
Cardinal’s Corner


Challenging thoughts on Covid-19


When I first heard about the Coronavirus, later identified as Covid-19, it was only 
just beginning to be taken seriously. Then the scale of the outbreak in China 
became known, and soon afterwards the horror stories appeared in world media.

Up to then there was still an attitude of “China is so far away” or “I’ve never been 
to China, so it doesn’t really concern me.” Then I woke up to the fact that:

a) Almost every three months I travelled to Rome via Dubai which has become 

the world’s premier travel hub;

b) I have sometimes met people in Dubai who had been in China, and were 

returning to South Africa;

c) Almost every major city in South Africa has a China Mall.


So, China and Covid-19 are not that far away after all. The , as if to drive home this 
point the State President, Cyril Ramaphosa, declared a State of Disaster and with 
that imposed a set of strict measures aimed at limiting our exposure to the mystery  
virus.


You will remember those early measures. They included a new reality called ‘social 
distancing, frequent and thorough washing of hands with soap and water, or 
sanitising of hands with alcohol-based products. We were also given basic but 
clear indicators to help us determine if we had been infected, and what we were to 
do if we suspected we had.


Mild as these measures were, by comparison with those imposed in Stage 5, they 
were going to affect our Mass attendances especially over the Easter period. The 
most worrying was the 100 maximum limit of any and every gathering. Then there 
was the restriction on bodily contact, so there no more hand shaking, no more use 
of Holy Water on entering or leaving the Church; but most serious no more sharing 
of the Chalice at Holy Communion!


My immediate reaction was to compare the threat posed by the Coronavirus to 
health, well-being and life, with the actuals that were an everyday reality in South 
Africa, namely


a) deaths by violence = 58 daily

b) deaths by HIV/AIDS = 194 daily

c) deaths by TB = 175 daily

d) deaths by abortion = 57 daily.


At that stage it bothered me that we had a declaration of a State of Disaster when 
the figures for Coronavirus were: Infections under 1000; and NO DEATHS!


My question on Twitter was whether the causes of death listed above should not 
as a matter of course be included in the National State of Emergency and therefore 
given priority treatment!




As so often happens on social media, the reactions were swift and merciless: Have 
you lost your marbles? was an early one and by no means the most vicious!

Lurking at the back of my mind was an even more worrying or even harrowing 
thought: The State of Disaster gives the State President almost unlimited power to 
RULE BY DECREE, what happens if the wrong person gets into that position? Two 
very volatile characters come to mind immediately!


For the time being I am comforting myself with the thought that Cyril Ramaphosa 
is not like that! But then, that’s what we thought when Museveni set out to put 
things right in Uganda. Nor was Kabila like that when he began redeeming the 
Democratic Republic of Congo!


So, the question remains open. It is still at the back of my mind, but it has been 
highlighted!


Like everyone else who is starting to experience the discomforts of ‘cabin-fever’ I 
am longing for a return to normal. Only I don’t believe we will be going back to “the 
old normal”. For one thing, many will have lost their jobs, or their businesses, or 
their practices, or their homes, and certainly the lifestyle which they, and we, took 
for granted. So, where do we go from here?


Making the new normal 

The first thing I expect once the crisis is over is that like many generations before 
us, we will be make a completely new start, like Abraham after his encounter with 
the Lord on the mountain where he was to sacrifice his only son Isaac, or Noah 
after he disembarked from the Ark, or Moses after he crossed the Red Sea, or 
nearer to our time the Disciples recovering from the trauma of seeing their Master 
tortured, crucified, dying in unimaginable agony.

After all that they had to face a new normal as a Church unable to continue normal 
life in the Synagogue and the Temple. This reality changed even more radically 
after the destruction of the Temple. Yes, Peter and his fellow Church leaders had to 
preside over the development and evolution of a completely new normal.


While our conditions forcing us to work out our new normal may not be a dramatic 
as the above examples, they will certainly demand a radical mind shift from simply 
keeping the wheels turning. After Covid-19 we will need to find and put new 
wheels in place, because the machine will have to meet very new and different 
needs.

For example, our income as a Church, whether domestic or foreign, will be very 
different. So our new normal is something we will have to invent as we learn to 
cope with the aftermath of Covid-19 and the Lockdown.

Probably the best words to describe our challenge are those of Fr James Mallon in 
his book on Church renewal The Divine Renovation:

“We have to move decisively from ‘Maintenance to Mission’.”


The frightening reality is that what I have outlined above for the Church will have to 
be done on an even larger scale by government and society. And they will have to 
act quickly and with determination to ensure that the patience and long suffering of 



the people is not tested beyond endurance. The time of promises is over. Now is 
the time for action. 


To succeed we must begin well; to begin well we must plan well; to plan well we 
must not be afraid to identify quickly and clearly for all to see, discuss and accept 
the guiding principles which we are going to adopt and follow.


We must return to the basics for human survival on earth. First, the basic laws of 
God - the Ten Commandments of the Old Testament, and the Two Great 
Commandments of the New Testament. These must form our agreed foundation. 
God is given is due place as our Creator, as are our Fellowmen!

Love and Respect are the primary norms, which in the case of our fellowmen area 
adequately summed up in the principle of the Common Good. This must be our 
primary reference point. The Common Good is understood to be everything that a 
human being needs in order to live a decent human life.


Almost all religion have this good guiding principle to describe this principle: Do 
unto others as you would want them to do unto you!

For Christians this has been further refined by Jesus in his own life and mission:

“Love one another as I have loved you; and I have given my life for you.


This lofty ideal has to be the basic norm if our New Normal is going to meet the 
expectations and demands for justice by the People of South Africa who have 
endured enormous hardships in the lockdown. No effort must be spared to ensure 
that a truly New South Africa will emerge!


Pax et Bonum. God bless and keep you safe!
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