feed his sheep every day he was gone. The snow was falling -- this was in Vermont - my brother and  
I went down the hill to feed the sheep. We went into the barn and we got the bales of hay. We took 
them out into the sheep shed, cut the string, turned on the forty-watt bulb and began scattering the hay. The sheep came bumbling up, getting close to it. With the smell of the hay, the smell of the sheep and the snow coming down, all of a sudden I realized where I was. I was in the manger and I almost missed it. I was in this holy place and I might not even have seen it. I happened to see it. In a way, you could say that the world itself is a manger where God is continually being born into our lives, into the things that happen to us. Most of the time, if you are like me, you are looking the other way.”

Recall and share an experience where you “saw” something in a new way. Where were you?  What were you doing?

So, how shall we “see the light of God’s face? A God who comes to save us?  

When we find unexpected tears welling up at a certain moment or word or sight, it is here, in a moment like this, Buechner says, that God is trying to tell us something about our deepest selves and who we are. 

How do you feel about Buechner’s observation?

Do you agree? Why or why not? Have you had an experience of what he describes? If so, what was it?

Pay attention, stay awake, lift up your eyes to see the glory of God that saturates the world all around. If we are willing to search for the light of God in times of deep darkness, we will find it. 

If we look hard for Jesus Christ in situations of chaos and confusion, we will discover him. 

If we train our eyes on the small glimmers of light that appear in our shadow times, we will emerge from the blackness that threatens to overwhelm us.
This week reflect on and choose to “lift up your eyes and look around.”   Ask God to be able to see the light of God that shines on you. 

How can we pray for one another in the coming week?

Prayer: Gracious God, prepare our hearts to receive the gift of your son. Teach us how to wait, to listen, to live in the present moment open to your voice.
30 Good Minutes" Interview with Frederick Buechner, #3305 The Chicago Sunday Evening Club, Oct. 1989. 
The New Revised Standard Version (Anglicized Edition), copyright 1989, 1995 by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. 
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for you o Lord my soul in stillness waits.





1st Sunday in Advent (Year B)

Week of Nov. 20 for Sun. 11/27/11 

What images or ideas come to you about the word, Advent?
Scripture: Mark 13:24-37 
 24 ‘But in those days, after that suffering,
the sun will be darkened,
and the moon will not give its light,
25 and the stars will be falling from heaven,
and the powers in the heavens will be shaken.
26Then they will see “the Son of Man coming in clouds” with great power and glory.27Then he will send out the angels, and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven.The Lesson of the Fig Tree
28 ‘From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its branch becomes tender and puts forth its leaves, you know that summer is near.29So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that he* is near, at the very gates.30Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all these things have taken place.31Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.

32 ‘But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.33Beware, keep alert;* for you do not know when the time will come.34It is like a man going on a journey, when he leaves home and puts his slaves in charge, each with his work, and commands the doorkeeper to be on the watch.35Therefore, keep awake—for you do not know when the master of the house will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or at cockcrow, or at dawn,36or else he may find you asleep when he comes suddenly.37And what I say to you I say to all: Keep awake.’ 

Study Questions

1. How would you describe the tone of this passage? 
2. Is this tone in keeping with the season of Advent? Why or why not?
3. What verses are verses of hope in this passage?

4. How are we to be “on watch?” (vs.34).

5. Buechner says that the world is a manger where God is continually born in us. What do you say?

Reference Notes:
The season of Advent begins the liturgical cycle of the Church year. This cycle celebrates God’s creating, forgiving and redeeming presence in the rhythms of birth, growth, life and death of all of all creation. The Liturgy of the Church retells in words, actions and prayer the continuing story of our human experience with God.  
As a Christian community we gather to remember and celebrate what God has done for us in Christ and to bear witness to the action of the Holy Spirit in our midst as we look forward with eager longing to our full restoration as children of God (Romans 8:18-21).

Liturgy comes from the Greek word liturgos meaning public work or work of the people. Entrance songs, Scripture readings, litanies, Prayers of the People, The Great Thanksgiving, and Eucharistic Prayer make up the “work” of the Church, which is to glorify God in praise, thanksgiving, confession, and petition. Good liturgy expresses the hopes and longings of the Christian community for the world and for itself. 
Liturgy is communal in nature. How is this so? Why is it important for the community to worship together? 
Imagine that it is the 4th century A.D. It is night and shivering cold. Somewhere the cry of a wild animal is heard. The fire, burned down hours before to a fiery ash, no longer casts shadows or warmth on the sleeping humans huddled around its edge. The hope for warmth and light threads their dreams, and their longing for the coming dawn.
In its prayers, sacramental signs, songs, and symbols, the liturgy for Advent touches our deepest yearnings. It touches our longing to be found, to be made whole, to be faithful to God’s purposes and to embrace the future with hope. Against a bleak background of darkness that seems impenetrable, Advent announces that we are no longer an isolated people; exiles lost and huddled in a cold and dark world. The Advent scriptures hold up to us the       coming of Christ, who shines the face of God 
    upon us that we may be saved (Ps. 80:3,7,19). 
Two of the Scripture readings assigned for the first Sunday of Advent include Ps. 80:1-7, 16-17 with alarming images of enemies ready to attack and the psalmist’s heartfelt pleading to God to “let your face shine and come to save us” (vs. 2). In Isaiah 64:1-9, a prophet records the laments and confessions of a sinful people who accuse God of hiding his face (vs.7). In a plea for mercy, they remind God to deal gently with them like clay in a Potter’s hand (vs. 8).

Mark 13: 1-23 graphically describes the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem, the deceit, betrayal, and intense suffering that is to follow and sets the context for this Sunday’s reading of Mark 13: 24-37.   
Vss. 24-37 includes a description of cosmic events using imagery popular in Mark’s day to denote judgment: stars falling and the sun and moon failing to give their light. Darkness, doom and gloom are everywhere. The end seems imminent. What makes matters worse is that Jesus declares that this generation will not pass away until all these things have taken place (vs. 30).  As if that didn’t scare Jesus’ disciples enough, Jesus adds, that about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father (vs. 32).

What makes these scripture passages suitable as Advent readings?  How do these scriptures show us, as Cindy says, that “the worst thing is not the last thing?” 

What generation past or present has not experienced the worst thing; wars or rumors of wars, false prophets, hucksters, pseudo-saviors, earthquakes, tsunamis, fires or persons fleeing for their lives (Mk. 13:1-23)? No generation has ever passed away without experiencing what Jesus describes. Likewise, we may not know the day or the hour when we will see the Son of Man coming in clouds with great power and glory (vs. 26). However, we do know the last thing will overshadow the worst thing when Christ returns to gather all of us to himself.  
So, we are a people who wait, not as anxious persons marooned and waiting for a life boat but with the fervent hope of sentinels who wait for the coming dawn (Ps. 130:6).  Jesus tells his disciples to beware, keep alert, and keep awake. We wait not in fear, but with an inner resolve that is hope strengthened by a God who is faithful. 
This week’s scripture sets the tone for all of the Advent liturgies. They rouse us from sleep, urge us to be awake, and pay attention. They give voice to that holy longing within us for the one who comes to save. If we are not paying attention, we will miss it. 
In an interview, noted Presbyterian minister and award winning author and storyteller 
Frederick Buechner states that the central point or message in all of his writings is "Listen to your life; pay attention to what happens to you." 
If God is with us—if God is involved in the world then one of the ways God speaks to us is through what happens to us. We are to “Lift up our eyes and look around.” As people of God, we are children of the light. We are called to live God-conscious lives. However, much of the time, if we are honest, we live most of our waking hours neither seeing nor listening in any focused way. Our lives are continually distracted from being present to ourselves and to the moment at hand. However, it is in this very space of the present moment that God speaks to us.  
What does a God-conscious life mean to you? What helps you to pay attention in the present moment?
Buechner tells the following story:
“One Christmas Eve, exhausted, about to go to bed having put all the presents under the tree, I remembered that our neighbor had asked us to    
