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So, here we are, through the miracle of technology, on incredibly short notice. I can 
tell you that just about the last thing I ever wanted to be was a TV preacher looking 
into a camera. But I love Sunday mornings so much, and I’m glad to be with you this 
way, because this is the means we have to stay connected. 

I want to start off today with some gratitude. This may seem a bit counterintuitive, 
given the week we’ve all just had, and given all that is still barreling toward us. It’s 
understandable if thankfulness is not the first thing on your mind. But gratitude is a 
good practice at just about any time, and it can be especially helpful in a time of 
crisis. There is no doubt that we are entering a season of lost connections, changed 
plans, loss of income, and dreams put on hold. And it’s a time of uncertainty and of 
fear, fear of what may happen to people we care about or to ourselves. 

Gratitude is hardly a miracle cure for all that — there is of course no such thing as a 
miracle cure. But gratitude can help us firm up the shaky ground on which we stand. It 
can provide us a hopeful inventory of what is not lost, and a reminder of the good 
that people can do for each other. So today I want to share that I am grateful for 
many things. 

For the responsible leadership we are seeing in our state, and for dedicated federal 
public servants like Dr. Anthony Fauci, who’s been showing leadership since the early 
days of the AIDS crisis (and who, by the way, is working some long days at age 79). 
I’m grateful for the brave and heroic caregivers and researchers in the medical field, 
here and around the world, who are sacrificing their time and in many cases risking 
their lives to help others. I’m grateful to Unitarian Universalist religious professionals 
across the country and in the Twin Cities, for offering resources and ideas and support 
as we all try to continue to be of service at such a fluid time. 
  
I’m grateful to the people of this congregation, for building a resilient institution over 
the past 139 years, and I’m particularly grateful to our current members for their 
flexibility and understanding, for the ways they have stepped up in just the past few 
days – offering their skills, their time, their money — to help our congregation and its 
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people weather this storm. A storm that has so rapidly clouded our skies, a storm that 
is blowing much of the human race off course and onto new and unpredictable 
trajectories. 

This is the thing that we might forget about a crisis: It brings out all sides of humanity. 
As a minister, when I’m working with a family facing end-of-life issues or planning a 
memorial service, I tell them this: Grief magnifies everything, and people become 
more of who they are. 

The controlling person will become more controlling. The cooperative person will 
become extra helpful. The dramatic person will go over the top. The disorganized will 
become more disorganized; the organized become hyperorganized. In times of deep 
stress and change, people become magnified versions of themselves. And I think 
there’s some of the same kind of magnification in other, bigger crises, like the one the 
world is facing right now. People inclined to do good will do more good. People less 
inclined to do good are hoarding Purell and selling it on the Internet, or they’re 
approving bailouts for their corporate friends instead of directly aiding everyday 
people. A crisis is a magnifier. 

And because noticing and remembering threats is an evolutionary survival tool, we 
humans, when we look back at disasters, might focus not on the helpers, but on the 
looters, the exploiters, the incompetent appointees. We look for what’s gone wrong, 
so we can avoid it in the future. But there are valid reasons to adjust our lens and shift 
our focus to what goes right and who does good.  

The writer Rebecca Solnit has a book called “A Paradise Built in Hell.” In the book, 
she looks at a wide range of disasters that humanity has experienced around the 
world, and she finds that people so often respond to terrible situations with their best 
selves and a sense of purpose:  

In the wake of an earthquake, a bombing or a major storm, most people 
are altruistic, urgently engaged in caring for themselves and those 
around them, strangers and neighbors as well as friends and loved ones. 
The image of the selfish, panicky or regressively savage human being in 
times of disaster has little truth to it. Decades of meticulous sociological 
research on behavior in disasters, from the bombings of World War II to 
floods, tornadoes, earthquakes and storms across the continent and 
around the world, have demonstrated this. But belief lags behind, and 
often the worst behavior in the wake of a calamity is on the part of those 
who believe that others will behave savagely and that they themselves 
are taking defensive measures against barbarism.  
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Solnit cites Hurricane Katrina in 2005, when thousands of people were trapped in 
New Orleans not because it was impossible to get them out, but because surrounding 
communities did not want to let them out, and TV news played, over and over, 
images of looters. Less remembered, Solnit says, are the thousands of people who 
supplied food, water, and diapers to the stranded, or who used their personal boats 
to rescue people from rooftops and attics, or the two hundred thousand or more 
people who volunteered to house complete strangers in their own homes in the 
weeks after the hurricane. Bad can bring out bad, but it can also bring out good. And 
I think in this pandemic we find ourselves in, we are already starting to see much that 
is good. 

Solnit takes a look at the language we humans use around a crisis, to try to describe 
the unexpected and overwhelming. I love this kind of analysis, and I know many of 
you do, too. Here’s what she has to say: 

The word ‘emergency’ comes from ‘emerge,’ to rise out of -- the 
opposite of merge, which comes from ‘mergere,’ to be within or under a 
liquid, immersed, submerged. An emergency is a separation from the 
familiar, a sudden emergence into a new atmosphere…. ‘Catastrophe’ 
comes from the Greek ‘kata,’ or down, and ‘streiphen,’ or turning over.  
It means an upset of what is expected and was originally used to mean a 
plot twist. To emerge into the unexpected is not always terrible, though 
these words have evolved to imply ill fortune. The word ‘disaster’ comes 
from the Latin compound of dis-, or away, and astro, star or planet; 
literally, without a star. It originally suggested misfortune due to 
astrologically generated trouble…. 

Right now in the present emergency, all of us have indeed emerged into a new 
atmosphere, one that has prompted a misplaced run on ill-fitting masks. And the 
current catastrophe certainly feels like a plot twist. Or maybe it’s more like someone 
took a giant eraser to the plot, wiping our calendars clean and deleting the outline we 
thought we had for the next couple of pages of our story. As we all know, life doesn’t 
always go according to plan, but not many plans change so swiftly. 
  
And rarely does such disruption happen to so many people over much of the planet 
all at once, causing a collective global disorientation. We in Minnesota often have 
more advance warning for a snowstorm than we have had for some of the major 
disruptions of just the past few days. And families around the country are facing what 
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seem like weeks and weeks of “snow days,” as social distancing takes hold to try to 
slow down this disaster, this particular star-crossed moment. 
The idea of a snow day has I think popped into many of our Midwestern minds, but 
the comparison has its limits. It’s true that, like a snow day, we are being kept from 
our ordinary activities by a situation far beyond anyone’s control. And, like a snow 
day, when it’s common to see total strangers push each other’s cars out of alleys and 
snowbanks, and when neighbors who rarely speak to each other shovel each other’s 
sidewalks, there are right now many opportunities for altruism, and for helping those 
we know and those we don’t. 
  
But this pandemic is also very different from a snow day. As schools start closing here 
in MInnesota, the options for how to spend time are much more limited. You 
shouldn’t go outside and play with kids from other families, and you shouldn’t have 
people over into your home. Unlike a snow day, we don’t have the comfort of 
knowing that the roads will be clear in a day or two, or that spring is just around the 
corner. We really don’t know how much of our year will be given over to this grave 
situation posed by the virus. And we face the very real possibility that someone we 
know and love may no longer be with us when this storm subsides. That is a heavy 
burden that many of us face. 

With these daunting possibilities, it can be challenging to accept that one of the best 
things we can do is to stay home. This may seem wrong — it can feel like doing 
nothing, particularly for people who like to take action. But staying home is very much 
doing something, something that protects the more vulnerable among us. Like a 
blizzard that dumps snow on everyone regardless of national origin or annual income, 
the novel coronavirus does not care who we are; it’s infecting everyone from low-paid 
nursing-home workers to officials at the highest levels of governments around the 
world. 

At its roots, the word “epidemic” means “upon the people” — the “dem” in “demic” 
is the same as the “dem” in “democracy.” And the etymology of “pan-demic” is 
simply “all the people.” Truly this will affect all the people of our country in some way, 
and most of the people of the world. 

But while the snow and the virus don’t discriminate, our human-created societies do, 
which points to another thing that’s being magnified during this crisis: the fragility 
and inequality of our basic systems.  

The United States has fewer hospital beds per capita than many countries (On one list  
of 40 countries, we’re No. 32.) We hesitate to cancel school because many children 
will go hungry without school lunch, many health-care workers would have to stay 
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home with their kids, and many parents can’t stay home to care for kids without 
losing their jobs. Millions of people can’t afford to call in sick, or can’t afford virus-
related care, putting millions more at risk of infection. While more employees than 
ever can work from home, plenty of employees can’t and are a paycheck or two away 
from losing their car or their place to live.  

These collective, structural failings of American society were already distressing to 
many of us, who were working toward justice before the pandemic shone an even 
brighter light on the problems. And this crisis may prove, even before it’s over, to 
nudge us toward a more equal and just society. It’s already further eroded the 
American myths of “going it alone” or the “self-made man” — very few of us, it turns 
out, have our own medical equipment or can grow our own food.  

Rebecca Solnit says that our response to disaster gives us nothing less than “a 
glimpse of who else we ourselves may be and what else our society could become.” 
And as we heard just a bit ago in our poem, a poem written just this past week, a 
poem that exemplifies how art can help us get through a crisis: “we are connected in 
ways that are terrifying and beautiful. You could hardly deny it now. Know that our 
lives are in one another’s hands. Surely, that has become clear.” Our well-being and 
our lives are indeed dependent on one another. 

And that points to one of the great dissonances of what is going on. At a time of 
crisis, what do so many of us want to do? We want to be together. We want to shake 
hands with a new friend or give hugs to an old friend. We may yearn to see friendly 
faces and have shared experiences. We may long for familiarity, routine, community, 
belonging. But our rational, scientific brains know what’s best and are having to veto 
what the heart wants. And we don’t know when we’ll get the all-clear to return to so 
many things that we love. 

But unlike during the deadly flu pandemic of 1918, we who are living today have so 
many more options for staying connected, safely, and for continuing to live out our 
values, even as our lives are curtailed. For one thing, we have this: technology, which 
allows us to see each other’s faces, to hear each other’s voices, to share laughter and 
tears remotely. Technology also makes it easier for us to keep track of each other’s 
needs, to hear how our life stories are being altered. To learn that someone needs a 
meal, or has extra food, or could use a phone call.  

And for those who are finding themselves with some extra time at home, there are 
ways you can advocate for the country you’d like to live in and move us toward “What 
else society could become” – one where citizens don’t have to decide between 
working while ill and keeping their housing, one where there’s no such thing as a high 
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deductible or a medical bankruptcy. You can support causes and candidates you 
believe in without having to leave your house. Adaptability is an annoying and 
terrifying trait in a virus, but it’s a beautiful trait in human beings, and we have been 
seeing it in abundance in just the past few days. 

So let’s stick together, as we can, during this temporary lull in the kind of 
togetherness we’re used to. This congregation made it through the 1918 pandemic; 
heck, we used to close every summer and come back just fine in the fall, and that was 
way before Facebook and Zoom. We have a great track record of showing up, for 
each other and for this community. I’m grateful to know how much we matter to each 
other, and that we will help each other through. 

We are of course not alone in facing these hard times – congregations of every kind 
all across the country are wrestling with questions of connection, and we are all 
learning from each other as we go. I want to close with some brief words from Rabbi 
Yosef Kanefsky, who serves in the Los Angeles area. The Rabbi has this to say: 

Every hand that we don’t shake must become a phone call that we 
place. Every embrace that we avoid must become a verbal expression of 
warmth and concern. Every inch and every foot that we physically place 
between ourselves and another must become a thought as to how we 
might be of help to that other, should the need arise. 

May it be so. 
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