Paul Walker       CEC         2/8/09        Isaiah 40       “The Waiting Is The Hardest Part ”

    

 There is a You Tube video clip of a 6 year old boy who has just been to the dentist. He had a tooth removed and is coming out of an anesthetic daze as he rides home in the car. He’s trying to cope with how he feels. His dad is talking him through the experience. The clip is funny – but it’s also poignant. 

   Holding his fingers up to his numb face, swaying woozily in his seat, he asks his dad, “Is this real life? Why is this happening to me?” Then just after he lets out a primal scream, he wonders, “Is this going to be forever?” The questions the loopy boy asks really are the questions we all ask as we experience suffering or pain or dislocation. They are not new questions.

     In our reading from Isaiah 40 this morning we see a version of the boy’s question in verse 27. The prophet articulates Israel’s worry. In the midst of suffering, Israel says, “My way is hidden from the Lord, and my right is disregarded by my God.” This is really no different than “why is this happening to me?” and “is this going to be forever?” Israel feels forsaken by God, left alone in her suffering.

     These are the questions that attend the destruction phase of life that we talked about in last week’s sermon. We said that the places that are the hurting and difficult places of life are the places that God is at work. But it is only normal, only human to wonder if God has overlooked you or disregarded you. It is natural and understandable to ask, “why is this happening to me” and “is this going to be forever.” 

     It is likely that you are experiencing something that feels like it is going to be forever. And it is certain that you have or you will at some point. Divorce etc feels like forever. Physical or mental suffering feels like forever. Looking for meaningful work feels like forever. Conflict in your family feels like forever.

     You may feel like you are in the prime of life and this word doesn’t apply to you. But listen to the prophet Isaiah who tells us no one is immune from the suffering that attends life. “Even youths shall faint and be weary, and young men fall down exhausted.” I don’t need to articulate further the causes of fainting and weariness in life, because you all know and experience them in your own way.

     So the question this morning is what do you do, what can you do in the place of destruction, suffering and questioning?  The prophet gives us the answer. Granted, it’s an answer that very few of us want to hear, and yet it is the only answer worth hearing. What do you do, what can you do in the place of destruction, suffering and questioning? Wait.

     Wait. That’s what Isaiah gives us. Wait. “Even youths shall faint and be weary, and young men shall fall down exhausted; but they who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength.” Wait.

     Wait. Not very proactive is it? Not very “let’s get her done”. Not very “yes we can.” (I’ve been wondering if Obama got his slogan from Bob the Builder, the preschool tv hero.) Wait.

      Who likes to wait? Wait in line, wait for the doctor, wait for test results, wait for a promotion, wait for him to call back, wait for your heart to heal, wait for it to warm up. Wait for your son to be born or your grandfather to die. As Tom Petty sings, “the waiting is the hardest part.”
     Dr. Suess captures our difficulty with waiting in O The Places You’ll Go. On the road of life, we all, even youths and young men encounter the Waiting Place, for people just waiting.  “Everyone is just waiting. Waiting for the fish to bite or waiting for 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 sting of pearls, or a pair of pants or a wig with curls, or Another Chance. Everyone is just waiting.”
     Like many husbands I have spent a significant amount of time waiting for my wife. (This is a pre-approved illustration, by the way!) Christie has the great gift of being oblivious of chronological time. When she’s with you, you are the only thing that she thinks about. It is a tremendous pastoral gift, but can be tough on family schedules! I once counted up the number of ours I have waited for Christie in our 22 years of marriage. Let’s put it this way – it was past months and into years! (If I keep on this vein, I’ll be waiting at the marriage counselor’s office next week….)

 

     So, we go back to the serious dilemma of what to do with destruction and suffering. That’s the prophet’s answer? Wait? When you are waiting, you wonder with the 6 year old, “is this going to be forever?” How can “wait” really be an answer? 

     Well, there is a certain kind of waiting that prophet has in mind. We don’t just wait just to wait. We don’t just wait for Uncle Jake or a Better Break. In the place of suffering and destruction we “wait for the Lord.” That makes all the difference. He makes all the difference.

     What does it mean to “wait for the Lord’? The obvious answer is the best one. We wait for God to act. We are passive because He is active. This is the best answer not only because when God acts He knows when, where, and how to act in the best possible way. The fact that God knows best, means that we don’t know best. Our solutions – our yes we cans – are so often wrongheaded.

     T. S. Eliot spoke about waiting on the Lord rather than our own solutions. “I said to my soul, be still and wait without hope, for hope would be hope for the wrong thing.” Did you catch that? “Wait without hope.” Stop supplying God with your own hopes, your own answers, your own agenda, because they are inevitably the wrong thing!!!  They fall short, they cannot even approach what He’s got in mind. Its hope for the wrong thing. “My ways are not your ways, says the Lord.”

      This is why the prophet begins the passage by telling us all about the God who “sits above the circle of the earth and it’s inhabitants are like grasshoppers.” That’s the perspective the God has on your suffering – the full view. The perspective you have is one of a…well… a grasshopper. So it is to Him that we are told to “lift up our eyes.”

     And who is the One to whom we lift our eyes? “The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He does not faint or grow weary; his understanding is unsearchable.” And what does the Lord on whom we wait do? “He gives power to the faint, and to him who has no might he increases strength.” In our waiting, we lift our eyes from ourselves to Him.

     Isaiah is not suggesting any kind of polyanna-ish fix to the reality of suffering or destruction. Nor am I. There is no panacea, nor is there a substitute for pain and hurt. And, truth be told, suffering can go on a lifetime. I am only trying to turn us to the only One who can give real and right strength to the faint and the weary. And as we lift our eyes to the everlasting God, there is, along with waiting, an active response to suffering that He has given us. 

     I heard this answer from a theologian at a conference when asked how we are supposed to cope with suffering, when we wonder is this going to be forever. He said God gave us two ways to deal with hurt. He pointed to eyes and said “God has given us 2 tear ducts – one and two. They were meant to be used.”  Mourn with those who mourn, the bible says. Crying is a great gift from God

     Crying – or at least screaming – is what the 6 year old boy in the post dental confusion does. What makes the clip bearable is not just the humor, but the presence of another one in the car. His father talks to him, answers his questions, soothes him, helps him. His father assures him that it won’t go on forever. His father sees and knows the big picture and loves his son in his moment of worry and suffering.

      You too have a Father like that – the Lord, the everlasting God. And here is His word to you this morning. “They who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings like eagles; they shall run and not be weary; they shall walk and not faint.”
 

Amen.

