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VIRUSES & VIRTUES  
 

A Reflection for the Third Sunday of Our National Emergency 
Fifth Sunday in Lent 

March 29, 2020 
 

Bethany Congregational Church, United Church of Christ 

 Foxborough, Massachusetts 

Rev. Bruce A. Greer, Interim Pastor 
 

Suggested Readings:  

Matthew 5:1-12; Galatians 5:19-26. 
 

 “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness,  

faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” (Galatians 5:22-23) 
 

 

I. 
 

No doubt you have been reflecting a lot these days about a lot of things related to the pandemic: 

infuriated by some things and inspired by others. Here’s my short list of “infuriations” for now.  
 

Why were we so unprepared for this pandemic when so much research and pre-planning had  

already been done by public health, national security, and disaster specialists? Why were their 

alarming calls for early action ignored? Why do we devalue, ignore, and even deep-six such  

experts? Theirs was not a hit-or-miss blizzard forecast. Theirs was a tsunami warning based on  

a known, earthshaking epidemic in China.  
 

Why did Spring Breakers congregate in such large numbers in bars and clubs, and on beaches? 

Why did revelers congregate en masse in New Orleans to celebrate Mardi Gras? Why did music 

fans congregate in large numbers in Nashville, in one music venue after another? Did they know 

nothing of asymptomatic community spread and risks to others, let alone to themselves? Did 

they not feel any sense of responsibility towards the people they love, let alone for the rest of us?  
 

Why do people still complain that the whole thing is exaggerated by the news media? Why do 

people dismiss COVID-19 as “no worse than the flu”? (Fact: It is far more contagious. We have 

no immunity or vaccine, and it is many times more deadly.) Why do people claim it is a left-

wing, deep-state plot to undermine the President? Why do we falsely separate public heath from 

the economy, when they are so integrally related? A healthy economy needs healthy workers.  
 

Infuriating! 
 

Yet, I am inspired! Given their recent experiences with other virus epidemics, Asian nations  

responded quickly, decisively, and heroically to contain COVID-19. They’ve been through it  

before, suffered a lot, and know what to do. Asian healthcare workers risked so much and gave 

their lives to save others. In the aftermath of this pandemic, we have a lot to learn from them.  

From now on I hope and pray that when we say “America First!”, it means that we will be first in 

line to humbly learn from those who have more knowledge and experience than we do.  
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Healthcare workers globally and locally inspire me as they risk their lives for the sick and dying, 

COVID-19 patients and others as well. I am inspired by people cheering for them, singing to 

them, and by others making personal protective equipment for them. The brilliance, commit-

ment, clarity, and honesty of Dr. Fauci and his many colleagues across the world inspire me.  

The hospitals and first responders prepared to serve us to the best of their ability also inspire me. 
 

Clear-eyed, laser-focused, truthful, hopeful, well-informed political leaders inspire me at a time 

like this. All partisanship aside, Governor Cuomo of New York stands out as an example. So far, 

he seems to be the COVID-19 Churchill of our nation.1 Having served a six-day tour in the dust 

and ashes of Ground Zero2 in New York City, I personally experienced the power and assurance 

of such leadership on the ground, in the moment. It really matters! We need that now! 
 

The everyday kindness of people inspires me. Family members and friends, far and near, have 

reached out to my wife and me to check-in. People in our neighborhood, whose names we do not 

know, stop and chat. “Love your house.” “Love your garden.” “How about those Red Sox?” 

(Clue: my sweatshirt.) People helping us, assuring us. serving us, working for us, protecting us. 
 

Inspiring! 
 

Make your own list of infuriating thoughts. Consider observing “Festivus” 3 (from the TV sitcom 

Seinfeld) if you need to openly air your grievances with others! Air it out. Get it out. Anger is 

healthy when it is constructive and empowering. Let people in power know how you feel, con-

structively. Speak truth to power when people are not being well-served, when the sick are not 

receiving the care they need, and when their caregivers do not have the supplies they need.  
 

Whatever you do, please note that I have written as much about the positives that inspire me as I 

have about the negatives that infuriate me. Why? Because I am an ever-hopeful Fifty-one Per-

center! The glass is always half-full! Truth eventually triumphs over hubris and denial. Hope 

eventually triumphs over fear and doubt. No virus pandemic or viral attitudes can overcome us, 

not when we live out our virtues, together and individually. We need a virtue vaccine right now! 

 

II. 
 

Without question, the COVID-19 pandemic challenges us at every level of life, from our global 

economy to our everyday life. Most of us can’t go to work. Our kids can’t go to school. The most 

vulnerable among us must shelter in place. Our favorite places to worship, eat, shop, and gather 

are closed. Funerals and weddings are strictly limited. Recitals, graduations, vacations, holiday 

celebrations, etc. are cancelled. The desperate are more desperate; the lonely are even lonelier. 
 

God help us! No sports! “March Sadness”! No baseball! 
 

In a crisis like this one, with people worried and under pressure, anxious and vulnerable,  

challenging attitudes and difficult behaviors emerge. After 9/11, we witnessed hateful attacks  

on people who looked “Arab” or “Muslim,” like the horrified Sikh man thrown off a train in  

Providence.4 We see hoarding, price gouging, and “me-first” attitudes during disasters. We  

now see people lash out at, or avoid, Chinese-Americans or anyone who “looks Chinese,” etc.  
 

Crises like the present pandemic fray and tear our social fabric. Just as this novel virus attacks 

people weakened by age and pre-existing conditions of one kind or another, it also attacks socie-
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ties weakened by ideological warfare, political partisanship, income inequality, and all kinds of 

social unrest.5 In our case, we are weakened by the Balkanization6 of America into red states and 

blue states, media echo chambers and ‘social distancing’ (i.e. from people disagreeing with us).  
 

These are some of the vices that the COVID-19 pandemic feeds on, not such “sexy” sins as lust, 

one of the so-called Seven Deadly Sins7, but the vices that weaken us as individuals and as a  

society. Paul lists such vices in Galatians chapter 5. He nails them down for us, one by one:  

hatred, discord, jealousy, rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy. 8 These are the 

pernicious personal and social viruses that infect and compromise our virtues.  
 

While epidemiologists frantically try to get ahead of the pandemic to map it out and deploy  

resources, while infectious disease researchers work diligently to develop a vaccine, while 

healthcare workers do their best to treat COVID-19 patients and others, and while government 

officials at every level seek to bring order out of chaos, we would do well to ask: what can we 

do? Beyond the vitally important and substantive ways of helping9, what can we do? 
 

What can we do to inoculate ourselves and others from these and other social viruses that attack 

us in our weakness, exploiting our vulnerabilities, compromising our best selves while lowering 

us to our worst selves? What can we do on our own, right at home, and with those we know and 

love? What positive pandemic can we spread exponentially around the world? Our virtues! 
 

Combating the social viruses of any crisis starts with each of us. If I manage my own anxiety, 

others will too. If I manage my attitudes and think of others with grace, others will too. If I seek 

factual information and speak truth to power, others will too. Compassion is contagious. Charity 

is contagious. Courage is contagious. Clarity is contagious. Commitment is contagious. Collabo-

ration is contagious. Christ-likeness is contagious. This is what we need now, and lots of it! 
 

We need virtues such as these to combat such social viruses! 

 

III. 
 

We already stand on solid ground. We need not start from scratch because we follow history’s 

greatest example of grace and truth, of life and love: Christ himself. He holds the genetic codes 

for virtuous life and love. He offers the pattern from which we may design our lives, and our life 

together as God’s Beloved Community. In spite of the physical uncertainties we now face, he 

provides the spiritual certainties we need to endure. 
 

The virtues we need to strengthen and maintain ourselves and others are found in his beatitudes 

from the Sermon on the Mount10, paraphrased below.  
 

• Blessed are the spiritually open, who lead us into God’s Beloved Community. 

• Blessed are those who embrace sorrow, for they will be strengthened. 

• Blessed are the humble, for they will lead us toward global community. 

• Blessed are those who seek unity with God’s just purposes, for they will be fulfilled.  

• Blessed are the merciful, for they will increase mercy in return. 

• Blessed are the sincere in heart, for they will see God in Creation and humankind. 

• Blessed are the peacemakers, for others will come to see God in them. 

• Blessed are those who sacrifice and suffer for God’s just peace, because they dwell in 

God’s Beloved Community.  
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These are the virtues needed to inoculate ourselves and others against the social viruses that 

sicken us as a society. Now, as much as ever, we need people who are spiritually open, not 

closed and judgmental. People who engage and embrace sorrow, not avoid it. People who  

practice humility, not superiority. People who long for God’s just peace, not for their own piece. 

People who are merciful, not hardhearted. People who have integrity, not ulterior motives.  

People who make peace, not division. People who are willing to sacrifice, not hold back. 
 

Add to all of this the fruits of the Spirit: the fruits of spiritual discipline and practice, the fruits of 

spiritual mindfulness and action – love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 

gentleness, and self-control.11 No social distancing needed here! Spread it around as much as you 

can. This is the antidote to worry and pressure, anxiety and vulnerability, toxic attitudes and  

destructive behaviors. This is what we need now while the scientists work on a vaccine. 
 

Dear siblings in Christ, we are in this for the long haul, not just for the present-day pandemic,  

but for the days and years well beyond it. Without diminishing the great dangers and enormous 

challenges we face with COVID-19, and without diminishing the physical threat of this virus  

to so many people, including our loved ones and those who serve us, I am convinced that the 

spiritual virtues we espouse and practice will carry us through to the other side and beyond. 
 

We will be better for this experience. We will learn from this experience. We will grow from this 

experience, as long as we practice the virtues Christ exemplified for us and bequeathed to us. It’s 

up to us now! God’s got an army of social virus-fighters lining up right now! Will you join in? 

May God’s grace, peace, and strength be with us; and may God grant us the wisdom and courage 

we need for the facing of this hour and the living of these days.  
 

Please pray with me. 
 

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace. 

Where there is hatred, let me bring love. 

Where there is offense, let me bring pardon. 

Where there is discord, let me bring union. 

Where there is error, let me bring truth. 

Where there is doubt, let me bring faith. 

Where there is despair, let me bring hope. 

Where there is darkness, let me bring your light. 

Where there is sadness, let me bring joy. 

O Master, let me not seek as much 

To be consoled as to console, 

To be understood as to understand, 

To be loved as to love, 

For it is in giving that one receives, 

It is in self-forgetting that one finds, 

It is in pardoning that one is pardoned, 

It is in dying that one is raised to eternal life. 

Amen.12 
 

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

 

1. Here I refer to Prime Minister Winston Churchill, who, in spite of personal oddities and political 

opposition, provided such leadership during Britain’s darkest hours in World War II. Churchill is 

famous for such lines as “Success is not final, failure is not fatal: it is the courage to continue that 

counts.” He symbolizes the spirit of never giving in and never giving up, no matter how great the 

odds, while doing everything humanly possible to defeat an enemy; in our case, a virus pandemic.  

2. As a member of the Rhode Island Critical Incident Stress Management Team and Chaplain to the 

Warwick, R.I. Fire Department, I provided emotional and spiritual support to rescue workers 

around the debris field of the fallen towers at Ground Zero. Our team was invited to come by the 

Fire Department of New York (FDNY) on 9/12, but could not go until 9/15 because of housing. 

We served under the FDNY Counseling Unit. Our six-day tour started on Saturday, 9/15.  

3. On Seinfeld’s Season 9/Episode 10 show (Dec. 18, 1997), we learn about the alternative holiday 

of Festivus. In this episode the Festivus tradition of "Airing of Grievances" takes place immedi-

ately after the Festivus dinner has been served. Frank Costanza, (played by Jerry Stiller) began it 

with the phrase, "I got a lotta problems with you people, and now you're going to hear about it!" 

It consists of each person lashing out at others and the world about how they have been disap-

pointed in the past year. See: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Festivus. 

4. See: https://www.nytimes.com/2001/09/13/us/after-attacks-relations-arabs-muslims-steer-

through-unsettling-scrutiny.html. 

5. By social unrest I mean such things as Internet trolls and misinformation, conspiracy theories and 

the demonization of opponents, dictators and drug cartels, refugee crises all around the globe, 

xenophobia, white supremacy, ethnic and religious intolerance, domestic terrorism (i.e. hate 

crimes, hate-motivated mass shootings), to name a few! 

6. The term “Balkanization” comes from the brutal civil war, fueled by longstanding ethnic and  

religious hatreds, that tore Yugoslavia apart in the 1990s. To Balkanize means to divide a region 

or body into smaller mutually hostile states or groups, such as during the American Civil War; 

such as now with “red states” and “blue states”; such as now with states, or sections of states, 

seeking to secede from the more liberal or conservative part of their state, or even from the Unit-

ed States. Have we really come to that point in the U.S.? 

7. The Seven Deadly Sins usually include pride, anger, envy, greed, gluttony, lust, and sloth. 

8. Galatians 5:20-21a.  

9. Such as donating blood, donating money, making medical masks and gowns, helping a neighbor 

in need, staying well-informed, honoring public health directives, etc.  

10. See Matthew 5:3-10.  

11. Galatians 5:22-23. 

12. “The Prayer of Saint Francis”, attributed to Saint Francis of Assisi (1182-1226 A.D./C.E.). See: 

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

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Festivus
https://www.nytimes.com/2001/09/13/us/after-attacks-relations-arabs-muslims-steer-through-unsettling-scrutiny.html
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prayer_of_Saint_Francis

