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1. If I were to pose the question to our world, How many of you are SICK of COVID—in any 

arena—in any language or dialect—in any place or any country in the world, the response 
would either be a collective groan—and a resounding yes. And that is the first time 
something like this could happen in the history of our world. 

   
-The restrictions and fear and frustration and pain and strain this has caused among 
everyone, worldwide is unprecedented. WW2 was awful—and way more costly in terms of 
human life—but this is the first time that all the people in the world—everywhere—have had 
a common, silent problem that endangers and frustrates us all.    
 
-And nothing has been normal—for anyone on the whole planet. When it first started,          
I thought we’d be in and out of it in a matter of weeks—but that’s not what happened.  
Even after 15 months, we’re still not in the clear. And we’re not even sure when things    
will be open and as free as they were in November of 2019. The list of things that have 
been affected is pretty much endless—because everything has been affected!   
 
a. I noticed the effects of COVID first at the Mount Joy GO station that I drove by every 

morning.  It was bustling and crazy—and then emptied out!  Some of you know      
—because you took the train every day to work!  

  
 -I’m guessing that if you’re one of the rushers who flew into the parking lot to get a 

seat on the train—our new normal is way different, too. Is it good or bad?  It’s hard 
to tell, isn’t it?   

 
b. And finances are different!  Has anyone wondered, like me, “Okay—these payouts, 

loans, grants are cool—and helpful—but who’s paying for all this!? Because I’m  
an American, I’ve gotten several cheques from the US government. Not that I’m 
complaining—but I’ve thought, “Your national debt is already out of control!”   
I checked—and since COVID the US national debt has gone up by $4 trillion 
dollars! 

 
c. And then there’s the waiting! Everywhere—except for a seat on the GO Train, right?  

There are parents forced to stay home and work because of the lockdown.  And all 
this in the context of kids having to stay at home and yet still go to school!   

  
-Stats tell us that anxiety, depression and mental health issues have all risen 
substantially—and with it, the abuse of alcohol and drugs.  
 

2. I could go on and on—but my point is not to try to list everything that’s been affected—and 
make you feel more overwhelmed and angry than you already are. The first thing I want to 
say is this; We are survivors. You are a survivor! A number of you, I know, have been out 
there on the front lines helping others and, in doing so, putting yourself at risk.  Now, maybe 
you didn’t have a choice in that—but thank you! 

   
 -Some of you were in professions that totally flipped—changed—where instead of teaching 

or serving or nursing or what you used to do face to face, you had to do it digitally.  
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 (By the way, is anyone sick of ZOOM besides me?) Some of you had to learn totally new 
skills and operate in areas that you were not comfortable with! And you did it!   
 
-A number of you were already entering a brand new phase of life when COVID showed up 
and changed everything:  Like your wedding date, how you honored and celebrated the life 
of someone you lost, how you celebrated birthdays and special days—it all changed. Some 
of you had babies born into a COVID world.  Some of you haven’t seen or hugged your 
family since it started.       
 
-Some of you had a very disappointing, not normal last year and graduation from high 
school or university. And these occasions weren’t nearly what you hoped they’d be 
—but you survived. You made it through! Even though you’d never hope for or wish for 
these kinds of circumstances—you made it through! You survived! 
  
-And some of you actually had some of your worst fears come true; you or someone you 
loved got COVID—and experienced the awful effects of an illness that everyone has been 
scared to death of!  
 
-Now, given our common experience and how it has dramatically affected our lives for a 
year and a half, there are some thoughts I want to narrow in on for a few minutes. After 
that—I think it would be really fitting for us to take communion together to focus on our 
Saviour—and on His mission—the mission we now share.   
  
a. My first thought is something we all know; Fear is a tyrant and a thief.  If you give it 

much room in your life, it will run your life, steal your peace, frustrate your calling and 
keep you from the hope and the freedom that God wants to give you. Don’t let it do 
that to you!   

 
 -You may not remember this, but when the pandemic started—and we stopped 

meeting without an end date in sight, I stressed the difference between caution and 
fear. What God has said to us in the Bible expresses caution—especially in the 
instructions given by God to Moses. 

 
 -He had said that He would be Yahweh Rapha—God their Healer. More specifically, 

that if they followed Him and obeyed Him, they would not experience the diseases of 
the nations around them. But this wasn’t a magic bubble! He gave them hygienic 
instructions that predated any knowledge about germs, microbes, viruses and 
sanitization by over 3000 years!  

  
-They didn’t know that cracked dishes could hold bacteria—or that mold and mildew 
spread—or that contact with dead animals and dead people can be lethal.  They had 
no idea that pork and shellfish can carry disease—that eating bats, vultures and 
birds of prey is never a good idea!   
 

 -These guidelines weren’t about pleasing God as such, they were precautions in a 
world without micro-scopes and antibiotics. Caution…YES! Fear…NO! So, in this 
spirit, we’ve done our best as a church to follow the COVID prevention guidelines laid 
out by the province.   
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b. But, as you know, the other side of caution is fear. Our reality is that we have all 
experienced a barrage of messages on pretty much every channel of our lives:   
TV, work, social media, signs, and highway billboards—all saying, stay home, stay 
away from people, wear masks and use hand-sanitizer.   
 
-It’s impossible to experience COVID as the obsession it has become without that 
causing fear.  You know something is wrong when everyone dresses like they belong 
in the OR of a hospital just to go outside!  
  
-And this fear--fear of people, fear of contamination, fear of government, fear of 
shaming, fear of breaking some rule, fear of contact and fear of disease and death 
has done it’s job; it’s kept us in line! But the backwash—the boomerang effect of 
this fear is, at this point, unknown.    
 

c. Now, the Bible does speak clearly to the issue of fear. The Bible is pretty clear about 
the issue of fear. The word fear is used 366 times in the Bible—one for every day of 
the year plus leap year!  But there is almost always a phrase that comes with it.  
“Do not be afraid!”   
 
-Why?  God says, …for I am with you! And it makes sense, doesn’t it? God! If God, 
our righteousness, our sanctifier, our peace, our healer, our provider, our shepherd 
—who keeps constant vigil over us as our banner—is with us…why would we be 
afraid? 
 

c. Paul, our predecessor—apostle to the Gentiles was exposed to constant danger    
—and somehow lived with great confidence. Then he spoke this truth into the fearful 
heart of Timothy, his protégé:    

 
 For the Spirit God gave us does not make us timid, but gives us power, love 

and self-discipline. (2 Timothy 1:7 NIV) 
 
 -Here’s the key; the All-powerful Spirit of God has taken up residence at the core 

of our lives!  God—all-powerful, all-knowing, all-present lives in us! 
 

And He gives us power—strength way, way beyond ourselves. Because of Him, we 
have the ability and power to love Him and do his will by loving others in ways that 
seem risky, at times. Even dumb! And He also gives us self-discipline—the inner 
courage and motivation to make a difference even when we’re tempted to just stay 
home and watch Netflix. 
   

d. Here’s the deal: I can live in fear! Fear can chain me down, fill my thoughts, 
stop me from doing what I’ve been called to do—and it can keep me from 
loving others in the way I’ve been called to love them! And so can you! In fact, 
there’s enough of it that’s been injected into our culture to keep me at home wearing 
a mask, afraid to get within six feet of others for he rest of my life. 

  
-Based on what our collective experience with COVID, we can be afraid of germs    
—and desperately in love with Lysol!  
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And from the core of our lives, it can seep outwards and make us afraid of the 
future, afraid of dying, afraid of moving forward, afraid of taking risks, afraid of giving 
ourselves fully to God, afraid of not having enough, afraid of what others think, afraid 
of the dark, afraid of the unknown, afraid of pain, afraid of rejection, afraid 
of…well…just about anything! 
  

 -What we really really need to understand is that FEAR is not from God. Say that 
with me: Fear is NOT from God! What comes from Him is His Spirit—who gives us 
power, love and self-discipline. In fact, it is a natural reaction to real danger, but 
Satan, our enemy takes it beyond that! And when we cooperate, it goes to the 'what 
if' twilight zone of our minds where we create stuff that’s not even there.   

 
-And that makes it the most effective weapon in Satan’s arsenal. And it keeps us 
from what God wants for us!   
 
*To keep us from being generous, he uses the fear of not having enough money for 
our future.   
 
*To keep us from being Good News—from living in selfless redemptive ways, he 
uses the fear of shaming and rejection.   
 
*To keep us from living with hope and confidence and joy, he uses the fear of the 
future.   
 
*To keep us from making wise relational decisions, he uses the fear of being alone.  
 
*To keep us from living in true community—in loving, sustaining, life-giving 
relationships with others—he uses secrecy—the fear of rejection.  
 
-Write this down someplace: IF FEAR STOPS YOU, THE LIFE COMPANION 
YOU’RE LEFT WITH IS… FEAR! That’s it! That’s all you have!  
 

3. Jesus said something else—very clear instructions—like, so clear you can’t miss them. 
He said, Don’t worry! Worry is a joy killer, and, according to Jesus—totally unproductive 
and unnecessary. Worry is actually assuming a responsibility that God never intended for 
us to carry.  It’s a form of playing God—and trying to control what is uncontrollable—i.e., the 
future.  Want to know what a scientific study on worry found out? 
 

 40% of our worries never happen 
 30% of our worries concern the past (what we have no control over!) 
 12% of our worries are needless worries about our health 
 10% of our worries are about insignificant petty stuff 
 8% of our worries are really legitimate concerns—that worry does nothing for!  
 
 -When we worry about things, it’s like putting fear under a magnifying glass; worry makes 

concerns way, WAY bigger and distracts us from living. Why am I talking about worry? It’s 
because fear lies at the foundation of fear.  Fear is at the root of worry.  

 
a. First, some thoughts about where we’re at with our fear of being contaminated.  

COVID affected everything in our world. I’ve talked about that.   
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It had a powerful impact on finances, on travel, on entertainment, on health issues, 
on shopping, on education, on work—everything!  

  
-And because of that, it also affected us emotionally. We’re not even sure of its 
impact on mental health; we do know that alcohol and drug use went way up as 
people tried to cope with the anxiety of a 16 month confinement.    
 

 -God didn’t cause this—I know that—but He can use everything for good. Even this. 
Sometimes He allows things like this to expose our frailty—and the frailty of the 
things we put our trust in for our security and hope for the future.   

 
b. Here’s what I know; fear has been intensified. If people were already afraid of germs 

and disease and contamination—that has been amplified. When we’re afraid, our 
energy goes toward protecting ourselves. In short, fear makes us self-absorbed.   

 
 *Some of you, I’m guessing, will be tempted to just hang around home, because 

that’s been your safe place in a world made unsafe by COVID. 
 
 *Some of you, I’m guessing, will struggle with the fear of people getting too close to 

you. And that will keep you from being able to engage—to love them; help them.   
 
 *Some of you will likely be tempted to be anxious in public settings.  It’s impossible to 

have 16 months of being told, “Stay home!  You could get really sick and die!” without 
it having some effect. 

 
 *And for some of you—it’s not just you—it’s the children who depend on you. And 

the COVID memory will stay with them—and you’ll have to help them find some way 
to process it.     

 
c. What I’m saying is that this new normal will not be normal or feel normal.  It can’t 

be—not given what our world has just been through. When there is a new normal 
—it shakes everyone up, right? With that new normal, you need to take truth into 
your soul. And that truth is that God will be with you! His clear promise is, “Be 
strong and courageous!  Do not be afraid for I AM WITH YOU!” That’s a promise! 
To not believe it is to call God a liar! 

  
4. Now, what I also know is that we don’t have all the edges nailed down on this at The Olive 

Branch. And NO ONE ELSE DOES, EITHER! There are some things I do know, though.  
First, though everything has changed, Jesus hasn’t changed. The author of Hebrews, 
writing to people who were living in a new, scary normal says: 

 
Jesus Christ is the same; yesterday, today and forever.   
(Hebrews 13:8 NIV)   
 
Now, I’m guessing most of you know that—but just thought I’d say it. 
 

 -See, that also means that COVID has not changed Jesus’ mission. To belong to Jesus 
—to be loyal to Jesus—to be forgiven and saved by Jesus is not about circling the wagons 
and waiting for Helicopter Jesus to swoop in and save us from the tough stuff. No—it’s to 
engage solidly in His mission—even in the tough stuff!   
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-The short form of his mission is to seek and save the lost. In his last live encounter with 
his disciples, Jesus said: 
 

 “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and 
of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.  
And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”   
(Matthew 28:19-20 NIV) 

 
 -It’s really, really important to note what Jesus said at the front end of this. All AUTHORITY 

in heaven and on earth has been given to ME! Now, think about that for just a minute.  
How much authority? All of it! 

  
-That’s authority over every government, every disease, every disaster, and every force of 
nature, every rogue leader, everything that exists. And in heaven—that is, over all the 
angels, over the work of merging the Kingdom of God and it’s spread through all the 
realms of authority here. 
 
a. The mission is to change everything and redeem everything—through those who love 

and follow Him—by them making disciples of all nations. What that means, 
specifically, is to do what Jesus did. To love irreligious people who are far away 
from God and, in some cases, doing quite well! In other cases, people who have 
been broken by life. 
 
-The model is to love them, gather them, help them understand and do life better    
—and find the meaning, forgiveness, healing, love, kindness, grace and hope God 
offers to anyone who says, YES!  And then they were called to demonstrate and live 
out, the Good News of Jesus—that God loves this world. 
 
-And how is that seen? It’s not unclear at all if you know Jesus and what He said. It’s 
summarized in one word. LOVE! Everything—the Old Testament Law and Prophets, 
the 10 commandments—all of it—summarized by Love God with all you are and 
love others as Jesus has loved us! 
 

b. Now, just to be really clear about what this all means in this new normal. First, 
following Jesus is not a club for perfect or even good people—or a club for people 
who know the password and secret handshake.  It’s for people who need grace, 
forgiveness, life and hope—and have received it through their Savior—who paid for 
on a cross. 

 
 -To choose to follow Jesus means to align yourself with Him and with his mission to 

bring everyone and everything to Himself!   
 

*It’s accepting the gift of grace and forgiveness—and giving the gift of grace and 
forgiveness.   
 
*It’s accepting the gift of being friends with God and others—and giving the gift of 
friendship with God and ourselves to others.   
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*It’s accepting the gifts of others that the Spirit of God uses to bless you and build 
you up—and then using the gifts God has given you to bless and build up others. 
 

c. You understand, right? Just like children never grow up by being the passive 
recipients of the good things their parents give them, we cannot grow up by being 
the passive recipients of the good things God gives us. We grow by using all that 
God has given us to love and serve others. 

 
 -Remember called the servant who took the 75 pounds of gold from his master 

entrusted him with—and then buried it? The specific phrase was, You wicked, lazy 
servant! There is something seriously wrong with just taking and taking and taking 
and never giving back or investing!   

 
5. Now. Here’s what I need to say—and I’ll just put it out there: We cannot be the PEOPLE  

of Jesus and accomplish the MISSION of Jesus without gathering; without being 
together! Let me well you why I said that and what I mean by that. 
 

 -When Jesus and his disciples were at Caesarea Philippi—a beautiful place. He asked His 
disciples what others were saying about Him—and then who they said He was? Peter just 
blurts it out;  

 
 “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” (Matthew 16:16 NIV) 
 
 To which Jesus replied: 
 

“Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by flesh and 
blood, but by my Father in heaven.  And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock 
I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it.  
(Matthew 16:17-18 NIV) 
 
-The actual word Jesus uses here for this new group of people is ecclesia—which means, 
congregation, gathering, assembly. The word church, which means house of God was 
inserted here—more for political reasons than anything.  But we all know, right, that Jesus  
is talking about people. Ecclesia means to be called out or called together. It’s about 
people, not buildings.  
  
-Gatherings happen in all kinds of ways. Sometimes they happen in small groups—which 
is how the church is growing right now in Iran and China. Gathering can happen online 
—which we’ve been forced to do for the past 16 months. And that matters and it’s all 
important. 
 
-So, let me be clear; as an online part of The Olive Branch, you are extremely important to 
us. Online opportunities like this are very important to us—and these will be an ongoing part 
of our future. Count on it! A church is not a building; a church is an assembly, a gathering of 
people who belong to Jesus—whether that gathering is online, in an auditorium, in homes, 
in a golf-course clubhouse or in a restaurant or in a bar. The people are who are important, 
not where they meet.   
 
a. But eventually, there does need to be a face-to-face gathering. The word assembly 

is helpful here. 
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 If you’ve ever bought a gift for a child with words on the box, Some assembly 
required, you know what that means. There are parts—with screws, pegs, nuts, 
bolts—and a set of instructions—and for the gift (bike, swingset, dollhouse) to be  
fun and usable, all the parts have to be put together into one.  
  

b. Let me tell you how this works. My spiritual life and growth is not just about me and 
Jesus. It’s about Him using other people and their gifts to help, encourage, instruct, 
pray—that is do things that impact my life and make their lives more meaningful. 
Paul, early follower of Jesus called us, when we’re together, the Body of Christ!  
 

 -He said that if there is no assembly—then we, as individual parts—become 
monstrous. Like finding an ear or an eyeball or a hand in the middle of the sidewalk.  
When we’re together—we make sense and are useful to God in his mission to make 
things right in this world—and in us! 

 
c. I’m not saying any of this to try to intimidate any of you into gathering again. We will 

gather again--likely in September—and that needs to happen in a way that feels safe 
and makes sense to you and your family and friends. And I realize that the feeling 
safe and confident part will be different for everyone. But it is important.   

 
 -Remember how we talked a few weeks ago about how perseverance needs to 

finish it’s work so that we can be mature—that is, complete? The word mature was 
used in that culture for the ripening of fruit. An immature, green apple is pretty much 
useless for anything—it’s hard and sour! Makes horrible pies and apple cider.  

  
-For us to be most useful for Jesus’ mission—we need to mature. And for that to 
happen, we need to do what James says; let perseverance finish it’s work!  
  

d. The author of the book of Hebrews was writing to people who were in a very difficult 
spot. Their faith in Jesus as their Jewish Messiah had cost them! They were losing 
their jobs and having their property confiscated. It negatively affected everything in 
their lives—family, work, home—their entire social network. You’d think the author 
would say, “Hey, just lay low for a while and don’t put yourselves in their crosshairs."  
NO WAY! 

 
 Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is 

faithful. And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love  
and good deeds, not giving up meeting together, as some are in the habit of 
doing, but encouraging one another—and all the more as you see the Day 
approaching. (Hebrews 10:23-25 NIV) 

 

 -What happened is that because of the difficult times, some people just stopped 
meeting together. In doing that—they cut out of their lives what they needed more 
than anything to continue; the encouragement, support, love and engagement of 
others. If there’s ever a time when we need courage—it’s now. And gathering is 
God’s filling station for courage!   

 

6. Now, this is my goal for this entire message this morning. The together part of being 
followers of Jesus has been minimized in our lives. Because of that—community has been 
impacted. Community--knowing and being known, loving and being loved, serving and 
being served, celebrating and being celebrated is one of God’s best gifts to us.  
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It’s always scary—because we’re afraid of rejection. We think, “If someone really knew 
me, would they like me and want me around?” 
 

 -One of the best feelings in the world is having people who know you, accept YOU and love 
you--weirdness and all! And that’s what Jesus’ NEW COMMAND was all about: 

 

“A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must 
love one another.” (John 13:34 NIV) 
 
And they knew exactly what that meant. He had loved them every single day for 3 years. 
Immediately before that, He stripped down and washed everyone’s feet—and then shared a 
Passover meal, saying, “This is a whole new deal—and whole new covenant in my blood.”  
And the next day, He gave His life for them. Loving one another as he had loved them 
took on a whole new meaning!  
  
-Loving isn’t about having nice feelings about someone who has nice feelings about you;  
it’s about being willing to lay down your life for someone. That’s what the one anothers  
—the gathering together is all about. It’s about love. Love for our Saviour—who told us to 
gather—and love for the others that He commanded us to love—as ourselves!   
 

a. Our biggest obstacle to the best things in life is fear. Fear of commitment keeps 
you from marriage. Fear of water keeps you from swimming. Fear of failure keeps 
you from trying and risking when it comes to love, sports, work—and just about 
everything else.   

 

 -But it’s actually the fear of God—that is, respect for Him, worship of Him—that 
pushes us beyond our normal fears an into the things that grow us up. Don’t let fear 
of any kind keep you from living out your calling as a Follower of Jesus—and as a 
lover who loves God and puts Him first—and loves others and puts them first.   

 

b. See, if we let fear stop us from what we are called to be, get the best of us—and 
keep us from maturity, everyone loses. If we let fear keep us from using our gifts—
keep us from worshipping together—keep us from being with other people because 
we’re afraid of getting sick and dying—then sickness wins—and true health loses!  

 COVID has stolen enough—and I’m not prepared to give it any more time and 
attention and space in my life! How about you? I want and I need community.   
I need others. I need to look people in the eye—again. And I can’t wait! 

 

7. But, we have to wait—at least for a little while, don’t we? And as we wait, we’re going to 
celebrate the community we have with God and others in a way that transcends place, 
space and time. The Lord’s Supper. Hearts joined as one in the power of the Holy Spirit.  
Jesus instructions are clear. Do this until I come back! And so—in faith—that’s what we’re 
going to do right now. This is our new normal!  

  
 For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus,  

on the night he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he               
broke it and said, “This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance                       
of me.” In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, “This cup is the                 
new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me.”  
For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s                
death until he comes.   
(1 Corinthians 11:23-26 NIV) 


