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December 2, 2018 

Jeremiah 33:14-16 

Luke 1:68-79    The Song of Zechariah 

 

When our hearts are full, we sing. When we are full of joy or sorrow or 

frustration or relief; those feelings within us rise until we just can’t hold 

them in. We have to let them out like the characters in a Broadway 

musical, the feelings come spilling out of us and we break into song. In 

the gospel of Luke, that is what is happening in its first three chapters. 

The hearts of Mary and Simeon and John the Baptist and Zechariah are 

full. They encounter God and that encounter fills them with emotions 

they can’t hold in. They each break into song. One doesn’t feel forgotten 

any more. One knows there are no more barriers between us and God. 

One realizes all is not lost. One knows that God is with the weak and 

small. God has shown up and filled their hearts and each of them has to 

sing. During Advent, we will contemplate their songs. The songs of 

Mary and Simeon and John the Baptist and Zechariah. These songs that 

come spilling out of full hearts. 

Today we hear the song of Zechariah. First, a little bit of background on 

Zechariah; he was a priest at the Temple in Jerusalem just before the 
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birth of Jesus. He had been a priest for a long time, it says, quietly 

serving God. Both he and his wife Elizabeth were blameless before the 

Lord. In the halls of the Temple, you might hear things like: “Oh, don’t 

worry about the early morning shift; Zechariah and Elizabeth will over 

it. The mess left in the Temple courtyard? Zechariah and Elizabeth 

already cleaned it up. The cloaks needed for the orphan kids; yeah, 

Zechariah and Elizabeth took care of it.” They did what was good and 

right in the eyes of God every day without fail. They did good so often 

that people might have taken it for granted. They might have overlooked 

Zechariah and Elizabeth. It’s easy to overlook those who quietly do 

good, holy things. It’s easy to miss those who serve others and don’t 

need fanfare, and don’t expect credit and don’t go around saying: ‘look 

at me and how good I am!’ They do what they do whether anyone 

notices or not. And often people don’t notice. But they do it anyway. 

And they do what they do whether they want to or not. Whether they 

feel like it or not. Whether they carry a burden of sorrow or not. 

Zechariah was a priest, descended from a priestly family. He was 

married to Elizabeth, also a descendent of the priestly clan.  Everyone 
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knew that God was familiar to them. God was in every moment of their 

lives every day. But no one knew how far away God felt to them. In 

spite of appearances, it probably felt like God was absent to Zechariah 

and Elizabeth. These good, righteous, blameless folks, they had no 

children; even though they longed for children. I imagine they felt sad. 

And disappointed. And barren. They had waited for God’s blessing, but 

it never came. And they were too old now. It was too late. God, it 

seemed, had forgotten them. 

Disappointment is where our story begins in the gospel of Luke. 

Promises have not been kept. Blessings have not been bestowed on 

Zechariah and Elizabeth. And in a bigger sense, they have not been 

bestowed on God’s people, the people of Israel. They were also a people 

who felt God’s promises had not been kept. Their nation was occupied 

by the Romans. They were living in the shadow of Caesar Augustus and 

his Roman gods. Their taxes paid for the Roman soldiers that threatened 

and intimidated them. What had happened to God? What had happened 

to God’s promises? Hadn’t God promised they would be as numerous as 

the stars? Hadn’t God promised Abraham’s descendants would be like 
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grains of sand? Where was the joy and the abundance of God? Where 

was the life they were supposed to have? The people felt forgotten. Just 

like Zechariah and Elizabeth, God had disappointed them and left them 

feeling barren. And now it was just too late. It was too late for God’s 

promises.  

I imagine that Zechariah and Elizabeth carried a lot of pain underneath 

their faithful exterior. And I imagine that’s what it’s like for many of us 

who deal with a deep sorrow or disappointment. We try to hold it 

together on the outside, but inside, we carry a great burden that weighs 

down the heart. Every day, Zechariah and Elizabeth carried that burden. 

In their time, it was a tragedy for a couple to be childless. Even now, 

people look at couples without children as if something is wrong with 

them. But back then, it was even worse. Couples had to have children. It 

was a sign of God’s blessing and promise. To be childless, to be barren, 

as Elizabeth was, because it was up to the woman, was to be denied 

God’s blessing and promise. It was to be defective and empty and 

excluded. It was, eventually, to be forgotten. And all these years, 

Zechariah and Elizabeth had hoped and hoped and hoped. And all these 
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years, nothing. Nothing, but sorrow. Nothing but disappointment that 

they couldn’t share with anyone. I think many of us know the feeling. 

That feeling of being forgotten by God. That feeling that everyone gets 

to have blessing and promise, but you. Everyone else gets to be happy. 

Everyone else gets have a perfect life. Everyone else gets God’s nod of 

approval. But you, you are forgotten. You are shut out. And it’s too late 

for anything to change that now. The promises of God are not for you. 

Maybe you understand Zechariah and Elizabeth. Maybe you know what 

it’s like to feel like God has overlooked you: You didn’t get a happy 

childhood. You didn’t have loving, supportive parents. You didn’t get 

into the school you wanted or have the career that you wanted. You 

didn’t get to do the things you wanted to do. You didn’t have a 

wonderful marriage. Or perfect children. Or a group of friends that you 

could grill with and vacation with. You hoped for it and you wished for 

it, but you never got it. Life wasn’t as promised. And now it’s too late.  

Zechariah and Elizabeth knew that feeling of promises broken. But they 

kept going. They kept doing what God asked. They kept being faithful; 

quietly, persistently, without any fanfare. Which is what faith really is 
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all about. It’s doing what is right and good in spite of everything. In 

spite of there being no blessing and no joy. They keep going. One day 

Zechariah was doing what he had faithfully done in the Temple, he was 

doing his duty, and he had an experience. It was an experience he 

couldn’t explain. Literally, he couldn’t talk about it. Whatever it was, it 

was so powerful, Zechariah became mute.  

Now the Bible says he was made mute because he didn’t believe what 

was being promised to him. The angel Gabriel appeared to Zechariah in 

the Temple and told him that God had not forgotten him. That he and his 

barren wife would have a baby. And this baby would prepare the way 

for God’s Messiah. And their lives would finally be full of joy and 

gladness.  But after years of disappointment, after years of living with 

that heavy sorrow in his chest, Zechariah hesitated. Well, excuse 

Zechariah for having a few doubts!  

It says Gabriel made Zechariah mute because he didn’t believe. But I 

believe in a God who is more understanding than that. And I believe the 

inability of Zechariah to speak served another purpose. Zechariah 

needed the silence before the song. He needed a time of quiet fullness 
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after that long time of quiet emptiness. He needed time and space to let 

the blessing of God fill his heart completely before it could spill out into 

the world. All of us need that. We need the quiet. We need the space and 

time to know God’s love for us and to sit in silence with it before we 

sing it out. That’s what Advent is for. It’s the time of silence before the 

song. To know that God’s blessings are for us. To know God’s promises 

are kept. To know a child will be born. And a son will be given. And the 

lost will be found. And the forgotten will be remembered. And those on 

the outside will hear about it first. Something holy and mysterious is 

about to happen. But not yet. Waiting is part of the story. It’s part of our 

story as the church. We wait, because the whole world waits. All of us 

are waiting to be remembered. Waiting to be loved. We wait with the 

world for the promise, so all of us can sing with joy. 

Before the song, there is silence. There is stillness and contemplation 

with Zechariah. We must learn God’s patient way with a promise. Like 

Zechariah, we must learn God’s long-term faithfulness. And that it isn’t 

just for me or for you, it’s for the whole world. It’s not just for 

Zechariah’s family or my family or your family or the family of our 
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church, for but all the families of the earth. This is God’s promise to all 

of creation: that we have not been forgotten. That the promise that 

stretches back to David and his kingdom. That stretches back to 

Abraham and Sarah. That stretches back to God’s promise in the 

beginning that the world will be blessed. That it won’t be barren and 

empty, that it will be full of life. We will be remembered. We will know 

who we are and why we are and that it is never too late for God. 

Zechariah and Elizabeth’s baby is a child of promise. And when that 

child’s name is announced, and they say his name is John, Zechariah 

begins to sing. The silence is over. And first, Zechariah sings of God’s 

victory. A victory over darkness. We have not been left to our enemies 

and opponents. Notice Zechariah mentions them twice. Because how 

often do we feel opposed by life? How often do we feel there are forces 

working against us in the world? But they will not win, sings Zechariah. 

God will win. Love will win. God has remembered us and will deliver 

us, just as God promised.  

Instead of defeat for us, there will be victory. Because of God’s mercy 

and forgiveness. That’s the second thing Zechariah sings about: mercy 
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and forgiveness. They are the light in the darkness for us and for this 

world that feels so forgotten. On Oct 27 of this year, there was a mass 

shooting at the Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburgh. Eleven people 

were killed, four were injured. The rabbi of the synagogue said an 

interview that it was a difficult time for his congregation. They were 

grieving and heart-broken. There were so many funerals to do. But he 

said, God tells us that we are the light. We must do what is right and 

good, because it is light that dispels darkness and just a little light can 

overcome it. 

Things go dark when we feel forgotten. Our hearts go dark. Our minds 

go dark. We see nothing but shadows. We are overtaken by fear and hate 

and we give up on God’s love because we think God has given up. But 

God comes to us, small and innocent. As a child. Ready to start again. 

God comes to us with the mercy and forgiveness. Saying my light will 

show you the way. Don’t give up. Come with me, one step at a time. 

One foot in front of the other. Doing the next right thing. Then the next 

right thing. That’s what love is. It is mercy and forgiveness over time. 

Mercy and forgiveness plus patience. 
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The good news is that we have not been forgotten. God’s promise is real. 

And it is for you. And it will arrive when you least expect it and when it 

seems most impossible. It may require patience and a little silence. But it 

will arrive for the empty and the barren. A small and vulnerable child, a 

gift of hope. Inviting us to believe that no one is forgotten. That mercy 

and forgiveness are not forgotten. That God will lead us out of the 

darkness and into the light, and with hearts full of hope. 


