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“Change Your Christmas: Give More”
Luke 3:1-14 December 9, 2018

A couple of weeks ago, after participating in a meeting I 
led a new friend in the congregation told me that he’d like to 
drop a book off for me that might be helpful in my ministry 
at Second. When he told me the title of the book, I knew 
right away why he had thought of it. Leading Change by John 
Kotter, professor emeritus of leadership at Harvard Business 
School. I devoured the book over Thanksgiving, underlining 
many of the observations Kotter makes about the challenges 
and possibilities of organizational change. The author lays 
out eight stages of change and the first is, of course, the most 
difficult. Establish a Sense of Urgency. It makes sense. If 
members of an organization don’t sense the need to change, 
nothing will change. Kotter suggests that the most significant 
impediments to meaningful change combined low levels of 
urgency with high levels of complacency. 

Enter John the Baptist. Urgency is his middle name. 
Complacency doesn’t stand a chance. John enters our 
Christmas preparations like a bull at an ornament exchange. 
Into the cuteness of candy canes and Christmas cards, the 
joyful carols of glory and peace, the sappy Hallmark movies 
(sorry), and the stillness of silent nights and candlelight, John 
the Baptist sounds an abrupt and dissonant note of judgment. 
On this second Sunday of Advent, we might ask ourselves, 
“What is he doing here? Can’t we avoid the unsavory 
sight of this unkempt prophet and the harsh sound of his 
uncompromising message during this season of light and love? 

Our focus this season is on changing our Christmas, and so it 
is probably best to just admit it: there is something about all of 
us that resists change. Even positive change is filled with doubt 
and anxiety, rooted in fear of uncertainty. You may remember 
the story of the Israelites wandering in the wilderness. Almost 
as soon as they had been liberated from the oppressive regime 
of Pharaoh, miraculously passed through the heart of the Red 
Sea, and escaped Egypt, God’s people begin to long for the 
certainty of slavery over the unpredictability of freedom…
better the devil you know. High on complacency, low on 
urgency. Change is difficult and fear of change is built right 
into the human creature. I remember watching our son Ben 
come to terms with the prospect of walking—taking those 
first steps. In his face, I could see a mix of wonder and worry, 
pride and panic, a desire to experience the freedom of letting 

go of our hands and a fear of falling flat on his face. Think of 
the last major change you experienced; I’d be willing to bet 
you’ll remember the same tension. The freedom of something 
new. The fear of failure. I can certainly relate as I reflect on 
my own experience this year. No wonder there is an industry 
devoted to the business of change management. We all know 
that to grow is to change, and we all resist the change that 
growth requires.

Think of John the Baptist as a change management 
consultant with an unorthodox methodology. And, whether 
we like it or not, his disheveled style and difficult message 
stand in the center of this Advent season. His opening line 
certainly catches our attention. “You brood of vipers! Who 
warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” Not quite, “The 
Lord be with you.”

And yet, here’s what catches me every time I read this story: 
crowds flock to John’s wilderness outpost to hear his words 
and receive his baptism. John does not sugarcoat his message, 
he does not send cute invitations or hang balloons but the 
word spreads and people of all kinds come to hear his message 
of change. Why do they come?

I believe they journey to John in the wilderness because his 
preaching revives a nerve deadened by the monotonous tedium 
of smug sameness. His voice crying out in the wilderness is 
a refreshing wake-up call, a chance to make a real change, to 
break free from the ordinary and see God in a new way. High 
urgency. Low complacency. 

Then, as now, people sensed the need for something 
different in their lives and in the world. John invites us to the 
wilderness; it is the place least pretension and greatest honesty. 
We find it on a therapist’s couch or a friend’s kitchen table. 
We find it in the vulnerability of grief and loss, in the power 
of human love. The wilderness is the place where we can say 
without protective piety, “I need a change. I need to change”

When we are in the wilderness with John the Baptist, we 
can acknowledge the pain we cause and carry. We can admit 
that this season holds as much grief as joy for many of us. And, 
we can seek to do something about it. Because John’s message 
does not just counsel confession; it demands repentance.
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In Hebrew, the word means “to turn around”. In Greek, it 
means “to change”. To repent is to turn around and face the 
right way, to change your life in some meaningful way. To 
repent means to stop refusing to be whom God created us 
to be. This Advent, I wonder where we might need to turn 
around. I wonder which parts of our lives might need the 
words of John the Baptist. His message is “Look at yourself. 
Examine your life. There is room for improvement. None of us 
is perfect. We all need a Savior.” And, it is good news.

That possibility is signified in the ritual of baptism. John 
stood there shouting the gospel and crowds of people lined up 
to walk into the Jordan River and get ready for new life. When 
he dipped them into that water, something was different. 
Baptism is rooted in the faith that we can change. That it’s not 
too late. There is still time. Still hope. Always hope.

How many times have you reached the end of your 
rope? Maybe you are there now. I can’t keep living this way. 
I need to find a way to change my life. I can’t go on unless 
something is different. And what to say about our world? So 
deeply and painfully divided. Entrenched viewpoints and no 
commitment to dialogue. Acts of violence and injustice. The 
dehumanizing effect of labeling the other. Surely we can all 
agree that something needs to change—something deeper 
than painted smiles and Santa hats.

John has some very specific suggestions of how we are to 
repent. He begins by demanding that his followers bear fruit 
worthy of repentance. That is, if your heart is changed, your life 
should show it. For John, it is not enough that we experience 
the joy and beauty of Christ’s birth and feel good about it. The 
change must be lived to be real. 

But John gets even more specific than that when asked by 
the crowds, “What then should we do?” It is the opportunity 
he has been waiting for all along. His demanding words have 
awakened his audience and piqued their interest. What then 
should we do? How can we live as we were intended to live? 
How can we testify to the change in our lives? How can we 
bear fruit worthy of repentance?

John’s suggestions are profoundly simple. If you have two 
coats, share with someone who has none. If you have more 
food than you need, share with the hungry. Be honest in 
your interactions with others. Live with integrity in your 
professional and personal lives. Give more.

Here in the middle of Advent, many of us are asking the same 
question that occupied the hearts and minds of John’s crowd. 
What then should we do? How are we to open ourselves to 
true change and repentance? The answer is this: share your 

life with those you love; share your possessions with those in 
need; come to worship and allow the power of God’s presence 
to wash over you. Give in to the meaning of Emmanuel. God 
is among us. If we believe that truth, it will change our living 
and our giving. 

There are many ways for us to celebrate this December, but 
none will be more life-changing or joy-giving than this: take 
some time to do something for someone else in Jesus’ name. 
Give more of what matters most—like the gift of presence. 
Celebrate Jesus’ birth by following John’s advice to give more. 
Turn around and live differently. Make a meaningful change. 

This week, Second Presbyterian Church has been abuzz 
with the activity of Christmas Benevolence, an annual mission 
and outreach to our neighbors that provides Christmas joy 
and necessities for hundreds of our neighbors. As a first-
timer, it is a wonder to behold. Early Wednesday morning, a 
member of the congregation wrote me to share an experience 
that changed her family’s Christmas. She and her husband had 
come to the church the evening before to help a family find 
and choose clothing. They ended up waiting over an hour for 
the family to arrive—she related to comments last week about 
my own impatience. Finally, a frazzled mother arrived with 
three boys, aged 1, 3, and 5. For an hour and a half, while her 
husband played with the kids, the member helped the mother 
find warm clothes for her family. In that time together, she 
had the chance to slow down long enough to hear the woman’s 
story. Her challenges; her love for her children; her gratitude 
for this ministry. The member closed her email, “That’s what 
God had us waiting for, and it was special.”

We need the disruptive, jarring voice of John the Baptist 
this season. We need this promise he offers—there is still 
time. Still time to invite God to the center of our celebration. 
Still time to do it all differently. Still time to turn around. Still 
time. Every valley shall be filled. Every hill made low. All flesh 
shall see the salvation of God. Just Wait. Give more. In simple 
words of kindness and generous acts of compassion, God is on 
the move. Amen.


