
2013 Advent Retreat in Daily Living 
Prayer Material for Week of December 2 

Zechariah and Herod: Voice of Disbelief, Voice of Fear 
 
  
 
Day 1  Announcement of the Birth of John the Baptist 
 
Day 2  The Birth of John and Zechariah’s Canticle 
 
Day 3  Herod 
 
Day 4  A Lack of Humility? 
 
Day 5  Do you Want To Change? 
 
Day 6  What Are You Afraid Of? 
 
Day 7  Repetition 
  



Day 1 
Announcement of the Birth of John the Baptist 

 
In the days of Herod, King of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah of the 
priestly division of Abijah; his wife was from the daughters of Aaron, and her 
name was Elizabeth.  Both were righteous in the eyes of God, observing all the 
commandments and ordinances of the Lord blamelessly.  But they had no child, 
because Elizabeth was barren and both were advanced in years.  Once when he 
was serving as priest in his division's turn before God, according to the practice of 
the priestly service, he was chosen by lot to enter the sanctuary of the Lord to 
burn incense.  Then, when the whole assembly of the people was praying outside 
at the hour of the incense offering, the angel of the Lord appeared to him, 
standing at the right of the altar of incense.  Zechariah was troubled by what he 
saw, and fear came upon him.  But the angel said to him, "Do not be afraid, 
Zechariah, because your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you 
a son, and you shall name him John.  And you will have joy and gladness, and 
many will rejoice at his birth, for he will be great in the sight of (the) Lord. He 
will drink neither wine nor strong drink.  He will be filled with the holy Spirit 
even from his mother's womb, and he will turn many of the children of Israel to 
the Lord their God.  He will go before him in the spirit and power of Elijah to turn 
the hearts of fathers toward children and the disobedient to the understanding of 
the righteous, to prepare a people fit for the Lord."  Then Zechariah said to the 
angel, "How shall I know this? For I am an old man, and my wife is advanced in 
years."  And the angel said to him in reply, "I am Gabriel, who stand before God. 
I was sent to speak to you and to announce to you this good news.  But now you 
will be speechless and unable to talk 9 until the day these things take place, 
because you did not believe my words, which will be fulfilled at their proper 
time."  Meanwhile the people were waiting for Zechariah and were amazed that 
he stayed so long in the sanctuary.  But when he came out, he was unable to speak 
to them, and they realized that he had seen a vision in the sanctuary. He was 
gesturing to them but remained mute.  Then, when his days of ministry were 
completed, he went home.        

(Luke 1:5-23) 
 
 After reading Luke’s passage slowly, allow it to unfold in your presence. 
 
 What are Zechariah’s feelings before the angel arrives? 
  
 
 What is going on in Zechariah’s mind as hear hears the angel’s news? 
 
 
 What is he afraid of?  What stops him from embracing the angel’s news? 
 
 
 Are there times when you are like Zechariah? 



Day 2 
The Birth of John and Zechariah’s Canticle 

 
When the time arrived for Elizabeth to have her child she gave birth to a son.  Her 
neighbors and relatives heard that the Lord had shown his great mercy toward her, 
and they rejoiced with her.  When they came on the eighth day to circumcise the 
child, they were going to call him Zechariah after his father, but his mother said in 
reply, "No. He will be called John."  But they answered her, "There is no one 
among your relatives who has this name.”  So they made signs, asking his father 
what he wished him to be called.  He asked for a tablet and wrote, "John is his 
name," and all were amazed.  Immediately his mouth was opened, his tongue 
freed, and he spoke blessing God.  Then fear came upon all their neighbors, and 
all these matters were discussed throughout the hill country of Judea.  All who 
heard these things took them to heart, saying, "What, then, will this child be?" For 
surely the hand of the Lord was with him. 
 
Then Zechariah his father, filled with the holy Spirit, prophesied, saying: 
"Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel, for he has visited and brought redemption 
to his people.  He has raised up a horn for our salvation within the house of David 
his servant, even as he promised through the mouth of his holy prophets from of 
old: salvation from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us, to show 
mercy to our fathers and to be mindful of his holy covenant and of the oath he 
swore to Abraham our father, and to grant us that, rescued from the hand of 
enemies, without fear we might worship him in holiness and righteousness before 
him all our days. And you, child, will be called prophet of the Most High, for you 
will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, to give his people knowledge of 
salvation through the forgiveness of their sins, because of the tender mercy of our 
God by which the daybreak from on high will visit us to shine on those who sit in 
darkness and death's shadow, to guide our feet into the path of peace." 

    (Luke 1:57-79) 
 

After reading Luke’s passage slowly, allow it to unfold in your presence. 
 

What happens to Zechariah between the last passage and this one? 
 
 What is Luke trying to convey in this story?  



Day 3 
Herod 

 
When Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, in the days of King Herod, behold, 
magi from the east arrived in Jerusalem, saying, "Where is the newborn king of 
the Jews? We saw his star at its rising and have come to do him homage."  When 
King Herod heard this, he was greatly troubled, and all Jerusalem with him.  
Assembling all the chief priests and the scribes of the people, he inquired of them 
where the Messiah was to be born.  They said to him, "In Bethlehem of Judea, for 
thus it has been written through the prophet: 'And you, Bethlehem, land of Judah, 
are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; since from you shall come a 
ruler, who is to shepherd my people Israel.'"  Then Herod called the magi secretly 
and ascertained from them the time of the star's appearance.  He sent them to 
Bethlehem and said, "Go and search diligently for the child. When you have 
found him, bring me word, that I too may go and do him homage."  After their 
audience with the king they set out. And behold, the star that they had seen at its 
rising preceded them, until it came and stopped over the place where the child 
was.… 
 
When Herod realized that he had been deceived by the magi, he became furious. 
He ordered the massacre of all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity two years 
old and under, in accordance with the time he had ascertained from the magi.  
Then was fulfilled what had been said through Jeremiah the prophet: "A voice 
was heard in Ramah, sobbing and loud lamentation; Rachel weeping for her 
children, and she would not be consoled, since they were no more." 

(Matthew 2:1-9, 16-18) 
 

 
 

After reading Matthew’s passage slowly, allow it to unfold in your presence. 
 
What is going on in Herod?  What is he experiencing? 
 

 When are your Herod moments? 
 

  



Day 4 
A Lack of Humility? 

 
 

Humility is a virtue, but is not a very popular one.  We have a tendency to act to 
protect our ego and we live in a culture that encourages that by placing a premium on 
individual achievement and self-promotion.  We don’t tend to like things that fail to 
soothe our ego, that take the ego down a peg rather than build it up. 
 

The Catechism of the Catholic Church defines humility as “the virtue by which a 
Christian acknowledges that God is the author of all good.  Humility avoids inordinate 
ambition or pride, and provides the foundation for turning to God in prayer.” 
 

As you consider Zechariah and Herod, you might today reflect on: 
 
 Am I conscious about developing a sense of humility?   
 
Are there ways – perhaps little ones – that I might remind myself that it is God, 
not I, who is the author of all goods, by which I might avoid inordinate ambition 
or pride?   

 
 
 
  



Day 5 
Do You Want to Change? 

 
As you prayerfully reflect on Ed Hays’ A Psalm of New Wine Skins, After reflect 

on your willingness to change.  Where are your areas of resistance? 
 

Perhaps, 
Comfortable and well-worn are my daily paths 
 whose edges have grown gray with constant use. 
 
My daily speech is a collection of old words 
 worn down at the heels by repeated use. 
My language and deeds, addicted to habit, 

prefer the taste of old wine, the feel of weathered skin. 
 
Then, 
Come and awaken me, Spirit of the new. 
Come and refresh me, Creator of green life. 
Come and inspire me, Risen Son, 
 you who make all things new: 
 I am too young to be dead, to be stagnant in spirit. 
 
I fear, 
High are the walls that guard the old, 
 the tried and secure ways of yesterday 
 that protect me from the dreaded plague, 
 the feared heresy of change. 
For all change is a danger to the trusted order, 
 the threadbare traditions that are maintained 
 by the narrow ruts of rituals. 
 
Yet how can an everlasting new covenant 
 retain its freshness and vitality 
 without injections of the new, 
 the daring and the untried? 
 
My desire is, 
Come, O you who are ever-new, 
 wrap my heart in new skin, 
 ever flexible to be reformed by your Spirit. 
Set my feet to fresh paths this day: 
 inspire me to speak original and life-giving words and to 
 creatively give shape to the new. 
 
Come and teach me how to dance with delight 

 whenever you send a new melody my way. 



Day 6 
What are you Afraid Of? 

 
He got into a boat and his disciples followed him.  Suddenly a violent 
stormcame up on the sea, so that the boat was being swamped by waves; 
but he was asleep.  They came and woke him, saying, "Lord, save us!  We 
are perishing!"  He said to them, "Why are you terrified, O you of little 
faith?"  Then he got up, rebuked the winds and the sea, and there was great 
calm. 

(Matthew 8:23-26) 
 
 

 
 Be in the boat with the disciples.  Experience what they experienced. 
 
 Let Jesus ask you the same question he asked them:  Why are you afraid?   
 
 What are you afraid of?  And how can Jesus address that fear? 
 
 What do you want to say to him? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Day 7 
Repetition 

 
 Repetition is a repeating of a prayer experience in order to allow for deeper 
appropriation of the particular mystery.  It is not repeating the material in sense of going 
back and looking for something new.  Instead you want to return to the points where you 
experienced the greatest movement in order to allow yourself to savor, deepen and better 
appreciate the experience, to allow it to be reinforced.   
 So on this last day, simply return to the moment in one of your prior prayer 
periods this week where you felt the greatest movement toward or away from God.  The 
place of deepest affect.  Go back there and see what else God wants to share with you. 
  

 
 


