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God in Surprising Places
“… She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus,  

because he will save his people from their sins.” All this took place  
to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet.

— Matthew 1:21-22, NIV —

T
hese two verses from the Gospel of Matthew are spoken to Joseph by an angel of the Lord as 

Joseph is deciding how to react to his discovery that Mary is pregnant. We are told that Joseph 

was “faithful to the law, and yet did not want to expose her to public disgrace,” and as he 

considers leaving her, the Lord’s promise and instructions are sent to him by a holy visitor.

As we enter a new church year with the season of Advent, with signs of Christmas lighting 

up the streets and stores all around us, avoiding disgrace and maintaining respectability are 

likely not the topics that first come to mind when we think of the birth of Christ. Yet that is 

where Matthew’s Gospel enters us into the narrative after detailing the genealogy of Jesus. Amid this coming 

miracle of God coming to us, Joseph looks not to the miracle, but focuses on his and Mary’s respectability.

Which is maybe an insight we can reflect on this Advent. What situations is God calling us to be a part of that 

we try to walk away from because we don’t see ourselves fitting in, or see it as below us? Where in this new 

year are we called to be uncomfortable while in God’s presence?

I was telling some friends recently about one of my earliest and holiest Christmas memories which took place 

when I was about eight years old. Our family planned to be in Ottawa with my grandparents and cousins for 

Christmas Eve, but snow and traffic had slowed us down so that we were still only partway there by dinner time. 

So, with cranky kids in the backseat and parents in the front trying to keep their calm, we pulled off at a highway 

rest-stop near Kingston. In the fast-food plaza we ordered Harvey’s hamburgers and fries and chose our hard 

plastics seats in the empty dining area. Frustrated that we were still travelling and annoyed that we were missing 

the family feast we unwrapped our burgers and prepared to eat, when suddenly my younger sister asked, “are 

we going to pray?” In that moment, where it felt like Christmas plans had fallen apart, it was the simple question 

by a six-year-old that reminded us all of what was important. We had focused on the embarrassment of our 

situation, rather than remembering the reason for our travel that day – to celebrate that Jesus had been born. 

In this Advent season, we are reminded that God has come to us in a most surprising way. God, the creator 

of the world, came as a baby, born to an unmarried couple, born into political unrest, to live not among kings 

and nobles, but with carpenters and fishermen. Let us give thanks that God has come into a world and situation 

as messy as ours, as Jesus, the one who will save his people from their sins.
pastor Jordan Smith
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December calenDar
Wednesday november 30 
7:00 p.m. Midweek Advent Service 
Pastor Jordan Smith 
(In-person & Zoom)

saturday december 3 
12:00 noon Seniors Group  
Christmas Lunch at Epiphany

sunday december 4  
12:00 noon Service of the Word 
Pastor Jordan Smith 
(In-person & Zoom)

Wednesday december 7  
6:30 p.m. Midweek Advent Service 
Pastor Jordan Smith at Emmanuel 
(Zoom using Emmanuel’s link)

thursday december 8  
7:15 p.m. Council Meeting

sunday december 11 
12:00 noon Service of the Word 
Pastor Jordan Smith 
(In-person & Zoom)

Wednesday december 14  
Pastor Jordan Smith 
7:00 p.m. Midweek Advent Service 
(In-person & Zoom)

sunday december 18 
10:00 a.m. Holy Communion Service 
Guest Pastor Hilla Lahtinen 
(In-person & Zoom)

Wednesday december 21  
6:30 p.m. Midweek Advent Service 
Pastor Jordan Smith at Emmanuel 
(Zoom using Emmanuel’s link)

saturday december 24 ~ christmas eve 
3:00 p.m. Joint Service 
Pastor Jordan Smith at Epiphany 
(In-person & Zoom)

sunday december 25 ~ christmas day 
10:00 a.m. Service  
Pastor Jordan Smith at Emmanuel 
(Zoom using Emmanuel’s link)

Zoom Link to epiphany Lutheran meetings:
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/9890800583?
pwd=R05md05jWjZBTnNwc202SWJpSG5kZz09
Meeting ID: 989 080 0583  Passcode: 095565

Or by phone following the prompts: 
+1 647 374 4685 Canada
Meeting ID: 989 080 0583  Passcode: 095565

Zoom Link to emmanueL Lutheran meetings:
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/84508884280? 
pwd=TC9ZMG1GWFhWNXlSNUV6ZmhUS05QUT09
Meeting ID: 845 0888 4280  Passcode: 910257

Or by phone following the prompts: 
+1 647 374 4685 Canada
Meeting ID: 845 0888 4280  Passcode: 910257
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W hat is the 
definition 
of love? If 
you asked 
a random 

group of people that question, you 
might get a response like this one:  

Love is an intense, deep affection for another person. 
Love also means to feel this intense affection for someone. 
Love can also refer to a strong like for something or to 
like something a lot. Love has many other senses both as 
a verb and a noun.

A fair answer, and one that might come to mind whenever 
we hear the word used in a Bible reading. But God’s love is 
better described by the Greek word AGAPAO, a term used in 
passages of the Greek New Testament. This verb form of the 
noun agape, means to love unconditionally and sacrificially as 
God Himself loves sinful men, the way He loves the Son.

Note that agapao is a verb and by its verbal nature calls for 
action. This quality of love is not an emotion but is an action 
initiated by choice. Agapao is unconditional love, preferential 
love that is chosen and acted out by the will. It is not love 
based on the goodness of a person, or upon natural affinity 
or emotion. Rather this is benevolent love that always seeks 
the good. Think, for example, of the Samaritan who saved 
the life of a man who had been beaten by robbers on the 
road. He responded as a brother or a neighbour might, by 
choice. He did not pass by on the other side.

This type of love is vital to the Christian community 
because it flows directly from God’s love: 1 JOHN 4: 7-12 
— Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes 
from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and 
knows God. 8 Whoever does not love does not know God, 
because God is love. 9 This is how God showed his love 
among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that 
we might live through him. 10 This is love: not that we loved 
God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning 
sacrifice for our sins. 11 Dear friends, since God so loved 
us, we also ought to love one another. 12 No one has ever 
seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us, and 
his love is made complete in us.

God is love. 
God’s love isn’t just about grace and mercy. God’s love 

encompasses grace but also a love of truth and a love of 
justice. Here is what poet Andrea Gibson has written about 
her love as shown through her essays about social injustice.

“Since my cancer diagnosis a year ago I’ve not stopped 
talking and writing about love. I’ve come to understand that’s 
a common experience for many. Facing the fact of one’s 
mortality tends to reveal what is and isn’t important in life. 
And it turns out that what is important in life is love, and what 
isn’t important in life is everything that isn’t love.

I’ve expressed this sentiment in 
countless ways over the last year 
and each time it irks people. I tweet 
“Everything but ‘I love you’ is small 
talk” and without fail more than a few 
people get very upset. I understand 

why. It’s easy to think that when I say “love” I mean roses 
and valentines. And I do mean that sometimes. But most 
often when I’m talking about love, romantic love is not 
what I’m referring to.

 “When I say “love” these days I most often mean it in a 
political sense. I believe love must be at the heart of every 
social justice movement if the movement has a fighting 
chance. Fighting isn’t innately in opposition to love. I’ve 
been working to find ways to translate some of my spiritual 
learnings so I can: 1. Stop bugging the living daylights out 
of people! :) 2. Create art that inspires political action while 
also inspiring a deep sense of compassion for the human 
experience that challenges us all.”

And to remind ourselves of the nature of Godly love, 
there is this passage from 1 CORINTHIANS 13:4–8A (ESV) — 
Love is patient and kind; love does not envy or boast; it is 
not arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is 
not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice at wrongdoing 
but rejoices with the truth.

Today is Reformation Sunday. On 31 October 1517, Luther 
wrote to his bishop, Albrecht von Brandenburg, protesting the 
sale of indulgences. In the letter was a copy of his Ninety-five 
Theses. Deep searching of the Scripture led Martin to propose 
that the church was not following the Gospel message and was 
abusing its authority in some ways. This was not a call to arms 
but a scholarly objection to church practices; an invitation to 
debate and soul searching. Hans Hillebrand writes that there 
is nevertheless an undercurrent of challenge in several of the 
theses, particularly in Thesis 86, which asks: “Why does the 
pope, whose wealth today is greater than the wealth of the 
richest Crassus, build the basilica of St. Peter with the money 
of poor believers rather than with his own money?” 

Traditionally it is said that Luther also posted his theses on 
the doors of the All-Saints church at Wittenberg. The Latin 
Theses were printed in several locations in Germany in 1517. 
In January 1518, friends of Luther translated the Ninety-five 
Theses from Latin into German. Within two weeks, copies of 
the theses had spread throughout Germany. Luther’s writings 
circulated widely, reaching France, England, and Italy as early 
as 1519. Students thronged to Wittenberg to hear Luther 
speak. And the rest, as they say, is history.

Luther has left a legacy. The church became one in which 
ordinary people could hear the Bible preached in their own 
language, German, rather than Latin. The Bible became 
accessible. It was no longer chained to the wall in a library 
but printed and readable by those who were able to do so. 

Message at epiphany’s Lay Led Service on Reformation Sunday October 30, 2022 by Marg Crewe

Love is a  
verbW
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In addition, Luther introduced lots of congregational singing: 
audience participation, so to speak. Luther and others gathered 
tunes from many sources, including tavern melodies, and 
published hymnals. These are loving actions and initiatives 
on the part of Luther. His love of truth is shown by opening 
the Scriptures to his countrymen and women. His love of 
justice is shown by his challenge of church actions which were 
harmful and unjust. His love of grace was extended when he 
challenged church practices and buried a young man who 
had committed suicide in the churchyard rather than outside 
of it. Luther was motivated in his challenge to the church by 
the principle of faith by God’s grace alone.   

We experience Luther’s legacy in many of our practices 
and understanding of what the church should be and we 
cherish it. 

In 1521 Luther was declared an outlaw by the emperor 
when he refused to recant or take back what he had written 
and said about the church. He went into hiding at Wartburg 
Castle and continued to write. About a year later he emerged 
from his sanctuary and was horrified by what was going on 
among the more radical of his followers. The ordinary people, 
the peasants, were being encouraged to revolt and commit 
violence against the Catholic Church and also against the 
landowners. It should be noted that there had been unrest 
and some rebellion by the peasant classes in the years leading 
up to this time. When Luther saw how his words had been 
used to incite civil rebellion and wholesale destruction, he 
preached a series of sermons entreating peace and obedience 
to authority, and some listened. Others, however, started to 
follow more radical reformers and the violence escalated. At 
this point Luther condoned the arrest or execution of those 
people. Many were killed. At the battle of Frankenhausen, for 
example, it is estimated that over 7000 people died.

Luther died in 1546. Three years before his death, in 
1543, he wrote a book titled “On the Jews and Their Lies.” 
What a sad addition to Luther’s legacy. Luther, like many 
others, had decried Jews who practiced their faith, though 
he welcomed converts as equal. The Jewish people in 
Europe were persecuted for hundreds of years in Medieval 
Europe. Some based the persecutions on the words spoken 
in response to Pontius Pilate “His blood be on us and on 
our children.” Rumours were spread that Jews sacrificed 
Christian youths as part of their Passover ritual. The plague 
was blamed on them. Although some church and other 
authorities tried to combat the worst of it, others forced Jews 
to leave their villages and limited their choice of occupation. 
Late in life, for reasons unknown – it has been attributed 
in part to health problems that made him miserable and 
irritable, Luther’s attitudes toward the Jews hardened. He 
was frustrated that Jews were not converting to Christianity 
and recommended that their schools and synagogues be 
burned, that rabbis be prohibited from preaching and that 
they not be allowed to live among Christians.

It may be reassuring, in a way, to know that this great 
church reformer was also such a sinner. Aren’t we all a mix 
of saint and sinner? God loves us anyway. In ROMANS 5, Paul 
writes: 8 But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: 
While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

Andrea Gibson has written, “Because we have all hurt 
people, and because I believe most of the world genuinely 
does not want to, my faith in our healing is directly linked to 
my faith in our capacity to stop equating a person’s bad choice 
with who they are at their core. And I’m not talking about 
turning our heads away from the truth of the damage done. I’m 
saying to look it in the eye, to look closer, to look harder. As 
we do this, we will learn more and more ways to start pulling 
the pain up by its roots, instead of constantly weeding and 
weeding the “bad people” out of the garden.”

Luther’s legacy has gifted us when it reflected Godly 
love. It harmed when it was rooted in fear and ignorance. As 
Christians we are called to be God’s love in the world, that 
is, in our homes, within ourselves, within our congregation. 
Let us strive to combine our love for truth and justice with 
compassion. Compassion because it is too easy to judge 
others without understanding the attitudes and experiences 
that have shaped them. Compassion because people suffer 
pains that are hidden. Compassion because that is the way 
to open communication. Agapao love, the verb, is rooted 
in present action, not the past, not the future. Let’s put our 
own thoughts and actions through that Agapao filter because 
reform can happen within us, day by day with the help of 
the Spirit: a daily washing of regeneration and renewal as it 
says in Luther’s catechism. 

Heavenly Father, 
Let us be thankful for each new day: for the sun which is 

always shining even when it is behind the clouds.
Let us learn the lessons that nature provides: the incremental 

growth of each plant that eventually produces enough food to 
feed us. Our individual actions do make a difference.

Help us show love every day, through your grace and spirit. 
Fill our hearts with your love so that fear and resentment have 
no room to grow.

Let us be thankful for people like Martin Luther, who 
was a Saint and a sinner, as we all are. We  thank you for 
people in our own lives who have been your instrument and 
reflected your love.  

Let us be humble and realize that faith is a journey, not a 
destination. We are not the same person we used to be, and 
we are not the same person we will be in the future. Help us 
to evolve according to your will.

We will never understand your full nature, but we know 
that your love is eternal.  

And may the peace of God which passes all human 
understanding keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.
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Well, Merry Christmas!  
Alright…what comes 

to mind when I give 
you these prompts? 
Furry and white. Red. 
Bounding through the 
snow. Leaves treasures 
be hind. Quick and agile. 
Highly sociable, or jolly. 
Rarely sighted. Sightings 
around the world are 
noted and recorded. 
Found in stories and 
folklore. Cherished and 
celebrated. Inspires awe 
and wonder.

Have you formed 
a picture yet in your 
mind? Let me give 
y o u  a  f e w  m o r e 
clues:  Has both a 
powerful memory and 
a powerful sense of 
smell. Lives in a drey. 
Low fat content; the 
main ingredient in 
Brunswick Stew.

Hmmm…I wonder 
if I have helped you, 
or perhaps confused 
you? Given that today 
is Christmas, I can 
hazard a guess that you might have been thinking about 
that “jolly old elf,” Santa Claus. Or have you guessed 
that my real subject is a squirrel? And more to the point, 
I have been relaying facts about a rather rare squirrel, 
an albino one.

Two or three years ago, my son told me he had 
seen a white squirrel at the top of our street; actually, 
near where Frank and Edda Fuerst live. I was certainly 
curious and looked for this odd creature from time to 
time. While its existence seemed tentative (because I 
myself had never seen it), I wondered about the squirrel 
whenever I wandered around that part of the street. Was 
it real? Would I ever see it?  Of course, I thought about 

the possibility of this 
white squirrel as time 
went by although I still 
had not seen it. And 
then, poof! Late this fall 
I saw a white squirrel 
bounding across lawns 
in the direction of the 
Fuersts. Wow! It’s real! 
I was excited, and 
curiously uplifted and 
joyful; well, perhaps 
even awestruck, at this 
rare sighting of nature’s 
phenomena.

So, I now know it is 
real! The white squirrel 
exists and lives in my 
neighbourhood. And I 
am now an eyewitness. 
This is NOT intuition or 
reasoning, such as we 
encourage little children 
to use when it comes 
to Santa Claus. You 
know: if the cookies 
are gone, and there are 
presents under the tree, 
then Santa exists. This 
is sometimes referred 
to  as  the  “willing 
suspension of disbelief,” 

or a “temporary acceptance as believable” of something 
“that would ordinarily be seen as incredible.” For many, 
such as those who track the sightings around the world 
of (no, not Santa) of albino squirrels, there is a sense of 
wonder and amazement at their existence. Such rare 
animals inspire stories, even ceremonies, and have become 
symbols of good fortune or luck. The squirrel-watchers 
and the storytellers alike help sustain our wonder and awe 
at this natural phenomenon, and make it seem for others 
that seeing one can be a real possibility. In other words, 
they are sharing the good news! 

Here you might be wondering what makes an 
albino squirrel relatable to Christmas. And to be 

Christmas Day (2018) Message by Denise Dennis

Where is Wonder,  
Where is Awe?

LET uS prAy: Lord, open our minds and hearts, and sustain our joy in your love. Amen
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clear, I am making a distinction between an albino 
squirrel – the red eye is the give-away – and the type 
that has a condition called leucism, which is passed 
from generation to generation, and results in whole 
colonies of white creatures. Both albinism and leucism 
is described by science as a genetic “disorder.” Huh! 
Humbug! Be that as it may, my emphasis today is the 
rarity and even, singularity, of the albino squirrel. It is 
that condition that inspires both wonder and awe when 
it is encountered.

When was the last time you felt a sense of wonder 
and awe, of real joy? [pause] Have you noticed that as 
we age, it takes more and more to produce a sense of 
wonder and joy? We know real disappointment, real 
pain, real fears. Around this time every year, many of us 
have spent extra time and energy on choir rehearsals, 
meal preparation, gift-getting and gift giving. Then 
December 25 arrives; we again hear the story of the 
Christ Child, we sing the familiar songs, and close 
and lock the doors on another season that has come 
and gone. So, it isn’t hard to imagine, amidst all the 
busyness and demands of the season, how wonder 
and awe might be replaced with duty, with exhaustion, 
with commercialism. Christmas becomes about 
everything else except the wonder and awe signaled 
by the season. Perhaps – and I am not debating the 
merits of the myth of Santa – but perhaps, in a sense, 
adults encourage children to engage in the awe and 
joy of Santa’s annual arrival, simply to preserve and 
hold onto a sense of wonder.  We all, I think, want to 
experience the possibilities for happiness that Santa’s 
arrival suggests.

Think of my squirrel sighting here; if you recall, I was 
more than happy; it gave me a sense of real joy! Like the 
distinction between albinism and leucism, the difference 
between happiness and joy is subtle, but significant. 
Happiness is a sensation from an external source, 
and usually short in duration. That’s why, I think, we 
continuously look for happiness, or things that make us 
“happy.” Joy, on the other hand, is an internal sensation, 
it comes from within. It is not dependent on “situations,” 
but rather, it’s a perspective, a way of living; we can 
choose joy. I know it isn’t that simple, but I believe we 
have been given some important news in today’s readings 
about how to move in that direction.

And here, if you will indulge me again, is where my 
squirrel story relates to today, or to the Christmas story. 

Think back to the psalm where the writer reminds 
us that all of creation, the natural world of heaven and 
earth, proclaims the love and mercy of the Lord. It is a 
profound realization that the mountains and trees, the 
squirrels and the seas, reveal to us the greatness and 
goodness of God that is our hope fulfilled in Christ. 

In the version of this psalm from “The Message,” this 
is referred to as (and I love this) “joy-seeds” that are 
“planted in good heart-soil.” This good news is what the 
angels of Christmas proclaimed, too. But it need not be 
limited to this particular season, or celebration. 

Isaiah reminds us that watchmen were put on the wall 
of the city to look for a messenger. What if we are the 
city, and the walls are what surround our hearts, or that 
heart-soil? Heart-soil that has perhaps lost its sense of joy. 
To me, the watchmen are looking for the messenger who 
will bring the joy-seeds, the great news of God’s love in 
Christ. The watchman – your watchman – might be our 
pastor; it might be a wonder-filled little child; it might 
be a neighbour. In my case, the watchman was my son, 
whose story of the albino squirrel kept me looking and 
anticipating, wondering and hoping for the possibility, the 
real joy of “seeing” or getting the “message” myself. 

I know not everyone finds joy in nature; for some it 
might be the joy of grandchildren; for others, it might be 
a dear friend who brings good cheer whenever you are 
together. The possibilities for joy are endless, just like the 
love of God for each and every one of us. And our sense 
of wonder and awe need not be delegated to a few days, 
perhaps even hours, of the Christmas season. But like the 
psalmist and prophets remind us, God’s love for us knows 
no date, no season. 

Instead, let me suggest we pay more attention to 
the watchmen in our lives, (even try being a watchman 
yourself!), and let them shout the message of love 
and awe (those joy-seeds) over the walls and into our 
heart-soil to grow and sustain our joy. Stay open to the 
possibilities of wonder and awe, both great and small 
– maybe you will see an albino squirrel. And let me be 
so bold to suggest you live with joy – like a squirrel, 
perhaps, bounding around leaving treasures, chattering 
with the joy of simply being. Keep watch!

And Christmas blessings to you all. 
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treasurer’s report
 OctOber 2022 Received Spent SuRpluS(deficit)
 Offerings $9,015.00 $10,556.94 

 AMMs PArsOnAge rent 2,575.00  

 AMMs fellOwshiP hAll rent 1,500.00  

 AMMs PArsOnAge Utilities 212.69  

  AMMs PrOPerty tAx 1,046.00  

 GST/Pst receivAble 174.91  

 snOw reMOvAl exPense  1,404.42 

 cOngregAtiOn gift tO PAstOr  750.00 

 cUrrent MOnth tOtAls $14,523.60 $12,711.36 $1,812.24
 yeAr tO DAte tOtAls $109,079.66 $118,119.43 ($9,039.77)
 cibc bAnk bAlAnce At OctOber 31, 2022   21,038.19

 cibc investOr’s eDge AccOUnt bAlAnce At OctOber 31, 2022  131,497.33

 cibc gic 1 yeAr investMent tO MArch 2023   30,000.00

 yours in christ, Nalini badley, treasurer

thaNkS tO aLL who helped rake, blow and bag leaves 
on Saturday November 12. A team of eight stuffed 50 bags 
on that fresh, sunny morning. Special thanks to Dorothea 
Cameron for bringing a picnic basket filled with homemade 
muffins, carafe of coffee and cups from home, laid out on a 
tablecloth outside! Thanks also to Peter Herrmann for offering 
to move all those bags to the road for pick up!

From Your envelope Secretary
The leaves have fallen, and we’re rapidly approaching the end 
of the year and need to plan for 2023.

Last year we all got new sets of Offering Envelopes, having 
used the previous ones for 2 years. The use of sets for 2, 
rather than for only 1 year, proved to be a success. It saved the 
congregation a great deal of money and nature was spared a 
few trees. I would ask that we repeat that process. Considering 
our continued attendance constraints, I’m guessing that we 
all have quite a few 2022 envelopes left in our current set. 
Continuing to use these would mean that you retain your 
current number for accounting purposes and if you choose, 
the dates can easily be altered.

I would appreciate receiving any new information from you, 
regarding a change of address, or instructions relating to your 
Offerings and Receipts, as soon as possible. Should you not 
presently have envelopes, or left-overs, and would like a fresh 
set, please let me know. I’m happy to provide these to you.

For any additional information you might need, please give 
me a call and don’t hesitate to leave a message.

Thank you for your generosity.
respectfully, sigrid engler • 416-283-8536


