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*PRAY 
 

“Blessed are those…whom the master finds alert…” Our Puritan ancestors gave 

a high importance to staying awake. During their long services, the ushers roamed the 

congregation with a long pole in hand. Male nodders got a whack from the metal knob 

on one end of the pole, and drowsing women were teased awake by the feather on the 

other end of the pole. 

But there is more to such a sermon than the need to stay awake in worship. The 

real problem is that we tend to give way to sleepiness and miss our big moment of truth 

- in or out of church. I keep thinking about Thomas Bell. He went to sleep just before his 

big moment. In 1858 he was president of a scholarly organization called The Linnean 

Society. As he was writing his annual report, he said that there had been "... no striking 

discovery" announced to the group in that year. Oh yeah...? Among those who had 

delivered papers to this society during the year were Alfred Russell Wallace and 

Charles Darwin! Both of them outlined their revolutionary theories on biological 

evolution. The intellectual history of mankind took a gigantic leap on the truths of 

Wallace and Darwin, but Thomas Bell missed it all. He was intellectually asleep and 

thought that nothing vital had happened in that cozy little group. How we miss the big 

moment! How we fall asleep just before the great revealing. How we need to stay 

awake! 

Mark Twain once said that he heard a preacher who was powerfully good. He 

decided to give him every cent he had with him. But the preacher kept at it too long. Ten 
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minutes later, Twain decided to keep the bills and only give the change. “After another 

ten minutes,” Twain said, “I was darned if I’d give him anything at all. Then, when he 

finally stopped and the plate came around, I was so exhausted, I decided to steal $2 

just for spite.” Please don’t get any ideas! 

As our students prepare to go back to school this week, I remember Mr. 

Kendrick’s Algebra 1 class my freshman year at Westfield High School. Above the clock 

in the back of the room there was a sign that read: “Time Will Pass…Will You?”  

It is perilously easy to fall asleep and miss the prize. Jesus’ parable makes this 

quite clear. The master had gone off to the wedding and feast. There he would indulge 

in the celebration - the music, the wine, the dancing - and quite likely would come home 

in a generous mood. Possibly he would call all the servants together and say that he 

was going to take their place. They were to sit down at the table; he was going to serve 

the meal to them. If they were awake, this blessing would be theirs. But if he came in 

and found them all asleep, he would go up to his chambers and forget all about it. 

But routine isn’t necessarily bad and does not have to numb us toward the big 

moment of truth either. A musician who played many years for Toscanini said that the 

maestro had the ability to make the orchestra feel it was playing a well-known work for 

the first time. Each repeated playing of the score was done as if it were the premiere 

performance. After once recording the Beethoven Ninth Symphony, Toscanini said he 

had been conducting the Beethoven Ninth for over fifty years. He continued, "Now I 

think I finally understand it." Routine can yield its blessings, if we stay awake. 

All this drives toward our basic need to stay awake to God in our lives. When he 

was dying, his nurse asked the great author Rudyard Kipling if he needed anything. He 
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said, "I need God," and so, I believe, he spoke for all of us. We don’t even have to know 

that this inner uneasiness, this sense that all of life’s achievements and successes have 

a hollow quality about them, is a search for God. But it’s there for believer and 

unbeliever alike.  

The 84th Psalm speaks to it, but I love the way that Brahms put it to music in the 

movement “How Lovely Is Thy Dwelling Place” from his Requiem:  

How lovely is thy dwelling place, O Lord of Hosts! 
For my soul, it longeth, yea fainteth, 
For the courts of the Lord. 
My soul and body crieth out, yea for the living God. 

 

And these words of Augustine are as penetrating as are those of the Psalmist & 

Brahms: 

“... For thou hast made us for thyself and our hearts are restless till they rest in thee.” 

This quest for God is our real agenda, our real thirst, our real hunger, and what 

we’re really looking for. 

We’ll miss God’s gracious response to such searching if we fall asleep. Jesus 

was continually vexed with persons who gave in to slumbers at precisely those 

moments when they might have found God speaking to their most important needs. He 

told Martha that her household distractions were like going to sleep, missing her 

moment. He also raged at the religious people who believed they had God’s gracious 

truth totally confined to a written code. He "took the Fifth Amendment" before Herod, 

because he knew the old monarch had long ago fallen asleep to matters of the spirit. 
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Some churches have fallen asleep to this power too. A young pastor once wrote 

the Bishop, inviting the Bishop to conduct a Quiet Hour in their church. Apparently, the 

Bishop knew that congregation and refused to do it. "What your church needs," the 

Bishop wrote, "is not a Quiet Hour, but an earthquake."  

Let us never be a church that needs an earthquake, hurricane or a lightning 

strike to be awakened to the joy and presence of God all around us.  

So, what does wakefulness look like? What does it mean for people of faith to 

truly stay awake?  

Staying awake means not ruling anything out. All moments, persons, and 

circumstances are potential meetings with God that can fill the hunger of our heart. 

Perhaps poet Emily Dickinson said it best with these words:  

“Earth's crammed with heaven, and every common bush afire with God.” 

We must remember that God has the secular franchise, too. He is operative in 

the common and ordinary "outside-the-temple" world. We’ll see God working there if we 

are awake. We must stay awake to God in our joys and sufferings.  

Staying awake to the presence of God means paying attention to all that is 

around us. Yes, time will pass. Before we know it, this school year will be complete. And 

as my father is fond of saying, often: “Days pass slowly, but the years pass quickly.”  

But let us never miss the joy of seeing God at work all around us, in every person 

we encounter and in every mystery we see.  


