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Someone on Facebook this week, asked the question, “What fun new skill have 
you discovered during COVID?” This person said he had learned how to scootch 
up his sleeves without touching them to wash his hands. He even posted an 
impressive demonstration video. One person responded to his post saying she 
had learned how to open public restroom doors with her feet…ninja style. 
Another person said she has learned how to fit the maximum amount of potato 
chips in her mouth and still be able to talk coherently in virtual meetings…I’m 
guessing with her video off.  
 
I responded by saying that I have mastered looking professional, even while 
wearing stretchy yoga pants. When I’m working from home, I often participate in 
virtual meetings with a nice blouse or sweater, or even my clergy collar on, within 
camera view, and yoga pants or pajama pants on, out of view of the camera. 
Admit it…some of you do that too. When life is turned upside-down, as it has 
been for all of us, we are forced to learn new things, change the way we do 
things, and reorder our priorities. Let’s face it…pants are no longer a priority for 
many of us.  
 
I wonder what new skills Zechariah learned when his life was turned upside-
down. Recall that the angel, Gabriel, came to Zechariah while he was fulfilling his 
priestly duties in the temple one day. Gabriel told Zechariah that his wife would 
bear a son and he would be named John. Zechariah questioned Gabriel’s 
announcement because…well, he and his wife, Elizabeth, were old. “How could it 
be that Elizabeth would have a baby now?” he asked. Gabriel took offense to 
Zechariah’s question and rendered him mute until everything Gabriel told him 
came to be.  
 
Zechariah’s orderly, traditional priestly world was turned upside-down, just like 
that. He was finally going to be a father and he couldn’t talk to anyone about it, 
not even Elizabeth. For the next nine months, he wouldn’t say anything to 
anyone. He would leave the temple that day and go home to Elizabeth and say 
nothing. Mary would come for a visit and Zechariah’s son would leap in 



Elizabeth’s womb when Mary arrived. And Zechariah would say nothing. Elizabeth 
would be filled with the Holy Spirit and recognize that the baby Mary was carrying 
was a special reflection of God. Elizabeth would say to Mary, “Blessed are you 
among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb.” And Zechariah would say 
nothing.  
 
People in the community would wonder what happened that day in the temple. 
Zechariah would say nothing. The baby would grow, Elizabeth’s body would 
change. Zechariah would say nothing. Part of what I enjoy about Luke’s birth 
narrative is that the women are given important, prophetic things to say and the 
men are quiet for a while. This is typical of Luke’s style. Throughout his gospel he 
shines a spotlight on the ones who are vulnerable and marginalized, the ones 
whose voices are often muted.  
 
Can you imagine what it would feel like to have the biggest thing in your life 
happen, the thing you have prayed for, waited for, and maybe already have given 
up on, and not be able to talk about it with anyone? Especially if that big thing 
was a holy, mysterious “God-thing.” What would you do while you couldn’t talk? I 
would think that just as we have acquired pandemic skills, Zechariah’s new reality 
would have required him to learn a few things too. 
 
Maybe while he was mute, Zechariah got really good at communicating with his 
body, making gestures and pointing. Maybe he drew pictures in the dirt or 
mouthed what he wanted to say, hoping others could read his lips. Maybe, in the 
months Zechariah couldn’t speak, he did a lot more thinking and listening than he 
was accustomed to. I wonder if he regretted questioning Gabriel or even felt a 
little priestly guilt for doubting. I wonder if he spent a lot more time in prayer. I 
wonder if he took up daydreaming about what it would be like to finally have a 
son. It’s clear that all that silence gave him time to create, to compose a song to 
honor his son’s birth, to celebrate the Holy thing happening in his life.  
 
I think a lot of parents are inspired by the birth of a child to create something 
beautiful. I know parents who have sewn quilts, written poetry, or painted 
pictures as expressions of love for their children.  Stevie Wonder wrote, “Isn’t She 
Lovely,” to celebrate his daughter’s birth. John Lennon wrote, “Beautiful Boy,” for 
his son. Zechariah had months to think about what he would say or sing when he 
finally could. Following their son’s birth, on the day of his circumcision, as soon as 



Elizabeth and Zechariah confirmed that, yes, the child would be named John, the 
spirit came upon Zechariah and he was given his voice. And he burst into song.  
(Alex Rivera sings a few lines of “Isn’t HE Lovely”) 
 
That was, indeed, lovely, Alex, but Zechariah’s song was different. It wasn’t about 
how beautiful his baby was. Or how wonderful it felt to finally be a father. Or how 
proud he was of Elizabeth. In fact, the song began a lot like the familiar psalms of 
deliverance in the Hebrew Bible, like Psalm 34, 37, or 103. 
Zechariah sang: 
“Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, 
    for he has looked favorably on his people and redeemed them. 
 He has raised up a mighty savior for us 
    in the house of his servant David, 
 
Given Zechariah’s role as a priest, beginning the song by blessing God isn’t 
surprising. But what is surprising is that, at his own son’s naming ceremony, 
Zechariah sang about someone else’s child…a child who hadn’t even been born 
yet. I can imagine it was a bit of an awkward moment. He had all the time in the 
world to think of just the right thing to say and he chose to sing about Mary’s 
baby? But that’s the point, this is the word he was given after 9 months of 
listening and praying and dreaming.  
 
He sang about God’s ancient covenant with God’s people. This is the “Lord God of 
Israel,” who has raised up a savior “in the house of David,” he sang. In the context 
of Luke’s story, whatever else was going on in the temple that day, and whatever 
happened in the future, in the life of the child yet to be born, God’s ancient 
promises would continue to be fulfilled. And Zechariah and Elizabeth’s son would 
help the people get ready to see it for themselves, to experience it for 
themselves, he would prepare the way.   
 
Like Mary’s song, when she visited Elizabeth, Zechariah sang as if God’s promises 
had already been fulfilled. When God makes a promise, it is a promise kept. I 
must believe Zechariah learned a little something about trust amid his upside-
down life. He learned or was reminded that part of faith is being so sure that 
God’s promises will be kept that we live as if they have already been kept. Twice 
in Zechariah’s song he proclaimed that Israel had already been saved from its 



enemies. That certainly wasn’t true in Zechariah’s day and it wasn’t true for Luke 
and his community generations later. 
 
For Luke’s audience, Zechariah’s words must have seemed like a dream. Nothing 
about their lived experiences screamed promises fulfilled. Their home was 
occupied by Rome, war was all around them, and the rubble of the temple 
reminded them daily of all they had lost. And yet…for Luke’s audience they knew 
that baby had been born. And they had heard stories about him. He was ordinary 
and extraordinary. He ate with people like them. He stood up to the religious 
authorities and the Romans, even when it cost him everything. He even said the 
kingdom of God was already here. And there they were…still talking about him 
decades later. Who was to say that God was not still at work, fulfilling those 
promises? And friends, we are still talking about him today, thousands of years 
later. Who is to say that God is not, right now, birthing something new in the 
world, still working with us as, little by little, bringing about the world God dreams 
about, the world God has promised us? 
 
Sometimes it is so hard to see it though. In his commentary on today’s text, Adam 
Hearlson, reminded me of a story I heard once about Archbishop Desmond Tutu. 
“In the most troubling days of apartheid in South Africa, the government began 
shutting down political anti-apartheid rallies. Amid this persecution, Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu declared that he would hold a church service instead of a political 
rally. Held at St. George’s Cathedral in Cape Town, the service attracted 
worshippers from all over South Africa. It also attracted hundreds of police who 
surrounded the cathedral in a show of military intimidation. 
 
As Tutu began preaching, the police entered the cathedral armed with guns and 
lined the walls. Some took out notebooks and began to record Tutu’s words. Tutu 
remained unintimidated. At one point in his sermon, he turned to the police and 
said, “you are powerful. You are very powerful, but you are not gods and I serve a 
God who cannot be mocked. So, since you have already lost, since you have 
already lost, I invite you to come and join the winning side.” Immediately, the 
congregation erupted into song and dance...” 
https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-
lectionary/second-sunday-of-advent-3/commentary-on-luke-168-79-5 
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God invites each one of us to sing and dance, not because everything is the way it 
ought to be, but because one day it will be. There will be a time when all shall be 
well. That is God’s promise to us, even now.  
  
This week I was talking to a member of the church about how rough 2020 has 
been on so many people, including him. We are experiencing trauma…all of us. 
We are afraid, lonely, filled with grief, some of us are physically sick, our mental 
health is tenuous. There have been jobs lost, classes failed, hateful words 
exchanged, bills left unpaid. Dear ones, I know. This member and I talked for a 
while and as we wrapped up our conversation, I said I hoped he and his family 
would come to the Christmas Eve service this week. He said, “I think we need to 
come.” I said, “I think so too. We all need to sing Silent Night, bundled up under 
the stars.”  
 
And he said, “You know, I fully recognize that the dates probably don’t match up 
with Christ’s birth. But having witnessed more than one birth they are anything 
but silent. So, the silence has happened after all the pain, suffering, and worry. It’s 
when it’s all over and everything is okay. Yeah, I think I need some silent night.” 
 
In that context, Zechariah’s song doesn’t seem so strange and out of place after 
all. Our faith calls us to dream about, work toward, and even celebrate a world 
that is yet to be, a world where hope, peace, joy, and love is recognized and 
enjoyed by all of creation. I think that is the kind of world Zechariah wished for 
that baby he held while he sang. I think that’s the kind of a world Mary dreamt of 
for her child when she sang that day at Elizabeth’s house. And I am sure that is 
the kind of world God wants for all of God’s children. 
 
That’s what love does. Love makes us believe anything is possible. Love inspires us 
to dream of a future story that is just and peaceful, not for only ourselves, but for 
all people. And love causes us to be willing to sacrifice our free time, our 
resources, and our own egos to bring it about. Love gives us the words to sing, 
even now. 
Amen.  
 


