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Sermon for December 3, 2017  
Monkey and Cat  
Mark 13:24-37  
The Reverend Roger Pancost 

As we enter the month of December the thoughts of many people go to              
beautiful holiday decorations, the smell of nutmeg and cinnamon, the sound of            
carols, and the taste of delicious cookies. In the midst of all these pleasant              
thoughts, the Common Lectionary gives us a reading from Mark known as the             
Little Apocalypse. Rather than offering images of brightly lit Christmas trees and            
gingerbread houses, this passage speaks of the sun being darkened, the moon no             
longer giving any light, and stars falling from the sky. 

Although this jarring passage of scripture may not be what we are expecting,             
it reminds us of the dual nature of Advent. On the one hand, Advent is the season                 
in which we prepare for the annual celebration of Jesus birth. On the other hand,               
Advent is a time to remember that the kingdom of God has not come to               
completion. The people for whom Mark wrote his gospel believed that this would             
happen when the Son of Man came to earth. 

The question is, “What do you do while you are waiting?” In the midst of               
this apocalyptic passage we hear a parable that offers an answer to this question.              
The parable is about a man who leaves his household in the care of his servants                
while he goes on a journey. The servants are told to “keep awake” because they do                
not known when the owner of the house will return. Keeping awake is another way               
of saying, keep doing what you have been called to do. The servants in the parable                
are to keep the household running. Like the servants in the parable, we are called to                
keep awake. That is, we are called to continue doing the work of God’s kingdom               
here on earth. 

In reflecting on this passage, United Church of Christ pastor, the Reverend            
Kathryn Matthews writes, “I once visited a good friend at her place of work; next               
to her office was a sign that read, "Jesus is coming--look busy!" I laughed, but then                
I looked around me. My friend is the director of the West Side Catholic Center,               
and all around the building, people were working hard to help other people, their              
brothers and their sisters, who were hungry, homeless, in danger from domestic            
violence, in need of clothes or companionship or social services of one kind or              
another. Those servants of God were waiting not passively but actively for the             
coming reign of God in all of its fullness, and yet participating in it even now: the                 
"already-but-not-yet" of God's reign. The work God began in the ministry of Jesus,             
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then, continues in our midst. We are faithful disciples not when we focus on the               
future and obsess about the end of the world but when we commit our lives, here                
and now, to the great work of God, repairing this world, shaping a new creation of                
beauty, grace, justice, and joy, leaning into the reign of God, and trusting that              
future to God, and God's own timing.” 

Doing the work of God’s kingdom here on earth is one aspect of Advent, but               
there is another. These two aspects are wonderfully illustrated in a stone carving             
found in an ancient abbey on the Island of Iona in Scotland. The Abbey is found on                 
the property of the Iona Community, which is an ecumenical group of men and              
woman who live in intentional community and host pilgrims from around the            
world. 

A number of years ago when the members of the community were repairing             
one of the large windows at the front of the Abbey they came across two chipped                
and weathered stone carvings. On one side of the window is the carving of a               
monkey and on the other side of the window there is a cat.  

At first the community ignored these carvings, seeing them as one more            
unexplained oddity in an old building. But one day a pilgrim visiting the Abbey              
told them that the figures represent two aspects of the Christian life. In the              
monastic tradition the monkey represents activity and action, while the cat           
represents solitude and reflection. (Seasons of the Spirit Advent 2017) 

While it may seem strange to think of these images being carved on the              
window of an ancient Abbey, they serve as a wonderful reminder of our need for               
the two sides of life. If you have ever seen a monkey at a zoo, or in the wild, you                    
know that they are very active. They move from tree-to-tree, spend time grooming             
each other, and find ways to have fun. 

While cats can be playful, they also come across as reserved and love to              
spend hours curled up in the sun. When looking out a window a cat can appear to                 
be watching the world in deep contemplation. 

And so the season of Advent is not only a season of “doing,” it is also a                 
season of watchful contemplation. I understand that it can be hard to find times to               
be in solitude and reflection, and yet I know from my own experience, that if I                
don’t find those times, my life feels off-kilter.  

As you look ahead to the weeks leading to Christmas what might you do to               
foster the contemplative side of your life? How might you be more like a cat? One                
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way that some people are doing this is by making a commitment to unplug from               
technology for periods of times. Consider how often, in any given day, we             
immediately respond to the ping or buzz of a cell phone, or get lost on Facebook or                 
the internet. Such distractions can prevent us from being present to the world             
around us. They can also keep us from being in communion with God. 

Our reading from Mark reminds us that we are to not only be awake, but               
also to be aware of God’s presence in the world around us. Just as the greening                
branches of a fig tree indicate that summer is near, there are signs that God’s               
kingdom is breaking into our lives every day. If we are attentive, we will catch               
glimpses of God’s kingdom in our midst. Such signs might include: 

❖ An experience of reconciliation at a family gathering. 
❖ The joyful expression of a child’s face at a church service. 
❖ The beauty of a sunset or a night-time sky filled with stars. 
❖ News of yet another way in which people have reached out to care for              

the needs of others.  
❖ An old friend making contact, or an opportunity to make a new friend. 
❖ Hearing of people empowered to speak their truth and demand justice. 
❖ A community coming together for the common good. 

God is showing up all of the time! How wonderful it is that the season of                
Advent begins with an attention-getting passage from Mark that invites us to foster             
both our monkey and our cat. May your Advent be filled with many blessings.              
Amen. 

 

 

 


