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Quietly.  That’s how our scripture reading started last week, on the second Sunday in Advent.  After an angel 

silences Zechariah – quiet.  He and his wife, Elizabeth, have waited a long time to become parents.  But when 

Zechariah asks a clarifying question after the angelic news about his pending parenthood, the angel shuts him 

up.  Nine months of quiet follow.  The voiceless priest waits … for his voice and for a birth. 

 

Today, the child born to Elizabeth and Zechariah from this quiet pregnancy appears as a full-grown, high-

decibel disturber of the status quo.  John the Baptist bursts on the scene to charge up people.  He gets us ready 

for God’s most profound word, the Word made flesh, Jesus the Messiah. 

 

If you have used an airport recently, you have probably noticed new ways to charge your phone or other 

devices.  Charging stations pop up, as if some higher power knows how badly we need a charge.  Thank 

goodness.  Uncharged, we lose connections.  We can’t recall things from our memory banks.  We can’t keep 

track of our schedule, today, or in the days to come.   

 

If only there were a little battery-shaped icon on our souls, warning us when we get low on power.  Because we 

don’t always calculate our own needs and charge in time.  Sometimes, we turn up empty before we realize 

what’s happening.  Especially during this season of twinkling lights and holiday parties.  We want to be “on,” 

but often we are out of power.  

  

Holiday photos can paint an unreal picture. They show off the perfect home, family, tree, gifts, church.  The 

crowds who come to hear John may have a sense that they are living in a photo-shopped world.  Their religious 

and cultural traditions tell them to grind on, keep doing all the things they have always done, only keep trying 

harder!  But like us, they have siblings who won’t communicate, parents who over-communicate, deadlines that 

don’t forgive, children who need more love than we can summon, and minds that say “get going,” stuck in 

bodies that just want to lie down.   

 

Our traditions, religious and cultural, tell us to charge ahead at this time of year:  do more, give more, be more.  

That’s when we realize, we’ve allowed the world to hijack our hearts and minds.  We’ve forgotten to plug in to 

power for our souls, power with us in the chaos and craziness. That little battery icon on our souls too easily 

slips from green to red:  Almost out of power!  Charge now!   

 

Luke, our gospel writer, tells us when and where John’s message of new spiritual energy breaks into people’s 

lives: at a certain time, under specific rulers, in particular circumstances.  But this isn’t a history lesson to tell us 

where God’s power used to be, it’s a way of reminding us that God’s power comes to us precisely where we are 

– wherever we are.   
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In the second year of the Presidency of Donald Trump, in the seventh year of the Syrian Civil War, in the 

months after the shooting at the Tree of Life Synagogue, the word of God comes to Broad Street Presbyterian 

Church through John the Baptist. 1 

 

What does this young man in the wings have to do with center stage, with Presidents, and wars and the division 

in our country?  Luke’s answer is “Everything!” 2 

 

John bluntly tells us, then and now, that we face danger.  We are not plugged in to the source of power that can 

save us from stuff, and free us to be generous.   

 

He talks to the crowds, and to us, as if we were right there on the banks of the Jordan River:  “Care for the 

needy, practice justice.  When you have more than plenty, give to someone who has less than enough.  Share.  

Doing that will recharge your lives and prepare you for the Messiah.  You are worthy of repentance.”  They 

stand a little taller. 

 

He talks with the tax collectors, those notorious cheaters, “Take only what the state requires.  Don’t line your 

pockets.  Be fair.  Doing that will recharge your lives and prepare you for the Messiah.  You are worthy of 

repentance.”  He tells crooked tax collectors it is possible to repair broken relationships with neighbors and old 

friends. To take less and live more.  They breathe a little easier. 

He talks with the soldiers, “Don’t take advantage.  Have compassion on others.  Don’t bully.  Doing that will 

recharge your lives and prepare you for the Messiah.  You are worthy of repentance.”  Bullying doesn’t have to 

define them.  There are other ways to cope with stress.  They smile a little more. 3 

The tiny battery icons on their souls switch back to green.  They receive John’s challenges as good news.  He 

then reminds us that the best news is yet to come.  John just helps us get plugged in.  It is Jesus, who is more 

powerful than John, who will really charge us and restore us to abundant life.   

  

The abundant life that Advent promises, and Christmas delivers, is not a life lived faster, or louder, or filled 

with more stuff.  It is a life plugged into, and powered up, by the gift of God’s love.  Here’s what that life of 

love looks like in real time – our time. 

 

After the shooting at the Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh, the suspect Robert Bower, was taken to 

Allegheny General Hospital.  There, he was treated by a nurse named Ari Mahler, who is Jewish.  Mahler says,  

 

I didn’t say a word to him about my religion.  I chose not to say anything to him the entire time.  I 

wanted him to feel compassion.  I chose to show him empathy.  I felt that the best way to honor his 

victims was for a Jew to prove him wrong. 

 

Mahler says Bowers ended up thanking him for saving him, for treating him the same way [he treats] every 

other patient.  Mahler says that his father was a rabbi and that he experienced anti-Semitism as a kid.   
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Love.  That’s why I did it.  Love as an action is more powerful than words, and love in the face of evil 

gives others hope.  It demonstrates humanity.  It reaffirms why we’re all here…if my actions mean 

anything, love means everything. 4 

 

Love means everything.  It’s the source of our power and the result of our being empowered.   

John’s loud, hard-charging preaching reminds us that the most powerful force for change is not an ax lying at 

the root of a tree, but a baby lying in a manger – a baby who grows up to show us how to love one another.  

From the manger to the cross, to Easter morning, God shows us power made perfect in weakness and a love that 

will not let us go.  Plug in.  Power up.  Charge on!  Amen.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
4 https://www.dispatch.com/zz/news/20181104/jewish-nurse-i-treated-mass-shooting-suspect-out-of-love 

 


