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Unplanned Sermon 

This is not the sermon for which I was prepared. I was prepared, this week, to take up the story of Jesus’ 
encounter with a “Woman at the Well.” 

My exegetical journey took me to Sychar in Samaria, to the site of Jacob’s well. I spent time with Jesus as 
he did the unlikely with the unthinkable: engaging in conversation with an outcast Samaritan woman. 
When Jesus asked for a drink and talked about living water, I found myself humming, “I’ve got a river of 
life flowing out of me.”  

I rejoiced as the woman comes to know Jesus as Messiah and felt her excitement as she becomes an 
unlikely evangelist. The living waters overflowing and quenching the thirst—the spiritual thirst—of her 
entire village. 

Noting the vulnerability that Jesus chooses, the ways that he knows the woman (knows us), the ways 
that Jesus uplifts this nameless and marginal figure, the ways that he restores her so she might proclaim 
the gospel to her neighbors: that was the “living water” sermon. 

That was before… 

That was before the shelves at our Walmart and HEB emptied of bottled water and hand sanitizer and 
(oddly enough) toilet paper?! 

For its emotional content, this week has reminded me of the days before Hurricane Harvey. Of the hours 
in which my family waited the rising waters—knowing they might come and helpless to stop them. 

Word of a “novel coronavirus” started to filter into our news at the end of January. Wuhan China 
seemed very far away; yet, the story grew as the number of people made ill grew and as, with them, the 
number of those who died grew. 

In February, this new disease was named COVID-19. The World Health Organization had already been at 
work for a month to stem the spread of the disease, knowing that viruses have no respect for 
international borders. In the United States, we watched as the disease spread in Asia, to the Middle 
East, and to Europe.  

We have watched as it reached our shores. 

We have seen it get ever closer as cases were diagnosed in San Antonio, in Houston, in Dallas/Fort 
Worth, and then Austin. 

March 11th—just this past Wednesday—the WHO declared COVID-19 a global pandemic.  
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The cashiers at HEB tell me that Thursday was a madhouse. 

The WHO strategy is to “stop, contain, control, delay, and reduce the impact of the virus at every 
opportunity.” With all due caution—on Wednesday, the nursing homes in La Grange closed their doors 
to visitors and are screening staff as they enter. On Thursday, my mother’s nursing home in Houston did 
the same. 

We have watched a litany of large-scale events canceled: SXSW, March Madness, the Houston Livestock 
Show and Rodeo. On Friday, Fayette County Judge Joe Webber—out of an abundance of caution— 
declared a county-wide emergency. This closed the doors to the Spring Antiques Week that would have 
inundated the county with visitors. On Friday, LaGrange ISD suspended classes for the week to come. 

We are watching and waiting, cautiously responding as the waters rise— 

There are many emotional responses to the unfolding news. I have a friend who has completed his 
doctoral thesis on attachment theory who lines out some of them.1 

Some of us have responded by sheltering in place waiting for the storm to pass. The WHO and Centers 
for Disease Control would definitely approve! 

Some of us have responded with denial, steadfastly refusing to acknowledge the possible impact this 
disease might have, ignoring the advice of experts, determined to live as if this disease were not a risk.  

Some of us have been anxious—anxious enough to stock up on canned goods and hand sanitizer, bleach 
and toilet paper. I will confess that a few more staples made their way into my pantry. 

Still others are working to provide a calming presence in the face of the storm. 

We are who we are. We react how we react. Our raw humanity is on display. Yet, as we gather this 
morning in worship and in prayer, there is a dimension to our lives that goes beyond attachment theory, 
beyond the brokenness of our humanity.  

The Psalmist writes, “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. Therefore, we shall 
not fear…” 

We do not belong to our fear, because in life and in death, we belong to God. This is the proclamation of 
our faith. 

The information that has floated across social media this week has included the useful and the trivial 
and even the senseless. But among the recurring posts has been a quote from Martin Luther. It seems 
that, in 1527, the great reformer was asked if Christians should flee the plague.  

John Sandeman explains: 

It was not coronavirus. It was bubonic plague, a much more deadly disease. And it was years 
before anyone knew what caused it. 

It was 1527, and a case of the bubonic plague was found in Wittenberg, the small town where 
Luther was based. And where the reformer had nailed his 95 theses to the Castle Church. 



3 

The Wittenberg University was closed (familiar?). Luther was urged to leave, even by his 
greatest supporter the Elector (prince) who was in charge of the town. After being besieged by 
pastors wanted him to make a statement, Luther sent out an open letter. Its title is translated 
often as “Whether one may flee a deadly plague” or as the printer had it “Whether one may flee 
death”. The death rate for the Bubonic Plague has been calculated as between 30 to 60 per cent 
of the population – so the printer might have had the better title.2 

In his letter,3 Luther explores the responses appropriate to Christians. To those who found the plague to 
be a punishment from God, not to be avoided, he advised “[do] not condemn those who take flight. By 
such reasoning, when a house is on fire, no one should run outside or rush to help because such a fire is 
also a punishment from God.” 

He “derive[s] this guidance: We must pray against every form of evil and guard against it to the best of 
our ability in order not to act contrary to God…” 

He talks about the demands of loving our neighbor. Demands that would have those so equipped 
running into burning buildings to put out the flames. He warns that in such times we must not forsake 
our neighbors. He bids his listeners to “take courage and strength” against the fear that is stirred in our 
hearts by forces counter to God’s love. 

He talks about those who—by rash actions—tempt God by “disregarding everything  
which might counteract death and the plague.” And he responds, 

You ought to think this way, “Very well, by God’s decree the enemy has sent us poison and 
deadly offal. Therefore, I shall ask God mercifully to protect us. Then I shall fumigate, help purify 
the air, administer medicine, and take it. I shall avoid places and persons where my presence is 
not needed in order not to become contaminated and thus perchance infect and pollute others, 
and so cause their death as a result of my negligence. If God should wish to take me, he will 
surely find me, and I have done what he has expected of me and so I am not responsible for 
either my own death or the death of others. If my neighbor needs me, however, I shall not avoid 
place or person but will go freely, as stated above. See, this is such a God-fearing faith because it 
is neither brash nor foolhardy and does not tempt God... 

On days like today, we draw on the witness of scripture. It is into just such a landscape of brokenness 
and despair that Isaiah spoke God’s word of comfort and hope: “Do not fear, for I am with you…” Isaiah 
proclaims the presence of God that goes with us through all of life’s trials and tribulations—that God has 
claimed us, declared us precious, declared us loved. 

On days like today, we remember our calling as those who are commanded in return to love God and to 
love our neighbors. If we heed Martin Luther’s advice, we will not scorn those who react to this present 
crisis differently that we might.  

We will, instead, work to anchor those with overwhelming fears; to comfort those who are afflicted; to 
connect those who are distanced by disease and distress. 

We will listen—to each other and to those seeking to minimize the impact of this pandemic. 
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We will pray—for each other, for the sick and the dying, for the caregivers, and for the leaders who are 
guiding our response. 

We “shall ask God mercifully to protect us.” Then we too shall “avoid places and persons where our 
presence is not needed in order not to become contaminated and thus perchance infect… others.” With 
all best practices in place, we will find ways to be good neighbors. 

We will remember the promise of God’s love for us; love that will not let us go. Love that accompanies 
us as we struggle through the fires, through the waters, and through the scourge of this disease. 

Despite our fear, anxiety, and denial, and with a calming presence, we will be who we are: children of 
God and followers of Jesus Christ. 

 

Spring up, O well, within my soul. 
Spring up, O well, and make me whole. 
Spring up, O well, and give to me 
That life abundantly.4 

And may all God’s people say, “Amen.” 

1 Burns, Paul. “How Your Attachment Style Is Affecting Your Response to the Coronavirus Pandemic.” Soul Metrics: 
Transforming Spiritual Health. www.soul-metrics.com. 13 March 2020. 
2 Sandeman, John. “‘Should a Christian flee the plague?’ Martin Luther was asked.” Eternity. 
www.eternitynews.com.au. 13 March 2020. 
3 Luther, Martin. Luther’s Works. Vol. 43: Devotional Writings II. ed. Jaroslav Jan Pelikan, Hilton C. Oswald and 
Helmut T. Lehmann. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1999), 119–38. 
4 “Spring Up O Well.” Sung by Phil Wickham. www.musicmatch.com. 7 July 2019. 

 


