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9-Aug-2020 
The Elephant in the Elevator 

 
In the business world, there’s an expression: the elephant in the elevator.  (It’s like the “elephant 
in the room.”)  There is an elephant in the Coronavirus elevator. 
 
Now it’s not the elephant that says that the Chinese created Covid 19 so that China could become 
one of America’s biggest bankers with, say, America owing China $1 trillion in debt.  Oh wait, that’s 
already the case. 
 
It’s not the elephant that says that Covid 19 is trivial.  In fact, the virus is getting each of us in 
touch with our inner statistician.  On Tuesday, when I wrote this sermon, we were at 158,000 
deaths, 42,000 more than the Americans who died in World War I.  On August 1st the University of 
Washington predicted 230,000 US deaths total by November 1st, 5% more than it projected just 
ten days earlier.   
 
World War II: 405,000 US.  God save us from that.  After that, 675,000 deaths from the Spanish Flu 
in 1918 and 700,000 deaths from AIDS/HIV.  God save us from that, too.  People in New York City 
in May were twice as likely to die from Covid as US soldiers in Afghanistan were likely to die in 
combat in 2010, which was a very bad year for soldiers in Afghanistan. 
 
Covid 19 is not trivial.  It runs square in the face of the American commitment to freedom of 
choice.  In that way it is a judgement on something we apparently hold dear: our rights for choice, 
even at other peoples’ expense. 
 
It’s starting a type of mind control. 
 
And the elephant is not that Jesus will keep us from the virus.  Of course, he could.  And I know he 
keeps me from some of the consequences from the all sorts of stupid things I do.  But Jesus Christ 
is a realist.  He knows, for example, that marriages sometimes fail.  He did not trust, for example, 
the people at the Passover in Jerusalem—even the people who believed in him—for “he knew 
what was in each person” (Jn 2:24-25).  He is a realist, and he expects us to exercise judgement 
about risks. 
 
No, but the elephant in the elevator is close to the last one I mentioned.  The elephant in the 
elevator is Jesus Christ himself.  And he’s standing over by the buttons that select the floor you’re 
going to.  He’s the master of the elevator.  And fortunately, He makes sure there is plenty of room 
in the elevator for others. 
 
The phrase “elephant in the elevator” or “elephant in the room” refers to something that 
dominates the context of a conversation or a situation, but it’s something that no one is talking 
about.  Maybe they see the elephant; maybe they don’t.  It’s easy sometimes not see the obvious. 
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Every day many of us are satiated with news about the coronavirus.  It’s the car wreck we can’t 
look away from, in part because we’re afraid we’re in one of the cars.  And each story is about 
death, about affliction, about poverty and even about racism and gender inequity.  31% of cases in 
the US are in the Hispanics and Latinos.  20% are among Black people.  52% are female. 
 
And for us, for those who practice safe behavior around sheltering in place, around social 
distancing and around wearing masks—each story is reminder is that we are making healthy 
choices.  Still, people getting sick.  Still, other people are losing jobs.  And I truly believe we grieve 
for the afflicted.  The heart of the suffering Christ is strong at Christ Church in Anacortes. 
 
May it always be so. 
 
Jesus Christ is the elephant in the elevator for two reasons, both related to calling out to him.  
First, that Covid and calling out go together.  Paul writes that the Lord—by whom he means Jesus 
Christ—that “the same Lord is Lord of all and is generous to all who call on him” (R 10:12).  Of 
course many of those afflicted are calling out to God—to the God we confess or to Allah or to 
some other god—God, the one who raised Christ from the dead (R 10:9) has put into all people the 
urge to call out to God when they are threatened.  Each time we read a story, our heart grieves 
and we call out to God.  Each time a person takes a test, their heart rate increases and they call 
out to God.  Each time a person is admitted, or treated, or in their last breath and thought—each 
time that person calls out to God. 
 
Now, they may not know that they are calling out to the God who raised Christ from the dead.  
They may call out in desperation or anger or just in feebleness.  They may not use language.  But 
God is there and God hears. 
 
In fact, he hears in a very unusual way, a way that we cannot imagine.  One of my favorite 
comedians is the prophet Mitch Hedburg, who told a story about calling FedEx.  “Hello, FedEx, I 
want to send a package to Boston.  What?  It’s already there?  That’s not possible—it’s sitting 
right….  How did you do that?” 
 
It’s funny, of course, because we can’t imagine having a request granted before we even call.  But 
that’s the way it is with God, and that’s the way it has to be.  “You did not choose me,” Jesus tells 
his disciples, “but I chose you” (Jn 15:16).  Peter is walking on the water but despite his confidence, 
he is beginning to sink.  He cannot save himself from crisis.  And we cannot save ourselves from 
our crises.  But Jesus is at the ready, and has been as soon as Peter thinks about stepping out of 
the boat. 
 
The good news associated with the coronavirus is that God hears, that God answers, that God 
answers before people call.  That God compels us to call out to him (R 8:26). 
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So the first reason that Jesus Christ is the elephant in the elevator is because Covid and calling out 
to God go together.  You may not hear it in many news stories, but there is no longing that is not 
potentially a calling upon God.  God hears each longing of our hearts. 
 
The second reason that Jesus Christ is the elephant in the elevator is because Covid and healing go 
together.  We may think that because of our wise behavior that we have avoided crisis.  But we are 
required to be healed at the hands of Jesus.  The healthy have no need for a physician (Mk 2:17).  
We need Covid to remind us of the crisis, so we don’t end up like Peter in the Upper Room: “Hey, 
Jesus—don’t bother washing my feet!  I soak in Purell!  I’m super at Social Distancing!  Even my cat 
wears a mask!”  And Jesus replies, “Unless I wash you, you have no part with me” (Jn 13:8). 
 
Covid reminds all of us that there’s no early reduction of sentence for good behavior.  That none of 
us are getting out of here alive.  That there’s no headline that reads, “Doctors cure woman of 
coronavirus.  Now they are confident she will live forever.”  As Karl Barth puts it, “[People] suffer 
at [Christ’s] hands, because they require to be healed at His hands” (Barth, Romans, p. 383). 
 
Every person with Covid, every story about Covid, every action to keep away from Covid, every bit 
of compassion for people with Covid means that Christ is answering the call to him and that Christ 
is healing the wounds of this life. 
 
What’s the takeaway from this?  It is “the word is near you, on your lips and in your heart.”     
 
Paul quotes two Old Testament passages and essentially says, “My fellow Jews, you aren’t 
interpreting the Old Testament correctly!  Namely, this passage from Deuteronomy 30 saying the 
command of God is not up in heaven, so that we have to ask ‘Who will ascend into heaven?’  Or 
that we have to ask, ‘Who will travel great distances to get it?’  God is not so distant from you.”  
And in our times, God is not as distant as we sometimes believe.  Jesus is the one who ascended 
into heaven, and Jesus is the one who descended into hell.  Just as Jesus is the elephant in the 
elevator with regards to the coronavirus, so also he’s the elephant in the elevator with to the Old 
Testament, and with regards to the crisis.  The crisis of 1st century Judaism.  The crisis of Peter on 
the water and Peter in the Upper Room.  And our crisis in this Season of Crisis.  
 
Then he quotes a third Old Testament passage, “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring 
good news!” (Is 52:7).  And to our plagued world, God has always been the good news.  Even 
when our heads are bent, our eyes staring at our shoes in the elevator.  So it’s our job to 
remember.  It’s our job to proclaim that the word is near us.  That God delivers. 
 
One last thing.  In this passage in Romans we have a very early creed—the earliest creed, in fact.  It 
can serve as our touchstone.  It can remind us of who is in charge.  It can be a lullaby when 
sleeping is hard and when living is hard.   It can center us when the virus starts its mind control. 
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Paul didn’t come up this creed (because it was already 20-25 years old by the time he wrote 
Romans) but he refers to it in this passage: “If you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord… you 
will be saved” (R 10:9).  That’s it.  That’s the earliest creed, just three words in English: “Jesus is 
Lord.”  People first said it at their baptisms.  People said it in worship.  People said it to encourage 
one another.  People may have said it first thing in the morning every day of their lives.  They said 
it to one another during the Roman persecutions.  Jesus is Lord.  Jesus is Lord.  With a nod to the 
poet John Keats, let me say: “that is all / Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know."  That is all 
you know on earth, and all you need to know.  That Jesus is Lord. 
 

 
 
 


