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Sunday 21 November 2010
Zechariah’s Song
Year C - Reign of Christ - 67C
	The Mission of the Methodist Church of New Zealand
	Our Church’s mission in Aotearoa / New Zealand is to reflect and proclaim the transforming love of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and declared in the Scriptures.  We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to serve God in the world.  The Treaty of Waitangi is the covenant establishing our nation on the basis of a power-sharing partnership and will guide how we undertake mission.
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	Readings
Ctrl+Click to follow links
	Jeremiah 23.1-6 The Lord rebukes the leaders (shepherds) of Israel for their lack of care and promises that he will appoint a wise king who will rule with justice.  
Luke 1.68-79 Zechariah’s song in which he praises God for sending a Saviour, and says that his own son (John the Baptist) will go ahead to get everything ready. “God’s love and kindness will shine on us.”
Colossians 1.11-20 A hymn to the ‘cosmic’ Christ, who created all things and holds all things together. Christ is supreme – to look at him is to “see the God that cannot be seen” v15 The Message.
Luke 23.33-43 Jesus is nailed to a cross at Golgotha. The soldiers mock him, but a dying criminal reaches out for help.


	Introduction / Summary
	We come to the end of the church year this Sunday and finish with the stream from Luke’s gospel that we have been following over these last few months. The lectionary gives us two gospel readings today. We may choose the story of Jesus’ crucifixion at Golgotha from Luke 23 or the song of Zechariah as he brings his baby son John to be presented at the temple in Luke 1. With Advent beginning next week, the delightful story of Zechariah, Elizabeth and baby John seems to me to be an obvious choice. 

 

	Broader / Personal

Preparation
	The movie The Nativity Story (2006), featuring New Zealand’s own Keisha Castle-Hughes, has a lovely scene of Mary and Elizabeth meeting up when they were both pregnant.
Alfie (1966) starring a young Michael Caine and Shelley Winters has a slice of life from the beginning of the sexual revolution of the nineteen sixties. A self-absorbed Alfie, in his male-centred world, begins to realise just how tragic his existence is. “What’s it all about Alfie?” A 2004 remake starring Jude Law passed under the radar and bombed at the box office. 


	Creativity /

Visual Aids
	Get baby pictures of some of the well known adults and young people in your congregation. (If you are using a data-projector, scan and project them.) See who can correctly match the baby photo with the right adult. Even if you didn’t know the adult as a baby, sometimes some of the likenesses can be picked. In addition our children often carry our likeness. Some people are very keen to look for these likenesses in newborns. “Oh, he’s got his father’s eyes.” “Hasn’t she got her mummy’s smile?” Someone has rather unkindly called this practice “dissecting babies for likenesses”. It is true, however, that something of ourselves continues on in our children and grandchildren. Zechariah, the priest, was pretty pleased that his boy John was going to carry on the family tradition of serving God. Similarly, Paul was pleased to be able to remind Timothy that his faith came from his mum Eunice and her mum Lois. We all carry the same responsibility to seek to pass our faith on to our children. They are the ones who will carry the faith into the future.


	Preaching thoughts and Questions
	We can imagine Zechariah standing with little baby John in his arms. He is still amazed that he should be a dad in his old age and staggered by the news from the angel that his boy will have a part in the story of the Messiah. He is suddenly able to talk again and the song on his lips has become one of the hymns of the church.
It is known as the Benedictus (the first words in the Latin translation) and is used in the mass, prayer book and as a chant. Every line is packed full of phrases from the prophets and Psalms. It is a song thanking God for the fulfillment of the promise to send a Messiah, and it contains a lovely two-verse interlude (Luke 1.76 & 77) where Zechariah sings about his own son John’s important role in preparing the way. 
The song encourages us to:
Make sense of the past

Zechariah looks back. He looks back to the great King David and remembers the promise that another king would come from his family line. He looks back to Abraham and remembers the promise that through him God would have a people that he would call his own. He looks back to the prophets who were standing on tip-toes straining to see the day ahead when God himself would come among his people and be as a Shepherd to them. He looks back over a history of God’s people being oppressed and hated – and he praises God that all this trouble has been leading to the arrival of a child who will embody God’s plan of salvation. Someone is coming who will make sense of the past. As far as God is concerned, there was nothing rushed or surprising about the incarnation. He had been planning from the beginning that Jesus would visit our small planet. The birth of John the Baptist was the final step in fulfilling his promises to get us out of the mess that we had got ourselves into. 
We also, need to look back at our past. Consider how the events of the past weeks, months and years have impacted on us. Think not just of the blessings and promises, but also of the difficult and hurtful things. Even the difficult things of 2010 can lead us to the goodness of God – the God that Zechariah calls kind, merciful and loving. 

This is the last Sunday of the church year. It is an appropriate time to count our blessings and praise God for each one. It is also an appropriate time to bring our disappointments to God and try to make some sense of the past so that we can “serve him without fear… as long as we live.” (Luke 1.74 & 75)
Rejoice in the present
Zechariah takes baby John in his arms. 
How do you feel when you hold a new-born baby? Every new born child is a sign of hope. Babies symbolize the better things that we long for and work for. They are our way of sending messages into the future. Zechariah knew that his baby boy was a fore-runner and a pointer to Jesus and salvation. 

The term “salvation” is a favourite one of Luke’s, and the first time it occurs in the gospel is here in this song. For Luke salvation is victory, being delivered from evil, being restored to wholeness and integrity, and into right relationship with the Lord God. God was sending a Saviour. Someone to free us from ourselves and our short-comings, and through whom we’d find forgiveness, freedom and a new start. God was sending a Saviour who will give us a sense of purpose, an ultimate reason to live. Without him, we struggle to find any meaningful reason for our existence. Without him we are left asking, “what’s it all about?”
We were created to serve God; to seek his will and do it. Through Christ we can fulfill this purpose and plan for which we were created. This is good news. It is a reason to rejoice!

Prepare for the future
There is a beautiful metaphor here in the last two verses of the song (Luke 1.78 & 79). It is a picture of the pitch, black darkness of the dead of night, with all its associated fears, unknowns, evils, bad dreams, and even the shadow of death itself. All this is being dispelled by the growing brightness of the rising sun. There is more than a hint of an allusion here to Malachi 4.2 - “For you who fear my name the sun of righteousness shall rise with healing in his wings.” What an image of the Messiah coming into the world! It so impressed Charles Wesley that he wrote it into the carol that we will be singing over the next few weeks. 

    Hail the heaven born Prince of Peace

    Hail the Sun of Righteousness

    Light and life to all he brings

    Risen with healing in his wings

The coming of Christ means we have the tender mercy which ends our separation from God; we have light to take away our darkness; we have guidance to show us how to live justly and peaceably; we have the certainty of a loving God looking over us. He replaces our fears about the future with the good news that the kingdom of God has broken into our world and will be one day realized in its fullness.
Zechariah’s song points to Christ. It encourages us to:
Make sense of the past

Rejoice in the present and

Prepare for the future. 


	Illustrations / Stories
	The background to Zechariah’s song makes a good introduction to the message today:
As we look forward to the end of the year many of us are thinking about getting together with relations and friends. We don’t often think about the relations of Jesus – apart from his mum and step-dad. But a large section of narrative in the gospel concerns some of their relations in the hill-country: Zechariah, Elizabeth and John. It’s really quite a story! Zechariah and Elizabeth were good folk. They were an elderly couple with no kids, and both were descendants of Aaron. Being descended from Aaron meant that Zechariah was a priest. There were a lot of people who could trace back to Aaron as their ancestor, which meant that there were too many priests for the functions that they needed to perform. Apart from the time of the feasts, when they all got into the action, they had to take turns to serve at the temple. Each priest’s turn would come up one week twice a year. The week of service was something special to look forward to – a highlight of one’s priestly career. When your turn came up particular duties were allocated by lot. One duty was burning incense in the inner temple court so that the morning and evening sacrifices would appear to go up to God in a sweet smelling envelope of incense. It was possible for a priest to go his whole life without getting the lot drawn for the privilege of burning the incense. But if he was selected that would be the fulfilling of the thing that he longed for and dreamed of, perhaps the greatest day of his life. 

On the day when the lot fell to Zechariah, he would have been absolutely delighted. While the congregation waited in the temple’s outer court, Zechariah went into the temple’s innermost court. No doubt he was mindful of the opportunity to take his own personal situation into God’s presence. He was old and childless. He lit the incense and prayed. While he was there an angel came and spoke to him. Zechariah was confused and afraid, but the angel said, “Don’t be afraid. God has heard your prayers. Your wife Elizabeth will have a son and you must name him John. He will be great and the power of the Holy Spirit will be with him from the time he is born. He will go ahead of the Lord and turn people around so they will think as they ought to. John is going to get people ready for the Lord.”

Zechariah said, “But that’s impossible! I’m an old man, and my wife is no spring chicken either!”

To which the angel replied, “Excuse me! I’m Gabriel. I stand in the very presence of God and I was sent to tell you this good news. Because you haven’t believed what you have heard, you will not be able to hear or speak again until it happens… and it will happen.”

The custom was, after the priest had burned the incense in the inner court, he would return to the congregation in the outer court and offer them a blessing. As Zechariah had been delayed talking to the angel, the congregation was getting a bit restless… “What’s happened to Zechariah? He’s been in there an awful long time.”

When eventually he reappeared, he couldn’t speak. He just made signs with his hands. They knew he had seen a vision.

After he finished his temple duties, he went home. Not long later Elizabeth became pregnant. Mary, who was also pregnant came and stayed with Zechariah and Elizabeth for three months. After she left Elizabeth gave birth to a little baby boy. Their friends thought the baby would be called Zechariah like his dad. But Elizabeth said, “No, his name is John.”

They responded, “There are no Johns in the family – what does Zechariah think?”

Zechariah was deaf and hadn’t heard any of this. So they got him something to write on. He wrote, “His name is John.” Suddenly Zechariah could hear and speak again and he praised the Lord. Our gospel reading today is Zechariah’s song of praise.

Give me a reason (an anonymous story that has been told by preachers forever!)
A girl comes to her mum one day and asks, “What’s it all about mum?”

“Well dear, it’s all about going to school and getting a good education.”

“But why mum?”

“Because if you do well at school, dear, you’ll get a place in a good university.”

“Yeah, but why?”
“So when you finish training you’ll get a good job.”
“Why?”

“So you’ll earn good money.”

“I see ... why?”

“So you can buy all the things you need to be comfortable.”

“Why?”
“Because you’ll probably get married and have a family and you’ll want to have the best things for them.”

“Why?”

“So your children will be able to go to school and get a good education of course!”
 

	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

CMP:  Complete Mission Praise

HIOS: Hope is our Song

FFS: Faith Forever Singing

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book
H&P: Hymns and Psalms

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
SIS: Scripture in Song
WHV:  With heart and Voice
WOV:  With One Voice


	Hymns & Songs
All hail the power of Jesus name MHB 91; WOV 159; H&P 252; CMP 13; S1 7
Alleluia, alleluia give thanks H&P 250; CMP 30; S1 4
Christ whose glory fills the skies MHB 924; WOV 140; H&P 457; CMP 79
Come thou long expected Jesus MHB 242; WOV 200; H&P 81; CMP 102
Crown him with many crowns MHB 271; WOV 163; H&P 255; CMP 109; S1 77
Father in heaven how we love you SIS 472; S1 96; CMP 135; S1 96
God has spoken by his prophets WOV 92; H&P 64; CMP 831
Great ring of light  AA 57
He is exalted (Soto) SIS 143

He is exalted (Paris) SIS 518; CMP 217; S1 156
Jesus shall reign where’er the sun MHB 272; WOV 136; H&P 239; CMP 379; 

    S3 1376
King of kings, majesty CMP 1000; S1 309
O Lord my God CMP 506; S1 396
Praise the name of Jesus SIS 111; CMP 566; S1 435
Praise the Lord, you heavens adore him MHB 13; WOV 58; H&P 15; CMP 920
The king of glory comes WOV 212
This child from God above H&P 589

This child secretly comes CMP 690; S1 511
This is our faith  HIOS 136



	Prayers
	Thanksgiving

As this Sunday is the last in the church year, it is an appropriate time to give thanks to God for his grace and mercy through the year that has been. Give a minute or two for the members of the congregation to each think of one thing for which they are grateful in the past year. It may be personal, or related to the church, or the world at large. Ask them to call out, one at a time, the thing they have in mind. After each get the congregation to respond with:
   Lord, we thank you for your grace and mercy

Depending on how responsive your people are, you may have to pre-arrange for one or two to get the ball rolling. Eg

    For the way you’ve led our church this year
    Lord, we thank you for your grace and mercy

    For the protection of the people of Canterbury during the earthquake

    Lord, we thank you for your grace and mercy…

Benedictus
Praise the Lord, the God of Israel! 

   You have come to save your people. 

You have given us a mighty Saviour 

   from the family of David your servant. 

Long ago you promised 

   by the words your holy prophets 

   to save us from our enemies 

   and from everyone who hates us. 

You  said you would be kind to our people 

   and keep your sacred promise. 

You told our ancestor Abraham 

    that you would rescue us from our enemies.

Then we could serve you without fear, 
   by being holy and good as long as we live. 

You, my son, will be called a prophet of God 

   in heaven above. 
You will go ahead of the Lord 

   to get everything ready for him. 

You will tell his people that they can be saved 

   when their sins are forgiven. 

God's love and kindness will shine upon us 

    like the sun that rises in the sky.

On us who live in the dark shadow of death 

   this light will shine to guide us into a life of peace.
The Supremacy of Christ

Give joyful thanks to the Father, 
who has qualified you to share in the inheritance 
of his holy people in the kingdom of light. 
For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness 
and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, 
in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. 
The Son is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. 
For in him all things were created: 
things in heaven and on earth, 
visible and invisible, 
whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; 
all things have been created through him and for him. 
He is before all things, and in him all things hold together. 
And he is the head of the body, the church; 
he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, 
so that in everything he might have the supremacy. 
For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, 
and through him to reconcile to himself all things, 
whether things on earth or things in heaven, 
by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross.
Colossians 1.12-20



	Children

	Christmas Charades

(Materials you will need: card, pencils)

Zechariah could not speak or hear. He had to motion to the crowd with his hands to convey a message.  Play a game of Christmas charades.  
As an activity in a church service: Think of several Christmas activities and write them down on a series of cards. Use traditions and activities familiar to your congregation.  You could write down things such as:  Decorating the Christmas tree, wrapping presents, making a Christmas cake, going carolling etc. Get volunteers to act out the activity and see if how long it takes someone from the congregation to guess what it is.

Or in a small group: Make a pile of the cards. Place them in the middle of the group.  Each player picks the top card off the pile and then acts out the activity without speaking for the rest of the group to guess.  
Wrap up by saying that Zechariah had vision of angel who gave him a message from God. But when he came out of the temple he couldn’t speak, so he had to motion with his hands. We also have a message from God – the good news of the coming of Jesus. It is important that our actions tell this message not just our words. 


	PowerPoint
	Baby pictures
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Mission Resourcing: Inspiring and resourcing our communities for a journey with Christ that enriches lives and relationships 
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