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“Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for he has looked favorably on his people and 
redeemed them. He has raised up a mighty savior for us in the house of his servant David, as he 
spoke through the mouth of his holy prophets from of old, that we would be saved from our 
enemies and from the hand of all who hate us. Thus he has shown the mercy promised to our 
ancestors, and has remembered his holy covenant, the oath that he swore to our ancestor 
Abraham, to grant us that we, being rescued from the hands of our enemies, might serve him 
without fear, in holiness and righteousness before him all our days. And you, child, will be 
called the prophet of the Most High; for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, to give 
knowledge of salvation to his people by the forgiveness of their sins. By the tender mercy of our 
God, the dawn from on high will break upon us, to give light to those who sit in darkness and in 
the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.” 
 

Last night, I was talking to an old Baptist chaplain named John at a small 

downtown wedding. I had been asked to stand with him as he presided at his 

daughter Debra’s wedding. Before the wedding began, John told me that he had 

asked his future son-in-law—a rancher and a very good man, but not a man of 

many words—to pray for him. He said he would, and John responded, “Thanks. I 

need the prayers and you need the practice.” Wise man. We all need the prayers. 

These days, we also all need the practice. 

You don’t have to be a human seismograph to feel the world shaking beneath 

your feet. Massacres in schools, in the workplace, in churches, in the streets. 

Terror and fear stalk the peoples of the earth. America is still engaged in the two 

longest wars in our history, in Iraq and Afghanistan. A child born since 9/11 has 

never known a single day when the United States was not at war somewhere. The 

world is starting to look more and more like George Orwell’s great dystopian 

novel, 1984, in which alliances shifted, but the war among them never ended. 

Islam is at war with itself. Our brothers and sisters in Christ are undergoing 
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horrific persecution in the Middle East, sub-Saharan Africa and Central Asia. 

Here in the west, the Church is in turmoil. One historian said that this is 

Christianity’s most unsettling time since the days of the Reformation and the 

Counter-Reformation—a colossal overturning of ancient verities. Things can 

change so fast, and technology is a force multiplier. ISIS, for all of its savage, 

apocalyptic cruelty, is brilliant in its use of social media, its capacity to lure in 

the gullible from a distance of 10,000 miles away. A gifted hacker sitting in a 

warehouse in China can steal our identities, our credit, our security. But why 

should we be afraid? What do we have to fear? After all, we have…stuff! We 

have lots of stuff! We are loaded with stuff! We have more stuff than we know 

what to do with! After Christmas, we will have still more stuff! Doesn’t that 

make us feel better? Doesn’t that make us more secure? What’s that? Our stuff 

doesn’t make us secure? Then what does? What can we truly trust? Where is the 

rock on which we can stand? 

Tomorrow is December 7, the 74th anniversary of Pearl Harbor—a day 

within the living memory of many gathered here today, a day that will forever 

live in infamy. Human affairs were at their lowest ebb then. Here at home, 

Americans—not yet fully emerged from the Great Depression—were unwillingly 

propelled into World War II, the deadliest, most cataclysmic event in human 

history. What do we call the generation who had been children during the 

Depression, and young adults during that terrible war? Nowadays, we call them, 

and rightly so, “the Greatest Generation.” But they didn’t start off being the 

Greatest Generation. They started off being a shining example of an Unlucky 

Generation. Precious little was handed to them, except a code of values and a 

spirit rooted in a life of faith. It was adherence to those values—plus courage, 
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strength, generosity of heart, self-sacrifice, and a willingness to repent of sins, 

both personal and communal—that, over the passing of the years, transformed 

that generation from the Unlucky into the Great. 

 Yesterday, thinking about all that, I listened again to a speech given by 

Winston Churchill in 1940, after France had surrendered to Nazi Germany. At 

the time of Churchill’s address, 16 nations in Europe had been annexed by, 

surrendered to, or would soon be invaded by, Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, or the 

Soviet Union, Germany’s early partner in the dismemberment of central Europe. 

The United States was still 18 months away from entering the war, while Nazi 

Germany and the Soviet Union were allies in everything but name until Hitler 

decided to invade in June, 1941. After France fell, Great Britain stood alone 

against the Axis. 

 Via the wonder of radio, Churchill’s words were heard throughout Great 

Britain, and later re-broadcast in the United States and Canada. I have listened to 

this speech multiple times, but yesterday there was a phrase that caught my 

attention in ways it never had before. Bear with me while I read some of what 

Churchill said, and see if you can pick up that phrase: 

…(T)he Battle of France is over. I expect that the Battle of Britain is 
about to begin. Upon this battle depends the survival of Christian 
civilization…If we can stand up to him, all Europe may be free and the 
life of the world may move forward into broad, sunlit uplands. But if we 
fail, then the whole world, including the United States, including all that 
we have known and cared for, will sink into the abyss of a new Dark Age 
made more sinister, and perhaps more protracted, by the lights of 
perverted science. 

 
 The phrase that struck me was this: “the survival of Christian civilization.” 

What did Churchill mean by “Christian civilization?” Did he simply mean the 
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great churches and cathedrals, the beautiful art and music, the great intellectual 

legacy, the God-inspired works of charity? Or did he mean something more—a 

way of looking at the world that was different from the world of Hitler and Stalin 

and the other despots? In Biblical teaching (the foundation of Christian 

civilization), all people are made in the image of God and because they are, their 

lives possess an inherent dignity; in Biblical teaching, people are taught to love 

their neighbors as themselves; in Biblical teaching, it is forbidden to murder, 

steal, bear false witness, commit adultery, or covet what belongs to one’s 

neighbor. In Biblical teaching, people are answerable to God for how they treat 

each other. Those values—that way of understanding the world—were not shared 

by the tyrannies. Richard Langworth, a Churchill scholar and Senior Research 

Fellow at Hillsdale College, wrote: 

When Churchill in speeches referred to “Christian civilization” (a phrase 
I have actually seen edited out of certain modern renditions) he did not 
mean to exclude Jews or Buddhists or Muslims. He meant those words in 
a much broader sense. Just as, to Churchill, the word “man” meant 
humanity, his allusions to Christianity embodied principles he considered 
universal: the Ten Commandments (a “judgmental” set of moral 
imperatives now expunged from certain public places); the Sermon on 
the Mount; the Golden Rule; charity; forgiveness; courage. 

 
 You don’t have to be triumphalist, or hold other faiths in contempt, in 

order to cherish what Churchill called “Christian civilization.” In fact, holding 

the believers of other faiths in contempt is unworthy of any Christian. We are 

all made in the image of God; we are all children of God. But you would have 

to be so open-minded that your brains fall out not to acknowledge and cherish 

the priceless Christian patrimony we have inherited, and now, in this 

relentlessly secular age, so fecklessly squander. What does it mean that 
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Churchill’s use of the words “Christian civilization” are expunged from 

various modern texts, or the Ten Commandments from the Capitol Grounds of 

Oklahoma, despite the strong opposition of the governor, the legislature and 

the vast majority of Oklahomans? Are the words profane? Are they offensive? 

Are they meaningless? What wasteful, forgetful people we postmodern types 

are. Materially. Intellectually. Spiritually. We have inherited pearls beyond 

price. And we are so ready to throw them away because we do not know their 

value. 

*** 

 The context of today’s scripture has to do with the birth of John the 

Baptist. John’s father, Zechariah, was a high priest at the Temple in Jerusalem. 

He and his wife, Elizabeth, were old and childless—a situation that could 

result in destitution if they were ever incapacitated. Zechariah and Elizabeth 

were both “righteous before God, walking blamelessly in all the 

commandments and statutes of the Lord.” For 700 years, their people—the 

small remnant of what had once been the mighty kingdom of Israel—had 

prayed for a deliverer, a Messiah: “How long, O Lord, how long?” At the time 

of our scripture, Jerusalem was occupied by the Roman Empire. Jerusalem 

was almost always occupied by one foreign power or another. Zechariah was 

on duty that day, expecting, no doubt, that nothing would change, for it never 

had. But there, in the Holy of Holies, the most sacred room in all the Temple, 

he encountered the angel Gabriel, who told him that he and Elizabeth were, 

despite their AARP cards, about to become parents of a baby whom they 

would name John. Gabriel told Zechariah about some of the things this child 

would be and do: he would be “great before the Lord” and “filled with the 
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Holy Spirit, even from his mother’s womb.” He would “turn the hearts of 

parents to their children,” and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, “to 

make ready for the Lord a people prepared.” Angel or not, Zechariah was 

dubious about Gabriel’s foreknowledge. Because he doubted, he was rendered 

unable to speak until after John came into the world. While Elizabeth was still 

in a family way, Gabriel appeared to Mary, Elizabeth’s much younger 

kinswoman, and imparted to her some extravagant promises about the child 

Mary would conceive and bear. Two very unlikely—no, impossible—

pregnancies, one to a woman long past child-bearing years, the other to a 

virgin. When the two expectant mothers met, the baby in Elizabeth’s womb 

leapt for joy at the proximity of the baby in Mary’s. 

 Once John was born, Zechariah’s speech impairment disappeared. In 

today’s scripture reading, he exulted in all the wonderful things God would do: 

save believers from their enemies and all those who hated them; make them 

brave to serve the Lord in holiness and righteousness all of their days. And his 

son—his newborn son—would be an instrument in that miraculous work, as 

the “prophet of the Most High,” “to go before the Lord to prepare his ways,” 

to call God’s people to seek salvation in the forgiveness of their sins. Gabriel 

did not tell Zechariah—and Zechariah did not proclaim—that this newborn 

child would have a long, blissful, prosperous life, and John did not. Instead, he 

lived, and died, calling people to repentance and proclaiming the coming of 

the Lord. That was his purpose. Therein was his meaning. In preparing the 

way for the coming of Christ, he did the great thing he was born to do. John 

stood upon a rock. 
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  You have a purpose, too. Your life has meaning. The culture might be 

quicksand.  But if you stand upon the Word of God, you stand upon a rock, the 

very Rock of Ages. 

* * * 

 Last Wednesday, as we all sadly know, there was yet another domestic 

massacre, this one at the Inland Regional Center in San Bernandino, California. 

With the dead and wounded still bleeding out upon the floor, one of the killers, a 

wife and new mother named Tafsheen Malick, declared, on Facebook, her loyalty 

to Abu Bakr al-Bagdadi, the self-declared caliph of the Islamic State (ISIS). ISIS 

praised what she and her American-born husband, Syed Farook, had done. 

 The shooting spree left 14 people dead and 21 wounded. Two of the victims 

were named Shannon Johnson and Denise Peraza. Shannon was 45, a big, burly, 

bearded guy from Georgia. He’d been employed by the County Health 

Department for 11 years, and was friends with everybody, including Syed 

Farook, his co-worker. The employees had all gathered together for a large 

planning meeting, the kind with PowerPoint presentations, long-winded talks, 

and little hors d’oeuvres, the kind of meeting we’ve all been at in which eyes roll, 

heads nod, and multiple covert text messages are sent—the kind of meeting in 

which the clock seems to stop. In fact, that’s what Shannon had just said to 

Denise—that the clock on the wall must be broken, because it sure didn’t seem to 

be moving. Soon after he said that, the door burst open, and two people dressed 

in black, wearing tactical gear and armed with assault weapons, started firing into 

the crowd. 70 shell casings were later retrieved. Shannon grabbed Denise, pulled 

her down, and sheltered her with his body. From her hospital bed, she wrote out a 

statement which her husband gave to CNN. She wanted the world to know what 
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Shannon had done. She said, “I will always remember his left arm wrapped 

around me, holding me as close as possible next to him behind that chair. And 

amidst all the chaos, I’ll always remember him saying, ‘I got you.’” I got you. 

Shannon was killed; but because he shielded Denise, she will survive. In what 

dark and bloody soil does strength, and courage, and the spirit of self-sacrifice 

grow. I got you… 

 Yes, these are dark, troubling, times, and the portents for the near future are 

not good. If the ground is trembling beneath our feet, and it is, then take comfort 

in knowing that if we strive to lead our lives as the Lord would have us lead 

them, there will always be one great rock for us to stand upon, the unshakeable 

Rock of Ages. There is only one future worth trusting, and that is the one where 

we trust in the power and mercy of God at all times, in all places, in all 

circumstances. It does mean that we will be safe from harm. It does mean that we 

will be saved by the grace of God for all eternity. As the Psalmist says, 

 Blessed are those who fear the Lord, 

 who greatly delight in his commandments… 

 They rise in the darkness as a light for the upright… 

 For the righteous will never be moved… 

 They are not afraid of evil tidings; 

 their hearts are firm, secure in the Lord. 

 He’s got us. 

           Amen. 
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