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Grace and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Amen.  [long pause]

Thank you for waiting.  Your church attendance is important to us, and the next available pastor will be starting your sermon will shortly.  Thank you.  [pause]

Waiting really stinks, doesn’t it?  There is a great deal of waiting going on this time of year.  Waiting – plain old, regular waiting –  involves putting yourself into that nebulous zone outside of time, making time infinitely slower while simultaneously taking up infinitely more time.  Waiting in lines at the grocery store, waiting at customer service to exchange a gift, waiting for your always-late family member to get to dinner, waiting for the pastor to stop talking about waiting so we can move on to a hymn, already.  We tell ourselves we’re waiting because that’s what we do in the days leading up to Christmas – we wait.  Isn’t that what Advent is, anyway – a time of waiting?

Well, actually, no.  Advent isn’t a time of waiting.  Advent is not merely eating up time until Christmas comes, or looking busy until the real event arrives.  These weeks before Christmas are not about waiting – they are about expectation.  And there is a big difference between waiting and expectation.  

Waiting means just waiting – that terrible, boring, mindless standing-around that we tend to do in shopping malls.  Waiting often ends with something happening, but sometimes all that’s achieved is lost time.  Expectation is completely different.  Expectation is active, preparatory, and meaningful in its own right.  Expectation means doing things, getting ready, and staying involved.  Expectation is worthwhile even if the event you’re planning for doesn’t come soon, or doesn’t come at all.  Expectation is joyful, waiting is draining.  Expectation prepares, waiting drains.
For instance: three weeks ago, we were expectant.  We were just about to leave for our trip, which we had been planning for months.  Maybe some of you have been in that same place, so excited for an upcoming trip.  We packed bags, made reservations, read guidebooks, asked travelers, and did all the things people do when they prepare for a big trip.  And honestly, even if we’d never gone on the trip, the time would have been well-spent.  We learned about new countries, examined our own interests and passions, and organized our home life.  While we were certainly waiting for the day of our big trip, it was more than merely waiting.  We were preparing ourselves with great expectation.

This past Monday, however, was another story.  On that day, my husband and I were trying to fly home from New Zealand.  Unfortunately, our first flight out of four got cancelled, backing up all our other flights and leaving us wondering if we would get home before Thanksgiving.  Unfortunately, we had no say in the redirecting of passengers or rescheduling of flights.  All we could do was wait.  It was frustrating and gut-wrenching, as only dealings with the airlines can be.  We were neither reaching our destination nor enjoying our location.  We were only waiting.
Expectation is so much greater than waiting, and much more significant as we enter the Advent season.  Our texts on this First Sunday of Advent all point to the need for us each to prepare our hearts, our minds, our very lives with great and grave expectation.  Jesus reminds us in today’s Gospel: “Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming…. you also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour.”  It might be tempting to hear these words as a threat, a finger-wagging from our Savior to remind us to be nice, not naughty, because he’s making a list and checking it twice.  He’s merely stating the obvious: if you knew your Lord was coming, if you knew you were going to be called upon to set aside the things of this world and throw your whole self into the arrival of Christ, wouldn’t you want to be ready for it?
We know that Christ is coming.  We know that Christ has, indeed, already come to us as a tiny baby – which is why we celebrate Christmas.  But Advent isn’t just a few extra weeks to sing Christmas songs, because we know that the Main Event is just around the corner.  This is a true call to prepare our hearts and lives, taking advantage of this time, living in minute-to-minute expectation of Christ breaking into our lives.  You want to do more than just wait.  You want to be ready.  If we expect Jesus to truly come into our world and change it from top to bottom, we have to do more than wait.  We must make the most of each second, preparing ourselves in expectation for Savior and Lord.
We hear those incredible words from the book of Isaiah, pointing to that time when the Lord will truly reign. “They shall beat their swords into plowshares,” Isaiah declares, “and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.”  Do you think that day is going to come if we only wait for it?  No, we expect that day to come, and so we work for it, so that each of us is ready to make it happen.  Expectation drives to get up, to get out, to do something, not simply waiting for Christ to come but working to prepare ourselves and our world for his certain arrival.

Advent is a call for us to wake up, to stop waiting around with no hope or knowledge or preparation, and instead to work with patience and expectation.  Paul encourages us, stating: “For salvation is nearer to us now than when we became believers; the night is far gone, the day is near. Let us then lay aside the works of darkness and put on the armor of light.”  He prods us, shakes us, works us up, encourages us to actively prepare ourselves, as he says, “For salvation is nearer to us now than when we became believers”.  Each day that passes is so much more than just a day that passes – it is another day closer to the day our Lord arrives.  And each day’s expectation brings us closer not only to his arrival, but towards our readiness for him.
This is more than just a time of waiting – this is a time to be moved to joyful expectation and hope, preparing us for Christ’s coming into our lives.  May your hearts, filled with expectation for the Advent of the Christ Child, inspire you towards greater love, service, and devotion for God and neighbor.  Thanks be to God.

