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PRACTICING ACTIVE PATIENCE  
 

A Reflection for the Second Sunday of Our National Emergency 
Fourth Sunday in Lent 

March 22, 2020 
 

Bethany Congregational Church, United Church of Christ 

 Foxborough, Massachusetts 

Rev. Bruce A. Greer, Interim Pastor 
 

Suggested Readings:  

Mark 12:28-34; 1 Corinthians 13; Galatians 5:13-15, 22-26. 
 

 “Love is patient and kind…” (1 Corinthians 13:4) 
 

 

I. 
 

Author Holly Whitcomb writes that: 
 

Every stage of [life] involves some…form of waiting. When our children are tiny, we 

wait years for a good night’s sleep. When our children are toddlers, we wait eagerly for 

the time when they will no longer wear diapers, can take a bath on their own, and get 

dressed by themselves. When our children are teenagers and driving, we…wait anxiously 

until we hear the front door close and know they are safely home. [BG adds: When we 

grow old, we anxiously await the day when our adult children will call us.] At any stage 

of life, we...experience waiting for the results of medical tests. Waiting presents an enor-

mous challenge. We are impatient, I-can-fix-it kinds of people...but not all situations can 

be fixed. We assume that everything in life can be made better by taking action, but 

sometimes it just isn’t so.1 
 

(Print and Kindle versions of her book are available at Amazon.com.)  

(See Footnote #1 at end of sermon.) 
 

The Bible gives many examples of people struggling to be patient in challenging circumstances: 

the Hebrews during their wilderness exodus from Egypt2; Job, as he grieves the loss of his fami-

ly, his livelihood, and suffers from a devastating illness3; Habakkuk, who cries out in the midst 

of a national crisis. “Lord, how long shall I cry for help and you will not listen?” 4 

 

No doubt the operators at Heaven’s Prayer Center are overwhelmed this Sunday with calls for 

help! A novel virus with no vaccine is spreading globally at an alarming rate. Thousands have 

died. The pandemic is disrupting daily life as we know it, overwhelming health care systems, and 

wreaking havoc on global and local economies. We worry about our loved ones and ourselves.  
 

So, we pray: for the sick and dying; for healthcare providers and overwhelmed hospitals. running 

out of equipment and supplies. We pray public health professionals as they try desperately to get 

ahead of community spread; for researchers working around the clock to develop a vaccine. We 

pray for all of those who serve us in every way, providing for our daily needs.  
 

And, we pray, as so many have through the centuries: “How long, O Lord?” 
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II. 
 

Is it any wonder then that patience is considered a virtue? 5 Paul called patience a “fruit of the 

Spirit?”6 Paul counseled the Romans to: “Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, [and] perse-

vere in prayer.” 7 Paul wrote to the Ephesians: “I beg you to [live] with all humility and gentle-

ness, with patience, bearing with one another in love...” 8 To the Colossians he wrote: “…clothe 

yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience.” 9 
 

If patience is a virtue according to ancient wisdom, and patience is the Spirit’s fruit according to 

the New Testament, then persistence must be the fuel that drives it. If patience is not passivity or 

giving up, then persistence is needed to keep hope alive.  
 

Change does not always come fast enough or to our satisfaction. 

Hope is frustrating and discouragement a daily temptation. 

The future we long for seems well beyond the horizon. 

We now face a pandemic with no known cure. 

Nevertheless, we persist, with patience. 
 

Writer Václav Havel lived for 53 years under corrupt communism in Czechoslovaka.10 In spite 

of surveillance, harassment, and multiple incarcerations, he persisted until his people defeated 

communist rule in 1989 using non-violent resistance. He writes that: 
 

“Hope is definitely not the same thing as optimism. It is not the conviction that 

something will turn out well, but the certainty that something makes sense, re-

gardless of the outcome.” 11 
 

When something makes sense regardless of present-day challenges, when something is worth 

waiting for, working for, dying for, when something makes sense in spite of all apparent odds, 

hope-filled persistence fuels our patience. Isn’t it better for COVID-19 vaccine researchers to 

persist with patience, rather than risk dangerous mistakes because of impatience? 
 

Active, intentional, prayerful, purposeful patience is a virtue; a spiritual discipline worthy of our 

practice! Patience teaches us to live thoughtfully and measure progress differently. Patience 

teaches us stay engaged and focused on what matters most for each day, each week, and each 

month, until our time of waiting is fulfilled. As Holly Whitcomb writes:  
 

Patience means trusting that there’s no quick fix. 

When we have to wait without knowing the answers or what’s ahead, 

we are nudged into a new perspective. 12 
 

Patience invites us to trust the fullness of God’s time.  

In difficult times of waiting,  

we would be wise to ask:  

what great lesson might it be able to teach me? 13 
 

Patience opens us to active waiting.  

It does not mean giving up intelligence, action, and hope.  

Active waiting teaches us to trust each small step  

as part of a larger process... 14 
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Patience gives us time to be available to others.  

There is no shortcut.  

Waiting gives us the chance to be open  

to each and every slowed-down opportunity. 15 

 

III. 
 

When God does not answer us right away, when the earth is not changed by our good will and  

action, don’t give up! That’s what faith is all about! Faith is the willingness to live into unan-

swered questions and to love our way through unfulfilled hopes, because hope is not the convic-

tion that something will turn out well, but the certainty that something makes sense, regardless of 

the outcome. 
 

Remember also that patience is the manifestation of agape, the New Testament’s word for self-

giving, altruistic love.16 It is love for others expecting nothing in return. Other than life itself, 

such love is God’s greatest gift to us. In his Letter to the Corinthians, Paul wrote:  
 

Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It 

does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in 

wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes 

all things, endures all things. 17 

 

By our patience and kindness, by our compassion and cooperation, we show self-giving love. 

Such love rejects the boastfulness of those who say: “COVID-19 is no worse than the flu” and 

the arrogance of those who think: “It won’t make me very sick.” Such love rejects the cynical 

nihilism of “You can do what you want; but I’m going to do what I’m going to do.” Etc. 
 

As an expression of love, patience rejoices in truth and truthfulness. It helps us to bear, believe, 

hope, and endure for the sake of all God’s children, not just ourselves. It is about the WE – not 

the ME – in all of life. Such love honors God’s presence in all of us and the steady, even stealth, 

work of God among us. Such love honors the solid foundation of Jesus’ teaching:  
 

“The most important [commandment] is this: ‘Hear, O Israel: …Love the Lord 

your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and 

with all your strength.’ The second is this: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ There 

is no commandment greater than these.” 18 

Practicing active patience at such a time as this is a profound expression of love: for God, for our 

global and local neighbors, and for ourselves. May God be with us all: for the facing of this hour 

and for the living of these days.  
 

Please pray with me. 

 

Wisdom of the Ages, Spirit of Counsel, Source of Courage – God of Grace and Mercy: 
 

Teach us how to wait –     Persistently, purposefully, prayerfully; 

Hopefully, humbly, whole-heatedly; 

When the timetable is unknown; 

When the outcome is uncertain. 
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Teach us how to wait –     When the unknowns exceed the knowns; 

When our questions exceed our answers; 

When our actions may not be enough; 

And, when our resources may be inadequate. 
 

Teach us how to love –     When neighbors far and near are in need; 

When neighbors rely on our compliance, 

And need our compassion and cooperation, 

And lovingly respect us in return.  
 

Teach us how to love –     When hubris tempts us to deny our responsibility; 

When arrogance tempts us to ignore our duty to each other; 

When apathy tempts us to give in and give up; 

When anger tempts us to blame and shame. 
 

Teach us how to be patient – With active practice and not passive indifference; 

         With active discipline and not indefinite inaction; 

        With active engagement and not weak resignation, 

         As we lean forward into the unknown with hope. 
 

Teach us how to be patient – With open hearts and open minds, eager to learn; 

         With open hands and purses, eager to help; 

         With open attitudes and opinions, eager to grow;  

         With open faith and hope infused with Christ’s love. 
 

Walk with all of us, God our Shepherd, Christ our Healer, Spirit our Comforter. 
 

Strengthen those who seek to save and serve us;  

Those who are ill and dying;  

Those are isolated and lonely;  

Those who are anxious and fearful;  

Those whose lives and livelihoods have been disrupted; and,  

Those who lead us with honesty and integrity.  
 

Strengthen us for the journey ahead,  

Through days fogged over with uncertainty; 

Through nights that darken the soul; 

Through valleys shrouded by death’s shadows; 

Through perilous moments and daily tests; 

Through nagging doubts and haunting fears;  
 

That we might follow the One who leads us all towards the shalom that lies ahead – towards 

the promise of hope and health that requires each of us to do our part, however great or small. 

Hear our hopeful, humble prayer this day, in the name of Christ our Lord.  

 

Amen. 

 

Α†Ω 
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END NOTES & REFERENCES 
(Note: Unless noted, all Bible quotations are from The New Revised Standard Version.) 

 

1. Holly W. Whitcomb, The Seven Spiritual Gifts of Waiting: Patience, Loss of Control, Living in the 

Present, Compassion, Gratitude, Humility, Trust in God. Minneapolis: Augsburg Books, 2005; p. 

12. [My own sentence added. Our kids are grown up and live away from us!] 

2. See Numbers 21:5. 

3. See Job 3:20-21a. 

4. See Habakkuk 1:2-4.  

5. In the ancient world a virtue was the balance-point between extremes. In this case, patience is the 

balance-point between impatience and resignation; between agitation and apathy. 

6. See Galatians 5:22-23. 

7. Romans 12:12 (emphasis added). 

8. Ephesians 4:1-2 (emphasis added). 

9. Colossians 3:12 (emphasis added). 

10. Please note my phrasing: “corrupt communism.” I did not say that communism is corrupt in and of 

itself! When ethical and well-practiced, communism can be a fulfilling way of life for those who 

choose it. Same for capitalism and socialism. At their best, they have great potential. When any  

human system is corrupt, evil results. As a philosophy, communism was inspired by unfettered  

capitalism in 19th century England, which exploited and brutalized workers, including child laborers. 

View Karl Marx as you would Charles Dickens. They wrote about the same thing: the evils of 

greedy, unregulated, inhumane capitalism. Remember Dickens’ Oliver Twist? 

11. Vaclav Havel, Disturbing the Peace, 1991. 

12. Whitcomb, op. cit., 18. 

13. ibid. 21. 

14. ibid. 24. 

15. ibid. 26. 

16. See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agape.  

17. 1 Corinthians 13:4-7. 

18. Mark 12:28-30. New International Version. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agape

