For this season of Advent, 


I would like to look at the stories you know so well, 



those of Elizabeth and Zechariah, 



Mary's Pregnancy, 



Joseph's understanding of the pregnancy, 



and the Shepherds again.  

This time though 


through a different lens.  

As North Americans, 


we read our Bible mainly through a guilt innocence perspective.  



Did I break a rule?  

The consequences of this are 


that we hear most stories 



and wonder what rule was broken by the character.  

A majority of the world, 


including the ancient near east, 



sees the world from an honor and shame perspective, 



not a guilt or innocence perspective.  

Our guilt innocence perspective is why Law and Order 


has been running for 22 years in the United States 


and there are 62 seasons within the franchise.  

In the rest of the world, 


no one would care about how the trial went 


and who won.  

To even be accused 


would bring shame upon the person 


and anyone connected with them.

In an honor shame society, 


if you bring shame upon your family, 



you are not a rule breaker, 



you are a broken person.  

We hear this reality in Elizabeth and Zechariah's story.  


Verse 5 says Zechariah is a priest 


and Elizabeth is a descendent of Aaron as well.  



So high honor that way.  


Verse 6 continues, 



“Both of them were upright in the sight of God, 



observing all the Lord’s commandments and regulations blamelessly.”  


They don't break the law.  



They are good and upright people.  
So what does Jesus' coming to earth need to do for them?  


Jesus needs to remove their shame, 



not guilt, 



but shame.  

If you read verse 6 carefully, 


you will see where the issue is at 



from the inverse.  

They were upright in the sight of God.  


Which means they were not upright 



in the sight of humanity.  

What was bringing shame upon them and their community?  


Here you have this God fearing, 


priestly couple, 



well along in years, 


and they have no children.  

Elizabeth was barren, 

Zechariah had married a barren woman.  


The shame that such great potential in lineage 



is not being propagated to another generation 


is the source of great shame for the couple 



and everyone who is associated with them.  

We are told that Zechariah is in the priestly division of Abijah, 


so we know a whole division of priests are feeling shame 



because of Zechariah.  

The note about Elizabeth being a descendent of Aaron 


brings shame to the whole house of Aaron, 



all the Levites.

Verses 8-10 double down on this shame.  


The best way for Alaskans to hear what happened at this time of year 


is to imagine that at one of the basketball tournaments shooting competitions, 


instead of sending the best shooter for each team, 



they were chosen by lot.  

For Skagway, 


the lot chosen 



falls to the kid who can't get the ball all the way to the basket.  

He most likely is not going to just loose, 


it would be a miracle if he hits the rim.  

This use of the lots 


brought a person of shame 



into full display for everyone worshipping to see.  

As I have considered the effects of shame on Skagway, 


it is alive and well.  

We want to deal with innocence and guilt, 


because by the world's standards, 



we don't have a lot of guilt.  


The world has removed a majority of the moral code 



as being wrong.  

A reason many people in town do not come to church, 


is because their shame would then be exposed.  

If they stay out of the spot light, 


then everyone can pretend that what they did do, 


did not happen.  

It is not just them that wants to pretend, 


it is us as well.  

Society has an unwritten rule 


that we as a church are trying to push back against with our core values.

That is if you go to church, 



you are perfect.


Our core value is that we are all sinners


in need of a savior.

We also all have shame 


in need of a redeemer.
We are often complicit with focusing on honor 


rather than shame, 



because it is a community thing.  

If shame is acknowledged here in Skagway, 


we all feel it.  


We all feel the honor as well.  

If you travel around the lower 48, 


most people get Skagway and Sitka mixed up.  

So we usually have to find something that will distinguish us from there, 


which means mentioning we have a train available during our cruise stop.  

As they are  refreshed of their trip, 


we either hear how it was their best stop of the whole cruise 


or whatever went wrong with their cruise.  

We walk away from the conversation 


either pleased with their response 


or upset at one of our fellow citizens 



or businesses for not doing better.  

We have an emotional response of honor or shame, 


even though we had no part in their visit.

Luke builds upon this outside burden of shame 


by adding in verse 10, 



“All assembled worshippers were waiting outside.”  

But then 


we get where honor should come, 



the angel visits 



and tells Zechariah what is about to happen.  

We need to hear through the honor and shame lens why Zechariah was afraid.  


Here he is, 



a Priest, 



without children after 30+ years of trying, 


lighting incense just outside the holy of holies.  

He has been carrying this shame for the majority of his marriage with Elizabeth.  


So when he goes the closest to God's presence he has ever been, 



an angel appears, 


the shame of his brokenness as a person 



is going to finish him.  

For the angel to immediately say, 


“Do not be afraid.” 



is a great relief.  

All that the angel says about John's role in the coming Messiah 


is also a great relief.  

The main point however, 


is that Elizabeth will give birth to a son.  

Not only will that shame be removed, 


but as an extra bonus, 



listen to all the things that John will do 




to bring honor to Zechariah and Elizabeth, 




to the priestly division of Abijah, 




and the descendants of Aaron. 


“He will be a joy and delight to you, 



and many will rejoice because of his birth, 



15 for he will be great in the sight of the Lord.” 


“he will be filled with the Holy Spirit 



even from birth.” 


“he will go on before the Lord, 



in the spirit and power of Elijah,” 


He will “make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” 

Honor is coming in spades.

Then we reach the troubling reaction 


that Mary seemingly has the same question of later, 


but Zechariah gets in trouble for.  

“How can I be sure of this?” 


Whereas Mary asks, 



“How can this be?”  

I have pointed to differences in assurance for Joseph 


verses a miracle for Mary in the past.  

Taking the honor shame lens into consideration, 


the perspective changes.  

Zechariah is being moved from a place of shame 


to a place of honor 



and wants proof.  

Mary is being moved from honor to shame.  


She will be pregnant before she has been with Joseph.  


People are going to be talking.  



Yet her response is, 




“May it be as you have said.”  

Zechariah wants more proof 


so that he can walk out and immediately receive honor.  

The process he undergoes instead, 


places the honor upon God, 


not upon what Zechariah did 



when burning incense or anything else.  

Zechariah's silence, 


the naming the child John, 


the pregnancy at the late stages of life 



all move the source of honor to God, 




and Zechariah and Elizabeth receive honor because of God, 





not their actions.

The story reinforces this idea as Zechariah returns home, 


Elizabeth becomes pregnant, 



but stays in seclusion for five months.  

The question is “Why?” 


only if you have never miscarried.  

When we miscarried with Sprout, 


their were questions of what did we do wrong?  



Did we sin 



or break the law and are being punished?  


Those were the instantaneous doubts and fears.  
The longer lasting 


and hard to get rid of feelings, 



were those of shame.  


How could we lose a baby?  


What will people think?  


How disappointed will our parents 



and everyone else we told be?  


This is honor and shame at work.  

Elizabeth was in seclusion for five months, 


which probably started two months into the pregnancy.  

So until she was near the finish, 


she stayed in isolation.  

Her words speak how she went from shame to honor.  


“The Lord has done this for me,” she said. 


“In these days he has shown his favor 



and taken away my disgrace among the people.” 

Favor is another way of saying honor 

and disgrace is another way of saying shame.”  


It was the Lord who did this for Zechariah and Elizabeth.  


It is the Lord that can do this for all of us.  

It is not the intention of God 


for his people to remain in shame.  

If it was 


Jesus would not of come.  

Jesus not only took upon himself the guilt of us all.  


He also took the disgrace and shame  of the world.  

Romans 10:19 

quoting Isaiah reads, 


“As the Scripture says, 



“Anyone who trusts in him 




will never be put to shame.”  
As we will see next week, 


this is a many layered piece.  

The question for us is 


who do we want to be honored by the most?  



The world or by God.  


Who do we want to feel shame from, 




the world or from God?  

Are we willing to let God use our shame in ways that honor him?  

Are we going to be a church 


where we can speak our shame 


and not add to it?  

Instead 


we hear it 


and know that someday we will understand what God was doing, 

and be able to say we loved the people 


even if we had to carry their shame 



as ours for awhile?  

After all, 


we are a church of open doors.
