
December 6, 2009

Advent II


Introductions

Introductions, oral or written, are important.  The Salahis are getting more than their 15 minutes of fame from the attendance at the White House state dinner without the proper invitations.  They claim they were invited via an email from the defense department functionary but never did they a formal invitation.  Now, it seems that they have crashed other events--from receptions to Redskin cheerleader reunions--simply by showing up and pretending they had the necessary invitations, the needed introductions.

As I look around the congregation, I see a number of people who likely remember the Tonight Show starring Johnny Carson.  And even if you are not old enough to have watched that show, you still know that famous introduction by Ed McMahon, “Heeere’s Johnny!”
After Carson retired, he was asked the secret of his success and he replied, “I was lucky enough to get introduced by the great Ed McMahon.”  And Carson was serious when he said that.  He knew the importance of a good introduction.

An oral introduction, like the simple “Heeeres Johnny!” sets the tone.  Many good presentations have been killed before they ever got started by introductions that drone on and on.  “Our speaker was born in Wenonah, a small town in southern New Jersey about thirty miles north of Wilmington, Delaware.  He was in Mrs. Rosenberg’s kindergarten class which began his formal education at Wenonah Elementary School.”  You know that by the time they get to the extracurricular activities in high school your mind as already checked out and the speaker hasn’t even begun!

Introductions can also sabotage intentionally.  You may remember one such introduction from a couple of years ago at Columbia University.  Recall they had a bit of a flap because the President of Iran was invited to speak.  People protested but the school permitted him to speak even while they acknowledged the offensive nature of his beliefs.  The president of the university introduced the Iranian president with these words, “Now, here on our stage is an ignorant, holocaust-denying, ridiculous-appearing liar, . . . 

Introductions are important.  And today, we introduce John the Baptist into our Advent faith as the one who’s birth will presage the birth of Jesus and who’s ministry will introduce the public ministry of Jesus.

Now the story of John’s birth is fascinating.  John’s parents were Elizabeth and Zechariah and they were blue bloods of Hebrew society.  They were upper crust.  Zechariah was a priest at the Temple and Elizabeth was the daughter of a priest.

Now the number of priests was large, so much so that they were divided into orders with each order called to work two times per year for one week at a time.  Not bad.  I’ve suggested this biblical model to our SPRC, but they rejected it.  I even volunteered that my two weeks could be Christmas week and Holy Week, but they seem to think that two weeks is not a sufficient work schedule for a twelve month period.  

Elizabeth and Zechariah were childless into their old age.  Remember that this was a society that viewed illness or deprivation as a sign of God’s punishment.  To be childless, particularly a priest married to a priest’s daughter, was a damning social stigma.

Remember that the Temple is large, so the order of priests that works at the temple on any given week is large.  But only one priest from the order gets to enter the Holy of Holies--which Luke calls the sanctuary of the Lord--each day.  This honor was selected by lot among the priests who had not yet had the opportunity.   For a priest like Zechariah, the opportunity to enter the holy of holies to offer incense was a once in a life time affair.  And upon exiting the sanctuary of the Lord, the Hebrews at the temple would be amassed to hear this priest pronounce a benediction.

In this week‘s rotation, Luke tells us that Zechariah was the lucky one chosen to  enter the holy of holies on a specific day and offer incense.  And there, inside the sanctuary, Zechariah encounters the angel Gabriel.  Gabriel tells him that he is to have a son and the Holy Spirit will be upon this child even before the child is born.  Zechariah is to name the child John and is told his son will be great, preparing the way for the Lord.”
Zechariah mutters the biblical equivalent of “Yeah.  Right.”  Gabriel says, “Well, Zechariah, sorry you didn’t believe me, but perhaps this will convince you.  You will be mute until all these things occur.”
And he was.  And when he emerged from the sanctuary of the Lord, he could only give hand signs to the crowd waiting to hear his blessing.  And in frustration he went home.  Shortly there after, Elizabeth conceived; but she kept the news to herself for five months by remaining secluded with her mute husband.

When the news got out that Elizabeth and Zechariah were expecting, the stigma of being childless was lifted.  Luke tells us that neighbors and relatives rejoiced and celebrated.  Eight days after the birth, the baby boy was to be circumcised and named.  The neighbors and relatives assumed the child would be named Zechariah, after his father.  But Elizabeth said the child’s name would be John.

In disbelief, they gave Zechariah a writing tablet and asked him to write down the name his son was to be given and he wrote “John.”  Immediately Zechariah’s speech impediment was lifted, and after nine months he was able to give his blessing.  We know it as the benedictus; the Canticle of Zechariah.  This blessing in yet another introduction.  It introduces the some core elements of our faith--what ever oppresses us must be lifted so we can be free to live as God would desire--lives that freely worship and praise while helping others--our stewardship--to be freed from their oppressions.

Please turn in your hymnals to #208 to find this passage from Luke.  We will read it responsively and sing the response.


