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“To Us, A Child is Born: Elizabeth”
 December 15, 2019

Luke 1:5-25

If you were asked to tell the Christmas story, where 
would you begin? Luke, perhaps the most gifted 
storyteller in the New Testament, begins with an 
elderly couple, the priest Zechariah and his wife 
Elizabeth. Luke begins his story in the Temple, where 
Zechariah has gone to perform his priestly duties. 

It’s an odd way to open the story of the birth of the 
Messiah. Two minor characters who appear nowhere 
else in scripture, who will fade from the scene after 
these two opening chapters. And yet, what if I told 
you that Luke’s opening chapter offers exactly what we 
need this Advent season? 

Luke says that Zechariah and Elizabeth have no 
children in their advanced age. It is a story that we 
recognize immediately because we have heard it 
before, repeated throughout the journey of God’s 
people. Abraham and Sarah. Isaac and Rebekah. Jacob 
and Rachel. Elkanah and Hannah. We have met this 
couple before in the pages of scripture. 

Advent is a season of expectant waiting for joyful 
celebration. But I think Luke knows this is not always 
where we find ourselves, and so he tells this story of 
faithful believers who have stopped waiting, who no 
longer wake each day with expectation or hope. They 
represent any of us who have felt dispirited, downcast, 
demoralized—any of us who have stopped believing 
that joy would come—and I would guess that means 
all of us. There is a chance that some of us find 
ourselves in that place this morning.

Here’s the thing. If we’ve read these ancient stories, we 
know that God’s new work of blessing often surprises 
us, shows up when least expected. But knowing in the 
abstract and believing in our own lives are two very 
different matters. Zechariah is a priest. His vocational 

life involves proclaiming the promises of God. And 
yet, when that promise is presented to him in an 
unmistakable way, he is unable to receive it. I get it. I 
think most of us can relate. 

The preacher Barbara Brown Taylor suggests that 
Zechariah’s weakness is not the sin of disbelief, but a 
“habit of hopelessness.”  A habit of hopelessness—that 
description rings so true to me. It describes one way 
we can approach this season: go through the motions 
and attend the services and sing the hymns and read 
the verses and go to the parties and through it all fail 
to imagine a future different from the present.

Call it emptiness. A feeling of God as a vague and 
lifeless concept rather than an active power working 
for our redemption. Emptiness. It is a description 
of what so many feel this time of year. The inability 
to see fresh possibilities; the fear of taking the first 
step toward something new. Emptiness. The pain of 
a strained relationship and the refusal to reach out 
and ask for help. Emptiness. The loss of vocational 
dreams long discarded; the vacant space of personal 
hopes abandoned. Emptiness. The sense that all of this 
planning and preparing and striving will leave us no 
more fulfilled in two weeks, when we are packing up 
the decorations for next year.

But the emptiness of our time is about more than our 
personal lives. It describes leaders who cannot muster 
the courage to craft a vision beyond self-serving 
soundbites and short-term victories. It is hateful 
rhetoric and jeering taunts in place of constructive 
dialogue and the common good. The assumption of 
the worst in others that justifies the worst of us.

And, in this Advent season, there is always the risk 
of theological emptiness: a failure to expect or grasp 
the dramatic coming of God into our world and 
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into our lives. 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. Zechariah 
couldn’t believe it. Maybe you can’t either. Not yet. So 
the priest is given the spiritual gift of silent reflection, 
nine months to quietly watch God do what God 
does. Don’t you love the idea that God tells a religious 
professional to stop speaking? Zechariah needs a 
break. But Zechariah is not the only character in this 
story who represents a path through Advent.

Thanks be to God, there is Elizabeth. Her first words 
in the story come after her husband has been silenced. 
She is given no angelic messenger, no dramatic vision 
in the Temple. She just knows. She just trusts. She just 
hopes. And so, when she speaks, her words are words 
of grateful praise, “This is what the Lord has done 
for me when God looked favorably on me.” Elizabeth 
expects God’s blessing. She has the same spirit as our 
two-year-old Ben, who greets every single outdoor 
light display by shouting from the backseat of the car, 
“that one’s my favorite!” Elizabeth accepts the joy 
that is on the way. God help us if we lose the will to 
welcome joy when it comes.

This is the Sunday of joy, of praise, of gratitude. And 
Elizabeth gives us the words we need today. There is 
something about this season, about the incredible 
notion of Incarnation, that the Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us in that newborn baby, something 
that suggests that joy might actually have the final 
word—that joy will come in the morning when the 
darkness has faded and all is light. In the meantime, 
these ancient stories keep us leaning into that 
possibility. 

As a child, my favorite Christmas tradition took place 
in mid-December when a group of us gathered in 
the parking lot of Vandalia Presbyterian Church and 
handed out song sheets and Santa hats. We made our 
way to the Village Green retirement home just a few 
miles away, where we walked the halls singing familiar 
carols. Before leaving, we would assemble around the 
artificial tree in the center of the lobby. A dozen or so 

elderly residents would be brought into the space in 
their wheelchairs. Some were sleeping, some singing 
along, some aware of what was happening, some with 
vacant gaze. In that place, we sang. “Joy to the world, 
the Lord has come.” And in that place, among those 
people, in spite of the odds, Christmas did come. Joy 
burst out through song. It happened every year. I can’t 
describe it. I just know it. 

And so, nine months after the angelic encounter in 
the Temple, into a world overcome by despair and 
almost deaf to the voice of hope, a child was born. 
Despite family tradition, his parents named him John. 
Zechariah found his voice and was insistent on that. 
And then, the old priest speaks words of blessing for 
his son and for the waiting world: “And you, child, 
will be called the prophet of the Most High; by the 
tender mercy of our God the dawn 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.” He came to wake us up, to rekindle our 
expectations for an even greater gift of joy already on 
its way. Mary’s child. God’s own son. Let all mortal 
flesh keep silence. Let every heart prepare him room. 
Amen.

__________________________
i  Barbara Brown Taylor, Bread of Angels. p. 93. I’m grateful for this reference 
and other inspiration from John Buchanan’s excellent sermon, “Zechariah 
and Elizabeth,” preached on 12/3/06.


