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There’s an old preacher’s story that made its rounds years ago. I’m not quite sure who told it 

first. In fact, I think I heard it out of one of the Chicken Soup for the Soul books a while back.  

Now I know I’m dating myself a bit, but it’s one that bears repeating from time to time. 

The story is of a small Midwestern town years ago where there had been a drought that had 

struck the land for several months. With no rain, the earth was dry and parched. The crops were 

starting to wilt and the farmers were beginning to worry. Anyone who knows a farmer, knows 

how much they rely up on the right conditions to come at the right time so that they can earn a 

living. If they aren’t able to produce a crop, people could begin to go hungry, as well. 

All of the townsfolk were getting pretty worried that summer as the sun beat down on their town 

for days on end. One day, the pastors in the town decided to get together and organize a prayer 

meeting in the city square. They encouraged everyone to come out as they prayed for rain to fall 

upon their land in order that the crops might be saved. They invited the townspeople to bring 

with them whatever objects of faith that might inspire them as they prayed. 

That day, when the time came, almost everyone in town was gathered on the square. People had 

shown up in great numbers. Entire families showed up, while other citizens from nearby towns 

came by to pray for their area, as well. They brought a variety of objects of faith with them, too. 

Several carried Bibles in their hands, while others clung to crosses or rosaries. 

That day, however, one young girl brought something that turned the heads of all the people out 

on the square. Among all of the symbols of faith as everyone hoped for answer to their prayers 

for rain, none of them seemed to compare to one little girl named Sarah. When Sarah arrived on 

the scene that day, she brought with her an umbrella that she raised as she began to pray. While 

many were hoping for rain that day, Sarah was busy holding out hope for the people of that town. 

HOPE. Merriam-Webster defines hope as “desire accompanied by expectation of or belief in 

fulfillment.”1 Certainly, this is that season of hope. As our trees and our lights go up in our 

homes and in our neighborhoods, you can sense the anticipation of this season. Many spend their 

days hoping that they get what they want for Christmas. Children come bounding down the 
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stairs on Christmas morning with hopes and expectations that Santa has been good to them for 

their best behavior during the year. 

In this season of Advent, however, hope for people of faith is not just some desire that our wish 

lists will somehow be fulfilled. As Christians, we spend this season preparing our hearts and our 

homes for the coming of God’s greatest gift, the birth of the Christ child in our midst. There’s 

nothing that speaks to the sense of this season for us like the thoughts of a baby’s birth in a 

humble manger in an un-notable town like Bethlehem. Yet, it is just because the story is so 

opposite of what we expect that it brings us great hope each and every year. 

There is something about God showing up in the most unexpected places and times. In fact, 

because God showed up in Bethlehem, we come to this season with the hope that God could 

show up again, in our time, in our places, amid our struggles, in this very day. 

If anyone could understand hope, certainly Zechariah and Elizabeth, the parents of John the 

Baptist, did. They had hoped for a child throughout their married lives together. Like others in 

the scriptures, Elizabeth was beyond child-bearing years and Zechariah was no spring chicken 

himself. While Zechariah’s name actually means “The Lord remembers” and Elizabeth means 

“God’s oath,” their hopes for a child were beyond this time for them. 

As Zechariah was performing the duties of the priesthood one day, however, he had been chosen 

by lot to enter into holiest place in the temple, where God’s presence was said to dwell. That day, 

Zechariah encountered Gabriel who encouraged him to “be not afraid.” Gabriel shared that 

Elizabeth would bear a son. 

Zechariah, however, couldn’t understand how that might happen. Fear crept in anyway. Surely 

God must have had some other promise that God intended for him. How would God make this 

happen? It was impossible. For the rest of the pregnancy, though, Zechariah was struck silent, 

unable to speak until John was born. Some of his first words would be to name his son as he had 

been instructed to do. 

Time and time again throughout the scriptures, when angels show up to bring a word of hope for 

the people, they begin their conversation with human beings by saying, “Be not afraid.” “Fear 

not.” I’ve heard plenty of sermons about the size and looks of an angel that might cause fear in 

the hearts of those who experience them. On the other hand, angel really just means 

“messenger.” Could it be that “fear” is simply the antithesis to “hope”? When we find ourselves 

on the cusp of “hope,” it’s easy for fear to sweep in and steal it away, isn’t it? How do we hold 

out hope? 

Ingrid McIntyre, one of the writers of our Advent study, Almost Christmas, suggests that hope is 

something that is not simply held by an individual, but something that we hold in community for 

one another. Whenever we are trying do something on our own, we’re really experiencing an 

“almost hope.” Yet, an “altogether hope” is something that relies upon a community to see it 

come to fruition. God’s promise for Zechariah and Elizabeth wasn’t just a child for them, but the 

one who would prepare the way for the coming of God’s presence in the world at Bethlehem.  

They were a part of a bigger plan that God had to be born among us and draw us back to God’s 

Self by coming directly to us in the vulnerability of a baby. 
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Over the past several weeks, Liz Rito has been working with an amazing team as many of our 

members have been out shopping for Christmas presents for children with one or more 

incarcerated parents. In the middle of a pandemic, gifts and food bags were still delivered to 

children and their families this weekend. For many, there would be no Christmas without this 

amazing mission project of our church. You found ways to make sure that every child received 

both a gift they wanted as well as a gift they needed this year. 

One three-year-old boy named Tristin has an eye issue and needs to wear patches over his eye. 

When you don’t have much, there aren’t many choices in patches to wear. Tristin wanted some 

patches to wear over his glasses because he doesn’t like the ones that stick directly on his eye. 

This year, our Angel Tree ministers made sure that Tristin not only had patches for his glasses 

but that they were spiderweb patches because he loves the original Spider-Man! 

His mom, April, wrote to Liz the other day, saying: “Thank you so much for ordering my son his 

eye patches. I also want to give you an extra thanks for the food you brought with the gifts. I was 

definitely not expecting that and I want you to know that you brightened [our] day. I appreciate 

your kindness and hope that you all stay safe through the holidays and God be with you, too. 

Thank you so much and please let everybody know that I want them to be thanked also who 

helped with this entire program.” 

We may not be gathering together in a building, but Church, you are still holding out hope in this 

time of difficulty for others. Last week, I told you about a family that was on the verge of losing 

their car that was their home. When a class took up an offering to help out, they had just the 

amount needed to help the family as Mary Jane helped them to get other types of assistance as 

well through our Walk-in Ministry that helps people throughout our area. 

As our world awaits a vaccine, this week we’re hosting another blood drive on Tuesday (thanks 

to Sue Smith) to help keep a supply of blood in this time when hospitals and medical 

professionals are overwhelmed by so much else. When we can’t gather in person indoors, we’re 

lighting up our campuses outdoors with a lights and music in our parking lot for the next couple 

of weekends leading to Christmas. We’re even planning a parking lot service on Christmas Eve 

from the safety of your cars! 

Church, this is what it means to hold out hope. God didn’t just step into Bethlehem some 2,000 

years ago with hope for a people who were oppressed by a Roman regime, but God continues to 

break into our darkest days even now with a living hope when the body of Christ moves beyond 

the walls of a building to meet people at their greatest point of need. We not only hold hope in 

our hearts, but we hold it out for the world to see. We bring it to life in the places and among the 

people who are most in need of that word because we have met the God who brought it first to 

us, in a town like Bethlehem, in a time like then, among shepherds, a dumbstruck priest, an 

unwed mother betrothed to a carpenter who offered the offering of the poor at the temple… Are 

you struggling to find hope this season? Try holding it out for someone else. You just might 

discover God in that moment. 

 

 
1 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/hope 


