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 Our Advent sermon series, Angels All Around, begins by breaking an important rule for 
preaching well—never confuse a sermon with a lecture. The major difference between a 
lecture and a sermon is this: a lecture is to give listeners information through the spoken word 
from the lecturers’ expert point of  view, while a sermon is a conversation where a preacher 
collaborates with the Holy Spirit, the word of  God, and you in a conversation that helps us all 
find salvation. The best sermons are always sustained in part by the prayers of  both the 
listeners and the preacher. And one of  the great blessings of  every sermon preached at 
Hudson United Methodist Church is each one is sustained by the prayer ministry of  this 
congregation and the preacher of  the week.  
 Good sermons also have a time limit that suits the intended listeners, while full lectures 
are almost always an hour with time for questions afterward. For us blessed to live in suburban 
America, our sermon limit is about fifteen to twenty minutes. Today what you need to learn 
about angels is more than a good sermon’s listening limit will hold. But if  I burst into a mini-
lecture on angels here, there is hope that our 15-minute spoken/4-page written sermon limit 
will hold.  
  
Angels: How Hollywood Often Misrepresents Them.  

Most of  our current understanding of  angels is shaped more by Hollywood that the 
Scripture. This is because in the Scripture angels are supporting characters who make only 
brief  appearances in the story arc of  God walking with the descendants of  Adam and Eve in 
the world. They do appear, but so briefly and so visually that they catch a film makers 
imagination. And we love them as family entertainment as we prepare for Christmas. 
 Who among us does not know the angel “Clarence” in Capra’s A Wonderful Life? When 
we first meet him, Clarence has a back story of  being a former human who once lived in the 
nineteenth century. Likewise, in both The Bishop’s Wife and its remake The Preacher’s Wife, the 
angel is “Dudley” a handsome young man who died too young but waits in line to come back 
to earth, finally selected to help a pastor who is at risk of  losing his own faith. All three are 



wonderful films. All three films embrace the Bible’s idea that salvation happens when humans 
collaborate with God and on rare occasions with God’s angels. We all should enjoy all three 
films and take time to watch them in Advent.  
 But to read the Bible well, we need to know that Hollywood movies are not the 
inspired Word of  God. We must remember that according to Scripture angels are not humans 
and never were. Angels were present at creation before God knelt in the mud to form Adam. 
Angels can fall from grace—Lucifer, the angel of  light present at creation is an angel caught in 
their conflicts with God. To our mortal eyes, angels are immortal. We do not know how they 
reproduce, or even if  they do. But we do know that angelic beings are not gender defined 
beings who reproduce the same way we humans reproduce to make more humans.  
 Therefore, if  you want to watch a Hollywood made movie that features angel 
characters that are more biblical in Advent, I will strongly suggest watching Michael where John 
Travolta plays the archangel Michael sent on a mission of  human redemption to rural Iowa. It 
is PG-13, but the little ones will not be harmed by the motel scene a middle school student 
should understand as breaking the commandment to not commit adultery. In this story of  
human redemption, Michael and his fellow invisible angel partner—played by Jean 
Stapleton—eat too much sugar, smoke, smite banks, love singing old Beatle songs rather than 
hymns, drive old cars on back roads, and raise the dead. Now those are Bible based angels! 
 End of  today’s lecture.  

Now back to the sermon, a collaboration between you all, me, and the Holy Spirit. If  I 
could, I have some Hollywood casting ideas for our Angels All Around sermons.  
 Of our four Hollywood angels, Rock Hudson’s rendition of  “Dudley” in The Bishop’s 
Wife is the angel most like the angel who came to Zechariah in Luke’s gospel. One can even 
see easily how The Bishop’s Wife could be loosely based on the Bible story of  Zechariah.  But I 
would never cast a thirty-something David Niven as Zechariah. Casting right now in 2020, I 
would choose the late Jeopardy! host, Alex Trebek, simply because for the Thanksgiving Jeopardy! 
Trebek recorded a magnificent one sentence sermon. “Keep the faith, we’re going to get 
through all this, and we will be a better society because of  it.” (Jeopardy! Facebook post of  26 
November 2020) 
 Zechariah was a temple priest and had been one for the whole of  his long life. We 
know Zechariah was the son of  a priest because only sons of  priests could become priests in 
that time. As a Jewish priest, he married once. But sadly, his wife, Elizabeth, had never given 
birth at the beginning of their story in Luke’s gospel. We are told that it is too late to expect 
Elizabeth to get pregnant, so we imagine her as the age of  a grandmother—which makes it 
logical for Alex Trebek to be type cast as Zechariah.   
 Hollywood borrows one detail from Zechariah’s story and applies it liberally to angels 
coming to earth—there was a long line of  priests waiting their turn to be the one who goes 
into the Temple’s Holy of  Holies where God resides on earth (Luke 1:9). Today, no lecture on 
that detail, but the way the Temple priests handled their duty was to be divided into sections 
and each time a priest was to enter the Holy of  Holies, the section on duty would choose one 
by lot—literally by drawing a name out of  a hat. That day, Zechariah’s name was drawn. That 



day, he went in. We do not know if  it was the first time he was chosen. We do not know if  it 
was predestined for Zechariah to be chosen that day. We do not know how long the angel 
waited for Zachariah, the childless priest, to come in. We do not even know if  the angel had to 
wait in a similar line in heaven to be the one sent to meet this childless priest in the Temple’s 
Holy of  Holies. But on that day, one of  Israel’s greatest miracle themes moved from legend to 
reality as a childless couple learned from an angel that they were to be blessed with a child who 
would be important the redemption of  Israel and all humankind!  
 A barren woman giving birth is a miracle story told twice in our Old Testament. The 
first was in Genesis when Rachel gave birth to Jacob’s son, Joseph. The second was in 1 
Samuel, when Hannah—a second wife like Rachel—pleaded with God and was blessed to 
give birth to an important prophet, Samuel. It is fair for us as readers to insert all the emotions 
of  a woman who wants a child but does not have one into Rachel, Hannah, and Elizabeth’s 
stories as we hear them. It is fair for us to make the babies’ fathers Jacob, Elkanah, and 
Zechariah older men—well past middle age. These couples’ stories rhyme, but they are not 
identical. Only Zechariah seems to have only one wife. Only Zechariah learns his wife will have 
a child before she knows herself.  
 What a magnificent story of  hope! 
 One would think an old priest meeting an angel send directly from God in the Holy of  
Holies would be ecstatic with joy!  
 But that is not what happens. Just like a man in an old Hollywood Christmas movie, 
Zechariah is overcome by both his experience and his logic. He doubts that he could be the 
father of  Israel’s next great prophet. It is probably a good thing that the angel did not tell him 
that this miracle child, his son, would leave the temple, and go to the wilderness to baptize the 
promised Messiah or Zechariah might have bailed on the whole project! .  
 On that day, as he listened to the angel’s speech, all Zechariah could do was doubt that 
God’s plan for salvation included him and Elizabeth. Doubting the angel, Zechariah lost his 
voice, but God’s plan for our salvation went on.  
 Friends, how often do we behave like Zechariah? How often to we go through life 
doing our duty, waiting for our name to be the one pulled out of  the hat?  
 Do you think is possible Zechariah had never read our Old Testament reading for 
today? But if  he had read it, how could a priest in that time not read Isaiah 64 and not ponder 
it as so much like his own prayer?  
 

Oh that thou wouldest rend the heavens, that thou wouldest come down, that the 
mountains might flow down at thy presence  . . .. 
 
For since the beginning of  the world men have not heard, nor perceived by the ear, 
neither hath the eye seen, O God, beside thee, what he hath prepared for him that 
waiteth . . .. 
 



But now, O Lord, thou art our father; we are the clay, and thou our potter; and we all 
are the work of  thy hand. 
 
Be not wroth very sore, O Lord, neither remember iniquity for ever: behold, see, we 
beseech thee, we are all thy people.  

Isaiah 64: 1,4, 8 & 9, King James Version 
(the official Bible translation used for all Jeopardy! games) 

 
 Friends, is it possible an angel is waiting now for us? Do we or do we not in this year of  
2020 need God’s redemption? Like Zechariah we seem to have forgotten that salvation comes 
from collaboration with God and each other rather than through conflict grounded in our 
own experience and logic. Is it possible that there are in fact angels all around us now?  
 For Zechariah, as his life went on God’s good news was doubled in his lifetime. His 
wife did give birth to his son, John. And his speech returned when the angel’s message was 
fully realized in the moment that tiny human being was born. Keep your eyes open. There are 
still angels all around. 
 “Keep the faith. . . we will be better.”  
 Amen.   
  
   


