
 
25 Main Street, P.O. Box 61, Grand Bend, Ontario   N0M 1T0 * (519) 238-2402 
huronshoresunitedchurch@gmail.com * www.huronshoresunitedchurch.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17 June, 2020 
 
Good viruses! 
 
“My help comes from God, the maker of heaven and earth.”  Psalm 121:2 
 
Dear Ones, 
 
I have been thinking about viruses recently.  I bet you can guess why!  The global situation right now 
can sometimes feel like the trailor to a B-movie horror film:  The Virus That Stopped the World!  A 

movie like that would have really great  graphics of hideous viral life-forms… complete with fangs! 
 
It is quite natural for us to slip into ethical language about the COVID-19 virus.  We might say that 
the virus is “bad,” for instance.  Good/bad language is ethical language.  It puts a value on something 
based on our perception of it.  The virus, say some, is bad because it is causing illness and death. 
 
The problem with this ethical language, however, is that it is entirely focused on us, on humanity.  If 
it hurts humans, we say, then it is bad.  But lions hurt humans when lions eat humans for lunch.  It is 
in the nature of a lion to eat meat, and – to a lion, anyway – we are lovely packages of fresh meat.  

So we more properly say that a lion is just doing its job. 
 
The same is true of viruses, it turns out.  While we might want to say that COVID-19 is bad, it is 
actually just doing its job, moving from host to host, replicating, making more little baby viruses – 
how cute! – and ensuring the survival of its kind.  Just like we do.   
 
I took a quick peek at some literature on viruses, and have learned that scientists are not in 
agreement on something pretty fundamental:  whether viruses are even alive!1  Imagine that!  They 
are older than we are in an evolutionary sense – probably among the oldest entities on the planet – 

and yet we are uncertain as to whether they are alive or not. 
 
I always thought “alive” was like “pregnant” – you either are or you aren’t.  Turns out “alive” is… less 
clear.  What do we mean when we say “alive”?  Most definitions include the idea of life and death, as 
well as something to do with autonomy – or the ability to act on one’s own behalf.  
 
Viruses both do and do not fit within this definition.  It turns out that “a spectrum may exist between 
what is certainly alive and what is not.” (Luis P. Villarreal)  Wow.  A spectrum.  Like a rainbow – 
where we once thought that there were 7 colours, now we know that there is a sliding scale of infinite 

shades of colour.  Or like sexual orientation.  We once thought that there were only two orientations, 
male and female. Now that we look more generously, we see an array of sexual expressions and 
gender identities. 
 

 

1 “ Are Viruses Alive?” by Luis P. Villarreal on August 8, 2008, found on the Scientific American website at  

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/are-viruses-alive-2004/.  Accessed on June 16, 2020. 
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It turns out that even life is like that.  A sliding scale.  An array.  A rainbow.  And it is the viruses 
which have taught us that. 
 
Good viruses! 
 
Are viruses bad?  Or good?  It turns out that it depends on the framework you are using when you 
ask the question.  Bad – for folks who are susceptible to illness.  Good – for folks studying the nature 
of life itself. 
 

Maybe bad/good are not such helpful categories after all.  No B-move Horror film here. 
 
Just us.  And the viruses.  Along with the bacteria, the slimes, the molds and the animals. Sisters, 
brothers, kin on this great planet… “fellow travellers on the road.”2 
 
Grace to you, and peace. 
 

Kate 
katecrawfordmn@gmail.com 

 

2 “We Are Pilgrims:  Servant Song” #595  Voices United, by Richard Gillard, 1977. Copyright Scripture in Song, 

administered in USA and Canada by The Copyright Company. 

"Our relationship with God and each other strengthens us, and helps make the world a better place. 
We welcome and include everyone into congregational life." 

 


