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“These are the times that try men's souls.”  When Thomas Paine wrote those 

words on December 23, 1776 at arguably the lowest point of the American 

Revolution when things were not going particularly well.   

Those words come to mind again today both in our politics and our war against 

the pandemic.   

A year ago at this time, except for infectious disease experts, most of us did not 

perceive a worldwide pandemic was just starting nor had any clue how bad 

it would be.   

Thanks to ten years of prior research in this area we have since developed 

vaccines in record time, but the pandemic is raging worse than ever and 

it’s a race to get it under control. 

After a year we are all feeling the stress. 

It is times like these where we need double down on our faith—and each other.   

That is why, as I have done the past few years, I incorporated our required 

annual congregational business meeting with worship because what and 

how we do things is a real expression of our worship.  We can’t praise God 

on Sunday morning at 10:30 and curse our neighbor in the afternoon. 

Also, because of our size the only real business we typically have to conduct is 

election of officers of which even that is rotating people in and out like a 

tag team event. 

And, yet, that is something to publicly acknowledge and celebrate.  That each of 

you willingly and without reservation continue to actively participate in 

the life and leadership of the church where you feel called to do.  Not every 

church has that. 

I confess when talking with fellow pastors and ministers who are having 

challenges in their ministry that I often say little lest it sounds like I’m 
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bragging of not only all the good that you do, but how good you are as 

being one in the body, being of the same mind in Christ. 

To be fair that doesn’t mean you will all be of the same mind when the Rances’ 

Buffalo Bills play the Kolbs’ Kansas City Chiefs this evening for the AFC 

championship—but you will still love one another afterwards.  At least by 

Tuesday.  Wednesday tops. 

In the interests of time—even though kickoff isn’t until 6:40 tonight—I had the 

committee team chairs give just a one brief vignette, just one thing for you 

to know and take with you as you leave today and do so with joy. 

If you did not do so before worship, I strongly encourage you to read every word 

in the annual report because when you do you will be amazed how God 

has blessed us and worked through us even in trying times, that our faith 

has not so much as been tested, but revealed.   

That does not mean we are perfect or can rest on our laurels.  For we are not 

called just to do things that make us feel good, but also the hard things.  

And not just us, of course, but all Christians. 

Today’s excerpt from the book of Jonah has God come a-calling Jonah a second 

time after he tried to run away the first time and then was in the belly of a 

fish until his laments had God have the fish vomit Jonah up on the shore 

for a second chance.   

As God instructed, Jonah reluctantly goes to Nineveh, the capital of Israel’s 

cruel and mortal enemy who wiped out the Northern Kingdom.  He goes 

to give them a chance to repent.  It’s hard to describe how hard that was; it 

would be kind of like be going into Osama bin Laden’s camp ten years ago 

and giving him a genuine chance to repent. 
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The kicker is that in the story Jonah’s worst fears are realized—Nineveh does 

repent and God spares them.  Jonah really wanted them to not listen and 

be destroyed, satisfying a bloodlust for vengeance, because he knew God 

could be too merciful—at least by Jonah’s standards. 

This is something all who call themselves Christians need to wrestle with and 

ask, how willing are we to let God be God? Salvation is pure gift and grace 

and Jonah’s story reminds us that we do not own that grace, nor is it ours 

to dole out as we wish. God will be forgiving because that is the very heart 

of God 

Because if we do not believe that God would save the most foul of humans, then 

we really do not really believe in God’s power to save our own souls.  

The book of Jonah puts these words into action and demands that everyone who 

hears it contemplate God’s attributes and the meaning and power of 

salvation. 

That is what we must continue to seek to do, humbly and earnestly.   

And to find ways to help others to do so also.   To remind them of Jesus’ words 

as we heard from the gospel of Mark today, “The time is fulfilled, and the 

kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.”  

And that good news is love.  For as Martin Luther King, whose birthday we 

celebrated birthday last Monday, preached 63 years ago, “Darkness cannot 

drive out darkness; only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out hate; only 

love can do that.” 

We don’t know when Jesus will come a-calling again, but when he does we want 

everyone to be sharing God’s love with one another. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


