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Did any of you see the movie that came out a year ago called “Waiting For Superman?”  It’s a movie about the struggles of the American public education system.  It shows both the despair of many students and parents and the hope that some educators have been able to offer.  I was particularly curious about how the producers chose the title of the movie.  Early in the film one of the central characters, an educator named Geoffrey Canada, tells the story of how as a child his mother told him one day that Superman wasn’t real.  Canada said he still remembers the anxiety and sadness he felt when it dawned on him that if Superman isn’t real then “no one is coming to save him.”  And as I understand the metaphor, the movie-makers want us to come to grips with the fact that Superman isn’t coming to save our education system, that if we want to make the system better we’re going to have to do something ourselves.

  In a very real way the people of first century Palestine were waiting for Superman.  They were waiting for the Messiah to save them, to rescue them from the oppression of their Roman overlords.  For hundreds and hundreds of years their prophets had promised that the Messiah would appear and would do for them what they could not do for themselves, that he would deliver them from their slavery and their sin.  And so they waited and waited and waited.
We can empathize.  We know what it feels like to wait for God to do what we’ve pleaded with him to do, to do what we’re so sure he promised he would do.  We wait for God to bring that special person into our lives, that man or woman who we can love and share our lives with.  We wait for God to bring us a child.  We wait for a job; we’ve filled out countless applications and knocked on countless doors, and it just seems like no one will give us a chance.  We wait for God to heal us, to put an end to this pain, to cure this illness.  We wait for our marriage to get better; it’s been years – at least it feels like years – since our relationship with our partner has provided us with the romance and the enjoyment we experienced in the early days.  We wait for our kids to come around, to grow up, to find their niche, to settle down.  We wait for the healing of our family, for the reestablishment of relationships that ended for reasons we have never understood.  We wait for the economy to turn around.  We wait for peace; we wait for justice.  We wait for the day when the wolf will live with the lamb, when the leopard will lie down with the goat, when the cow will feed with the bear.  We wait for Jesus to return and to make right every wrong, as the New Testament prophets promised he would.  We are waiting for Superman; we are waiting for someone to save us.
We can learn something from those who have gone before us.  Those characters whose lives make up the Christmas story have a message for us, and it’s this – choose patience.  It wasn’t easy for them to wait, certainly not any easier for them than for us.  They had every reason to give up.  The skeptics surely told them the same thing Geoffrey Canada’s mother told him: “There is no Superman. No one is coming to save you. If you want something done, you’re just going to have to do it yourself.”  They had a choice to make – Zechariah and Elizabeth, Mary and Joseph, Simeon and all the others.  They could choose to give up and to move on, or they could choose to patiently wait for God to do what he had promised to do.  Let’s see what we can learn about the wisdom of waiting from those who lived and breathed the air of that first Christmas night.
Choosing Patience When We’ve Made A Mistake
If you’re familiar with the New Testament, you know that the Christmas story is told in two of the four Gospels – the Gospel of Matthew and the Gospel of Luke.  Luke’s Gospel opens by telling us the story of a man of God who made a serious mistake.  His name is Zechariah, and one of the lessons he has to teach us is about choosing patience when we’ve made a mistake, about waiting for God to set right what we got wrong.
Frankly it’s a surprise that Zechariah would mess up, because he and his wife Elizabeth are two of the most godly, faithful people you could ever hope to meet.  Here’s how their story begins in Luke’s Gospel:

In the time of Herod king of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was also a descendant of Aaron.  Both of them were upright in the sight of God, observing all the Lord’s commandments and regulations blamelessly.  But they had no children, because Elizabeth was barren; and they were both well along in years.  (Luke 1:5-7)
If you could design the perfect grandparents, this is the couple you would pick.  Luke tells us that the elderly Zechariah and Elizabeth were “blameless.”  That’s pretty high praise.  But before you can be a grandparent, you have to be something else – a parent.  And try as they might and pray as them might, they have never had children of their own.  Here’s what happens next:
Once when Zechariah’s division was on duty and he was serving as priest before God, he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to go into the temple of the Lord and burn incense.  And when the time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled worshipers were praying outside. (Luke 1:8-10)
Here’s some background to what’s going on.  As a priest, Zechariah served at the Temple in Jerusalem for two one-week periods each year.  He was a member of one of 24 divisions in the first-century priesthood, one of 18,000 priests.  A priest only officiated at this sacrifice once in his life.  In other words, this is a once in a lifetime moment for Zechariah.  And then something happened that was beyond anything Zechariah could have anticipated:
Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side of the altar of incense.  When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was gripped with fear.  But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard.  Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John.  He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord.  (Luke 1:11-16)
Zechariah is quite understandably terrified when the angel shows up.  And he is absolutely astounded at the news – God is going to answer his prayer.  He is going to be a father.

But notice Zechariah’s response.  This is a critical part of the story; this is where Zechariah makes a huge mistake.  Luke 1:18 reads, “Zechariah asked the angel, ‘How can I be sure of this?  I am an old man and my wife is well along in years.’”   Now we certainly can empathize with Zechariah.  We can certainly understand why this whole thing seemed a bit unbelievable.  But think about this.  Zechariah has been praying for a son, probably for many years.  God sends an angel who appears to him in the Temple and tells him in words that Zechariah can hear with his own ears, “Zechariah, God has heard your prayers and he is giving you a son,” and what does Zechariah say?  He says, “How can I be sure?  Give me a sign.”

Have you watched any of the debates of the Republican candidates for President this fall?  I really admire the candidates for standing up on national TV and answering questions about their beliefs and their positions, because sooner or later they all make a mistake; they all mess up.  And when they do, they know it’s going to be played over and over again on the news.  But a day or so later some other story grabs the headlines and we move on.  But poor Zechariah doesn’t get off so easy.  His mistake is memorialized in the Bible.  And here’s what happens next:

The angel answered, “I am Gabriel.  I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news.  And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day happens, because you did not believe my words, which will come true at their proper time.”  (Luke 1:19-20)
Zechariah is reprimanded by the angel Gabriel.  For the next nine months, Zechariah is unable to speak.  And, we learn later in the story, for the next nine months Zechariah is unable to hear; he has become a deaf mute.  Why?  Because Zechariah doubted God.  Yes, Zechariah still mouthed his prayers.  He still went through the motions of asking God for a son.  But clearly he no longer believed it would happen.  He had resigned himself to a life without children, without a son to carry on the family line.  Sure, he would still like to have a son, but he knows it’s never going to happen.  So while he keeps praying, he prays without passion, without expectation, and without faith.  His prayer has become, “Dear God, I still believe in you, but I no longer believe you’re ever going to do what I once believed you would.”  Zechariah gave up.  He got impatient and quit.  He decided he was done waiting.
But that’s not the end of his story.  When God is involved, our story never needs to end with our mistake.  And we’ve made plenty of them, every one of us.  Ever messed up a relationship?  Maybe it was an addiction that got the better of you and came between you and your family.  Maybe you let down your guard and got involved with someone you shouldn’t have.  Maybe you made a poor financial decision and put the whole family in a hole you’re still trying to dig out of.  Or maybe, like Zechariah, you damaged a relationship by not trusting your partner, by giving up on your partner, by telling your partner, “I don’t believe you.”  And in retrospect, in the light of day, it’s all quite clear to you – you messed up.  And you worry that there’s nothing you can do to make it better.
And Zechariah would tell you, “Choose patience. Choose to wait. God can redeem your mistake.  You might have given up on God, but God is not giving up on you.”  That’s what Zechariah did – he chose to be patient.  He chose to wait.  For nine months he waited.  And I have to imagine those were a very difficult nine months for him.  Think about it – after a lifetime of hearing and talking, suddenly Zechariah is plunged into a world of absolute silence.  He can’t talk, and he can’t hear what anyone is trying to say to him.  He can’t hear the birds or the donkeys or the thunder or the rain.  And imagine this – after all these years of wanting to have a child, Elizabeth is finally and miraculously pregnant, but they can’t talk about it!  They can’t talk about their excitement; they can’t talk about their plans.
Now, guys, I understand that there may be times in your marriage when you might appreciate not being able to hear your spouse, like when she’s complaining about you watching too much football, or when she wants to talk about the possibility of her mother coming to live with you.  But remember, not only could Zechariah not hear; he couldn’t talk.  That means he couldn’t defend himself.  He couldn’t plead his case.  He couldn’t express his opinion.  He couldn’t tell her what he needed.  He was quite literally speechless.  And it was all his fault.
Choose Patience When You Can’t Choose Your Circumstances
But after his initial mistake, Zechariah doesn’t pout and he doesn’t doubt.  He simply waits.  He waits patiently for God to carry out his plan for Zechariah’s life in spite of the mess Zechariah had made of it.  Now we who have read this story before know how it ends for Zechariah, as we will read in just a moment.  But let’s be sure to remember this – Zechariah didn’t know how it was going to end.  As far as he knew he was destined to be deaf and dumb for the rest of his life.  But Zechariah appreciated that while his ability to hear and to speak were totally out of his hands, the important issues of life were still a matter of his own choosing.  His circumstances were out his control, but the quality of his walk with God and the health of his marriage were a matter of his own choosing.
 I imagine that there are certain challenges in your life that are very much out of your control.  There are certain things we can do to maintain our health, but quite a lot of it comes down to genetics, to factors that you and I can’t do a thing about.  If you’re an investor, you know all about this.  You can do your best to invest in a company that has a healthy balance sheet, a company with a solid business plan and good leadership, a company that the experts tell you is positioned to do well in the changing global economy.  But despite all that, the company’s stock takes a nosedive.  And why?  Because there was an earthquake in Japan or because a bank in Greece went under or for any number of factors that are completely out of your control.  And just like that all your carefully laid retirement plans are totally up in the air.
But despite all those things in life that are out of our control, the most important things in life are a matter of our own choosing.  We can choose to love or to hate.  We can choose forgiveness or bitterness.  We can choose hope or despair.  Zechariah had no control over his ability to hear or to speak, but he had a very important life choice to make, and he made the right one – he chose to wait patiently for God to redeem his mistake and to use him to do something of lasting significance in the world.
Nine months go by, nine months of total silence.  It’s time for Elizabeth to give birth, and it’s time to find out what God has planned for Zechariah.  Here’s what happens next, as the story is told to us by Luke:
When it was time for Elizabeth to have her baby, she gave birth to a son.  Her neighbors and relatives heard that the Lord had shown her great mercy, and they shared her joy.  On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they were going to name him after his father Zechariah, but his mother spoke up and said, “No!  He is to be called John.”
They said to her, “There is no one among your relatives who has that name.”  Then they made signs to his father, to find out what he would like to name the child.  He asked for a writing tablet, and to everyone’s astonishment he wrote, “His name is John.”  Immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue set free, and he began to speak, praising God. (Luke 1:57-64)  
Have you ever thought to yourself, “What does it matter what I do?  God is going to do what God is going to do, and I can’t do anything about it.”  It’s tempting to think that way, isn’t it, to think that it’s all in God’s hands and that nothing I think or believe or do is going to make any difference.  Zechariah could have had that attitude.  He could have thought, “Look, I messed up, and now I’m deaf and dumb.  There’s nothing I can do about it.  I’m never going to be able to call my son by name, or hear him call me Father, so what does it matter what we name him.”  But while Zechariah had doubted God before, he had made a different choice in the last nine months – he had chosen to trust God.  As he waited in total silence for nine long months for his wife to have their first child, he had decided that from now on he was going to trust God.  And to demonstrate his faith, Zechariah chose to give his son the name the angel had told him to give the boy – the name of John.  
And notice what God does in response to Zechariah’s obedience and his faith; notice how God rewards Zechariah’s patience – he restores Zechariah’s ability to hear and to speak.  And here’s the point – how we choose to handle those things that we can control often determines how God chooses to handle those things that are out of our control.  If Zechariah had chosen differently, if Zechariah had said, “It doesn’t matter what I want to name the boy,” do you think God would have restored his hearing and speech?  Not likely, right?  The miracle of healing God did for Zechariah was in response to Zechariah’s patience and his faith and his obedience.  Because Zechariah chose to patiently trust God with his life and his son’s life, God intervened and did a miracle that, according to Luke, left all of Zechariah’s neighbors in awe.  Luke 1:65 says, “All the neighbors were filled with awe, and throughout the hill country of Judea people were talking about all these things.”  So here’s the lesson – if you want God to do something awesome in your life, choose patience.  Choose to wait – because God is on the move.
 I mentioned that I recently read the remarkable story of Louis Zamperini in the book “Unbroken.”  Louis was captured by the Japanese during World War 2 and spent a number of years in prison camps under the most horrible conditions imaginable.  He and his fellow prisoners were beaten repeatedly, usually for no reason at all other than that they were helpless.  They had little to eat, and what they ate was something none of us would consider real food.  They lived among rats in diseased conditions.  Their lives were by all accounts utterly hopeless.
And yet many of them somehow endured, unbroken.  They had very little control over anything in their lives.  They were forced to work at menial, backbreaking jobs that they didn’t choose.  They were told when to sleep, when to get up, where to stand, where to sit.  But they each had a choice – to give up, or to endure, and many of them chose to patiently endure.  Why?  Because every once in awhile, they heard a sound overhead.  They couldn’t see what made the sound; it was either covered by the clouds or too far away to see.  But the sound was all they needed to know what it was – an American plane.  And that’s all they needed to keep them going, the knowledge that help was coming, that rescue was in the wings, that the American military was on the move.

I have to tell you that I had a hard time not reading ahead.  I wanted to get past the agony and the suffering and get to the part where the prisoners were finally set free.  I had a hard time waiting, though I fully realize their wait was far more difficult.  But how fun to read about their salvation, to read about their relief and their joy when they were carried to safety and fed real food and given hot showers and had their wounds washed by caring nurses.  Their patience paid off, and their rescue was awesome. For Louis Zamperini and his friends, Christmas came in August in 1945.
The Bible assures us that our God is on the move.  He’s coming, just as he came to our earth on that first Christmas.  There is much in our world, much in our lives, that is broken.  Some of it is broken because we broke it, because we messed it up.  Some is broken through no fault of our own; it’s frankly completely out of our control.  But no matter.  The truth is that God is on the move, that help is on the way, that Christmas is coming.  So let’s choose to endure the brokenness with the confidence that God is going to show up and that when he does he’s going to do something awesome.  Let’s choose to believe that God can redeem our mistakes and that he can make right those things that are out of our control. Let’s make this Christmas a Christmas of our choosing by choosing patience, by choosing to wait not for Superman but for the Almighty God himself.  The promise of the Bible is this – it will be worth the wait.  
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