
Four times this morning in the gospel, we hear Jesus instruct his disciples to “stay 
awake”. What better introduction can there be for a sermon!

However, while the instruction is clear, the message itself is more daunting and 
certainly deserves a little more elaboration. Here we are at the first Sunday in Advent, 
the beginning of the Church’s New Year and we find ourselves in the middle of Mark’s 
Gospel listening to a series of strange and somewhat ominous texts which seem to 
foretell the end of all we know. 

So for me the obvious question seems to be: why begin our year here? 

One part of the answer lies in the exhortation to which I have already alluded. The text
was originally intended as a wake up call to the community for whom Mark was 
writing. In that original context it was not physical sleep which was the real concern 
but a growing pervasive spiritual slumber. 

The story of Jesus had begun to lose its gloss. The initial euphoria and enthusiasm 
were cooling and the commitment to follow him showed signs of waning. The time for 
his return had been long expected and not realised! Those who persisted in following 
Jesus were pressed on all sides and, if they were not prepared to accommodate the 
demands of the local Roman authorities, hardship and even persecution and death 
were likely to follow.

Their leaders chided them to be faithful and persevere, but there was no shortage of 
aspiring leaders who were prepared to suggest compromise and conformity. 
Discontent, apathy and self-interest were beginning to take hold.

Hence the call to stay awake is in essence a call to be on one’s guard, to not be lead 
astray, to persist in being faithful.

Now we, humans, hear many things and we are often resistant to respond to direction 
unless we can see a benefit and believe it will be delivered and, therefore, worth the 
effort. In fact, I suspect Mark and other leaders of his community would have offered 
this type of exhortation any number of times and had a growing sense of exasperation
at how often it fell on deaf ears. 

But here is where the skill of Mark, the gospel writer, comes into play. He provides a 
means by which Jesus himself can address Mark’s community. The command to stay 
awake, to persist in faithfulness, is actually uttered by Jesus and although it is 
addressed to his own disciples, its implications are clearly not confined to that 
particular setting. It takes in Mark’s community as well, and indeed Christian 
communities throughout the ages. 

Moreover, Mark skillfully ensures that his recording of the scene and its dialogue 
provides an enduring certainty for its outcome. Although it is an episode in the earthly 
ministry of Jesus, it is not the Jesus of now, but rather the Christ of the future, the 
cosmic judge of all Creation, that guarantees that the consequences of staying awake 
will be rewarded.

“But in those days, after that tribulation, the sun will be darkened, and the moon will 
not give its light, and the stars will be falling from heaven, and the powers in the 
heavens will be shaken. And then they will see the Son of Man coming in clouds with 
great power and glory. And then he will send out the angels and gather his elect from 
the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven.”



This description draws deeply on later Old Testament prophetic tradition which sought 
to give Israel hope in the midst of the continuing power struggles of the Ancient Near 
East. That tradition foresaw God’s renewing of the whole of Creation. It lies behind the 
blue colour of Advent and is intended to evoke that primal power which orders the 
whole of existence and has defeated even chaos and death themselves. 

The pretensions to immortality of Roman emperors, particularly as offspring of the 
sun, are shown to be puny and false. They cannot stand against the true God and 
God’s true offspring, the fruit of the tree of Jesse, who are the source of all Creation 
and remain active within it. They will fail in due course and suffer the consequences. 
God will ensure that those who persist in faithfulness will be vindicated.

Perhaps it is not surprising that this text and others like it which declare God’s 
sovereignty and the certainty of salvation have also come to acquire a power in their 
own right. Throughout the centuries Christians facing death and persecution or forced 
to endure oppression, in particular servitude, and other forms of extreme deprivation 
have found solace and hope in the message of God’s absolute control - despite how it 
might seem in the present - and the guarantee of vindication and ultimate reward.

But let’s turn to the question with which I started - why these texts today, on the first 
Sunday of Advent? 

We find ourselves living in age and place where once again the story of Jesus appears 
to have lost some of its gloss. Discontent, apathy and self-interest are not time-bound 
phenomena, nor are compromise and conformity. They are part of human nature and 
ever have the potential to influence the society we form as human beings. Thus, we, 
too, need to protect against the spiritual slumber which allows these characteristics to 
come to the fore. But whereas the phenomena may be the same, the circumstances 
may not.

For the disciples of Jesus and the earliest Christian communities, there was little power
or authority to change any of the difficulties which encompassed them. It was only in 
their small marginalised communities that they could live into an ethic of following the
way of Jesus. As they perceived it, only God could bring change and thus change was 
left to God.

Yet over the centuries the Church has come to recognise that God expects more. 
Human beings also have a part to play in bringing in this change. We, Christians, have 
a vocation to be bearers of the good news and therefore, agents of transformation 
within our respective communities and societies. 

However, it’s all very well to have a vocation, but are we fulfilling it? I would suggest 
that we struggle, and let me stress, the use of we includes me as well! We are fearful 
and seek protection, we name it religious freedom, because we feel threatened, 
marginalised and sometimes irrelevant. This begins to make us look much like the 
community which Mark was addressing. 

We have answers to questions which people no longer seem to ask and often few 
answers for the questions which are emerging. The temptation is to retreat into the 
safety of what we know and can protect, rather than go forward into spaces less 
familiar and friendly. To close our eyes rather than open them. 

But in so doing as today’s Gospel points out, we run the risk of missing to see not only 
the branch of the fig tree grow tender and produce leaves but also the master 
returning home. Thus, to the Church which begins its New Year, with the journey of 



Advent, Jesus says, stay awake, remember what you are called to be, seekers and 
nurturers of the signs of the kingdom of God and, therefore, a light unto the world.
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