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Most of us have a difficult time waiting.  We will go to a restaurant and sit down and study the menu for 20 minutes before we finally order, but once we order, our food better be there in five minutes or less or we can get pretty cranky.  As students we don’t like to wait for our grades to get posted – I mean, we turned in our essay nearly an hour ago, and our grade still isn’t up on the website!  One of our least favorite places is the waiting room – think of it, an entire room devoted to the unpleasant task of waiting.  And the worst part is when someone who hasn’t been waiting as long as you gets called ahead of you.  We have to keep sitting there in a cold, crowded room pretending to read magazines that are three years old while some person who is clearly far more undeserving than we are gets to go ahead of us for his appointment.   And it makes us mad.

Of course some things are worth waiting for.  Do you remember waiting for your children to be born?  The waiting was hard, especially for your wife, but when the baby finally came and you got to bring your wife and your son or daughter home for the first time, it was worth the wait.  Guys, do you remember waiting for your bride to walk down the aisle to meet you at the front of the church?  It was like she was walking in slow motion.  But she finally got there, she finally said “I do,” and the great adventure of married life finally got underway.  It was worth the wait.

Life gives us many opportunities to wait.  We should be good at it.  But most of us aren’t.  In fact it seems to me that we get worse at waiting as we get older.  Some of the most impatient people I’ve seen this last year were some of the people at the retirement home where my Mom lives.  Dinner is at the same time everyday – 5:00.  They’ve lived there for years; they know that’s when dinner is served.  And yet everyday at 4:30 about 20 or more of them are lined up at the door impatiently waiting to get into the dining room so they can get dinner.  And while I tease my Mom about it, about why she leaves her room at 4:30 to make a walk of about 20 steps so she’s not late for dinner, I am pretty sure that I will be just as impatient when I’m 90 years old and in the same situation.  As much practice as we get at waiting, we never learn to like it.

In the last chapter of his short letter, James reminds us that an authentic faith is a faith that works while we wait.  Here’s what James writes:

Be patient, then, brothers and sisters, until the Lord’s coming.  See how the farmer waits for the land to yield its valuable crop, patiently waiting for the autumn and spring rains.  You too, be patient and stand firm, because the Lord’s coming is near.  Don’t grumble against one another, brothers and sisters, or you will be judged.  The Judge is standing at the door! (James 5:7-9)
Here’s the good news – Jesus is coming.  It’s not just wishful thinking; it’s not the stuff of fantasy.  Over and over again the Bible promises us that one day the King is coming back to earth to make every wrong right and to set free the oppressed and to heal all our diseases.  The promise is this – when Jesus returns, it will be worth the wait.  But in the meantime, we still have to wait.  And the truth is that no one likes waiting.  

And it turns out that there are wrong ways to wait and there are right ways to wait, dysfunctional ways to wait and healthy ways to wait.  Years ago I bought a t-shirt that got a lot of looks whenever I wore it; people always looked twice to make sure they read it right the first time.  The shirt said this: “Jesus is coming – look busy.”  Now that’s not quite James’ message.  The point isn’t to try to look like we’re busy so Jesus doesn’t get mad at us for being lazy when he comes back.  But there are certain things we should be doing while we wait as well as certain things we shouldn’t be doing.  Let’s start, as James does in chapter 5, with the things we shouldn’t do as we wait for Jesus’ return.

Be A Sharer, Not A Grabber
First, James tells us that while we’re waiting for the Lord’s return, we should be sharers instead of grabbers.  Look at how James begins this chapter, by chastising certain wealthier followers of Jesus for being grabby:

Now listen, you rich people, weep and wail because of the misery that is coming on you. Your wealth has rotted, and moths have eaten your clothes.  Your gold and silver are corroded.  Their corrosion will testify against you and eat your flesh like fire.  You have hoarded wealth in the last days.  Look!  The wages you failed to pay the workers who mowed your fields are crying out against you.  The cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord Almighty.  You have lived on earth in luxury and self-indulgence.  You have fattened yourselves in the day of slaughter. (James 5:1-5)
Have any of you watched a show called “Hoarders” on the A&E Channel?  The show is in its fourth season; each episode tells the story of two people whose homes and lives are being overwhelmed by their hoarding.  There’s the doll enthusiast whose collection of tens of thousands of dolls is making it impossible for her to live in her home.  There’s the man who has collected scores and scores of mannequins that have been modeled after him, as well as buckets of his own hair that he keeps in his house.  There’s the automobile lover who is facing $20 million in fines for littering his property with hundreds of junked cars.  Psychologists tell us the hoarding is an effort to manage the anxiety raised by obsessive doubts.  Hoarding can also be a response to a significant disruption in a person’s sense of self-worth.  Hoarders will compulsively buy things and compulsively save things, and often the things they save are of little or no value. By the way, my Burger King toy collection does not qualify as hoarding because my bobble heads are clearly of significant value.

And did you notice what some Christians in James’ day were doing as they waited for the Lord’s return?  They hoarded: “You have hoarded wealth in the last days.”  They grabbed all they could get their hands on and they put it in storage.  And while it’s unlikely any of us are hoarders along the lines of the people on the TV show, in light of our shaky economy it’s pretty tempting to do some hoarding of our own.  When money is leaking from our 401k’s and we’re paying more and more for health insurance and we’re not sure how long we’re going to be able to keep our jobs, it’s very tempting to hold on to what we do have more tightly, to grab all we can and to keep all we can.

Now let’s understand that there’s a difference between being a wise manager of your money and a hoarder.  The Bible commends those who are wise enough to save their money and to make sound investments.  And James isn’t espousing some version of Communism here.  But notice the problem – these people, these Christian brothers and sisters who are very much aware that Jesus is one day going to come back – are making two critical errors.  First, they’re putting their hopes for a better future in their money instead of in their Master.  They think their stuff will save them.  But the fact is that stuff doesn’t last, no matter how hard we try to protect it, no matter how tightly we hold on to it.  In James’ words, “Your wealth has rotted, and moths have eaten your clothes.  Your gold and silver are corroded. Their corrosion will testify against you and eat your flesh like fire.”  
By the way, does that sound at all similar to something Jesus said?  James, the brother of Jesus through Mary, was certainly familiar with these words of Jesus:  “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal.  But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal.  For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” (Matthew 6:19-21)  We can hoard all we want; we can be as careful as we want.  We can put our money in gold, we can put it in the best stocks and mutual funds, or we can put it under our mattress, but the truth is this – everything leaks.  There is no absolutely safe harbor.  

I read an interesting article recently in Time Magazine on happiness and money.  Experts from Harvard Business School tell us that when it comes to money, our happiness maxes out at $75,000.  The article says this: “Don’t ask if money can buy happiness; of course it can.  The better question is why are we always striving for more money, since earning north of $75,000 doesn’t accrue additional happiness?”  Now you may want to argue with the folks from Harvard about their numbers, but I think we would all agree that while we all need money to live there is a point at which more money doesn’t make our lives any better.  And yet it is still human nature for us to keep grabbing for more and to try to hold on to what we’ve got as tightly as possible.  And James and Jesus have this to say to us – it won’t make you happy, and it won’t save your soul.

Very quickly, here’s the second critical mistake these Christians are making when he writes, “Look! The wages you failed to pay the workers who mowed your fields are crying out against you.”  Here’s what can happen when we put our hopes in our money and our stuff – our things become more important to us than people.  And that just can’t happen, not if our faith is working, not if we’re authentic followers of Jesus.  Grabbing is a wrong way to wait for the return of Jesus.

So what’s the right way?  Sharing.  That’s what James is getting at in his critique of the grabbers.  They need to share their wealth by paying their workers fairly and promptly.  And as we move into the holiday season, we get a chance to put our faith to work by resisting the temptation to grab hold tightly of our stuff and to instead take every opportunity to share generously with other people.  

Our son Ryan got the chance for the first time in his life to fly first class in September when he flew from San Jose to Washington DC for an internship.  He sent us texts all along the way to keep us updated on the food they were serving him and the perks he was being given because he was in the front of the plane.  But when it was over he had a realization.  He said it was great fun to be first in line and to have cloth napkins and to eat steak and ice cream sundaes and to have a window seat as he flew across the country.  But there was something missing, he realized, which was that didn’t have anyone to share the experience with.  What would have made the trip so much better, he said, was if he had had someone next to him to share the food with and to share the sights with and to share the experience with.  The entire trip would have been just so much better if only he could have shared it.

And that’s how God has made us.  He has built sharing into our DNA.  God doesn’t tell us to share because he wants to make us miserable; he wants us to share because he has designed us to find joy and fulfillment and satisfaction when we share who we are and what we have with other people.  

Have you noticed that waiting is significantly easier when someone is waiting with you?  A few years ago my wife was having some exploratory surgery done, and frankly I was a little bit anxious.  But what made my wait much more palatable was that a good friend of mine sat in the waiting room with me.  We spent some of the time talking, but much of the time we just sat next to each other and read.  All he did was to wait with me, to share in the experience of waiting with me.  He gave up hours of his time, hours he could have been doing things far more productive and remunerative, just to help me wait.  And that’s how faith works; that’s what an authentic Christian looks like.

Be A Singer, Not A Grumbler
The second wrong way to wait is grumbling.  James says, “Don’t grumble against one another, brothers and sisters, or you will be judged.  The Judge is standing at the door!” (James 5:9)  Have you ever noticed that when you’re waiting that you can get kind of grumpy and irritable?  And I’ve noticed that when I get irritable I get irritating.  I start picking on people, complaining about people, criticizing people.  And of course the people we grumble about are usually the ones we’re closest to because they’re within grumbling distance.  After all, why grumble about someone who can’t hear your witty criticisms?  No, you have to be sure to grumble about the people who are close enough to benefit from your astute observations about their shortcomings.  They don’t always seem to appreciate your comments, at least in the short term, though you’re pretty sure that in the long run they will look back with gratitude on your insights into their weaknesses.  Although as I think about it I don’t really remember my wife every thanking me for irritating her.

And James says, “Don’t do that.  Don’t grumble against one another, brothers and sisters.”  James has come back to this theme a number of times in this book, hasn’t he, the theme of controlling our tongue.  One of the best evidences of an authentic faith, James keeps reminding us, is a person who is careful with his comments, a person who consistently uses his words to build up and not to tear down.  And this is a pretty easy way to evaluate whether or not our faith is working while we’re waiting – are we grumbling about people; are we cutting people down; are we complaining about people?  That’s not how we should be acting as followers of Jesus, not if our faith is working.

So what’s a better way of waiting than grumbling?  Singing.  Here’s what I mean.  I’ve had a couple of opportunities to worship with some extremely poor brothers and sisters in Christ, a few times in India and on a couple of occasions in the Philippines.  And the thing that has impressed me every time is their singing.  These very poor people, who are sitting on the floor in oppressively hot circumstances, who have very little in the way of worldly goods and frankly little hope of their economic circumstances ever getting better, sing long and loud and with great joy.  I didn’t see any of them faking it.  No one was really grumpy but just mouthing the words so they would fit in.  They were authentically grateful and authentically joyful.  Theirs was a faith that works.

Stay Strong, Don’t Give Up
Here’s a third wrong way to wait – giving up.  That’s the biggest challenge when it comes to waiting.  It is so tempting to just give up.  James tells us not to; James tells us to persevere:  “Brothers and sisters, as an example of patience in the face of suffering, take the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord.  As you know, we count as blessed those who have persevered.  You have heard of Job’s perseverance and have seen what the Lord finally brought.  The Lord is full of compassion and mercy.” (James 5:10-11)  

The alternative to giving up is to stay strong; that’s what Job did.  You’re probably familiar with his story and with his suffering, how despite living a blameless life everything that could go wrong did go wrong.  His ten children were killed.  His home was destroyed.  His wealth was taken away.  His health went bad.  And rather than encouraging him to stay strong, his wife told him, “Give up!  Curse God and die!”  But he didn’t.  Yes he questioned God; yes he voiced his complaints.  But he never gave up; he stayed strong, and in the end God blessed him.

While I was recovering from my hip surgery Stacy Weed gave me the book “Unbroken” to read.  It’s the story of Louis Zamperini, and it’s the closest you’ll get to a modern day Job.  I won’t tell you the whole story because I know some of you will want to read it for yourselves, but let me give you the flavor of it.  Zamperini was a world-class distance runner whose dreams for Olympic gold were interrupted by World War 2.  He served on aircraft that flew over the Pacific fighting the Japanese.  When his plane crashed only Louis and two others survived, but they quickly determined that they had very little chance of reaching safety.  But two of the three did survive as they drifted for 46 days in the middle of the Pacific, without any food or water on their little raft.  They survived being shot at by a Japanese fighter, and they survived a typhoon.  But when they finally reached land, it wasn’t to be rescued; it was to be thrown into an underground dungeon and handcuffed to the wall.

From there they were taken to Japan where Louis spent the next few years in one prison camp after another under simply horrific circumstances.  He and many other prisoners lost half their body weight while imprisoned.  They were tortured in a variety of humiliating ways.  So what kept them going?  Why didn’t they give up?  Every once in awhile some news would filter into the prison camp, news about the war.  And the news was this – the Allies were winning the war.  There was hope that their suffering was coming to an end, that better days were ahead.  So they stayed strong, as strong as they could.  They endured; they persevered.

After the war Louis had another battle to fight, this one with alcoholism.  Nothing but alcohol seemed to numb his pain.  Then, on the brink of losing his wife and child, Louis went to hear a young preacher named Billy Graham at a tent meeting in Los Angeles, and Louis gave his life to Jesus.  Louis is 94 now; he still gives talks about how God gave him the power to stay strong in his suffering.  He spoke at my mother’s church last winter.  His story is being made into a movie, as well it should.  Despite everything life threw at him, Louis remained unbroken.

And so can we.  We might be going through some hard times, but have you heard the news?  The King is coming; there are better days ahead.  So hang on, keep waiting, stay strong.  That’s how faith works.
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