
 

 

Since it is Christmas Eve, I thought that we 

might play a game to start the sermon. I want 

you to imagine that you have received an 

enormous sum as a gift. The amount is of such 

significance that it can easily be called a 

treasure. It is a total surprise. You have not 

done anything to deserve it. The difficulties 

begin almost immediately because you are 

called away for an unexpected crisis and within 

a very short amount of time, you 

must decide who you are going 

to trust with the treasure. There 

isn’t time to take it to the bank. 

There isn’t even time to bury it 

under the oak tree in the 

backyard. You have to entrust 

the treasure with someone. With 

whom would you leave it? 

 

Like a banker. Who might invest it and lose 

everything. 

 

Like the preacher. Who might use the money 

to pay off the church debt or give it to the poor. 

 

Like with a friend. Who might use the money to 

pay off their mortgage. 

 

Like a family member. Who would want to split 

it up with others. 

 

When we read the first several chapters of 

Luke’s gospel, we find a divine version of the 

game we have just played. God had been 

searching for centuries for some place in 

human life to leave treasure. It was not silver, 

but a treasure of good news. It was not cold, 

hard cash, but the deep, rich and abiding 

promise that, when all is said done, we are not 

alone, and that God is working in this world to 

set things right. The treasure is that someday, 

in spite of current appearances, the swords will 
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Something Is About to Happen 

be beaten into plowshares and peace will flow 

like a river. The treasure is that one day justice 

will cover the earth like the sea; and empty 

barns, empty stomachs, and empty hearts will 

all be filled with grain and honey, joy and hope. 

The only problem is: where do you leave a 

treasure like this so that it will be preserved, 

cherished and nurtured? 

 

Back in chapter 1 of Luke’s gospel, we find that 

God tried to leave the treasure with a priest by 

the name of Zechariah. As a priest, one of his 

duties was to travel to Jerusalem once a year to 

serve with other priests in the Temple. Once 

there, they prepared the sacrifices, lit candles, 

burned incense, swept the floors, and I suppose 

they printed the bulletins, answered the phones, 

and wrote articles for the bi-weekly newsletter 

as well. 

 

During this time of highlighted service, the 

priests on duty cast lots to decide who would 

perform the highest and holiest act of all. Only 

once in a lifetime could a priest be chosen to 

enter the inner sanctuary to light the incense at 

the high altar. Jewish scholars tell us that so 

sacred and holy was this event that there was 

concern that the chosen priest might be so 

overcome with emotion over being in the 

presence of God that he might faint. So, in 

order to be able to retrieve an unconscious 

priest and to prevent anyone else from going 

into the Holy of Holies and thus make it 

unclean, a rope was tied around the priest’s 

ankle. In the event that he should swoon, the 

others could simply pull him out! 

 

His primary task while in the Holy of Holies was 

to light incense. It was believed that the smoke 

from the incense carried the prayers of the 

people to God, perfuming them as they rose 

into God’s presence. Then, the priest would 

return to the sanctuary to bless the people, 

representing God to them as he had just 

represented them, the people, to God. It was a 

privilege that no priest could do twice in his 

lifetime and some never got to do it all. 
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Well, on this particular year, when the lots were cast, 

Zechariah was chosen to be the priest to burn the incense 

in the Holy of Holies. It was the greatest honor of his life. 

He entered the Holy of 

Holies while the multitudes 

waited outside praying. He 

lit the incense and behold 

something remarkable 

happened. An angel 

appeared and of course, 

the angel began his 

announcement with what 

angels always say. Do you remember? Yes, the angel 

said, “Do not be afraid! Something important, something 

new, something wonderful is about to happen. Your wife, 

Elizabeth will conceive, and you will be a father!” 

 

Now the scriptural account says that Zechariah was 

gripped by fear when he saw the angel. What did he 

expect after all??? Maybe he was so consumed with 

performing his duties correctly, that he had forgotten in 

whose living room he was standing! Or maybe he suffered 

from the curse of the professionally religious who are more 

amazed than anyone else when God really does show up, 

especially in church! 

 

Nonetheless, the presence of this divine being is more 

than Zechariah can process at one time. Startled, stunned, 

surprised, and amazed, Zechariah asks a question: “How 

shall I know this for certain?” And for his questioning of the 

angel’s message, Zechariah is struck dumb. For nine 

months, an entire gestation period, Zechariah cannot utter 

a word, but he can, apparently, do other things, for 

Elizabeth is soon pregnant. 

 

The commentaries have a field day with Zechariah’s 

question to the angel. They say that he is made 

speechless because he is disbelieving. I wonder if this is 

really what is happening, for wouldn’t it seem more 

accurate to say that it was a failure of imagination or a fear 

of disappointment or, even better, a habit of 

hopelessness? However we want to explain it, the 

sadness of it is that he could not receive the responsibility 

for the treasure that God wanted to entrust to him. 

Zechariah, who thought holy thoughts and handled holy 

things and performed holy deeds was not the place to 

leave the treasure, because of his faithless question: “How 

shall I know this for 

certain?”  

 

At the beginning of 

chapter two, we note 

that God moves on to 

another possibility for a 

place to entrust the 

treasure. Herod, the king of Judea, is introduced. Is it 

possible that God would have left the treasure with the 

Herods of the world, with the politicians, with the ones who 

collect taxes in order to pave the roads; with the ones who 

build schools and pass laws; with the ones who command 

armies and provide care for the weak? God could have left the 

treasure with the Herods, but then, the treasure that God is 

working to bring into the 

world is destined to pull 

tyrants off their high horses 

in order to lift up those who 

hunger and thirst for justice. 

God is working to fill empty 

bowls with food and to send 

the greedy away empty. God 

is working so that every 

valley is exalted and every mountain is made low. This is 

politics, and God could have left the treasure there, but God 

did not. Why? Because if there is to be justice in this world, 

there can only be one King. If there is to be peace in the 

world, there can only be one Ruler. If there is to be mercy, 

there can only be one true Lord…and his name is not Herod. 

 

Herod and those he represents know down deep in their souls 

that God’s presence in the world means the end of their 

power. So they have no interest in protecting the treasure. 

They would rather crush it and keep all competition contained. 

For Herod, the gospel is news too bad to be endured, and 

Luke wants us to see that God must find another place to 

leave the treasure. 

 

So God didn’t leave the treasure with the Herods; the 

politicians would destroy it. God didn’t leave the treasure with 

the Zechariahs; even the religious authorities could not 

believe something so wonderful. It is only after all of these 

attempts, that Luke surprises us with the news that God chose 

the weakest and most unlikely place of all to leave the 

treasure: God chose the womb of a woman named Mary. It is 

on her lips, not in the Roman senate or the Holy of Holies, but 

in the song of a young girl that the good news is first 

proclaimed. So one dark night, in a feed stall in Bethlehem, 

the treasure which was entrusted to Mary became the 

treasure for us all.  

 

Lydia Avant writes a column for The Tuscaloosa News called 

“The Mom Stop.” (Story slightly adjusted) Offering advice and 

stories about children, one entitled “A Constant Search for 

Jesus” caught my eye. She says that when her children were 

little, the only nativity set they had was a “look but don’t touch” 

set. Not being able to resist it, her daughter decided to play 

with this prized, very breakable, ceramic nativity scene like it 

was Barbie’s playhouse. In 

the playing, Joseph was 

beheaded, a lamb lost its tail 

and yet another lamb 

became three legged. It was 

then that the family 

purchased a plastic nativity 

that could not only be 

touched but played with. 

 

So with frequency, Mary accompanied the youngest to the 

playground. As she was pushed down the sliding board, the 

So one dark night, in a feed stall in 

Bethlehem, the treasure which was  

entrusted to Mary became the treasure 

for us all.  

For Herod, the gospel is news too bad 

to be endured, and Luke wants us to 

see that God must find another place 

to leave the treasure. 



 

 

daughter would exclaim “Whee, Mary!” Wise men were 

often tucked in the covers of her bed. Shepherds rode with 

wooden blocks in a pick-up truck. And Jesus, well, in 

addition to a tub bath every night, she took Jesus 

everywhere exclaiming “Baby!” as she showed him off. 

 

Shortly after Christmas, however, something happened: 

Baby Jesus got lost. They looked everywhere – under the 

couch, inside the backpack and even in the play kitchen. 

But, the baby Jesus was not to be found and the nativity 

was packed away minus its central character. 

 

The following summer, playing inside on a hot day, the 

older daughter came running down the hall squealing. “I 

found Jesus! I found Jesus!” She proudly pulled her hand 

from behind her back and presented the little plastic baby 

Jesus. “I found Jesus,” the oldest daughter said beaming. 

“He was hidden under my bed just like buried treasure!” 

 

My prayer for you this Christmas is that you will find the 

treasure of Jesus that God has entrusted to you. A 

treasure unselfishly given and easily found and cherished. 

And when you discover him, remember the words that 

Christ later teaches us: “For where your treasure is, there 

will be your heart also.” May our hearts, this Christmas, be 

open to receive and give God’s love. May it be so, Amen. 

 


