
I just want to know when this will end
It is a natural reaction when facing some hardship to want to look beyond it to 
easier times. The new parents know that after so many months their baby 
should start sleeping for longer. The student knows that on such a date the 
exams will be over. The post-operative patient knows that after such a length of 
time their pain will ease.  So in this time of pandemic we are longing to know 
when it will end, when we can mingle with crowds without fear, greet people 
warmly with a hug or a kiss, or run our business at its full capacity and not 
worry constantly about its survival. The prime minister has said it might be all 
over by Christmas. Do I hear echoes of the first world war? The problem is that 
deep down we know that there cannot be any certainty about when this 
pandemic will be over. Even if some restrictions ease, the effects of the 
lockdown will be with us for a long time, particularly economically. Further 
lockdowns like that in Leicester may set us back. However without something 
to look forward to it is easy to feel depressed and hopeless. We do cry out 
“when will this end?” So how does our faith speak into this dilemma?

It is always important to name our longings. “How long O Lord?” is a frequent 
cry in the Psalms and the suffering Job’s longing for the morning is a metaphor 
for such times:  “When I lie down I think, “How long before I get up?” The 
night drags on, and I toss and turn until dawn.” (Job 7:4)  However God rarely 
furnishes us with timings.  Jesus is often pressed to name the timing of his 
vision of the future and usually replies “no-one knows” -  not him, nor the 
angels, nor the prophets but only the Father. After the resurrection the 
disciples want to know if he is about to restore the kingdom to Israel and he 
replies firmly “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set...”  
The ‘when’  question is not answered.  We’re not encouraged, it seems, to 
know the future. 

Part of our desire to know when something will end is to regain control. We 
don’t like living with uncertainty. We want to know the security of ‘normal 
business’ being resumed. This is especially true in more affluent cultures where 
the basics of life are normally so predictably available – food, clothing, energy, 
healthcare, education etc. When they are threatened we panic, as we saw early 
in the pandemic with the frantic buying that threatened to create the shortages 
that people feared. I remember at the time saying the Lord’s prayer and really 
noticing the phrase “Give us this day our daily bread” . We are encouraged to 
pray for daily bread, not tomorrow’s bread or future supplies but to trust that 
He who gave bread for today will give it tomorrow.  We were like the Israelites 
in the desert finding the manna that could not be saved until the next day, or 
Jesus in the desert affirming “People do not live on bread alone, but on every 
word that comes from the mouth of God”. Suddenly life was not so under 
control and we needed to trust more, each other and God. 



Not knowing the future requires living with daily trust. The epistle of James is 
strong in its warning  against the pride that lies behind purely human 
confidence in the future.  Now listen, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will 
go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money.’ 
Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? 
You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes. Instead, you 
ought to say, ‘If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that.’ As it is, 
you boast in your arrogant schemes. There has been an important humbling 
for church and society alike in these days. (James 4:13-16) 

That is not to say that we should become passively dependent on God. When 
Jesus refuses to answer the disciples’ ‘when’ question, - “when will you restore 
the kingdom to Israel?” after saying that its not for you to know the times or 
dates he goes on to say “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit 
comes on you.”  To know times and seasons could encourage a very fatalistic 
view of history and providence. “God says it will be over in a year – so we just 
have to sit back and wait”. God may know the future but actually it is our 
actions and response which will help shape the when. Here’s my power to act 
creatively for the future, says Jesus. To live for the time when something will be 
over is to place our trust in the future, in that time when life will get better 
again, rather than in the God of the future who sustains us through good and 
bad alike. We begin to live for the future rather than the now and imagine 
everything will be fine when the winter is over, when the children go to school, 
when I’ve left home, when I’ve got a new job , when I’ve retired..etc. If we are 
not careful we are never living in the now or by our response to the now 
creating a new future. 

Henri Nouwen expresses this in his description of patience. “Patience is not a 
waiting passivity until someone else does something. Patience asks us to live 
the moment to the fullest, to be completely present to the moment, to taste the 
here and now, to be where we are. When we are impatient we try to get away 
from where we are. We behave as if the real thing will happen tomorrow, later 
and somewhere else. Let's be patient and trust that the treasure we look for is 
hidden in the ground on which we stand.”   It is only in the now that we 
encounter God.  

To not know the timing of the future but to live in the present is to let go of 
our need to be in control and to trust in the daily provision of God.   That 
requires a humbling, but also there’s a mercy in that. To be faced with the 
whole reality of the future in one big chunk could be overwhelming. We are 
better dealing with more manageable bits.  Certainly Jesus makes this point in 
the Sermon on the Mount. “Do not worry about tomorrow” he says. “Each day 
has enough trouble of its own”. In other words, handle the future in 



manageable chunks. Take a day at a time. Maybe even less than a day when 
the pressure is on. I am reminded of  the book and film Touching the Void  
which tells the remarkable story of how Jo Simpson escaped alone off the 
21,000 feet Siula Grande in the Peruvian Andes after breaking his leg, and 
being left by his companion deep in a crevasse, presumed dead. Not only did 
he have to get out of the crevasse and make his way down the mountain with 
a shattered leg; but the clock was ticking as his friends would soon pack up the 
base camp and go on without him. His survival technique was just to focus on 
the next half an hour and to get down the mountain in half hour chunks. 
Living in the very immediate present in the end enabled his survival. 

God in his mercy wants us to handle the challenges of life in manageable 
chunks. And he wants us to handle them together. That is why even if the 
‘how long’ question is not answered it is important to ask it, because in the 
asking we are coming to God with our real hopes and fears, desires and 
longings. This is bringing our response to the future into the present to be 
handled with God. It is the difference in the end between optimism and hope. 
Optimism is facing the future in the confidence of what is humanly possible. 
The development of a vaccine would help us be optimistic about the future. 
Hope is trusting God for the future even when we cannot see how it will turn 
out. 

Not to know when this pandemic will end is a humbling mercy. It reminds us 
that we are not in control of everything. It spares us from seeing more than we 
could bear. It encourages us to live patiently in the now, not passively resigned 
to our fate or stoically suppressing our feelings, but taking them to God, finding 
our daily bread, discovering the treasure under our feet, and creating the future 
with the God who always says “Now is the time of my favour, now is the day 
of salvation.”  

David Newman, Warden of Launde Abbey

Questions
How do you live in the present, particularly in difficult times, and not escape 
into the past or future?

What does it mean to live patiently in the now? cf Romans 8:22-25


