EXPECTING GOODNESS
Waiting (Part 2) | Text: Luke 1:5-38
Living in QuickWorld
How many of you, like me, bought a Christmas gift for somebody else this year by ordering online? Is that not wonderful? How did we ever live before Santa bought Amazon?  It took me just one-click this week to get Amy’s new set of ratchet-wrenches speeding to our door in less than two days. Shhhh. If you see her, don’t tell her!
Seriously though, isn’t this an amazing world? Geniuses are working overtime to keep us from lingering long for anything. You’re stuck in the doctor’s waiting room with an impatient kid? No problem. Just whip out your tablet and you’ve got a video of Baby Shark Dance pacifying the little one (and driving you insane) in just a few seconds. Planning to take the family to Disney after Christmas? For a mere $400 per person, you can purchase a Lightning Lane Premier Pass that will keep you from standing in line at any of the main attractions. Pondering brunch after church today?  You’ve got phone apps that will cut down your wait at nearby restaurants, get you a ride there rapidly, and quickly geo-locate people who might be interested in meeting you at the spot. A few years ago, I might have spent an hour looking for just the right graphic to illustrate this point. ChatGPT created this one for me on voice command in 15 seconds.  More and more today, it feels like we live in QuickWorld.  
There’s so much GOOD about this.  And some downsides.  For one thing, it makes it much harder to endure those experiences of WAITING that remain a stubborn part of real life.  The modern world has given us so many tools and technologies for speeding and scheduling and setting life up for our convenience.  But there is a lot about life at the deepest level that is beyond our control or calendaring. As I suggested at some length in my message last week, every experience of having to WAIT… is an invitation to remember that the Lord is SOVEREIGN and we are not.  It’s through seeking communion with Him and seeking community with His people that you and I find the strength to endure those hard periods when our sense of timing and God’s sense of timing differ – maybe a lot. And, for this reason among others, I’m so pleased you made the decision to join us here today.
Bugging God?
It strikes me that one of the other hard things about WAITING is that some of these experiences can not only challenge our illusion of control, but also our confidence in the GOODNESS of God.  Have you ever had an experience like that – a time when you or someone you know has waited so patiently or faithfully for a good that didn’t come and it made you question God?  

Like many couples in our day, Elizabeth and Zechariah had wanted so badly for the door of parenthood to open-up for them. They wanted to know the laughter and learning that kids bring into a home. They longed for the legacy that a son or daughter would represent, the only form of eternal life that most Jews believed was possible. In a world before Social Security and Medicare, children were also Liz and Zech’s one guarantee they’d be OK when they grew too old and weak to work. 
In the ancient world, however, there was even more at stake than these common things when it came to bearing children. On the hopeful side, every Jewish woman was raised with the thought that she might be the one to bear the long-awaited Messiah. And on the despairing side, most every Jew believed that to be unable to have children was a sign that God saw in you something wrong. This is the backdrop to Luke’s lament that [Elizabeth and Zechariah had no children, because Elizabeth was barren, and both were getting on in years (Luke 1:7). 
Over the years, I’ve talked with more than a few people who had begun to think that the reason that the job or the love or the child or the something else didn’t materialize, was because God felt about them the way described in a famous Ziggy cartoon. Maybe you’ve seen it. Ziggy (the archetypal little guy) has gone through a variety of struggles and misfortunes and finally throws up his hands to heaven, saying: “Why, Lord, why?” Whereupon a Voice booms down from above: “Because there’s something about you that has always bugged me!”  Ever had a Ziggy moment?
There is a place for self-examination when you are walking through a prolonged period of wilderness. The history of Israel suggests that sometimes it IS sin that blocks us from entering the Promised Land of God’s good desires for us. Sometimes God DOES allow us a season of Exile to draw us to repentance. But the Bible is clearer still that we should not assume that the barren places and periods of our lives are signs that God is judging or abandoning us. On the contrary, Luke underlines that both [Elizabeth and Zechariah were upright in the sight of God, observing all the commandments and regulations of the Lord, blamelessly (Luke 1:6) yet still the child they longed for had not come. 
Sometimes God’s Plans Are Bigger & Better
So what is going on here? What are we to make of these wilderness times? Three possibilities come to mind – the first by way of a Christmas memory I’ve shared once before. I remember as a child seeing this toy drum-set that a friend of mine had and wanting it with everything in me. It had three of these tin drums with paper heads and this great little cymbal. I nagged my parents mercifully about it for months. Please can I have it now! The answer was NO. When the Christmas morning came, I burst into the living room, hoping against hope that I’d finally see it over by the fireplace where my gifts were normally laid out. I was simply crushed to see nothing there. Hanging my head, I turned around to hide my tears. Only then did I see behind the door I’d entered a full-size, seven-piece professional drum set that would last me all through college.
This is the truth on an infinitely more important level, and I hope you’ll take this in:  Sometimes God keeps us waiting because He is preparing a GREATER gift than we even have the imagination to conceive of right now. Elizabeth and Zechariah would have been satisfied with almost any child, I suppose. Any child would have been a cymbal-crash gift. But what God was planning, in his perfect timing, was a child who would sound out the drumbeat of a new Kingdom and herald the way for the Savior of the world. "Do not be afraid, Zechariah,” the angel said to him, “your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John… John will be GREAT in the Lord’s sight [and…  bring many to the Lord their God (Luke 1:13-16).
God hears your prayers too as you wait wherever you are. You can be sure of that and that He is more generous than any earthly parent. I wish I could promise you that you’ll find what you’re looking for behind the door this Christmas morning. But I can’t. You’ll have to trust God’s timing. It’s better than any of ours. The next great gift He has for you may come today, or next week, or five years from now. Don’t despair when God says “Not yet.”
Sometimes God’s Plan Lies Beyond

But keep this second thought in mind as you wait: Some of the good gifts God is preparing for us won’t be found this side of life’s door.  C.S. Lewis (the great Oxford-Cambridge scholar) once challenged us to understand that "creatures are not born with desires unless satisfaction for those desires exists. A baby feels hunger: well, there is such a thing as food. A duckling wants to swim: well, there is such a thing as water… If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was made for another world. If none of my earthly pleasures satisfy [my longing, that does not prove that the universe is a fraud. Probably, earthly pleasures were never meant to satisfy it, but only to arouse it, to suggest the real thing."

Advent, you see, is about living our way toward the real thing. It isn’t just about the announcement that a baby is to be born. Advent, in its fullest sense, is about the good news that a whole new world is going to be born. The Apostle Paul says: The whole creation has been WAITING, groaning as in the pains of childbirth (Romans 8:22). All the various yearnings of our lives, are actually the pangs of a larger birthing process. And one day, maybe tomorrow for you or me, perhaps decades away, Jesus is going to return and usher us out of the Waiting Room and into the Delivery Room.
 As I started to say last week, the Second Coming of Jesus won’t just be snack time; it will be Banquet time.
 It will be a day when all the pieces will finally fall perfectly into place,
 when the way will be made completely straight,
 when the empty places will get fully filled,
 and the dead will wake up,
 and the answers will be given,
 and the Creation restored.
  
I know that’s hard to take in now. We are inclined to respond to it the way that Zechariah did to the “good news” the angel gave him. We say somewhat skeptically, How can I be sure of this? (Luke 1:18) So, did you notice how God handled that question? He struck Zechariah dumb for a period of time (Luke 1:20). I suspect God silenced Zechariah for two reasons. FIRST, to discipline him for lack of faith. Zechariah was a priest in the Temple of the Almighty God. He knew of the miracles God performed in giving late in life children to Sarah and Abraham and overcoming the barrenness of Hannah and Rachel. Zechariah should have known better than to doubt the good news of an angel who came from the presence of God. But I suspect that God silenced Zechariah for a SECOND reason too – to give him time to really ponder and internalize the truth of what God had promised -- the way Luke later tells us Mary would ponder the same kind of news in her heart.

Sometimes God Gives Us Time to Take the Truth In
So, let me invite you to ponder these three thoughts as you go today: Remember that, sometimes, God leaves us waiting because the gift He has planned for us is larger and better than our imaginations can now contain. Sometimes, He allows our hopes to be frustrated because what He plans to deliver awaits the coming of a whole new world. 
And sometimes, God leaves us waiting so that we’ll have time to take His truth in. One of the hardest truths of life is that God is GOD and we are not. We believe we know best. We want to control things according to our plan or our sense of timing. We hate to see our program interrupted. As I underlined last week, it’s why waiting for what we want seems like a violation of the proper flow of things. 
But waiting is one of those little liturgies of daily life that show us life as it really is. Each time we wait for the train to cross the tracks or for the job offer to come or the crisis to be over, we are invited to recall how much of life is out of our hands. We are reminded that for all our attempts to structure and schedule life and other people, we are dependent upon relationships and realities ever larger than ourselves – and ultimately reliant upon the salvation of a God who is truly GOD. 

We can spend our lives shaking our fists and tapping our feet at this truth, or we can learn to rest in these moments; for only as we receive more of life as a grace given instead of a right taken can we find peace. Every little act of waiting in our lives this week can become an act of preparing ourselves for what God will next do. Every act of waiting for whatever it is you are anticipating now can be a declaration of faith that the heart and provision and timing of God can be trusted. And Jesus shows us in the flesh that God can be trusted. God is GOOD.  Even when he says: “Wait,” we can expect goodness will ultimately come.  That, dear friends, this Advent is the good news.

Let us pray…
Lord, in silent surrender today, we ask for the grace we need to await the unfolding of your perfect plans. Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
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