


 

Dear Ministers of the Word and Sacrament and Clerks of Sessions,  
 
In the earliest days of our Safer-at-Home journey we comforted ourselves with the assurance that 
whenever we came back together, we would celebrate Easter. We would have a big party. We let 
ourselves dream of full churches filled with song and music and hugs and laughter and children 
and joy. We held tightly to the promise that while this path was uncharted, it would be brief, and 
we would soon go back to normal. Beloved, we will not go back. There will be no return to our 
previous lives. It is unclear where this crisis is leading us, but it will be forward, not backward. 
We will not go from “home” to “together” like turning on a light switch no matter what anyone 
says. We are living with the reality of this quarantine and this pandemic for longer than any of us 
could possibly imagine just four, five, or six weeks ago. As we learn more about the progression 
of the illness, the fervent efforts toward cure, and the realities of the next months, it’s become in-
creasingly clear that understanding our unique realities and our common bonds will have to sit at 
the forefront of what it means to be church in this new normal. That scenario of rapidly full sanc-
tuaries is a sweet fantasy. There will be a holy party but it is pretty far into the future. Many of 
our daily routines are new and rapidly becoming normal. Our attentiveness to recognizing and 
providing safe options for the most vulnerable among us is essential, and quite honestly, that in-
volves more than half of our membership. We are not merely making temporary concessions to 
them. We are honoring God’s beloved community by being as welcoming as possible with our 
invitation to worship God and be in full communion with one another, in as full a range of plat-
forms and opportunities as possible. We are being faithful to our mission as we seek alternative 
methods to loving and serving our neighbors. We are discovering new purpose. Certainly, there 
are technical steps to making sure all are safe from harm as Covid-19 runs its course. There are 
also theological discussions that should be taking place, too. There is no scenario in which it is 
safe for all people to suddenly come out of hiding. I think this season of gradually peeking out 
and tentatively figuring out what is needed for particular contexts in this in-between time is per-
haps the most challenging for us right now. The Wisconsin Council of Churches has developed a 
set of resources on “returning to church” that many of our Presbyterian relatives are considering 
among the most thoughtful and helpful of all that have been circulating. Presbyterian News also 
published an article featuring a pastor and an executive presbyter which captures some of the is-
sues well. I also saw an article from Christianity Today on April 23 which gives additional per-
spective on the demographics that, as the article says, “make sanctuaries a risky place for gather-
ings to resume.”  
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In the email Page 2 of 4 bringing this letter to you, Bill Wildhack is including links to each of these 
and other pieces with more food for thought as we move forward. Your Presbytery staff is also as-
sembling some thoughtful ideas for conducting small group worship gatherings with common liturgi-
cal elements and ideas for your consideration. We are also monitoring what is coming out of national, 
state and local officials. Friends, this is not about religious liberty. It is about being faithful and re-
sponsible with our liberty. It is an amazing time to be a Gospel witness. I am reminded with nearly 
every email I open these days of the Apostle Paul’s letter to the church at Corinth, in which he said, 
“I have the right to do anything, you say—but not everything is beneficial. I have the right to do any-
thing—but not everything is constructive. No one should seek their own good, but the good of oth-
ers.” (1 Corinthians 10:23-24, NIV.) And there’s also this pretty direct warning from Jesus at the end 
of a famous encounter with the devil in Luke 4:9-12 (NRSV): Then the devil took him to Jerusalem, 
and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, saying to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw your-
self down from here, for it is written, ‘He will command his angels concerning you, to protect you,’ 
and ‘On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’” Jesus 
answered him, “It is said, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” Essentially Jesus is saying 
don’t intentionally do something irresponsible, careless, or just plainly stupid with the assumption 
that you will not have to pay the consequences of your actions. That is in fact testing God and that is 
sin. Thank you for being open, creative, faithful and steady as leaders in this pandemic crisis. As we 
begin to hear news from civic, scientific, and medical community leaders about guidelines to 
“reopen” I hope you all will also apply scriptural foundations to anything you may consider for the 
life of your church and your family. This cannot be like an on-off switch. I will be more like a dial 
that will be adjusted for a long time. Continue to be motivated by love for God and for people. As 
much as some want to be physically together in the same space to worship or conduct meetings, we 
need to proceed with utmost care for others. And we must respect and honor those who are just not 
ready to jump into being physically present (including some of our pastors). I have also been keeping 
in touch with those who serve as chaplains in healthcare facilities within the bounds of the Presby-
tery and was glad to receive this from the Reverend Jenny Sumner Carswell, ACPE Certified Chap-
lain and Educator at Tampa General Hospital earlier this week: “As chaplains, we work collabora-
tively alongside medical staff to ensure that our COVID19 patients receive world-class medical treat-
ment accompanied by spiritual care via phone and iPad. While I am speaking from only one experi-
ence, I know chaplains throughout our presbytery are providing phenomenal care in their medical 
centers. From a medical standpoint, we were told that if it looked like we overreacted, that means we 
did our job. But this virus does not discriminate - we've seen patients ranging from age 1-100 in our 
hospital. We are still seeing new patients every day, some of whom are here for non-COVID-19 is-
sues but who are coming back positive. Social distancing slowed the spread, but this virus is far from 
over. We wear masks daily. It is not to protect ourselves, it is to protect those around us. Jesus teach-
es us whenever we have done something to the least of these, we have done it unto him. I personally 
see it as a Christ-like action to wear my mask and protect the vulnerable around me. My hand wash-
ing? A reminder of my baptismal vows. So does that mean we live in fear? No. It means we need to 
take great caution in when and how we reopen. In the last 2 months, I have worshiped in more 
"churches" during this COVID-19 season than I ever would've been able to do otherwise. You all are 
doing a phenomenal job! Know that doing the hard work of moving services online and out of sanc-
tuaries did help slow the spread of the virus. Weekly, my five-year-old drives his garbage truck into 
the living room to witness a traditional worship service barefoot with a handful of goldfish. I told a 
patient yesterday that while they are in physical isolation, they are emotionally and spiritually sup-
ported beyond their wildest imagination. That if the love, encouragement, and prayers were tangible 
objects filling the space, the walls would burst at the seams. While the virus is still working to be 
contained, the Spirit of God is on the loose. Well done, good and faithful servants.”  
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As public health and civil authorities continue to recommend, I still strongly recommend that groups 
over 10 do not gather in person until further notice. These things, too, should still continue: those 
who meet in person practice social distancing (at least 6 feet apart and wear face masks); don’t even 
think about coming close together; clean before and after every encounter, and that staff and clergy 
minimize time onsite. I strongly recommend you spend time with these detailed questions which 
some of you may have seen on the Internet before resuming anything in-person, and please be guided 
well by theological exploration and prayer as you do so. Go slowly, gracefully, and deliberately, 
please. I know you miss being together. I do, too. God has given us a remarkable time to relearn who 
and whose we are in this Eastertide season. The Presbytery office remains closed to public access un-
til further notice, and when we begin to allow staff to work at the office, we will start with no more 
than two people present at a time and staff will wear face masks anytime we are at the office. You 
should also have already heard that the Presbytery meeting scheduled for May 16 was canceled by 
the Coordinating Team. Options are being considered for the conduct of the August 27 Presbytery 
Stated Meeting, and the 224th General Assembly of the PC(USA) will be conducted in June in a very 
abbreviated form via digital platforms. The Church will survive this and be better for it.  
 
This is a liminal season, a threshold moment in which we are in between what was and what is to be-
come. It is the season to experiment and learn. We feel disoriented before we can become reoriented. 
It’s inconvenient, even irritating, for some of us, and it’s really, really hard for others. I believe with 
all my being that if we are prayerful and thoughtful and deliberate, not only will we learn that we are 
capable of more than we ever thought possible, but that the church we are growing into is stronger, 
more resilient, and more capable of responding to our broken and hurting world than we give it credit 
for.  
 
God, in your mercy, hear our prayers.  
 
God’s peace and Eastertide blessings,  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Patrice Hatley  
Presbytery Coach & Coordinator  

















To our friends & family in the medical 
field, we thank you for your tireless  

efforts at your God-  
given gift to aid those affected by 

COVID-19. 
 

Our gratitude overflows to you & our 
prayers are with each of you.  



Dominic Bruno 5/1 

Shirley Knapp 5/4 

Riley Grimsley 5/6 

Sandra Rector 5/6 

Karli James 5/7 

Brice Hanson 5/8 

Debra Herline 5/8 

Sophia Shepard 5/9 

Dennis Ledford 5/10 

Betty Suydam 5/10 

Tony  Linville 5/11 

Harper Randles 5/19 

Cheryl Kobres 5/22 

Wanda Bishop 5/25 

Mark Rose 5/25 

Dave Thompson 5/25 

Bern Jurgiel 5/27 

Malachi Hanson 5/29 

Beth Moore 5/29 

Anniversaries: 
John & Kathy Goolsby 5/8 

Cheryl Kobres 5/25  
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Check out what’s going on around the 
church with our live time calendar!  

 
http://lutzcommunitychurch.org/calendar 


