PROCLAIM THE WONDROUS BIRTH

#3 The Amazing Birth of John: A Time for Silence
December 11th, 2011 – Luke 1:5-25
Do you know what I find so amazing about John’s birth? Zechariah’s response to the angel in Luke 1:18-20:           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. He asks for a sign, as if an angel appearing with a word from God wasn’t enough. The answer he got was silence. Was being struck dumb the sign? Did being silent allow him the quiet and reflection to recognize God at work? I think being made mute was itself the sign; but it also afforded him the opportunity to really ponder God’s word to him through the angel. It probably slowed him down and gave him lots more opportunity to listen and reflect. Let’s look at this twofold aspect of silence:

SILENCE GIVES US A CHANCE TO LISTEN
Do you see what Zechariah's problem was? He was too busy asking questions and anticipating problems. He didn't listen to what God was saying. We are a lot like Zechariah. Christmas is a time when we hear the proclamation of God. We hear . . . but are we listening?  One day a man passed by a farm and saw a beautiful horse. Hoping to buy the animal, he said to the farmer: I think your horse looks pretty good, so I’ll give you $500 for him. Farmer: He doesn’t look good, and he’s not for sale! The man insisted: I think he looks good and I’ll up the price to $1000!   Farmer: He doesn’t look so good, but if you want him that much, he’s yours. The next day the man came back angry: You sold me a blind horse! You cheated me! Farmer: I told you he didn’t look so good, didn’t I? Sometimes we just don’t listen do we! We have Christmas lists to fulfill, obligations to meet, people to see, programs to attend . . . .   we are busy celebrating Christmas. But are we listening to the message?
Christmas reminds us that we are loved. In the Christmas story God tells us that He has provided a way for us to know Him and to be His children. In the account of the Nativity God shows us that He cares, He's involved, and He's at work. The message of Christmas is the very message that will ease the pounding of our hearts, slow the racing of our minds, and derail the fears that paralyze us. But first we have to listen:

What opportunities has God provided for me to really listen to him?  Someone has written: I poured a cup of silence (my afternoon repast). A needed brew of nothingness to pace my race with rats. Just a simple cup of quiet to still the noise of grown-up toys some call technology. Silence . . . No beepers to buzz off. No faxes to answer. No deadlines to bury (for now). Just a sip or two from this cherished brew. Silence . . . Simon says (and Garfunkel too) that silence has its sounds. I think I would agree. It's the whisper of the moment tastier than tea. It is when I hear the still, small voice of God! There’s a painting by Holman Hunt (it hangs in the British National Gallery in London): Jesus standing there, gently rapping at a door, the door unopened. A little boy was standing in front of the painting with his father. Daddy, why don’t they answer the door? The father said: I don’t know why. Youngster said: Maybe they’re making too much noise to hear him knocking.  Maybe it’s not something God has caused, but invites us to make use of: a head cold, time off between jobs…. Don’t ask: Is God trying to get my attention?  Do ask: Do I need to give God my attention? God has spoken and is speaking all the time. God has acted and is acting in and around us. The point here isn’t so much the sign as taking time to listen to God.  Swindoll: Silence is indispensable if we hope to add depth to our spiritual life. It guards the fire within our souls. Are we taking advantage of the opportunities? 
SILENCE GIVES US TIME TO REFLECT
The second advantage of times of quiet is that we get the chance to think and reflect. During the at least nine months that Zechariah was in silence, he had the chance to reflect on what the angel had said to him. What a change that came over Zechariah. The man who was asking so many questions now has great spiritual insight.  Fear has turned to faith. Resistance has turned into worship. How did it happen? Surely Zechariah spent his time reading the prophets.  None of it would have happened if God had not led him to this time of silence. God was not punishing Zechariah He was working on his character so that he would be a good father to John (Lk. 1:68-79)
Neil Postmas wrote a book: Amusing Ourselves to Death and says we are losing the ability to think. We prefer images to words. We are swayed more by presentation than content. We vote in elections because of a person's image rather than because of their convictions. We are used to 30 second sound bites and 60 second commercials. He argues that we have become shallow and vulnerable. He makes a powerful argument. He points to the days of the Lincoln-Douglas debates. In those days they would address an issue for an hour and then the other man would give an hour or two response. The people flocked to these debates. What would happen if that happened today? Most people would tune a candidate out who talked for longer than two minutes and didn't have any witty anecdotes.
Why don’t we take the time to listen and reflect more often in our day to day lives? We have come to believe that activity and productivity are synonymous. We think that if we are not busy we are not being productive.  We are uncomfortable with silence….we seldom spend time without background noise. We have Music piped into buildings, we have the T.V., radio or CD player on in the background or we have lots of activity going on around us. Silence is an intimidating stranger. We are afraid of what we might discover, ignorance is bliss! Two men on the east coast dropped of their wives at the mall and went sailing. A storm capsized their boat, and as they hung on one says to the other: Man, this sure beats the shopping mall. Silence helps us reflect. 

A pastor visited an inactive church member. The man was at home alone sitting before a blazing fire. Guessing the reason for the visit, the man welcomed him, and led him to a chair near the fireplace. The pastor said nothing. In the grave silence, he contemplated the dance of the flames around the burning logs. After a few minutes the pastor took the fire tongs, carefully picked up a brightly lit ember and placed it to one side all alone, and sat back down.         The host watched all this in quiet contemplation. Soon that ember was cold and dead. The pastor picked up the dead ember and placed it back in the middle of the fire. It immediately began to glow with the light and warmth of the burning embers around it. As the Pastor made his way to the door, his host said with a tear in his eyes: Thank you so much for your visit and especially for the fiery sermon. See you Sunday!  Silence helps us reflect. These times are essential. In the times of silence we will gain insight into the difficult issues and circumstances of our day.                 In the times of silence we find that the things of God take on a new clarity and power.
SOME PRACTICAL SUGGESTONS
In this busy time of year let me make a few practical suggestions to apply this message to our lives: 
Turn on the Christmas lights, light some candles or the fireplace and sit in the peaceful quiet reflecting on some of the great Carols of Christmas or passages from Scripture. Why not begin with reflecting on the meaning of the names in today’s Gospel. The name John means: God is Gracious. Just as God was gracious to an elderly couple in giving them a son, how has He been gracious in your life recently?  We can all say that His grace is available daily so we may live the repentant life in Christ Jesus. As we remember our Baptism we die daily to self and the things of this world and are raised up so we may live daily for Jesus. Research what Zechariah, Elizabeth, and Gabriel’s names mean. How about your own?  Chris: Christ – bearer… Connie: Constant… Sara: Princess… Michael:         Who is like God? Rejoice that you are His child and that He has called you by name.
Take one of the fun and familiar songs of Christmas (like Frosty the Snowman or Jingle Bells) and compose new words that will tell the story of Christmas. Here's a sample to the tune of Frosty the Snowman: Jesus our Savior/ was born on Christmas day. / On a bed of hay is where he lay, /while the horse nearby said, Neigh!
Look around and allow the beauty of God’s creation to impact you with His love in a new way. Jack Benny gave his wife a rose every day. After many years of marriage, Jack died. His widow continued to receive a flower each day. After several days of this, she decided to call the florist: You may not have realized this, and I hate to tell you that my husband Jack Benny died a couple of weeks ago. So you no longer need to send a red rose every day.       The florist:  You don’t understand. Prior to his death your husband made provision for you to receive a red rose, every day for the rest of your life. He wanted her to know she was never forgotten.  A simple rose could remind us: Isaiah 1:18: Though your sins be as scarlet they shall be as white as snow. Take time to listen and reflect this Christmas you won’t regret one minute! AMEN!
