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November 24, 2020 
 

 

I have been reading the late Eugene Peterson’s book As Kingfishers Catch Fire. It is a collection 

of sermons from his over thirty years as a parish pastor in one place. I have long been a student 

of Peterson’s, ever since I read his memoir The Pastor and saw so much of my own experiences 

reflected in his. 

In the sermon entitled, “You Have Done Nothing but Bless,” exploring the story of Balaam and 

his talking donkey (that can be read in Numbers 22) Peterson writes, 

Balaam had been so full of his plans, his mind so full of the reward he had been promised 

for working for Balak, that he had been blind to the presence of God. The dumb donkey 

was more alert to God than the famous prophet. Balaam, for all his fame as a spiritual 

powerhouse, was dumber than his donkey, his heart so full of himself and his plans that he 

couldn’t see the most obvious signs of God’s presence.[1] (emphasis mine) 

This perspective of Balaam struck me as so timely in the midst of our pandemic reality. A reality 

that is causing many of us to remain or move back to digital-only gatherings just as 

Thanksgiving, Advent, and Christmas approach. 

I am lamenting, along with so many of you, the ways we will not gather in the coming weeks.  

There will be no large family meals. There will be no pie to share after the Thanksgiving Eve 

service. We will not gather in our sanctuaries for a Christmas Eve singing of Silent Night as we 

so often do. 

I love those things. I love those traditions. I love that worship. 

I know there are other ways of gathering, other ways we’ll honor the traditions of our past and 

ways we’ll make new ones. I am thankful for all of this. I am deeply grateful. 

There is also an ache in my heart – for things that cannot or will not be – though I wish they 

were. 

And then, crashing into my heart, came Eugene Peterson’s faithful words, “Balaam had been so 

full of his plans…that he had been blind to the presence of God.” 

We may be tempted to see only what we have lost. We may be tempted to see only what we want 

(whether or not we can have it). We may be tempted to be so set on our plans, we too, become 

blind to “the most obvious signs of God’s presence.” 
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Dear church, we are about to enter the season of Advent – an entire season of the church year 

dedicated to preparing our hearts, minds, bodies, and spirits, to see the presence of God anew. 

I am praying for myself, and for you, that the Holy Spirit would give us open eyes. Eyes open 

wide enough to see beyond what we have lost, beyond what we long for, beyond our own plans, 

demands, or expectations and instead to see the presence of God. 

Jesus is here. And Jesus is coming. This Advent let us practice having eyes open to see him…in 

all the places, expected and not, that God shows up. 

In Christ, 

  

Bishop Regina Hassanally 

Southeastern Minnesota Synod, ELCA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[1] Peterson, Eugene. As Kingfishers Catch Fire. WaterBrook, 2017. p 45. 

 

 

 

 


