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“Finding the Gift in These Times” 

 
Scriptures:  
Romans 5:1-8 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 
5 Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we[a] have peace with God through our Lord Jesus 
Christ, 2 through whom we have obtained access[b] to this grace in which we stand; and we[c] boast in our 
hope of sharing the glory of God. 3 And not only that, but we[d] also boast in our sufferings, knowing that 
suffering produces endurance, 4 and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, 5 and 
hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit 
that has been given to us. 
6 For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. 7 Indeed, rarely will anyone die 
for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good person someone might actually dare to die. 8 But God 
proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.  
 
Matthew 9:35-10:23 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 
35 Then Jesus went about all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues, and proclaiming the 
good news of the kingdom, and curing every disease and every sickness. 36 When he saw the crowds, he 
had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a 
shepherd. 37 Then he said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; 38 therefore 
ask the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.” 
10 Then Jesus summoned his twelve disciples and gave them authority over unclean spirits, to cast them 
out, and to cure every disease and every sickness. 2 These are the names of the twelve apostles: first, 
Simon, also known as Peter, and his brother Andrew; James son of Zebedee, and his brother John; 3 Philip 
and Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew the tax collector; James son of Alphaeus, and 
Thaddaeus;[b] 4 Simon the Cananaean, and Judas Iscariot, the one who betrayed him. 
5 These twelve Jesus sent out with the following instructions: “Go nowhere among the Gentiles, and enter 
no town of the Samaritans, 6 but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. 7 As you go, proclaim 
the good news, ‘The kingdom of heaven is at hand.’[c]8 Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the 
lepers,[d] cast out demons. You received without payment; give without payment.  
9 Take no gold, or silver, or copper in your belts, 10 no bag for your journey, or two tunics, or sandals, or a 
staff; for laborers deserve their food. 11 Whatever town or village you enter, find out who in it is worthy, and 
stay there until you leave. 12 As you enter the house, greet it. 13 If the house is worthy, let your peace come 
upon it; but if it is not worthy, let your peace return to you. 14 If anyone will not welcome you or listen to your 
words, shake off the dust from your feet as you leave that house or town. 15 Truly I tell you, it will be more 
tolerable for the land of Sodom and Gomorrah on the day of judgment than for that town. 
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16 “See, I am sending you out like sheep into the midst of wolves; so be wise as serpents and innocent as 
doves. 17 Beware of them, for they will hand you over to councils and flog you in their synagogues; 18 and 
you will be dragged before governors and kings because of me, as a testimony to them and the 
Gentiles. 19 When they hand you over, do not worry about how you are to speak or what you are to say; for 
what you are to say will be given to you at that time; 20 for it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your 
Father speaking through you. 21 Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child, and children will 
rise against parents and have them put t Romans o death; 22 and you will be hated by all because of my 
name. But the one who endures to the end will be saved. 23 When they persecute you in one town, flee to 
the next; for truly I tell you, you will not have gone through all the towns of Israel before the Son of Man 
comes. 
 
Perhaps you have heard that old curse, “May you live in interesting 
times?” Well, I think it safe to say that we are living in very interesting 
times. Perhaps a little too interesting for some of us. But here we are, mid-
2020, tswo months into a global pandemic that some people are taking 
more seriously than others, and in our own country the boiling pot of 
institutionalized racism has finally boiled over and citizens everywhere 
are rising up demanding an end to the injustices suffered by Black people 
and other People of Color in this country that proclaims liberty and justice 
for all. Today, I would like to suggest to you that these times can be a 
great gift to us, because they illustrate the very purpose behind the Path, 
the Way, that Jesus brought to the world. 

But first, let’s look at this morning’s reading from Paul’s Letter to the 
Romans: In this part of his letter, Paul reflects upon how the gift of the 
Holy Spirit produces within us a process of turning our circumstances into 
gifts that can transform us. Paul is not minimizing suffering, but is pointing 
out the transformational possibilities available in the Way of Jesus 
through the presence of the Holy Spirit. Example: the suffering we 
experience or we witness in other persons can transform us as we move 
from detachment or judgment into a posture of compassion, and then into 
action to end the causes of suffering of the other, if it is within the realm 
of possibility for us. 

This attitude that Paul is describing actually carries on the ministry of 
Jesus that he sent his followers out to accomplish: healing people, curing 
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sickness and disease, casting out demons, tending the needs of people 
who are suffering or are struggling to live.  

The greatest gift that can come out of times of hardship is the commitment 
to make the world better, to end the sources and causes of hardship and 
suffering – whether these are caused by social inequalities or oppression 
and dominance, or by disease agents, or genetic defects, or 
environmental factors (especially those caused by human action and 
inaction). Note that Jesus sent out his earliest followers and students 
(disciples) with these simple and focused instructions: “proclaim the good 
news, ‘The kingdom of heaven is at hand.’ Cure the sick, raise the dead, 
cleanse the lepers, cast out demons.”  

The Good News is that the Realm of heaven is at hand, is accessible to 
all persons. A wholly different way of living, thinking, acting, and 
responding to the world is possible for each of us. Being “at hand” 
means that we don’t have to wait for death to be in the realm of heaven. 
The Realm of Heaven that Jesus proclaims is a quality of existence here 
and now. That is why it is Good News.  

This Good News is coupled with the actions that flow out of that realm 
and are the best expressions of the Realm of Heaven: bringing healing 
and wholeness to people’s bodies, minds, and souls.  

Notice that this commission to go out is coupled with a very explicit 
warning that the powers and systems of domination and would oppose 
them and make life very difficult, if not kill them for this message of hope 
and release from bondage to destructive, life-draining systems and 
forces.  

Then Jesus says not to worry what we shall say in those times. I wonder, 
what is being given to us to say in these days? What is the life-giving 
Good News we shall bear to the world? And what life-giving actions will 
accompany our proclamation? What is the gift of these times?  
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Gift # 1: Speaking truth to power. The disciples, when confronted by the 
Powers of their time were given truth to speak. These days, the cracks in 
our social façade have widened to such an extent that we are not 
allowed by God to ignore the injustices in our midst.  That is the gift of 
this time, finally to address the deepest issues of injustice and oppression 
in our time.  

Rebekah Simon-Peter is a church leadership consultant and trainer 
specializing in creating a culture of renewal in churches. In her most 
recent blogpost, she talks about how the recent cultural crises we are 
facing are opportunities to make the deep changes that Jesus calls us to 
make. Let me quote extensively from her: 

The church, once hemmed in by tradition and limited by fear of 
change, has proven that it can effectively slip the knots that 
prevented it from making meaningful change. The result is brand 
new ways of being spiritual community. If the church can reimagine 
worship, fellowship, Bible study, giving, Holy Communion, baptism, 
funerals, and hospitality—the very things that defined us before—
then I believe it can do the same with the insistent tentacles of 
systemic racism.  In part, because there are a surprising number of 
similarities between the two crises.  

Surprising Number Of Similarities 

First, like the pandemic, systemic racism has far reaching life 
and death implications.  Addressing it well means we have to 
change the way we think about things and do things. The church 
now has experience with this. 

Second, churches now know that what seemed impossible 
before is actually quite possible.  Although many 
congregations resisted the idea for years, they can now make quick 
adjustments based on changing circumstances, adopt new forms of 
communication, and embrace innovative ways of being community. 
Similarly, recognizing and addressing systemic racism once seemed 
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impossible to many. But if mainline congregations can grow and 
thrive during a pandemic, then perhaps churches do have the 
agility to tackle something as pervasive as systemic racism. 

Third, churches learned a new language to deal with an invisible 
virus whose vocabulary includes social distancing, droplets, and 
N95 masks. It also mastered new technologies like Facebook 
Live, Zoom, breakout rooms, and online giving platforms. Likewise, 
dealing with the almost invisible scourge of systemic racism will 
require a new language and a new willingness to try emerging 
technologies. 

Fourth, during the pandemic, tired church practices yielded to 
more foundational life-giving spirituality. Taking the claims 
of systemic racism seriously will require a shift from dogmatic 
denials of racism and the unconscious exercise of privilege to 
painful yet life-giving awareness of the people and the world 
around us. 

Fifth, and finally, faith-based community enjoyed a 
resurgence during the pandemic.  People looked to spiritual 
leaders to provide meaning, solace, and inspiration. In the same 
way, spiritual leaders can guide us in this uncomfortable new world 
of identifying unconscious bias, unacknowledged privilege, and 
unseen barriers that have kept us away from each other.  

Beloved Community 

None of this will be easy.  And none of this is guaranteed.  It will 
take equal parts guts, prayer, self-reflection, education, 
determination, inspiration and action to make the changes needed 
to envision and ensure a world that works for everyone. But now is 
the time to begin.  It just might be the Beloved Community that 
arises. (https://rebekahsimonpeter.com/how-the-pandemic-prepared-churches-for-
addressing-racism) 
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The next couple of weeks I want to look at how we as a community of 
persons exploring the Jesus Path for the 21st Century might be a part of 
the movement of God’s Spirit to dismantle the sinful structures of racism in 
our communities and our nation. This time has been given to us, and we 
can either consider it a curse or a gift. 

I pray that we will be the worthy persons that Jesus spoke about who 
receive the proclaimers of his Good News of a transformed life and 
transformed world. This time presents us with the opportunity and 
necessity to engage in the work of dismantling and disentangling from 
racism and other systems of domination and oppression. This is precisely 
the path of Reboot! JP21: Moving into the Bigger Mind, Bigger Heart, 
Bigger World, and Bigger Life that is the Kingdom of Heaven. I pray that 
we will open our church and our hearts to the message of this new life 
that these messengers are bringing to us. May we receive them as 
messengers sent by Jesus, and may we receive the message of a 
transformed world as the Good News Jesus knows it can be. 


