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 Let’s begin…let’s begin by noting the fact that we have now moved on 
from what must surely be described as the inner- core of Mark’s take on the 
parables.  I’m referring, of course, to Mark chapter 4: a chapter notable not only 
because it contains three well-known “seed” parables as well as a handful of 
other parable-like sayings…but, perhaps more essentially, a chapter that 
contains an actual discourse in which Jesus states the purpose of his speaking in 
parables.  If we’re looking for the parabolic heart of Mark’s Gospel, we’ve now 
spent a number of Sundays visiting that heart.  Nevertheless: just as we 
discovered—prior to stepping into Mark 4—that there are parables to be found in 
Mark earlier than that 4th chapter, we now discover that the Jesus of Mark’s 
Gospel continues to tell parables: two of which we’ll consider this morning. 

 
 Please note that our movement from Mark 4 to Mark 13 is a dramatic one: 
taking us to a chapter we don’t usually encounter until late November.  Mark 13 
is Mark’s apocalyptic chapter: the foundation for similar chapters in Matthew and 
Luke.  Here Jesus speaks to us wearing the mantle of those ancient Israelite 
prophets, the ones who spoke of a coming day of God: a day when God would 
move sturdily and swiftly to put the world right.  While Jesus does not spend a 
great deal of energy describing the nature of that day…nor the nature of what will 
be left in its aftermath…what he does provide is a stark warning for us to be 
ready for that day: a warning that includes two of his most pointed parables.  

 
 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.  That’s the first mini-
parable; the other is a wee bit more substantial.  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. 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.  

 
 And no: it doesn’t take the interpretive equivalent of Albert Einstein to 
recognize that these parables derive their power from the relentless march of 
time: time’s passages, and the finitude—the limited amount—of time that is 
allotted us.  But, of course, it’s not merely that none of us have an infinity of time; 
it’s that we, in our faith tradition, are held accountable for how we make use of 
our time.  Consider each of these parables in turn, taking them in reverse order. 

 
 

*     *     *     *     * 



 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. 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.  

 
 Some of you, of course, upon hearing that parable, may be reminded of 
the far longer version of this parable, found both in Matthew and in Luke: in which 
we hear not only of the master going on a journey, but are specifically told of 
three servants who make very different uses of the talents with which they are 
entrusted: one with five, one with two, one with one talent.  Even though Mark 
leaves out those details, what his version has in common with the others is that 
the focus is upon the servants left behind.  Their job, in Mark’s version, isn’t to 
make use of their talents but simply the essential work of staying awake, mindful, 
alert.  Nor is that a minor proposition!  On the contrary!! 

 
 A number of years ago, I focused my continuing education time taking a 
courses that addressed Christian spirituality.  While in seminary getting my M. 
Div., I quickly learned that Protestant seminaries tend to give short-shrift to 
spirituality.  Given the opportunity to make up that deficiency, I ran with it.  And 
one of the things…one of the things that really struck me…was the extent to 
which parables like the parable of the “master on a journey” shaped Christian 
spiritual practice during the early years of the Christian movement.  The motto 
one reads over and over again—not in the learned theological treatise that were 
produced during the first four or five centuries of Christian existence, but in the 
spiritual manuals that were birthed during those same years—the motto one 
reads over and over again is simply this.  Stay awake! Be alert! For we do not 
know when the Lord will return…but we must be ready for his return.  

 
 And I’ve got to be honest with you!  As someone who has tried his hand at 
any number of contemplative practices over the years, being wakeful, being alert, 
is a lot trickier than you might imagine.  Generally speaking, when I close the 
door to my study, in order to take a brief time in contemplation or meditation, one 
of two things is likely to occur.  On the one hand, if I attempt to sit quietly at a 
time of day when I’ve got a lot of energy, I tend—usually within the first 90 
seconds—to be a victim of what is often referred to as “monkey-mind”: which is 
precisely what it sounds like: the mind jumping from one stray thought to another.  
Amazing!  Amazing how many shopping lists get composed during a time when I 
thought I was going to sit quietly with God!  Worse still, of course, are those times 
when I attempt to sit quietly when I don’t have a lot of energy!  You know where 
that leads!  Perhaps not in 90 seconds, but certainly within 5 or 6 minutes, I’m 
fast asleep.  And while the nap probably does me some good…it’s hardly an 
example of what the parable means when it warns those who would be God’s 
servants to keep awake!  Guarding our time…being wakeful and mindful through 
time’s passages, through life’s passages, is far trickier than most of us imagine. 

 
*     *     *     *     * 



 Let’s turn to Mark 13’s other mini-parable: the parable of the fig-tree. 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.  Here’s a similar invitation to a life of 
watchful alertness…seemingly less harsh, perhaps less urgent, than that of the 
master-on-a-journey.  True enough.  True enough: until we read this one line 
parable in light of an episode that occurs a couple of chapters earlier: an episode 
that tends to rank  high on most people’s list of least favourite Gospel stories.  It 
takes place the day after Christ’s triumphant entry into Jerusalem.  Listen. 

 
 On the following day, when they came from Bethany, he was hungry. 
Seeing in the distance a fig tree in leaf, he went to see whether perhaps he 
would find anything on it.  When he came to it, he found nothing but leaves, for it 
was not the season for figs.  He said to it: “May no one ever eat fruit from you 
again.”  And his disciples heard it.  As many of you will recall, the very next day—
when Jesus and his disciples next walk past that fig-tree—they see that it has 
withered to its roots. Far from the happiest of New Testament episodes! 

 
 And it’s worth noting that some writers and scholars classify this puzzling 
little episode as a “lived-parable”.  Whether we agree with them or not, it’s an 
incident that certainly gives added weight to those words from Mark 13: 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, words that are impossible to hear without 
thinking about that cursed fig-tree, now lying barren on the road from Bethany to 
Jerusalem.  And yes: it seems to me that taken as a whole—that episode and 
that mini-parable—taken as a whole they simply serve to heighten what Jesus 
has to say about time, time’s passages, and our responsibility… 

 
  …that’s such a key word in the Christian vocabulary: 
responsibility!... 
 
   …our responsibility for the time that has been gifted to us.  
Be awake!  Be alert!  Seize the day!!  Whatever else the message of Jesus 
entails, we may be certain that it does entail just such imperative.  Be awake!  Be 
alert!  Seize the day!!  Don’t let time pass you by!  Don’t permit today’s 
opportunities—to love, to care, to worship God—don’t permit those opportunities 
to pass you by…because they may not come again. 

 
*     *     *     *     * 

 
 A final thought. 

 
 I’m struck…against the backdrop of the urgency of these parables…and 
yes, the harshness with which Christ relegates that fig-tree to destruction…I’m 
struck by one little phrase in that other parable we heard this morning: the one 
about the master-on-a-journey.  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. Therefore keep awake, for you do not know 
when the master of the house will come, in the evening or at midnight…here 
comes the part I want to emphasize…or at cockcrow, or at dawn. Or at 
cockcrow!  Or at dawn! 

 
 And yeah: maybe…maybe it’s just me: but I find it impossible to hear 
those words from the closing verses of Mark 13, without recalling that at the very 
end of Mark 14… 

 
  …a mere one chapter later, although so much has by then 
changed, including the fact that Christ is now under arrest… 

 
   …I find it impossible to hear about cockcrow or about the 
dawn, without recalling the outlandish promise Simon Peter makes at the Last 
Supper: that he will never deny Jesus, who replies that Simon Peter will deny 
him: not once, not twice, but three times by the time the cock crows twice. The 
take-away being… 

 
    …well, from where I stand, the take-away being that 
Christ, who not only forgives Simon Peter but restores him to a place of honour 
within the Christian movement… 

 
     …the take-away being that Christ treats Simon 
Peter with far greater compassion…shows him infinitely more kindness…than he 
was prepared to show that withered fig-tree. 

 
*     *     *     *     * 

 
 The Christian life…the Christian life…will inevitably evade our attempts at 
reducing it to a simplistic formula.  The life we live in Christ plunges us into a 
series of inescapable tensions: tensions that would be unbearable, were they not 
so utterly life-giving.  And so we are called…by our Lord’s words as well as by 
our deeds…to a life of urgent mindfulness: deeply aware of time’s passages, 
deeply aware that lost-time, once lost, remains lost: deeply alert to the ways in 
which we can permit opportunities for loving service to slip through our fingers, 
never to be reclaimed.  And yet…and yet…our Lord’s words as well as his deed, 
above all his great deed (his great lived parable!: taking our flesh, living our life, 
dying our death) remind us of a love that knows no bounds…a love that will not 
abandon us even when we abandon it.  And here, for me, is the bottom line! 

 
 If we only recall Christ’s call to perfection…his insistence that God seeks 
for our every moment to be filled with urgent wakefulness…we will have a very 
hard time, when we look honestly in the mirror, not descending into despair.  And 
yet…if we only recall God’s forbearance and grace…we will have a hard time not 
embracing a cheap-grace…the illusion that Christ calls us to sit back and leave 
the driving to God.  No!  We are called to live in the tension: knowing we are 



called to loving service…but knowing, as well, that God’s love abides on our days 
of failure no less than on our days of triumph. 

 
 Friends in Christ!  Be watchful!  Be alert!  Seize the day!  But do so…do 
so…as those who know, in the very depth of their being…that in Christ, they 
have been found by love and are held in love through all time’s passages! 

 
 This is the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Praise to You, Lord Jesus Christ! 


