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As Henri Nouwen reminds us, “Waiting is not a very popular thing. Waiting is not something
that people think about with great fondness. In fact, most of us consider waiting a waste of time.
It’s an obstacle on our way, hindering us from getting on with something that’s more important.
In part this is true because culturally we have become so obsessed with instant gratification.
Everything around us is basically saying, ‘Get going! Do something! Show you are able to make
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a difference, that your life is worth something! Don’t just sit there and wait

“As Nouwen describes it, waiting can be like a vast desert between where we are and where we
want to be. And most of us don’t like being caught in that in between kind of place.”™

Waiting can also be problematic because it stirs up within us all sorts of anxiety. And that
anxiety can undermine hopeful expectation and lead to fear and worry. We see this everywhere.
“People are worried afraid - afraid of inner feelings, afraid of other people, afraid of things that
are different, afraid of change, and afraid of the future. Now it’s one thing to wait in hopeful
expectation. But fearful people have a hard time waiting, because when we are afraid we want to
get away from where we are to some place we presume will be better. And if we can’t flee from
where we are, from what is making us afraid, we may fight instead. Many of our most destructive
acts against one another come from the fear that something harmful will be done to us. This is
true not only of individuals but of whole communities and nations who live in fear. It is hard to
wait when you are afraid, and people who live in a world of fear are more likely to make
aggressive, hostile, destructive responses than people who are not so frightened. In the midst of
waiting, hopeful people don’t lash out, fearful people often do. And so the more afraid we are,
the harder waiting becomes.”(Nouwen) So the reality is waiting is not so much the problem as is
how we wait. Do we wait in fear, wanting to control, to force, to guard ourselves against the
uncertainties and unpredictabilities we’re waiting for, or, do we wait in hopeful expectation
trusting that God holds the future and therefore we can rest in the present? And not only rest in
the present but live faithfully in the present in ways that point others to the source of our hope.

Today marks the beginning of the season of Advent. Advent is a time in which the Church
watches and waits, hopes and prays, in anticipation of the coming of God into our midst. Advent
is that time in which we stand on our tip toes, expectant and eager to see if God will somehow
break in again, if God will indeed tear open the heavens and come down. Advent is a time of
waiting to see if the promise will be fulfilled. We wait and we wonder if this year, this moment
Christ, might truly be born in our hearts and make us new.
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So, how does this holy season find us waiting? Are we hopeful, living faithfully in the present
because we trust God’s future? Or are we so afraid, so anxious, that we struggle to wait in hope,
so fearful of the future, that we will fill these days of Advent and Christmas with frantic activity,
keeping ourselves busy, because we no longer know how to wait upon the LORD?

We've talked about him before. A couple of years ago he was the focus in our Expectations series.
Zechariah was waiting, had spent much of his life waiting. Like so many in Israel before him,
Zechariah waited and hoped for the deliverance of his people, waited for the day when God
would tear open the heavens and come down and free Israel from their oppressors and from the
power of sin and death. Zechariah waited and hoped for that day when the salvation of God
would break out like the dawn of a new day. When the angel of the Lord first appeared to
Zechariah in the Temple to announce the role that he, Elizabeth, and their son would play in
God’s work of saving Israel and redeeming the world, Zechariah was gripped with fear.

It’s one thing to hope for God’s long-awaited dream to unfold, it’s another to learn that you will
play a significant role, that your son will be the one to announce the coming of God into the
world in the flesh. And so, Zechariah was gripped with fear, and was paralyzed to speak and for
nine long months he waited in silence for the birth of his son. And in that waiting he could have
fed his fears allowing his anxiety and worry to grow. But he doesn’t. Instead, Zechariah waits in
the way he had waited for the Lord his whole life. He waits in prayer, in worship, in service,
preparing his heart and mind to receive the gift of God’s salvation. Zechariah remembers all that
God had done for Israel and in his remembering of the past he learns to trust in the future, and
his role in God’s future that is growing right before his very eyes.

It’s interesting that in many of the Advent readings, in the stories around the announcement of
Jesus’ birth, that there is a mix of hopeful anxiety grounded in trust and outright fear. I think this
tension is hard for us to relate to. There are ways in which we have so domesticated and
sentimentalized Christmas, so sanitized its message, that the announcement that God is invading
our world in the flesh, has minimal effect on us. But not the characters in the story. Zechariah
doesn’t speak for nine months. Mary and Joseph’s lives are turned upside down. The shepherds
tremble and Herod is so afraid that he begins an official governmental search for the child. And
all because, if this is true, if what they are waiting for, if Zechariah’s son John is the prophet who
will prepare the way of the coming Messiah, the son of Mary and Joseph, God in the flesh, then
their world is about to be turned upside down. And the anxiety and fear this announcement
stirs, moves some to wait in fear to the point that they will plot violence as a response, and moves
others, like Zechariah, to wait in hope for the freedom and life they’ve longed for. So, it’s not
really waiting that’s the problem, it’s how we wait and why.



The difference is that people who wait like Zechariah have received a promise, in which they
trust, that allows them to wait in hope. They have received something that is already at work in
them, like a seed that has been planted and has already started to grow. (Nouwen) And this is
critical because we can only wait faithfully, and not fearfully, if what we are waiting for has in
some sense already begun in us. We can live out of love and not fear, if we’ve already caught a
glimpse of that for which we wait.

Surely Zechariah was a little anxious, like any expectant father. But he was not afraid because he
trusted that the promise of God would one day be fulfilled and so he could patiently and
hopefully wait for that day. Waiting in fear means that we are placing our trust in ourselves to
do, or create, or bring about the change for which we are waiting. And when we wait in fear we
quickly become impatient and are tempted to act out in ways that are unfaithful thinking we
must do something if anything is going to happen. Waiting in hope, waiting like Zechariah,
means that we trust God to honor God’s promises and in God’s own time to bring about the
future for which we wait. And it means finding the places where God is already active and at
work and joining God there.

That kind of hope, as Zechariah would discover, is both liberating and empowering. Though he
is initially paralyzed at the announcement of the birth of his son and the coming of the Messiah,
Zechariah waits by remaining committed to his life with God and he’s able to live into the
promise trusting that God will act to bring about God’s dream for God’s people. Even though his
season of waiting creates anxiety Zechariah doesn’t allow that anxiety to take root in his heart but
instead responds out of love for God rather than fear of the future and in so doing discovers the
freedom to live faithfully in the present.

Through nine months of waiting and expectation Zechariah exhibits a passion for what is
possible because he had been given a glimpse of God’s future.

As I said last Sunday, we know the end of the story, how this all turns out, we know the End
toward which this is all headed, and we are called to live in hopeful expectation and anticipation
of God’s future. Zechariah, anxious as he was, could wait in hope and not fear because he trusted
God. He knew that he himself was not the catalyst for that future, God is, and because God is
Zechariah could face the future unafraid.

We are called to watch and to wait, not with our arms passively folded and our hands in our laps,
but to wait actively, and attentively, being ready and receptive to God’s moving in and among us.
We are to wait with a passion for what is made possible because of Christ our Lord who opens
the door to a new future, to a life which has death behind it and in which hell is no longer to be
feared. (Moltmann)



Zechariah knew that trusting in the promises of God makes all the difference in how we live — in
whether or not we will wait in hope on the Lord, or fill our days with busyness and frantic
activity to hide our fear. Advent is given to us as a gift. It’s a good discipline to slow down, to
pause, and to wait, to spend this season, like Zechariah, in silence, prayer, worship and service
waiting and watching to see what God might do next so that we are then prepared to respond,
not out of fear but out of love. Waiting on the Lord is not passive. Zechariah didn’t sit around
doing nothing. He was in the Temple, in paying attention, being ready, waiting in hope and
trusting in God’s faithfulness so that he might be used by God as a servant of God’s light and life.

Some of you may be familiar with the author, Holocaust survivor, and Nobel prize winner Elie
Wiesel. Wiesel died in July 2016. In his little book Night, he recounts his haunting experience in
a Nazi death camp.

In one horrific scene he remembers being piled into a small area filled with other people and all
around him were the dead and dying. Wiesel describes how being there was like being in a mass
grave. He remembers though, at night, a young boy quietly playing a Beethoven concerto on his
violin. Beauty and hope amidst hopelessness, fear and death.

How is that possible? How is it possible to wait in anxious hopefulness and with a sense of joyful
expectation and not in fear? Well, it’s possible because we, like Zechariah, know the end of the
story, how all this turns out. We’ve seen in Jesus, “...the tender mercy of our God, the dawn
from on high breaking upon us, giving light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of
death, and guiding our feet in the way of peace.” And by trusting in that promise and giving our
lives to the places we see that promise unfolding we can set aside all fear and by the grace of God
live like Zechariah and countless others before and after him who’ve waited on the Lord in trust,
and have not been disappointed.



