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IntroductIon

Monday in the  
Fourth Week of Easter 2020

Jacob Corzine, May 4, 2020

My nervousness about COVID-19 seems to have expressed 
itself in terms of food. I remember clearly discussing the 
possibility that there might be some kind of run on the grocery 
stores with my wife, Tiia. It was March 3—I know, because it 
was my birthday and we were on our way to a concert. Later that 
month, it was about more intentionally stocking up on food, still 
mostly for fear that others would shop irrationally (not us, of 
course!), but also a little bit out of the concern that things might 
be hard to get. We built up a two-week backup stock. Not so long 
ago, news stories about meat processing plants closing started 
coming. We increased to a three-week backup inventory. I don’t 
want to act hastily. But I want to be prepared.

At the same time, we watch church on our TV. Until yesterday, 
we hadn’t been to the Lord’s Supper in over a month, and I’m 
very much wondering what a new regularity around the Supper 
will look like. We’re surely more cautious than some. My wife 
works at a hospital that has a lot of COVID-19 patients, and 
she’s pregnant. So our caution feels grounded both in an extra 
measure of protection for ourselves and in an extra measure of 
protection for our neighbor. But an incredible number of things 
feel uncertain. One is how long this will go on as it is going right 
now. Another is how long it will go on in our minds and those of 
the people around us.

Wrestling with these questions myself and then with 
colleagues like Dr. John Pless, among many others, led to this 
book. The lessons we are learning from COVID-19 apply far 
beyond—to personal and social disasters and the upheaval they 
create in our lives, our families, our congregations, and our 



8 Faith in the Shadow of a Pandemic

communities. Huge disasters such as earthquakes, tornadoes, 
war, and even another pandemic are likely to raise similar fears, 
questions, and concerns in the future.

We know we’re not the only ones who live in the tension 
between hope and fear, but we feel we know how to address that, 
because hope and fear in the Christian are a piece of what it is 
to be simultaneously saint and sinner. I don’t say this in order to 
speak a word of condemnation against those of us who fear, but 
rather one of deliverance: it’s also into the midst of our fear and 
fears that Jesus Christ enters with hope and peace. Fear alone is 
paralyzing, but fear among the faithful may drive us to Christ. And 
then, properly emboldened, we may return, no longer paralyzed 
but rather freed and enabled to show love to our neighbors.

As we speak largely about a life of vocation in this book, that’s 
a main part of what is unique to the Lutheran perspective. Anyone 
can serve the neighbor, and many people do, for which we thank 
God. But for those times when fear of personal cost keeps us 
from this service, the Gospel promises us that everything we have 
from God is ours because of Christ’s merit, not our own. God’s 
love for us is freely given and unwavering, and so our attention 
to love for neighbor has no competition. None of the good we do 
is for ourselves, but all for the neighbor. An attempt to delineate 
that is what you’ll find in the chapters that follow. We hope the 
reader will find comfort, encouragement, and something like 
liberation from fear and the trouble it brings.
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John T. Pless, May 4, 2020

I was teaching at the Lutheran Theological Seminary in 
Pretoria, South Africa, in early March when the news of the 
spread of COVID-19 in the United States had captured the 
attention of the media. On March 13, I left South Africa to return 
to Concordia Theological Seminary in Fort Wayne, where I fully 
intended to be teaching my courses in the classroom and enjoying 
the full range of campus life in the new quarter. Such was not the 
case, as the campus would shut down and my residential courses 
would migrate to online delivery. Within two weeks, it became 
apparent that courses would continue online for the rest of the 
academic quarter, and alternative arrangements would be set in 
place to manage other aspects of seminary life. As director of 
our seminary’s field education program and teaching courses in 
pastoral theology, I found my students were forced to navigate 
a new reality of online church services and pastoral care from a 
distance.

Dr. Jacob Corzine approached me with the thought of 
teaming up to write a short book directed toward a lay audience 
that would address the Christian life in the congregation and the 
world under the impact of personal and social catastrophes like 
COVID-19. You have the result of our collaboration in this little 
volume, Faith in the Shadow of a Pandemic. We want to thank Dr. 
Bruce Kintz, president and CEO of Concordia Publishing House, 
for his enthusiastic and prompt embrace of our proposal for this 
book. His support and the cooperation of his professional staff 
have made it possible to release this work in a timely fashion.

We believe that Lutheran theology is not only thoroughly 
biblical but also realistic. Luther wrote his Heidelberg Theses 
in 1518, further developing the Ninety-five Theses he had posted 
the previous year. He asserted that the theologian of the cross 
calls a thing what it is. We offer no sentimental solutions for 
Christians struggling with life under the cross in this pandemic. 
What we do have to offer are the sure and certain promises of 
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God in Christ Jesus that comfort and sustain believers as they 
are tutored in vocation. This is really a book about vocation, that 
is, the life of faith and love. Called by the Gospel to faith in Jesus 
Christ, we are not extracted from this world but reinserted in it 
to live as “masks of God” showing love to the neighbor in our 
various callings. It is from this angle that we want to draw on 
our Lutheran theology to encourage, strengthen, and challenge 
believers to respond to COVID-19.

We cannot yet see the end of this pandemic. Nor do we know 
its long-term impact on our day-to-day life. Once restrictions are 
lifted and businesses reopen, the imprint of this experience will 
linger. Already fears are being expressed about a reoccurrence 
of this pestilence. Even though we are writing in the middle of 
an unfolding story, we are prompted to write now. We send this 
book on its way with the prayer that our Lord would have good 
use of it for the edification of His holy people as they seek to live 
in faith and love under the dark shadows of COVID-19. We are 
not given to despair but to the lively hope that is guaranteed by 
the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. It is He, not COVID-19, 
that is Lord.
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chapter 1

Christ Is for You,  
Christ Is with You

Jesus’ healing miracles are manifestations of His mercy, a 
mercy that has as its aim to restore creation ruptured by sin and 
plunged into death.1 The Lord did many miracles that delivered 
people from the grip of disease and even from death itself. In 
the Gospels, miracles are Christ’s merciful lordship in action 
indicating the coming of His gracious reign over the chaotic 
forces unleashed by human sin. Any and all of His miracles—or 
signs, as they are called in John’s Gospel—speak powerfully to 
us in this current pandemic and other disasters that may come 
upon us in the future. But there is one miracle that particularly 
stands out. It is the story of Jesus healing two blind men, and it 
is recorded in Matthew 9:27–31. It is one of a series of miracles 
in Matthew 8–9 where the Lord Jesus exercises His messianic 
mercy toward those deprived of health.

Mercy is not evident in the world. Uninvited and toward no 
apparent good, suffering intrudes into our lives, disrupting all 
our routines. Eyes that were designed by their Creator to see 
are rendered vacant of light and the capacity to apprehend form, 
movement, depth, and color. How was it that these two men were 
rendered sightless? Was some prenatal defect, a degenerative 
disease, or perhaps an accident to blame? The Holy Scriptures 
are silent. We don’t know. We only know that in their perpetual 

1  Sickness is emblematic of life in fallen creation disrupted by sin. “Sickness and healing 
are never presented in the Bible from a strictly medical or scientific point of view but 
rather in terms of the relationship that exists between the Creator and His creatures. 
It is not the nature of sickness or its treatment as such that receives attention, but the 
presence of these items in life viewed from the general perspective of man’s creation 
and redemption.” Martin H. Scharlemann, Healing and Redemption: Toward a Theology 
of Human Wholeness for Doctors, Nurses, Missionaries and Pastors (St. Louis: Concordia 
Publishing House, 1965), 69.
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darkness, they follow after Jesus with a supplication that befits 
all of us who stand before God as beggars: “Have mercy on us, 
Son of David” (Matthew 9:27).

This little episode, like all of Holy Scriptures, was recorded 
that we might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, 
and by believing, have life in His name (John 20:31). This event, 
like the whole of the Old Testament, was put into writing that, 
as the apostle Paul says, “by through endurance and through the 
encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope” (Romans 
15:4). And these two blind men actually give us hope in the mercy 
of God. They become for us tutors in the prayer that lays hold of 
God’s promised mercy, taking God at His Word even in the midst 
of the futility of darkness.

We are familiar with their prayer, “Lord, have mercy!” for it is 
what we call the Kyrie, used in the Church’s liturgy for centuries. 
Kyrie eleison is a Greek phrase meaning “Lord, have mercy.” We’ve 
prayed the Kyrie countless times in the Divine Service, Matins, 
Vespers, and the Litany. It also shows up in the Prayer of the 
Church, where the pastor concludes each petition with “Lord, in 
Your mercy” and the congregation responds, “hear our prayer.” 
Our God is the Lord of mercy2 (see Exodus 34:6; Deuteronomy 4:31; 
and Psalm 111:4 for just a few examples from the Old Testament). 
This Lord promises to disclose mercy to those who call upon 
Him (see Jeremiah 3:12; Psalm 51:1). Now these two nameless 
blind men teach us in the midst of this present pandemic to pray 
it with deeper urgency. They laid hold of Jesus, addressing Him 
as the “Son of David.” He is the Messiah anointed by the Father 
with His Spirit to proclaim release to the captives and give sight 
to the blind. In a world where sin shows no mercy, enslaving 
one and all in the grip of death, Jesus comes with the promise of 
redemption in His blood, for by His stripes we are healed. In this 

2  For more on this theme, see Oswald Bayer, “Mercy from the Heart” in The Mercy 
of God in the Cross of Christ: Essays on Mercy in Honor of Glenn Merritt, eds. Ross Ed-
ward Johnson and John T. Pless (St. Louis: The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, 2016), 
189–195.
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old creation broken by sin, where disease is reckless and death 
reigns, Jesus comes not with more condemnation but with an 
absolution: your sins are forgiven. That same absolution carries 
the promise and power of the resurrection: though you die, yet 
shall you live, for the very sin that puts you in the grave is no 
longer held against you.

Jesus is not socially distant to these men who most certainly 
can walk only by faith and not by sight. Their eyes are in their ears, 
for without having seen the Good Shepherd who has compassion 
on them, they hear His voice. And what does He say to them? 
Jesus says, “Do you believe that I am able to do this?” Clinging 
to Jesus’ words and promises in the darkness is the way of faith. 
These blind men believe and so they speak: “Yes, Lord.”

Great David’s Greater Son puts Himself there for these men 
at the place of their deep need. His fingers go to their eyes, and 
with His words “According to your faith, be it done to you,” their 
eyes are opened and they see. In the hour of their deepest need, 
they call on their Lord. Their lament is answered by the Lord who 
is rich in mercy and abundant with compassion for His fallen 
creatures. He does not leave them isolated in their blindness or 
cut off from God without mercy.

It is a good thing to have these two blind men teach us in 
the days of COVID-19 how to call on the Lord’s name trusting 
only in His mercy. This pandemic has prompted us to become 
reacquainted with Luther’s letter to Pastor Johann Hess during 
a time of plague in 1527.3 Things were bad in Wittenberg when 
Luther wrote that letter. Luther referred to his own house as a 
hospital, as he and Katie were caring for Karlstadt’s gravely ill 
sister-in-law (Karlstadt was Luther’s continuous colleague and 
would-be reformer). Katie was pregnant with Elizabeth, and their 

3  For more on Luther’s response to Pastor Hess, see John T. Pless, Martin Luther: 
Preacher of the Cross: A Study of Luther’s Pastoral Theology (St. Louis: Concordia Pub-
lishing House, 2013), 67–70. The text of Luther’s letter to Pastor Hess, titled “Whether 
One May Flee From a Deadly Plague, 1527” is found in AE 43:113–138.



14 Faith in the Shadow of a Pandemic

son Hans was seriously ill. These were uncertain and strange 
days for Luther and his colleagues, no doubt. No wonder that 
after the epidemic was past, Luther would describe his situation 
as hanging on to Christ by a thread even as Satan had bound his 
ankles with chains and was pulling him into hell. But faith will 
not let go of Christ.

In these days of worry about infection, anxieties about the 
impact of the pandemic on jobs and the economy, and fears 
about a future that is unknown, you may empathize with Luther, 
feeling that you are hanging on only by a thread and the devil is 
furiously at work to break that tenuous grip. But you have more 
than Luther’s example; you have Luther’s Lord. He is the Lord 
who brought Luther through those dark days. He is the Lord 
who opened the eyes of the blind. He is the Lord who, as Martin 
Franzmann’s hymn puts it, came “to our hall of death, . . . to 
breathe our poisoned air, To drink for us the dark despair That 
strangled our reluctant breath” (LSB 834:3).

Crucified for your sins and raised for your justification, He 
forever lives as your Brother and Savior. Nothing in all of creation 
will keep Him from coming to you with mercy. He is for you—
just as He was for those blind men whose prayer for mercy He 
answered; for He is the Yes and the Amen to all the promises of 
God. As you believe, let it be done unto you.


