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College News 
 
By God’s grace the first semester of 2020 has now concluded, with exams completed and 
marking almost done. We are particularly encouraged to see the results of exams and 
assignments for this semester because they indicate that most of our students have coped 
well with the challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic. We are well aware that they had many 
challenging moments, and many uncertain days, but they have finished well, and we are very 
thankful to see their accomplishments.  
 
The state of Victoria, where our College is based, is still seeing a considerable number of new 
cases of COVID-19. Hence the easing of restrictions has been delayed for the time being and 
public gatherings are again limited to 10 people. These restrictions may have some impact on 
our plans and policies to re-open our Melbourne campus for semester 2. In the event that we 
may not be able to open the campus, we plan to live-stream all our lectures again. Yet we 
would appreciate your prayers in this regard as we hope to resume our normal on-campus 
life to maximize and facilitate the social aspect of learning, and we can only do so if the current 
situation improves.  
 
After the semester was over the RTC Faculty and adjunct lecturers have enjoyed a Retreat 
Day, taking time to reflect on their ministry at the College, to pray together, and to do some 
forward planning. Many positive and encouraging ideas were shared at the meeting. As part 
of the day Dr Rhys Bezzant from Ridley College visited and presented a session on the 
mentoring ministry of Jonathan Edwards, which was a fruitful time of discussion as well.  
 
Faculty News  
 
Dr Murray Capill will be back from study leave from the second week of July. We are thankful 
for the time of rest, reflection and writing he could have, and we pray that many current and 
future students can benefit from the fruits of his study leave.  
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Living Single: Gospel-Focused Thinking About the Single Life 2020 | Webinar 
 

 
 
Living Single: Gospel-Focused Thinking About the Single Life will equip people to think 
biblically about singleness and the role of single Christians in the ministry of the Gospel. Our 
sessions will be led by committed and experienced leaders, Peter Adam, Kamal Weerakoon, 
and our student and AFES leader Aleesha Bransgrove, who are deeply invested in seeing single 
people flourish in serving the Lord, His people and the world. 
 
Webinar Format 
 
This event will be hosted as a Webinar. Participants can access this experience from anywhere 
by joining us by desktop or laptop computer, mobile device or tablet. Instructions on how to 
access the webinar will be provided in the week of the event. A recording of the event will be 
made available free to those who register. 
 
DATE: Saturday 25 July 
TIME: 10am–4pm 
COST: $15pp. 
 
For more information about events, please visit http://www.rtc.edu.au/events 
 
  

http://www.rtc.edu.au/events
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Book Review: Tessa Thompson, Laughing at the Days to Come: Facing Present Trials and 
Future Uncertainties with Gospel Hope. Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2019. 
(Dr Martin Williams) 
 
In Laughing at the Days to Come, Tessa Thompson shares her 
poignant and powerful story about embracing and enduring life’s 
trials with divine joy. At the age of 16 she was diagnosed with 
Neurofibromatosis Type 2 (NF2), a rare neurological disease that 
took away her hearing. The disease caused tumours to form on 
each of her auditory nerves that first brought hearing loss, then 
the buzz of tinnitus, constant nerve pain in her leg, the 
humiliation of partial facial paralysis resulting from neurosurgery 
(which disfigured her smile and made it difficult to chew food 
properly), and the anxiety, uncertainty, and fearful prospect of 
what was next: “How bad was this going to get?” (p. 9). “It is 
times like these,” she says, “when our hearts are fragile, our 
circumstances grim, and our futures uncertain, that the enemy 
of our souls loves to come and plant seeds of destruction in the 
soil of our hearts. And unless we are vigilantly working to keep the soil pure, the remaining 
sin within us will jump at the chance to water those seeds” (p. 9). 
 
Then one day “one of my mom’s friends handed me a small piece of white paper with one 
short verse written on it… The paper read, ‘Strength and dignity are her clothing, and she 
laughs at the time to come’” (p. 13). The more Thompson pondered these words, the more 
she realised that woman of Proverbs 31 had something that she lacked—a vision for life that 
enabled her to laugh at the future: “Here was something valiant. Here was a vision for a life 
that was thriving not only amid the challenges and frustrations of today but was also able to 
ponder the days to come—unknowns, changes, trials, and all—and simply laugh. . . . This 
laughter was flowing out of a strong and wise woman who feared the Lord. This was the 
laughter I needed if I was going to endure a progressive neurological disease in a way that 
honored God. With this noble vision in mind, I pressed on” (pp. 15, 14). In many ways these 
words became a theme verse for her life—and the theme for her book. 
 
Laughing at the Days to Come beautifully paints the picture of a Proverbs 31 woman who can 
contemplate an uncertain future and a long road of suffer and still “laugh at the days to 
come.” How? Because she is full of gospel hope: “The gospel promises us that this earthly vale 
of tears is not the end and that our suffering here is fleeting, not final. . . . And here, in the 
midst of life’s most bitter providences, is our joy and rest: ‘the things which are seen are 
temporary’ (2 Cor 4:18). And as our tear-filled eyes look with hope on these future realities, 
our fears are gently rebuked” (p. 33). While Thompson addresses her book primarily to 
women, men can also read and benefit just as much from it (I certainly did!). Her book is a 
beautifully written, warmly personal, refreshingly honest, biblically grounded, and gospel 
centred look at the realities and heartaches of suffering and pain, uncertainty and anxiety, 
and how the gospel empowers us to persevere in courage, faith, hope, and joy, indeed, “to 
laugh at the days to come.”  
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Ministry Spot: Responding to Pestilence: Learning from Huldrych Zwingli (Dr Phillip 
Scheepers) 
 

A visceral fear haunted the imaginations of medieval 
Europeans. The dread that ‘the plague’ might return. After 
scything its way across the continent from 1349–1352, killing 
as many as a third of the population, the ‘Black Death’ never 
really went away. Every few decades, it would emerge again 
to sow bitter seeds of terror and death. Never again, 
thankfully, on a continent-wide scale, but serious enough to 
kill thousands of people. The fact that the location or severity 
of such local outbreaks could not be predicted, only added to 
the deep sense of unease associated with it.  
 
At the beginning of 1519, Huldrych Zwingli (who would later 
become known as the Father of the Swiss Reformation) was 

appointed as the ‘People’s Preacher’ at the Grossmünster, the largest church in Zürich. 
Preaching was not necessarily a major part of the life of medieval churches but the canons of 
the Grossmünster funded a ‘preachership’ because there was a definite demand for regular 
sermons among the affluent merchant class of the city. Over the next few months Zwingli 
caused something of a sensation in the Zürich as he began to systematically preach through 
different books of the Bible. This was quite a radical practice for the time as preachers were 
required to stick to a series of set readings prescribed by church authorities. His emphasis on 
the authority of Scripture was also evident in his questioning of many different aspects of 
medieval church life. Among other things he criticised the veneration of saints and the 
payment of indulgences.  
 
Many believers in the city responded enthusiastically to his message. It looked, in short, as if 
Zürich was on track to follow in the footsteps of Wittenberg, a few hundred miles to the north 
where a movement for reform (with many of the same emphases) was set in motion by Martin 
Luther, only two years before. Then, pestilence struck.  
 
Zwingli was not actually in Zürich when the plague first broke out in the city in August 1519. 
He was taking a break in the spa town of Bad Pfäfers, about 100 kilometres away when word 
reached him that large numbers of people were dying back in the city. It would have been the 
easiest thing possible for Zwingli to stay put in Bad Pfäfers to sit out the epidemic. Yet he 
immediately rushed back to Zürich to minister to the sick and dying, stating that his first 
responsibility as a shepherd of God’s people was to be with them in their affliction.  
 
While Zwingli’s readiness to minister to those in crisis was certainly commendable, it came at 
a massive personal cost. By mid-September about 2,500 people had died of the disease. This 
number would eventually grow to 7,000, a full quarter of the city’s population. As was perhaps 
inevitable, given his sustained contact with the seriously ill, Zwingli caught the plague himself. 
His brother Andreas became ill at the same time and died within a few days. However, 
although catching the plague was a death sentence in most cases, Zwingli lingered on. He 
eventually recovered, but it took months for him to do so. He spent those months on his back, 
essentially an invalid, and was only able to resume his ministry by the spring of 1520.  



5 
 

 
Staring death in the face had a profound influence on Zwingli. The most enduring record of 
this experience was his ‘Pestlied’ (Plague Song), which became widely known by its first lines 
‘Hilf, Herr Gott, Hilf’ (Lit. Help, Lord God, Help!) This hymn is a profound meditation on death 
and restoration.  
 
The first few stanzas reflects Zwingli’s shock upon being infected, as well as his conviction that 
His life is in God’s hands:  

 
Help me, O Lord, 

My strength and rock; 
Lo, at the door 

I hear death’s knock. 
 

Uplift shine arm, 
Once pierced for me, 

That conquered death. 
And set me free. 

 
Yet, if thy voice, 
In life’s midday. 
Recalls my soul, 

Then I obey. 
 

In faith and hope 
Earth I resign. 

Secure of heaven. 
For I am Thine. 

 
The next four stanzas deal with the period when his life was in the balance and the conviction 
that even if death should come, he is still safe in Christ’s hands:  
 

My pains increase; 
Haste to console; 
For fear and woe 

Seize body and soul. 
 

Death is at hand. 
My senses fail. 

My tongue is dumb; 
Now, Christ, prevail. 

 
Lo! Satan strains 

To snatch his prey; 
I feel his grasp; 

Must I give way? 
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He harms me not, 
I fear no loss, 
For here I lie 

Beneath thy cross. 
 
In the final part Zwingli is finally convinced that he was healed from the disease and the focus 
shifts to thankfulness to God and refocussing on living life for His glory:  

 
My God! My Lord! 

Healed by the hand. 
Upon the earth 

Once more I stand. 
 

Let sin no more 
Rule over me; 

My mouth shall sing 
Alone to thee. 

 
Though now delayed, 

My hour will come. 
Involved, perchance. 

In deeper gloom. 
 

But, let it come; 
With joy I’ll rise, 

And bear my yoke 
Straight to the skies. 

 
Although we should be careful to draw straight parallels between Zwingli’s experience and 
our own struggles with Covid-19 (for one thing, the plague was orders of magnitude more 
severe in terms of its mortality rate), I do think that we can draw some inspiration from him. 
Here are some aspects of his response that stand out:  
 
Our place is on the frontlines: While it may be easy to condemn Zwingli’s decision to rush 
towards danger, instead of the other way, as foolhardy, he had some clear Biblical reasons 
for doing so. He firmly believed that this was precisely the time when God’s servants should 
be ministering His love and compassion. This stance was widely respected by the people of 
Zürich. In fact, many historians believe that Zwingli’s willingness to suffer alongside his flock 
was one of the reasons why the Reformation gained such a strong foothold in the city. By 
holding up his example I am obviously not suggesting that we should be reckless in seeking to 
minister to the ill and the hurting. We obviously know much more about disease transmission 
today and we should of course take necessary precautions in line with this. However, the 
larger point, namely that the coming of large-scale illness and suffering should serve as a 
clarion call to the church to minister the Gospel in word and deed, still stands.  
 
Our lives and times are under His providential hands: Being struck with a disease that was 
almost bound to kill you must have been a terrifying experience. Yet Zwingli expressed his 
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trust in God’s care, both in calling to Him for help and in expressing that whatever happens 
he will be safe ‘under the cross’. These are themes that he would later work out in great detail 
as he led the Zürich Reformation, but in dealing with an existential crisis it takes on a deeply 
personal quality. When life becomes uncertain it is so easy to become frantic or to cast about 
for solutions. Zwingli reminds us that as believers our first response should be to cry out to 
the one ‘from whom our help comes’ (Psalm 121:1).  
 
Our lives are to be lived to God’s glory: In the final four stanzas of his ‘Plague Song’ Zwingli 
writes as someone who had his life handed back to him. His response is not primarily one of 
relief but is framed as a recommitment to the fight against sin and to continually sing God’s 
praises. With these words you can almost see him preparing for a new season of ministry, of 
bearing his yoke until his race is run. Zwingli’s earthly ministry after this point continued for 
another 12 years. A time during which he skilfully led the Swiss Reformation and led many 
people to a deeper understanding of God’s Word and the Gospel. One wonders if this work 
was undertaken with extra intensity, with Zwingli being deeply aware that he was living on 
borrowed time after his near-death experience? Be that as it may, at a time like this we are 
called upon to reflect on our lives and our priorities. May we also emerge from our own 
‘plague year’ with a new commitment to serve our Lord and work for the extension of His 
Kingdom.  
 
Zwingli’s experience with, and response to, the plague reminds us that many have walked the 
road of suffering before us. May his example inspire us to constantly reflect on the fact that 
God often uses times like these to build his church and to refocus us on what is truly 
important.  
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