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Sermon Fodder

Greetings, preachers! I’m very pleased to offer this sermon fodder to help you as you prepare for preaching in this worship series! For the first time ever, I decided to record conversations with two of my favorite biblical scholars (bios below). I believe that, like me, you will find their perspectives rich and full of possible directions for your preaching. Grace Imathiu brings an orientation as a bible study leader and pastor, and Jon Berquist helps us in the way that good seminary professors do!

My suggestion is to watch at least the introductions and first week commentary early (not just the week before) so that you can have these themes “simmering” in your mind and heart. But actually these conversations are so holistic that every week of your preaching will benefit from having experienced the whole of the interviews before you begin to imagine your movements through the weeks. So consider taking the time to watch or read it all at once and then go back each week to be reminded about the finer points.

Each interview below has a timeline so you know where to go for each week. I’ve also included a written transcript of the interviews under the section with the videos if you’d rather read them than watch them (at least watch a little bit to get our scholar’s voices and spirits in your mind).

Some notes before we get to the interviews:

There are a couple of parts of the liturgy that you could decide to move to your sermons each week. The introduction to the offering is a different perspective on the imaginary figure of the “innkeeper” each week. If this captures your imagination in terms of bringing in our theme of hospitality, this could be lifted out of the Offering section and placed in your sermon. If you want to spend more time on the Closing Carol each week, the story of the carol could be lifted from that closing hymn spot and into your sermon.

Please note that for Week 1, I used the main series synopsis as the leader part in the Threshold Moment instead of the synopsis I wrote for Week 1. So if you find the idea of the Eastern Church’s “nativity fast” (see the Scriptures and Synopses doc) intriguing, you could include that in the sermon. 

You will see that the Christmas Eve reading from Luke 2 in the worship script is split into two parts, before and after the sermon. I did this so we would be placed at the manger for the sermon, just after the birth and before the shepherds come. I find it a poignant way to simply be at the manger for a moment with the Holy Family… letting the sermon focus us there.  There is a fascinating article by Ken Bailey about the manger, the lack of a guest room, the manger as a depression in the edge of the typical peasant living room that might be interesting fodder for Christmas Eve. You can find that article HERE.

Preachers, I’m praying for you! May the doors of your heart open wide in your preparation so that your proclamation will open other doors. 

Peace & Passion,
Dr. Marcia McFee













Scholar Commentary

Grace Imathiu is a colleague that I’ve worked with many times over the years at conferences. She is a frequent and favorite bible study leader at those gatherings as well as preacher for national and international events. Grace is the pastor of First United Methodist Church of Evanston. Besides several churches in the U.S., she has also served churches in Kenya as a church planter; a superintendent minister overseeing 68 rural churches in the Nkubu Circuit; and an urban minister to an ecumenical congregation in Nairobi with strong outreach to the neighboring slums of Kawangware. She is intimately familiar with the Church in its many theological expressions and social locations. Rev. Grace earned a bachelor’s degree in chemistry from West Virginia Wesleyan College, a master of divinity from Methodist Theological Seminary, and a master of arts from Cambridge University. She has also studied at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem and pursued post-graduate work at Vanderbilt University. She is the author of Matthew’s Message: Good News for the New Millennium, and a book of sermons titled, Words of Fire, Spirit of Grace. She is a founding member of the Kenya Methodist University and the African Christian Communities and Theologies. 

Grace Imathiu Conversation:
YouTube Link
Transcript starts on page 5 of this document[image: Web Video]

00:00:00 Welcome and Reflection on the Theme and our Context
00:10:04 Advent 1 “Making Room (Hope)”
00:17:43 Advent 2.”A Place at the Table (Peace)”
00:24:18 Advent 3 “How Much is Enough? (Joy)”
00:37:55 Advent 4 “A Room with a View (Love)”
00:46:12 Christmas Eve “The Inn”
00:53:40 Sunday after Christmas “Dwelling”


Scholar Commentary

Jon Berquist is a colleague of mine at San Francisco Theological Seminary. He holds a Ph.D. in Hebrew Bible from Vanderbilt University.  His scholarly expertise includes history and literature of the Persian period, embodiment and gender issues in the Hebrew Bible, and biblical interpretation using postcolonial methods, social-scientific approaches, and spatial theory.  He is the author or editor of more than a dozen books, including Judaism in Persia’s Shadow and Controlling Corporeality, as well as more than 100 articles, chapters, essays, and academic papers.  He has taught at many schools, including Claremont School of Theology, New Brunswick Theological Seminary, and Phillips Theological Seminary.  He is an ordained minister with standing in the Presbyterian Church (USA) and the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ).


Jon Berquist Conversation:
YouTube Link
Transcript starts on page 22 of this document
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00:00:00 Welcome and Reflection on the Theme and our Context
00:08:45 Advent 1 “Making Room (Hope)”
00:20:21 Advent 2.”A Place at the Table (Peace)”
00:29:47 Advent 3 “How Much is Enough? (Joy)”
00:37:48 Advent 4 “A Room with a View (Love)”
00:50:52 Christmas Eve “The Inn”
01:01:00 Sunday after Christmas “Dwelling”




Transcript of Grace Imathiu Conversation

Welcome and Intro to Theme and Context

Marcia McFee:
Well, thank you dear friend for agreeing to do this. This is the first time that I have done this particular format of giving my subscribers to my advent series some sermon fodder. So you're blazing the trail with me on this.

Grace Imathiu:
Yaaaay. This is good. This is good.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah.

Grace Imathiu:
Thank you. I'm looking forward to this and as a partner and mainly it's just to provoke the preacher-

Marcia McFee:
That's right.

Grace Imathiu:
... into saying, oh, you know what? I could run with that in a different way or I can run farther with that or that's a thought. So I hope that can happen. Yeah.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. Absolutely. So just to begin with, I'd love for us to just riff on the main theme, which is to look at advent through the lens of the idea that our churches in whatever state they are, and God knows they're in many different states right now, that whatever state they are in, this idea, this sort of metaphorical idea of the holy inhabiting this stable or this place that wasn't meant for baby birthing, perhaps, except for animals. That's part of this yummy story that we have about God coming in the unlikely places and inhabiting our lives in unlikely ways. That being the lens for this year that we encounter this good news once again because Christmas comes around every year. Right? So how do we tell the story again? What comes to... In general, what kind of comes to your imagination when you think about looking at the advent Christmas journey in this light?

Grace Imathiu:
I would want to tell myself as a preacher don't miss this moment. Won't miss this moment by wishing it was five years ago, by wishing it was your childhood Christmas, by trying to rush it through so that we get to next year or the year before. Don't miss this. This is the one in a lifetime Christmas.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah.

Grace Imathiu:
If the darkness is so dark, this is when the light shines the brightest. So don't be so terrified of the dark that you pretend it's not there.
Marcia McFee:

Right.
Grace Imathiu:
So I'd want to say, so look the monster in the eye. So look them in the eye and let's do Christmas now. Let's do this story that God has brought us to us afresh and anew and in this now. So don't miss it. So I'd want to tell myself as a preacher, don't miss it.

Marcia McFee:
So, yes. And so tell me what feels like the monster right now to you. I mean, last year we were all doing it via video and virtually and this year there it's full of ambiguity and still we don't know what we're doing, but what are the monsters that you think that we need to look in the eye at the moment?
Grace Imathiu:
I think the monster is ambiguity.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah.

Grace Imathiu:
The monster is exhaustion. I think we're just all exhausted. The monster is having to keep on pivoting. We're all just tired of pivoting. The monster is having to do things twice. You're talking to the hybrid. There are people in person and then there are people online and you don't even know who you're talking to basically. Not being in control or in... So the sense of just not just not being in control. You don't know how you look like.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. Yeah.

Grace Imathiu:
You don't know who's... What people are... It just feels completely like we are not in charge or in control and we don't know who is and we are exhausted.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. Part of the series, the monster is also the incredible economic disparity that has been always there and yet uncovered in a new way, exacerbated in a new way. We're in danger of being overwhelmed by all of it and one of the things that I'm hoping that preachers will keep reminding folks, that I'm trying to remind them of, no one church can fix it all, but we can all do something. And what is it within us that... What is the crack where the light is shining through that we can grab a beam of light and say okay, I'm going to work on this beam of light. So that feels like some of the monsters to me too is not just what we're dealing with in doing worship, but also just the state of the world in general. It's difficult to deal with. So how do you deal with that as a preacher yourself?

Grace Imathiu:
I love that. That to grab the beam of light that God has brought to you in the knowledge that others are grabbing their pieces of light and that together we can do something bigger together, but maybe when you're doing the little piece you're doing, you don't think it's much, but to really trust that the little bit and my little bit together, this bigger. No. Never I stopped to help somebody on the road, whether a stop or whether it's putting a a dollar in somebody's begging bowl. I always tell myself I want to do that so that if I ever I am that person, I'll believe someone like me exists out there and they will stop for me.

Grace Imathiu:
So I also do it for myself that I really want to believe that people like whatever it is I'm trying to be, who will stop for me so that I don't lose hope. Whether I'm stuck on the side of the road, I can hang in there and know that someone who is that way exists in this world and sooner or later they'll come by. So there are some things you also do for ourselves. So to keep the hope going so that you can at least through some possibility and hope in the world out there. I know it feels like it's such a huge difficulty and such a huge monster, but your little bit of my little bit actually can change the world.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. Yeah. And that's kind of the underlying message in this series. And then the preacher will offer that each week in different ways. So let's turn to the scriptures. The scripture. We're using the Revised Common Lectionary Year C. Specific readings from that. And I just want to ask you for folks who are not familiar with, who haven't experienced you in a Bible study before, I love the way that you come at scripture and it feels like you look at it and you say what piece of it is surprising me? That's what it always feels like. Like you take the Bible study at conferences, which you've done so many, you sort of tell us what has surprised you, what has snuck up on you? Tell us just a little bit before we get into the actual scriptures how you play with scripture in your own preparation as a preacher?

Grace Imathiu:
First I'm in love with scripture. I'm in love with scripture. It's the only story that helps make sense of my life. So I'm also a struggler in that faith is not something that just comes easily to me. And I love the wrestling match. I love looking to other places where I say, oh, this doesn't make sense because I often find that's actually where the good stuff is. So I'm not afraid of that. I love to dig. I love to do the hard work of doing the reading and not just going with one, what you find on the internet. I love going to the library. I love looking at books.

Grace Imathiu:
There are so many voices out there so I have my the people that are my go to like Walter Brookerman for my Old Testament and Cheryl [inaudible 00:09:32], Phyllis Bird. People who are serious scholars because these days everybody is a scholar. So I like digging and finding the historical context so that I'm not in such a rush to say this is about cell phones. I want to go back and actually find out what was going on in there at that time? And then how does this translate for me?

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. Yeah. Well, I'm going to share my screen here so that we can take a look at the scriptures we're dealing with in this in this series. Can you see my screen now, Grace?
Grace Imathiu:
I can, yes.



Advent 1

Marcia McFee:
Okay, great. When I look at scripture to create a worship theme, I began to sort of see what threads are there. And it seemed like the scriptures in Year C were pointing us to what is righteousness? How are we to be? What are the fruits of righteousness comes up. And some of the... There's prophets that are saying this is how we are to be in community and the end. And then this prophet Mary shows up in this Magnificant and she just lays it all out and says how it's going to be. Right? And so this whole idea of the sustaining of the community seemed to come out to me in that lens of making more room and hospitality as a core issue.

Marcia McFee:
So as we look at these, we think about how do these authors, these biblical authors, how are they really calling us to this idea of community, of the way that we are to be together? So in this first, in Advent 1, I actually didn't go to the gospel text, which has a lot of... In Year C, it has a lot of it's be afraid, be very afraid kind of thing. And I think we pretty much have that down this year, so. So I look to Jeremiah and to the Psalm for this first week. And of course it doesn't mean that you can't draw in the gospel at all, but let's just start with Advent 1, this beginning of introducing these biblical voices and what they have to say to us. What comes up for you here?

Grace Imathiu:
Well, I was fascinated to see that you have used the prophets. That's one thread. I always look forward to Advent 1 actually because there is always the end of the world, the sun falling and the moon and the stars.

Marcia McFee:
You look forward to that? Okay. Okay. [crosstalk 00:12:48]

Grace Imathiu:
... That is why I look forward to that. I look forward to that because it always feels like you got to end that story. That's if you're going to have the new story, the old everything about how everything is set up has to go. So I've come to love the way Advent 1 because I struggled for a long time to figure out no matter if you're in A, B or C, it's always somebody going to show up with-

Marcia McFee:
With doom and gloom?

Grace Imathiu:
Yes. And I'm like yes, it is indeed doom and gloom for the old story. So if you are invested in the old story, then it's going to be doom and gloom because the old stories got it go. That's all there is to it.
Marcia McFee:
There you go.

Grace Imathiu:
So I loved. So I then of course looked and so that you were using the prophets who I love because the prophets are all about having new eyes and seeing God's story, no matter what everybody else sells to you. Social media, the news, what have you. The question is which story are you listening to? So the prophets have this story that they're committed to and sometimes we just can't understand them because the story around us is so different from the story they're talking about. So the question then becomes are you going to trust God's story? Even when around you, the story that seems to be successful is a different story, but you come to hold on to God's story.

Grace Imathiu:
So when you say making room in Advent 1, I started looking at this text, Jeremiah texts and the Psalm, wondering how is it telling me to make room? Because there's a whole bunch of things I got to let go. If I'm going to make room, there's a lot of things in my old story that I've got to go. Who is important, how the set up is, who gets the big seat, who gets the recognition. Even if in the way we talk about people, all of it. A day is coming when that old story, those old social constructs will not. In the new story, the social constructs got to go. So the making room is the old narrative. I'm sorry, you've got to go back to kindergarten, right? Everything you learn is wrong.

Grace Imathiu:
People who look a certain way, people with certain skin color are not the dumb people. People who are poor are not lazy. All those things that they we have been taught got to go, to make room, to make room. So this is a very... So Jeremiah comes with that and of course we know Jeremiah's context. So he is talking to people who are so broken. And so the old life is gone. And he's bringing this word of hope. Is that what you were thinking when you zeroed in on the Jeremiah passage?

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. I mean, I think that... Well, of course, you have said it much better than I would have ever said it, but it is that sort of clearing out because in the synopsis, I bring up the whole thing that the Eastern Church actually has what's called a Nativity Fast. I had never known that before. Hello. And so it's not as if that we'll do an Advent Fast from certain foods or whatever, but that we think about the Eastern Church really thinks about fasting not as giving something up. And I say this at lent all the time, but it's more making room, right? So you're clearing something out so that there can be room for something else. So this really goes along with what you just said and that is what kind of old thinking, the old story, has to go in order for us to embrace a new concept of hospitality, of being with each other? So, yeah, absolutely. And then the Psalm of course is saying it's imploring the holy to teach me, teach me a different way, teach me a new way.

Grace Imathiu:
Yes. Yes.

Advent 2

Marcia McFee:
Of being here. So Advent 2, we go to the table. For many churches, it's Communion Sunday. And what's interesting is that the Lectionaries have Baruch in there, which is an apocryphal book. Right? And I just did a webinar and somebody asked do you have an alternative text for those of us who don't recognize Baruch in our Canon? I said, well, actually, most of us don't have Baruch in the Canon, but it is this gorgeous piece of poetry. Take off your morning clothes and oppression, dress yourself in dignity, wrap the justice law around you like a robe. It's this the peace that comes with justice, the honor that comes from reverence. So it's a beautiful piece of poetry. And I wanted to include it because it was yet another prophetic voice. Jeremiah scribe, supposedly, right? Baruch. That's, again, calling us to adorn ourselves in a new story.

Grace Imathiu:
Yeah. The Lectionary does give the alternative either Baruch or Malachi. So I was pleasantly surprised and pleased to see you pull up Baruch, which is also gives us an idea that there are other storytellers that are there. The Canon has certainly given us the center stage ones, but to be aware that these amazing also fellow disciples like Baruch who's also giving us this amazing poetry on that. I am not very familiar with Baruch so I had to kind of go and start reading up on that. And you use that with Philippians, I noticed.

Marcia McFee:
Yes. Yes.

Grace Imathiu:
That's who you match that up with. How come they chose Philippians? What's-

Marcia McFee:
Well in the synopsis, I write about this idea that the analogy of musical chairs where we take a chair away and we assume that there's lack, we assume that there's not enough. And this beautiful poetry from Philippians, your love is becoming more and more rich. I think there's richness there and that there is the we're filled with the fruit of righteousness. And it's sort of that... I guess the phrase that really got me was what really matters? Decide what really matters. And I think we're all in a position of that. I think that's one of the things that pandemic did was force us or invite us to think about, to discern what really matters.

Grace Imathiu:
We've set up so the Advent 1 is making room. And if there's going to be a child coming to to us. Okay, so we've cleaned out a room because we need to make the nursery.

Marcia McFee:
Right, right.

Grace Imathiu:
Cleaned out a room, there's nursery. And that means there's a whole bunch of stuff that has had to go on a yard sale or rummage sale or to the thrift store or to the... Let's face it. Half of what we own needs to go to the garbage. Nobody else will take it. I mean, the thrift store will not take it. It will not be sold at the yard sale. So we got to come to that truth that there's a lot of junk that we have accumulated because we are just junk addicted. God still loves us amazingly. So Advent 1, we've cleaned and made room.

Grace Imathiu:
So Advent 2 is there's going to be food served. And we need to make room on the table for this new one who's coming to be with us. So I can see that. If we go with this child of Bethlehem idea that yes, indeed there is making the room and then now at the table because we will eat together, that's the way we become family is to eat together, is we will have to pull up a chair to the table. And when a child is this beloved, it doesn't matter how small your table is. You will find a way to make room.

Marcia McFee:
You will find a way.

Grace Imathiu:
For those who are loved, there's always room at the table.

Marcia McFee:
It reminded me of a story. I have a friend who had triplets and they had a table and they didn't really have enough money to get another table. So they cut three holes in the table and put a child seat. They bolted a child's seat underneath it so the kids could just sit right in the table and then they put a tea towel around them that would just go right up onto the table so the food would just roll right onto the vein. They figured out a way to welcome this abundance that they had not expected in their lives no matter how small that space was.

Grace Imathiu:
And maybe that's why that Philippian text is still helpful because it's about love. I mean, there's no... That Philippian letter is such a love letter. Paul who's always... We're always approaching Paul with such anxiety. In Philippians, we just want to hang out with Paul. We just, because he just is Paul in love with the church. His love. And so love will find a way, maybe that's the beginning, love will find a way to make room at the table.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. Yeah. That's right. Yeah. Love will find a way to add another place, to make a place. Yeah. Oh, I love that.

Grace Imathiu:
If your table is not big enough, check your love. It's not the table's problem. It's your heart. It's a heart problem.

Marcia McFee:
Absolutely. Yes. Yes. Yes. Well, how much is enough? We go into week three, how much is enough? So Isaiah and Luke here and really it's that idea of we get into John baptizing new converts and he's getting very specific about how to change hearts and lives. And I loved this idea that he's talking about the balance of resources here. Don't take more than you're supposed to take. Don't cheat. Don't harass anyone. So that's that's about the balance of wellbeing between people. That kind of thing. So I think that it's... How much of it is enough came to me because we seem to always think that maybe it's the old story says you got to have more, you got to have more and that's not a sustainable way to live.

Grace Imathiu:
Yeah. And if we have, following this idea of we make room for the baby with make a nursery, we have a table and this is where we will all sit and we love enough to find a way. If it is one table around us, you certainly see how much to put on your plate. If you have no clue that there's someone elsewhere who's got an empty plate and you never see them, then it's easy to just keep adding on your own plate because you don't see that other person.

Grace Imathiu:
So sometimes we protect ourselves by having separate tables, but if we eat at the same table, if we eat at the same table, then our eyes are able to see you know what? I need to just take one scoop of this rice because this big dish is going to go around the 17 of us around the table. If we all take one scoop, there'll be plenty. If I take seven scoops, it will not be enough. And so I think a lot of times we just blind ourselves from seeing who else needs something. So this idea of making room at the table is so powerful because then we know, we will see how we can share.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. That's so good because it goes right along with the... One of the things I'm suggesting to churches is that they, at offering time, tell the story of say a non-profit organization in their town that's working or partner with non-profits or somehow become more aware. And so when we're talking about your sort of metaphor analogy of all being at the same table, sort of seeing the bigger picture and how then the resources are allocated and what we need to do to shift in order to not take more than our share or to contribute to what is the need in the community.

Grace Imathiu:
Yeah. Help me think about this. And I don't even know how to get at this, but I want to try and get it to as a question. why is it we assume those with less is because they are undeserving or they don't work as hard as we do? And how can our sharing be more than just charity work where we get to pat ourselves on the shoulder and feel good about ourselves and it's the Christmas spirit, but then come February and March and April. So I want to get at that and I'm not sure how to get at that.

Marcia McFee:
Well, I don't think I have great answers, but I do think that what you mentioned before about what is the new story is very important in considering the answer to that. And the new story is not just something we tell once a year, it's something we live into. And so it's the partnering that then sustains, that establishes something long lasting. And it's also part of what the series is inviting us to do is to look at how we use our assets. I'm having folks study or recommending a book called We Aren't Broke: Hidden Resources for Mission and Ministry. And we aren't broke. We have this, sometimes this sense of lack and so we grab. How much is enough? We grab for more, because we always feel like we don't have enough. And yet, if we really looked at what we have including our properties and how we're using that, whether the doors are... Whether it's a big old property that is empty most of the week, how could that story change? How could we see the assets that are there and then share out of that sense of hospitality?

Grace Imathiu:
So I think there's something here. So John is the one who's talking to the people. John is the one who's talking to the people here, right? This is not... Jesus is not coming to the text yet. Right?

Marcia McFee:
Right.

Grace Imathiu:
So John is talking to the people preparing them for this new story. So John is preparing the people for this new story. So we're still in that place of preparation for the new story. We still have not entered the new story. So in order to be able to enter the new story, you have to make room, you have to make room at the table. And now John is saying the other thing you'll need to know is to learn how to have enough for yourself and to share with others.

Marcia McFee:
Right.

Grace Imathiu:
So we still are... We're still cleaning house, getting ready for the new story. We're still learning the new vocabulary. We're still learning the steps of the new dance. This is still Advent, you know? So I'm kind of getting excited to see what that new story is going to be because, I mean, we're still in the prelude.

Marcia McFee:
Right. Right. But John is going to the prolegomena, right? John is the prelude. And he's giving us some clues. He's dropping breadcrumbs.

Grace Imathiu:
Yes. Yes. So we're not in the story yet. And that's what's tricky about Advent is that Advent has got the four letter wait. A time to wait. And the one thing, everything around us is trying to destroy enough is the ability to wait. I mean, my microwave oven, I need to get a new one because it takes what? 30 seconds to boil water. I don't have time.

Marcia McFee:
Just need to laser zap it.

Grace Imathiu:
Yeah. I mean, where is the fast one? Everything. My computer is not fast enough. Everything is anything that has to do with weight is actually... I mean, there's no war on Christmas. I think the war is on Advent. Waiting is just not part of the vocabulary. So really being challenged to do Advent where already we're hearing Christmas music, we will have to wait. I already live ordered our Christmas gifts. We've already put up everything Christmassy. This is just hanging around. We don't know how to clean house.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. Yeah.

Grace Imathiu:
[crosstalk 00:32:46] This is going to be very, very... Advent is going to be tricky. Learning how to slow down and-

Marcia McFee:
Well, and this impatience that we have cultivated for so long is killing us in this time of uncertainty because we have very little bandwidth for ambiguity and uncertainty.

Grace Imathiu:
Oh yeah. And to survive this, to survive this, we will have to have waiting Advent as a spiritual discipline. That actually this is the gift we have in this season of our lives. It's the season of being very intentional about slowing down, very intentional about Advent that you will have to say we are going to intentionally slow down, intentionally not rush to the story because before we can get into God's story brought to us in Jesus, before we can get to that story, we need to learn the vocabulary, we need to get rid of the old social constructs. We need to have our eyes open to see who doesn't have anything on their plates so that we can take what is enough for ourselves without taking somebody else's portion because basically that's what it is.

Grace Imathiu:
If you have more than enough for yourself, guess what? You are eating somebody else's portion. It's not that you are better than. You've got somebody else's portion on there. So being very intentional about if I'm going to get into that Jesus story, I will need to clean house, clean my palette so that it'll hit rock bottom. Dry for a while, before I can enjoy, I can really enter into the story.

Marcia McFee:
So you just use this word enjoy. And this is the joy week, right? And one of the things I love about the Isaiah text is, and Isaiah is writing in exile to an exiled people, you will draw water with joy from the strings of salvation. So that waiting is also remembering that there is a well deep enough, there is a well deep enough to dip into to get us through this time.

Grace Imathiu:
Absolutely. Absolutely. What is that well? What is that well? When you say remembering there's a well, what are you talking about there?

Marcia McFee:
Resilience. Because I think that the... I mean, joy is not about being happy, right? Joy is about this sense of wellbeing even in moments when that seems to be on the surface, not what's happening. Wellbeing. But the sense that there is a spring of wellbeing. Maybe I'm using salvation and wellbeing as kind of analogous. And that wellbeing springs from a source other than the story we've created here on earth at the moment.

Grace Imathiu:
Yeah. And down to the... I mean, it's down to... When it comes down to it, what really the question is is do we trust God?

Marcia McFee:
Yeah.

Grace Imathiu:
Do we trust God?

Marcia McFee:
That's right.

Grace Imathiu:
Do we trust God that one God will see us through and we will get to this place of deep wells. And two, God is with us in it. Through this, God is with us. So the question becomes... That down to to it is that, do you trust God?

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. And that's in the last line here of Isaiah shout and sing for joy city of Zion. They're exiled from Zion. Right? But so still remember who you are because the holy one of Israel is great among you, is dwelling among you now.

Grace Imathiu:
And the way to to poke the eye of the false narrative that we buy into is to actually celebrate even when everything around us doesn't look like it's. It's celebrating the narrative that's going to be. There's nothing more annoying than celebrating even before it is celebrating. Yeah. That's right.
Marcia McFee:
Joy.

Grace Imathiu:
Yeah.

Advent 4

Marcia McFee:
This is good. This is good. So we moved to Advent 4 and I couldn't resist. The in a room with a view. So what is the room? What is the room that God is preparing, that God has prepared, that we prepare with God to receive? What is the view from that perspective? What is the view from love's perspective is really where this is going on? So we have Micah and we have Mary at prophetic voices. I mean, how much better can you get? Yeah. And of course, Micah, obviously... Well, I think, I mean the compilers of the lectionary love to sort of put those scriptures together that has she who is in labor gives birth. Micah is not talking about Mary, but the compilers of Lectionary love to do that. So talk to us a little bit about how we hold that together and yet also give it its due in terms of what Micah was talking about?

Grace Imathiu:
So the whole... We have had prophets hold us by the hand, walking us through Advent. We know prophets are the ones who've gotten... Then they don't know the future. They're not fortune tellers. They're those who believe in God's story. And so they believe in God's story. So the prophet is one who is like you know what? This is God's story. And so we've walked with these prophets who have helped us make room, create room at the table. They have helped us to understand what is enough and here now I love the prophet Micah and more so the prophet Mary. I just want to go there.

Grace Imathiu:
Mary, Mary as prophet. Mary as prophet. We need to really remember that in this new story that is coming before us, the ones who we think are not prophets are the prophets. Mary, a young girl. Okay. We're going to dismiss her. Okay. She is young so we dismiss her. Okay. She is not married. Okay, we dismiss her. She is pregnant and not married. Okay. Look, I'm going to dismiss her completely.

Marcia McFee:
Right.

Grace Imathiu:
Oh my goodness. That's the old story. That's the old social construct.

Marcia McFee:
That's the old story.

Grace Imathiu:
Yeah. Who taught you that? That's the first. Who and why did they teach you people like Mary should not be heard? Only seen quietly wearing a blue scarf over her head or whatever it is, smiling sweetly. I tell you when you had a baby in a stable, I doubt you're going to be smiling sweetly. I don't know. I had a baby in very, very sterile, beautiful setting. I was not smiling. At the end of that ordeal, I was not smiling. I'll tell you a mom to mom, Mary was not smiling. So we have been able to tame Mary. We have old social constructs. And when you listen to the prophet Mary talk about, ooh, you could just weep. Somebody has to be on their tip toes to see that far, to see into the kingdom of God, the Roman Empire? We've seen Sarah with all that power, with people who can actually sentence an innocent man to death overnight and he is crucified and no law in the land is broken. Oh my goodness. That kind of power.

Grace Imathiu:
And then to speak up to that power like she does. This is a prophet. And if you have not prepared yourself during Advent, Advent 1, 2, 3 and here we're in 4, you will not be able to hear this because the old stuff has to go in order to hear this. Yeah. So this is a wonderful week four. Now, what are we calling this week? Advent 4. What is the [inaudible 00:42:44] a room with a view?

Marcia McFee:
It's a room with a view. So what is the view? What is love's view? What does love... What's the new story? I mean, basically we're getting closer to the new story and she's describing this for us.

Grace Imathiu:
Yes. So the view is the kingdom of God.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah.

Grace Imathiu:
That is the view. And to see the kingdom of God, then you have to be on your tiptoes and you cannot be weighed down by all the junk of the old story that the prophets have been trying to help us rid off through Advent 1, 2, 3 and here it's now Mary glimpses this.

Marcia McFee:
I love the image of being on your tip toes because it feels like what you're helping me imagine in my mind is like a wall. What are the walls that prevent us from seeing the new land, the new story, the new vision and that you have to actually pull yourself up and peek over the stuff that's in the way.

Grace Imathiu:
Yes. Yes. Yes. Yes. Yes. Yes.

Marcia McFee:
In order to see something else.

Grace Imathiu:
Yes.

Marcia McFee:
But what is in the [crosstalk 00:44:05]

Grace Imathiu:
And so yes. And so many things will try to pull you down so that you can't get on your tiptoes. And that's why we said you've got to make room. That's why you had to do a lot of cleaning up on Advent 1. And that, because... And the people around the table having enough, all that was in order to be able to get on your tiptoes. Otherwise, the old story, it's just so unkind to the soul.

Marcia McFee:
Well, and if you... I mean, there is the danger of cleaning out the room and then just sitting there and feeling the emptiness and feeling like you have to fill it up with something and all you fill it up with is what you've known before because all you can see.

Grace Imathiu:
Well, that's why the table. That's why the table, you have to invite people who are different from you. Because if you let the same old same, guess what? So your table has to look different.
Marcia McFee:
Right.

Grace Imathiu:
Your table has to be completely different to what old table look like. Your table has to be filled with LGBTQ persons. Your table has to be filled with immigrants. Your table has to be filled with black, white, brown people. Your table has to be with people who are English is their first language and people who don't speak a single word of English. Your table has to be young people and old tape people. This table has to be so different that when old table shows up, it goes oh, this is weird.

Marcia McFee:
Right? Where'd everybody go?

Grace Imathiu:
Yes. That is when we cleaned the room in order to make those tables, in order to look around and make sure we all have enough on our plates. And this is when we can, when we are so free, we're able to actually get to look over that wall and see the room with that view.

Christmas Eve

Marcia McFee:
The window, you began to look beyond the room into the open spaces. Yeah. Well, let's get to Christmas Eve. I mean, classic, absolutely classic scriptures here. Nothing unexpected, right? In terms of what we might hear on a Christmas Eve, but how can it surprise us, Grace? They have given the journey we've been on. The end is now open for business, so.

Grace Imathiu:
Yes. Yes. Oh my, I have moved so far with Christmas. This is just me taken with a pinch of salt here because I'm also just on a journey. But I've come, especially in The States, now that I pastor in The States more and more, I've come to realize that maybe we are, we who are church people, we are God's waiters and waitresses and stewards, because on Christmas Eve, the people who show up more and more are families who are home. People come home to see their families. Kids are home from college and people come to see grandma or mom where she's retired, or mom has come to visit them. And suddenly they're from all walks of life. The college kid is now home, but they have become an atheist in college and so, but they come and this is what you do for Christmas Eve. So you go with the family to the worship service on Christmas Eve. They know all the songs.

Grace Imathiu:
So this is God's house. When I look at Christmas Eve, I realize it's not the church's house. It is God's house. And everybody has come to be counted. This particular Christmas Eve is going to be very different. If things go well, as they are going, it's going to be one of the first times people are home together. It's going to be very emotional-

Marcia McFee:
That's right.

Grace Imathiu:
... time. It's one of the times when what people are used to will be so... So there's that. So I want to allow God to use the same old same to be comforting. How can that be? What are you thinking, Marcia? What are you thinking on this?

Marcia McFee:
I think the invitation based on what you just said about, and it's so true that this will be a poignant year in ways that other year... That's different from other years. And I think the invitation is to reflect on what has opened within us. What can we see as taking residence in our hearts? Because we have missed one another. We missed being in the church last Christmas Eve. How is the holy taking up residence inside of us? And how do we recommit to being welcoming in the way that we want to be welcomed? How can we feel this feeling of being back together and desire that for all people? That sense of belonging, that sense of not being alone in this world? Yeah. How do we keep opening the door and say welcome?

Grace Imathiu:
What was that God's experience on that first Christmas Eve did-

Marcia McFee:
Feeling welcomed.

Grace Imathiu:
Yeah. Yeah. Did God show up and say oh wow, guys, you shouldn't have prepared. This is great.

Marcia McFee:
You shouldn't have. This is all too much. A smelly stable.

Grace Imathiu:
Yeah. That's great. Yeah.

Marcia McFee:
Well-

Grace Imathiu:
This was great. Yeah. But there you are, a prophet as your mother, a prophet who is able to... Who has had a room with a view.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah.

Grace Imathiu:
And so knows there's more.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah, that's right.

Grace Imathiu:
So here is a prophet as your mother. Here's a carpenter who is not afraid of wood and nails to be your dad who will guide you through this. Here are shepherds as your first babysitters.

Marcia McFee:
The smell of hay. I mean, really all you need as a baby is to be swaddled and to latch onto a good meal. And probably that was taken care of. Right? I mean, probably that's... And so really when we think about it, if we can just make sure that all people are swaddled and can latch on to a good meal.

Grace Imathiu:
Yes.

Marcia McFee:
Really.

Grace Imathiu:
Yes. Yes. Yes.

Marcia McFee:
That's the call.

Grace Imathiu:
And have a roof over their head and be able to pay the light bill because there is the star. So yeah.

Marcia McFee:
And to be cradled when we cry?

Grace Imathiu:
Yes. Yes. Yes. Maybe that's what the pandemic has taught us as we... During the pandemic, I was surprised because I've always thought I'm a very fun person to be around and I've always thought that everybody wants my company. And then during the pandemic I spent so much time by myself, I thought I'm not that fun. I need other people. I don't meet a lot of people, but suddenly it was like down to zero. I just thought I need other people and not just on Zoom, but I needed face to face people. I needed to be with other human beings.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah, that's right.

Grace Imathiu:
So maybe the myth that you can actually be by yourself and be okay, it's been busted. Not true.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. It's been busted.

Grace Imathiu:
Yeah. We need other people.

Sunday after Christmas

Marcia McFee:
We need other people. We need each other. So I know our time is coming to an end. The Sunday after Christmas, I call dwelling because we get this beautiful word. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly. And we don't have the slaughter the innocence this year in the Lectionary. We have this story of Jesus in the temple saying why were you so worried because you know I have to be here in this house? In God's house. And so that idea of dwelling, where do we dwell? And creating, we've been talking about creating this place for the holy, housing the holy and here we're invited to dwell ourselves in that house of God.

Grace Imathiu:
This is good. So now we've welcomed, we've prepared for the baby, we've made room at the table. We have known how to have enough portions for ourselves so there's enough for everyone. We have been able to have this prophet who got on tiptoes and saw the kingdom. The baby has been born. And now actually the work begins, the celebration of working with this baby, toddler, teenager. So now this is the exciting part begins. We meet this... This confirmation kid shows up. That's the indwelling. So we become the community that raises this amazing child.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. And we're learning to raise ourselves into a different story. We're learning to raise the community together in a way that's more... Hospital bull that makes room. All of these things that we've been focusing on and really the call then is to say okay, what has this journey taught us about who we are and what our church is as a house for the holy, as a house in which to dwell and to provide sustenance for the world.

Grace Imathiu:
Yeah. I mean, if I may quickly say, of course, this is very challenging story to do after Christmas because children again are in a very vulnerable world, whether it is immigrant children, children who are crossing the border by themselves without adults, whether we're talking about trafficking of children, whether we are talking about children who in sweatshops, children who are abused. So this is again, the question of what does it mean now to keep our eyes open for this Christ child, wherever they are?

Marcia McFee:
And for the missing ones. The ones that [crosstalk 00:56:34] and of course we're worried. Jesus. Of course your parents were worried.

Grace Imathiu:
Yes. Yes. Yes. Yes. Yes. I mean, yeah. They probably were thinking how are we going to tell God we lost God's kin?

Marcia McFee:
No, you tell God. No, you tell God.

Grace Imathiu:
No, you tell them. [crosstalk 00:56:59] Right. Right. Oh my goodness.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. Good, good. It's good to talk to you. I hope this was helpful.

Grace Imathiu:
Thank you.

Marcia McFee:
Thank you so much Grace. Absolutely helpful. I know that it's going to be helpful for our preachers in the series. And my friend, as always, I am deeply grateful for your presence in this world.

Grace Imathiu:
Thank you. And [inaudible 00:57:24] you. God bless. Thank you.


















Transcript of Jon Berquist Conversation

Welcome and Intro to Theme and Context

Jon Berquist:
The theme of Housing the Holy really brings together the incarnational aspects and the practicalities of housing that are not just emotional issues, but really it's such a crisis point throughout the world.

Marcia McFee:
The cat does not agree.

Jon Berquist:
The cat has chosen her house.

Marcia McFee:
The cat is empathizing.

Jon Berquist:
Yes.

Marcia McFee:
Well, Jon, let's jump in here. I'm very excited to have you on, and I know that it's going to be a help for preachers as we begin to think about how to proclaim these passages along with the theme. And as you say, the theme is, it really was inspired by some of the economic disparity we see, and some of the things that pandemic have exacerbated or brought to... Have highlighted, not that they haven't been there before, but certainly have exacerbated in many ways. So thanks for being on with us, and welcome to the Worship Design Studio.

Jon Berquist:
Thank you.

Marcia McFee:
So let's just start with that overarching theme, and that idea of the profits showed up in a big way for me as I began to look at the Revised Common Lectionary and considering its use and what might be coming out of it. And I just kept seeing especially the profits pointing to this concept of righteousness as tied to justice, as tied to the wellbeing of the community. So what can you tell us, just sort of in general, before we get dive into the specific ones about this tradition of biblical authors addressing the wellbeing of the community?

Jon Berquist:
In Old Testament thought, in Hebrew Bible thought, everything gets chased back to the law, and the law is seen as a gift from God for the building of a strong community. It's a gift that God takes so much time to explain to us how we should be living together. Because living together is not easy and is not obvious. And we will step on each other's toes and getting each other's way a lot in our common life, whether that's family or church or society. And so we really need instruction on how to live together, how to be good neighbors, how to take care of each other effectively. Those things that we think should be second nature, well, they're built into us as our first nature, but that still doesn't make them obvious until we take the time to think through.
Jon Berquist:
So the prophets build on that tradition that everything God gives us in creation and in scripture is a way for us to treat each other better. For us to be a more caring and compassionate community for God's people, for God's creation. And so the prophets are the loud voices in their societies who see what's happening and are willing to stand up and say, "Some of what we're doing is wrong, some of what we're doing is exclusive." There are practices around us that are hurting people and not helping them. And that we have always lived in a world where some people hoard, and some go without, and where some build New Testaments words barns to hold an infinite and growing number of possessions and other people don't have houses. And prophets are always calling us to make the changes to share more equitably that these riches of community that are given freely.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. And that's so analogous to what we're experiencing in our day and perhaps all of human history probably that this human anxiety about having enough seems to be this biological urge that we've always had to wrap compassion, wrap that urge and compassion so that we can have a balanced way of being together. It seems.

Marcia McFee:
Well, let's take a look at these particular passages. Let's jump right in. I'm going to share my screen, and we'll jump right in here. One of the things that struck me was the journey that is both this caring for neighbors, but also when we do that, when we extend ourselves and when we learn to be more hospitable, what happens is that those lonely and frightened places within us are filled in ways that are also life-giving for us. So it's sort of this external-internal dialogue, and certainly, spirituality and justice walk hand in hand in some ways here. And I imagine that in your own workaround, and you have such a breadth of writing and scholarship around this, but I know you to be a person who believes in that spirituality and justice working together.

Jon Berquist:
Right. And in the Advent Season, there is such expectation and waiting for the great event that we know is coming, but the church also recognizes it as a penitential season as a time to look forward and look outward, but also a time to look inward and to look at how we are doing inside ourselves. And at a time of year where every day gets shorter.

Marcia McFee:
Interesting.

Jon Berquist:
Every day gets darker. Is a good time for us to have this balance of penitence and expectations. To recognize that we need to change inside as the world is changing outside.

Marcia McFee:
Wow.

Jon Berquist:
So there are a lot of themes of vulnerability as well as hope that come through these.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. We often think of Lent as that season of penitence or looking in, and actually, Advent is also developed with some of those themes, especially because it originally was developing as preparations for baptism on epiphany. And so if we can think about the journey that those catechumen took was really look inside as well, and what needs to be, let go in order to make room, which is our first theme in order to make room for that, which God is calling us to, to this new life that God is calling us to.

Advent 1

Marcia McFee:
So, to remember that new life is also what's happening in the story, new life as in a birth, but also how is that happening within us. And so this making room concept which actually the Eastern Church does Nativity Fast, which is so very interesting. And it is that time to be called, to look inward. So, in the first in Advent 1, I actually stuck with Jeremiah, the prophet whose voice we hear, and then the Psalmist who's we're crying to God to say, "Make the way known to me. I need help."

Jon Berquist:
And these are echoing so many other scriptures as I've been reading the Psalms more in this past year. I am struck by how many of them will start out with phrases like, teach me your paths. Or teach me to number my days so that I make gain a heart of wisdom. There's a wisdom and learning motif that often starts the Psalms. And that becomes the launching point for the deeply emotional aspects of this journey that a head and heart are not divorced or separate. But that what we see, what we know, becomes the beginning of what we feel and where we can meet God.

Marcia McFee:
I love that as Advent 1 to sort of highlight that this is the beginning of the journey itself of Advent is a journey of learning, of traveling, of traveling in the ways of God or searching for that. And that it's not just about waiting for that thing that's, at the end, it's the actual journey that is important as well.

Jon Berquist:
And it's a journey of discovery. Every day throughout this, I grew up with the tradition of the Advent Calendar where you were open up another piece every day, and sometimes we've treated Advent as if Christmas is a big surprise party and all we're supposed to do to get ready for it is keep your eyes closed and then wait for the big shout of joy. But no-

Marcia McFee:
Stay hidden.

Jon Berquist:
We go into this with eyes open.

Marcia McFee:
Open, yeah.

Jon Berquist:
And we open our eyes further every day to see what's around us, to see what God is teaching, to see where God is present. And it becomes this journey of discovery, app of learning in order that we can have a hope that lasts all day long and the Psalm is word, not just that, but by the end of the day, we will get what we needed. But we have a hope that can motivate us throughout.

Marcia McFee:
Throughout, yeah.

Jon Berquist:
The Jeremiah passage always seems stuck to me between a couple of other things. There's this talk of, "I will raise up a righteous branch from David's line." That echoes back to Isaiah's prophecy, which often gets picked up in Advent. But Isaiah talks about a shoot that shows spring forth, but it springs forth from the stump of Jesse, David's father. And that speaks to me so compellingly about what happens when we can't find that hope, when we feel like a tree that has been cut off at the stump without a possibility for life. And in Christmas season, so many of us who've had troubling relationships with families have that sense of being a stump that's cut off from the rest of what gave us life.

Jon Berquist:
In COVID, the pandemic of loneliness and separation has left many of us feeling cut off in this economy where so many people are cut out and left out and discarded in a time when some of our churches are wondering if there is growth left ahead or if they are reaching an end.

Jon Berquist:
We need to, I think, start with the recognition that some days we feel like stumps. And precisely from the stump that the shoot and the branch can grow forth, and learning to see not just the injuries and the lack in the world, but to see the potential that exists in those stumps.

Marcia McFee:
Well, and I'm struck by the raise up of the branch is synonymous with doing what is just and right. So this connection of righteousness and justice with growth, with new life. And I think oftentimes we consider doing the right thing with sacrifice, with less, with having to give up something. And yes, there's some giving up of privilege, some giving up of whatever comfort when you do the right thing, when you grow in justice. And yeah, what this scripture seems to be saying to me is that when we do this, actually growth happens.

Jon Berquist:
Right. Our righteousness is not a duty. Our righteousness is what it feels like to come alive again.

Marcia McFee:
Oh my gosh. Yes. Tell us a little bit from the Hebrew language perspective about... Remind us about the uses of this word righteousness, if you would.

Jon Berquist:
Yes. Righteousness is so often paired with justice. And it has nothing to do with a feeling that we're better than someone else or that we are justified in what we do. It is the process of lifting others up. It is the process of finding where people's needs are and addressing our energies right to those places of need. Rather than trying to make people fit into the boxes that we think people should fit into, but taking them where they are, bringing help and growth right there.

Marcia McFee:
So in that definition, the Lord is our righteousness, would not be sort of worthy in crowd, because the Lord, our God is our God. But it is the Lord is our righteousness. The Lord who lifts up the lowly is what we are also.

Jon Berquist:
Yes. And the righteousness doesn't have much at all to do with purity. It's not that God lifts us up and gets us out of the muck, and keeps us clean. It's that we, together with God, get down on our hands and knees and the dirt and plant things that will grow like a righteous branch.

Marcia McFee:
Yes.

Jon Berquist:
And the branch someday becomes big enough that it can provide housing.

Marcia McFee:
There you go.

Jon Berquist:
And someday becomes big enough to provide shelter.

Marcia McFee:
Oh, I love that.

Jon Berquist:
Yes. But on the day we plant it, we don't see it.

Marcia McFee:
So that wooden door, that is our anchor image, that door that swings open is made from the materials of righteousness itself, the branch, the growth, the thing that we nurture in order to create that shelter for those who have no shelter.

Jon Berquist:
And someone planted that, and someone nourished it. The other thing that strikes me in this passage from Jeremiah is where the prophet is going with this because it's in the next chapter that Jeremiah talks about God will set a new covenant. And will play place that new covenant on a new heart that God will place within us.

Jon Berquist:
As we're talking about housing the holy, the idea that God is fashioning a new heart to go inside us is very fitting with the incarnation that is happening throughout this season. And for Jeremiah, he's just a chapter away from talking about that. And the righteousness leads so quickly to a new heart for everyone of us.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. And I just connected that to who was it that God gave this incredible job of shaping and forming this child of God, but a carpenter who fashions things to house the holy. Hello.

Jon Berquist:
Right.

Advent 2

Marcia McFee:
Oh my gosh. So let's move on to Advent 2. This is so great. So Advent 2, of course, Malachi was a choice, but I went with Baruch, and it was interesting in our webinar that we just had, or get ready webinar. Someone said, "Baruch, what the heck is going with... " Is apocryphal, not in the official cannon, but this is such beautiful poetry. So I believe, Baruch is perhaps scribe of Jeremiah. So we have within this tradition of Jeremiah. So tell us a little bit more about Baruch.

Jon Berquist:
Baruch is a part of what we call the Deuterocanonical books. They're the ones that are part of the Bible in Roman Catholic and Orthodox Faith and were well known in Jesus' time. And there are other of these Deuterocanonical books or Apocryphal books that are quoted in the New Testament. Our New Testament writers knew this material very well.

Jon Berquist:
But for various reasons, Protestants probably because it sounded a little too Catholic at point, Protestants left it out. And so for Protestants, we've taken these passages like this in Baruch that were part of our identity centuries before Jesus and all the way up to about 500 years ago, and then just set it aside. But it's another part of the magnificent gifts God gives us in scripture. And Baruch is probably extended poetry that is reflecting on the experience of exile that is the experience of homelessness. The experience of being a refugee.

Marcia McFee:
Yes.

Jon Berquist:
And how can God live inside us if we don't even have a home anymore? And so it is very relevant to the Advent Season, very relevant to our current life, and such a beautiful passage.

Jon Berquist:
Baruch was in the early church, I think, known by all of the Christians worldwide in the early days, but it was particularly loved by the churches, the Orthodox Churches in Ethiopia and Eritrea. These experiences were crucial to our first African-American... African Christian churches. And then it was northerners who decided we didn't need it anymore. And so restoring it into our Advent, I think is a powerful act, it starts out take off your morning clothes, your clothes of sadness and your oppression. What it means to throw off oppression is core to the adventure.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. That's right.

Jon Berquist:
And to dress yourself in the dignity of God's glory, we have other passages in this Advent Season that talk about our clothing. And if you are homeless, your clothing is your only shelter. And so it is essential gift from God.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. That's right. God will give you this name by which to be called forever, the peace that comes from justice, the honor that comes from reverence for God. So this is the name God gives, not the name of God in this. This is the name God gives us, peace that comes from justice. So that's another, as you say, the gifts bestowed upon us by God is to be wrapped, and dressed, and clothed in these things that are what really matters.

Jon Berquist:
And to hearken back to that righteous branch if our righteousness, our justice comes from what we get down on our knees and do with God together in the dirt in the mess of human life. When we are planting justice together with those who are just throwing off their oppression, we have the opportunity for peace. Peace is something we plant together and build together. And not a crumb, we toss off the table to those who can't sit with us.

Marcia McFee:
Right. And this is children that were gathered from the West to the East. I mean, that happens over and over again in the Hebrew Bible, from the West to the East, gather all together. So it's for all, I mean, that's sort of the clue, isn't it? That we're talking about all people's.

Jon Berquist:
Right. One of the things that the Old Testament repeats so often is God's commands to us to take care of an old translation would say the widow, the orphan, and the soldier. And to often, we just quote about the widow and the orphan. But the best way to do that is to focus our primary attention on women, children, and immigrants.

Jon Berquist:
If we are caring for women, children, and immigrants and planting justice and peace for them, we're creating a community that will care for everyone and bringing new life wherever we go. And so the East and the West is a reminder, I think, of the biblical call to justice for immigrants of every generation. And that again is one of these Advent themes where Joseph and Mary become immigrants that are going to become refugees. And God in Jesus will grow up as a homeless immigrant.

Marcia McFee:
That's right.

Jon Berquist:
And as a call for us to provide housing for the holy, which means for immigrants and those who are displaced.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. Well, it's so rich. And that really gives sort of substance to what in Philippians, it's saying, "So that you'll be able to decide what really matters." And so if you read this as you've just helped us to read it, women, children, immigrants, this helps us focus on that understanding what really matters.

Jon Berquist:
And like the Psalm in the first week, this starts out by valuing knowledge and all kinds of insight. I mean, discovery of discovery so that we can decide and find out what really matters to us and to God, and how to focus our energies on the whole world that God loves instead of worshiping just a part of it.

Advent 3

Marcia McFee:
That's right. Well, Advent 3 takes us into this question about how much is enough? And it is the idea that we live oftentimes in this sense of scarcity when indeed what we need for joy is present and powerfully. And so this Isaiah text is assuming the abundance, the drawing water with joy from the Springs of salvation and a spring is something that actually, it's a bottomless pit. I mean, it's ever-flowing. And so, anytime I see this mention of spring, a water spring in the sacred text, it feels like it's pointing to abundance, a never-ending supply.

Jon Berquist:
Right. And springs often have well, these never-ending supplies, whether we think of them as springs or water or falls or oceans, they're hard to drink from. You have to bring a cup and take out a reasonable amount for you. And as soon as you do, there's still as much left as there was before you brought your cup to it.

Marcia McFee:
That's right.

Jon Berquist:
And so, it reminds me of the Old Testament stories of manna. How you get enough for today and tomorrow, there's enough for tomorrow.

Marcia McFee:
Right.

Jon Berquist:
And learning that rhythm of trust and hope and experiencing that in a way that is taking what you need.

Marcia McFee:
And only what you need.

Jon Berquist:
And knowing that the rest belongs to other people. And the rest of creation, for that matter. And that it is God who has done glorious things for all the earth. This is even bigger than the biggest spring you can imagine. Because this spring goes out to every nation and still never runs dry. To have joy just by yourself really isn't possible. In this way, if you're not sharing it, it's not joy. A quiet moment of contentment can be a very good thing. But boy, it moves you more than that and draws you toward a bigger community. And this experience that the Holy one is great among us is something that will heal the world. Not just our city, our church, our community, our kind of people, our way of life. The joy just moves out so much further than anything we can imagine.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. And so this idea of growth and of creating a just society, the fruits of changed hearts and lives has to do with how we are creating wellbeing within the community and trusting and not being afraid, so afraid that I need to just look out for me and not be concerned with the equity or that I won't have enough. There's this trust in God.

Jon Berquist:
Yeah. I love the simplicity of what John is talking about in this gospel passage about change hearts and lives because people ask him, "What do we mean?" A heart transplant is a big deal. It's complicated these days. Imagine what it was like 2000 years ago. You just can't do. You can't change. It's too disruptive. And what John keeps showing them is no matter who you are or what you do, every day there's an opportunity to reach out to one person. And that's what it means to have a changed heart and a changed life.

Jon Berquist:
If you have two of something, share with someone who has less. Take the food you have and share it with one person. We don't need a large task force and an initiative with massive global funding to cure hunger. That's not what we're called to do in this passage. We're called to feed people one at a time.

Marcia McFee:
This theme is reminding churches that sometimes the problems feel so large that we feel incompetent to the task. And so we freeze, or we are not sure what to do. And one thing, we can't fix it all, but we can do what's right in front of us. And so part of the discerning in this theme, in this season, is to discern what's right in front of us, which actually invites us to simply open our eyes and extend. And in some ways, open our doors, come out of the church, see what's happening right there. What one thing could we do?

Jon Berquist:
To decide what really matters. The best way to do that is open your eyes and take care of the first thing you see. Open the door of the church and take care of the first people you see outside. And that changes lives. It's one of the beauties of the Advent Season. Everything good starts out so small, it's almost invisible.

Marcia McFee:
Like a baby.

Jon Berquist:
Yes. Every good deed starts with something that has a potential you don't recognize. And yet, nourishing those righteous branches is what gets them to grow into shelter.

 Advent 4


Marcia McFee:
That's right. Well, we get very close to Christmas Eve. And a room with a view is Advent 4. And I named it this because the analogy is, Mary becomes the prophet. But we have Micah here, of course, a great prophet. But then Mary is also the prophet in this instance right in the tradition of prophets her words come to us. So what is the view from the room that God is building?

Marcia McFee:
If we take up residents in that place that God is building no matter what state of repair or disrepair it is in. I think the beauty of looking at the place where Jesus was born which, there's a lot we can not know about it, but at least we know the story is helping us to see that this was not a usual place for a baby to be born. This birth had to happen no matter what, no matter where. And this is the room that God is building in the most unlikely of places. God is building something right in the middle of your church that doesn't know whether it's going to survive or doesn't know what to do next. God is building a room for the holy to reside.

Marcia McFee:
So Micah points to giving this labor that it takes to give birth. And then Mary really chimes in with the labor of what will happen in this birthing of a new world, a new world order. Tell us about Micah. I just love this prophet, pretty badass prophet, if you ask me. I'm not sure you want to put that in your sermon preachers, but very strong.

Jon Berquist:
Micah is strong because he's so simple. And after some of the pastors we've had in the previous weeks in talking about the glory of God that will be seen throughout the whole earth and things like that, Micah starts out this passage focusing on almost unknown city. Bethlehem is one of the, today we would say suburbs of Jerusalem. It's not a very classy suburb. It is not the part of town where you go to get the good stuff. And one of the terms that the Hebrew Bible uses for these cities around Jerusalem is daughter of Zion. It's not a-

Marcia McFee:
A little one.

Jon Berquist:
[crosstalk 00:41:06]. But it starts even there to pick up on some of the vulnerability that becomes such a strong theme this close to Christmas. God's work through the vulnerable ones. In the midst of the vulnerable and disregarded places, God has already been bringing us a ruler. Even if our eyes are on the capital city, on the big headlines, on the flashy things of the world, God is preparing salvation in a place we would discard. And it is there amongst God's vulnerable people that God's greatest work is just about to unfold.

Jon Berquist:
So it starts in a place like Bethlehem. The vulnerability of that moment of labor, the defenselessness, the inability to do anything else except what your body is telling you to do right now. Is this, again, this vulnerability. And it is in the places of helplessness, defenselessness, in the places where people don't have other choices that God is alive and active. For those of us who think we're in control of our lives, much of the time, this is a hard passage because it's so much simpler than we make our lives to be. And it shows God's activity among people who have fewer choices than I do. And I love that this ruler, all the rulers going to do is stand up.

Marcia McFee:
Right. Just stand in the middle of the flock, just stand.

Jon Berquist:
Yeah.

Marcia McFee:
I mean, the shepherd image yet again, and shepherds were not the ruler shepherd. I mean, really, we're going to equate these things. This is the kind of great paradox of the, as you say, the vulnerable power. Power is not over, its “with.”

Jon Berquist:
Yeah. How can you tell the people where God is working, where God is active, where God is in the midst of saving us? Well, in this case, it's someone who smells like sheep.

Marcia McFee:
That’s not what I thought was coming out of your mouth. Smells like sheep. Yeah, that's right.

Jon Berquist:
Just the ability to dwell secure. And to be at peace. And with your lock in life of being just like the sheep. And vulnerability is cry from her depths that she has been in some traditions overwhelmed by God that has experienced of her vulnerability that moves her to praise. And she understands that what is happening in her is not that she has been singled out to be special or to receive a separate blessing, but she knows that what is happening in her is a sign that God is always bringing new life in the lowest places of the earth. And so she's not praising herself here. She's pointing out and saying that in the vulnerable places, God is always working and is always planting new seeds that we often forget to look for.

Marcia McFee:
So if we can talk a little bit literary criticism here, that part of biblical studies that looks at the actual genre of writing, do you see this Paricapy as in a particular tradition of writing?

Jon Berquist:
Well, it is very much a song.

Marcia McFee:
Like Miriam's song-

Jon Berquist:
Miriam song.

Marcia McFee:
... after coming through the Red Sea.

Jon Berquist:
Very close to this and works on many of the same themes of God lifting up the lowly. And there's something about the voice that is singing, that even if you're not close enough to see the singer, even if you're not close enough to hear all the words, it is still compelling and makes you want to seek out what is happening and to feel with it. And this is a song of such vulnerability and of such joy that it's moving experience. And she is singing this with Jesus in the womb. These melodies of God working among the lowly is what Jesus first learns to dance to.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. We know all of the now sort of scientific research about the effective music on growing babies inside the womb. And if we sort of take this analogy of song and expressing from the depths and resonating within every ounce of our being, what a powerful to sort of think about how this then echoes when Jesus stands up in the temple and says the spirit has anointed me. And here's one of the anointing in the womb.

Jon Berquist:
Yes. And in the fact that she's singing and of course her cousin, Elizabeth has a great song, too.

Marcia McFee:
Yes.

Jon Berquist:
That's not in our selected passage for this time around, but they share a lot. And you can almost hear that as a duet or as a call and response that Jesus is hearing from his mother and his aunt. But when someone sings deeply, it builds muscles. It builds abdominal muscles. That very is going to need to have strong very soon.

Marcia McFee:
Yes, that's right.

Jon Berquist:
And singing this builds her strength in preparation for labor and in preparation for the gut-wrenching business of raising a child.

Marcia McFee:
Our singing and proclaiming of these kinds of words also build our strength for the labor we are called to in making the world a more just place.

Jon Berquist:
Right. So it's not just a mental or a song that gets stuck in your mind or in your ear. This is flowing through the whole body. And provide strength we didn't know we had.

Christmas Eve

Marcia McFee:
Yes. Well, Jon, let's get to Christmas Eve. The Isaiah passage is classic for Christmas Eve. The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light for a child who's been born for us, a son given to us. So this litany of names, this great tradition in the Hebrew Bible of naming, and of course, Isaiah's not writing about Jesus. What is Isaiah writing about here?

Jon Berquist:
Oh, for Isaiah, this is a passage of regime change where the powers of one generation are passed onto the next. And every time that happens, there is a possibility, an opening for God's grace to break through on the stage of human history. And Isaiah is saying that this is the opportunity for us as we pass leadership to another generation that children can save us. But that's a very vulnerable thing to confess and a very anti-establishment thing to confess. As church, as families, we spend so much of our time trying to form the next generation so that they will be like us.

Marcia McFee:
And we get really upset when they're not.

Jon Berquist:
We do. The glorious possibility is that God could do something new. And in a world as broken as ours is, the chance that God can start over and be miraculous. And salvific can be a new generation that actually gives good advice, that can counsel us in ways that stir up marvel and amazement, not just repetition of our hard-learned lessons can be the kind of might that can change the things we thought were immovable, the mightiness of God harkens back in my mind to the events of Exodus where huge bodies of water can be split by the arm of God, and the impossible can happen so that people can be set free. The Prince of Peace that we could actually have a prince who would not be going to war on our behalf and in our name, but a prince who would bring peace to us and others who would choose something besides war.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. That's powerful. So one of the things that came to me as you were talking about this change of regime from one generation to the next is that part of the work for some of us who've been around for a while is letting go.

Jon Berquist:
Yes.

Marcia McFee:
And supporting the voices who are coming forth, supporting those new voices, those new office, those people who have that zeal. And to stop resisting because we have one vision and there are others who have a different vision, so knowing how we can support the work of others rather than having to be the ones to do, it's just a change in vocation, in some ways, how will change happen? Well, part of it has to be letting go of what was before.

Jon Berquist:
And that's part of the process of labor.

Marcia McFee:
All right.

Jon Berquist:
Is letting what has grown up inside you get out. And as the mother's cry fades into the child's cry. And our belief in a God who hears both of those cries and wipes all of those tears. But to let the child out-

Marcia McFee:
And cut the cord.

Jon Berquist:
Yes. And our children never see things through our own eyes. We behold them face to face, but that means we see things from opposite directions, very literally. And what they see and we can't see is a miraculous opportunity.

Marcia McFee:
Beautiful.

Jon Berquist:
So yes, it is a time of letting go, a time of... And it's a painful time. It is a time of great crying. I'm also reminded when we hear about the great light, and of course, often on Christmas Eve, we think about the stars aligning. So there's a great light over the negativity set. But I am thinking also of God's word as a lamp for our feet. It is a great light. Not because it's a huge light, but because it's exactly where you need it in the dark.

Marcia McFee:
That's right. I mean, how often are you in a dimly lit place and you're trying to read something, and the light's behind you, and you're in the way you can't see what you're reading because you are in the way. Now that'll preach. Let the light shine - shift. You got to shift to let the light shine on what needs to be illumined.

Jon Berquist:
And it also reminds me of Jesus' statement about those of us who try to hide the light. I mean, you can put a bushel basket over a candle and try to hide it and keep it to yourself. But one of two things is going to happen either the candle is going to extinguish and go out, or the basket's going to catch on fire.

Marcia McFee:
Right.

Jon Berquist:
And when you are in a land of darkness, we need the light. So much that we try to do to keep that dimly burning candle still alive, don't let the wind get to it. Don't let the spirit blow through it. Protect that light on our alters in our closed billings.

Marcia McFee:
Exactly the way we've done it.

Jon Berquist:
Yeah. The call is that it's going to break out.

Marcia McFee:
It'll either blow out or break out. That's what you're saying. You got a choice.

Jon Berquist:
So this point in labor is the time to push.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. That's right.

Jon Berquist:
The time to let it out.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. That's wonderful.

Jon Berquist:
All the screams and shouts of joy that go with them.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. That's great.

Jon Berquist:
Then the New Testament gives us this wonderful backdrop counterpoint because that passage starts out with no light at all. No vision, just the boring words of a government official and the power of bureaucracy to try to snuff out light and life, and Luke in the next two chapters is going to give us a lot more information about how empires and bureaucracy will try to stuff out new life.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. That's right.

Jon Berquist:
And how good they are at. But here, trying to manage immigration, trying to take a census, trying to get everything counted, that is exactly the backdrop where God brings new life in unexpected places.

Sunday after Christmas

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. Well, speaking of how the power tries to get snuffed out, usually Sunday after Christmas, not usually, but in other electionary years, we have the slaughter of the innocence, but that's not what we have this year. What we have is Jesus in the temple in the house, in God's house. So we've got housing the holy, we've got the temple. So we've got Colossians here, just talking about the gratitude and the singing Psalms and hymns and spiritual songs. This is the worship of God. The bearing with one another being forgiving. All of that is of peace. What happens in the house of the holy where we are to dwell? How are we to dwell? And then Jesus is saying, "I dwell in the house of God. Of course, I'm here." So this idea of dwell this word dwell comes up a lot in the sacred text.

Jon Berquist:
Yes.

Marcia McFee:
Tell us a little bit about that.

Jon Berquist:
It shows up throughout Hebrew scripture, almost as a synonym for live or be alive. But also as a question of where do you put your identity? Who's are you? And you note well that it sometimes gets translated as abiding, especially in the gospel of John. And some rich images there. It makes us focus on the question, where are we at home? Are we at home in the seat of Imperial power? Or are we at home wherever the word is preached and taught? Are we at home in the heart of the vulnerable people like Mary? Or only in the places of power. And Colossians takes that. I think a step further, it's not just, "Where do you feel at home?" It's, "What are you going to wear?"

Jon Berquist:
As I said before, people without homes, clothing is their only shelter. Your clothing is a house. And so where are you going to be at home in terms of what are you going to choose to wear? Will it be compassion? Paul in the New Testament is not above telling us to wear armor. Protect yourself. It's a war out there. You've got to do what it takes to keep yourself safe. This passage in Colossians is a reminder that we are only going to be at home in this world when we are wearing things that are good for other people where we are clothed and wrapped and at home in the midst of compassion and kindness. And we're bearing together with each other where other people's needs come first.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. And let the word of Christ dwell in you richly.

Jon Berquist:
Yeah. I'm reminded of my grandmother's dress that had more pockets than imaginable and often had a sweater with even more pockets. And in every pocket, there was something that was good for someone else.

Marcia McFee:
Like what?

Jon Berquist:
Like candy or a handkerchief to wash away the tears, whatever you needed, she already had it in her clothes.

Marcia McFee:
That's great, like her tool kit.

Jon Berquist:
Yes. This is God with the big purse that is filled with what you didn't know you were going to need when you left home. There it is already waiting for you. And this is the model of how we should be dressing ourselves is to make sure that we're not wearing what makes us look good, but what other people will need and that we will bear with each other and we will bind ourselves together with our very clothes and be that kind of harmony of being wrapped so tightly in each other's lives.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah.

Jon Berquist:
That's such a beautiful metaphor. And we get so close. We're clothing ourselves with love that binds us together. So it's like the idea of a scarf that two people are wearing at once, and it binds them together and makes them both warm.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah.

Jon Berquist:
And we get so close, so closely wrapped up in each other that our hearts sing the same song.

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. Well, I think of people who camp in very, very cold places. There are people who do this, not me, but some people do. But what you know about body heat is that the warmest thing you can to survive the deep, deep cold is to share body heat, to be wrapped together. And in some ways, it's a great metaphor for being bound together means that we have a better chance of survival as a species.

Jon Berquist:
And this passage in Colossians is not far from where scripture talks about the work of Jesus as tearing down the dividing wall that separates us. And this goes so far as to say, "It's dressing us up together and wrapping us together in one garment."

Marcia McFee:
Yeah. And the word of Christ dwelling in you richly, this is where that word dwell popped out at me. We become the house for the holy in how we are, and it's sort of like full circle. This series. We focus a lot on how our churches are our houses of the holy, but it's also that incarnational sense of the house of the holy within us. And that the more we make room for that, for ourselves to be that dwelling, the more rich that it is, the more rich our lives are, and the more rich the world is.

Jon Berquist:
That God is choosing to live with us and in us.

Marcia McFee:
That's right.

Jon Berquist:
And when God is in us, we will sing the same kinds of songs that Mary sang. And we will have that kind of new heart and change life, the Jeremiah and John talked about. And it comes from inside.

Marcia McFee:
Even, and especially when we feel like the prophets were in exile, that the presence of God is with us. And this is the house of the Holy. And so we both work for the physical housing of people so that they are cared for and have shelter, but we also work for the construction of our own dwelling places where the holy can be that light.

Jon Berquist:
Right.

Marcia McFee:
Thank you, Jon. This was such a fun conversation, and I know that there's many, many threads and strands that our preachers will pull out and expound on that will... You've given us such rich fodder that I know that it's going to help preachers as they find their our own way and their own voice through this. So thank you so much.

Jon Berquist:
That is my prayer and hope.

Marcia McFee:
Well, Merry Christmas.

Jon Berquist:
Merry Christmas to you. Yes.

Marcia McFee:
Okay, take care. Bye-bye.
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