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Psalm 130:5


Sermon for the Funeral of Walt Wenzlaff ~May 7, 2005




What Are You Waiting For?

Grace, mercy and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

Dear Helen, Pat, Wally, Terri, other members of Walt’s family, his friends, neighbors, and members of Trinity Lutheran Church:

Though we did not know the exact day when his heart would beat its last on this earth, or when his final breath would be breathed, and though we certainly didn’t know that it would come so suddenly, we all basically knew that last Wednesday was coming.  Walt knew the moment was coming as well.  He waited for that specific instant and, indeed, he had been waiting for that particular second of time since God gave him the gift of faith on October 3, 1920 here at the baptismal font in this church.

But what was Walt waiting for?  Well, ponder for a moment what he was not waiting for… Walt was not waiting for death.  No… to wait for death is terrifying and there was no indication at all that Walt was the least bit terrified when that final moment drew near.  To wait for the increasing darkness, as even one’s eyes gradually dim to death, is absolutely frightening; yet Walt was far from being afraid and could rather, close his eyes and fold his hands in peace.  In fact, on Tuesday morning when he received Christ’s very body and blood in Holy Communion, and on Wednesday afternoon as we prayed, read God’s Word, and heard His word of absolution, Walt seemed more calm and at peace than I had ever seen him.

The reason?  The answer is that Walt was not waiting for death.  He was waiting for the Lord.  And this makes all the difference in life, both for the number of days that you have left in the world, and especially in eternity where the days are without number.  And when I say “you,” I really mean “you,” for neither a funeral service nor a funeral sermon is for the one who is now with the Lord, as Walt is.  Rather, these words today

are all for you—all of you.  Therefore, this afternoon, on the basis of God’s Word, in particular, a single verse 5 from Psalm 130, please ponder your answer to the question ... “What Are You Waiting For?”  

“I wait for the LORD, my soul waits, and in His Word I put my hope” (v.5). Here ends the text.  

What are you waiting for?  Now this question seeks not for the answer of the minor waitings in life… like waiting for the first corn to come up or the first calf to be born in spring, or waiting for the neighbors to go home after an impromptu all-night wedding party out in the corn crib, or waiting for a prescription at the pharmacy, or waiting for the joy of Christmas, or even waiting for the end of a funeral sermon.  

“What are you waiting for?” is not even about the bigger issues in life… like waiting for the doctor to tell you what the next step will be in your course of treatment, or for the deciding word from your fiancée, or waiting for the blessed birth of a child, or waiting for that almost-grown child to get home late at night.  

The question, “What are you waiting for?” is about the biggie… about eternity.   

In other words, are you waiting for the Lord or are you waiting for death?  That question cuts to the quick and puts aside all the fine trappings we hang onto in our day-to-day routine.  Everything boils down to those two… the Lord or death.  Which of these are you waiting for?

That question wisps across our minds on good days and confronts you head-on on a day like this when there are one hundred bodies in this room but only ninety-nine souls.  

Walt answered it like this: “I wait for the Lord, my soul waits, and in His Word I put my hope.”  Thus last Wednesday Walt departed this world and was with the Lord Jesus in Paradise.  He was waiting for the Lord God.

But, what about you?  What are you waiting for?  

There are many responses to that question that ultimately lead, not to the Lord, but to death.  The atheist will preach, “I wait for nothing, my soul doesn’t wait, and I have no hope.”  The result is death. 

Listen to what one atheist, a famous American named Thomas Paine, said on his deathbed: “O God, what have I done to suffer so much?  But there is no God!  But if there should be, what will become of me hereafter?”  

That’s a man waiting for death.  Contrast that with the quiet spirit and peaceful mind that Walt had on Tuesday and Wednesday as he received the Lord’s Supper and heard the Good News that for Christ’s sake He was forgiven of all of His sins.  Walt was a man waiting for the Lord.

The agnostic will say, “I’m not sure I’m waiting for anything, my soul’s not sure, and I’m not certain I have any hope.”  The result, again, unfortunately, is death.  

And consider the man who’s trying to be good enough so that he can earn Paradise.  With his intentions and actions, he says, “I wait for heaven, my soul waits, and in my good deeds I place my hope.” 

The result?  Again, death.  For one of the requirements to earn a place in heaven is that you must be absolutely and totally perfect in every thought, each word, and all deeds for your entire life—from the moment of your conception to the last instant when your soul separates from your body—for nothing unclean can come into God’s Presence.  

Just as your good deeds will not save you… neither will your good intentions.  If you place your hope in your decision you are lost.  If your hope is based on your emotions or feelings, your penance or practice, your reason or strength, your ethnicity or vocation or the family you were born into or your name on a church membership roll, then likewise, you are simply waiting for death.

This is not what Walt did.  Rather, even though he was a sinner and had broken God’s Law countless times, Walt was given the gift of faith to trust God, namely, the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.  In other words, he would say with the psalmist, “I wait for the Lord, my soul waits, and in His Word I put my hope.”

The psalmist’s hope was based on God’s Word of promise; of the Savior Who would defeat the devil (Genesis 3:15); of the Redeemer Who would defeat death by dying and rising again from the dead and raising His own from the dead (Job 19:25-27); of the Prophet Whom God would raise up among His people in order that they would listen to His Word (Deuteronomy 18:15); of the High Priest Who gave Himself on the Day of Atonement and is enthroned in heaven forever (Psalm 110:4); of the King Who reigns forever with His grace, mercy, and peace, and Who gives forgiveness of sins, grants eternal life, and bestows salvation.

Walt’s hope was also based on the Word of God’s promise and this is what he confessed on May 20, 1934 when he confirmed the Christian faith as in the words of the Apostles’ Creed that was confessed a few moments ago.  He believed God’s Good News and in His Word of promise he continued to hope.  And though, like you and me, he might not have always focused on this message every waking moment of His life, that Word and promise gave Walt peace in his last moments of life here on earth.

What Word?  What promises?  Ones like these spoken through Moses, the Psalmists, and the Prophets:  “The Seed of the woman will crush the head of the serpent, and the serpent will bruise His heel” (Genesis 3:15).  “The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call Him Immanuel” (Isaiah 7:14). 

 
“If you, O LORD, kept a record of sins, O Lord, who could stand?  But with you there is forgiveness; therefore you are feared.  I wait for the Lord, my soul waits, and in His word I put my hope” (Psalm 130:3-5).
“I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end He will stand upon the earth.  And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself will see Him with my own eyes—I, and not another.  How my heart yearns within me!” (Job 19:25-27). 

Words of Good News delivered by angelic messengers:  “What is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  She will give birth to a Son, and you are to give Him the name Jesus, for He will save His people from their sins” (Matthew 1:20-21).

“Do not be afraid.  I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.  Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you: He is Christ the Lord” (Luke 2:10-11).

“Why do you look for the living among the dead?  He is risen!  Remember how He told you… ‘The Son of Man must be delivered into the hands of sinful men, be crucified and on the third day be raised again’” (Luke 24:5-6).

Apostolic words of assurance: “What, then, shall we say in response to this?  If God is for us, who can be against us?  He who did not spare His own Son, but gave Him up for us all—how will He not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?  Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen?  It is God who justifies.  Who is he that condemns?  Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us” (Romans 8:31-34).

“The Lord is not slow in keeping His promise, as some understand slowness.  He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9).
Promises of love and hope from our own Savior’s lips: “For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16).   

“In My Father’s House are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you.    I go to prepare a place for you?  And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with Me that you also may be where I am” (John 14:2-3).

“I am the Resurrection and the Life.  He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die” (John 11:25-26)

Words of forgiveness spoken by Christ from His cross: “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34).  “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43).  “It is finished” (John 19:30).

Words of life and forgiveness given to us by Christ in His sacraments: “Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved” (Mark 16:16).

“Take and eat; this is my Body… This is the blood of the new covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matthew 26:26-27).

Words of hope and encouragement from our resurrected and ascended Lord:  “Surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Matthew 28:20).

“Be faithful even to the point of death, and I will give you the Crown of Life” (Revelation 2:10, Walt’s confirmation verse).

“Behold, I am coming soon!  Blessed is he who keeps the words of the prophecy in this book” (Revelation 22:7).

Resting in God’s grace, secure in His love, sustained by His promises through Word and Sacrament, you and I will also be able to say with Walt and all the departed saints:  “I wait for the Lord, my soul waits, and in His Word I put my hope.”  

What are you waiting for?  Dear friend, that is not a call to action.  It’s a call to listen and to hear the Good News that you are forgiven of all your sins in the Name of the Father and of the + Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.    

