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2nd Sunday of Advent

Luke 1:68-79

“Imagine the Possibilities”

A few years ago the cover article for Time Magazine was “God vs. Science”.  It was a debate between Richard Dawkins, well known atheist and biologist, and Francis Collins, a Christian geneticist.  Dawkins is the author of the NYT bestseller The God Delusion and Collins is the Director of the National Human Genome Research Institute.  In the article Dawkins argues that science and religion are incompatible and Collins argues the reverse.

In the article Collins said that he while he agreed with Dawkins’ scientific approach, “I am still able to accept and embrace the possibility that there are answers that science is not able to provide-namely the questions of why instead of how.”

Dawkins, affirming his atheism, said at the end of the article,” If there is a God, it’s going to be a whole lot bigger and a whole lot more incomprehensible than any theologian of any religion has ever proposed.”

I couldn’t agree more.  And on this second Sunday of Advent, that’s what it’s all about: trying to imagine a God that is bigger than our imaginations.

The reading we heard today from Luke, traditionally called the Benedictus, is Zechariah’s song that offers a full symphony of praise to a God who is bigger than Zechariah ever imagined.
But old Zechariah didn’t always feel that way.  No, for a long time Zechariah was-well, he was a grump-who had little imagination.  But we shouldn’t be surprised by this because Zechariah came by his grumpiness naturally.  You see, he and his wife, Elizabeth, didn’t have any children.  They’d prayed for years for a child, but never conceived.  Luke tells us they were good and honorable people.  In fact, Zechariah was a priest, and Elizabeth was of noble heritage.  He could have divorced for her inability to conceive, but he didn’t-even though not having a child was a bit of an embarrassment back then.  So he must have loved her, and she him for putting up with grumpy ways.
Well, you know how these things go in the Bible-just when you get used to the status quo along comes the unexpected.  In this case, the unexpected comes in the form of the angel Gabriel-the same Angel Gabriel who will visit Elizabeth’s Cousin Mary.

It just so happened that it was Zechariah’s turn to carry out the holiest and highest act of a priest’s lifetime: to enter the inner sanctuary, alone, light the incense at the high altar, and afterward emerge from the holy place to bless the congregation that has gathered for this high and holy occasion.

It’s the honor of his life.  It’s his big moment.  His 15 minutes of fame.  And what happens?  Along comes the angel Gabriel, scaring him half to death-“Fear not!”-why do angels say that?  Everyone in the Bible fears for their life when an angel appears!  Except for Mary-but honestly, I think she was just too young to know any better.
So along comes the angel Gabriel-Fear not!  For your prayer has been heard.  Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will name him John.  You will have joy and gladness.  You will leap like a gazelle!

Poor old grumpy Zechariah, the news is just too good to be true, and he can’t help but tell the angel Gabriel that’s what he thinks.  “Do you expect me to believe this?  I’m an old man and my wife is an old woman.”

Well, he must have caught Angel Gabriel on an off day, because his sassy retort so perturbs the angel, that the angel strikes him mute.  The poor priest, he can’t talk!  Which turns out to be a blessing, but I can tell you as a preacher who has had many a nightmare about stepping into the pulpit on the most important Sunday of the year and forgetting my sermon, it’s no laughing matter.
Well, what are you gonna do?  The show must go on, as they say.  So Zechariah emerges from the temple, makes some flimsy motions to the biggest congregation he’s ever seen, and then goes home.  Silent.  To his wife Elizabeth who, just as the Angel Gabriel promised, conceives and bears a son and names his John.  This is when our reading for today opens, when Zechariah miraculously speaks after 5 long months of silence.

And when he speaks, boy does he speak.  Gone is the old grumpy Zechariah.  In his place is a new Zechariah, and this one is singing the Broadway musical opening, show-stopper number of his life.  

Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel;

He came and set his people free.

He set the power of salvation in the center of our lives, 

And in the very house of David his servant,

Just as he promised long ago

Through the preaching of his holy prophets:

Deliverance from our enemies

And every hateful hand;

Mercy to our fathers,

As he remembers to do what he said he’d do,

What he swore to our father Abraham-

A clean rescue from the enemy camp,

So we can worship him without a care in the world, 

Made holy before him as long as we live.

And you, my child, “Prophet of the Highest,”

Will go ahead of the Master to prepare his ways,

Present the offer of salvation to his people,

The forgiveness of their sins.

Through the heartfelt mercies of our God,

God’s Sunrise will break in upon us,

Shining on those in the darkness,

Those sitting in the shadow of death,

Then showing us the way, one foot at a time, down the path of peace.”
I can only imagine that poor old Zechariah, who stopped imagining in miracles long ago, looked down at his 8 day old son, and knew with all his heart that with God a promise made is a promise kept.  That nothing is impossible with God.  And that the only limitations God has, are the limitations we impose.
In fact, I think-that even though the Bible says that Elizabeth is the barren one for her inability to conceive, it’s really Zechariah who was the barren one, for his inability to imagine that with God all things are possible.  

Zechariah stopped believing that his future could be different than his present.  He stopped imagining anything new could ever happen.  That’s a barrenness that any of us feel when we stop looking forward to the future and choose instead to believe in the status quo.

Zechariah had long discarded any dreams and hopes for his future, and instead decided to believe that life is just a matter of putting in time.  He’d decided to stop imagining a new and better future-and not only one for himself, but for his people, his congregation, and his nation, too.
But on that day, when his son John was barely a week old, he was a father filled with the hope that accompanies new life. It is the hope of salvation for all people: Jews and Gentiles, insiders and outsiders, rich and poor, blind and lame, tax collectors and sinners, women and men, old and young, fishermen and farmers, Samaritans and soldiers, lepers and lawyers, and so many countless others.
Advent is all about looking forward to the future with hope.  But this isn’t a wishy-washy, mealy mouthed “I hope it’ll come true” sort of hope.  This hope is a defiant courage.  It’s the courage to believe that with God, all things are possible.  It’s the courage to believe that no matter what happens, no matter what bleak, miserable stuff life and the world throws at us, that God is coming.  And not only is God coming, but God is coming for you.  

Because this is what Advent is all about, folks.  This is the promise of Advent.  That the God who set in the world in motion at the very beginning , is also the God who raised up a Savior for us, who came to us, who lived among us, and who was born among us.
Getting back to the Time Magazine article and the age old debate as to whether science and religion are incompatible, well . . . I can’t answer the how.  I’m not a scientist.

But I can answer the why-and the answer to why is because God loves, more than we can ever imagine.  That is the promise of Advent.  God will come with love and healing and hope into your life, whoever you are.  God will come with light into whatever darkness you find yourself in.  God will come into your life, even when you can’t believe that’s possible.
And I can’t imagine anything more appropriate on this second Sunday of Advent than to celebrate the sacrament of baptism.  For what parent hasn’t sung in their hearts something of Zechariah’s Benedictus-“Thanks be to God-he has looked favorably upon us.”  There’s something about holding a young child, especially one as sweet as little Kennedy, and knowing, believing with all your heart, that God’s love for us is really bigger than we can ever imagine.

Amen.

