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Jeremiah 33:14-16
Psalm 25:1-10
1 Thessalonians 3:9-13
Luke 21:25-36

What links the texts this week? 

Things might look awful right now, but there is something about our faith that calls us into hope. Even 
under the worst circumstances, even when we can’t find the way out, even when enemies surround 
us, Advent calls us to expect that God will intervene. Advent is an irrational commitment to a better 
future. Advent is a protest demand. Advent is still believing that we are loved even when we have for-
gotten what love feels like. The scriptures cannot promise us smooth pathways nor can they entitle us 
to happiness. Instead, we are given recipes for the audacity to await our collective salvation even from 
the brink of death. 
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

Return,
return,
return,
in the dimming winter light,
to stories of Hope.

Yes, there is suffering.
Yes, there is sorrow.
Yes, the weight of loss makes it hard to move.
Who, today, can we meet with simple care?
How can we find a moment of ease within our spirits?

Return
return,
return,
in the dimming winter light,
to stories of Hope—
starlight and song.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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Opening Prayer

In you, Steadfast Liberator,
we put our trust.

Teach us your ancient path of love;
show us your compassionate and courageous ways.
Reinvigorate within us the rebellious ways of our youth—
that we may not get stuck in ruts of dusty thinking;
that we may not abide unjust rules;
that we may imagine more expansive futures.

Ever-present Rhythm of Love—lead us not to resignation.
When the night is long, sing to us songs of hope. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Those who manufacture systems of oppression love when we get caught in stories of our insurmountable 
differences. They delight when we are divided. They rejoice when we keep hopelessness on loop. We make 
it easy for them when we turn on each other.

We refuse to do the work of our oppressors! We will take delight in our interdependence! We will rejoice 
in the hope we co-create! Come, let us meet each other’s needs with joy!

Prayer of Dedication

Gentle and Protecting Grandmother Spirit, we dedicate our offerings to those who are strategically 
disenfranchised by systems of harm, to our collective children, to our more-than-human kin, and to our 
elders. May these souls guide us and teach us practices of hope. Amen.

Benediction

Beyond stories of isolation,
we will live stories of interdependence.
Beyond stories of despair, 
we will live stories of day-to-day care.
When hope seems dim,
we will be guided by stars.
Go with God,
the birther of the Cosmos,
that ancient well of Love.
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 How does your tradition determine which parts of scripture are prescriptive as opposed to descriptive? 
Do you believe these exist in a binary? Which do you feel best serves our collective liberation?

•	 What is on your route to hope? How can your faith community help you alchemize despair into feelings or 
knowings that inspire you to take your survival by force as a right?

•	 What risks do you feel called to take based on your socioeconomic positioning? Does your tradition 
believe in a freedom, salvation, or liberation that comes without risk? What risks can your spiritual 
community take together?

Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her). 
 
Cosmic - Every time this first Sunday of Advent rolls around, I think, “Wow, we have never needed Hope 
Sunday more than this year,” and then the next year, I feel like we need it even more. This year is no exception. 
If you are finding it hard to imagine where such hope might be found, much less preached, just know that you 
are not alone.

One way to read this psalm is as an account of a speaker (David, allegedly, though all of this was compiled long 
after his time) who is in some trouble. There are enemies around who seek to put the psalmist to shame, or 
worse. Under these perilous circumstances, the speaker is in search of true hope. And this speaker finds it in 
the pathways of a loving, compassionate, and forgiving God.

A number of commentators see this psalm as primarily a teaching psalm with emphasis on learning “all the 
ways of the Lord” that are “loving and faithful toward those who keep [the] covenant” and who are a key to 
real hope: “Show me your ways, Lord, and teach me your paths.”

When I was younger, I thought of scripture, and especially what gets talked about as “the Law,” or, in this Psalm, 
“God’s ways,” as moral guidance designed to teach us to be better sorts of people. Be good, follow these rules 
(which were amply supplemented by church dictates such as not watching R-rated movies), and you’ll get re-
warded with heaven. It didn’t occur to me that there might be another way to understand scripture. I also was 
not cognizant of how viewing scripture that way might, however inadvertently, support Christian supremacy, i.e. 
the notion that Christians are better people because they follow God’s ways. (Isn’t it…ahem… ironic how this 
supposed status as “better people” does not accrue to Jewish people, even though God’s law is actually Jewish 
in origin? But that’s a different essay, one about Christianity and proximity to power.)

More recently, I’ve been experiencing “God’s ways” or “the Law,” not as prescriptive codes full of moral sua-
sion, but as simple descriptions of how the universe is created, like identifying the grain of the wood on a fine 
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piece of furniture or the warp and weft of a gorgeous textile. God’s ways of love and compassion and mer-
cy are simply the substance of the universe, which makes them a kind of road map pointing toward where 
one might reasonably draw closer to God and Creation. (In fact, the Hebrew word for “ways” in verse 10 
means literally “wagon ruts,” the tracks of God’s wagon on the road just ahead.) A life faithful to these ways 
is not about being good in order to get approval from an autocratic deity. It’s about pursuing intimate rela-
tionship with the Spirit that infuses and animates all things.

The psalm provides several signposts leading the way toward such relationship:

1.	 The ways of/to God are for the humble, those who are not afraid to confess their limitations and mis-
takes. We find God in the honest vulnerability of a community where we admit our mistakes, acknowl-
edge that mistakes are human, and find forgiveness. How can your community cultivate this kind of 
warm, supportive accountability?

2.	 If the ways of God are most accessible to the humble (verse 9), we might expect to find them most 
easily among the people who are at or near the bottom of our social hierarchies. We are encouraged to 
aspire and relate downward, rather than upward, as a domination culture encourages—a social loca-
tion for God that is affirmed by the birth of Jesus to an unwed mother in a stable among farm animals. 
Lynice Pinkard has called this “the downward mobility of God.” What do the more “strategically disen-
franchised”/humble/ less affluent/able-bodied/neurotypical members of your congregation or communi-
ty have to teach, and how can they be given the leadership opportunities to bring that wisdom into the 
world (without putting pressure on people to “teach” who are already overburdened)?

3.	 The ways of God are loving, compassionate, faithful, and merciful, so we might more easily find God 
when we also travel the ways of love, compassion, faithfulness, and mercy. You might ask members of 
your community where they sense those ways opening up in their lives, even if they might ordinarily not 
be inclined to follow them.

According to this psalm, hope may lie not in “success,” by winning elections or any other conventional 
standards, but in stooping down low and following hot on the heels of a loving, compassionate, faithful, and 
merciful God, seeking to become more like Them.

Structural - This psalmist is in considerable distress, which isn’t fully clear unless you read the second half 
of the psalm that is not included in today’s lection. They are lonely and afraid. They have the sense of being 
surrounded by enemies who despise them.

As I write this just days after the US presidential election, I sense that many are feeling this way. Suddenly 
those who despise and/or fear and/or resent us (despise specifically those who are Black or undocumented 
or queer or trans or uterus-havers or Indigenous or disabled or Muslim or….) are empowered and plotting 
against us. This is not exaggeration. It is real.

And in the midst of that, it is easy to perceive more enemies than there really are.

I’m not saying we are imagining the threat. We are not.
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And still, the quickness with which disagreement can turn friends or acquaintances or potential allies into 
enemies is turbocharged right now. I’m watching while various groups are blamed for the loss of the elec-
tion—Palestinians and those who could not bring themselves to vote for the member of an administration 
funding genocide. Third-party voters. Those so disillusioned by the systems that they didn’t vote at all. Every 
Trump voter is cast as sadistic and misogynist.

I am currently in a painful argument with someone close to me who just admitted she was angry with me 
for my support of the Uncommitted/No Ceasefire No Vote campaign. The pain I feel in this argument is stir-
ring up bitterness in me against her and everyone I want to write off as “white liberals.” The lack of aware-
ness and unwillingness to look at how broken the systems were and are feels dangerous to me in a height-
ened way right now. I am tempted to turn her and so many others into enemies.

And here’s the thing: Every one of these people is a potential ally in the survival struggles to come. Even the 
working-class Trump voters, who will inevitably be disappointed because the empire will never make good 
on its promises. (It can’t because Trump and his allies are every bit as beholden to billionaires as the Demo-
crats are.)

This doesn’t mean we share every detail of our plans with everyone. These times are going to call for dis-
cernment regarding who can be trusted with what. 

But these times also call for curiosity and a willingness to sit in the tension of difference before drawing en-
emy lines. In the early hours of November 6, just after the presidential election was called for Donald Trump, 
Kailea Frederick wrote a missive on the Loam substack reminding us to “let it be complicated” and to ask, 
“How many multitudes can I hold?”

Systems of oppression, and those who benefit from them—they thrive by dividing to conquer, and I fear we 
are doing their work for them.

The psalm offers an unexpected antidote, a countercultural route to hope. Quickly, the psalmist turns from 
ruminating on their enemies and impending humiliation to meditating on a merciful and compassionate God. 
Then, secure in God’s love, the psalmist is freed up to look at their own failings, the places where they have 
gone astray.

I am inspired to look at my part in the fight with my friend—a failure to “show my work,” to explain thor-
oughly why I was taking the action I did, and also a certain embarrassing tendency toward self-righteousness. 
(I sometimes forget that I have the systemic analysis I have because I got lucky enough to meet people who 
taught me, not because I’m inherently a better sort of person. See the essay above on the fallacy of moral 
supremacy.)

I think when we can admit our own foibles and human limitations with compassion (which flows to us from 
a compassionate God, mediated by compassionate community), we can be more open to reconciliation 
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https://loamlove.substack.com/p/holding-multitudes
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where that is possible, and to strategic coalition-making where full reconciliation is not available. We can 
be more available to living out love and mercy and compassion even in an environment of threat. We can 
be savvy about what we say to whom, and how, even as we hold open the door for all those who might be 
newly aware of how deeply we need one another.

Interpersonal - The time of risk-taking is at hand. This is a time for infiltrators with integrity, people’s 
prophets, unwavering whistleblowers, trustworthy truth-tellers. In the extremely helpful essay, “10 ways to 
be prepared and grounded now that Trump has won,” Daniel Hunter reminds us that we will need people 
who are willing to take risk. We will need those who refuse to leave government office when they are fired, 
for example, who try to stay within the system and subvert the administration’s dictates from within for as 
long as they can. Hunter’s sixth point is “Do not obey in advance. Do not self-censor.” 

Part of the pressure to obey and self-censor comes from the threat of humiliation such as the psalmist 
fears in today’s scripture. To be publicly called out, called disloyal, fired, imprisoned—all of these are com-
pounded by the shame associated with them. And sometimes hewing to God’s paths of love, compassion, 
and mercy requires that we risk this humiliation.

“In you, Merciful and Loving One, we put our trust.”

This means we do not put our trust in the court of public opinion, nor in the approval of the powerful. We 
do not trust, cannot trust, even in the courts of the so-called justice system. We may have to risk the humil-
iation of being fired, publicly shamed, or even arrested.

And..this is not everyone’s role. For those who are members of already targeted groups, the risk of disobe-
dience under this new administration may be too great. Others may lack the access to power needed to do 
this particular work. 

We, too, have a role to play as we hew to the pathways of love, compassion, and mercy. We will support 
those who are taking these risks. We will commit to helping them recover when they are cast out. We will 
resist pressures to join in the humiliation chorus. Instead, we will celebrate those who commit to these 
courageous paths. 

Later in the same article, Hunter recounts how Bayard Rustin subverted efforts to humiliate Montgomery 
bus boycott leaders with threats of arrest. He organized these leaders to go down to the police station 
directly and present themselves for arrest. Outside crowds of supporters cheered their courage, turning 
what was meant as humiliation into honor.

May we each find our way to the risks that are ours to take, renouncing the tactics of humiliation and put-
ting our trust in a God and a people of justice, mercy, love, and compassion.
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Words for inspiration:
 
Check out Dean Spade on welcoming newcomers to movement: https://www.instagram.com/p/DCKqTa-
PSyfM/ 
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Two Palestinians die in ‘catastrophic conditions’ in Israeli prison

Labor’s Resurgence Can Continue Despite Trump

Liberal guilt and Palestine

Minimum Wage: Strike looms in Cross River as Organised Labour stages walkout

Haitian immigrants flee Springfield, Ohio, in droves after Trump election win

[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought 

partners]
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