
‘Jenfelder Gespräche: the Coronavirus Podcast’.  

Today we have an interview with Pastor Alec Johnston from Blackburn, about the coronavirus situation in 
Great Britain, about Brexit, and about the opportunities we currently have to build up our churches online, 
such as livestreaming the Sunday service on the Internet. I hope you all enjoy it. 

I have a verse from the Bible for you again, this time from the final book of the Bible, Revelation. It’s 
Revelation 3:20, and here Jesus himself is speaking, and he says: “Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. 
If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with that person, and they with me.”  

Perhaps you are self-isolating at home. Perhaps you would be amazed right now, if somebody were stood 
there knocking at your door. But from a spiritual point of view, Jesus says that he is knocking on all of the 
doors of all of our hearts, that he is present right now, and that we can have a relationship with him at all 
times. Even now – and perhaps now, in the coronavirus era, you are thinking about this question for the first 
time, “What’s the deal with God? What’s the deal with me? Who exactly is Jesus?” With this Bible verse, 
Jesus invites us to investigate it with him, and knocks at our hearts so that we might open them to him. And 
there is something particular about these doors to our hearts, to stick with the metaphor: Jesus doesn’t kick 
them in from outside. Jesus isn’t some kind of brutal bully of a God. Jesus is a gentleman. And these heart-
doors only have one handle, and it’s on the inside. Only we can invite him into our hearts. And if we do – for 
example, by saying a prayer – then we experience Jesus coming to us. Now, I don’t know what that looks like 
for you individually, but I know that what Jesus promises is the truth, and that, if you allow Jesus into your 
heart, something will happen that will most certainly surprise you. So, simply invite him into your heart and 
your life, and see what happens. I promise, it will be something beautiful and good. 

And now, let’s go to Great Britain, to my friend, Alec Johnston.  

Hello! Good Morning Alec! Alec is in London, or near London. We’re talking to each other over Skype, and 
Alec and I have been friends for many years. We got to know each other on Facebook, and then we met for 
coffee when I was on holiday in the Black Forest, back when he used to live there, and that was really great 
experience. It’s always good when two people who know Jesus meet for the first time, because there’s 
already something there that they have in common, which means you get along like you’ve known each other 
for years. We spontaneously decided to meet up a few more times, and then it was great, because my 
daughter Deborah got married last year in Sweden, it was an international wedding, and I had to preach in 
English, and Alec, as a native speaker, helped me with the sermon, for which I am very grateful to him. 

It’s lovely that we’re able to Skype like this, Alec – where actually are you in England? 

I’m now in a place called Blackburn. Blackburn is very well-known in Hamburg because of the Blackburn Rovers 
football team, since Lewis Holtby was – I’m sorry to say – signed over to Blackburn from Hamburg. Blackburn 
is about an hour north of Manchester and Liverpool, maybe about an hour and a half away from Scotland. 

And you’re the pastor of a church there, right? 

I’m the pastor of Blackburn Baptist Church – BBC, as I like to call it. 

That’s a good one! 

So we’re very well known in Germany too, we have our own TV programmes… 

That would be great with the current coronavirus situation, if you have a big television network behind you 
to communicate with!  

Exactly. 

So, tell me, in Great Britain you have Boris Johnson – he has a name a bit like yours, but I don’t believe you’re 
related – Boris Johnson, the Prime Minister, was taking into Intensive Care yesterday with coronavirus. That 
has to have an effect on the British people. How is the coronavirus situation in the UK? 

I would say, comparing the situation here with the situation in Germany, which my wife has been telling me 
about, that things are fundamentally very similar. I believe the situation with how this crisis started, public 



opinion about it all, and the measures that the government, the hospitals and the healthcare system have 
taken are basically identical. 

In the German press, we tend to make fun of Boris Johnson a little, because he was said a couple of weeks 
ago to have boasted that he had knowingly shaken coronavirus patients’ hands, and now he’s sick himself. 
Are people also critical of that in Great Britain, or do people see it in a more balanced way? 

If I look at the ARD [German news network] website and the BBC website, then I see two different stories. 
Naturally, it’s portrayed differently from the British and the German political perspective, and I would say that 
the truth probably lies somewhere between the two. Naturally, for the British people, it’s a very serious matter 
when the Prime Minister, Boris Johnson, is in intensive care with coronavirus. That’s something to be taken 
seriously, and the people are very affected by it. 

I think that the main problem here is in the cities. London, with 7 million inhabitants, especially, as well as 
Birmingham and the West Midlands and most recently Manchester and the north-west of England are the 
areas that are most affected. The town where I live and work, Blackburn in  
East Lancashire, has 150,000 inhabitants, but we only have – if ‘only’ is the right word – 73 confirmed cases, 
and no deaths. So it’s not exactly the middle of nowhere in the Black Forest.  It’s not a small town, but mostly 
it has been the big conurbations, the big urban complexes that have been affected by the disease here in 
Britain. In Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, there have been very few cases. 

Well, I wish you and the British people God’s blessing in these difficult times, and I pray that we might get 
through this coronavirus situation as soon as possible, and that things will get better again. 

Thank you. 

You said that looking at the ARD homepage and the BBC one, the reporting was completely different. I believe 
it’s probably similar with the Brexit coverage. Here in Germany, the majority of journalists are in agreement 
that Brexit was more or less a mistake, whereas in Britain I the coverage is obviously more nuanced. And of 
course, you are personally affected by Brexit. When we got to know each other, you were living in Germany, 
you’re married to a German woman, now you’re working as a pastor in Britain again. So for you, Brexit means 
that you and your wife, you were together in the EU before, and now you’re suddenly European, but not a 
citizen of the EU, and your wife still is. What effect has that had on you, and what consequences has it had 
for your family? 

It’s a very good question. It still isn’t clear how the situation will develop. Until the end of this calendar year, 
2020, Brexit certainly won’t have a great effect on our lives. It’s only after that that we might have a problem 
with driving licences; my driving licence is a German one, so it might not be recognised. That kind of thing. I 
would say that the situation still isn’t clear. And this lack of clarity will probably also last longer because of 
the situation with coronavirus. But I don’t think I will have any problems travelling to Germany. If needs be, I 
can travel to Hamburg by ferry and ask for help there. 

You can always seek asylum with me, no worries!  

That’s very kind. I knew you’d say that! But yes, it’s an unpredictable situation. What’s past is past, and I think 
most British people are glad that it’s finally over and done with. And I think that most people in the EU are 
probably of the same opinion: we’ve finally got rid of the Brits!  

I wanted to say, we’ve finally got Brexit over and done with, but I notice that, at least for me, it’s still painful 
when I think about Britain, and think that we were together in the EU, because I do fundamentally feel that 
we belong together. We’ve been close, and it’s almost like Hamburg and Bavaria, Hamburg and Britain, we 
all belong together, and now with Brexit, there’s a split, and that hurts, and I think that many EU citizens feel 
the same way, and probably many British people, that things are being torn apart that belong together. 

That could be so, but if you can’t teach the Brits in 40 years how to convert a penalty kick… 

True, true, that’s an important point. 



We gave you Kevin Keegan, and he helped you out a bit, but since then I don’t think we’ve sent anybody to 
Germany who’s really been up to much. 

That was back when the Mighty Mouse still played for Hamburg SV, which makes me think of the good old 
days. Yeah, that is something that my fellow Hamburgers and I will always be grateful to you Brits for. 

Alec, you’re also limited pastorally, by the coronavirus situation, in how you can communicate with your 
congregation and people outside of the congregation, and you’re trying out new things with online services 
and communication over the internet. What has your experience of that been like? 

We’ve been in this situation for three weeks now. Our service on Sunday is mostly filmed on Saturday, in 
various parts. There’s somebody who reads the Bible in their home. As a ‘minister of religion’ as it is so nicely 
formulated here, I’m allowed to go into my own church building and hold the sermon there. These services 
are going very well. A lot of people who normally wouldn’t come to church also have access to these services 
and like to listen to them at home, so it’s an opportunity to reach people with the Gospel and the word of 
God. We didn’t have that opportunity before in the same way, which means it’s been very constructive, very 
positive. In this town we also have many online prayer meetings. But I think the most difficult thing is funerals. 
There the situation becomes extremely difficult. The recommendation of the British government, the rules 
that currently applied, are very strict, much stricter than those in place in most of Germany, I believe, and that 
is something the British population aren’t used to. The rigour that is being demanded of us in our compliance 
with these rules is very German, if I can put it that way, so things feel very restricted here. But to get back to 
the Sunday service, that has been a great success, it’s very popular. And even in Germany, you can, if you so 
wish, watch our service. You’re very welcome – it’s on YouTube. 

And I think that’s the right attitude to take when dealing with these restrictions, to look at what opportunities 
might come out of it that we might not otherwise have. Here, for example, we have more than twice as many 
people watching our services on YouTube as would normally be in the church on Sunday, and I think that is 
a great opportunity, when it comes to mission. Is that also the case for you, that your services have more 
visitors online? 

Absolutely. It’s exactly the same here. I’m no pro at this whole video thing – you can probably tell – but you’re 
the on the Evangelium Rundfunk television network, so you have some real television experience. For me, it’s 
something that I am gradually having to learn to do. 

Thank you for the compliment! Yeah, I can imagine, and I hope and pray that when the church reopens, 
suddenly we’ll have a couple more people who we might have reached through our online activities during 
this period of coronavirus. That would be great, and I do think that some people who, in normal times, would 
run for the hills at the mention of God, or would say “I don’t have time for religion”, might now have a lot of 
free time, and nothing else to do, and perhaps they might be asking “What is the deal with God, and might I 
not discover something there that could improve my life in ways that I haven’t really thought about before? 

Yes, I think so too. 

Alec, to ask a personal question, how are you coping with coronavirus? Are you afraid of getting sick? Are 
you worried about your family?  Are you worried about the elderly and the sick people from your 
congregation? And how do you deal with that, spiritually? What stops you from panicking and giving in to 
fear, and helps you keep on living with a positive attitude? 

A very good question, or rather some very good questions. Personally, I am not afraid of the coronavirus. My 
wife works as a nurse in south Germany, and naturally that brings to mind the protective measures that have 
had to be been taken there so that she doesn’t get infected, but I think for me, the biggest problem that is not 
being discussed, both in Germany and in England, I think, is the consequences of the measures that have been 
taken. With lock-downs, as they call them here, it is already clear that there will be cases of depression, 
domestic violence, suicide attempts, obsessive-compulsive disorder, and a general sense of disorientation, 
and generally, I am afraid that this will leave a legacy that we will still be dealing with long after 2020, well 
into the future. I think that the problems that these lockdowns and the coronavirus cause will, in the majority 
of cases, be mental and spiritual, rather than physical and somatic.  



And in this situation, I find it helpful to open up the Bible and read God’s word. I find Psalm 116 very useful, 
for example – a psalm of thanks to God for saving the psalmist from mortal danger. So when I read the first 
eight to ten verses of Psalm 116, or when others read it over the Internet or on the phone, I think that helps a 
lot. “The Lord is gracious and righteous; our God is full of compassion.” (v. 5) “For you, Lord, have delivered 
me from death, my eyes from tears, my feet from stumbling, that I may walk before the Lord in the land of 
the living.” (v. 8) That is a great comfort – very practical words for this current age. Personally, I am not afraid, 
but naturally, we are all in contact with people every day, virtually, who phone us, or contact us, or text us, 
and we talk to each other, and you can tell that it is a difficult time. But God is our rock, and God is our helper. 
God is here, God is with me. God is with me at my home. And so, I can imagine that for people like me, who 
are living alone because of these restrictions – my family live in Germany, not here, so I am living alone in this 
huge manse – I can imagine that for people like that, who don’t know that God is with them, it could be very 
difficult. 

Okay, thank you for those words. They’re something that we can all relate to personally. This gracious, 
compassionate God is with all those who allow him into their hearts, and who trust in him. Thank you for the 
encouragement, and for what you’ve told us about how it helps you in the current situation, and how it 
prevents you from panicking. 

Alec, thank you so much! It’s been great to see you again, and I’m sure that we’ll stay in contact, whatever 
happens with Brexit, and whatever happens with coronavirus, and that we’ll find opportunities to meet up. 
I wish you God’s blessing on your work there in England and God’s blessing on your family. 

Thank you, Thies. It’s been a great pleasure and an honour for me to be able to talk to you and keep in contact 
like this. 

Thank you! Bye! 

Corona is obviously something that can bring us together, all over our continent, even different countries, as 
we discover that churches, pastors and Christians everywhere are currently in the same situation, and that 
we all have the same problems and some of the same opportunities. I’m glad that I was able to have this 
conversation with my old friend Alec Johnston, and I would invite you to pray with me now, for Alec and for 
churches all over the world in this incredibly complicated coronavirus situation. Let us pray. 

“Lord Jesus Christ, thank you for Alec, and the way that he is serving you in Britain. Please continue to bless 
him. May his work produce fruit, may you be using him to reach people, and may he and his family be placed 
under your protection. Lord, we pray for churches worldwide who, in this current situation, are having to 
fight to be able to reach people, whether those who belong to their congregations, or those in the wider 
community, since God loves all people. Bless these efforts to produce services that can be viewed over the 
internet, or things like this podcast, and be with those holding Zoom conferences, that their technology might 
work and that everything there might work out. Lord, take all of these offerings, and bless them, and use 
them to reach people’s hearts with your gospel. Lord, in the interview I expressed the home that people 
might come to faith during this time, and hat people who might never have entered a church might be able 
to experience a church service via their devices. Lord, may many people come to faith in this time, and that, 
after the coronavirus crisis is over, they might be there, sharing in the joy of all those who believe in you, 
joining the service as the newest members of God’s family. Lord, we would also like to pray today for 
ourselves, and our loved ones, for our families and friends, and for the people who are important to us. Lord, 
we pray for your protection against this disease and your healing for those who are currently sick, and we 
pray that you would be with us all personally at this particularly challenging time. And so we pray, as you 
showed your disciples to pray: 

Our Father, who is in heaven, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it 
is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us. 
Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.  For yours is the kingdom, the power and the glory, now 
and forever. Amen.  May God the all-powerful and all-compassionate, God the Father, the Son and the Holy 
Spirit, bless and protect us all.  Amen. 

So, keep your chin up, and until we see each other again, may God bless you and protect you all. Goodbye! 


