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“Advent Waiting: Love” 

Text: Matthew 1:18-25 

 

Let us begin with prayer: O God, we are almost there.  Christmas is on our doorsteps. If only 

for this brief time this morning, slow us down so that our hearts might be prepared for the 

love that awaits us in this holy season.  Amen. 

 

Theologian Henri Nouwen once wrote, “Waiting is not a popular attitude.  In fact, most people 

consider waiting a waste of time.  Perhaps this is because the culture we live in is basically 

saying, ‘Get going!  Do something!  Show you are able to make a difference!  Don’t just sit there 

and wait!’  For many people, waiting is an awful desert between where they are and where they 

want to go.  And people do not like such a place.  They want to get out of it by doing something.  

In our particular historical situation, waiting is even more difficult because we are so fearful!  

One of the most pervasive emotions in the atmosphere around us is fear.  People are afraid---

afraid of inner feelings, afraid of other people, and also afraid of the future.  And fearful people 

have a hard time waiting.” 

 

We are reluctant to slow down.  Waiting is often considered wasted time.  Perhaps this accounts 

for a recent survey on the sleep habits of Americans.  Researchers found that 70% of Americans 

do not get enough sleep.  One in five people report having fallen asleep while driving.  

Significant numbers of workers reported that they felt tired while on the job.  We live out our 

lives as if we cannot, or dare not slow down. 

 

Several years ago, about this time of year, I remember feeling the burden of all the work on my 

agenda.  There were multiple worship services to plan, bulletins to be proofed and all the extra 

items that goes into this season.  Along with the work related items, I was feeling the pressure of 

selecting gifts and the family commitments.  At about that time, I was riding with a colleague to 

an event.  It had snowed the day before and he was driving carefully.  As we meandered through 

the city at less than the posted rate, we fell into an ambush.  We heard a loud thud as a snowball 

hit the side of the car.  Soon there were others, hitting the car or sailing over the hood and roof.  

We saw on the side of the street, a group of children who had made snowballs and were throwing 

them at the cars.  They had big smiles on their faces. 

 

My friend made two right turns and got out of the car.  He began to make snowballs and put 

them on the floor in the back seat.  He encouraged me to do the same.  Once loaded, we returned 

to the children on the street.  When we came to where they were, they had snowballs ready to go 

once again.  This time, however, we got out of the car and began to return the snowballs.  They 

hid behind trees as snowballs flew in every direction.  It was an afternoon of playfulness and lots 

of laughter.  We eventually surrendered and drove away. 



If you had asked me afterward if I had time to stop and play with neighborhood children, I would 

likely have said “Definitely not.”  But looking back years later, I have no recollection of any of 

the pressing needs that I faced that day, but I distinctly remember taking time to play. 

 

Waiting is like that.  It means re-evaluating the things that have claimed ultimate importance in 

our lives and listening for new possibilities.  Sometimes what seems to be of utmost importance 

isn’t always as important as it may seem.  I have to admit that it is a lot easier for me to preach 

this sermon than it is to practice it.  But I know in my heart that sometimes it is necessary to 

wait, to go slow, to be patient and to be willing to take a side route when it becomes available. 

 

How do we come to discover these unexpected holy moments?  Paula D’Arcy addresses this in 

her book, “The Gift of the Red Bird.”  She was and continues to be a highly sought after retreat 

leader.  She was constantly on the go, leading retreats for churches and small groups.  The ironic 

thing was that for such a well-respected retreat leader, she was feeling spiritually empty.  She 

was running from one task to the next, but finding no time to be renewed in her faith. 

 

One day she was looking at her calendar and the schedule she was keeping.  Reflecting upon this 

she wrote, “My arms had been filled with acts of service and God was saying, ‘You have no 

room for me.’  The truth hurts.  I had no time in my life for God.  I only take time to do things 

for [God].  I do not create time to be with God.  My life has no stillness and no space.  My life 

has no silence.” 

 

She was only able to recover her balance, to find her spiritual center by slowing down.  She had 

to leave room to experience God’s presence for herself.   

 

Quite often our busy schedules can cause us to misplace our priorities.  I would go to the gym 

tonight, but I am too tired.  I would sit down and read a book or write a letter or send a card to 

someone, but I just don’t have the time.  I would come to church, but I am just too busy, too 

tired.  I have made these excuses and perhaps you have as well.  And more often than not, when I 

say that I am too tired to go the gym but force myself to do so, more often than not, I find that I 

am glad that I did this.  The same is true in many aspects of life. 

 

With just a few days before Christmas and feeling the pressure of all that awaits, it seems 

counterintuitive to advise folks to be patient and wait.  But sometimes it is in slowing down, in 

resting, in finding quiet spaces in our lives that we discover God at work in our lives. 

 

In the Monty Python movie, “The Life of Brian,” there is a scene that never made it into the 

movie.  It features shepherds on a hillside reflecting upon the goodness of sheep.  They are 

looking at their sheep from a distant and admiring their positive features.  They can be so quick 

witted and beautiful.   

 

While they are captivated looking at the sheep, they fail to notice a bright light shining behind 

them.  They cannot hear the sounds of the angels singing.  Behind them there is something holy 

going on, but they are completely oblivious to it.  Along with the humorous reflections on the 

goodness of sheep is the fun in knowing that they have just missed the announcement of the birth 

of Jesus.  Other shepherds are on the way to witness this incredible event, but these three 



shepherds are oblivious.  It is a hilarious scene, but one which makes a very interesting point.  

We can get so caught up in what we are doing that we completely overlook what God is doing 

right there around us.   

 

Yes, there is much to do in these final days before Christmas.  But the way to prepare for this 

holy day is not by doing more.  It is in slowing down.  Our preparations will be most productive 

if we take the time for resting and recognizing the ways in which God is at work in and through 

our lives. 

 

The Hebrew concept of the day is quite different from the modern concept.  Chronologically, the 

new day begins at midnight.  That is why we stay up until midnight on New Year’s Eve to usher 

in the new year.  But typically, we imagine our day beginning when we wake up.  Our day starts 

with a pattern of getting up and beginning our daily activities. 

 

But the Hebrew understanding is different.  They believe that the new day begins at sunset.  The 

new day begins now when they awaken to work.  It begins when they rest from their labors.  It 

begins when they gather with family and friends around dinner tables.  It begins when they take 

the time to rest.  And in this time of rest, God is at work. 

 

Several prominent biblical stories operate on this fundamental understanding.  In today’s lesson, 

Joseph has just found out that his bride to be is expecting a child.  The Bible makes it clear that 

Joseph was a righteous man and decided to do something that seems unusual to us, but which 

exemplifies his righteousness.  He has decided not to make a public spectacle of Mary.  He will 

dismiss her quietly.  That is harsh to the modern listener, but in that day Mary had much to lose 

if Joseph made a public spectacle of her.  Joseph has given this some thought and come upon a 

plan of action.  But then comes the night time, the time when God is at work. 

 

It is vitally important to the story that the angel comes to Joseph in the night time.  This is the 

time to rest, the time to reflect, the time to listen deeply.  And what he discovers is that God has 

another plan.  An angel tells him to do as he originally intended.  Take Mary as your wife.  The 

child she is carrying is a gift from God…a gift to all the world.  In the quiet of the night, when 

God is at work and Joseph is at rest, the plans change.  Joseph awakens to a new possibility for 

his life.   

 

Like the angel which came to Joseph, God’s love comes to us.  We don’t have to search for it, it 

is just there.  We don’t have to do anything.  Our actions won’t make God love us more than God 

already does.  Our actions are a response to that love, not a way to earn that love.  And with that 

understanding, this is a season that calls us to be patient, to look and listen, to pay attention and 

discover what is right there in front of us. 

 

With all due apologies, I want to share an old favorite story from Christmas past.  I was working 

as a chaplain at a nursing home outside of Chicago.  It was their tradition to re-enact the 

Christmas story with a pageant every year.  The residents would play the parts of Mary and 

Joseph, shepherds and angels, complete with costumes.  The chaplain would read the Christmas 

story and the various characters would take their respective places creating a live nativity scene. 

 



One of the difficult things to plan, however, is how to progress from a pregnant Mary to the birth 

of a child.  The solution they worked out was for the narrator to invite the audience to pray.  

While every head was bowed and every eye was closed, one of the nurses would quietly enter the 

scene and place a baby doll in the manger.  When the prayer ended, the baby was miraculously in 

place.  That is how we did it in practice. 

 

The night of the actual performance, things were going well.  When it came time for the birth of 

the baby, I asked the audience to pray.  And they did as expected, bowing their heads and closing 

their eyes.  The nurse who was to bring the baby on stage, however, decided it would look more 

realistic to have a real baby rather than a doll.  So, without anyone’s knowledge, she placed her 

infant grandchild onto the stage and placed the baby in the manger.  She failed to tell anyone 

about this change. 

 

So, when the prayer ended, all eyes were focused on the stage, looking at this beautiful tableau.  

The gentleman who was playing Joseph had also closed his eyes and bowed his head, so he 

didn’t see the unexpected change that had taken place.  Looking into the manger, expecting to 

see a baby, he discovered a real living baby.  This man was a bit hard of hearing and said in a 

voice loud enough for many in the audience to hear, “Where did the baby come from?”  The 

audience burst out in laughter! 

 

But, if we think about it, no truer words were ever spoken.  “Where did this baby come from?  

While we were busy making plans, fretting over things needing to be done, concerned whether 

there was enough time to get everything done, while all this was going on, God was at work.  

God reached out in love and came to be with us. 


