
IT WAS THE BEST OF TIMES – IT WAS THE WORST OF TIMES 
 

2nd meditation for Lenten Quiet Day/Retreat by Doug Hiza 
 

“The Tale of Two Cities” may have been written by Charles Dickens in 1859 

but its message is as profound and as provocative today as it was then. 

What could be more true than the opening lines, It was the best of times 

– it was the worst of times… in light of the current world wide coronavirus? 

In a relatively short space of time we have gone from a fun loving society 

to something that has never happened before, even in wartime, to the 

lockdown of most major cities worldwide – schools, pubs, restaurants, 

churches and every other public gathering place have all been shut down. 

Where does it all end and how long will we be on this wartime footing. No 

one knows – only God! 

Dickens wrote “it was the age of wisdom; it was the age of foolishness.” 

He goes on to point out the major conflict between families and love; 

hatred and oppression; good and evil; light and darkness; wisdom and folly. 

Nothing could be truer as the world tries desperately to respond to this 

ever increasing coronavirus. 

And few images encapsulate more succinctly or poignantly the situation 

facing us all than that of an elderly person standing in the middle of a 

supermarket aisle, with a shopping list in his hands while all around him 

the shelves are bare due to panic buying. There is absolutely nothing left. 

This is not Venezuela nor Russia during the Cold War nor a corrupt-ravaged 

Zimbabwe.  And the bare shelves are not the result of food shortages or 

some catastrophic failure in supply chains; they are the direct result of the 

selfishness of those, who in times of crisis, have no regard for the needs of 

the vulnerable or elderly but who care only for themselves! 

And these scenes are being repeated up and down the country. People 

queuing around the block at Costco; crowds fighting and falling over one 

another to get into stores while others are slapping and hitting each other 

over rolls of toilet paper. This is what Charles Dickens was speaking about 

in his novel, ‘The Tale of Two Cities’ some 161 years ago.  

But Dickens was not the only one to write a novel that hit the nail on the 

head. In 1954 the Nobel Prize-winning author, William Golding, wrote a 

spellbinding novel entitled – The Lord of the Flies about a group of British 

boys stranded on an uninhabited island and their disastrous attempt to 

govern themselves. The central concern focuses on the conflict between 



two competing impulses that exist within all human beings: the instinct 

to survive; to live by rules; to act peace- 

fully; and to value the good of others vs the instinct to gratify one’s 

immediate desires and to act violently to achieve supremacy! Sound 

familiar? In light of what is happening around the world today it should! It 

describes people’s actions to a tee! 

But wait a minute. All is not doom and gloom. As the Presiding Bishop of 

the Episcopal Church in America, Michael B. Curry says, “We are all in this 

together.” And even our Queen Elizabeth is upbeat in her stirring 

statement in which she says, “At times as these, I am reminded that our 

nation’s history has been forged by people and communities coming 

together to work as one, concentrating our combined efforts with a 

focus on the common goal…many of us will need to find new ways of 

staying in touch with each other and making sure that loved ones are 

safe. I am certain we are up to that challenge… 

Are you up to that challenge? Do you truly believe, ‘we are all in this 

together?’ I certainly do and I have proof that there are more ‘Good Friday’ 

people in this world, than evil, selfish, me-only kinds of people. On the 

street where we live people have come together to make sure the elderly 

and vulnerable are looked after by doing their shopping and calling 

regularly to see if we are OK or need anything. What a wonderful response 

and it’s happening all over the UK. 

Several people who own corner shops have responded in the most unselfish 

ways. They have been putting together bags of soap, gel, masks and toilet 

rolls and delivering them free to elderly people in the neighbourhood at a 

cost to themselves from £2000 to £4000. Wow! We are all in this together 

after all. 

Don’t pull up the draw bridge just yet, against your neighbour, which leads 

to panic buying – fear and to spiritual, emotional and physical isolation. In 

the end it will utterly destroy you! No! Be bold – be daring – take a leap of 

faith and reach out to one another. It’s the only way you will ever be able 

to conquer this virus that has invaded your way of life. 

I had hoped to focus this meditation on Good Friday people such as 

Archbishop Romero, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Martin Luther King, Mother 

Teresa. People who have all sacrificed their lives in the service of others. 

Instead I want to turn my attention to the lesser known individuals whom I 

consider to be equally worthy of the title – Good Friday People! 



And for that purpose I quote the most popular quotation of modern times 

according to the Oxford dictionary of Quotations: The only thing necessary 

for  the triumph of evil is for good people to do nothing!  

And good people did many things during World War II. They put their safety 

and their lives on the line to help save the lives of Jewish people from the 

Nazis. One of the better known individuals was Oscar Shindler, a German 

industrialist who employed Jews from the concentration camps in Poland 

to work in his factories. He was an unlikely hero as an ethnic German living 

in Morvania, Czeh Republic after joining the Nazi Party in 1939. His brazen 

and courageous efforts, right under the noses of the Nazi Gestapo, enabled 

him to save the lives of 1200 Jews. He was awarded the highest award by 

the Jewish nation called Righteous Among the Nations.  It’s only awarded 

to non-Jews who took huge risks to their own lives to save Jews during the 

Holocaust. See his movie, Shindler’s List. 

Another person who was equally rewarded for her courage was Mieo Giles, 

who helped hide the Frank family in the Secret Annex in Amsterdam during 

the war. She kept the writings of Anne Frank in a draw in her desk until it 

was safe to release them to the world.  A remarkable and courageous 

human being to say the least. 

Hendrika Gerritsen was another person who put her life on the line to help 

Jews escape from the Germans. She too was rightly awarded Righteous 

Among the Nations. As a member of the Dutch Resistance she was 

eventually captured and survived three concentration camps. Her 

nickname was ‘Kiky’ – a real gutsy and courageous woman! 

These are people who truly deserve to be called Good Friday People. 

People who are willing to put their lives on the line to help and save and 

protect others – no matter what the cost to themselves. What would it cost 

YOU to be called ‘A Good Friday Person?’ 

Think long and hard about this over the coming days we call Holy Week. As 

you journey along with Jesus the Christ towards the cross on Good Friday, 

what are you willing to sacrifice to help others in desperate need of help 

and assistance. The coronavirus may just provide you with the perfect 

opportunity to step up to the plate and to be counted. Focus of the 

following questions and see if you can enrich your Easter this year in a more 

deeply spiritual way. God bless you and ‘may the force be with you always! 

And never forget: We are ALL in this together! 

 

  



Thoughts & Questions for Quiet Time/Reflection 

What do you make of the words of the astronaut, Frank Borman, on 

Apollo 8? 

When you are finally on the moon looking back on earth, all those 

differences and nationalistic traits are pretty well going to blend and 

you’re going to get a concept that maybe this really is one world, and 

why the hell can’t we learn to live together like decent human beings? 

Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Why or why not? 

How would you answer the following statement? How many places can you 

name where people have faith is God? And where that very faith is 

ripping them apart and has been doing so for years – decades? Belfast; 

Yemen; Syria; Iran; Iraq; Nigeria; Sudan? 

Above St Hugh’s Charter House are the words: Stat crux dum volvitur orbis 

which reads: “The cross is steady while the world is turning.” What does 

that mean to you? 

Einstein once said that the word coincidence meant “God’s calling cards.” 

Do you agree or disagree with Einstein?  Why or why not? 

What does the following by Tony Robinson, a UCC minister say to you? 

Moses said to God, “Consider too that this nation is your people.” (Exodus 

33:13) 

To say that God was disappointed by the whole Golden Calf fiasco would 

be an understatement. Yahweh was furious! So much so that God told 

Moses to take these miserable people & proceed to the Promised Land 

without divine accompaniment. “I’ve had it with this lot. You go…without 

me”, God said. 

At which point Moses did a remarkable thing. Moses challenged God. Moses 

reminded God that these people, this band of ex-slaves, who were 

sometimes faithful & often faithless, were God’s own people – not 

Moses’s. “Consider,” Moses said to the Holy One, “that this nation is your 

people.” The emphasis being on your. And this whole liberation project 

was your idea – not mine! In modern day 21st century speak, Moses had 

really good boundaries! 

Which is one of the things about intercessory prayer that you may not 

always notice. In such prayer you are placing those you care about in God’s 

hands – and, thereby, relaxing your own grip. And this can be very helpful 

for all sorts of people who have some responsibility to care for others, 



whether ministers, parents or teachers. Ultimately, people in the 

congregation; the children, students, adults & parents are not yours. They 

are God’s! 

And sometimes the very best you can do for those whom you are tempted 

to care too much for is to lift them up in prayer before God,  relinquishing 

your claim & asserting God’s claim, calling upon God to be God!   

T.S. Eliot once wrote: Teach us, Lord, to care and not to care. Amen.  


