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[Being] Woke by God – Ben Wayman 

 

Isaiah 64:1-9; Psalm 80:1-7,17-19; 1 Corinthians 1:3-9; Mark 13:24-37 

It was in seminary that I started to drink coffee. And I can trace it back to the day I pulled my 

first all-nighter. The stars had aligned this one fateful night such that I had three 25-page papers 

due the next day. If you know me at all, you’d understand that special circumstances had brought 

me to this predicament. I hate being rushed.  

 

So I brewed a pot of coffee around 10:30p and by midnight, I could hardly keep my eyes open. 

That’s when I realized I had just downed 8 cups of decaf coffee. So I brewed a pot of the real 

stuff, drank the whole pot, and wrote the three papers in a state of alertness I had never known 

before. 

 

Today we are invited to keep awake on this first Sunday of Advent. Advent is all about the 

coming of Christ. We stand in between two advents, two comings of Christ. The first coming we 

celebrate on December 25, when God came among us as a baby born to a virgin. The second 

coming we anticipate and keep alert to, because as Mark tells us, we don’t want to be caught 

asleep when Christ returns. 

 

So Advent is a condensed season of our life as church. We are in between Jesus and the 

eschaton—the end of all things when God will set things right. And in this in-between time, we 

are called to be faithful and to keep awake. It is quite possible that we are still in the early days 

of the church, so we better get good at keeping awake. 

 

Our readings today show us that Advent, this time of keeping alert for Christ, is a time of lament 

and repentance. Advent requires that we be at full attention. Keep awake!, Mark tells us, three 

times. This morning I want to suggest that keeping awake requires us to become a people of 

lament and repentance. 

 

Lament and repentance may strike you as odd qualities to cultivate during Advent, this national 

season of cheer. But our readings today show us that our ability to wait on God is closely 

connected to our honesty with ourselves, each other, and God about how much we need Christ 

among us. Lament and repentance awaken us to God and prepare us for the coming of Christ. 

The prophet Isaiah cries out, O that you would tear open the heavens and come down…! (Isaiah 

64:1). This cry from the Jewish exiles in Babylon is a communal lament. It’s a crying out to God 

from a people who has lost everything:  their home, their temple, and their closeness with God. 

 

Similarly, Psalm 80 is a communal prayer of lament. The community often voiced these prayers 

during a national fast after there had been a tragedy or event that had threatened their life 

together. Here the Psalmist cries out to God three times: “Restore us…let your face shine, that we 

may be saved” (Psalm 80:3, 7, 19). At the heart of these laments, these cries to God for 

restoration and salvation, is a people who acknowledges from their core their desperate need for 

God. The book of Psalms is full of lament. Forty percent of all psalms are psalms of lament 

(Soong-Chan Rah, Prophetic Lament, 22). Prayers of lament give us the words to cry out to God 

for rescue and relief in the midst of deep pain and suffering. 
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In his book Prophetic Lament, Soong Chan Rah writes, “The American Church avoids lament” 

(22), and this avoidance “reflects a serious theological deficiency” (24). I agree. And I think our 

avoidance of lament is related to our lost practice of praying the psalms. By praying the psalms 

we become a people of lament. 

 

One of the assignments I give to ministry students is to pray three psalms a day for three weeks 

and see how the practice changes them or their view of prayer or God. I remind the students that 

up until the last hundred years or so, the psalms were where Christians went to learn how to pray, 

and that we would do well to recover this practice that had shaped Christians for nearly 2000 

years. 

 

The assignment is to pray the words of the psalms as their own, and for the most part students 

really enjoy the practice, but it’s not without a good deal of discomfort. Recently a student 

shared that she had a hard time relating to many of the words of the psalms and so found it 

difficult to pray them. That’s exactly the point. The psalms give us a language and a vocabulary 

that our personal experiences could never develop. The psalms give us a range so broad, and a 

language so expansive, that we end up praying prayers we would not otherwise pray. Praying the 

psalms make us bigger people with bigger hearts, minds, and souls. By praying the psalms we 

pray for and with our neighbors whose experiences are different from our own. By praying the 

psalms we learn how to lament. 

 

So lament is one way we keep awake as we wait for the coming of Christ. Today Isaiah and the 

Psalmist have enlisted our voices in prayers of lament. By praying these prayers we have 

received the gift of lament, to honestly acknowledge the presence of sin, suffering, and death in 

our lives and the lives of others. 

 

We have so many opportunities for lament. We could lament tax bills that disadvantage the poor. 

We could lament the ways in which this country and our churches have failed to welcome all 

people, regardless of race, or nationality, or class, or sexual orientation. We could lament our 

failure to embrace strangers, immigrants, and refugees. We could lament that particular people 

groups in this country are oppressed, intimidated, targeted, killed, or imprisoned. We could 

lament betrayal and brokenness in our relationships. We could lament the ways in which people 

in our own town—in our very church—are threatened, harassed, and mistreated because of the 

racism in this community, and in your heart and mine. We have so much to lament. Our lament 

is crucial to our faithfulness as a community who is keeping alert as we wait on Christ to be fully 

formed in us. 

 

Lament, then, goes hand in hand with repentance. When we allow God to interrogate us, to lay 

us bare for the Jesus-needing people we are, we immediately see the need for repentance. 

Christians, of all people, should be really good at repentance. We acknowledge we are a 

community of sinners in need of God’s rescue. 

 

Every morning at prayer we begin our service with the confession of sin. We confess that we 

have sinned against God “in thought, word, and deed, by what we have done, and by what we 

have left undone.” We confess, “We have not loved [God] with our whole heart; we have not 

loved our neighbors as ourselves. We are truly sorry and we humbly repent” (BCP, 79). In a 
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moment, as we celebrate communion, we will have the opportunity to repent. Repentance is a 

gift. It is an opportunity for us to wake up to what God is doing among us by turning from our 

sleepy, sinful ways. Repenting is how we become an Advent people. 

 

Lament and repentance are gifts God gives us—the church—to wait for the coming of the Lord. 

It is a gift to honestly name our sins of intention and omission, to repent, and to be forgiven! 

What an incredible gift to be a people who is fearless about naming our sin, telling the truth 

about ourselves, and still be loved by God. There is then a deep hopefulness to lament. As 

Soong-Chan Rah explains, “The hope of lament is that God would respond to human suffering 

that is wholeheartedly communicated through lament” (Soong-Chan Rah, Prophetic Lament, 21). 

“The hope of lament is that God would respond to human suffering.” God responds to human 

suffering! 

 

One of the deepest sufferings in our church and in our nation right now is the prejudice, bigotry, 

and racism that threatens to destroy us. While I don’t have much to say to our nation about this, I 

do have something to say to us today. We must lament. And we must repent. Our salvation 

depends on it. 

 

This is the stuff of keeping awake. Or in modern slang, of being woke. A couple weeks ago 

Christena Cleveland of Duke Divinity School visited our campus and gave several talks that 

were more powerful than caffeine to keep us awake. She shared in one of her talks that she 

doesn’t like the word “woke” to describe those who had awakened to the racism around us and in 

us. Rather, she sees being woke as a process of becoming. There are different levels of 

wokeness, she explained. We’re all on a journey and we’re all at different places. 

 

Being woke is like being saved. We have been, are being, and will be saved. It’s a process. We 

are all in the process of becoming like Christ. We are all in the process of awakening to God’s 

restoring and saving work in this world. We live in the in-between time—what theologians call 

“the already but not yet.” Already Christ has saved the world, but it’s not yet fully saved. We see 

this in the church in Corinth. Already God’s gifts and grace have been poured out on the church, 

but they have not yet become capable of using those gifts for the benefit of the church and the 

world. 

 

It’s the same with us. This Advent we are invited to become a people of deep honesty and true 

confession. And as we lament and repent, we wake up to God’s forgiveness and restoring work 

in our lives. To remain faithful we must keep awake. Through lament and repentance, we keep at 

the work that God—our master—has given us to do in this in-between time. The good news of 

Advent is that Christ is coming to save us from our frailty and fallenness, our sin and suffering, 

our racism and rebellion. So keep awake! Christ is coming! 


