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THEOLOGY OF COVID-19

Dear All,

We all found ourselves in lockdown from the middle of March. Churches were closed from 22nd March. We are now in a new phase and things are certainly beginning to open, although we are still having to remain careful and keep safe.

Early in the lockdown a few of us, perhaps many of us, did not know what to do, but two theologians wrote books while the pandemic was going on. One was by the Old Testament scholar and preacher Walter Brueggemann, ‘Virus as a Summons to Faith, Biblical reflection in a Time of Loss Grief and Uncertainty’, the other was by Tom Wright, the former Bishop of Durham, now senior research fellow at Oxford University, ‘God and the Pandemic’. I am sure there were other books written but these are the two I want to focus upon.

Walter Brueggemann’s book is made up of seven chapters each drawing upon Old Testament passages. At the end of each chapter Brueggemann includes the words of a prayer that he has written.

The first chapter is entitled ‘Reaping the Whirlwind’ drawing upon Leviticus, Exodus and Job. According to Walter Brueggemann in his Preface the chapter was written on 
Palm Sunday, which he reckons is an appropriate time to write it:

‘as that public occasion marked the distinctive power embodied by Jesus and mediated by Jesus to his followers that bewildered the authorities (Mark 11:16). His power, unlike the power that the world most notices, is the force of transformative vulnerability and foolish wisdom. That strange power is now entrusted to his faithful community’

He goes on to remind us that Palm Sunday acclamation ‘Hosanna’ means ‘Save us we pray’ and this mixture of acclamation and petition somehow seems appropriate at this time.

Chapter 4 of the book is ‘Praying amid the virus’ which draws upon 1 Kings 8:23-53, one of the great prayers in the Old Testament, words placed in the mouth of Solomon. Brueggemann writes: ‘We send our friends “thoughts and prayers” in times of their crises. In our current bewilderment and relative impotence in the face of the virus, we surely pray now for rescue and wellbeing for ourselves and for our world’.

Brueggemann’s interpretation of scripture in this book presents a message of hope even in the face of pandemic. For him scripture presents a message that subverts human power and exploitation.

Tom Wright like Brueggemann draws heavily on Scripture. The book is made up of five chapters. The first chapter asks the question ‘Where do we start?’ The final chapter also asks a question: ‘Where do we go from here?’ In between there are three chapters drawing upon the bible: ‘Reading the Old Testament’, ‘Jesus and the Gospels’, ‘Reading the New Testament’. Unsurprisingly some of the passages of 
scripture that Brueggemann covers are also considered by Wright.

Tom Wright begins with a well-known quote from Pastor Marin Niemöller. You may remember it: ‘First they came for the Jews; but I did nothing because I am not a Jew’ and so on finishing finally ‘they came for me, but by then there was no-one left to help me’.

He draws parallels with the British and American reaction to Covid-19:

‘First it hit the Chinese, but we aren’t Chinese, and anyway China is far away and strange things (like eating pangolins) happen there. Then it hit Iran, but we didn’t worry because Iran, too, is far away, and anyway it’s such a different place. Then it struck Italy, but we thought. Well, the Italians are sociable, tactile people, of course it will spread there but we will be alright. And then it arrived in London. And New York… And suddenly there was no safe place on the planet’.

A strong theme throughout the book is that of ‘Lament’ which Wright understands to be the vital initial Christian response to what has been going on. He makes the point that roughly one-third of the Psalms are lamenting that things are not as they should be. He goes on to point out that these words of complaint, words of sorrow, anger and frustrations are all part of the prayer book of Jesus himself.

He writes towards the end of the book:

‘those of us who watch and wait and pray for our leaders in the Church and state must use this time of lament as a time of prayer and hope. What we hope for includes the wise human leadership and initiative which will, like that of Joseph in Egypt be about fresh and healing policies and actions across God’s wide and wounded world’.

We may be moving into a new phase of this pandemic, but regretfully I am far from sure that we have reached its end. Nevertheless, I recommend both books as books that help us understand how scripture relates to the Coronavirus pandemic.

Best wishes

David

The books are as follows

1.Walter Brueggemann, Virus as a Summons to Faith, Biblical Reflections in a Time of Loss, Grief and Uncertainty, Cascade Books, Eugene, Oregon, 2020
2.Tom Wright, God and the Pandemic, A Christian Reflection on the Coronavirus and its Aftermath, SPCK, London, 2020
LECTIONARY READINGS AUGUST
2 - 8 August - The hour is late
Isaiah 55.1-5; Psalm 145.8-9,14-21; Romans 9.1-5; Matthew 14.13-21
9 - 15 August - Testing the water
1 Kings 19.9-18; Psalm 85.8-13; Romans 10.5-15; Matthew 14.22-33
16 - 22 August - Listen and understand
Isaiah 56.1,6-8; Psalm 67; Romans 11.1-2a,29-32; Matthew 15(10-20),21-28
23 - 29 August - A better story
Isaiah 51.1-6; Psalm 138; Romans 12.1-8; Matthew 16.13-20
30 August - 5 September - Take up your cross
Jeremiah 15.15-21; Psalm 26.1-8; Romans 12.9-21; Matthew 16.21-28
Church Alterations / Re-opening. Brief update

The building work is scheduled to finish in about 2-3 weeks’ time. Currently both timescale and budget are on target. 
Church re-opening is being discussed by Elders. Risk assessments have been undertaken to ensure the buildings can be made safe and Covid-secure for users. Once we are confident this can be achieved and maintained we will contact members.
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Thinking Allowed!

Yes, we’re here!

It’s been a whirlwind, there are still boxes around waiting to be unpacked, the manse needs to become our home, but that will take time and I have responsibilities to you all, so our journey together has already begun!
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I have begun to worship with you, it has been lovely to see those of you that manage to join in.  I’ve also joined in with the Leaders Connect Prayer meetings, met with various people through Zoom and carefully, in a socially distanced manner, at Roker United reformed Church.
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Our daughters have visited, the eldest  took the photo above, one alone, to try out the route, the other with husband and grandchildren in tow, she’d already brought us here.
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I have read one book, kindly lent by Elaine, a third of another, a chapter of the third and am looking forward to a fourth loaned by Christine. Have you read any of them?[image: image18.jpg]
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We, Dave and I, have began to walk around the area, sometimes alone, sometimes together, to get a feel for Sunderland, Roker, our new home. There is so much to see!
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We have noticed the ‘terrace bungalows’, lots of regeneration projects, glass on the top of walls, which is not allowed in other places, had ad hoc conversations with people we have encountered, tried the Heritage Trail App, and the Riverside Heritage Trail leaflet found in Roker.

I now reflect on how much I have to begin to absorb, after all before we began this process we didn’t even realise that Sunderland was beside the sea, or that Sunderland was really the joining of Monkwearmouth, Bishopwearmouth and Sunder ‘ed’ Land.

We hadn’t been able to visit you all, wander around the local communities, explore the churches, or visit our new home because of the COVID-19 situation.  However, those I met were so lovely, seemed to be listening for God, for the Spirit and so my fears and worries about how we had to test the call passed, but I know we have to get to know each other even though things are so strange, so don’t be surprised if you have a phone call or a knock on the door.  The Steering group are helping me explore what is possible.

Throughout this time a phrase from the Bible has come to mind …’See, I am making all things new…’ Now I do not come from a memory verse tradition, 
so I had to put the key words into the Bible Gateway app to find where this comes from.  I found it in Revelation 21:5 and found myself wondering …is this a message for me, my family, for you, for the Sunderland and Boldon Church Partnership, for Sunderland, England, Britain…Shall we journey together, wonder together, learn together to find out?

I would love for that to happen; I hope you would too.

Finally, I would like to thank those who have taken me through this process, they know who they are, but especially Maranny who has acted as our Interim moderator.

I hope to meet you in person soon, may God bless you and yours, Alison

Church Related Community Worker, 

07908110121, 
crcw.alison.dalton@gmail.com
Every Tuesday, from March to October, the Iona community organises a pilgrimage around Iona, in which everyone is invited to join. The pilgrimage visits places of historical and religious significance on the island. At each place there is a brief reflection and prayer, sometimes with silence or songs.
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IONA: ST. MARTIN’S CROSS
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St Martin’s Cross has stood on Iona for well over a thousand years. It is named after St Martin, a Roman soldier of Hungarian origin.  As a young soldier, Martin encountered a beggar in Amiens. The beggar was unclothed and it was very cold. Martin removed his cloak and with his sword, he cut it in half. He gave half to the beggar and dressed himself in the rest. That night, Martin had a vision in which Christ appeared to him and the direction of his life changed.  He was baptised, later becoming Bishop of Tours and playing an important role in mission to the Celts. He died in 397 and was buried on November 11th, a day now associated with peace-making and reconciliation.

The cross has stood undisturbed and undamaged on its plinth of pink granite since the 8th century. If the side arms seem short, this is because the slots in the ends held decorative wood or metal mounts. It is the sole survivor of a group of crosses which possibly served as markers for pilgrims. High Crosses were erected in the tradition of pre-Christian standing stones with intricately carved symbolic designs. Worship and penitential rites were also held around them. The remains of three others are found in the Abbey museum.

The cross depicts a number of scenes, including the Virgin and Child, Daniel flanked by lions, Abraham raising a sword to Isaac and scenes from David’s life. Faint traces of an inscription can also be seen - it may have recorded the name of the Abbot or wealthy patron who commissioned the cross.

A weaving vine pattern represents the intertwining of heaven and earth. The Revd George MacLeod reflected on this when he said that Iona itself was a “thin-place” where the material and spiritual came close to each other.

May you come to know Christ’s love, although it can never be fully known, and so be completely filled with the very nature of God.  Ephesians 3:19
Copy for inclusion in our September Newsletter should be sent to Anne or David (see below) by 23 August please.
News Editor: Anne Anderson (rosina.anderson1503@ntlworld.com)
Distribution: Rev Dr David Whiting (david-whiting@hotmail.co.uk)
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