
Preaching for Lutheran Church of the Good Shepherd     Pastor Scott Trevithick 
Date:  December 5, 2021, Yr. C  
Text:  Luke 1:57-80  
Title:  What Will this Child Become? 
Focus:  Zechariah, the father of John the Baptizer, inspired by the Holy Spirit, spoke 
words of hope and promise about John when the community gathered on the day John 
was named. Who are those who have set a foundation for us by speaking words of 
hope and promise? How do we likewise create a foundation or home for others in which 
they can grow within the family of faith? 
 
We are using Sanctified Art resources which develop the theme “Coming Home.” The 

Week 2 Advent theme is “Laying the Foundation.” The SA team suggests a substitute 

reading for the gospel text: Luke 1:57-80, a portion of the story of Zechariah, the father 

of John the Baptizer, instead of the lectionary-designated Luke 3:1-6, which is about the 

call of John. I will also tie the theme of the sermon & worship service into our response 

of stewardship—to recognize we help provide a foundation for others within the family of 

faith at Good Shepherd.  

 

Luke 1:57-80: The Birth of John the Baptist 

For the whole story of Zechariah and Elizabeth, begin at Luke 1:5 

57 Now the time came for Elizabeth to give birth, and she bore a son. 58Her neighbors 
and relatives heard that the Lord had shown his great mercy to her, and they rejoiced 
with her. 

59 On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they were going to name 
him Zechariah after his father. 60But his mother said, ‘No; he is to be called 
John.’ 61They said to her, ‘None of your relatives has this name.’ 62Then they began 
motioning to his father to find out what name he wanted to give him. 63He asked for a 
writing-tablet and wrote, ‘His name is John.’ And all of them were 
amazed. 64Immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue freed, and he began to 
speak, praising God. 65Fear came over all their neighbors, and all these things were 
talked about throughout the entire hill country of Judea. 66All who heard them pondered 
them and said, ‘What then will this child become?’ For, indeed, the hand of the Lord was 
with him. 

Zechariah’s Prophecy 

67 Then his father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke this prophecy: 
68 ‘Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, 
   for he has looked favorably on his people and redeemed them. 
69 He has raised up a mighty savior* for us 
   in the house of his servant David, 
70 as he spoke through the mouth of his holy prophets from of old, 
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71   that we would be saved from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us. 
72 Thus he has shown the mercy promised to our ancestors, 
   and has remembered his holy covenant, 
73 the oath that he swore to our ancestor Abraham, 
   to grant us 74that we, being rescued from the hands of our enemies, 
might serve him without fear, 75in holiness and righteousness 
   before him all our days. 
76 And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; 
   for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, 
77 to give knowledge of salvation to his people 
   by the forgiveness of their sins. 
78 By the tender mercy of our God, 
   the dawn from on high will break upon* us, 
79 to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, 
   to guide our feet into the way of peace.’ 

80 The child grew and became strong in spirit, and he was in the wilderness until the 
day he appeared publicly to Israel. 

Remembering Dr. Coleman 

In recent weeks I have mentioned my high school English teacher Mrs. Vessey a 
couple of times. She has come to mind with some frequency because the things she 
taught me in English class--about carefully reading a type of literature and 
understanding an author’s point also expressing yourself clearly and persuasively in oral 
and written communication all help me to read, speak, and write as a pastor. I 
appreciate the knowledge she imparted and the particular skills she developed in me 
and others and for the way inspired me—by expecting the best from us and from the 
way that she invested herself in us. I have been fortunate to be able to express my 
thanks directly to her.  

After hearing me talk about Mrs. Vessey, a church member and I have been 
talking about teachers and the influence that they have on our lives. She told me about 
Dr. Coleman, who was her teacher first at Lakewood High School and then later at Long 
Beach City College.   

Her tribute: “Though he didn’t teach “religion,” Dr. Coleman obviously espoused 
the greatest two commandments when he taught me how to treat others and 
understand different communities.”  

Dr. Coleman opened my eyes and my heart regarding racial injustice in this 
country. He set me on a right path to be a listener and advocate for any person 
or group in society who is systemically disenfranchised. I understand, from 
reading his obituary from 2006 that he was the first African American instructor 
hired in the LBUSD.  

In a school alumni group on Facebook, she posted a memory about Dr. Coleman 
and fellow students responded with a wave of tributes:  
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• I remember more from his class than from any other. He made learning so 
interesting and engaging. I, too, was very fortunate to be his student! 

• I enrolled in a summer school Sociology course at Long Beach City College soon 
after graduating from LHS in 1968 - mostly because Dr. Sam Coleman was the 
professor. As good a teacher as he was at Lakewood - he knocked it out of the 
park teaching to "adults" at the collegiate level. He was able to take the gloves off 
and really teach without fear of administrative reprisal. Every morning rocked. 
Amazing instructor and he raised the bar super high. 

• He was a beacon of goodness. He always brought life to the classroom. A great 
man and positive influence. 

• I  took Earth Science with Mr. Coleman in summer of 1965. The Watts Riots 
broke out during that time, which lead to class discussions about racism. He told 
us he lived in a certain neighborhood where there was a curfew and he had to be 
home before nightfall. I’ve always remembered that turbulent time and what a 
great teacher he was. 

• I had his zoology class, and then was a not-that-great lab assistant for him, and 
also took his Minority Group Relations course at LBCC. Great teacher and 
person. He always had a smile, even when giving the class a hard time when 
needed. 

What struck me most after reading through all the comments was to read such 
vivid detail. So many students described what impact Mr. Coleman had on them and 
then mentioned their class year—and their memory was from 50+ years ago.  

He changed the lives of his students—and they remember him vividly over 50 
years later.  

Is there someone who has had that kind of influence on you? Is there someone 
like that whose investment in you has truly changed your life? What did they see in you, 
even when you may not have known it yourself? How did their investment in you and in 
others demonstrate that you mattered, that you were important, perhaps when you 
wondered yourself what you were good at or how you fit in. 

 

Zechariah Lays the Foundation 
 Today’s gospel text tells the story of Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth and their 
son John, whom we know in adulthood as John the Baptizer. The designated reading 
starts at v. 57, but I want to highlight some other parts of their story, which begins, at 
Luke 1:5.   

Zechariah and Elizabeth were described as “righteous and blameless” (Luke 
1:6). But they had no children, and they were old—really old. The text says, they were 
“getting on in years” (v. 7).  

One day when Zechariah was leading in the temple in his role as a priest he was 
startled when the angel Gabriel appeared to him. The first thing that startled him--and 
that’s an understatement, because the text says 

• he was terrified; and fear overwhelmed him (v. 12).  
He was startled or afraid in the first place because it was an angel before him.  
 The next starting thing was the message the angel delivered: 
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• “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard. Your 
wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will name him John.  

And Gabriel tells him about the role John will have. . .  

• 15. . . he will be great in the sight of the Lord.  . . .even before his birth 
he will be filled with the Holy Spirit.  

 
Well, if you are without children and you and your wife are both old, how might 

you receive this news? At the very least, it would be surprising, right? It totally makes 
sense that Zechariah would be surprised or confused or skeptical. He basically says, 
“How can this be?”  

18Zechariah said to the angel, “How will I know that this is so? For I 
am an old man, and my wife is getting on in years.”  
Though it seems completely reasonable that he would be puzzled or skeptical, 

his comment was viewed by Gabriel as disbelief, and so, as a consequence, he was 
unable to speak.  

19The angel replied, “I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and 
I have been sent to speak to you and to bring you this good 

news. 20But 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.”  
   

What’s ironic is that when the angel visits young Mary to tell her that she is to 
have a child, she nearly says the same thing: “How can this be?” (Luke 1:34). When 
Gabriel explains the activity of God’s Holy Spirit, Mary then says, “Let it be with me 
according to what you have said” (Luke 1:37).   
 
 Elizabeth did become pregnant, and Zechariah remained unable to speak until 
that day when, 8 days after their son’s birth, they brought him to the temple to be 
named. The people who gathered around them all expected the son to also be named 
Zechariah, but Elizabeth said they were going to call him John. 
 The people were puzzled and reasoned with them that no one in their family had 
that name.  
 Zechariah picked up a writing tablet and affirmed that he was to be called John. 
And all the people were amazed (v. 63).  

64Immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue freed, and he began 

to speak, praising God. 
 There were two parts to what Zechariah said: 

• The first part (vv. 67-75) is praise of God. Zechariah describes the activity of God 
in human history—to look favorably upon Israel (v. 67) and to establish a 
covenant with Abraham (who, interestingly, was along with his wife Sarah was 
super old and without a child, just like Zechariah and Elizabeth) and how God 
kept God’s promises. Zechariah is recognizing how God is acting at this time in 
“raising up a savior,” (v. 69), a reference to the coming of Jesus.  
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• In the second part (vv. 76-79) of Zechariah’s inspired words (He is “filled with the 
Holy Spirit, (v. 67)) he offers words of hope and promise spoken directly to his 
newborn son John which describe his role in introducing people to Jesus: 
 

o You will be called the prophet of the Most High; for you will go 

before the Lord to prepare his ways, 77to give knowledge of 
salvation to his people by the forgiveness of their sins.  

o 78By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will 
break upon us, 79to give light to those who sit in darkness and in 

the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.” 

 
“What then Will this Child Become?” 
 Zechariah and Elizabeth were following Jewish custom when then brought their 
son on the 8th day to be circumcised and named.  
 The people who gathered to celebrate with them were expecting them to name 
their son after his father—Zechariah—or at least a male relative.  
 Did you hear the other thing they said? 
 

• 66All who heard them pondered them and said, ‘What then will this child 
become?’ (Luke 1:66) 

 
When I was telling you about Dr. Coleman and we were talking about the kind of 

impact teachers and other caring adults can have, particularly when we are younger, I 
asked if you there someone who has had that kind of influence on you. 
 Flip that question around:  Are there words of hope and promise you might have 
for another that could create a path for them?  

• To whom have you spoken such words of hope and promise as you have 
wondered, by God’s call and grace, “What will this child become?” 

• What are ways that we as a community of faith can like Zechariah “lay a 
foundation” in which children and youth can be nurtured in faith to find their call 
or role?  
I want to tell you a story that responds to those questions. . .   

 

Anna and Ryan coming to worship repeatedly with their young 
children 

During COVID-restricted times, perhaps sometime this past summer, I see a 
young family come again and again to worship. It is a mom and dad and 2 young 
children. I’m not sure when they first began coming. Sometimes first-time worshipers 
stand and introduce themselves. Sometimes people linger after worship and talk with 
me in the Welcome Space, and I get to know a bit about them and can tell them a bit 
about Good Shepherd. 

I don’t remember that with this family. I didn’t know anything about them and 
hadn’t had the chance to tell them anything about Good Shepherd.  
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I think I worried about them. I think I worried about what they thought about Good 
Shepherd. I think I may have wanted to tell them something like “worship isn’t always 
like this.” Because I knew that they could look around the room and see the sanctuary 
wasn’t even half full. I knew they could look around and see that there were few others 
in their age range and family circumstance. 

If I had had the chance to talk with them, I would have wanted to explain that 
worship isn’t always like this; this is COVID-funky—different. I think I worried that Good 
Shepherd wasn’t at its best.  

And yet they kept coming back, week after week. And I wanted to know: 

• What are their hopes and dreams? 

• In what ways do they long for a church home, for themselves and their children?  

• What welcome will they discover (or what have they discovered) among the folks  
of Good Shepherd?  

• To use the words of today’s text, as they think about their children and the 
potential role of this family of faith at Good Shepherd, ‘What then will this child 
become?’ (or children) (v. 66).  

Well, when I did get the chance to talk with this family, by their gracious 
response, I did get to know them a bit. And they’ve allowed me to share a bit of their 
story with you. Here’s Anna describing her impressions of Good Shepherd and some of 
the hopes they have for themselves and their children as they think about the church. 

• Display Anna’s video clip 
 
Anna (Summary of comments from her video segment): 

Such an amazing first impression: Everyone was welcoming and genuine without 
being pushy or. . . Such a good, genuine vibe. It felt comfortable and natural. 
Even if Silas could be crazy during the service and running around, people would 
turn around a smile, like “Been there, we understand.”  

“Okay, thanks.”  

It just felt really good to be there; we love it. 

Our hopes are that other families will start to return and kids’ programs will come 
back. We want to jump right in there. 

My church growing up had a similar vibe.  

A comforting feeling—that’s the same feeling that I get from Good Shepherd. 

I don’t want to use Anna’s story to pat ourselves on the back and tell ourselves 
how great we are. That’s not why I want to tell the story or share their story.  

• Whatever welcome that Good Shepherd folks have provided, I think this story is 
also about the fundamental need God created in us for community and for a 
sense of home and belonging. God created us to be in relationship.  
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• And I think this story is also about Anna and Ryan and perhaps their persistence 
in seeking that out—that place of home or belonging. 

• And I want this story to be a reminder to all of us of the call or mission or the 
shared responsibility we have to respond to the grace of God which we know in 
Jesus and seek to create a place in which Anna and Ryan and their children and 
lots of others would be welcome, too. 

Did you hear what Anna said, something like, “even if Silas could be crazy during 
the service. . ., people would turn around and smile, ‘Been there; we understand.’” 

Oh, that unspoken exchange is so important. That look from another worshiper 
can signal,  

• “I’m so glad you’re here; we’re glad you’re here. I remember those years of being 
a parent—it can be tough, but enjoy it, too.”  

That empathetic look from another worshiper can subtly affirm,  

• “I’m glad you’re here. You and your children belong here.”  

It can invite them in. It can, using the phrase from our friends at Sanctified Art to 
describe what Zechariah did, it can “lay a foundation” from which another can grow. 

And a look from one worshiper to another can also subtly signal something like, 

• “What are you doing here? You don’t belong here.”  

Or maybe a different kind of look can signal something like a reluctant, “Well, 
okay, as long as children don’t ruin worship for adults.” 

All of that can be communicated by a look, a gesture. Some signal without words.  

And all of that can be crucial in a worship guest deciding to take another risk and 
come back or not.  

That kind of informal interaction—even without words—can create a strong 
impression that ends up being a representation of the congregation. As Anna described 
it, what she felt was that people were genuine and that there was a good vibe. She 
formed an impression based on the response of people around her.  

What I think I’ve learned over the years is that when people first come to worship 
and form an impression and decide about whether or not they’d like to return to such a 
place is that music can be good and the preacher or the sermon can be good and some 
of the specific “content” of worship can be good, but if a first-time worshiper gets a 
feeling from other worshipers that they’re intruding on something to which they don’t 
belong, then they won’t be back no matter how good those other things may be. 

We all together, by God’s grace, create the atmosphere in this place that signals 
“You’re welcome” or something like “What are you doing here?” 
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That exchange or that atmosphere or that connection among us is fragile 
and it’s precious. And it’s something for which we’re all responsible. 

That welcome or those words of hope and promise or that putting love of God 
and neighbor into action are a responsibility which we all share.  

• This responsibility or creating this community is like Mrs. Vessey or Dr. Coleman 
investing themselves into the lives of their students. 

• This shared responsibility is like the words of hope and promise of Zechariah, 
“filled with the Holy Spirit” (v. 66), who laid a foundation for John.  

Ultimately, creating this community is a reflection of our faith, of our trust in God, 
and our response to the grace of God.  

We are Stewards of God’s Precious Gifts 

 A moment ago, I used the word precious to describe that atmosphere of 
congregational hospitality or welcome which can be communicated in such subtle ways. 
I said creating that community is a responsibility which we all share. Creating a sense of 
congregational welcome is a gift (that’s the precious part) of which we are all stewards. 
I’m using stewards intentionally here to describe a gift of God for which we’re 
responsible.  

 Earlier this week, many of you received a mailing from the church with a letter 
from me and an invitation to consider making a pledge or goal to represent your 
financial response to share in the ministry of Good Shepherd. Being a steward of God’s 
financial gifts is another responsibility in which we all share. In that letter, I provided 
some snippets of how I see Good Shepherd folks longing for home or how they are a 
part of creating a home with and for one another and for others in the broader 
community. If Zechariah was laying a foundation for their son John with the words of 
hope and promise that he, inspired by God’s Holy Spirit, offered, and we have been 
blessed by people like Mrs. Vessey or Dr. Coleman investing in us, and we share in 
creating a genuine welcome to people like Anna and Ryan and their family, then can’t 
we share in providing the financial gifts that would allow Good Shepherd to continue 
those home-building ways as well? 

 Thanks be to God for entrusting us with the gifts of which we are stewards.  

 

 


