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BE ALERT! 
Mark 13:24-37 

 
Dranesville UMC 

Sunday, November 29, 2020 
 

 
Are you ready for Christmas?  How many times have you heard or asked that 
question?  Perhaps this year we will be asking slightly different questions, like:  
Will you be able to see your family this year? OR How do you plan to celebrate 
Christmas this year?   
 
When Candi and I have been walking the neighborhood near the church, we have 
noticed that several families started to put up their Christmas decorations around 
the middle of November.  On one street, there were two adjacent houses where 
one family was putting up Christmas decorations and the house next door still had 
Halloween decorations on the lawn.  Someone facetiously said that we are in the 
season of “HalloThanksMas”; which lasts, uninterrupted, from a week or so before 
October 31 through sometime after the New Year. 
 
In any other year, the sermon title, “Be Alert!” would be unnecessary.  (Other 
translations read, “Keep awake.”). In the past, during this time of year, 
many of us would often run around sleep-deprived from trying to keep schedules 
which are absolutely crazy.   

• There is an endless amount of shopping for the perfect gifts.   

• There are parties to host and attend.   

• Some of the traditionalists among us may still send out bunches of Christmas 
cards or the annual Christmas letter, describing every mundane event of the 
previous year in great detail.   

• There is a great deal of planning, shopping, and preparation for Christmas 
dinner.   

 
Sadly, the Church has been as bad as the secular world.  There were Christmas 
pageants; extra choir practices for the cantata; special Advent studies on top of 
existing Bible studies and Sunday school classes; Hanging of the Greens; church-
related parties; additional worship services; special causes to which to contribute, 
such as presents for children who would otherwise not have anything, additional 
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food drives, opportunities to go caroling in the community; and many other 
activities. 
 
On this First Sunday in Advent, in a year like nothing any of us have ever 
experienced, we begin this season of preparation with this apocalyptic reading 
from the Gospel of Mark.  There is a lot of mysterious imagery which causes us to 
wonder: Is the passage strictly about Jesus’ return at the end of time; or is it about 
something else - or both?   It certainly is a far cry from angels, shepherds, a special 
star, a manger and “Silent Night.”   
 
Maybe it’s especially appropriate for this year.  A couple weeks ago, I heard a 
speaker describe 2020 as a combination of the worst of 1918, 1929 and 1968 all 
rolled into one year.  For those of us who may have wished we lived during one of 
the more “interesting” times of history, we can now claim, “I survived 2020!”  
 
For this liturgical or church year, Mark will be our primary Gospel for texts for 
preaching.  As many of you know, Mark does not have an account of Jesus’ birth.  
It begins with Jesus’ baptism and concludes with an empty tomb.  The shortest 
Gospel in length, reading through Mark can feel like being in a sprint.  The text 
races from one event to another with no lengthy descriptions or background 
material.  For those of us old enough to remember the TV series, “Dragnet,” you 
could easily imagine Detective Joe Friday writing the Gospel of Mark.  If you 
remember, when Friday questioned witnesses, he would always ask them for “just 
the facts;” without any embellishment or editorial comment.  That’s the Gospel of 
Mark - just the facts. 
 
All of Chapter 13, known as the Little Apocalypse, is a series of Jesus’ teachings to 
his disciples in which he foretells the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem, the 
suffering of the disciples and his return.  He went on to reassure them of God’s 
protection and the gift of the Holy Spirit.  This takes place between Jesus’ entry 
into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday and his arrest on the night of the Last Supper.  If 
we were to read the entire chapter, we might sense the urgency with which Jesus 
is teaching.  He knows his death is near; so he wants to drive some important 
lessons home before it’s too late.   
 
This chapter is very popular with persons who are fascinated by the end of the 
world and some evangelists more interested in the next world than this one.  It’s 
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largely ignored by pragmatists, activists, and those who dismiss the ideas about 
the end times as a bit juvenile.  That said, the chapter is part of our Holy Scripture; 
so what are we to do with it?  If we look at it carefully, we can find a message of 
hope for our time.  
 
Our Gospel Lesson begins shortly after Jesus describes the tribulation which will 
precede his return.  He describes dramatic cosmic phenomena which will indicate 
that his return is imminent.  There have been differing opinions over the centuries 
as to whether these things will happen exactly as written or that these verses, 
which are quoted from Isaiah, indicate that some very dramatic, unspecified 
“something” will occur when Jesus returns which will leave no doubt in anyone’s 
mind what’s happening. 
 
Why the focus on Jesus’ return?  Shouldn’t we be preparing to celebrate Christmas 
and Jesus’ birth?  What’s all this about Jesus coming back?  The Season of Advent 
is when we emphasize Jesus’ coming; but the emphasis is two-fold.  Yes, we 
prepare to celebrate Jesus’ birth over 2000 years ago and all that means for us. At 
the same time, we recognize that Jesus will not come back that way.  The next 
time he comes will be to usher in the kingdom of heaven in all its fullness.  It’s 
important for us to remember and prepare for that as well. 
 
The description of the cosmic special effects is followed by Jesus saying he will 
come on the clouds.  Angels will be sent to gather up the elect from “the ends of 
the earth to the ends of the heavens.”  In other words, this gathering will include 
any believers currently living and all believers who have gone before.   
 
Notice what it doesn’t say.  It doesn’t say that Jesus will take everyone to heaven.  
Remember that, during Jesus’ early ministry, he went around proclaiming that the 
kingdom of heaven was at hand.  In several places in all the Gospels, Jesus 
promised to return one day to bring the kingdom here to earth in all its fullness.  
What we each may experience from time to time is but a tiny glimpse of that 
kingdom.  We can have that experience, even in the midst of pandemic.   
 
Jesus is telling his followers that the kingdom of heaven will come; but it may 
come through great rejection and trials.  That is something to hold on to when 
things look pretty bleak.  Many scholars believe that the Gospel of Mark was 
written about the time the Temple in Jerusalem had been destroyed by the 
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Romans in 70 AD.  At the same time, there were many false messiahs claiming the 
end of time was at hand.  Jesus’ words to his followers, then and now, are a 
counter to that message.  Yes, the end will come; but it will come in God’s time.  
Through the centuries there have been any number of calculations made about 
when the end would come.  All of them have been wrong.  They were simply 
confusing and futile.  Our concern should NOT be WHEN or HOW Jesus will return, 
but THAT he will return.  
 
Each generation of believers has faced severe trials.  Oddly enough, trials and 
advancement of the kingdom seem bound together.  Like the generations before 
us, we need to be prepared to face tests which include Jesus’ seeming absence 
and our uncertainty.  As we wait, our task is to share the Good News by loving God 
and loving neighbor.  We show trust by being faithful in our word and witness.  
The posture of believers should be repentance, expectation and hope.  Like the 
servants in today’s lesson, there is work to do.  There is no time to stand around 
speculating.  
 
If you listen carefully to today’s lesson, you hear the expression, “Be alert!” or 
“Watch!” three times.  It may be that Mark’s original audience, the early Church, 
had become less vigilant since Jesus had not returned shortly after his ascension.  
The same may be true of the Church today, nearly 2000 years later.  We need to 
stay awake and alive to all that life brings.   
 
When we began to take this pandemic seriously in March and April, there were 
many reports of people who found themselves sleeping more than usual.  Some of 
you may still be sleeping more than you did before COVID.  It’s easy to see why.  
After all, it’s easier to sleep than remain awake and afraid, bored or helpless.   
 
Amid the smoke of battle, the fog of politics, the confusion of economic distress, 
the devastation of pandemic and natural disasters, with would-be leaders, wearing 
God masks and claiming divine authority, how can we know which way to turn? 
 
We shouldn’t be surprised.  Jesus warned that such things would happen.  The 
powers that be will try to lull us to sleep by reassuring us that they have our best 
interests at heart while they pursue their worldly agendas.  They play to our fears, 
our prejudices, our self-interests; so we don’t notice their demonic behaviors.  This 
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is when we need to be reminded:  Be alert!  Be awake!  The one who endures to 
the end will be saved. 
 
What are some ways for us to keep alert and not be lulled to sleep?  Although 
most of what I will describe will have to be done virtually for now, that won’t be 
the case forever.   
 
We can stay alert when we worship together.  Our worship has become much 
more participatory.  We continue to have lectors and special music as we did in 
person.  Although it sounds ragged, we have as much spoken congregational 
participation as possible.  Some of you have contributed to our online worship in 
ways that hadn’t been done when we worshiped in the sanctuary.  Submission of 
photos and works of art have enhanced our experience.  We have had more 
testimonies in the months we have been online than in any comparable period 
when we were worshiping in person.  
 
We remain alert by living in community.  We have had good participation in the 
Virtual Coffee Hour.  Several members have told me they have come to know 
others better in the online gatherings than they could have in person.  The recent 
addition of Virtual Wednesday Night Dinner offers yet another opportunity to 
gather just to be together and not focus on doing anything. 
 
We can be alert by pooling our resources.  The collective amount of food and 
grocery cards we have contributed during the COVID shutdown have far exceeded 
what was given during any comparable period before that.  We have come 
together to partially renovate the church kitchen and begin to install audiovisual 
equipment in the sanctuary to enable us to maintain an online presence after we 
can come back together.  Those who could contributed coats for the homeless.  
Over a dozen of us have helped with gleaning produce, working the mobile food 
pantry or both.  Persons who underwent surgery have been helped with meals and 
other forms of support.  Many of us came together to clear out the storm water 
detention ponds.  A crew met on short notice to rake and collect Dorothy Haney’s 
leaves.  I could go on for quite a while; but you get the picture. 
 
We can be alert by meeting for mutual support and accountability.  During the 
COVID shutdown, I have been leading two weekly Bible study sessions and two 
weekly meetings to discuss books related to racial justice.  Most of the Bible study 
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participants had been gathering together before COVID; but we have added some 
new members.  In my opinion, the weekly gathering to check in with one another 
and get updates on events in each other’s lives has been a real strength.  We also 
manage to spend time in the Word. 
 
The racial justice groups have helped some of us discover and deal with blind spots 
in our approaches to racial justice.  There have been opportunities to support and, 
when necessary, gently challenge one another.  In one way or another, I believe 
every participant has benefitted and been changed by the experience.   
 
We can remain alert as we look for God all around us and show love in this, God’s 
present reign that creeps up on the margins wherever love changes hearts, 
redeems brokenness and saves lives. 
 
COVID has brought us many challenges.  There have also been many times of 
positive growth and learning.  The lessons we can learn from those believers who 
went before us is that we are not saved FROM hard times; we’re saved IN them.    
 
When I began this sermon, I bemoaned the way we drove ourselves nuts in 
previous years by the hectic pace at which we raced around getting ready for 
Christmas.  I would submit that we were preparing to celebrate the Christmas 
holiday and all the secular trappings that go with it while giving little thought to 
preparing to welcome the Christ Child (and probably no thought given to the idea 
of awaiting Christ’s return).  We may have been doing this for so many years that 
we have ceased to notice what’s missing.  Have we reached the point that we are 
no longer awed by the miracle?  Do we fail to grasp that the God who is so much 
greater than we can imagine, chose to come to this sorry earth in the form of a 
helpless baby?   
 
For any number of reasons, we have the chance to make this year different.  
Advent is a time of preparation; but it is also a time of reflection and waiting.     
 
If we think carefully about the Gospel Lesson for today, we can see that the 
Second Coming of Jesus, like the first time he came, is not so much about the end 
of the world as it is another one beginning.  The gospel is still being proclaimed.  
We can take heart.  Jesus’ words will not pass away.  In the meantime, we are all 
called to “Be Alert!” 


