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Sermon for the Third Sunday of Advent 
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Solemn Mass 
By the Reverend Dr. Peter R. Powell 

 
I was ordained a priest 41 years ago tomorrow.1 I was 
confident that becoming a priest would make a 
difference not only in my life but in the world. I was 
arrogant. I was a much better Episcopalian than I was 
a Christian. I was perhaps a Christian in name only. I 
knew that being a priest would give me power to 
effect change, and I knew how to save the church. Six 
months later I resigned as curate of St. Andrew’s 
Church, Murray Hill, NJ. I had had an ongoing fight 
with the rector and I was dispirited. I was attempting 
to balance being a halftime curate with fulltime study 
in the Old Testament Ph.D. program at Princeton 
Seminary. I was married and had, by June, a 1-year-old 
daughter. I was miserable. The church hadn’t noticed 
my ordination. I couldn’t work with the rector. I went 
to the rector of All Saints in Princeton,2 and he told 
me I could associate myself with them the way I am 
with you. I told him that I was lost and didn’t want to 

                                                 
1 The Rt. Rev. John M. Krumm traveled from my diocese, Southern Ohio, to ordain 
me in New Jersey. 
2 All Saints was known as the “Other Episcopal Church” in Princeton. Trinity was 
“The Church.” All Saints at that time was Anglo-Catholic. Actually, “The Church” in 
Princeton was Nassau Presbyterian. 



function as a priest. I needed to figure out what it 
meant to be ordained so I didn’t celebrate the 
Eucharist from June 1977 until Epiphany 1978. I was 
finally on my way to becoming a Christian. Epiphany 
has, therefore, always been very special for me. 
 
My growth as a Christian has not been in a straight 
line. At various and dramatic points over the last 41 
years, my life has blown up. Were you able to go back 
and interview me in 1976, I would, if I disclosed my 
inmost thoughts, have told you that I would end up 
either as the bishop of an important diocese or the 
rector of a very large parish. As I said I was a better 
Episcopalian than Christian, and I had no idea that 
faith is all about life in powerlessness. I am not a 
bishop, never even nominated, and obviously I am not 
and have never been rector of a very large parish. 

Where was I confused? I thought that ordination 
would give me power and with power I could change 
things. I am attracted to power and the pursuit of 
power. I have an unerring sense of what’s right and I 
think that my opinions deserve to be implemented. I 
have from time to time confused power with faith. 
The church is guilty of confusing faith with power. We 
see this in today’s very charged political environment 
in which some of us are accepting of politicians who 



have clearly lived lives contrary to even the most basic 
understanding of faithful life because they further the 
political goals of, these days, some conservative 
Christians. These Christians are confusing power with 
faith. If we take the Gospels as normative for 
understanding what it means to be a Christian, then it 
is clear that being Christian has nothing to do with 
having power. It has much to say about not 
conforming to power when power challenges what we 
know to be the will of God, but the Gospel does not 
give us a guidebook for gaining power so that, for 
instance, we can impose our beliefs on abortion, gay 
marriage, LGBTQ rights, the rights of individuals to 
carry weapons, even the possession of weapons in 
church, prayer in schools, the defunding of public 
schools with charter schools, etc. As you’re aware if 
you’ve ever heard me preach, I’m on the left side of 
every one of these issues. As a preacher it is my job to 
preach about how policies which deny justice violate 
the guidelines of the Gospel. The church cannot 
succumb, and still be the church, to the siren call for 
power. Christ constantly gave away power whenever 
anyone attempted to give it to him. We are called to be 
nonconformists in the power arena. Observe the laws, 
engage in civil disobedience, pay the price society 
exacts for violating the norms of those in power, and 



be faithful through it all. It’s important for me to 
stipulate clearly that embracing powerlessness does 
not mean defaulting to passivity. Powerlessness still 
seeks change and justice. It just is clear that unjust 
actions rationalized as necessary to bring about justice 
are always abusive. Powerlessness will never exercise 
power unjustly to bring about change. 

For instance the “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” 
is an example of powerlessness used justly. The 
demonstration in Tiananmen Square is an example of 
powerlessness used justly. The Umbrella Movement in 
Hong Kong is an example of powerlessness used 
justly.3 The outreach to homeless people spearheaded 
by Sister Monica is an example of powerlessness used 
justly. 

Last Sunday and this are John the Baptist Sundays. 
Last week we read from Mark on The Baptist and this 
week from John. The Gospels are clear that John the 
Baptist points to Christ and is not Christ. In the 
gospels, John the Baptist serves.4 My fervent prayer 
for many years was and is that God give me a life with 

                                                 
3 Led by a teenage Christian. 
4 Scholars believe John the Baptist founded a movement which competed with early 
Christianity for members. The Christian movement depicted John the Baptist as 
pointing to Jesus to reinterpret his ministry. We have reason to doubt that either Jesus 
Christ or John the Baptist intended to found a movement, much less one that 
continues more than two millennia later. 



meaning. Following John the Baptist and pointing to 
Christ is a life with meaning. As we prepare for the 
Feast of the Incarnation, I remind you that there are 
two characteristics of a life of powerlessness that are 
normative for Christianity. The first is that you and I, 
as Christians, are not called to be successful. We are 
called to be faithful. We do not measure the meaning 
of life by what we have achieved, what jobs we’ve held 
or how financially secure we are. Meaning for a 
Christian comes from being faithful. John the Baptist 
was faithful. He doesn’t lose his head in John’s 
Gospel5 but he does in the Synoptics. Being faithful 
means enduring even when society is rejecting us. It 
means that we don’t seek laws to impose our 
understanding of Christianity and the demands of 
Christ on others. As it happens and as you’re aware, I 
oppose all of the laws Christian conservatives demand 
to protect their faith. They fail to realize that we are 
called to be faithful not successful and that frequently 
means acknowledging powerlessness as John the 
Baptist and Christ were powerless in the face of 

                                                 
5 We read of his beheading in Matt 14:1-12; Mark 6:14-27; Luke 9:9. Herod’s 
Stepdaughter is unnamed in the Synoptics. The name Salome comes from Josephus. I 
am convinced that she was not a temptress. It is at least equally likely, and probably 
more likely, that she was a young girl whose accomplishments her mother was 
showing off. 



secular power. They were not passive, but they refused 
the high cost of power. 
 
The second note I need to make is that the only 
promise in the Gospels has nothing to do with power, 
wealth, health, or happiness. The only promise in the 
Gospels is that we will be treated no worse than our 
savior. Accepting that promise must lead us to 
embrace powerlessness. As I’ve journeyed in my life to 
accepting powerlessness, my life has gained meaning. 
 
This is not a lonely journey. Together we witness that 
there is meaning in powerlessness and hope in 
realizing that the promise of the Gospel is that we will 
be treated no worse than our savior. This of course 
leads to resurrection, but the path is passionate. 
 
So as we enter the last week of Advent, my prayer is 
that we will model powerlessness and find joy in it. 
The gospel calls us to be faithful and not successful 
and it promises us that we will be treated no worse 
than our Savior, and they crucified him. This is good 
news. 
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