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Waiting the Advent Way 
 

Waiting. I hate waiting. And honestly, I don’t know who enjoys it. I’ve found that the 

more I sink into our culture of instant gratification I get worse at waiting. I pull out my smart 

phone in line or while waiting for the movie to begin or the waiter to show up. I look for ways 

to speed things up, change lanes or aisles.  

And yet, waiting is a central theme of Advent – these weeks before Christmas. Though 

I’m not exactly sure how to wait, I know that there is a spiritual dimension to waiting. There 

might even be a spiritual discipline to waiting.  

Waiting has a special quality in Advent. It is like a spiral. In some ways we are moving 

backwards, remembering the waiting of the past. Our spiritual ancestors waited for liberation in 

Egypt, they waited for the Promised Land. Later they waited in exile and still later they waited 

for the promised savior. We remember this waiting, this longing for God’s action and salvation. 

We know the wait wasn’t in vain – there was freedom from slavery, an end to the journey, a 

joyous homecoming, and the birth of the long-awaited messiah. The waiting came to an end. 

 But we are also moving forward and upward in this spiral. We not only remember the 

waiting of the past, we also acknowledge the waiting of our present. We wait for God’s action 

today. Advent looks back at the past and looks forward to an uncertain future.  

 Waiting is hard, I think, for first century Americans. We have come to expect and 

demand instant gratification. And the longing of dreams deferred and still unmet expectations 

is frightening. What if the promises remain unfulfilled? What if the dream turns into a 



2 
 

nightmare? Waiting then seems like foolishness and foolishness is close to stupidity and no one 

wants to look stupid. 

 In order to avoid that terrible fate, the fate of looking stupid, many of us adopt a 

posture of knowing cynicism. We have no expectation, no hope because we know the outcome 

already and it is dismal. We cannot be disappointed. This attitude feeds much of our cynical, 

gallows humor that make us laugh but cannot make us yearn. 

 Waiting is hard. But there are different kinds of waiting. A few years ago, okay, really 

many years ago, at least a decade, John Mayer wrote a song called, Waiting on the World to 

Change1. In this song, John Mayer sings about the desire for a better world. He’s unclear about 

exactly what this better world might mean or what consequences there might be in changing it. 

But he knows the world needs changing; he knows it’s broken and needs fixing and he’s 

waiting, waiting for it to get better. He looks forward to a brighter day when his generation will 

have the numbers to make change, but until then he has no power, so he just has to wait. 

 This would seem to be an Advent Anthem of waiting, but it drives me crazy. It drives me 

crazy because first of all it’s a rip off of Cat Stevens’ Peace Train2 musically speaking. And it 

drives me crazy because I don’t think this kind of waiting is what John the Baptist calls us to as 

he asks the Israelites and us to wait for God. White people with privilege and money and talent 

throwing up their hands in response to the brokenness they see in the world is not something 

John the Baptist would have had much truck with. 

                                                           
1 Listen here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oBIxScJ5rlY 
2 Listen here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eaNtV_iU61U (much better, right?) 
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 The kind of waiting John the Baptist is talking about, the kind of waiting all the prophets 

are talking about is not passive. This special Advent waiting is not about deferring action until a 

better option shows up – whether that option comes in the form of a political candidate or 

church leader or one’s own social status or financial situation. 

 Advent waiting is active. Advent waiting is about readiness. The prophets of old and 

John the Baptist told people to wait, to wait for the messiah. But waiting meant not sitting back 

but jumping into action. Jumping into action makes sense when you know that your action 

matters. When you have confidence that action makes a difference and that someone is paying 

attention.  

 John the Baptist told people to take action, to repent, because their actions mattered to 

God. God was paying attention to the slaves in Egypt, the Hebrews in the wilderness, to the 

Israelites in exile. God is paying attention to you.  

 A few weeks ago, Andrew and I watched the screening of a documentary called Whose 

Streets3. Whose Streets is a film about people who are waiting, but they are not passive. It is 

about the people who rose up in Ferguson, Missouri after the shooting of Michael Brown. 

Taken from footage shot on cell phones and hand-held video cameras, the movie shows the 

actions and reactions of neighbors of Michael Brown. They live in forgotten apartment 

complexes, in rundown buildings. They have been arrested and tear gassed and shot at. Their 

waiting – waiting conducted in shouts and protests and interviews – is anchored in a kind of 

                                                           
3 You can watch the trailer here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=upiJnjJSerw It’s also streaming on 
Netflix 
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deep hope and confidence. They hope that God hears their cries and they are confident that 

they deserve justice and they are willing to wait for it.  

 For those of us who are not used to waiting or for those of us who wait in the most 

passive sense, Advent can seem mysterious. What are we waiting for and why do we have to 

wait for it?  

 The tantalizing Advent response to these questions are that we get to spend a lifetime 

trying to answer to them and come to grips with them. John the Baptist promises someone who 

is powerful who is stronger than he is. But the person of Jesus will challenge us to redefine 

power and strength. The arrival of a child will upend all our preconceived ideas and upend them 

again and again.  

 When we realize that we are waiting for a God not as fixer but collaborator, we have to 

be willing to wait in new ways. Waiting, here at St. Thomas, located in the Park Hill 

neighborhood of Denver in 2017 means leaning into the expectation that God cares about St. 

Thomas in Park Hill in Denver in 2017. Believing that God cares, that God will show up, what 

would you do? How would you act? I already see this kind of Advent waiting at work at St. 

Thomas – gun violence, education, refugees. 

 If God can act in Egypt and Babylon and Galilee and Ferguson, then God can act here 

and now, with you and with me. What if, this Advent, you took on waiting for God by looking 

for God? Look in the nooks and crannies of your city, neighborhood, families, and mind for a 

collaborating God. The season is moving us back in our memories for clues but always up and 

out for evidence. We wait, but not passively. We wait, knowing that we are already being 

recruited and trained for God’s kingdom.  
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