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“Wake Up Little Susie, Wake Up!”
Mark 13:24-37

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

Sunday, November 30, 2008 – Advent I
All Scripture is not created equal. Maybe a more accurate way of saying that is I don’t like all Scripture equally. I hope that doesn’t burst anyone’s bubble that their pastor may not like all Scripture. I honestly don’t think it will. I think it is more likely to confirm what any reader of the Bible may experience – we like some stories and passages better than others. Maybe it is an understanding issue; maybe it is a philosophical issue. Maybe we don’t like the demands that a particular piece of Scripture might place on our lives. But it is definitely why one of the most widely used, albeit most ineffective, forms of theological debate is “proof-texting.” We all pull out our favorite passages to prove our theological points and positions. And, we tend to ignore those passages with which we disagree, or at best find befuddling or inconsistent.

Hence, my problem with our text this morning. It is not one of my favorites. In fact I have this problem every First Sunday in Advent, which is what we celebrate today; it is also the first Sunday in the Christian liturgical year. Today we start all over again, to hear again in a year’s time, the movement of God’s atoning work in Jesus Christ.

But every year on this first Sunday we read from one of the Gospels this version of God’s consummating work, and to me it always seems dark and morose. It seems more foreboding than hopeful, even though it talks about that hopeful time when God’s atoning work will be complete.

So what is a person to do with Scripture like this? Well, there is an ancient Christian discipline called Lectio Divina, which is Latin for divine reading, spiritual reading, or “holy reading.” It is a traditional Christian practice of prayer and scriptural reading intended to engender communion with God and to increase our knowledge of the way God’s Spirit might work through Scripture. It is a way of praying with Scripture that calls one to study, ponder, listen, and finally, to pray from the words that are our faith inheritance. We are going to be hearing more about Lectio Divina just before Lent, so remember that phrase, Lectio Divina.

I practiced a bit of Lectio Divina with this passage from Mark. I read it. I prayed it. I meditated on it. I breathed it for a time. It all sounds quite serious and spiritual doesn’t it? So let me tell you what I discovered. Through all of that, a clear and resounding phrase kept swelling up within me. I ignored it for a while thinking it trite and I blamed my own inability to concentrate to find even a modicum of deep, spiritual seriousness. I finally gave up and had to go with what I presume is the great understanding that God is granting me, summed up in this phrase: “Wake up little Susie, Wake up!”

Maybe I am watching too much Eli Stone. Have you ever seen Eli Stone? It is my favorite TV program, although I have to admit most people don’t think it is very good and it was surprising that it got a second season. However, I love it, and the premise is that Eli is a high-powered lawyer who, because of an aneurysm, has visions that lead him to consider cases for the truth and justice of the matter, not just making big money off of big clients. It seems that the aneurysm is the physical manifestation of the way that God is communicating to Eli through these visions. Often his visions include music and dancing. The first show had George Michael singing on Eli’s coffee table, “I Gotta Have Faith.”
For me, maybe, it is “Wake Up Little Susie,” a song made popular by the Everly Brothers the year I was born, is about a young teenage couple who go on a date to a movie, which according to the song was not a great movie and they both fell asleep. By the time they wake up it is 4:00 in the morning. And while the incident may have been very innocent, they don’t see any good way to explain the situation. They know what it looks like, and their reputation, which seems to be important to them, looks shot. All because they could not stay awake.

I do not wish to make an itemized correlation between our Scripture in Mark and “Wake Up Little Susie,” but they both make the point that the things that are important to you always take effort and intentionality, and those things on which you spend effort and intentionality by default are the things that are important to you. Our Scripture in Mark and the corresponding Scripture in the other Gospels implore us that while we are waiting for the consummation of God’s reign, we are to make living the reign of God a priority. Are you putting first things first? If not, wake up! Take notice! Your reputation and the reputation of God’s people are at stake. There will come a time, Mark says, when it will be too late to make a difference, even for this generation.

I believe that with all my heart. Every generation has the opportunity to make a difference for the kingdom of God. Wake up, lest we miss our opportunity. Are we putting first things first?

Homiletics periodical uses a more sophisticated analogy, perhaps, for this Scripture from Mark by calling it “The Last Lecture of Jesus Christ.” Just before his death, Jesus delivers the lecture of a lifetime, reminding his followers of what really matters; recalling in us Randy Pausch’s final lecture, which most of you have seen, read, or read about.

Randy Pausch was a professor at Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh, and delivered his final lecture in September 2007, after he had been diagnosed with terminal pancreatic cancer. He showed a love of life and an approach to death that many people have found inspiring, and his lecture has turned into a phenomenon, which is also now in book form titled The Last Lecture. He died this past summer at the age of 47.

The story goes that expected maybe 150 people to attend his last lecture. After all, it was a warm September day, and he assumed that people would have better things to do than attend a final lesson from a dying computer science professor in his 40s. However, The room was packed, and when he arrived on stage he received a standing ovation. He motioned the audience of students and colleagues to sit down and said, “Make me earn it.”

According to columnist Zaslow of The Wall Street Journal (May 3, 2008, and September 20, 2007), Randy hardly mentioned his cancer in the course of his 70-minute lecture. Instead, he took everyone on an eventful journey through the lessons of his life. He talked about the importance of childhood dreams, and the stamina needed to overcome obstacles. “Brick walls are there for a reason,” he insisted, showing slides of the rejection letters he had received over the years. “They let us prove how badly we want things.”

He pushed his audience to show patience toward others, saying, “Wait long enough, and people will surprise and impress you.” He celebrated his mentors and his students with an open heart, and revealed the depth of his love for his family. He even said he had a deathbed experience. Now that he was dying, he bought his first Macintosh.

Keep awake. That’s what Dr. Pausch seemed to be saying as he invited his audience to rethink their ambitions and find new ways to look at other people’s flaws and abilities. Keep awake to what is truly important in life. After showing pictures of his childhood bedroom, marked up with mathematical notations he had drawn on the walls, he said, “If your kids want to paint their bedrooms, as a favor to me, let ’em do it.”

Keep awake to what really matters. 
Maybe it is appropriate then to think of Mark 13 as Jesus’ “Last Lecture” delivered hours before he is crucified, in which he challenges the disciples to keep awake for his return as the Son of Man, coming in clouds with “great power and glory” to gather his people from the ends of the earth, and bring them into his kingdom (Mark 13:26-27). The danger is that the disciples will miss what really matters, distracted by the many assorted demands and details of day-to-day life. So Jesus says to them, “Keep awake.”

Advent is the time to remind ourselves of the important things to which Christ calls us. But for some strange and quirky turn of events, in our society it has become almost the opposite. In the news on Friday was how one Wal-Mart employee was stampeded to death when the crowds broke down the doors at 5:00 AM on Friday rushing in for the morning sales. Several others were injured in that incident. In other places people were yelling and screaming when the sale items for which they had been standing in line since the wee hours of the morning were snatched up before they could get there.

“Wake up, little Susie.” We enter the season of Advent and begin our march through the wild weeks of decorating, shopping, partying, and concert-attending that lie ahead. Jesus is going to be coming to us soon — maybe not in an earth-shaking second coming that Mark talks about, but in a personal arrival that’s every bit as important to each one of us. He’ll come to speak to us in words of Scripture that have eternal power —“Heaven and earth will pass away,” says Jesus, “but my words will not pass away” (v. 31). He’ll come to gather his people into a community that knows his everlasting salvation, a community stretching “from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven” (v. 27). He’ll come to see if we are alert and ready for his arrival, living in a way that is focused on his will and his way. Keep awake! That’s the challenge for us. 
Advent can be the most wonderful time of the year. Are we awake enough to enjoy its truth?

I want to leave you with a video that Lisa and Tim put together. Tim is preaching on Simplicity this Advent at Green Wood. This video is a reminder of keeping awake this Advent by putting first things first. . .
WAKE UP LITTLE SUSIE, WAKE UP
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