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A prominent evangelical New Testament theologian, N. T. Wright has written a surprisingly titled
biblical reflection about the coronavirus, “Christianity Offers No Answers About the
Coronavirus. It's Not Supposed To”. In our rational, scientific, pleasure-seeking world we want
answers and solutions; when plagues strike and answers are distant, we find ourself in fear and
despair. In this context Wright suggests that we look to the Scriptures, to the Psalms of
Lament which show us how to live in this fallen world which is groaning as in the pains of
childbirth (Romans 8:18-22). Wright concludes, “It is no part of the Christian vocation...to be
able to explain what’s happening and why. In fact, it is part of the Christian vocation not to be
able to explain—and to lament instead. As the Spirit laments within us, so we become, even in
our self-isolation, small shrines where the presence and healing love of God can dwell.”

What is a virus? Science tells us that a single coronavirus is about 125 nanometers in
diameter, or 0.0001 millimeters. Tiny, tiny, tiny. A virus is a parasite, smaller than bacteria.
They cannot live and reproduce outside of the cells of an animal or human body. In one short
sneeze we spray out as many as 20,000 droplets containing the virus! When touched or
breathed into our lungs, they take over our respiratory system. They are part of God’s fallen,
groaning creation.

We all work with indigenous cultures in the Amazon. Theirs is a universe populated by unseen
powers, spirits implored for curses on enemies or placated by offerings. Our multi- cultural
team speaks the gospel into these cultures and practices; we need to be biblically and
theologically prepared to understand and address what the Scripture calls principalities and
powers — using language such as thrones, powers, rulers, authorities, dominions — “the basic
principles (stoicheia, or elements) of this world” (Colossians 2:8, 20). Given our tendency to
disbelieve or downplay the spiritual dimension in favor of the physical world we are too easily
dismissive. The apostle Paul, however, described these powers as both “things in heaven and
things on earth” (1:16), alike created by God through Christ.

However as Paul, writing from a Roman prison, reminds us, “God has rescued us from the
dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves...” (Col. 1:13); that
“in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form and you [those in Colossae two
thousand years ago, as well as 21st Century believers] have been given fullness in Christ, who
is the head over every power and authority” (2:10). Christ “disarmed the powers and
authorities...triumphing over them by the cross” (2:15). This is warfare language; Christ,
resurrected and ascended on high, was (and remains) victorious! Death has been defeated.
Fear is vanquished. Hope is the Christian’s watchword!

So what should we do as followers of Christ? Death has been defeated; its power — ultimately
the power of present-future fear - has been broken. However, death has not been destroyed;
we are dust and our physical bodies will return to dust when we die. But we are not nothing-
but-dust. Genesis tells us that when God “formed the man from the dust of the ground and
breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, the man became a living being” (Genesis 2:7). The
word breath translated from the original text into Greek is pneuma. In English pneuma can be
translated (as noted) as breath; but also as wind or spirit. After his resurrection, when Jesus
appeared in the midst of his disciples hiding in fear behind locked doors, John tells us that he
breathed on them, saying “Receive the Holy Spirit” (John 20:22). Our word for the Holy Spirit is,
unsurprisingly, pneuma. Jesus is the author of the new creation; we have life-beyond-death.
Again, as Paul reminds us, we “died with Christ to the basic principles of this



world” (Colossians 2:20), moreover we “have been raised with Christ...[our] life is now hidden
with Christ in God (3:3), and when “Christ who is our life, appears, then [we] also will appear
with him in glory” (3:4), that is, with resurrection bodies, not subject to decay into dust. If we
believe this, then we have no reason to fear.

Yet, as we are seeing with the coronavirus, fear is pandemic. We must not make light of it, as
those who live in secure dwelling places. We live fear-free, but so many around us are fear-
plagued. Our calling is to be the light of the gospel to those dwelling in the darkness of fear. We
are called to be a people of prayer: prayer against the dark powers; prayer for those who are
suffering exposure, illness and isolation, for those who lose family members; prayer for those in
economic distress; prayer for those held in the grip of political powers enslaved buy lies; above
all prayer for those who are without hope in this world.

We are called to be a practical people. As David asked, “When the foundations are being
destroyed, what can the righteous do?” (Psalm 11:3). The question reminds us who we are,
“the righteous”, and encourages us to think carefully what we can “do”. We are to do what
Asaph, the worship leader of God’s people, recommended: “Defend the cause of the weak and
fatherless; maintain the rights of the poor and oppressed; rescue the weak and needy; deliver
them...” (Psalm 82:3-4).

We are called to be a self-sacrificing community. To return to Paul again, writing to the church
in Colossae: “l want you to know how much | am struggling for you and for those in
[neighboring] Laodicea” (Colossians 2:1). | think of the doctors and nurses and other other
health-practitioners | know who — when the viruses explode - run not away but towards the
people affected, to care for them. This is what God did in the person of His Son. | find it
spiritually-interesting that the response to the coronavirus seems to have been to empty the
store-shelves of food, soap and cleaning items; to isolate from one another in self-and-
medically advised quarantines; to close the doors of places of worship. | don’t question the
intent; it is just so counter-intuitive to the being-in-community that marks the church as the
people of God. Surely the coronavirus is a spiritual power, as much as it is malware infecting
the body.



