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Last week, Dawn and I had the opportunity to take our first vacation out of the state together 

since the pandemic began. Simply wanting to relax and visit with some family who would join 

us, we travelled down to South Carolina for a week away along the ocean. There is something 

about sun, sand, and the sound of the ocean that usually calls to me in the winter, but we were 

finally two weeks beyond our vaccines and it finally felt safer for us to get away. 

 

When I returned this past week, I spent Thursday morning catching up with some of our 

executive staff and planning for the summer. As a part of those plans, we updated our COVID 

policies so that we could share them with our staff and the rest of you this week. Like everyone 

else, we were feeling hopeful about opportunities to gather more safely in the coming days. We 

were prepared to launch some new changes in light of the trends we saw happening in the world 

around us. Many of our staff had spent quite a bit of time updating their recommendations over 

the past few days. 

 

Whether you know it or not, in addition to the many hours they spend preparing programs, 

they’ve also had to plan around a pandemic and come up with creative and safe ways forward in 

this time. I can’t begin to thank them enough for all of their hard work. Nobody has ever had to 

do this before and I think our staff have done the most amazing job. We really do have the best 

team here at Birmingham and Berkley First! 

 

After a morning of review and planned communication for our updates early this week, I 

answered some emails and requests regarding our current plans and what would be changing. I 

have to confess that there has been nothing more time consuming than trying to keep updated 

and keep our plans updated in an ever-changing environment. Following hours of work and 

careful planning, it finally hit. Sure enough, the CDC changed their recommendations for 

vaccinated persons and masking. The phone calls and emails started flooding in, including from 

some that I had just sent emails to moments before. Isn’t that the way it works? And on Friday 

morning, the governor released updates for the state of Michigan set to take place on Saturday 

morning. It’s nice that governmental departments have the weekend off, but the weekend is when 

we’re the busiest. 
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I want you to know that as I’ve had a moment to process it with all of you, I’m jumping for joy 

with many of you that vaccines and all of our protocols and sacrifices have worked. We have 

waited all along to be guided by the science and keep our congregation, our staff, and our 

communities safe. I’m excited about all of the possibilities of a moving beyond this time in the 

very near future. Yet, I completely understand both the joy as well as the frustration of every 

major organization that is trying to discern what does a masking and social distancing release for 

vaccinated individuals mean for how we do what we do in the church so as not to stigmatize 

vaccinated or unvaccinated, masked or unmasked people. 

 

I think I lost a few more hairs on Thursday. On Friday, I gained a few more gray ones. My wife, 

Dawn, says I shouldn’t kid myself about either. As United Methodist colleagues texted and 

called me, I was glad to know I wasn’t alone. Discerning our way through a pandemic has been a 

lot like…well…like trying to discern God’s will. How do you discern when there is so much that 

is unknown or so much to learn? How do we get our minds in tune with what God hopes for us at 

the end of a pandemic, or anytime? 

 

St. Paul says, “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your 

minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and 

perfect.” (Romans 12:2, NRSV)  “Good…and acceptable…and perfect.” Now that’s not too high 

of standard, is it? It almost seems like trying to discern our way through a pandemic is small 

stuff. I know I didn’t always do it perfectly. I probably won’t do it perfectly moving forward 

even as we will always continue to strive for excellence. What does it mean for us to discern the 

will of God in our lives; God’s “good, perfect, and acceptable” will? 

 

Years ago, when I was finishing up college and planning for seminary and Dawn and I were 

preparing to get married, I wanted a dog. Christmas was approaching and I told Dawn that I 

really needed a dog. She reminded me that it wasn’t really the greatest time for us. We were not 

married yet. I was at Adrian most of the week while she was working. I was only home on 

weekends. It just wasn’t right for us or for a dog. A few dogs became available for us, but each 

time she reminded me that I needed to be more responsible in my thinking. 

 

That year, we had an Advent calendar with different pieces of chocolate in it. Looking at it one 

afternoon, I decided to try a tact similar to the biblical principle of casting lots. Casting lots is a 

great way to discern God’s will. So I told Dawn that I was going to open the calendar door for 

that day. I said, “If there is a chocolate dog behind the door, then we’d know it was God’s will 

that I get a dog.” She laughed at me. So I opened the door and out popped a chocolate dog. I 

knew that God was on my side. Yet, I still had to wait until we were married before I got the dog. 

 

Years later, I’m pretty certain that knowing God’s will is not so much about whether I got a dog, 

that I own a certain car, that I take one route on a highway or another, or that we make all of the 

perfect decisions when it comes to leading people in the midst of a pandemic. 

 

In Micah 6:8, the prophet says, “God has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does 

the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness (or mercy), and to walk humbly 

with your God?” What’s God’s will in our lives? Micah is pretty clear. 
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Jesus affirmed that the two greatest commandments are these: “You shall love the Lord your 

God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind,” and “You shall love 

your neighbor as yourself.” “Love God,” “love your neighbor,” and inherently, “love yourself.” 

When we love our neighbors and ourselves well, we are loving the God in whose image both we 

and our neighbor were created. That’s the will of God. But how we do the will of God is the 

struggle that we have every day, isn’t it? 

 

You know, there are times when our neighbors aren’t so loving. And I don’t know about you, but 

there are times that I’m not so loving, either. It’s in those moments that I find it easy to point out 

how my neighbor is missing God’s will, but I sometimes have a hard time seeing it in my own 

life. 

 

St. Paul says, “Do not be conformed to the ways of the world, but be transformed by the 

renewing of your minds.” In speaking to the church in Rome, Paul is not simply speaking to 

individuals, but to a collective whole. We often read this passage as work that we do on our own.  

“My mind, my heart, and my life is right with God. You’ve got to get your mind, your heart, and 

your life right with God and then all will be perfect.” But this isn’t how it works! Paul is using an 

imperative in the second person, PLURAL. That’s lost on most of us in the Midwest, because we 

hear you, you, and your as singular most days and have to guess if it’s plural. 

 

This is not the case in the south where my kinfolk from Tennessee offer the options of “Y’all” or 

“You-uns.” Or when my great-grandmother used to write to us from Pennsylvania, she would 

say “youse” or “youse guys.” We know that means “all of us,” right? Well, that’s what Paul is 

getting at here. When we step into the community of faith, we gather to work out our faith and 

seek to discern God’s will in the community of faith. 

 

Paul goes on to talk about the great diversity in the family in the faith, but he concludes with 

“Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; love one another with mutual 

affection; outdo one another in showing honor.” (Romans 12:9-10, NRSV) 

 

I don’t know about you, but that brings about both joy and fear for me. I’m joyful because I’m so 

thankful that I don’t have to figure it out on my own. I become fearful when I’ve got to work my 

faith out by listening to and wrestling with ideas and people who think differently than me. Yet, 

from the beginning of time, God placed us in community, with one another, that together we 

might do faith and life with one another. It’s not about complete uniformity or conformity, but 

about listening to and looking for the God who shows up and speaks in community. It’s about 

loving one another enough to listen to and to live in community with one another as we discern 

what God’s greatest hopes are for us and for the world. 

 

God also gave us our brains and our hearts, our intellect and our emotions, that in the community 

of faith, we might grow to reflect God’s love and God’s presence in the world around us more 

and more each day. In his book, Love is the Way: Holding on to Hope in Troubling Times, 

Bishop Michael Curry reminds us that “Howard Thurman,” the great African-American author, 

theologian, educator, and civil rights leader, “had the insight that the struggle for convergence 

between the head and heart is the struggle for spiritual maturity.” 
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In his book, A Generous Orthodoxy, Brian McLaren helps us to understand that at the heart of 

orthodoxy, or “right belief,” is orthopraxy, “right practice.” It is how we live out our faith that 

speaks volumes about what we believe, much more so than all of the volumes we might read 

about what we believe or how to believe. John Wesley used to ask of candidates for ministry and 

our boards of ordained ministry still ask, “Do they know God as a pardoning God? Have they the 

love of God abiding in them? Do they desire nothing but God? Are they holy in all manner of 

conversation?” 

 

The great German theologian, Karl Barth, once said that preachers must stand with a newspaper 

in one hand and the Bible in the other. I think this is the work of theology. The scriptures still 

speak to us today of God’s greatest hopes and dreams for us. As good United Methodists and 

Wesleyans, we know that God gives us the scriptures to interpret through the lenses of the 

Tradition of the Church, our individual and corporate experience of God that is beyond words at 

times, and our God-given gift to reason. 

 

So this week, with our staff and so many other colleagues around the United States, I’ll be sitting 

down to figure out how we live out our next phases in the life of the Church in these days. I’m 

filled with all kinds of hope and even a little anxiety, as most of us are. “What’s God’s will for us 

about mask wearing, when will our choirs be singing again inside, and when can we have a good 

old Methodist potluck or a Birmingham First catered meal?” you ask. I’m sure we’ll figure out 

what we need to do next, but for God’s sake, whatever you do…would you love one another? 

 

Would you love the others who come to a different place than you as we step out of this 

pandemic? Would you love a friend and be kind when he has to be extra cautious because his 

transplant medicines caused him not to develop an immune response? Would you love the one 

who is celebrating a new-found freedom after more than a year of uncertainty? Would you love 

the parents who are waiting for the vaccines to become available to their children? 

 

Would you love the one on either side of the aisle who turns mask-wearing into a political 

debate? Would you love the one who is a little more cautious or anxious than you? Would you 

love one another so together we…and the world…might be transformed? 

 


