
1 
 
 

Henri Nouwen on Waiting 
 
Proper 17 
Rom.12.9-21   Prayer of the Day (Lectionary 22) 
 
The Rev. Thomas L. Weitzel 
Holy Cross Lutheran Church, Spring Hill, FL 
30 August 2020 
 
 
 There have been times in my preaching over these past three years 
when I have brought you significant pieces of writing that I thought had a 
particularly good message that we ought to hear.  I have one of those for 
today. 
 The context for this reading is clearly this long pandemic journey that we 
have been enduring and that just seems to go on and on.  We’ve been doing 
a lot of waiting – waiting for this thing to go away,  waiting for our church to 
open,  waiting for things to become normal again. 
 But there is another context too.  Before the end of the year, I expect us 
to enter a call process.  That’s going to bring another kind of waiting.  I say that 
because call processes in the ELCA tend to average between 9 and 18 
months.  So that will mean more waiting. 
 If we were honest, we’d probably all acknowledge that we aren’t very 
good at waiting.  Nor for that matter are we very good at denying ourselves as 
Jesus calls us to that in our Gospel for today.  Nor being patient, as St. Paul 
reminded us to do in our second lesson. 
 Back in 1994, the renowned spiritual writer Henri Nouwen penned a little 
tome with the title, The Path of Waiting.  I believe he has some good things to 
say to us all this, and it seems pertinent to the twin contexts that we are in.  So I 
am going to read to you some excerpts from that little book: 
 
(Henri J.M. Nouwen, “The Path of Waiting” 
Excerpted from Finding My Way Home, Crossroad Publishing, New York, 2001) 
  
Our Waiting for God 
 Waiting is not a very popular attitude.  Waiting is not something that 
people think about with great sympathy.  In fact, most people consider waiting 
a waste of time. Perhaps this is because the culture in which we live is basically 
saying,  “Get going!  Do something!   Show you are able to make a difference!  
Don’t just sit there and wait!”  For many people, waiting is a dry desert between 
where they are and where they want to go.  And people do not like such a 
place.  They want to get out of it by doing something. 
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 In our particular historical situation, waiting is even more difficult because 
we are so fearful.  One of the most pervasive emotions in the atmosphere 
around us is fear.  People are afraid — afraid of inner feelings, afraid of other 
people, and also afraid of the future.  Fearful people have a hard time waiting, 
because when we are afraid we want to get away from where we are.  But if 
we cannot flee, we may fight instead.  Many of our destructive acts come from 
the fear that something harmful will be done to us.  And if we take a broader 
perspective — that not only individuals but whole communities and nations 
might be afraid of being harmed — we can understand how hard it is to wait 
and how tempting it is to act.… 
 It impresses me, therefore, that all the figures who appear on the first 
pages of Luke’s Gospel are waiting.  Zechariah and Elizabeth are waiting.  
Mary is waiting.  Simeon and Anna, who were there at the temple when Jesus 
was brought in, are waiting.  The whole opening scene of the good news is 
filled with waiting people.  And right at the beginning all those people in some 
way or another hear the words, “Do not be afraid.  I have something good to 
say to you.”  These indicate that Zechariah, Elizabeth, Mary, Simeon, and Anna 
are waiting for something new and good to happen to them…. 
 How are they waiting and how are we called to wait with them? 
 
The Nature of Waiting 
 Waiting, as we see it in the people on the first pages of the Gospel, is 
waiting with a sense of promise.  “Zechariah, your wife Elizabeth is to bear you 
a son.”  “Mary, listen!  You are to conceive and bear a son” (Luke 1:13, 31, ]B).  
People who wait have received a promise that allows them to wait.   They 
have received something that is at work in them, like a seed that has started to 
grow.  This is very important.  We can really wait only if what we are waiting for 
has already begun for us.  So waiting is never a movement from nothing to 
something.  It is always a movement from something to something more.  
Zechariah, Elizabeth, Mary, Simeon, and Anna were living with a promise that 
nurtured them, that fed them, and that made them able to stay where they 
were.  And in this way, the promise could realize itself within them and through 
them. 
 Secondly, waiting is active.  Most of us think of waiting as something very 
passive, a hopeless state determined by events totally out of our hands.  The 
bus is late?  You cannot do anything about it, so you have to sit there and just 
wait.  It is not difficult to understand the irritation people feel when somebody 
says, “Just wait.”  Words like that seem to push us into passivity. 
 But there is none of this passivity in Scripture.  Those who are waiting are 
waiting very actively.   They know that what they are waiting for is growing from 
the ground on which they are standing.  That’s the secret.  The secret of 
waiting is the faith that the seed has been planted, that something has begun.  
Active waiting means to be present fully to the moment, in the conviction that 
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something is happening where you are and that you want to be present to it.  
A waiting person is someone who is present to the moment, who believes that 
this moment is the moment. 
 A waiting person is a patient person. The word “patience” means the 
willingness to stay where we are and live the situation out to the full in the belief 
that something hidden there will manifest itself to us.  Impatient people are 
always expecting the real thing to happen somewhere else and therefore 
want to go elsewhere.  The moment is empty.  But patient people dare to stay 
where they are.  Patient living means to live actively in the present and wait 
there.  Waiting, then, is not passive.  It involves nurturing the moment, as a 
mother nurtures the child that is growing in her womb.  Zechariah, Elizabeth, 
Mary, Simeon, and Anna were present to the moment.  That is why they could 
hear the angel.  They were alert, attentive to the voice that spoke to them and 
said,  “Don’t be afraid.  Something is happening to you.  Pay attention.” 
 But there is more.  Waiting is open-ended.  Open-ended waiting is hard 
for us because we tend to wait for something very concrete, for something that 
we wish to have.  Much of our waiting is filled with wishes:  “I wish that I had a 
job.  I wish the weather were better.  I wish the pain would go.”  We are full of 
wishes, and our waiting easily gets entangled in those wishes…. 
 But Zechariah, Elizabeth, Mary, Simeon, and Anna were not filled with 
wishes.  They were filled with hope.  Hope is something very different.  Hope is 
trusting that something will be fulfilled, but fulfilled according to the promises 
and not just according to our wishes.  Therefore, hope is always open-ended…. 
 To wait open-endedly is an enormously radical attitude toward life.  It is 
trusting that something will happen to us that is far beyond our own imaginings.  
It is giving up control over our future and letting God define our life.  It is living 
with the conviction that God molds us according to God’s love and not 
according to our fear.  The spiritual life is a life in which we wait, actively 
present to the moment, expecting that new things will happen to us, new 
things that are far beyond our own imagination or prediction.  That, indeed, is a 
very radical stance toward life in a world preoccupied with control. 
 
The Practice of Waiting 
 How do we wait? We wait together, with God’s word in our midst…. 
 The whole meaning of the Christian community lies in offering each other 
a space in which we wait for what we have already seen.  Christian 
community is the place where we keep the flame alive among us and take it 
seriously, so that it can grow and become stronger in us.  In this way we can 
live with courage, trusting that there is a spiritual power in us that allows us to 
live in this world without being seduced constantly by despair. … 
 In the second place, our waiting is always shaped by alertness to the 
word.  It is waiting in the knowledge that someone wants to address us.  The 
question is, are we home?  Are we at our address, ready to respond to the 
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doorbell?  We need to wait together to keep each other at home spiritually, so 
that when the word comes it can become flesh in us.  That is why the Book of 
God is always in the midst of those who gather.  We read the Word so that the 
Word can become flesh and have a whole new life in us. 

*        *        * 
  
Such are the words and advice of Henri Nouwen.  Let me close with prayer: 
 O Lord, be gracious to us;  we wait for you.  Be our arm every morning, 
our salvation in the time of trouble.  (Isaiah 33.2) 


