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Wait for the Lord 
Sermon, First Sunday of Advent, 12-1-19 

Pastor Norman Vernon Holmes 
Shepherd by the Sea Episcopal/Lutheran Church, Gualala 

 
 
Wait for the Lord, whose day is near.  
Wait for the Lord, be strong, take heart! 
 
Advent is a time of waiting. And the question for today is “How shall we wait?”  Maybe 
by looking at the discipline of “Hearing” or “Listening” we may find ques to help us 
understand waiting. 
 
The tradition of Torah in the Old Testament begins at Mount Sinai where Israel arrives 
in Exodus 19.  The initial interaction at Sinai is quite remarkable.  Yahweh speaks first 
and recalls the Exodus: 
 

You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ 
wings and brought you to myself.  Ex 19:4 

 
Israel is witness, Yahweh is agent.  The destination of the long journey from Egypt 
was not Sinai.  It was “brought you to myself.” It is about relationship.  And then 
Yahweh shifts from memory of the Exodus  to the present moment at Sinai, Yahweh 
utters a statement that begins with a huge condition: 
 

If you obey my voice, keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured 
possession out of all people.  Ex. 19:5 

 
The relationship on offer is conditional.  The condition is not production, not more 
bricks, as in Pharaoh’s world.  It is a primal commitment of loyalty expressed in two 
ways.  First, “If you listen” (obey is a usual but weak translation).  The imperative of 
shema’ is relational.  The imperative is with an infinitive absolute, “really listen,” willing 
to pay close attention.  And the imperative is matched by “Keep my covenant.”   
 
The prospect from such intense listening and keeping comes in a huge “then” that 
matches the “if.”   Then, only then, this mixed multitude will be “my treasured 
possession.”  This is a most generous offer; but it entails performed loyalty.  It 
consists in the reality of relationship, it is not performance of a rule.  The rules that 
follow, namely the 10 commandments, are all exegesis.  They are not substance.  
The substance is “Listening and Keeping.”   
 
And what is amazing is that here there is readiness and eagerness.  In verse 8, before 
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any commandments are given, the emancipated slaves sign on with eager loyalty. 
 

Everything that the Lord has spoken we will do. Ex. 19:8 
 
Yahweh’s alternative conditionality will concern not a brick quota but rather the great 
covenantal possibilities of fidelity...namely distributive justice, ... righteousness, ... 
steadfast love, ... faithfulness, ... and mercy.  This is fulfilled through the love of 
neighbor.  But as they listened to Yahweh, they discovered that love of neighbor was 
not simply loving like minded male landholders in Israel.  Further listening extended 
the command to love neighbor beyond “neighbor’s” house,  “neighbor’s” wife, or 
anything that is your “neighbor’s” ... to widows’ houses, to immigrant’s wives, to 
anything that belongs to the poor, the orphan, or the widow.   
 
Israel’s primary task was to listen, to actively listen ... and then in fidelity to the 
relationship with Yahweh, to do.  That should not surprise us because the one who 
calls us into relationship has said to us:   
 

"Blessed... are those who hear the word of God and obey it!"  Luke 11:8 

 
So the covenant is based on relationship.  Relationship that is confirmed and 
enhanced by hearing. So the primary directive to Israel is the great “Schema” Hear O 
Israel, the Lord our God is one.....  But not just any hearing, it is an active hearing that 
results in doing.    
 
Advent, is a season that is marked not primarily by hearing, but by waiting. And just as 
the ancient Israelites asked “How shall we hear?” so we ask “How shall we wait?”   
 
Mary Preus, song writer, poet and musician par excellent,  sings a song called 
“Between the Times”.  It is a song placed between the memory of what was, the reality 
of what is,  and the promise of what is to come.  
 
She sings of a memory of what was:  
 
Once there was a river in the valley 
with water clear as crystal casting diamonds in the sun 
 
She sings of the reality of what is: 
 
Now the river bed is dry and empty 
and no one knows where all the waters gone. 
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And she sings of the promise of what is yet to come: 
 
But somewhere from the East there come the memories 
that weave the morning sunrise with the river’s sacrifice. 
And those who trust the movement of the centuries 
Can still see the river flow between the times. 
 
The question asked in the refrain is “How shall we live between the times?”   
Between the times of plenty, 
when the waters just a trickle in our lives, 
and the times we must grieve 
 because the words that we believe aren’t coming true, 
What shall we do between the times? 
What shall we do between the times? 
 
It is a song of hope.  It is a song of faith.  It is a song of trust that God will bring about 
that which God has promised. 
 
We hear that promise echoed by Isaiah in today’s Old Testament lesson. 
 

 He shall judge between the nations, 
 and shall arbitrate for many peoples; 
 they shall beat their swords into plowshares, 
 and their spears into pruning hooks; 
 nation shall not lift up sword against nation, 
 neither shall they learn war any more. Isa. 2:4 

 
When we hear those words from Isaiah, the words of the refrain from “Between the 
Times” rings true. 

 ...because the words that we believe aren’t coming true, 
  What shall we do between the times? 
 
While the people in Isaiah’s day heard the words, and knew the promise, they lived in a 
different reality.  They remembered their past when Yahweh delivered them from 
Pharaoh’s oppression, and they envisioned the promise of what could be, but they 
lived a different reality.  Their reality knew the betrayal of Davidic Kings who cared 
only for themselves at the expense of the people. Theor reality lived with the constant 
threat of Assyrian aggression, eventuating in the fall of the Israel, and the subjugation 
of Judah.   Still Isaiah says to them: 
 
 O house of Jacob, 
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  come, let us walk 
  in the light of the LORD! Isa 2:5 
 
Between the times, the prophet urges them to “Walk in the light of the Lord.” 
 
Or consider Judah, during the Babylonian exile.  Surely they remembered the glory 
days of the past, before Jerusalem fell and the temple was destroyed, and the Davidic 
Monaarchy crushed.  Now while sitting in exile, with an uncertain future, how were 
they to live between the times? 
The prophet Jeremiah proclaimed to them,  
 

Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom I 
have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: Build houses and live in 
them; plant gardens and eat what they produce. Take wives and have sons 
and daughters; take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in 
marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; multiply there, and do 
not decrease. But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you 
into exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you 
will find your welfare. Jer 29:4-7 

 
That is how they were to live between the times.  Seeking the welfare of their captors, 
while awaiting the day of the Lord. 
 
Down through history, waiting is one of the most consistent attributes describing God’s 
people.   The Old Testament community, waited for the coming of the messiah.  The 
New Testament community waits for the consummation of the Kingdom or the reign of 
God on earth.  Indeed that is precisely what Jesus taught his disciples to pray for.  
“Your kingdom come....on earth...As it is in heaven.  We wait for the coming of the 
kingdom of God when:  
 
 nation shall not lift up sword against nation, 

 neither shall they learn war any more. 
 
We wait for the day when the poor have good news proclaimed to them, prisoners are 
released, the blind see, the lame walk, and those who are oppressed are set free.   
 
It seems to me that in order to truly wait for the Lord’s coming we must truly see the 
difference between the times. Between today and the day of his coming.  To do that 
we need to see today clearly.  We need to see the harsh reality of what it means to be 
female in a male dominated society....or what it means to be black or brown in a world 
dominated by whites...or what it means to be an immigrant, part of the huddled masses 
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yearning to be free...  And we need to see and long for the promises of our God where 
swords are beaten into plowshares and spears into pruning hooks, where there is no 
difference between male and female, slave and free.  Until that day we take our cues 
from the prophets of old who call upon us to: 
 
“walk in the light of the LORD!” and “seek the welfare of the city where I have 
sent you into exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will 
find your welfare.”   
 
May God bless you in your hearing and in your waiting.  Amen. 


