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Let us pray:
O God, what are we to make of this present crisis – this new and deeply disturbing thing that is happening in our midst – this coronavirus pandemic?  What are we to think?  How can we understand it?  What are we to do?  And where are you O God in all this?  May the enabling and revealing power of your Holy Spirit bring us insight and may it be your living Word Jesus Christ we remember, love, and follow long after these human words of mine are forgotten.  We ask in Jesus’ name, Amen.

Even though the fig trees have no fruit and no grapes grow on the vines,
even though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no grain,
even though the sheep all die and the cattle stalls are empty,
I will still be joyful and glad, because the Lord God is my saviour.
The Sovereign Lord gives me strength.  He makes me sure-footed as a deer and keeps me safe on the mountains.  (Habakkuk 3:17-19)

The prophet writes these words on the eve of a new historical development that had just broken in upon the world of his day – something that filled him with dread – something that disorientated and bewildered him – something that caused him to wonder where God was in all this.  It was the rise of the Babylonian Empire!

And when Habakkuk asks God what is happening and why, his answer leaves him even more bewildered and disorientated.  In 1:6 God replies:
I am bringing the Babylonians to power, those fierce, restless people.  They are marching out across the world to conquer other lands.  They spread fear and terror, and in their pride they are a law to themselves.  Their horses are faster than leopards, fiercer than hungry wolves.  Their cavalry troops come riding from distant lands; their horses paw the ground.  They come swooping down like eagles attacking their prey.  Their armies advance in violent conquest, and everyone is terrified as they approach.  Their captives are as numerous as grains of sand.  They treat kings with contempt and laugh at high officials.  No fortress can stop them – they pile up earth against it and capture it.  Then they sweep on like the wind and are gone, these men whose power is their god.

Most of us here in 21st century New Zealand, for the most part, have lived in an historical bubble that has largely insulated us from plague and catastrophe.  For us these have mostly been things that happened in “biblical” or medieval times or else in faraway places to faraway people.  The closest they get to us is from the pages of history books or our TV screens.  

This bubble of safety is the result of global historical developments thousands of years in the making that have led to the establishment of public health and sanitation systems, economic and industrial production systems, and political and social order systems that we are beneficiaries of and thus enabled us to live healthy, prosperous, and safe lives – for the most part.

As a result we have invested so much of our energy and resources into these modern day institutions.  And it is so very understandable that we do so.  Seeking health, wealth, and security are key drivers of human behaviour because they sit at the very heart of our survival.  This is why they are key issues at election time – political promises concerning health and education, sound management of the economy, stability and security.  These are the things we therefore naturally fill our minds with.

However, it is precisely because we fill our minds with these things that they so easily become for us what they should never become – things into which we invest our faith, hope, and love.  As a result, as God says concerning the Babylonians, they are things for which “their power [becomes] [our] god”.  Or at least they are things we use our power to pursue, establish, and accomplish and therefore things we so easily come to trust, love, and hope will save us.

But in a matter of a few short months this new disease – this coronavirus – has burst this bubble of safety – this bubble of modern health, wealth, and security that we had thought so permanent.  It is in our country and no longer far away – and every bit as frightening to us as the Babylonians were to the people of Habakkuk’s day.  For us this virus also: 
· spreads fear and terror and is a law unto itself
· comes swooping down from distant lands and travels faster than leopards 
· attacks its prey and everyone is terrified as it approaches
· takes captives that are as numerous as grains of sand, and
· treats politicians and high officials with contempt
Is it really true that no fortress can stop it?  Will it really sweep on like the wind and be gone?

The Chinese word for “crisis” is comprised of two characters – one representing danger and the other opportunity.  As a result there is a Chinese proverb that says, “A crisis is an opportunity riding a dangerous wind.”

A crisis is an opportunity riding a dangerous wind

This is well worth considering in our present context.  There is certainly danger that we need to be wise about.  I have confidence that the measures our Government has put in place, although hugely inconvenient for a time, are well-informed and well-intentioned – both from the point of view of addressing the health consequences of the virus as well as the economic costs.

I have no doubt there will be casualties – that some, and perhaps many, New Zealanders may die as a result of this virus.  It threatens our health in two ways – directly through being infected by it and indirectly through our health resources being overwhelmed by virus related demand such that people with other life-threatening conditions may not be able to get the help they need.
Here in New Zealand we are not exempt.  We cannot expect to avoid following the trajectory of other countries.  However it seems to me that our Government has acted decisively and effectively, and so we have good reason to hope that things will not go as badly here as they have in some countries.  As a result being here in New Zealand rather than elsewhere and following the directives we have been given provides us with as good a protection against the danger of this virus as is reasonably possible.

But what of the opportunity?  I’m not thinking about business opportunities or the opportunity to score an extra-large stash of toilet rolls.  Rather I am thinking about the opportunity to gain insight into what we may learn from this crisis – the opportunity to better understand ourselves and our present time in history – the opportunity to bear witness to the truth of God – the opportunity to be people of faith, hope, and love.

The other day Janette referred me to a post on Facebook reputedly from Bill Gates titled, “What is the Coronavirus really teaching us?”  .  Here is the link.  https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=10222244133998613&id=1423175307&ref=bookmarks
Among the 14 points he identifies three stand out for me – that what we should learn from this virus is that we are all equal, we are all connected, and the Earth is sick.

The Bible teaches us that God is not a respecter of persons (Acts 10:34 KJV).  This doesn’t mean that God doesn’t respect us for who we are – rather, that God doesn’t treat people differently on account of their status.  God doesn’t have one set of rules for the rich and famous and another for the poor and ordinary.  God doesn’t play favourites with us.  God doesn’t turn a blind eye to the indiscretions of some while harshly judging others.  In other words, we all stand before God as equals.

And this is true of the Coronavirus.  Although some are more vulnerable than others and some are better placed to avoid infection than others the virus doesn’t exempt some and deliberately target others.  In other words, this disease is no respecter of persons.  It has no respect for who we are as people or what our status might be.  Our skin colour isn’t a barrier against being infected nor is our education, bank balance, popularity, or anything else about us.

What the virus is teaching us therefore is that if the truth about is that we are all equal before God and before viruses, then this is how we should be toward one another.  For us to treat some people preferentially and others dismissively on account of their external markers of human status – appearance, wealth, status, power, and so on – this is to live in contradiction to both who God is and the world of reality (which includes viruses) that God has created for us to live in.

The Bible also teaches us that we are all connected (1 Corinthians 12).  So much religious and cultural energy goes into trying to create and enforce distinctions between people – between those who are “in” and those who are “out”, between those who are “us” and those who are “them”, between those whose are “favoured of God” and those who are “not favoured”.  

The Bible teaches us that “One died for all therefore all died” (2 Corinthians 5:14); “Just as one trespass resulted in condemnation for all people so also one righteous act resulted in justification and life for all people” (Romans 5:18); “For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive” (1 Corinthians 15:21) and “God has made all people prisoners of disobedience, so that he might show mercy to them all” (Romans 11:32).  What this means therefore is that we are all bound up together in the same reality.

Because God has created us equal before God and created the world in such a way to keep teaching us this lesson, this means we are all connected – connected in the disobedience and condemnation that comes to all humanity through the judgement of God on account of sin and evil; and connected in the justification and life that comes to all people through the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ as God’s means of dealing with sin and evil.  

One of the great myth bubbles of modern western culture that this present crisis is currently exploding is that we stand alone as solitary self-made individuals.  But what this virus is teaching us is that my health and well-being very much depends upon and is connected to your health and well-being.  In other words I cannot be healthy, prosperous, and secure as a stand-alone solitary self-made individual – I can only be healthy, prosperous, and secure if those I am connected to and dependent upon are also healthy, prosperous, and secure.

What this means is that we only exist and can function as individuals in community with others.  The truth is that we are deeply and indelibly dependent upon and connected to an entire network of people, both past and present.  The truth is that we simply couldn’t exist, function as we do, and be the “me” we think we are had it not been for:
· all who have produced the language and cultural environments within which we have been shaped
· the visionaries who have created the literature, music, and artistic beauty that have inspired our spirits
· the people of action who have forged the political, economic, and technological systems that have determined the kind of world we inhabit, and 
· the philosophers, scientists, and spiritual teachers who have given rise to what we regard as “knowledge” and “truth” that has shaped the way we think, the convictions we hold, and the values we cherish.  
Indeed it is no exaggeration to say that, one way or another, this network of people through whom we are shaped, depend upon, and connected to actually constitutes all humanity.  Think of the products we consume – where they come from, and how they get to us – a whole world of endeavour, knowledge, and interconnected activity ultimately connected to all humanity and all creation.

And this is precisely what this virus is teaching us.   It has spread throughout the world within a matter of months because the first infected person got within 2 meters of someone else and passed the virus on to them; and these in turn passed it on to others they got within 2 meters of.  We are all connected and therefore the fate of one determines the fate of us all!

And thirdly the Bible teaches us the Earth is sick.  Paul expresses this truth most evocatively in Romans 8:19-24:
Our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.  For the creation waits in eager expectation for the children of God to be revealed.  For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the freedom and glory of the children of God.  We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time.  Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption to sonship, the redemption of our bodies.  

As with God’s reply to Habakkuk, this statement of Paul to the Christians in Rome can also be read as an apt description of the Coronavirus – that:
· our present crisis does indeed pale into insignificance when compared to the glory God will reveal when all creation is restored to rights
· the Earth has been subject to frustration and bondage to decay and therefore groans longing to be set free
· the Earth is suffering in this way on account of the fact that we humans are not yet fully redeemed.
Now I am no epidemiologist, but as far as I can gather so many of the viruses and diseases that have afflicted humans (including the Coronavirus) are the result of the human decision around 12,000 years ago to transition from nomadic hunter gathers to fixed location agriculturalists – that is, as a result of the human decision to hold animals in bondage in order to harness their muscle power for agriculture and warfare and their bodies for warmth and meat.

People knowledgeable in this area tell us that most infectious diseases were unknown in human populations prior to the domestication of animals.  However following this, a veritable Pandora’s Box of diseases were unleashed spilling over from animals to humans as a result of the close proximity between humans and animals that domestication inevitably necessitated.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  See for example, Michael Gregor, How not to Die (MacMillan, London: 2015), p.79ff.] 


For example; tuberculosis is thought to have jumped to humans from goats, measles and smallpox from cattle, whooping cough from pigs, typhoid fever from chickens, influenza from ducks, leprosy from water buffalo, and the cold virus from horses.  Although not “domesticated” as such, wild monkeys killed for the meat trade in Africa is widely believed to have been the root cause of the HIV AIDS virus and the present Coronavirus from the bat meat trade in China.

And yet, as we read the story the Bible tells us, in the beginning of God’s good creation the first humans lived in a non-exploitative thus a non-meat eating relationship with animals – and that humans only became carnivores (thus attracted to the idea of holding animals in the bondage of domestication) as a result of the first humans rebelling against the lordship of God (Genesis 9:1-4).  

However it is the vision of the Bible that when, as Paul says, “our adoption to sonship, the redemption of our bodies” is fully realised, that this human exploitative relationship with animals will come to an end (Isaiah 11:1-9).

What I take all this to mean therefore is that this present crisis with the Coronavirus bears witness to the truth about us – that we have rebelled against the lordship of God.  In other words, this virus may be understood theologically as one of the many symptoms that point to the fact that just as surely as human beings have rebelled against the lordship of God the Creator, the created order has rebelled against the lordship that human beings try to exercise over creation. 

Yet we are not abandoned by God.  Just as God provided for the first humans by slaughtering the first animals to provide them with clothes (Genesis 3:21) and granting permission to slaughter animals for food (Genesis 9:1-4), God has provided for all humanity – indeed for all creation – through the one slaughter that all these other slaughters prophetically anticipate – and therefore which all disease prophetically anticipates also:
One died for all therefore all died 
Just as one trespass resulted in condemnation for all people so also one righteous act resulted in justification and life for all people
For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive
God has made all people prisoners of disobedience, so that he might show mercy to them all

And so what this means is that:
Even though the fig trees have no fruit and no grapes grow on the vines,
even though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no grain,
even though the sheep all die and the cattle stalls are empty,
[we] will still be joyful and glad, because the Lord God is [our] saviour.
The Sovereign Lord gives [us] strength.  He makes [us] sure-footed as a deer and keeps [us] safe on the mountains.

Let us pray: 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Faithful God have mercy upon us all.  We pray for our Prime Minister as she leads our nation and all those at the forefront of health care and essential services at this time of present crisis.  By the enabling power of your Holy Spirit grant them wisdom and courage to make good decisions so that we may be protected from danger.  Help all New Zealanders to understand and accept the need to remain in lockdown – and that their doing so is really an act of neighbour-love.  Be with us as a community of Jesus at St James – that we will look out for, encourage, and care for each other as best we are able.  Give as the patience, forbearance, and creativity to not only behave wisely as as to avoid danger, but also to recognise the opportunities that this present crisis provides for us to bear witness to the truth of you O God.  We ask in Jesus name, Amen.
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