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“Waiting in the Dark” 

 

It is Sunday, December 4
th

, the blessed/cursed hoopla of the holidays is here, 

And it is the second Sunday in Advent,  

And because you know my love of words, you know I will now tell 

You what that word Advent means, meaning literally to come to, to come toward, 

To wait as one approaches. 

The weather is weirdly warm, but the days are short and the nights are long. 

We begin this morning with an exercise of imagination. 

 

Imagine you are at church one Sunday, 

A morning not unlike this morning, 

And imagine it is during our time for silence, 

And we can hear a pin drop, and maybe the soft coos of a baby  

In the pews in the back, 

And there is light streaming through the windows, 

And there is absolute stillness in here and in you. 

 

And then imagine the slam of the front doors, 

And the clomp, clomp of heavy feet on the old pine floor of the vestibule 

And there is yelling and shouting and suddenly 

Beside each one of the pews is a soldier, 

Grabbing us by the shoulder or the arm 

And taking us outside. 

Each of us are then put into waiting trucks,  

there is the smell of diesel fumes and there is smell of fear, 

and we are driven in these trucks far from our homes, a thousand miles away, 

where we taken to a place surrounded by chain link fencing 

And plain, rough looking bunk houses. 

 

We don‟t know it yet, but this will be our home for decades, 

For generations even. 

Our towns and this sanctuary a memory to us,  
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one we spend our time longing and waiting,  

longing and waiting to return to.  

And then one morning, suddenly, we wake in our camp 

And we discover the soldiers have left, 

And the padlock on the gate is open, and we are free. 

We are astonished, exuberant, and relieved.  

We gather our few belongings, 

And slowly we make our way, we „advent‟ are way…home. 

 

The landscape gets more familiar as we get closer.  The weather cools. 

And there in the distance we can see the town sign  

that will say we have finally arrived. 

Indeed, our eyes our so fixed on that sign that we don‟t really notice how around us 

 there are no trees, only howling, wide-open spaces. 

And how around us there are no buildings, only piles of broken wood and glass. 

Only when we cross the threshold of these familiar surroundings  

Does the truth reveal itself – that our homes are gone; our town is destroyed. 

And on the horizon, in the place we normally could glimpse the steeple 

Of our beautiful church, there is only the now darkening, night sky. 

The church, we discover as we get closer, has been taken down -  

All this done by our captors, all this done by that army of soldiers. 

 

And then, from the back of our group, above the sounds of shock and disbelief, 

We hear the voice of one our own offer a prayer that is on all of our lips: 

“O that you would tear open the heavens and come down,” one of us says, 

Speaking of God. 

“And make yourself known! 

The prayer is not a request -  it is a demand, it is a cry of frustration. 

“No ear has heard, no ear has perceived, no eye has seen…. 

We’re waiting.  Do something.  Where are you?” 

 

And if we can imagine this scene this morning 

Then we can imagine what it was like to live in Isaiah‟s time, 
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The prayer Julien read for us written around 650BCE when the people of Israel 

Were wrenched from their homes and lived under house arrest in Babylon, 

Separated from beautiful Jerusalem and the Temple, 

Which was the heart of their faith. 

Every December, says one of my colleagues, we remember the Israelites when we sing 

“O Come, O Come, Emmanuel; ransom captive Israel”  

Emmanuel a Hebrew name meaning “God is with us,’ 

Meaning, O God, where are you?  Come.  Do something.  Come. 

Or as that prayer by 7 year-old Harriet Anne puts it:  “God, are you real? 

If you are you better do something real quick.” 

 

But our sermon this morning is not about God,  

that name so many of us have so many different reactions to.   

And it is not about the Israelites. 

And it is not about giving us a Bible lesson (even if that happens on the sly). 

Instead this sermon is about us, 

And it is about those nights of waiting we‟ve all had, 

Those nights of living in those howling, wide-open spaces 

Where we confront our desires, our longings, our prayers… 

….and we await someone or something to respond. 

 

Maybe you have had one of those nights recently. 

Maybe it is too late for TV, maybe sleep won‟t come, 

And there in the dark you are reminded of the waiting that is shaping your life… 

 

Perhaps what you are waiting for is to find the right words for a family member you 

Don‟t know how to love; 

Perhaps you are waiting for resolution to be found at work. 

Maybe you are worried about a child and waiting to see if they will grow out of the phase they 

are in. 

Maybe you are hoping and trying to bring life into this world, and you are waiting 

To see if your body will comply. 

Maybe you are waiting for your pension to kick in. 
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Or waiting to get that job interview, to find a way to pay those bills,  

to give those kids the Christmas, the Hanukah presents they are asking for. 

Maybe the doctor will call tomorrow, and you are worried and waiting to hear 

What she will say. 

 

Barbara Brown Taylor says:  

Can we please admit that you and I are really bad at waiting? 

And why is that?  

Because, she says, waiting reminds us of our limits,  

we who like doing –  

(you know) Earning, buying, selling, building, planting, driving, baking, occupying, 

In other words, we who like making things happen – 

While waiting is all about being –  

Stopping, sitting, listening, looking, breathing, wondering, 

Worrying, praying. 

It can feel pretty helpless, she says, to wait for someone 

Or something that is not here yet and that will or will not arrive 

In its own good time, 

Which is not the same thing as our own good time. 

And yet waiting is a discipline, we might even call it a spiritual practice, 

We who may think that action and service and social justice is our only 

UU spiritual practice. 

 

I was reminded of this years ago during a particularly howling, 

Wide-open time in my life. 

I was still in Grenada finishing up my Peace Corps tour, 

At the end of which each of us had to undergo a battery of 

Tests by one of the island doctors 

To make sure that we did not contract any of the bad, 

Tropical diseases during our time there. 

The doctors were good; the health care system was not. 

Think old, crumbling hospital buildings.   

Think files and files of paper, and very few computers.   
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Imagine how easy it might be to lose track of this test result or 

That blood work, and you will know why all of us worried. 

 

It was a Friday when I went in to Dr.Sing‟s office, 

A wonderful woman who emigrated from India, trained in the US, 

And now, by virtue of the journeys that our lives sometimes take us on, 

Was practicing medicine in Grenada, an island of 93,000 people. 

In her soft voice, her Indian-dialect English, I hear say tell me to take a seat, 

And I hear her tell me that some of the blood work has come back and that she 

Wants to run more tests because she has some concerns. 

And do you know how when you hear some potentially frightening news it‟s almost 

As if you leave your body, and you are watching yourself from afar? 

That‟s how it was for me as more as more blood was taken, 

As she took the needle out, put the cotton ball on the inside of my arm, 

As she put the band-aid over the cotton and told me to try not to think about this, 

The tests will be back in a week, she said,  

And sent me out into those 7 days of waiting, those seven days of something like 

Advent. 

 

This was in June, the sun was high and hot, Grenada is not far from the equator, 

But how dark those days were for me as I waited 

From one dusk to another. 

I lived high on a hill then, my little ground-floor apartment overlooking 

The capitol St. George‟s, church spires off in the distance to my right, 

Beaches off to my left, the Caribbean ocean stretching off for miles 

As far as the eye could see, 

The wind often howling into my face – a warm, ocean wind  

That blew over the hills and across the water bringing with it 

The taste of salt and mango and nutmeg. 

No, this wasn‟t the mud-hut, suffering servant Peace Corps experience you probably have in 

your mind. 

And no, there really are not words to describe how beautiful it was. 
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Over those 7 days of night I sat on my stoop and I waited.   

What else was there to do? 

There was one more thing.  I prayed.  I prayed for probably the first time in my life. 

To whom or to what I wasn‟t sure, to whom or what exactly I‟m still not sure, 

But I prayed anyway: 

Prayed that my body would be ok,  

prayed that if I wasn‟t I could be at least be partly healed. 

Prayed that I could still do the things I dreamt of doing, 

Prayed that if I couldn‟t I could learn to live with the loss. 

 

Was God there with me?  I don‟t know. 

But glimmers of light were there during those nights  

just enough for me to make it to morning, 

Just enough for me not to tear myself apart with anxiety. 

7 days later I am back in Dr. Sing‟s office, I am again out of my body looking on, 

I see her smile at me, I see her give me the thumbs up, I see her tell me I am ok. 

 

But what if I hadn‟t been? is a question I wait with still. 

What if I am not? is a question some of us waiting with, too. 

And my answer is that I like to think our prayers, if we want to call them that, 

Are never in vain, 

Because in the darkness we sometimes can discover that light is there, 

That our friends and family are there, that our community is there, 

For me that something like Emmanuel is there….  

as we wait for the test results, 

wait for the job, for the call back, for the right words for a hard conversation, 

for the child, for the parent, for the love, for the peace,  

for the glimpses of wholeness in a broken world. 

The light we get will ever be enough, but somehow it is. 

And so here on the threshold of a season that is so hurried 

And harried, that is so blessed and that also, can admit it?  

Often so out of sync with our values, 

And I‟m thinking: 
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We may not have all the right words, we may not have all the right prayers, 

We may not have the right mood, we may not have the patience, 

We may not know exactly what we need, and we may not know to love 

What we have, 

But we do have one another, and we do have the little lights in the dark, 

And we do have something like our prayers, and it will be enough; 

It will be enough; it will be enough. 

 

Amen. 


