As we begin a new church year 


with the beginning of Advent today 


and look forward to a new year with 2020 in hindsight, 

I wanted to spend some time in the birth stories of Jesus, 


looking at the trauma that was experienced by the various characters 


and how they persevered through it all.  

I know everyone's experience this year has been different.  


But no matter what happened, 



you have experienced trauma this year 



and have had to process it some way.  

I say this, 


because the COVID-19 pandemic did three things to everyone everywhere.  

First, it has increased generalized anxiety.  


Just the tension, stress, fear 



and worry within our daily lives has gone up.  


Even safety measures amp up our anxiety,



 do I have my mask, 



am I 6 feet from this person, 



did I wash my hands recently?  


Everyone has had to deal with that.  

The second element everyone has experienced 


is loss.  

This collective loss has come 


as life, health, income, routines, and plans have changed.  



I was not doing online sermons last Advent.  

There is also tragic loss 


as 250,000 people have died in the U.S. 


Unemployment has hit record numbers.  

As an added bonus, 


there has been ambiguous loss, 



with no closure 



and still no clear understanding of how everything is going to resolve itself.  The third villian that COVID brought into our lives 


is anticipatory grief.  

We do not know what the future holds 


because everything has been uncertain, 



including our elections, 


which could not even wrap up in a brief period of time.  

We know that something bad is out there 


and our sense of safety is compromised because of it.

COVID has brought these three things into our life all at once for everyone everywhere.  


It did not discriminate due to financial status, 


geography, 


or race.  

So we all have some collective trauma we need to process, 


otherwise our health will continue to decline in this new year.  

The good news for us 


is that we are not the first generation to deal with such things.  


It has been happening in different places 



at different times for generations.  

One such time is recorded in scripture, 


as the story of Jesus' birth.  

So for advent, 


we will look at the places that this occurred 


and see how this week, 



Elizabeth and Zacheriah processed it.  


Next week Mary 


and then the following Joseph, 


then humanity, 


then all creation on Christmas Eve.

Luke's first hint that not all was peaceful and wonderful 


was in verse 5 as he tells us the time this happened.  



“In the time of Herod, 




king of Judea.”  

We know him today as Herod the Great.  


But just because the word “great” is in there, 



does not mean it is great for everyone.  

Herod instituted many building projects, 


including the rebuilding of the temple.  



But taxed, 



killed, 



and oppressed in order to do so.  


Family members were assassinated, 


rivals killed, 


wives married, 


and great monuments to Herod's reign and loyalty to Rome were constructed.  

But remember this is the man Matthew reports 


that had all males under 2 killed 



to ensure his place on the throne after the Magi's visit.  

So certainty 

or predictability was not a feature of everyday life with this ruler in charge.

Then we reach Zechariah, 


who seemingly starts out on great footing.  



He is a priest in the division of Abijah 




and is blessed with a wife who is also a decendent of Aaron.  



They both were upright.  


As our story unfolds, 



we see how blessed Aaron is.  


Due to the growth of the priesthood through the generations from Aarons 24 sons, 



each family of priests went up to serve a week at a time, 




twice a year in the temple.  


To do the various chores took many people, 



but each division had around 1000 priests in it.  




So it was common not to ever do some of the tasks, 





since it was decided by lot.  

But this time, 


Zechariah was chosen to burn incense.  

One of 14 to do it that week, 


as a morning and evening offering was made.  

The incense was burnt next to the offering of a spotless lamb 


to make the aroma of the offering pleasing to God.  

While Zechariah was in the Court of Priests, 


the next court out was filled with men offering up their daily prayers.  



These are the ones who we will meet soon enough.

The only thing that could tarnish a beginning narrative like this is, 


the lack of children.  

To be Jewish 


and have no children 

was near the top of the list of ways to be excommunicated from God, 


after not having a wife.  

All of the things that we have mentioned so far, 


turn from honors 


to burdens 



because of this lacking children.  

Being a pure couple of Aaron 


and having no children.  

Living so righteously 


and still having no children.  

Trying for decades to change this 


and still having no children.  

Being honored with burning incense, 


but having no children to tell that to, 



were all salt in Zechariah's wound 



and would be to Elizabeth as well.  

The trials of trying to have children 


are still burned in my mind and heart 



as some of the most straining 



and gut checking months of my life.  

We are fortunate to be able to say months 


instead of years.  

As I am aware of friends who tried for decades with no success, 


even if they were Godly pastors of churches.  

This trauma led to Zechariah to be looked down on 


and carry some grief 

and Elizabeth especially, 


as the easiest thing to assume in a patriarchal world 



is that it is the woman's fault always 



and not the mans.  

Elizabeth felt the scorn 


in the eyes of the other women of her village. 

All of this was weighing on Zechariah, 


this honor that highlighted his shame, 


offering incense 



that might have had a tear in it to God, 


when another traumatic event happened.  

An angel of the Lord stood before him.  


We are told that he was startled 


and gripped with fear.  



With good reason.  

Maybe you remember the first time doing something 



and hoping that you did it all correctly.  

This was the first 

and only time Zechariah would offer incense, 


and in the midst of it, 



an angel of the Lord appears.  

“What did I do wrong?” 


would be my first thought.  

The angel addresses our natural emotion, 


fear, 



and tells us not to indulge in it.  

Fear is natural 

and helps with survival, 


as it is a “state of severe distress, 



aroused by intense concern for impending pain, 




danger, evil, etc., 



or possibly by the illusion of such circumstances.”  

Which normally lead to one of 4 responses, 


it used to be just two.  



Fight, or flight should sound familiar, 



but freeze and appease have been added as options.  

Where Zechariah lands on the scale is up for debate.  


I lean towards flight, 



because as Gabriel tells him the good news, 




that his prayer has been answered for a son, 



and not just any son, 




but one who will proclaim the coming of the Lord.


Zechariah doesn't go with the idea.  



Instead he asks, 



“How can I be sure of this? 





I am an old man 





and my wife is well along in years.”
Zechariah can't wrap his mind around the situation.  


It is a great and wonderful one.  


One that takes another step 



beyond the huge leap that just being a parent is.  


The greater leap that having children in old age is.  



As a first time parent at 38 



and then another child at 40, 


I know clearly why this is supposed to happen earlier in life.  

At age 60 or later, 


I can not fathom.  

To have one that is then going to proclaim the coming of the Lord, 


I am with Zechariah.  



“How can this be?”  

One definition of trauma is, 


“Too much 


too fast.”  

This week in the temple


 has been too much 


too fast 



for Zechariah.  

Most of this year 


has been too much 


too fast for most of us.  

In a perfect world where we did not need God's help, 


Zechariah would have come home 



and celebrated his service first, 


then been told of his pending son.  


Then after John was born, 



the restrictions are announced, 


and as the teenage years rolled in 



as discernment for a career is happening, 




Gabriel comes back 





and tells how he will proclaim the coming of the Lord.

You may have noticed


 that God does not usually work like that.  

Partly to keep us from the illusion 


that we don't need a Savior 

and to prevent us from thinking we can live this life without God.  


So the question that I want to ask of this text is, 



what does God do so that we can deal with this trauma, 



this too much too fast?  

The Lord does the same thing for both Zechariah and Elizabeth.  


He gives them space to process what He is doing, 



to ponder what is happening, 



to have conversations with God, 




and to listen to Yahweh.  

Zechariah is unable to speak when he comes out of the inner temple.  


People realized he had an interaction with the supernatural.  

So he can not share right then what he has seen.  


If you need a fun game tonight.  



Find the places in scripture where angels tell us, 




“Do not be afraid 





and then play Charades with those.  




Try to act out this whole interaction.  





Good luck, 






I want to see some video clips.  

Instead of talking about what he heard, 


Zechariah is forced to ponder them himself



to entertain the idea before people tell him he is foolish



to wrestle with all God is doing in his life



to watch this promised child become a reality without only God to talk with.  


Elizabeth also goes into seclusion for 5 months 



once she is pregnant.  

These two actions 


allow both parents to focus on their day to day living, 



their relationship with God 




and one another, 



and not be overwhelmed by everything else going on.  

They have been hit by a fire hose of information.  


If they don't stop drinking from the fire hose, 



they will explode.  


If we don't stop drinking from the fire hose, 



we will explode.  




Take breaks from social media, 




the news, 




from your normal routines




from Christmas preparation.  



That is what a sabbath is for, 



that is what Sabbaticals are for.   




Stepping away 





and remembering our place in the world.  




Remembering God is in control and we are not, 





so we can rest.  


We have our part to play, 



but the world does not depend on us.  

If we take these breaks, 


we can start to see how our life is playing out as Elizabeth did in verse 25, 


“The Lord has done this for me, 




In these days he has shown his favor 




and taken away my disgrace among the people.”  

Elizabeth and Zechariah's lives have been forever changed, 


and it is the Lord who has done this for them 


and for us.  

The Lord has shown us his favor 


and taken away our disgrace among the people.  

May we take the time to realize that God has done that, 


so that we can face all of our other issues 



with a proper perspective 



and without being overwhelmed by everything happening in the world.  

Because it is the Lord's to take care of 


and not ours alone.  

So let us trust the one who can bring a child to an aged couple 


and transform their life in one conversation.  

He can and does the same for us.
