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Dr. Seuss has had an impact on most of our lives through the years.  Some of the first books many of us had read to us and some of the first books we ever read ourselves were books that sprang from the fertile imagination of Dr. Seuss.  Last year a movie was made of his 1954 story called “Horton Hears A Who.”  Let me give you a quick synopsis of the plot before we watch a short clip.

Horton is an elephant, as you recall.  “Horton Hears A Who” is actually Horton’s second starring role, his first being “Horton Hatches The Egg.”  Here’s the story.  It is the afternoon, the book tells us, of May 15th, and Horton is splashing around in a pool located in the Jungle of Nool when he hears a small speck of dust talking to him.  It turns out the speck of dust is actually a tiny planet, home to a city called “Whoville,” which is inhabited by microscopic beings known as the Whos, who are governed by a character simply referred to as “the Mayor.”  In the movie the voice of Horton is supplied by Jim Carrey and the voice of the Mayor is that of Steve Carell of “The Office.”

Now Horton can’t see the Whos, but he – and he alone, at least to begin with – can hear them.  The Mayor asks Horton to protect them from harm, which Horton happily agrees to do since, as he puts it, “even though you can’t see or hear them at all, a person’s a person, no matter how small.”  But Horton is roundly ridiculed by the other animals in the jungle for believing in something they are unable to see or hear.  His chief tormentors are Vlad Vladikoff (a bird, of course), the Wickersham Brothers (monkeys) and the Sour Kangaroo, whose voice in the movie is done by Carol Burnett.  But Horton doesn’t budge from his mission.  In his words, “I meant what I said and I said what I meant; an elephant’s faithful 100%.”  Despite his best intentions, Horton encounters stiff resistance from the others in the jungle, who capture him, cage him and prepare to kill him.  Horton then informs the Whos that if they don’t want to be boiled in Beezelnut oil along with him they need to somehow make themselves heard to the other animals in the jungle.  The Whos finally accomplish this by ensuring that all members of their society participate in the effort.  In the end it is a “very small shirker named JoJo” whose contribution creates enough lift for the jungle to hear the Whos.  Finally convinced of the Whos’ existence, Horton’s neighbors vow to help him protect this tiny community.  Here’s a short clip to give you the feel for the story: Video Clip
The character I most sympathize with in the movie is the Mayor, because in the story no one listens to the Mayor.  Oh, they can hear the sound of his voice – the board of supervisors, the people of the city, his secretary, his wife, his children – but no one really hears him, no one believes him, no one gives his words any credibility.  For all the good his words do, the Mayor might as well be talking to himself.
But there is one character who does hear the Mayor loud and clear – Horton, the elephant.  No one else in Horton’s world hears the Mayor, because the Mayor is far too small and his voice is far too soft, but Horton does.  And when the Mayor asks Horton to do something, Horton does it, even at great sacrifice to himself, even to the point of risking his life.

Have you ever felt like no one is listening to you, like no one really hears you?  Worse yet, have you ever felt like God couldn’t hear you?  Has it ever seemed like your prayers were a mere exercise in futility?  Has it ever felt like you were just too small to be heard by God, that your prayers and your concerns were too insignificant to warrant God’s attention?  I’ve felt like that, and I imagine you have too.  
But then comes Christmas and we are reminded of this great truth – Jesus hears a you.  At Christmas we are given visual, historical confirmation of the fact that God has heard our prayers.  We called out for help.  We were in over our heads.  For centuries humanity pleaded with the heavens to be rescued, but it seemed as though our prayers simply fell back on our heads.  Did you ever try as a kid to see how high you could throw a ball?  You kept hoping that maybe you could do what they do in the cartoons, that you could throw a ball so high that it would keep on going into the heavens, but time after time, no matter how hard you tried, the ball would always come back to earth.  And that’s how it felt with our prayers – we tried our best to launch them into heaven, but they just kept falling back to earth.  

But the Bible assures us that our prayers have been heard, and the proof that we’ve been heard is Christmas.  Christmas is God’s answer to our prayers.  At Christmas God became small enough to enter into our world while remaining large enough to save it.  And to discover how Christmas is an answer to our prayers, I want this morning to remind you of the stories of two great people of prayer whose prayers were instrumental in bringing about Christmas.  Their names are Zechariah, the priest, and Anna, who has been a widow for 84 years when we meet her.
God Hears The Prayers Of Zechariah
Luke’s Gospel, the 3rd book of the New Testament, begins the Christmas story not with the birth of Jesus but with the account of an elderly man named Zechariah.  You won’t find a better man around than Zechariah, nor will you find a wife as godly as his wife Elizabeth.  Luke, inspired by the Holy Spirit, believed that it was vitally important for the world to know Zechariah’s story.  Here’s how it begins:

In the time of Herod king of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was also a descendant of Aaron.  Both of them were upright in the sight of God, observing all the Lord’s commandments and regulations blamelessly.  But they had no children, because Elizabeth was barren; and they were both well along in years.  (Luke 1:5-7)
So far there’s not much joy and not much hope in this story.  Two old-timers, salt of the earth people, people who are deeply devoted to God, and yet all alone in the world.  They would be terrific grandparents, except for one thing – they’ve never even been parents.  The story continues:

Once when Zechariah’s division was on duty and he was serving as priest before God, he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to go into the temple of the Lord and burn incense.  And when the time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled worshipers were praying outside. (Luke 1:8-10)
Here’s some background to what’s going on.  As a priest, Zechariah served at the temple in Jerusalem for two one-week periods each year.  He was a member of one of 24 divisions in the first-century priesthood, one of 18,000 priests.  A priest only officiated at this sacrifice once in his life.  In other words, this is a once in a lifetime moment for Zechariah.  This was the honor of a lifetime for this man who had served God all his life.

Now be sure to notice something – notice what everyone outside the temple was doing while Zechariah was inside the temple burning incense as an offering to God.  They were praying.  Here’s how one Bible scholar explains the scene:

The other people and priests would wait outside for the chosen priest to offer the incense and pray on behalf of the nation.  When the people would see the smoke from the burning incense, they would pray.  The smoke drifting heavenward symbolized their prayers ascending to God’s throne.  These assembled worshipers were the faithful in Israel who were waiting and praying for deliverance.  Faithful believers had been doing this since their captivity in Babylon six centuries before.  This time, their prayers received a very special answer. (Life Application Bible Commentary, “Luke”, p. 7)
And then, in response to the prayers of God’s people, something happened that was beyond anything Zechariah or anyone waiting outside could have anticipated.  Listen to Luke’s telling of the story:

Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side of the altar of incense.  When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was gripped with fear.  But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard.  Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John.  He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord … Many of the people of Israel will he bring back to the Lord their God.  And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous – to make ready a people prepared for the Lord. (Luke 1:11-17)
Some of us have read this story so many times that the appearance of the angel doesn’t surprise us.  But please understand that this was every bit as surprising to Zechariah as it would be if an angel appeared at your front door tomorrow.  Zechariah is absolutely terrified when the angel shows up.  And he is absolutely astounded at the news – God is going to answer his prayer.  He is going to be a father.

But here’s what we sometimes miss when we read this story.  The big news isn’t merely that Zechariah is going to be a father; the big news is who is son is going to be.  His son will be the one we have come to refer to as John the Baptist, whose mission is to prepare Israel for the coming of the Messiah.  The fact that Zechariah’s wife Elizabeth is going to have a baby is far more than an answer to Zechariah’s prayer to have a child.  This is an answer to Zechariah’s priestly prayer on behalf of the people of Israel for God to rescue his people.  
Many of us have had the experience of praying for something for a very long time and not seeing the answer we hoped for.  But none of us, I dare say, have prayed as long as Israel had been praying.  They had been praying for the Messiah to come and rescue them for over six hundred years.  Time after time they gathered as a people at the temple and prayed with great fervor and great passion for God to hear them and to save them.  I imagine that for some of them this whole thing had gotten old.  Go to the temple, watch as the priest enters into the Holy Place, watch the incense rise from the temple into the sky as a symbol of their prayers, watch as the priest comes out empty-handed, having heard no word from God, and then go back home to wonder whether any of your prayers made any difference at all. 

But this time their prayers have made a difference.  Oh, if you know the story you remember that it was awhile before people discovered what took place in the temple that day.  You remember that Zechariah didn’t believe the angel at first, and because of his unbelief he was struck deaf and dumb.  But when the child was finally born and Zechariah demonstrated his faith by naming the child John, as the angel had told him to, Zechariah regained his speech and was able to assure the people of Israel that their prayers had been heard.  Here’s how Luke tells this part of the story:

His father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied: “Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel, because he has come and has redeemed his people … And you, my child, will be called a prophet of the Most High; for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for him, to give his people the knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of their sins, because of the tender mercy of our God, by which the rising sun will come to us from heaven to shine on those living in darkness …”  (Luke 1:67-68, 76-79)   

Notice that Zechariah’s response to the birth of John isn’t, “Thank you God for answering my prayers and giving me a son.”  It’s, “Thank you God for answering our prayers and sending this child to prepare the way for the Messiah.”  And here’s the big point for you and me.  The Bible makes it very clear to us in the telling of the Christmas story that Christmas didn’t happen because God thought to himself, “OK, I suppose now is a good time to send my Son to earth.”  Christmas happened because people prayed.  Zechariah’s prayers made a difference.  The prayers of the people who gathered at the temple while the priests burned incense made a difference.  The prayers of thousands of people who prayed over hundreds of years made a difference.  God came to earth in the person of Jesus in response to the prayers of his people.  Their prayers did not fall on deaf ears.  And neither do yours.  God hears your prayers, every one of them.  Christmas proves it.  Our prayers make a difference.
God Hears The Prayers Of Anna
To emphasize that the coming of Jesus at Christmas was in response to the prayers of God’s people, Luke takes the time to tell us the story of another old-timer, a widow by the name of Anna.  Her story only occupies three short verses:
There was also a prophetess, Anna, the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher.  She was very old; she had lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, and then was a widow until she was 84.  She never left the temple but worshiped night and day, fasting and praying.  Coming up to [Joseph and Mary] at that very moment, she gave thanks to God and spoke about the child to all who were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem.  (Luke 2:36-38)
The background is this.  This takes place about 40 days after Jesus is born, when Mary and Joseph come to the temple for Mary’s purification.  While there an old woman by the name of Anna spots them, and since she is a prophet she is able to discern that this baby is the promised Messiah.  By the way, a number of commentators and translators believe that Anna was much older than 84.  They believe that the text means she had been widowed for 84 years, meaning that she is closer in age to 105.  
And if you will indulge me for a minute, I think there’s a little bit of Horton in Anna.  Do you remember one of Horton’s signature lines?  “I meant what I said and I said what I meant; an elephant’s faithful 100%.”  Anna’s faithfulness is nothing short of remarkable.  Like most girls of that time, she probably married at around the age of 14.  Then, after only seven years of marriage, her husband passes away.  And apparently Anna made a vow when she lost her husband.  Apparently she vowed to spend the rest of her life worshiping, fasting and praying for the redemption of Jerusalem, for the salvation of Israel, for the coming of the Messiah.  And she was faithful to that vow – she meant what she said and she said what she meant.  Anna was faithful in her prayers 100%. 
 And let’s not forget Horton’s other signature line, one we will come back to a few times this Christmas season – “A person’s a person, no matter how small.”   In many ways Anna was a pretty unimportant person, a small person, and yet what power there was in her prayers.  I had an aunt named Agnes; we called her Ann.  Ann never married.  She came to the United States from Norway to help my grandmother raise her newborn daughter, and ended up staying with my grandparents for most of her life.  Ann was a dear lady, but to be honest I often thought she seemed rather strange.  She was in her 70s and 80s when I knew her, and she did the same thing every day.  After breakfast she would walk a couple of miles to the church she belonged to, a Pentecostal church, and she would pray.  Then she would come home and help around the house – doing laundry, cooking meals, cleaning house.  She was a tiny little lady; somehow she seemed to get smaller by the year.  Ann never, to my knowledge, held a job outside the home.  She never married, never had children, never went to college, never won any honors, never gave a speech or wrote a book.  But like Anna, Ann left her mark on our world through her prayers.  I know for a fact that she prayed often for me, and there is no doubt in my mind that much of what has happened in my life has been in answer to her prayers.
Here is the lesson for me from Luke’s account of the Christmas story – our prayers make a difference.  In some ways there’s no reason for the Bible to include the story of Anna.  I mean, I can see the telling of Zechariah’s story because in that story we are reminded that many of God’s people had been praying diligently for many years before God answered those prayers.  But Anna is just one person, one very small person, one very old person.  And Zechariah, he’s important – he’s a priest, a priest who was honored to enter the Holy Place and offer incense on behalf of the people of Israel.  But Anna isn’t a priest; she has no important functions.  Most people don’t even know she’s there.  But God wants to make very sure that all of us know her.  God wants to be sure that we realize just how important her prayers were.  God wants us to know that Jesus was born into this world in answer to Anna’s prayers.

If you want some assurance that God “hears a you,” that God hears our prayers, that our prayers make a difference, read the Psalms.  Here’s a sampling of what the Psalmist has to tell us:
“Depart from me, all you workers of evil, for the Lord has heard the sound of my weeping.  The Lord has heard my supplication; the Lord accepts my prayer.”  (Psalm 6:8-9)
“In my distress I called upon the Lord; to my God I cried for help.  From his temple he heard my voice, and my cry to him reached his ears.” (Psalm 18:6)
“Blessed be the Lord, for he has heard the sound of my pleadings.” (Psalm 28:6)
“This poor soul cried, and was heard by the Lord, and was saved from every trouble.” (Psalm 34:6)
“When the righteous cry for help, the Lord hears, and rescues them from all their troubles.” (Psalm 34:17)

“I waited patiently for the Lord; he inclined to me and heard my cry.” (Psalm 40:1)

“Evening and morning and at noon I utter my complaint and moan, and he will hear my voice.” (Psalm 55:17)

“I love the Lord because he has heard my voice and my supplications.” (Psalm 116:1)
God hears us.  God hears our weeping, he hears our cries, he hears our pleading, he hears our complaints, he hears our moans and he hears our requests.  He is a very big God who rules over our very big universe, but he is not so big that he doesn’t hear a very small you and a very small me.  And for reasons I can’t begin to understand, our prayers actually make a difference.  Human history is different because a priest who was too old to have children prayed.  Human history is different because a 105 year old widow prayed.  And I am sure that one day in heaven we will learn the stories of countless others whose prayers changed the course of our world.  
Video from Sermon Spice called “Amazing Answer to Prayer” – prayer for water bottle and doll.

So the question isn’t, “Does God hear us?”  The question isn’t, “Do our prayers make a difference?”  The question is this – will we pray?  
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