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From Silence to Singing
By Jeff McDowell
December 8, 2024
2nd Advent, C
Horseheads First UMC
Main Text:   

Luke 1:68-79

Secondary Text:   
Malachi 3:1-4

Theme:

How do we make our way from silence to singing? When God has allowed circumstances to come our way and our song is silenced, this can be our time of deep spiritual growth. The psalmist declares, “Deep calls unto deep at the at the roar of your waterfalls; all your breakers and your waves have gone over me. (Psalm 42:7) Are you suffering? Is the heat turned up in your life and you are wondering why? Could it be God is refining your soul and calling you to a closer dependence on Him? Now is the time to give yourself to God again and let the Lord lead you. When you give yourself to the process of His cleansing, you will find your song restored, a song of joy.ow do we
-SERMON START-
Marty Via and his wife and two kids lived in Ohio where he worked in construction until an accident halted his career. His pastor gave him a job helping out at a benevolence mission and suggested that maybe he had a calling to the ministry.

That didn’t seem right to Marty. But as he was praying, a town he’d never heard of came to him. Waycross, Georgia. His wife got the same message. His kids did too. As outlandish as it seemed, they emptied their house, rented a moving van and drove 18 hours straight to Waycross.

What on earth were they supposed to do there? It hardly seemed alluring, a smattering of empty storefronts and rundown houses. As hard as they looked, neither Marty nor his wife Dale could find jobs there. Nothing. Waycross? What was God thinking? It seemed like a dead end.

One sweltering summer night—no air conditioning in their cheap rental—Marty woke up at 3:00 and prayed for guidance. It came to him. He would start a benevolence mission here, providing food and clothes to the needy. The names of the local pastors and congregations came to him. He found a new purpose and calling. In a place he’d never heard of before. Waycross.
   Often the question is not whether God is speaking, but whether we are being still enough, and quiet enough, to hear God.

Zechariah was visited by the angel Gabriel, whose message he doubted, even though he and Elizabeth had prayed for a child for many years.  Gabriel told him in Luke 1:13 that he and his wife Elizabeth would have a son in their old age.  Does this sound familiar?  Remember Abraham and Sarah?  But Zechariah said, “how can this happen, since we are old?  You know, I would think that if the miracle of God were happening and God was speaking directly to me, I would not doubt his word.  But we do, don’t we?  As soon as God speaks to our hearts, we wonder how in the world this can come to pass!  We are all like Zechariah in his doubting, questioning.  As punishment for his doubting (and perhaps to give him space to learn from God), he is silenced until the birth.  In his condition, he has much time to ponder the greatness and grace of God in his life.  As a priest, he can only perform his duties during this time using sign language.  

In our life, there are times when we are:

· Silenced by tragedy
· Silenced by shame
· Silenced by God
How we respond to these periods of silence makes the difference between becoming bitter and growing closer to God. 
Questions: How can you use your period of “silence” to draw close to God?  What will your song sound like when it breaks forth?  What will have changed in you?

==

He wanted to conduct. His conducting style, however, was idiosyncratic. 

   For the legend that is Leonard Bernstein, keeping musicians in sync starts with your eyebrows. From adjusting rhythm and switching up emotion to taking charge of the tempo, the West Side Story composer loved nothing more than using his facial expressions and bushy brows to direct an ensemble. 
With Benstein standing still and in silence, with no usual conducting motions, he once led the orchestra perfectly, because the musicians were paying attention.
==

How do we make our way from silence to song in our lives?  When God has allowed circumstances to come our way and our usual songs are silenced, this can be our time of deep spiritual growth.  The psalmist declares, 
“Deep calls unto deep at the noise of your waterspouts.  All your waves have gone over me.  By day the Lord commands his steadfast love; and at night his song is with me, a prayer to the God of my life.”  (Psalm 42:7-8)   
Something is happening inside us when the trials of life come.  The dark night of the soul is ground for growth closer to God.  

In Malachi 3, the prophet says that God is sending his messenger before him (presumably John the Baptist).  And then the Lord himself will suddenly come to his temple.  (Remember, Jesus came and preached in the temple.)   Then he goes on to ask: “Who can endure the day of his coming?  For he (the savior) is like a refiner’s fire and like fuller’s soap.”  

A smith of gold or silver first buys the raw materials, mined from the earth.  In itself, of little use until it is refined.  The process of refining is just this:  to melt it down in a super hot fire, to skim off the dross, and then to cool.  When the metal is heated again, more impurities rise to the surface, and they too are skimmed away.  The greater number of times this process is repeated, the greater the purity of the metal, hence 20 karat gold, 18 karat gold, and 14 karat gold.  14 is purer than the others.

Are you suffering?  Is the heat turned up on your life, and you wonder why?  Could it be God is allowing Jesus to refine you using life’s circumstances? How pure do you want to be?  “Who can (or who is willing to) endure the day of his coming?”  John said “he who comes after me will baptize with the Holy Ghost and with fire.”  How into Jesus do you really want to be?

 Likewise with the fuller’s soap. Call the fuller the dry – cleaner of Malachi’s day.  He takes the garments, soiled and worn, and has the arduous task of making it clean.  He washes, rinses, repeats, until finally he pulls out the bleach to get every stain out.  Do you feel life has wiped you out?  Worn you down?  Could it be your Savior is doing just what he promised, when you first believed?  Jesus may be using your circumstances to bring you closer to what God wants for your life.  Give yourself over to the process.  It is then that the “refiner’s fire” and the “fuller’s soap” of the Savior can purify and cleanse us into offerings of righteousness.
Henri Nouwen, one of the most profound and well – read authors of our era, and a Catholic monk, lets his guard down in his book entitled, the Inner Voice of Love.  In the introduction, he confesses this.   ((read page xiii))

Usually we respond to suffering and difficulties with resentment.  Max L. Lucado (1955- ):

 “Resentment becomes a black, furry, growling grudge. Grudge ... starts with a growl. "Grr..." Like a bear with bad breath coming out of hibernation.” 

Getting back to this Bible Character Zechariah:
A very fascinating thing happens when John (the Baptist) was born to Elizabeth and Zechariah.  ((read Luke 1:59-62)) 
Zechariah’s voice is loosed as he does the will of God and names his own son, according to the will and word of God. The first thing he speaks after months of silence is “His Name is John!”
When you step out in faith and do what God tells you to do, great things happen!  Immediately, after waiting for 9 months in silence, Zechariah’s voice is restored. And the first thing he says is blessings to God.  Can you do this after suffering?  It depends on how you deal with yourself and with God in the silent times, the times when you feel punished by God, or harmed by God, or left alone by God.  If you use that time to get closer and not run away, you will be able to sing like Zechariah.

Luke 1:67 begins his song, as he is filled with the Holy Spirit: “Blessed be the God of Israel….”

His song consists of:

· Praise for God’s works toward his nation in the past
· Praise for God’s coming savior

· Acknowledge the word of God’s promises in the prophets

· Lauding the mercies of God

· Remembering God’s covenants

· “that we can serve God without fear”

· description of new era when the Savior comes: “light will come in darkness and guidance for our feet into the way of peace.”

What does your song consist of, when God releases your song?

((go to … this church, had a strong song, it has diminished over time, and now, new visions of hope are emerging. Can you sing the lord’s song inspired in the night?))

Some of you have been sitting in silence, shaken by life’s circumstances that God allowed to come your way.  Some have wondered if God has abandoned you.  Some may have given the devil too much credit, as if he could touch your life without God giving permission.  Some have used your time of silence to draw inward and retreat from life, because it is too painful to face your pain.  

Listen to what one passionate soul wrote in graffiti on a New York subway:

You can punch my lips so I can't blow my horn, but my fingers will find a piano.

You can slam the piano lid on my fingers, but you can't stop my toes from tapping.

You can stomp on my foot to keep my toes from tapping, but my heart will keep on swinging in four/four time.

You can even stop my heart from ticking, but the music of the saints shall never cease. 

--William Carter, "Singing a New Song: The Gospel and Jazz."
((read Nouwen, Page 40))

Friends, Jesus is doing something wonderful in your life.  He is using your period of silence to bring forth a song beautiful and pure, for his great glory.  Having pain & difficulty?  This is the crucible of your Lord, the refiner. If you give yourself over to His process, you will come forth as pure gold.

This is the wash tub of your Lord, the cleaner. If you give yourself over to His cleansing, you will be washed whiter than snow. 

And when you are, you will sing His praises in full force, without guilt or shame, and the song will resound from the mountains to the valleys and all around: Jesus Christ is Lord! May this ever be true for you.
Tune me, O Lord, into one harmony
With thee, one full responsive vibrant chord;
Unto thy praise, all love and melody,
Tune me, O Lord. 
--Christina Rosetti in "Music Is Your Forte,"
