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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

The Reign of Christ Sunday 

November 24, 2013 

“Zechariah’s Blessing” 

~~~~~~~~ 
(This telling of Zechariah’s story was informed by Walter Wink’s version in The Book of God.  

The story is, however, mostly mine and the weaknesses and inaccuracies are to be assigned to 

me. I find in the story a message of surprising hope.  I also see in Zechariah’s story the power of 

offering God our prayers and offering one another blessings. Hope.  Prayer.  Blessings. Those 

are the themes. So,... imagine yourself as an old man, an old priest, living in Judea just prior to 

the time of Jesus’ birth.) 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

The old priest was slow but sure footed as he made his way 

down and around the hills on the way to Jerusalem from the 

Judean countryside.  For forty years he had made this trip at 

least twice each year.  It was his religious duty to go to the 

festivals, and that he did.  This trip, however, was even more 

important because it was his priestly duty to gather with his, the 

Abijah, tribe of priests when it was their scheduled time to offer 

the prayers in the Temple.  He knew the way, he could make 

the journey in the dark, but there was no spring in his step, no 

fire in his belly, no hope in his heart.  Though he was strong for 

an old man his heart ached within the bondage of broken 

dreams.  

 

Zechariah was dutiful but the delight of his calling had faded 

away.  He and his wife, Elizabeth, were up in years and there 

were no children to care for them in their final seasons.  

Zechariah loved Elizabeth and he did often in the memory of his 

heart travel to the day they were married.  While they were 

betrothed he would often quote the Song of Solomon – Set me 
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as a seal upon your heart, as a seal upon your arm.  If one 

offered  for love all the wealth of his house, it would be utterly 

scorned.  Elizabeth and her love was a comfort for Zechariah, 

but they remained a family of two, and he knew that Elizabeth 

felt the shame of her barrenness.   

 

Long ago had Zechariah stopped his pleading before God for 

children –  for a son, for a daughter.  Long ago Elizabeth had 

gone the way of women and settled into the life of being looked 

upon with pity.  Elizabeth, too, was no longer praying for 

miracles.  She knew the story of Sarah and Abraham, the story 

of Hannah in the Temple – God, her holy stories told her, could 

bring life out of barrenness, but those were stories told about 

others and during a time long ago.  For Zechariah and Elizabeth 

all that was left for them was the faint pleasures of an old couple 

settled in their predictable ways.  They also drew some comfort 

in the following of God’s Law and in ritual prayer.  The low 

and slow burning embers of familiar intimacies and steady 

righteousness were the only sources of warmth in the lives of 

the old priest and his wife. 

 

And to add insult to the injury of childlessness, in all the years 

of his faithful duty at the entrance to the Temple, never once 

had his lot been drawn to enter into the sanctuary of the LORD  

and offer incense there.  He, like his priestly cohorts un-chosen, 

would stand outside while another went in.  Year after year 

after year it was another who went into the sanctuary.  

Zechariah would pray, as he was supposed to pray while the 

chosen one entered in the holy realm, he and the others would 
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chant –   

O Lord, make haste to help us.   

O Lord, make haste to help us.   

O Lord, make haste to help us.   

He would pray as the tradition taught and demanded of him.  

He would wait on the steps chanting and praying until the priest 

whose number had been called would walk out – his face 

glowing, or at least it seemed that way to Zechariah, with the 

presence of God.   

 

It pained Zechariah that his lot was never chosen, and he had 

begun to wonder if God had turned His face from him, if God 

had long since grown deaf to Zechariah’s prayers.  Zechariah 

would pray and wait for the priest to emerge from the holy altar, 

and he would take some small solace – the only ones life 

afforded him –  in the blessing that priest would always 

pronounce upon walking back into the light from the mysterious 

darkness.  The priest, who had offered the incense on the altar 

would say, without fail, these words:  

The LORD bless you and keep you;  

the LORD make his face to shine upon you,  

and be gracious to you;  

the LORD lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace. 

Zechariah loved those words.  It was his sense that the most 

important thing a priest could do was to offer the blessing of the 

LORD upon those who hungered for the blessing of the LORD.  

Zechariah hungered for it, and he took it into his small life and 

the blessing – like breath blowing on a dying flame –  kept the 

embers of faith and hope softly burning. 
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All of his life Zechariah had hungered for the blessing of God, 

but he was beginning to wonder if his life mattered much to the 

LORD or to anyone else.  Most of what he thought were signs 

of God’s blessings, had never come.  He had prayed for 

children, but he remained childless.  He had prayed for his 

chance to enter into the sanctuary, but his lot was never drawn. 

He prayed for the Messiah to come, but the Son of God did not 

appear.  He had prayed for peace, but still the prophets were 

killed and the land a desolation.  He had prayed for Jerusalem 

to be free, but still the Romans held court and Herod ruled with 

despotic terror.  He had prayed for all of this and more, but now 

he was old and his prayers were tinged with resignation and 

depleted hope.  What did any of it matter? 

 

He came down from the hills on Friday and reported for duty. 

Zechariah hung back without even a faint thought that his 

number would reveal itself.  Then he heard the word – 

 Zechariah will offer the incense in the Holy Place  

during the Tamid, the evening sacrifice!   

Zechariah was speechless and his first thought was of Elizabeth 

– how pleased she would be at his good fortune.  Elizabeth had 

that gift – unmitigated joy at the good fortune of another.  

Whenever anyone in the village had good news to share 

Elizabeth was the first to know.  She had the rare capacity to 

take real delight in the success of another.  Her extended family 

would travel to Zechariah’s and Elizabeth’s home to share good 

news.  It was Elizabeth’s gift to those around her – the gift of a 

mother with selfless and unconditional love.  Zechariah knew 
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that his Elizabeth would be so happy that finally he was entering 

the Holy Place, that finally his number had been drawn.   

Zechariah did wonder if maybe this was God’s retirement gift to 

him for a life quietly but well lived?  Zechariah would offer the 

incense to God and offer the blessing to the people!  He could 

feel his knees shake and tears welled up in his eyes.   

 

That afternoon Zechariah entered one of the chambers on the 

south side of the temple.  There he washed his rough and 

tear-stained face and his dusty body according to the laws of 

purification.  Then he dressed as he had never dressed before – 

clean linens, a white tunic, and his head was covered with a 

white turban.  He walked proudly and stood alongside the 

Levite priest who killed a lamb and another Levite priest who 

caught the blood of the lamb in a bowl and carried it up the altar 

steps.  Musical instruments were played and chants were sung 

as the lamb was cut into pieces and laid on the fire of the altar.  

The smell of the burning meat filled the air as did the songs of 

the Levite priests. 

 

Finally, the assisting priest touched Zechariah’s shoulder; it was 

his time to enter into the Holy Place and offer the incense.  His 

heart was beating so strongly that he felt his body move with 

each thump.  His eyes watered again and when he was alone at 

the altar and he was weeping wildly.  He could hear the water 

from his eyes sizzle on the fire.  He took the spoon and scooped 

up the powdery incense.  He did this again and again and there 

was a cloud of smoke billowing through the Temple.  The 

crowd outside saw the smoke and they continued their chant –  
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O Lord, make haste to help us.   

O Lord, make haste to help us.   

O Lord, make haste to help us.   

Suddenly, Zechariah was not alone.  Off to the right of the altar 

there was a white flame that took Zechariah’s breath away.  

The panic he felt was extreme and he wanted to scream, but his 

voice was swallowed up in the Voice.  The Voice said:  Do not 

be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard!  

Zechariah’s mind was still working because in an instant – even 

though he was hearing this booming voice out of a white flame 

– Zechariah thought – What prayer?  Which prayer?   

 

The thundering voice continued – Your wife Elizabeth will bear 

you a son, and you shall call his name John.   

 

Oh, that prayer.  How long do prayers stay in the heart of God? 

 That was a used up prayer that had not been even uttered in 

decades.  Zechariah began to see a form.  The enlightened 

form continued to speak – Your son will be great before the 

Lord.  Your son will turn many in Israel to the Lord their God.  

He must drink no wine.  He will be filled with the Holy Spirit.  

He will go before the Lord like Elijah, turning the hearts of 

parents to their children and the disobedient to justice again, 

preparing for the Lord a people! 

 

It was too much for the old man. Zechariah finally found the 

nerve to say – Please, sir, don’t taunt me.  I am old.  My wife 

is old.  What you are saying is impossible. You are breaking 

open an old wound just to add salt.  Are my tears not enough? 
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The fiery form said: I am Gabriel and God sent me to tell you 

this news, and it is good news beyond any that has ever come 

before.  And because you have doubted me you shall be mute 

until all these things come to pass. 

 

Outside the gathered faithful were becoming anxious in the 

unfamiliar length of time it was taking for the old priest to come 

forth from the Holy Place and offer his blessing.  Finally he 

appeared on the porch and everyone could see that his mouth 

was moving – he must have been saying The Lord bless you and 

keep you – but there was no sound ushering from his lips.  The 

old priest could offer no blessing nor could he offer any 

explanation.  He stumbled down the steps and with his face wet 

from tears he rushed to the place where he left his clothes.  He 

stayed out of view until night time when he would make his way 

back home – a familiar journey.   

 

It happened just as Gabriel had said.  After a short while home, 

Elizabeth began to grow.  The only sign that she was pregnant 

was her size and then the constant kicking and moving of the 

child within her womb.  He would be a mover and a shaker, 

that Elizabeth knew for sure.  She was embarrassed at first by 

her growing stomach; she was an old woman, this is not the 

order of things.  Elizabeth, too, was unsure about how to act 

when others would celebrate with her.  She had always been on 

the other end of such joyfulness.  So, for five months she lived 

in seclusion. 
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Her seclusion was broken, however, when one day her cousin 

came to visit – Mary.  Somehow Elizabeth knew that she 

needed to see her cousin Mary.  She had heard rumors.  Mary 

would need her now.  Elizabeth knew Mary would need her in 

this time because Mary was not even married but she was in the 

family way.  So, Elizabeth broke her cloistering to see Mary.  

 

When the two women came close – the boy in Elizabeth’s 

womb started to jump and jump and jump!  Elizabeth broke 

free from her fears and embarrassment at that moment, and she 

and Mary were bound in a drama beyond anything either one of 

them could have imagined.   

 

Later, when Elizabeth gave birth, all looked to Zechariah to 

name the child. It was a boy! Surely, this old couple who had 

hoped and prayed so long for a son will name the boy 

Zechariah.  The old priest found a writing tablet and wrote – 

His name is John!   

 

And finally, after nine months, Zechariah’s voice returned.  His 

voice was stronger than ever and he was finally able to offer the 

blessing that was denied him on the steps of the Temple.   

 

Zechariah offered the blessing that is now used whenever 

Christians gather to say morning prayers.  Zechariah offered the 

song that is sung by millions around the world and for two 

thousand years.  Zechariah gave us words for the hope to which 

we cling.  God will bless us in life and in death.  God will set 

us free and forgive our sins and guide us in the way of peace.   
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The Canticle of Zechariah is known as the Benedictus — the 

Latin word for blessing. Zechariah never stood on the steps of 

the Temple to offer the blessing, but he stood on the steps of a 

new world to claim God’s promises for us all.  Zechariah 

offered the world the blessing that is the meaning of his name: 

God has remembered!  Zechariah, the name, means: God has 

remembered!  Indeed, God has remembered to send us a 

Savior. 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

 Silence 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

CANTICLE Canticle of Zechariah (Luke 1:68-79) 

Refrain: In the tender compassion of our God 

  the dawn from on high shall break upon us. 

Blessed are you, Lord, the God of Israel; 

you have come to your people and set them free. 

You have raised up for us a mighty Savior, 

born of the house of your servant David. R 

   Through your holy prophets, you promised of old 

to save us from our enemies,  

from the hands of all who hate us, 

to show mercy to our forebears, 

and to remember your holy covenant. R 

   This was the oath you swore to our father Abraham:   

to set us free from the hands of our enemies, 

free to worship you without fear, 

holy and righteous before you,  

all the days of our life. R 
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   And you, child, shall be called the prophet of the Most High, 

for you will go before the Lord to prepare the way, 

to give God’s people knowledge of salvation 

by the forgiveness of their sins. R 

   In the tender compassion of our God 

the dawn from on high shall break upon us, 

to shine on those who dwell in darkness and the shadow of 

death, and to guide our feet into the way of peace.  R 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

 The Gospel of the Lord. 

 Praise to you, O Christ. 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

 Silence 
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