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Stay Alert!       Mark 13: 24-37 

 

Today is the first Sunday of Advent. Advent is the first season of the church year; today, we 

begin our annual four-week period of preparation for Christmas. But this time of waiting is 

newer than many of our church traditions around the birth of Jesus. 

Within my lifetime; actually within my adulthood; really not that long ago at all, Advent has 

become a regular part of the worship life of many Presbyterian congregations. Until fairly 

recently, Advent was little-known in Protestant churches, seldom observed in a meaningful 

way. At any rate, my memory is that my childhood pastors were not so cruel as to deny their 

congregants the opportunity to start singing Christmas carols while there were still 

Thanksgiving left-overs in the refrigerators. The month of December was all about Christmas.  

But now – it’s Advent hymns only until Christmas Eve, or possibly a Sunday or two before, in 

churches where the pastor only likes a few of the Advent hymns but loves a lot of the Christmas 

carols. Now there is an Advent Wreath placed prominently in the worship space – even when 

the worship space is a Zoom meeting and the “candles” are colored cardstock. The first weeks 

of December bring us sermons about paying attention to this time of waiting; we are reminded 

that we should not rush to the manger to welcome the Infant Jesus until we have prepared our 

hearts and minds and spirits for the experience. We should not take lightly the astonishing idea 

of meeting the sovereign God of the universe born as a tiny infant in a Bethlehem stable.  

To help us understand that Advent is not simply pre-Christmas with a different name, but a 

particular season with a particular message; to encourage us to keep our festive cheer in 

reserve for the Christmas season, our lectionary schedule of Scripture readings give us this 

dour, dire, apocalyptic Gospel text for our first Advent Sunday. 

Quite a few Bible commentators and Christian theologians wax eloquent about Advent as a 

season of darkness. For those of us who live in the northern hemisphere, the actual darkness of 

the shortening days of winter offers us a sensory experience to reinforce our spiritual sense of 

moving into the unknown. That is true every year. But this year – 2020 – has been pretty 

unrelenting in its darkness, even in the high bright days of summer. 

As Julia Seymour points out in her commentary on these verses: “Jesus’ words in Mark 13 are 

hardly the consolation we need at this time. In a year that began with Australian wildfires and 

ended with terrible burning in the western US, a darkened sun and moon are not metaphors. 

With so much disruption, it is difficult to remember that an apocalyptic text is meant to be both 

a balm and a motivator. (Christian Century) 
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This year, we begin our Advent season in the midst of a global pandemic that has upended and 

complicated every aspect of our lives. Do our current circumstances cause this text to resonate 

for us in a new way? Back in March, we thought we were facing a few weeks of radical change 

to our routine. But weeks have turned into months and, while there is much promising news 

about effective vaccines being almost ready, we have realized that it will be many more months 

before those vaccines have been widely enough distributed to significantly reduce the public 

health threat of Covid-19. Along with the disease itself have come corresponding job losses, 

economic upheaval, even deeper divisions in our society as this pandemic has become 

politicized. Millions of people have slipped into poverty; those who were already financially 

vulnerable have become more so. Many people chafe at the restrictions urged by public health 

officials to curb the disease’s spread. All of us are weary and worried. These are dark days 

indeed. 

Into these dark days comes the gift of the Advent season, which welcomes us into weeks of 

waiting. Expectant, engaged, alert waiting. We do not deny the darkness, but we believe Jesus’ 

promise that we will not stay in it forever. We light the first candle on our Advent Wreath – the 

candle of hope -- and trust that the Eternal Light of our triune God is stronger and more lasting 

than the world’s darkness. 

 

Jesus’ last instruction to his disciples in our verses from Mark’s Gospel is “Stay alert!” If that is 

all we take from this confusing, apocalyptic passage, it is enough. 

That, of course, raises the question of what it looks like to stay alert. And staying alert can, of 

course, look many different ways for different people in different situations. But it always 

includes a tenderness toward the space and company in which we find ourselves. 

There is a lovely, lovely book of essays by the late Brian Doyle, entitled One Long River of Song. 

In one of those essays, Doyle writes of a surprising, poignant, wonderful moment of alertness. I 

cannot do justice to his piece by summarizing it, so here is “The Praying Mantis Moment”. 

A high school kid asks me this morning, What’s the greatest sports moment you even saw? 

Before my brain can rumble into gear and produce the 1986 Boston Celtics (the best 

basketball team I ever saw), or the 2004 Boston Red Sox (the greatest comeback in the 

history of baseball), or the 1969 New York Mets (for sheer shocking unbelievability, not to 

mention that I got to watch that whole World Series on a television in our grade school 

classroom – how cool was that), or the 1980 Miracle on Ice USA Olympic hockey team, or 

Doug Flutie’s preposterous last-second touchdown pass for Boston College against Miami, 

or autistic teenager Jason McElwain drilling seven long shots in four minutes when his 

Athena High coach put the diligent cheerful team manager into uniform for the first time at 

the very end of the last home game of his senior season and he went bonkers and the 
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whole student body went bonkers and they carried him off the floor and every time I see 

the film I am elevated again to tears … Before I can recall any of this, I say instead: 

 One time when my twin sons were little, maybe six years old, and they were playing 

soccer, in the town league in which every single kid I think proudly donned his or her blue 

uniform with blue socks every Saturday so that anywhere and everywhere you went in our 

town on Saturdays you would be surrounded by small blue grinning chirping people, not 

just on the fields and in parking lots but in burger joints and pizza places and the farmers 

market and the library and the grocery store, and it was a crisp beautiful golden October 

afternoon, and I was standing with the other parents along the sideline, half paying 

attention and half keeping an eye out for hawks, suddenly the tiny intent players on the 

field all formed a loose circle on the field, and play stopped. 

 I remember seeing the ball roll slowly by itself into a corner of the field. I remember that 

the coach, one of those dads who was really into victory even though the boys and girls 

were three feet tall and could hardly tie their laces, was yelping and expostulating. I 

remember that two of the moms ran out onto the field, worried that a child was hurt. I 

remember that the referee, a lean long teenager who had been the most desultory and 

unengaged of referees up to that point, sprinted toward the circle, worried that a child was 

hurt. 

 And then the circle devolved into a sort of procession, with all the players on both 

teams following a girl in front, and cupped in this girl’s hands was a praying mantis, which 

she and all the other players on both teams were escorting reverently off the field, because, 

as a child helpfully explained to me afterward, the praying mantis was on the field first, and 

maybe even lived there, while we were all visitors, and you’re supposed to be polite when 

you visit someone’s home. 

Doyle concludes: 

I have seen many extraordinary moments in sports – stunning achievements, stunning 

reversals, terrific teams, teams that, at the exact moment when their absolute best and 

most meshed play mattered most, played even better than they ever imagined they could. 

But I don’t think I ever saw a more genuine moment than the praying mantis moment. All of 

it was there for us to see – teamwork, decisive collective action, a leader rising to the 

occasion, humor, grace, satisfaction, laughter, and the subtle virtue of being something you 

see only once in a lifetime. 1 

 

 
1 Brian Doyle; One Long River of Song; Little, Brown and Company; 2019; “The Praying Mantis Moment”; p. 105-
106 
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During this season of Advent, can we bring the same sort of tender attentiveness to our days 

that those six-year-olds brought to their soccer field? Can we notice and nurture the signs of 

God’s presence in the same way they noticed and nurtured a small, vulnerable praying mantis 

in the middle of all their running feet?  

The world around us is filled with woe. We are all dealing with so much stress – including the 

chronic stress points of our contemporary culture, the familiar stresses of this holiday season 

and the unprecedented stresses which this year’s disruptions have created. 

Jesus says – Stay alert! We do not know the day or hour when Jesus will return in power and 

glory. We do believe that there will be such a return – we do trust that this world’s ultimate 

destiny is to be led into the light and justice and peace and eternal joy promised by our Savior. 

But even now – even today – even at this moment – as we wait for the fulfillment of that 

ultimate promise, there are all around us signs that “God’s radical and transformative presence 

and grace” (David Lose) are active in the world. Even now, if we will be alert to such events, we 

will see many different manifestations of small soccer players carrying praying mantises to 

safety through acts of kindness and words of affirmation and commitments to community. 

More than that, we can participate in such events. We can be alert not only to what we see 

from and among others, but also to what we can do. We each have opportunities to offer small 

gestures or encouraging words or compassionate service. We each have a gift of light to hold 

out toward the darkness of these days.  

Today, we begin the season of Advent. May we find great blessing in it. And then, may we share 

that blessing with one another and with all of God’s children.  

Amen.  


