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Songs of the Season: The Announcement 
Preached by Rev. Dr. Linda Even 

United Church of Fayetteville 
 December 17, 2017  

Third Sunday of  Advent 
 

Gospel Reading:  Matthew 2:6-12  
In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East came to 
Jerusalem, asking, “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at 
its rising, and have come to pay him homage.” When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all 
Jerusalem with him; and calling together all ``` the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of 
them where the Messiah was to be born.  
 
They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet: ‘And you, Bethlehem, 
in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler 
who is to shepherd my people Israel.’” Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from 
them the exact time when the star had appeared. Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and 
search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and 
pay him homage.”  
 
When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star that they had seen 
at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw that the star had 
stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his 
mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening their treasure chests, they offered 
him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.  And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, 
they left for their own country by another road.  
 
Editor’s Note:  This sermon is considered to be better heard than read. Please bear that in mind as you 
read the text.  
 
Sermon:  Songs of the Season: The Announcement 

We are singing angel songs this week, as they proclaim the good news.  We tend to think of the 
angels as God's major messengers –and they are, but they aren't the only means of God's 
communication.  Even in these few pages of scripture leading up to Christmas, the message of an 
astounding birth, God's love for creation and hope for the future was delivered in a lot of ways.  Wise 
men got it from a star.  Herod got it from the chief priests and scribes who got it from the prophets of 
scripture.   Zechariah got it from an angel.  His wife Elizabeth got it when the child in her womb 
responded to the child in Mary's womb.   Mary got it from an angel.  Joseph got it from an angel.  The 
shepherds got it from bunch of angels.   

Today is going to be a "two-quiz" day (You won't have to raise your hands or shout out the 
answers – although feel free to.)  The first one is, not surprisingly, about angels.  Of all the creatures 
and heavenly denizens who don't seem to make appearance in our practical science driven world, we 
seem to have the clearest picture of angels –perhaps because they are mentioned 344 times in 
scripture.    
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1)  How do angels communicate?  Choose from the options. 
They spoke. 
They made bold proclamations. 
They sang. 
They came to individuals. 
They came to groups. 
They came alone. 
They came in groups.  
All of the above. 
None of the above. 
 
2) How did angels announce themselves? 
They played an instrument. 
They didn't.  They just showed up, like regular people.  
They introduced themselves with a name. 
They introduced themselves as angels of God? 
All of the above. 
None of the above.  
 
3) What instruments do angels play? 
Trumpets. 
Harps. 
Lyres. 
Bells. 
The only people who play harps in all of scripture are the people.  
 
4)  What are angels' jobs? 
Being messengers. 
Being warriors in the army of God. 
Being guards of holy places. 
They hold flaming swords to keep humans out of Eden.  
All of the above. 
None of the above. 
   
5) What do angels look like? 
They are male. 
They are female. 
Who can tell with those robes. 
They have wings. 
They have halos.   
Our theology holds that angels have no gender.  When angels have used their names as part of 

an introduction, the names were all male names.   However, it's important to know that angels are from 
the "host of heaven.”  The host is not primarily musical in nature, but, as noted, serves as the army of 
God, so if they had a gender, we'd be likely to picture them as male, rather than young blond sopranos.  

The only scriptural angels described with wings are cherubim.   And the word halo does not 
appear in scripture.  

 
6) Okay – this is the hard one.  Ready?  In the following list, which are angels mentioned in 



3 
 

scripture? 
Angels. Archangels. Seraphim. Cherubim.  Guardian angels.   Authorities. Principalities. Powers.  

Fallen Angels. Thrones.   Kings.   Dominions.   Choirs.  Might.  Virtues.   For sure.  Open to interpretation.  
My guess is, if you are like me, without study, we'd get a lot of these wrong – and if we got them 

right, a fair number would be because we guessed what the correct answer should be, even if it's not 
how we picture angels.    

Given that most of us don't believe in angels in the scriptural sense as beings form another 
realm who make earthly visits and have an active role in the affairs of the world—and would in fact call 
911 if one showed up on our doorstep, why does it matter what we know and what we picture?   

As is often the case for us humans, when we have explained people, event or experience to our 
modern world satisfaction, using science, psychology and other means, we essentially disclaim and tame 
them into something manageable, into a sweet and nostalgic role in our celebrations.   This is not to 
encourage us to seek embodied and disembodied creatures with high-pitched voices whom no one else 
can see.   

But, if we are to let particularly the Christmas story, populated as it is with more angels than any 
other single event in scripture, hold possibility and hope for us, then we need to take a hard clear look at 
our world and discern in what powerful ways and through what means and people our God will 
communicate with us in this day.  Otherwise, we have reduced the nativity to a folk tale, merely 
honoring tradition and not celebrating a living faith.   Such encounters with the divine through sacred 
story and holy beings is where we will find strength and encouragement to continue our service to our 
neighbors in need and to work for change in these daunting times.  Is being able to accurately portray 
scriptural angels important?   Not particularly.  Is being able to discern their presence and receive the 
word of God into our lives important?  Critically.  Otherwise, we cut ourselves off from experience of 
spirituality and power that can open our eyes, hearts and minds to the promises of God's reign of justice 
and mercy on earth being fulfilled.    

Recognizing the need to recraft the image of angels for modern times is important for another 
reason.    

 I said today, would be a two-quiz day and here is the second one.  You'll likely find it easier than 
the first one because this is actually a survey about personal experience.  Again there is no need to raise 
your hand or shout out answers.  Ready?   

Who and what put you on the road to Bethlehem this season, making the journey, if not across 
the miles, through the paths of the spirit or deeds of service, to celebrate the birth of the Christ-child, in 
this or any other year? 

Where were you when you got the word? 
How old were you when you heard the first announcement? 
Were you in Sunday school or church? 
Were you a child or an adult or somewhere in between? 
Were you dating someone who was really into church so you came along?   
Did you join a choral society and discover that a high percentage of the great music of the 
western world was written in response to a world changing birth and death?   
Did you hear it from a choir or a parent or a preacher? 
Was it a word? 
A song? 
A story in scripture? 
A roadside nativity? 
A sign in the sky?   
Other?  
None of the above? 
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For those of us who heard this story in what are the very traditional ways I mentioned, it might 
have been instructive for us if I had asked people to raise their hands –if only to see who DID NOT until I 
reached the "other" option.  It would have been a higher percentage than most of us imagine.  It 
happens to be where I would have raised my hand.    Most importantly of all, the great and increasing 
percentage of people who aren't here, who aren't in any church at all, who have an aching need for 
spiritual fulfillment, and a sense of hope and purpose would fall into, at best, the "other" group" and at 
worst, the "still waiting to hear" ones.  

If we need to figure out new ways to discern God's activity in this our world, in our times and 
place and update our vision of the bearers of God's word, we just as critically need to discover ways to 
communicate the story we tell, the story we live to those who have not yet heard it.   We need to 
acknowledge that if the scriptural image of angels is outdated, so too is our assumption that people will 
learn the way we learned, hear the way we hear, be taken to church by parents and grandparents and 
work and love among a predominantly Christian community, where much can be learned by osmosis.     

In this season, in these days approaching Christmas, that is not a discouraging word.  It is a 
reminder that after trying with prophets and sages, miracles and mystery, after two thousand years God 
said, "I am going to try again.  I'll send a baby and show humans the way to be fully human."   If God can 
do such extraordinary things and make bold changes, then we who are created in God's image and 
inspired by God's Spirit can do no less for the sake of the world God loves – a world that includes us and 
is being born again into hope even as we speak.   
 
Prayers for Others and Ourselves  
Compassionate God: As we enter into the final days of preparation for the coming of your Son, we pray 
that we might keep a holy watch 
 that our eyes remain open to the need around us 
 that our responses remain generous 
 that we return impatience in driving and shopping with smiles and good will 
 that we take time to listen to the fears and hopes of those around us 
 that our gratitude for what we have and what we are about to receive is  

expressed in prayers and service with the sick and the mourning, the hungry and the 
lonely, the storm  and fire battered and the war ravaged 

 
In the days ahead as we act with mercy and kindness, we pray, too, for safe travels, healthy and 
reconciled relationships, so that the joy that is possible with you might be born again in our hearts this 
year 
 
  

 
 

 
 
 
 


