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Let me begin by telling you two short stories 

It was the 20th July 1969. I was just twelve years old and like millions of other 
people around the world I was transfixed by the events which were unfolding 
before our very eyes that evening. Apollo 11 had landed on the moon at 20.18 
and we knew that Neil Armstrong was going to be the first man ever to walk on 
the surface of the moon. I was determined to watch it live on the television, so 
my dad and mum agreed that I could stay up late. But as the clocked ticked by 
and the hours passed, I couldn’t keep awake and just after midnight I fell fast 
asleep. So at 2.56 in the morning, an estimated television audience of 500 
million people watched as Armstrong stepped on the surface and I slept 
through the whole thing, totally missing what was going on. 

The second true story is of a young girl who was taking a selfie of herself and 
her friends. She was part of a large crowd, waiting to see the Queen who was 
visiting their town. However, it was only when she looked down at her mobile 
phone that she spotted the Queen, who had just walked past, in the 
background of her selfie. Having waited for hours the young girl had missed 
seeing the Queen in person and instead has just one more photo of herself, 
with a rather distinguished figure in a striking hat disappearing out of the right 
hand side of her selfie. 

The scriptures are full of examples of people falling asleep at the wrong 
moment or missing the action which is taking place around them: 

• Abram entertaining the three visitors under the oak tree at Mamre not 
knowing they are messengers from God;  

• Jacob tussling with the stranger in the Valley of Jabbok at night, unaware 
that he is wrestling with God;  

• The crowds in Bethlehem on that first Christmas engrossed in their 
feasting, little realizing the events that are unfolding just around the 
corner; or 

• Peter, James and John falling asleep in the Garden of Gethsemane at 
Jesus' greatest hour of need, when he reveals some of his most intimate 
and passionate prayers found anywhere in the gospels 

Yesterday was ‘Stir up Sunday’ when we began our twenty-four hours of 
prayer. We’ve been praying for our world, our nation and our local 
communities as we respond to the Covid-19 pandemic. We’ve been asking God 



to stir us up, to rouse us, to spot where he is at work in the world and to join in 
with what he is doing.  

Next Sunday is Advent, the beginning of the church’s year. It’s a season of 
preparation. Jesus’ words to his followers are blunt: 

Beware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time will come … Therefore, 
keep awake … And what I say to you I say to all: Keep awake.’  

For many people these last eight months have been exhausting. It’s been 

tempting to think that all we can do is to hold on and wait until things get back 

to normal. But that would be a mistake. God is able to use every single thing 

that comes our way for his glory and for the strengthening of his people – and 

Covid-19 is no exception. This pandemic is not just a problem which gets in our 

way so all we can do is to wait passively until we get over it. No! All times of 

testing are God-given opportunities to grow in prayer, in faith and in loving 

service of our neighbours.  

Now is the moment to wake up, open our eyes and grasp the opportunities to 

serve God and others. It may be as simple as giving a neighbour a hand. Even 

those who are self-isolating can pick up the phone to support someone in the 

local community or a friend, they can pray or give an extra donation to their 

church or a local charity. 

I end with the words of the collect or special prayer for Advent Sunday: 

   

Almighty God, 
give us grace to cast away the works of darkness 
and to put on the armour of light, 
now in the time of this mortal life, 
in which your Son Jesus Christ came to us in great humility; 
that on the last day, 
when he shall come again in his glorious majesty 
      to judge the living and the dead, 
we may rise to the life immortal; 
through him who is alive and reigns with you, 
in the unity of the Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and for ever. Amen 
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