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FR OM DEREK SWEATMAN 
L E A D  PA S TO R
In both my undergraduate and graduate studies, there was never a course on what to do with 
your church during a pandemic. Not one. That of course, is changing. Ministry training 
institutions are more aware than ever of the need to outfit future leaders with the tools necessary 
to navigate weird seasons in a congregation’s life, such as the one we’re currently in, due to 
COVID. Over the last year, even, several important books and research studies were produced to 
address such possibilities, especially around the issues of community in times of separation, 
spiritual formation in the digital realm, and continued work around the mission of service and 
care in a disconnected time.  

Since the spring of last year, leading voices in the world of ministry have been making 
predictions about the future of the church in a post-pandemic world. (This is, of course, not 
unique to the church. Society as a whole has been fascinated with the future-telling behaviors 
that COVID has wrought.) Almost from the very start of the COVID crisis, local church leaders 
and para-church research and consulting outlets have been collecting data to help us better 
understand what the realities and the possibilities are for the local church. And though there 
have been many influential leaders to make hardline predictions about the future makeup of the 
church, most research has been honest to say that we don’t really know what the church will end 
up looking like, at least not entirely. What we do know is this: each local parish will find its own 
way forward, in its own creative ways, charting out a new course for its ministry to one another 
and to its host neighborhood and surrounding communities.  

We believe that God speaks through the community. We also believe it’s our pastoral role 
to invite you into the process of moving forward. This is your church, too! On the following 
pages you’ll find: (1) a look at our meeting schedule and details, (2) a list of the top-seven 
lessons we’ve learned over the last year, (3) four interesting data points on church life 
during the pandemic, (4) the top positives and negatives we’ve seen this past year, and (5) 
personal reflection prompts to help generate your own ideas for our time together. 
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ABOUT OUR TOWN H ALL 
D E TA I L S  &  S C H E D U L E

MEETING DETAILS & REMINDERS 
Date:      Sunday, March 28 
Time: 6:00pm to 7:00pm 
Location: Zoom  
Meeting Link: https://zoom.us/j/95909603667?pwd=Z0tYOE5yOTB3MUxxQ253ZTM5d2pjZz09 

6:00 to 6:10 - First, we’ll gather as entire group at the beginning for fellowship, a 
few announcements and updates, a short video, and then a prayer.

6:10 to 6:45 - Then we’ll break into three smaller groups for discussion and idea-
sharing (see page 7). Each breakout room will be facilitated by one of our staff.

6:45 to 7:00 - Finally, we’ll return to the large group where the staff will each share 
insights from each of the breakout groups. (Closing prayer at 7:00pm)

PART 
1

PART 
2

PART 
3

https://zoom.us/j/95909603667?pwd=Z0tYOE5yOTB3MUxxQ253ZTM5d2pjZz09
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A LO OK BACK 
L E S S O N S  L E A R N E D  D U R I N G  T H E  PA N D E M I C
We have learned a number of important lessons over the last year, too many to share on this one 
page. So, since 7 is nice Biblical number, here are our top-seven: 

1. We Are Scrappy: Despite early fears and anxieties about how we would remain a 
functioning church, we learned quickly how resilient we are as a parish. This is to your credit 
as a congregation!  

2. Community Is Vital: Three months in the pandemic, nationwide research showed a 33% 
drop in church engagement. This was true for us, as well. It helped us see certain blind spots 
and holes in our relational programming, causing us to focus more on continually building 
community environments where people are known and cared for. 

3. During Hard Times, Spiritual Formation Can Be Hard: The levels of anxiety, loneliness and 
isolation, loss, depression, job insecurities, and plain old-fashioned fear of getting a virus, 
have all impacted the wellbeing of our faith and practice. While some have grown in their 
faith during this time, our surveys (and conversations) show that many have also struggled. 

4. Letting Go Is Hard: From the staff’s perspective, it was (still is) difficult to come to terms with 
having finally settled our church into a permanent home only to have all of that taken away in 
under a year’s time. And not knowing when or if things will ever be the same has been hard. 

5. The Church Is People: We knew this from a Biblical point of view, but the pandemic 
reminded us that a church is people. Our focus as a staff shifted dramatically to what Jesus 
and the Apostle Paul referred to as “shepherding” as a means of care and support.  

6. Creativity Is Spiritual: On a number of occasions during the last year, we truly sensed the 
Spirit of God guiding us into new directions, leading us to places where we had to be 
creative and take risks. We have learned that such experiences were really exercises in 
trusting God and of letting go (see above).  

7. God Is Not Thrown Into Confusion: Finally we were reminded that God is not caught off-
guard by confusing and troubling times, but continues to work in and through his people. 
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FOUR FINDINGS FR OM RESEA RCH ON CHURCHES 
DUR IN G THIS  PANDEMIC YEAR 
R e s e a r c h  f i n d i n g s  p r o v i d e d  b y  t h e  B a r n a  R e s e a r c h  G r o u p  w w w. b a r n a . c o m  

33%
By June 2020, one-third of practicing Christians had 
stopped attending church altogether. Though an 
early finding, these percentages have remained 
largely relevant, with 31% of pastors reporting less 
than 50% of their January 2020 attendance.

Whatever value online participation provides, in-
person services are still beloved by the majority, 
with 81% of adults saying it’s “very important” to 
them to experience God alongside others.  
*We have seen Zoom as a way of being “alongside.”

Percentage of adults who say a combination of both 
physical and digital gatherings would suit them well 
in the future. The generational percentages are: 
Gen Z (37%), Millennials (40%), Gen X (39%), and 
Boomers (24%). 

Percentage of adults who believe churches should 
use digital resources for purposes of spiritual 
formation and discipleship, not as a replacement for 
community, but as an additional means. 

81%

35%

63%
These are just samplings from much larger research findings. If you are interested in more statistical data on the 

impact COVID has had on churches in America, you can dig in at www.barna.com and www.pewresearch.org. 

http://www.barna.com
http://www.barna.com
http://www.pewresearch.org
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POSITIVES WHAT WE’VE NOTICED

EASE OF MEETING

Aside from the Sunday service, Zoom has allowed us to meet with 
more ease for meetings, book clubs, classes, and small groups 
environments. The barrier of distance has also been removed.

INCREASED 
COMMUNITY

With how we are currently doing Sunday mornings, our church is 
talking to each other on a regular basis more than ever before. 

CREATIVITY WITH 
FAMILIES

Our home-delivered “Kids’ Crates” and the addition of the Sunday 
morning kids’ classes on Zoom have allowed our volunteers to 
help maintain community among the kids and their families.

NEGATIVES WHAT WE’VE NOTICED

LOSS OF PRESENCE

We are learning as a society that screens are not a healthier 
replacement for real presence and community. We have noticed a 
real sense of loss from many of our people around this issue.

LOSS OF CORPORATE 
WORSHIP

The practice of being the same room together for worship has 
been stripped away, removing those sacred moments of song, 
prayer, baptisms, and the receiving of communion.

LOSS OF LOCAL 
MISSION (SOMEWHAT)

With various COVID-related restrictions, it has been quite difficult 
to mobilize and serve alongside local mission organizations, 
though this is starting to shift as things begin to ease.

A LO OK AT THE TOP POSITIVES  AND NEGATIVES  OF  OUR 
CURRENT PANDEMIC CHURCH MODEL
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We are sensing that things are starting to turn 
in a positive direction, and that we are on the 
front end of what will be a phased journey 
back to something closer to normal for our 
church. There have also been many aspects 
of our church life during the pandemic that 
we’re not interested in abandoning (see 
previous page), and that we’d like to roll into 
our normal rhythms once we reopen. We also 
sense that God is working to bring new things 
to the life of each church, and that this past 
year has been somewhat of a deconstruction 
of prevailing models of doing church…we 
just don’t know for certain what it all looks like 
when everything is settled down again.  

WE WANT YOUR HELP 
This meeting is a time for you to share your 
ideas on what church looks like when we 
reopen. To be clear, we are not talking 
about safety protocols related to COVID. 
That’s a separate meeting. This meeting is an 
idea-share!  

PROMPTS TO HELP YOU 
Use the following prompts to get our ideas 
flowing. Notes page provided as well!  

• What are 2-3 things we’re currently doing 
that you would like to see carry over when 
we return to in-person church? 

• How would you continue to combine both 
the physical and digital/online aspects of 
church life going forward?  

• When things return to normal for our city, 
what do you think is the first thing our 
church should do to serve the community 
around us? 

• In what ways might our worship services 
look different in person in light of how 
we’re currently doing them?  

• What is one thing about church you have 
personally missed during the last year? 

We are excited to hear what you have to say. Yes, our 

staff has talked about these things for a good while, 

but we believe God speaks through the community of 

the church, and we’re asking you to weigh in!

PERSONAL RE FLECTIONS AND IDEA S



N OTES & IDEAS
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