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Welcome
This Advent, you are invited into a study you can do at your own table. You do not need any background in Bible study. Allow about fifteen to twenty minutes for a core daily reading; optional background and further reading will take longer. You need this booklet, a Bible, a pen, and a little quiet. If you miss a day, simply pick up where you left off. This is an invitation, not an assignment to catch up on.
Each week we consider difficult biblical passages that have been used against Indigenous peoples, immigrants, LGBTQ+ people, and women. We ask how they have been used, what their original settings help us understand, and how they sound beside other passages of Scripture. We then read that Sunday’s Advent lessons and ask what the incarnation, God becoming human in Jesus Christ, means for our life together.
This study is written from an Episcopal Christian commitment to the full dignity and belonging of these communities. That conviction shapes the questions and the sources we have chosen. We will distinguish what a passage says from a scholar’s proposal and from the theological judgment we make today. You are welcome to question the arguments, disagree, and leave some questions open.
One question runs under all four weeks. You will meet it at the start and end of every week:
Who does the incarnation say God will not leave out?
How This Booklet Works
Each week follows the same rhythm: read, notice, consider the context, reflect, and pray. You do not need to remember every name or date.
Bible Basics. A short primer, right after this section, on how the Bible was put together and how scholars read it. A timeline and a glossary are included, and the glossary is at the back so you can look up any word that trips you up.
Your week at a glance. Follow the Core column first. The Optional column offers more depth, not extra work you must finish. You may spread a day’s reading over several sittings.
Three readings. The Verse as Weapon considers how a text has been used. The Verse in Context explores its ancient setting. Reading with Advent offers a Christian interpretation beside the Sunday lessons. These connections are invitations to discernment; they are not claims that one passage simply cancels another.
Before you read. Each week introduces the people and books you will meet. Start with the observation questions before reading the commentary.
What to consider, and where the church stands. Each week names questions worth considering and summarizes relevant Episcopal decisions and history. You are free to weigh the interpretation. Disagreement does not remove our responsibility to treat one another with dignity.
Historical background. Dates, authorship, and ancient context are here for readers who want more detail. This section is optional. A disputed explanation is identified as a proposal, not presented as a fact.
Voices from the sources. Brief summaries introduce scholars whose arguments you can explore further. They do not all make the same argument. The bibliography gives starting points, not a list of books you must obtain.
Journal, company, prayer. A journaling prompt, an optional question to talk over with one person, and a short prayer.
A simple way to begin
Before the commentary, read the core passage once. Ask: Who is speaking? Who is being addressed? What happens or is commanded? Which word catches your attention? Write one observation and one question. You do not have to reach an answer before you pray.
If the parish provides accompanying weekly emails, use them as an additional reflection. The booklet contains the full course and can be used on its own.
Before You Begin: A Gentle Note
Some of these verses were not abstractions to you. They may have been said to you, or about you, or about someone you love, often by people who meant it as faithfulness. Weeks 3 and 4 in particular may touch something tender.
You are allowed to stop. You are allowed to skip a section, read it later, or read it with someone beside you. You do not need to finish, and you do not need to agree with every page. If something stirs up more than you expected, please reach out to one of our clergy or to a trusted friend. You do not have to carry it alone.
Some of you will have learned these passages as plain truth. You are welcome here too. We can take Scripture seriously while reconsidering how we have understood it. No one is required to disclose a painful experience or defend their own identity in order to participate.
Your Sealed Card
In our group version of this study, everyone writes anonymously where they currently feel there is no room for them, and the cards are held unopened until the last week. You can do the same alone.
On Day 1 of Week 1, take a blank card or a small sheet of paper. Write one sentence: one place, real or metaphorical, where you feel there is no room for you right now. Seal it in an envelope and put it somewhere you will find it again, such as inside this booklet. Do not open it until Week 4, after we have walked through Mary's yes.
Bible Basics: What You Need to Know
You do not need to have studied the Bible to do this study. This short section gives you the handful of ideas that the rest of the booklet leans on. Read it once now, and come back to it whenever you like.
The Bible is a library, not a single book
The Bible is a collection of dozens of books, written by many different people over roughly a thousand years. Some are laws, some are stories, some are poems and songs, some are letters. They were first written in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek, in places very different from ours.
The first and larger part is the Old Testament, the Christian name for the Scriptures inherited from Israel. Much of this material is shared with the Jewish Bible, often called the Tanakh or Hebrew Bible, though the arrangement and contents of Christian editions vary. The New Testament contains four gospels, the Acts of the Apostles, letters to early Christian communities and leaders, and Revelation. Jesus and the earliest Christians were Jewish; their teaching grows within this inheritance.
How to read a Bible reference
Genesis 1:28 means the book of Genesis, chapter 1, verse 28. A dash marks a range: Isaiah 64:1–9 means verses 1 through 9 of chapter 64. A small letter divides a verse: 2 Peter 3:15a means the first part of verse 15. The large numbers in a printed Bible usually mark chapters; the small numbers mark verses. Start with your Bible’s table of contents to find a book. Different Bibles have different page numbers, so references use chapters and verses instead.
Choosing a Bible
The NRSV and NRSVue are good choices for this course. Use an edition you can read comfortably. Notes and section headings are editors’ aids, not part of the original text. If you use an app or website, enter the full reference in its passage search. Free access to several translations is available at Open source. Direct links to core passages are included in each week’s observation section.
The exile, in one paragraph
This story comes up all through the Old Testament, so it is worth knowing. In 586 BCE, the Babylonian empire (in what is now Iraq) destroyed the city of Jerusalem and its Temple, the center of Israel's worship, and took many of its leaders and families to live in Babylon. This is called the exile. About fifty years later a new empire, the Persians, conquered Babylon and let the exiles go home. A great deal of the Old Testament was written down, gathered, or reshaped during and after this crisis, because people had to ask who they were without a land, a king, or a Temple. Many of the texts we study in these four weeks come from, or are speaking into, that time.
Who wrote the Bible, and why does it matter?
Most books of the Bible do not name their author. Some were shaped by groups of writers over many generations. Scholars noticed that the first five books of the Bible, which Jews call the Torah (Hebrew for teaching or law), seem to weave together several earlier writings. One strand shows a special interest in priests, worship, order, and holiness. Scholars call it the Priestly source. You do not need to memorize that name. What matters is the habit it teaches: before we ask what a text means, we ask who was writing it, for whom, and what they were facing.
Paul wrote some of the letters that carry his name. Many scholars think others were written after his death by writers working in his tradition; other scholars defend Paul’s authorship. Questions about writing in another person’s name, its purpose, and whether readers accepted it are debated. Scholars often call letters attributed to later writers Deutero-Pauline, meaning “second-Paul.” The letters to Timothy and Titus are also called the Pastoral Epistles. Authorship matters for historical interpretation, but does not by itself decide a book’s authority as Scripture.
What “historical context” means
Imagine finding a letter that begins, “Do not go out tonight.” Is it a warning, a threat, a parent's worry, a fire notice? You cannot tell until you know who wrote it, to whom, and when. A verse of scripture pulled out of its setting is like that letter. Studying the historical context just means asking the plain questions: Who was speaking and to whom? What was happening? What did these words mean to the people who first heard them?
Scholars who ask these questions are sometimes called “critical,” which here does not mean hostile. It means careful, the way a critic of food or music is paying close attention. This is a normal way to read for many Christians, including most mainline churches.
Language and translation
Every English Bible is a translation, and a translation is a series of choices. A word like “dominion” is an English decision about a Hebrew verb. Sometimes it helps to look at the original word and the other places it appears. You do not need to read Hebrew or Greek; this booklet will tell you when a word matters and what it means.
We do not have the original copies
We do not possess the original manuscripts of the biblical books. We have many handwritten witnesses, including thousands of New Testament manuscripts and fragments. Their differences are often small, but some matter for interpretation. Textual criticism compares this evidence to assess the earliest recoverable wording. A passage that appears in different positions may have been moved or added; that is evidence to assess, not proof by itself. The notes in a study Bible often explain these questions.
What “clobber verse” means
A clobber verse is a Bible verse used like a club: to end a conversation, to shut someone out, or to prove them wrong without listening. The four weeks of this study each take up verses that have been used this way against a particular group of people. The aim is to look at each verse honestly, not to win an argument.
How Episcopalians read scripture
Episcopalians read Scripture with the help of the church’s tradition and human reason, in prayer and in community. These are not three interchangeable authorities: Scripture has a central place in the church’s proclamation and teaching. The annual collect asks that we read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest the Scriptures. Careful study is one way we answer that prayer.
Why we call it Holy Scripture
The church receives these writings as Holy Scripture because God has spoken through them and still speaks through them. The Prayer Book’s Catechism says we understand them with the Holy Spirit’s help in the life of the church (pp. 853–854). Inspiration does not require every book to have the same genre, author, or historical setting. We read in the light of Jesus Christ, alongside other Christians, listening for both comfort and correction. Historical study helps us listen; it does not replace prayer or the church’s shared discernment.
The incarnation is a central Christian conviction: the eternal Son of God became truly human in Jesus Christ. It is more than an image of inclusion. God enters our life to reconcile us to God and one another, bringing forgiveness, judgment against evil, and new life. Advent remembers Christ’s first coming and looks toward his coming again. We ask what this hope requires of the way we treat people now.
Honoring the Jewish inheritance
We will not tell a story in which a harsh Jewish God is replaced by a welcoming Christian God. Israel’s Scriptures already contain demanding visions of justice, mercy, and belonging. Jesus draws on this inheritance. Christians have often failed to live it, sometimes using Scripture to persecute Jewish people. When we compare biblical voices, we are listening within a living Jewish and Christian inheritance, not declaring Judaism obsolete.
Scholars disagree, and that is fine
You will meet scholars in this booklet who read the same text differently. Where they disagree, we say so. Careful reading is not a threat to faith; many people find it deepens faith. You are free to weigh the arguments, to hold some questions open, and to decide for yourself.
A Very Short Timeline
Dates are approximate. BCE means “before the common era” (what many people call BC); CE means “common era” (AD).
About 1000 BCE | King David rules Israel.
586 BCE | Babylon destroys Jerusalem and the Temple; many Judeans are exiled.
539 BCE | Persia conquers Babylon; returns begin under Persian rule.
About 600–400 BCE | Much of the Torah is gathered and shaped. Dating and stages of composition are debated.
400s BCE | Ezra and Nehemiah work to rebuild the community.
About 30 CE | Jesus is crucified; his followers proclaim his resurrection.
About 49 CE | Claudius expels Jews from Rome.
50s CE | Paul writes letters including 1 Corinthians and Romans.
About 70–100 CE | Many scholars date the four canonical gospels to this period.
Late first or early second century | Many scholars date the Pastoral Epistles here; others argue for Paul’s lifetime.
1452, 1455, 1493 | Papal bulls later associated with the Doctrine of Discovery are issued.
1823 | Johnson v. M’Intosh gives the discovery doctrine a place in U.S. law.
2009 | General Convention repudiates the Doctrine of Discovery.
WEEK 1 — HOPE  (The Prophecy Candle)
Indigenous Peoples and the Land  |  Sunday, November 29 – Saturday, December 5
Who does the incarnation say God will not leave out?
THIS SUNDAY'S READINGS
Isaiah 64:1–9
Psalm 80:1–7, 17–19
1 Corinthians 1:3–9
Mark 13:24–37
THE DIFFICULT PASSAGES THIS WEEK
Genesis 1:26–31, especially 1:28
Optional comparison: Joshua 6:1–21
Historical issue: the Doctrine of Discovery, which is not a biblical text
YOUR WEEK AT A GLANCE
	Day
	Core
	Optional

	Sun
	Hear the Sunday readings, or read Isaiah 64:1–9. Write your sealed card.
	Read the other Sunday lessons.

	Mon
	Read Genesis 1:26–31. Answer the observation questions, then read Section 1.
	Note the repeated words in Genesis 1.

	Tue
	Read Section 2.
	Read the historical background and Joshua 6:1–21.

	Wed
	Read Leviticus 25:23–24. What does God claim?
	Reread Isaiah 64:1–9 aloud.

	Thu
	Read Section 3 and the weekly recap.
	Read Voices from the Sources.

	Fri
	Choose one journal question.
	Talk with someone using the suggested question.

	Sat
	Pray the weekly prayer. Rest.
	Revisit one unresolved question.



BEFORE YOU READ
Genesis is the first book of the Bible. Its first chapter describes God creating the world in six days; the seventh-day rest appears at the beginning of chapter 2. In 1:28, God blesses the first humans and tells them to fill the earth, subdue it, and have dominion over other living creatures.
A papal bull is an official letter from the pope. In the 1400s several bulls authorized forms of conquest and domination by Christian rulers. These were later used to justify taking Indigenous peoples’ land.
Isaiah 64 is a prayer from people struggling after the exile. Mark 13 uses apocalyptic language, explained below.
FIRST READ AND NOTICE
Core passage: Genesis 1:26–31. Read before the commentary. Who receives God’s image and blessing? What is called good? What responsibility is given? Write one question without trying to solve it.
Read online: Open Bible passage
1. The Verse as Weapon
Start with a verse many of us know. In Genesis 1:28, right after creating human beings, God blesses them and tells them to “fill the earth and subdue it” and to “have dominion” over living creatures. For most of history, readers took “dominion” to mean that humans are in charge of the earth.
European Christian expansion drew support from papal documents including Dum Diversas (1452), Romanus Pontifex (1455), and Inter Caetera (1493). These documents authorized forms of conquest and domination by particular Christian rulers. Later legal arguments about “discovery” drew on this history to subordinate the rights of Indigenous peoples. Genesis 1:28 and biblical conquest stories belonged to a wider religious vocabulary used to justify domination; the legal doctrine did not arise from a single verse alone.
In 1823, Johnson v. M’Intosh treated Indigenous land rights as rights of occupancy within a system that claimed ultimate title for the discovering European power and its successors. City of Sherrill v. Oneida Indian Nation (2005) again referred to the discovery doctrine. These decisions show how Christian claims and colonial power became entangled in law. For this study, the point is not a complete account of property law, but the harm done when a claim of divine permission is used to deny another people’s rights.
2. The Verse in Context
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND — Optional
Genesis 1 is widely associated with priestly traditions. Many scholars place its composition or final shaping during or after the Babylonian exile; precise dating is debated.
Royal language: Ancient Near Eastern royal texts associate kings with a divine image. Genesis extends the image of God to humanity, male and female. This is often read as sharing royal dignity and responsibility.
Joshua: Archaeological evidence does not support a simple picture of one rapid conquest of all the named cities. Finkelstein and others emphasize Israel’s emergence largely from within Canaan; details remain debated.
Legal history: General Convention repudiated the Doctrine of Discovery in 2009. In 2023 the Vatican also repudiated the legal and political doctrine.
Continue the main reading
Many scholars associate Genesis 1 with priestly writers whose work took shape during or after the exile. People who had experienced dispossession were confessing that the world belongs to God. We should not imagine that we can reconstruct one author’s motives with certainty, but the setting helps us hear the chapter as a confession of faith under imperial power.
Genesis also invites comparison with Babylonian creation traditions such as Enuma Elish, where humans are created to perform labor for the gods. Genesis gives humanity a striking dignity: humans bear God’s image. Scholars debate the precise relationship between these traditions; comparison helps us notice Genesis without requiring us to prove a direct literary reply.
In ancient royal language, a king could represent a god’s rule. Genesis applies the image of God to humanity, male and female. J. Richard Middleton reads this as sharing royal responsibility with all people. This supports a powerful Christian argument for equal human dignity. It does not mean every ancient use of the image was limited to kings, or that the chapter uses modern human-rights categories.
The verbs radah, “rule” or “have dominion,” and kabash, “subdue,” are strong words of power. They do not simply mean gentle shepherding and gardening. The interpretive question is what exercising power as God’s image requires. The goodness of creation, God’s blessing, and the wider biblical witness place that power under God’s authority. Leviticus 25:23 insists that the land belongs to God. A theology of responsible care must be argued from this whole setting, rather than from a softened dictionary definition.
Joshua’s conquest narratives remain difficult even when archaeology complicates a literal account. Calling them later theological memories does not remove the violence or make their victims unimportant. We can ask what identity, land, and faith meant to the communities who preserved them, while refusing to turn them into authorization for conquest today. God’s ownership of creation should never be used to erase Indigenous sovereignty or a people’s relationship to ancestral land.
3. Reading with Advent
Isaiah 64 is a communal prayer of lament. The people ask God to tear open the heavens and come down; they confess their failures and appeal to God as their potter. The clay image speaks of dependence and belonging, not a legal rule abolishing human land rights. Beside Genesis, it asks whether we can exercise responsibility without imagining ourselves answerable to no one.
Mark 13 uses apocalyptic language, with cosmic disturbance and the coming of the Son of Man. This is symbolic language about God’s decisive action, judgment, and gathering of the elect; Christians differ about its relation to historical events and Christ’s return. It cannot be reduced either to a timetable of disasters or to a message about politics alone. Advent’s instruction is to keep awake and live faithfully before the coming Lord.
Read together, these passages challenge power that treats people and land as possessions beyond accountability. They also offer hope: our future belongs to God rather than to an empire. Christian responsibility includes listening to Indigenous communities, acknowledging the church’s participation in dispossession, and supporting justice without claiming to speak in their place.
THIS WEEK IN A FEW SENTENCES
Genesis gives humanity dignity and responsibility under God. Its strong language about power must be interpreted honestly, and its colonial uses must be examined critically. Isaiah’s lament and Mark’s call to watchfulness invite repentance and hope. A Christian response listens to Indigenous communities and takes their rights seriously.
WHAT TO CONSIDER
· How does sharing God’s image affect the way people exercise power?
· What becomes clearer when we distinguish the words of Genesis from their later colonial uses?
· What might watchfulness and accountability look like in relation to Indigenous neighbors?
WHERE THE EPISCOPAL CHURCH STANDS
2009: General Convention adopted D035, repudiating the Doctrine of Discovery and calling the church to examine its structures and support Indigenous rights.
2022: General Convention adopted A127, addressing the church’s involvement in Indigenous boarding schools through truth-telling, research, and support for healing. The proposed A128 was discharged; its concerns were incorporated into A127.
These decisions call the church to examine its own conduct. They do not place it outside the history it condemns.
How to hold this: These are churchwide decisions. Members may question interpretations and policies while remaining responsible for the dignity of their neighbors. This is a selected historical summary, not a complete account of ongoing work.
Who does the incarnation say God will not leave out?
VOICES FROM THE SOURCES — Optional
Scripture
“The land is mine; with me you are but aliens and tenants.”
Leviticus 25:23
J. Richard Middleton, an Old Testament scholar
Argues that the “image of God” in Genesis 1 is a call to represent God's own generous, life-giving rule, shared with all humanity rather than reserved for kings.
The Liberating Image (2005)
Robert J. Miller, a law professor who studies Native American law
Traces how the Doctrine of Discovery moved from papal bulls into American law and policy, shaping how U.S. courts and governments treated Native land.
Native America, Discovered and Conquered (2006)
Steven Charleston, a Choctaw author and retired Episcopal bishop
An Episcopal bishop and member of the Choctaw Nation, he reads Jesus' ministry through Indigenous vision traditions, offering a view of scripture from outside the colonizer's seat.
The Four Vision Quests of Jesus (2015)
WORDS TO KNOW
Doctrine of Discovery: A legal and political doctrine associated with Christian colonial expansion and claims over Indigenous lands.
Radah / kabash: Hebrew verbs translated “have dominion” and “subdue”; strong words about power whose ethical meaning requires context.
Enuma Elish: A Babylonian creation epic in which humans are made to labor for the gods.
JOURNAL
What do Genesis 1:26–31 and Leviticus 25:23–24 say about human responsibility? What remains difficult?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
How can belief that the land belongs to God deepen care for your home while strengthening respect for Indigenous peoples’ land rights?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Where does Isaiah’s prayer offer you comfort? Where might it invite repentance?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
IF YOU WANT COMPANY
Ask one person: “What did you learn growing up about who the land belongs to?” Listen without correcting.
A PRAYER FOR THE WEEK
God of the potter's wheel, we are the clay and the work of your hand. Loosen our grip on what we think we own. Open our hands, and teach us to tend the ground as guests and not as lords. Come among us. Amen.
GO DEEPER
· Episcopal Church, General Convention 2009, Resolution D035
· Robert J. Miller, Native America, Discovered and Conquered
· Steven Charleston, The Four Vision Quests of Jesus
WEEK 2 — PEACE  (The Bethlehem Candle)
The Stranger and the Immigrant  |  Sunday, December 6 – Saturday, December 12
Who does the incarnation say God will not leave out?
THIS SUNDAY'S READINGS
Isaiah 40:1–11
Psalm 85:1–2, 8–13
2 Peter 3:8–15a
Mark 1:1–8
THE HARD TEXT THIS WEEK
Ezra 9–10 (the sending away of foreign wives)
Deuteronomy 23:3
Romans 13:1–7
YOUR WEEK AT A GLANCE
	Day
	Core
	Optional

	Sun
	Hear the Sunday readings, or read Isaiah 40:1–11.
	Read the other Sunday lessons.

	Mon
	Read Ezra 10:1–5. Answer the observation questions, then read Section 1.
	Read Ezra 9:1–4 and Deuteronomy 23:1–8.

	Tue
	Read Section 2.
	Read the historical background.

	Wed
	Read Ruth 1:15–18. What does Ruth choose?
	Read all of Ruth 1 and Isaiah 56:3–7.

	Thu
	Read Romans 13:1–10, then Section 3 and the recap.
	Read Voices from the Sources and Acts 5:27–32.

	Fri
	Choose one journal question.
	Talk with someone using the suggested question.

	Sat
	Pray the weekly prayer. Rest.
	Revisit one unresolved question.



BEFORE YOU READ
Ezra was a priest and scribe who, in the 400s BCE, helped lead a group of exiles home to Jerusalem and worked to rebuild their religious life. Moabites and Ammonites were neighboring peoples with a long, hostile history with Israel.
Deuteronomy, the fifth book of the Bible, is presented as a long speech by Moses, laying out the law as Israel prepares to enter its land. Romans is a letter from Paul to the Christians in Rome.
This Sunday's readings: Isaiah 40 opens with comfort for exiles, and Mark's gospel begins with John the Baptizer, a prophet who lived in the wilderness and called people to change their lives.
FIRST READ AND NOTICE
Core passage: Ezra 10:1–5. Who speaks, and who is spoken about? Whose perspective do we hear? Whose response is missing? Notice what the passage actually records before deciding what you think of it.
Read online: Open Bible passage
1. The Verse as Weapon
Ezra 9–10 describes a proposal, covenant, and process for separating men of the returned community from foreign wives and their children. The text does not give us the women’s or children’s account of what followed. These chapters have been used to defend ethnic and religious separation and hostility toward mixed families. We need to hear their concern for covenant identity without overlooking the people whose lives the proposed separation would disrupt.
Deuteronomy 23:3 excludes Ammonites and Moabites from the assembly of the Lord. The precise social scope of “assembly” is debated; it should not be equated without qualification with every form of worship or participation. The exclusion is real, and it raises questions we should not explain away.
And in Romans 13:1, Paul writes, “let every person be subject to the governing authorities.” In our own time that verse has been invoked to demand that Christians go along with immigration enforcement, as though a single sentence settles every question about how a Christian should relate to the government.
2. The Verse in Context
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND — Optional
Ezra–Nehemiah: Set in the mid-5th century BCE under Persian rule. The intermarriage crisis is often read alongside land and lineage disputes between returnees and those who had remained in Judah.
Deuteronomy: Core text is usually dated to the 7th century BCE, tied to King Josiah's reforms (about 622 BCE). Deuteronomy 23:4 states its own reason for excluding Ammon and Moab: a specific wilderness grievance.
Ruth: A Moabite woman, from a people Deuteronomy 23:3 excludes, becomes the great-grandmother of David and appears in Jesus's genealogy (Matthew 1:5).
Romans 13: Written to Roman house churches under Nero, after Claudius's expulsion edict of 49 CE. Robert Jewett reads Paul's counsel as situational advice to a vulnerable minority.
Continue the main reading
Start with Ezra. The setting is the middle of the 400s BCE. The exiles had come home under the Persian empire, which now ruled the region and allowed them to return. They were a small, shaky community trying to survive as a people with a distinct faith. Historians note that the crisis over marriages was tangled up with disputes over land and inheritance between the returnees and the people who had stayed in Judah all along. Even inside the text, the sending away is told with grief, not triumph.
Deuteronomy 23 gives its own reason for the ban on Ammonites and Moabites: when Israel was traveling through the wilderness, those peoples did not meet them with bread and water, and they hired a prophet named Balaam to curse them (verses 3–4). That is a specific grievance against two named nations, not a general teaching about foreigners. Most scholars think the core of Deuteronomy took shape in the 600s BCE, in the time of King Josiah, who led a reform of Israel's religion around 622 BCE.
The Jewish Scriptures themselves preserve different voices about belonging. Ruth, a Moabite, commits herself to Naomi and Naomi’s God; she becomes David’s great-grandmother and appears in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus. Isaiah 56 promises belonging to foreigners who join themselves to the Lord and keep the covenant, as well as to eunuchs. These passages challenge an account of belonging based simply on ancestry or bodily status. Their welcome also has a setting and covenantal commitments; it is not a modern immigration statute.
Romans 13 addresses Christians in Rome under imperial rule. Jewett and other interpreters emphasize the vulnerability of these communities and the letter’s particular circumstances. Paul also makes a theological claim about government’s responsibility to serve good and restrain wrongdoing; we should not reduce the passage to a survival tactic. Read through verse 10, where love of neighbor fulfills the law, and beside Acts 5:29, where obedience to God takes precedence over human commands. These texts require discernment about public authority; neither a government nor its critics can settle every case by quoting one verse.
3. Reading with Advent
Isaiah 40 announces comfort to a people marked by exile. The highway is prepared for the Lord; within the larger promise, God’s coming brings restoration to displaced people. This is a particular story of Israel’s hope. Christians hear it in Advent without taking it away from the people whose hope it first expressed.
Mark introduces John the Baptizer in the wilderness, calling people to repentance and pointing toward the stronger one who will baptize with the Holy Spirit. His setting challenges expectations about where God’s messenger will appear. He stands within Israel’s prophetic tradition, rather than outside every institution or apart from Jewish faith.
These Advent passages invite us to consider displaced neighbors as people whose lives matter to God. They do not supply a complete border policy. They do challenge Christian indifference, contempt, and the assumption that legal authority exhausts our moral responsibility. The peace we await includes repentance, restored relationships, and practical care for people seeking safety.
THIS WEEK IN A FEW SENTENCES
Concern for a community’s survival does not remove the suffering caused by exclusion. Ruth and Isaiah offer voices of belonging within Israel’s own Scriptures. Romans asks Christians to take public authority seriously; the wider witness also requires love and fidelity to God. Advent calls us to repentance and care for displaced neighbors.
WHAT TO CONSIDER
· What concerns about communal survival do you hear in Ezra? Whose voices are absent?
· How do Ruth and Isaiah 56 complicate a simple boundary between insiders and outsiders?
· How do Romans 13 and the command to love our neighbors inform one another?
WHERE THE EPISCOPAL CHURCH STANDS
Baptismal Covenant: The church commits itself to justice, peace, and respect for every person’s dignity (Book of Common Prayer, p. 305).
Migration ministry: In a May 12, 2025 letter, Presiding Bishop Sean Rowe announced that the church would end its federal refugee-resettlement grant agreements. The letter described funding losses and objected to preferential treatment for a particular refugee group while others continued to wait. It affirmed continuing ministry with migrants and refugees through other relationships and forms of support.
How to hold this: The covenant is a liturgical commitment; the 2025 announcement was an administrative and pastoral decision, not a General Convention resolution. Ministry arrangements change. Consult the church’s current migration-ministry information for operational details.
Who does the incarnation say God will not leave out?
VOICES FROM THE SOURCES — Optional
Scripture
“My house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.”
Isaiah 56:7
Scripture
“Your people shall be my people, and your God my God.”
Ruth 1:16
Joseph Blenkinsopp, an Old Testament scholar
Reads the Ezra intermarriage episode as part of a hard-fought struggle over identity and property in the Persian-period community, not as timeless policy.
Ezra–Nehemiah (1988)
Robert Jewett, a New Testament scholar
Reads Romans 13 in light of Rome's tax tensions and the recent expulsion and return of Jews, arguing it is addressed to a particular, vulnerable situation.
Romans: A Commentary (2007)
Kelley Nikondeha, an author and theologian
Explores the women of Exodus and their courageous participation in liberation. Her work offers a further conversation about solidarity across social boundaries.
Defiant: What the Women of Exodus Teach Us About Freedom (2020)
WORDS TO KNOW
Post-exilic: The period after returns from Babylonian exile began in the late sixth century BCE.
Assembly of the Lord: A biblical expression for the gathered covenant community; its precise membership implications are debated.
Occasional letter: A letter written for particular circumstances. This describes its occasion, not who wrote it.
JOURNAL
What guidance does Romans 13 offer Christians living under government authority? What questions remain when a government acts unjustly?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What do you notice when you read Deuteronomy 23 beside Ruth and Isaiah 56? Where do the passages challenge one another, and where might they share concerns?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Who might help you hear the experience of displacement more clearly? How could you listen without asking someone to defend their right to belong?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
IF YOU WANT COMPANY
Ask one person: “When did you last feel like a stranger somewhere? What did someone do that helped?”
A PRAYER FOR THE WEEK
God who camps among exiles, make straight in us a highway for the stranger. Lift the valleys of fear, level the hills of suspicion, and give us a peace that is not a wall but a road home. Amen.
GO DEEPER
· Isaiah 56:3–7 read beside Deuteronomy 23:1–8
· Episcopal Migration Ministries
· Kelley Nikondeha, Defiant
WEEK 3 — JOY  (The Shepherd's Candle)
LGBTQ Persons  |  Sunday, December 13 – Saturday, December 19
Who does the incarnation say God will not leave out?
THIS SUNDAY'S READINGS
Isaiah 61:1–4, 8–11
Psalm 126 or Canticle 15
1 Thessalonians 5:16–24
John 1:6–8, 19–28
THE HARD TEXT THIS WEEK
Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13
Romans 1:26–27
Genesis 19
YOUR WEEK AT A GLANCE
	Day
	Core
	Optional

	Sun
	Hear the Sunday readings, or read Isaiah 61:1–4, 8–11.
	Read the other Sunday lessons.

	Mon
	Read Leviticus 18:22 with the Gentle Note, then Section 1. You may pause or read with someone.
	Read Leviticus 19:9–18 and 20:13.

	Tue
	Read Romans 1:26–2:4, then Section 2.
	Read the historical background.

	Wed
	Read Acts 8:26–40. What does Philip do before the baptism?
	Read Isaiah 56:3–7 and Ezekiel 16:49–50.

	Thu
	Read Section 3 and the recap.
	Read Voices from the Sources.

	Fri
	Choose one journal question.
	Use the optional conversation question only if it feels safe.

	Sat
	Pray the weekly prayer. Rest.
	Revisit one unresolved question.



BEFORE YOU READ
Leviticus contains laws about worship, social relationships, and daily life. Chapters 17–26 are often called the Holiness Code. They include love of neighbor and care for poor people alongside sexual, ritual, and other requirements.
Romans is Paul’s letter to Christians in Rome. Genesis 19 tells of a violent threat against visitors in Sodom. Acts follows the gospels and describes the early church.
The ancient world did not use our modern framework of sexual orientation and gender identity. It nevertheless knew varied forms of same-sex desire and behavior. The difference in categories matters, but does not settle interpretation by itself. “LGBTQ+” includes distinct experiences; these passages do not directly address every identity named by that abbreviation.
FIRST READ AND NOTICE
Core passage: Leviticus 18:22. What does the verse say, and what does it leave unstated? Read Leviticus 19:9–18 if you want to see other kinds of law nearby. You may write “I do not know” or pause here. You do not owe anyone a personal disclosure.
Read online: Open Bible passage
1. The Verse as Weapon
These are the texts many of us have heard cited most often and most confidently: Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13, in the Holiness Code, which forbid a man to lie with a man “as with a woman”; Romans 1:26–27, in Paul's opening argument; and Genesis 19, the destruction of Sodom.
Together they have been used for centuries, and still are, to condemn LGBTQ people categorically, to bar them from ministry and marriage, and in the worst cases to justify violence against them.
2. The Verse in Context
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND — Optional
The Holiness Code developed within Israel’s concern for holiness and communal life. Its dating and stages of composition are debated.
Olyan examines the specific male-male act named in Leviticus and its relation to ancient gender and status conventions. His argument is not a full account of modern relationships.
Brooten argues that Paul’s condemnation belongs to ancient assumptions about nature and gender hierarchy. She documents awareness of love between women and does not reduce Paul’s criticism to exploitation alone.
Brownson offers a different affirming argument, emphasizing the moral logic beneath biblical texts and the differences between their assumptions and faithful same-sex relationships today.
Genesis 19 and Judges 19 depict sexual violence and failures to protect vulnerable people. These are disturbing narratives; reading the full chapters is optional.
Continue the main reading
Leviticus does prohibit a particular form of male-male intercourse. Locating that prohibition within an ancient setting does not make it disappear. The Holiness Code also commands love of neighbor, honesty, and provision for poor people. Mixed-fabric clothing and tattoos appear in chapter 19; dietary restrictions concerning aquatic creatures appear earlier, in chapter 11. Christians do not apply all these laws alike. We therefore need to explain how we discern their authority rather than assuming that either literal application or dismissal is self-evident.
Olyan’s study examines the act described in Leviticus within ancient distinctions of gender and status. The verses do not discuss sexual orientation in our terms, but that observation alone cannot tell us how broadly their authors intended the prohibition. Christians disagree about what should follow today. An affirming interpretation needs a positive account of covenant faithfulness, mutuality, and the good of relationships, as well as historical context.
Romans 1 places same-sex behavior within Paul’s argument about humanity’s turning from God. “Contrary to nature,” para physin, belongs to an ancient moral vocabulary. Brooten takes Paul’s condemnation seriously and examines its connection to gender hierarchy; her work should not be presented as saying that Paul meant only coercive relationships. Brownson offers another argument for distinguishing Paul’s ancient assumptions from faithful same-sex relationships today. Some affirming Christians think the practices envisioned differ substantially from those relationships. Others acknowledge an ancient negative judgment and argue that the church must discern its application through the wider witness to Christ and the Spirit’s work. These are different arguments, and neither can be reduced to a dictionary shortcut. Romans 2:1 then challenges the person who judges. That turn exposes self-righteousness; it does not simply retract chapter 1.
Genesis 19 describes threatened gang rape and a profound violation of hospitality. It is not a story about a loving same-sex couple. Judges 19 offers a disturbing comparison involving violence against a woman. Ezekiel 16:49 names Sodom’s pride, abundance, and neglect of poor people; verse 50 also speaks of arrogance and abominable conduct. Read both verses rather than making verse 49 an exhaustive definition of every biblical reference to Sodom. The case against using this story to condemn LGBTQ+ people is strongest when we name the violence clearly.
3. Reading with Advent
This week's first reading is Isaiah 61. The prophet announces good news to the poor, healing for the brokenhearted, and liberty to captives, and promises “a garland instead of ashes … the oil of gladness instead of mourning.” It is the restoration of dignity and joy to people their community had written off.
Isaiah 56:3–7 promises eunuchs and covenant-keeping foreigners belonging in God’s house. Deuteronomy 23:1 excludes men with particular genital injuries from the assembly. A eunuch’s experience is not identical to a modern LGBTQ+ identity; the connection is an analogy about bodies and belonging, not a claim that ancient and modern categories match. In Acts 8, the Ethiopian official reads Isaiah, asks questions, hears Philip proclaim Jesus, and requests baptism. He is a person of considerable public responsibility as well as someone whose bodily status could mark him as an outsider. The narrative records no additional barrier imposed before Philip baptizes him.
John 1 presents the Baptizer as a witness to the coming Christ. His task is to point beyond himself. For us, that means neither using another person’s life to prove our argument nor imagining that the church owns the light. An affirming Christian reading asks whether our teaching bears witness to Christ through faithful love, truthful speech, justice, and the fruits of the Spirit. The Episcopal Church’s inclusion of LGBTQ+ people rests on sustained theological discernment; it is not the result of a single verse making every difficulty disappear.
THIS WEEK IN A FEW SENTENCES
Ancient categories differ from ours, but context does not remove every difficulty. Affirming Christians make more than one kind of argument, and scholars cited here differ. Isaiah and Acts invite reflection on bodies and belonging without turning eunuchs into a modern identity category. The church is responsible for truthful teaching and for the dignity of the people affected by it.
WHAT TO CONSIDER
· What can ancient context clarify, and what ethical questions remain?
· How does Romans 2:1 challenge the reader without erasing the preceding argument?
· What happens when Philip listens, explains Scripture, and responds to the official’s request for baptism?
WHERE THE EPISCOPAL CHURCH STANDS
1976: General Convention affirmed the equal claim of gay and lesbian people to the church’s love and pastoral care, and supported equal protection under the law.
1994: The canons prohibited discrimination in access to ordination on grounds including sexual orientation.
2003: V. Gene Robinson was elected and consecrated Bishop of New Hampshire, the church’s first openly gay bishop.
2009: General Convention affirmed the participation and calling of gay and lesbian people in the church and supported protection against gender-identity discrimination.
2012: General Convention authorized a provisional liturgy for blessing same-sex relationships and prohibited discrimination in the ordination process based on gender identity and expression.
2015: General Convention changed the marriage canons to permit marriage of same-sex couples.
These developments followed long and painful debate. Some Episcopalians and other Anglican churches disagree. The decisions described here include legislation and an episcopal election; they are not all actions taken by General Convention. They establish the church’s public commitments without making every exegetical question disappear.
Who does the incarnation say God will not leave out?
VOICES FROM THE SOURCES — Optional
Scripture
“An everlasting name that shall not be cut off.”
Isaiah 56:5
Scripture
Sodom’s guilt includes pride, abundance, and neglect of poor and needy people.
Ezekiel 16:49, paraphrased; read verse 50 as well.
Saul M. Olyan, a scholar of the Hebrew Bible
Argues that Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 prohibit a specific male-male act and should not be read as addressing sexual orientation.
Journal of the History of Sexuality (1994)
Bernadette Brooten, a historian of early Christianity
Documents ancient love between women and reads Paul’s condemnation in relation to gender hierarchy and ancient ideas of nature. She distinguishes historical interpretation from the ethical judgments Christians make today.
Love Between Women (1996)
James V. Brownson, a New Testament scholar
Develops an affirming Christian argument by examining biblical moral reasoning, ancient assumptions, and the character of faithful same-sex relationships. His approach differs from Brooten’s historical analysis.
Bible, Gender, Sexuality (2013)
Mark D. Jordan, a scholar of religion and theology
Traces how “sodomy” came to be defined in Christian theology, long after the Genesis story.
The Invention of Sodomy in Christian Theology (1997)
WORDS TO KNOW
Holiness Code: Leviticus 17–26, including ritual, social, and ethical laws.
Para physin: Greek for “contrary to nature”; its meaning and present application require attention to Paul’s argument and ancient assumptions.
Guest-right: An ancient obligation to protect people received into one’s household.
JOURNAL
How do Christians decide which biblical commands to apply directly today? What principles should guide that discernment?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Read Romans 1:26–2:4 together. What does the movement into chapter 2 ask of the reader? What questions does it leave unresolved?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What would it mean for you, or someone you love, to receive “a name that shall not be cut off”?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
IF YOU WANT COMPANY
If it is safe for you, ask one person: “Which verse was used to make someone feel unwelcome that you wish had been read differently?”
A PRAYER FOR THE WEEK
God of garlands and ashes, you name what the world would erase. Give a name to the unnamed, a home to the turned-away, and joy to those who have been told they are less. Teach us to read with your eyes. Amen.
GO DEEPER
· Isaiah 56:3–7 and Acts 8:26–40 read as a pair
· James V. Brownson, Bible, Gender, Sexuality
· Gene Robinson, God Believes in Love
WEEK 4 — LOVE  (The Angel's Candle)
Women  |  Sunday, December 20 – Thursday, December 24 (Christmas Eve)
Who does the incarnation say God will not leave out?
THIS SUNDAY'S READINGS
2 Samuel 7:1–11, 16
Canticle 15 (The Magnificat) or Psalm 89:1–4, 19–26
Romans 16:25–27
Luke 1:26–38
THE HARD TEXT THIS WEEK
1 Timothy 2:11–12
1 Corinthians 14:34–35
Genesis 3:16
YOUR WEEK AT A GLANCE
	Day
	Core
	Optional

	Sun
	Hear the Sunday readings, or read Luke 1:26–38.
	Read the other Sunday lessons.

	Mon
	Read 1 Timothy 2:11–15, then Sections 1 and 2. You may divide this into two sittings.
	Read the historical background.

	Tue
	Read 1 Corinthians 11:4–5 and 14:33–35. Answer the observation questions.
	Read 11:2–16, 14:26–40, and Romans 16:1–7.

	Wed
	Read 2 Samuel 7:1–16, then Section 3 and the recap.
	Read Voices from the Sources.

	Thu
	Read Luke 1:46–55, the Magnificat. Choose one journal question and open your sealed card.
	Pray the Magnificat aloud on Christmas Eve.



BEFORE YOU READ
1 Timothy is addressed to a church leader; 1 Corinthians addresses a congregation. Both carry Paul’s name, though their authorship questions differ. Genesis 3 describes the disordered relationships that follow human disobedience.
2 Samuel 7 concerns David’s wish to build a temple and God’s promise to establish David’s “house,” meaning his dynasty. Luke 1:26–38 is the Annunciation: Gabriel announces Jesus’ birth and Mary responds. Luke does not give Mary’s age.
The Magnificat is Mary’s song in Luke 1:46–55. It is an appointed canticle option on this Sunday, not an additional reading used in every congregation.
FIRST READ AND NOTICE
Core passages: 1 Corinthians 11:4–5 and 14:33–35. What are women assumed to be doing in the first passage? What restriction appears in the second? List the tension before choosing an explanation.
Read online: Open Bible passage
1. The Verse as Weapon
“I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she is to keep silent” (1 Timothy 2:12), and “women should be silent in the churches” (1 Corinthians 14:34), have been used through most of church history, and in many churches today, to bar women from teaching, preaching, and ordination.
Genesis 3:16, God's word to Eve that her husband “shall rule over you,” has often been preached not as a description of a broken world but as God's design for how things ought to be.
2. The Verse in Context
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND — Optional
1 Timothy: Many critical scholars date it after Paul’s death, in the late first or early second century; others defend Pauline authorship.
Ephesus: The letter names Ephesus as Timothy’s location and addresses false teaching. A connection between its restrictions on women and the cult of Artemis is a proposal, not an established explanation.
1 Corinthians 14:34–35: Some manuscript witnesses put these verses after verse 40. Fee and Payne argue for a later insertion; other scholars defend their originality and propose contextual explanations. The change of location is evidence, not proof.
Genesis 3:16: Teshuqah, “desire,” also occurs in Genesis 4:7 and Song of Songs 7:10. Its exact force in Genesis 3 is debated. Trible reads male rule as a consequence of disrupted relationships, not a creation ideal.
Continue the main reading
Many scholars regard 1 Timothy as a later writing in Paul’s tradition, while others argue Paul wrote it. Its date does not by itself determine its authority or whether an instruction applies universally. The letter addresses false teaching, but we cannot confidently reconstruct a particular group of Artemis priestesses behind this command. Notice also that 2:13–14 appeals to Adam and Eve. A careful reading must consider that argument, not explain the restriction solely as a local emergency. Beside it, Romans 16 commends Phoebe as a deacon and names women among Paul’s fellow workers. The question is how the church reads this whole witness faithfully.
In 1 Corinthians 11, Paul assumes that women pray and prophesy. A blanket demand for silence in chapter 14 therefore creates a genuine interpretive difficulty. Some manuscript witnesses place 14:34–35 after verse 40. Fee and Payne argue that the verses were added later; others consider them original and understand the restriction as addressing a particular kind of speech or disruption. The interpolation theory is significant but disputed. Women’s ministry need not rest entirely on proving these verses inauthentic; the wider evidence of women’s prayer, prophecy, teaching, and leadership also matters.
Genesis 3:16 describes the husband’s rule in a narrative of damaged relationships after disobedience. The text explicitly curses the serpent and the ground; it does not explicitly call the woman cursed. Trible reads male domination here as part of the disorder, not as God’s ideal for marriage. The word teshuqah means “desire,” but comparison with Genesis 4:7 does not prove that every use means a wish to dominate; Song of Songs 7:10 uses it in a setting of mutual love. The argument against domination is best grounded in the narrative as a whole, including the shared divine image in Genesis 1.
3. Reading with Advent
David wants to build a house for God, but 2 Samuel 7 turns the proposal around: God will establish David’s house, his dynasty. God recalls dwelling with the people in a tent; verse 13 also anticipates a temple built by David’s son. The point is not that buildings are inherently unfaithful. God’s presence and promise are gifts that a king cannot control or secure through construction.
Luke’s account begins with Gabriel appearing to Zechariah in the Temple, then moves to Mary in Nazareth. God’s work reaches both a priest at the center of worship and a young woman away from that center. Gabriel announces what God will do; Mary questions him and then voices her willing response. Christians have long reflected on her free cooperation with grace. Saying that “the incarnation waits for her yes” is a devotional interpretation, not Luke’s description of an angel asking permission. Mary is an active participant whose voice deserves to be heard.
In the Magnificat, Mary praises God for lifting up the lowly and bringing down the powerful. Her song echoes Israel’s Scriptures, especially Hannah’s song in 1 Samuel 2. She stands within a long history of women speaking God’s praise. Christians confess that she bears the incarnate Word in her body; we need not call her the first person ever to proclaim God’s reversal in order to honor her witness. Her song asks whether our worship and common life make room for the voices God has already given.
THIS WEEK IN A FEW SENTENCES
The New Testament preserves restrictive instructions alongside evidence of women’s ministry. Authorship and manuscript questions matter, but neither supplies an automatic solution. Mary’s questioning, willing response, and song give us a strong witness to active participation in God’s work. Our discernment should recognize gifts and vocations rather than assume authority belongs to one sex.
WHAT TO CONSIDER
· How should the church hold restrictive instructions beside the evidence of women’s ministry?
· What can manuscript evidence establish, and what must remain a question?
· How does Mary’s voice help us recognize active cooperation with God’s grace?
WHERE THE EPISCOPAL CHURCH STANDS
1970: General Convention recognized women as full deacons, abolishing the separate deaconess canon.
1974: Three bishops ordained eleven women as priests in Philadelphia. Their ordinations were judged irregular at the time.
1976: General Convention approved equal access for women to all three orders of ministry, effective January 1, 1977, and provided for regularizing the earlier ordinations.
1989: Barbara Harris was consecrated the first woman bishop in the Anglican Communion.
1997: General Convention strengthened implementation of women’s access to ordination and ministry throughout the church.
2006: Katharine Jefferts Schori was elected the church’s 26th Presiding Bishop.
These developments include legislation, ordinations, and elections; they were not all votes of General Convention. Some Christians disagree with women’s ordination. The Episcopal Church’s commitment reflects its discernment of Scripture, vocation, and the work of the Holy Spirit.
Who does the incarnation say God will not leave out?
VOICES FROM THE SOURCES — Optional
Scripture
“Let it be with me according to your word.”
Luke 1:38
Scripture
“He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly.”
Luke 1:52
Gordon D. Fee, a New Testament scholar
Argues on textual and contextual grounds that 1 Corinthians 14:34–35 is most likely not original to Paul's letter.
The First Epistle to the Corinthians (1987)
Philip B. Payne, a New Testament scholar
Makes a detailed manuscript case that verses 34–35 were a later insertion, and argues Paul affirms women's ministry throughout his letters.
Man and Woman, One in Christ (2009)
Phyllis Trible, a Hebrew Bible scholar
A pioneering feminist reading of Genesis 2–3 that treats the “rule” language of 3:16 as a consequence of the break, not a creation ideal.
God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality (1978)
Beverly Roberts Gaventa, a New Testament scholar
Studies Mary across the New Testament and invites readers to see her as an active participant in God's work, not a passive vessel.
Mary: Glimpses of the Mother of Jesus (1995)
WORDS TO KNOW
Deutero-Pauline: A scholarly term for letters attributed to writers in Paul’s tradition after his death; authorship remains debated.
Teshuqah: Hebrew “desire,” found in Genesis 3:16, Genesis 4:7, and Song of Songs 7:10.
Magnificat: Mary’s song, Luke 1:46–55, used as Canticle 15 in the Book of Common Prayer.
JOURNAL
Read 1 Corinthians 11:4–5 beside 14:33–35. What do you notice before reading an explanation? What would you want to ask Paul?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
How might we distinguish a biblical description of damaged relationships from a command about how people should live?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
How can our church’s buildings serve the people God calls us to welcome? What would help keep our attention on ministry rather than on the buildings themselves?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
IF YOU WANT COMPANY
Ask one person: “Who first taught you something about God? What did that teacher have to push past?”
A PRAYER FOR THE WEEK
God who meets us in holy places and ordinary homes, give us Mary’s courage to answer you and Mary’s voice to sing your praise. Lift up the lowly among us. Teach us to recognize the gifts you give, and to make room for those called to use them. Amen.
GO DEEPER
· Romans 16:1–16, a roll call of women and men in ministry
· Beverly Roberts Gaventa, Mary
· Philip B. Payne, Man and Woman, One in Christ
Opening Your Card
On Christmas Eve, or whenever you finish, find the card you sealed in Week 1. Before you open it, sit for a moment with Mary’s response to God.
Read what you wrote. You do not have to fix it, and it may still hurt. Does it sound different after these weeks? If nothing has changed, that is not a failure of faith. Is there someone who could accompany you? Is there one small way you could make room for another person without overlooking your own need for care?
You may keep the card, tear it up, or bring it to the manger. Advent has always been a season of unfinished waiting, and the incarnation does not end here.
A CLOSING PRAYER
Word made flesh, dwell with us, with those who have been left out, and with those who left them out. Reconcile us to God and one another. Make room in us, and make room through us. Come, Lord Jesus. Amen.
Glossary
Plain-language definitions of the words and names you will meet in this booklet.
Advent. A season preparing for the celebration of Christ’s birth and looking toward his coming again. It begins four Sundays before Christmas.
Apocalyptic. Symbolic language of revelation, judgment, and hope, often addressing crisis and God’s final setting-right of the world.
Canticle. A song from the Bible used in worship. The Magnificat is Canticle 15 in the Episcopal prayer book.
Clobber verse. A Bible verse used like a club to shut someone out or end a conversation.
Covenant. A binding promise or agreement, especially between God and a people.
Deutero-Pauline. Letters attributed to Paul but probably written by his followers after his death. The phrase means “second-Paul.”
Doctrine of Discovery. A teaching rooted in 15th-century papal letters that Christian rulers could claim lands held by non-Christians. It later shaped U.S. law.
Enuma Elish. The Babylonian story of creation, in which humans are made to be slaves of the gods.
Epistle. A letter in the New Testament.
Eunuch. Often a man who had been castrated, including some royal officials. Ancient usage varies. The term should not simply be equated with a modern sexual orientation or gender identity.
Exile. The period after 586 BCE when many people of Judah were taken to live in Babylon.
Genealogy. A family tree. Matthew's gospel begins with one for Jesus.
Gospel. An account of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Also, the good news itself.
Greco-Roman. Relating to the Greek and Roman world, in which the New Testament was written.
Guest-right. The ancient responsibility to protect someone welcomed into one’s household. Inns existed, but travelers often depended on hospitality.
Holiness Code. Leviticus 17–26, containing ritual, social, and ethical laws.
Image of God. The idea in Genesis 1 that human beings are made to reflect God.
Incarnation. The eternal Son of God becoming truly human in Jesus Christ, without ceasing to be divine.
Lectionary. A schedule of Bible readings for worship. We follow the Revised Common Lectionary, Year B.
Magnificat. Mary's song in Luke 1:46–55, in which she praises God for lifting up the lowly.
Manuscript. A handwritten copy of a text. All ancient copies of the Bible are manuscripts.
Moabite / Ammonite. Peoples east of Israel named in Deuteronomy 23’s restriction on entry to the assembly. Ruth is a Moabite.
Occasional letter. A letter written to address a particular situation in a particular community.
Papal bull. An official letter from the pope.
Persian empire. The empire that conquered Babylon in 539 BCE and ruled the region when the exiles returned.
Priestly source. One of the strands scholars see woven into the Torah, marked by concern for worship, order, and holiness. Genesis 1 is usually assigned to it.
Prophet. A person who spoke for God, often to challenge rulers and call people back to justice. Isaiah is a prophet.
Purity laws. Laws about what was ritually clean or unclean, including diet, clothing, and bodily conditions.
Radah / kabash. The Hebrew verbs translated “have dominion” and “subdue” in Genesis 1:28.
Scribe. A person who copied and sometimes preserved texts by hand.
Stoic. A school of Greek and Roman philosophy whose vocabulary about “nature” Paul's world used.
Teshuqah. Hebrew for “desire”; occurs in Genesis 3:16, Genesis 4:7, and Song of Songs 7:10.
Textual criticism. The careful comparison of ancient manuscripts to work out what the earliest text said.
Torah. The first five books of the Bible: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy.
Temple. The center of Israel's worship in Jerusalem, destroyed in 586 BCE and later rebuilt.
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Land, creation, and the Doctrine of Discovery
Charleston, Steven. The Four Vision Quests of Jesus. Harrisburg, PA: Morehouse, 2015.
Episcopal Church. General Convention 2009, Resolution D035, repudiating the Doctrine of Discovery.
Finkelstein, Israel, and Neil Asher Silberman. The Bible Unearthed. New York: Free Press, 2001.
Johnson v. M'Intosh, 21 U.S. (8 Wheat.) 543 (1823).
City of Sherrill v. Oneida Indian Nation of New York, 544 U.S. 197 (2005).
Middleton, J. Richard. The Liberating Image: The Imago Dei in Genesis 1. Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2005.
Miller, Robert J. Native America, Discovered and Conquered: Thomas Jefferson, Lewis & Clark, and Manifest Destiny. Westport, CT: Praeger, 2006.
The stranger and the immigrant
Blenkinsopp, Joseph. Ezra–Nehemiah: A Commentary. Old Testament Library. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1988.
Jewett, Robert. Romans: A Commentary. Hermeneia. Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007.
Nikondeha, Kelley. Defiant: What the Women of Exodus Teach Us About Freedom. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2020.
LGBTQ persons and the Bible
Brooten, Bernadette J. Love Between Women: Early Christian Responses to Female Homoeroticism. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996.
Brownson, James V. Bible, Gender, Sexuality: Reframing the Church's Debate on Same-Sex Relationships. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013.
Jordan, Mark D. The Invention of Sodomy in Christian Theology. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997.
Olyan, Saul M. “‘And with a Male You Shall Not Lie the Lying Down of a Woman’: On the Meaning and Significance of Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13.” Journal of the History of Sexuality 5, no. 2 (1994): 179–206.
Robinson, Gene. God Believes in Love: Straight Talk About Gay Marriage. New York: Knopf, 2012.
Women, Mary, and the Pauline texts
Brown, Raymond E. An Introduction to the New Testament. New York: Doubleday, 1997.
Fee, Gordon D. The First Epistle to the Corinthians. New International Commentary on the New Testament. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987.
Gaventa, Beverly Roberts. Mary: Glimpses of the Mother of Jesus. Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1995.
Payne, Philip B. Man and Woman, One in Christ: An Exegetical and Theological Study of Paul's Letters. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009.
Trible, Phyllis. God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality. Philadelphia: Fortress, 1978.
The Episcopal Church's own actions and statements
Episcopal Church. General Convention 2009, Resolution D035, “Repudiate the Doctrine of Discovery.” Episcopal Church archives, episcopalarchives.org.
Episcopal Church. General Convention 2022, Resolution A127, “Resolution for Telling the Truth about The Episcopal Church’s History with Indigenous Boarding Schools.” Adopted text at Open source; proposed A128 was discharged and incorporated in spirit into A127.
Episcopal Church. “LGBTQ+ History in The Episcopal Church.” Open source.
Rowe, Sean. “Letter from Presiding Bishop Sean Rowe on Episcopal Migration Ministries,” May 12, 2025. Open source.
Episcopal Church. “History of The Episcopal Church” timeline. Open source.
Episcopal Church. “An Episcopal Dictionary of the Church: Ordination of Women.” Open source.
Additional primary sources
Episcopal Archives. “Vote for Ordination.” Open source
Vatican. Joint statement on the Doctrine of Discovery, March 30, 2023. Open source
Book of Common Prayer. “An Outline of the Faith,” the Catechism. Open source
The Book of Common Prayer (1979). Holy Baptism and Baptismal Covenant, pp. 304–305; Catechism on the Holy Scriptures, pp. 853–854.
Church statements and ministry arrangements change. The dated examples above describe particular decisions, not a guarantee of current program details. For current information, consult episcopalchurch.org. Candle names and the weekly themes hope, peace, joy, and love are common devotional customs; they are not required by the Prayer Book.





