Dec. 21, 2014

Prepare Ye the Way of The Lord

Preparing for an event can be daunting, particularly if it is a life changing one.
Remember planning your wedding? | heard someone say their child wanted just
to enjoy being engaged for a bit before the planning began as his fiancé was very

quickly on a roll planning soon after the fact.

Those of us who have been close to Luke & Cindy in these months of preparations
for twins are aware of some of activities that have happened. They are endless
and I’'m not going to attempt to name them all, but just to name a few: two car
seats, two cribs, two bouncy seats, two high chairs, double stroller, clothes and
diapers and more diapers, and on and on. You get the picture and fortunately for
Cindy, Luke could talk to her the whole time. Can you imagine the scene if he

couldn’t.

Preparing the Way. This is the phase that is used to describe John the Baptist
ministry. He came to prepare the way for the Lord, for Jesus the Son of God.

There was significant preparations before John came on the scene as well.



Zechariah and Elizabeth, an old couple that had prayed fervently for many years
for a child and yet they remained childless. They were people of God. They had a
godly heritage; they remanded faithful even when they were bitterly
disappointed. |doubt whether Zechariah and Elizabeth were the only older
couple without children who had been faithful to God, but God chose to break
into their lives and into human history in a mysterious way. God chose people
who were about their lives, as a priest and a homemaker (as far as we know) and

gave them a task that was far greater than they could have imagined.

But let’s let Zechariah and Elizabeth tell their own stories.

Zechariah: My life changed the day that | won the lottery. You see, when you
come from a family like | do, the “priestly order of Abijah,” and when your wife is
a descendent of Aaron, you spend your days at the temple praying for two things
—you want a son, and you want to be chosen.

Elizabeth and | like to think that we’ve lived a righteous life, but the whispers in
the town suggested otherwise. “What did Zechariah do wrong?,” they ask. “What
is Elizabeth hiding?,” they say. “They must have sinned, since they haven’t a child,
and they are kind of ‘getting up there in years.”” We talked about whether to
name our sons for one of the heroes of the faith, perhaps for a king like David,
before settling on Elizabeth’s favorite uncle. We prayed every night for God to be
gracious.

And | prayed every day. At least | might get another prize. You see, twice every
year, the rotation came to us, and one of my brothers in Abijah’s order would get
picked to enter the sanctuary of the Lord and offer incense. | say “one of my
brothers,” because time after time our turn came, and time and after time,



someone else’s lot was chosen. We can only be picked once, you know, and |
rejoiced with my friends in the order when their name was chosen. They told me
about the smells, the feel of the oil, the presence of God.

But as | walked home for the leventy-seventh time, | could hear those whispers
too. “Poor Zechariah — on the outside, he looks so faithful. But he must have done
something wrong — no child, no choosing.” Long after Elizabeth went to bed each
night, | cried myself to sleep, praying for God to be gracious.

And one day, it happened. The day was like every other time when it was our
order’s turn, my brothers milling around with eagerness and anticipation. I've
learned to stand by myself, off in the corner. Whenever someone’s lot is chosen,
there’s such a rush to the man, hugging and kissing, and congratulating him for
what will be the most important day of their life. But over in the corner, it’s easier
to hide the tears when another name is chosen.

“Zechariah.”

“Yes, Elizabeth,” | almost said, for the voice that broke into my prayer was so soft.
Only she says my name that way. But then | paused. It was the high priest’s voice.
And it was saying my name.

“Zechariah, the lot is yours.”

For an old man, | can move pretty fast, especially when it means going into the
holiest place on earth. And especially when your feet aren’t even touching the
ground. I've prepared the incense a million times before, but always for someone
else. This time, it was for me. No, it was for God.

And then, the others were dismissed, and | walked on alone, through the curtain,
into the Holy of Holies. | could hardly see the vial of incense through the tears,
this time tears of joy. | offered the incense, and | prayed.

(Look to right; and panic).

And then | realized | wasn’t alone. | looked to my right and saw... him. | was
terrified. No one can be in here but me. We're both going to die!



“Zechariah,” he said. “Don’t be afraid. For your prayer has been heard. Your wife
Elizabeth will have a son. You will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at
his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He must never drink wine or
strong drink; even before his birth he will be filled with the Holy Spirit. He will
turn many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God. With the spirit and power
of Elijah he will go before him, to turn the hearts of parents to their children, and
the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous, to make ready a people prepared
for the Lord."

“How can that be,” | asked. “I’'m too old.”

“I am Gabriel,” he said. “l stand in the presence of God, and | have been sent to
speak to you and to bring you this good news.”

As he spoke, my mind raced. A son? Name him John? That doesn’t make any
sense. | mean, that means “The Lord...” John. The Lord is Gracious.

My mind returned as the angel continued. “But now, because you did not believe
my words, which will be fulfilled in their time, you will become mute, unable to
speak, until the day these things occur.”

(Right hand over mouth.)
(John stands silently, turning to audience.)

Elizabeth: People talk. They gossip. And for almost my whole life, people have
talked about me. You would think they don’t remember that | am Elizabeth, a
descendent of Aaron, a very important man in my people’s history. You would
think they forgot that | am married to Zechariah, a priest for goodness sake! But
no, people used to look at me with contempt because | was barren. Because |
could not have children, | was disgraced and shamed in my community.

Look at me now. Still people talk, but for very different reasons. People talk
because of the strange events that led up to my little John coming into the world.
Now let me see if | can remember the whole story. I’'m getting on in years, so the
details might be a bit fuzzy.....



One day my husband Zechariah came home very shaken up. He was trembling,
frantic even. | asked him what happened, but he refused to answer me. In fact, he
didn’t say ONE WORD! At first | tried to be understanding, but then it just got
annoying. WHY WOULDN’'T HE TALK TO ME? He kept it up for weeks. The other
priests explained to me that he must have seen a vision from God, but | wasn’t
sure. It was bad enough to be barren, but a husband who is unable to speak!?!?
This just added to my disgrace and embarrassment.

Then, a couple of weeks later, something wonderful happened. | found out that |
had conceived a child! What a miracle! Even at my old age! | decided to seclude
myself, to just get away from my mute husband and the gossip of the people
around me. Most didn’t even believe me when | told them | was pregnant—they
said it was impossible at my age. Well, | was fed up. | simply wanted to enjoy the
favor the Lord had shown me, and prepare myself for what was to come. So | was
alone in the presence of the Lord for five months.

When it was nearing the time for me to give birth, | came out of seclusion. | bore
a son, and it was the most wonderful and holy thing that had ever happened to
me. My neighbors and relatives finally rejoiced with me because God had shown
me great mercy.

After eight days they came to circumcise my baby. They wanted to name him
Zechariah after my husband, but | told them “No, he is to be called John.”
(chuckle) They did not know what to make of me: an elderly mother, a woman
who had lived a life of disgrace. But | had been freed from that burden, and |
wanted to take some charge of my own life and make my own decisions.

But they would not listen to me. None of my relatives had the name John, and it
was seen as unsuitable. So they consulted my husband, who couldn’t even speak!
They gave him a writing tablet, and I'll never forget this: he wrote...

(Zechariah pulls out tablet to write, “His name is John.”)
Zechariah (proclaimed): The Lord is Gracious!

Together: The Lord is Gracious!



From shame, to mystery, to reality. The child was born, predicted by an angel,
born to parents who were too old, and a mission in the world to prepare the way.
To prepare the way for the one who was to come, to call the masses to
repentance, to usher in the new but not be the new. It was not about him, but

the one who came after him.

God was at work from within, not from outside the institutions, rituals and
practices of Judaism. The couple is of Aaron’s line, Zechariah is a priest, they are
upright, pious in all of God’s commands and the word of God comes in the
temple. God worked in and through the normal avenues of life in the believing
community. But how God was working was anything but normal. The old, would

usher in the new.

Could it be that God can also move into our ordinary lives and move us to be

about something much bigger that what we could imagine?

This story and the one to follow of Gabriel appearing to Mary are stories of God’s
initiative of grace and power; the grace that will be displayed in the coming days
that will be an expression of God’s favor toward the world; of power that God can

work through the unable, on old couple and an unmarried girl. Elizabeth and



Mary will have sons because God is able; they will have sons for our sake because

God is gracious. Praise be to God.

John came to prepare the way for the Lord. We are invited again in this advent

season to prepare the way for the Lord.

But what does that mean?

Neil began this focus last week of preparing the way, of setting things right. I'd

like to add to his thoughts.

| wonder if preparing the way, if we are really serious; would it scare us a bit, or a

lot?

What does it mean to prepare our world for the Incarnate? What does it mean
for us today who live in a world of exploitation, where the rich get richer and the
poor poorer, where both religious and political systems are corrupted by power
and privilege? How does one make a way in Ferguson, Missouri, at the border
crossing between Mexico and the United states, in Islamabad, Pakistan, in the slums
in the cities, the rain forests of Ecuador? How about right here in Goshen,
Indiana? Places like Center for Healing and Hope, the Window, the hallways of

Goshen High School, or middle school, LaCasa, Goshen Hospital, Wal Mart,



Greencroft, Goshen College and on and on. In other words, how do we prepare

the way, wherever we are?

Elizabeth & Zechariah’s miracle child did not follow the footsteps of his father
although that may have been expected of him, but he let go of this power and
prestige and went out to the desert, out to the people, calling those he met to a
dramatic baptism of changing their heart. He declared that “every valley shall be
filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall be
made straight, and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.” Prepare the way of

the Lord.

John was calling the people of his day to repentance and he still calls us to repent

and prepare the way.

So in this advent time celebrate the child that was born, gather with your family,
and enjoy the traditions and tastes of the season, but let us remember also that if
Immanuel is truly with us we will see God’s image in everyone around us, it
cannot be us and them. God’s image is in our black brothers & sisters, in the poor
and needy, in the undocumented, the uneducated, in those we fundamentally
disagree with, and people that are marginalized for any other reason. If we truly

want to prepare the way we must give up our power and the need to be right, the



need to look good and the need to stay safe. If the voice crying in the wilderness
beckons us, we cannot stay in our churches and homes where we feel protected

from outside dangers.

If we are going to be part of preparing the way we must shape our priorities to
God’s priorities. Can |, can you be a part of preparing the way, tearing down the
mountains of injustice, ridding ourselves of man-made barriers, creating straight
paths, so that the whole world can celebrate God’s presence within it, and

welcome, truly welcome the coming of the Messiah?

What does it mean for us here at Waterford to prepare the Way of the Lord? Are
we available to do, to be the kind of people God will move in and through to
change our world, where ever we are? It will probably not be dramatic like John
the Baptist but if we bring good news to just one person we have helped to
prepare the way. My prayer is that each of us can ask that question with the
desire to know, to really know and to be about God’s work in the world. Prepare

ye the Way of the Lord!

Sit down & have a moment of silence.




PREPARE YE THE WAY OF THE LORD. STARTING FROM THE BACK AND WALKING
FORWARD. THE LAST SEVERAL TIMES THE CONGREGATION SINGS WITH THE
LEADERS.

JD SMUCKER

NICK STOLTZFUS



