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 On March 14, 2020, I received e-mails from several people urging me to cancel the 

March 15 service. Although initially reluctant, I’m glad I did. What none of us knew was our 

absence from this space would end today, 16 months later.  

 Initially, we thought this would pass in a matter of weeks or maybe a few months. A year 

ago the idea that we wouldn’t be able to celebrate Christmas Eve in person was inconceivable.  

 We didn’t expect that our daily lives would be overturned or that we would have to adopt 

new practices like carrying a face mask. We didn’t expect we’d think twice about eating at a 

restaurant or that we would hesitate going to the movies. 

 We’ve learned to wash our hands correctly. We’re getting used to shaking hands and 

giving hugs, albeit prefaced by, “I’ve been vaccinated.” When we hear the word Zoom, we don’t 

think immediately of fast cars. 

 We’ve all felt the impact of the pandemic. Some directly. No institution or organization 

has escaped unscathed. Its impact has left an indelible impression upon everyone. 

 How has it reshaped each of us? Personally, I grocery shop at 6:30 AM on Saturdays. I 

make do with less. I cherish time with family and friends more now than before. I exercise 

regularly. I accept that I have no true control over my life. 

 The pandemic was and remains a global catastrophe. It forced us to leave this sanctuary. 

It was akin on a very small scale to the exile Israel endured from 586 BCE to 538 BCE. Then, 

forced to leave Israel, the country’s economy collapsed, and its civic and political leadership 

went into exile in Babylon. Though they continued to practice their religion in Babylon, their 



defining cultural markers were gone. The exile ended when King Cyrus of Persia conquered 

Babylon and released them to return. 

 The latter part of Isaiah beginning in chapter 40 expressed a redefined theology because 

Israel had to reconcile itself to its new reality. Though Judaism is a monotheistic religion, 

monotheism did not become firmly established in Judaism until after the exile. Its cultic practices 

became more rigorous. Its understanding of salvation prior to the exile expressed in its kingship 

theology, where God’s anointed king would save the nation, had to be rethought because King 

Cyrus was a foreigner who saved them. Thus, post-exilic theology saw God as its salvation and 

that God’s salvation extended to all nations not just Israel. Writers, known as the 

Deuteronomists, added the final texts to the Pentateuch, the first five books of the Old 

Testament. These texts, such as Genesis 1:1-2:3, emphasized a return to orderliness. In short, this 

redefinition marked the beginning of modern Judaism. 

 We have changed. The world has changed. During this time, we became more aware of 

racism and white privilege. One example of many is the disparities in health care between 

predominately white communities and communities of color. Violence against people of color 

splashed across the headlines. Climate change became more obvious, especially with the 

Western wildfires, last year’s Atlantic hurricane season, and this year’s looming water shortages. 

Businesses closed. People lost their jobs. Eviction moratoriums. Rising authoritarianism. And 

this virus is still with us.  

 Our question. “How do we respond to these changes as the church?”  Like Israel, we 

experienced a massive disruption to our individual and collective lives. We cannot help to see the 

world differently because we now live in this world differently. 



 While the immediate impact of this virus on us as a congregation is worship, what other 

impact will it have? How do we help our neighbors who still struggle with the fallout from this 

pandemic? What have we come to understand about ourselves as the body of Christ as we have 

experienced church over the past 16 months? What did we learn from this pandemic? 

 Israel redefined its theology because they could not reconcile their pre-exilic theology 

with their post-exilic reality. Just as the exile disrupted Israel, the pandemic disrupted us. 

 Disruptions, although terribly inconvenient, are opportunities to take a fresh look at our 

lives. We can shed practices that were not working well. We can adopt practices we’ve 

considered, but never implemented. We can create new ones. We can reimagine new 

possibilities… a type of resurrection. Consider what we did when we were ostensibly closed: an 

anti-racism class, face mask distribution, front line worker support, bearing witness to George 

Floyd’s death, a community art project, a pollinator garden… What can we imagine now that 

we’ve returned? 

 This is a time for serious discernment. What does it mean to be the post-pandemic church 

in Southampton? How is God calling us to incarnate Jesus in a post-pandemic world? 


