
First Sunday of Advent – Year B 
 

Mark: The “brass tacks” Gospel 

 

As the first Gospel written St. Mark’s Gospel can be a bit stark 

at times, not beating around the bush, but getting right to the 

point.  Today’s Gospel is a good example of that.  Jesus tells his 

disciples in blunt language: “Be watchful! Be alert! You do not 

know when the time will come….” 

 

Some translations other than the one we use in Church say, 

“Stay awake!”  In the vernacular English of the African-

American the phrase would probably read “Stay woke!”  

Apparently, that were the current usage of the term “woke” 

comes from. 

 

“Be Watchful” = “Stay ‘woke’” 

 

A few months ago, Kurt and I were texting back and forth about 

the music selections for the coming weekend.  One that he was 

considering had what I thought was a bit of a triumphalistic tone 

to it, and, given the trouble the church has had with the clergy 

sex abuse crisis, I suggested we might be better off picking 

something else.  He wrote back and said that he appreciated my 

“woke” response.  I had heard the term before but wasn’t sure I 

knew exactly what it meant so I looked it up and found that a 

“woke” response would be one that is aware of the social 

justice context around a particular issue.  It’s a particular form 

of staying awake and being alert. 

 

  



Staying “woke” is not that easy 

 

I have to admit, I’m not very “woke” at times.  I remember 

growing up in the civil rights era and, as a junior high and high 

school student, I thought I had paid pretty good attention to 

issues like segregation and busing and wage disparity and the 

discrimination felt by Blacks and Native Americans, Latinos and 

Asian-Americans, and various other ethnic and religious groups.  

I don’t think I ever got to the point of believing that all the 

issues had been resolved, but it did seem like things were 

improving—and so I think I moved on to other things, until it 

was pointed out to me and all of us, that a lot more work had 

been left unfinished.  I had to wake up to that again, and come 

to terms with the fact that some evils are still with us. 

 

One difficulty:  Fatigue sets in 

 

All that is not so different from a particular malady we are all 

feeling the effects of these days: pandemic fatigue.  You’ve felt 

that, right?  And the danger of such fatigue is that it doesn’t have 

anything to do with whether the pandemic is being brought 

under control.  It’s based simply on our being tired of dealing 

with it and making choices on that basis. 

 

Pandemic fatigue is not the only fatigue we are dealing with, 

either.  We get tired of all sorts of things: recycling, of 

watching how much energy we use, or of simply caring about 

what’s happening to the people around us.  That last one is 

called compassion fatigue and it crops up when we are 

confronted with yet another story about hurricanes or wildfires 
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or other sorts of disasters, and as long as we are not directly 

affected, it may not raise much of a response in us. 

 

Another difficulty:  losing hope and giving up 

 

If we really try to stay awake to all that it can feel 

overwhelming and we can run the risk of throwing up our hands 

and losing hope, or of deciding to disengage and take care of 

“me and mine.” 

 

Or we can practice our faith in the God who saves, the one 

who promises to be with us always in our current struggles and 

to come again into our lives when we least expect.  Faith and 

hope are closely related and they both bolster perseverance, 

that virtue that is most needed when fatigue sets in. 

 

Advent:  The Season of staying awake to the coming of the 

Lord 

 

As we begin this season of increased attentiveness to the 

promises God has made to us, and to re-engage our longing for 

them, we are called upon to include in our watchfulness those 

things that get superceded by the 24 hour news cycle, and the 

inclination to move on to the next thing. Staying awake to 

those things is an essential element of staying awake to the 

salvation that comes from God. 

 

Can our faith keep us alert to the possibilities that exist right 

now for making further progress in getting this world to reflect 

more truly the kingdom values we profess? Can it reinvigorate 



us to take up again and again the work Christ has left us to do 

until he comes again and brings it all finally to completion? 

 


