
Unplanned: When the New Normal Is Not Normal          by Cherie Dearth 

August 23, 2020 

 1 

 
 

We are starting a new worship series this week called, Unplanned: When the New Normal Is Not 

Normal. If anything describes our lives this year, this certainly does. I see that knot of wires 

there, and yes, that's how life feels to me. How about you? There's a joke that's been going 

around for the last several months. What is the most useless item bought this year? A 2020 

planner. Just when we think that we will be able to plan our immediate future, we're thrown 

another curve. Here school was originally scheduled to start this week. First, it was going to be 

all remote, then, the guidelines were updated to take more rural, less populous places into 

consideration, and now they … some of you … are going to be able to have in-person classes. 

However, with the changes, the official start will not be until after Labor Day. 

  

It's hard to plan in this environment when things are so fluid every day. And yet, we are trying to 

find some consistency and establish routines. Humans were not intended to exist in chaos. We 

need something that we can hang onto as "normal" even if that normal is different than what it 

used to be. That is the place that we find ourselves in right now. We are in uncharted territory, 

and it is not a place that we planned to be, let's say, a year ago or even six months ago. We are 

trying to find the new rhythms of life in a time when our new normal is not normal. Where does 

God fit into that? This is what we're looking at with this series. We are going to be looking at 

times when the people of God were in the midst of great upheaval in their way of life, and where 

God was during all of it.  This series reminds us that God is with us in the disorienting, culture-

shifting situations that we find ourselves in, whether because of a global pandemic like COVID-

19, a new life stage by choice, or a sudden change by circumstance. Likely, many of us are 

dealing with some aspect of all of these in some ways, not the least of which is how we worship. 

  

This week we begin by looking at the prophet Haggai. If you are like me, you may not have had 

much experience with this book of the Bible, one of the shortest in the Old Testament. However, 

he has some powerful words for us.  
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It is one of the rare books of the Bible that gives us the specific dates it was … if not written … 

when the prophecy was presented. Namely, from August 29 - December 18 in the year 520 B.C. 

We know this because he tells us that the dates are in the 2nd year of King Darius' reign in 

Persia. It was during an unsettling time for the Jewish people. Their country, Judah, had been 

conquered about 70 years before by Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon. Through a series of 

unfortunate events, the Temple was destroyed, and a major portion of their population had been 

forced to leave Judah. They were taken and resettled in Babylon in what is known as the 

Babylonian Exile. When the Medo-Persians conquered Babylon, their king at the time, Cyrus, 

allowed the Judeans to return to Judah, and to rebuild Jerusalem and the Temple, which had been 

destroyed. 

  

So these returning exiles, actually mostly their descendants as it had been 70 years, started the 

huge job of rebuilding. It wasn't completely peaceful because there were people living in the 

area, descendants of those who were not taken into captivity and others that had settled there, 

Samaritans. (Some of the history as to why the Judeans and Samaritans didn't get along so well.) 

You can read more about that in the books of Ezra chapters 4-6, and 9, as well as Nehemiah 

chapter 4. 

  

To say that their lives were turned upside down and not going "as planned" was an 

understatement. After a while they stopped trying to building the Temple and started trying to 

rebuild their lives in Judah. They were trying to create a "new normal" in this new/old place. It's 

about nine years later, and enter Haggai. He was a prophet around the same time as Zechariah, 

who we'll be hearing from next week. Through Haggai, the Lord says, “These people say, ‘The 

time has not yet come to rebuild the Lord’s house.’” Then, “Is it a time for you yourselves to be 

living in your paneled houses, while this house [The Temple] remains a ruin?” (Haggai 1:4)  

  

"The Temple must be built now because it represents their priorities and their allegiance to God 

who sustains them (Haggai 1:4)." (Kristin J Wendland, WorkingPreacher.org, "Commentary on Haggai 

1:15b-2:9", 11/10/2019) God calls them to shift their focus and align their values with his and 

prioritize the worship life of the community. 

  

So, they listen to Haggai, and they resumed their work on the Temple, and well frankly, it wasn't 

going the way they'd hoped. They really didn't have the resources to rebuild it the way they 

wanted, maybe the way their parents or their grandparents had described the first Temple.  

  

Now, we come to today's Scripture passage. It comes from Haggai 1:15b-2:9. Hear the Word of 

the Lord: 

  

In the second year of King Darius, 2: 1 on the twenty-first day of the seventh month, the 

word of the Lord came through the prophet Haggai: 2 “Speak to  Zerubbabel son of  
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Shealtiel, governor of Judah, to Joshua son of  Jozadak, the high priest, and to the 

remnant of the people. Ask them, 3 ‘Who of you is left who saw this house in its former 

glory? How does it look to you now? Does it not seem to you like nothing? 4 But now be 

strong, Zerubbabel,’ declares the Lord. ‘Be strong, Joshua son of Jozadak, the high 

priest. Be strong, all you people of the land,’ declares the Lord, ‘and work. For I am 

with you,’ declares the Lord Almighty. 5 ‘This is what I covenanted [I promised] with you 

when you came out of Egypt. And my Spirit remains among you. Do not fear.’ 

  

6 “This is what the Lord Almighty says: ‘In a little while I will once more shake the 

heavens and the earth, the sea and the dry land. 7 I will shake all nations, and what is 

desired by all nations will come, and I will fill this house with glory,’ says 

the Lord Almighty. 8 ‘The silver is mine and the gold is mine,’ declares 

the Lord Almighty. 9 ‘The glory of this present house will be greater than the glory of the 

former house,’ says the Lord Almighty. ‘And in this place I will grant peace,’ declares 

the Lord Almighty.” 

  

The Word of Life. 

Thanks be to God.  

 

Did you ever have that day? The day when your hair was getting in your face. The day when 

your hair was too hot on the back of your neck, and you went for it. You grabbed the scissors or 

the clippers, and you cut it yourself. The first time I did 

that I was five years old. My bangs were in my eyes, 

and I couldn't take it anymore. Snip. Snip. Snip. I 

thought it was great. My mother not so much. I totally 

understand where this young person is coming from. 

Just wanted to be able to watch the game. Nothing to 

see here.  

 

I wish I could find the picture of my hair cutting 

expedition. It was even more extreme. Right at the 

hairline. I had achieved my goal, but it probably wasn't 

exactly the look I was going for. However, I tried to 

convince my parents that it was exactly what I meant to 

do, and I thought it looked great. You know parents are 

a lot smarter and more observant than kids give them 

credit for. The kids might think that everything is fine, 

but the parent knows that is not the case. The same thing happened with God and the Judeans 

failing to continue to rebuild the Temple.  

  



August 23, 2020  4 

The truth is that when they start building it, they may feel like the kid who just cut their own 

hair. It doesn't look the way they imagined. Frankly, they were embarrassed by it, but God tells 

them not to worry. God doesn't need it to be fancy, after all he traveled with the Israelites for 

many years in a tent (or tabernacle). It was a splendid tent, to be sure, but it was a tent. What is 

important for them is recognizing the importance of God in their life now. It is God's presence 

there that will make the place glorious. 

  

God reminds them that he promised to be with them, the Israelite people, when they came out of 

Egypt. He is with them now and will continue to be so. He invites them to remember the past as 

it points into the future. It's a reminder of the faithfulness and consistency of God, who is the 

same yesterday, today, and forever. We change. Our circumstances change, but God does not 

change. In the middle of chaos, change, and uncertainty, that is a promise that we can hang onto. 

  

Are you struggling in the current chaos, the uncertainty, the inconsistency? Haggai talks about 

the necessity of rebuilding the Temple to demonstrate the importance of God in their lives, not 

merely an afterthought when all the other things in life were covered. Our lives with God are a 

bit different. Then, it was a Temple. We are now the Temple. The Holy Spirit lives within us. For 

us it's not about buildings. We have buildings to gather and worship the Lord, but right now we 

can't use them. Even in places that have reopened, attendance is very low, about 12% of normal. 

("Americans want churches open but aren’t attending when they are open", Mark Wingfield, BaptistNews.com, 

August 12, 2020) So, what we are doing is different. And maybe it isn't as grand and fancy as we 

would like it to be. Maybe we can't do it the way that we would prefer, the way we've done it 

before.  

  

Perhaps, God is telling us through this text that even if we can't do what we were doing before, 

it's okay. What is important is that we do, whatever it is, in faithfulness to God. What we do, we 

do in faithfulness today. We don't wait until it can be some kind of imagined perfection. We 

don't wait until we can do some nostalgic version of what we remember it to be. 

  

At the end of most of our worship services, we sing a song called John Wesley's "Rule of Life." 

You will thank me that I am not singing on our digital worship services, but I do say it. At first 

glance it can sound like a high bar, and well … it is. "Do all the good you can, by all the means 

you can, in all the ways you can, in all the places you can, at all the times you can, to all the 

people you can, as long as ever you can." You mean, I'm supposed to do all this stuff all the time? 

Even with COVID and physical distancing requirements. Even when I am sick myself, or I am 

depressed. Even when I'm worried sick about my finances or how my children are? Well yes, but 

only as much as you can.  

  

One thing that God makes very clear. You cannot do it all yourself, and God does not expect you 

to. If there is one thing that is consistent throughout the narrative of God and God's people, it is 

that God wants us to lean on and depend upon him.  It is when we try to do it on our own or go 
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our own way that we get into trouble. If only the consequences were always as minor as cutting 

our hair too short. If you think about it, it can be a great relief to know that we cannot, are not 

expected to, do it all ourselves.  

  

As we continue through this time of … exile, we could even call it, we are stripping away all the 

trappings, all the extraneous things about the church. It gives us the opportunity to find out what 

is really important in our life with God. Going back to basics. We may like it, but the Lord does 

not require all of that. As King David says in Psalm 51:16-17, "You do not delight in [animal] 

sacrifice, or I would bring it; you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings. My sacrifice, O God, is 

a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart you, God, will not despise." 

  

If this is true, then perhaps we should take Jeremiah's prophecy in chapter 29 when the Judeans 

were going into exile, into consideration. In short, God said not to resist the situation and try to 

come back before the proper time. Build your lives where you are.  God says,  

  

"10 I will come to you and fulfill my good promise to bring you back to this place. 11 

For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to 

harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. 12 Then you will call on me and come and 

pray to me, and I will listen to you. 13 You will seek me and find me when you seek me 

with all your heart. 14 I will be found by you,” declares the Lord, “and will bring you 

back from captivity. I will gather you from all the nations and places where I have 

banished you,” declares the Lord, “and will bring you back to the place from which I 

carried you into exile.” [Emphasis mine.] (Jer 29:10-14) 

  

So, we are trying to adjust to this new circumstance, this new normal. And, it's hard. You know 

what? It's okay, not to be okay. We've been in this COVID thing for five months. We don't have 

to pretend to be happy in it. We don't have to pressure ourselves into thinking and feeling a 

particular way about it. 

  

I remember when this started, all the things that were offered to people to use, so called, 

downtime when we were under stay at home orders and could not go to or do the things we 

usually would, like jobs, like meetings, like visiting friends, like volunteer work, and more. 

There were language courses, Bible studies, cooking classes, free access to TV programs, even 

crocheting and knitting clubs. We could watch classic operas or ballets on tv or over the internet. 

I looked longingly at them and wished I had the time. I've noticed that these ads have gone away. 

I suppose that many of these companies couldn't afford to give them away for free or at deep 

discounts forever. 

  

There's a new phrase, toxic positivity. Forced happiness, or at least appearance of it, in the face 

of tragedy. It's making people sick. Like there isn't enough stress already. Now, we have the 
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obligation to look happy about it. No, you don't. Give yourself permission to take the time you 

need.  

  

There's nothing wrong with trying to make the best of things. That's what the Jeremiah passage 

was talking about, but you don't have to pretend to be okay with it. You can take your broken 

heart and present it to God and say, "I can't do this. I need help." And, God will walk with you 

through it. Look at these promises that God shares with us. Know the God that who has saved 

and stuck by us before, will continue to do so. 

  

Have you ever moved into a new house or apartment and the furniture didn't fit right? I 

remember one place where it didn't seem to matter what I did, things just didn't seem to work. 

So, I would change it and tweak it. Shoving the sofa around. Moving book cases. I must have 

moved things 20 times before it finally felt settled and comfortable (or maybe it just seemed like 

20 times). This is what happens with our lives as we have to adjust to new conditions. Of course, 

it's all the harder when the conditions keep changing too. We have to keep attempting to 

reconfigure the old into the new. It’s unsettling and unfamiliar, but with time we can begin to 

find familiar things in the new normal or learn to be comfortable in our new skin. This often 

requires giving ourselves (and those with whom we closely share life) an immense amount of 

grace and patience. 

  

The people of God are to look to him to guide us through tricky times, when things don’t look 

familiar. God wants to be near us and call us his own, but we often hide and reject God's help. If 

we let them, though, the sudden changes can help reconfigure our values to be centered around 

God’s values.  This is how we can find our new normal … with God. 

  

Amen! 

 

 


