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It’s been quite a week.   

• Biggest one day drop on Wall Street since the Black Monday crash of 1987.  
•  Broadway shows closed, footlights doused, for 32 days. 
• Travel ban on European travelers coming to U.S. 
• NBA suspends its season indefinitely, NHL pauses its season, Major League baseball 

cancels spring training, Boston Marathon postponed till fall, running of Kentucky 
Derby and competition at Summer Olympics still up in the air. 

• Disneyland and Disneyworld closed as of Monday. 
• Closure of many colleges with students streaming home; many elementary and high 

schools already closed or preparing for remote learning. 
• Houses of worship ratcheting back their schedules. 
• Hand sanitizer and toilet paper suddenly top commodities and in very short supply; 

near riots when stores are restocked. 

I’ve now looked at infection prevention guidelines from the ELCA, the Reformed Church 

of America, the United Methodist Church, the Roman Catholic Church and the Jewish 

Federation.   Our lay leaders and I have invested some hefty time this week processing info, 

prayerfully weighing and making decisions about Life Together here at Holy Trinity.   

Our ELCA presiding bishop Elizabeth Eaton is very much “with it” and “up with the 

times,” but she sent out an interesting message referencing advice from nearly 500 years 

ago: namely, a letter Martin Luther wrote to a fellow pastor when the plague hit Germany 

in 1527.  The letter answers the question, “whether it is proper for a Christian to run away 

from a deadly plague.”1   

Luther emphasizes God’s love and care for God’s people, and God’s expectation that we 

love and care for each other.  He reminds pastors that in times such as these, people “most 

need a spiritual ministry which strengthens and comforts their consciences by word and 



 2 

sacrament and in faith overcomes death.” (p. 481)  He says that government officials must 

remain on duty, for God works through them for the good of the community.  He also points 

out that “Christ does not want his weak ones to be abandoned” (p. 480), so parents and 

children have to look out for one another, as do neighbors of those who are alone, as do 

masters and servants [for which we’d substitute employers and employees!].  Luther 

helpfully reminds us that we mustn’t let our fear and anxiety over plague [or pandemic!] 

stop us from loving God above all else and our neighbors as ourselves.   

 Luther was an intellectual as well as a pastor and he had a healthy respect for 

science.  He urged people to seek out physicians, take medicine, practice practical hygiene, 

and use their common sense.  He wrote: 

I shall ask God mercifully to protect us.  Then I shall fumigate, shall help 
purify the air, administer medicine and take it.  I shall avoid places and 
persons where my presence is not needed in order not to become 
contaminated and thus perchance infect and pollute others, and so cause 
their death as a result of my negligence…  If my neighbor needs me, however, 
I shall not avoid place or person but will go freely…. (p. 487) 
 

That’s perennially wise advice that stands up to the test of time.  One possible 

difference: Luther urged all Christians to worship always.  (He urged, “[O]ne must 

admonish the people to attend church and listen to the sermon so that they learn through 

God’s word how to live and how to die.” p. 488)  I heard from Pastor Beth a couple days ago 

that most churches in her Pacific Northwest corner of the world, in and near Seattle, have 

canceled worship services.  Our ELCA congregation in Haddonfield has paused worship 

until Maundy Thursday.  We’re not there yet.   But if that action is mandated by civil 

authorities or we discern that eliminating worship is our best way to “flatten the curve” of 

the spread of the corona virus, we’ll do it.  Stay tuned to e-blasts and to our website. 
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Even if we were unable to gather in person for worship, we would work to stream 

some form of worship, and in any case we remain the Body of Christ even when we don’t 

physically congregate together.  Each of us individually being a faith-filled presence in a 

world filled with so many uncertainties and such a high level of anxiety is a channel for 

God’s kingdom to come and for God’s will to be done in this particular place and in this 

specific moment in history.  

Some of the seniors among us remember how our nation and allies came together 

during WW II; many more of us remember how our country came together in the aftermath 

of 9/11 and in the wake of Superstorm Sandy.  I read recently how natural and even 

manmade disasters often bring people together, but how pandemics tend to wrench then 

apart.  In Friday’s NY Times2 there’s a column by David Brooks entitled “Pandemics Kill 

Compassion, Too.”  He cites instances of dog-eat-dog behavior when the plague swept 

through Florence in 1348 and through London in 1665, when cholera blighted Naples in 

1884, and when the Spanish flu killed over half a million Americans in 1918.  John M. Barry, 

author of “The Great Influenza,” points out that very little was written about that Spanish 

flu pandemic after the fact.  He offers the opinion that people were not just traumatized by 

the experience but shamed by the selfishness it brought out in them.   

We gathered for worship on Reformation Weekend 2012, as we tracked predictions 

of what was dubbed “the Frankenstorm” bearing down on us.   We prayed Psalm 45 (the 

basis of Martin Luther’s hymn, “A Mighty Fortress”):  

1God is our refuge and strength, 
    a very present  help in trouble. 
2 Therefore we will not fear…. 
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Our Lord saw us through the storm surge of Sandy, right?  God used that storm to wash us 

out of this sanctuary into the community.  Our Furniture Bank, Kitchen & Linen Brigade are 

a silver lining of that cloud that still shines brightly today.  That hands-on ministry helped 

us open our hearts and hands to involvement in Family Promise as well. 

 We don’t know how hard Covid-19 will hit our faith family, our local communities, 

our state, our nation. We’re not even sure we’ll be gathering here for worship next 

weekend.   But we do know that we won’t face alone whatever is headed our way, for our 

Lord has promised, “I am with you always, even to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:20), and 

as we are reminded in Psalm 95, assigned for this weekend: 

6Come, let us worship and bow down, 
 let us kneel before the God our maker. 
7For the LORD is our God, and we are the people of God’s pasture 
 and the sheep of God’s hand. 
 

 Let’s prayerfully, passionately, ask the Holy Spirit to counteract our fear and our 

anxiety for ourselves, for our loved ones, for our nation and world, with faith.  Let’s pray 

that we rise to the occasion  rather than sinking into the mire, taking whatever chance 

we’re given to witness to the love of God through care of our neighbor.  Luther spoke these 

words to the devil, whom he saw capitalizing on the fears raised by the plague: 

“No, you’ll not have the last word! … If you can terrorize, Christ can 
strengthen me.  If you can kill, Christ can give life.  If you have poison in your 
fangs, Christ has far greater medicine…Get away, devil.  Here is Christ and 
here am I, his servant in this work [of loving my neighbor in trying times].  
Let Christ prevail!  Amen.” (p. 485)   

 
1Martin Luther, “To the Reverend Doctor Johann Hess, pastor at Breslau, and to his 

fellow-servants of the gospel of Jesus Christ.”  
2David Brooks, “Pandemics Kill Compassion, Too” (NY Times, Fri., March 13, 2020), 

A26.  
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