
Sermon preached at St Stephen’s 
1 December 2013 !
Readings: Isaiah 2:2–5 
  Matthew 24:36–44 !
“Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming.”  

I’ve just spent some time in Christchurch, the city I grew up from teenager to adult in, where I 
courted Denise, where family still lives. There’s a certain resilience in the place but it is a resilience 
that is being frayed by waiting. There is the tangible stuff of waiting to get your house repaired, but 
that is tempered by the slowness of the repairs. And there is the waiting for the insurance and EQC 
work to be completed, some of which has transformed into waiting for a day in court. But under-
neath it all was a different sort of waiting – waiting for the next big one. Did you know there have 
been over 12,700 shocks since the September event? In Japan following the tidal wave there have 
been only in the vicinity of 2,000 quakes and they have pretty much stopped. Christchurch isa still 
having them as I found out on my first night. That waiting is increasing stress which is showing up 
in strokes and heart attacks and depression. Waiting is not always what you would want in one’s life. 

There is that waiting which is relieved when the news comes, good or bad, and there is that darker 
waiting. It is an awful waiting, one to endure, one that seeps to the depths of the soul, one that com-
panionship makes no sweeter or softer. It almost seems ironic that we in the church turn to this sea-
son of waiting, this season of Advent, and see it as a source of hope, of peace, of joy. We begin this 
Season of Advent not with news of a baby to be born, but with unsettling images of the end of time 
as we know it. What are the hopes of those marooned in streets classified red? How do people re-
cognise where they live anymore so that they can rest in peace at night? Where is the joy in the bit-
ter laughter and black humour as people continue to seek relief? 

I came across this line by the 19th century poet Richard Gilder which seems to capture something 
of meaning. “There was an awful waiting in the earth…” Somehow there are momentous events 
where even the earth itself seems to take a pause. Perhaps that is caught up in what Paul was writing 
in Romans 8 …”not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan 
inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies.” Gilder continues in his lines 
“…As if a mystery greatened to its birth.” There is something more going on than just waiting for 
the inevitable, just waiting for the axe to fall. 

There is a different kind of waiting that we witness to. It is not the waiting on God to perform the 
miracle, to suspend the natural order, to make everything all right again, restoring what has been 
wrecked. That kind of waiting wants to prescribe timeframes and outcomes, as if God has somehow 
got the timetable all wrong and all he needs to do is reset the clock. 

It is the waiting on God that brings peace, hope, joy and love. That is the message we have heard 
down through the years. This is a waiting of the soul, that sensing that even in the midst of our dis-
appointments are failures, that even in the midst of the darkest of tragedies, we are not ultimately 
abandoned. The waiting of the soul that knows it is not abandoned by God, even in the face of all 
that seems to say it is so, brings about deep peace. It is not necessarily peace that comes within the 
midst of raw grief, but when it comes it is a true peace, a real peace. It is the kind of peace that can 
rebuild a world so that the vision of Isaiah that we read might become a reality. 

Waiting on God fills us with hope. If God has not abandoned us in even our darkest moments then 
there exists the possibility that we are not alone, that there is a reality of comfort and solace. This 
waiting on God creates the possibility of joy. Not that surface-skating flicker of happiness that the 
world promise to be our lot, but the transformation of our deepest sorrows into the richest of joys. 



We know this because of the Advent proclamation. In Jesus, God comes and transforms our world. 
In Jesus, the creation finds its truest and deepest purpose, and when the universe and we to come to 
that purpose then we too can express it’s deep joy. 

Waiting, then, in the Biblical understanding, is not a passive thing but a vigilant and watchful activ-
ity designed to keep us aware of what is really going on. It is not a clock-watching type of activity 
but an active waiting which catches us up in God’s purposes for creation and humanity. It is why 
Jesus warns his disciples and followers throughout history to not worry about the day or the hour, 
but to be alert, to be watchful and actively engaged in God’s purposes. 

Elsewhere, Isaiah evokes this radical waiting as a source of vitality. ‘Those who wait for the Lord 
shall renew their strength,  they shall mount up with wings like eagles’ (Isaiah 40:31). Such waiting 
is promotes a lively hope rooted in the physical as well as the psyche. It is an action. To hope is to 
make a leap, to jump from where you are to someplace better. If you can imagine it, and dare to take 
that leap, you can go there – no matter how hopeless your situation may appear. 

Here are words of comfort and promise about what God is going to do, but there's also a call to par-
ticipate in that dream of God. Remember Dr. Martin Luther King’s dream speech? He didn’t expect 
us just to sit around waiting for that great day of peace and justice but to work as we wait. Isaiah too 
wants us to loosen the grip on our swords and the instruments of war and to take up the things of 
peace, to walk in the light of the Lord. It is a vision I find overwhelming – and not very welcome, 
because the things I value most I am reluctant to lose or risk, and even more reluctant to share. 

We might want to claim that the nations can't beat their swords and spears into the things of peace 
just yet, much as they might like to, because there are still so many situations in which those 
weapons are needed. After all, that's how we have to settle conflicts. But Isaiah promises a day the 
nations will not only delight in God's person, they will be engaged in God's purpose.  

That’s not just for the nations, it is for us too as individuals and as communities of faith: delighting 
in God, engaged in God's purpose. Isaiah promises a time when God's ways will fully shape how we 
live, not just some of us, but every single person – all the nations…many peoples, streaming toward 
the bright light of peace, and enough, for all. It may not look like that right now, but Advent is 
about taking the long view of things. In the meantime, we are invited to get this marvellous picture 
of peacemaking out of the realm of the imagination and apply it to the realities of everyday life. Life 
where people die and families grieve, where children are abused and families deny, where relation-
ships poison and families disintegrate. 

Seeking peace through justice might never turn back the dogs of war, but at the moment even skep-
tics have to admit that justice, safety, and widespread prosperity have a better chance of resulting in 
peace than injustice,danger, and disparity of wealth. Perhaps that is why the Christian World Ser-
vice appeal still speaks deep into our hearts these 68 years on from its inauguration. Certainly it's 
worth our best try! 

The most powerful affirmation of the text, however, is that history belongs to God and will surely 
unfold as God sees fit. As we observe Advent, we look forward as much as backward in time for in-
spiration and hope, so what do we truly long for in our lives? What price are we willing to pay for 
it? As we write our Christmas cards with lovely images of peace in the world, in what ways are we 
pursuing peace in our lives and in the world around us? What can we share in common – care for 
our children, for the earth, for the future – that brings us together in recognition that all of us, and 
our entire lives, belong to the same God and therefore find our common ground in peace, not war?  



God’s promise of hope comes to birth in our midst in surprising ways, bringing a peace to which all 
nations will be drawn. Be ready and waiting for signs of God’s reign breaking into the world – that 
day is near.


