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Like so many things during a pandemic, we are all learning 
new things.  Depending on your learning style, your 
personality, and your life circumstances, learning new 
things can be experienced either as an opportunity or an 
enormous challenge.  Generally speaking, it is understood 
that there are three groups of people when it comes to 
learning new things: 


• there are early adapters who plunge in, absorb it all, 
and run ahead of the rest of the class with enthusiasm; 


• then there is the majority of people who “go along” with 
things and gradually catch on; 


• and finally there is a small group called the lagers or 
resistors, who any teacher might describe as the slow 
learners.  


In any one of us, there is a mix of all three elements at work 
inside of us, particularly during any given week of a 
pandemic.  It’s just all so new - for all of us - so we are all 
learning new things, which can be exciting, can be 
something we eventually “catch on” to, or it can be 
something we actively resist and find exhausting to sustain.


One of the common elements I am hearing from people is 
the caution and anxiety around the anticipation of colder 
weather and what that means for us: will I be able to see 
people safely? Will I be more isolated? What will 
Christmas be like?  It’s all such a new experience.


I was helped by a poster issued last week by our local 
branch of the Canadian Mental Health Association called 
“Caring for your Whole Self during COVID-19.”  It had two 
columns.  The right side described three things to care for 
your physical health.  We all know them: 


• wear your face mask; 

• keep your distance; 

• wash your hands. 


The left side described three things to care for your mental 
health, and this is what caught my attention:  


• do something good for yourself each day; 

• keep in touch with old friends; 

• ask for help.   


So you know what I did last week?  I got in touch with some 
old friends; people I’ve been meaning to call, but haven’t 
got around to it.  I called five old friends.  And you know 
how I felt after talking with them?  Like I always feel after 
talking with an old friend - grounded, understood, listened 
to.  It was remarkable how it changed my perspective. 
These suggestions seem like such simple things; and yet so 
easy to dismiss or forget.  But engaging them intentionally 
makes such a difference.


At St. John’s we are learning lots of new things, and this 
week we engaged in a series of firsts:


• Today is the first “choral matins” since March with an 
in-person congregation.




• First choral matins ever with a quartet, no 
congregational singing, and being live-streamed.


• And…  we had the premier of the first “Choral 
Thursday” online.


Remarkably, Choral Thursday blew our expectations, and it 
blew our records for the most viewed video online since 
“Easter Bells” in April.  We have had almost 450 views of 
Choral Thursday in three days.  It’s short, it’s attractive, 
it’s inspiring, and it’s beautiful.  It’s not intellectually 
demanding or requiring a huge time commitment.  


It’s meant to inspire and provide a glimpse of beauty to your 
day.  


It’s meant, as the Canadian Mental Health Association 
poster described, to be something good for you.  


Like calling an old friend, it’s grounding.  So, look for it 
every week on our YouTube Channel or social media, an 
offering called “Choral Thursday,” and like all good gifts, 
share it widely with family and friends.  


In terms of adapting to new things the people of Israel were 
entering a new era, and they were learning new things - all 
the time.  Perhaps because they were always on the move, 
they were able to adapt, but like us, they had moments of 
enthusiasm to embrace the change; and they had sustained 
periods of massive resistance to what was coming next.  


But now, their leader, the one who had brought them out of 
slavery, the one who had ascended the mountain to 
mediate between them and Almighty God, the one who had 
protected them from plagues, the one who had delivered 
them from starvation, or the one organized them into camps 
and led them through the desert: Moses, their stable one, 
their leader, their icon, had died.  And all of Israel wept for 
thirty days. What would be next?


“Never since has there arisen a prophet in Israel like 
Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face. He was 
unequalled… in Egypt… and in all Israel.”


But just before Moses died, he was given a rare and 
extraordinary gift - the ability to see where it was all going.  
God took him up to the top of the mountain and showed 
Moses the promised land.  Now the text has some humour 
in it.  But before the funny bit, like all good humour it builds 
the story. 


This was not a glimpse over the hilltop.  This was not a 
panoramic view that could stretch to the horizon on a clear 
day with the naked eye.  This was not a telescopic view to 
distant vistas with the aid of binoculars.  This was the gift of 
a bird’s eye perspective that could not normally be achieved 
through the eyes of a human being.  You might say that this 
was the extraordinary gift of a divine perspective.  Moses 
saw “Gilead as far as Dan, all Naphtali, the land of Ephraim 
and Manasseh, all the land of Judah as far as the Western 
Sea, the Negeb, and the Plain that is, the valley of Jericho, 



the city of palm trees as far as Zoar.”  That’s a huge area!  
It’s geographically immense - beyond the curvature of the 
horizon.  But Moses saw it.


And here’s the funny bit.  The text claims that while Moses 
was 120 years old when he died his sight was unimpaired.  
Are you kidding?  No one encounters pillars of clouds of fire 
by night, and has their sight unimpaired.  No one descends 
from realms of glory on mountain tops with their face 
glowing so bright that it needs to be covered with a veil, 
and doesn’t have their vision affected.  No one encounters 
the God of Israel, God Almighty, face to face and doesn’t 
have their eyesight changed.  But apparently Moses’ vision 
was unimpaired.  


But, even with good vision this was still an impossible feat 
— to see that far with the naked eye and 20/20 vision is not 
humanly possible.  But so was everything else Moses did.  
Moses was given the extraordinary gift of a divine 
perspective. 


How often do we need to rise above the commotion of the 
streets, the chores of domestic living, the changes and 
chances of this fleeting world, to see something different; to 
get a glimpse, like Moses, of the promised land?  It would 
be good for our spiritual and mental health.


That’s what this liturgy is meant to do.  That’s what Choral 
Thursday is meant to do.  That’s what reading these ancient 
texts and receiving the sacraments are meant to do.  They 
are meant to give you and me, ordinary human beings with 
impaired eyesight, weak knees, and abated vigour, the slow 
learners, the lagers, the resistors, the extraordinary gift of 
divine perspective.


And what Moses saw in the promised land, what he 
glimpsed before he died, was what Jesus sums up in his 
answer to the question from the lawyer.  Jesus says it’s not 
just a land, it’s a people.  And the promised land is within a 
people.  And this is what Jesus sees:  a people who love 
God and love their neighbour.  That’s the promised land. 
That’s the divine perspective.  And that is who you are. 




