“Zechariah’s Prayer”
Preached at Wollaston Congregational Church

On November 27th, 2016

Focus scripture: Luke 1:5-20, 57-80
Zechariah and Elizabeth had been married for many years, and now they were getting on. They were both blameless in the eyes of the Lord, but they had not received the blessing of children. The first few years of their marriage they prayed for children. But as time wore on voicing those prayers became painful and they buried them deep, silently echoing in their unfulfilled hearts. 
Zechariah didn’t speak of Elizabeth’s barrenness anymore, he didn’t want her to think he was disappointed in her. She was a good and faithful woman. She deserved better: a daughter to be taught the traditions of the household, or a son to accompany Zechariah to the temple. Zechariah could not bear to name the prayer any longer, it reflected Elizabeth’s shame. 
Meanwhile the space for the cradle in their home, set aside since the first days of their marriage, remained empty.

Our story begins as Zechariah and the other members of his priestly order go from their villages to the temple in Jerusalem. It is their great honor to take their turn serving in the dwelling place of the Lord. They draw lots to find out who will be elected to enter the holiest place to offer incense for the day. This great honor falls upon Zechariah – he is chosen. And so Zechariah stands in the Jerusalem temple, an exemplary priest.
He stands in the temple at a time of unrest and domination. He conducts the holy rituals at a time when worship is permitted, but hardly feels free. While he takes his turn, Roman soldiers are everywhere … and people live looking over their shoulders. Young Jewish prophets and rebels spring up --- but they are quickly cut down by the Romans. The world, as Zechariah knows it, is as barren and forsaken as Elizabeth’s womb. 
But Zechariah remembers the prophecies. The faithful priest remembers all God’s promises. Promises of deliverance. Of a day when all this will be over. When the people of Israel will be free to worship, when they will finally be at peace. 
And so Zechariah enters the holy place. He goes in alone. Outside, the assembled people pray, transported and trembling at this holy moment. 
Zechariah bows his head in fear and reverence. He is trembling with awe, the awe of entering God’s dwelling place. But even in this moment, he does not expect what comes next. 
He is greeted by the angel of the Lord! It is a blindingly radiant sight. Zechariah shields his burning eyes and clutches at his chest, he gasps to draw breath.
The angel says, 
“Do not be afraid Zechariah, the Lord has heard your prayer”

“My prayer?”,  asks Zechariah “Did I pray?”

“Yes, I suppose I was praying for deliverance … I was praying for freedom in worship … I was praying for the reconciliation of the people.”

“Your wife will conceive and bear a son”

Oh, that prayer! The prayer I can’t bear to say aloud any longer. But I never stopped whispering it inside, when I lay to sleep, when I woke in the morning. It still echoes in my heart. In the empty space where the cradle should be.
“His name will be John, for God is gracious”… continues the angel, “he will be filled with the Holy Spirit, he will be great in the eyes of the Lord.”
This Advent, this holy season, church becomes the place to be. 
With its beloved carols, children’s pageants, musical extravaganzas, the season draws us in. We come into churches to sing the carols and pray in the pews. And I wonder, will we, like Zechariah, enter our holy place with prayers and longings  buried deep? 
Will our outfits be glittering and sharp: suits and a holiday ties, sparkling blouses like high priests on a festive day. But inside, what hidden heartfelt longings will we be carrying, as we approach the altar of our churches with our offerings? What prayers will we be praying that we think no one knows? What sorrow and emptiness prompt those prayers?
I remember an older woman, from a church I once served. She was a pillar. She had channeled her creative energies and her business skills into the fabric of the church. She was vocal in her opinions and cared about how things were done. But she had aged in recent years, her clothing was a little less crisp and tailored. She seemed more vulnerable and tired. 
Now she was caring for her once articulate and active husband, whose strength had been sapped by a wasting disease. That Advent, I remember her guiding his wheelchair into the side aisle – as his head lolled on one side. I wondered what prayer echoed in the deep space in her heart?
And there was a young woman just from graduated college, she had a bright mind and positive energy. She kept the congregation up to speed on what young people were looking for. But she seemed to be flagging that first Sunday in Advent … a late night out perhaps. Or maybe a phone call from her mom, who depended on her, like a child, for validation who couldn’t bear the thought of her living independently –who threatened to hit the vodka bottle or worse … What was this young woman’s deep longing? What prayer welled up from the emptiness in her heart?
Then there was the lay leader, steady and faithful. She was the mom of a teenager and a young adult with mental illness. She asked for prayers for one of them, they’d had a hard week, her eldest is off his meds. What was her longing? What prayer echoed in the space in her heart?
Then there was the couple whose firstborn had left for Syria the previous week. This would be their first Christmas without him.
And for myself, what longing will I be carrying into the sanctuary this holy season? 
(…. this section is not included in the online version)
This Advent, everyone will come to into the sanctuary longing for something. There will be the longings of our people and there will be the longings of the world too. This is a hungry hurting world, where violence seems to dominate over peace, where chaos seems to dominate over love. 
There are still places where occupying soldiers police the streets. Where the faithful worship with someone looking over their shoulders. Even in the land of Zechariah and Elizabeth, John and Jesus, there are bombings and air strikes. The world still seems to be a barren place.
But it seems that God has a habit of turning barrenness into fruit. Of planting seeds of new growth and promise in the most unlikely places. The Hebrew scriptures have many stories of barren women being blessed with children: Abraham and Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, the mother of Samson, Hannah the mother of Samuel, and now Elizabeth and Zechariah.
Zechariah’s wife, Elizabeth, does become pregnant, and Zechariah remains silent through the entire pregnancy. When the baby is born, the whole neighborhood rejoices. They never thought they’d see the day when the old and devout couple would be blessed. 
Then comes the naming ceremony. His name will be “John” says Elizabeth. “Not Zechariah?” ask the neighbors. After all, the father has gone through nine months of silence for this, and he’s not a young man. We might not be around too much longer. Then Zechariah confirms, in writing, his name will be John. 
Now the neighbors are a little spooked. This feels too much like the hand of the Lord. Powerful things happen when the hand of the Lord gets involved.
The new father, Zechariah, holds the squirmy week-old baby in his gnarled, old hands. He is elated, in love with his newborn child. His deepest longing has been answered: the lifelong prayer he took into the holiest place, that he would have a son. He holds the infant in outstretched arms and pours out a hymn of thanksgiving and praise to the Lord.
“By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will break upon us, 
to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, 
to guide our feet into the way of peace. 
You are called, my love, to usher in that time.”
And the story ends happily for now… but we know the rest of the story of John the Baptist. 
The neighbors were right to fear for this child of miraculous birth. John grew up to become one of those zealous rebels. He stood against the injustices of the Roman rule. He called the people of Israel to reconciliation with their God. He made straight the path for the savior of the world. He did not take on a light mission. And, for John, we know his mission came to a gruesome and tragic end. I hope his parents did not live to see that time.

So for us, this advent, is there reason to hope? As our church gathers, with those deep longings, carried in our hearts. I don’t know what will be on my heart in worship this Advent. I don’t know what will bubble up to the surface, as the worship, music and prayers touch us in the deepest places. Perhaps the longing for a birth … a glimmer of light … the hope of a dayspring …. 
Let’s not be afraid, each one of us, to offer up those longings. Let’s not be afraid to invite those we welcome here to do the same. For in those, seemingly smaller, heartfelt desires --- there is the hope of peace and salvation.

Amen
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