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 In Luke, the story that leads to Jesus’ birth begins with Zechariah entering nine months of silence. The duration of 
his wife Elizabeth’s pregnancy with the child who would grow to be John the Baptist, Zechariah was mute. From Luke’s 
description later in chapter 1, we can surmise that Zechariah was also deaf. 270 days neither making nor hearing sound. 
 
 Let’s try that for a moment. If you’re willing, cover your ears and I’ll close my lips. If you’re like me, that 
soundlessness was not pure silence. It wasn’t pure silence because of the noise blaring within. Questions, like, how long will 
this last? Maybe, I suddenly feel so alone. Stretch that across 270 days, and all kinds of noisy questions come up. Like, 
what am I doing with my life? What good is my life? Why do I see so much hurt in the world? How much of that hurt is 
there inside of me? 
 
 I suspect that the enforced silence revealed much that was true for him all the time, like how close to desperation 
he and other people really live. But the noisy world can distract us from the greater noise that rages within. During the 
gestation of John who’d be the baptizer, who’d cry out preparing the way for Messiah, Zechariah became pregnant with 
the cries of his own heart. Advent invites us to the same. 
 
 Zechariah was a priest, like his father before him and his grandfather too, all the way back to Israel’s first priest 
named Aaron. The role of the priest was to stand before God for the people. This meant that the Temple was at the heart 
of Zechariah’s life. What you understand as the heart of your life means everything for where you find hope, stability and 
joy amidst life’s changing tides.  
 

Of course, the Temple was at the heart of all Israel’s life because the Temple signified the presence and majesty of 
God. The Temple’s great stones proclaimed the strength of a God who is forever. Its ornateness told Israel that life’s 
beauty came from God. Its altars that received the people’s sacrifices proclaimed that God received all of life in order to 
make it holy.  

 
When Zechariah ministered at the Temple, he passed through the noisy, bustling outer courts where any and 

every Israelite gathered, and into hushed inner court entered only by the priests. There was an audible difference between 
the two. Entrance into the inner sanctuary closest to the Holy of Holies, that space where God was understood to dwell, 
was entrance into a silence that magnified the priests’ every word and movement. Whispers that got lost in the outer court 
were perfectly audible in the inner. 
 
 As Zechariah increased in years, I wonder if he noticed other whispers, even cries, that became more perceptible 
in the inner quiet. If so, they wouldn’t have been noticeable to the other priests because they came from his own heart. 
Even though, as a priest, his role was to bring the people’s sins, the people’s longings, the people’s thanksgiving before 
God, those that were particular to his own life were always in the mix.  
 

Like on the day when grey-haired Zechariah ministered in the Temple’s inner court for what should have been a 
crowning point in his priestly career. He’d been chosen by lot to offer incense on the altar and to go out to bless the 
people. To offer incense at the evening and morning sacrifice was a high privilege afforded priests just once in their whole 
life. Only those who’d never offered incense before were entered in the drawing to perform that service. 

 
Wearing his priestly garments and, this time, carrying a ladle filled with incense, Zechariah entered the hushed 

inner court and intoned the liturgy of the priestly prayers. He poured the incense on the burning coals and the fragrant 
smoke ascended for the people outside to see. The pungent smoke announced that, soon, the priest would emerge and 
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pronounce God’s blessing on the people. But Zechariah didn’t come out. This was because, inside, Zechariah’s heart had 
nearly stopped. 

 
To the right of the altar of incense stood an angel of the Lord. Zechariah’s heart skipped a beat and he dropped 

the ladle that he held. But the angel said, “Don’t be afraid, Zechariah.” Why is it that angels are always saying, “Don’t be 
afraid?” It’s because angels come from the presence of God’s perfect love, and in the presence of God’s love you know that 
your life isn’t ruled by what you fear. 

 
In the inner chambers of our hearts, those parts removed from other people, our fears and disappointments can 

speak with louder voices than our thanks and hope. Though no one but he and God might have known it, the inner court 
of his heart had been a noisy place for years. Though faithful to God through and through, though blameless in pursuing 
God’s way, Zechariah lived with a deep grief. He and his wife Elizabeth were childless.  

 
Childlessness is a struggle for any who was children. It was especially so back then. Even more so than today, 

children were considered a great blessing from God, a social honor, not to mention a necessity in a world without social 
security and assisted living. At the start of their marriage, this lack of a child was among life’s many concerns. But as the 
years went by it was a weight that kept sinking deeper and deeper into his heart.  

 
Over the years, as Zechariah performed his priestly duties like his fathers before him, the pain of childlessness 

became like someone living by the train tracks. The rumble was, at once, loud and unnoticed, so accustomed was he to its 
noise. I suppose there is some matter in life in which the same is true for each of us. We carry a lot of unnoticed noise 
within us. 

 
On one level, this is literally true and a very good thing, for the noise we carry within is a sign that we are alive. 

The composer John Cage once wrote about a trip to Harvard, in which he entered an anechoic chamber, which is a room 
without echoes. Inside this room designed to create perfect silence, his sharp ears detected two sounds––one that was high 
and one that was low. The sound engineer to whom he described them said that the high one was the operation of his 
nervous system and the low one his blood in circulation. Which might be why we find silence and stillness so difficult. To 
be completely silent and still is essentially to be dead. 

 
When they were young, Elizabeth and Zechariah eagerly anticipated a child. Surely, this would be the year, 

they’d say. But the biological reality is, one can only say that for so long. The couple had now reached the age when hope 
in the possible had been replaced by fear of the probable: there would be no child at all. 

 
Maybe much of the interior noise––the thoughts, worries, disappointments, resentments––that echoes in the 

chambers of our hearts is from our trading hope in the possible for fear of a future with disappointment. What hurts now 
will always hurt. The world into which our children will grow up isn’t going to get any better. The struggle that’s been 
there for so long will always hold quiet sway in our life. Hearts can find it easier to live anxious and afraid than hopefully 
and with joy. 

 
This is why God’s angels are always saying, “Don’t be afraid.” Because it’s fear, more than anything else, that 

crowds our hearts with noise that drowns out God’s voice. 
 
The angel came to Zechariah with a message from God. He said, “Your prayer has been heard.” But he wasn’t 

talking about the priestly prayers Zechariah said for the people. He meant the prayer God had heard amidst the chaos in 
Zechariah’s soul. God can sort out the voices in that raucous cocktail party raging in our hearts, where so many desires 
speak at once that we can’t tell everything that’s being said. But God can. When we open our noisy hearts to God, the 
Lord hears everything in them as prayer. 

 
The angel continued, “Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to call him John. He will be a joy and 

delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord.” Do we hear how 
intimately concerned the Lord is for Zechariah and Elizabeth? The first thing God wanted Zechariah to hear was that a 
child named John was coming as a gift. 

 
But God is the God of all Israel, which meant that God’s gift for Zechariah and Elizabeth would be tied to God’s 

salvation for all the people. And so the angel said of John, “He will be filled with the Holy Spirit even before he is born. 
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He will bring back many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God. And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and 
power of Elijah…to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” 

 
The church’s season of Advent, which means coming, is a time of preparing for the coming of the Lord. Advent 

asks us to turn our hearts toward the Lord and ready ourselves to stand in God’s holy presence. We do this as the noise in 
the world’s outer courts continues at a fever pitch. The seasonal noise of music, events, and endless lists of to-dos. The 
regular noise of our work, our email and texting, the news that never stops. The inner noise––the comments, the gripes, 
the feeling in the gut that’s hard to put to words but still says something. And of course, we believe, God’s voice is there in 
that mix, rarely speaking as distinctly and forcibly as the others, but there nonetheless should we wish to listen. 

 
When the angel spoke to Zechariah about the child who’d prepare for the Lord’s coming, the old priest replied, 

“How can I be sure of this? I’m an old man and my wife is along in years.” This was an honest response, if not one that 
came from faith. 

 
The angel replied, “I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to tell 

you this good news. And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, because you did not 
believe my words, which will come true at their appointed time.”   

 
And so Zechariah emerged from the Temple’s quiet inner courts completely silent to the outer world, and the 

outer world completely silent to him. Rather than raise his hand to bless the people with the old words of his ancestor 
Aaron, deaf and mute, he gesticulated wildly, as if in a game of holy charades, trying to describe his encounter with the 
angel. All the people could make out was that he’d received some kind of vision. 

 
So Zechariah returned home with his silence, and a fresh set of voices in crowded the inner court of his heart. 

What was happening? What was God doing? How was God at work in his life, in world, and among his people?  
 
Perhaps for those nine months of waiting for John, Zechariah’s his heart was noisy as ever, but the discipline of 

silence required by the angel forced him now to notice. To notice his fears, his hopes, his longings, his anticipation of what 
God would come to do. Which is to say, Zechariah’s life became Advent. His life became watchful waiting for God’s 
breaking in on the world.  

 
And the breaking news in his childless home was, Elizabeth was indeed pregnant. Luke tells us that for 5 months 

she stayed in seclusion. What a time it must have been in their home: the deaf-mute husband and his geriatric wife with 
growing child. Each of them pregnant in their own way, Elizabeth with John the Baptist who’d proclaim the advent of 
Christ, and Zechariah with fresh hope is a God who hears and comes to save. 

 
We live in a noisy world, but nothing drowns out God’s voice and promise like the din in our own hearts. The 

story of Zechariah and Elizabeth tells us that God listens to what is there, that God is always listening to our lives, in order 
to join what’s there to the salvation that’s breaking upon the whole world.  
 

The promise of Jesus’ coming is assurance that you are not forgotten. Not you, not this world. Christ comes for 
you, for in the cries of your heart he hears the cries of the world for a Savior. The Son of God comes to make your 
clamoring heart his manger, indeed his Temple, because you included in the hope that belongs to the whole world. Amen 


