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December 3, 2017 
 First Sunday in Advent—CYCLE B 

 
WAITING IN THE WHEN 

The Texts: Isaiah 63:16b-17, 19b, 64:2-7; 1 Cor. 1:3-9; Mark 13:33-37 
 
 Have you taken recent inventory of how much time you spend waiting on any given day? We 
awaken and soon wait for the coffee to perk, breakfast to be prepared, hot water to show up in a shower 
head, a car to warm up, a light to turn, traffic to move, an elevator door to open. On and on it goes. Our 
lives seem punctuated with commas and semicolons, periods and question marks all having their DNA in 
waiting. 
 
 And then Advent shows up and we wait some more. Worship and music, decorations and parties 
invite us to this annual journey that transports us from our waiting, longing world to the birth of our Lord 
Jesus Christ. Some 2,500 years ago, the prophet Isaiah knew all about these seasons of unfulfilled 
expectation. He looked into the eyes of God’s people and offered them a promise he offers us. “From ages 
past,” he dreamed, “no one has heard, no ear has seen any God besides you, who works for those who 
wait for him.” Like a seed germinating in its husk—silent, buried, quiet and unseen—God is working for 
us, not against us; in us and through us to accomplish God’s higher purposes. 
 
 Jesus is nearing the end of his life. Soon the betrayer will sell his Lord for silver. Soon, a woman 
will lavish on him costly perfume preparing him for death. Soon an upper room will hear hushed 
questions echoing off stone walls. Soon a grizzly cross will end his life only to be buried in a borrowed 
tomb. But now, with but hours until these last things take place, Jesus speaks to his own about the 
difficult days to come. The unrest among his people, their passion to throw off the Roman yoke will only 
lead to Jerusalem’s destruction; a holocaust that would come four decades later. 
 
 As our Lord concludes this dark, ominous lesson, he says “Therefore, keep awake—for you do 
not know when the master of the house will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or at cockcrow, or at 
dawn. And what I say to you I say to all: Keep awake.” Where is the good news in this lesson that speaks 
of suffering, destruction, terror and fear?  
 
 Paul, begins his letter to the contentious Corinthians reminding them of the strong ties they shared 
with God’s unfailing and faithful grace. He reminds them that they “are not lacking in any spiritual gift” 
as they—with him—“await the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Mind you, some in that congregation 
had stirred up no small measure of unrest. As they waited for the Lord’s return, the Corinthians found 
themselves divided into personality cults, spiritual cliques of “haves and the have nots” and a casual 
disregard for common morality and decency. And yet, this dysfunctional collection of believers did not 
“lack” for anything except common sense!   
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Did you notice how all three lessons speak to the waiting phenomenon? Hearing them as one 
voice, what might God be saying to us who wait for lights to change, children to get out of school, and the 
results from a biopsy? Where is a word from the Lord across the span of centuries addressing us as we 
wait for the coming of the Lord? 
 
 The obvious first step tells us God specializes in waiting. Like a doting parent, God waits for 
us to see what God sees, to hear what God hears, and to believe about ourselves what God already knows. 
Like God’s people in exile, we too know that the plans we have for ourselves are seldom the realities into 
which we live. Children make choices that may not square with a family’s value system. A spouse gets an 
attractive employment offer in another city, a storm cripples the neighborhood in which we live, the plans 
we dreamed now look like smudged pencil on crumpled paper.  
 
 In the crucible of those kinds of stressful, changing scenes of our ever-changing lives, God is with 
us waiting for us to acknowledge God’s loving presence. Tell me, dear ones, why is it we so readily adopt 
a theology of scarcity and absence rather than abundance and presence? What dark cloud crosses our 
troubled sky suggesting God has no time for the likes of us? When the good news, the humbling 
wonderful news is quite the opposite. Not only is God with us, but God waits with us, holds us close to 
his heart of love with generous grace, and whispers in our ear that waiting will not be God’s last word. 
See with the prophet no hand-wringing, furrowed brow, anxious deity but rather One “who works for us” 
and is powerfully and lovingly with us. 
 

But there is more. God not only waits with us but God call us to watch with him. In those last 
hours of our Lord’s life, when time was being measured in teaspoons while Roman standards flapped 
their fringe in the Jerusalem night, Jesus said, “Keep awake!” Have your eyes open, your mind clear, your 
will resolute, your hope fixed knowing God is at work even in the darkness that descends upon your 
already drooping shoulders. Keep awake! 
 

Our natural tendency is to watch with dread imagining all manner of tragedy and suffering. The 
story is told of a wise mother who witnessed in her son a crippling fear of imagined difficulties facing his 
young adult life. Her son was out of work and no prospects for employment, his health was compromised 
by poor lifestyle choices; hope had dimmed to the point of despair. She looked at her son with great love 
and said, “If you cross a bridge before you get there, you have to cross it twice.”  
 

So often, in a variety of challenging life circumstances, we cross bridges that do not exist while 
failing to watch with hope for the One whose promise is sure and whose presence is certain. Advent calls 
us to be a waiting and watching community. Yes, the geopolitical landscape is threatening. Yes, all kinds 
of economic and relational difficulties show up without warning. But yes—oh yes!—to watch with hope 
believing God’s only Son is our coming Savior is to wait and watch knowing “grace has led us safe thus 
far and grace will lead us home.” 

 
One more step awaits our watching into the when. Advent’s invitation to wait and watch calls 

us to good and rewarding work. Because our Lord tells us we know not the “when” of the master’s 
return, we wait and watch taking up the work to which he calls us. For some, work is menial and 
demeaning, hard and unfulfilling, joyless and exhausting. But in the company of God’s waiting and 
watching people, every expression of labor has as its focus God’s love and its purpose as God’s grace. 

 
On this first day of this season of longing, as we journey to and through midwinter’s longest night 

to Bethlehem’s stable, hear the good news that whispers great love and generous mercy. Life, by 
definition, will unfold in its mystery and at times madness. But the One who comes tells us with great 
confidence that he will wait with us as we watch and work, worship and pray, believing God’s only Son 
surely comes.  


