PAGE  
6

SHAPING UP


a sermon preached on Dec. 10, 2023 by the Rev. Scott Dalgarno

based on Mark 1:1-8

Here’s a quote by a famous man of letters named, Julian Barnes.  He says, 

“I don't believe in God, but I miss him.”  Julian Barnes was a life-long atheist who at the age of 60 experienced a philosophical thaw. He found himself suddenly a convert from atheism to agnosticism.  He moved from being sure that there wasn’t a God to wondering if maybe there might be one.  Well, that’s an opening up, isn’t it?  

Julian Barnes fascinates me because, though vocal about his unbelief, the idea of God refuses to leave him alone.  He describes Christianity as “a beautiful lie,” but acknowledges that there is just something unearthly about the Mozart Requiem, and the sculptures of Donatello.  He says, “I miss the God that inspired Italian painting and French stained glass, German music, and English chapter houses, and those tumbledown heaps of stone on Celtic headlands which were once symbolic beacons in the darkness and the storm.”

He also confesses that he cannot stay out of English churches.  They are just so beautiful with their stones, and beams, and windows.  It’s as if they point to something larger that he cannot quite bring himself to name.  

The gospel text this morning is about another man who begins with a restlessness about God; something he feels in his bones that points to the future. 

He is known as John the Baptist, and he can’t name it precisely, but he has a sneaking feeling that there is something of God who is going to come after him; someone he feels might just be his contemporary.  Who it is, he does not know.  But he does know this, he’s not worthy of fiddling with the person’s shoelaces. 
That's it.  That's all he knows.  Like Mozart’s sublime Requiem, he and his restlessness are like fingers pointing at the moon.  

This week, as I cast around for a modern equivalent of John, I thought of Rosa Parks.  If you were ever at a meeting with her you know that she was not much of a speaker;  she himmed and hawed, but she had this wonderful presence about her manifested in her integrity.  

But her arrest for daring to sit up front in a Birmingham bus aroused the attention of a man who could speak, who was born to it, and he, Dr. King, summoned millions.  There was something in the wind; something the times and the seasons were ripe for, and Rosa Parks felt it in her bones.  

She could not do it herself, but she could be the mid-wife for this great movement of the Spirit.  Her act of conscience would point to someone who would come after her, which is often how God works.  No one carries the ball of the Spirit to the goal line alone.  
John didn't know who he was making room for any more than Rosa Parks did.  He just knew the time was ripe for something of God.  He didn't know if it would come like a chariot out of the sky, some titanic force from the sea,  some blunderbuss through the city gate of Jerusalem, or something that might steal upon everyone unawares.  

All he knew was that there was something in the air, and any word of explanation from him about it would only serve to underestimate it's power.

These words of T.S. Eliot from his poem, "East Coker" could have been written with John in mind:


I said to my soul, be still, and wait without hope 


For hope would be hope for the wrong thing: wait without love


For love would be love of the wrong thing; there is yet faith


But the faith and the hope and the love are all in the waiting.

For John, the darkness he dwelt in was a kind of light, and he knew it.

Of such people Ralph Waldo Emerson has written:  "There is a difference between the waiting of the prophet and the standing still of a fool."

John did not merely stand still, he was expectant, he was willing to wait for something that might be entirely new; something few were ready to embrace or even understand.

It must have been hard for John.  He didn't even have a name to shout of the one he was looking for.  He stuck out, there in the desert, like a blistered thumb. 

John had to wait, and I imagine John wasn't any better at waiting than we are.  The trouble with waiting is that it reminds us of our limits -- we'd rather be out doing, driving, buying, dealing, making things happen.  

We are more like another great man of our century, Thomas Edison, who once said:  "Everything comes to him who hustles while he waits."   And it is true, things DO come to those who hustle, but the question is, do the things unreflective people "hustle" for matter, in the end?

Barbara Brown Taylor, reflecting on John the Baptist has said,

"Our waiting is not nothing -- It is something -- a very big something -- because people tend to be shaped by whatever it is they are waiting for." That’s a truly profound observation.  People tend to be shaped by whatever it is they wait for.

So, what are you waiting for?  More importantly, how is THAT shaping your life?  Are you waiting for some feeling of certainty about something,  or for healing,  for love,  for recognition.  Are you waiting for housing prices to bottom out, or for a pile of money to drop in your lap?  Or retirement. Or that downsizing of your possessions you planned to do by now?   Or peace and justice on earth?

Maybe you're waiting for the kids to leave home; or the grand-kids to leave home.  How is it shaping you; what you do and what you choose not to do?

I was 37 years old when my only child, Margaret, was born. I remember going to Disneyland two years before her birth. It was a lovely care-free Southern California day.  
I remember having enjoyed the place but thought to myself, “I don't care to ever come back unless I have my own kid.”  I was being shaped by something I was waiting for, hoping for.  

This kind of thing manifests in all kinds of ways. Listen to this news item:

When gasoline prices shot up earlier this year, Peggy Seemann thought about saving the $10 she spends weekly on lottery tickets.  But the prospect that the $10 could become $100 million or more was too appealing.  So rather that stop buying Mega Million $ tickets, Seeman, 50, who lives in suburban Chicago and works in advertising sales for a financial web site, saved money instead by packing her lunch a few days a week, keeping alive her dreams of hitting a jackpot and retiring as a millionaire.

For good or ill, we are shaped by what we wait for, by what it is we set our sights on.  And, you know, we most often find what we seek, to some degree, great or small.  And we seek who it is we are, essentially.  

Jane Goodall’s childhood is as good an illustration of how we are shaped by our waiting as anyone’s – she’s the woman who lived among the chimpanzees, you know.  Here is how she spoke of it herself. 
One story has been told many times because it shows how, even as a four-year-old, I already had the markings of a true naturalist. [ I spent a lot of time at my grandmother’s farm]  One of my tasks was to collect the hen’s eggs.  As the days passed I became more and more puzzled.  Where on a chicken was an opening big enough for an egg to come out?  

Apparently no one explained this properly so I must have decided to find out for myself.  I followed a hen into one of the little wooden henhouses – but of course, as I crawled after her she gave horrified squawks and hurriedly left.  My young brain must have then worked out that I would have to be there first.  So I crawled into another henhouse and waited, hoping a hen would come in to lay.  And there I remained, crouched silently in one corner, concealed in some straw, waiting.  
At last a hen came in scratched about in some straw, and settled herself on her makeshift nest just in front of me.  I must have kept very still or she would have been disturbed.  Presently the hen half-stood and I saw a round white object gradually protruding from the feathers between her legs. Suddenly with a plop, the egg landed on the straw.  With clucks of pleasure the hen shook her feathers, nudging the egg with her beak, and left.  It is quite extraordinary how clearly I remember that whole sequence of events.  Filled with excitement I squeezed out after her and ran home.  It was almost dark—I had been in that stuffy henhouse for nearly four hours.  
I was oblivious of the fact that no one had known where I was, and that the whole household had been searching for me.  They had even called the police to report me missing.  Yet despite her worry, when [my mother], still searching, saw the excited little girl rushing toward the house, she did not scold me.  She noticed my shining eyes and sat down to listen to the story of how a hen lays an egg: the wonder of that moment when an egg finally fell to the ground.  
Certainly I was lucky to be provided with a mother wise enough to nurture and encourage my love of living things and my passion for knowledge.

We tend to be shaped by what we wait for.  Profoundly so.

More and more I’m hearing the same message from people in late middle-age – they find they are still wondering what they might do when they "grow up."  

Today we are more liable to move from one vocation to another than previous generations; sometimes willingly and sometimes not. 

To feel they have really lived, people need to accomplish a certain set of things in life.  

So many people are waiting for . . . something. 

Whatever it is that our hearts yearn for, chances are that it has something to do with our vision of what it would mean for us to be made whole. 
Now, we may be right about what will make us whole, or we might be wrong; but one big difference between ourselves and John the Baptist is this:

He KNEW he did not know.  He was just waiting in the dark for this particular light.  He was willing to just wait, knowing no details

In Mark’s gospel he is little more than a voice sent from God meant to clear the decks; he was the great eraser to wipe away everyone's expectations so the one who was to come would have ample room to work.

He is the one who teaches us how to wait without hope, because hope would be hope for the wrong thing.  His was certainly NOT someone waiting to win the Irish Sweepstakes.  
No, John’s wasn’t a passive waiting.  He did what he felt was right in his bones, just like Rosa Parks.  But once they spoke up, these two, they got out of the way.  

Sometimes we are just so full of pain or despair where we are.  We don’t know how to even begin moving forward, or we may know, but we have no energy for the work of exploration.  
The late Henri Nouwen, a lovely Catholic spiritual teacher, was a professor at Harvard Divinity school in the 1980s.  He found himself in great despair, full of loneliness.  This was odd, because he was absolutely adored by a majority of his students. 

He was a born teacher.  He had taught at Yale before Harvard – teaching was his super power – should he look for another university job?  Been there, done that. One day a member of the L’Arche community from Toronto was visiting him.  L’Arche, you may know, is a very intentional spiritual community for severely handicapped adults and their care-givers.
Would he be willing to move to Canada and work with them?   It was something entirely outside of any box he ever thought to live in.  Here is what he said about that ….
My decision to leave Harvard was a very difficult one.  For many months I was not sure if I would be following or betraying my vocation by leaving.  The outer voices kept saying, “You can do so much good here.  People need you!”  

The inner voices kept saying, “What good is it to preach the gospel to others while losing your own soul?”  Finally, I realized that my increasing inner darkness, my feeling of being rejected by some of my students, colleagues, friends and even God, my inordinate need for affirmation and affection, and my deep sense of not belonging were clear signs that I was not following the way of God’s spirit.  The fruits of the spirit are not sadness, loneliness, and separation, but joy, solitude, and community.  

After I decided to leave Harvard, I was surprised that it had taken me so long to come to that decision.  As soon as I left, I felt so much inner freedom, so much joy and new energy that I could look back on my former life as a prison in which I had locked myself.  

What are we waiting for?  Truth is we don't know, do we?  It may get darker before it gets lighter, but then, the quintessential carol of Christmas is not “Joy to the World” – it’s “Silent Night.”

As we wait let us hear once again this wisdom about waiting from T.S. Eliot, words that are as true today as they were when first he uttered them during the darkest days of World War II.

I said to my soul, be still, and wait without hope 


For hope would be hope for the wrong thing: wait without love


For love would be love of the wrong thing; there is yet faith


But the faith and the hope and the love are all in the waiting.

Wait without thought, for you are not ready for thought;


So the darkness shall be the light, and the stillness the dancing.    

Amen.  
