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Let us pray:  May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight, Oh Lord, our rock and our redeemer.  Amen. 

The scripture reading today is one that has become a thing of fiction; that has become the thing novels too numerous to mention.  Somehow, to me, it always feels that we are forgetting, in that, the admonition that we are not to speculate about what time or day these things are to happen.  Most important to me in this passage is the idea that we should be expectantly waiting.  Today, we celebrate that we do not wait in a void, but that we wait with hope.  I want to share that there is not a Thanksgiving weekend that passes when I don’t think of my godmother, Ebbie, whom I have spoken of repeatedly and who has sometimes worshipped with us online.  She turned 100 earlier this month, and I have had a chance to talk to her a couple of times since.  I think of her each Thanksgiving, though, because of a frightening time when my daughters and I were staying with her while visiting with family in New Jersey.   On Thanksgiving morning, Ebbie sat eating breakfast with my daughter Keira, and when she finished hers, Ebbie and I went to the kitchen so she could make a cup of coffee for me in her single-cup coffee maker.  She had just handed it to me, turned around to take its little pod from the machine when, mid-sentence, Ebbie fell from a full standing position to the ground, landing on the back of her head.  It was a scary time for all of us while Emma called 911on Ebbie’s phone, Keira called on my cell phone, and I tried to determine if she would come to consciousness . . . or not.  That felt like a long waiting and wondering or not . . . The short version of the story is that Ebbie was in the hospital for quite a long time, followed by a longer time in a rehab center.  It was an interesting Thanksgiving.  

After I followed the ambulance to Somerset County Medical Center and Ebbie was essentially awake and alert, Ebbie and I waited together in the Emergency Room.  Over the course of many hours, Ebbie was wheeled in and out, poked, prodded and also comforted by the hospital staff, as was I.  Even in her 80s, Ebbie was a very determined woman, seemingly no less strong-willed than when she ran the Somerset County Chapter of the Red Cross for 37 years.  That determination and her sincere desire to arrive at her friends’ house in time for dinner did not speed up the process of evaluation.  

For over a decade now, Ebbie, and now her nieces and I are grateful that I was there that morning.  Why I was there when this incident occurred, we credit to God’s helpful presence.  In another occurrence of more minor but helpful coincidence, I had read a terrific book the night before, while settling into my guest room.  I took copious notes from a book I borrowed back from Ebbie that I had given her for Christmas last year.  I was grateful to have read three chapters of Henri Nouwen’s Finding My Way Home the night before Ebbie’s collapse.  This wonderful little book is the compilation of four different essays.  In the foreword by Wendy Wilson Greer, who is president of the Henri Nouwen society, she tells how we can move from the way we wait, in general and often without patience in our day-to-day lives, to the way that we wait in more significant ways for God’s movement in us.  She asks, “What do we do when our spiritual journey runs into roadblocks?  When waiting makes us anxious and angry?  Nouwen writes, ‘waiting is a dry desert between where we are and where we want to be.”

I may have told some of you my favorite story of fruitless waiting, with the end result being anger and frustration in me, was from when I lived in India.  I learned from it keen lessons about frustration and, eventually, in India, I learned how to with patience. There is a significant difference between waiting in hope for an eventuality whose timing is unsure (as we heard about this morning in scripture) and waiting in anxiety for a fruitless futility.  In Tamil Nadu, shortly after dropping my mom at the airport from where she would fly safely home to the United States, I waited in line for nearly two hours for a plane ticket to take me quickly back to Kodaikanal, the hill station where I was teaching English.  I had made my slow—very slow—way forward in the line that I had joined when there were around twenty or so people in front of me.  With just two more people to go, the wire gate was drawn down over the ticket window, and the agent closed up shop.  There was no discussion; no opportunity to ask for the extended time it might have taken to allow those of us in line to complete our transaction.  We had waited for nothing.

I realized immediately that there was absolutely nothing I could do to change the situation, and I could either write off my frustration as a temporary discomfort and make another plan, which I did eventually, or I could stew and fret like the two men in front of me who hollered at the gated ticket window.  Believe me, I have been impatient frequently when I have had to wait a long time for nothing, and I was then.  But I remember thirty something years later thinking with a sigh, “There is nothing I can do about it,” and carrying on to make way to a train station.  I had already been in India long enough to realize that Indian time is like no American time I have known.  Probably it is even more a matter of whimsy than manana time in Mexico and elsewhere south of us.  Waiting in a way that recognizes time is not something one can control, and that circumstances are similarly disorderly requires a kind of two-step process.  The first involves allowing that we can’t control everything.  The second involves trust that God is a part of all that is important in our lives.  Waiting, recognizing that God is a part of the process, involves hope as much as it involves patience.

The time I spent with Ebbie in the hospital involved waiting that, thankfully, was not entirely fruitless.  Still, as I think about it now, for much of the mutual waiting we did, beginning with her fall, there was plenty of waiting without certain knowledge of the outcome.  And we were and we are not the first people to be waiting in expectation.  In this morning’s scripture lessons, we have accounts of a variety of waiting people, in a variety of circumstances.  In this first passage of prophesy from Isaiah we enjoy during Advent, the people of Israel are waiting for peace.  Theirs has been a long period of waiting and wandering, in anticipation of the coming reign of God under God’s law of peace.  Although they wait through exile in Babylon, through famine and destruction of their temple—and the life they’d known, they wait in hopeful faith that God will bring to fruition the promises they have received.  

The watchfulness with which both Paul and Jesus tell their listeners to wait is a different stance of expectation.  While the people of Israel during Isaiah’s time had grown used to long periods of watchfulness, the people of Jesus’ time had been given reason to believe that they were waiting for a more limited time, for a more imminent rescue.  Not wanting to be caught off-guard by their salvation, they were taught to wait in the light of that hope, behaving in ways that reflected their trust in God’s presence and purpose for their lives.  Isaiah speaks of walking in the path of God’s way for their lives; Paul reminds those who would listen to behave decently, following the commandments that lead us to do so, focusing on the spirit rather than the flesh; Jesus reminds us to be watchful, lest God’s judgment catch us unaware.

And now, during Advent, we are reminded again that we are now in this same period of watchful waiting.  From last week’s lesson from Luke, in which we are reintroduced to Jesus’ earthly family (to his uncle and aunt, and soon-to-be cousin John), we learn about waiting in hope and faith.  Henri Nouwen’s book teaches a regard for these characters in our story of salvation that may help us to wait and to watch with greater hopefulness.  He writes on page 94: “The whole opening scene of the good news is filled with waiting people.  And right from the very beginning all these waiting people in some way or another hear the words “Do not be afraid.  I have something good to say to you.”  

He goes on to write, “Waiting, as we see it in the people on the first pages of the Gospel, is waiting with a sense of promise.”  Zechariah and Elizabeth, for a son; Mary, to conceive and bear a son; Simeon, that he would set his eyes on the Christ of the Lord.”  “Those who were waiting had each received a promise that gave them courage and allowed them to wait.  They received something that was at work in them, a seed that had started to grow.  This is very important for us because we too can wait only if what we are waiting for has already begun for us.  Waiting is never a movement from nothing to something.  It is a movement from something to something more.”  Waiting is a movement from something to something more.

We’re waiting now—for Jesus’ birth.  For some, maybe the first time we’ve really thought of Christmas this way.  For others, we are waiting for Jesus’ coming the second time, as has been promised to us.  For some of us, we may be waiting for those last days when our world will really know the peace of no more war; of ploughshares rather than swords.  How we wait may depend on the seed we recognize as having been planted in us, with the accompanying words, “do not be afraid.”  For some, it may be that change from passive waiting to active searching for God in this moment. For others, it may be that a friendship lost might again be found, in the recollection of shared experiences.  Some of us may know that our free time was more nourishing when we spent some of it engaged in service to others.  Some of us, knowing that in our youth we felt healthy and energetic, might wait now for eternal life with God, in which our bodies are healed and our spirits soothed.  Advent reminds us that we all wait for a fuller arrival of God’s mercy in our lives.

So, how will we behave, what will we do in response to God while we are waiting—for Christmas morning; for Christ to be born in our hearts anew; maybe for Christ to be born at all in our lives.  What prophetic witness do we make with our actions while we are waiting, trusting, as Nouwen discusses later in the same chapter, that God is always waiting for us?  Isn’t that a different spin on things?  He suggests, “If we wait with the conviction that a seed has been planted and something has already begun, it changes the way we wait.  Active waiting implies being fully present to the moment with the conviction that something is happening where we are and that we want to be present to it.  A waiting person [says Nouwen] is someone who is present to the moment, believing that this moment is the moment.”  

It is Advent.  We are waiting in expectant hope.  Patience comes from waiting in faith, in hope that God will grow in us the seed of promises already begun in Jesus Christ, with whom we long for greater unity—the unity with God that began with Christ’s birth and continues as we seek him.  So, it is my prayer that we may we wait in this hopeful expectation.  Amen.
