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“Speechless” 
Luke 1:67-79 
Caroline Sell 

Advent 2 
December 9, 2018 

Prayer of Illumination: Holy God, be with us as we read and explore Your word. Shape us and inspire 
us, that we may be light in the world. Amen. 

In today’s scripture passage we meet Zechariah, who, for what it’s worth I think has one of the best 
names in the Bible! We pick up in verse 67 of the first chapter of Luke, but Zechariah has already been 
through a lot in the first 66 verses. Zechariah is a priest and both he and his wife Elizabeth are described 
as faithful people. Despite this, Zechariah and Elizabeth have been unable to have a child and are 
growing too old. One day Zechariah is in the temple making an offering when an angel appears to him. 
The angel first says to Zechariah – “Do not be afraid” and then (as angels tend to do) the angel drops a 
bombshell – saying that all of Zechariah and Elizabeth’s prayers have been answered and that they will 
be having a son after all! The angel is of course referring to John the Baptist, the prophet who is to 
prepare the way for Jesus’ coming. Zechariah does not believe that this could possibly be true – he and 
Elizabeth have been trying to have a child for so long and they are so old now. Unfortunately for 
Zechariah, because of his doubt he is silenced, unable to speak, until the baby is born.   

So here’s the question of the day: If you couldn’t speak for nine months, what would be the first words 
out of your mouth? Here’s what Zechariah had to say: 

Luke 1:67-79 
“Blessed are you, Lord God of Israel, for you have looked favorably on your people and redeemed us. 
You have raised up a mighty savior for us in the house of your servant David, as you spoke through the 
mouth of your holy prophets from ancient times, that we would be saved from our enemies and from the 
hand of all who hate us. Thus, you have shown the mercy promised to our ancestors, and have 
remembered your holy covenant, the oath that you swore to our ancestor Abraham, to grant us that we, 
being rescued from the hands of our enemies, might serve you without fear, in holiness and 
righteousness before you all our days. And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; for 
you will go before the Lord to prepare the way for the Promised One, to give knowledge of salvation to 
God’s people through the forgiveness of their sins. By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on 
high 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.” 

If you couldn’t speak for nine months, what would be the first words out of your mouth?  

I’m not sure about you, but I have doubts that my first words would be, “Blessed be God.”  But these are 
Zechariah’s first words, as he praises God with passion and eloquence. 

Somehow during Zechariah’s quiet time, a time set apart from normal life, he was able to move from 
doubt to praise.  As Zechariah said – his feet were guided into the way of peace. Somewhere along the 
way, Zechariah remembers how God has been faithful to him, and he praises God for this. He also 
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remembers how God has been faithful throughout time – all the way back to Abraham. And because of 
this, it may be of no surprise that Zechariah’s name in fact means “God remembered.”  

This time set apart, what I am calling today “wilderness time,” was thrust upon Zechariah – he didn’t 
choose it. And I think it’s safe to assume that he had plenty of time in the wilderness to move through 
any number of stages of feelings and thoughts - from doubt to anger to frustration to maybe even 
wonder. One scholar said that  

“Zechariah’s physical state forces him to consider the entire course of his life … and how it has 
been disrupted by the sudden appearance of the holy at a time and in a manner he was not 
expecting.”  1

Sometimes this is the case for us too. We, too, can be thrust into the chaotic wilderness. Maybe there’s a 
job loss, a change of bosses, a diagnosis, a move, or a death. There could be a positive change too, like a 
promotion, a new baby, or a new marriage. Maybe there’s a snow storm which traps you at home for an 
extra day. No matter whether desired or not, these events disrupt life and send us into uncultivated 
territory: the wilderness. But eventually, with time and often some kind of journey of faith, we do 
wander out of the wilderness, into some kind of “new normal.” 

Characters in scripture often find themselves thrust into the chaotic wilderness. The Israelites wandered 
in the wilderness for 40 years. Jesus is tempted by Satan in the wilderness. David fled from Jezebel in 
the wilderness. Hagar runs to the wilderness away from Sarah.  

Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggeman writes, 

“Wilderness bespeaks vulnerability, for without visible life support systems, direct dependence 
upon [God’s] care is intense, and anxiety is rampant. Thus the wilderness is an arena for ‘testing,’ 
to find out about the seriousness of Israel’s faith and about the reliability of God’s presence and 
promise.”   2

“Anxiety in the wilderness is rampant,” but curiously it is also a place where biblical characters seem to 
meet God. 

When we’re thrust into the chaotic wilderness, we experience a loss of control and can be left with no 
choice but to turn toward God – sometimes this looks like desperate trust, other times anger, frustration, 
or doubt – or maybe some combination of these. In the wilderness we are silenced, disoriented, but 
eventually re-centered. And as our gaze turns toward God, our feet are guided in the way of peace.  

In many ways this is what Advent is about – waiting for Jesus and looking deeply within to see what 
changes might be needed to re-center us.  

While we will all be thrust into the wilderness at some point (that’s life) lately I’ve been thinking that 
the best kind of wilderness moments are the ones we choose.  

 Randle R. Mixon, Feasting on the Word, Homiletical Perspective, 37.1

 Walter Brueggeman, Reverberations of Faith: A Theological Handbook of Old Testament Themes, 231.2
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When I was a sophomore in college, I chose to spend a semester studying abroad in Sevilla, Spain. This 
was my chosen wilderness experience and I chose it despite the fact that I deeply fear change of nearly 
any kind. Yet I knew in my gut as soon as I went to college that I needed to push myself to study abroad, 
particularly in a country where English was not the first language spoken. So I signed up to study abroad 
in Spain. And then I cried every day during the 2 weeks leading up to my departure. My mom even said, 
“You don’t have to do this, you can just go back to school like normal.” And I said again and again, 
through tears, “I have to do this.” My parents visited half way through my program and I cried when I 
saw them and then my poor mother had to walk away from her crying daughter as she left for the airport 
at the end of the trip. So a lot of tears were shed that semester. And like Zechariah, there were a lot of 
moments of silence due to my poor Spanish. But along the way there was also enlightenment. I 
remember walking through the streets of Sevilla, and when my mind and heart quieted enough, I sensed 
God’s presence in a way I hadn’t before. It was on one of these walks that I sensed a call to ministry. 
And I have drawn upon this experience to guide me toward peace each time I’ve walked into a new 
chapter of my life since.  

Last week Ernie put forth a few questions in his sermon that he thought we might benefit from asking 
ourselves during Advent. One of the questions was - 

“Is there some addiction in my life, some pattern of behavior, that is keeping me from seeing God’s 
kingdom?”  

Well, this is an easy question for me to answer. My addiction is my calendar. 

I love to feel busy. And I always have. I’m a perfectionist, detail oriented, and I like to have a grip on 
whatever I’m doing. I schedule the heck out of my life and if I have a block of unscheduled time I am 
tempted to find a way to schedule it. 

…This may or may not be the greatest cause of conflict between my “go with the flow” husband and I.  

And of course having a full calendar isn’t inherently wrong, but it can lead me to think that I have much 
more control over my life and my job and my family and my friends and even my dog than I really do.  

Apparently, I’m not alone in this. Nate Stucky, one of my professors in seminary, says that busyness has 
become a “badge of honor” to achieve. He writes, “even if we may not really be busy, cultural ideals 
compel us to esteem busyness and even feign it as a sign of prestige and value.”  3

In other words, maybe part of why we feel a need to stay busy is to experience a sense of control. But 
the consequence of this pressure can be anxiety and stress -  certainly lacking in peace. Perhaps it’s these 
times that we begin hearing things from our co-workers like, “Are you okay? You don’t seem quite 
yourself.”   It’s nearly impossible to experience peace with so much pressure to stay busy. 

Sometimes I think we associate “peace” with a zen yoga instructor who is devoid of worry. The Hebrew 
understanding of peace, “shalom,” has been helpful for me in this regard. A Jewish friend or family 
member may at some point have greeted you saying, “Shabbat Shalom,” or, “Sabbath’s Peace.” For our 
Jewish sisters and brothers, “Shalom” is not simply a tranquil-sitting on a beach drinking a fruity drink 

 Nate Stucky Stucky, “Disorienting Grace,” (dissertation), 71.3
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in the Caribbean sense of peace, but instead a sense of “wholeness.” As people created to be in 
relationship with our Creator, we can expect this wholeness to include an awareness of God’s presence. 

Ann Weems says that shalom is bigger than a lack of stress, but that it’s a gift, a gift found in the risky 
wilderness.  4

I attended the Advent Quiet Spaces this past Monday at the church. I hadn’t been involved in the 
planning so I didn’t really know what to expect. After some words of introduction and centering, we 
were invited to relax and enter into a time of quiet, receiving whatever words God may have for us.  

So, I closed my eyes and planted my feet.  I opened my palms in a type of submissive way. I tried to 
center my thoughts. Said a short prayer. 

And then my shoulder began to itch. And then my foot. 

My thoughts started to wander to my grocery list. 

Then I realized I’m far from focused. 

So of course, I began to judge myself as a terrible pastor who can’t sit still. 

Finally, after what felt like eternity, the words of a meditative worship song began in my head and I 
repeated, “Come and fill our hearts with Your peace, for You alone O Lord are holy.” And finally, with 
minimal fidgeting, I was able to repeat this in my mind until the end of our time of silence. 

I’m told the total of this wilderness time was only about twelve to fifteen minutes. Nonetheless, I 
realized even in this short time how badly I need some wilderness time, time set apart that’s 
uncomfortable, but slowly turns my gaze toward God. A time in which I experience the wholeness of 
Shalom and my feet are guided into the way of peace. 

So I think a question we might each ask ourselves today is, “What could wilderness time look like for 
me in this busy season?” 

It might seem ridiculous to even propose this. 

First, because you might already have been thrust into the wilderness. If this is the case, I pray you have 
a community surrounding you and that God’s face might shine upon you. I pray that through the 
wilderness you are guided into the way of peace as Zechariah was. And if I or any of the pastors here 
can support you in any way, please don’t hesitate to reach out at any time. 

For others of us, this question just contrasts so much against every other message we receive during this 
season – the messages that tell us to hurry up, show up, and schedule more. But if we don’t choose some 
wilderness time, some time set apart, I do think we miss the peace, the wholeness, that God desires for 
us. Maybe, for some of us, this snow storm gives us a chance to choose some wilderness time. 

At the very least the pressure of this season to stay busy puts us at risk for burning ourselves out and 
being thrust into the wilderness after all. How many of us have landed in bed sick on Christmas or New 
Years? 

Ann Weems, Searching for Shalom, 14.4
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If you are home reading this sermon during the snow storm (and you made it this far), I’d like to invite 
you into a bit of wilderness time. In worship today, we planned to follow the sermon with a time of 
reflection. The plan was to sit in silence for about a minute, then for some light music to accompany the 
silence, finally culminating in an invitation to join in song together. Perhaps you could take such a time 
in your own home. Set your timer for a minute (or longer) and see what bubbles up for you. If you really 
want to experience some wilderness time, set your timer for 10 or 15 minutes (If you feel as 
uncomfortable as me during the Advent Quiet Spaces, that likely means you’re doing something right!). 
The image that was to be on the bulletin is printed below for you in the case that it is helpful to center 
your thoughts. May you experience God’s abiding peace through time set apart.  


