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We begin Advent this week.  It is a season of hopeful anticipation.  It is the season leading up to 
Christmas where we joyfully celebrate the Nativity.  So of course it is the season we read about 
the apocalypse and the destruction of the world.  Welcome to Christianity! 
 
Let’s take a close look at our gospel to get a sense of it.  There is incredible imagery here and lots 
of it is really beyond us.  Maybe a figure known as the Son of man will be on a cloud zipping across 
the sky.  Maybe beings from far and wide will gather here on earth; after all, if you can’t prove it 
can’t happen, the door is open for the possibility that it can.  But if we pause for a moment, we 
know that stars don’t fall.  This is not the nature of the universe.  It is not how the created order 
works.  So what do we have here?  I would propose that we have a kind of spiritual language 
which Christians should understand.  When Dr. King said he had been to the mountaintop, no 
one in that crowd, and no one ever since has imagined a literal mountain.  Similarly, in our Isaiah 
passage today, there is a desire for God to tear open the heavens and make the mountains quake.  
Perhaps not unlike the way Carole King feels the earth move under her feet and sees the sky 
tumbling down.  As people of faith we understand that cosmic things are happening.  They are 
simultaneously beyond us and intimately a part of our being. 
 
The question always before us is not whether this is the case but if we want to actively be part of 
what is going on all around us all the time.  Will we be awake or will we be asleep?  Throughout 
the gospels, and here in Mark, the disciples are found to be sleeping.  Soon after today’s episode 
will be the time of Jesus praying in the garden and he will rebuke them for sleeping: could you 
not stay awake for just one hour?  All the while, Jesus had been praying and the police had been 
gathering to arrest him.  The disciples may have been asleep, but the powers of darkness were 
very active.  The disciples usually serve as a literary foil.  Whatever they do is wrong and we 
should do the opposite.  If they are asleep, we should be awake.  This idea of being awake is 
mentioned four times in today’s passage and it is the punch line at the end.  So, in this season of 
Advent, we wonder: are we staying awake? 
 
Our Book of Common Prayer imitates the monastic flow of the day by having multiple occasions 
for prayer throughout a 24 hour period.  The last prayer time we have is called compline.  In it is 
a beautiful prayer that goes like this: Keep watch, dear Lord, with those who work, or watch, or 
weep this night, and give your angels charge over those who sleep.  Tend the sick, Lord Christ; 
give rest to the weary, bless the dying, soothe the suffering, pity the afflicted, shield the joyous; 
and all for your love’s sake.  This prayer looks to the cosmic and understands that it is played out 
in the earthly.  The two are never separate.  We ask God to keep watch and for angels to stand 
guard, but really we know that we are asking for strength for ourselves to complete these tasks.  
We are the ones to give rest to weary and to soothe the suffering.  In the dark of night when pain 
and grief seem magnified, our efforts must increase and we call on God to help us help others.  
Certainly, living through a pandemic counts as a dark time.  Certainly, we are moving through the 
night.  Christians are called to stay awake and be vigilant. 
 
I like the term vigilant because it has special meaning for people of faith.  We just had a vigil at 
St. Mark’s for those who have died from Covid-19.  The memorial we created at that event, which 
stands on our front lawn, still invites us all to stand guard, be alert, soothe the suffering, and 
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bless the dying, all for the sake of God’s love.  It reminds us and any who may pass by to be 
vigilant.  Just as Isaiah does in today’s reading. 
 
Isaiah is lamenting a time the Israelites had forgotten to stay vigilant.  It was time they lost sight 
of all the markers created to help them stay focused on the divine and not fall asleep.  It is the 
time of the Babylonian exile and as a great prophet does, Isaiah attributes their pain and suffering 
to their sin.  We may not use such terms today but Isaiah understands their pain in terms of God’s 
wrath for their sin.  So they must be patient and wait upon the Lord for deliverance.  I think of 
Laurel and Hardy: this is a fine mess you’ve gotten us into, Stan.  Although we shy away from 
understanding God in such terms as wrathful, there is something to be said for getting ourselves 
into a mess and waiting on the Lord.  It is a disposition of humility and a desire to return or repent 
– a great Advent theme.  Just as we see in Marks’ gospel, there is a desire for God to rip open the 
heavens and come down to deliver the faithful.  This will happen in time, but it will take vigilance. 
 
So what does this waiting upon the Lord look like?  One thing already mentioned is engaging in 
prayer.  Jesus prays.  Isaiah prays.  The disciples sleep.  Ancient Israel practiced idolatry.  We 
would do well to consider these passages and what it means to us.  If we look around at the state 
of our lives, the nation, and the world, and wonder about prayer do we find a connection?  Are 
we living prayerful lives?  Now some say that prayer does nothing because they look for a certain 
kind of result.  As we get close to Christmas I would say that prayer should not be treated like a 
Santa Claus list.  I do not pray in hopes of receiving things: O Lord won’t you buy me a Mercedes 
Benz.  Rather, I pray that I might draw closer to God, which will change me and I will be more a 
part of the cosmic order.  This will help us be the change we want to see.  But this takes vigilance.  
It takes waiting patiently on the Lord.  Anyone who picks up a musical instrument or wants to 
succeed as an athlete knows that through time and dedication we become.  Advent is a great 
time to work on becoming. 
 
Of course, as we grow through prayer, as we become, we are compelled to act because we grow 
in patience, altruism, compassion, gratitude, and so on.  And this changes lives: ours and those 
we come in contact with.  This realigns us all more properly with the cosmic order; ourselves and 
those we come in contact with.  This is how we realize such incredible things in real life, right 
before our eyes, like Isaiah’s utopian vision: The wolf will live with the lamb, the leopard will lie 
down with the goat, the calf and the lion and the yearling together; and a little child will lead 
them.  Vigilance pays off.  Waiting upon the Lord pays off.  Not unlike a gift at Christmastime. 
 
In this way the Christian is a gift to humankind.  Not so much because of who we may be as 
individuals nor because of what we are as a group or organization, but because of our vigilance, 
because of our desire always to become by waiting on the Lord.  To always have before us our 
desire to tend the sick, give rest to the weary, bless the dying, soothe the suffering, pity the 
afflicted, and shield the joyous, with our end goal not to glorify ourselves but to point 
heavenward as the prayer says: doing it all for your love’s sake.  In this the world receives the 
greatest of all gifts: to see the love of Jesus Christ.  
 


