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This Lenten season, we are looking at “Questions of Life and Death.” We chose that 
theme several weeks ago based on the lectionary texts for Lent, long before the World 
Health Organization declared the novel coronavirus outbreak a pandemic. Now, with 
the spread of COVID-19 to more than a hundred countries, questions of life and death 
are on everyone’s minds. How long will this public health emergency last? Will 
canceling events and distancing ourselves physically from one another slow the spread 
of the virus and flatten the curve of infections enough that hospital ICUs will not be 
overwhelmed? Will an effective treatment be found? Will a vaccine be developed by the 
fall of 2021? In the end, how many people will be infected with the coronavirus? How 
many will die?  
 
With states of emergency being declared at city, state, and national levels, people across 
our country and all around the world are experiencing high levels of stress and anxiety. 
Widespread closings and cancellations have disrupted our regular day-to-day lives. We 
face a great deal of uncertainty about what the future holds. 
 
I went to the supermarket on Friday to pick up a few things and was amazed to see the 
parking lot almost full, the aisles crowded with shoppers, some entire shelves empty, 
and long checkout lines. I have never seen a supermarket so busy – not before 
Thanksgiving, not before Christmas, and not before the Superbowl. I overheard a clerk 
say that on Thursday that one store had a gross income of more than $200,000, its 
highest receipts ever in a single day. It was as if people were preparing for the 
apocalypse. 
 
Given the current crisis in which we find ourselves, we may have a better appreciation 
for how the Israelites were feeling in this morning’s text from the Book of Exodus. God 
had delivered them from slavery. They had escaped from Egypt. And now they were 
wandering in the wilderness. They camped at a place called Rephidim, but they found 
no water there to drink. They were thirsty, and they began to quarrel and complain 
about it to Moses: "Why did you bring us out of Egypt, [Moses], to kill us and our 
children and livestock with thirst?" The Israelites were desperate. This was a matter of 
life and death. Water is an absolute necessity of life. Without water they would die. God 
may have helped them escape from Egypt, but what had God done for them lately? “Is 
the Lord among us or not?” they demanded to know.  
 
They were about ready to stone Moses, when he cried out to God for help. And God 
answered Moses' cry. God instructed Moses to strike a certain rock with his staff, and 
miraculously, water flowed out from the rock so that the people could drink. God gave 
them what they needed. God didn't bring them that far to leave them in the desert to 
die. God gave them the water they desperately needed to survive.  



 
I hope and pray that the Israelites story will be our story, too. Not that we will have to 
wander in the wilderness for the next forty years, but that if we ask God for help, God 
will hear our prayers and answer them, that God will provide, like water suddenly 
flowing out of a rock in the desert to sustain a people facing a life-threatening crisis. 
 
 
In the meantime, here we are on a Sunday morning, not physically gathered together in 
our home church sanctuary where we would normally meet for worship. That, of 
course, would be our preference, particularly in a time of crisis and uncertainty, when 
we would like to be able to worship God and support and comfort one another in 
person.  
 
Instead, we are worshiping as a dispersed community from our individual residences, 
gathered together virtually, thanks to modern communication technology. It feels a 
little odd, a little awkward, but I hope we will find that worshiping remotely from 
home is still meaningful, and that it is far better than not gathering for worship at all. 
 
Coincidentally, in today’s lectionary reading from the gospel of John, the question of 
where to worship comes up in the story of Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well. 
In Jesus' day there was a long-standing enmity between Samaritans and Jews. One of 
the main things that divided them was where they worshiped. The Samaritans had 
always worshiped on Mount Gerizim, while the Jews insisted that the proper place to 
worship God was in Jerusalem. But Jesus said to the woman: “believe me, the hour is 
coming when you will worship God neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. . . . the 
hour is coming, and is now here, when the true worshipers will worship God in spirit 
and truth, for God seeks such as these as worshipers. God is spirit, and those who 
worship God must worship in spirit and truth.”  
 
Jesus was saying that because “God is spirit,” God is not bound to any place or people. 
And so, true worship of God, “in spirit and truth,” can be done anywhere. We might 
prefer to worship God with our home congregation, in the church building that we 
have grown accustomed to, all together in one place -- whether it be St. Andrew 
Presbyterian Church in Albuquerque, or any other church of any denomination 
anywhere in the world. But as long as it is necessary for us to distance ourselves 
physically from one another to slow the spread of viral infection, let us worship God in 
spirit and truth as a dispersed community and pray for the health and wholeness of 
human beings everywhere and for the healing of the good green earth that sustains us. 
 
 
The encounter between Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well is one of the many 
examples in the gospels of Jesus’ radically inclusive ministry. When he asked her for a 
drink, he was crossing the conventional social boundaries of his day.   
 
First off, she was a woman. When Jesus’ disciples returned from doing the grocery 
shopping in town, the passage tells us that they were astonished to find Jesus speaking 
with a woman. Jewish men did not go around having casual conversations with 
unknown women! And yet, here Jesus was doing exactly that, and in public, no less!   
 



What’s more, he was not just talking with any woman. He was talking with a Samaritan 
woman, which was even worse. As John points out, “Jews [did] not share things in 
common with Samaritans.” They didn’t interact much at all. They kept their distance.  
 
In addition, this particular Samaritan woman, we learn, was a woman with a past. She 
had a history of relationships with men, which had included five husbands, and now a 
man with whom she was living who was not her husband. She was probably treated as 
an outsider by her own community, given that she was drawing water in the middle of 
the day instead of in the cooler morning or evening hours, when others in the 
community would normally have come to the well. But Jesus does not question her past 
or judge her for her current living situation. He simply accepts her for who she is – a 
human being, a beloved child of God. 
 
That’s how Jesus treated all people – as beloved children of God, made in the image and 
likeness of God, sisters and brothers in the one human family.  
 
The church is called to practice the radically inclusive love of Jesus Christ. At its best, 
the church ought to offer a foretaste of God’s reign, of “the beloved community," in 
which no one is discriminated against and all people are honored. That means being an 
inclusive community, a loving community, a welcoming community -- open to the 
whole people of God, regardless of gender, class, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or 
political party. 
 
If the life and teachings of Jesus are not enough to convince us that we human beings 
are one people living on one planet, then maybe the COVID-19 pandemic will be. The 
novel coronavirus is a great leveler, because we are all vulnerable to it, no matter our 
nationality, our religion, our economic or social status, our sexuality, or our politics. In 
the face of this worldwide public health emergency, we are all in the same boat. We are 
all in this together. So, may we act accordingly, treating one another with kindness and 
compassion, with understanding and generosity, with respect and dignity. And even 
though we need to distance ourselves physically from one another, we can still keep in 
touch with one another by phone, email, and social media. 
 
 
I want to conclude with two poems written in just the past few days that speak 
beautifully to the situation in which we find ourselves. 
 
The first was written this past Wednesday by Lynn Ungar, a Unitarian Universalist 
minister living in the San Francisco Bay Area. It is entitled “Pandemic.” 
 
Pandemic 
 
What if you thought of it 
as the Jews consider the Sabbath— 
the most sacred of times? 
Cease from travel. 
Cease from buying and selling. 
Give up, just for now,  
on trying to make the world 
different than it is.  



Sing. Pray. Touch only those 
to whom you commit your life. 
Center down. 
  
And when your body has become still, 
reach out with your heart. 
Know that we are connected 
in ways that are terrifying and beautiful. 
(You could hardly deny it now.) 
Know that our lives 
are in one another’s hands. 
(Surely, that has come clear.) 
Do not reach out your hands. 
Reach out your heart. 
Reach out your words. 
Reach out all the tendrils 
of compassion that move, invisibly, 
where we cannot touch. 
  
Promise this world your love– 
for better or for worse, 
in sickness and in health, 
so long as we all shall live. 
  
–Rev. Lynn Ungar 3/11/20 
 
 
The second poem was written on Friday by Brother Richard Hendrick, a Capuchin 
Franciscan priest-friar living and working in Ireland. It is entitled “Lockdown.” 
 
Lockdown 
 
Yes, there is fear. 
Yes, there is isolation. 
Yes, there is panic buying. 
Yes, there is sickness. 
Yes, there is even death. 
 
But — 
they say that in Wuhan  
after so many years of noise, 
you can hear the birds again. 
 
They say that after 
just a few weeks of quiet, 
the sky is no longer  
thick with fumes 
but blue and grey and clear. 
 



They say that  
in the streets of Assisi, 
people are singing to each other 
across the empty squares, 
keeping their windows open 
so that those who are alone 
may hear the sounds of family around them. 
 
They say that  
a hotel in the West of Ireland 
is offering free meals and delivery to the housebound. 
 
Today a young woman I know 
is busy spreading fliers  
including her phone number  
throughout the neighbourhood 
so that elders may have someone to call on. 
 
Today Churches, Synagogues, Mosques and Temples 
are preparing to welcome 
and shelter the homeless, the sick, the weary. 
 
All over the world people are slowing down and reflecting. 
 
All over the world people are looking at their neighbours in a new way. 
 
All over the world people are waking up to a new reality 
to how big we really are, 
to how little control we really have. 
 
To what really matters. 
 
To Love. 
 
So we pray  
and we remember that 
yes, there is fear — 
but there does not have to be hate. 
 
Yes there is isolation — 
but there does not have to be loneliness. 
 
Yes there is panic buying — 
but there does not have to be meanness. 
 
Yes there is sickness — 
but there does not have to be disease of the soul. 
 



Yes, there is even death — 
but there can always 
be a rebirth of love. 
 
Wake to the choices  
you make as to how to live now. 
 
Today, breathe. 
 
Listen — 
behind the  
factory noises of your panic, 
the birds are singing again. 
 
The sky is clearing, 
Spring is coming, 
and we are always  
encompassed by Love. 
 
Open the windows of your soul, 
and though you may not be able 
to touch across the empty square, 
at least sing. 
 
Fr. Richard Hendrick, OFM 
March 13th 2020 
 
AMEN. 


