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Silence to Singing 
 

Some of you know that at the first church I served I was a pastor for English 
speaking ministries at a Korean congregation, which meant I preached in English for 
the second and third generation folks like myself whose parents primarily spoke 
Korean and they primarily spoke English and went to church together. Just one of 
the realities of immigrant church communities. In my second year of ministry there, 
during the season of Advent, I had the opportunity to preach for both the Korean 
and English-speaking congregations together while the senior pastor was on 
vacation. I was pretty anxious about it all, but I was feeling fine, or so I thought. 
 
On the Saturday night, the day before my dual preaching debut, around dinner time, 
I lost my voice. To this day, I do not know why. I was not sick, I felt totally fine body 
and health wise. I hadn’t been screaming or yelling or even singing at the top of my 
lungs or doing anything that would affect my voice. But I distinctly remember trying 
to speak and suddenly only scratchy sounds would come out and barely a whisper. I 
tried hot tea and honey but nothing worked. 
 
Around 9 p.m., I thought it might be a good idea to let someone know, so I emailed 
an elder and he called me soon thereafter and couldn’t believe it either. I couldn’t 
speak. So we decided that I would give him my manuscript and he would read it 
while I sat up there in worship the next day. Because again, I felt fine, I just couldn’t 
speak. So Elder Lee delivered my sermon that day, I whispered out a benediction at 
the end (to which everyone gasped because I think no one really believed it until 
they heard me trying to speak), and my voice? Well, it came back in full strength 
later that afternoon after everything was said and done and I was back home again. 
That’s never happened to me since and I still do not know what happened to me that 
weekend. 
 
Being forced into silence when you want to speak (or in my case, when it’s your job 
to preach), is a humbling experience. 
 
And so, in light of the gospel lesson for us today I had to go back and read to you the 
part of when Zechariah loses his voice because I imagine that for this priest, who is 
used to having a voice, losing it the way he did and for how long he did, must have 
been quite the humbling experience. 
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This specific part of the Christmas story is rarely preached during the Advent 
season. We usually hear about the baby John leaping in Elizabeth’s womb after Mary 
comes to their home after she also is met by the angel, but rarely do we get to hear 
about Zechariah, whose part of the story is actually told in a lot more depth than you 
might remember. Because if you hold his story and Mary’s story side by side, they 
are very similar in some ways. The angel Gabriel appears to both of them – both of 
them are initially terrified – and the angel’s first words to both of them is “Do not be 
afraid.” The angel then shares the message of what is to come and what is to be that 
will change both of their lives forever.  
 
The major difference is after hearing the angel’s proclamation, Zechariah asks 
doubtfully, “How can this be? How will I know this is so? I’m old and so is my wife” 
whereas Mary responds thoughtfully, “Here I am, the servant of the Lord. Let it be 
with me according to your word.” 
 
As I sat with Zechariah’s response this week, I had to laugh. Because listen, there’s 
nothing wrong with doubting or having doubts when it comes to matters of faith. 
But I laughed because an ANGEL just told him what’s going to happen and he still 
questions it. And whatever this angel looked like, I am guessing it was not some kind 
of chubby, cute angel cherub we’ve seen portrayed in Renaissance paintings ... the 
being that stood next to him was likely terrifying in appearance because his initial 
response was terror-fear overwhelmed him, scripture tells us. So, even just on a 
basic level, why would you ever question a terrifying being standing next to you? 
 
Clearly, the angel is annoyed. He just shared this incredible news with Zechariah. 
And unlike the message that comes to Mary later, where her life will be at risk of 
losing everything, the message that comes to Zechariah will only bring him and his 
family more honor and status. He’s just heard GOOD NEWS, and his immediate 
response was to cast doubt and to speak doubt, to shut it down without even giving 
it a second to sink in-to pause and consider who it is that is speaking to him or to 
consider how his words and response might affect the other. His own experience is 
more important and so he speaks without thinking. 
 
I had a biology teacher in high school, Mr. Prisk, who was one of those guys who had 
a quick wit and could be classified as someone who spoke quickly without thinking 
sometimes as well. AKA, he was kind of mean. I was in 9th grade and by the way, if 
you’ve forgotten what it’s like to be in 9th grade, it can be the worst. I was insecure 
about almost everything and at the same time sorting through and learning about 
who I was and who I wanted to be. And I remember Mr. Prisk asked a question that I 
actually knew the answer to so I raised my hand feeling confident. And as I 
responded, my words got a bit jumbled and I was having a hard time explaining the 
answer that I knew in my head. And before I could finish and get to the conclusion, 
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he interrupted me and said, “Irene, never become a teacher” and called on someone 
else to answer the question. 
 
Now, I do want to say that Mr. Prisk was actually a great teacher, but in that one 
moment and comment, all of these years later, it still affects my confidence when it 
comes to me teaching something. Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words 
will never hurt me... well friends, we know that is not true. Words are powerful, and 
being able to communicate what we are thinking, feeling, and observing has power 
both good and bad.  
 
And so we find out that a tool of power, the power of speech for this priest 
Zechariah, will be taken from him until what the angel declares comes to fully be. 
 
And then we fast forward nine months or so, and a baby is born. 
 
And in the naming of his son John, the priest regains his speech and then bursts into 
a prophetic song.  
 
And although I could have focused today on Zechariah’s words itself, the ones 
spoken in love, joy, and prophecy, I could not detach from the fact that in order to 
speak those words of love, joy and prophecy, he had to be quiet first.  
 
Because even though the verses jump from the angel scene where he loses his voice 
to when he finally regains his voice...nine months of being unable to speak, to 
communicate in the ways in which he was used to communicating, forced him to 
watch in silence the miracle unfolding before him as his wife Elizabeth grew life 
inside of her. In a male dominated culture and society, where men had primary 
voice, Zechariah had to be quiet ... not only out in the community, but also in his 
home.  
 
He couldn’t speak as he saw the first kicks through her growing belly or speak 
words of comfort to her as she was sick. He could only observe, move with her, 
assist her as needed and LISTEN. He spent 9 months listening, paying attention, 
probably saying a lot of silent prayers and holding witness to what they thought 
could never happen for them. He was there when Mary showed up at their door also 
newly pregnant and couldn’t say anything about her staying or talk about his similar 
experience with the angel Gabriel. He was there and listened when Elizabeth 
exclaimed that the child leaped in her womb upon Mary’s arrival and pondered 
what that could mean. Mary stays with them for months ... so he sees new life 
growing in both of them. He bears witness to all of this.  
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I wonder, how much would he have missed had he been able to speak through it all 
or interrupted or chimed in when the women were speaking? Or rather, I wonder 
how much his perspective expanded because he was forced to listen, observe, and 
bear witness rather than respond right away. 
 
And then for 8 days after John’s birth – until the day of his circumcision – he still 
cannot speak the joy he must have felt to hold his beloved new baby. 
 
Zechariah didn’t know when his voice would come back. And so, it’s not lost on me 
that after months of silence and observation and pondering and prayer, the words 
that come forth when he finally can speak are words of love and adoration and 
praise for God and for the beloved child in front of him. The words are thoughtful 
and prophetic and true. And the words he speaks and the song he sings will lay a 
foundation for this child, John, who will pave the way of peace for the One who is to 
come. Zechariah sings blessings into John’s being, which lays the foundation for 
John’s life. 
 
And so, friends, today and in this week ahead, I want to invite you to do a few things. 
First, I want you to consider the spaces where you might need to be a little more 
silent – spaces in which you would normally chime right in with an answer or a 
response or a solution, spaces in which maybe you feel entitled to use your voice or 
power to speak because of course you know the answer – and instead, try to refrain. 
To listen. To be quiet. If this is really hard for you, then just pause and try it for a 
minute. Like time yourself. Consider your response before jumping in but even 
better, wait as long as you can and listen. I know for the introverts out there, you’re 
like “Yessss, I can get an A on this assignment,” but I know there are spaces where 
this can be difficult for you too. What do you observe that maybe you would not 
have noticed if you had just jumped in to speak? Whose voice did you hear that you 
might have otherwise missed? How did your perspective expand in just that minute?  
 
So 1. When you find yourself in a situation where you would normally just jump in 
or respond without thinking, stop and be quiet for a minute. 
 
And then second, consider and remember that what you say matters. How you say it 
matters. Remember that a flippant phrase can lay a foundation that is helpful or 
hurtful. By the way, we are all going to mess up on this one, which is why this 
invitation and challenge is here as a friendly reminder to all of us. Who knows who 
is going to carry what we say to them for years down the line? 
 
And then finally, after taking that moment to observe, to be quiet, to refrain, then 
allow the space that has come to you, when you are ready, to sing God’s blessing into 
it. Because there is power in our voice, and in whatever language it is we speak, 
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speak the foundation for God’s blessing to break through. Because praising our 
amazing God and acknowledging the ways in which God’s hand is upon the big and 
small moments of our lives is so important. And a lot of times we might miss those 
miracles that are happening right in front of us because we already know it all 
instead of taking the time to wait and acknowledge that we might not know much. 
 
Friends, your presence, your witness, and yes, your words, blessings, and actions 
can lay a foundation for someone’s life. It already has. Someone did it for you too.  
And so today, may we like Zechariah, have space to be quiet, to listen, and to observe 
... and in that waiting, may we use the tools of communication we have been given to 
burst into joy, prophecy, and love as a foundation of peace for the one who is to 
come. Dare to go from silence to song and let love be your beginning. Amen. 
 

Words for the beginning  
by Sarah Are  
 
If I could give you words for the very beginning— for the stretches 
and the yawns, and the opening of eyes, 
for the first hiccups, 
and the first smiles, 
and the first purse of your lips, I would say, “Oh, dear child, how you are loved.”  
 
But the thing about love 
is you can’t stop there, 
so I would go on to say, 
“You are strong, 
stronger than you think. 
And you are not alone— 
look at these parents who adore you 
and these doctors and nurses fighting for you. And you are enough, already 
enough.  
 
You haven’t done anything yet. You’ve just been here, breathing, 
sleeping, and already, you are enough. And then I might say, “This world is a 
mess, 
but it is your home, and you can make it better, 
so always try to make it better. And maybe most important of all: there is a love 
that is bigger than my understanding, that moves through this world, and I call 
that love God. And that love is here, here in this room, 
and that love knows your name by heart.” Those are the words I would say to 
you 
as you stretch and yawn and open your eyes on the very first morning 
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of your very first day. 
Let that be your foundation, 
like Zechariah did for John. 
Let love be your beginning.  


