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SOMETHING IS ABOUT TO HAPPEN: WAIT!
Isaiah 64:1-9; Mark 13:24-37

A sermon preached at First Presbyterian Church by Carter Lester on

November 27, 2011


I don’t know about you, but when I am waiting at an airport – and at the Philadelphia airport, you are often waiting – I like to people watch.  I look at the other people waiting and wonder who they are and where they are going.  Take the man pictured on the bulletin cover – waiting at what looks like to me an airport terminal.  Why do you imagine he is flying – for business, to see loved ones, or to go on a vacation?  Is he anxiously waiting – wondering if he will be in time for the second round of job interviews for a new position?  Or, is he eagerly waiting, looking forward to seeing wife and children after being away on business?  Or, is he sadly waiting, thinking about his parents’ deteriorating health, or his girl friend’s last words after they had argued?  What do you think?


The fact is we do a lot of waiting, especially at this time of year.  We wait on sales and customer representatives on the telephone.  We wait in lines at the mall and grocery store.  We wait for school to end for the Christmas holidays, and children of all ages wait for Christmas to come.


But there is also a deeper kind of waiting – the kind of waiting that takes place all year.  Waiting for a job or waiting to feel physically like you used to feel before the illness or surgery.  Waiting for true love, or for some sign of healing in a broken relationship.  Waiting for peace or for an end to the abuse of children.  Indeed, if we are not waiting for something it may be because our circles of concern are too small.  What do you find yourself waiting for?


The people of Isaiah know all about waiting.  When Isaiah 64 was first proclaimed to the people of Judah, they were a people waiting for deliverance.  The Babylonians had overrun Jerusalem a few years before.  The city was in ruins, the Temple ransacked and burned, the political, religious, and business leaders sent into exile far away.  Living under an oppressive ruler, their city desolated, and their prospects for rebuilding or regaining their former prosperity seemingly non-existent, the people of Judah are desperate.  And Isaiah 64 expresses that desperation:


“O that you would tear open the heavens and come down!”  You can almost hear Isaiah yelling and shaking his fist at the heavens.  Later in the passage, Isaiah acknowledges the people’s guilt: the leaders made foolish alliances and the people have followed after other gods.  
But when will the punishment end?  When will God restore the economy and bring peace?  Isaiah and the people remember the Exodus when God so dramatically rescued the Israelites five hundred years earlier from the grip of their Egyptian oppressors.  Why doesn’t God do the same again?  How much longer will they have to wait?  It is almost as if God is in hiding: “for you have hidden your face from us, and have delivered us into the hand of our iniquity.” (v. 7b).

Isn’t it an added burden, when our wait extends longer than what we expect or want?  It is not only that we wonder when the waiting will end.  We wonder why God is so long in coming.  Is God listening to us?  Has God forgotten us?

Clearly Isaiah has something to say to all who wait, to all who long for God to come out of hiding and show up and end our waiting.  What might we learn today from these words spoken to a people 2500 years ago?


First, there is a place for raising our voices and shaking our fists at God.

It may not be something we are comfortable with, but it is something that the psalmists and prophets were willing to do.  They speak out loud to God what they are feeling inside.  They call on God to be God, that is, to act the way God has said that God will act.  Isaiah 64 is a lament, which some have described as “pain seeking understanding.”


We often have a false idea of faith.  We often think that to have faith means that we never struggle or have doubts; that to have faith is to never be disappointed in God or feel as though God is hidden.


But what a different view of faith the Bible gives us.  Faith can mean wrestling with God, as Jacob does at Peniel.  Faith can mean crying out that God has been unfair to us, as the prophet Jeremiah does.  Faith can even mean crying out, “My God, my God, why has thou forsaken me?” as the psalmist does in Psalm 22, as even Jesus does from the cross.


In fact, the greatest of saints now do not escape doubt or the sense of being in the dark when it comes to God, as the recently published private writings of Mother Theresa have revealed.  True prayer is honest prayer, because the opposite of love is not anger but indifference.  And as any healthy marriage or friendship teaches us, the sign of intimacy is not an eternal politeness but a loving honesty and openness.  It is ok to cry out: “When are you going to show up God?  I am tired of waiting!”


But second, what Isaiah also reminds us is that God is not a “cosmic butler” or a “get out of jail free” card.


Sometimes when you read current popular spiritual writings it sounds as if God just waits to serve us.  That all we have to do is to express our wishes through prayer and we can expect God to answer those prayers, whether it is finding the item we want on sale today or prosperity tomorrow.  To be sure, we are to ask God for what we need, and God loves us and answers our prayers, just as a parent would answer the cries of a child.

But that doesn’t mean that God is, as someone has put it,  a “cosmic butler,” a servant who is there to do whatever we want him to do.  God is not our servant.  Instead, it is we who are the servant and God the master.  It is we who are to do what God wants us to do.  In the words of Isaiah, we cannot take hold of God (v. 7); instead, it is God who takes hold of us.

And do you remember how valuable the “get out of jail free” card could be in the board game, Monopoly?  Have that card in hand, and you would suffer no penalty when you landed in jail; you could jump right back on the board and move forward.  In the same way, people in Isaiah’s day, and in our day, sometimes think that faith in God is the equivalent of a “get out of jail free” card, that God’s grace means we do not have to suffer any real consequences for our sins.
To be sure, because of Jesus’ death and resurrection, we are not permanently cut off from God because of our sins, but that doesn’t mean that God exists to bail us out of every tough situation we have created as a result of our actions or failures to act.  As every parent knows, sometimes the greatest but toughest act of love is to say, “no.”  As every recovering alcoholic can testify, sometimes we must hit bottom by experiencing the consequences of our actions, before we are ready to make the changes we need to make in our lives.  Sometimes God refrains from rescuing us and appears hidden because such “hiddenness” “is a form of divine judgment that ultimately serves divine mercy, a ‘No’ that clears the ground for a more profound ‘Yes.’”


Third, Isaiah 64 reminds us that God’s ways are not our ways.  Our God is not a God that can be controlled or contained.  “The mountains would quake at your presence,” Isaiah proclaims (v. 1).  Consequently, God does not always act in the way we expect, or want, God to act.  And God does not operate according to our plans or timetable.  

Isaiah 64 calls for God come down and act boldly.  What the prophet has in mind is something dramatic as the parting of the sea in the time of Moses.  The people want God to move mountains and hurl thunderbolts and send the Babylonians back to Babylonia.

God will, in fact, rescue the people of Judah, make it possible for Jerusalem to be rebuilt, and allow the exiles to return.  But it will not be with the drama of some prophet or rabble-rousing Israelite leading an army in rebellion to throw out the oppressing Babylonians.  Instead, Israel will be rescued by a foreign power, the Persians, who will defeat the Babylonians, and it will be a foreign king, Cyrus, who will simply issue a decree that will allow the exiles to return and Jerusalem to be rebuilt.


In the same way, the people of Isaiah’s day and for generations to come will long for a Messiah, God’s “Anointed One,” a second David, who will rise up and drive out the latest invader and bring peace and prosperity to the land.  God will act, but not in the way that the people anticipate.  Instead of a mighty army, God will send a helpless baby.  And this Messiah will conquer far more than the Romans – he will conquer sin and death themselves – but he will do so not as an avenging superhero, but as a criminal dying on a cross.


God’s ways are not our ways, and God’s schedule is not our schedule.  But that doesn’t mean that God will not act to give us what we need or that our waiting is in vain.  Because fourth, we wait with expectancy.  God is always up to something.  

This is where we need to move from Isaiah to Mark 13.  Jesus knows that we still wait – for an end to our disappointments, for an end to the strife and brokenness in our lives and in the world.  In Mark 13, Jesus tells the disciples and us to wait like servants who wait for a returning master.  We do not know when the master will return so we should wait with expectancy, doing our jobs as servants and staying alert.  Because the master does return; God does show up.  Not just at the end of history, but every day.  Even as we wait, we get glimpses, now and then, here and now, of God at work in the world and in our lives to bring to completion that which was begun in Jesus Christ.

In an adult Sunday School class in another church, the discussion turned to church and the difference that church makes.  The class had formed nearly ten years before and the group was used to being honest with each other.  When they formed the class, they deliberately called themselves, “The Searchers.”  Then they had been young adults; now they had the responsibilities of middle age.  Some were wondering if the search of faith was worth continuing, if being part of the church was really that necessary.
Suddenly one of the men in the class spoke out: “I will tell you what keeps me coming to this church.”  “He was punching the air with his finger, pronouncing every word with force,” one in the class remembers, “and the dozen or so other people in the room turned to listen.”  “The sudden rush of interest made him hesitate, uncertain of his own thought, but he pushed on, ‘It’s strange, I know, but I get the feeling here, like nowhere else, that something is about to happen.’”
  
Friends, there is a lot of waiting in life.  And, in that waiting, God may seem hidden.  We may wonder if God is ever going to show up.  But here, like nowhere else, we are reminded that God is always up to something, that something is about to happen.  And so we wait, not in despair as though our waiting were in vain, not in idleness as though there is little else to do but twiddle our thumbs, but instead, we wait - with expectancy.  
As a couple expecting their first child, eagerly prepares the nursery in anticipation of the new arrival.  As a college campus spruces everything up for the invasion of alumni for the annual reunion.  And as a parent eagerly runs errands with a dance in his step and a whistle on his lips, as I found myself doing last Monday, because our daughters were coming home.  As I did so, I kept looking out the windeow to see if their car was finally pulling up to the curb.  
This is what the man was talking about in his Sunday School class.  “I get the feeling here, like nowhere else, that something is about to happen.”  
And this is what Jesus meant when he said, “What I say to you, I say to all.  Watch.”
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