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MEMORIES
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Everyone has Christmas memories: Some good, some bad; some joyful, some sad.

Like me, some of you may remember the street choirs of long ago, dancing through the night, singing carols, being rewarded with cookies and home-made cold drinks. Years later we got on a big lorry ourselves and drove around, picking random spots to stop and sing a carol or two before moving on. Or what about a cozy family Christmas under huge pine trees, with Mom's ginger beer, festive chicken, and ice-cold prickly pears?

Mention Christmas to anyone, and it's like opening an old suitcase discovered in the attic – random memories jumbled together... Memories about gifts, and occasions, and the people with whom we shared a Christmas sometime long ago.

What we don't have, are memories about the Child of Christmas. We couldn't – we were not in Bethlehem that night. But what would happen if we could meet the people who were there, and let them share their memories with us? What would THEY remember?

For the next few minutes, forget about all your Christmas memories. Let your imagination run wild. Enter a land where you've never been, and yet you've known it all your life. Sit at the feet of an old shepherd, or a wise man from far far away, or even Mary herself. Let them tell us about that first Christmas.

Leave the cynical grownup at the door. Kick off your shoes. Let's become children again, and hear the mystery with new ears. Who knows, maybe we'll even hear a choir sing, somewhere outside a little town...
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Long, long ago

and far far away ...

That's how many of your greatest stories begin.

My story, my plan,

my over-arching obsession,

started before WHEN,

and before WHERE;

before time,

before space,

before anything but I AM.

That's when I thought of you,

fearfully and wonderfully made;

And I loved you

with an everlasting love.

I saw the great journey

from Eden,

to your exile,

to my home;

and I cried

for I saw you, lying by the side of the road,

alone

and hurting,

and dying

And I saw me, broken,

alone

and hurting,

and dying

for no reason, but YOU.

And I knew

As surely as I live

As surely as I am I AM

I would do anything for you.
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ZECHARIAH
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Me and my big mouth!

Elizabeth has warned me many times. "Think before you speak, Zechariah. One day you're going to talk yourself into really big trouble."

I just laughed. Words are only words, right? Wish I had listened to her, and put a guard before my mouth. But who would have thought that the greatest day of my career would end in disaster.

I am Zechariah, a priest, a descendant of Aaron, the brother of Moses. Not that that means a lot these days – there are so many of us, most of us will never do more than slaughter and burn sacrifices. And clean the temple. Lots of cleaning, trust me!

We only get a week every six months to do duty at the temple, and every priest would like to do more, but changes are basically zero. They even have to cast the lot every day to decide who will burn incense! I had given up hope, being old, ready to retire to the hills, when the lot chose me. Me, Zechariah, the old childless priest! I was chosen to burn incense, to offer the prayers of His people to the Most High!

I spent weeks sanctifying myself in accordance with the Law. I purified myself. I prayed and confessed and executed the purification rituals meticulously. Going into the Holy Place was not something to be taken lightly. The God of Israel is the Holy One, the Lord of Hosts, who demanded holiness from His servants. All my life I have observed his commandments and regulations with my whole heart, and being chosen for this holy task raised the stakes even higher.

At last the great day came. I was as ready as I could be, yet I was shaking as I entered the Holy Place. I could hear the worshippers outside, raising their voices in prayer and song, but it sounded far off. There was a silence, a presence, intimidating but also inviting. In the dim light I raised my censer and laid the coals on the altar. I started dropping the incense slowly onto the coals, and then everything fell from my hands!

I almost screamed. Next to the altar stood someone, where there shouldn't be anybody. For a moment I thought that some foolish priest had followed me inside, but then I realized that this was no man. Superficially he looked human, but he was not one of us. I have never seen an angel before, but trust me, you know when you meet one of the heavenly host.

I started to fall to my knees, but he grabbed my hands and pulled me up. "Do not be afraid, Zechariah," he said. The voice was deep and resonant, somewhat lilting and, dare I say it, he sounded slightly amused. "Your prayer has been heard."

My prayer? "Too late for that", I wanted to say, but he gave me no time to speak.
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