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There’s an old poem I like.  I don’t know where it came from, but you’ve probably 
heard it: 

Patience is a virtue. 
Possess it if you can. 
Seldom found in woman. 
Never found in man. 

My mother used to recite.  Usually when I was being impatient.  But I realize that I 
have never been the world’s most patient person.  But nowadays, I feel like I have 
plenty of company.  We as a society, both men and women, are not long on 
patience.  Anyone who doubts that in general we are not patient people probably 
doesn’t drive much.  The pace of our lives has become mind-boggling, and that’s 
the way most of us like it.   

Television and computers have spawned two generations of children who have 
trouble focusing on anything that takes longer than a nanosecond to explain.  You 
may have seen a recent news item about how some fast food restaurants are 
experimenting with daily pay checks.  They are trying to respond to complaints of 
millennial employees who simply can’t wait until payday to enjoy the fruits of their 
labor. 

We’ve just lived through another election season where we witnessed the fine art 
of distilling discussion of the most complex of issues down to volleys of 10-second 
sound bites.  Americans are still up to their eyeballs in debt because saving for 
things just takes too long.  We want them now.  Waiting is just not something we 
do well. 

I’m not excluding myself from this.  Gillian will tell you that I will not stand in line for 
a table at a restaurant, not matter how good I’ve heard the food is.  There are just 
too many other places to eat.  And personally, although I do like to cook, I believe 
that civilization really began with the invention of the microwave.  I think the 
attitude of most Americans was summed up pretty well by a Meryl Streep 
character in the 1990 movie “Postcards from the Edge,” when she said, “instant 
gratification takes too long.” 
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But the whole question of waiting goes deeper than the frivolous examples that are 
all around us.  Many of us are struggling in a wait for things which are far more 
important, and over which we have little control.  People who are lonely and 
desperately hoping to find someone to share their lives with are forced to live in a 
time of waiting.  People who hope to have a child but are unable to conceive wait.  

Those who are sick wait to feel better, to leave their depression behind, to be able 
to move without pain. Those who have had relationships break down or whose 
relationships are marked by awful tension or violence or lack of communication are 
waiting for something to change; waiting for reconciliation; waiting for the courage 
to leave; or simply the wisdom to know what to do.  People of all ages, but 
particularly those recently graduated from college, wait for meaningful jobs.   

People in poor countries the world over are trapped in cycles of violence, poverty, 
and ignorance.  They wait for a miracle that can lift them into a new life.  Many of 
us have a vision for the world – a vision of no more poverty, injustice and war.  We 
have prayed for these things for years. And yet – here we are. Have we even 
made any progress?  Where is God and what is God doing?   

Every year you hear again that Advent is a time of waiting – and so it is.  We pray 
and light candles representing the hope, peace, joy, and love we’re waiting for.  
Every year Advent paints us a picture of a world reborn, even as it utters the words 
we hate perhaps more than any others: “Wait. Not yet.”  And it would be natural for 
many of us to have a difficult question on our hearts this morning.  How are we 
supposed to have hope?  Is our lighting a candle for hope, and singing “hope, 
hope, hope” anything more than a quaint, but ultimately empty, ritual? 

Well, I think this question is the one that Paul is answering in today’s epistle 
reading from his first letter to the church at Corinth.  Paul tells us not to make the 
mistake of believing that God has left us without resources for living in troubled 
times.  Listen again to Paul’s words.  “I always thank God for you because of his 
grace given you in Christ Jesus.  For in him you have been enriched in every way-
- in all your speaking and in all your knowledge -- because our testimony about 
Christ was confirmed in you.  Therefore you do not lack any spiritual gift as you 
eagerly wait for our Lord Jesus Christ to be revealed.” (1 Corinthians 1:4-7)  Paul 
wasn’t congratulating the Corinthians for their great spirituality, nor was he just 
paying them a nice compliment.  What he was doing was reminding them that God 
had equipped them for what they were experiencing.  Perhaps they had forgotten 
that.  Perhaps we have, too. 

During my youth, I had the chance to hike extensively in New Hampshire, and I’ve 
climbed many of that state’s mountains.  The largest peak in the Northeastern 
United States, Mt. Washington, is located there.  Besides its altitude of almost 
6,300 feet, Mt. Washington is most famous for its dangerously erratic weather.  
The strongest wind gust ever measured on the earth’s surface was recorded on 
Mt. Washington on an April day in the 1930’s.  It was 231 miles per hour.   
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All over the mountain are posted warnings to hikers not to proceed if there is any 
sign of bad weather.  Even so, many hikers have perished over the years, even 
during the summer months.  As you approach the summit, you see small white 
crosses dotting the landscape, marking the spots where hikers have died of 
exposure.  It is an eerie sight, but perhaps the most unnerving thing is that there 
are crosses less than 100 feet from buildings on the summit.  First, it makes you 
wonder how people could have given up so close to safety.  But the fact is that the 
people had become so disoriented in the foul weather that they failed to see that 
what they needed to survive was right at hand. 

I offer this little story as a kind of challenge to people who would live by faith.  As 
we become disoriented in the turbulent and changeable weather of our time, the 
challenge is to know in our hearts that everything we need not just to survive, but 
to prosper, is at hand, whether we can see it or not.  First, as Paul reminds us, 
God has given us his grace.  Second, and equally important, God has given us 
each other. 

One of the best-selling books in the 1970’s was a lengthy parable entitled 
Jonathan Livingston Seagull by Richard Bach.  To be honest, I found the book to 
be a lot of 1970’s self-help tips and pop-psychology.  But there was one line in the 
book that intrigued me so much that I still reflect on it occasionally 45 years later.  
It’s a part where a wise old gull shares this piece of elusive wisdom with Jonathan:  
“To fly as fast as thought, to anywhere that is, you must begin by knowing that you 
have already arrived…”  It occurs to me that this might be a prescription for hope 
this Advent season.  You see, the paradox of Advent is that the God who is 
coming has already come.  Our best hope for ushering in the Kingdom of God 
could just lie in knowing in our hearts that what we are waiting for has already 
arrived.    

Today, as I’ve mentioned, is the first Sunday of a new lectionary year, one where 
the focus is on the gospel of Mark.  And our readings from Mark start us off the 
same way that the others do, with Jesus’ words about the end of the age.  He 
paints a frightening picture for us of how the sun will be darkened, the moon will 
give no light, and the stars will fall from the heavens.  It doesn’t sound like a 
particularly good choice for this Sunday that encourages us to look to the future 
with hope.  Yet, Jesus says, “…when you see these things taking place, you know 
that he is near, at the very gates.” (Mark 13:29)   

It really is hope that Jesus is speaking about.  It’s not a “rose colored glasses,” 
mindless sort of optimism.  It’s also not a hope that is based on closing our eyes to 
the darkness in a world that has very real problems.  But it is a hope that is 
grounded in a God who stands in the very midst of these turbulent times and 
promises that all things will be made new.  If one message is clear in Mark’s 
Gospel, it is that the powers of evil are real and terrible, but they are not 
permanent. The only thing that endures to the very end is God's vision for us, his 
children. 
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And Mark warns us to stay awake – to be alert for the signs of God’s presence in 
the world; for glimpses of the Kingdom.  The signs might be as obvious and 
unmistakable as the rending of the heavens and the quaking of mountains.  But, 
Jesus says, they may be as subtle as the first budding of the fig tree that signals 
the coming of summer.  But Jesus’ message is that we can and will see the signs, 
if we are looking for them.    

That’s our hopeful mission as we again begin our Advent journey together.  It’s to 
stay awake, to wait expectantly for God to reveal his loving activity in our lives, and 
in our world.  To get ourselves ready to participate in God’s work – however, 
wherever, and whenever, we encounter it.  


