
It is always good to know why you are where you are, if it can be known.  Sometimes you do just end up places, without knowing why God has brought you there.  I know why God has brought us here to the prophet Zechariah.  I was first intrigued by Zechariah's visions, the first of which we will hear next week.  As I spent time reading through and dwelling on the setting, God's call became clear.  We are in the midst of rebuilding after a period of Exile, so we need to hear what God has to say to us.  What is more, we were in the midst of this last Summer, then everything was put on hold and we took some steps backward instead of forward.  We are in a similar context to Zechariah and Haggai.


Zechariah is written to the people of Israel following the return from Exile in Babylon.  The people had come back and set to work on rebuilding the temple amongst other things.  Threats arose and the need to take care of themselves arose, so the rebuilding the temple and the wall of Jerusalem had been put on hold.  Just as there was a flurry of activity in Skagway this Spring that could have or should have been done last summer, it is easy to overlook some essential things until other needs are met.  Zechariah is God's messenger reminding the people that the temple needs attention and completion.  But that is not all that needs rebuilt. The lack of focus on the temple was a sign that the people's relationship with God also needed rebuilt.  We hear that in our text today.  The call to draw near to God and the promise that in return, God will draw near to us.


Eugene Peterson sums up the situation of Zechariah well in the introduction to the prophecy in the Message when he writes, “Zechariah shared with his contemporary Haggai the prophetic task of getting the people of Judah to rebuild their ruined Temple. Their preaching pulled the people out of self-preoccupation and got them working together as a people of God. There was a job to do, and the two prophets teamed up to make sure it got done.

But Zechariah did more than that. For the people were faced with more than a ruined Temple and city. Their self-identity as the people of God was in ruins. For a century they had been knocked around by the world powers, kicked and mocked, used and abused. This once-proud people, their glorious sacred history starred with the names of Abraham, Moses, Samuel, David, and Isaiah, had been treated with contempt for so long that they were in danger of losing all connection with that past, losing their magnificent identity as God’s people.

Zechariah was a major factor in recovering the magnificence from the ruins of a degrading exile. Zechariah reinvigorated their imaginations with his visions and messages. The visions provided images of a sovereign God that worked their way into the lives of the people, countering the long ordeal of debasement and ridicule. The messages forged a fresh vocabulary that gave energy and credibility to the long-term purposes of God being worked out in their lives.”

Before we can jump into this life and identity as God's people, we need to realize who we are and who we are prone to become if we do not call upon God.  Zechariah does that in our introductory verses today.  Verse 1 may sound like a typical introductory statement for a prophet to tell how God's word came to him, but there is a little detail that reminds the people where they are at as a society.  That is the fact that it is the second year of Darius, King of Persia.  If you look through the earlier prophets, they usually list the kings of Israel and Judah.  This introductory sentence makes it clear that the world has changed.  Persia is ruling them right now, not God, not a King of their land.


We are in a similar position.  We know our current system for keeping track of time is based on Jesus' birth.  This started in 525 and since then, you were either speaking about BC, before Christ, or AD, Anno Domino, in the year of the Lord.  In my lifetime, we have moved further away from this use of time and use CE and BCE more often.  Common Era and Before Common Era.  While this is an effort to clean up the math from 525 and a Gregorian Monks work, it also demonstrates our drifting away from the reality that Jesus' coming changed the world as we knew it, and instead wants to put a change in without acknowledging why.  What happened near 0 CE that we all had in Common?  So the date is already hinting to us that things need to change.


Verse 2 makes it perfectly clear things need to change.  The first words out of Zechariah's mouth are pointing back to the Exile.  Remember when you parents were hauled off in chains to walk across the desert and settled outside the promise land for 70 years.  Don't be like them.  They were warned by the prophets of what was coming, to repent, and they did not listen.  Look at where then ended up.  Because of God's great love for us, he is not afraid to send us into a similar situation again.  God allowed the nation of Israel to experience what life without him feels like time and again.  God does similar things with his churches and his people when they wander away from their first love.  He loves us too much to let us continue wandering away.


At the same time, we need to remember there is only so much time to change.  We have probably had at least one discussion with a healthcare provider about something that needs to change or it will cause problems later on.  That can be from brushing and flossing more regularly to changing our diet, or extensive rehab.  The longer we take to instigate these changes, the more damage we do to our body, eventually to the point of no return.  Zechariah's highlights that point of no return with the simple questions, “Where are your forefathers now? And the prophets, do they live forever?  The answers to these to questions are: They are dead and even they die.  So what makes us think that things will be different for us? We all have a good enough head on our shoulders to know that we are no better than the prophets and unless Jesus comes back before, we are all going to die.


We know what we should be doing. Not just health wise, but spiritually, physically, and mentally as well.  We have good intentions, good reasons for making the change, yet we have not fully made the jump.  Our commitment is often lacking.  Other things come up.  So how do we make the change?  5, 10, 15 years after or since we first attempted to make the change, what is going to make the difference now?


Verse 6 answers this for us.  The prophets and forefathers are dead, but God's word is the same and still true and valid. God's word is unchangable.  What he declares happens.  God said they would be sent into Exile long before they went.  Despite all of the desparate acts to prevent it, there they were in Babylon and Persia, under a foreign ruler, just as the prophets had declared if the people did not repent.  Your doctors will someday be right as well.  You will die, your knees will stop working, you will have difficulty breathing and your teeth will break down.  But how soon and why is a different question.


While God's word can be trusted and will last the tests of time is great news, the greatest news in this opening prophecy is the promise of the Lord Almighty.  Return to me and I will return to you.  Hear that clearly.  If we return, repent, change the direction we are going and start pointing toward God, we don't have to maintain the course for so many months or achieve a certain level.  As soon as we are facing in God's direction, God will be facing our direction.  Much like the Prodigal Father, who did not wait for his son to reach the house, but as soon as he saw him coming, he ran to meet him.  God will be there to support us as soon as we head God's direction.  If we think we can do it ourselves, God will let us and we will end up like the people's forefathers.  Dead and outside the promised land.  


If you still are wanting to follow God closer, have intentions of turning toward God, but have not done so yet, you are not the first.  Remember there was the whole nation of Israel before us.  Our loving Father understands we need more than commands to motivate us sometimes.  Even though the call to return to the Lord is an imperative command, God does not stop there.  Next week, we will get Zechariah's first vision, the first story that the people could live into and hold onto as the responsibilities of life harkened for their attention again.  These visions are stories that allow us to hear more about God than just saying the characteristics of God would tell us, or the plans of God.  They work like Jesus' parables, giving room for anyone who turns to find God present with them and working for and with them.


Let us hear this call to change, to enter into this rebuilding cycle fully dependent and in the Lord's presence.  He has already been at work bringing about changes to our physical space with new appliances, windows, furnaces, and hopefully this week paint.  All as promises that he can do something similar with our lives.  Making them into places where the Kingdom of God can be fully explored and lived out.  Let us be open to the rebuilding that needs to take place in each of our lives and our life as a congregation.

In the eighth month of the second year of Darius, the word of the Lord came to the prophet Zechariah son of Berekiah, the son of Iddo: 
2 “The Lord was very angry with your forefathers. 3 Therefore tell the people: This is what the Lord Almighty says: ‘Return to me,’ declares the Lord Almighty, ‘and I will return to you,’ says the Lord Almighty. 4 Do not be like your forefathers, to whom the earlier prophets proclaimed: This is what the Lord Almighty says: ‘Turn from your evil ways and your evil practices.’ But they would not listen or pay attention to me, declares the Lord. 5 Where are your forefathers now? And the prophets, do they live forever? 6 But did not my words and my decrees, which I commanded my servants the prophets, overtake your forefathers? 

“Then they repented and said, ‘The Lord Almighty has done to us what our ways and practices deserve, just as he determined to do.’ ” 
The Man Among the Myrtle Trees
7 On the twenty-fourth day of the eleventh month, the month of Shebat, in the second year of Darius, the word of the Lord came to the prophet Zechariah son of Berekiah, the son of Iddo. 
8 During the night I had a vision—and there before me was a man riding a red horse! He was standing among the myrtle trees in a ravine. Behind him were red, brown and white
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