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If you ever want to see a theologian like me get strangely emotional, hand them a jelly donut 
during Advent. 
 
Stay with me. 
 
There are certain foods that carry memory. A grandmother’s recipe. A childhood dish. A 
communion loaf that still holds the warmth of the person who baked it. But jelly donuts? 
They’re not exactly what you’d call spiritual. And yet during Hanukkah—the season our Jewish 
neighbors will soon be celebrating — they’re considered a symbol of the holy. 
 
Which is why if you ever see me in a bakery this month staring a little too intently at the donut 
case, I promise I haven’t lost my mind.  
 
I’m practicing Advent. 
More specifically: I’m practicing yearning. 
 
The donuts are connected to this yearning—holy yearning, not just hungry yearning. But first, 
let’s turn to the carol in focus this morning, “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel.” At its core, it’s a 
song about yearning—a longing so deep it shakes something loose inside us; a longing that 
doesn’t sound like spiritual strength but actually is one of the most reliable indicators that God 
is already near. 
 
We tend to think of yearning as the absence of God. 
But the mystics—perhaps especially Rumi—insist it is often the doorway through which God 
enters. 
 
Here’s how Rumi once expressed the connection in a poem called “Love Dogs”: 

 
One night a man was crying Allah! Allah! 

His lips grew sweet with the praising, 
until a cynic said, “So! 

I have heard you calling out, but have you ever 
gotten any response?” 

The man had no answer to that. 
He quit praying and fell into a confused sleep 

where he dreamed he saw Khidr, the guide of souls, 
in a thick, green foliage. 

“Why did you stop praising?”  
“Because I never heard anything back.” 
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“This longing you express 
is the return message.” 

The grief you cry out from 
draws you toward union. 

Your pure sadness 
that wants help 
is the secret cup. 

Listen to the moan of a dog for its master. 
That whining is the connection. 

There are love dogs 
no one knows the names of. 

Give your life 
to be one of them. 

 
 
The yearning itself is the connection. 
 
But yearning rarely feels spiritual. 
It feels like the prayer that doesn’t get answered. 
The silence you can’t interpret. 
The ache that refuses to go away. 
 
Israel knew this feeling. And the carol we sing today was written out of centuries of that ache—
centuries of asking God to show up, centuries of wondering whether they were speaking into 
the void. 
 
This is where the jelly donuts come in. 
 
Because the yearning behind Hanukkah—the longing for God to come, to act, to deliver—is the 
same yearning behind “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel.” And both point to a truth we often 
forget: 
 
Sometimes the place we least expect to find God—our longing — is the place God is already 
moving. 
 
So let’s follow this longing for a moment—from ancient Israel to Eugene—and see what it has 
to teach us. 
 
Why Jelly Donuts Are a Theological Statement 
 
During Hanukkah, Jews traditionally eat foods fried in oil—including jelly donuts—to celebrate 
a very old miracle. That miracle sits inside a much larger story: a story of yearning, exile, 
resistance, and hope that was repeatedly crushed and revived. 
 
It’s a story tailor-made for Advent. 
 
In 586 BCE, Jerusalem fell to Babylon, and the Jewish people were marched into exile. When 
they returned decades later, they carried a deep conviction: They had ignored the prophets. And 
ignoring them had cost them dearly. 
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Prophetic annunciations in Scripture tend to follow this pattern: 

• The prophet warns. 
• The people ignore. 
• Disaster hits. 
• Everyone says, “Oh… the prophet was right.” 

 
Prophets change behavior — but usually too late. 
 
So after the return, the people rebuilt the Temple and recommitted themselves to loving God 
and neighbor, hoping their renewed faithfulness would clear the way for the Messiah. 
 
But history does not move in straight lines. 
 
After Alexander the Great, the Jewish homeland fell under the Seleucid Empire. These rulers 
demanded worship of the emperor as a god. Jews resisted fiercely. The Seleucid king Antiochus 
Epiphanes retaliated with brutality: storming Jerusalem, desecrating the Temple, banning Jewish 
worship, and forcing pig sacrifices on the altar. 
 
It was religious oppression designed to break a people’s soul. 
 
Enter a priest named Mattathias. He and his sons—especially Judah, nicknamed Maccabee, “the 
Hammer”—sparked an uprising. Against all odds, they drove out the Seleucids in 165 BCE and 
reclaimed the Temple. 
 
According to tradition, they found only one day’s worth of consecrated oil, but they needed 7 
days’ worth to purify the temple properly. Yet, this single day of oil kept the lamps burning not 
just for seven days, but for eight.  
 
That’s why there are eight candles on a Jewish menorah. This is also why they celebrate with 
jelly donuts—and other foods fried in oil. The menorah and the oily treats are reminders of the 
miracle. 
 
For a brief window of time, Israel tasted independence—and with it, prosperity. Israel was a 
narrow land bridge between Egypt and Mesopotamia, with two major trade routes running 
through it—one by the desert and one by the sea. When Israel controlled these trade routes, it 
reaped a fortune from taxing goods flowing in both directions—spices, textiles, food, 
metalwork—and experienced the financial and political independence that came with such 
wealth. 
 
For a Jew living in that post-revolt moment, it would have been hard not to feel that God was 
blessing their renewed faithfulness. Many imagined Israel as an expectant mother, ready at last 
to give birth to the Messiah—and the long-awaited fulfillment of the ancient promise to 
Abraham and Sarah that their descendants would become a great nation through whom the 
whole world would be blessed. 
 
Their yearning intensified. 
Their hope soared. 
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And then Rome arrived—pouring concrete onto that hope, quite literally. 
 
In 63 BCE, Rome conquered the region and quickly clamped down on Israel’s trade routes, 
siphoning off the wealth and enabling rapid troop movements across the land. The average 
Israelite would have felt squeezed between the two claws of a Roman pincer. 
 
Yet Rome had one notable limitation: while it possessed a powerful navy, it lacked a deep-water 
port in Israel itself. They could project force across the Mediterranean, but without a secure 
harbor on Israel’s coastline, they couldn’t land, supply, or rotate troops with the speed and 
scale needed to dominate the region fully. 
 
Then came hydraulic cement—the high-tech breakthrough of the ancient world. 
 
We know the modern version as Portland Cement—named not for Portland, Oregon, but for 
England’s Isle of Portland. The ancient version, however, dates to the first century BCE and was 
made with volcanic ash from the eruption of Mount Vesuvius. The formula was so advanced 
that it was eventually lost and had to be rediscovered nearly two millennia later. 
 
Herod the Great seized upon this new technology to build a massive deep-water harbor at 
Caesarea Maritima, dedicating it to Caesar Augustus. Once that harbor existed, Rome gained 
exactly what it needed: a reliable military beachhead on Israel’s coast, allowing Rome to 
reinforce and supply its garrisons at will.   
 
The average Israelite felt completely betrayed by Herod. As if the Roman pincers weren’t 
crushing enough, Herod’s harbor felt like a dagger in Israel’s side—a dagger set in concrete. 
 
This was six years before Jesus was born. 
 
Hearing “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” Through Their Ears 
 
Now hear our carol through the ears of a people crushed between empires: 
 
O come, O come, Emmanuel, 
and ransom captive Israel 
that mourns in lonely exile here… 
 
Exile in their own land. 
Exile in their own Temple. 
Exile under their own king’s engineering project. 
 
And verse two: 
 
Disperse the gloomy clouds of night, 
and death’s deep shadows put to flight… 
 
These weren’t metaphors. 
They were headlines. 
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Many of us know how today’s headlines can erode our confidence in the nation we hoped we 
were becoming. Multiply that ache many times over, and you begin to feel what Israel felt. 
 
Before moving on, I invite you to take a few moments to find a place within yourself that has 
experienced a “biblical” level of despair. It may not have been a national crisis that brought it 
about, but a personal tragedy or moment when the bottom fell out, and then a trap door 
opened even beneath that. Then let the yearning words of our carol be given voice: “O come, o 
come …!” 
 
Prophetic vs. Messianic Annunciations 
 
In Scripture, divine announcements tend to come in two very different forms: prophetic 
annunciations and messianic annunciations. 
 
Here’s where the distinction matters: 
 
Prophetic annunciations warn, “If you keep going down this road, trouble is coming.” 
Messianic annunciations proclaim, “God is about to do something new—whether you’re ready 
or not.” 
 
Prophetic annunciations depend on human response. 
Messianic annunciations depend only on God. 
 
Prophecy speaks to what we must do. 
Messianic annunciation speaks to what God will do.  
 
Into that exhaustion, that disappointment, that concrete-hardened despair, a different kind of 
announcement broke through. 
 
Jesus was that Messianic Annunciation. 
 
His message was resisted. His ministry short-lived. His life cut down. 
And yet His presence reshaped the world anyway. 
 
God came—not because humanity was prepared, but because humanity was hungry. 
 
Which is why the refrain of the carol doesn’t whisper: it soars:  
 
Rejoice! Rejoice! 
Emmanuel shall come to thee, O Israel. 
 
Shall. Not might. 
Not if you deserve it. Not if you’re spiritually awake enough. 
Shall. 
 
That’s what love does. 
 
What Yearning Wants You to Know 
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When we sing “Rejoice! Rejoice!” it’s easy to think the rejoicing comes after God arrives— 
after the miracle, 
after the guidance, 
after the clarity. 
 
But Advent insists that the rejoicing begins inside the longing itself. 
Not because the longing feels good, 
but because longing means something in you is still alive, still reaching, still listening. 
 
Rumi says the call is the response. 
The cry is the connection. 
 
And the gospel says the same thing in its own way: 
Every true yearning of the heart is already a place where God is arriving. 
 
Your unanswered questions, 
your desire for meaning, 
your ache for connection, 
your hunger for guidance— 
these are not signs of God’s absence. 
These are the brushstrokes of God’s presence. 
 
Israel learned this. 
Slowly. 
Painfully. 
Sweetly. 
And when Jesus arrived, they discovered something astonishing: 
Their longing had been the doorway God walked through. 
 
Sometimes “the most difficult roads lead to the most beautiful destinations.”1 
 
So let me leave you with something simple: 
 
The next time you see a jelly donut—or hear the quiet, aching “O” of “O come, O Come” 
sung in the dark—let that tug of desire become your prayer. 
 
Let it remind you: God is near. 
God is in the yearning. 
 
And may every sweet thing this season — 
every light, every hope, even every donut — 
draw you deeper into the One who comes to us not only in the answers, 
but in the ache that asks for them. 
 

 
1 A remarkable quote from a very unremarkable Christmas romantic comedy, Champagne Problems (Netflix, 2025). 


