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Creation Time in the Season of COVID19; Reflection for 13 September 2020 

Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton, East Plains United Church, Burlington 

Exodus 14:19–31   The sea parts for the Hebrews  

Matthew 18:21–35  How many times must I forgive? 

 

Every September in The United Church of Canada, we have the option of celebrating what is 

called Creation Time, five Sundays in the Season of Pentecost beginning with the Sunday 

after Labour Day and continuing through Thanksgiving Sunday. Occasionally there are six 

Sundays in this time frame. 

 

It’s a wonderful time, especially in the midst of this pandemic, to celebrate the bounty of 

creation in all that has grown over the summer. Some folks are reporting that their gardens 

this year are the best ever. That may be due to the extraordinarily hot summer this year 

and it may actually be credited to our COVID19 mandates to isolate as much as possible, so 

people “stuck” at home have gardened! 

 

The word “Creation” comes from the Latin creare and creatio meaning “to create.” 

As gardeners, even growing things in our rooms if we live in a retirement facility, we 

participate with God as co-creators! Think of that—we participate in creation.  

 

The origen of the Church’s Creation Season is in the liturgical Ember Days, something we no 

longer observe. Ember is thought to come from the Old English ymbren, possibly an 

alteration for ymbryne “period,” from ymb “about” + ryne “course.” The Ember days in 

medieval church practice evidently divided the year into “four periods or times.” Ember may 

also come from the German Quatember, translated as “quarter day,” a day of asking God’s 

blessing on the new season.i  

 

Indeed, September ushers in a new season, resplendent where we live in Ontario, with the 

brilliant hues of autumn. To distinguish Creation Season from the other seasons of Advent, 

Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Easter, and Pentecost—each with its own symbolic colour—the 

liturgical colour for Creation is orange. “Orange is a warm colour, associated with 

enthusiasm, creativity, fruitfulness, endurance, and strength as well as with sunrise and 

sunset, fall and harvest, and the changing seasons, nature’s last burst of colour before 

winter. It is the red of passion tempered by the yellow of wisdom.”ii 

 

I am painting this word picture because we are not in the sanctuary to enjoy what we would 

be surrounded with in the colours and decorations that would be there. Some ministers 

leave the suggested lectionary texts for these five or six weeks and focus solely on Creation. 

For this week, at least, I am remaining with the Hebrew scripture and gospel for today 

because they are significant to our lives of faith. And I think we can connect them with the 

theme of Creation. 

 

One of the reasons I am doing this is that the “overarching theme from the texts for the 

next five weeks is resistance, specifically gifts and graces to resist despair.” iii When have we 

ever, in recent times, needed ways to resist despair as much as we do in these pandemic 

times? The Hebrew texts for these next Sundays form a story arc of stories that fewer 

people know well now, so it’s an opportunity to become better acquainted or reacquainted 

with them. 

 

In these stories, we can focus on the senses of each story: the sights, sounds, smells, 

tastes, and textures. It’s often through our bodies, through our physical senses, that we 

experience the grace and gifts of God. In exploring the senses, be aware of the primary 

sense YOU are using as you read or listen. 
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For every story, ask, “Who don’t we notice in this story? Whose voice isn’t given space?”iv 

 

That’s where my mind is these days, as some of us engage in discussion about racism in our 

culture. By the way, consider participating in the remaining three weeks of our current 

discussion about White Fragility, which has moved to 4 pm on Tuesdays. Perhaps that will 

enable you to participate? The Zoom link is in the bulletin and even if you don’t have 

internet, you can phone in. (Phone me and I will provide a call-in number.) 

 

Our reading from Exodus for today offers the biblical miracle story of the parting of the sea, 

as the Israelite slaves fled Egypt in what became known as the Exodus. 

 

My first degree is a Bachelor of Science, preparing for what I thought at that time would be 

a calling to practice medicine. So, I tend to look for scientific explanations. Indeed, there 

are some for this story.  

 

Even the ancient Roman Jewish historian Josephus Flavius speculated that the parting of the 

Red Sea “might be of God’s will or of natural origin. Let everyone believe at his [sic] own 

discretion.”v  

 

In an article on possible scientific explanations for this event, Michael David Lukas writes 

that they “range from formula-laden academic papers like ‘Modeling the Hydrodynamic 

Situation of the Exodus’ to more popular inquiries such as Cambridge materials scientist 

Colin Humphreys’ ‘The Miracles of Exodus.’ ” Lukas goes on: 

 

Some years ago, Florida State oceanographer Doron Nof set out to investigate 

whether the parting of the Red Sea is “plausible from a physical point of view.” Using 

a common phenomenon called wind set-down effect, he found that “a northwesterly 

wind of 20 m/s blowing for 10-14 h is sufficient to cause a sea level drop of about 

2.5m.” Such a drop in sea level, Nof speculates, might have exposed an underwater 

ridge, which the Israelites crossed as if it were dry land.  

 

While scientists agree that wind set-down effect could have caused the Red Sea to 

part as described in the Bible, most biblical scholars and archeologists insist that the 

Israelites’ crossing did not take place at the Red Sea at all. The original Hebrew (yam 

suph), they contend, should be translated as Sea of Reeds, not Red Sea. So where’s 

the Sea of Reeds? It depends whom you ask. …But The Miracles of Exodus author 

Humphreys argues that while the translation of “the Red Sea” may be incorrect, the 

Sea of Reeds nevertheless refers to the Red Sea, concluding that “there can be little 

doubt that the Red Sea crossing was made possible by wind setdown at the head of 

the Gulf of Aqaba.”vi 

 

Another article (complete with a realistic picture of how it might have looked) cites the 

research of Carl Drews, “conducted for his atmospheric and ocean sciences master's 

thesis at the University of Colorado, Boulder, published in a peer reviewed journal (PLOS 

One), and then promoted by his employer, the National Center for Atmospheric Research,   

a top U.S. research center. Taken as a piece of science that establishes the physical 

possibility of a body of water parting, it is solid work, says Greg Holland, a hurricane 

researcher and colleague of Drews who is familiar with the paper.”vii 

 

Whether or not you subscribe to these theories, and I do—but these days I connect my 

scientific background with my theological role—I would invite you to consider the “truths” or 

“hope” for us in these stories. Rev. Beverly Frazier, minister with Whitehorse United Church 

in the Yukon, asks: 

http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/biography/Josephus.html
http://www.maik.ru/abstract/physatm/3/physatm4_3p482abs.htm
http://www.maik.ru/abstract/physatm/3/physatm4_3p482abs.htm
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0060582731?ie=UTF8&tag=slatmaga-20&link_code=as3&camp=211189&creative=373489&creativeASIN=0060582731
http://gradworks.umi.com/14/68/1468999.html
http://gradworks.umi.com/14/68/1468999.html
http://www.plosone.org/article/info%3Adoi%2F10.1371%2Fjournal.pone.0012481
https://www2.ucar.edu/atmosnews/news/2663/parting-waters-computer-modeling-applies-physics-red-sea-escape-route
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What did it feel like to be there? Imagine the scene at the water’s edge: What do you 

notice? What does it smell like? What are the sounds? The story tells about Moses. 

Who else was there? Can you imagine children in the scene? Animals? What are they 

feeling? Are they scared? What do you need when you are scared and you don’t 

know what’s coming next?viii 

 

This stirred up strong feelings in me, especially that last question. We aren’t crossing the 

Red Sea or the Sea of Reeds, whichever it was that the Israelites crossed. But in the brink 

of this second wave of COVID19 coming at us very quickly this week, with numbers rising 

again daily in Canada, it feels like a COVID19 sea and we DON’T know what is coming next 

and how we will fare in it.  

 

Rev. Frazier also asks: “How can we ‘hold out our hand’ as Moses did? At home, at school, 

here at church?”  

 

The school system is “holding out its hand” like Moses supposedly did to part the water,    

by trying an experiment of isolating pupils in relatively small cohorts to minimize their 

exposure so the incoming wave of COVID19 does not take them down. Our EPUC Re-entry 

team has chosen not to throw any variables into their experiment with young people 

gathering outside of those careful school cohorts, so groups like Scouts and Guides won’t be 

meeting (even outside) at EPUC this fall as we support the school system experiment.  

 

How else are we “being like Moses” in holding out our hands to find a way through this 

incoming COVID19 wave? The Re-entry team has asked the Worship and Sacraments 

committee, and me as your minister, to continue to hold worship on Zoom through the fall. 

We will re-evaluate as the situation changes. 

 

Still on Zoom or connected by phone, we WILL be returning to Sunday MORNING worship at 

10:30 a.m. During the first months of COVID 19, we had a wonderful, relaxed summer with 

informal afternoon worship gatherings, in which approximately double the number of folks 

participated compared to numbers that have joined worship at West Plains U.C. in other 

summers. And it gave us the opportunity to do some intentional transition-time research by 

worshipping with and learning from other churches online on Sunday mornings. But it’s 

traditional “Back-to-Church” time in Creation Season, so please mark your calendars for 4 

October as worship resumes that Sunday at 10:30 a.m. 

 

Let’s finish up this reflection back with the Israelites at the water’s edge. The sea has not 

yet parted. Angry Egyptians are behind them, a perilous sea before them. Moses stretches 

out his hand in what has come to be remembered as an action of resistance. Did he do it 

with the full faith with which he is depicted in the story? We’ll never know. I would imagine 

there may have been despair in the action. God has “told” him to do it. What’s to lose if he 

doesn’t try? Everything. 

 

Right now, it may seem as if the COVID19 situation in which we still find ourselves may not 

resolve any time soon. What are our actions of resistance and hope? Thank God, we are not 

alone. Seas do part. And that’s where it’s helpful to reflect on today’s gospel message. 

 

Forgiveness is a possible way through situations in which we saw no way. We need not be 

held captive by what we can’t forgive. In situations that won’t resolve without forgiveness, 

it’s often important for our OWN way through a situation to forgive—even if the person by 

whom we feel offended or who may have done us a terrible wrong—does not ask for 

forgiveness. We can part a way through the sea of the conflict, freeing ourselves, by 
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forgiving anyway. Forgiveness offers us a path through, even if it feels like we are crossing 

the yucky muddy bottom of a river to get beyond.  

 

So, yes, there is truth in today’s ancient story about Hebrew slaves escaping from Eqypt, 

and wisdom in the gospel injunction of Jesus that there are no limits on forgiving. 

Connections with Creation Time? This may be far-fetched, but we are “creating” ways 

through what we are experiencing and forgiveness is an important tool or process among 

the significant “gifts and graces to resist despair”ix that are part of that creating. 

 

Whole sermon series have been preached on the topic of forgiveness, but we will leave that 

for another time. 

 

In our worship gathering on Zoom, we will sing this new hymn by Paul Chappel, who sends 

his greetings with love to all at EPUC. You may remember that Paul led worship a number of 

times the summer before I arrived to begin our transition journey together. Paul wrote 

these words earlier in the week, inspired by today’s gospel. Below are his words; consider 

them your sermon on forgiveness this week.  

 

The Gift of Forgiveness 

tune: Bunessan 10·9·10·9 (Morning Has Broken) 

 

1.Finding forgiveness never is easy, 

Seeking within us strength to go on. 

God, as we journey, speaks to us softly 

Urging renewal, anger withdrawn. 

 

2.When we feel wronged, hard done by, and wounded; 

God, ever present, stands at our side. 

Lessons of wisdom laid down for ages: 

Love will encourage, help us, and guide. 

 

3. Seeking forgiveness when we’re in error 

Sometimes is easy, sometimes is hard, 

But we must face our errors and missteps, 

Begging forgiveness, God as our guide. 

 

4.We are forgiven, called to forgiving 

Errors in others we have done, too. 

Blessings of God will shower forgiveness; 

As we forgive, love changes our view. 

 

5.We, too, deserve the gift of forgiveness 

Not just from others, but from within. 

Hardest of all to get rid of guilt scars; 

Now, on our journey, healing begins. 

©paulchappel.ca 9 IX 2020 
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