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Come again, Emanuel, as your Advent draws us near.  Promised One, O Israel, drive away all doubt and fear.  Come again, Emanuel, we are ready to receive.  We prepare our hearts for You.  We believe, yes, we believe.  These words from this morning’s anthem and the words of the Eirings lead us gently into the season of Advent.  Though the celebration of Advent is not found in our Bibles, by the 6th century after Christ’s birth the church had designated the four weeks prior to December 25th as a time of special observance.  Advent, which in the Latin means coming, is a time of waiting, a time of hoping and a time of expecting.  We who celebrate Advent wait for the coming of the Christ child, yet again.  We wait hoping when he comes he will fulfill the ancient prophesies that the lion will lay down with the lamb, those who have spears will beat them into pruning hooks and those who wield swords will turn them into plowshares.
  We wait hoping and expecting that things will be new and different because the long awaited Messiah, the Christ, has come.  

And through the long millennia others have waited too.  Those who lived 1200 years before Christ, during the time of Moses, heard Balaam the seer promise that there would be one out of Israel who would be a king, who would rise like “a bright star . . . .  Like a comet he will come . . .  and . . .  strike the leaders of [Israel’s] enemies.”
  Those who heard this waited, yet the bright star did not rise.  Others have waited as well.  The prophet Isaiah, seven centuries before Christ declared, “For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given. . . .  Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end.  He will reign on David's throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness.”
  But none of David’s offspring came.  And even those who lived near the end of Old Testament times waited for the anointed one and felt sure he was on his way when they heard Micah proclaim, “But you, Bethlehem . . . , though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come for [God] one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from ancient times.”

Each of these generations waited but no thing happened.  In Zechariah’s time Balaam’s promise that someone would strike down Israel’s enemies seemed like so much gossamer on the wind.  Isaiah’s hope for one whose government would increase and replace the despised vassal King Herod had gone unfulfilled, and nothing out of Bethlehem had risen to restore the rule of David’s sons.  For hundreds, even thousands, of years God’s people had waited and nothing had happened.

It is into this vacuum, into this culture of unfilled promises that we enter through our gospel text this morning.  No messiah has come.  A mean and cruel king sits on the throne.  And God’s people are still gathering at the Temple, still hoping, still watching and still waiting. 

In our text Zechariah, one of the priestly order, enters the Temple to care for the incense and to offer it to God as a fragrant offering; as a sign the people are still willing to wait.  As we meet Zechariah it seems as if his life is an allegory for Israel.  Like Israel, Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth are well advanced in years and they are still waiting; Israel for a messiah and Zechariah and Elizabeth for a child.  Like Israel, this godly couple has done their best to live righteous and committed lives.  And it is this commitment that finds Zechariah in the Temple and the people Israel gathered outside for worship
Zechariah’s life seems to be symbolic, a reflection in miniature, of Israel’s circumstances.  Waiting, hoping, doing all that has God required, and yet nothing has happened.  Oh, but if Zechariah’s life is a reflection of Israel’s life, then something big is about to happen to Israel because something big is about to happen to Zechariah and Elizabeth.  The scene is set, the priest Zechariah is in the Temple, out of nowhere an angel appears and speaks to him.  Gabriel, the one whom we learn stands in the presence of God, addresses the priest by name saying, “Zechariah, your prayer has been heard, your wife will bear you a son.”
  
And not just any son will this boy be.  He will be a joy and a delight.  He will be a man great in the eyes of God and he will be filled with God’s spirit and power.  This son, Zechariah, whom you are about to father, will draw the hearts of God’s people back to their Lord.  This son, whom Elizabeth will bear, will go ahead of the Lord, go ahead of the one called Christ, to make ready the people of the Lord.  And his name will be John.
If Zechariah’s life is truly symbolic for all of Israel then could it be that the long years of waiting for the world to be set right; the long nights of praying that the Kingdom of God would irrupt onto the earth; the many hours of hoping that equity and justice, righteousness and peace would fully come into the lives of all men and women . . . could it be that all of these prayers are about to be fulfilled?
Oh can you imagine having prayed for something for so long?  Can you imagine hearing the words you ancestors had hoped would come to pass?  Can you imagine hearing them for yourself and recognizing they are about to come true?  Zechariah had heard just such a thing.  Not only were the prayers of he and his wife to be fulfilled; but the promise of the long awaited one was also being given.  What joy must have welled up in Zechariah’s heart, what joy must have sprung from his lips!
But, not so!  For you see Zechariah, upon seeing the angel, upon hearing the words of the promise fulfilled, could only manage, in the vernacular, this response.  Now wait one minute angel.  You want me to believe that my wife, as much as I love her, my wife who is – shall we say beyond the peak of perfection – and I who well, it’s been a while;  you want me to believe we will have a child.  And this child will be the one who readies God’s people for the coming of the Messiah?  Angel, get a grip, this just can’t be.  The Message Bible puts Zechariah’s words this way, "Do you expect me to believe this? I'm an old man and my wife is an old woman."
  

And Zechariah’s doubts do indeed mirror the position of God’s people on the eve of the first Advent.  For when God prepares to send his son, the one in whom forgiveness reigns, the one with whom all people are welcomed to dine, the one through whom life eternal is given, the one by whom all sins are forgiven; when God prepares to send this one in the form of a baby wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manager, like Zechariah, the people say, “Do you expect us to believe that a child born of a woman of no status, in a town of no account, to a people of no power can be the long awaited King?”
And Zechariah’s doubts not only symbolize God’s people in the first century, Zechariah’s doubts offer a mirror to us today.  You and I are gathered in the first hours of a new season of Advent and yet we do not believe, cannot believe, that this advent will be any different from the rest.  We look around and see civil war tearing countries and families asunder.  We see teachers, a world away, who are jailed because they name a teddy bear in a way that insults a nation.  On this World Aids Day we read statistics on the international HIV/AIDS crisis and cannot help but notice that the numbers are rising instead of falling.  We cannot help but notice that 6,800 new people are infected with AIDS worldwide each day.
  
We look around at our own community and see the number of children who do not have the things they need to thrive physically, emotionally or spiritually and we wonder why should we celebrate another Advent season, why should our level of doubt be any different than Zechariah’s and why should this congregation’s response to the first Sunday in Advent be anything other than “Pastor, do you really expect us to believe that a child born 2,000 years ago has anything to do with anything!”  
Though I have my own personal response to this passionate outcry, it might be best to return Luke’s Gospel for a response.  For after he responds out of fear and questions the angel with words of disbelief; it is not Zechariah who acts but the angel.  And the angel does something quite odd.  Please note, the angel does not get angry, he does not upbraid Zechariah, he does not fuss.  Gabriel simply states that since Zechariah cannot believe what he has said Zechariah shall be silent, the Greek word is σιωπάω
  (sē-ō-pä'-ō); which means to hold one’s peace and to be calm like a quiet sea.  Zechariah, the angel says, you will hold your peace and be like a calm, quiet sea and you will not be able to utter one word.

Now this is a strange response to Zechariah’s doubt.  But Zechariah, the one who had waited so long for the coming of the messiah, the one who had waited so long for the birth of his own child, had something to learn.  God not only took his ability to speak but he gave him the gift of σιωπάω  sē-ō-pä'-ō, the gift of holding his peace, the gift of calmness like a quiet sea.  Why was this God’s response, God’s gift to Zechariah?  What if Zechariah was given the chance to be silent, to be peaceful, so that he might rely not on his facility of speech to work through this mystery and miracle; but on his skill of observation?  What if he had to rely on what he could see and touch as he looked around at God’s people still faithfully waiting and the Elizabeth’s belly still steadily rising.  
What if Zechariah’s life was really symbolic of Israel’s life and what God wanted was his priest Zechariah to see – what God wanted was his people Israel to see – that God was still in the business of keeping God’s promises.  What if God wanted his own to be at peace, to quietly watch and see that the promises made to the prophets long ago were not bankrupt but just as the beginning of their revelation.  What if the promises spoken down through the ages were not broken but had lingered until the world was ready, yes ready to accept what God was about to do by sending John as the Baptizer and sending Jesus as the Christ?  What if Zechariah’s imposed peaceful silence was to give him a chance to see that God had preserved him and Elizabeth for just such a time as this?  What if God’s people were being asked the same thing; to recognize that God had preserved them until their hearts were ready to receive the miraculous gift of the one who was born to bring life more abundant?  What if Elizabeth and Zechariah and God’s people were now ready, not just for John but, for the one who would come after John?

And what about us?  Maybe Zechariah’s life is a symbolic reflection for us as well.   Maybe we are now in a position by God’s power to receive the Christ child for our own personal salvation but also to take on his power to eradicate AIDS, to eliminate hunger, to celebrate and safeguard the resources of the earth, to exterminate seeds of intolerance among ourselves first and then to instigate love as the power of change.  Maybe the church had been silenced so that we, like Zechariah, might observe, might grow stronger and might be ready to receive and believe.   Maybe like Zechariah, we are ready to move beyond just going to the Temple and maintaining the protocol; maybe on the eve of this Advent the church’s long period of silence can end and we, like the Zechariah we meet at the end of our text, can come out of our silence and start praising God.
Like Zechariah we can start praising God because we have seen some of God’s promises fulfilled.  Zechariah saw the birth of his son, and we can see a church in the Northwest suburbs who hired an African American woman as their pastor.  And Community Church, while your decision to hire me might not be as big as an old woman bearing a child, do not under estimate the power of this symbol.  In fact, I must tell you something that happened yesterday during the annual Cookie Walk.  And, if you do not believe me I have witnesses.  I introduced myself as the pastor to one of our Cookie Walk guests.  When I told her my role here at the church she looked at me, rather aghast, and first asked if I was ordained.  And then she asked me if I was educated.  And she was not finished.  Her third point was to look at me and to shake her head in what appeared to be disbelief.  
Like Zechariah we can start praising God because some of God’s promises have come true.  They have come true as we gather on the corner of Lincoln and Grove and through our many differences together worship God in spirit and in truth as one people, under one God in better and deeper ways.  

Yes, like Zechariah we can start praising God not because all of God’s promises have been wrapped up with a nice little bow; for that certainly was not the case for Zechariah, nor would it be the case for his son who died at the hands of another Herod.  But like Zechariah, we can start praising God because if God has kept one promise, God will keep the rest.  And God is keeping God’s promises.  God has drawn people from the east and the west to love and serve him.  I can prove it.  This church sponsored young people to go to Russia to share God’s love.   I can prove it, our own denomination sponsors an American Baptist Church in China.
  God is keeping God’s promises.  God asks us to bear one another’s burdens, and this church filled the Christmas wishes of children in Elgin whom we will never see, God is keeping God’s promises.  Through Kids Hope United the hearts of parents are indeed being turned to their children yes, God is keeping God’s promises.  
So like Zechariah, though not all of the promises have been fulfilled, like Zechariah we have to start praising God because God is keeping God’s promises.  Yes, start praising God as you say Merry Christmas this year.  Praise God that you love God and have it in your heart to say Merry Christmas and mean it from your heart.  Start praising God for this church because God has done much with us and through us and there is more to come.  Start praising God for our children, for what you saw in the Eiring family is just a taste of what you will see next week as the children minister to us through their pageant, and Karl Eiring returns to offer the words of inspiration.  Start praising God that we have the opportunity, more through our lives than through our words, to tell the world about this baby who came and who is fulfilling promises of old and who will do so until he returns again.

Start praising and keep on praising, because as we praise God we draw closer to God; like Zechariah as we praise God we become a light and guide to those who want to know God.  As we praise God we become visible in the midst of a season of advent as a sign of hope, as a sign of peace, as a sign of joy and as a sign that the one who came as a baby so long ago, comes each day anew into our hearts and gives us strength to keep on praising.  Yes, like the choir sang Come again, Emanuel, we are ready to receive.  We prepare our hearts for You.  We believe, yes, we believe.  Come, Emanuel.
Let us pray
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