A Sermon for the First Sunday of Advent
Squamish United Church
Sunday, November 23, 2025
“In the Time of Herod, We Long for God to Break In”
Scriptures:
Old Testament: Lamentations 3:55-57

Gospel: Luke 1:5-13 
Prayer of Illumination:
O God,
May the words of my mouth
and the meditations of all our hearts
be acceptable in your sight—
you who are our Rock and our Redeemer.
Speak to us in ways we can recognize.
Interrupt us with your courage,
comfort us with your presence,
and inspire us to live with hope
in the midst of these Herodian times. Amen.
“In the time of Herod…”
Luke chooses these as the opening words of the story that will change everything. Not “once upon a time,” not “long ago in a peaceful land,” but in the time of Herod—a time defined by empire, fear, oppression, and uncertainty. A time when people were grasping for stability, longing for deliverance, aching for a word of hope.
A world not so unlike our own.
Herod ruled with paranoia and cruelty. Power for him meant domination, surveillance, and control. The people lived under economic disparity, political occupation, and the daily reality that life could change—or be taken—without warning. It was a fearful world. And into that fearful world, God’s story begins.
Advent begins here—not in sentimentality, but in reality. Not with twinkling lights, but with shadows. Not in a world free of fear, but in a world full of it.
And that is exactly where God chooses to break in.
Luke places us first inside the temple, with an aging couple: Zechariah and Elizabeth. They are not powerful. They are not prominent. They are not the kind of people empire notices. Instead, they are people marked by longing—longing for a child, longing for a prayer answered, longing for shame to be lifted. In their culture, barrenness was misinterpreted as divine judgment, so their grief was layered with social stigma. And still, Luke says: they were righteous. They remained faithful even while waiting in the ache of disappointment for decade after decade.
It is tempting, of course, to jump to the angel’s announcement, to the joy that will come, to the child who will prepare the way. But Luke slows us down. Because Advent is a season of slowing down. Waiting. Not rushing to the miracle, but paying attention to the interruption.
Zechariah enters the sanctuary to offer incense, a prayer rising before God. A prayer in place reserved for the holiest of Priests. And there—a divine messenger appears. And what is Zechariah’s first response?
Not joy.
Not relief.
Not “finally!”
But fear.
Luke uses a strong Greek verb—tarassó—a word that means to be troubled, agitated, deeply shaken. It is the kind of fear that reaches down into your bones. It is the soul’s recoil from the unexpected, the heart’s trembling at the edge of something it cannot control.
This kind of fear is not failure. It is human.
Fear is a natural response to divine disruption, to holy interruption, to the moments when God breaks into the places we least expect. But fear can also become more than a moment. It can take root. It can settle. It can shape how we see the world.
Jesus uses the same word in John 14: “Do not let your hearts be troubled perhaps because he knows how deeply human we all are.
Fear that visits is human.
Fear that rules us becomes destructive.
If ever there was a people who knew this kind of fear, it was the people living under Herod. And if ever there was a time when we understand them—perhaps it is now.
We, too, live in a world full of “Herodian moments”—when empire still flexes its muscles, when violence fills the headlines, when uncertainty becomes a constant hum beneath our lives. Economic instability. Climate anxiety. Political polarization. Rising hatred. War and displacement. Families stretched thin. Communities fraying. A planet groaning.
Fear becomes so constant that we hardly notice it anymore. It becomes part of the air we breathe.
And maybe, like Zechariah, we have grown so accustomed to disappointment that when hope finally does arrive, we flinch. When God interrupts, we hesitate because it can’t possibly be meant for us.
But listen to what the angel says: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard.”
This is not dismissal. It is reorientation and validation.
Your fear is real—but it is not the only truth.
Your ache is real—but it is not unnoticed.
Your longing is real—and God has already been listening.
God breaks into the silence, into the barrenness, into the very place where fear has taken root. And God begins not with a miracle—but with recognition. Your prayer has been heard the scripture tells us.  
Before anything else in this story changes, God acknowledges the longing.
Advent is the season where the church whispers the same message into the fearful places of our lives: your longing matters. What you ache for matters. What you fear losing matters. What you hope for—even if you barely dare to name it—matters.
Fear, as trauma theologians tell us, can be a teacher. It tells us that something matters deeply. That something is at stake. Fear is the voice of our vulnerability, asking not to be dismissed, but honoured.
Advent doesn’t ask us to suppress our fear. Advent invites us to face it, name it, and listen to it.
What are we afraid to hope for?
What have we stopped praying for?
Where have we let fear shrink our courage?
Where have we settled for disappointment instead of daring to trust again?
Zechariah’s fear doesn’t disqualify him. It becomes the starting place of transformation. Even in his silence—especially in that long season of quiet—God is forming him into someone who can carry hope.
Perhaps the same is true for us.
The theme for this Advent season asks us a hard but necessary question: Can we acknowledge our fears while also insisting on hope?
Because hope is not denial.
Hope is not pretending everything is fine.
Hope is the courage to trust that God is breaking in—especially in the places that look most barren.
When the angels say, “Do not be afraid,” they are not telling people to be fearless. They are saying: do not let fear rule you. Do not let fear define the story. Do not let fear shrink your heart or silence your longing.
Mary is afraid—but she says yes.
Joseph is afraid—but he chooses trust.
The shepherds are afraid—but they go and see.
The magi are afraid—but they follow the star anyway.
One by one, they acknowledge their fear—and then take definitive action and steps forward in hope.
What if this is the invitation of Advent?
Not to eliminate fear but to transform our relationship with it.
Not to pretend the world is not full of Herods—but to remember that God still breaks in anyway.
Because here is the truth of Advent:
Herod does not get the final word.
Empire does not get the final word.
Fear does not get the final word.
God does.
In the time of Herod—God broke in.
In the time of fear—God heard a prayer.
In the time of longing—God entered the world in flesh and vulnerability.
And God has not stopped breaking in.
God breaks in through every act of courage.
God breaks in through every insistence on justice.
God breaks in wherever love refuses to shrink.
God breaks in when a community chooses compassion over despair.
God breaks in whenever we dare to say, “Here I am, Lord. Use me.”
So perhaps the question this Advent is not:
“How do I get rid of fear?”
But rather:
“Can I name my fear honestly—and still believe God is near?”
Because Emmanuel—God-with-us—does not wait for perfect conditions.
God enters fearful places.
God enters longing places.
God enters Herodian times.
God enters our world exactly as it is—and transforms it with love.
This is the promise of Advent, the promise we carry together:
In fearful times, we insist on hope.
In the shadows, we look for light.
In the pain of longing, we trust that our prayers are heard.
In the time of Herod, God breaks in.
And God is breaking in still.
Amen.

