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As we enter the season of Advent, our Sunday worship will start a 

new theme that we are calling “Angels in Conversation.” In the 

Nativity stories in the Gospels of Luke and Matthew, there are several 

occasions when angels come to announce a special message: to 

Zechariah, who was the father of John the Baptist; to Joseph and to 

Mary, the parents of Jesus; to the shepherds, when Jesus was born. 

 

In fact, the word “angel” means messenger, and angels are mentioned 

throughout the Bible, celestial beings who are intermediaries 

between Heaven and Humanity. In fact, in the Old Testament there 

are 108 mentions of angels, and in the New Testament there are 165 

more! So certainly belief in angels was prevalent in years past, and for 

those of us who believe that there is more to Creation, to the 

Universe, than just the material world—that the essence of existence 

is spiritual—it is exhilarating to consider the glimpse of the Divine 

that a visit from an angel would bring. 

 

On the front of the bulletin, there is a picture of an angel visiting 

Joseph has the angel exhibiting large, feathered wings, which is so 

often the case in religious art throughout the centuries (even though 

that description is not part of the Bible text). Why do we think of 

angels as having wings? Well, in the old days, before we thought of 

the earth as round, we assumed heaven was “up there,” and hell was 

“down there.” Now, Jesus made it clear that the Kingdom of God is 

within us, among us, all around us, but when we consider the 

concepts of Good and Evil, Right and Wrong, it is convenient to 

think of Heaven as up above and Hell down below, even if only as a 

metaphor. So when we consider how we are bound to earth, yet 

watch the birds soaring above, we may imagine that angels, sent from 

heaven above, also are winged beings.  Now, one of my favorite 
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sentences in the whole Bible is from the Letter to the Hebrews that 

reads: “Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have 

entertained angels unaware.” Now if the strangers mentioned in that 

sentence—who were really angels—if they had wings, I think we 

would not be unaware, so perhaps some angels have wings and some 

don’t, or maybe they show their wings only some of the time; it may 

be that wings are just a symbol to remind us of angels’ ability to span 

the distance between the mundane and the divine. We use the 

feather on the altar to remind of us of the “angels in conversation” 

that propel the divine story.  In fact, I think that often angels do their 

work without showing themselves at all, nudging us, perhaps without 

our noticing, to take the next step in our journey towards the light. 

 

When angels do make an appearance to us, it is often when we are 

sleeping, in a dream state, as happened to Joseph in the Gospel of 

Matthew, as well as to other Bible figures. It seems that when we put 

aside our waking, everyday life, we are more open to other realms 

beyond the material. But in the case of Zechariah, which we are 

looking at today, the priest was wide awake when visited by Gabriel. 

But remember, he was performing his holy duties in the Temple, the 

most sacred site of the Jewish people. Just as we begin to focus on the 

divine whenever we enter our little sanctuary here in Gaylord, 

Michigan, imagine how open to God’s presence was Zechariah as, all 

alone, he lit the temple incense: a perfect time for a visit from 

“above.” 

 

Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth were carrying the burden of being 

childless; it was considered shameful in those days to have a barren 

marriage. After all, Moses told his followers as they approached the 

Promised Land, “If you pay attention to these laws and are careful to 
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follow them, then the Lord your God will keep his covenant of love 

with you, as he swore to your ancestors. He will love you and bless 

you and increase your numbers…none of your men or women will be 

childless.” [Deuteronomy 7:12-14] Zechariah and Elizabeth scrupulously 

followed all the laws; they wondered, “what are we doing wrong, 

why are we not receiving God’s blessing?” But by the time of 

Gabriel’s visit, they were an older couple; Elizabeth had seemingly 

passed her childbearing years. Yet Gabriel assures the startled and 

frightened Zechariah that the couple’s prayers will be answered: 

Elizabeth will become pregnant, and bear a son to be named John.  

 

There is only one other couple in the Bible who become parents 

when they are aged. That is, of course, Abraham and Sarah; she was 

purportedly 90 years old when she gave birth to Isaac! It seems that 

the Luke story of Zechariah and Elizabeth is intentionally echoing 

the Abraham and Sarah story, for just as Abraham is considered the 

founder of Judaism, John, the child of Zechariah and Elizabeth 

heralded the beginning of Christianity by “preparing the way for the 

Lord;” it was at Jesus’s baptism by John that a voice from heaven 

declared: “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased,” 

and so began the public ministry of Jesus. 

 

It is understandable that Zechariah was frightened by the angelic 

annunciation.“How can I be sure of this?” he says,” I am an old man 

and my wife is well along in years.” This seems a reasonable question, 

but…—big mistake, never question an angel. Gabriel, apparently 

affronted by Zechariah’s doubt at his holy mission, simply replies, “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. And now you will be 

silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, because you 
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did not believe my words.” Apparently making others mute was one 

of Gabriel’s special skills, for the only time this particular angel is 

mentioned in the Old Testament is when he renders Daniel 

speechless some five hundred years earlier; here we have another 

echo of the Hebrew Scriptures in Luke’s “Good News.” 

 

When Zechariah departed the Temple, the folks outside realized he 

had undergone a visionary experience, if only because he could not 

speak, and I suspect there were other signs of a holy visitation that 

they could sense, if not articulate. And it wasn’t long before Elizabeth 

became joyfully pregnant, and Zechariah was blessed with never 

saying the wrong thing to her for nine months. 

 

This morning, we lit the Advent candle of hope. Gabriel brought 

Zecahariah a message of hope, answering the prayers he shared with 

his wife to have a child join their family. That child became John the 

Baptist, who also brought a message of hope to the world, that just as 

he baptized with water, one would soon come who baptized with the 

Holy Spirit and with fire. Conversations with Angels reveal the 

presence of hope in the world. 

 

 

So, what can we learn from the story of Zechariah in the Temple? I 

think a key message is: never say “but…” to an angel. Zechariah felt 

the consequences of not immediately accepting  

Gabriel’s message of hope. You might consider it a punishment; it was 

really more of a “time-out” that lasted nine months; his voice 

returned when John was born, just as Gabriel promised.  
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God asks a lot of us sometimes, and we are tempted to say “but…” We 

plead, “I am unworthy,” or “I am not ready,” or “please let this cup 

pass from me.” But God only summons us when he knows we are 

worthy and ready. We become absorbed in our “ordinary” life, yet at 

any moment the divine may break through, the way Gabriel 

surprised Zechariah out of nowhere. When that happens, we must 

remember not to reflexively say “but…;” instead, we should readily 

proclaim, “Yes, Lord, let me accept and carry on your message of 

hope. If there is any way I can make a difference in the world 

through my words or actions, let me do it. Let Thy will be done 

through me.” 

 

God brings a message of hope, but don’t be confused by this word; 

there are two different meanings of the word “hope.” There is the 

worldly, material meaning built on desires and expectations that 

often leads to disappointment (“I hope I get a pony for Christmas;” “I 
hope the Detroit Lions make the playoffs.”) But there is a divine 

meaning of hope, based on our profound trust in God, and faith in the 

unfolding of the divine plan. This is the kind of hope we recognize 

and honor during Advent, a time that mirrors the waiting for the 

appearance of the Christ, when we rest in the assurance that 

humanity is inexorably moving towards the day when God’s will is 

“done on earth as it is in heaven.” 

 

Lord, let us be messengers of hope. Teach us to respond to your 

invitations to serve, not with a “but..;” instead with, “here am I, Lord; 

send me, use me.” 

 

 Amen. 


