
 
 

  
 In Washington, D.C. several years ago, commuters walked by a scene familiar to 
those who make their way daily on the crowded subways - a man playing the violin, 
dressed in blue jeans, wearing a long sleeved t-shirt and a Washington Nationals’ cap low 
on his head, his instrument case set at his feet, a few coins tossed in it. Hundreds of 
people pass by without taking one look, a few pausing long enough to toss a coin his 
way. The only people that seem to notice the music are the children - many of them pull 
on their rushing parents, asking them to slow down. 
 

The violinist is Joshua Bell, one of the most renowned classical musicians of our 
day, winner of multiple Grammy awards. He agreed to this experiment, conducted by The 
Washington Post, to see how many people would recognize the famous violinist in an 
unexpected place. And there they are, passing by as he plays Bach, Shubert, Beethoven, 
this glorious music echoing, missing a free concert, rushing to whatever business waits 
while glory breaks out all around. 

 
The article says, “In the three-quarters of an hour that Joshua Bell played, seven 

people stopped what they were doing to hang around and take in the performance, at least 
for a minute. Twenty-seven gave money, most of them on the run -- for a total of $32 and 
change. That leaves 1,070 people who hurried by, oblivious, many only three feet away, 
few even turning to look.” 
 

Zechariah missed glory the first time. For whatever reason, when Gabriel comes to 
pay him a visit Zechariah is not able to perceive glory, not able to hear the music of God's 
promises. The covenant of God is for another time and place, a different people. It is not 
possible that he and Elizabeth could be bearers of such promise. Zechariah questions the 
word, asking for a sign.  
 

That's the last thing he says for nine months, a silent witness when Elizabeth wakes 
up one morning not feeling right, silent as the baby inside her grows, silent when cousin 
Mary comes to call and the baby in her womb leaps for joy, silent when she goes into 
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labor, silent as they bring him his son, silent while they debate the name on the eighth 
day after his birth as he prepares to be circumcised, with some insisting he receive a 
family name, like Zechariah Jr., Zechariah silently writes down, "His name is John." 
 

Most scholars believe the text is pretty clear that Zechariah's silence is a 
punishment, because he doubted the angel's message. But I wonder if there wasn't more 
to it, if Zechariah's silence wasn't also this amazing gift. For nine months, he was allowed 
the chance to quietly observe the fulfillment of God's promises. He was freed from the 
distraction of speech, invited into an Advent waiting filled with silence. The song he had 
not been able to hear before began to take shape inside him. The belief that eluded him 
while he talked began to emerge in silence. When he gets the chance, he will sing.   
 

We walk by so much glory, miss so much singing, every day, hovering in the air 
like a Bach tune in a crowded subway station. Most of the songs have a theme - God 
remembers. God remembers the covenant, God remembers the promise, God remembers 
the love that created the universe and calls us God's children. God remembers who we are 
even when we forget. God values us more highly than we can possibly imagine. God 
longs for us to live more fully into the promise. Do you hear the cadences of the song in 
this room? God remembers. 
 

As soon as his voice returns and his long Advent silence is over, Zechariah breaks 
into the ancient song - "Blessed be..." This is the form of most Jewish prayers - the 
confirmation students who have attended Congregation Micah over the years for Sabbath 
services will recognize it - "Baruch atah Adonai Eloheinu, blessed be God." It is the root 
of all prayer, including ours this day. We have called it the Benedictus in the Christian 
church, the Latin word for “Blessed.” Blessed be God, because God remembers.  

 
A year ago in Austin, my colleagues and I gathered in a classroom at the seminary and 
waited for the professor to arrive. Our waiting was heavy. We had been reading the 
assigned texts through much of the previous fall. The class was, “Theology after the 
Holocaust.” So through the waiting days of Advent that year I read sentence after 
horrifying sentence, trying to reconcile faith in the one God of Israel with the reality of 
the extermination of more than six million Jews. 
 
 We all sat there, waiting in a kind of Advent. And then the professor arrived. I 
guess he could see our anxiety, the weight of all this waiting. He said, “The question 
posed by this class is whether there can be any meaningful talk of God after six million 
people who claimed this God as their God were exterminated. The Jewish people are a 
people who continue to wait for the answer to this question and long for the day when it 



can be answered. But while we wait and long for the God who seems silent to so many, 
we sing. 
 

And then he began singing Baruch atai adonai eloheinu. Blessed are you O Lord 
our God. The rabbi is an accomplished jazz vocalist, and his voice had such power and 
longing – it was the voice of Advent. He sang at the beginning and end of every class, 
and his singing took us to another place. No matter how distressed we were in our 
readings, no matter how many unanswered questions bounced around in our heads, when 
the rabbi sang, we were on holy ground, our waiting and wondering and wandering were 
not in vain. 
 

God remembers the covenant with Abraham, and now Zechariah, who also has a 
son born to a man and woman too old, sings not of his son, but of God. He gives thanks 
first, not for John, but for Jesus, the mighty Savior for whom his son would prepare the 
way. Only then does he turn to look into the eyes of his son and says, “And you, child…” 
 

As Zechariah's song soars, he sings of God's tender mercy, the dawn breaking over 
the horizon, giving light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, guiding 
our feet into the way of peace, of shalom. 
 

When we go to the Table of the Lord, we do a lot of singing – we pray the Great 
Thanksgiving, an ancient prayer that tells the story of God’s covenant with us, reminding 
us in its telling that God never forgets. And often during the prayer, we sing – we sing the 
Sanctus (which is the Latin first line of the song – Holy), holy, holy Lord, God of power 
and might, heaven and earth are full of your glory.  

 
 We sing these songs and others like them all the time. We can become so used to 
them, and so filled with the busyness of our own lives, that we walk right by while they 
play, passing by glory, missing the blessing. But not now. We are in Advent, God’s gift 
of time to slow down, turn our heads to glory, and know – God remembers.  
 

And we know, do we not, who the child is today, who the one is who is called to 
point away from themselves to Jesus, the one who meets us at the table. We know, do we 
not, that we are the child, we are the ones encountered by the song, the ones called to 
sing. Let us hear the call. And you, child…Amen. 
 


