A World Turned Upside Down and Grieving

By: Dan Colley

As Twenty-Twenty ﬁrst got started
Most in Athens were light-hearted

Not among friends was really the worst
It went on and on and the burden increased
While yearnings grew, to please be released

What started small soon bloomed large
As COVID-19 then took charge

But this isn’t over, not for a while
Even with vaccines, our masks stay in style

First in China, then came Italy
The global threat a true reality

As hard as it is, we still must stay strong
Not to heed the advice, would be very wrong

Some believed in the city of the Arch
And started to shelter by the middle of March

For the separations as death stalks the wards
Pull at one’s heartstrings in dissonant chords

That staying-at-home was ﬁne for some
Ordering groceries was easily done

And losing loved ones is still harder this year
With no one to hug, or to shed a shared tear

But for most it clearly was a test
Out serving others without any rest

Yet still we know as our faith binds us near
The Lord is the Shepherd for those we hold
dear

Others were working while staying home
Tending to children with nowhere to roam
Learning by Zoom was frantic at ﬁrst

So we must continue against this relentless foe
Until vaccines can vanquish, thus ending our
woe
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Our Journeys: The Year of Covid

By: Mary and Dan Colley

This last year has been unique to say the least. Last
March when we began to realize the dangers of
COVID-19, we decided to shelter and wait things
out. Little did we know that a year later we would
still be sheltering. Dan thought it would be a long
time, but even he was more hopeful than this.
At ﬁrst I really enjoyed being home and not
having any obligations, but as time has gone on
this is not so much the case. Today our main social
life consists of going to Doctor’s visits and to
Kroger to pick up groceries we have ordered
online, mixed in with some Zooms with friends
and relatives.
As time went on our lives have changed in
numerous other ways as well. Dan retired in
August after more than 50 years chasing tropical
diseases. Because he had traveled so much outside
of our country, we had planned to take time
driving to see the U.S.A., and then came COVID.
We had hoped to spend more time visiting our son
and daughter-in-law in Chicago, but then came
COVID. We had planned to visit friends through
out the country, and then came COVID. We feel
like our retirement and last years as we are
approaching our 80”s have been stolen.
We have missed coming to church and
participating in activities as our church has entered
a new stage of ministry with our new pastor. It is
ﬁne to ‘go to church’ virtually, but it is not the
same.
We have both had major health issues that caused
us to be hospitalized (not COVID), but have come
through them with good results. This has caused
us to realize the importance of our friends, family
and church family, and to cherish being together
through this time.
I think probably the most diﬃcult part of this
period has been death. We have lost close family
members and friends and have not been able to

grieve together. These have not been COVID
deaths, but deaths in the usual ﬂow and ebb of life,
some expected and others not. Deciding to stay
apart during these times has been very diﬃcult,
necessary, but dishearteningly diﬃcult.
But many good things have happened also. There
has been time to study and ponder the things that
are going on in our world. With our Sunday
School Class (through Zoom) we have spent time
reading black theologians and books about the
“original sin of our country.” We have learned and
been forced to think about how so many have
suﬀered in ways that are unimaginable. We have
read other books and listened to podcasts by and
about modern theological thinkers. I have shared
reading and discussing many similar things with a
friend each morning. This has helped me to
understand my Christian faith better and often
made me wish I had done this much earlier in my
life. Time and thought does make a diﬀerence.
—Mary Colley
I do not have much to add to the above. Probably
the major impact of this pandemic on me, aside
from what Mary mentioned, is how it has made
my retirement merge into my “sheltering-athome.” Working from home from mid-March
through July, and then retiring at home since then,
has blurred whatever I thought retirement might
be. Fifty years is a long time to suddenly stop
doing anything, but I thought I was ready for that
change. However, because we are still, seven
months later “home-bound,” not able to get out
and try to develop new ways to enjoy life and be
productive, I have felt stiﬂed. One thing that I
have tried to do is draw on my hobby of writing
doggerel-like poetry about things I see, the times I
am in, and shared friendships.
On the opposite page is a poem I wrote last week
about our shared COVID-19 experience for my
friends in First Baptist Church of Athens.
— Dan Colley

On Human Weakness

By: Daniel Hulsey
Anxiety and fear are what we know best in this fantastic century of ours. Wars and rumors of
wars. From civilization itself to what seemed like the most unalterable values of the past,
everything is threatened or already in ruins. We have heard so much tragic news that when the
news is good we cannot hear it.
Frederick Buechner
“The End is Life” in The Magniﬁcent Defeat

I read this piece by Buechner in March of 2020 just as the world was shutting down and the COVID19 pandemic was ramping up. The original copyright for the book is 1966, but the words still hit
home. The anxiety and fear hung thick in the air, and it was just as virulent as the novel coronavirus
that inspired it.
I was certainly not immune to the anxiety and fear. I am one of those lucky ones with “underlying
conditions.” Getting COVID-induced pneumonia would be very bad for me (not that it is good for
anyone). I also worried about my parents. I worried about my wife’s parents and grandmother. I
worried about my kids. I worried about my wife, who works as a nurse in a hospital.
What was I to do with all of this worry and fear? After some reﬂection, the answer I’ve arrived at is to
“give up.” Let me explain.
I ﬁrst need to explain my fascination with the ability of analogous experience to teach us about abstract
concepts. Please don’t leave after that sentence. Let me at least try to persuade you that it can be
interesting. I’ve studied a lot of theology over the course of my life. Although theology has a lot of
branches, ultimately, the proper object of theology is God. That presents a problem because in the ﬁnal
analysis God is transcendent or simply beyond our experience and comprehension. God has revealed
enough to us in Jesus Christ and in Scripture that our knowledge of God can be suﬃcient. But our
knowledge can never be exhaustive. The creature can never fully understand the creator. But
analogous experience can help us to at least begin to understand.
As an example, I was taking a theology course when we had our ﬁrst child. In theology, we sometimes
invoke the concept of God as a parent. When we pray the Lord’s Prayer every Sunday, we begin “Our
Father…” I knew all that before having children. I had an intellectual understanding of why we used
parental imagery to explain God’s relationship to humanity. But after becoming a father, the idea of
God as a parent “felt” diﬀerent. It gave me a small and imperfect taste of the sacriﬁcial love God has
shown for us in Jesus. The experience of becoming a parent gave me a deeper, more emotional
understanding of the abstract concept.
That is a positive example. There are negative ones. I mentioned my “underlying conditions” earlier. I
live with disease. Apparently, there was nothing I could do to avoid my condition. It was largely
written in my genes. When it ﬂares up, there is really nothing I can do to stop it other than
pharmaceutical intervention, which I have to seek a doctor out for that. This experience has taught me
a great deal about our weakness in relation to God.
Really, that weakness is the Protestant Gospel in a nutshell. We cannot save ourselves. Our salvation
relies upon the grace of God in Jesus. When Martin Luther was a monk, the eventual Protestant
reformer was completely neurotic. He would spend hours in confession enumerating every little

misdeed he could think of. He really annoyed his
confessor! He did this because he was utterly terriﬁed of
God and judgment. When he opened his eyes to Paul’s
message in those early chapters of Romans, when he
realized that salvation depended on God’s grace and not
his own works, it freed him from his terror.
Now let’s get back to my notion that in the face of the
anxiety and fear we should just give up. That’s really an
incomplete thought. The Buechner quote above is also
incomplete. There is a paragraph that follows it:
“But the proclamation of Easter Day is that all is well.
And as a Christian, I say this not with the easy
optimism of one who has never known a time when all
was not well but as one who has faced the Cross in all
its obscenity as well as in all its glory, who has known
one way or another what it is like to live separated
from God. In the end, his will, not ours, is done. Love
is the victor. Death is not the end. The end is life. His
life and our lives through him, in him. Existence has
greater depths of beauty, mystery, and benediction than
the wildest visionary has ever dared to dream. Christ
our Lord has risen.”
When Buechner wrote those words in the 1960s, my
guess is that the “wars and rumors of wars” in the ﬁrst
quotation referred to the two World Wars that had
brought so much suﬀering across the globe. Buechner
knew he could not individually stop those World Wars,
but he knew who was in ultimate control and what
God’s ultimate answer will be. It will be life! In the face
of anxiety and fear, Buechner still has cause for
celebration because Christ is risen.
Consider Martin Luther again. After realizing that he
could not save himself, after giving himself over to the
fact that his salvation depended solely on God’s grace,
did he just sit on his hands and coast the rest of his life?
No! That is when he truly got going. Personally, I am
not Luther’s biggest fan in regard to many of his
theological conclusions past what we’ve already talked
about, but I admire his industry. When he was hiding
from religious persecution, rather than giving into the
justiﬁable fear, he translated the Bible into German so
that common people could read it. That act jumpstarted
a nascent movement to translate the Bible into
vernacular languages that wrested Scripture from the
control of an elite educated class. When Luther gave up
the fear and anxiety over things he could not control, his

energy could be devoted to things and worthy causes
that he could control. He gave up trying to be the head.
That is Jesus’ rightful place. He put his energy into
being the hands and feet of Jesus (Colossians 1:18; 1
Corinthians 12).
Nothing we could have done as individuals would have
stopped COVID-19 from mutating and ﬁnding a way to
infect humans. We can take precautions, but we cannot
ultimately control who gets infected. When we (or
someone we love) get infected, we cannot control
whether it will be an asymptomatic case, a mild case, a
trip to the hospital ICU, or worse. These are things we
simply cannot control. When I say “give up,” what I
mean is give up fear and anxiety over things you can’t
control.
If you knew my mind, you would know this is advice
from a hypocrite. I spend most of my waking hours
riddled with anxiety over something, most of it over
things I really cannot control. But when I am able to set
that anxiety aside, I notice the opportunities in front of
me. Did anyone else notice how great the weather was
last spring? With all the extracurricular activities taken
away, my family spent a lot of time just playing in the
yard. My son, the ﬁrstborn child mentioned earlier,
learned how to ride his bike, and we spent hours riding
the paved areas around our house. It was wonderful and
beautiful and only possible when I put down my phone
and stopped worrying about the things I cannot control.
I believe this should teach us a theological lesson about
life in general as we move forward. We are not in
control. As Christians, we serve and are loved by the one
who is. When we can turn over our anxiety and worries
about things we cannot control to the God who actually
is in control, I believe we will ﬁnd the energy and
opportunity to fully embrace the situation we are in.
That may be the joy of playing with your kids on a
beautiful afternoon. Other times, it will not be pleasant.
Given we’re in a pandemic, it may be mourning the loss
of a loved one. Even in those times, it is important to
focus on the things you can actually control, rather than
growing completely despondent over the things you
can’t. Whether in joy or mourning, we can rest in the
certain faith that God is in control and his ultimate
answer is life. The end will be life, indeed it will be
abundant life! What is left to us in our weakness is to be
God’s hands and feet in the situations God has placed us
in.

Sister Corona’s Blessings

By: Marcia Caskey

Having been asked to share what I have learned through these months of pandemic isolation has given
me much pause to ponder — as I am sure it has done the same with you! Actually, my daily life has
changed drastically. I stay home now more than I ever have before. Under most circumstances, I no
longer feel safe going places, doing things, visiting people and there's a type of grief, or loss in all the
changes we have been forced to make this past year.
But for me, that grief and those changes began in early 2019, when my sweet "Philip Neal" passed away.
Isolation takes many forms — and each form has to be dealt with separately for life to continue with any
quality. I feel like I have —with time, and the support of many friends — adjusted fairly well to being a
widow. Not that I had a choice! But, I do agree 100% with what (then) VP Joe Biden said, on Good
Morning America after his adult son died of brain cancer, "I realized that the time came, when the mention of
Beau's name brought not a tear to my eye, but a smile to my face." I can readily identify with this!
But isn't this Corona isolation also a grief? Grief is the exact thing we all face with "dear Sister Corona's”
unwelcomed, extended visit. Our lives have indeed changed in ways that we cannot control, but are
forced to accept and deal with on a daily basis. Again, it is a grief that has to be dealt with, adjusted to,
and lived with.
I interject here, to tell you that I often think of what my sainted mother said, many times, "Life is what
you make it: make the best of it" AND "You might as well keep a good attitude, because a bad attitude won't
change a single thing!" I also share a favorite saying of Philip Neal's that also has bearing on this. As I was
leaving the house, he would often say, "Go and make a diﬀerence!" The only problem with his statement is
that right now we can't really go anywhere - but we can, indeed, still make a diﬀerence!
The passing of time doesn't alleviate the loss or the grief, but it surely does dull the intensity. And this fact
allows other things to come to the forefront, especially fun, happy memories. It also allows us time to
check our priorities and encourages us to reset the clock of what matters most in life: keeping in touch
with friends and family; reconnecting with God's beautiful world; doing something that beneﬁts others
(getting out beyond yourself: calling people, sending notes, running errands, leaving goodies at
someone's door); doing something that feeds your soul (Bible study, meditation, reading, crafts,
gardening) and more. Believe it or not, even mundane tasks like cleaning out closets, or scrubbing

bathroom grout can actually lift your spirits. I feel like I
am preaching to the choir, as these are common sense
things that we all know and we all can do.
The same things that helped me through this new
journey of being a widow are the exact same things
that have made these months of Corona changes
bearable...and, dare I say, even enjoyable?
One of the absolute best things that has happened to me
is the new relationship that I now have with an old
friend. Please take that term as I intend it: I am
referring to Betty Jane Farrall, who at 96 years of age, is
a few years older than I am. But I say old because we
have been neighbors and fellow church members for 32
years, ever since the Caskey Family moved to Athens.
Many of you know Betty Jane. She and her husband
Bob, moved to Athens in 1970, when Bob became
Minister of Music at our church and served for 25+
years. (If you ever need to know ANYTHING about
FBCA, or its history, or its ministries, or its
relationships within our community — just schedule a
visit with Betty Jane) She was as much a part of the
Ministry Team at FBC as was Bob — only she didn't
get the title or a paycheck. Ask her about teaching
Sunday School, or directing the Brownie Bear Choir,
or about working at Parkview Playschool, FBC's lowincome preschool that served Athens until the Clarke
County School system added Pre-K to its school year.
Bob Farrall passed away in summer of 2019, about 6
months after Phil died. And since we have known each
other for years, live in the same neighborhood and both
attend FBC, we decided to start riding to church
together each Wednesday night and Sunday morning.
So it was a natural thing for us to continue our
worshipping together, even after the pandemic forced
FBC to close its doors to corporate worship last March.
Every Sunday for the past 11.5 months, I have been
making the 1/2 mile trek up the road to have Sunday
morning worship at Betty Jane's house. While we don't
wear masks (as neither of us are around many other
people), we do practice physical distancing across her
den to enjoy the 11:00 a.m. virtual worship service.
And after the service is over, I stay a while so we can
talk and talk and talk! (Note: This started out with us

listening to FBC's Sunday morning's church service
radio broadcast for several months, until we graduated
to being able to access the services virtually. There's
another story here for another time.)
What we both have realized is that while we have
known each other for all these years, we have never
really known each other! We spent time together in
choir, in church services, and at WMU events. We
Caskey's had a key to the Farrall's house so we could
check on things when they were away from home, but
only in these months of Corona isolation, have we
really spent any quality time together: talking to each
other, listening to each other, and learning each other's
story. What an unbelievable gift this has been to me!
This new relationship with Betty Jane is the icing to
my "Corona cake." The cake's layers are other current
Corona-related discoveries:
· Friends and memories can provide a strength and
encouragement beyond measure;
· I am not rich in monetary things, but am indeed
rich: I have a safe place to live that has indoor
plumbing, running water, cool air in summer, heat
in winter, and a pretty backyard full of birds WOW! I am rich indeed;
· I have a church staﬀ that works hard every week, to
encourage and enhance my ability to worship on
Sunday mornings;
· AND the icing: I have a wonderful new
relationship with my old friend Betty Jane Farrall!
I look forward to Corona ﬁnally making her exit - but,
I am grateful for the lessons she will be leaving
behind! Lessons, yes. But even more so for me,
blessings!
What's that old song we used to sing at church camp?
God is so good... God is so good... God is so good.. He's so
good to me!
AMEN and AMEN!

What the Pandemic Has Shown Me About Us

By: John Barrow
Newcomers to our church may not know that
probably the most important public ﬁgure in our
church family over the last half century was Tal
DuVall, the former head of the Georgia Cooperative Extension Service. Tal and I served together
on the Athens-Clarke County Commission back
in the 1990s. I disagreed with Tal on a lot of things
(more than I should have!), but I learned an awful
lot from him.

have been transformed overnight into front line
soldiers in a battle with casualties every bit as high
and deadly as soldiers in combat.

One thing impressed me real early on: In our ﬁrst
year as a new government, Tal told us all how his
service in government had given him a new perspective on government. Before, when he was a
mere consumer of government services, he’d regard any ﬂaw or shortcoming in government as
somebody else’s responsibility, somebody else’s
fault.
That bus stop is awful – why doesn’t somebody
do something about it?
Why doesn’t somebody ﬁx that pothole?

Just being a waitress involves a whole new appreciation of risk – to customer and server.

He told us, “Before, when I saw a dirty bus, I’d
complain to myself that somebody else wasn’t doing their job. Now I realize that’s MY bus, and it’s
MY responsibility to make sure it looks good.”
Tal wasn’t talking about how he had changed, or
had somehow become more important now that
he had a share in running things. It was his perspective that had changed once he had a share in running things. The importance of the work itself
hadn’t changed one bit. But his relationship to the
work had.
For Tal, government service was a “revealer” of the
truth that, in a democracy, we all have some responsibility for the work that gets done – or
doesn’t get done – on our behalf. Whether we realize it or not, and whether we like it or not.
Which brings me to the pandemic. Some things
have been called the “great this” or the “great that.”
I think the pandemic has best been called the
“great revealer.” It has revealed to us, as nothing
else has, how so many jobs that we take for granted, maybe even look down upon, are so critical to
our quality of life.
We see – if we have eyes to see with – how nurses

We’ve seen how important (and thankless) are the
jobs of grocery store cashiers and stockers, and
how they’re exposed to much more risk of harm
than most of us while doing jobs that we have always taken for granted.

And if we’ve tried to help out with “distance learning” for any of our kids or grandkids, we have a
totally new and HUGE appreciation for how hard
our teachers work, even in the best of times.
None of this work is any more important now
than it was before. This work was just as important
to those who needed it and took advantage of it in
good times, without a second thought, as it now is
to those of us who need it in the midst of a raging
pandemic. Such work is “merely” much harder
than before, and much more dangerous.
Which brings me back to Tal’s point about perspective: The added burdens and dangers of these
jobs imposed by the pandemic has caused a lot of
us to notice what we didn’t notice before – about
how important such work has always been to us,
even though we took it for granted. If we’ve
learned that lesson, it seems that we ought to ﬁnd
ways to show it.
Ever since I graduated from the Tal DuVall school
of politics, I’ve tried to show my appreciation,
whenever I can, for the people whose jobs I used
to take for granted. I’d stop by ﬁre stations to
thank them for their service when they were not
ﬁghting ﬁres. I’d say to grocery clerks, “Thanks for
working for us on a holiday.” I’d tell city workers
repairing a busted sewer line, “Thanks for taking
care of us!”
If our faith journey consists of developing a right
relationship with God, who does so much for us
that we take for granted, then the work of religion

ought to include developing a right relationship with those around us who do so much for us that we also take for
granted. That doesn’t mean just having a sense of gratitude you didn’t feel before, but showing it. Feeling gratitude without showing it is like buying a present and not giving it. It’s no use to anyone.

Learning through Uncertainty
By: Lily Gordon

I think everyone can agree this past year has been a lot.
We’ve had some ups, and A LOT of downs. This year
has been confusing, sad, and hectic to say the least. At
the same time, I’ve learned a lot about myself and I’m
thankful for that. I’ve learned that I’m a VERY social
person and I need the social interaction you get in
normal day to day life. I found myself actually missing
school (crazy, right?) and missing the normalcy I used to
hate. I used to be so annoyed at the fact that I was in
school for 10 months and only got two months to have
my own schedule. Now, I’m tired of that and wish I
could have the school schedule again. My point is, a lot
can change in a year especially when that year has been
as crazy as this one.

coming back. I thought everything would be back to
normal in a few weeks and it wasn’t that big a deal.
Little did I know, I never actually would go back to my
middle school. I was in eighth grade at the time and
nearing the end of middle school so it’s still sad to know
I never fully got to ﬁnish it out. Now I’m in ninth and
we hadn’t made plans to go back in-person until
February.

I think the hardest part of all this is the uncertainty of it.
I had no idea that this pandemic would last as long as it
has or that it’d be as dangerous as it is. I’ve had to miss
out on a lot of things. I missed out on Passport camp this
year and a lot of other fun things with the youth group.
I have enjoyed still being able to go to youth almost
Like I said, there’ve been some upsides too! I’ve gotten
every week. It’s deﬁnitely diﬀerent and we’ve had to
pretty close to my family, more so than I was before and take precautions to be safe but it’s been really great to
I’m very grateful for that. It’s deﬁnitely been hard to
have a steady source of social interaction.
maintain friendships when you can’t see each other
everyday anymore. I’ve lost a few friendships over this
There have been a lot of things to learn from this. I’ve
past year but I’ve also gotten closer with the friends I
learned not to take things for granted and to be grateful
had. Since we can’t see each other everyday, I talk to my for what I have. I have so much to be thankful for and I
friends a lot more than I would have a year ago.
haven’t been. I said earlier that I have the ability to talk
to my friends whenever and a lot of people don’t have
A lot of times I think back on things I used to take for
that. Not to mention there are a lot of people who don’t
granted like sleepovers, trips, camps, etc. I never thought even have a home and it has to be insanely hard for
there’d be a time where I wouldn’t be able to do those
them. I’ve been working on knowing how lucky I am
things without putting myself and others at risk.
and have been trying to show how thankful I am more
often. Moving forward, I want to try not to take things
I’d say I struggled the most back in March of last year
for granted again and continue to be mindful of how
when everything ﬁrst started shutting down. We were
blessed I am.
out of school for spring break and we never ended up

Choosing To Do So

By: Anne McDonald

Choose you this day whom ye will serve.
Joshua 24:15
Be thankful in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you who belong to Christ Jesus.
1 Thessalonians 5:18
I felt great compassion for the people of China when I
ﬁrst heard of COVID. What a terrible time they were
going through! I prayed for them and my daughter
who lived in China at the time. As a young healthy
person, if my daughter got COVID, she would likely
recover without too much diﬃculty. Other than my
concern for her and the Chinese people, and my prayers for them all, I did not expect to have to deal directly
with COVID. It was over there on the other side of the
earth. It wouldn’t aﬀect me very much. And then it did.
It aﬀected all of us. And we have all experienced the
consequences. As COVID began to spread in the United States, our work and family lives were disrupted.
Our routines changed dramatically. COVID became
the topic of almost every conversation and quite a few
conﬂicts. It caused separation, loneliness, and fatigue. It
limited our ability to grieve and to celebrate in community. It caused us to be sad, lonely, fearful, unhappy,
stressed. And if that were not enough, there was the
increase in suicide, family violence, and drug use. Add
to that a rise in joblessness and depression. Our hearts
were broken, and many of us have what the Psalmist
called a “spirit of heaviness.”
What in this world has been going on? Many times I
have heard our circumstances called “unprecedented.”
These are unprecedented times, we are told. We are
taking unprecedented measures. It is an unprecedented
pandemic. I suppose it is. At least it seems that way because there has been nothing like this in our memories.
None of us can recall a time prior to this when we were
told to wear a mask, stay six feet from others, and stay
completely away from our elderly relatives and friends.
We never before had to search so hard for cleaning
products and then purchase them while looking
through a sheet of Plexiglas. We have never been
forced to learn to use so much technology, a particular
aggravation for me.

Although life has certainly changed, little of the larger
circumstance is actually unprecedented. There have
been pandemics before and there will be again. The
resulting hardship is not unprecedented at all. Hardship
is sadly very common. In fact, there has never been a
time when people were free of hardship. It comes
through pandemics but also through wars, economic
downturns, weather events, criminality, injustice, tyrants, unfaithfulness, dishonesty, disease and on and on.
Mankind has experienced all of these things. As the
writer of Ecclesiastes tells us that, “there is nothing new
under the sun” (1:9).
The fact that there is nothing new is comforting to me
because it reminds me that none of this awful circumstance is new to God, and none has escaped God’s attention. The Psalmist says that the One who keeps us
“will not slumber” (121:3). God does not fall asleep and
miss what is happening in our lives. Jesus said he will be
with us always (Matthew 28:20). We are not alone.
Still, here we are in a pandemic not really knowing if
we’re at the beginning, middle, or end of it. We didn’t
ask for the pandemic or do anything to bring it about.
But, here it is. So, the question for me has been what to
do while I’m in it. In the months I’ve had to contemplate COVID and its eﬀect, I realize more and more
that I have a daily choice to make. And I need to make
the choice to serve the Lord even while I experience the
stresses of the moment. Scripture says, “Choose you this
day whom you will serve” (Joshua 24: 15). That is a
choice for this day. This day may be ﬁlled with germs
and the need to mask and distance. This day may be
characterized by stress and anxiety. This day may hold
fear and loneliness. But, this day is the day in which I
choose. I have been given numerous opportunities to
be a witness of God’s love, to reach out to others and
comfort them. Now I must choose to do so.

This day also oﬀers a chance to receive God’s gifts, and to be thankful for them. God gives us
beauty for ashes, joy for mourning, a garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness. He heals our
broken hearts (see Psalm 61).
Before COVID, I started writing down things I am thankful for. And I have found this to be a
much-needed exercise in the last year as well. My list contains people, circumstances, many things
large and small. I have listed phone conversations, hikes, lovely weather, Facetime, food, the occasional in-person worship service, air conditioning, and even zoom meetings. And then there are
the soul-moving things. I think of seeing my daughter just this morning. Her hair was pulled up
into a ponytail. This was the ﬁrst post-chemo ponytail I have seen her with. One beautiful ponytail is on my list of things to be thankful for. Also listed are joy, hope, COVID vaccines, relatives
recovering from COVID, and a ﬁrst ever outdoor Thanksgiving dinner.
As I write down things for which I am thankful, my mind turns away from hardships and toward
blessings. There are so many things to be thankful for, and when I stop to think of those things
for just a moment, they come quickly to mind. There is an old Veggie Tales song that says, “a
thankful heart is a happy heart.” I have found that to be true. And with a thankful heart, I am better able to choose whom I will serve.
And what about tomorrow? Well, I’ll have to choose again. But, I’m not dwelling too much on
that right now. It is enough to get through today. As the scripture says, “each day has enough
trouble of its own” (Matthew 6:24). Whatever happens, the future is in God’s hands. That by itself is much to be thankful for.

And Then it Rained

By: Catherine Blake

I remember sitting at a UGA Softball game on
Wednesday afternoon, March 11, 2020...Dollar Dog
night and the prospects of a double header with clouds
on the horizon. We were distracted from the game as
we watched the swift COVID closures roll across the
country on news outlets. The PAC12 canceled all
spring sports, the discussion dominated the men’s SEC
basketball tournament, rumors were pouring in from all
sides. We talked about what was happening and what
might happen. We hugged each other for just one last
time in case that was the last time. And then it rained.
With the second game canceled, I headed to church and
made it unexpectedly in time for Children’s Choir.
Everyone was abuzz with the talk. But the kids acted
like pros and made it through choir practice as if it was
just a normal evening (oh to have the faith of a child).
I’m sure it wasn’t as easy for Randy with the Sanctuary
Choir practice. But somehow we made it through. The
music seemed just a little more meaningful that night,
the prayers just a little more urgent, the last hugs just a
little sweeter. And then it rained.

Just like that, it was over. The next day, the decision
was made by the SEC to suspend the spring season until
March 30. Four days later the entire season would be
canceled. We had already witnessed the closure of international travel, but in the next days we saw rapid
closures of inter-continental travel, then inter-state
travel, then inter-city travel, and then just plain any
kind of travel. Just like that we were locked down. The
rain was pouring now.
All plans and any sign of normalcy vanished overnight.
No more Wednesday night activities. No more church
on Sundays. Softball games were gone and hotel reservations had to be canceled. Visions of any kind of vacation were all but a dream now. Even routine daily activities such as grocery shopping were surreal.
To combat the isolation and relieve the tension, we ﬂed
outdoors. Physical activity has always been my stress
reliever and boy did I need that. No weed was too small
for pulling now, no shrub too overgrown for pruning.
The grass was kept cut within an inch of it’s life and the
edges trimmed to a crisp sharpness.

Already an avid biker, we began cycling in earnest. Miles upon miles piled up during this last year. As good as a
physical release as biking is, it’s an even a better mental cleanser. Rolling along the beautiful countryside in brilliant
sunshine with a gentle breeze is better than anything. After a while, you forget about how long you’ve been peddling or how much farther you have to go. It becomes an experience much like prayer and meditation...your mind
becomes clear, you become in-tune with the rhythms and you experience an over-whelming calm and feeling of
peace (ok, except when its 40°C which is most of the winter here).
When we moved here ﬁve years ago and settled into our apartment while waiting for our house to be ﬁnished, we
realized that biking was going to save our marriage. An 800 square foot, one bedroom apartment with the stress of
building a house was taking a toll. So out came the bikes. And we quickly encountered an immense hurdle….hills.
Yep, hills. Coming from coastal south Alabama where the roads are ﬂat and fast, there was no way to even imagine
hills on a bike. I remember the ﬁrst ride I made it 8 miles….and thought I was dead. Twenty miles was a short ride
previously, so what was I to make of barely making 8….on a relatively ﬂat ride in Oconee County?
After we moved into our house, we continued riding. To get out of our neighborhood, you get to ride down a
modest hill in one direction or down a bigger hill in the other direction. And then you get to the bottom and have
to go up (and repeat). Jackson County must be known for hills as there’s not much ﬂat to it. After a few rides, I was
complaining to Phil about the hills. And he said “but after you get to the top you get to go down.” For some reason, this struck me as a very profound idea. And I have to admit, I look at hills a little diﬀerently now.
Coming back from our rides, you can choose which side of the neighborhood you want to come in on. One way
has a pretty good hill to climb before you get home but it’s 5 miles further. The other way is only 1.25 miles from
home, but it’s deceptive. You enter the neighborhood going up a hill and then get to coast until you run into a hill
that requires some eﬀort. At the top, it looks like smooth sailing all the way home. But around the
curve...BAM…..a truly massive hill. It’s the steepest hill that I’ve encountered yet. It’s daunting to see where you
are and where you have to go. You can’t just rush up this hill...it’s too long and too steep...it will wipe you out. It
took me many months of eﬀort to get up this hill in one go and without stopping, and then each try was a baby
step. First I went as far as I could and then walked the rest of the way. Then I made it far enough to turn oﬀ on a
side road to get a breather. Then I made it up by using the side-winding method. And ﬁnally…I made it! But I’ve
never made it up by looking at where I am going...it’s too discouraging and over-whelming to see how tall and
how far it is. Instead, I look at my feet...each revolution means that I’m getting there, each click on the odometer
shows me I’m making progress. And then I can feel that I’m not pushing as hard to turn the pedals and I look up
and see the top….I’ve made it!
When we lived in Alabama, one of my favorite places to walk was along the waterfront in Fairhope. Fairhope is a
cute town with an interesting history. But the best part of Fairhope is that it is situated on the Eastern Shore of
Mobile Bay and that the Founders decided to deed sections of parkland to the residents. So much of the waterfront
is accessible to all. I’ve witnessed hundreds of truly breathtaking sunsets over Mobile Bay and will never grow tired
of the spectacle. Today, my house faces south west and in theory, I can still see these stunning sunsets….except for
the hills (and trees) that block out the horizon. Even though I can’t see the sunsets, I know they still happen because
I’ve seen them. And I witness the display in the clouds of dazzling pink and orange. Even if it is cloudy (or rainy),
the amazing thing is the sun is still shining...we just can’t see it. So it is with God. We may not see him in the
midst of a pandemic, but we know he is there. No hill is too steep and no rain is too hard.
The Lord is at hand. Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God; and the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and
minds through Christ Jesus.
Philippians 4:5b-7, New King James Version

Putting it into Perspective
The past twenty years in retirement
had provided considerably more
opportunities for doing many things
that had been previously limited.
Then there was 2020! We’ve all
lamented about this past year with
its almost toxic mixture of COVID19 and politics. Can anything good
come out of this? What is there to
look forward to now?
At the beginning of the virus
outbreak and the accompanying
mitigation measures, it seemed that
this would be a short lived
inconvenience but as the days,
weeks, months dragged on, reality
settled in. With the limitations
imposed
by
masking,
social
distancing and large gatherings
along with travel hindrances, life
changed dramatically. No more
large family gatherings, no more
trips to new places, no more
concerts, no more football, no more
normal church activities and on and
on.
In thinking about 2020 I have to
confess that it was a mess and the
New Year didn’t start oﬀ any better.
I have not joined the social media
crowd but the internet and TV
provide lots of opportunities to hear

the news. Cable news runs 24/7 and
with a TV in nearly every room it is
diﬃcult to miss out on any “bad”
news. And with the virus and a
presidential campaign there was
plenty of it. Finding the “oﬀ”
button seems a lost art these days.
In spite of the downsides of lifestyle
adjustments brought on by COVID
-19, it brought to the forefront
thoughts about what really matters
in life and the need to keep things
in perspective. Bettye and I
celebrated our sixty-ﬁrst wedding
anniversary last year and have
enjoyed a wonderful life together.
What a blessing to have your best
friend by your side every day
during this period of near isolation.
In the big scheme of things 2020
will be just a footnote in the telling
of our story.
Trying to put 2020 into perspective,
I have been reminded of a couple of
times in my life when our country
has faced other crises. One was the
polio virus epidemic that raged
across the U.S. in the 50’s when I
was growing up. This disease aﬀects
the nervous system and can cause
paralysis. It spreads person to person
and often through contaminated

By: Wayne Jordan

water and food. Unlike COVID-19,
children were at high risk of
infection and there was no cure.
Public health advisories were issued,
swimming pools were closed and
other actions taken to slow its
spread. Just as ventilators have been
employed for severe COVID cases,
the iron lung was often required for
polio patients who needed help
breathing. This was a full body,
cylindrical device where patients
were placed for weeks or longer,
with only the head exposed. I have
memories of seeing an iron lung on
display at our local fall fair and it
was a scary sight. But guess what?
Medical science proved victorious
when Dr. Jonas Salk discovered an
eﬀective vaccine which was
approved in 1955 and very soon we
were lining up at school for the
shot.
Polio
was
eventually
eradicated in this country.
Then there was the era of nuclear
bomb threats during the cold war of
the 50’s and 60’s that was
frightening. As a means of escaping
nuclear fallout large public or
government
buildings
were
designated as shelters and there was
widespread construction of family
“bomb” shelters for those who could

aﬀord the cost. Schools practiced duck and shelter drills when students were instructed to hide under their desks at
the warning signal. Exactly how much protection the desk would have provided against nuclear fallout was always
a mystery to me. With the end of the cold war and nuclear treaties, the private fallout shelters turned into storm
cellars or storage areas. So we weathered that period in our lives and moved on.
So what’s the point? Remembering these two experiences has helped put things in perspective for me. They were
diﬃcult and uncertain times... but we made it through and I believe that we will get through this pandemic as well.
Now with the introduction of vaccines and a greater understanding of the virus, things are beginning to improve
and should continue to do so. But there is no doubt that we have grown weary dealing with the pandemic.
A recent Old Testament reading in our Sunday worship really struck home on this point. Here is a portion of that
text from Isaiah Have you not known? The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He does not
faint or grow weary; his understanding is unsearchable. He gives power to the faint, and strengthens the powerless, but those
who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength, they shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary,
they shall walk and not faint. (Isaiah 40:28-29, 31)
In that setting the Israelites had been captured and taken to a foreign land. They were weary and felt overwhelmed
and discouraged. Even though they knew that God had promised to bring them home to Jerusalem, doubt and
questions had begun to enter their minds. They, too, were asking if anything good can come out of this. The
prophet Isaiah reminded them that the Lord had not gone away and encouraged them to have hope in spite of
dismal circumstances. I, too, needed to be reminded of that.
Waiting around for relief from the pandemic has been diﬃcult. Most of us are not good at that. Isaiah’s admonition
to wait on the Lord is still relevant. We have the promise that in Gods timing our strength will be renewed and we
will not be weary, we will not faint. We will mount up with wings like eagles (hopefully without masks!).

