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When the Blizzard Becomes an Ice Age  Sunday, 8/16/20 

How many of you remember the infamous Halloween Blizzard we had in Minnesota 

in 1991? Go ahead and post on Facebook where you were during that blizzard and how you 

felt. According to the Minnesota DNR, it was one of the harshest blizzards in our state’s 

recorded history of weather, with over 28 inches of snow measured at the MSP Airport.1 The 

three-day total snowfall in Duluth was over 36 inches.2 That’s three feet of snow, in three 

days, at the end of October! 

But we know how to handle blizzards in Minnesota, right? Most of us are ready with 

shovels or snowblowers, sidewalk salt and reflective markers, snow emergency routes and 

an ability to cancel or delay school openings as needed. Minnesotans actually pride 

themselves at helping each other out by pushing cars that are stuck in snow or clearing 

sidewalks and driveways for their neighbors. Usually it takes us no longer than a day or so to 

dig out from a big blizzard, and while our routines are briefly interrupted, the child in us sort 

of enjoys the excitement and break from the ordinary. Real children are usually giddy to 

have a day off to play outside in the snow instead of sitting at a desk at school. 

In Leading Beyond the Blizzard3, Minnesota infectious disease specialist and 

epidemiologist Michael Osterholm is paraphrased as saying that people initially responded 

to the COVID-19 pandemic as if it were just another blizzard, responding to the emergency 

in the same ways we’d respond to a blizzard- Stocking up on essential groceries, making 

sure we have a full tank of gas and batteries in our flashlights, and then hunkering down 

until it’s time to come out and start shoveling. Isn’t that what most of us did? Is that what 

you did? Instead, Osterholm and other public health officials have been trying to warn us 

that this is much more like the beginning of a long winter, but a winter in which flying 

“south” is no longer an effective means to get out of the cold. 

But what if the disruption of the COVID-19 pandemic is less like a blizzard or a 

winter and more like a little ice age?4 Climate historians refer to a 300 year period that began 

 
1 https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/climate/summaries_and_publications/winter_storms.html 
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1991_Halloween_blizzard 
3 https://journal.praxislabs.org/leading-beyond-the-blizzard-why-every-organization-is-now-a-startup-b7f32fb278ff 
4 Ibid. 



2 

in 1650 as the “Little Ice Age,” not a real ice age but a time when average global 

temperatures were in sustained decline.5 Three centuries includes three-hundred winters! 

Imagine how many blizzards that must have included! What if, even after we get a handle on 

COVID-19 through vaccines and therapeutics, too many of the assumptions and norms about 

the ways we live, work, and be the church have changed for us to ever get back to what we 

recognized as normal before the COVID-19 cold front suddenly arrived? What if we’re in 

this for the long haul, and things will never be the same again? 

Something strikingly similar happened to God’s people, when in a series of conquests 

by foreign invaders their best and brightest were carried off to live in Babylon. What started 

as a series of seasonal battle skirmishes became a three-month siege of Jerusalem in 597 BC6 

and then turned into a fifty-eight year exile that spanned generations of lives. It started out 

for them in much the same way as it has for us- with denial, then death, then grief. Just as 

we’ve been lamenting the loss of the familiar, so too did Judah weep by the rivers of 

Babylon, pining for their lost city of Jerusalem. It wasn’t the city they wept for, really, but 

their families, their way of worship, their customs, their friends, and their ability to make 

choices in the ways they lived their lives.  

Isn’t it that way for us as well? When the COVID-19 pandemic finally reached us in 

Minnesota, didn’t we also meet it initially with denial, death, and grief? By the time we 

admitted it was snowing, we rushed to stock up on bleach and toilet paper. But the blizzard 

we all hunkered down for then became a siege lasting months, and it still hasn’t released its 

grip on our lives. Like the exiles in Babylon, our grief is likely to stay with us for years 

rather than months, with emotional, economic, and social scars that will span generations. 

That means it’s time for us to stop responding to COVID-19 like it’s a blizzard, or even an 

especially bitter winter, and begin to embrace the hard work ahead of rebuilding our lives, 

our church, and our world, reinventing adaptive ways for us to be the people of God instead 

of just hunkering down and waiting for the storm to pass.  

The good news is that our hope remains, just as it always has for God’s people in 

times of trial. For the Babylonian exiles, the turning point in that hope emerged in an 

 
5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Little_Ice_Age 
6 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Return_to_Zion 
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answered prayer of Nehemiah, the cupbearer of the Persian King, Artaxerxes. I’m reading 

from the first chapter of Nehemiah, the first eleven verses, in the New Living Translation. 

{Read Nehemiah 1:1-11, NLT} 

Nehemiah’s prayer was answered in a powerful way, as the King granted him the 

authority and resources to return to Jerusalem and begin a project to rebuild the walls of  

Jerusalem. If you’ve read Nehemiah, then you know that it was no easy task, even with the 

King’s sanction. There was armed resistance, and the rebuilding of Jerusalem took years, but 

it did begin with repairs to the walls. And with the rebuilding of the wall eventually came a 

rebuilding of the culture and society that was lost. Never to be the same as before, of course, 

but a rebuilding nevertheless. 

  Our task in facing the COVID-19 pandemic is similar, in that our hope and power 

comes from the same faithful God who answers our prayer and is always faithful to be 

present in every circumstance of life. It’s similar in that it will take months or years instead 

of days. But it’s notably different in that rebuilding what we had will never be sufficient any 

longer if we hope to be faithful to our mission of making disciples of Jesus Christ for the 

healing of the world. For the little ice age that we’re facing, we need to do more re-inventing 

rather than just rebuilding. 

We’ve already made an amazing number of technical changes to the way we do 

church, and all of you have been part of that, even by worshipping online today. None of us 

could have imagined that we’d be able to continue Sunday School, Confirmation classes, 

Youth group meetings, Leadership and administrative team meetings, staff meetings, Bible 

studies, and even prayer meetings via something many of us had never heard of before called 

“Zoom.” Those without computers or smart phones have successfully participated over their 

telephones. The confirmands this year are even taking their confirmation vows over Zoom, 

which will be recorded and included in our September 13 online broadcast of Confirmation 

Sunday. Way to go church! We’re making the technical changes we need to make. I’m 

guessing that tools like Zoom are never going to go away, and that even after we start 

meeting in person again, we’ll still be making more use of online communication than we 

were before the pandemic.  

Other changes we’ve made or are making include the shift from a monthly printed 
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newsletter and weekly printed bulletin to a weekly publication that’s primarily online, 

although we are printing a small number of them to distribute to those without computers. 

That change has not only reduced our printing costs and staff time, it’s also allowed us to 

bring you information in a more timely way.  

The pandemic has accelerated church staffing changes and increased our reliance on 

the lay-lead ministry teams that were started under the MCCI initiative a few years ago. I’m 

especially grateful for the Guest Connections, Adult Discipleship Vision, and 

Congregational Care Teams, which have stepped up to assume broader and deeper roles that 

were previously led by staff. Those are healthy changes that I hope they will continue for 

years to come. 

When the pandemic first arrived, the Congregational Care Team organized a calling 

team to reach out to everyone in our congregation. They continue to organize regular calls 

and cards to those in our congregation most in need of encouragement. 

When church building access became more limited and physical mail became more 

difficult to handle, we initiated an additional online giving option that has allowed guests 

and regulars alike to share their offerings in a more accessible way. Online giving, and a 

sustained online presence for our worship and other disciple-making tools are a reality of the 

age we’re living in and we simply have to continue to invest in those formats. 

We’ve found so many ways to continue to be the church in new ways. That’s great 

news. But I’m afraid we still have a way to go. And many of the changes remaining have 

less to do with technical changes and more to do with adaptive changes, changes in the 

essential ways we see ourselves being the church. 

We’ll explore some of those adaptive changes in the next two weeks of this series. 

Next week we’ll wrestle for a while with what it means for us to be the church when we 

have no church building to gather in. Don’t worry, we will be worshipping in the sanctuary 

again. But while we’re currently not in the building, let’s remember that the church never 

was intended to be a building or even a place. 

The changes that we’re all being asked to make- at home, at church, at school, at 

work, and even at the grocery store and beach- they’re not going away. There will be more 

changes still, and many of them are going to make us feel uncomfortable. Hunkering down 
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at home isn’t going to make the changing world go away, so let’s face the needed changes 

and be a part of the creative re-imagining that we need to do in making a hopeful future. As 

the pandemic subsides, we’ll be emerging from exile. What our future looks like depends on 

God’s people energetically and proactively thinking and acting in new ways to live and share 

the Good News of Jesus Christ with the world. 

Please take a minute now to reflect on what needs rebuilding or reinventing in your 

life, in your church, and in your world. If you like, you can share a comment or a prayer on 

Facebook. 
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