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Sermon for the Nativity of St. John the Baptist
Isaiah 40:1-11/Ps.119:161-168 /I John 1:1-10 /Luke 1:57-80

 In the days of Herod the King, there was a priest of the Temple named Zechariah. His wife was Elizabeth. They were faithful in all their ways, but she had no child, and they were old.
 One day Zechariah was serving inside the Temple, and an angel of the Lord appeared by the altar. Zechariah shook with fear. But the angel said, “Don’t be afraid, for God has heard your prayer. Elizabeth will have a son, and you will name him John. This will give you great joy. He will be filled with the Sprit, and turn many back to God, and prepare people for the coming of the Lord.”

 Zechariah said to the angel, “How will that happen? I’m old, and so is my wife.”

 Zechariah had been praying for years, but he wasn’t prepared for his prayers to be answered. He was in God’s Temple, but he didn’t expect God to show up like this.

 The angel said, “I am the archangel Gabriel. God sent me to give you good news. But since you don’t believe me, you will be silent until your boy is born.”

 Zechariah couldn’t speak or hear from then on. He went home, and soon afterward Elizabeth became pregnant. She felt blessed, saying, “God has taken away my disgrace.”

 Nine months passed. It was quiet in the house. Zechariah neither spoke a word, nor heard a word. He had a lot to think about. 

 During that time, Mary came from Nazareth to visit Elizabeth. They were relatives, and they were both pregnant. As soon as Mary came in the door, Elizabeth’s child moved in the womb, moved by the Holy Spirit. It was exciting for both women, the young Mary and the older Elizabeth. What would become of each child?
 Then Elizabeth gave birth. As was the custom, after eight days was the naming and circumcision party.

 A first born son was always named after his father, so everyone said the child will be called Zechariah. “No,” said Elizabeth. “His name is John.” The neighbours couldn’t believe their ears. Nobody does that!

 So, they went over to deaf and dumb Zechariah. Using sign language, they asked him what to call the boy. After nine months of silence, Zechariah did what the angel told him to do. He wrote, “His name is John.”

At that moment, Zechariah spoke and heard again. And he started praising God!

 The people in the hill country were amazed. This got talked about everywhere. Everybody wondered, “What will this child be?” For the hand of the Lord was on him.

 Now, taking his newborn son in his arms, Zechariah was filled by the Holy Spirit and gave a prophecy.
 We will look at that prophecy, known as the Benedictus, in a moment. But first let’s put ourselves in Zechariah’s shoes for a moment.

 After so many years of waiting and praying, he is a father. Elizabeth has finally given birth. Anyone would be proud and thankful. But this is more than just a happy birth.
 There were many miracles around this boy’s birth:

 The angel Gabriel announced it, as he did for Mary about Jesus. Zechariah was struck deaf and dumb. Elizabeth conceived in her old age. Mary visited and they were both filled with the Holy Spirit. The boy was named John by his father, and then he could hear and speak again.
 No wonder Zechariah’s first words praised God.

 He knows that this isn’t just about him and Elizabeth, but about what God is doing. Zechariah has the long memory of God’s people. He feels the agony and the hope of Israel. He can feel in his bones that the ancient promises of God are coming true. The Holy Spirit has been speaking to him in his long months of silence. Now things were happening.
 So Zechariah’s prophecy, the Benedictus, is about how God has promised long ago to save his people.
 “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for he has visited and redeemed his people...
 “As he spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets long ago, that we should be saved from our enemies. 
 “To perform the mercy promised to our fathers, and to remember his holy covenant.”

 How many of us have hung on to God’s promises for a long time? How many of us remember something we were taught in Sunday school, and have lived in hope ever since? How many of us have hung on to God’s promises through thick and thin? Can we still believe that God will act?

 The prophecy continues, “That we, being delivered out of the hands of our enemies, might serve him without fear, in holiness and righteousness before him all the days of our life.” To serve God without fear. Do we need that?
 One of our great enemies is losing hope. Zechariah and Elizabeth kept the flickering flame of hope alive a long time, and then when the Holy Spirit moved, it burst into fire. 

 By these signs, the old couple knew that God is now acting. Ordinary people, with ordinary hopes and fears, are made part of God’s plan of salvation in Jesus Christ.
 Zechariah then prophesies over his little newborn son: “And thou child, shall be called the prophet of the highest, for thou shalt go before the face of the Lord to prepare his way. To give knowledge of salvation unto his people, by the remission of their sins, through the tender mercy of our God, whereby the dayspring from on high has visited us, to give light to them that sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.”
 Thirty years later, John the Baptist came like thunder in the desert. He said, “Be baptised for your sins. Repent, and be ready for the coming of one who is greater than I am.”

 John is the last of the prophets to tell of Christ’s coming. 

We use this prophecy, the Benedictus, every time we say Morning Prayer. It begins “Blessed be the Lord,” and ends, with God guiding “our feet into the way of peace.” God has kept his ancient promises to us.
