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“Stay Woke” based on Colossians 3:1-17 
A Sermon preached by the Rev. Elizabeth Smith-Bartlett  

at the Larchmont Avenue Church 
July 31, 2016 

 
It is good to be back at LAC and here in worship with you all after these two weeks 

away!  Jonah and I took a week of vacation, during which we celebrated our 5th wedding 

anniversary, and then the following week I traveled to Purdue University to participate in 

the Presbyterian Youth Triennium, along with about 45 others from our presbytery, 

including 8 of us from here at LAC.  

 

I went to Triennium several years ago when I was in high school, and my experience 

then was one of the experiences that pushed me to start thinking about ministry as a 

vocation. It so was powerful to be in worship with thousands of people from all over the 

world, to sing and dance and study and pray together, to be united across our differences as 

followers of Jesus.  

 

But even more powerful was the very real sense that God was calling each and every 

one of us to our own ministries back at home. Not just the ones who read their Bibles 

regularly or went to church every week, not just the goody two-shoes or the ones who 

could give really deep answers or the ones who were certain about their faith. Not just a 

few of us, but all of us. We all had unique gifts to share with and serve the world. 

 

This sense of God’s call to each and every one of us was equally present at this year’s 

Triennium. Dr. Rodger Nishioka, who leads adult education ministries at Village 

Presbyterian Church in Kansas City, preached a powerful sermon in the opening worship 

service in which he expounded on the conference theme of “Go into the World” and the 

day’s theme of “Go and See” by reminding us of the story of the angel appearing to the 

shepherds in the field at Jesus’ birth. And he ended with these words: 
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“For whatever reason, you are called to be here. That is not your doing; it is the 

doing of the Holy Spirit and the grace of Jesus Christ. You’re here because God has 

called you here and has a plan to reveal God’s self to you in some way.  

If God can reveal God’s self to a bunch of stinky shepherds who live in the field  

then how dare you sit there and think to yourself: God could not possibly reveal 

God’s self to me because I’m only a young person with no sense of power.” 

 

As the week went on, this message of call only grew in its nuance and application.  

We explored God’s call to go into the world in light the parable of the Good Samaritan, the 

psalms, Moses standing up to Pharaoh, and Jesus’ Great Commission. We practiced different 

forms of prayer that helped us discern the ways in which God was calling us. We learned of 

the various missions and ministries of the Presbyterian Church, how they are serving the 

world, and what opportunities there are for us to join with them. We made art that spread 

the love of God and made visible the action of love conquering hate. We served in a variety 

of ways, including making shoes out of used bluejeans to be sent to Uganda. 

 

Not only was God’s call to us affirmed and celebrated, but we were equipped and 

empowered in a variety of ways to live out that call after our week together had ended. 

 

When Paul wrote to the Colossians, he reminds them of the symbolic dying and 

rising with Christ that is reenacted in baptism, and of the call within this act that is 

extended to each and every one of us.  “Seek the things that are above.”   

 

Now in those early years, followers of Jesus expected that he would return soon, 

within their lifetimes. And so as the years passed, and as Jesus didn’t return, an increasing 

uneasiness settled in. Searching for explanations and justifications, various voices and 

alternative teachings began to gain momentum—voices with differing opinions on just who 

exactly could be included in the community of faith. The future was unclear, and the people 

were fearful and increasingly divided, not really knowing what to do or how to respond.  
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So Paul writes to remind the Colossians of the good news of the gospel. “Seek the 

things that are above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God”—stay focused on 

Jesus. Live as if you are already with Christ in heaven—follow his teachings and pattern 

your lives after his. And in doing so, Paul says, your lives will look different. The collective 

life of the community will look different, as you let go of the old self and put on the clothes 

of compassion and kindness, humility and meekness, patience and above all love.  

 

One morning at Triennium, I attended a seminar on race and racism. And because 

this was a youth conference, towards the end of the seminar we were given resources that 

included a list of hashtags we could follow on social media. Our facilitator drew our 

attention to one of the hashtags because she wanted to make sure that we understood its 

meaning. That hashtag is “Stay Woke.” 

 

“Stay Woke” is an expression that, at its core, urges us to stay aware of what’s going 

on around us. It encourages us to remain vigilant to social concerns, to not shut down when 

the weight of the world’s problems feel as if they are too much to bear or change. It calls us 

to do something about injustices like racism, to be an active part of the solution instead of 

perpetuating the problem. 

 

Later that morning, Triennium participants were invited to share their own 

interpretations of “stay woke”—and they shared things like “always learning and growing 

and risking my old ideas”; “realizing and never going back—work, see, speak and act!”; and 

“living by the belief that all lives matter by taking action when some are not represented 

within the ‘all’.” 

 

It turns out that staying awake is a metaphor familiar to Jesus. 

 

Keep awake, he told his disciples. You do not know the day or the hour that the Lord 

is coming—the day will surely come like a thief in the night. So keep awake, pay attention, 

and be ready. 
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Stay awake, Jesus asked his disciples on the night of his arrest. Stay awake while I 

pray in the garden…keep watch with me. It was late, and the disciples were tired, and they 

couldn’t stay awake.  

 

Staying awake can be exhausting, and yet Christ calls us to do it. 

 

Staying awake means staying aware of the things that are often unseen and the 

voices that are often unheard. It means paying attention to the one in pain who always feels 

troubled to share their burden. It means being a listening ear and a supportive voice to 

young adults entering an exciting and frightening world. It means being present to those in 

economic need and helping to not only with material goods but also with continual 

affirmations of dignity and value. It means seeking out people who feel separated from 

church and reassuring them that they are never separated from God. It means holding on to 

hope even when we can barely see it peaking out on the horizon.  

 

Paul tells the Colossians to set their minds on things that are above, to “clothe 

[themselves] with the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge according to the 

image of [God]. In that renewal,” Paul unequivocally affirms, “there is no longer Greek and 

Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all 

and in all!” 

 

Paul does not tell the Colossians to stay awake, but the message is the same. Because 

the thing about clothes is that you don’t just put them on once, but again and again—each 

and every day God calls us to put on these clothes of compassion and kindness, humility 

and meekness, patience and above all love.  

 

Each and every day, wearing these clothes out in the world, we are called to be 

renewed in our knowledge, and with that renewed knowledge, we are called to go into the 

world to serve, to heal, to bless, to preach the gospel using words only if necessary, to use 

our words and our lives so that whatever we do, in word or in deed, we do everything in 

the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.  Amen. 


