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Staying Awake 
 
Let us pray… 
 
So I was about 10 years old.  My mom and I were driving to visit friends who lived about 
an hour away.  I was sitting in front, because we didn’t have seatbelts never mind rules 
about kids sitting in the back seat.  I was holding a plant, the hostess gift for our friends.  
The car was toasty warm, and I, of course, fell asleep.  I woke up with a jolt when my 
mother yelled at me for letting the plant tip and getting dirt on the front seat.  She was 
probably just trying to get my attention, but my memory is that she was mad, and 
warned me I better stay awake and protect the plant.  For the rest of the ride I was in a 
war of wills with my heavy eyelids, trying desperately to stay awake while the rhythm of 
the car tried to lull me to sleep. 
 
Now, protecting a plant is nothing like keeping your persecuted rabbi company, but it’s 
the experience I always think of when I hear this morning’s scripture passage.  Getting 
yelled at by my mom feels like getting yelled at by God.  Yet no matter how hard I tried, I 
couldn’t stay awake.  I imagine the disciples felt the same way.  They’d just shared the 
Passover meal, which includes the ritual drinking of four cups of wine.  And it was late.  
So of course they were sleepy.  But Jesus has literally just talked about one of them 
betraying him, alluded to his death, and predicted that they will all desert him.  All the 
disciples, led by Peter, have promised that they will never desert him, no matter what.  
Okay, Jesus says, then can you just keep me company while I pray?  Five verses after 
promising they’d rather die than let Jesus down, the disciples fall soundly asleep. 
 
It’s not even like they were in a comfy car.  According to Matthew’s gospel, after The 
Last Supper Jesus and the disciples had gone out to the Mount of Olives, the mountain 
ridge right outside the city of Jerusalem.  This rocky ground was, and is, the site of an 
old cemetery, and a spot Jesus and his followers visited numerous times.  At the foot of 
the Mount of Olives, according to scripture, is the Garden of Gethsemane, although the 
exact location is only a guess.  And that’s where Jesus went to pray.  Remember this is 
a desert land:  it’s not a lush garden with soft grass; it’s packed earth with low scrub and 
gnarled olive trees.  So Jesus’ disciples had rocks for pillows, and dirt for a blanket.  
And yet they fell asleep. 
 
I don’t think it was just because of the wine, or the hour either.  I think it was the stress.  
The disciples might not quite have known what was to come, but they were certainly 
picking up enough signals from Jesus that there were rough times ahead.  Were they 
going to be harassed, or arrested?  Would their movement fail, and they’d have to go 
back home?  They’d given up a lot of follow this teacher; friends and family had 
questioned the wisdom of their decision.  Were they going to be revealed as fools, or 
worse?  
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And so they fell asleep.  Asleep, they could stop worrying.  They could forget the threats 
of soldiers and authorities.  They could escape.   
 
Remember that in the gospels we are invited to see ourselves in the disciples.  I feel like 
I see myself in their napping far too clearly, and not just in a childhood memory.  This 
week I was reading an online article about some current event that was getting me 
stressed out.  Without even thinking, I closed out the article and opened a game of 
solitaire on my computer.  I zoned right out.  I’ve noticed doing the same thing with 
Facebook; scanning past thoughtful posts in search of cat videos.  The word “woke” has 
entered our vernacular; a slang term meaning social awareness.  Being “woke” means 
seeing injustice, in its various forms and even within ourselves.  But such sight is 
exhausting and stressful.  It’s be easier to go back to sleep, whether that sleep is binge-
watching Netflix, detaching with drinks or drugs, or actually going to sleep. 
 
But, my friends, Jesus is in the garden, and he is suffering.  Matthew’s gospel describes 
Jesus as grieved, and agitated.  He throws himself on the ground, that hard dusty 
ground, to pray with anxious and urgent prayers.  He is hurting, his heart is breaking, he 
is feeling so alone.  And all he asks is for us to stay awake. 
 
It was only one chapter earlier in the gospel of Matthew that Jesus told his followers:  
when you give water to those who are thirsty, feed the hungry, and visit those in prison, 
you do those things for me.  In 2017, “the garden” is a homeless shelter or death row or 
the wrong bathroom a trans kid is forced to use.  And Jesus is in there suffering, just 
asking us to stay awake, to pay attention, to be present to him in the midst of it. 
 
But why does it matter?  So what if the disciples had stayed awake.  It wouldn’t have 
made any real difference.  Judas was still going to betray Jesus, the crowd was still 
going to come to arrest Jesus, Jesus was still going to die.  It wouldn’t have made any 
difference. 
 
Except, apparently, to Jesus.  He didn’t ask the disciples to fight for him.  He didn’t ask 
them to hide him.  He just asked them to stay awake with him.  Just to be there. 
 
I think he was asking them to be God for him.  A few steps away, Jesus was praying, 
feverishly, to God, asking for God to somehow intervene, to stop the brutal and violent 
events on the horizon.  Now, in my view, that’s not what God is; God isn’t a puppeteer 
able to control the events of our lives.  But God is a force, a spirit, that is present to us in 
whatever we go through, holding and helping us.  Especially when we can open 
ourselves to that presence.  Jesus, perhaps, wanted the disciples there with him, 
awake, as a visible, physical reminder that the invisible spirit of God was also with him. 
 
But they fell asleep.  And maybe it felt to Jesus like God did, too.  The three times of 
prayer don’t seem to have comforted Jesus; he seems more agitated each time he 
returns to the disciples.  Maybe Jesus, this God-grounded person, suddenly couldn’t 
feel God at all.  A foreshadowing of the psalm Jesus quotes on the cross:  “My God, my 
God, why have you forsaken me?” 
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If that’s how Jesus felt, it’s just another sign of his humanity.  While I can’t speak for all 
people, I think feeling separation from God is an awfully common experience.  For me, 
that’s why a faith community is such a gift.  When I can’t sense God’s presence in my 
heart and in my life, I encounter it here:  in someone’s kind words, hearing others sing a 
hymn with such fervor, joining others in acts of compassion that take me out of myself.   
 
But that means we need to stay awake.  We need to stay alert to where others are 
coming from and what they are going through.  Even when it’s hard.  Too often we hear 
stories about someone going through a divorce or losing their job, and suddenly their 
friends avoid them.  Or someone is dealing with a health crisis or a death, and people 
offer them offensive platitudes like, “God doesn’t give you anything you can’t handle.” 
Or “God needed another angel in heaven.”.  I don’t think this is ever on purpose; people 
just don’t know what to do or say, we feel awkward and helpless, and so we just stay 
away or deny another’s pain.  We nap, in other words.  But the story of Gethsemane 
calls us to braver, more difficult living:  paying attention to the news stories of suffering, 
ready to do what you can to help; admitting to the neighbor in crisis that you don’t know 
what to say, but you’re here; or going up to the UCCB member who’s grieving and face 
their tears, even though you just met them.  Knowing that if you feel lost and helpless, 
it’s a fraction of the lostness and helplessness the other person is feeling. 
 
So, my friends, this week may we stay awake:  stay awake to the pain of the world.  
Stay awake so that we can see the injustice all around us.  Stay awake so we can 
support each other. Stay awake, even when we just want to shut down and sleep.  Stay 
awake so that those who are suffering might not go through it alone.   
 
And while we are awake, may we stay awake to the presence of God.  Because no 
matter how Jesus felt, we know God was there, in Gethsemane.  God was in those 
disciples, even as they slept; God was filling them with the strength to continue Jesus’ 
ministry even after he was gone.  God was in that cemetery; the memory of lives lived 
well.  God was in the very earth and the olive trees, who kept Jesus company while he 
prayed.  And so may we stay awake to God’s presence in each other.   
 
Stay awake like the grass and the roses, and the cricket that never stops singing.  Stay 
awake even in the long night knowing that sunrise is coming.  Stay awake knowing that 
we are held by the One who never sleeps, the steadfast presence of God.  Amen. 
 
 


