Fourth Sunday of Advent 2009 - In the Waiting Room

Luke 1:39-56 - Waiting for a Child to Be Born 

Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf Svanoe
It was 55 years ago at General Hospital in Madison, Wisconsin. My Dad sat in the waiting room nervously waiting for news as my mother labored to give me birth. Back in those days fathers waited in the waiting room. My Dad was no stranger to it. He had been there before- four times in fact. But that day was different. He was older- 47 years old. Times were tough. He didn’t make much on a teacher’s salary. There were four other children to feed, ages seven to fourteen. I would make number five. What do you suppose he thought about as he sat there waiting? I imagine he worried about the future and what kind of changes and challenges this new baby would bring. Whatever he thought about, it certainly wasn’t anything close to what was about to happen. The doctor appeared. There must have been at least one other there waiting because the doctor looked at my father and asked, “Are you the man whose wife is having twins?” My mother claims she had suspicions, but that was the first clue my Dad had that his world was about to change- times two. Back then you waited until birth to find out what gender the baby was. Would it be a boy or a girl? Mom and Dad got one of each. 
This Advent we have been in the waiting room. As we have prepared for Christmas, we have been waiting- waiting for help to arrive, waiting for healing, and waiting for justice. Today we are waiting for a child to be born. Every parent knows what it’s like to wait for a baby. Life is about to change forever. There is excitement, an anticipation, maybe some anxiety. Preparations need to be made for the arrival of this infant. As the mother starts to show and the fetus begins to move, parents can’t help but wonder about this child. What will we name him or her? What will she be like? What will he do with his life? What child is this? Those are good questions to ask in the waiting room. 
In our gospel reading Mary had just learned from the angel Gabriel that she was pregnant. It was an unusual pregnancy in that she already had many of her questions answered. She knew it would be a boy and that his name would be Jesus. She even knew what this child would grow up to do- “He will be great, and will be called Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end” (1:32-33). Naturally, Mary was full of questions. How can this be? The angel answered that child would be born of the Holy Spirit, the Son of God. And then, as if she needed some extra reassurance, the angel gave her a sign. Her elderly cousin, Elizabeth, was also pregnant. Just like Abraham and Sarah’s miraculous child, Elizabeth would bear a child in her old age that would prove to everyone that God keeps promises, and nothing is impossible with God. Mary hurried off to visit her cousin to see if it were true. And that’s when the leaping started. Elizabeth’s baby leapt in her womb at the sound of Mary’s voice. 
I would bet that most of you mothers who have been through a pregnancy have some amusing stories about times when your baby kicked or moved in the womb. A couple of years ago visitors came to worship at Peace. Cory and Erin Moon were looking for a church home. Erin was six months pregnant with twins. They were in the waiting room and part of their preparation was to find a church home, a place where they could raise their children in the faith. It happened to be, of all things, Polka Sunday. They laughed when they heard that- a common reaction people have when they hear the words “polka” and “worship” together. The music was lively and they soon got into it. The big surprise however, were the twins in her womb. Erin shared that they began to be very active responding to the music. Were they dancing? Leaping? Whatever it was, Erin and Cory knew that they had found the church for them and their kids. Rylan and Talan are two very active twin boys, now almost two years old. 
A baby leapt. It was a sign for Mary that indeed with God nothing will be impossible. And Mary believed. She responded by breaking out into a song of praise for the future God was bringing to the world. Over the years her song has become known as the Magnificat. It’s the first word of the song in Latin. Composers have set Mary’s song to music which is perhaps the best way to experience its power and emotion. There is something about the power of a song that can move us in the depths of our being. Just ask Rylan and Talan. Songs are the wombs where dreams of freedom and hope are born. Songs brought Negro slaves hope and strength as they labored under the oppression of their masters. Twenty years ago songs helped to bring down the Berlin wall, sung by hundreds of thousands of Germans, ushering in a peaceful revolution. Mary’s song continues to point the way to the great change the birth of God’s Son brings to a world in the waiting room, a world longing for peace and justice and freedom. Can you hear the music? Does it inspire you to leap and dance and sing? There is a future God is bringing, and while we are in that waiting room that future inspires us and guides how we live our lives. And like Mary, while we wait we sing.
Canticle of the Turning
1
My soul cries out with a joyful shout


that the God of my heart is great,


and my spirit sings of the wondrous things


that you bring to the ones who wait.


You fixed your sight on your servant's plight,


and my weakness you did not spurn, 


so from east to west shall my name be blest.


Could the world be about to turn?

Refrain

My heart shall sing of the day you bring.


Let the fires of your justice burn.


Wipe away all tears, for the dawn draws near,


and the world is about to turn.

2
Though I am small, my God, my all,


you work great things in me,


and your mercy will last from the depths of the past


to the end of the age to be.


Your very name puts the proud to shame,


and to those who would for you yearn,


you will show your might, put the strong to flight,


for the world is about to turn.  Refrain
3
From the halls of pow'r to the fortress tow'r,


not a stone will be left on stone.


Let the king beware for your justice tears


ev'ry tyrant from his throne.


The hungry poor shall weep no more,


for the food they can never earn;


there are tables spread, ev'ry mouth be fed,


for the world is about to turn.  Refrain

4
Though the nations rage from age to age,


we remember who holds us fast:


God's mercy must deliver us 


from the conqueror's crushing grasp.


This saving word that our forebears heard


is the promise which holds us bound,


till the spear and rod can be crushed by God,


who is turning the world around.  Refrain
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