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There’s a word you didn’t hear in our Gospel story, or at least it wasn’t translated 
directly. The Greek word “egeneto” is an idiom used 69 times in Luke’s Gospel. Its purpose 
is to set the reader up to pay attention. It’s considered redundant in English, so it doesn’t 
often get translated. So, when we hear “In the days of King Herod of Judea,” it might just 
wash over us. Sure, it’s a long time ago…when Herod was king of a distant land. It might as 
well be a blue sanserif font on a black screen that says, “A long time ago in a galaxy far, far 
away....”  

Without that marker from Luke, we may not actually pay attention. Because this 
opening sentence that sets the background for the greatest story ever told doesn’t just 
locate it long ago and far away, it sets the story in a very particular location at a very 
particular time so that all that happens is grounded in that particular reality.  

The story that comes in the rest of Luke’s Gospel is grounded in this…that the 
people who experienced the birth of the Christ lived in a time of fear. King Herod of Judah is 
the backdrop not simply to set a time and place, but to establish that all that happens – 
immediately to follow these early words and the entire salvation story that comes – comes 
in response to fear.  

The fear of Herod’s reign encompassed all of life. It’s easy to lose sight of the 
realities of an ancient culture because it’s so far removed from our experience. We don’t 
live in an occupied country. We don’t live in a culture with a highly structured set of rules 
that are built on the trade of honor and shame, overseen by a king who trades brutal 
oppression of his subjects to curry favor with those who had power over him.  

I don’t think we do.  

It was just another day for Zechariah. The casting of lots – chance – put him in the 
temple on that particular day when he was expecting to conduct a routine ritual. His days 
were filled with the rules of the temple and the rules of the regime. If you are someone with 
no real power in your hands, then you’d be very intent on not causing anything to disrupt 
the routine. Because if you’re blamed, then you have even less power – and that could cost 
you your life.  

And Zechariah had even less power – because his wife wasn’t fitting the routine. Not 
bearing a child wasn’t a choice to be made in their culture. Being infertile (whichever of 
them was) wasn’t a medical condition to be addressed, it was a sign of God’s disfavor. 
Imagine, living your entire life as a righteous servant of the temple with this inexplicable 



judgment hanging over you. I suspect that Zechariah had a not insignificant amount of fear 
that the judgment of God would come. 

And in walks an angel. Probably not a cute little blonde Precious Moment vision. 
Maybe it was a normal looking person – but probably not. And Zechariah was terrified. 
When you have all these dangers stacked up on top of you, you might just break. It’s too 
much.  

I came across the words of MLK, Jr., the notes from a sermon he was preparing in 
1957. He wrote, 

“There is probably no emotion that plagues and crumbles the human personality 
more than that of fear. Everywhere we turn we see that monster, fear; every road we travel 
we meet that monster, fear. Fear expresses itself in such diverse forms—fear of others, 
fear of oneself, fear of growing old, fear of death, fear of change, fear of disease and 
poverty; Russia fears America and America fears Russia, the young lady fears that she will 
not be married, the wrongdoer fears that he will get caught. Everywhere we turn we see 
that monster, fear; every road we travel we meet that monster, fear. Fear begins to 
accumulate to the point that at last many face what psychiatrists call phobophobia, the 
fear of fear, being afraid of being afraid. Fear of death. The terrifying spectacle of atomic 
warfare has put Hamlet's words ‘To be or not to be’ on millions of trembling lips. Fear has 
risen to such extensive proportions in contemporary life that one of the leading 
psychiatrists of the world has said: ‘If fear were abolished from modern life, the work of the 
psychotherapist would be nearly gone.’” 

The fear in the year 4 BCE was different than the fear in 1957 which is different from 
the fear of today.  

But the answer is the same. The angel brought not a word of judgment but a word of 
hope – a word of promise. “your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a 
son, and you will name him John.” Zechariah’s response wasn’t the best – because his fear 
still had a hold of him.  

But hope starts in the fear. Hope startles us out of our routine to remind us that the 
promise of God is not couched in the world’s terms. Hope is the promise that all will not be 
in the hands of the fearful realities of this world.  

We live in a scary time. We live in a time that sometimes feels as precarious as it 
was for Judah under Herod and the Romans.  



Hope is not blind optimism that all will be okay. It’s easy to be optimistic when you 
have all the power. Hope is an acknowledgment that the love of God is not part of the 
system created by Herod and the Romans. Hope is believing that God is at work in 
subverting the message that the barrenness of Elizabeth was a sign of divine judgment and 
turning it into a moment of unimaginable and unbelievable grace and hope.  

Hope in the Advent season – in this particular Advent season – isn’t an assumption 
that everything will be fine. It is acknowledgment that the coming of the savior is not just a 
fairy tale to distract us from the reality of this world. Hope in the savior is a new reality. 
Hope is how we live with the fear. Hope is the truth that in any time and place, the power of 
God – the love of God is our reality. Yours, mine, ours. Right now. Always. Amen. 

 


