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In May, we gifted our high school graduates with a book, Oh, the Places You’ll Go! by one of 

my favorite childhood authors, Dr. Seuss. I must confess that I often wonder whether he wrote 

children’s books or books with a message that most of us adults could grasp. This book is such a 

perfect gift for graduates because they are often taking the first steps in life beyond what they 

have always known in the comforts of home and family. They’re getting ready for all that the 

world has in store for them. Dr. Seuss talks about the excitement of all the places you will get to 

go in life, for there is so much adventure in it. 

 

On the other hand, Dr. Seuss also doesn’t leave out that sometimes you come to some places that 

can be quite confusing or different, as well. One of those places he calls “The Waiting Place.”  

He writes about it, saying: 

 

The Waiting Place...for people just waiting. 

Waiting for a train to go 

or a bus to come, or a plane to go 

or the mail to come, or the rain to go 

or the phone to ring, or the snow to snow 

or the waiting around for a Yes or No 

or waiting for their hair to grow. 

Everyone is just waiting. 

 

Waiting for the fish to bite 

or waiting for the wind to fly a kite 

or waiting around for Friday night 

or waiting, perhaps, for their Uncle Jake 

or a pot to boil, or a Better Break 

or a string of pearls, or a pair of pants 

or a wig with curls, or Another Chance. 

Everyone is just waiting. 

 

NO! 

That’s not for you! 
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Somehow you’ll escape 

All that waiting and staying. 

You’ll find the bright places 

where Boom Bands are playing. 

 

I don’t know about you, but I can certainly understand Dr. Seuss. I’m not one for waiting. 

Walking through this past year and half, we certainly have done a lot of waiting, haven’t we?  

Waiting for life to return to some sense of normal. Waiting to come back to worship in person.  

Waiting for a vaccine. Waiting for an opportunity to go out to dinner with loved ones and friends 

again. Waiting for concerts and ball games and theatre and travel on an airplane and travel plans 

and vacations and celebrations and hugs from loved ones. Oh, we have spent time waiting. 

Waiting! I’m done waiting! Waiting is not my specialty! 

 

On June 6, I was thrilled to be in worship with all of you, to see around 200 people on the front 

lawn as we celebrated worship together and began one of my favorite series that I had brought to 

our staff and clergy team, Majoring in the Minors. Did you all have fun with that series? Our 

staff are so amazing, aren’t they? 

 

The next morning, I was sitting in my office in front of a camera on a Zoom call for our Lead 

Team staff meeting and we were celebrating that we were all finally beginning to have fun again.  

Know it or not, it has been hard to constantly be creative over the past year. Many of our staff, 

including myself, have not had vacations in this time. Where would we go? We were all waiting 

for summer and looking forward to the fun of worship together. And you all have not let us 

down! You’ve been here, joining us and celebrating with us. 

 

As we came to the end of the meeting and started our clergy team meeting, I looked at my face 

on the screen and noticed that something looked different. I thought the camera was broken. I 

started to move back and forth in my chair, but nothing was helping. My face looked a little off.  

Surely it had to be something with the technology; it wasn’t me, or so I thought. Some of the 

clergy team at times had trouble hearing me, so I was convinced that something wasn’t working 

right. 

 

When our meeting ended a few minutes later, I went into the bathroom in my study and looked 

into the mirror. There I discovered that the right side of my mouth was drooping…and my right 

eye wouldn’t close. As I began to process it, I realized that these were stroke-like symptoms. I 

picked up the phone and called my wife, Dawn, who was caring for our nieces about half an hour 

away. I told her what was going on and she said, “Elbert, you know that in stroke cases every 

second counts. You need to get to the hospital.” I said, “I know, but I’m scared,” as the tears 

began to stream down my face. She said, “Call 911 and get to the hospital.” 

 

So I started walking around the building looking for who might help me get to the hospital. I 

didn’t want to cause a stir and I didn’t want anyone to know. I called Sarah because she had just 

ordered lunch for me and told her to put it in the refrigerator and then bumped into Lisa Marsh 

moments later who reminded me that I’d call 911 right away for anyone else, even if they were 

mad at me for doing so. She called as I walked out to meet them at the front entrance. So much 

for keeping it quiet here, right? Now everyone would know. 
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When I got the hospital, the amazing EMTs from across the street rushed me into the CT 

scanner, even pushing me past the security guard who insisted that a jump drive in my pocket 

might have been a knife. Within no time, a team of doctors from neurology were in my room 

evaluating me. While they wanted to run a few more tests, they had mostly ruled out a stroke. I 

was grateful. I had made it to the hospital in time for much-needed medication if it was, but I 

wouldn’t be needing it. On the other hand, why was my face still drooping and why could I not 

close my right eye? It’s then that the diagnosis came that was confirmed following a night’s stay 

in the hospital: Bell’s Palsy. 

 

Looking it up and talking with my medical team, I discovered a few things. They’re not quite 

sure what causes it entirely. It can be caused by a virus or stress. One doctor asked me what I had 

to be stressed about in my profession. I laughed. 

 

Beyond the causes, healing is different for everyone. Most will recover completely. Others will 

take some time, a few weeks, a month, six months, or a year. Some will never fully recover. 

Standard medical treatment was steroids and antivirals. I also went to an amazing chiropractor in 

our congregation. But beyond that, we’d have to wait and see what happens. The Waiting Place! 

 

Each day, I would go to the bathroom mirror and tell my right eyebrow to move…and it stayed 

in place. I’d tell the right side of my lips to move up when I smiled…but they curved down and 

that side of my mouth wouldn’t open. My lips popped when I took a bite and sometimes I 

dribbled. I was embarrassed that my body wouldn’t move in the way I wanted or needed it to 

move. 

 

“I don’t have time to wait,” I said to myself. We’re headed into the summer! I’m starting to have 

fun again. Sure, not everybody likes that we’re on the front lawn and not everyone is always 

happy with every ministry decision, but we were singing and laughing and playing and 

worshiping together again in ways we had not done for over a year. I wasn’t stressed and I didn’t 

want to wait. Then some amazing leaders here in this place came to see me at home as I was 

recovering. DeAnn Ervin, Casey Proch, and Lindsay Hinz stopped by for a visit. 

 

In the midst of their full schedules, they brought lunch to me. They asked me how I was doing 

and then said, “We’re here because we care about you. The church is doing well, but now we 

think you need to take a moment to rest and recover.” 

 

I think I said something foolish like, “I don’t have time to rest right now. We’re just getting 

started again! Besides, I don’t want to look weak!” And then I realized, “But I’d never let anyone 

else say that if they came to me. I’d tell them to take care of themselves.” With the support of the 

staff, our Staff-Parish Relations Committee, and the bishop and cabinet, I took some time for 

respite. In the coming weeks, I’ll share more about what that time looked like for me. But in that 

moment, I entered “The Waiting Place” where all I could do was rest and wait for healing to 

come. 

 

Our scripture lesson this morning tells the story of a blind man that was brought to Jesus so that 

Jesus might touch him and heal him. Jesus took the man away from the crowds, outside of the 
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village and the center of town life. He then put spit on the blind man’s eyes, laid his hands upon 

him, and asked, “Can you see anything?” 

 

The man said, “Yeah.  I can see people but they look like walking trees.” It didn’t quite work out 

the way he or the folks who brought him to Jesus had hoped. What’s up with this “half healing”?  

I find myself really relating to this guy when people ask me how I’m doing. 

 

In the first couple of weeks, I didn’t see much of a change. While Dawn noticed subtle changes, I 

just realized that I had so much further to go. I might have seen “people” but they “looked like 

walking trees.” It wasn’t healing in my mind. What would come back for me? In the first week 

and a half, I bandaged my eye at night with salve so that it would stay moist and protected 

because it wouldn’t close. Now it closes, but it’s still a little sensitive to light. For almost four 

weeks, I couldn’t taste food on one side of my mouth. “Sweet and Salty” was supposed to be the 

sermon title this morning. Everything tasted off for me. Last week, however, I began to taste 

again on that side of my mouth. 

 

While most might have to look closely, I can still feel the facial muscles that work more and pull 

more on one side of my face, but I can smile again across my face. And I don’t dribble anymore 

when I take a drink. 

 

When the blind man responded about what he saw, Jesus laid his hands on his eyes a second 

time, looked intently upon him, and his sight was restored, and he saw everything clearly. This is 

not what the blind man or anyone else expected. Certainly, they thought it would be one touch 

and he’d be good as new. 

 

The story, however, reminds us that sometimes healing is messy. Jesus used spit! What in the 

world was he thinking? Even more so, sometimes healing takes time and it doesn’t come in the 

ways that we expect. 

 

I wonder what it was like for that man to be caught up in the time between the two touches. It 

must have seemed like an eternity in “The Waiting Place” even though it was only moments. 

 

I’m grasping an understanding of that space between the two touches as I continue to discover 

more that returns each week. I no longer stare intently into the mirror. While “The Waiting 

Place” is not for me, I’ve learned to discover something that the blind man must have discovered 

that day, as well. Jesus is with me while I wait and it’s in the waiting that I’ve discovered Jesus’ 

presence and the grace that comes with whatever healing might look like in this moment. 

Whether it all returns or not, whether I can see “trees walking” or “see clearly,” I am not alone; 

Jesus is with me. 

 

Do you know where I saw Jesus clearly? In the cards, in the emails, in the phone calls, in the 

food, in the love, in the prayers, in the words of encouragement and support from each of you… 

you have been Jesus’ presence for this senior pastor. An amazing staff that said, “Hey pastor, 

we’ve got this and we need you for an amazing fall as we all begin to return!” I’ve seen Jesus 

here in this place, among you. And while it might feel at times as if I’m between two touches, I 

know the presence of the One who is reaching out to me is enough for me in this moment. 
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Certainly, we’ve all had enough of this waiting place over the past year. We’re anxious for 

everything to return to the way it was, although we’ll not be fully the same in so many ways. 

We’ve lost loved ones in this time. Celebrations and mourning have been delayed at times. 

Maybe this morning, there are some of you who still can’t see anything or others of you who can 

only see the trees walking. 

 

I want you to know that Jesus is with you. At Birmingham First, we want you to know that Jesus 

is with you. And we’ll stand with you in this moment, reaching out our hands, until you are able 

to see more, whether it’s trees walking or seeing clearly. We do it because this is what it means 

to be the Church, the body of Christ, Jesus’ presence in our world. We do it because it’s how we 

witness love. 

 

This past week, you’ve done it with people in Haiti who now have homes because of our mission 

connections. You’re doing it with people in Honduras as Pastor Zack is there this week. You’re 

doing it with people in our own area who need food and necessities for life. 

 


