Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore on 12 December 2010

Third Sunday of Advent

"Waiting"


My stepmother said of my father, "The one thing I could never get Arthur to do was to wait."


What is it we want of someone when we ask for patience, and hope, and all that "Not yet!" business?


We speak of children's impatience --- and yet it is incredible how a child can hold onto a dream.


We say Americans "want everything now" --- yet all our best institutions head far beyond the present, and we are blessed by the brave, frugal launchings of good purposes that could only come from people free enough to expect better than they had, for the next generation, and the next, and "down to the seventh generation," as the old Indian saying puts it.


I suppose impatience is really a kind of despair, a fear that time will not bring what's needed.   Speaking personally, I'm very familiar with the inner voice that says, "I could've been doing something else," whenever I am delayed.   


Yet waiting can often be turned to good account.  For example, in good muscle stretching, one gets just to the point of pain, breathes deeply, and gradually feels the muscle adjusting and even partially relaxing.    Similarly, being delayed, and forced to wait, can ease one into meditation, conversation with someone in line, and even into thinking up constructive new approaches to a problem.


One of the key lessons in chaplaincy is learning not to do anything, but simply to wait, so that those who suffer, and those who stand alongside, sense real companionship the moment one enters the room.


Sometimes we don't even know we've been waiting,  until something marvelous, or terrible, happens;  and then we realize we've just been dealing with the preliminaries;   now the full situation is revealed, now depth of character emerges.   John and Jesus illustrate this in today's Gospel.   Both have been totally devoted to God's will as they understood it.   John asks if we should wait some more;  Jesus answers,   Look around you.   See the end of waiting .. or the beginning, however you might describe it.


That tension is the essence of Advent.   We live our whole lives between beginnings.   There is never a time when God is not with us, and there is never a time when God has fully come.  


 We know what we are waiting for by virtue of our baptism.   The love of God has named us and claimed us;   yet love is more than now and more than here.    It is always up ahead, opening new doors, refining spirits, redeeming souls.


In "Letter from a Birmingham Jail,"  Martin Luther King, Jr., addresses those good people who urged him to wait.   We worship here partly because believers behind us seized the moment to move more fully into the Kingdom of God. 


  We are also here because others hoped in darkness, loved when waiting was all that was possible, and believed a generation unborn into life.


Waiting is holy.


Waiting takes discipline.


Waiting gives patience a shape and a name.


God help us to wait well, in Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
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