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For three years now, we have done many hard things as we have lived through a global 

pandemic. With the Biden administration announcing the upcoming end of COVID 

emergency on May 11, I have again been reflecting on all that we have been through . . . and 

where we are now. 

 

Or, better yet, I’ve been wondering when we are. Time has been such a funny thing these 

past years, hasn’t it?!? Do we even know when we are? 

 

As we heard in the reading from Thich Nhat Hanh, paying attention to when we are is a 

central part of Buddhist practice. And yet, the simplicity of being present to the moment we 

are in can be so very hard. Too often we are instead like the student in the story we heard 

earlier with an over-full mind distracting us from the present moment. We can be lost in 

our thoughts of what has been or what may be coming next. We can be lost to when we are: 

past, present, and future blurring one into the other in an overflowing stream.  

 

So, just sit, the Buddhist teacher counsels. Be here. I am breathing in. I am breathing out. Be 

here in this moment.         Sit.        Be.       Breathe.      Here.       Now.   

 

Buddhism also teaches us the idea of impermanence:  that nothing remains static, but 

everything changes. These two ideas of impermanence and being present to the now are 

related. In an ever-changing stream of time, we only have the now. As the Buddha said, “The 

past no longer exists, and the future is not yet here.”  

 

From the beginning of the pandemic, we all quickly learned what it meant that “the future 

is not yet here” as our plans for the near future evaporated due to closures and restrictions. 

Indeed, over the last few years, we have all learned to hold the future more lightly than 

before. What we expect to be may in fact need to be changed, rescheduled, or adapted. In a 

real sense, we have learned to be less attached to the future.   

 

But what of the past? Has the pandemic taught us anything of the past?  

 

“The past no longer exists,” says the Buddha. I wonder if we are still wrestling to accept this 

teaching in regard to our pre-pandemic lives. For all the “silver-linings” of what we have 
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learned from the pandemic—to hold the future more lightly, to offer online access to 

services and programming—isn’t there still a lot we just miss about life before COVID-19?   

 

Back in 2019 here at First Parish, we once stood shoulder to shoulder for Coffee Hour in the 

Vestry. We ate and laughed, sang and called out across crowded rooms with no thought 

about aerosols. We mingled or watched quietly from a seat to the side. Young. Old. Visitors. 

Long-timers. A social gathering of mixed people. A common, unremarkable experience. 

Right!?! 

 

There has been so much loss since March of 2020. Yes, we have been resilient, and we have 

learned to adapt. But we have also had to grieve the loss of a past that is gone. It is a grief 

that may not feel entirely resolved. This grief felt clear to me as a I rewatched the slideshow 

we made to mark the one-year anniversary of our shut down. To the lyrics of “You Can Do 

this Hard Thing,” the flow of photos you submitted included your kids sitting in-front of 

laptops for school, lay ministers lighting candles at home, haircuts in backyards, and so 

very many socially distanced gatherings with friends and families.  If you wish to watch it, a 

link to the slideshow was in this morning’s e-blast. Watching it brings such emotion. There 

were just so many hard things. 

 

It is also hard to believe that such events are starting to be shaded with the tones of the 

past. We have to pause and ask again, wait, when are we?  

 

It is February 19, 2023. More than three years ago, in the 2019-2020 program year, we 

began the year “normally” only to abruptly shut down and move entirely online with just a 

few of us in the sanctuary. We then remained entirely online for the entire next program 

year of 2020-20221. Midyear Polly returned to the choir loft and, as folks were vaccinated, 

soloists also returned to the loft.  Then, as a new program year began in the fall of 2021, we 

welcomed people back to the sanctuary after eighteen months of online services. We 

developed multi-platform services with service participants both in-person and online. For 

music, there was a mix of instrumentalists, soloists, and choral recordings until that Spring 

when the choir returned around Easter and for Ken Sawyer’s memorial service. Finally, 

only this year, 2022-2023, have we shifted to all service participants in-person while 

maintaining a live-stream format to folks online. Four of the nine years I have been your 

minister have been impacted by COVID. 

 

To be honest, it took research into emails and worship archives to recreate that list and 

those details. When I tried to do so by memory, it was a fog. Thinking it was just my COVID 

sick brain, I called a couple congregants for help. It was all a bit blurry to them too.  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PRGnftH_g4I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PRGnftH_g4I
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It is all a bit blurry. A mush of memories, of one day, one week, one month after another of 

making it through. In this way, the past is not neatly delineated from the present. Rather, it 

feels a bit like time lost its edges and we’re still struggling to figure out when we are. 

 

In my sermon for the one-year anniversary of shut-down, I wrote a letter to the future 

congregation of First Parish in 2040, saying, 

 

And while this story we’re telling can highlight our resiliency and adaptation, such 

learning often came from a place of necessity and pain. Again and again, we did what 

we did because it was all we could do in an effort to approximate our hearts 

longings.  No matter what changes from this year may remain in the coming years, 

they will have been insights born from a place of loss and longing. 

 

How much of that loss still remains present with us now? How much are we still grieving 
both the life we had in 2019 and the future we expected would be ours?  How much are we 
still recovering from the hard things we went through in 2020 and 2021? 
 

Yes, the past is over, but as Thich Nhat Hahn says, “We may say that the past is already 

dead, but ultimately the truth is much deeper than that. The past is still here in the form of 

the present.” (46) Like the genetic material of our ancestors that remains part of us, Hahn is 

saying that the past remains in the present. By going deeply into the present, we can also 

meditate on the past. In other words, we can pay close attention to what remains now of 

the past and engage that. 

 

What experiences, values, hopes, dreams, fears, or longings we have felt in the past remain 

with us today? Are we aware of the ways that our past is still present with us here and 

now? What happens when we notice this . . . when we bring clarity to what is past and what 

is present? Are we able to recognize what is in fact now past? 

 

Time has been ridiculously blurry through Covid.  My sense is that there is merit in trying 

to sort out when we are—to start sorting out past, present, and future so that we might be 

able to be more present to the moments we are in. We are not in 2019. We are not in 2020. 

It is 2023. The teens who were freshman in March of 2020 are graduating this year. Four 

school years. Four program years here at First Parish. Time has been passing even if it’s all 

felt like a blur.  

 

Such passage of time is in fact a gift. As Thich Nhat Hanh writes,  
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“If things were not impermanent, growth would be impossible, and manifestation 

would be impossible. If things were not impermanent, you could not have children, 

and your children would never grow up. When you sow corn seeds, they would 

never be able to grow. They would remain corn seeds forever. Impermanence is the 

very heart of life. It makes life possible. Reject impermanence, and you reject life.” 

(104)  

 

Life is ever-changing. To reject this is to miss the wonder of so much of life as it evolves and 

changes around us. The flow of time is life.  

 

When are we? We are now in a place we may not have expected.  We are not in 2019 

unaware of aerosols and quarantines. We are not in 2020 in a lockdown without 

vaccinations or targeted anti-virals. Nor are we in 2021 or 2022 learning how to navigate 

masking protocols and multiplatform tools for the first time. We are in 2023. We are in a 

moment where we are being asked to truly consider how to integrate the lessons of the 

past years into a new way of being together that will never hold the innocence of 2019.  We 

are living in a landscape full of potholes from the losses of these past years from the 

pandemic, from political divisions, from new reckonings with racism. These experiences of 

the past do remain a part of the present. And the past is over. Can we be awake to the 

moment we are now in? 

 

I ask when we are because it feels to me like we are waking up to the now after years of 

being lost in a blur. Buddhist practice teaches us that in an impermanent world, we are only 

in this moment. The past is over, the future is not yet here. By going more deeply into this 

moment perhaps we might just discover a way to be more alive here and now for ourselves 

and for others.   

 

So may it be. 

Amen. 


