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Expectation and anticipation of “something is going to happen” really does have a lot to do with it.  
Of all the stories we are asked to take to heart during this time of Advent before the Christ Mass, I have especially been touched by that of Elizabeth and Zechariah, and their interactions with Mary and Joseph.  I have been overwhelmed with their story as an invitation and challenge to come to understanding of what this Advent call of expectation and anticipation is.
Both Mary and Elizabeth were expecting in a way that I cannot really much imagine: Elizabeth and Mary being graced with pregnancy.  But I can think that I do know a bit about the feelings of Zechariah and Joseph perhaps.  I know at one level their principal task is to make it easier, to think of how to be helpful, to appreciate that you are not the principal player and let all the care and light and support fall upon the wonderful girl, the pregnant woman about to do what she was created to do.

But even my best imagining that (and if you are a woman, your imagining the mind and emotions of Mary and Elizabeth), both of these is probably inadequate.  Their “expectation” was extraordinary.  They came to know something the rest of us are probably largely ignorant of.   My question for them each is how did you get from the point of being told to “Fear Not!” because of what was happening to them, to the point of declaring a hymn of the heart that moves millions upon millions for centuries as a proclamation of the goodness and love of God???
The expectations we have – we that won’t find ourselves in biblical passages – are pretty ordinary (which is not to gauge whether realistic, idealistic, optimistic, or pessimistic).

There are people who seem to expect a lot out of life, and there are people who don’t expect much at all.  In both cases, there are the ordinary expectations, there are wishes and desires of having things turn out a certain way.  But their’s moved to a different level, and can move us into that level as well.
Point 1: The difference of their expectations

But the expectation that these four shared was something different; it wasn’t much tied to outward appearances much at all, even though things were obviously happening in their lives:

B. Zechraiah and Elizabeth – elderly, no children, Judeans; he a priest of Aaron’s lineage.

Zechariah lost his voice while on priestly duty in the Temple. When he lost his voice in the temple, people probably thought lots of different things, and most not flattering of him, and probably not much about it having to do with Elizabeth.

When considering this time in hindsight, I can imagine Zechariah thinking:  “That is where God had so much work to do within me.  That is where I had so much to learn.  I think that is why I had to be silent for so long.  Silence is a foreign land to us, even though it is right there within us.”  

I can imagine Zechariah and Mother Teresa sharing the same perspective, as Mother Teresa writes: “God speaks in the silence of our heart, and we listen.  And then we speak to God from the fullness of our heart, and God listens.  And this listening, and this speaking is what prayer is meant to be: that oneness with God, that oneness with Jesus.”



“We cannot place ourselves directly in the presence of God without forcing ourselves to an inner and an outer silence.  Therefore, we have to get used to the silence of the spirit, of the eyes, and of the tongue.”


(Mother Teresa – The Blessings of Love – p. 118, 119)

It was in this way that the bigger things, the deeper things, began to appear to Zechariah.  Even a contest about our child’s name – which probably seemed so big a deal to others around Elizabeth and Zechariah, who was told how important it is for his name, his legacy as a man to go on to the next generation – it was so, so little. Zechariah wrote, out of his silence: “His name is John.”

Zechariah came to proclaim an expression of utter elevation and joy we Episcopalians use over and over and over in our MP (Canticle 16, BCP, p. 92; Luke 1: 68ff):



Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel; he has come to his people and set them free…



Free to worship him without fear, holy and righteous in his sight, all the days of our life.



You, my child, shall be called the prophet of the Most High;



For you will go before the Lord to prepare his way…

The time between “Do not be afraid” and the birth of John - this time of the waiting, of the expectancy, brought each to see something more.  Their expectations were focused toward a different trajectory.  It was not about themselves, at bottom.

I can imagine Zechariah writing in a fictional journal: That’s the kind of expectancy that all four of us shared, Elizabeth and me (Zechariah), Mary and Joseph.  Something within us was ready to be amazed, to be opened to what was way outside the zone of our small worldly concerns, but at the same what we were able to do was all that was needed for us to do, in order to do our part in it.  It was not about us, but we were about it.  How gracious is the way of our God!!!

It was like that time of expectancy let us in on a secret, that is no secret because it is being whispered and indicated by all sorts of things: the creator’s love that comes through beauty, through synchronicity, through music, through bread and wine, through friendship and unity, through caring and compassion – that a whole new world is.  A whole new world is.

B. Then there is precious, young Mary – in this period in between - she becomes so much more than the girl from Nazareth, and the younger relative Elizabeth had known probably all her life.

Mary noted – not with egoism, but with humility and amazement - that “From this day all generations will call me blessed; the Almighty has done great things for me, and holy is his name.”  It is like she was so amazed that people will think of her as a blessing – for she only did what she was asked, and she was only asked what she could do; nothing heroic – just ready.  And her exclamation moves us even more deeply:

Mary’s soul sang out, as she sees even deeper, into God’s bigger activities:

“He has shown the strength of his arm, he has scattered the proud in their conceit.

He has cast down the mighty from their thrones, and has lifted up the lowly.

He has filled the hungry with good things, and the rich he has sent away empty.

He has come to the help of his servant Israel, for he remember his promise of mercy.”

(Luke 1: 46ff; Canticle 15, BCP, p.91)

This new world that floods into their expectancy is a reality of such wonder, such love, such joy.  All changes:  whatever happens in their lives, whenever there is an opportunity, whenever there is a choice to be made in how to live, they go there with confidence in the Lord God.  Whatever they do with their days, they see it is never a mistake to love, to serve, to lift up the downtrodden, to trust that there is an embrace stronger than anything else in all of creation, and beyond – for these are the ways of the God of Israel, our God. 

This is the posture of Advent.  This is the invitation we have been given: to so move within us to open ourselves – our souls and bodies – into a condition, a place that a new breaking in of the power that a Son is born, a child is given changes everything.  This proclamation can so move us, so fill us, that we are likely to come to adoration, to a fulfillment best called communion with Emmanuel – for God himself is with us.  

Conclusion:  Yet we are not finished the journey there.  There is more here than just adoration.  

Mary takes us even further in insight that Zechariah, because we know where this life’s journey leads: to the foot of the cross.  And so we look at her, in wonder, and also sorrow, and see in her eyes the most beautiful expression of God and humanity beholding one another:  we see one who so is willing and able to surrender to this wondrous God, all of her life, even her child, with faith that all is for the welfare of humans as far away in time and space as you and I are.  What wonders her expectations were lifted into.

In Advent with Evelyn Underhill, she writes about the expectation of meeting the Child is that we will so just gaze upon Him, like being mesmerized by a video game, or we will be so warm in communion with Him.  But the real effect of the encounter is that you and I (like Mary in our own small, small, yet so important part of the Way) must become part of the creative apparatus that God is employing to redeem all of creation – and our part is in that.

Whether that is a part we would choose to do, an instrument we would choose to be, a role we would seek to play (p.25) is not the point.  There are so many of us who look upon our lives and would rather it be different in some fundamental ways,  Again, that is not the direction the wonder of God with us offers as the meaning, focus, or intent.

The expectation that God is with us meets the awful wonder that we are invited to become elevated into his activities of His will being done on earth as it is in heaven.

The change in those four – Zechariah and Elizabeth, Mary and Joseph – is that in their time of expectation, the way was made for seeing how they were a piece of that divine redemption, that new creation.  That is the difference beween their expectations and the expectations of many of us.  Yet this day, you and I have the opportunity to join them at their level, and know their joy as well. 

