December 5, 2021
Luke 1:68-79
Saved to Serve
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SUMMARY
We love a good rescue story, and Zechariah has a tale to tell about the rescuer who brought salvation to us.

AT A GLANCE
A 7-year-old boy swims a mile in the St. Johns River to help rescue his dad and his little sister. It’s just one story among many, and it might have escaped our attention. But we certainly are familiar with more famous examples of heroic rescues, including the one that begins with the birth of a baby.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “The God Who Completes,” December 9, 2018. 

Steve Poust was fishing in the St. Johns River near Jacksonville, Florida, with his son Chase, age 7, and daughter Abigail, age 4. The boat was anchored, and the kids were in the water playing around. Abigail was wearing a life vest, but Chase was not required to wear one because he was 7. 
Then Abigail let go of the back of the boat and started to drift away. Dad got into the water to get the girl and yelled at Chase to get help. Steve Poust was overcome with fatigue and Abigail again floated away in the powerful current.
Chase swam more than a mile back to shore to get help. He floated, he dog-paddled, and he made it. Help arrived and the story had a good outcome. 
As inspiring as this story is, for drama it doesn’t match some of the most amazing and daring rescue stories of all time. Consider the “Miracle at Dunkirk,” Apollo 13, the “Raid on Entebbe,” the 2010 Copiapó mining accident, “Baby Jessica,” the Thailand soccer team rescue and the “Miracle on the Hudson.” 
We love rescue stories. It doesn’t even need to be human rescues. Just think of all those animal rescues you’ve watched on Facebook: the cow with its head between two tree trunks, the bobcat with a foot in a trap, a dog that’s fallen through ice, a deer with its antlers caught in barbed wire, a shark that washed up on shore or a horse that’s stuck in a quagmire. We can’t get enough of a good rescue story.
Here’s the thing: The Bible is essentially one big rescue story. The Incarnation is nothing but a rescue more daring in execution, more breathtaking in scope, more imaginative in design and more thrilling in victory than any rescue in the annals of history.
And this theme surfaces here in today’s reading from the gospel of Luke: the prayer of Zechariah (known to us as the Benedictus — Latin for “blessed,” the first word of the prayer).

Zechariah’s Story
Although the age of Zechariah, the priest, and his wife, Elizabeth, are not known, they were old, or at the very least beyond childbearing years. As the story begins, Luke himself notes that “both were getting on in years” (v. 7). Zechariah confirms this in his only comment to the angel Gabriel, “For I am an old man, and my wife is getting on in years” (v. 18). Their gossipy neighbors were certain that Zechariah and Elizabeth would never have children. That train had left the station.
Like Zechariah and Elizabeth, Abraham and Sarah were given similar news. Sarah chortled at the thought. Zechariah, however, wanted more information: “How will I know this is so?” he asked (v. 18). Gabriel explained that for one thing, Zechariah would be rendered mute until the birth of his son, whose name was to be John. 
Zechariah — who had been tending to worship in the temple at the time — never spoke another word until eight days after John’s birth. Suddenly, his tongue is freed, and he says, “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for he has … raised up a mighty savior for us” (vv. 68-69).

Zechariah’s Theme
Zechariah foresaw the specific role his son would play in the history of his people. He would pave the way or point to the way of salvation: “And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways” (v. 76). Although verses 76-79 describe John’s future role, in a way, the Benedictus is more about Mary’s son, not yet born, than it is about his own son, now only eight days old.
It is Mary’s son who will be “a mighty savior for us,” sings Zechariah as his theme begins to appear. We will “be saved from our enemies” (v. 71), we will be “rescued from the hands of our enemies” (v. 74), and you, John, “will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, to give knowledge of salvation to his people” (vv. 76-77).
It is easy to forget during Advent that the “reason for the season” is salvation and redemption. Caught up in a whirlwind of office parties, Christmas shopping, tree decorating, gift-wrapping and cookie-baking, our soul’s eternal salvation is the furthest thing from our minds.
But then we gather to worship and sing Christmas carols, and inevitably, Zechariah’s theme appears before our wondering eyes:
Long lay the world in sin and error pining,
’Till he appeared and the soul felt its worth.
—O Holy Night
To save us all from Satan’s power
When we were gone astray
O, tidings of comfort and joy, comfort and joy …
—God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen
Hark! the herald angels sing: “Glory to the newborn King!
Peace on earth and mercy mild, God and sinners reconciled.”
—Hark! The Herald Angels Sing
Oh, come O Rod of Jesse’s stem, from ev’ry foe deliver them
That trust your mighty pow’r to save;
Bring them in vict’ry through the grave.
Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel, shall come to you, O Israel! 
—O Come, O Come, Emmanuel
It is an inconvenient truth, but Jesus was not born so that we might have an opportunity to shop till we drop, to exchange presents, to have parties and host lavish family dinners — as wonderful as these activities are. 
Jesus was born because after sending sages and prophets into the company of human beings to no effect (see Hebrews 1), a personal visit by the Creator to his creation was deemed to be necessary — the last resort. Thus, 
Veiled in flesh the Godhead see,
Hail the incarnate deity
Pleased as man with man to dwell
Jesus our Emmanuel
—Hark! The Herald Angels Sing!
We made a mess of things, and into this disaster came the Son of God to live with us and lift us out of the mess, even if he had to die in the process. The angel of the Lord had made this clear to Joseph, Jesus’ stand-in dad, before he had committed to stay with Mary: “She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21).
Finally, notice the qualifiers that Zechariah uses in his first reference to a “savior.” This redeemer, he notes, is a “mighty” savior. He’s not just any run-of-the-mill leader, warrior, general, chieftain, and so on. He is a “mighty” savior, one who is invested with the power to save, and a résumé that speaks to a history of saving acts for his people.
And further, he is a “mighty savior for us.” This is not salvation in the abstract. This is personal; this is real. This salvation means something. Granted, Zechariah could not have imagined what the apostle John would later articulate, namely that “God so loved the world …” that he sent his Son to be born as a helpless, defenseless human child. Zechariah could not have imagined that.
But we can. This child is a mighty Savior for us. He will offer a way out from what the apostle Paul calls our “bondage” to sin and our natural tendency to do the wrong thing even though we might want to do the right thing, or our refusal to do the right thing that we know we ought to do. 
This child will also defeat the prince of darkness at his own game. 
And this child will defeat perhaps the greatest enemy of all: death.
A mighty Savior — “for us”!

Zechariah’s Response
The country priest, in Jerusalem to fulfil the duties of his rotation, is now quite clear how he will respond — a response that serves as a template for us as well. 
We have been rescued, he says, that we “might serve him without fear” (v. 74).
We have been saved … to serve. We will provide this service, not only without fear, but “in holiness and righteousness before him all our days” (v. 75).
Have we considered that Advent could be an opportunity to reassess how we will serve the Lord in the coming year? Often, our forward-thinking plans, our blueprints for the future and our 12-month goals are person- or family-centric, focused on inward, not outward, spheres of activity and service. 
Could it be that Zechariah is reminding us that we are a rescued people? Perhaps we should think about how to honor the “rescuer.” And what better way to honor someone who has saved our lives than to serve him without fear in holiness and righteousness all our days?
It is quite easy for our lives to drift toward an insular pattern that is repetitive and often monotonous. Why not try now, as a people who are rescued from sin, Satan and death, from meaninglessness and ennui, to break out of this common and banal rat race, to serve the one who brought salvation to us?
The English poet Christina Rossetti attempts to get at the spirit of Zechariah’s response with the lyrics of the Christmas carol “In the Bleak Midwinter.” Notice the lyrics of the last stanza. How might we respond to the one who has rescued us? Or, in her words, “What can I give him, poor as I am?”
Rossetti answers: “If I were a shepherd, I would bring a lamb; / If I were a wise man, I would do my part, / Yet what I can I give him: give my heart.”
It was the most improbable of rescue missions. The very idea that God should become human, disguise himself in mortal flesh, we might say was genius. The plan was more daring than Apollo 13, or any rescue mission ever attempted. No wonder then that on the day of the Savior’s birth, all of creation rejoiced!
Zechariah rejoiced. Elizabeth rejoiced. The neighbors rejoiced.
And then Zechariah the priest broke into song: We have been saved to serve “without fear, in holiness and righteousness … all our days” (vv. 74-75).
Amen. 
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Source:
Braine Theresa. “7-year-old boy swims for an hour to get help for dad and little sister stranded in river current in Florida.” New York Daily News, nydailynews.com, June 1, 2021. Retrieved June 2, 2021.

THE OTHER TEXTS
December 5, 2021, Cycle C
Malachi 3:1-4
What Does the Text Say?
The prophet Malachi — whose Hebrew name means “My Messenger” and may not be a proper name at all — worked in the Levitical priestly circles attached to the second temple built after the Babylonian exile of the sixth-century B.C. (2:4-6). Central to Malachi’s program of reform was the divinely appointed “messenger of the covenant” (v. 1) of today’s reading. Covenant was a key theological idea in ancient Israel, and, while individual covenants were made with Noah, Abraham and David, it was the covenant between God and the entire people of Israel that framed Israel’s religion and identity. Only here is a figure identified specifically as “the messenger of the covenant,” who may be the prophet himself. That messenger was to “purify the descendants of Levi” and “refine them” (v. 3), using language found especially in late prophetic texts for the Lord (or, as here, his servant) and always associated with the purification of a corrupted cult. The goal was never the elimination of the temple cult but rather its purification and continuation “in righteousness” (v. 3). Only then would the Lord find the temple offerings acceptable and worthy of blessing in return, as “in the days of old and as in former years” (v. 4). This passage, therefore, like much of prophetic literature, looks both forward in eschatological anticipation and backward to an idealized past.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Symbols of Advent: Fire and Soap. It might be better not to use the words “Fire and Soap” in your sermon title so that you can ask your congregation to throw out suggestions for “symbols of Advent” or “symbols of Christmas.” Answers you might expect include holly, poinsettias, angels, nativity scene, presents, star, Christmas tree and so on. Then suggest that you have two new symbols: fire and soap. Then proceed to unpack this text. Regarding fire, explain what a refiner’s fire is. Notice that the prophet doesn’t refer to a forest fire or a campfire but a refiner’s fire. It’s a particular kind of fire with a particular function. Regarding soap, here is what you’ll find at ChristianAnswers.net: “The word ‘full’ is from the Anglo-Saxon fullian, meaning ‘to whiten.’ To full is to press or scour cloth in a mill. This art is one of great antiquity. Mention is made of ‘fullers’ soap’ (Malachi 3:2), and of ‘the Fuller’s Field’ (2 Kings 18:17). At his transfiguration, our Lord’s raiment is said to have been white ‘so as no fuller on earth could white them’ (Mark 9:3). En-rogel (q.v.), meaning literally ‘foot-fountain,’ has been interpreted as the ‘fuller’s fountain,’ because there the fullers trod the cloth with their feet.”

Philippians 1:3-11
What Does the Text Say?
Paul’s opening thanksgiving for the Christians in Philippi is expansive in its sweep, taking in the past, the present and the future. In remembering the past, he commends them for the fact that they didn’t just receive his gospel but have been “sharing in the gospel from the first day until now.” Because for Paul the word “gospel” often is shorthand for Christ’s ongoing ministry through his followers, to share in it likely includes sharing in the work as well as in the blessings.
The importance of sharing in — indeed reciprocating — Paul’s ministry in the present is all the more important because as he writes, he is imprisoned. In the close of the letter (4:10-20, especially v. 18), we learn that they have provided direct material support for Paul during this period. Their gift was tangible proof that they held Paul within their hearts (1:7). What Paul may have been thankful for above all else was his confidence that the Philippians wouldn’t abandon the ministry of Christ. That confidence was rooted not only in his past and present experience with them but even more in assurance that God would continue working within them until “the day of Jesus Christ” (v. 6). Their continued relationship with God guarantees that not only will they themselves “be pure and blameless” before God at the end of the age (v. 10) but also that their work of ministry will have “produced the harvest of righteousness,” both benefiting others and leading to “the glory and praise of God” (v. 11).
Opening letters with thanksgivings was a stylistic convention in Paul’s day, and some surviving letters indicate how perfunctory such openings could be. Paul’s thanksgiving for the Philippians, however, was genuine and deep. It found expression in his prayers well beyond the formalities of writing letters.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Unfinished Work. This prayer on the Second Sunday of Advent is similar in thought to the epistle reading of last Sunday. Paul’s audience is now the Philippian Christians rather than the Christians in nearby Thessalonica. Again, Paul’s prayer is that on “the day of Christ” they might be found “blameless.” The theme for today is “Unfinished Work.” Ever been in a neighborhood or an area of downtown where an unfinished house or office building sits? They’re empty, gray and dirty. They’re a stain on the neighborhood or city. At one time, the construction began as a hope and dream. Someone had plans and goals. Then construction stopped and never got started again. When that happens, it’s a problem. Christ has begun a work in us. But if for some reason that work stops, it’s a problem, too. Why might the work of Christ in us come to a grinding halt? During Advent, we have an opportunity for Christ to resume construction or to ensure that construction continues so that someday we might be “blameless, having produced the harvest of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God.”

Luke 3:1-6
What Does the Text Say?
The first portion of this passage (vv. 1-2a) provides the historical setting for the beginning of John the Baptist’s ministry. Luke identifies several Roman and Jewish figures his readers would have recognized. Tiberius was the Roman emperor from A.D. 14-37. Pontius Pilate was the Roman governor of Judea from A.D. 26-36. Herod (Antipas) and Philip were half-brothers and sons of Herod the Great. They acted as regional rulers, or tetrarchs, well into the A.D. 30s after their father’s death in 4 B.C. Both Annas and Caiaphas served as high priest, a role subject to Roman approval and appointment during the first century A.D. Annas served first (A.D. 6-15) and was the father-in-law of Caiaphas, the official high priest (A.D. 18-36 or 37) during John’s and Jesus’ ministries.
Like the ancient prophets, “the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness.” Having been prompted by God, John “went into all the region around Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (v. 3). For Luke, God was the agent behind John’s proclamation, just as the Lord had been the one to inspire the renowned orators of the past. In particular, the book of Isaiah, which had anticipated these events, shed light on John’s message of “baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” In the words of Isaiah, when John declared “the word of God” (i.e., “a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins”), he was “Prepar[ing] the way of the Lord, mak[ing] his paths straight” so “all flesh [could] see the salvation of God” (vv. 4b, 6) that was about to be revealed through Jesus (cf. Luke 1:77; 2:30; Acts 28:28).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
John’s Mission: Build a Road. This text continues the Advent theme of “preparation” found in other Advent texts so far (Malachi and 1 Thessalonians). Here, the analogy isn’t fire or soap but a highway. Google “most expensive highway” to get some material on big highway projects. (The Big Dig is the most expensive, but others will be mentioned as well.) You may be able to use a project in your own city and talk about cone-zone frustration. Then move to a discussion of John’s huge mission: to build a road that will pave the way for an important visitor — the Savior of the world!

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS

In what is being described as a “miracle” by search and rescue authorities, a 50-year-old father was recovered and is expected to make a full recovery after being buried under 2.5 meters of snow and ice for nearly three hours. On January 28, 2021, an avalanche struck the Val d'Isère region in the French Alps where the man, his wife and two children decided to take a cross country snow-shoe walk. His wife and two children were unscathed by the avalanche but the search for the man attracted 130 volunteers.
After his emergency victim transponder failed to be picked up by search and rescue teams and rescue dogs failed to pick up on his scent, the PGHM gendarmerie decided to use their Wolfhound-Pro, which can detect mobile phone signals.
"Usually, we use it [Wolfhound-Pro] to find people who are lost in the forest. This was one of the first times we have used it for an avalanche," said Alexander Grether, captain in the PGHM police.
—Berkeley Varitronics Systems, “‘Miracle’ Avalanche Search and Rescue Credited to Wolfhound-Pro Cell Phone Detector,” PRnewswire.com, February 16, 2021.
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/miracle-avalanche-search-and-rescue-credited-to-wolfhound-pro-cell-phone-detector-301227961.html.
Retrieved June 24, 2021.

##

What do God’s acts as Redeemer tell us about who God is, really?
In our cultural milieu it is almost impossible to think about redemption except in terms of transactions because the dynamics of global capitalism that frame our lives depend on contractual, rather than covenantal, relationships. Here’s a small example of where I see these correlations in play. Almost every time I check out at our corner Walgreens Pharmacy, the cashier asks me if I want to redeem my bonus points. These points are proffered with a mixed message. On the one hand, it is conveyed to me that I somehow deserve them because I am a faithful Walgreens shopper. On the other hand, Walgreens implies that I’ve gotten more than I deserve: Congratulations,” my receipt reads, “you saved $1.00!” In any case, all I have to do is press the green button on the screen and type in my zip code and — voila! — redemption happens.
How does my Walgreens experience — and the multiple other transactions we engage every day — shape the way we think about who God is as Redeemer? Do we think of God as the one who saves us “by grace” (Ephesians 2:8, NRSV) or as the one who “treats us much better than we deserve” (Ephesians 2:8, CEV)? The latter of these two is easier for us to make sense of, but borders on portraying God as a kind of Santa Claus figure who gives the kids on his “nice” list extra presents.
Redemption, as conveyed in the acts and life of the triune God, doesn’t make God out to be a Santa Claus. The Incarnation — from womb to cross to hell to bodily resurrection and ascension — gives no suggestion that God gives us space to decide whether or not to redeem our points. On the contrary, it conveys that there is no length to which God will not go, no boundary that God will not violate, in order to save us.
—Cynthia Rigby, “God Is A (Somewhat) Knowable Mystery,” Presbyterian Outlook, February 24, 2020.

##

Jesús García was just a railroad brakeman, but on November 7, 1907, he became a hero of one of history’s most daring rescues. That afternoon, the 23-year-old was resting during a stop in Nacozari, a town in Sonora, Mexico, when workers notified him of a fire that had broken out atop one of the train cars. This would have been alarming on a normal day, but García knew that the train cars in question contained dynamite due to be delivered to a nearby mine. If it were to explode, it would take out not just the train, but possibly cause a catastrophic fire in the rail yard as well.
As his fellow workers panicked, García sprang into action. He jumped onto the train alone and started to reverse it downhill. Four miles later, the entire train exploded. Though 13 people did die, the number was far less than it would have been if García hadn’t reacted quickly. All that was left of García was a single boot, but he wasn’t soon forgotten. The young brakeman soon became the stuff of legend, subject of poems and songs. Memorials to García sprang up all over Mexico, and Nacozari changed its name to Nacozari de García.
—Erin Blakemore, “5 of History's Most Dramatic Rescues,” History.com, August 22, 2018.
https://www.history.com/news/most-dramatic-rescues-in-history-baby-jessica-chilean-miners-andrea-doria.
Retrieved June 24, 2021.

##

Recently, while studying the words of Jesus, I made a startling and slightly disturbing discovery.
On the issue of salvation, Jesus never seems to urge anyone to say a prayer or confess belief in a set of doctrines. Although he is often asked by those around him, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” the answers out of our Savior’s mouth rarely sound anything at all like what I learned in Sunday school.
I can remember growing up and hearing the gospel communicated to me roughly as something like, “Who doesn’t want to go to hell?” and when those around me raised their hands to identify themselves as someone with a keen sense of self-preservation, they were told to repeat a prayer about sin and forgiveness.
Now, as an adult, I am puzzled that Jesus himself never once suggested anything remotely close to this when discussing matters of eternity and salvation.
To Zacchaeus, who declared that he was ready to repay all those he had ripped off through the years, Jesus informed him that his faith had saved him. To the woman at the well, he simply compared himself to a spiritual water which could quench her thirst for fulfillment, and she responded enthusiastically. To Nicodemus, he explained a concept of being born a second time by the Spirit into a new kind of spiritual life.
In fact, Jesus never seemed to use any sort of formula at all. He never even used the same metaphor twice. His explanations of salvation and his conditions for receiving it were as varied as those who came to ask him the question. …
To think I’ve lived most of my Christian life based on the answer to the wrong question. All this time, I’ve thought of Jesus as my “Savior” but not as my “Lord,” and yet if He is not one, He cannot be the other.
—Keith Giles, “Are We Asking The Wrong Question?” Patheos.com, February 28, 2019.
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/keithgiles/2019/02/are-we-asking-the-wrong-question/.
Retrieved June 24, 2021.

##

Newark Mayor Cory Booker rescued the woman from the second floor of her home in the city's Upper Clinton Hill area. …
Mayor Booker had arrived back in his neighbourhood on Thursday evening from a television interview when he came across the house fire.
He said he had "a little bit of a fight" with his security detail as they tried to prevent him from entering the property.
His burned right hand still bandaged, Mayor Booker told a news conference on Friday: "I felt fear. I really didn't think we were going to get out of there."
The 42-year-old politician described on CBS News how he ran through a burning kitchen with the woman, Zina Hodge, 47, over his shoulder.
"It's a 'come to Jesus' moment," he said. "I really had this moment where I thought, okay, I'm trapped."
Ms. Hodge suffered second-degree burns on her back. Mayor Booker burned his hand and was treated for smoke inhalation. …
Mayor Booker said the experience gave him "profound respect" for firefighters.
"I'm ill-equipped now to do firefighter union negotiation," he joked.
—“Newark Mayor Cory Booker saves woman from fire,” BBC News, April 13, 2012.
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-17700783.
Retrieved June 24, 2021.
(Cory Booker is, of course, now a U.S. senator.)

##

In a situation of oppression, what do people cry out for? Naturally, they want salvation! But salvation from what or whom? From their oppressors, of course! Thus it comes as a shock in Matthew 1:21 to read that Mary will give birth to a son and “you [Joseph] shall call his name Jesus [jashu‘] because he will save [jasha’a] his people from … their sins.”
This is not the agenda! The people are oppressed! They want salvation from their enemies, not their sins! So, Joseph’s dream ends on a frightening note. He cannot help but know that the bearer of such a message will be deeply resented and perhaps violently opposed.
The Song of Zechariah (Luke 1:68-79) deals with the same issue and opens with the expected emphasis. God has “visited … his people,” the reader is told, so “that we should be saved from our enemies, and from the hand of all who hate us” (Luke 1:71). Such sentiments are understood and appreciated by the oppressed. But in the middle of the song, there is a sudden shift of focus. The child to be born … is sent:
“to give knowledge of salvation to his people
in the forgiveness of their sins,
through the tender mercy of our God, …
to give light to those who sit in darkness
and in the shadow of death,
to guide our feet into the way of peace” (Luke 1:77-79).
The wording is incredible! The people indeed sat “in darkness.” But they surely understood that darkness as having been created by their Roman oppressors. Of course, they wanted to walk in “the way of peace.” But peace will be a result of victory in the war of liberation from Roman military occupation.
Salvation? Of course — from our enemies! Dawn for those who live under the shadow of death? By all means — overthrow the marching legions and this dawn will at last break!
Who dares tell the oppressed that they are sinners and in need of salvation from their sins? Sitting in Jerusalem, the word “shocking” strikes me as almost too weak for these texts. “Jarring” might be better. But in that very jarring is there not hope for all of us?
—Kenneth E. Bailey, “Joseph and Three Shocks in the Christmas Story,” Presbyterian Outlook, December 21, 2006.
https://pres-outlook.org/2006/12/joseph-and-three-shocks-in-the-christmas-story/.
Retrieved June 24, 2021.

##

Along with reawakening the sense of newness, Bach’s music points me to wholeness, a wholeness of body, mind, and spirit, which we seldom glimpse, but which we are intended to know. It is no coincidence that the root word of whole, health, heal, holy, is hale (as in hale and hearty). If we are healed, we become whole; we are hale and hearty; we are holy.
The marvelous thing is that this holiness is nothing we can earn. We don’t become holy by acquiring merit badges and Brownie points. It has nothing to do with virtue or job descriptions or morality. It is nothing we can do, in this do-it-yourself world. It is a gift, sheer gift, waiting there to be recognized and received. We do not have to be qualified to be holy. We do not have to be qualified to be whole, or healed.
—Madeleine L’Engle, Walking on Water: Reflections on Faith and Art (Crown, 2016).

##

COMMENTARY 
Luke 1:68-79
As one of three “canticles” or songs found at the beginning of Luke’s gospel, the Benedictus (1:68-79), along with the Magnificat (1:46-55) and the Nunc Dimittis (2:29-32), occupies an important part in the ancient devotional exercise known as the Liturgy of the Hours, which consists of a schedule for prayer and reflection on Scripture at specific times of the day and night. Although it focuses mainly on the Psalms, these three passages are included in the Liturgy of the Hours as major elements. This indicates that they were themselves considered, by those who devised the exercise, to be of the same literary tradition as the Old Testament Psalms.
This would, no doubt, have pleased Luke, because one of his main goals was to clarify the many ways in which Christ’s ministry was a continuation and fulfillment of God’s ongoing relationship with Israel as revealed in the Old Testament. More than Matthew’s obsession with proving by citation of texts that Jesus was the expected Messiah, Luke wished to impress upon his largely Gentile audience that Jesus was the proof that God’s promises to Israel had not been forgotten. So just as the Old Testament contained Psalms that told of God’s trustworthiness, Luke begins his gospel with several new psalms of his own.
According to Robert J. Karris, O.F.M. (“The Gospel According to Luke,” in The New Jerome Biblical Commentary [Englewood Cliffs, N.J., Prentice Hall, 1990]), Luke is deeply concerned with the problems of theodicy raised by many historical catastrophes experienced by Israel. Karris raises the provocative question: “If God has not been faithful to the promises made to God’s elect people and has allowed their holy city and Temple to be destroyed, what reason do Gentile Christians, who believe in this God, have to think that God will be faithful to promises made to them?” The answer, according to Karris, is that Luke demonstrates that God — through Jesus — was faithful to promises made to Israel, but in an unexpected way to include Gentiles, the unclean, the poor, women, Samaritans, rich toll collectors, and assorted other outcasts as well as people who are repentant of their initial rejection of Jesus, God’s prophet and Chosen One.
Luke paints a picture of Jesus as the frequently rejected prophet sent to this “reconstituted” Israel who will, nonetheless, save those who accept him. In this way, Luke stresses Jesus’ continuity with God’s previous promises to Israel, and his fulfillment of them. Jesus’ life, then, for Luke, saves God’s reputation by virtue of the fact that God sends yet another prophet to a rejecting people, and then raises that prophet from the dead to prove his fidelity to him. Karris concludes that this God will surely be faithful to promises made to Jesus’ followers who journey from all corners of the globe to take up their places at the heavenly banquet with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (676-677).
There are many explicit examples of this theme of continuity between the life story of Jesus and the Old Testament, and specifically the prophets, in Luke-Acts. Luke makes many of these references in chapter 1. Luke 1:41 and 1:67 both state that Elizabeth and Zechariah’s pronouncements concerning John are prophecies. Also, both Mary and Elizabeth receive miraculous pregnancies as did many Old Testament women (Genesis 17; 25; 29-30; Judges 13; 1 Samuel 1). Like Hannah and the mother of Samson (Judges 13; 1 Samuel 1), in Luke 1:15, Elizabeth is instructed to raise her son as a Nazarite, a special religious category of persons who make special vows of obedience to God (Numbers 6).
We are told that Jesus comes from the Israelite royal house of Judah by virtue of being Joseph’s heir (1:27). We might also infer from the fact that Zechariah and Elizabeth are Aaronid Levites (1:5) and Mary is their kinswoman (1:36) that Jesus is also of high priestly lineage through Mary. That the Lukan Jesus is also the quintessential prophet in the Old Testament tradition is underscored in chapter 4. Here Luke alone adds stories of foreigners ministered to by Elijah and Elisha to place Jesus’ ministry to Gentiles in continuity to theirs — given the fact that as a prophet, he too is unwelcome in his home country (Luke 4:25-27).
Many of these same overarching Lukan themes are also present in Luke 1:68-79. In verse 68, God is called “LORD God,” reminding one of the Hebrew divine title YHWH Elohim. God is also described as a “redeemer” (v. 68) — calling to mind the role of the nearest kinsman within covenant law to ransom his kin from debt slavery and imprisonment. The covenant is invoked in general as well as specifically in reference to Abraham (vv. 72-73, Luke 1:55; Acts 3:25), but another echo of Old Testament covenant traditions can be seen in the fact that the poem begins by recounting the mighty acts of God (vv. 68-73), just as covenant ceremonies begin in the Old Testament (Deuteronomy 1-4; Joshua 24). The image of the horn as a symbol of strength for the Davidic monarch occurs in Psalm 132:17, but Luke may also be calling to mind the meaning of Jesus’ name in Hebrew when he predicts that God will raise up a “horn of SALVATION” (Hebrew yeshua, Greek for Jesus) in the house of David. This same salvation is said to have been predicted by the “holy prophets” (v. 70), whose words are now being fulfilled in Jesus. Finally, the image of one whose dawning brings light to those who sit in darkness is an allusion to Isaiah 60:1-3, and also brings to mind Isaiah 9:2 and 42:7.
Luke casts John the Baptist as a prophet of the Old Testament type as well. Just as Jesus in 1:32 is the Son of the Most High, John in 1:76 is the prophet of the Most High. Passages about the expected prophetic precursor to God’s return are applied to John several times here and in the first few chapters of Luke. Luke 1:17 evokes Malachi 4:5-6 when it portrays John as the one who comes in the spirit and power of Elijah. Luke 1:76 and 3:4 allude to Isaiah 40:3-5, equating John with the voice that cries in the wilderness in preparation for the Lord’s arrival. Luke 7:27 cites Malachi 3:1, equating John with the messenger whom God sends. In short, the Benedictus is framed as a prophetic psalm, by a priestly Israelite, attesting to both Jesus and John as the long-awaited fulfillments of God’s promises to Israel — the proofs of God’s faithfulness.

CHILDREN’S SERMON 
Luke 1:68-79
Before the service, write the following words on separate sheets of paper: Benedictus, benediction, blessing. Use different fonts or colors to indicate the difference in the words. Tell the children that you want to talk to them today about three words we use in church. Show them “benediction” first. Ask the children if they know what a benediction is and when we use it in the worship service. Explain that a benediction is an act of blessing at the end of a worship service. Recite a benediction for them as an example. Now show them “benedictus.” Explain that this word is a Latin word for the benediction that is found in Luke 1. It is also a blessing — but this one is a special blessing for God spoken by Zechariah. Zechariah was so filled with joy over the birth of his baby, John, that he was filled with the Holy Spirit, and needed to share with everyone his gratitude. His benedictus begins, “Blessed be the LORD God of Israel,” and then he tells the people of the Savior that God will give them, and how his son, John the Baptist, will prepare the way for this Savior. Now show them the last word, “blessing.” Ask them whom they would consider to be a blessing in their lives. Close by having the children repeat after you: “God, bless all of us here today. As we prepare for Christmas, help us to remember the joy Zechariah felt as we welcome your Son into our hearts. Amen.”

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Advent 
Leader: Look to the East. The rising sun, our morning light, chases away the night.
People: A voice cries out in the wilderness: Make ready the way of the Lord!
Leader: Make a good path so all may walk in beauty with kind steps and happy hearts.
People: A voice cries out in the wilderness: Make ready the way of the Lord!
Leader: Look, the rising sun, the dawning of forgiveness, the advent of hope, the beginning of peace.
People: Let us make a bright path for Jesus to come!

Prayers — Advent 
Merciful Savior, the longings of our heart are deep and profound, and the season of Advent, like no other, makes us acutely aware of our yearnings. While we are surrounded by glittery tinsel and pretty packages, we are reminded that superficial things do not truly satisfy. Our calendars are crammed with activities and events, exposing the lie that busyness offers meaning and purpose. The “to-do” list runs off the page, yet exhaustion, not joy, is too often the end result of achieving it all. We are surrounded by crowds but feel the emptiness of our connections to others. What we genuinely desire is mystery, a sense of transcendence, a story that is bigger than life but enfolds our lives. We need the Son of God become flesh, the baby born in a manger who brought shepherds to their knees and angels to their feet. We long for a liberating truth that cannot be contained in words but must be sung by the heavenly hosts. In short, we hunger for you. Come to us anew, we pray, to satisfy our restless hearts. Amen.

Benedictions — General
The Lord God has looked favorably upon his people and redeemed them. He has raised up a mighty Savior for us through his servant David. He has shown us mercy. Let us now go forth and serve him without fear and serve him in holiness and righteous in order to bring light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death. And may he guide our feet into the way of peace. Amen.
—Based on Luke 1:68-79.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Blessed Be the God of Israel
Come, Thou Long Expected Jesus
Lift Up Your Heads, Ye Mighty Gates

Worship and Praise 
Even So Come (Tomlin)
Prepare Ye the Way (Smith)
Rescuer (Rend Collective)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Second Sunday of Advent, Cycle C
Baruch 5:1-9 or Malachi 3:1-4
Luke 1:68-79
Philippians 1:3-11
Luke 3:1-6
