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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  



4 
 

God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 



3 
 

we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 



1 
 

 

“Prepare Him Room: Visions of Sugar Plums” 
Dr. Jay Howell 
December 12, 2021 

The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for 
Zion with great jealousy, and I am jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: I will 
return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, 
and the mountain of the Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand 
because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts? Thus says the Lord of 
hosts: I will save my people from the east country and from the west country; and I will bring them 
to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my people and I will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 

  

We continue in our Advent and Christmas series “Prepare Him Room” this week. Taken from a line of 
that famous hymn “Joy to the World,” which goes, “Let every heart prepare him room.” That’s what we’re about 
during Advent, preparing the way for the coming of the Lord anew. For what we remember at Christmas isn’t just 
a joyful celebration, but a declaration that Jesus has come and Jesus is coming again, to redeem us, to deliver us, 
to be with us. 

 We’ve been looking at a particular section in the prophetic Book of Zechariah, which admittedly might 
not be on most Advent devotional reading lists, at least not the parts that we’re going through. The section we’ve 
been going through has been a series of oracles from the prophet to a people returning to their homeland after 
decades away in exile. And as they’ve come back, they’ve been given a task by the Lord through this prophet: 
rebuild the temple, which is another way of saying, “Prepare a place, or prepare room for the Lord.” 

 This week the prophet offers a word from the Lord, casting a vision, a seemingly impossible vision for 
what could be. Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 As I’m sure many households may do in just under two weeks, Frances and I will get our boys together 
on Christmas Eve, and we’ll actually have some other family in town too, but with the kiddos flanking us, we’ll 
probably read through the classic poem “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” as part of our Christmas Eve 
festivities.  

This may be the first year when things are actually registering for Jack, so I’ll be curious to see how he 
responds to it, especially when we get to that line, “The children were nestled all snug in their beds; While visions 
of sugar-plums danced in their heads.” He’s getting better and better at recognizing the sorts of food he likes and 
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what he doesn’t like, and more to the point, letting us know about it, so when it comes to something sweet, I’m 
actually kind of curious how he responds to hearing that phrase, “visions of sugar-plums.” What are they, he 
might wonder? Why are the children dreaming about them? They must be good. 

Now if he had asked me last year, “Daddy, what are sugar plums?” I wouldn’t have known what to say, 
because I wouldn’t have had a clue. I know what they are now, because you know, I wrote the sermon, but before 
that, no idea what these are. Been hearing or saying the words of that poem all my life, and no idea what on earth 
a sugar plum is.  

Just from the name, maybe you could make an educated guess. It’s a plum covered in sugar, right? Wrong. 
A plum covered in sugar is not a sugar plum. A sugar plum, at least how it was traditionally made, was a piece of 
hard candy that was made by coating a seed or a nut or a piece of dried fruit (ironically not typically a dried plum, 
or else that’d be a prune, and sugar prunes just doesn’t have the same ring to it, does it?), with layer upon layer 
of hardened sugar. Actually pretty labor intensive to make, apparently. You had to pan one layer of sugar on it, 
then bake it, then another layer, then bake it. Traditionally it could take days to make these things, so they were a 
delicacy when it came to candy, which might be why these children in the poem were dreaming of them.  

But the main thing to remember is that these “sugar plums” aren’t really plums. They’re only called plums 
because they ended up with a roughly round, oval-ish shape because of all the layers of sugar around it. Not much 
in the way of substance to them. Just layers of sugar, and not much else, which means these visions these kids 
were having, not much substance to them. Just a harmless, idle dream of something sweet that probably won’t 
amount to much. 

And it’s that description of a sugar plum, when I learned what they were, that comes to mind when we 
approach a passage like this one in the Book of Zechariah. It is undeniably sweet. Do you remember what it said? 
Here with the backdrop of this big construction project in Jerusalem, of the temple being rebuilt, and it’s probably 
about halfway through at this point, and a word comes from the Lord to Zechariah, a word to share with the 
people, and it’s so sweet. Actually, even just calling it sweet feels a bit dismissive of it. It’s beautiful.  

It begins with the Lord proclaiming that he will return to Zion, to Jerusalem. (He actually tells us “I am 
jealous for Zion with great jealousy,” and this may be another case of translations not fully capturing the scope 
of an ancient word, because when we hear “jealous for” someone or something, we can hear insecurity, as in a 
jealous boyfriend or girlfriend acts upon their jealousy not out of love but out of insecurity, and that’s not what’s 
meant here. Probably more like zeal or passion, but I don’t want to get caught in the weeds. That may have just 
been a phrase that caught your ear and made you think, “Hmm, didn’t know God got jealous like that.”) 

But out of that passion, that zeal, God declares that he will dwell among the people again, “in the midst 
of Jerusalem,” he says. Then he goes on to say, and this is where I think the vision is just beautiful: “Old men and 
old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets.” Isn’t that beautiful? The streets of this city 
will again see the presence of all generations, focusing perhaps on those that most convey the strength and 
longevity of a community, that is, when a city has both the young and the old about in the streets, it says something 
about the city. It means a) that they feel safe and welcome there, which you couldn’t really say for a city under 
siege or in ruins, and b) that there’s both honor of the past as well as hope for the future. 

Isn’t that beautiful? Honestly, it made me think of a moment a few weeks back, just over a month ago, 
when we did something in worship called “Remembering the Saints,” sometimes called a Necrology. It’s when 
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we read the names of saints in the church who had passed in the last year, but when that happened, and I pointed 
it out at the time then too, because it was so striking, as we read the names, you could hear the sound of infants 
cooing in the background. And I thought that was beautiful. The audible reminder of the blessing of being an 
intergenerational and multigenerational church. 

That’s the sort of vision the Lord gives to Zechariah, of the elderly and the young about in the streets of 
the city. It’s beautiful. It’s sweet. And it’s the sort of thing that, honestly, if you were there in the streets of the 
Jerusalem while all this was going on, and you heard this vision of all generations gathering anew in the streets 
of the city in which God himself would again be dwelling, your reaction might well have been, “Oh come on. 
Seriously? I mean that’s sweet and all, but come on.” Might as well be a vision of a sugar plum. Just a bunch of 
sugar, and not much else to it. 

Years ago, when I was in Memphis, really not long after I moved there, a friend in ministry lived not too 
far away up in Paducah, Kentucky, so I went up to visit him at one point. From Memphis, just because of how 
the interstates run, the fastest way to get to Paducah is to actually go across the Mississippi, up through Arkansas 
and the bootheel of Missouri, and then back across the Mississippi into Kentucky, and that route will take you 
through a town called Cairo, Illinois.  

Some of you may have heard of Cairo. Not a town you hear much about these days, but it used to be pretty 
well known. The way I knew about it was from Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Huck 
and Jim floated south on the river trying to get to Cairo so they could then turn around and go north. 

You see, Cairo sits at the southernmost point of Illinois, right where the Mississippi River and the Ohio 
River come together, which is a big deal. Those two rivers link up much of the Midwest, all the way north up to 
Minnesota and all the way east to Pennsylvania, then all the way south on the river to New Orleans, and they all 
join up here. Talk about a strategic point, and that’s exactly how it functioned. Pretty important transport hub in 
the 19th century and early 20th century. By the late 1800s, it was about the same size as Knoxville at the time, 
Dallas too, for that matter.  

I hope I’m not offending anyone who may happen to be from there, but you sure wouldn’t know it to drive 
through there today. Because I was there and I recognized the name, I actually got off the highway to drive around 
the town, and let me tell you, it was disheartening to say the least. Abandoned buildings, a deserted historic 
downtown. Diverted railways and other transit routes, a legacy of racial violence, construction of the interstate 
system, you could point to any of those as reasons. But ultimately the population, as I learned later, is only about 
2,000 people today roughly a sixth of what it was at its peak. By comparison, Dallas, which had about the same 
population as Cairo in the late 1800s, is of course a city of millions today.  

And I remember just that brief drive around Cairo, Illinois, because if someone had said to me, you know 
Jay, I see a day when young and old alike will be bustling through the streets of the city again, my reaction would 
be to look around and say, “Oh come on. That’s sweet and all, but seriously, here?” 

That’s about the sort of scene the people of Jerusalem would’ve been looking at. Thriving streets? The 
place was in ruins. Kids running around? Who would bring their kids here? As I mentioned a couple of weeks 
ago, Jerusalem was a shell of its former self, with only just a few hundred people living there before the people 
started coming back. And now God was saying, “Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city.” It’s sweet and all, 
but who could believe it? Might as well be visions of sugar plums.  
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God seems to anticipate what folks would say and think. It was kind of far-fetched, after all. And he says, 
“Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to 
me?” “Should it also seem impossible to me?” 

Seems the sort of question we should be asking this time of year. Not because of Christmas cheer or vague 
optimism, but because as you may have heard me say before, Advent isn’t about a baseless joy, but rather hope 
in our darkest hour, hope when things seem impossible. 

When the pressure of life build up, and all the demands of career or family never leave you with a 
moment’s rest, and it seems impossible that there could be anything resembling escape or rest from it, God says, 
should it also seem impossible to me? 

When this Christmas is your first without a loved one, and even the most innocuous thing is a reminder 
of the loss, and it seems impossible that things will ever feel whole again. God says, should it also seem impossible 
to me? 

When a relationship goes sour with a child, a spouse, a parent, a sibling, a friend, and it seems impossible 
that anything could grow there again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

When you think you’ve screwed up so much, made such a mess of your life, and it seems impossible that 
you’ll find yourself of sure footing ever again, God says, should it also seem impossible to me? 

Because, friends, Friends, the hope of Advent, the hope for Christ’s coming, is a hope for what might 
seem impossible, for light when you can only see darkness, for love when you can only see hate, for peace when 
you can only see conflict, for joy when you can only see despair. For Israel, it was the hope that as they toiled in 
the midst of reconstruction, God would make something of it.  

And as we prepare him room, preparing a place for the Lord, part of that is the hope that God can turn 
things around when we can’t see any possibility for it, part of that is resisting the thought that it’s nothing more 
than just sweet thoughts and visions of sugar plums. 

So hold out hope for what seems impossible, because it also happened many years ago that when 
everything looked pointless and seemed impossible that anything of any consequence could ever come from a 
manger, God says, “Should it also seem impossible for me?” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


