
 

Faith, Fear and Pandemic 

Be still, and know that I am God! 

   I am exalted among the nations, 

   I am exalted in the earth.’  

The Lord of hosts is with us; 

   the God of Jacob is our refuge. Psalm 46:10-11 

Trust in the Lord with all your heart, 

   and do not rely on your own insight. Proverbs 3:5 

 

As we attempt to sail on these uncharted waters, we are all trying to stay afloat and to 

adjust, whether obediently or kicking and screaming. As part of clergy teams and as the Parish 

Health Facilitator for the Diocese, I am privileged to be working alongside dedicated people – 

lay and clergy – who are working long and hard to be the Church. Among these people the 

word “fear” is coming up a lot and they are wrestling with what that means in the context of 

the Church – the People.  

I think, in trying to be faithful, we can misinterpret what fear is, and confuse it with 

precaution. In fact, denial of the seriousness of the situation we are facing in what is still early 

days with Covid-19, is fear at its insidious best. Facing the fact that this global crisis is indeed a 

serious situation, or crisis, is necessary and it requires the measures of caution that are being 

recommended, including the cancellation of public worship and church gatherings – civil 

obedience is needed at this time! Does this mean we are caving into fear? I think not. Does it 

mean we can label people as being over cautious – no it does not. 

Some are concerned that this virus is an evil attack on the church, an obstacle to what 

we are meant to be doing, and that by complying with the rules and not meeting, we are not 

doing our part in resisting the devil so he will flee. During Lent we are reminded of Jesus’ time 

in the wilderness and his temptation by the devil. We read in Luke that the third way the devil 

tempted Jesus was to lead him to the pinnacle of the temple and say, “‘If you are the Son of 

God, throw yourself down from here, for it is written, “He will command his angels concerning 

you, to protect you”,  and “On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your 

foot against a stone.” ’ Jesus response was to say, “‘It is said, “Do not put the Lord your God to 

the test.” We don’t need to prove our faithfulness in ways that are reckless. 

During the influenza epidemic of 1918-1919 churches in various states were ordered to 

close. In an article by Chris Gehz entitled “What the 1918 Influenza Pandemic Meant for 



American Churches”, he quoted the Methodist Pastor, George R. Stuart who wrote in the Age-

Herald in Birmingham, Alabama: 

We have had the strange experience of a churchless Sabbath, what has it taught us? 

Most importantly, the pandemic should convince “Intelligent Christians” to trust 

science rather than seeking to “tempt God to perform a miracle in the preservation 

of our health…Christians do not discount their faith in the omnipotence of their God 

by  keeping their bodies and homes and streets clean and nongerm producing; by 

using care in traffic and travel, accepting vaccination, sprays and disinfectants and 

keeping God’s own laws of health and life. Any other course is the fruit of ignorance 

and false teaching. 

The phrase telling us to not be afraid is repeated over and over again in scripture, 

apparently 365 times. Therefore, some people’s logic would leap to saying if we are being 

afraid, we are being faithless. Maybe we can reframe that? Perhaps the people of God are 

constantly being told not to be afraid because it is a natural human condition. When Jesus 

offers peace or says not to be afraid, I read into it a tone of love and gentleness, not 

recrimination and anger. We are going to be afraid sometimes and thank God we can turn to 

Jesus who lovingly tells us to get up and not be afraid. Fear can provide us with a healthy dose 

of humility. 

The Transfiguration is one such time that fear is mentioned. We read about it from 

Matthew’s Gospel on the Sunday before Lent began. Jesus has taken Peter, James and John up 

the mountain where he is transfigured most gloriously and is seen speaking to Moses and 

Elijah. Peter, in his typical enthusiasm, is taking charge – this is great! I’ll build 3 dwellings! (and, 

I am assuming this was followed by more excited verbiage). God speaks from the cloud and the 

disciples are so overcome by fear that they fall to the ground. What is it that this voice from 

heaven says? (emphasis mine) “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; LISTEN 

TO HIM!” Jesus touched them (and in Matthew’s Gospel, healing generally comes with Jesus’ 

touch) and tells them to get up and not be afraid. There are 2 directives here. The first from 

God – “Listen to him”. We can’t listen if we are busy talking and creating our own plans. The 

second is a 2-fold directive – “get up, and do not be afraid.” So, how, at this time, do we stand 

up and not be afraid?? Well, it starts with “listen to him”.  A really good way to “listen to him” is 

to step away from our frenetic activities, to admit that we do not have the answers, and that 

we don’t know what the future may bring. Isn’t that what we are being asked to do right now? 

Of course, our reaction to something that threatens isn’t always good. As we have 

discovered reactive behaviours such as pushing older people out of the way in order to get 

toilet paper or stealing hand sanitizer from hospitals is not the right way to react. The “me first” 

mentality can be a destructive force. However, as the Church we can show a better way. We 



can self-isolate for the common good and still show up. We can assist our nurses, doctors, 

grocery store employees and other frontline workers by doing as we are told. 

I do transition work with individuals, groups and parishes. When a major change occurs 

and our way of being is irrevocably changed, it can be a time of uncertainty and, yes, fear. Our 

life as we knew it no longer exists but neither does the new normal. However, when life 

changing events stop us in our tracks, we are offered a time of opportunity and creativity.  

We are learning, or perhaps being reminded of some good things during this pandemic. 

We are learning that you can close church doors and cancel face to face meetings, but you can’t 

cancel the Church, the people. It is incredible how the Church has been rallying. Parishes are 

being more mindful of reaching out to people who are isolated. They are finding ways to bring 

worship into people’s homes. Church has NOT been cancelled. Recently the Anglican Journal’s 

headline loudly proclaimed that the Anglican church would be gone by 2040. We are learning 

new things that are going to inform and aid us in being the Church over the next twenty years. I 

think the reporting of our death was highly overrated!! 

Last week I was part of a Zoom meeting with members of the Cochrane Ministerial, all 

of whom were practicing civil obedience by closing their doors to public worship. The meeting 

was to discuss how our various churches could partner with community agencies and each 

other to offer our resources – physical and personal – to aid in any way we can, especially if 

things worsen to the point that hospitals are overcrowded, people are going without food, etc. 

It was a good meeting. Calmness prevailed. There was no panic, no sense of fear, no 

questioning the validity of the situation, but rather people were resolute. As The Church we 

had been given a job and we needed to do it - together. 

When life creates uncertainty I am always comforted by Paul’s words in Romans 8: 

For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things 

present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in 

all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

(Romans 8:38-39) 

Perhaps insert Covid-19 into that list. Amen. May it be so. 
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