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Most of us live—often without realizing it—under a shared assumption about power. 
 
Earthly power works through force: 
the more, the better. 
Through size: 
the bigger, the better. 
Through speed: 
the faster, the better. 
 
That is the logic of empire. 
It’s how armies advance, markets dominate, and leaders secure control. 
 
But Christianity—at least at its best—has always made a strange and unsettling claim: 
that spiritual power works in the opposite direction. 
 
Not through force, 
but through smallness. 
Not through noise, 
but through stillness. 
Not through effortful domination, 
but through something closer to effortlessness. 
 
The apostle Paul gives this paradox its most distilled expression when he writes of what he 
heard from Christ: 
 
“My power is made perfect in weakness.” 
 
That line can sound mystical—almost impractical—until we recognize how grounded it actually 
is. 
 
Think about learning how to drive. 
 
The first time you merge onto a freeway, your whole body tightens. 
Your pulse jumps. 
Your hands grip the wheel. 
Your mind races as you pour tremendous energy into staying in the right lane at the right 
speed. 
 
But over time, something changes. 
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You stop forcing it. 
You relax. 
You begin to sense the flow of traffic. 
Your body makes constant, subtle adjustments without conscious strain. 
 
And paradoxically, it is then— 
when you are expending less effort, not more— 
that you are driving with greater awareness, safety, and control. 
 
The power hasn’t disappeared. 
It has been internalized. 
Refined. 
Aligned. 
 
That is how spiritual power works. 
 
Which raises a serious question—especially on a night like this, in a world shaped by empire: 
 
Can power that works through weakness, stillness, and smallness actually 
overcome the louder, faster, more forceful powers of the world? 
Or is it simply a beautiful idea that gets crushed by reality? 
 
I don’t know whether stillness overcomes the powers of the world. 
I only know that when I lose stillness, the powers of the world overcome me. 
Stillness isn’t how I try to control the world. 
It’s how I keep the world from controlling me. 
 
And sometimes—almost as a byproduct rather than a goal—the kind of power that manifests as 
weakness, stillness, and quiet does ripple outward into the world. 
Consider the origin of our carol, Silent Night.  
 
In Oberndorf bei Salzburg, a small village along the Salzach River, on Christmas Eve, 
1818, Europe was still reeling. 
 
The Napoleonic Wars had ended only three years earlier. 
Borders had been redrawn. 
Economies were fragile. 
The climate itself had turned harsh—1816 was remembered as “the Year Without a Summer.” 
 
People were exhausted—politically, economically, spiritually. 
 
The parish church of St. Nicholas in Oberndorf was no cathedral. 
It served salt-barge workers and their families and sat close enough to the river that flooding 
was common. 
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According to long-held tradition, the church’s organ was not playable that night—possibly 
damaged by moisture from a recent flood, or perhaps by mice. The details remain uncertain. 
What matters is what happened next. 
 
The assistant priest, Joseph Mohr, had written a poem two years earlier, in 1816. 
Six simple verses—marked not by triumph, but by aching gentleness. 
 
On December 24th, 1818, in need of Christmas music that wasn’t written for organ,Mohr 
carried the poem to the nearby village of Arnsdorf, where the schoolteacher and organist 
Franz Xaver Gruber lived. 
 
Gruber set the poem to music that very day—for guitar. Already, power was being rerouted. 
 
That night: 
Mohr sang tenor 
Gruber sang bass 
A guitar carried the melody 
 
No choir. 
No spectacle. 
No sense that history was being made. 
 
Just: 
 
Silent night. 
Holy night. 
All is calm. 
All is bright. 
 
And then—quietly, almost accidentally—the song began to travel. 
 
Curiously, according to tradition, this little carol, created in a church with a broken organ, was 
spread by an organ builder and repairman named Karl Mauracher, who heard it and 
spread it along his regional service route. It spread astonishingly fast, especially for a song with 
no institutional backing. Rather, local parish and craft networks, took up the song, and traveling 
musicians who sang “Silent Night” in marketplaces and inns.  
 
Within a year, one of these traveling groups, the Rainer family, sang “Silent Night” for Emperor 
Franz I of Austria and Tsar Alexander I of Russia. And after twenty years circulating around 
Europe, “Silent Night” came to America in 1839, where it was sung outside Trinity Church in 
New York City. 
 
A song born in obscurity had circled the globe. 
 
Not because it was promoted. 
Not because it was powerful in empire’s terms. 
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But because it carried a different kind of power. 
 
And that, of course, is not just the story of Silent Night. 
 
It is the story of Christianity itself— 
born not in Rome, but on the margins; 
carried not by armies, but by communities; 
spreading first not by force, but by resonance. 
 
And even when Christianity later aligned itself with empire— 
often disastrously— 
this older, quieter power never disappeared. 
It kept re-emerging wherever faith loosened its grip on control 
and trusted the strength of love instead. 
 
Empire is loud because it is afraid of being forgotten. 
 
So when we sing Silent Night tonight, we are not indulging nostalgia. 
 
We are rehearsing a radical claim: 
 
That stillness can quiet chaos. 
That smallness can outlast domination. 
That power made perfect in weakness is not a fantasy—but a force history keeps 
underestimating. 
 
And perhaps the real question for us is not whether this power works. 
 
The question is whether we are willing to trust it, especially when trusting it changes us before 
it changes anything else. 
 
We loosen our grip. 
We stop forcing outcomes … 
 
believing that even now—especially now— 
a truly still and silent night  
acts like a light in the darkness  
that the darkness cannot overcome. 


