
God with Us: An Advent Journey

A Well Lighted Path
Luke 1:68-79

You would think Zechariah would have known better. He grew up listening to stories and singing songs about God’s promises. He knew the words of the prophets by heart. He prepared to serve as a priest.


But when an angel appears to him in the temple and tells him that his prayer for a child is going to be answered, Zechariah seems to forget everything he’s learned. He forgets about Abraham and Sarah. He forgets about Samuel’s mother. He forgets about the countless other who became parents against all odds.


Instead of being filled with hope and joy, Zechariah explains why the angel must be wrong. After all, he and his wife, Elizabeth, are far from spring chickens. How can old people become parents?

Maybe the angel has heard enough. Maybe Gabriel thinks what Zechariah really needs is some time to be quiet and rethink things. Whatever the reason, the angel tells Zechariah he won’t be able to speak again until his child is born.

So for nine months, Zechariah is silent. Then his son—who will become the man we know as John the Baptist—arrives. And Zechariah’s voice returns, and this new father bursts into song.

That song, which we heard in this morning’s gospel reading, recalls God’s covenant with God’s people. It draws on both the praises of the psalms and the promises of the prophets. And it offers hope for the future—pointing to how God continues to be active.

One commentator describes Zechariah as offering “a symphony of praise to the God who is, who has been, and who always will be working among God’s people.” This symphony points to three claims that will be important throughout Luke’s gospel: “God remains faithful to God’s promises; God’s way is salvation; and God’s path is peace.”
During his period of quiet, perhaps Zechariah reflected on Isaiah’s words that “the way of peace they do not know, and there is no justice in their paths. Their roads they have made crooked; no one who walks in them knows peace.” Those words would have resonated during Zechariah’s time, as well as a few decades later when Luke’s gospel was written. People living in both times would have understood what it means to live with an absence of peace—or, as one commentator puts it, to be part of a world “more practiced at the art of warfare than it is at the craft of reconciliation.”

In that context, Zechariah sings a message of hope to a world that seems in danger of losing hope: “By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will break upon us, to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.”

As I’ve thought about Zechariah for the past couple of weeks, I’ve wondered how much difference his period of quiet made. Think about spending nine months without being able to talk. And Zechariah couldn’t even send an e-mail, text or tweet a message, or post an update on his Facebook page.

Perhaps those months of quiet gave Zechariah time and space to focus on his own thoughts, beliefs, and questions. Perhaps the shift from a world filled with words to one filled with silence allowed him to listen and hear more deeply. Perhaps his lack of speech made room for him to be filled with God’s message and presence in a new way.
Even though I live alone, I have few moments of quiet. Almost as soon as I wake in the morning, I turn on National Public Radio. I fill my days with conversations—in person, on the telephone, via e-mail. Music often provides background noise. Voices from books and magazines and newspapers vie for my attention. And I spend time with characters from a few favorite television programs.
As I thought about Zechariah’s quiet and my lack of it, a recent episode of one of those television series came to mind.
Grey’s Anatomy—which tells the stories of a group of surgeons at a fictional hospital in Seattle—always begin with one of the characters sharing reflections about work or life or both. In this episode those reflections come from neurosurgeon Derek Shepherd.

Here are the thoughts he shares:


Ask most surgeons why they became surgeons, and they usually tell you the same thing. It was the high, the rush, the thrill that comes from cutting someone open and saving their life.


For me it was different. Maybe it’s because I grew up in a house with four sisters. No, definitely because I grew up in a house with four sisters. Because it was the quiet that drew me to surgery.


The operating room is a quiet place, peaceful. It has to be in order for us to stay alert, anticipate complications.


When you stand in the OR, your patient open on the table, all the world’s noise, all the worry that it brings disappears. A calm settles over you. Time passing without thought. For that moment, you feel completely at peace.

But Derek’s thoughts about quiet and peace are challenged when he’s asked to operate on a seemingly inoperable tumor. The request comes from Isaac, a lab technician at the hospital. Isaac recognizes the difficulty of his situation—a tumor that’s worked its way up his spinal cord—but he believes that while other doctors might be defeated, Derek is inspired and willing to take risks.


Although the situation seems almost impossible, Derek finally agrees to attempt to remove the tumor. If removing it proves too complicated, one option would be to close Isaac up without doing anything. Another option would be to cut his spinal cord, leaving Isaac paralyzed.


Just before Derek is to begin this risky surgery, Isaac reminds him of his wishes: If the surgery is too complicated, cut the cord—even if that means paralyzing him.

Isaac explains:


I survived a war. Did you know that? I survived a war where they put bodies into mass graves where there was once a playground.


I survived the death of my family—my parents, my brothers and sisters. Then I survived the death of my wife and child when they starved to death in a refugee camp. 


I survived the loss of my country, of hearing my mother tongue spoken, of knowing what it feels like to have a place to call home.


And I will survive the loss of my legs. If I have to, I will survive it.
And then Isaac adds:


But, Derek, there’s always a way. When things look like there’s no way, there’s a way. To do the impossible. To survive the unsurvivable. There’s always a way.


You and I have this in common. We’re inspired. In the face of the impossible, we’re inspired.


So if I can offer one piece of advice to the world’s foremost neurosurgeon. Today if you become frightened, instead become inspired.


Despite Isaac’s words, inspiration seems to allude Derek. After ten hours in the operating room, Derek decides to close without having tried to remove the tumor.

He tells Isaac they can reassess in a few months. But Isaac is convinced that Derek should try again the next day. Derek doesn’t believe there’s anything he can do. But Isaac encourages him to go home and sleep on it.

Derek goes home, but he doesn’t sleep. Instead he spends the night trying to sort out what to do when there seems to be “no path.”


When he returns to the hospital, he stands outside Isaac’s room and watches his patient pray. He then tells his surgical team that he realizes there can’t be a plan. Isaac wants them to take a risk. He wants a cure.


And so Derek and his team return to the operating room and a forty-six hour surgery. And this time the risk they take results in the cure for which Isaac had hoped.


As the episode ends, we again hear Derek’s reflections:

Ask most surgeons why they became surgeons, and they usually tell you the same thing: the high, the rush, the thrill of the cut. For me it was the quiet.


Peace isn’t a permanent state. It exists in moments. Fleeting. Gone before we even knew it was there.


We can experience it at any time. In a stranger’s act of kindness, a task that requires complete focus, or simply the comfort of an old routine.


Every day we all experience these moments of peace. The trick is to know when they’re happening so that we can embrace them, live in them, and finally let them go.

Quiet. In it two men—one the father of the child who would announce the coming of the messiah and the other a fictional surgeon—find the hope of peace. Both also find the promise of a path. A path that will emerge when there seems to be no way. A path that shines with enough light for us to be able to follow it.


During this Advent season, may we make room for quiet in our lives. And in that quiet may we find the promise of peace that will inspire us even in the face of great risk, as well as a path that will lead us closer and closer to discovering “God with us.” And may we trust that there will always be enough light for us to travel that path. Amen.
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