
Trinity Presbyterian Church of Surfside Beach – May 3, 2020 – Livestream 
 

THE GATHERING OF GOD'S PEOPLE 
 

Welcome, Announcements, and Service Notes 

Prelude  O Worship the King Arr. Mary McDonald / Paino: Cindy Senatore 

Call to Worship & Prayer of the Day 

We are called to love the Lord our God 

We are called to love with all our heart and soul 

We are called to love the Lord our God 

We are called to love with all our mind and strength 

And we are called to love our neighbors as ourselves. 

Let us love our God and share God’s love in this of worship! 
 

Let us pray. 

Holy God, we come together in worship, a people who would like to think that we love you with all our hearts 

and souls, with our mind and might, but there are so many other things in our lives that clamor for our attention 

that we often relegate you to Sundays, and to the times when we want you to rescue us.  But Lord, we really do 

want you to be the one in whom we live and move and have our being.  We really do want to hear your voice 

above all the other voices in our lives.  We just get bogged down in the daily routine, we forget who we are.  

We forget who you are.  We forget what the church is supposed to be.  So here we are, standing before you 

today, with our human foibles and our short attention spans, asking that you would make yourself known to us, 

that you would help us to recognize the presence of the Holy, that you would continue to challenge us, inspire 

us, and make us into the people you want us to be.  Amen. 
 

Hymn    The Lord Is God     AZMON 

Call to Confession 

The world teaches us many ways to love, but too often these are based on selfish desires and manipulation.  God 

teaches us how to love completely, uniquely, unconditionally.  Let us confess our difficulty loving as God loves 

and commands us to love, as we pray together: 
 

Corporate Prayer of Confession (unison) 

Loving God, all is not right within us.  We neglect your word, we fail to meditate on your law, we forget 

to speak with you, we make plans without seeking your guidance, we do things that we know are wrong, 

we do not put you first in our lives.  Forgive how we have failed to love you with all our heart, our soul, 

our mind, and our strength.  Our relationships with each other are not all they can or should be.  There is 

hurt and injury between, walls of anger and hated between us and our neighbors.  Forgive us for how we 

deny our part in this and for how we blame others for the brokenness around us.  Forgive how we have 

not loved our neighbors as ourselves.  Gracious God, you offer to us and to all a whole and abundant life.  

For all that we have done to deny this life to each other, we ask your forgiveness and mercy. 
 

(Moment for Silent Reflection) 
 

Declaration of Forgiveness & The Peace of Christ 

Friends in Christ, hear the good news: As far as the East is from the West so far has God removed our 

transgression from us.  Forgiven and freed, choose this day to love God and one another that God’s promise of 

full and abundant life might be yours.  Alleluia!  Amen. 
 

THE WORD OF GOD READ AND PROCLAIMED 
 

Hebrew Scripture Lesson Deuteronomy 6: 1 – 6 

Now this is the commandment—the statutes and the ordinances—that the Lord your God charged me to teach 

you to observe in the land that you are about to cross into and occupy, so that you and your children and your 

children’s children may fear the Lord your God all the days of your life, and keep all his decrees and his 

commandments that I am commanding you, so that your days may be long. Hear therefore, O Israel, and 

observe them diligently, so that it may go well with you, and so that you may multiply greatly in a land flowing 

with milk and honey, as the Lord, the God of your ancestors, has promised you. 



 

Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and 

with all your soul, and with all your might. Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your 

heart. Recite them to your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away, when 

you lie down and when you rise. Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on your 

forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates. 
 

Gospel Lesson  Romans 8: 31 – 39  

What can we say about all this? If God is on our side, can anyone be against us? God did not keep back his own 

Son, but he gave him for us. If God did this, won’t he freely give us everything else? If God says his chosen 

ones are acceptable to him, can anyone bring charges against them? Or can anyone condemn them? No indeed! 

Christ died and was raised to life, and now he is at God’s right side, speaking to him for us. Can anything 

separate us from the love of Christ? Can trouble, suffering, and hard times, or hunger and nakedness, or danger 

and death? It is exactly as the Scriptures say, 
 

“For you we face death all day long. We are like sheep on their way to be butchered.” 
 

In everything we have won more than a victory because of Christ who loves us. I am sure that nothing can 

separate us from God’s love—not life or death, not angels or spirits, not the present or the future, and not 

powers above or powers below. Nothing in all creation can separate us from God’s love for us in Christ Jesus 

our Lord! 
 

Sermon   Loving the Lord   Rev. Anthony L. Larson 

In the last couple of weeks I’ve gone looking for voices that are trying to think through our experience of this 

pandemic, what it says about us and what it may mean for our future – there are no shortage of such voices – 

quite of few them will yell at us on TV if we let them, but mostly those voices are pushing a political agenda not 

a public health or even a moral agenda.  I’ve tried to watch the TV less and listen to music more.  I’ve tried to 

find voices that are willing to put their thoughts into writing that is thoughtful and reflective.  One such voice 

I’ve appreciated is Andrew Sullivan, who offered a sobering account in New York Magazine a couple weeks 

ago of what our current pandemic portends: 
 

It’s quite possible that by the end of all this, almost every American will know of someone who has died. A 

relative, a friend, an old high-school classmate …. The names of the sick will appear to be randomly selected — 

the ones you expected and the ones you really didn’t, the famous and the obscure, the vile and the virtuous. And 

you will feel the same pang of shock each time someone you know turns out to have fallen ill.  
 

But it will be more than simple grief at the mounting losses, says Sullivan. From here on, we will not be the 

same.  
 

[T]his will change us. It must. All plagues change society and culture, reversing some trends while accelerating 

others, shifting consciousness far and wide, with consequences we won’t discover for years or decades. The one 

thing we know about epidemics is that at some point they will end. The one thing we don’t know is who we will 

be then.  
 

[He said] I know that I was a different man at the end of the plague of AIDS than I was at the beginning, just as 

so many [who knew the victims of that plague] were. You come face-to-face with mortality and the randomness 

of fate, and you are changed. You have a choice: to submit to fear and go under, or to live with the virus and do 

what you can. And the living with it, while fighting it, is what changes you over time; it requires more than a 

little nerve and more than a little steel. Plague living dispenses with the unnecessary, lays bare whom you can 

trust, [starkly reveals] whom you cannot trust, and also reveals what matters.i 
 

Sullivan’s assessment fell like wisdom upon my ears, hard wisdom, an oracle like those old testament prophets 

were called to speak, wisdom that tastes bitter in the mouth. There are certain experiences in life that, if they 

don’t kill us, teach is valuable lessons about the world, and often, about us. We see more clearly in such events 

what is important; we discover those who speak with authority and those we do best to disregard. In our 



humanity, we won’t always act wisely or with compassion or free of fear, but as Christians we know where our 

comforts lie; as the opening exchange of the Heidelberg Catechism puts it: 
 

Q:  What is your only comfort, in life and in death? 

A: That I belong body and soul, in life and in death – not to myself – but to my faithful Savior, Jesus 

Christ….Therefore, by his Holy Spirit, he makes me wholeheartedly willing and ready to live for him.ii 
 

Knowing that to be our ultimate comfort, we gain some inkling of where faithfulness would lead us.  
 

This pandemic has been so swift and so disorienting. Many of us have felt adrift, searching for a North Star to 

get our bearings and help us calculate our true direction. We are making decisions that we hope are the right 

ones. We offer prayers for those who are putting their lives on the line, for those trying heroically to lead in a 

landscape that shifts daily – hourly. We seek to be our best selves. But we are in a wilderness of sorts, 

wondering if we will ever find our way back to normalcy.  Our state government has begun lifting restriction, 

more of them will be lifted tomorrow – but nothing is going to feel normal for a while. A few of you have 

already mentioned how the increased traffic on the highways, the more crowded aisles of the grocery store the 

last two days have made you uncomfortable. The Session has opted to continue worshipping online this month, 

we are pursuing a grant from New Harmony Presbytery to purchase equipment to improve the quality of our 

Livestream and recorded worship, the Worship Committee will be meeting on Tuesday using the ZOOM 

teleconferencing platform to begin planning and preparation for reopening the sanctuary to in-person worship, 

similar discussion, planning, and preparation are underway for reopening our Community Center to the 

Recovery Community, reopening Trinity Y2K to serve the children and families of our community.  It’s good to 

know that this sanctuary will be open to those who are ready to return to worship, hopefully sometime in June, 

but it’s important to know now that some things will be different, and to acknowledge that some of our church 

family won’t be ready to participate in groups gathering just yet – particularly those who have existing, 

underlying health conditions or who have friends, neighbors, or family who are at high-risk – I and the Elders 

understand this and we will continue offering worship in various ways. 
 

It may also be of some comfort to know that we are not the first or only people to blaze such a trail. I was 

bemoaning the seemingly lost weeks and months looming before us this past week, when I had a thought of the 

children of Israel stumbling, struggling, feeling their way through the wilderness as they fled the tyranny in 

Egypt in search of an elusive land of promise. For forty years! Forty! 
 

What were you doing in 1980? What was your life like then? Some of you in the prime of your careers. Some of 

you in school. Some of you children. I was still in diapers, not yet a year old! A lot has happened since then. 

Now, try to imagine spending those last forty years wandering under a Middle Eastern sun in search of a 

homeland, in pursuit of a dream that always begged to wait another day, another month, another year. And then 

try to imagine what it must have been like there on the plains of Moab to have Moses – your seemingly lost 

leader – stand before you and say Shema Yishrael – “Hear, O Israel”…you shall love the Lord your God with 

all your heart.” 
 

The people had already discussed revolt, had talked about going back to Egypt, where at least the meals were 

steady and where they knew what was expected of them. They had tried keeping the faith, but where had it 

gotten them? “You shall love the Lord your God,” Moses said. What a hard word to hear in the wilderness! And 

yet, that’s precisely where those words were first spoken. 
 

Remarkably, in human experience that is also where many people encounter such a word today – in their own 

times of wilderness wandering – in dark times of personal distress, in arid times of spiritual deadness, in 

moments of personal pain and loss.  And also in times of shared, communal hardship and suffering. The word of 

Moses still comes to confront them – to confront us – in wilderness times. 
 

Bob Dunham was my pastor in college, and this week he shared a reflection that hit home with me and will 

linger with me for a long time.  He talked about being with his mom in the last weeks of her life as she died 

from lung cancer a little over 40 years ago. Bob said, “the cancer and the chemo had wasted away her already 



frail frame, and she was taking only ice chips for nourishment. It was a strange time, spoon-feeding the woman 

who had spoon-fed me from infancy into childhood. I cherished those moments, painful as they were. We were 

both in the wilderness together, me knowing such shared moments were coming to a close, yet wanting to hold 

onto her. We sat there through some long silences, as I brushed her forehead with a cool, damp cloth. I 

remember asking after one of the silences, “Mother, what are you thinking?” She whispered back, somewhat 

uncharacteristically, ‘I’m just trying to love the Lord.’” iii 
 

I had never heard that command of Moses in quite the same way since. I’m just trying to love the Lord.  That 

friends is what I have been trying to do in the midst of this wilderness in which we are living.  I’m trying to love 

the Lord, but at times in these last weeks loving the Lord has required me to be intentional about it. 
 

Bob Dunham said, “that afternoon in her hospital room, I realized my mother had found her North Star and was 

reorienting herself. “Just trying to love the Lord,” she said. Sitting with her, I found the words of Moses had 

become an earworm for me: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart…” And I understood that in her own 

wilderness, those words had become not an irksome demand, but a rich reservoir of encouragement and 

welcome and grace.”iv 
 

Indeed, maybe it is precisely in such times that this word makes the most sense. Perhaps it is more difficult to 

love God when everything is clicking for us, when the wind is at our backs, and the road is opening wide before 

us. Maybe we can’t truly love God until we really need God, until we are free of all the traditional certainties 

and securities. Maybe it was the Exodus that led the Israelites to take this command as their basic affirmation of 

faith over all the subsequent centuries. Maybe it was this command that sustained Jesus during his own 

wilderness temptations. 
 

And maybe it’s still true: in our wilderness times we are perhaps in the best position to meet God face to face, in 

the Christ who comes to us in the countless faces offering smiles of support and the voices – even across 

cyberspace – speaking words of encouragement and hope and peace. Perhaps in such moments the words of 

Moses cease to be command at all and become instead a promise. The word we hear in comfortable times as 

imperative becomes in times of turmoil a gracious indicative: you shall love the Lord your God with all your 

heart… you shall love God with your mind and strength because God has come into the wilderness in the 

person of Jesus to embrace you and hold you fast. God is not practicing social distancing! 
 

The Apostle Paul was certainly acquainted with the wilderness, for it was there that he met the Christ and began 

his own pilgrimage of faith. It was because Christ had walked with him through the wilderness that Paul could 

testify with a clarity, confidence, and power that still resounds down through the centuries to us. 
 

I was thinking this week that Paul also knew a thing or two about social distancing, about having to maintain 

and tend to relationship from a distance.  The first piece of writing in the New Testament is Paul’s first letter to 

the church at Thessalonica.  Paul was writing to them because after helped start the church in Thessalonica, Paul 

was called by the Spirit to Corinth to start a church in that city, letters, carried by trusted messengers was the 

way in which Paul maintained his relationships with the Christians, beloved friends of his, in Thessalonica.  But 

hear how much he longs to close the distance and see them face-to-face, when he writes: 
 

“Timothy has just now returned from you, and has brought us the good news of your faith and love. He has told 

us also that you always remember me kindly and long to see me—just as I long to see you. For this reason, 

brothers and sisters, during all my distress and persecution I have been encouraged about you through your 

faith. For we now live, if you continue to stand firm in the Lord. How can I thank God enough for you in return 

for all the joy that I feel before our God because of you? Night and day I pray most earnestly that I may see you 

face to face...”v 
 

Later in his life, Paul was imprisoned, a different form of imposed social distancing, yet even from behind bars 

Paul write to the church at Philippi, “God is my witness, I long for you all with the affection of Christ Jesus.” 
 



1 Thessalonians is the earliest piece of Paul’s writing we have, and Romans is probably the last, from the 

beginning of his epistles to the end his longing for fellowship with Christians was a constant.  To the churches 

in Rome he writes: 
 

“First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith is proclaimed throughout the 

world. For God is my witness that without ceasing I remember you always in my prayers, asking that by God’s 

will I may somehow at last succeed in coming to you. For I am longing to see you so that we may be mutually 

encouraged by each other’s faith.”vi 
 

The truth, the depth, and the import of those words from Paul have new meaning to me these days, but so do 

Paul’s words to the churches in Rome, words from the eighth chapter that we heard as the Gospel lesson a few 

minutes ago.  They are words that were almost certainly familiar to you, but perhaps normally hear within the 

context of a funeral services where in the face of death we witness to the Hope of Resurrection.  But Paul’s 

letter to the Romans was not a funeral eulogy, it was a rallying cry to inspire the faithful LIVING of Christians 

in the midst of difficult circumstances.  A few years ago at the Montreat Worship and Music Conference one of 

the faculty was a specialist is liturgical drama and she re-wrote these familiar verses as a Breaking News story, 

it gave the words a new urgency.  I have re-written Paul’s word from Romans 8 and imagined them in the 

context of a Press Conference.  I’ll be reading the part of Paul, and Heather and Stephen will be reading the part 

of eager reporters pressing him for answers… 
 

Paul:  Thanks for coming, I have a brief statement to make and then I’ll take some questions.   
 

I am sure that what we are suffering now cannot compare with the glory that will be shown to us. [And 

furthermore], the Spirit is here to help us. For example, when we don’t know what to pray for, the Spirit 

prays for us in ways that cannot be put into words. All of our thoughts are known to God. We trust that 

God is always at work for the good of everyone who loves him.  
 

Now, I’m happy to take a few questions… 

 

Reporter 1:  What do say about all the suffering and tribulation the world Paul?  It seems your saying that 

since God is on our side, nothing can be against us? 
 

Paul:   Indeed, God did not keep back his own Son, but God gave the Son for us. 
 

Reporter 2: So you’re saying that since God gave His Son for us, God will freely give us everything else? 
 

Reporter 1: That since God says has declared His chosen ones acceptable they are unassailable? 
 

Reporter 2: Paul, a simple yes or no please, can anyone condemn God’s chosen ones? 
 

Paul: No!  Absolutely Not! Christ died and was raised to life, and now he is at God’s right side, 

speaking to God for us. 
 

Reporter 1: Yeah, but Paul – Can anything separate us from the love of God in Christ? Like Trouble? 
 

Paul:  No 
 

Reporter 2: Or suffering? 
 

Paul:  No 
 

Reporter 1: What about hard times? 
 

Paul:  No 
 

Reporter 2: or Hunger? 
 

Paul:  No 



 

Reporter 1: or Nakedness? 
 

Paul:  No 
 

Reporter 2: or Danger? 
 

Paul:   No 
 

Reporter 1: What about…death! 
 

Paul: No!  It is exactly as the Scriptures promise – In everything, every thing, we have won more than 

a victory because of Christ who loves us.  I am certain that nothing can separate us from God’s 

love!  Nothing in life, and not even death! 
 

Reporter 2: But what about sprits or demons? 
 

Paul:  Nope 
 

Reporter 1: What about some future disaster or catastrophe we can’t imagine today? 

 

Paul:  Nope 
 

Reporter: What about war or all power of earthly rulers aligned against us?   
 

Paul:  Nope 
 

Reporter  What if all the power of hell are at their back? 
 

Paul: No, friends, no.  Here the Good News, there is nothing in all of Creation, never has been and 

never will be that can separate us from God’s love for us in Christ Jesus our Lord.  Nothing. 
 

Nothing, because God was there in the wilderness, loving us before we could love God in return. That, friends, 

was a promise on the plains of Moab. And it is a promise still, it is the firm foundation upon which our faith is 

built. 
 

Special Music   How Firm a Foundation  FONDATION  / Artwork: Laura Kranz 

The artwork used in the service can be found on the Trinity website, the link about is to a different arrangement 

of How Firm a Foundation than the one Diana played in the service. 
 

How firm a foundation, ye saints of the Lord, Is laid for your faith in God’s excellent Word! 

What more can be said than to you God hath said; to you who for refuge to Jesus have fled? 
 

Fear not, I am with thee, O be not dismayed, for I am thy God, and will still give thee aid; 

I’ll strengthen thee, help thee, and cause thee to stand, upheld by my righteous, omnipotent hand. 
 

When through the deep waters I call thee to go, the rivers of sorrow shall not overflow; 

For I will be near thee thy trouble to bless, and sanctify to thee thy deepest distress. 
 

When through fiery trials thy pathway shall lie, my grace, all-sufficient, shall be thy supply; 

The flame shall not hurt thee; I only design thy dross to consume and thy gold to refine. 
 

“The soul that on Jesus hath leaned for repose, I will not, I will not, desert to his foes; 

That soul, though all hell should endeavor to shake, I’ll never, no never, no never forsake. 
 

RESPONDING TO GOD'S WORD 
 

Pastoral Prayer and The Lord’s Prayer 

Lord Jesus, here we are your disciples, and we need you to meet us in the midst of our fears. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7LSnoEQz_go


We need you to travel the distance that we have traveled away from you, and meet us. 

Dispel our anxieties about ourselves, our past, our faith; dispel our anxieties about the future that are ruining our 

present, and Lord Jesus, unlock the hearts we have closed to you from within. 
 

Lord Jesus, here we are your disciples, and we need you to meet us in the midst of confusion.  We need you to 

help us identify your voice beneath and above all the other voices we hear, clamoring for our attention, our 

loyalty, help us to hear your voice, convince us that there is a clam at the heart of the storm; and Lord Jesus, 

feed our faith on the certainty of your presence and the assuredness of all your promises. 
 

Lord Jesus, here we are your disciples, and we need you to meet us in the lostness of our doubt.  We need you 

to help us to hold graciously those questions to which there are no easy answers, enable us to discern the 

inability to believe which comes from our unwillingness to obey, and in the pain and scarring of the world, help 

us to identify your hands, wounded among us. 
 

Lord Jesus, glorious and resurrected, and willing the best for us 

And daring us to smile with you as we follow behind you, 

Give your hopefulness 

Give us your toughness 

Give us your peace 

That we may see that these three remain – faith: knock and the door shall be opened unto you; hope – I am the 

bread of life.  Whoever comes to me will never be hungry; and love – It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was 

raised, who is at the right hand of God, who intercedes for us, prays for us, love us, is with us always even to 

the end of the age. 

These three remain – faith, hope, and love, and the greatest of these  is love. 

We make this prayer in the name of Jesus who taught us to pray…Our Father… 
 

SENT BY GOD'S WORD INTO THE WORLD 
 

Hymn    Shall Tribulation or Distress  ROMANS 8 
 

Charge & Benediction 
 

Postlude  Joyful, Joyful, We Adore Thee Arr. Labenske / Piano: Cindy Senatore 
 

i Andrew Sullivan, “How to Survive a Plague,” New York Magazine, March 20, 2020, LINK TO ARTICLE , accessed March 24, 2020. 
ii The Heidelberg Catechism, First Question and Answer, abridged.  The Heidelberg Catechism is one of the documents in the PC(USA) 
Book of Confessions, Part I of the church’s constitution. 
iii Dunham, Robert E., from a sermon broadcasted and posted on the website of the First Presbyterian Church of New York City. 
iv Ibid, Dunham 
v 1 Thessalonians 3:6 – 10 
vi Romans 1: 8 – 12, I have taken the liberty of shortening the verses and changing pronouns from plural to singular. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fY_SR3Zyk3U
https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2020/03/andrew-sullivan-how-to-survive-the-coronavirus-pandemic.html
https://students.wts.edu/resources/creeds/heidelberg.html

