WAITING WITH PURPOSE!

A sermon preached by Michael Horsburgh AM in St James’ Church, King Street,
Sydney, at Choral Matins on the Third Sunday of Advent, 14 December 2025

The last time that I stood in this pulpit was to preach at Sir Stephen Hough’s Missa Mirabilis,
and I described the event that gave rise to the Mass’s name. I said:

In 2006, Martin Baker, then Master of Music at Westminster Cathedral in London, had
commissioned Hough to write a Mass. During a series of concerts in Manchester, he had time
to stay at his mother’s house in Cheshire and wrote three of its movements: the Kyrie, Sanctus
and Credo. As he drove south to his final concert with the manuscript in his car, he was involved
in an accident with a truck. His car rolled three times, leaving him trapped until he was pulled
out by the truck driver. He was able to retrieve his briefcase and its contents. As Stephen told
me in our communications, “I was convinced, as I flip-flopped across the road, that I would
never get to hear the work. God had a different plan.”?

When I came to consider this morning’s sermon in the context of our two readings, my mind
turned to two very different but, as you will see, related things. The first I have just described.
The second is a book to which I was introduced in the 1980s by our former rector, Peter Hughes.
The book was written by Bill Vanstone, a Canon of Chester Cathedral, and called The Stature
of Waiting.> 1 will not set out the entire argument of Vanstone’s book, but he begins his second
chapter with the title, “The Status of Patient”. He describes a situation exactly like Hough’s,
when an accident victim first struggles to get free, realises that it is impossible, and begins to
wait for a rescuer.

Imagine Hough, a famous pianist, in control of his own mind and body, suddenly dependent
on an unknown other to return to life. His rescue was quick, and he suffered no long-term
treatment or disability, yet he could never have known that as he lay trapped. There is no
difficulty in imagining a more serious outcome involving lengthy treatment and an uncertain
recovery, possibly an end to his career.

Vanstone’s scenario is not limited to accidental injury. He considers ageing: first, retirement
and the loss of familiar activity, then physical decline and increasing dependence on others.
But such waiting is not limited to those with disabilities and those whose life is declining.
Younger people, who find themselves in the job market, are waiting on the decisions of others
and unable to ensure the outcome that they so much desire. Vanstone says, if you will forgive
his gendered language:

In ever-widening areas of modern working life the individual operator finds that his own
possibility of achievement, success or satisfaction depends almost entirely on the efficient
functioning of a system over which he himself has no control. In this sense he tends to feel
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himself the patient, the object and even the victim of the complex system within which he
works; and this feeling seems to be largely justified.*

Vanstone also includes waiting for the return of power after a storm or the failure of transport
systems such as airlines or railways. There is no need to go on with any further descriptions.
We now recognise the world in which we live. Although recognisable, our situation has
dangerous results as Vanstone explains:

Although we acquiesce in practice in our condition of dependence we see no positive worth or
value in it; and where it is possible to assert or pretend to independence, so we do and so we
are expected to do. In our public attitudes we locate the value of life exclusively in those areas
where, actually or allegedly, we are free from external dependence and are exercising our own
initiative and creating our own achievement.’

When this self-deception fails, we become impatient, frustrated, angry and depressed.

I cannot here expound Vanstone’s development of a theology of waiting, but he relates it to the
Incarnation, to Jesus being handed over to his death. He develops a picture of the God who
waits:

Jesus destines Himself, by His own will, to wait upon the decisions and deeds of men: He
works, one might say, towards a climax in which He must wait.®

If for God, so for us. Vanstone’s project is to re-establish the significance of waiting. He argues
that waiting presupposes a level of caring. He considers a railway station and notes a homeless
person sheltering there. Many trains go through, but that homeless person is not waiting for
any of them. The only persons waiting are those for whom the arrival of a train has meaning.’
If God is a God who waits, that God cares. If that God cares, meaning is given to that for which
that God waits: us.

The Advent season is often described as a season of waiting, a double waiting: a long waiting
for Our Lord’s return, and a short waiting for Our Lord’s nativity. Our reading from Zephaniah,
looks towards the re-establishment of justice, towards a re-establishment of meaning to life,
something worth waiting for.

James reflects on the possible negatives of waiting, impatience, dissension. He also argues for
the restoration of meaning, compassion and mercy. We are challenged to a waiting with
purpose, not an empty void in which our frustration and anger grow.

Vanstone himself put it in a poem, of which this is part:

Morning glory, starlit sky,

Leaves in springtime, swallow’s flight,
Autumn gales, tremendous seas,
Sounds and scents of summer night;

Soaring music, tow’ring words,
Art’s perfection, scholar’s truth.
Joy supreme of human love,
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Memory’s treasure, grace of youth;

Open, Lord, are these, Thy gifts,
Gifts of love to mind and sense;
Hidden is love’s agony,

Love’s endeavour, love’s expense.

Love that gives gives ever more,
Gives with zeal, with eager hands,
Spares not, keeps not, all outpours,
Ventures all, its all expends.

Drained is love in making full;
Bound in setting others free;
Poor in making many rich;
Weak in giving power to be.?
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