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One of the biggest hits on TV over the last year has been the musical comedy-drama “Glee.”  If you haven’t seen it, “Glee” is a show about a high school “glee” club, a collection of kids with extraordinary musical talent who are otherwise considered to be the school’s biggest losers.  And whether or not you’ve seen the show, at some time in your life you’ve heard the music sung on the show, because it’s music that comes from every walk of life – from hard rock to Broadway musicals.  So this Christmas season we’re going to use some of the songs performed by the folks on “Glee” to help us celebrate the birth of our Lord with glee.  Do you remember what the angel said to the shepherds that first Christmas night?  “Do not be afraid; I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all people.  Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.” (Luke 2:10-11)  Look up the word “glee” in the dictionary and here’s what you’ll find – “jubilant delight, great joy, exultation, exuberance.”  That’s what we’re supposed to experience because of the good news of Christmas – jubilant delight, great joy … or glee!  So that’s how we intend to celebrate Christmas this year – we’re going to celebrate with glee, the glee made possible because of the birth of Jesus the Christ into our world.

The first song of our series comes from the first episode of “Glee.”  It’s a song from the rock group Journey, first released in 1981, called “Don’t Stop Believing.”  If you’re a sports fan, at some time or another you’ve heard this song played at the ballpark or the arena.  Your favorite team is the underdog, and it’s late in the game, and you’re feeling a little down.  And then over the loudspeakers comes this song – “Don’t Stop Believing” – and suddenly you feel yourself perking up a bit.  You start to believe that your team can still make a comeback, that there’s still a chance your team can pull out a win.  If you’re a Giants fan, you know that a local singer named Ashkon made a music video of this song during the Giants recent playoff run that became a YouTube sensation. “Don’t Stop Believing” is a song that has somehow woven its way into the fabric of the American culture.
And in one way, the title of this song captures the essence of the Christmas story.  The message of the prophets to the people of Israel for hundreds of years as they waited for the promised Messiah was, “Don’t stop believing.”  The message of the angel Gabriel to the childless couple of Zechariah the priest and his wife Elizabeth was, “Don’t stop believing.”  And then there’s Mary.  Do any of you remember the opening lyrics of the song “Don’t Stop Believing”?  “Just a small town girl, living in a lonely world.”  That’s Mary, a small town girl, living in a lonely world, and suddenly, to her very great surprise, an angel appears to her with some very remarkable news and tells her, “Mary, don’t stop believing.”
And it’s a message every one of us needs to hear as we close out what has been for so many in our country and our world an extremely challenging year – “Don’t stop believing.  Don’t give up hope.”  For many it’s been another hard year financially.  You’ve been out of work for longer than you can remember.  Or maybe you’ve got a job, but despite your best efforts your expenses have just spiraled out of control.  Your house has lost half its value, your 401k is nowhere near where you’d thought it would be, and the future looks a whole lot bleaker than it did just a couple of years ago.
For some it’s not so much the economy – it’s a relationship issue.  Maybe it’s a marriage that has veered dramatically off course.  Maybe it’s a child who decided she doesn’t want you in her life anymore.  Or maybe it’s not a relationship gone bad; maybe it’s a relationship you’ve never had.  Every month you get a new wedding invitation in the mail, and you can’t even seem to make a friend on Facebook.  Or maybe you can relate more than you’d like to Zechariah and Elizabeth – everyone seems to be able to have a baby except you, and it’s just not fair.
Or maybe it’s simply that life isn’t turning out anything like you thought it would.  You had big plans, and now it’s so very clear that none of those plans have much of a chance at all of ever becoming a reality.  You’ve got health problems that make it impossible to ever do what you’d hoped to do.  There was an accident along the way, the loss of a love, a business that failed, and now the life you’re left with is nothing like the life you had hoped for.

And then Christmas comes along and the angels join together to sing just the song we need to hear: “Don’t Stop Believing.”  And here is the most important lyric in this angelic song, right from Luke 1:37 – “For nothing is impossible with God!”  Often when people invoke the phrase, “Don’t stop believing,” they seem to suggest that faith has a power of its own, that if we just close our eyes and believe hard enough this thing called “faith” will somehow make the impossible come true.  But it doesn’t work that way, does it?  The Bible doesn’t say, “For nothing is impossible with faith.”  It says, “For nothing is impossible with God.”  We don’t believe for the sake of believing.  We don’t believe in the power of faith.  We believe in the power of God.  The reason we don’t stop believing is because nothing is impossible with God, the God who keeps his promises to the people he loves with all his heart.
The Challenge To Zechariah: Don’t Stop Believing
Do you remember the old “Highlights” Magazine you used to read in the doctor’s or dentist’s office as a kid?  One of my favorite pieces in that magazine was the section called “Goofus and Gallant.”  Goofus and Gallant were two boys who the writers used to teach we young impressionable kids the difference between right and wrong.  Goofus, as you might guess, was an example of how not to do things.  Goofus didn’t make his bed, he didn’t brush his teeth, he didn’t eat vegetables, and on and on it went.  Gallant, by contrast, was an example of how good kids did things.  He always said please and thank you, he always opened the door for girls, he always went to bed on time, and on and on it went.  And to show just how gullible a kid I was, I actually found “Goofus and Gallant” to be persuasive … except for the whole vegetables thing.  I never bought into that.
I mention Goofus and Gallant because Luke uses a similar technique to show us the difference between a person who struggles to keep believing and a person who is ready to keep believing.  Their names, of course, aren’t Goofus and Gallant – their names are Zechariah and Mary.  When you read Luke 1 you can’t help but spot the obvious parallels.  Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth are too old to have a child; Mary is too young and innocent to have a child.  The same angel – Gabriel – appears to both Zechariah and to Mary with a promise – God is going to give you a child.  But that’s when their stories diverge.  And it’s the contrast between their responses that Luke wants us to be sure to notice and to learn from.
First, let’s get acquainted with Zechariah and see what we can learn from his response to God’s promise to do a miracle in his life. You won’t find a better man around, nor will you find a wife as godly as his wife Elizabeth.  Here’s how their story begins in Luke’s Gospel:

In the time of Herod king of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was also a descendant of Aaron.  Both of them were upright in the sight of God, observing all the Lord’s commandments and regulations blamelessly.  But they had no children, because Elizabeth was barren; and they were both well along in years.  (Luke 1:5-7)
So far there’s not much reason to call Zechariah “Goofus,” is there?  He and Elizabeth are deeply devoted to God; they could not be more righteous. They would be terrific grandparents, except for one thing – they’ve never even been parents.  The story continues:

Once when Zechariah’s division was on duty and he was serving as priest before God, he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to go into the temple of the Lord and burn incense.  And when the time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled worshipers were praying outside. (Luke 1:8-10)
Here’s some background to what’s going on.  As a priest, Zechariah served at the Temple in Jerusalem for two one-week periods each year.  He was a member of one of 24 divisions in the first-century priesthood, one of 18,000 priests.  A priest only officiated at this sacrifice once in his life.  In other words, this is a once in a lifetime moment for Zechariah.  And then something happened that was beyond anything Zechariah could have anticipated.  Listen to Luke’s telling of the story:

Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side of the altar of incense.  When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was gripped with fear.  But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard.  Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John.  He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord … Many of the people of Israel will he bring back to the Lord their God.  (Luke 1:11-16)
Some of us have read this story so many times that the appearance of the angel doesn’t surprise us.  But please understand that this was every bit as surprising to Zechariah as it would be if an angel appeared at your front door tomorrow.  Zechariah is absolutely terrified when the angel shows up.  And he is absolutely astounded at the news – God is going to answer his prayer.  He is going to be a father.

But notice Zechariah’s response.  This is a critical part of the story.  This is his “Goofus” moment.  Luke 1:18 reads, “Zechariah asked the angel, ‘How can I be sure of this?  I am an old man and my wife is well along in years.’”   Now we certainly can empathize with Zechariah.  We can certainly understand why this whole thing seemed a bit unbelievable.  But think about this.  Zechariah had been praying for a son, probably for many years.  Now God sends him an angel who appears to him in the Temple and tells him in words that Zechariah can hear with his own ears, “Zechariah, God has heard your prayers and he is giving you a son,” and what does Zechariah say?  He says, “How can I be sure?  Give me a sign.”

Now if I’m the angel I’ve got to tell you that I’m a little hurt by Zechariah’s response.  I might have said, “Hey, buddy, what am I – chopped liver?  What more of a sign do you want?  I’m an angel.  I’m standing here right in front of you.  I’m giving it to you straight from God.  Would you prefer a dancing bear or a talking horse?”  In fact, that’s a little how the angel reacted.  Here’s what happened next:

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.  And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day happens, because you did not believe my words, which will come true at their proper time.”  (Luke 1:19-20)
Zechariah is reprimanded by the angel Gabriel.  For the next nine months, Zechariah is unable to speak.  And, we learn later in the story, for the next nine months Zechariah is unable to hear; he has become a deaf mute.  Why?  Because Zechariah stopped believing.  Yes, Zechariah still mouthed his prayers.  He still went through the motions of asking God for a son.  But he no longer believed it would happen.  He had resigned himself to a life without children, without a son to carry on the family line.  Sure, he would still like to have a son, but he knows it’s never going to happen.  So while he keeps praying, he prays without passion, without expectation, and without faith.  His prayer has become, “Dear God, whatever happens is OK with me.  God, I still believe in you, but I don’t believe you’re ever going to do what I once believed you would.”  
The Challenge To Mary: Don’t Stop Believing
But where there’s a Goofus, there’s a Gallant, and in this case the role of Gallant is played by a girl named Mary.  She’s only 13 when we meet her, give or take a year.  She’s just a small town girl, living in a backwater town called Nazareth at a turbulent time in the history of Israel.  Israel is run by the Romans; like it or not – and they usually don’t – the people of Israel do whatever the Romans tell them to do.  It is long before women’s liberation.  Mary is not allowed to attend school; if she is like most women of her day, she is not even taught to read.  At the synagogue the women are segregated, off in the back, away from the men and from the rabbi.  Women don’t have jobs outside of the home.  A woman’s job is to take care of the men and the children and the animals.  That is Mary’s life; that is her future.

And then Mary has a visitor who changes everything – for her, for Israel, and for us.  We’ve met him already in Luke 1 – his name is Gabriel, an angel sent from God to deliver to Mary a message that is nearly beyond comprehension.  The telling of Mary’s story begins in Luke 1:26 with these somewhat enigmatic words:  “In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel …” The first question that comes to our minds is, “What is the sixth month?”  Well, that takes us back to the story of Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth.  Just as the angel Gabriel had promised Zechariah would happen, his very old wife Elizabeth had miraculously become pregnant, despite Zechariah’s doubts.  “In the sixth month” refers simply to the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy. Here’s how the story continues:

In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David.  The virgin’s name was Mary.  The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored!  The Lord is with you.” (Luke 1:26-28)
Mary is engaged.  Like most marriages of that time, this surely is an arranged marriage.  Mary’s parents and Joseph’s parents have decided this would be a good match.  To seal the deal, Joseph likely paid Mary’s parents for the privilege of marrying their daughter (as a father of two daughters, this strikes me as a good idea).  It was more of a business transaction than a modern engagement, but the result is the same – Mary is committed to Joseph.    

But before they can get married, something else is in store for Mary, something much bigger than she could possibly have imagined:

Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be.  But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God.  You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus.  He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High.  The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end.  (Luke 1:29-33)
Yes, this is very big news.  Mary, though a virgin, is going to become a mother.  She is going to have a baby, and this baby is going to grow up to be the Son of God.  

And thus begins Mary’s moment of truth.  I know, it seems like this is quite a great honor, and it certainly is.  But think for a moment about Mary’s circumstances.  She is probably about thirteen years old, the usual age girls are betrothed to their future husbands.  Joseph, for his part, is probably about twenty.  Joseph and Mary are not married.  Mary has never been physically intimate with a man.  In fact, many Bible scholars people the Greek word we translate as “virgin” means not only that she had never been physically intimate, but that she is not yet able to have a child, that she has not yet had her first cycle as a woman.  Given her circumstances, this is a big stretch for Mary; it is a big stretch for her to believe that she is going to become pregnant and give birth to the Son of God.  And so Mary asks the question:  “How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?”  (Luke 1:34)  And Gabriel answers:

The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you.  So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God.  Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be barren is in her sixth month.  For nothing is impossible with God.”

“I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered.  “May it be to me as you have said.”  Then the angel left her.  (Luke 1:35-38)
This is Mary’s “Gallant” moment.  When the angel challenged her to believe that this miracle could really happen in her life, to believe that in her youth and in her innocence she could become a mother, to believe that God can do the impossible, Mary showed up big. Remember Zechariah’s reaction when Gabriel told him that God had answered his prayers and was going to make him a father?  Zechariah pulled a “Goofus.”  Zechariah didn’t believe.  He essentially said to God, “Prove it!”  Because of his unbelief, God struck Zechariah deaf and dumb for the duration of Elizabeth’s pregnancy.  But Mary, who because she is not a priest does not have the benefit of having read the Old Testament scriptures and having read all the miracles God performed for Israel through the years, who was just a relative child, Mary meets the challenge.  When the angel tells Mary, “Don’t stop believing,” her response is, “OK. I believe it, and I will do whatever you want me to do.”    

So what makes this such a big deal? Answer me this – how ready were you to be a parent at thirteen?  I couldn’t even keep a pet turtle alive at thirteen.  Then there’s the whole delivery deal.  There are no hospitals, no epidurals, no drugs to make delivery of a child less painful.  As it turns out, Mary wouldn’t even have her mother there to help her deliver this child.  All she would have would be Joseph, for all the good a man would be, and a bunch of farm animals.  

And then there’s the stigma she will have to live with.  Mary has to know that no one will believe her when she announces that as a virgin she’s pregnant, that an angel has come to her and told her God was going to place the Son of God in her womb.  You have to admit, it does sound just a tiny bit outrageous.  Not even Joseph believes her, at least not until an angel appears to him.  Nazareth is a very small town, a town where everyone knows everyone else, a town where everyone talks about everyone else.  Mary has to realize that almost everyone, for most of her life, will think of her as an adulterer and of her son as illegitimate.  There are in fact a number of places in the Gospels where the crowds refer to Jesus as an illegitimate child.  This is going to be a huge challenge for Mary.  But notice what she says, this tender young girl:  “I am the Lord’s servant.”  Mary doesn’t stop believing.
The Challenge To You And Me: Don’t Stop Believing
So now it’s our turn.  When God asks us to believe that he can do the impossible in our lives, will we be a “Goofus” or a “Gallant”?  Will we be Zechariah or Mary?  Will we doubt or will we believe?
In her book “Choosing To See,” Mary Beth Chapman recounts the story of how they decided to adopt, even though they already had three children they were still raising.  God had put it on their hearts to adopt a child from China, but as they looked into it the process seemed to be pretty daunting.  At one point Steven Curtis says to his wife, “Hey, if we were to end up adopting a child from China, we’d be so old, like Abraham and Sarah. We’d have to find out what the Chinese name for laughter is so we could name our child like they did when God told them they were going to have Isaac in their old age.”  By way of background, the name Isaac, means “God makes me laugh.”  Later that same day the two of them were at a doctor’s appointment, and while in the waiting room Steven picked up a tattered, old Reader’s Digest and was reading an article about a Chinese couple whose son had a heart condition.  In the article it just happened to mention that the boy’s name was “Shao-Shao,” which means “laughter” in Chinese.  Steven and Mary Beth looked at each other – this was not a coincidence, they thought.  It seemed to them to be a promise from God that he was going to give them a child to adopt.  The process was a complicated one.  There were some significant hurdles to navigate, and – as those of you who have been through the adoption process know – a series of ups and downs.  But the Chapmans kept believing and they kept moving ahead, and one day they got the call to come to China to meet their little girl.  When they arrived they met a little bundle named Chang Yan Yan, wrapped in filthy blankets, dirty, and smelly.  Like so many of the orphans in China, she had been abandoned.  But now this little girl was theirs.  And here is the name they gave her – “Shaohannah.” “Shao” means laughter, and “Hannah” means gift of grace.  “Shaohannah” – or “gracious laughter.”  In a very real way, God gave them the gift of glee in the form of this precious little child.
And that’s what God gave to the world on that first Christmas night.  His name was Jesus, but he was very much a gift of grace, and he most certainly gave the world cause for glee.  “Do not be afraid; I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all people.  Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.”  It may be that it’s been some time since you’ve felt like you had a reason to be gleeful.  Jesus can be that reason.  Jesus has come to give us grace and to fill us with great joy.  He is the one who can heal our hurts and fulfill our hopes.  That’s his part.  And here’s ours – don’t stop believing, for nothing is impossible with God.
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