December 4, 2011
Isaiah 40:1-11
Psalm 85:1-2, 8-13
2 Peter 3:8-15a
Mark 1:1-8

On this second Sunday of Advent I am thinking what a strange thing it is to wait.

Isaiah heard the prophetic command, "In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord." It is wonderful that God was prepared to go deep into the wilderness to prepare the way out of our bleak lives. But why did he wait until the wilderness was so great? Why didn't God stomp that servant right there when it first caused trouble for Adam and Eve? The promise is there that the serpent will be destroyed. But what is he waiting for?

John the Baptist fulfills Isaiah's prophecy but he doesn't get to see very much and he has trouble understanding what he does see. John almost refuses to baptize Jesus. Later in jail he's filled with questions about whether or not Jesus is truly the one they were waiting for.

Our Centering Prayer group closes by doing Compline from the Book of Common Prayer. The last prayer to read is Simeon's song. I realized Simeon foreshadows John the Baptist when he says, "Set your servant free to go in peace, for these eyes of mine have seen the Savior..." But that's all Simeon sees. There will be no more angelic hosts appearing in the skies, no more wise men bringing treasure to a carpenter's child. Mary and Joseph carry baby Jesus away from Simeon's arms and begin thirty long years of hiding and waiting.

I think Advent, the season of waiting, is the season most like our everyday lives. As with everything else, Jesus modeled this for us, too. He seems to be waiting all the time, as John notices several times. Mary points out the lack of wine at the Cana wedding and Jesus says, "My time has not yet come." His brothers urge him to go to Jerusalem for the Feast of Tabernacles, and he says, "The right time for me has not yet come." 

Jesus makes others wait, too. He gets word Lazarus is sick and waits two more days before moving. Martha greets him sadly, saying, "If only you had come..."
The woman with the issue of blood has suffered 18 years and the man at the pool of Bethesda was crippled 38 years before Jesus came along. At his Ascension, Jesus tells the disciples, "I'm going, but you wait in Jerusalem."

Just like today, we're still waiting. We broke ground on that building January, the same month Bishop Howe announced his retirement. We only got around to electing Fr. Brewer two weeks ago and we're still waiting on the building. Waiting is hard. I get twitchy.

So what is God waiting for? What is the significance of living this season of Advent? I think there are a couple of conclusions we can draw.

One is about the experience of hunger. Hunger is a familiar sign of waiting. But when I learn to wait for lunchtime, one thing I learn is that hunger won't kill me. I do not have to let my hunger, my desires, my cravings, be a god to me, pointing to fulfillment. To let hungers dictate my decisions makes me break the tenth commandment - I covet and crave, so I take. Instead, Jesus teaches us to learn how to fast, because that helps us survive in a season of Advent.

Another clue to Advent is something I mentioned about John the Baptist and Simeon - it's hard to see the big picture all at once. What we do see is easy to misunderstand if we're depend on our snap judgment. Instead of insisting on a total understanding, God wants us to offer total devotion. Our Psalm today includes the line, "I will listen to what the Lord God is saying, for he is speaking peace to his faithful people and to those who turn their hearts to him." 

What is He waiting for? For us to turn our hearts, filled with love for Him.

What does the waiting mean for us? St. Peter said it plainly in today's epistle. "Our Lord's patience means salvation." (II Peter 3:15)

When I cannot make things happen as I wish, I learn I am not God. Then is my chance to turn, to trust, to be saved from myself. That is one reason Advent is the perfect time for us to wait, and listen to what the Lord God is saying.
