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On this first Sunday of Advent, we light the candle of Hope.  We are a people of hope.  We hope that 
soon the Coronavirus will be eradicated.  We hope that we will be able to gather together to celebrate 
Christmas.  We hope and we pray that life will return to some semblance of normality soon.  
This morning we are going to look in depth at the story of the hope and prayers of Elizabeth and 
Zechariah.  They were getting on in years and they had no children.  They both had hoped and prayed 
for a child, but they had no children.  In those days to be without children was considered a curse.  
The people believed that God was punishing them because either the husband or the wife was not 
living a life pleasing to God.   Yet, Zechariah and Elizabeth were, according to the scriptures, righteous 
before God.   
 
Zechariah and Elizabeth lived in the hill country, several miles outside the city of Jerusalem.  
Zechariah was a priest and when it was his tribes turn to perform the regular temple duties, he 
traveled to Jerusalem.  There were a number of priests in each tribe, so they cast lots to see who would 
serve in the Holy Place in the Temple.  It was an honor and a sign that the priest chosen was favored 
by God.  This time, Zechariah was the lucky one chosen to enter the temple and burn incense on the 
altar.   
 
Now for centuries the Israelites had received regular messages from God.  The messengers were 
prophets who told the Israelites what God wanted from them and how they were to live.  But, the 
people had not had a message from God in many generations and they were beginning to doubt.  They 
were desperate for a word from God.  Each time a priest entered the Holy Place, they hoped he would 
receive a message from God.  Zechariah hoped to receive a message from God so when he was finished 
in the temple he could come out and share that message with the people waiting outside.   
Zechariah, I think I’ll just call him Zak from now on, we’ve spent a lot of time together over the past 
couple of weeks and I feel like we are close.   I don’t think he would mind.  Anyway, Zak is just doing 
his job.  He arrives in the Holy place and suddenly an angel appears.  The angel, Gabriel, tells Zak that 
he has come with a message from God.   
 
Really!  I mean, can you just imagine.  You have come into the sanctuary alone, maybe just for a 
minute of quiet time, maybe to pray, maybe to check the candles for the Sunday service…and 
suddenly, you are not alone.  You are stunned.  What could this mean?  You just stand there with your 
mouth hanging open and listen as the angel speaks.  I’m sure this was what Zak was experiencing. 
Wait!!!  What did the angel say?  Really?  You’ve got to be kidding!  The angel tells Zak that his 
prayers were being answered.  He and Elizabeth would have a son. 
 
Apparently, Gabriel is the angel God sends to tell humans they’re pregnant.  Now it was the doctor 
who told me I was with child…not an angel.  Yet, even that was a message of hope.  Babies are hope.  
Yet, sometimes hearing that you are going to have a child can be surprising, even shocking…it 
certainly was for Zak.  He must have looked shocked because Gabriel tells Zak not to be afraid.   
I don’t know about you but if an angel appeared to me and delivered a message that I was to have a 
child, I think I would be afraid.  Afraid I was seeing things.  Afraid…what would people think if 
someone my age became pregnant?    
 



Gabriel, informs Zak that not only will he and Elizabeth have a child, it will be a son and this son will 
not be just any baby, he will be special.  He will grow up to be like the prophet Elijah and will prepare 
the way for the coming of God’s Messiah. 
 
Well Zak…was, no doubt wondering how could this be?  How could he and Elizabeth well into their 
old age be about to become parents?  I mean, it is not surprising that he doubted, but I guess it’s not a 
good idea to doubt the word of Gabriel.  He asks, “How will I know that this is so?”  In other words, 
“Gab, prove it.  Give me a sign.” 
 
Maybe Gab didn’t like having to prove his message so, he gave Zak a sign that he couldn’t miss.   Zak 
was unable to speak…and he would not be able to speak until after the baby was born…and, by the 
way, Zak, you are to name the baby, John. 
You know if God’s angel appeared to me, I would want him or her to hang around for a bit.  Let me get 
a selfie.  Can you come outside and tell the crowd what you just told me.  Wait, I’ve got a couple of 
questions…and a message for you to take back to God.  Don’t leave!  Well, apparently Gab had no time 
for chitchat.  So, Zak was on his own.   
 
Zak was expected to come out of the holy place and give a blessing to the people.  I’m sure the people 
were getting restless.  Zak had been in there a long time.  What was taking so long?  But, when Zak 
comes out…he can’t speak…nothing.   
 
Can you imagine the sign language as he tried to tell them he’d seen an angel?  How could he even 
begin to tell them that the message, the word from God, was that he and Elizabeth would become 
parents and that their son would be the one to prepare the way for the Messiah?  Somehow, the 
people understood that Zak had seen a vision. 
 
When he returned home, it wasn’t long before, lo and behold, Elizabeth was with child.  While Zak 
wasn’t able to spread the good news, there was nothing preventing Elizabeth from going online or on 
the talk shows and proclaiming what God had done for her.  She rather proudly proclaimed that God 
had taken away the disgrace of being barren that she had endured for so long. 
What did Zak say?  Nothing.  He was silent for the entire nine months.  Imagine that!  Nine months of 
simply listening, nine months to ponder the angel’s message, nine months of trying to discern what all 
of this might mean.  
 
Now, there’s no mention of the nine months of waiting Elizabeth endured…the backaches, the 
morning sickness, the swollen feet.  Yet, I’m sure Elizabeth was so thrilled to be with child that 
nothing could possibly diminish her joy.  The only thing we learn about what she experienced during 
those nine months was a visit from her cousin, Mary, and how the baby in Elizabeth’s womb jumped 
when Mary entered the house.  Stay tune, more about this event, next week. 
 
Then after nine months…just like all babies…Zak and Elizabeth’s son arrives.  Zak is finally able to 
hold his son in his arms.  He is so filled with joy that he breaks into song…the very first Christmas 
Carol ever. 
 
While this doesn’t seem like a traditional carol that we might sing during the Christmas holidays, it 
was Zak’s song of joy and praise and hope and love.  It is the responsive reading we shared this 
morning. 
 
Have you ever been so filled with joy that you just couldn’t contain yourself?  When I think about a 
moment like that, I recall the birth of my first daughter, Tammy.  Now, to understand what this was 
so joyful, you need to know that my husband was one of 5 boys…no girls.  Each of his four older 
brothers had a combined total of 9 boys, only 2 girls.  Our first child was a boy.  While I was thrilled 



when he was born, I feared that the chances of my ever getting a girl were pretty slim.  I hoped and 
prayed for a girl.  In those days you didn’t get to find out the sex of the child until the baby was born.  
After a very lengthy four days of labor, the baby finally arrived and when they told me I had a healthy 
little girl, I just kept saying over and over, “I got my girl. I got my girl.  I got my girl.”  I wasn’t as 
articulate as Zak, but I was just as thrilled.  It was the most joyous moment I had ever experienced.  Of 
course, I got a little carried away and in the years ahead I followed that with two more beautiful little 
girls.  Just showing off!!! 
 
So, I can understand how Zak, who had hoped and prayed and waited and been silent for so long, was 
filled with song.   After such a long time of waiting, God had blessed them with a child, a son.   Not 
just any baby boy, but the one who would prepare the way for the coming of the Messiah. 
Eight days later when they presented the baby for circumcision, it was expected that he would be 
named after his father, but both Elizabeth and Zak were adamant.  The child would be named John.   
This child would one day become known as John, the Baptist.  He would be a prophet like Elijah.  He 
would be considered different…he would live in the wilderness and he would call the people to repent 
of their sinful ways and to prepare for the coming of the Messiah.  He would call them to prepare 
themselves.  They would be receiving a word from God…the word made flesh in the coming of their 
long awaited savior. 
So, what does this mean for us?  Advent is a time when we are called to wait and to hope and to pray.  
It is a time when we are called to repentance and to prepare ourselves for the coming of our long 
awaited Savior.  Let’s hear again the words of the Song that Zak sang as he celebrated the birth of his 
son.  He sang:  
(Chris, please put this section or the whole Canticle up on the screen.) 
 You, child, shall be called the prophet of the Most High, for you will go before the 
Lord to prepare the way, to give God’s people knowledge of salvation by the forgiveness 
of their sins.  In the tender compassion of our God the dawn from on high shall break 
upon us, to shine on those who dwell in darkness and the shadow of death, and to guide 
our feet into the way of peace.” 
 
On this first Sunday of Advent, we look at our world and we see so much sin and darkness, we see so 
much suffering and we long to experience once again God’s compassion…to bring us light in the 
darkness and to guide us in the way of peace.   
 
This Advent we pray for a Christmas miracle.  May the message of Zechariah’s song, fill our hearts 
with hope that Jesus, our Savior, will be born anew in each one of us and that we may have hope and 
love and joy and peace. 
 
This advent will be like none other.  Perhaps this year when we are unable to do much of the activity 
we normally do during December, we will have time to really be quiet and to contemplate what it 
means that the Savior of the world came to dwell among us.  Perhaps this year we will be able to be 
quiet and prepare our hearts to receive the long-awaited Messiah. 

  

 


