12.11.2024 Advent Midweek 2 Pastor Timothy McKenzie
Luke 1:68-79; Isaiah 35:3-7

“Water in the Wilderness”
Grace to you, and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.

The story about Zechariah, Elizabeth, and the birth of their son John is central to Advent.
Imagine with me the story of Zechariah who was a priest of the Lord serving in the Temple
when an angel named Gabriel appeared to him, telling him that God had heard his prayer and
that his wife Elizabeth would bear a son who would be named John. In encountering Gabriel,
what would you have done? Like the other story of the angel Gabriel, would you have said like
Mary, “Let it be unto me according to your word”?

Zechariah, however, did not believe the angel Gabriel, and so Gabriel said to him, “But now,
because you did not believe my words, which will be fulfilled in their time, you will become
mute, unable to speak, until the day these things occur.” Suddenly, Zechariah was unable to
speak. God gave Zechariah nine months to ponder Gabriel’s words. After Elizabeth gave birth to
their son, on the eighth day, the baby was to be circumcised, and the priest was prepared to
name him after his father, but Elizabeth said, “Not so, he is to be called John.”

Since the tradition had been to name the child after the father, people looked imploringly at
Zechariah, but he could not speak. Writing on a tablet, he wrote, “His name is John.” Luke
writes, “Immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue freed, and he began to speak,
praising God.” This is the story that leads up to today’s first reading, Zechariah’s prophecy
about John — who would become John the Baptist. The name John was specially chosen for this
child, and the name John means, “God is gracious.” In John’s birth, God’s grace fulfilled the
promise made to Elizabeth and Zechariah.

Zechariah’s prophecy about John, stands alongside of Mary’s Magnificat as a faithful
response to God’s promises. Zechariah’s words blessed and praised God for redeeming Israel,
for sending a savior to the house of David, and for remembering God’s covenant with Abraham.

Zechariah then spoke directly to the baby John, saying, “And you, child, will be called the
prophet of the Most High, for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, to give his people
knowledge of salvation by the forgiveness of their sins.” These remarkable words suggest that
John’s birth must have been like “water in the wilderness” to his parents. John would prepare

the way of the Lord and give people a message of hope about the forgiveness of their sins.



What is remarkable to me about this story is that, aside from God giving Zechariah nine
months to think about the child’s name, both parents named the child John. In doing so, they
were going against the cultural grain of their community. They believed that their son would do
something great in God’s name. Elizabeth and Zechariah broke with the conservative idea that
children must follow in their parent’s footsteps, that a family’s past would govern a child’s
future. John would fulfill God’s future!

Have you thought about your own name? Why did your parents give you your name? Do you
know what your name means? When people hear your name, they will think of you and the
work you have done or not done in your name.

My name is Timothy, from the Greek, Tiu60gog, meaning “one who honors God.” Some years
ago, however, my mother shared with me that had I been a girl, she and my father had also
decided on the name Christine, which means “follower of Christ.”

So I will ask you another question, “Have you ever thought about your name as your
baptismal name?” In other words, you and your name were consecrated in the waters of Holy
Baptism at some point in your life. This might be a fitting motif to dwell on during the season of
Advent.

You see, John was born to baptize and to prepare the way in the wilderness for Jesus Christ. A
few minutes ago, | said that John’s birth must have been like “water in the wilderness” to
Elizabeth and Zechariah, and using that metaphor, your baptism is water in the wilderness that
continues to bless and consecrate both you and your name.

If you think of your name as your bond, please remember that God’s name is also bonded to
your name in baptism. God’s name, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, carries the promise of
forgiveness, light in the darkness, and the way of peace.

Your name is not simply a name on a bank account or a name on a social security card. Your
name is not simply a name on a degree or on a business card. Your name is you, a child of God
who has been adopted into God’s holy family in baptism’s “water in the wilderness.” I am sure
you have felt God renewing your life in the wilderness and parched places, and in the challenges
of this world.

In tonight’s second reading, the prophet Isaiah anticipates Israel’ restoration to Jerusalem
from captivity in Babylon, writing, “He will come and save you.” God’s plan for John became

his life’s work, of being a voice crying out in the wilderness, “Prepare the way of the Lord,



make his paths straight.” John’s name, “God is gracious” points to a God who graciously loves
each person.

God has plans for you. God has given you grace and gifts to use over your lifetime so that
you might help others to know God’s holy highway in the wilderness; so in you, others will
know water in the wilderness; so in you, others will know light in the darkness.

You may have been named after someone in your family or after someone your parents
admired but remember that you and your name have been blessed in the waters of Holy
Baptism. May those waters make you to be water in the wilderness to others around you.

Like John, may you always “go before the Lord to prepare his ways.” Amen.



