
WALKING TO BETHLEHEM – WATCHING - Mark 13.24-37 
 

 Though a passport must be in hand, anyone can walk the Hebron Road from 

Jerusalem to Bethlehem, a reverse of the trek Joseph and Mary undertake following the 

birth of Jesus, but without the passport.  From what we call Jerusalem’s Old City, it is 

not far to that Hebron Road, a route that follows along a ridge which separates what has 

come to be known as Shepherd’s Field---as in “While Shepherds Watched Their Flocks 

by Night---and another narrow valley to the west.  Today, the road runs by mansions 

that were once owned by Palestinian families but are now occupied by wealthy Israelis.  

After a short while, the neighborhoods give way to more open territory with bits of 

settlement along one side of the road and then the other. 

 Suddenly, the dividing wall is evident with its entry point both well identified and 

well protected with solid buildings and attentive guards.  It is at this place that a 

passport must be produced, more so if one is walking to back Jerusalem; one will not be 

able to leave Bethlehem without it.  Almost suddenly, the landscape takes on the 

character more of village than city.  Buildings of many floors are rare, except to serve 

those who come to tour the holy sites of the area.  People move about carrying out the 

tasks of their living without much attention being paid to those who come to stand in 

line to descend into the area beneath the altar of the Church of the Nativity.  The people 

of Bethlehem are grateful for visitors, mostly because of the purchase of souvenirs 

fashioned out of olive wood or woven out of wool.  The whole trek requires just an hour 

and a half of walking at a moderate pace.  Carrying water along the walk is suggested. 

 The current geography of such a walk is not very different from that which was 

required of Joseph and his wife who is soon to give birth.  While we may chose to make 

the journey, this Nazareth couple must do so in order to conform to the Roman demand 

to create a roll, not so much for the purposes of census as for taxation.  All are to return 

to the city of their people, even if they have never been there before.  Joseph, therefore, 

goes to Bethlehem, the city of Esther and then Ruth, the city of David.  For days, they 

will have traveled along ancient pathways across a wide valley and then into the Judean 

hills.  Particularly in the hills, they will keep watch for the unexpected for much can 

occur in the folds of these hills, cut off from sight and sound.  Jesus would later use 

such hills as the scene of an event between a man going down from Jerusalem to 

Jericho, a priest, a Levite, and a Samaritan.   

 Keeping watch, staying awake, being alert is to be the posture of Advent.  Beyond 

the need for safety, such a mindfulness will bear the fruit of the season.  Paying 

attention to all that is taking place is to participate in the dynamic creation of God. 

 The reading from the Gospel of Mark may seem an odd choice to provoke such 

an attitude.  The verses come near the end of the gospel rather than from the early 

chapters.  But it is often wise to consider where we hope to be as we make our way to 

that place.  If one is intending to walk to Bethlehem, be certain to head south out of 

Jerusalem.  Any other wandering will cause us to miss our chosen destination.  In this 



passage, we hear of changes taking place: sun, moon, stars and indeed the entire 

heavens will be other than we might expect, the dormant fig tree will soon stir into leafy 

life, the master will leave the house with the slaves charged with keeping watch for his 

return.   All of this is bound up in differences and it is these changes that will invite us 

to watch.  

 It may be that such watching would seem to be far quieter than the frenzy that we 

may be invited to experience in these weeks.  But such is the case with noting 

differences, particularly those that take place before us.  We may pause for a spiritual 

moment to note how the difference begins and progresses and then ends---much like 

that fig tree whereon a bud swells, a leaf breaks forth, and the fruit grows. 

 We might begin by noting differences between this Advent season and previous 

times of preparation.  How is the world, how is this church, how are we different from 

just last year?  What changes---both welcomed and not---have occurred to cause us to 

be in this way, this place, this time?    How have we grown and diminished?   How are 

we wiser or at least less foolish?  What new perspectives and attitudes have caused 

others to wither?  What have we taken up and what have we given up?  How have our 

lives become more open to God and attuned to God’s will?   

 This season’s watching for differences will be important to ready us for the new 

life that is promised by this God.  We are called to seek out these changes that are 

occurring all around us, bursting forth as a leaf on a tree.  Such an exercise will enrich 

these few weeks before we welcome a child, just as this child surely changed the lives 

of the travelers from Nazareth.  Perhaps we need to simply stop and watch, wherever we 

might find ourselves to be, for a few seconds, for a minute or two.     

But we must also recognize that we are called to be part of that promised new life, 

that we are to be that difference we would have the world enjoy.  In a recent 

conversation with one who does not join us in worship though is a steady participant of 

other offerings of the church was interested to hear about alternative giving---the sort 

that is offered today following the service.  She was intrigued to learn of the possibility 

of gifting her family members with a flock of chicks to a community as the Sunday 

school children are planning to do.  Rather than be frustrated in searching out that 

“perfect gift” to hand to another, suspecting that it will not be a “perfect” as one might 

have hoped, she could support a program which seeks to lift people out of the poverty 

experienced in another part of the globe.  Suddenly, the celebration of Christmas took 

on another dimension, one that would make a difference, even in her.  A brightness 

came over her, a joy seemed to be growing within.   

 This seems to be the purpose of Advent---to turn us into joyful people who 

observe the gracious work of the Spirit of God taking place all around us as we take up 

the light that is coming into the world in the gift of God first made known in Bethlehem.  

Moving into this difference may take place as we gather at the Table of the Lord, as we 

are fed out of God’s grace, as we receive all that we need to make our way forward to 

new life.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.     


