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Waiting for Light 

delivered December 9, 2012 

by Rev. Michelle Collins 

Do you remember the last time that you were waiting for something?  In this past week, 

yesterday, maybe this morning?  Waiting in a line or in traffic, waiting for the coffee to finish, 

waiting for someone or for something.  Having to wait is infused into much of our lives, here 

and elsewhere.  My brother-in-law who grew up in St. Petersburg, Russia, told me how waiting 

was so vital that people would get into a line and wait just because they saw one was there.  

This led the teenage boys to play pranks by going and starting a line to nowhere, watching until 

enough people had joined the line, and then leaving.  They would return later in the day to see 

people still just standing and waiting in the line that they had created earlier. 

The season of advent is a season of waiting and of anticipation.  In the Christian tradition, it’s a 

time of waiting and anticipating the birth of Jesus.  In the secular world, it’s a time of building 

up and anticipating celebrations and times with family and friends.  But these are things that 

are going to happen, things that we are relatively certain will come to be.  There is also waiting 

for things that we are not quite so certain about. 

The Jews have had many times of uncertainty in their history, times when the present wasn’t at 

all what many of them were hoping for.  The story of Hanukkah tells of one of those times.  It 

tells about the end of the dominance of the Seleucid Empire, the Syrians, the end of their rule 

over the traditional religious practices of the Jews.  The Seleucid ruler Antiochus had done 

much to discourage and outlaw traditional Jewish practices, instead he tried to force the Jews 

to Hellenize.  The temple in Jerusalem had been pillaged, circumcision and reading the Torah 

had been outlawed, altars to Greek gods set up, and an idol of Zeus had been placed on the 

temple’s altar.  This was far from the reality hoped for by many of the Jewish people. 

It gets even more complicated.  Many Jews, particularly the urban upper classes, were fine with 

turning from the traditional practices and embracing the Hellenization.  This internal tension is 

what helped to spark the rebellion that ultimately retook the temple, when a rural priest 

named Mattathias the Hasmonean killed a Hellenized Jew.  Later, Mattathias’s sons, who 

became known as the Maccabees, led the bloody revolt that, well, killed lots of Jews as well as 

Seleucids, retook the temple and reinstituted traditional practices. 

It took a lot to sustain their hopes.  The revolt itself took a while, with many battles, first against 

other Jews and then against the Seleucids.  Was the goal of retaking the temple even 

reasonable, when they were fighting against a much larger force?  Maybe not really so 

reasonable; in the end it took the death of the ruler Antiochus and political tensions internal to 

the empire to divert the opposing force from the Maccabees.  But yet their hope remained, 
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through the revolt and then after the temple was cleansed when they were waiting for the 

arrival of more consecrated oil. 

When have you had to hope your way through a long wait, waiting for something that seemed 

unlikely or even out of reach?  What sustained your hope? 

I think of long lists that people wait on and hope through, lists that seem to move more slowly 

each day.  As I chaplain I met many people who were waiting on lists to receive an organ.  These 

lists can be years upon years long, if they’re even able to get onto the list in the first place.  

Recently, I read a story by a nurse named Cindy. 

She wrote: “I am a non-practicing registered nurse as I write this.  I learned while working on a 

surgical floor at a small community hospital that I have hepatitis C.  By the time I was 

diagnosed, the disease had progressed so much that within a year of finding out, I was placed 

on a waiting list for a liver transplant.  Professionally speaking, I understood what was 

happening to me, but I felt like I had no one who could understand what I was feeling.   As I 

write this, I have been on the waiting list for 20 months probably with an additional one to two 

years of waiting (unless I get sicker faster than that).  I had seen a documentary on transplants 

and posted my story onto their website.  Later I was contacted by one of the families featured 

in the documentary.  It has been my blessing to have met them.  It has helped, it has helped so 

much to know someone who has been through the waiting period and who is now five years 

post-transplant and living a full, productive life.”1 

Cindy reached out to someone who shared her experience.  Through both the understanding 

and hearing of someone else’s successful journey through the list and the surgery, she found a 

measure of hope. 

When I was working in San Francisco, folks would tell me of the housing lists they were waiting 

on – they knew how many months, or more likely, how many years they had been on the lists 

and about how far down they were.  On lists waiting for improved housing options.  One can 

move through the list more quickly if one has certain qualifiers or disabilities.  But the wait is 

long either way, years long.  I remember seeing mixtures of hope and discouragement, hope 

when they would tell about a tiny move up on the list or a meeting with one of the housing 

offices to take care of some of the paperwork or requirements, but discouragement when they 

would once again be deferred or when no immediate action would come. 

I remember one man who I worked more closely with.  He was energetic and intense and 

perpetually rather depressed.  He went through a journey of hope and excitement as he 

thought a housing change was coming up.  I helped him begin packing, and he had more than 
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half of his possessions packed and ready to go when he learned that things were not as he 

thought they were and he still had more time to wait on the various lists.   

It was devastating for him although he tried not to show it.  I remember wishing that I could 

make him feel better, that I could say or do something to instill hope for eventual success.  I 

wanted to help give him hope.  But this isn’t the way hope works.  Hope isn’t something that 

can be given.  That’s a misconception that I started out chaplaincy training with, the idea that I 

can help to instill hope in someone else.  It took quite a while for me to come around from that. 

Hope doesn’t come from the outside; it’s something that only we can find for ourselves.  Last 

year when I was trying to describe being a chaplain to a friend of my husband’s, he reflected 

that it sounded like a fun job, going around with a happy face on a stick all day and cheering 

people up and bringing hope.  It’s an oddly humorous image with a cheesy yellow happy face in 

my mental picture of it.  I told him it wasn’t that at all though.  I would just show up and be 

present no matter what people might be feeling.  Maybe they had hope; maybe they didn’t.  

Finding hope was really only something that they could do and not something that I could bring 

from the outside for them. 

Fundamentally, hope is a choice.  It’s choosing to believe that another reality could be possible.  

It’s choosing to hang on to that vision even when the wait is long or the vision is virtually 

unimaginable.  Hope is a choice. 

Last week Rev. Josh talked about a book he had read on cataclysmic environmental apocalypse.  

Although he warned that we should avoid reading that particular book, I admit that I’m drawn 

to books like this.  Especially ones with pictures and charts to pour over, ones that insist on how 

dire and precarious our planet is right now.  First I’ll read a few pages then put the book down 

quickly as I feel myself swept away by despair over the bleak picture it paints.  But then I find 

myself picking it back up and reading it, over and over.  I am drawn to these books and pictures 

and charts – I’ve found some good charts by the way – I’m drawn into them even as I’m drawn 

into choking feelings of despair and hopelessness and fear that it’s too late to change anything.  

The first time I saw Al Gore’s film An Inconvenient Truth, I was so caught up and distracted by 

my cataclysmic thinking that I was nearly mugged on the way back to my car! 

Despite the fact that I’m drawn to these stories and the science behind them, I don’t live every 

day with a cloud of gloom and despair following me.  Now, I’ll admit that this cloud does follow 

me some days, like when we seem to have just too many “unseasonably warm” days and 

record highs in a month like December when instead it should be getting downright cold.  Some 

days the cloud of despair does succeed in sticking with me for days or weeks.  But overall… I 

make myself choose to have hope instead.  I’m going to choose to believe it’s not too late to 

change the planet’s trajectory.  These books I’m drawn to motivate me to do my part in making 
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that change happen, and I work to not let them permanently pull me into a pit of gloom.  I 

choose to envision another reality, and to believe that it’s possible. 

In our story today,2 Edie is making that choice, every day, as she is making her journey through 

lung cancer.  She is making her choice for hope and for living.  When the doctors tell her their 

predictions of how much long she has, she greets them with a smile and a shrug.  Is she in 

denial of reality?  Maybe.  But maybe that’s what she needs in order to choose to keep going.  

She’s already lasted 4 years when the doctors told her she had less than one.  I love hearing 

about the dramatic hat that she wears to cover her chemo-induced hair loss.  I love hearing 

both the hope and realism when she alters a couple of outfits for the fall, “just in case.”  The 

author of the story shared that by her example she wasn’t teaching him how to die as much as 

she was teaching him how to live. 

How do we go about sustaining that hope once we’ve made the choice to embrace it?  I think 

we all have our own strategies for this.  We have all found things that work for us individually, 

and things that don’t work.  Maybe we find others who share the experience, like Cindy did 

while waiting on the list for a liver transplant.  Maybe we think through a plan to make it 

happen, or we remind ourselves that we have survived something similar in the past.  Maybe 

imagine it as a game and persevere through our choices and actions.  Maybe we imagine the 

worst possible alternative outcome and convince ourselves that we could survive it.  Or, my 

favorite, one I could probably claim for myself at least half of the time, maybe it’s just sheer 

stubbornness that sustains my sense of hope. 

There are certainly times when hope just seems impossible to choose.  When there is just 

nothing hopeful in a bleak situation.  When it’s enough just looking to make it through a single 

day clean or to make it through yet another sleepless night.  Or when everything that you had 

hoped for has come crashing down.  Sometimes it is just enough to get through the day.  Hope 

doesn’t have to be more grandiose than that.  Sometimes it’s all we can do to take one more 

step, or to wish for a day in the future with a little more light. 

Even once we’ve chosen to hope for something, the path still has its ups and downs.  For years 

it’s been a roller coaster in the continuing fights for same sex marriage in our country.  

California’s proposition 8 has been back in the news in the past couple of weeks.  My family and 

I lived in California when it was originally on the ballot.  At the time same-sex marriage was 

legal, and the proposed proposition would change the state constitution to end that legal 

status.  I think it was the most expensive campaign in the country that year.  California still has 

paper ballots that you fill out by hand, long monstrosities with way too many pages in them.  I 

had my daughter with me the day I voted, and we sat on the floor and together marked the 

                                                             
2 http://www.thesunmagazine.org/_media/article/pdf/324_Odds.pdf 
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space for no on proposition 8.  As you probably know, in that election it passed, but has been 

back and forth in the courts ever since.  Finally a state court of appeals ruled on it in favor of 

gay marriage, and last week it looked like the US Supreme court was going to decline taking up 

the issue.  Then they delayed their decision for a week – I’ve been watching the news intently 

this past week.  Friday afternoon the US Supreme Court decided to take up the issue, along with 

one of the Defense of Marriage Act cases.3  Do I dare even hope?  A favorable decision could 

end the question about California’s law and legalize same sex marriage in the state for good.  

We have waited so long for it.  Or do I reign in my hope to prepare for the alternative of yet 

another setback in the long fight.  I choose to hope.  Not for some day in the undetermined 

future, but for now. 

Come and join me in that hope.  May it be so. 

 

                                                             
3 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/huff-wires/20121207/us-supreme-court-gay-
marriage/?utm_hp_ref=politics&ir=politics 


