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 I find it hard to wait.  Call it a basic deficiency of the patience gene.  You might 

have read about that mudslide on highway 403 two weeks ago that caused a massive 

day-long traffic backup in Hamilton.  It caught Julie and me and our visitors in 

downtown Dundas at night, and it took 50 minutes to travel three kilometers, through a 

vast sea of brake lights and gridlocked intersections.  An excruciating wait. 

 You and I do lots of waiting.  Waiting in traffic jams and grocery lines, especially 

those express check-out line that always seems to take just as long as the regular ones.  

Waiting for pay day and summer holidays.  Waiting for our first driver’s license, waiting 

for our first date, waiting for the right person to marry.  Waiting for a new job, or 

waiting for the dreaded pink slip.  Waiting for a child to be born and then waiting for 

them to leave home.  Waiting for someone to speak to us, or waiting for them to 

apologize for what they said.  Waiting for doctor’s appointments and test results.  

Waiting for prayer to be answered.  Waiting for someone to visit us in our care home, 

and maybe waiting to die.  And right now, waiting for Christmas to come and maybe, 

for some, waiting for Christmas to be over.  A whole lot of life seems to be spent 

waiting, standing on tiptoes, leaning toward a future that is not yet here. 

 Sometimes waiting can be sad, anguished, brutal, especially when you wait for 

things like freedom, and justice, and dignity—the things that the prophet Isaiah talked 

about.  I read a book on the Palestinians, those original non-Jewish inhabitants of 

Palestine who often are portrayed in the media as terrorists.  About 750,000 of them 

became refugees when the state of Israel was created in 1948.  They’re still without a 

homeland, they’re still waiting for justice and freedom in what is their land, too.  Today 

over a million people from Syria have been displaced into neighboring countries because 

of war.  Who knows how long they’ll have to wait to return to their war-ravaged 

homes.     

 John the Baptist appeared to people who were also uneasily waiting.  Israel, 

when Jesus was born, was an occupied country, much more like Palestine today than 

freedom-loving Canada, and many in Israel were waiting for someone strong Messianic 

figure to deliver them.  And John abruptly appears in the desert, the place the Messiah 

was expected.  And he starts to preach like the prophets of old.  And people hear 

him, and they are stirred—“Could it be?  Could it be?”  And they ask him, “Are you 

the one we are waiting for, are you the one who will free us?” And John replies, “No, I 

am not the one who are waiting for, I’m just a just a sign, I’m just an advance man of the 

one who is coming to lead you out of your bondage.  But I have come to prepare his 

way, I have come to give you hope that your waiting is about to end.” 

 Sometimes just a sign of hope that a better future is coming—like John’s 

appearance—can lift our spirits and help us wait.  Even as a little kid I found it tough to 

wait, and that certainly included waiting for Christmas morning.  And one year I had a 

sign of hope to help me endure the waiting.  Several weeks before Christmas I found 

this box hidden away in a back corner of an upstairs closet.  It was just an ordinary box, 



not wrapped in Christmas paper.  I peeked inside, and I got quite excited about what I 

saw, because I knew it was a Christmas present, for me.  It was a camera, one of those 

simple Brownie box cameras, something I had been really wanting.  Every few days, 

taking great care to make sure the coast was clear and my mother was not around, I’d 

slip into that dark closet and carefully open that box and look at it—WOW, that’s my 

camera, that’s what’s coming!  When Christmas morning finally came and my family 

opened our gifts under the tree, of course I was totally surprised at my new camera.  

Well, not quite.  But you know what?  Even though the element of surprise was 

gone—even though I had had a touch of Christmas ahead of time--I could still be very 

happy, I could still enjoy the camera, because it was something I had really wanted it 

and hoped for.  That glimpse of my Christmas present ahead of time actually made the 

wait to Christmas day more bearable, it heightened my gladness and anticipation. 

 Today the children, with their creative glimpse of the nativity, have given us a 

touch Christmas ahead of time, an appetizer, something to whet our appetites as we 

still wait for the fuller celebration that lies ahead. 

 And then, in a week and a half, Christmas will be here, and we will fully celebrate 

the birth of Jesus.  And then—after Christmas-- we will wait some more, we will wait 

for the promises of Jesus’s birth—of the oppressed being freed, and the captives being 

released, and God’s will being done on earth—to become fully realized.   

 Airline passengers whose flight is delayed can bear the waiting better if they’re 

given information about what is happening, even when it’s not clear when the flight will 

take off.  Without some tangible, concrete news that gives us hope, waiting for release 

from pain and worry and fear can sap us of life and lead to despair.  Max Frankl was a 

successful German Jewish therapist, who was taken to a Nazi concentration camp.  Out 

of his terrible experience in the death camp he wrote a classic book called Man’s Search 

for Meaning.  In the book, Max Frankl writes about how he observed his fellow 

inmates.  Some of the prisoners, he noted, just wasted away and died rather quickly, 

even though they had no discernible physical ailments.  Frankl recalls a man who one 

day was doing reasonably well, considering the deplorable conditions of the camp.  

The man often talked of his dream to get out of the camp and to be united with his dear 

wife.  Then the man received word that his wife, who was in another prison camp, had 

died.  A couple of days later, that man died.  Frankl concluded that the man had died, 

not because of physical suffering, but because he lacked hope.  We can live, Frankl 

concluded, longer without bread than we can live without hope. 

 Joy and hope go together.  The theme of this third Advent Sunday is joy—“Oh 

that you would reveal your joy.”  But joy—deep joy—really is a product of hope, hope 

that is based on some tangible sign, some concrete foretaste of a future which will be 

good.  A sign like John provided to weary Israel while it waited.  A foretaste like my 

sneak preview of that camera gave me many Christmases ago while I waited.  That’s 

what the birth of Jesus—for whom we wait today--will be for us.  His birth will not be 

an end in itself but also be a sign, a foretaste, a glimpse ahead of time of a healed world 

of freedom and joy and peace that is coming.  Indeed, Immanuel, God with us, will be 

the key reason why even now, in a world that suffers greatly, we can still live in hope 

and joy, while we wait. 


