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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 
Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 
 
 
THOSE WHO DREAM… keep awake 
Mark 13:24-37 
 
But in those days, after that suffering, 
 
the sun will be darkened, 
    and the moon will not give its light, 
25 and the stars will be falling from heaven, 
    and the powers in the heavens will be shaken. 
26 Then they will see ‘the Son of Man coming in clouds’ with great power and glory. 27 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. 
28 “From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its branch becomes tender and puts forth its 
leaves, you know that summer is near. 29 So also, when you see these things taking place, you 
know that he[a] is near, at the very gates. 30 Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away 
until all these things have taken place. 31 Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will 
not pass away. 
32 “But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only 
the Father. 33 Beware, keep alert;[b] for you do not know when the time will come. 34 It is like a 
man going on a journey, when he leaves home and puts his slaves in charge, each with his work, 
and commands the doorkeeper to be on the watch. 35 Therefore, keep awake—for you do not 
know when the master of the house will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or at cockcrow, or 
at dawn, 36 or else he may find you asleep when he comes suddenly. 37 And what I say to you I 
say to all: Keep awake.” 
 
 
You probably don’t know this about me, so I’ll share with you something about myself this 
morning: I’m a sucker for end-of-the world tales. Whether in the movies, on television, or in 
a book or short story… I can always get pulled into the latest apocalyptic, dystopian 



entertainment. There’s a rather predictable formula: war, death, despair, oppression, 
environmental destruction, sometimes with even a pandemic, zombies, or aliens thrown in 
for good measure. It’s not the most uplifting of genres. In fact, it can be rather demoralizing 
and depressing at times. And yet, I love it. I would take a good end-of-the-world tale over a 
Hallmark movie any day.  
 
There’s something about this genre that feels “right” and even empowering. Perhaps the 
appeal is in the possibilities painted. Oftentimes, the horrors that set the stage for the 
unfolding drama in these tales are simply extrapolations and exaggerations of the troubles 
we’re currently living in. We know about violence and war. We’ve seen the ways oppression 
keeps rearing its ugly head. We’re not so naive as to think that politicians, corporate 
barons, and world leaders are above corruption. Now, we even grasp the power of a 
pandemic to upend the world as we know it. There’s a certain honesty in these worst-case 
scenarios presented in dystopian, apocalyptic literature, but they don’t leave us there. 
There’s often buried within all of that despair a glimmer of something better to come, 
evidenced by the main characters’ grit and, we hope, eventual triumph against the worst of 
all odds. Even if there’s not a pretty bow tied by the end that brings us out of the 
fascinating horrors of these future worlds, there’s always room to wonder who might still 
make it or, at a minimum, how we in the present might learn from such cautionary tales 
and prevent it. These stories transport us safely into the terrifying world that could be while 
still leaving the door open for something different in what is. Even in the end of the world, 
there’s hope. 
 
Today, we celebrate the First Sunday of Advent. We would like to enter into this season 
with sweet images of angels singing, shepherds watching, and a baby coming, but that’s not 
what we get today. Instead of a Hallmark Christmas movie, Mark’s gospel drops us firmly 
into an apocalyptic world where the sun has gone dark, the moon has stopped shining, 
stars are falling from the skies, and the whole world is shaken.1 This is not the Advent we 
signed up for, but here we are. Surprisingly, as much as I love a good end-of-the-world tale, 
I’m not sure I’m here for it this year. I know I said part of the appeal is how these stories 
play up our current reality, but honestly? 2020 has enough apocalypse as it is. We’re living 
it, and we don’t need to exaggerate anything. 
 
I wonder if Mark’s readers felt the same way. When this gospel account was written forty or 
so years after Jesus’ death and resurrection, the people of Israel already knew plenty of 
pain and misery in their everyday lives. They were in a decade filled with state-sanctioned 

 
1 Mark 13:24-25 



violence, foreign invasion, community destruction, social upheaval, and increasing poverty 
and despair. They didn’t need the gospel writer to paint a dystopian picture for them — 
they were living it. In that context, Mark tells the story of Jesus. Throughout the gospel, 
these tales are told tinged with the very real pain and trauma its readers are experiencing: 
A demon-possessed man is howling and hitting himself with rocks until Jesus frees him.2 
For a seemingly unending period of years, an ostracized woman is suffering from 
inexplicable bleeding until she reaches out to Jesus and is healed.3 Even Jesus is feeling the 
pain in this gospel, dying a horrible death while shouting in frustration at the God who 
seemingly abandoned him, until, of course, the impossible happens and resurrection 
becomes our new reality.4 This is a gospel that invites its readers to pay attention to both 
the devastation all around us and the Good News that keeps surprising us even still. 
 
It’s in that gospel that we find this apocalyptic passage we read today. There’s suffering, 
trauma, and what feels like the end of the world, but there’s also hope. Deliverance is near, 
so we need to pay attention, or, as the gospel writer puts it: keep awake. Something is 
about to happen. As I wrestle with this call to stay awake (or, as it might be translated in 
our twenty-first century vernacular, to be “woke”), I hear the Spirit saying that our 
wokeness is only made possibly by our willingness to dream. Perhaps that seems counter-
intuitive to you, since we typically associate dreaming with sleeping, but in the best 
apocalyptic tales, the ones who are most woke are the ones who dare to dream of what 
could be.  
 
We could choose another way in this season — we could bury our heads under the pillows 
and hope we’ll just wake up when the nightmare is over, or we could walk through life 
these days with eyes wide open but only seeing that which is in front of us in this moment. 
Or, we could choose the gospel way, to stay awake and see beyond what is into the future 
God is revealing in the here and now. To dream is to have the audacity to choose hope, not 
because we are naive people denying the suffering realities of this world but because we 
are people of God who know through our collective history and in our lived experience that 
God is with us through it all, birthing something new and midwifing us through the labor 
pains, if only we might keep our eyes open long enough to see. We need this hope in order 
to live.  
 
The poet Langston Hughes perhaps put it best when he wrote: 

 
2 Mark 5:1-20 
3 Mark 5:25-34 
4 Mark 15:34; Mark 16:1-8 



Hold fast to dreams 
For if dreams die 
Life is a broken-winged bird 
That cannot fly. 
  
Hold fast to dreams 
For when dreams go 
Life is a barren field 
Frozen with snow.5 

 
We can’t afford to live without hope. We can’t afford to fall asleep, tossing and turning all 
night with the restlessness of despair. We can’t afford to stop dreaming of the new world 
God is ushering in: one where captives are free, the sick are healed, the oppressed are 
delivered, and we all are finally celebrating some good news.6 This Advent, we are called to 
keep awake. 
 
This past week, my intentional wakefulness helped me see these hope-filled dreams. Every 
day, I would read the news and hear of skyrocketing transmission and infections of COVID-
19. Every day, I would hear about increasingly over-crowded hospitals and the tragic 
number of people suffering in ICUs and, for some, even dying. Every day, I would learn of 
another friend or colleague who contracted the disease and add them to my prayer list as 
they began their journeys of unenviable symptoms and quarantine. Every day, there was 
more than enough tragedy and despair.  
 
And also: Every day, I heard from doctors and healthcare providers. I heard doctors in this 
church talk excitedly about the better-than-anticipated results from vaccine clinical trials. I 
heard doctors in this church share about the hopefulness of new treatments emerging. I 
heard doctors say that there is much reason to be hopeful these days, for deliverance is 
near, and I also heard, over and over again, a plea for us to stay awake and embody that 
hope in our actions today. 
 
On Monday, our Bishop of the Indiana Conference, Bishop Trimble, convened a virtual 
town hall for the clergy and lay leaders of our 1,100+ United Methodist churches in Indiana. 
He invited experts from IU Health to talk with us about the scientific realities of this 
pandemic and the ways it is affecting us physically as well as emotionally and spiritually. I 

 
5 https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/150995/dreams-5d767850da976 
6 Luke 4:18 



stuck it out for the full hour and a half and found it completely engrossing. I learned new 
things about this disease. I also heard repeated guidance about mask-wearing, hand-
washing, and distance-keeping — things I thought we all knew by now but apparently still 
need to be said. More than all of that, I heard an extremely clear message from our 
healthcare leaders: We are in a critical moment, as this virus is spreading exponentially in 
our community and will continue to spread. Our hospitals do not have enough skilled staff 
to handle what is here and what is coming. The next eight to twelve weeks are critical, and 
they are asking for the Church to help them.  
 
The Rev. Kevin Armstrong, chief of staff at IU Health and United Methodist clergy, asked us 
to live in the hope of tomorrow’s vaccine by ensuring we all make it to tomorrow. He talked 
about his own decision-making processes and how he might be tempted to throw caution 
to the wind and visit his 80-something year old aunt if there was no end in sight, but with 
the promise of a vaccine so close at hand, he can continue to make the hard choices to 
forgo the visit so that he can have a future filled with many more such visits. He appealed 
to our unique understanding, as the Church, of self-sacrifice for collective gain, saying, “We 
need to be willing to do the hard things and to make sacrifices in the short term for the 
benefit of all in the long term.” He pleaded with us to not let up on the gas this close to the 
finish line. This week, I’ve heard doctors talk about the upcoming Thanksgiving holiday and 
ask us to forgo our time-honored traditions and consider limiting our physical gatherings to 
just those we live with day-to-day, in the same house. I, for one, am spending my holiday at 
home for the first time ever, joining with family over ZOOM instead of around the dining 
room table. It’s not what we want, but can do these hard things. 
 
Bishop Trimble went even further in this Town Hall, calling on our connection of more than 
a thousand United Methodist churches in this state to proclaim a bold witness by uniting in 
our response to this call from our hospital systems and forgoing in-person worship and 
meetings in all of our churches for the foreseeable future, including the Advent and 
Christmas season. He made it clear that we are not closing the Church but we are 
continuing in faithful ministry through creative, innovative ways just like we have been for 
the past eight months. He proclaimed, “We are people of relentless hope, and we are now 
being tested in how we can be the Church without simply going to church…. Here’s some 
good news: I believe a great revival is coming in 2021. We may be making sacrifices now, 
but you have never seen a reunion like the one we are going to have at the end of this 
pandemic. Our God is good, and God is not done with us yet. Hold on a little while longer. 
Stay strong. Remain faithful. And as always… Be encouraged.”7 

 
7 https://www.inumc.org/bishop/covid-19-update-an-announcement-from-bishop-trimble/ 



 
Friends, this apocalyptic world we’re living in isn’t easy. We know we can do hard things, but 
we’d really rather not have to do it. Everyday, we are barraged with more bad news, but if 
we keep our eyes open there’s Good News in the midst of it. We are called in this Advent 
season to keep awake as we dare to dream of a better world. You know, when I think of it: 
This isn’t an end-of-the-world tale after all. It’s just the beginning. God is birthing something 
out of all of this tragedy, so let’s not fall asleep now. Let us be a people who stay woke to 
the dream, a people who dare to hope, a people who join with God — and perhaps all of 
those hopeful yet pleading healthcare workers — in bringing about the revival of tomorrow 
by staying optimistically strong and faithful today. Let us have the audacity to be a people 
of relentless hope. 
 
Today is the First Sunday of Advent. In this holy season: Come, let us dream God’s dream 
again! Amen. 


