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Helping Each Other Stay Awake and Be Present

INTRODUCTION - Keeping Watch

When I think about shepherds keeping watch over their flocks through the night or cowboys doing the same over their cattle or those in the military keeping watch on the deck of a ship or on the battlefield, I think of shifts and teamwork.  One person does not necessarily stay up all night.  In the time of Jesus, there were four watches through the course of the night - roughly 6 to 9 pm, 9 pm to midnight, midnight to 3 am (“cockcrow”), and 3 am to 6 am.  One person was not expected to be on for 12 hours straight, by himself.  It was a collaborative effort.  The group found safety in working together.

SITUATION - First and Second and Millions of Comings

We are back to the season of Advent, which is a season when we focus on both the First Coming of Jesus - when he “came to visit us in great humility” (from today’s Collect) - and the Second Coming of Jesus... “when he shall come again in his glorious majesty to judge both the living and the dead...” (again, from the Collect).  What we are also reminded of during this season is that, between those First and Second Comings, God continues to come, for God is a God who seeks to be with God’s people.  And so it is that God can come during your prayer time or in your dreams, God can show up in the hungry person that you serve at the homeless shelter, God can show up through the book you are reading or when you are out for a walk, God can show up in the apparently innocent conversation that you have with a neighbor or with a clerk at your favorite retail store.  God can show up, most certainly, in nature, or through your cat or your dog.  God can show up during our worship, God can show up during a Vestry meeting, God can show up when you are working through a conflict.  God can and does show up in all of these and many other ways, and the thing is... we have to be on the lookout, we have to be on watch, we have to be paying attention.  We have to be open to the possibility of God showing up... to see the signs that God is, in fact, present.

COMPLICATION - Distractions

We are told that when Christ comes again, it will be glorious.  Eugene Peterson, in The Message, translates it this way:  “... they’ll see the Son of Man enter in grand style, his Arrival filling the sky - no one will miss it!  He’ll dispatch the angels; they will pull in the chosen from the four winds, from pole to pole.” (Mark 13:26-27)

The problem is that up and until this grand and glorious event occurs, the Lord’s presence is much more subtle.  And when it comes to being on the lookout for God, we get distracted... in two main ways.  The first way is that we focus on the past, by either longing for “the way things used to be” or by having regrets about the past.  

The second way we distract ourselves is by looking to the future.  We can spend quite a bit of time thinking about what we hope will happen, or in being fearful about something that we hope does not happen.  The challenge for us - and it is a real challenge, isn’t it? - is to be alert to what is going on in the present moment.  This is where God shows up - in the present moment.

At the Thursday lectio discussion, Amy Jaffe was sharing a story about a little conversation that she had with the woman who was her cashier at the grocery store.  Amy was seeing this woman... being present to her... and as she was getting ready to leave, the woman said, “Thank you for what you said to me.  My previous job was as a vice-president of a corporation.  You made me feel like my job here matters.”

Now there’s a God moment!  Do you see that?  In a very simple exchange, this woman experienced being seen, heard, and affirmed.  Why?  Because someone was present to her.

In these times when we have access to phone calls, emails, texts, emojis, tweets, the latest news story that pops up on our phone - all at the same time, in these times when you can go out to dinner and see a couple or even a family of four all interacting with their phones more than they are with each other... in these days when I can be in a staff meeting or in a group Bible study and my phone will go “ding”... in these times when we can be in worship and someone’s phone will start to ring or buzz... the opportunities for distraction and being pulled in multiple directions at the same time are as high as they have ever been.

And what Jesus is saying is this:  While it appears that I - your Master - am away, each of you will have your own work to do.  You won’t all have the same job.  You won’t all have the same family dynamics to deal with.  Some of you may be joyful on a particular day.  Some of you may be down.  Some of you may be hunkering down to get through a challenging time.  Stay focused on the work that I have given you to do - the work that is right in front of you.  Keep alert.  Keep awake.  Be present to the task at hand or to the person who is talking to you or to the feelings that are coming up   That is where I will show up!

GOOD NEWS

So... what is the good news today?  I see it in three different readings.

From Isaiah:  According to the prophet, God works for those who wait for him. God meets those who gladly do what is right, those who remember God in his ways.

From 1 Corinthians:  Paul reminds the faithful in Corinth, who were also waiting for the return of Christ, that Christ will strengthen them to the end.  And he says, “God is faithful; by him you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.” (1 Corinthians 1:9)

And that leads me to the final bit of good news, from Mark.

We have been called into a fellowship together - in Christ.  Remember, Jesus said that there were many servants of the Master, each with his or her own work to do.  Being alert and awake is a collaborate effort.  We help each other stay awake by encouraging each other, by reminding each other to pray, by recalling the words and deeds of Jesus, by saying to each other things like:

· Where did you see God today?
· How have you been blessed recently?
· For what or for whom are you grateful?
· When recently were your spirits lifted, or when was your heart “strangely warmed”?
· Do you need a hug?
· How has God shown up - to you - in unexpected ways lately?
· Have you had a time recently when you thought the worst was going to happen, and then things shifted, and there was some kind of breakthrough... some kind of resurrection?  How do you think that happened?
· How are you more alive now than you were 5 years ago?  To what have you died?
· What have you learned recently about letting go and trusting God?
NEW BEHAVIOR - A spiritual practice...

Being present - to this moment, to the person you are with right now, to the song that you are singing, to the note you are writing... the email you are composing... the task you are dong... the conversation you are having... to your heart’s longing for quiet... to the walk you are taking... to the 10-minute “sweaty conversation” (cf. Gay Hendricks) that you don’t really want to have but which you know you need to initiate - is a spiritual practice.  Just like any other spiritual practice, you grow into being present and learn to excel at it by practicing!

God gives us all kinds of opportunities... each and every day... to practice being present.  And the reward of the practice is that when we show up in the moment... when we wait upon the Lord... when we listen to someone who simply wants to be listened to... God shows up.  

God works on behalf of those who wait for him.  God meets those who rejoice in doing the right thing, who take time to remember the ways and the deeds of God.

I wonder:  Can we practice being present for the remainder of this service?  Can we ask God to help us not to be distracted by what has happened in the past, or by what we hope will happen in the future?  Could we help each other be present for the next 30 or 40 or 60 minutes?  Or, perhaps we need to “start small”.   Could we help each other be present for the next five minutes?

Let’s give it a try, and see if we notice how the Lord shows up.

