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 With just 7 shopping days until Christmas, retailers - especially online 

retailers - are doing everything they can to get your money. According to one 

article, “retailers are fighting more and more for the… last-minute shopper in all of 

us,”  by doing whatever they can to shorten the delay between the moment we 1

click & the moment we get whatever we buy. Plenty of stores “are 

offering overnight, same-day… delivery options through the holidays…. 

Amazon.com has even gone the whatever-works route, with plans to [deliver] via 

taxis & bike messengers,” — but we’re still waiting for those Amazon drones. 

 For some people, fast shipping is convenient. For procrastinators, it’s a life 

saver. For others it’s just a reality of modern life. But in the midst of all the retail 

hustle and bustle, some people are asking, “What, exactly, does the promise 

of instant gratification do to our [hearts & our] brains?” How does it shape us; our 

thoughts & desires? How does instant gratification change the way we relate to the 

world around us? 

 At least one side-effect is something researchers call the “endowment 

effect”. Which means, no matter how long we wait to buy something, no matter 

how many weeks or months we spend researching, planning, or just 

procrastinating, the moment we click buy, “we start to feel a keen sense of 

ownership, and we find ourselves … visualizing all the ways it will make our life 

[better].” The problem is that we have to wait. “For online purchases, we're 
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cast into a strange, gray [season] of doubt and desire [before the package finally 

arrives], and that [waiting] can lead us,” into some strange behavior. 

 We pay unreasonable amounts for shipping because, now that we own it, 

“not having it seems like a loss.” All those patterns of instant gratification don’t 

actually prepare us for waiting. They don’t prepare us for any delay between 

purchase & receipt; between promise & fulfillment. And the pace isn’t slowing 

down. According to one analyst, “It's only a matter of time before [retailers 

are] offering same-day delivery on Christmas day.” Click and receive, promise & 

fulfillment all on the same day. Because, he says, “Once that expectation rises to a 

certain level, it's really hard to tamp it back down.” 

 Today from the prophet Isaiah: 

The LORD has anointed me; he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, 

to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the 

prisoners… For as the earth brings forth its shoots, and as a garden causes what is 

sown in it to spring up, so the Lord GOD will cause righteousness and praise to 

spring up before all the nations. (Isa. 61.1, 11). 

 This is our promise during Advent. This is our hope more than 2,000 years 

in the making; the good news that God will cause righteousness to flourish on the 

earth. And we Christians are the ones who spend our lives mastering the strange, 

beautiful space between promise & fulfillment. We learn to live our lives in the 

presence of both doubt & desire. We revel in it. Doubt, not if, but when and how 
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these prophetic promises of good news will find fulfillment. Desire for God’s 

righteousness to flourish during our own lifetimes.  You see, when you get down to 

it, Christian life has very little to do with the speed of God’s promises arriving. It 

has everything to do with our embrace of that strange, beautiful space between 

doubt & desire called faith. Faith is what happens in the space between doubt & 

desire.  

 Christian life is constantly inviting us into that space. Our faith needs both 

doubt & desire. If we just focus on desire, on the epic images of good news we 

hear in Isaiah; if we just focus on abundance, joy, renewal, liberty & release; if 

that’s all we focus on then eventually it’s going to lead us into some strange 

behavior. It’s not unusual for people of faith to experience our own kind of 

“endowment effect” where we start feeling a keen sense of ownership about God’s 

promises.  

 Maybe we find ourselves visualizing all the ways that God’s going to make 

our lives better, and not having those promises now feels like a loss. I mean, who 

doesn’t want a garland of flowers, the oil of gladness, and a mantle of praise (I 

know it’s on all your wish lists). Those promises are real. They’re part of our hope. 

But if we let desire get the best of us, we often end up causing more grief in the 

end. We’ve already heard the litany: crusades, inquisitions, holy wars & 

persecutions; all growing out of someone’s strong desire for God’s Kingdom. Or, 

utopian societies that pretend they’ll start from scratch and create paradise all over 
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again. It never works. Because no matter how hard we try, it’s impossible to 

replace healthy humility with strong desire. 

 Here’s another thing about faith that’s only focused on desire: it’s 

exhausting. Some people of faith spend endless resources engaging in endless 

activity because the busier, louder, or more energetic they act, the easier it is to 

believe that God’s promises are… just… about… to arrive. And if some people 

can’t keep up the frantic pace, they may just leave church altogether when reality 

doesn’t match their amped-up expectations. Anticipation does some crazy things 

when it takes on a life of it’s own, whether we’re talking about retail or religion. 

Once our expectations rise to a certain level it’s really hard to tamp that down.  

 So today, wherever we are on that spectrum of doubt or desire, Advent is our 

season to rebalance the scales. Advent is our season to take seriously a life of faith 

and to learn, again, how to live in this strange, beautiful world of Christian doubt 

& desire; humble about the details of God’s promises but firm in our conviction; 

learning to be a people perpetually expectant & waiting for God’s arrival. 

 To push the retail analogy a bit further, during Advent we neither let desire 

get the better of us by cancelling our schedule and just waiting around for God’s 

promises; ignoring our jobs, loved ones, or friends. That would be silly. Nor do we 

let doubt win the day, figuring that we’ll probably end up have to fix everything 

ourselves, maybe even having to build God’s Kingdom since it hasn’t arrived yet. 

No. That would be just as silly. We don’t indulge either extreme. We go about our 
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day expectantly. We wait with hope.  

 And for that kind of life there’s no better model than John the Baptist. 

John’s entire life is a balancing act of doubt & desire. Look at what happens in our 

Gospel. Today he’s calling people to the wilderness, reenacting their entry into the 

Promised Land with a cleansing ritual to prepare them for God’s arrival. And 

today, John’s exchange with these priests & levites — a kind of baptism patrol — 

their entire exchange is about managing the space between doubt and desire.  

 Here’s what John does. First he says, “No. I am not the Messiah. I am not 

Elijah (returned). I am not the predicted prophet from of old.” I mean we 

postmoderns should love this, right? He’s basically saying, “I don’t care what 

personality test you use, you can’t put me in a box.” He dashes any of their amped 

up, overblown desire about who he might be. But he also rules out pessimism. He 

says, “I am a voice telling you all to get ready. God’s promises are coming true. 

You cannot make them happen on your own and you cannot keep them away.” 

That’s the kind of life that John mastered. He even died in prison embracing that 

same space of doubt & desire.  

 To be honest, Christians have never believed that waiting for God’s 

Kingdom is anything like waiting for a retail purchase. It’s not like waiting for a 

big-screen TV. [Not just because you’d need a really big screen…] Because God’s 

Kingdom doesn’t arrive all at once. It doesn’t even arrive in pieces so we can build 

it ourselves. It arrives more like the individual, overlapping melodies of a song. It’s 
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real, it’s powerful, and it’s true — but never complete until it’s fully expressed as 

part of God’s great, grand symphony.  

 Learning to live in that strange, beautiful space does something to us. It 

shapes our thoughts & desires. It shapes the way we relate to the world around us. 

Maybe it’s something we’ll call the “Advent effect.” Here’s how it works. As soon 

as we catch a vision of God’s Kingdom we begin waiting with hope; inviting 

others to glimpse God’s Kingdom too. Whenever we catch that vision we begin 

rejoicing always, praying without ceasing, giving thanks in all circumstances 

(1Thess. 5.16-18); living with equal measures of humble doubt and robust desire 

for the full expression of God’s Kingdom; trusting that whatever circumstances we 

face, we can live joyfully & expectantly in the musical interlude between God’s 

promise & fulfillment. Maybe we’ll even learn to revel in the waiting, the same 

way we revel in our favorite song. Not as a problem, but as a gift. And if we can 

learn to do that, then we may discover a life so filled with robust expectancy and 

patient hope that it becomes impossible for anyone to tamp our faith back down. 

Amen.


