
	Because He gave us the commandments for our own protection, when He calls us to return to Him, it is so that living out His presence through the obedience of our lives, His love would yet abound between this world’s peoples.  What better sign would 
	there be to prepare our world of His impending coming than a 
	people who trust that His promise to return is true? 
	Come, O Lord, and call us to obedience this day, that we might know Your goodness and live out Your love. Amen. 
	Rev. Amy C. Schifrin Ph.D. | President, North American Lutheran Seminary, Ambridge, Pennsylvania 
	SATURDAY, DECEMBER 16 | UNWIND: Settled Space & a Servant Spirit 
	“And it came to pass, when the king sat in his house, and the Lord had given him rest round about from all his enemies; “ 2 Samuel 7:1 
	Saturday morning. In my household of young children and a pastor spouse, Saturday morning is cherished space. Coffee slowly poured early, donuts procured fresh and warm 
	from our bakery, cartoons turned on, of course, but softly so. We rest. We breathe a bit, 
	and recline a bit. We are settled. 
	Maybe your Saturday looks similar. Maybe it doesn’t, but likely there are moments of exhale at some point in your daily living. Moments when the tyranny of time, the necessary urgency of home and work, and the incessant ping of incoming emails and 
	social media updates recede, and you are settled. It can feel downright palatial, these 
	moments of decadent space, yes? Truly a provision from the Lord. 
	And yet . . . Give the remainder of 2 Samuel chapter 7 a read, and you learn that King David, blessed to breathe in the inbetween space of war and conflict, blessed to meditate on the Law of the Lord in the comfort of his well-appointed palace, uses even his settled space to glorify God. 
	“What shall I render to the Lord, for all his benefits to me?” These words penned in Psalm 116 illustrate David’s grateful mindset in 2 Samuel. Given a moment to unwind, he cannot help but turn his resting thoughts to his Heavenly Provider; to ponder, “what can I do for you, my King of heaven?” And, he is led to imagine the construction of God’s holy 
	temple. 
	Prayerfully, you find moments to unwind during these Advent weeks. Yet, as we recline and rest, with our hearts turned by the Spirit to meditate on the manger, even in these quiet moments, God works His good work in us. He grants rest, which enriches the body, yes, and relieves the mind, certainly, but most significantly, His design is to restore and make right our spirit. 
	Likely, you don’t have the treasure to imagine (and to construct) a temple for the Lord during your downtime. That’s okay. He’s content with far more modest mangers. Our King wants our hearts, and reached down to us in grace, breaking the silence of heaven to claim every one. As you find moments to unwind in the midst of this season, may you, like David, through these gracious settled moments, be gifted with a spirit that longs to serve our God and King. 
	“What can I give Him, poor as I am? If I were a shepherd, I would bring a lamb; If I were a Wise Man, I would do my part; Yet what I can I give Him: give my heart.” 
	May God grant it, at Christmas and ever. 
	Gretchen M. Jameson | Sr. Vice President, Office of Strategy and University Affairs, Concordia University Wisconsin and Ann Arbor 
	SUNDAY, DECEMBER 17 | UNWRAP: From Advent to Forever! 
	“His seed also will I make to endure forever, and his throne as the days of heaven.” Psalm 89:29 
	There are many promises in our celebration and understanding of 
	our Father’s graces in His Coming and Returning, His ‘manger in the stable’ advent and His ‘clouds of heaven’ advent. 
	In the first advent of our Lord Jesus, we witness our Father unwrap thirty years of life for His Son, our Savior. Much like our own lives, we sense and experience the limitations of our first advent, which is our coming in time. 
	Thank God we not only have this first advent but also a second coming in which we see our Father unwrap eternity for Jesus and also for us. The promise is, “God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor 
	crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things 
	are passed away.” Revelation 21:4  
	Our Lord’s invitation again this year is for us to return to Him, in eager anticipation that our Father will unwrap eternity for us. We return in our flesh and this first coming. We believe in the sacrifice of our Jesus in His coming, suffering, death, resurrection, and ascension. And we hope. We hope for our second advent as Jesus returns again to unwrap us not in time but in eternity. We anticipate our Father, returning in His Son on the clouds, to grant us the grace that moves from Advent to Forever, fro
	eternity. 
	Make it so Lord, this Advent. In Jesus we pray. Amen.  
	Rev. Victor J. Belton ‘82 | Campus Pastor and Director of the Center for Contextual Leadership, Concordia College New York 
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	MONDAY, DECEMBER 18 | UNWRAP: He is Coming 
	“After this manner therefore pray ye: Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be Thy name.” Mathew 6:9 
	There is no lack of prayers in the Holy land. You hear the Muslim call to prayer five times a day. The bells of monasteries ring five times indicating the times for prayer. You can watch religious orthodox Jews in a prayer marathon at the Wailing Wall. We do not lack prayers in the Holy land. On the contrary, I believe that we have too much of them. We have too much religion. We have so much religion that people are getting suffocated by it. God Himself is saying, “Too much even for me. I need a break.” 
	The influx of religion could be a sign that people feel God is far away and not near; that He is having hearing problems, that He is so silent and doesn’t move or that He is absent. Having too much religion can mean having too little faith and trust. As Christians we are not asked to do more. The most important thing is done by God Himself in Christ. Advent means He is 
	coming. He is not far anymore, but He is dwelling among us, 
	and like a father, He knows what we need before we even articulate it. Our prayers become nothing but a response to His 
	coming. 
	Our Heavenly Father, thank You for Your advent into our world. Give us to trust in You and to celebrate the birth of Your Son with faith and thanksgiving. Amen. 
	Rev. Mitri Raheb, Ph.D. | President, Dar al-Kalima University College of Arts and Culture, Bethlehem, Palestine 
	TUESDAY, DECEMBER 19 | UNWRAP: Possibility 
	“For with God nothing shall be impossible.” Luke 1:37 
	Nothing is impossible with God … and yet the possible and the hopeful are so often overwhelmed by the probable and the 
	actual. 
	For one of our wedding gifts, my wife and I were given a George Foreman Electric Grill. We hadn’t asked for it. We weren’t certain that we wanted it. We didn’t know what we were going to do with 
	it. It was a gift that in the scheme of the carefully chosen registry gifts was an afterthought. 
	After our honeymoon we traveled to our new apartment. There in bold letters on the outside of the building were the words ”no charcoal or gas grills allowed.” The gift that was an afterthought, quickly became the most used wedding gift during our first year 
	of marriage. 
	Sometimes our embrace of the possibility that exists in God leads us to a certainty that God ought to make actual what we want. Real possibility in God, however, reveals itself much like the present that we didn’t know we needed: unwrapped at just the right time to open our eyes to new possibilities that God has for us to use our God given gifts in service of God and neighbor. 
	God of wisdom, Help us to see beyond our present possibilities and hopes and to trust in Your ever-unfolding gift of grace which belongs to us through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
	Rev. Paul Sauer | Assistant Professor of Religion, Concordia College New York 
	WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 20 | UNWRAP: God’s Presence
	 “Therefore the Lord himself shall give you a sign; Behold, a virgin shall conceive, and bear a Son, and shall call His name Immanuel.” Isaiah 7:14: 
	It seems no matter how old I get (60 as of this writing), I still feel excited about the approach of Christmas. I know it’s not about the gifts. Maybe it’s a little bit about the family gatherings, especially now that family lives at a distance. But it’s more than that. Much 
	more. 
	I am currently teaching a course on the Hebrew Scriptures. One of the authors I am reading stresses that what makes the Judeo-Christian faith unique is the idea of the holiness of God. Why would this God, who is so different, so “other,” even notice us?! Even more miraculous is the reality that, in Jesus the Christ, God comes down - laying aside all that glory and power, all that holiness - to live among us. And to love us! 
	This Good News, when absorbed into the heart and soul, has a transformative effect. When I think about this overwhelming 
	grace, for me and for all humanity, something happens. I am 
	undone! I am unwrapped! The love of God which lays aside 
	holiness and comes down is the greatest gift. 
	We pray: Holy God, as we approach the celebration of Christmas, unwrap us and open us to the reality of Your presence and the Good News it reveals about who You are . . . and who we are, in Jesus’ name. Amen. 
	Rev. Paul Egensteiner I Emanuel Evangelical Lutheran Church, Pleasantville, New York  
	THURSDAY, DECEMBER 21 | UNWRAP: A Surprise 
	“The LORD said unto my Lord, Sit thou at my right hand, until I make thine enemies thy footstool. The LORD shall send the rod of thy strength out of Zion: rule thou in the midst of thine enemies. Thy people shall be willing in the day of thy power, in the beauties of holiness from the womb of the morning: thou hast the dew of thy youth. The LORD hath sworn, and will not repent, Thou art a priest for ever after the order of Melchizedek.” Psalm 110:1-4 
	Like all grandparents, we delight in giving presents to our grandchildren. As my wife and I gave gifts to our young 
	granddaughters last Christmas, they examined the wrappings 
	with curiosity and asked, “What’s in the package?” Their grandma responded, “It’s a surprise!” And, it was! 
	Psalm 110 describes a mighty, victorious king and a one-of-a-kind high priest. This is how the Messiah would one day appear and this is how the people of Jesus’ day anticipated His coming – someone powerful, high and mighty! 
	But when the Father unwrapped His gift, Jesus was a total surprise. Instead of being “high and mighty,” He was humble and lowly. Born under the most unpretentious of circumstances, He spent His life and ministry with ordinary folk – just like us.  This Messiah had entered the world to reveal and demonstrate God’s unexplainable love for people – even to the giving of His life on the cross. What a surprise! 
	Jesus is indeed our King and Priest, but also our Lord and Savior. As a result, we can joyfully sing Handel’s Messiah, “King of Kings and Lord of Lords . . . and He shall reign forever!” 
	Heavenly Father, surprise me again this Christmas by gifting me with Jesus’ love. Amen. 
	Rev. William Meyer ‘57 | Bethel, Connecticut 
	FRIDAY, DECEMBER 22 | UNWRAP: Love
	 “Beloved, let us love one another: for love is of God; and every one that loveth is born of God, and knoweth God.” 1 John 4:7 
	It’s so easy to get wrapped up in our daily lives. We get wrapped up in our tasks and projects, wrapped up in logistics of schedules 
	and, this time of year, we are wrapped up in completing our 
	holiday to-do lists. We even find ourselves wrapped up in analyzing behaviors or words of people with whom we’re in relationships—parents, children, friends, spouses, loved ones— trying to please them, help them, avoid them or change them. We become so wrapped up in so many things that we effectively render ourselves immobile. We’re unable to be fully present, 
	unable to connect with what is around us, and unable to share the 
	gifts God has given us. 
	That’s why, knowing this about His children, God sent a gift that wasn’t for us to unwrap. He sent a gift that would unwrap us. 
	Love came down from our Father in the form of the Son, Jesus Christ, God’s love manifested.  From the baby born of a virgin mother to the man who took our punishment upon the cross, Jesus reminds us again and again of the love the Father has for 
	us. He unwraps the layers of this world and frees us to experience 
	this amazing love that is given to and for each of us. His great 
	grace pulls away the wrappings of worldly accomplishments, 
	of imperfect relationships, and of our own brokenness to expose our hearts so that we might fully receive God’s unfailing, unconditional love. Then, when we are unwrapped and living in God’s love, we are able to share that love with one another.  
	Lord, in this season of Advent, may we be unwrapped by your Son, that we may be freed to know and share Your love with the world. Amen. 
	Heather R. McGinness, CNM, CFRE | Vice President for Advancement, Concordia College New York 
	SATURDAY, DECEMBER 23 | UNWRAP: Wrapping Paper 
	“And she shall bring forth a son, and thou shalt call his name Jesus: for he shall save his people from their sins.” Matthew 1:21 
	One of the joys of Christmas is treasuring the way gifts that are received are wrapped.  These days there are many fancy designer wrappings that make their way onto the gifts under the Christmas tree. Some of us who grew up in homes where every penny counted, and common household items received a great variety 
	of uses, can remember years when our gifts were wrapped in the 
	“Comics” section of the Sunday papers from previous months. The comics were recognizable and utilitarian--and very cost effective!  
	When God sent His Son to earth for our salvation, He sent Jesus to a place where He was wrapped in something common – swaddling clothes. They too were recognizable and utilitarian and cost effective as well.  Through the words of his Christmas hymn “We Praise You, Jesus, at Your Birth” Martin Luther writes of our Lord, “In poverty He came to earth . . . showing mercy by His birth.” As we unwrap the wonder of Christmas once again, may we celebrate how our God uses that which is common and simple 
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	– but wonderful – in His blessed giving of Jesus, our Immanuel. 
	We praise You, Jesus at Your birth. You come among us in flesh 
	as God with us, our Savior and our Lord. May our songs echo the chorus of the angels, with joyful sounds from grateful voices. Alleluia! Amen. 
	Rev. Greg Wismar, D.Min. ‘65 I Retired Pastor from Christ the King Lutheran 
	Church, Newtown, Connecticut 
	Lutheran Service Book, p. 382 
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	SUNDAY, DECEMBER 24 | The Evening Before a Miracle 
	“Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure.” Philippians 2:12-13 
	So much more than we ever could imagine or dream, that’s God’s agenda for our lives. God is at work despite life’s crushing realities. We crash into trouble. Love relationships nosedive. Careers are dashed to dust. We reach the outermost edge of what we can bear. But the fact of Advent means I can hope again. 
	Mary had hope. Giving birth in Bethlehem to the One who must go to Calvary for human salvation, she did not cry with a godforsaken groan—because she knew that her newborn son would, through His own godforsaken death, accomplish so much more than even she could imagine or dream. Daily, Jesus continues to accomplish just that for us. 
	New gifts are under green trees. In one week, a new year will wipe away the old calendar. But it is because of the time-transcending birth of this heaven-sent baby that we are reborn. God’s at work daily: repairing my 
	heart, redeeming the creation, restoring my soul, renewing my strength, 
	rekindling my exhausted faith, rebuilding my future. O. P. Kretzmann, a 1920 Concordia College New York graduate, put it like this: “Ever since Bethlehem, there is reason and truth in the ancient prayer, ‘O God, make me all that I can be.’”
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	With fear and trembling, most merciful God, I humbly step forward into the mystery of what You are making me to be. I cling to Your work to save me, as powerful as the promise of a newborn King in a crib. Amen. 
	Rev. John Arthur Nunes, Ph.D. | President, Concordia College New York 1Hosanna in the Whirlwind, p. 26 
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	for taking this Advent journey with us!
	for taking this Advent journey with us!
	Everyone here at Concordia College New York 
	prays that the peace of Christ enters your 
	heart this Advent season and always. 
	Special Thanks to all our authors for their devotions. 
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