Now there was a man in Jerusalem called Simeon, who was righteous and devout. He was waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was upon him.

 Can you recall the last time you had to wait? It was probably for a relatively trivial reason. You were standing in line to pay for your shopping. You were hanging on the phone to get through to a call centre, all the while being reassured that “your call is important to us”. You were at home waiting for someone to see to the central heating or deliver a parcel, or in my case, you are waiting for someone to come and fix a car with a very flat battery. Such waiting we generally find irritating, boring or frustrating but there are other kinds of waiting that are rather more fraught. Waiting to go into hospital for an operation or tests, for example, or waiting for exam results to come through. This kind of waiting can be full of anxiety and dread and with it comes this sense that we are not in control – it is now in the hands of doctors or examiners and we can only wait and hope for the best.
Let me explore this further. This kind of waiting is particularly hard for we moderns – the kind of waiting that leaves us feeling a little helpless or useless or even worse, humiliated. Sometimes all waiting feels like this because we are so used to getting what we want when we want. Having to wait seems to undermine our freedom to choose because it takes from us the ability to act as we would like. At St Edward’s school the children can have a school dinner in traditional cafeteria style or they can have a “fast food” alternative called Hate to Wait. Now I hasten to say that this is a very useful service for children who are doing some activity at lunchbreak and need the extra time and they are not being offered chips and burgers. Hate to wait food is nutritious – sandwiches and wraps and so on – but it’s the name that seems to sum up our modern life – Hate to Wait. It’s actually spelt in text speak H8 2 W8. We can’t even hang around long enough to spell out words fully. Our lives, our experiences are increasingly abbreviated. As CJ used to say in The Rise and Fall of Reginald Perrin. “Time’s money, be brief.” We H8 2 W8.
And if waiting is helpless and useless then those who must wait are often considered to be themselves the most helpless and useless. The very young or the very old, the very ill or the very poor. These people have to wait because they can do no other: they cannot force the issue; they must wait and because they must wait they are seen as unproductive, useless, even pathetic. Such may partly explain our very ambivalent attitude in this country to children, the elderly and the poor. They represent to us a state that we fear, the state of having to wait.
And yet this old man is someone who seems to have spent his life waiting, a man “called Simeon, who was righteous and devout. He was waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was upon him.”
He is waiting. Perhaps he has reached the age where there is little else he can do and yet you sense that both he and Anna are people who have practiced a kind of waiting we have almost forgotten about in our hurry sick and worry sick world. Theirs is an active waiting, if that doesn’t sound odd. It’s very like the kind of waiting you do before the birth of a child. They are not waiting in a state of helplessness, irritation of anxiety. They are waiting prayerfully, hopefully, righteously, for God to do what he has promised he would do: console his wounded and broken people and not Israel only, but also a bring a light that will lighten the gentiles. Simeon and Anna are waiting expectantly, believing that God will act and their prayerful and attentive waiting is rewarded because they see in the child Jesus what God has done, is doing and will do. It is only because they are prepared to wait and give themselves up to the leading of God’s Spirit that they are able to see God at work.
He was waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was upon him
This reminds me a little of the story of Pentecost. The disciples are told  “Do not leave Jerusalem but wait for the gift my father promised … the Holy Spirit”. Waiting and receiving the gift of the Spirit seem to go together.  Quaker writer Douglas Steere says “ If something apart from ourselves is seeking to make itself known to us, it will not succeed unless we know how to wait, to persist in waiting.”
I don’t want to pretend all waiting is easy, good or helpful but that we do need to learn to surrender something of our own desire to control and just to wait on God and listen very carefully for his word, pray that he may, in the stillness, grant us the vision that is the gift of the Spirit only. To say instead of H8 2 w8that it’s Gr8 2 W8 and turn this time of waiting into a renewed awareness of God at work in us and the world.

