
“This is not a test” 
January 3, 2021 
Emma Brewer-Wallin	 


	 Do things feel different? Do things feel different now that we have celebrated the 

arrival of Jesus, God embodied and dwelling among us? Do things feel different now 

that we have moved past the dumpster fire of last year? Did you wake up finding that a 

weight had been lifted, that the world’s burdens had been eased, that you were newly 

filled with joy? 


I’ll admit it… I did not. On the morning of January 1st, when I listened to the news, I 

heard the now-familiar numbers that have greeted me for nearly a year in the form of 

death tolls and dire economic consequences. At the start of the new year, amidst the 

season where we celebrate Christ’s coming to make all things new, it seems that 

nothing has changed.  


	 You may remember that the last time things were “normal” was at the beginning 

of Lent. As Easter approached in early April, some people suggested that we just let it 

pass by — that Lent, the somber season of fasting, praying, and slowing down, was an 

appropriate mood to carry us through this pandemic. Like those people, in the first 

weeks of the pandemic, I needed the Lenten journey. I needed the stories of walking in 

the desert forever and Jesus healing the least among us. 


	 Although the idea of skipping Easter sounded appealing, we didn’t do it. Even in 

the midst of grief and sorrow, we celebrated the resurrection: once again, we heard the 

story of a love more powerful than fear through which new life is possible. As the 

spring and summer wore on, it was that message that I needed most, reluctant as I had 

initially been to hear it. When it seemed that headlines had a constant supply of 



violence and injustice to draw from, when I saw death up close in the hospital, the 

Easter message that love will rise again spoke to me. It encouraged me to look for 

where new life might be found. That sustaining Easter story helped me to see the 

places where love and new life were triumphing over fear and death: in the woman who 

got to say a meaningful goodbye to her brother, even over a screen; in the protesters 

who showed up week after week, not letting violence keep them away; in the white 

people who read and listened and reflected to better understand our participation in 

systems of racism. Reluctant as I had been to hear it, I needed the Easter story of a 

love more powerful than fear, through which new life is possible.


	 Let me admit something: I love Advent. It’s probably my favorite liturgical 

season, since I’m the kind of person to have a favorite liturgical season. I allowed 

myself to start listening to my Advent playlist — because yes, I have an Advent playlist 

—  a few weeks early, but only while preparing the Advent devotional. A friend recently 

asked why I love Advent so much, and the answer came quickly: because it’s all about 

waiting and longing. Though I believe that God is always present among us, there’s 

something about looking toward the day when God will somehow show up in a way 

that’s bigger than what I’ve ever imagined. And this time more than ever, the hoping 

that someday — and someday soon — God would break forth and right the wrongs of 

this world felt like exactly what I needed. 


	 But now, Christmas has come, and as far as I can tell, that hasn’t happened yet. 

The virus continues to rage. Too many people will go without a meal or a safe place to 

live. Another Black man was killed by police in Minneapolis, and the officers who killed 

12-year-old Tamir Rice will not be charged. 




	 There is a Christian story that I love — not Advent or Lent, Easter or Christmas. 

It is the story of thirty of our forebears in faith, women and men, lay and ordained, 

selected from among the first members of the United Church of Christ in 1957. This 

group set out to write a Statement of Faith for the new denomination. Coming from 

churches with different beliefs, practices, and histories, each person first wrote their 

own statement of faith. They did their best to articulate to the others what it is that they 

believed. As you can imagine, the responses ranged from ‘well, I wouldn’t put it quite 

like that’ and ‘you believe what?’ to ‘yes, absolutely, me too.’ Eventually, they came up 

with one coherent document — a task only possible because they had a standard 

against which all things would be measured. This standard was not a line of scripture 

or something from an ancient creed, but a question: is this a testimony of faith? That 

diverse body again and again returned to the idea that the statement of faith was not a 

test, but a testimony. 


	 Upholding the articles of our faith as a testimony, rather than a test to pass, 

means that I do not have to believe all of it at once in order for some of it to be true for 

you. When our Christian stories are a testimony to faith, it means that I get to 

experience the Good News that you are hearing, even when I can’t quite make it out. 

When our Christian stories are a testimony, and not a test, it means that we do not pit 

one story against another. When Christmas is a testimony to God’s powerful love 

among us, that love stands on its own — it does not need to pass the test of explaining 

away the pain of the world. 


	 Today’s scripture passage is one of Isaiah’s prophecies. He describes his vision 

for a great feast, served to all; for a removal of the veil that keeps us from seeing 



clearly; for the end of death and grief. And then, the last line: “Behold, this is our God; 

we have waited for him, that he might save us. This is the Lord; we have waited for 

him; let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation.” Isaiah has not forgotten about longing, 

nor left out a clear articulation of what God’s just kingdom will look like. But neither 

does Isaiah forget the faith of those who know that God is with us or the rejoicing of 

those experiencing God’s salvation here and now. This passage is like a co-authored 

statement of faith: it is a testimony to a world that is far from perfect; it is a testimony 

to the joy that comes with knowing God’s presence; it is a testimony to the fact that 

this world, the one that is far from perfect, will be transformed through God’s saving 

love. 


	 And so, I wonder again — do things feel different? The light of Christ burst in. 

Shepherds and kings alike dropped what they were doing to follow a star. God showed 

up in the most unexpected place, and beckoned us to go there too. 


Maybe things don’t feel different — most things haven’t changed. They hadn’t changed 

then either, when Mary and Joseph had no where to go and then had to flee in order to 

save their infant son from genocide. But when our Christian stories are a testimony, 

and not a test, we do not need to pit one story against another. When Christmas is a 

testimony to God’s powerful love among us, that love stands on its own — it does not 

need to pass the test of explaining away the pain of the world. 


Nothing definitive changed in the blink of an eye, or even over thousands of years. And 

yet, hear this testimony: the light of Christ burst in. Shepherds and kings dropped what 

they were doing to follow a star. God showed up in the most unexpected place, and 

beckoned us to go there too.





