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Meet Daniel, an exile from Judah working in the royal court, following the LORD even in a 
hostile culture.  Daniel is a person of integrity, humility, intelligence and almost superhuman 
faithfulness to the LORD.  Daniel was an interpreter of dreams—he correctly discerned the 
meaning of a dream King Nebuchadnezzar had.  In return, Daniel was elevated to a high 
position in the royal court.  When Daniel’s three friends Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, 
refuse to bow down and worship the image of the king as commanded, they are thrown into 
a fiery furnace but are miraculously saved from death.  

 Daniel is now the favorite among the advisors to the King’s successor named Darius.  The 
others are jealous.  In today’s scripture, they plot to have the weak King Darius sign a decree 
stating that anyone who prays to any other god besides the King must be put to death.  But 
this decree did nothing to alter Daniel’s prayer practice.  Daniel does not appear to be 
anxious at all.  “10 Although Daniel knew that the document had been signed, he continued 
to go to his house, which had windows in its upper room open toward Jerusalem, and to get 
down on his knees three times a day to pray to his God and praise him, just as he had done 
previously.”  (Daniel 6:10)  The other court advisors are insecure and anxious to hold onto 
their power.  King Darius is anxious that his favorite advisor appears to be doomed.  The 
King can’t sleep the night Daniel is in the lions’ den.  He runs to see what has happened.  
When King Darius calls to Daniel to come out of the lions’ den, Daniel responds by praising 
the King and the LORD whose angel “shut the lions’ mouths.”  Suddenly King Darius is 
transformed into a steady, decisive leader.  He punishes the conspirators and their families 
and proclaims a decree, “that in all my royal dominion people should tremble and fear 
before the God of Daniel:  

For he is the living God, 
    enduring forever. 
. . . He delivers and rescues, 
    he works signs and wonders in 
heaven and on earth; 
for he has saved Daniel 
    from the power of the lions.” 
 
Did you learn the story of Daniel 
in Sunday School?  The book of 
Daniel has a storybook quality.  Is 
it folktale or literal truth?  Some 
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argue there ever really was a man named Daniel in King Darius’ court.  Others are reluctant 
to admit a human could really survive a night alone in a den of lions.  Instead of answering 
that question, could Daniel be an Advent story?  What if this is a story meant to prepare us 
for Christ Jesus?  A story about how human beings make sense of suffering in their own 
lives?  
 
Howard Thurman helps us here.  Born in 1899, Howard Thurman was a theologian, pastor, 
and author of “Jesus and the Disinherited” (which inspired Martin Luther King Jr. in his civil 
rights work).  Thurman was a life-long advocate of nonviolence and mentored Black college 
and seminary students.  Thurman’s mission in life was to give hope to African Americans 
who had suffered injustice, indignity, oppression, even death at the hands of a culture that 
would seek to destroy their spirits.  For this Christian theologian and social activist, Jesus 
was a very special kind of savior.  Jesus was a model for all who would oppose evil in the 
world, especially social evil. 
 
In his book “Disciplines of the Spirit,” (published in 1963) Thurman says facing the suffering 
of Black Americans, indeed all human suffering, can be seen as a spiritual discipline.  A way 
we are shaped to deepen our relationship with God.  We can find meaning in our suffering, 
and as we do, we come closer to God.  
 
We all live and one day we must die.  No life goes on forever.  Suffering is part of the human 
predicament.  It is unavoidable.  Thurman says suffering threatens us because the ultimate 
logic of suffering is that it leads to death.  Suffering is the gauntlet death throws down to 
each of us.  Suffering is daunting because it threatens to deny the validity of our personal 
future.  If there were no suffering, there would be no freedom.  Suffering means facing our 
own death.  Yet we have desires that extend beyond our lives, these desires and values are 
personal.  These have great meaning for us.  These values transcend the limits of physical 
death. 
 
Some things in life are worse than death.  Jesus saw the threat of his own death as an 
experience within something larger, which is God.  The key to face suffering is living our lives 
within that larger context.  Thurman was thinking in particular of the Black American, who 
he counseled could keep their integrity, wholeness, sense of self-worth amidst 
discrimination, oppression and hardship.   
 
Thurman wrote that even when suffering and death have done their worst, we “know that 
when [suffering] has exhausted itself, it has only touched the outer walls of that person’s 
dwelling place.  This can only come to pass because he has found something big enough to 
contain all violences and violations—he has found that his life is rooted in a God who cares 
for him and cultivates his spirit . . .”  This was Jesus’ story.  To Thurman, Jesus’ life and death 
were symbols of sacrifice.  Jesus embodied the life of one willing to risk everything, 
including one’s own life, for the sake of others, for the sake of social justice.   
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For Jesus and for Daniel, life and the threat of death take place in a larger context of what 
Howard Thurman called Life with a capital “L.”  Death is an experience within Life (not 
something happening to Life).  For Jesus, this was loyalty to his Father and what he believed 
God had asked of him.  When we live our lives fully, in God, we see that God encompasses 
the movement of life in all dimensions.  Like all mystics, Howard Thurman believed God was 
manifest in all things.  “He is at work pervading creation with the quality of Himself.  This 
means that no event in the life of a single person can be separated from what we are the 
ends of God.”   
 
Daniel’s story echoes and prepares us for the Jesus story.  Like Jesus, Daniel lived his life 
within a larger context.  He faces the suffering of being in exile in Babylon by rooting himself 
firmly in a relationship with the living God, so that not even the threat of death can destroy 
his integrity or fragment his wholeness.  Remember how Daniel opened his window towards 
Jerusalem and prayed to God three times a day?  That was his way of placing his suffering 
within the larger context of Life with a capital L.  His way of refusing to let anyone or 
anything get in the way of his love for the living God.  Human suffering comes in many ways:  
for Daniel it was death threats for living out one’s faith; for Jesus it was unjust capital 
punishment for crimes he never committed.  For some of us it is hardship living through a 
pandemic.  For others it is the suffering of a long hauler, with lingering effects of COVID-19; 
for others it is financial hardship, or family conflict.  A health challenge.  Christ, the Messiah, 
the one we wait for in Advent, he understands what we are going through.  He shows us 
that whatever form suffering takes, it does not have the power to destroy our integrity, if 
our sense of self is rooted in God, who is present in all things. 
 
 
 
But I leave you with this thought: do as Daniel did.  Keep open a window of your heart so 
that you too can see that God is present in all things.  Remember there’s more to Life with a 
capital L than this present global hardship; there is more to Life with a capital L than the 
present personal challenge you may be going through.  All our lives – Jesus’ life, Daniel’s, our 
lives, the lives of all people who suffer oppression still today, all our lives – are lived within 
Life with a capital L, which goes beyond the limits of life and death.  Do as Daniel did.  He 
engaged fully in the life in Babylon and also kept his window open, his attention focused on 
Jersualem, the symbol of the Living God.  Because he did that, he could live with hope.  As 
we do like Daniel did, we live with Advent hope too. 
 
Thanks be to God who gives us the victory, through our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.    
 
Pastoral Prayer 
 
Holy One of Israel, LORD of all, you are the living God, who created this beautiful fragile 
world.  You made us free; you took a risk and wove freedom into the very fabric of creation.  
You risked in making us able to choose or reject a life with you.  And you love us so much you 
did not leave us alone in our sin.  You loved us even when we rejected you.  Truly you are the 
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Advent God, the one who sends us one who will deliver and save us. Thank you for this story 
of Daniel, calling us to faithfulness.  Forgive us when we shut the door of our hearts and 
forget you are our true home.  Help us remember that life, suffering and even death are 
contained within the larger context which is you, Life with a capital L.  Grant us grace to be a 
little more like Daniel; steadfast in our faith practices; unmoved by the panic around us.  Help 
us see that you are present in all things. 
 
 
For those who are suffering this day, we ask for healing. 
 
For those who are feeling alone today, we ask for your companionship. 
 
For those who are hungry and in need, we ask that we be allowed to be the answer to their 
prayer. 
 
For those who suffer injustice, grant us grace to stand up for and with them. 
 
For those who risk themselves daily for the sake of others, we ask protection. 
 
In all this and so much more, we offer you our trust and proclaim our Advent hope: you and 
you alone who has the power to save.  We pray this in the name of the one who is to come, 
Jesus the Christ, who taught us to pray:  
 
Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come.  Thy will be done 
on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us this day our daily bread.  And forgive us our trespasses as 
we forgive those who trespass against us.  Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from 
evil; for thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever.  Amen.  
 
 


