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In preparation for Christmas this year we are looking at the men found in the biblical drama leading to Bethlehem. Last week we heard from Isaiah. Next week, Gabriel, and then on to Joseph. Today we meet the father of John the Baptizer. From these men of Advent, we hope to discover something of what it means to live faithfully in this season.

Most of us are familiar with the account of the angel announcing to the young woman, Mary, that she will bear a child whose name will be Jesus. But there is another, lesser-known annunciation story in Luke’s gospel. 

It happens to an old, priest named Zechariah. Luke introduces us to him and lets us know right away that Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth have no children. We first encounter Zechariah as he goes to work in the Temple. His priestly contingent is on duty the day we are there, and Zechariah draws the lot to be the one from the group to go into the inner area to offer prayer at a certain time in the ritual. The picture looks something like what we have here today – a sanctuary full of people at worship. Zechariah is up front with the other priests. When the appointed time comes, the aged priest shuffles out of sight, into the Holy of Holies. Luke’s story-telling takes us into the inner Temple, behind the screen, to watch what happens next.  

Standing there by himself, Zechariah starts to pray, the incense carrying his prayers heavenward, when suddenly he sees an angel next to the altar. Naturally enough, he is terrified by the sight. The heavenly figure utters the first words in the gospel of Jesus Christ: do not be afraid. 

Notice this: the story of Jesus begins with God addressing our fear. Do not be afraid, God says through the angel. I am coming. I will be with you. I will give you strength. I will accompany you through all the uncertainties and pain and grief that come your way in life. I will be there when hope runs out. I will be there when circumstances overwhelm you. Do not be afraid.
Gabriel then announces to Zechariah that he and his wife Elizabeth will soon be blessed with a son. Ironically, the priest performing his sacred rituals in that holy place does not believe it when his prayers are actually answered. All his life he has been praying for this moment, and when God finally chooses to respond, Zechariah is not ready. He says, in effect, “Do you really expect me to believe that? My wife and I are too old; we’re senior citizens. We have been around the block a time or two; things simply don’t happen like that. Prove it to me.”

What a difference from the response of Mary in the other annunciation! She says simply, “Let it be with me according to your word.” She says, “Yes,” to God.

How many of us go through the motions of faithful living – offering our prayers, studying scripture, showing up for church, giving of ourselves and our resources, serving others, saying all the right things – and yet not really expecting God to be there? Maybe not recognizing it when God does show up? How many of us are like Zechariah – outward signs of faith, but hidden skepticism that keeps us from seeing God – that keeps us from saying Yes to God? 

“How will I know that this is so?” the priest has the nerve to ask the angel.

For his insolence, Zechariah loses his voice. Not for a day or two, as with a bad cold, but permanently. He is told that until his wife has that boy and they name him John, he will not speak again – which leads to one of the more comical scenes in the gospels. Remember the sanctuary is till full of people. Zechariah stumbles out from the inner sanctum to face the crowd again – and he is supposed to conclude their worship with a benediction. With no voice! Standing there in panic, he probably first moves his lips soundlessly, mouthing the words, and then, Luke tells us, he tries to mime the benediction with clumsy hand motions. I wish we could get a peek at him trying to explain to his wife Elizabeth with hand motions what is going to happen in her life!

There he is, flailing away before the people. With that embarrassing moment, Zechariah’s own personal Advent commences, as he learns to live with the muted mystery of the season. No sound will cross his lips until the moment his boy is named. And when that happens, nine months later, this time the old priest is ready: he has a writing tablet. “His name is John,” he scrawls across the slate, recalling what the angel had said to him. 

Those written words free Zechariah from his quiet waiting. He immediately bursts into song, a canticle of blessing aimed at God for the good news of his baby’s birth and of the coming Messiah. “By the tender mercy of our God,” he sings, “the dawn from on high will break upon us, to give light to those who sit in darkness.” 
(Luke 1:78-79)

Thus ends the story of Zechariah in the gospels. After his annunciation moment, he disappears from the pages of scripture – maybe back into the Holy of Holies? From his story we learn something about the sounds of this season, the sounds of Advent – something that helps us live faithfully in this season. The first sound of Advent is silence. 

Last Sunday evening at Westminster our refectory filled with families at an Advent workshop and potluck. The room was abuzz with life and noise and activity as children and parents and grandparents assembled candles and greens into wreaths that would be used through the season. After we ate I spoke about Advent as a time of being in the darkness of winter, waiting for the light coming at Christmas in the baby Jesus. We then carefully lit one candle of each wreath and turned out the lights. It was dark!

With all the kid-energy there I thought we would last about ten seconds. As we sat in silent darkness I began watching the time. Dozens of little faces peered across the room at the light shining in the night. No one moved. No one made a sound. “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light.” (Isaiah 9:2a) Thirty seconds; still quiet. Forty-five. All the way to a full minute. Finally, I prayed to close the silence.

“Those who lived in a land of deep darkness, on them light has shined.” (Isaiah 9:2b)

One of the sounds of Advent is silence. If we cannot find in our lives the space for silence we will have no room for Christmas. It is that simple. Without a quiet heart and a stilled mind and a body that physically pauses – maybe even stops – we will speed through Bethlehem, right past the manger, and miss the child altogether. And nothing will have changed in our lives.

Advent happens in the strangest places. On a recent visit to the Minnesota Zoo, as we entered the Tropics Trail, I had an experience of Advent. In the first exhibit, I found myself more interested in reading about the baobab tree then in peering up at the ring-tailed lemurs perched in it. 

The baobab, in turns out, is an Advent tree. Did you notice it in our African Canticle of Blessing this morning? The “fat baobab tree” is the Zechariah of the African landscape. Patient and observant, it stands like a silent sentinel of the savanna, waiting in the time of drought. Between rainy seasons, over the span of about nine months, the baobab knows the secret of life and retains it inside. Animals and human beings alike come to it to draw from the thousands of gallons of water held in its enormous trunk. 

During its time of waiting, the baobab hears another sound of Advent: the noise of “the whole creation,” as the Apostle Paul writes, “groaning in labor pains,” waiting for the redemption of God. Past that silent sentry on the great plains of Africa moves the life of that land, looking for the nourishment provided by the heavens, the water of life. All of God’s earth – not only the humans, but the big things and the small things, the sharp things and the soft things. The swift things, and the slow things. The loud things and the quiet things. The creatures that never talk. Even the very stones themselves. 

All creation cries out in hope of redemption and renewal. This old earth and its creatures, tired of the degradation visited upon them, want new life. Advent is like that: we wait for the light that comes with the dawn, the life that comes with the living water of God, and we cannot keep quiet about it for long.

And so another sound of Advent is the sound of song, the rhythm of music, the movement of the melody of life. This morning we hear it in African tones, but it happens in every land, among every people, if only we have ears to hear and mouths with which to sing.

We do not have to wait until Christmas to break forth in praise of God. Once he named his boy, Zechariah did not wait. Mary did not wait. Elizabeth did not wait. They all sang out their praise, even though the time was not yet fulfilled, the Messiah had not yet come. 

We have something to sing about, you and I, even as we wait with all creation in the silence of this season. Our hope tells us that God is coming. That the world will change. That justice and peace will break forth. The song resonates around the globe, that all creation will be redeemed by the love of God. 

That sounds like good news to me! It sounds like Advent. It sounds like the breaking of bread and the pouring of the cup. 

It sounds like what God wants for us and for this world. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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