
 1 

Advent 1: At the threshold: Await and Awaken 
Texts: Mark 13: 24-37 and Isaiah 64:1-9 
Rev. Sharon Smith 
 
Through the written word, 
and the spoken word, 
may we know your Living Word, 
the Christ in and among us, 
Amen 
 
 
Today we step over a threshold. That abstract line or doorway when we enter into a new place, 
an unknown space. Today we stand at the threshold of Advent. The Advent Door.  
 
Thresholds have been crossed and are crossed by human beings each moment of every day.  
 
I love what Marie Howe (poet, former poet laureate of New York, author, editor, teacher) said 
in a recent interview “when we truly discover how interconnected we are – with people from 
the past, the present and the future, we realise that when we do something for the first time, 
we are joined by many who have been there or who will be there”.   
There is a solidarity in experience – joys and suffering.  
 
Marie remembers the first time she said to her 3 year old adopted daughter: “do it because I 
told you”. She turned around and waived to the millions of other people who had said that in 
their lives. And they were there for her.  
When her brother died, she knew many had traversed that threshold before her.  
Though this life-stopping grief was unknown for her. She was in the company of others.  
Millions throughout centuries had known this. And now she belonged to their company.  
She turned around and there they were.  

Podcast: Encountering Silence, Marie Howe – silence and the depth of poetry 
https://podcasts.bcast.fm/e/4n9qypkn 

 
Crossing a threshold can be disorienting. 
 
John O Donahue writes:  
“We have fallen out of belonging. Consequently, when we stand before crucial thresholds in 
our lives, we have no rituals to protect, encourage, and guide us as we cross over into the 
unknown. For such crossings we need to find words. What is nearest to the heart is often 
farthest from the word…. Without warning, thresholds can open directly before our feet.” 
 

To Bless the Space between Us, John O Donahue 
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Friends, today as we stand before the Advent Door of 2020, we are in good company.  
 
Way back in the Prophet Isaiah’s community –courageous scribes, followers of Yahweh (The 
God who revealed godself to the Israelites), wrote in the best Hebrew they knew, about the 
effects of exile and the ruined states of the cities and their place of worship – the temple.  
 
Their language and human-like image of God is a mirror of their consciousness at that time – 
egoic or tribal consciousness (putting their experience/emotions onto Divinity – anger, desire 
for rescue from their enemies, intimacy through powerful amazing experiences of nature (fire, 
wind, earth/clay).  
 
Yet buried in this lament we can still hear our own cry of desperation beyond ourselves.  
Crying out to a personal God for change of a situation beyond our control.  
 
“These verses are a prayer to God by a people that is powerless and under oppression. The 
prayer exhibits the two main features of genuine Advent hope: on the one hand, a deep sense 
of desperation about a situation out of control… On the other hand, a bold and confident trust 
in God is voiced, addressed to a God who can intervene (if God will) to make life peaceable and 
joyous”  

Walter Brueggemann, Texts for Preaching, Year B, p. 2 
 
This Advent, Advent 2020, feels to me like: Hoping against hope. A tenuous hope without 
assurance.  
 
It is also an invitation to let our experience of this time transform us – transform our 
constructed image of God: 

- Perhaps the Christian God we have constructed gives us a privileged perspective,  
- Perhaps the Christian God is one whose being we think we fully understand and can 

articulate – we think we have all wrapped up. 
 
Meister Eckhart wrote: “So therefore let us pray to God that we may be free of ‘God’. “ 

John Caputo, Hoping against Hope 
 
 
As we stand before the Advent Door, we are in the company of the early disciples of Jesus.  
 
Tradition has it that Mark was a disciple of Peter.  
That he learnt about Jesus second hand from Peter and wrote it all down. 
 
Chapter 13 that was read today, is written in the language of the apocalypse. High in symbolism 
and it speaks of the greatest destruction that could ever be – the end of the natural world – the 
end of what humans need to survive on earth. The sun, the moon and the stars. 
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This language is symbolic and not literal. Although given the state of Mother Earth and the 
cosmos – it may become literal.  
Intermingled in the destructive themes of Apocalyptic writing is a movement from fear to hope.  
 
For Mark and the early Christians, experiencing the Roman siege and the destruction of their 
temple – It was the end of their world. 
 

The temple in Jerusalem was the centre point for Jewish culture and worship – It was 
their identity. 
 

VST professor Harry Maiers suggests that as we read the apocalypse, the apocalypse reads us.   
 
He means that the symbolized language stirs in us memories of suffering. 
It unveils the hard times we have experienced and continue to experience… when our worlds 
come to end. 
 
When these things happen, Jesus says, remember the fig tree.  
When its branch becomes tender and it puts forth leaves...  
So also when the darkness overtakes your life, awake, know that Christ is near.  
 
 
At St Catherine’s we belong to a community who mark time.  
And Advent provides us with ritual for thresholds.  
Spiritual Practices that give meaning to our moments… 
 

(1) Advent Wreaths – visible signs of time, prayers for hope, for peace, for joy, for love. The 
lighting of the Christ candle – Christ is near – in and among us. Wherever matter and 
spirit come together – the wonder of Christ is born.  
 

(2) Advent calendars – instill in us the patient expectancy to wait for the mystery of each 
day, that behind each day is a surprise we cannot control. Let the holy surprise us.  
 

(3) Let me introduce you to a third practice: A Body Prayer from The Order of Julian of 
Norwich – developed by Saint Julian in the midst of the Bubonic Plague.  
 
Four simple postures: Await, Allow, Accept, Attend.  
 
Await – await God’s presence however it may come to you (let the holy surprise you) 
Allow – Allow a sense of God’s presence to come or not and be what it is 
Accept – accept as a gift whatever comes or doesn’t come. Accept that you don’t know 
everything, you are not in charge 
Attend – attend to what you are called to, willing to be present and to be God’s love in 
the world, whatever God calls you to.  
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And then move through these postures without words. Let you body speak. 
 
(See: https://thewisdomdaily.com/the-woman-who-invented-yoga-in-fourteenth-
century-england/  and https://youtu.be/_lKdXykzTXk)  
 

(4) And a fourth practice to help us stay awake: Contemplative Photography  
 
Photography as a contemplative practice is a way to slow down and gaze deeply, 
noticing things we miss in our rushed lives.  
 
The camera or phone or ipad – so available to us in these times, can provide an 
encounter with the eternal moment. 
It’s like we discover the place in which we are able to suddenly become so present to 
what we are gazing on that we lose track of time, and eternity breaks in.  
 
It is not about the product of a good photo but about the process. We allow moments to 
find us and not plan what we are going to do.  
 
Christine Valters Painter encourages us to practice this by first opening up to beholding.  
 

- Choose a familiar place to sit for ten minutes  
- Take a deep breath.  
- Then intentionally shift your focus from ordinary seeing and noticing, to a sense of 

reverence.  
- Notice the physical, emotional and spiritual shift in opening yourself.  
- simply be with whatever and whomever arrives in your line of vision.  
- Notice what this stirs in your heart.  
- If appropriate, take a photo. 

 
(see Christine Valters Painter: Eyes of the Heart, Photography as a Christian 
Contemplative Practice)  
 
(see: https://abbeyofthearts.com/blog/2009/02/19/photography-as-a-sacred-practice/) 
 
 

 
Today we step over a threshold into a time of expectancy – it is Advent 2020 - an unknown 
space.  
 
Christ is near. Very near. Await, Allow, Accept, Attend. 
 
Awake. 
 
Amen.  


