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 Friends, please take a moment to pause in silent prayer.  

Lord, as we slow down to consider your Word this week,  

help each of us find hope in your plan for new life. Amen. 

 As our Christmas plans first fill our calendars and then fill our days, in worship 
today we take time to remember there once was a time when there was no Christmas. 
There was a time before Jesus was born, a time before Christ walked among us. This 
was a time before the first Christmas.  

 That can be hard to wrap our heads around. But we know it is true. There was 
once a time when there were no Advent candles lit, no Christmas trees put up, no 
gifts exchanged, none of us crooning “I’m dreaming of a white Christmas. . .” while 
we hope for a December 24th snowfall. Not a major storm, just enough to cover our 
frozen grass, and “. . . the moon on the crest of the new-fallen snow gives a luster of 
midday to objects below.”1  

 Today our Bible readings both come from Jerusalem. Malachi was a prophet 
when the second Temple, the one Jesus worshipped in, was being built. Malachi calls 
faithful people to live in holiness. Our reading from Luke’s gospel is a song of praise 
and prophecy by Zechariah, a priest who served in that same Temple the year Jesus 
was born. Both readings tell us of a messenger who will call us to prepare for the Lord 
to keep his promise.  

                                         
1 Clement Clark Moore (1779-1883), A Visit from St. Nicholas. From memory, confirmed at 
https://poets.org/poem/visit-st-nicholas on 2021.12.03. 
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Neither was writing about Jesus. Both Scriptures are about Jesus’ cousin, John. 
John’s birth is overshadowed by Jesus’ birth in the Church, as it should be. However, 
John’s birth was a miracle. His parents and everyone who knew them recognized it as 
a miracle that had happened to faithful parents in Israel’s past. Luke began his gospel 
by introducing us to Zechariah, the father of Jesus’ cousin, John.       

“In the days of King Herod of Judea2, there was a priest named Zechariah, who 
belonged to the priestly order of Abijah. His wife was a descendant of Aaron, 
and her name was Elizabeth. Bothe of them were righteous before God, living 
blamelessly according to all the commandments and regulations of the Lord. 
But they had no children, because Elizabeth was barren, and both were getting 
on in years.” (Luke 1:5-7, New Revised Standard Version/NRSV)  

 Luke clearly believed that Zechariah and Elizabeth were godly people, the sort 
whose son could become God’s messenger. But although they had been married long 
enough, they had no children. This personal longing probably led to critical gossip 
about their barrenness as evidence of sin in their lives. “Obviously” God was keeping 
Elizabeth from conceiving. Being barren was a private pain and a public burden.   

 In those days, there were so many priests and orders of priests, that the daily 
duties of each priest in “the sanctuary of the Lord” (Luke’s words for the Holy of 
Holies) were assigned by lot. Essentially a name was pulled from a hat to determine 
which priest on duty would enter the Holy of Holies that day to offer incense. This 
was a sacred duty, one never taken lightly. We can wonder how the other priests 
reacted when the name drawn was the childless Zechariah.  

 Zechariah went alone into the Holy of Holies. The sacred space was considered 
so holy that only one priest at a time went in to make the offering. There an angel of 
the Lord appeared to Zechariah and told him, “. . . your prayer has been heard. Your 
wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will name him John.” (Luke 1:13, NRSV)  

 A married but barren woman conceiving after many years of prayer is a miracle. 
In the Old Testament, there are two times when a long-time barren couple gave birth 
to a son. Abraham and Sarah were first. In Genesis, their son Isaac became the sole 
ancestor of all Jews. In 1 Samuel, Hannah also conceived after many years of prayer. 
Her son was Samuel, became the great prophet who anointed David to be king.3 
Zechariah certainly knew about both Isaac’s and Samuel’s miraculous births. 
                                         
2 “King Herod of Judea” was Herod Antipas. He was the youngest of Herod the Great’s four sons and was never 
expected to reign. But with his two older brothers executed, and his third brother convicted of poisoning Herod the 
Great, Herod Antipas came to reign and does all the awful things attributed to “Herod” in our gospels. (Wikipedia)   
3 See 1 Samuel chapters 1 & 2. They are also the plot model for how Luke told Zechariah and Elizabeth’s story. 
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Zechariah certainly knew about their own prayers for a son. But rather than believe 
the angel that it was now was the time for his son to be born, Zechariah said, “How 
will I know that this is so? For I am an old man, and my wife is getting on in years.”  

 Zechariah doubted an angel! Therefore, Zechariah was made mute for the 
whole of Elizabeth’s pregnancy. After their son was born, the other men did not 
believe Elizabeth when she said, “He is to be called John.” They demanded a tablet so 
Zechariah could write his son’s name. Only after Zechariah wrote, “His name is 
John,” did his speech return. (See Luke 1:57-66)  

 Everyone who has anticipated a child’s birth knows the joy Zechariah has in his 
song of praise and thanksgiving. But his song grows richer for us when we remember 
the faith history of other miraculous births, add to it compassion for the years of grief 
and shame as Zechariah and Elizabeth lived with infertility, and add to that nine long 
months of laryngitis overcome by a public act of faith. Only the birth of the promised 
Christ could overshadow the miraculous birth of John. No wonder as they lived 
during the cruel rule of Herod Antipas that Zechariah could say to those around him, 
“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.” (Luke 1:78-79, NRSV) 

 Knowing the story of salvation from Genesis to the miracle birth of his son, 
Zechariah realized he was living in the time before the Christ would finally come. 
Zechariah never expected his son’s birth to lead to Advent candles, Christmas trees, 
and songs about snow. Zechariah expected his son to be God’s promised messenger, 
calling people back to living righteous, holy lives.  

One must wonder if Zechariah even expected John’s role in the world’s 
salvation would include John turning his back on Temple worship and baptizing 
people in the muddy Jordan? We remember Jesus’ baptism by John. Zechariah, who 
had doubted an angel’s word, could see God’s promise will be fulfilled.  

Christians understand that John was the fulfillment of Malachi’s prophecy, “. . . 
he is like a refiner’s fire . . . he will refine (the priests)4 like gold and silver, until they 
present offerings to the LORD in righteousness.” (Malachi 3:2-3, NRSV) In his 
ministry, John led the people to the time before there was a Temple. John led them to 
the wilderness where like Abraham, Moses, and David, they could encounter God in 
God’s creation rather than a man-made space.  

                                         
4 Malachi’s words “the descendants of Levi” refer to the priests of Israel. Of Jacob/Israel’s descendants, it was the sons 
of Levi who took up the priestly work as the Hebrew people returned to the Promised Land after their slavery in Egypt. 
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So, what about the time before we are living in now? So many parallels between 
Zechariah’s time before John’s birth and our time. Like Zechariah, we find meaning in 
our traditions. Like Zechariah and Elizabeth, we seek to live righteous lives. Like 
them we all long for something. What we long for may vary from person to person, 
but we all long for something. In that longing we find our own doubt, a doubt that 
even extends to doubting God will keep the covenant Christ has made with us. 

Our season of Advent is supposed to remind us of Christ’s first coming so we 
can prepare our hearts for his return. But in our consumer culture disrupted by a 
virus, we also long for the comfort of the familiar. We have layers of traditions, often 
stripped of joy and made an obligation, a duty, a grind. Is it possible we have 
substituted a quest for consolation for our desire for Christ? 

It is so easy to fall in the trap of substituting traditions for hope. I know I do it. 
I imagine and observe, that like everyone else you are living in this hard time with 
both personal change and deep longing for tradition’s comfort in a season when 
holding on to hope is hard. 

But there is a silence in Zechariah’s life that is common to everyone who waits 
for a child to arrive in their family. Reflecting on my personal experiences of waiting 
for nieces and nephews, our sons’ births, our daughter’s homecoming through 
adoption, and the good news of a grandchild’s safe birth, one thread they all hold in 
common are that life after they arrived was never the same as it was before they were 
born. It didn’t matter if my place in their life story was aunt, mother, or grandmother. 
Every child’s arrival was preceded by hope that lived in a distant future, and a brief 
time when before their actual arrival changed our family. Christ’s coming is mirrored 
in every family’s hope for a child’s arrival.  

In the middle of Zechariah’s story there are nine months of silence. As 
Elizabeth’s belly swelled, one day Zechariah felt John kick from deep inside her 
womb for himself. His future hope was coming, and soon. In Zechariah’s silence, he 
found his faith. When his hope became his reality, Zechariah’s voice returned. And 
his song of praise became, “By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high 
will break upon us, . . . to guide our feet in the way of peace.” (Luke 1:78-79)  

This Advent, may your hope be fulfilled just as Christ’s covenant will be kept.  

Amen.  


