5 In the time of Herod king of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was also a descendant of Aaron. 6 Both of them were upright in the sight of God, observing all the Lord’s commandments and regulations blamelessly. 7 But they had no children, because Elizabeth was barren; and they were both well along in years. 
8 Once when Zechariah’s division was on duty and he was serving as priest before God, 9 he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to go into the temple of the Lord and burn incense. 10 And when the time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled worshipers were praying outside. 

Zechariah and Elizabeth had lots to hold their heads up about.  He was a priest, his wife also a descendant of Aaron.  The were upright, observed all commandments and regulations blamelessly.  Zechariah was even chosen by lot to burn incense outside the Holy of Holies.  But verse 7 is their place of shame.  The piece everyone can see but they try to hide.  “They had no children because Elizabeth was barren.

11 Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side of the altar of incense. 12 When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was gripped with fear. 13 But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John. 14 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 is never to take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even from birth. 16 Many of the people of Israel will he bring back to the Lord their God. 17 And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous—to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” 

We then hear the promise of the angel about this shame being removed and how honor will stand it its place.

18 Zechariah asked the angel, “How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in years.” 
19 The angel answered, “I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news. 20 And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, because you did not believe my words, which will come true at their proper time.” 
21 Meanwhile, the people were waiting for Zechariah and wondering why he stayed so long in the temple. 22 When he came out, he could not speak to them. They realized he had seen a vision in the temple, for he kept making signs to them but remained unable to speak. 

23 When his time of service was completed, he returned home. 24 After this his wife Elizabeth became pregnant and for five months remained in seclusion. 25 “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.” 

God, we know we always have a choice in how we respond to you and others.  We can respond like Zechariah and question it.  Or we can respond like Elizabeth and acknowledge that you can do what no one else can do.  You can turn our shame into honor that no one else can see as a possibility, even ourselves.

Gift: Something that appears as nothing, but turns out to be something, Magic ink, glow in the dark stuff

Song: Hark

2nd Candle 

In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, 27 to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 28 The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.” 
29 Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. 30 But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God. 31 You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. 32 He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, 33 and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end.” 

We hear of offers that are too good to be true.  This sounds like one of them.  Which parent would say, “No thanks.” to this offer of life for your firstborn?  Song of the Most High.  The Throne of King David.  Live forever, his Kingdom will never end. Just not having to worry about our child dying would be enough.  The honor is off the charts!

Mary knows something is a little off.  So she asks a clarifying question.

34 “How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?” 
35 The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God. 36 Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be barren is in her sixth month. 37 For nothing is impossible with God.” 

This sounds good, but lived out in reality, it means Mary's life is going to be much, much harder.  For it is going to appear she was unfaithful either to Joseph, or her and Joseph were out of alignment with God.  The angel knows this, that is why he is so heavy of the positives in his response.  He focuses on the response of God, leaving the response of man off to the sides.

We rejoice that Mary answered, 

38 “I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me as you have said.” Then the angel left her. 

We light this second candle of peace acknowledging we struggle to make the good, hard choices, because we don't have peace.  Help us to trust you more God, that nothing is impossible for you, and that your promises of peace will happen within us as we listen to you.
Gift:  What would you rather have?  Box A or Box B.  Know one and choose whether to take a chance.

Song: Mary did you know?

3rd Candle 

18 This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit. 19 Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly. 

Joseph made the call that left the shame with Mary, but chose the smaller amount of shame, otherwise it threatened to spill over onto his family and his life.  The pain of losing Mary was enough to make this call.

20 But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21 She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” 
22 All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: 23 “The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel”—which means, “God with us.” 

Up until the angels visit, Joseph had no role to play in this pregnancy.  Mother's always do the lion's share of the work for any birth.  But Mary couldn't even yell at Joseph and say, “You did this to me!”  He had no role until the Angel gave him one.

24 When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. 25 But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus.

Joseph is like many of us, we just have a small part to play.  But as we light this third candle, we are reminded that even the small things make a difference.  Joseph's four dreams, shape the early years of Jesus' life and give him his name.  That is something he does in his sleep.  May we take the little acts of God and make sure we do them.  It saved Jesus' life, kept the family safe, and allowed them to return home alive in due time.
Gift: Mouse trap.  Doesn't work without all the small pieces

Song:  Away in a manger, one small child 

4th Candle  

And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. 
What honor have shepherds?  This is the conundrum of all humanity.  The honor is given to those who don't do much and shame to those who keep the world working.  Shepherd's took care of the sheep, which kept the sacrificial system going, meet on the table, warm blankets and robes on bodies.  But the people who own the flock and don't know how to sheer the sheep get the honor.  Those that do the everyday hard work are actually shamed instead of thanked.

9 An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 10 But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. 11 Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord. 12 This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” 

God's economy does not work like ours.  God knows who talks to everyone.  God knows who takes care of even his weakest sheep.  God knows who will be free to share this glorious news.  Who will share this glorious news.  They didn't forget that David was a shepherd, just like them and he changed the world.

13 Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, 
14
“Glory to God in the highest, 

and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.” 
15 When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.” 

God knows we need encouragement, so he gives it.  What he has done, is too big to be missed.  So not just an angel, but a heavenly host.  They had heard their whole lives they and their work mattered.  Here was vindication.

16 So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. 17 When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, 18 and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. 19 But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart. 20 The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told. 
We light this fourth candle as bright as the first three, because God is true to the promises made.  We think we know who we would listen to.  God knows who will actually have an impact on our life.  We thank you God for speaking through the people who we are connected to, who love us: our parents, our teachers, and our friends.  Help us to listen.
Gift: Simple thing, bar of soap.

Song:Go Tell it on the mountain

Reading:  Song of the Stars

Song: O Holy Night
5th Candle
Philippians 2:5-8

Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 
6
Who, being in very nature God, 

did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 
7
but made himself nothing, 

taking the very nature of a servant, 

being made in human likeness. 

8
And being found in appearance as a man, 

he humbled himself 

and became obedient to death— 

even death on a cross! 

As we have explored honor and shame this past Advent Season, 


we have one person we have not looked at in the story.

We haven't looked at this act of Jesus himself,


coming to Earth 



brought about shame to him, 



so that honor might be had.  T

he reason that Zechariah and Elizabeth, 


Mary, 


Joseph, 


and the shepherd's find the scales of shame and honor being changed, 



is that Jesus coming to earth 




upset all the rules.  


What God did that night in Bethlehem 



upset all the rules!

From that night on, 


Jesus never stopped recalibrating the way we were to live in the world.  

Do you see what he did?  


Here Jesus was, 



God himself.  


He had created all creation, 



the earth and all the animals yes.  



But also all the cosmos.  


He was present everywhere, 



he knew everything.  

But he did not stay that way.  


He did not hold onto that high position.  

Instead, 


he made himself nothing, 



taking on the nature of a servant.  


A servant, 



not a king, 



not a ruler.  

He became a shepherd 


instead of the owner of the sheep.

It did not stop there.  


Not only all of this, 



but he took on human likeness.  

We had previously imagined some lesser gods 


serving higher Gods.  

We were not ready for God himself 


to take on human form, 



the rules of human life, 


and dwell among us.  



Never as a helpless babe 




who someone else had to wrap in swaddling cloths.  



Not one who couldn't tell the shepherd's himself he had come, 




but needed the messengers to tell the people.  

In the world of shame, 


how could God go any lower?  



From the maker of  the heavens 




to being able to just make a mess in the diapers.  



From speaking the heavens into place, 




to not being able to speak at all, 





but only cry and gurgle.

Jesus went to the very bottom of society 


and started from there.  

But he didn't suddenly get his big break and rise to the top, 


like we want our story to go.  

As a man, 


he humbled himself 


and continued to be obedient to the plan.  

That plan, 


was to take all the shame upon himself, 



so that none of us had to be held down by it.  

We did our very best to help him achieve that goal, 


heaping shame after shame upon Jesus.  



Deserting him as he was arrested, 



denying we ever knew him, 



having him whipped like a criminal, 



putting a thorny crown upon his head and a purple robe, 



making him carry his cross through the city, 



saying that he was the king of the Jews 




and then crucifying him on the cross.  

If there is a shame left to heap upon Jesus, 


I do not know what it is.

This is the person that our attitude should follow 


Philippians 2:5 tells us.  

We would probably want to know why.  


I have enough shame, 



do I need anymore?  

But we know that the story does not end on the cross, 


just like it did not start in the manger.  

There is the honor of the first to experience resurrected life.  


There is the honor of defeating death 



and being able to offer all of your friends eternal life.  


Jesus sits at the right hand of the Father 



and calls us to join him in his Kingdom rule.  

There is much to be enjoyed, 


by following God into some shame by the world's standards 


and finding honor and eternal life by God's standards.

So we light this Christ candle, 


pronouncing that death, 


this world, 



the shame it offers us 


are nothing compared to the light of Christ. 


Compared to Jesus at the center of our life.  



May we live that light out this night 




and in the days and years ahead.

