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Helen Paynter writes…
For many of us, the ‘wild and wacky’ parts of scripture – especially some of 
the more ecstatic parts of the prophetic writings – are something of a mystery. 
So I’m delighted in this edition of  Guidelines to be able to introduce to you 
a new writer who will expertly guide us through one of those greatest mys
teries – the book of Zechariah. 

Hazel Sherman did her doctoral work on the book of Zechariah. In her notes 
she takes us through the book, helping us to understand some of the details 
of the prophet’s words without losing sight of the big picture. As should be 
the case when we read the words of these passionate men of God, we will be 
deeply challenged by the message that the prophet brings us.

We are indeed fortunate to have real experts writing for us. I’m delighted 
that Steve Motyer has resumed his journey through Mark’s gospel with us. 
I have found his notes very challenging and hope that you will, too. David 
G. Firth takes us through 2 Samuel, showing us how God is at work in the 
mess and muddle of realpolitik, BronzeAge style. I also commend to you 
Ian Paul’s helpful fortnight on 1 Timothy, and Alec Gilmore’s study on Job 
and his friends.

We also have readings for Lent and Easter, of course. Sally Nash reflects on 
21stcentury approaches to discipleship and spirituality, and Lucy Peppiatt 
then picks up the baton and takes us through Holy Week and Easter week in 
a very lovely set of reflections that take us deeply into the contemplation of 
the person and work of Jesus Christ.

In response to the pandemic that hit us hard around the time that this edi
tion was being prepared for press, I made the decision with BRF that we would 
switch out two weeks of notes for some reflections on the crisis and how we 
might respond to it. This is one of the greatest challenges that we are facing, 
as a world and as the church, in living memory, and it is important to reflect 
carefully on what God is saying to us in this time. There is a limit to what we 
can say in two weeks of reflections, but I hope that they will stimulate some 
prayerful contemplation.

So as another new year begins and we journey from the cradle to the cross, 
I pray that you will be blessed, challenged and inspired by these notes and 
the scriptures that they invite you into.
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Letters from lockdown
Helen Paynter

It’s a standard primary school exercise: write a letter to your future self. Chil-
dren are encouraged to imagine themselves when they are ‘grown up’, and 
offer some advice to that future person who is somehow them, yet somehow 
other. Of course, the results of such exercises can be quite amusing. Children 
tell their future selves that they hope they are famous footballers by now, or 
that they still love fairies.

In these notes I am attempting something similar, which could backfire 
badly. In May 2020 (now) I agreed with The Bible Reading Fellowship (BRF) that 
I would write two weeks of reflections on the Covid-19 crisis for Guidelines. 
The issue you are holding in your hand will have been sent to the printer at 
the beginning of June 2020. This makes it a risky endeavour. Who knows how 
much the world will have changed by the time you read this? But we have a 
sneaking suspicion that the issues will still be relevant.

So here are twelve reflections written at what I hope is the peak of the 
pandemic. To a certain extent, this is theology on the fly. We are being asked 
new questions that we haven’t considered before. Objective appraisal of the 
situation that we are living through (and therefore mature theological reflection 
upon it) will not be fully possible for months or years. 

But God’s word does not change. So here are my reflections on the situ-
ation, as best I can offer them today. Maybe tomorrow I will be wiser, but the 
printer beckons. I offer them with some tentativity to my future self – to my 
future readers. I hope that they will provide some means of reflecting on what 
has been and what still is; on what might be and what could have been. Maybe 
the crisis will have passed, and we will have all returned to ‘normal’ – whatever 
that ever meant. If so, all well and good – but I’m willing to bet that God’s word 
will still be relevant in 2021. I’ve staked more than this issue of Guidelines on it.

Unless otherwise stated, Bible quotations are taken from the ESV.
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1  Disorientation

Psalm 86
On the afternoon of 16 March 2020, my ministerial colleague and I had a 
lengthy phone call, discussing how we should best serve the church in the 
light of the developing coronavirus crisis. By 4.15 pm, we had a plan, and 
I felt an element of relief. At 5.00 pm I got into my car and drove home. On 
the way, I heard the live briefing from Downing Street, and the Prime Minister 
announcing that by the coming weekend, all those over 70 (which includes 
many of my congregation) and those with preexisting health conditions 
(which included my husband and me) should go into strict selfisolation for 12 
weeks. Within 45 minutes of our phone call, our plans had become redundant. 
I felt genuinely disorientated.

Walter Brueggemann describes certain of the psalms as being psalms of 
disorientation. These are psalms we use when all is not right with our world; 
when the world is not as it should be; when we experience grief or pain or 
bewilderment. There is something raw and beautiful and fundamentally 
honest about such psalms. Today’s is one such example. 

The sense of disorientation seems to pervade this psalm. ‘Incline your ear, 
O Lord, and answer me,’ cries the psalmist (v. 1), then declares, ‘You, O Lord, 
are good and forgiving’ (v. 5). But soon the rawness has crept in again – ‘Show 
me a sign of your favour’ – but then once again becomes ‘You, Lord, have 
helped me and comforted me’ (both in v. 17). This giddying cycle of emotions 
perhaps replicates our own sense of disorientation that we experience from 
time to time. It beautifully captures our whirling thoughts and the feelings 
that can flip so uncontrollably at times of shock and crisis. 

In his analysis of psalms in this way, Brueggemann has helped us to under
stand that lament, plea and even challenge are all valid ways of approaching 
God. It is all prayer. It is all heard.
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2  Known unto God 

Nehemiah 3:1–14
In Ezra and Nehemiah we have several lists of names. In Ezra 2 we find a 
numbered list of the first wave of returnees from exile. Chapter 8 has the 
names of the heads of houses who came with Ezra in a later wave. These 
are lists of those whose courage and faith would not allow them to remain 
comfortably in Babylonia, when there was work to be done rebuilding the 
walls of Jerusalem and reestablishing the temple there. The journey was long 
and arduous, and life when they arrived was like the Wild West – precarious, 
unsettled and uncomfortable. Here in Nehemiah 3, we have a different sort of 
list: a list of builders. These are the returnees who braved threat and physical 
hardship to cooperate in the reconstruction of the walls of Jerusalem. Each 
family’s contribution is recorded and honoured. Boring as these lists of names 
might seem to be, I love the fact that they are recorded here. A roll of honour, 
a textual memorial – albeit an incomplete one. (Where are the women?)

We are all growing accustomed to seeing large numbers with reference to 
unnamed people. How many have died of Covid19? How many have been 
infected? At the time of writing, we have just topped an estimated 60,000 in 
the UK who have lost their lives so far. It’s an unimaginable number. How do 
we grieve 60,000 dead? How will our grief change when there are 80,000? 
And yet, if it doesn’t, what does that say about the ‘extra’ 20,000? And so on.

But there are other lists, too. Or lists that don’t exist, but should. The 
frontline workers who have willingly jeopardised their own safety in order 
to do essential work: to collect our rubbish, police our streets, care for our 
sick and elderly. Some of these have paid the ultimate price for their courage; 
they have all risked doing so.

It is unlikely that anyone will compile these lists in the years to come. But 
each name matters. Each life lost is grieved and grievable. Each life risked 
in the service of others is honourable. These textual memorials in Ezra and 
Nehemiah remind me that each name is known to the God who sees even 
the sparrows that fall from the sky (Matthew 10:29).
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3  Terrors in the night

Psalm 59
Our middle daughter used to experience night terrors when she was a small 
child. Every night, about half an hour after falling asleep, she would start 
screaming inconsolably. She wasn’t awake – though she looked it. And that 
meant that I couldn’t ‘reach’ her. I could put my arms around her, but she 
would either struggle out of them or just not respond to my attempts at 
comfort. She would look ‘through’ us, as if at something terrifying behind 
us. We just had to hold her and wait for the episode to pass.

It was at this time that I ‘discovered’ this psalm, though I must have read 
it dozens of times before. I was very struck by the recurring theme of dogs – 
probably a pack of jackals – returning and snarling by night (vv. 6, 14). It 
seemed an apt metaphor for what our daughter was experiencing, and the 
psalm became for me an immensely helpful prayer, until the terrors passed 
into history. My practice is to depersonalise the ‘enemy’ language of the 
psalms, and so I could pray against ‘bloodthirsty men’ (v.2 ) as a metaphor 
for the assaults we were currently experiencing.

For many of us, these last months have been a time of intense anxiety 
and strain. For many who struggle with preexistent mental health issues, 
the problem has been even more intense. The metaphor of anxiety being like 
a dog that returns by night seems quite fitting. Other things come at night, 
too, especially if we are alone: regrets, recriminations and temptations – or 
physical symptoms such as breathlessness, pain and restlessness. 

In the face of these ‘dogs’, God laughs (v. 8). Not at our suffering, of course. 
Never, for one minute. But at those things that seek to harm or disequilibrate 
his people – God laughs in the face of them (compare Psalm 2:4). They do 
not rattle him or perplex him; all things are in his hand. So with the psalm
ist, may we learn to say by night, ‘O my Strength, I will watch for you’ (v. 9), 
and when dawn finally breaks, ‘I will sing aloud of your steadfast love in the 
morning’ (v. 16).
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4  ‘Gang aft agley’

James 4:13—5:9
Today’s title is taken from one of the most famous lines of the Scottish poet 
Robbie Burns. In a fuller form, it is often (mis)quoted as, ‘The bestlaid plans 
of mice and men go oft awry.’

And yet, in functional terms, many of us have forgotten this. We have 
begun to imagine that we can order our own existence. We insulate ourselves 
from the climate in which we live, through airconditioning and central heat
ing – even in our cars. We are not at the mercies of the agricultural cycle 
because we stockpile food in our cupboards and our freezers. We protect 
our health through screening and good medical treatments. And as a result, 
we may have come to believe that we are impermeable. We expect that life 
will turn out well. And when it doesn’t, we protest shrilly and cast about for 
who we can blame (hence, perhaps, the rise in medical negligence suits).

Of course, for many, both worldwide and in the UK – the poor, the chroni
cally ill, those who live with political instability – this is far outside their 
experience or expectation. For them, these words of James ring true: ‘You do 
not know what tomorrow will bring. What is your life? For you are a mist that 
appears for a little time and then vanishes’ (4:14). But for perhaps the majority 
of Christians living in the west and global north in the last few decades, this 
verse has been more theoretical than matching our lived experience. And 
then, Covid19 happened. Suddenly, our plans were disrupted. Holidays were 
cancelled. Working conditions altered. We incurred monetary loss or faced 
financial uncertainty. We experienced sickness, or knew we might. We faced 
the possibility of our own premature death. We lost those we love. We are 
not masters of our own fate. Our plans gang aft agley.

Though none of us would have chosen this crisis, it does present us with an 
opportunity to reevaluate the way we live and the way that we think. As we 
emerge from it, we need to keep hold of the things we have learned in these 
days. The philosopher Judith Butler urges us to appreciate the precariousness 
of life, that condition of vulnerability that should lead us into interdependency 
in community. The apostle James got there first, though. As we struggle to 
reequilibrate our lives, he warns us to do so with attention to those whose 
lives are even more precarious than our own (5:1–6).
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5  The virus

Genesis 1:26–31; 3:16–19
One of the unanticipated blessings of lockdown has been the environmental 
benefits: the quality of the air, the clarity of the sky, the return of birdsong to 
our inner cities. We have even seen unexpected incursions of wild animals 
into usually busy public spaces. For a planet on the brink of climate crisis, 
this has offered a glimpse of hope. Could we return to a different ‘normal’? 
Might our consumerist dependence on international travel and airfreight 
(for example) be exposed for the idolatry that it is?

These are complex issues with social, geopolitical, economic and scien
tific implications. The consequences for the planet might not be as wholly 
positive as the idealists among us would imagine. The economic cost of the 
pandemic might lead governments to pull back on commitments to climate 
change measures. The critical mass that the climate change rallies were 
gaining might dissipate.

In the light of the current crisis, various themes concerning the environ
ment are emerging in popular discourse. One is that, finally, mother earth 
is ‘taking back control’. In this narrative, humans are the virus, the blight on 
the earth. It is only a short stretch from here to the assertion that the ‘cull’ 
effected by the virus is a good thing; a disturbing idea, with the global death 
toll already in the hundreds of thousands.

On the other hand there are those who view the pushback of nature as a 
threat. Our hardwon dominance is losing ground. Such voices suggest that 
only the privileged romaticise nature because they are sheltered from its more 
dangerous excesses. Rather, nature is something to be controlled, harnessed 
and managed. Those who live with a more ‘raw’ experience of the climate and 
predators understand better than we do how much of a threat nature can be. 

The biblical view of the relationship between humanity and nature begins 
in Genesis 1—3. Humanity is set above the rest of creation. We are not ‘the 
virus’; we are its governors. But with the fall, the relationship is damaged. 
And, just as the malefemale relationship becomes characterised by a mutual 
struggle for power (3:16), so too the relationship between humanity and cre
ation has become one of mutual threat. Maybe a lesson that could emerge 
from these times is how to live more in the pattern of good governance that 
Genesis 1 sets out.
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6  Hitting the wall

Acts 13:1–13
John Mark was a young, wealthy Jerusalemite (his mother owned a house 
large enough to accommodate prayer meetings; see Acts 12:12), who set out 
with Paul and Barnabas on Paul’s first missionary journey (12:25). Although 
initially quite helpful to Paul (13:5), at Perga he abandoned them and returned 
home. Paul clearly viewed this as evidence of unreliability, since he resisted 
John Mark’s involvement with a later missionary project (15:37–40). 

So what exactly was the reason for John Mark’s sudden departure? We 
know that the next leg of the journey would have taken them across the 
Taurus mountains, a rugged and banditridden journey, which may lie behind 
Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 11:26. It has been suggested that malaria, or the 
fear of it, drove John Mark back. Whatever the exact circumstances, it is rea
sonable to conclude that he may have hit what is known, in terms of culture 
shock, as ‘the wall’. Hitting the wall comes when the glamour has worn off the 
travel experience, language learning is proving hard and the sheer ‘otherness’ 
of the unfamiliar culture threatens to overwhelm. In mission work, it can lead 
to discouragement, doubt and sometimes the abandonment of the mission. 
Unexpected emotions arise, and normally concealed personality traits can 
emerge. There are a number of walls in the normal process of enculturation.

One of the most common expressions that I’m hearing at present is ‘these 
strange times’, closely followed by ‘unprecedented’. Many of us feel as if we 
are in a different country. The rules and customs are different, our patterns 
of living have changed and even familiar places have suddenly been repur
posed and now feel alien. And it is gradually dawning on us that this is not 
a twelveweek wonder. In one form or another, we are probably in this for 
the longhaul. For many of us, lockdown has been a long process of hitting a 
series of walls that could be compared with culture shock.

Advice to missionaries in such times is to push through the discomfort and 
to receive good pastoral care. Maybe John Mark failed to push hard enough. 
Maybe Paul was struggling with his own wall and failed to support his protégé. 
But the story has a happy ending, as Paul later commends him to the church 
in Colossae (Colossians 4:10), describes John Mark as a coworker (Philemon 
24) and considers him ‘very useful’ (2 Timothy 4:11). Thanks be to the God of 
forgiveness, who brought reconciliation and restitution and used both men, 
despite their struggles with the wall.
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Guidelines 
Scholars speculate about which city Paul was detained in when he wrote the 
letter to the church in Philippi. While we aren’t sure what his circumstances 
were like,  Peter’s imprisonment in Jerusalem (Acts 12) describes him being in 
chains. In Rome, Paul was probably under something more like house arrest.  
But whatever his exact situation, it is striking how Paul refuses to allow his 
vision to be constrained by the four walls within which he is confined. His 
mind reaches beyond the four walls in which he is trapped, both physically 
as he prays for his friends (Philippians 1:9–10), and metaphorically as he fixes 
his mind on eschatological hope (v. 11).

It is tempting during times of crisis to allow our worldview to shrink to our 
own personal issues and those of our nearest and dearest. But we have noth
ing like Paul’s excuse for such myopia. Flawed as technology is, it has opened 
up extraordinary opportunities for engagement with loved ones, colleagues 
and even total strangers. And while it is not within reach of everyone in our 
society, I’d guess that most readers of Guidelines have internet capability.

Be that as it may, we would do well to heed Paul’s example as he reaches 
out in love and prayer towards his absent friends in Philippi. As he says in his 
letter to the church in Corinth, ‘Besides everything else, I face daily the pres
sure of my concern for all the churches. Who is weak, and I do not feel weak? 
Who is led into sin, and I do not inwardly burn?’ (2 Corinthians 11:28–29, 
NIV). One lesson I am hoping to learn in this time is to have a broader vision, 
despite my current physical restrictions of movement.
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1  No one is an island

1 Corinthians 12:12–26
We must be cautious about misapplying scripture for our own purposes, and 
Paul is certainly not writing about wider society here. But if the church is to 
be understood as an eschatological foretaste of the new heavens and earth, it 
should function as a sign and pointer to that reality. So perhaps Paul’s words 
here can give us a clue about how our communities could be, at their best.

Our current circumstances are drawing our attention more acutely to the 
way that society operates. Our complete dependence on lowincome (but 
often highly skilled) workers has become clearer in these times. Most of the 
‘essential workers’ fall into this category. Their work is often unseen, unglam
orous and poorly paid. But we have, collectively, been drawn into a dystopian 
thought experiment: what if we didn’t have bin collectors, utility workers or 
those who maintain payrolls and social security payments?

And our interdependency has become clearer, too – not only in the net
work of paid workers, but also in our mutual need for support. Many of us 
have had to rely on friends, neighbours and even strangers bringing food 
and medicines to the door. And mutual care is wider than that. The ‘social 
contract’ within which we operate has become apparent. The vast majority 
of us have been willing to accept severe curtailment of our rights to gather 
and travel, not primarily for our own protection but for the protection of the 
weaker and more vulnerable people in our society.

And there has been something beautiful about the communal lament that 
we are sharing. We have grieved the loss of national celebrities, but also the 
unknown people. The faces of health workers who have died have been in 
the newspapers; there has been outrage and grief at deaths in care homes; 
just this week a national newspaper ran a large article about the death of a 
young woman with severe learning difficulties. Perhaps we have become a 
little more tenderhearted; if one part of the body is in pain, it all hurts.

Those of us who are citizens not only of this society, but also of that escha
tological union that is the church, might reflect on what we have learned 
from our communities during this crisis. How can we grow in the honour we 
pay those who do menial work, our interdependency and our shared care 
for the weakest? 
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2  Opportunity knocks?

Philippians 1:12–26
There has been plenty of discussion in online forums, particularly those fre
quented by church leaders, of the ‘opportunity for church growth’ afforded 
by the pandemic. While the closure of church buildings has presented many 
challenges, the move to online services, which are only encircled by virtual 
boundaries that are easier to cross, has opened the church up to people who 
would never normally darken our doors. Further, we are seeing the well
known phenomenon that crisis tends to evoke a pondering about the deep 
spiritual realities of life, and a grappling towards the transcendent. All in all, 
the pandemic might well be described as an ‘opportunity’.

But for many, there is something distasteful about this language. This 
moment is being named as an ‘opportunity’ in the midst of the grief of mil
lions, who have not only lost loved ones, but – in many cases – have been 
unable to be present with them in their last hours. It is being named as 
‘opportunity’ in the midst of intense global fear and anxiety. And it is being 
named as ‘opportunity’ in the setting of a financial crisis that will bring unem
ployment and ruin for many; and in the setting of a lockdown that is sharply 
exacerbating abusive situations and mental health struggles. Talking about 
‘opportunity’ seems insensitive, to say the least.

Here, perhaps, the example of the apostle Paul can be helpful for us. 
Trapped in prison, probably within Rome, he could easily have succumbed 
to despair at the disruption of his vital work. Rather, his response is one of joy 
(1:18; 2:1–2; compare Colossians 1:24; 2 Corinthians 12:9–10; Romans 5:3–5). 
But we should note two things. First, he notices what God is doing because of 
his circumstances (vv. 1214). This is not gleeful empire building, but rather 
a fresh realisation that God turns all things to good (compare Genesis 50:20; 
Romans 8:28). And second, this noticing and expectation of God’s good pur
poses is being expressed in the context of his own intense experience of it. 
The chains are on his hands, and the head that will be on the block is his own. 

In our anticipation of the good things that God will do, despite and through 
these circumstances that afflict us, we would do well to focus at least as much 
on identification with the lowest and least, as on opportunities for extending 
our own influence.
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3  Zero-sum gain

1 Kings 17:8–16
In May 2020, the editor of the worldfamous medical journal The Lancet pub
lished an article publicly berating himself for failing to commemorate the 40th 
anniversary of the global eradication of smallpox. He had been distracted, 
he noted, by the pressing concerns of the Covid19 pandemic. While the 
commemoration of a historical event might seem an excusable lapse under 
the circumstances, he used the instance to explore the neglect of other cur
rent needs. ‘Responding to Covid19 must not be a zerosum game… This 
coronavirus is exploiting and accentuating existing health crises worldwide’ 
(Richard Horton, The Lancet, vol. 395, issue 10236, p. 1534, 16 May 2020).

His point has application well beyond the medical world. Understandably, 
huge resources (financial and human) have been diverted into the search for 
ways of controlling and mitigating this great threat. But other needs have 
not gone away. Indeed, as Horton indicates, they may be exacerbated by the 
pandemic. While we fret about the virus, global weather catastrophes are 
still happening. Wars are still being waged. Other diseases are still wreaking 
havoc. Governments may be taking advantage of our distraction to bring in 
unpopular, perhaps dangerous, legislation through the back door. Persecu
tion of our Christian brothers and sisters (and of many other faith groups) is 
still ongoing. And so on.

It might be tempting to focus on what seems most pressing and defer 
other matters until later. But this, as Horton points out, would be to allow 
the virus to strike us twice. Rather, we need to allow our hearts to expand 
to accommodate these new needs without abandoning the old ones. If this 
is true for society as a whole, how much more should it be true for a people 
whose faith is in the God who allowed the oil and flour to continue as long as 
the crisis did (v. 16)? The widow’s sacrificial support for the prophet resulted 
in a more than zerosum gain. The small offering of a few loaves and fish 
became in the hands of Jesus a feast for thousands. Love is not divided with 
the birth of a new baby in the family, but multiplied. This is the economy of 
the kingdom of God.
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4  Toilet roll hoarding

Jeremiah 29:1–14
Verse 11 is almost certainly familiar to you. It is used as an inspirational quo
tation on a million bookmarks and a thousand memes around the internet: 
‘I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans for welfare and not for 
evil, to give you a future and a hope.’ As we so often do in the western church, 
we have tended to read this as if it were all about us. Our prosperity. Our future. 

But as always, it’s important to read it in context. The background is the 
Babylonian exile. God’s people have been scattered as a direct result of their 
disobedience, just as they had been warned about. It’s about ancient Judah 
and their covenant disobedience (Deuteronomy 28:4768). It’s not all about us. 

In fact, ‘it’s not all about you’ could be described as the theme of Jeremiah’s 
letter. How are the exiled people to live in the strange new world in which they 
find themselves? The temptation could be to look after number one – their 
own people, their own community. They’d been swept away by forces beyond 
their control. Why shouldn’t they consider first their own security and comfort? 
They’d had precious little of either in the preceding few years. But Jeremiah’s 
letter called them to attend to the welfare of the whole community – the place 
where they had found themselves marooned on the tide of history. And indeed, 
within that ‘whole community’ would have been those whom they identified 
as enemies – even, perhaps, the soldiers who led the assault and their families. 

Taken in its particular place in salvation history, there is a particular pur
pose to Jeremiah’s letter. The exiles were to settle down in Babylonia and let 
the requisite years pass until God’s word of comfort (Isaiah 40:1–2) came. But 
there are things we too can learn from this longdead prophet about how to 
respond when the tide of events threatens to overwhelm us, whether that is 
in the context of a global pandemic or a personal tragedy: seek the welfare 
of the place where you are right now.

The early church understood this. Building on their early days, when they 
enjoyed ‘favour with all the people’ (Acts 2:47), they soon became renowned 
for their care for the poor, their willingness to bury the dead (even in time of 
plague) and their adoption of unwanted infants who had been abandoned 
to the elements and wild animals.

In crisis, as in times of prosperity, it’s not all about us. Hoarding toilet roll 
will not do. Rather, we are called to work for the welfare of all, even when 
that is personally costly. And even when the ‘all’ includes toiletroll hoarders.
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5  Stunted imaginations

Matthew 6:19–34
As always, the sermon on the mount packs a punch. Today I’d like to focus 
simply on those few words in verse 21: ‘Where your treasure is, there your 
heart will be also.’

Judith Butler, a critical theorist whom I have already referred to, described 
the concept of ‘grievability’ – what are the deaths that a society considers 
worthy of grief? This might be considered a test of a society’s values.

The World Health Organisation estimates that over 400,000 people died 
of malaria in 2018. Around 144 million children under five are stunted in their 
growth because of malnutrition. I could go on. Of course, these are not part 
of a rapidly escalating pandemic. And many of us support organisations that 
seek to mitigate these ills, while most western governments have overseas 
aid budgets (which are closely tied up with trade agreements). But if we are 
honest, the indignation, consuming anxiety and determination with which 
we are confronting the Covid19 crisis vastly exceeds our response to these 
other health crises – because they mainly affect people who aren’t like us 
and whose pain we somehow struggle to imagine.

‘Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.’ I’m not sure those 
words are done with us yet. Here’s something else I have noticed in these 
times – and I describe my own response as much as anyone else’s. The incon
veniences we lament – being unable to gather with friends, being unable to 
buy things we want or have maintenance work done on our properties, even 
some of our financial anxiety – are the everyday realities of life for many in our 
own country, and even more so in global terms. For many who are immuno
compromised, severely incapacitated or very elderly, getting out and about 
are luxuries or unattainable. Things that we regard as barely tolerable (like the 
damp patch spreading in the wall that adjoins my shower) are wildly beyond 
the reach of those who live in precarious accommodation, refugee camps or 
shanty towns. Even our ridiculous preoccupation with toilet roll reveals our 
incapacity to imagine what life is like for the billions of people who do not 
have toilets in their homes.

I find myself ashamed as I write these words, and I resolve to do better. 
Because where our heart is – the things that we become indignant or dis
mayed about – reveals where we have placed our treasure. Lord, grow our 
imagination for the woes of others.
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6  Where is your faith?

Revelation 2:18–29
You have probably seen coverage of protests, mainly in the USA, with Chris
tians waving banners with slogans such ‘Jesus is my vaccine’, asserting the 
right to assemble and demanding the reopening of their churches. We could 
discuss such protests in relation to the language of entitlement and rights, 
and consider what loving our neighbours looks like during a pandemic. But 
let us, rather, begin with the claim that true faith will protect the believer 
from the virus.

It is abundantly clear in scripture that while faith sometimes brings healing 
(Mark 2:5; 5:34; James 5:15), it does not always (the book of Job; 2 Corinthians 
12:7–9). To make such a claim without nuance is not only foolish and unscrip
tural, but it also negates the suffering and death of many faithful believers.

The letters to the seven churches in Revelation were addressed to believers 
in a time of great crisis – not pandemic, but sharp persecution. It is striking 
that nowhere in the book are they promised that faith will exempt them 
from the time of trial. Rather, they are promised that God will hold them in 
their trials and that he will one day make an end to all evil. The language of 
faith, where it is used, mainly refers to faithfulness, to the dogged refusal 
to go under when the waves of suffering come crashing down again and 
again, and the courageous refusal to collude with evil powers, even where 
that might mean a mitigation of suffering. Hence each church is encouraged 
with a promise offered ‘to the one who conquers’ (2:7, 11, 17, 26; 3:5, 12, 21).

We should be cautious when we claim ‘faith’, because it places us in a 
great bind before God. In verse 19, the seer couples faithfulness with other 
qualities: ‘I know your works and your love and faithfulness and service and 
steadfastness’ (my translation). We might also recall the words of Paul: ‘If 
I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing’ 
(1 Corinthians 13:2).

Rather than using the language of ‘faith’ to make a defiant claim upon 
promises we have not been given, true faithfulness means a steadfast deter
mination to hold on to the promises we have and to serve God and others 
with patient love in the meantime.
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How long do your New Year’s resolutions last? Most of mine don’t get beyond 
the end of January. 

I said in the introduction to these two weeks of notes that this is a risky 
endeavour for me. It’s impossible to guess at the time of writing what our 
circumstances will be like in January, when you read them. It may be that 
my reflections feel rather quaint – a word from a distant past, a semiforgot
ten horror. 

But if this is the case, I’d challenge you to recall what your own reflections 
were during that time. What were the things that you resolved to do better? 
What changes did you vow to make? Is it possible that promises you made 
to God in June, or August, or October, have already dissipated in a new, 
relaxed world? 

If this might be the case, then perhaps this week’s notes will help you 
reclaim those promises: to reenter the precarity, anxiety and tenderness of 
the pandemic and retrieve what was good and what ought to be remembered. 
May God be sowing good seed in us all in these days, and may we have the 
wisdom and tenacity to nurture it in our lives.
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