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This Advent season we have been talking about “disciplines of readiness”. These are spiritual 
practices like Waiting and Hoping and, today, Watching.  
 
In one of her longer poems, the Mary Oliver stops abruptly to say: Instructions from the Lord: 
Pay attention. Be astonished it. Tell about it. I hear that and think, yes, that could a summary of 
a well-lived life; to develop the capacity of heart and mind to pay attention. Developing this 
capacity to pay attention involves the mind and the heart - the whole person. The school 
teacher or the parent says: pay attention! And we know we are being summoned to the 
present moment - to look at what is going on now! Your spouse or friend says: Hey! Pay 
attention! And you know means put down your devices; look up, look here, see this, see me 
in this present moment. When we are paying attention - in this whole person way - life 
presents itself in each moment, in each person.  
 
The capacity to pay attention is something that can be developed and it can be lost. Certainly 
you’ve read about the diminishment of the attention span in the digital age. I don’t want to 
freak out parents, but this alarming loss of the capacity to pay attention is particularly true in 
younger children. We might laugh that it has always been this way. I recall being admonished 
to pay attention, many, many times by a variety of adults in my life. Perhaps. But the science 
shows that the loss of attention span is growing because our brains are actually being shaped 
differently by the devices that are so ubiquitous in our life.  
 
The good news is that if the capacity to pay attention can be lost, it can also be enhanced. 
One way to do that is to practice paying attention each day. It sounds so obvious but if you 
practice, life become more present to you and that includes the presence of God, who 
appears in ordinary garb. I practice paying attention when I walk around the block or walk in 
my neighborhood woods. Simply noticing what is on the ground, in the trees, on the porch or 
in the sky, or in the face right in front of you - moment by moment - is how we pay attention. 
Just the other day, I noticed to my great surprise the marks of a beaver chewing on a tree 
near the stream by my house. A simple thing that caused me to think what joy a child would 
find exploring the wonders of this place. Of course, that would include seeing the beggar at 
the street corner, truly seeing her as the person she is, in the light of the God who comes to 
us in human flesh. It would include seeing the one strangely different, truly seeing him, in the 
light of God who comes to us as a stranger. 
 
Life itself is made up of these moments of seeing. They go by swiftly, as difficult to distinguish 
as the drops in a flowing stream. Yet, when we slow ourselves down enough to pay attention, 
the moment become an occasion when we are astonished. This astonishment is the fruit of 
paying attention. You might call it wonder. I do; and when I am able to pay attention, life is 



 

 

filled with wonder. Wonder can be terrible, like truly seeing the pain in the face of a beggar, 
and it can be astonishing like touching the soft head of a newborn, and remembering that 
God came in just such vulnerable form. I believe this wonder is the fruit of paying attention 
and it is the supreme gift of this mortal life. Wonder - both terrible and joyful - can lead to 
action. And that is why I am telling about it.  Pay attention. Be astonished. Tell about it.  
 
Long ago, John the Baptist sat in a prison cell, depressed and discouraged, awaiting his own 
death; a punishment for telling the truth. He wanted to know if the Messiah he had hoped for 
was true. Jesus said, tell him what you hear and see.  “The blind receive their sight and the 
lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the poor 
have good news preached to them. And blessed is the one who is not offended by me.” 
 
Jesus is saying: listen. Look around. I believe he is still saying: look around.  Pay attention. 
You will see wonders being done in my name. You will hear good news being declared. You 
will see broken-hearts healed, and wounds mended. It is happening right before our eyes; 
everyday.  
 
I don’t presume to tell you where to look for God at work. That would rob you of the joy of 
discovering the living Lord at work in the world. 
 
I will say this: Pay attention. Be astonished. Tell about.  
 
In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. 
Amen. 


