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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 

Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 
 
 

Acts 2:42-47 (CEB) 
 
 
By my calculations, we just passed the forty-day mark of “stay-at-home” in Indiana. Forty days. 
That feels rather biblical. Noah, his family, and all those animals spent forty days in the ark, riding 
out the flood of all floods. Elijah and Moses both took forty day stints up on mountains, fasting 
and praying. Jesus spent forty days fasting, praying, and sparring with the Devil in the desert. 
God seems to be in the habit of calling people of faith to spend forty days in unexpected 
places. Here we are, the faithful people of God in 2020, spending our own forty days in 
unexpected places…. our homes. In Indiana. Not nearly as exciting as floodwaters, 
mountaintops, and desert wildernesses, is it? 
 
I mean, don’t get me wrong: I’m grateful for my home. It’s lovely. It has everything I need — 
plenty of food and a well-equipped kitchen in which to cook it, a comfortable bed in my 
peaceful oasis of a bedroom, mostly-reliable internet and an Apple TV with more Hulu, Netflix, 
and Amazon Prime shows than I could possibly watch, a dedicated music room with my piano 
and harp luring me in to some much-needed music-making, a makeshift home gym to get me 
by while Rivi is closed, plenty of room outside to dig in the dirt and plant flowers and vegetables, 
and an ever-growing menagerie of furry and feathery critters to keep me company. But still. It’s 
getting a little old. I’m starting to wish I could “stay-at-home” in a slightly more exotic locale. So, 
today we’re going to take advantage of our “Cloud of Witnesses” sermon series to travel, in 
spirit, to a place I would love to be stuck for forty days: Hawaii.  
 
The Paradise of the Pacific — perfect weather, beautiful beaches, abundant swimming and 
snorkeling, charming culture. Sounds like a place I wouldn’t mind riding out a quarantine. Our 
“Cloud of Witnesses” series invites us to meet someone who did just that, although I suspect his 
experience was not quite as idyllic as the one I’m envisioning in my escapist fantasies these 
days. Father Damien, also known as Saint Damien of Moloka’i, was born in Belgium but spent the 
last twenty-five years of his life serving in Hawaii. His first nine years in the islands were fairly typical 
for a priest, other than the fact he was serving parishes in a tropical paradise on the island of 
Oahu. But then, in 1873, it all changed. You see, in the mid-twentieth century, the Hawaiian 
government grew concerned about the threat of a pandemic on their islands. Leprosy had 
arrived, and the Hawaiian leaders believed it was highly contagious and feared its spread. As 
they had no effective treatment or vaccine, the government passed legislation to create 
enforced quarantine for those who contracted leprosy and established a settlement for them on 
the island of Moloka’i.  
 



By 1873, the Bishop of Hawaii recognized the people who were forced to live in these 
settlements needed support from the Church, so he asked the priests to prayerfully consider 
serving there, knowing the high level of risk they would willingly undertake. Father Damien was 
the first to volunteer. He arrived at the settlement on Moloka’i and greeted the 600 or so lepers 
who lived there as someone who, in his own words, “loves you so much that he does not 
hesitate to become one of you; to live and die with you.”  
 
Father Damien spent sixteen years on the island with his adopted community, not only providing 
spiritual comfort but also helping the community establish schools, medical facilities, farms, 
improved housing, and more. He was known for recognizing the sacred worth of all he met, 
even and especially as the world rejected them out of fear for the disease they had. Father 
Damien was a model of solidarity, choosing to — as he put it in a letter to his brother — “make 
myself a leper with the lepers.” After sixteen years on the island, Father Damien died, 
unsurprisingly, of leprosy. 
 
OK, as I tell that story, I realize it makes Hawaii look less and less appealing as a place to 
quarantine. Perhaps the safety of my unassuming home in Indiana isn’t so bad after all. And yet, 
Father Damien’s story doesn’t seem all that removed from life in Indiana these days. We may not 
have legislated isolated colonies for the afflicted, but we can relate to the fears of contagion 
and the helplessness that comes from a lack of proven treatment or a vaccine. Our friends and 
family — even some of us — have experienced quarantine. We worry about how this virus is 
spreading, who has it, and how we can protect ourselves and those we love. Some of us are 
even willingly risking our own health and safety to ensure the needs of others are met in this time. 
As that catchy slogan keeps reminding us: We’re IN this together. 
 
And yet, while that slogan feels good and is certainly a great aspirational statement, I can’t help 
but question its veracity. Are we really in this together? I mean, I’m living a less-than-exciting but 
still remarkably safe life in my comfortable home, where I can continue to work and live without 
much risk to my physical or economic well-being.  
 
Just up the road, though, in Logansport, my neighbors are facing impossible choices: Continue 
to work in virus-ridden meat-processing plants that are now compelled to stay open so that our 
dietary habits don’t have to change, risking their own health as well as those they work with and, 
perhaps worst of all, that of their loved ones who live with them. Or alternatively, stay-at-home 
like me and so many of us, adjusting life to a new normal that all but ensures safety while coming 
at the cost of income to provide for the necessities of life.  
 
Or what about, in cities across the country, those essentials workers at Walmart, Amazon, Whole 
Foods, Target ,and Instacart… the ones who we’ve been verbally applauding these past few 
weeks? While we’re grateful for the delivered packages and groceries this largely-invisible labor 
makes possible, enabling us to stay-at-home, they’re now organizing to protest rising numbers of 
viral cases at their warehouses, inadequate pay and leave policies, and a lack of protective 
equipment. 
 
Or right here in Marion County, where black people are increasingly at risk of infection and 
death from COVID-19, three times more likely than white people in our county to become 



infected and twice as likely  to die — plus much less likely to be supported by societal safety nets 
like payroll protection loans. This pandemic doesn’t discriminate on racial lines, but it does bring 
to light the glaring racial disparities in our healthcare and economic systems. 
 
And then there’s the people in our city, in our church, who are experiencing this stay-at-home 
reality as a lockdown of their senior living communities. While many of us are still enjoying the 
luxury of occasional trips out of the home for essential errands such as grocery runs, others in our 
midst are unable to even step foot outside of the rooms and apartments in which they live. 
 
Friends, when I look around and outside of this protected bubble in which I live, I’m not sure 
we’re really in this together. 
 
Perhaps our scripture reading this morning offers us some insight into what it might look like for us 
to truly live into this great slogan we bandy about. This passage from the second chapter of Acts 
paints a picture of the early Church, that community of people who were figuring out, together, 
what it means to live as Easter people, as followers of the risen Christ. Do you recall how they 
were described? It says they were devoted to the teachings of those who experienced Jesus 
firsthand, as well as devoted to the community and their prayers, and — as any good church 
would be — to their dinners. The passage goes on to talk about the great things God was doing 
through this church and how they were truly “in this together.” We’re told they each sold what 
they owned and pooled their resources together in a common pot so that they could care for 
everyone, for whatever needs arose in their community. It says they shared “with gladness and 
simplicity.” 
 
I just love this image of the church. And yes, I realize I sound like an idealistic hippie when I say 
that. I mean, it seems so far beyond what we know as the accepted norms of society. It sounds 
implausible at best, maybe even impossible. But perhaps we should ask ourselves why we are so 
quick to dismiss this vision of church as something horribly impractical and beyond our reach? 
Perhaps that’s the point. Perhaps the idealism of this version of Church is exactly what we need 
right now to remind us that God’s way of being “in this together” is so much more than what we 
dream up on our own. Perhaps we’ve settled for a mediocre, milquetoast version of Christian 
community instead of leaning into — or even expecting — the Spirit-led, radically generous, 
caring community of solidarity and mutuality that could be the Church if we would just let it. 
 
We’re going to be facing a lot of decisions in the near future: Decisions about when and how to 
open back up, especially as a church community. Decisions about workplace policies for our 
own businesses as well as more broadly in our city and state. Decisions about healthcare access 
and collective care in our nation. Decisions about schools, summer camps, sports leagues, and 
other important gatherings for our children. Decisions about how we orient our society from here 
on out, continuing to center our lives around profit and wealth or choosing a new orientation 
that centers the needs of the poor and vulnerable. And even the seemingly simple, everyday 
decisions about whether or not to wear a mask or have that social gathering we’ve been 
longing for these forty, long days. 
 
We’re told these decisions should be driven by public health data, sound economic policy, and 
the mandates of governmental guidance. However, I would suggest to you that, as the Church, 



our decisions must be shaped, first and foremost, by Christ’s ethic of love — this way of being 
that prioritizes the welfare of others over our own wants and desires, that chooses to not just 
serve others but instead goes beyond individual acts of goodwill to fully adjust our ways of living 
— from our habits of working and shopping and dining to our seemingly-innocent practices of 
socializing freely and even worshipping how we’ve always done so — so that we might live in 
solidarity with the most vulnerable and marginalized who may not have the same privileges we 
do. When I consider the great “cloud of witnesses” that surround us in this moment, I see that 
radical transformation is possible, that God isn’t calling us to be merely practical in this moment. 
Rather, God is calling us to audaciously choose solidarity in love. 
 
I think of Father Damien who decided it wasn’t enough to love and serve in a way that 
preserved his own prosperity, so he chose to become “a leper with the lepers” knowing he 
would die with his new community. I think of the early Church who put so much faith in the Good 
News of the Resurrection that they were compelled to let go of all the things society told them to 
hold onto, instead living in community that was truly “one for all and all for one.” I think of us as 
we continue to proclaim, “We’re IN this together.” As much as I can critique that slogan, I have 
to say: It’s beautiful. What a wonderful vision for us to live into. I pray we truly can be “in this 
together.” 
 
I pray that we, as the Church, will shift the conversation from a longing to get back to normal to 
an awakened recognition that normal isn’t all that good for a lot of people. I pray that we will 
refuse to settle for a communal life that prioritizes our own comfort and prosperity at the expense 
of others. I pray that we will use this opportunity to open our eyes to the Spirit-filled possibilities in 
front of us. I pray that we will have the courage and audacity to lean into this vision of a world 
where we are all, truly, in this together. 
 
Friends, we are resurrection people, so we know that Jesus is in the business of making the 
impossible possible. Will we let God do it again in this moment? Will we let God use this time of 
fear, anxiety, even boredom to usher in something new and beautiful? 
 
If so, this is most certainly Good News for us and for all people. 
Thanks be to God! 


