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Dear Tacoma,

Our city is crammed full of heaven. We are filled with more 
beauty and goodness than we know what to do with. Our cup 
runneth over.

Our cup runneth over on the Eastside, West End, North End, 
South Tacoma, Hilltop, Browns Point, Downtown, Old Town, 
Point Rustin, even on the Tide Flats.

There is nowhere we can flee God’s presence, not in Lake-
wood, or Parkland, or Fircrest, or University Place. The 
promise of the Incarnation is that we cannot not be in the 
presence of God. The whole world is a burning bush ablaze 
with God’s glory, and Tacoma is a cathedral full of grace, if 
we can only see it.

The birth of Christ reveals that God is Emmanuel—God with 
us. God is with us in all things, in all ways, always.

Yes, God is in all things, especially the things we want to dis-
miss, deny, suppress, or forget. The last place we look is the 
first place God shows up. Shockingly, God comes to us in the 
shape of our own lives, especially amidst the wreckage. In 
Christ, our wounds become wombs of new creation bearing 
seeds of new life.

This means that the hope of our city is not “out there” in 
Seattle, Portland, New York or San Francisco. It is “in here” 
among us, with us, within us, eager to be born. And like all 
good gifts from above, it is born from below. Yes, Word made 
flesh is love with skin. And love always seeks embodiment. It 
insists on the warmth and vulnerability of flesh that one day 
yields the terrible beauty of the cross.

Emmanuel is eager to be born, yet again in what Mother Te-
resa called the “distressing disguise of the other.” So, join the 
celebration and pray as we await the coming of our savior, 
Jesus the Christ.  



4

The following reflections are written by Tacoma pastors 
who have met weekly for more than six years to practice 
preaching peace. They take the stained glass off the text and 
help us see good news from below. They are designed to be 
read, discussed and applied in community—as families, and 
in small groups, trusting that the Spirit reveals herself in 
and through relationship. Finally, these reflections help us 
accept our vocation as midwives to the holy, giving birth to a 
city of peace for all people.

O Come, O Come Emmanuel.
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Word
“Be prepared, because the Human One will come at a time 
you don’t know.”

From Matthew 24:36-44

Made Flesh
Something is being born... into chaos.

We start Advent not with shepherds and angels and babies 
meek and mild. Instead we start with apocalyptic warn-
ings. I don’t like it. I prefer the kids in animal and shepherd 
costumes—the cute Christmas. But we don’t always get what 
we want. Instead we start Advent with a passage that is full 
of images of floods, and people disappearing, and thieves. 
Over and over in this passage Jesus gives us the warning: you 
don’t know what’s about to happen. We are mostly sleep-
walking through life. Wake up! calls Jesus.

An apocalypse is a revelation—a revealing of what is really 
real. Thinking of it that way helps me situate this reading. 
What is real? Well, we mostly don’t know what’s going on. 
That’s true. We mostly don’t know when things are going 
to fall apart in our lives, or when they’re suddenly going to 
come together. We don’t know when the kingdom is going to 
break through into our humdrum everyday lives.

For me, I’m usually just going about my business doing X, 

WEEK ONE

BORN in CHAOS
Rev. Sarah Wiles

Pastor | Bethany Presbyterian Church
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Y, Z, mostly sleepwalking through the routine of life. And 
then… how do you explain it? The heavens open up? Some-
thing breaks through? I understand why Jesus seemed to 
struggle for language. Nothing changes, but everything does. 
Suddenly I realize how utterly beautiful it is. I catch sight of 
the mountain after days of rain. I see, really see, a friend for 
who she is, and I’m struck dumb by the gift of friendship and 
accompaniment.

Whenever it happens, however it happens, it feels like a 
revelation. But it’s not always comfortable or immediately, 
apparently beautiful. It’s not always the glory of the moun-
tain or the ease of a beautiful friendship. Sometimes it’s like 
a tent city in one of our most beautiful parks. It suddenly 
reveals what I mostly try to forget—our neighbors live in 
tremendous need. I’ve been eating and drinking, making 
merry, and completely asleep to the reality around me.

Sometimes the kingdom breaks in and I realize I’m trapped 
in rivalry with everyone around me, trying to prove that 
I’m the best, trying to earn my way. I’ve gotten sucked in 
and become consumed with trying to position myself to be 
on top, to win. It is often tremendously upsetting to realize 
this. It feels like a thief breaking into my psyche and stealing 
my easy, habitual ways of being. Though, after having been 
robbed of my habitual ways, I often feel liberated. I realize 
it doesn’t have to be that way. I can lose, give up, let go, and 
experience grace instead of winning, which is far sweeter.

This is how Christ comes, isn’t it? 

Who would have thought that what we needed was an infant 
born in poverty to a colonized people? Who would think this 
is a revelation of reality? And yet, again and again, we need 
this news. It’s what wakes me up. Stay awake, says Christ. 
And I find myself rubbing the sleep from my eyes hoping 
to catch sight, once more, of what my heart is longing for, 
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what’s been promised, and what I’m waiting for with bated 
breath. Stay awake. Be prepared. The Human One is coming 
at a time we don’t know.

Dwelling Among Us
Reflection 
Is there a word or phrase stands out to you? What is it calling 
forth?

Discussion 
How does chaos give birth to new life? What is disruptive 
in your context right now? How might that be a sign of the 
surprising, provocative arrival of Christ?

Public Action
Visit a place of disruption in Tacoma. For example, walk 
MLK Jr Way as it’s being torn up for light rail. Pray this 
prayer: Emmanuel, who is born in chaos, come. Come like a 
good thief, not to kill and destroy, but to take away the sin of 
the world. Awaken us to your coming.
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Word
“In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of 
Judea, proclaiming, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has 
come near.’”

From Matthew 3:1-12

Made Flesh
I often take a well-worn path from St. Leo church to a cer-
tain coffee roaster I frequent to fuel my caffeine addiction. 
It’s good to be out and about, to see people waiting for bus-
ses or making their way along sidewalks aided by canes or 
pushing grocery carts with all their worldly belongings. I see 
tents and needles and the discarded blankets of people with 
no place to call home. After a while this seems all too com-
mon, until I don’t even notice it. I’m fine and comfortable 
within my narrow horizons.

Then something happens. The Baptist appears yelling in the 
wilderness telling us to repent. I wonder: Of what? How? 
How am I supposed to change?

In the middle of one such walk, I spied a babydoll face down 
in the lawn, except the face and the entire head of the doll 
lay detached and apart from the body, like something left 
in the wake of the character Sid from the movie Toy Story. 
It made me recall a museum of colonial religious art in the 

WEEK TWO

Fr. Matt Holland, SJ
Senior Pastor | St. Leo Catholic Church

BORN in WILDERNESS
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town of Popayán, Colombia that I visited in 2012, where I 
saw the disturbing statues of el niño Jesús crucificado, the 
innocent Christ child carrying the cross on his little back, or 
perhaps he was nailed to it. This, in turn, reminded me of 
a strange Christmas poem from the same time period by a 
Jesuit named Robert Southwell entitled The Burning Babe. 
When John yells out in the wilderness, “Prepare the way of 
the Lord!” is this what he had in mind? It’s definitely not the 
easy way. It’s more than a little bit unsettling and shocking, 
this foreshadowing of the passion in Advent.

When I finally enter the café I noticed the mounted portrait 
of Mamie Elizabeth Till-Mobley, the mother of Emmett Till, 
a 14-year-old African American who two white men brutal-
ly murdered in 1955. In this painting a large wet tear runs 
down her cheek. This is more what God is like. God who 
looks clearly and unflinchingly at things as they really are. 
God who hears the cry of the poor and is moved to tears, 
who then recklessly shakes up what is familiar and secure 
to bring forth the new, to make plain human lives divine, 
to draw near to us and to walk through grief and pain and 
division and need and to bring us all home together. This is a 
God who goes through the wilderness, through it all, whatev-
er it is, not around it.

Now is the favorable time, the time of God’s salvation and 
the baptist is calling me to repent. But of what am I sup-
posed to repent? Maybe it’s the way I see. Maybe that’s the 
problem. Maybe it’s learning to see with new eyes, to be-
hold Christ who is always being born anew. Maybe I am 
being called to join the prophet Isaiah and John the Baptist 
in crying out from the wilderness, “Prepare the way of the 
Lord.” Maybe I am being called to walk the crooked path that 
leads straight through the center of every human heart, and 
through the cross on the way to resurrection. Maybe this is 
our baptism. Maybe it’s God who is behaving in a new way, 
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doing something new. Ours is to notice that newness with 
new eyes and say, “yes.”

Dwelling Among Us
Reflection 
Is there a word or phrase stands out to you? What is it calling 
forth?

Discussion 
Describe the wilderness that surrounds you. What paths are 
you being asked to walk, and how do they affect the way you 
see? What would it mean to repent and see with new eyes?

Public Action
Find a “wilderness” path in the city and walk it. Maybe it is 
the waterfront, Swan Creek, or the Tacoma Nature Center, or 
maybe it’s a walk on Tacoma Ave South through the wilder-
ness of homelessness. Simply walk and get in touch with the 
wilderness of our city and your own heart. Pray this prayer: 
Emmanuel who is born in wilderness, come. Help us see and 
say “yes” to you here.
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Word
“When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he 
sent word by his disciples and said to him, “Are you the one 
who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”

From Matthew 11:2-11

Made Flesh
John had one job, and this job shaped his life. Angelic proph-
ecy foretold that he would prepare the way of the Lord. An-
gelic prophecy didn’t mention eating bugs, or how to prevent 
a camel skin loincloth from chafing, but God gave John a job, 
and John said yes to all the job entailed.

John had one job, and he was good at it. He called the people 
to repent, and they showed up in mass to be baptized. One 
day Jesus showed up, and John nailed that too. No one else 
seemed to realize, but the moment John saw Jesus he de-
clared, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of 
the world!”

John had one job. It shaped his life, and he was good at it, 
but something went wrong.  That something was named 
Jesus, and Jesus messed everything up. Jesus was supposed 
to wield his winnowing fork and heave the chaff into the un-
quenchable fire. Jesus was supposed to take care of evildoers 
like Herod, but that didn’t happen. Now John is sitting in 

WEEK THREE

Rev. Ben Robinson
Senior Pastor | Urban Grace - The Downtown Church
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Herod’s jail while Jesus is enjoying extravagant dinners with 
corrupt, rich tax collectors.

So John sends a message to Jesus, “Are you the one who is 
to come, or should we look for another?” This feels like the 
meanest question John could ask. The singular purpose of 
John’s life is to prepare the way for Christ. If anyone knows 
what the messiah looks like it’s John. So his question reads 
like he is saying, “I know what the messiah looks, and it ain’t 
you. So should I keep looking?”

Or could it be another way? 

Should I keep looking? Did I do something wrong? Though 
it looks like a dig at Jesus, perhaps John’s question is not 
actually about Jesus. Perhaps John is asking a question about 
himself. John bet his life on what he expected the messiah 
would look like, and now he is wondering if he was wrong. It 
could be that John is not angry, but doing something beauti-
ful. It could be that John is asking if his unmet expectations 
are leading him away from the Christ.

Despite all he knew, John’s expectations cause him to think 
certainly the Christ can’t look like that. It’s a thought that 
dwells within us all, even if it never rises to consciousness. 
Our expectations of how Jesus is revealed in the world limit 
our ability to see God at work. Like John, there are folks who 
we don’t even consider as a potential teachers and prophets 
because they are a Wall Street banker, or an addict on the 
street, or an angry atheist railing against the church’s abus-
es. Yet our expectations are often a projection of our unmet 
desires or our insecurities seeking external validation. Our 
expectations tell us more about ourselves than how God is 
actually acting in the world.

And yet, this remains a story of good news. For despite the 
rough edges of John’s question, Jesus responds with tender 
affection,
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“Go, report to John what you hear and see. Those who were 
blind are able to see. Those who were crippled are walking.  
People with skin diseases are cleansed. Those who were deaf 
now hear. Those who were dead are raised up. The poor have 
good news proclaimed to them.”

It is like Jesus is saying, Now that we are done with all those 
unrealistic expectations, I would love you to really meet me. 
Here is who I am. I am bringing hope, and life, and healing 
to the folks society has abandoned.

Dwelling Among Us
Reflection 
Is there a word or phrase stands out to you? What is it calling 
forth?

Discussion 
How are your expectations leading you toward or away from 
Christ? In what sense do you find yourself locked up and 
imprisoned? How is God breaking in and setting you free?

Public Action
Drive to the Detention Center in the Tide Flats or walk 
around the county jail downtown. Get in touch with the 
great needs for liberation in our city and your own desire for 
liberation. Pray this prayer: Emmanuel who is born in jail, 
come. Free us.  
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Word
“She was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit. Her 
husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to 
expose her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her qui-
etly. But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of 
the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son 
of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the 
child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.”

From Matthew 1:18-25

Made Flesh
Mary was found to be with child. The confounding terms of 
her conception implied a scandal that Joseph was intent on 
keeping quiet. Here, in the midst of an unexpected pregnan-
cy, Mary experienced the incarnate presence of God.

This story’s perplexing experience was magnified not hid-
den, by the Spirit. 

God is in the world now as the body of the Risen Christ who 
is continually being conceived and born into the world. And 
we are being invited to pay attention to the magnifying pow-
er of the Spirit who is at the center of every conception.

Like Mary and Joseph, I too have experienced the concep-
tion of God as disturbing, frightening, and perplexing.

WEEK FOUR
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A couple of months ago, I was in Mexico with migrant 
mothers and their infants from Central America as they 
begged for food and shelter on the side of the road. In this 
perplexing encounter, I experienced a moment of concep-
tion that gave birth in me to both the heartache of solidarity 
and a gospel hope for liberation for millions of refugees and 
migrants.

God is conceived beyond all borders. 

I have also experienced this kind of conception in the city 
of Tacoma. One day, after the celebration of the liturgy at St. 
Leo Church, an indigent woman who was experiencing pro-
found mental distress approached me in a hostile manner. 
She clearly felt threatened by me. My guess, based on what 
she said to me, was that she might have experienced sexual 
assault. Thus, my presence was threatening to her.

I walked away from this disturbing experience feeling filled 
by the presence of God. I experienced another moment of 
conception as my heart was filled with sorrow for the harm 
done to this woman and to so many women, and, at the 
same time, I could feel the seeds of hope that one day the 
relationships between men and women might be different.

The experiences cited above have haunted me for weeks 
in ways that attract my attention towards God within us. In 
these experiences, my senses are awakened and attuned to 
the mystery of God’s grace coursing through the streets of 
Tacoma and beyond. These moments of conception have 
been filled not only with perplexity but also with a hint of 
scandal that the Spirit seems willing to magnify.

God is dancing in the womb of Tacoma, eager to be born in 
the tent cities where the indigent woman who approached 
me is likely sleeping tonight. God is also dancing in the 
womb of every refugee eager to be born into a new way of 
life – a new home where everyone belongs.
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God within us is being conceived and born regardless of our 
readiness.

Dwelling Among Us
Reflection 
Is there a word or phrase stands out to you? What is it calling 
forth?

Discussion 
Is it your experience that new life is always being conceived 
and relentlessly being born into the world in scandalous 
ways? Can you identify people and places where this is hap-
pening?

Public Action
Go and sit in the cafeteria at Tacoma General. Watch the 
people around you—the weary nurses, the surgeons on 
lunch break, the worried family members, and the proud 
parents of the newest babies. How is God being conceived 
in each and every situation of both joy and sorrow? Pray this 
prayer: Emmanuel who is always needing to be born, be 
born in us today.
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Word
“God gave human form to its creative word, and God’s word 
became flesh and humans were able to see God’s glory in 
this human who was born out of God’s self.”

From John 1:1-14

Made Flesh
Christmas Day has arrived and God’s own self is among us 
once again, way too close for comfort and yet the deepest 
source of comfort, if I am honest. John’s prologue is a poetic 
way of saying the same Spirit that gave birth to creation is 
giving birth again, coming closer, always closer, always in 
the flesh, and particularly in most vulnerable flesh among 
us.  

The Word comes among us and makes it very plain: You 
want to meet Christ? Look into the face of the person clos-
est to you, particularly the most vulnerable.  If you want to 
come alive, look into the face of the one who is suffering, 
whose head is bowed low, whose heart is breaking. When I 
begin to notice what breaks their heart, I can begin to find 
my own heartbreak and connect our stories. The more I am 
with my neighbor, the more I come alive and experience the 
nearness of God.

Every act of being human closes the gap. Intentional eye 

CHRISTMAS DAY

Rev. Shalom Agtarap
Pastor | First United Methodist Church of Tacoma
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contact, being curious about the sibling on the street, ask-
ing why there are perpetual helpers and perpetual ones 
“in need.” This closes the distance. When I am desperate to 
meet Christ, I look into the face of the person closest to me. 

And when I am really desperate I look into the face of the 
person who interrupts my meal who needs to use the re-
stroom. The person waiting for a bus in the rain. The hard-
est thing for me to do in this time when I have received 
abundant gifts of family, feast, and fun—is to look into the 
face of another who hasn’t received much of anything. 

I feel this every day I enter the building at 621 Tacoma Ave-
nue South. There are usually two women sleeping out back 
where I park, and they remind me of truths I conveniently 
forget when I’m in my own warm bed: affordable housing is 
beyond reach for many, and the wet and cold winters in the 
Pacific Northwest are brutal. I feel the tension of walking 
into a building that is quiet and often underutilized, while 
life is teeming—with its suffering and beauty—just on the 
other side of the door. 

I wonder if this is why the Logos chooses to descend at 
Christmas. 

I wonder if the Word takes on flesh because God has com-
passion on our not-quite-aliveness and desires only to infuse 
us with more. More love. More connection. More justice. 
More for more people.

I so often want to do more. I  want to protest. I want to be 
active. I want to it on behalf of others, the very dear ones I’ve 
invoked here. But the invitation of this day is that before we 
do for, can we be with? Yes, before Jesus gives his life for us, 
Jesus is with us. The Logos dwells and abides.

When I begin to despair—about another person sleeping out 
in the cold on Tacoma Avenue, more hipsters on the Hilltop, 
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and my own inability to meet my neighbor with compas-
sion—I remind myself of the human work needed now and 
these beautiful lines by Howard Thurman: 

When the song of the angels is stilled, 
when the star in the sky is gone, 
when the kings and princes are home, 
when the shepherds are back with their flocks, 
the work of Christmas begins: 
to find the lost, to heal the broken, 
to feed the hungry, to release the prisoner, 
to rebuild the nations, to bring peace among the people, 
to make music in the heart. 

The Work of Christmas by Howard Thurman

This is what is necessary. This is the work of Christmas that 
closes the gap and helps us claim the name of Christ.

Dwelling Among Us
Reflection 
Is there a word or phrase stands out to you? What is it calling 
forth?

Discussion 
What are the gaps in your life and in our city? If Christmas 
is not primarily an invitation to work harder at making 
connections but an invitation to resist less to God’s desire to 
come closer, what would this mean in your life?

Public Action
Connect with one person at your Christmas celebration(s) 
with whom there is a gap. Come closer. Consider what you 
are doing to resist that connection. Stop resisting, let it go, 
close the gap. Pray this prayer: Emmanuel, born from below, 
come. Help us lessen our resistance to your desire to come 
closer, especially through those who are different than us.
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Word
“Now after they had left, an angel of the Lord appeared to 
Joseph in a dream and said, “Get up, take the child and his 
mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you; 
for Herod is about to search for the child, to destroy him.”

From Matthew 2:13-23

Made Flesh
It seems unfair. We’ve barely left the manger and singing 
Silent Night by candlelight, and now the nightmares come. 
They come in a dream, but the nightmares are true. Herod 
is furious. Lacking solid intel but captivated by his own fear, 
Herod is seeking to kill Jesus. He orders all children in and 
around Bethlehem two years and younger killed. Murdered. 
Joseph and Mary take their child and flee to Egypt.

The story sounds more like an action adventure script made 
for the big screen and less like a poor family desperately 
crossing a border seeking refuge. The story is told with 
forward momentum, with barely a pause to look back at the 
carnage in Bethlehem.

I, too, am tempted to quickly follow the family to safety, 
without glancing back. I, too, am eager to escape the night-
mare and pursue the next dream. But let’s pause in Beth-
lehem. Perhaps in facing the horror, we might be able to 

WEEK FIVE
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transform the journey from one of escape to one of solidari-
ty with all those who suffer the unspeakable.

We wonder what can we possibly do with such heartbreak. 
Maybe we avert our eyes, stuff it down, blame those killed, 
return the violence, numb out. The writer of Matthew is also 
at a loss for words and instead borrows from Jeremiah:

A voice is heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation, 
Rachel weeping for her children; she refused to be consoled, 
because they are no more.   

This nightmare has happened before. This nightmare hap-
pens now. Another mass shooting, the detention center in 
Tacoma filled with families, environmental destruction, a 
family living in a tent in Wright Park instead of in a home 
with heat this winter, a college student who can’t imagine a 
way forward after sexual assault, and on and on.

It’s become a cliche to offer thoughts and prayers in the 
wake of tragedy. And yet, as people of faith, don’t we believe 
prayer does matter?

On campus we’ve struggled with how to respond to such 
heartbreak that inundates us faster than we can possibly 
process. So this semester we added a gathering on Fridays 
during our campus “chapel break.” We call it Prayers for 
the World. We stand outside each Friday morning circled 
around a large canvas map of the world, a bowl of water, and 
leafy plant anchoring the world, and light candles mapping 
our prayers. The sung prayers name nations of the world 
and those living as refugees and exiles. Trees and whales, 
honeybees and mountains are named along with the tribes 
of Washington. Soloists sing the complicated parts, and 
all those of us who are gathered need to remember is our 
refrain, Peace be Yours. Some Fridays it seems celebratory, 
like “Wow! Urban squirrels are amazing.   And I’m studying 
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away next spring in Namibia. Peace be yours, world!” But 
often it feels more like lament, as in “God, please grant Your 
peace to our heartbreak.” 

Are we changing anything? I don’t know. But I feel changed. 
More open, somehow.

Matthew’s story reminds us that the God who put on flesh 
to live among us knowingly enters our beautiful and broken 
world. To pause, to lament, to pray, to open our eyes and 
hearts to the beautiful and the broken in our world, in our 
city, in ourselves, feels like a sacred response. Maybe in this 
holy pause we can then be open to the dreams of God guid-
ing our next steps. 

Dwelling Among Us
Reflection 
Is there a word or phrase stands out to you? What is it calling 
forth?

Discussion 
Do you encounter God in your dreams? How so? Are there 
nightmares that God is trying to address? How?

Public Action
Drop by the Tacoma Rescue Mission or the Nativity House at 
St Leo church. No need to stay long. Just visit. Become aware 
of those who are fleeing persecution. Become aware of your 
own flight to Egypt. Pray this prayer: Emmanuel, born in 
dreams, come. Transform our dreams for a city of peace for 
all people into reality and show one thing I can do to partic-
ipate. 
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Word
“The Word was made flesh and blood and moved into the 
neighborhood.”

From John 1:(1-9), 10-18

Made Flesh
Tell me your birth story. 

If you are someone who has birthed a baby, you have heard 
this question countless times from friends, family, and even 
strangers. It’s a question full of curiosity and wonder at how 
a life almost impossibly enters into the world. We cannot 
help but want to know how life begins: pleasurable or pain-
ful, terrifying or tranquil. That blessed moment that a baby 
bursts forth from the darkness and protection of the womb 
and into the messiness of life on the outside is nothing short 
of astonishing and heaving with mystery.

The prologue from John is unlike anything else we find in 
the other gospels. It is a birth story, but in this version, there 
are no shepherds, angels, mangers, or even a baby. It is the 
second time during the seasons of Advent and Christmas 
that we encounter this text. As is the case with all great 
mysteries, it’s worth a second look, and maybe a third and a 
fourth too. 

I love Eugene Peterson’s contemporary translation of verse 

WEEK SIX

Katie Guertin-Anderson
Spiritual Life Director  | L’Arche Tahoma Hope

BORN in COMMUNITY



32

14 in The Message: “The Word was made flesh and blood and 
moved into the neighborhood.” This makes me think about our 
neighborhoods in our beloved city. It makes me curious. I 
want to know. Where do you see the Word-made-flesh being 
born in your neighborhood? 

I serve a community, L’Arche Tahoma Hope, in South Taco-
ma. According to John, the Word was made flesh and blood 
and moved into my neighborhood, off Vickery Ave. and 
120th St. 

L’Arche Tahoma Hope is an intentional, spiritual community 
of people, with and without intellectual disabilities, shar-
ing life together. Many of us live in homes together; we eat 
together, pray together, celebrate together, and do laundry 
together. We strive for mutuality in our relationships with 
one another, knowing that we are all vulnerable and have 
the capacity to both hurt and heal one another. Yes, it is a 
place where I have been born, yet again. 

At L’Arche, those with intellectual disabilities are at the 
center of community (“core members”). As we deepen in 
relationship with one another, many of us come to recognize 
our own woundedness. But as we work together in authentic 
relationships, we find tremendous grace, forgiveness, and 
belonging in community, and become more compassionate, 
loving, incarnational human beings. The Word-made-flesh 
is undeniably present here in South Tacoma, giving birth to 
new life. 

God didn’t see fit to simply to hover over creation, trusting 
we could figure it out, hoping and praying we would take 
care of one another. John tells us this birth story to remind 
us that Jesus was not just born a refugee in the straw and 
mud of a stable in Bethlehem two thousand years ago. John’s 
poetic, mystical rendering of the birth of the Word tells us 
that God became one of us – skin and blood, bone and body 
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– and God was sent with Love, by Love, to be in community 
with us. 

This to me is good news. God lives and breathes, walks and 
wheels, cries and laughs among us, in my very own neigh-
borhood. Do we see him? Do we hear her? Have we noticed 
them in our own neighborhood?

I am grateful and relieved that we don’t have to guess what 
it looks like to love our neighbors. The life of Jesus – who he 
touched, ate with, washed, blessed; who he showed com-
passion towards, defended, resisted – tells us everything we 
need to know about how we, too, are called to be bearers 
and birthers of the Word-made-flesh in our own neighbor-
hoods.

Tell me your birth story. I’ll tell you mine. Perhaps together 
we will discover yet another and be born again, again.

Dwelling Among Us
Reflection 
Is there a word or phrase stands out to you? What is it calling 
forth?

Discussion 
Describe your neighborhood. How is God moving in and giv-
ing birth to new life? How are you being born again, again?

Public Action
Walk around your neighborhood. Then walk around another 
neighborhood – maybe one you don’t know well, or one you 
tend to avoid. Pay attention to signs of new life, or the need 
for it. In each noticing bow and offer a simple, silent bless-
ing and pray this prayer: Emmanuel, born in the neighbor-
hood, come. May we be born again, again.
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Word
“In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethle-
hem of Judea, wise men from the East came to Jerusalem, 
asking, “Where is the child who has been born king of the 
Jews? For we observed his star at its rising, and have come to 
pay him homage.”

Matthew 2:1-12

Made Flesh
When did they recognize? Was it after they first observed the 
star, rising in the western sky? Did they wonder, while riding 
in their camel caravan, just what kind of king deserved such 
a luminous birth announcement?  

When did they recognize? Upon arriving at the pseudo-king’s 
palace? A place over thirty years in construction, second 
in Jerusalem only to the temple in its magnificence. If not 
the 30 foot marble stones, 45-foot walls, or multiple towers, 
then certainly the cedar beamed ceilings and many pillared 
porticoes made them wish this were the place above which 
the star had rested.    

When did they recognize? Was it when they heard the location 
as prophesied by the sacred text of the local religion? Did 
it give them pause to hear the birthplace was a little town 
south of the big city? Did they begin to doubt when the great 

WEEK SEVEN
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leader was compared to a low-brow sheep herder?  

When did they recognize? Was it when the star finally stopped 
(a miracle in itself)?  Their overwhelming response of joy 
seems to indicate so, however this could have been an ex-
pression of relief for an end to their arduous journey. And 
was this joy tempered upon seeing the destination: a shabby 
duplex on the south side of Center Street? If not then, did 
their joy flag upon entering the living room crammed with 
mismatched couches, clothing bank blankets, smelling of 
old socks and Salem Lights? And did they bring their gifts 
into the house because of faith or out of fear? Wise men 
would certainly have known not to leave valuables visible on 
the backs of their camels in this neighborhood.  

If they had not recognized the identity of this child by the 
time Jose and Maria rubbed their eyes and rose from an 
interrupted nap to greet them, then there must have been 
something about that baby. Perhaps the child had a physi-
cal anomaly like green eyes or eleven fingers. Or, laying on 
the infant’s bib, was a remnant feather from the wings of a 
heralding angel. Maybe the newborn gave a little chin bump 
and brow raise as a subtle sign to their membership among 
the marginalized.    

When did they recognize this deity in their midst? When did 
it dawn upon them? Exactly when did the epiphany occur? 
When did the light of ‘aha’ shine upon these unknown num-
ber of magi revealing the human one before them was the 
flesh and blood presence of the creator of their star in the 
heavens? If it was an exact moment, then surely it was more 
like a breaking dam than a strike of lightning. Or perhaps it 
was the gradual accumulation of a multitude of insights that 
eventually broke the barrier of their typical ways of seeing.  

“An epiphany,” writes Elise Ballard, “is a moment of sudden 
or great revelation that usually changes us in some way.” 
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Who knows exactly when or how epiphanies happen.  Does 
God’s light shine like a comet, only once in a life? Or is it 
more like the rays of our closest star which rises daily and 
pauses over every human one? Who knows when we will 
learn to see as keenly as the magi that learned to see good 
news in a hard place.  Regardless of when or how we come 
to see, may our response echo these wise foreigners. May we 
pay homage, offer our gifts, and depart different than when 
we arrived.   

Dwelling Among Us
Reflection 
Is there a word or phrase stands out to you? What is it calling 
forth?

Discussion 
The magi, it seems, followed the star not out of duty, but de-
sire. What is your deepest desire? How might God be using it 
to lead you to see and celebrate in new ways?

Public Action
Drive down South Tacoma Way and visit the B&I Public Mar-
ket. Go see where they used to keep Ivan the Gorilla. Notice 
who shops at the B&I and what is bought and sold. Pray this 
prayer: Emmanuel, born from afar, come. Give us the wis-
dom to see things as they are and not as we are. Give us the 
courage to act in your name.
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POSADAS POEM
(EXCERPT)

This child within a child carried aplod, 
Embraced by the warm womb, 

Atop the humble percussion of gravel beneath hooves and 
The rhythm of the journey calms the blessed trinity 

As they move toward the fulfillment 
Of the generations’ desire for redemption.

Abigail Vizcarra Perez
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BENEDICTION

To God be the glory. 
To the earth be peace. 

To Tacoma be hope 
And to our hearts courage.
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Week One Matthew 24:36-44
But about that day and hour no one knows, neither the angels 
of heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. For as the days of 
Noah were, so will be the coming of the Son of Man. For as 
in those days before the flood they were eating and drinking, 
marrying and giving in marriage, until the day Noah entered 
the ark, and they knew nothing until the flood came and swept 
them all away, so too will be the coming of the Son of Man. 
Then two will be in the field; one will be taken and one will be 
left. Two women will be grinding meal together; one will be 
taken and one will be left. Keep awake therefore, for you do 
not know on what day your Lord is coming. But understand 
this: if the owner of the house had known in what part of the 
night the thief was coming, he would have stayed awake and 
would not have let his house be broken into. Therefore you 
also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an unex-
pected hour.

Week Two Matthew 3:1-12
In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of 
Judea, proclaiming, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has 
come near.’ This is the one of whom the prophet Isaiah spoke 
when he said,

“The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 
‘Prepare the way of the Lord, 
   make his paths straight.’”

Now John wore clothing of camel’s hair with a leather belt 
around his waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey. 

SCRIPTURE TEXTS 



44

Then the people of Jerusalem and all Judea were going out to 
him, and all the region along the Jordan, and they were bap-
tized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.

But when he saw many Pharisees and Sadducees coming for 
baptism, he said to them, ‘You brood of vipers! Who warned 
you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruit worthy of re-
pentance. Do not presume to say to yourselves, “We have 
Abraham as our ancestor”; for I tell you, God is able from 
these stones to raise up children to Abraham. Even now the 
axe is lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that 
does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.

‘I baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more 
powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to car-
ry his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and 
fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his 
threshing floor and will gather his wheat into the granary; but 
the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.’

Week Three Matthew 11:2-11
When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he 
sent word by his disciples and said to him, ‘Are you the one 
who is to come, or are we to wait for another?’ Jesus answered 
them, ‘Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind re-
ceive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the 
deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news 
brought to them. And blessed is anyone who takes no offence 
at me.’

As they went away, Jesus began to speak to the crowds about 
John: ‘What did you go out into the wilderness to look at? A 
reed shaken by the wind? What then did you go out to see? 
Someone dressed in soft robes? Look, those who wear soft 
robes are in royal palaces. What then did you go out to see? A 
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prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet. This is the 
one about whom it is written,

“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you,  
who will prepare your way before you.”

Truly I tell you, among those born of women no one has aris-
en greater than John the Baptist; yet the least in the kingdom 
of heaven is greater than he.’

Week Four Matthew 1:18-25
Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. 
When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but be-
fore they lived together, she was found to be with child from 
the Holy Spirit. Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man 
and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to 
dismiss her quietly. But just when he had resolved to do this, 
an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, ‘Jo-
seph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, 
for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will 
bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his 
people from their sins.’ All this took place to fulfill what had 
been spoken by the Lord through the prophet:

‘Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 
   and they shall name him Emmanuel,’

which means, ‘God is with us.’ When Joseph awoke from 
sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he 
took her as his wife, but had no marital relations with her 
until she had borne a son; and he named him Jesus.
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Christmas Day John 1:1-14
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. 
All things came into being through him, and without him 
not one thing came into being. What has come into being in 
him was life, and the life was the light of all people. The light 
shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.

There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. He 
came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all might be-
lieve through him. He himself was not the light, but he came 
to testify to the light. The true light, which enlightens every-
one, was coming into the world.

He was in the world, and the world came into being through 
him; yet the world did not know him. He came to what was 
his own, and his own people did not accept him. But to all 
who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power 
to become children of God, who were born, not of blood or of 
the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God.

And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have 
seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace 
and truth.

Week 5 Matthew 2:13-23
Now after they had left, an angel of the Lord appeared to Jo-
seph in a dream and said, ‘Get up, take the child and his moth-
er, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you; for 
Herod is about to search for the child, to destroy him.’ Then 
Joseph got up, took the child and his mother by night, and 
went to Egypt, and remained there until the death of Herod. 
This was to fulfil what had been spoken by the Lord through 
the prophet, ‘Out of Egypt I have called my son.’
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When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, 
he was infuriated, and he sent and killed all the children in 
and around Bethlehem who were two years old or under, ac-
cording to the time that he had learned from the wise men. 
Then was fulfilled what had been spoken through the prophet 
Jeremiah:

“A voice was heard in Ramah, 
   wailing and loud lamentation, 
Rachel weeping for her children; 
   she refused to be consoled, because they are no more.”

When Herod died, an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared 
in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and said, ‘Get up, take the child 
and his mother, and go to the land of Israel, for those who 
were seeking the child’s life are dead.’ Then Joseph got up, 
took the child and his mother, and went to the land of Israel. 
But when he heard that Archelaus was ruling over Judea in 
place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there. And af-
ter being warned in a dream, he went away to the district of 
Galilee. There he made his home in a town called Nazareth, 
so that what had been spoken through the prophets might be 
fulfilled, ‘He will be called a Nazorean.’

Week 6 John 1:(1-9), 10-18
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. 
All things came into being through him, and without him 
not one thing came into being. What has come into being in 
him was life, and the life was the light of all people. The light 
shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.

There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. He 
came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all might be-
lieve through him. He himself was not the light, but he came 
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to testify to the light. The true light, which enlightens every-
one, was coming into the world.

He was in the world, and the world came into being through 
him; yet the world did not know him. He came to what was 
his own, and his own people did not accept him. But to all 
who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power 
to become children of God, who were born, not of blood or of 
the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God.

And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have 
seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace 
and truth. (John testified to him and cried out, ‘This was he of 
whom I said, “He who comes after me ranks ahead of me be-
cause he was before me.” ’) From his fullness we have all re-
ceived, grace upon grace. The law indeed was given through 
Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one 
has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to the 
Father’s heart, who has made him known.

Week 7 Matthew 2:1-12
In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem 
of Judea, wise men from the East came to Jerusalem, asking, 
‘Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For 
we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him 
homage.’ When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, 
and all Jerusalem with him; and calling together all the chief 
priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where 
the Messiah was to be born. They told him, ‘In Bethlehem of 
Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet:

“And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, 
   are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; 
for from you shall come a ruler 
   who is to shepherd my people Israel.” ’
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Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned 
from them the exact time when the star had appeared. Then 
he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, ‘Go and search diligently 
for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word 
so that I may also go and pay him homage.’ When they had 
heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went 
the star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over 
the place where the child was. When they saw that the star 
had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. On entering 
the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they 
knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening their trea-
sure chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and 
myrrh. And having been warned in a dream not to return to 
Herod, they left for their own country by another road.
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