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Do you ever have dreams that no longer seem attainable? You’d like to retire, but you can’t for a 
few more years. You’d like to go back to school and retrain for a new career, but don’t have that 
freedom because you have a spouse and children. You wish your extended family could just get 
along. You yearn to live closer to your aging parents. You long for a child, but it just doesn’t 
happen. 
  
That’s my story: well, the story of me, Zechariah, and my wife, Elizabeth, two thousand years 
ago. We followed God as faithfully as any Jews could, but for some reason, we were not able to 
have children. Then we became old. I was a priest, and Elizabeth was the daughter of a priest.   
  
We lived in a world where a woman’s worth revolved around her ability to bear children, and a 
man’s success was measured by how many sons he had. We spent our lives in religious service 
to God and the Jewish nation, but after years of anticipation, we remained childless. Of course, 
this wasn’t a new story in the Bible. Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca, Jacob and Rachel, 
and Elkanah and Hannah all struggled with barrenness. 
  
Some of you know what that feels like. It’s very hard on a marriage, isn’t it? I confess I was 
envious when we were with our friends who had children. Elizabeth and I muddled along as best 
we could, but at least I had my priestly responsibilities to keep me busy. There were twenty 
thousand priests in my day, and we were divided into twenty-four divisions. My group of eight 
hundred priests was on duty in the temple in Jerusalem for one week every six months. 
  
During that week we drew lots for the responsibilities that went along with morning and evening 
sacrifices. The most sacred duty was when a single priest entered the holiest place of the Temple 
once a day to offer incense. At that moment, the actions of the priest symbolized the prayers of 
our entire nation lifted up to God. Because there were so many priests, most of us had the 
opportunity to offer incense only one time in our entire career, if that!   
  

I was so thrilled when my lot was finally chosen after all those years. I was awed by the privilege 
of representing my people before God. As soon as I entered the holy of holies, though, I saw a 
strange figure standing beside the altar. I was supposed to be alone. I was terrified. 
  
When he started speaking, I realized it must be an angel, even though I’d never seen an angel 
before. “Don’t be afraid, Zechariah,” he said. “God has heard your prayer. Elizabeth, your wife, 
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will bear a son, whom you are to name John. You are going to leap with joy, and not only you: 
many will rejoice at his birth. John is going to be a great man because he will be filled with the 
Holy Spirit from the moment he leaves his mother’s womb. He will turn the hearts of many 
people to God. He will minister in the style of Elijah and will get the people ready for the Lord.” 
  
I was dumbfounded. This was too much for me to hear, so before I even knew what I was saying, 
I protested, “Do you expect me to believe this? I’m an old man, and my wife is an old woman. 
We’re getting measured for our funeral shrouds; we’ve no use for a brissing cloth!”  
  
Oh no. I knew right away I’d said the wrong thing. “I am Gabriel,” the angel answered. “God 
sent me to share this good news with you, but because you won’t believe me, you will not be 
able to speak until the day of your son’s birth.” I was uniquely chastened. 
  
I had no idea how long I was in the holy of holies with Gabriel, but when he left, I knew the 
people outside would be getting restless, wondering what was taking so long. “Did he fall 
asleep? Did he have a heart attack? Did he have trouble lighting the incense?” When I finally 
came out, I couldn’t speak to them. I tried, but nothing would come out of my mouth. I was 
speechless in Jerusalem. So when my week of service was over, I just went home.   
  
Elizabeth, of course, had no clue what was going on. I tried writing, but since she couldn’t read, I 
had to find someone else to communicate to my wife what had happened in the temple. She had 
a good laugh at first, but when I still couldn’t talk after a few weeks, Elizabeth began to believe 
that I truly had met an angel. Wouldn’t you know it, a few months later Elizabeth conceived and 
became pregnant.   
  
You’re all able to read the scriptures, so you know what happened next. The gospel writer Luke 
tells about the same angel appearing to Mary, my wife Elizabeth’s relative. Mary even came to 
our house for an extended visit near the end of Elizabeth’s pregnancy. I have to admit, it was 
good timing because Elizabeth was getting pretty frustrated by my inability to speak. What a pair 
they were: an old woman and an unmarried teenager, both unexplainably pregnant! I’m glad they 
had each other.   
  
I reappear in the gospel of Luke eight days after our son was born and it was time to formally 
name him. Everyone said, “We’ll name him Zechariah after his father.” They saw me furiously 
shaking my head. I asked for a tablet and wrote, “His name is John.” 
  
My friends and relatives were astonished. “What’s up with this? No one in our family had ever 
been named John.” But that wasn’t the only surprise. As soon as I wrote those words, my mouth 
was opened, and I shouted out, “His name is John. His name is John.” And I began praising God.  
I didn’t fully understand it at the time, but our son John’s calling was to make the people ready to 
receive Jesus, the Messiah, God’s son...and Mary’s son. 
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Restored and energized, I was filled with the Holy Spirit and began to prophesy. How could I 
have ever imagined that my prayer song, known as the Benedictus, would be sung every day for 
centuries as part of the Roman Catholic office of Lauds and the Anglican Morning Prayer? 
 
 Blessed be the God of Israel, who comes to set us free, 

Who visits and redeems us, and grants us liberty. 
The prophets spoke of mercy, of freedom and release; 
God shall fulfill the promise to bring our people peace. (#209 United Methodist Hymnal) 

  
My story is not new to you. You read it every year during Advent. But have you ever stopped to 
imagine what my life was like for those eleven months or so when I could not speak? Do you 
suppose God was punishing me? Do you believe that I moped around and lived in a deep 
depression? The truth is that I was uniquely chastened, but my time of being mute was not a 
punishment at all. It was the most beautiful gift I could have ever received.   
  
Tell me: how long have you ever gone without speaking to another person? An hour, a day, a 
week? It’s not easy, is it, especially if you’re an extrovert like me! I loved holding court, with 
people sitting at my knees as I shared all of my knowledge, wisdom, and expertise. Well, that’s 
probably why I got into hot water with Gabriel. Too much talking. 
  
It was only when I was forcibly silenced, it was only when I was speechless in Jerusalem that I 
learned how to listen. I learned that prayer is listening to God much more than it is speaking to 
God. When I was forced to be quiet, I could see how God was present in my life in so many 
ways. I learned how to focus on what other people were saying, rather than always be thinking 
about what I was going to say next. And I learned to listen to my heart rather than to the voices 
in my head. I learned to pray with open hands, eager to receive whatever God offered. And look 
at the vision I was given! 
  
Yes, I received the gift of listening during those months. I also received the gift of slowing down. 
Because I couldn’t speak, there were lots of things I couldn’t do as a priest, so I wasn’t real busy. 
Then, too, many people felt uncomfortable around me, so I spent most of my time alone. We 
didn’t have computers then, so I couldn’t write emails, get on Facebook, or send text messages 
on my cell phone. I couldn’t even write notes because most people in my day couldn’t read.   
  
The only way I could communicate was through gesturing, charades, but people got tired of that.  
The gift of my isolation was that I went for long walks and spent time in meditation. I learned 
how to be attentive to everything going on around me. I pondered the words of Gabriel over and 
over and poured over the sacred writings of my people so that I would be ready to be a good 
father to my son, John. I discerned that he would play a significant role in the history of my 
people by preparing them for the One who would give light to those who sit in darkness and 
guide their feet in the way of peace. 
 
 Now from the house of David a child of grace is given;  
 A Savior comes among us to raise us up to heaven. 
 Before him goes the herald, forerunner in the way, 
 The prophet of salvation, the harbinger of day.  
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The other gift I received was learning how to live in the present moment. Most of my life I had 
lived wishing for what I didn’t have. I wanted to be a famous priest. I wanted to be respected in 
my community. I wanted to leave a legacy. Above all, I wanted a son, just one son. I was never 
satisfied with the present, always hoping to arrive someplace else.   
  
When I lost my speech, I chose not to fight it. I decided to embrace my reality and see with new 
eyes. I didn’t count the days until the baby was born. I didn’t plan his life or even my life. 
Rather, I decided to savor every step of the journey. 
  
And, I tell you, I was a changed man after being speechless in Jerusalem. But the story doesn’t 
end there. What if you were speechless in Birmingham for the twenty-four days of Advent this 
year? Think about it. What would you do if your cell phone was turned off for twenty-four days 
and was not permanently attached to your ear or your hand? Is there any chance you might hear 
God’s voice?   
  
What if you didn’t have access to the Internet for the twenty-four days of Advent? After all, 
social media and texting is your modern form of communication. Is there any chance you would 
have any more time to be present to the holy? 
  
What if you could not talk with your spouse or children or friends? Is there a chance that your 
communication might even be enhanced if you had to sit down next to each other, look into each 
other’s eyes, and simply hold each other’s hands without speaking?   
  
If you were speechless in Birmingham, would you still be scurrying around buying gifts, 
decorating, baking, and entertaining? Or do you think you might slow down just this once, 
maybe take more walks, do a little more spiritual reading, write encouraging notes to others, 
attend more worship services, and be on the lookout for people in need? Is there any chance that 
your vision for God’s kingdom be more acute? 
  
Everything would be simpler, wouldn’t it? You would be more open to God, seeking God’s call 
and purpose. You would sense Christ in your midst and expect encounters with the sacred, just as 
I encountered Gabriel. You would be aware of the grace and power of the Holy Spirit working in 
your life to enable miracles to happen. You would hear God calling you to love others and reach 
out to those who are suffering or living in darkness. 
  
The funny thing is, had I not been speechless in Jerusalem, I would probably never have even 
noticed the birth of a baby who was speechless in Bethlehem. I would have gone on expecting 
the Messiah to enter this world talking trash, coming to rescue our people, the Jews, with 
military might. Never would I have had eyes to see God’s incarnation in a helpless baby, 
Emmanuel, God in the flesh, come to change the world not by power but simply by his presence, 
his actions, and his love. 
  
Will you dare to be speechless in Birmingham this Advent? Will you take the risk? Will you be 
open to the intrusion of the divine into the mundane? Will you keep dreaming, knowing that with 
God all things are possible? Will you be more aware of what God is doing in your life, especially 
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in the face of your suffering? Will you see and respond compassionately to those around you 
who are in need? Are you ready to live deeper, richer, and greater lives of love and service?   
 
 On prisoners of darkness the sun begins to rise, 
 The dawning of forgiveness upon the sinner’s eyes; 
 To guide the feet of pilgrims along the path of peace; 
 O bless our God and Savior with songs that never cease. 
  


