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I love that phrase, “Easter changes everything.” This coming Sunday we will have 
the opportunity to experience the new life and new hope that only the resurrec-
tion can offer. But first we must go through the dark, unsettling reality of Maundy 
Thursday and Good Friday before we can come out of the tomb on the other side 
and be born anew into the light and life that is Christ Jesus. The truth is, Easter 
has the power to bring new life to the world and into each of our lives even − and 
especially − in these dark and uncertain times. 

Given what the world is experiencing right now, I know that many of you are go-
ing through your own personal Good Friday experiences to varying degrees. Some 
of us are walking through the valley of the shadow as we or loved ones go through 
health issues. Some of you are going through job and finance issues, while others 
may be experiencing relationship or other issues as a result of social distancing. 
Regardless of the difficulties you may be dealing with in this time of global and 
very personal crisis, God offers a promise to you this week on Sunday morning. 
This life and all the insecurities, troubles, frailties and scars will be transformed by 
the hope that only God can give amidst the struggles. Yes, God will give the pos-
sibility of turning your scars into stars as you live by faith in God through Christ 
Jesus.



In fact, the strength and the hope that I draw from the Holy week stories is 
that even Jesus, God’s only begotten Son, went through terrible trials, scars, 
and human struggles. Even He was not exempt from the uncertainty and 
frailty of this life. He knew the pain of loss and the depth of love. He knew 
the reality of isolation and betrayal, and the strength found in remaining 
faithful. Yes, He knew pain and even death. Yet, it never overshadowed the 
reality of new life given by God in Him for the salvation of the world. And 
He knew the power of forgiveness, the complete and full forgiveness that can 
only come from the God of the universe as God offers unconditional love to 
you through Him. That forgiveness, that complete love offered in His death 
and resurrection is for us the power of hope, the power of healing, and the 
power of life amidst death. 
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Over the last four weeks we all have been experiencing a change in our world that has been very unsettling, to say the least. 
It’s the kind of change that can make your life feel as if it is all spinning out of control or has come to a complete standstill. 
While it has not been easy, when I think of Holy week and all that Christ went through for us, I am humbled as life is put 
into perspective for me. Yet even more so, when I think of Easter morning, when I think of the great old hymns that bring 
such joy and memories of the brisk and beautiful experience of worshiping the Lord of Life as the sun comes up over Stony 
Brook green at our sunrise service, I am propelled into that promise of new life once again. When I remember the joy that 
Easter worship brings − the choirs, the music, and the promise of resurrection − all of the struggle, doubt, and fear seem to 
disappear as the warmth of God’s love becomes so real in that promise of resurrection, becomes so real in the fellowship of 
this church family and, as my perspective is changed, everything changes: there is promise and hope – real hope!

Of course, this year the experience will be different. We will not be able to gather in those spaces physically. However, 
we will be able to gather over the internet and Christ will rise and the resurrection will be our reset. A time to reclaim and 
celebrate a risen savior in each of our lives and for the world, wherever we are, for such a time as this. Yes, this will be an 
Easter like never before, my friends. It may feel different this year, but I believe there will never be an Easter that is more 
important and meaningful than this coming Sunday. Spend some time this week preparing for that reality. Attend our online 
Maundy Thursday and Good Friday services which will be live streamed over Zoom at 7:30 each evening.

In the meantime, I pray that God’s promise of new life brings hope to you and to the world once again this Easter. Easter 
Changes Everything, my friends, regardless of what we are going through. May you come to know the reality and the power 
of that statement this Sunday. May you live into the reality of Good Friday as we recount the final events of the life of Christ 
this Friday night, and may the resurrection of faith and hope become much more real and powerful for you this Easter. I 
look forward to sharing in that reality and that joy with you this week.

See you online. See you at the cross. See you at the resurrection. 
Thanks be to God!

May God bless you richly in this season, and in your time.

In God’s love, joy, and hope,
Pastor Chuck



APRIL LECTIONARY

April 5, Palm/Passion Sunday
Palm/Passion Sunday recapitulates the beginning and the 
end of Christ’s final week in Jerusalem. We move from a 
triumphal procession and its stirring of hope as our en-
trance rite to hearing of a very different kind of procession, 
a forced march with a crucifix, to conclude it. 
Liturgy of the Palms
Matthew 21:1-11
Psalm 118:1-2, 19-29
Liturgy of the Passion

April 9, Holy Thursday/Maundy Thursday
Holy Thursday, or Maundy Thursday, marks the last con-
versation Jesus has with his disciples, a conversation 
grounded in what he calls a new commandment (manda-
tum in Latin, hence our English word “Maundy”). He il-
lustrates and underscores the new commandment by wash-
ing the disciples’ feet: “Love one another as I have loved 
you.” 
Exodus 12:1-4, (5-10), 11-14
Psalm 116:1-4, 12-19 (UMH 837)
1 Corinthians 11:23-26
John 13:1-17, 31b-35

April 10, Holy Friday/Good Friday
On Good Friday, or Holy Friday as it is known in nearly 
every non-English-speaking culture, we witness the ex-
ecution of Jesus, recognize our ongoing complicity with 
the powers of death, and are called to enter the Great Si-
lence of all creation in response to the death of its God and 
Maker.
Isaiah 52:13-53:12
Psalm 22 (UMH 752)
Hebrews 10:16-25
John 18:1-19:42
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April 12, Easter Sunday
Easter Sunday is the principal Easter Sunday morning ser-
vice of word and sacrament celebrating the resurrection 
of Jesus and kicking off the Easter Season of fifty days 
(through the Day of Pentecost).  
Isaiah 52:13-53:12
Psalm 22 (UMH 752)
Hebrews 10:16-25
John 18:1-19:42

April 19, 2nd Sunday of Easter
Acts 2: 14a, 22-32
Psalm 16
1 Peter 1:3-9
John 20:19-31

April 26, Third Sunday of Easter
Acts 2: 14a, 36-41
Psalm 116:1-4, 12-19
1 Peter 1:17-23
Luke 24:13-35
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Prayer in the Time of Covid-19

May we who are merely inconvenienced 
Remember those whose lives are at stake. 

May we who have no risk factors 
Remember those most vulnerable. 

May we who have the luxury of working from home 
Remember those who must choose between preserving their health or making their rent. 

May we who have the flexibility to care for our children when their schools close 
Remember those who have no options. 

May we who have to cancel our trips 
Remember those that have no safe place to go. 

May we who are losing our margin money in the tumult of the economic market 
Remember those who have no margin at all. 

May we who settle in for a quarantine at home 
Remember those who have no home. 

As fear grips our country, 
Let us choose love. 

During this time when we cannot physically wrap our arms around each other, 
let us yet find ways to be the loving embrace of God to our neighbors. Amen
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An Easter Faith Testimony
Offered by Nancy Sturm

With the rapid fire capability of modern day assault weapons, life altering changes bombard and challenge us 
daily.  Thrown off balance, we “shelter in place,” fear standing outside our doors knocking boldly.  Curiously this 
is all happening during Lent and our Easter celebration of the risen Christ. 

This is a time of purposeful choice and deliberate spiritual practice.  Worldwide, millions of God’s children have 
been focusing on their personal relationship with our Heavenly Father, exploring their faith with the intention of 
deepening it and drawing closer to our Creator God.

During this difficult time, it has been in my daily practices of worship and study and my Lenten disciplines that I 
have found the greatest comfort and the strength (most days) to resist fear’s loud persistent knock.  I hear Pastor 
Chuck’s voice reminding us whose we are and I am able, in the eye of this storm, to rest in the peace of God’s 
abiding presence, to trust in the faithfulness of our Lord’s promises and the goodness of God’s plan for his be-
loved children.

Max Lucado’s Anxious for Nothing (Finding Calm in a Chaotic World) is one of my favorite books.  I am reread-
ing it now.  Acknowledging God’s sovereignty and urging his readers, as Paul did in his letter to the Philippians, 
to “rejoice in the Lord always,” Lucado describes how the finest, most delicate, intricately patterned lace is made 
in Belgian factories.  It is created by solitary spinners in special rooms lit only by a shaft of natural light from a 
small overhead window.  “The light falls on the pattern while the worker remains in the dark.”

The author then goes on to add:  “Has God permitted a time of darkness in your world?  You look but cannot see 
him.  You see only the fabric of circumstances woven and interlaced.  You might question the purpose behind this 
thread or that.  But be assured, God has a pattern.  He has a plan.  He is not finished, but when he is, the lace will 
be beautiful.”

In the midst of the personal and collective losses we grieve in this season of pain, there are moments of exquisite 
beauty, divine peace, shared love, and, yes, even quiet joy to be discovered and savored.  Blessings, “I love yous” 
large and small, are daily gifts from our Heavenly Father from whose mercy, grace, and love we can never be 
separated.  Regardless of ever changing outward circumstances, reasons for grateful hearts to whisper, “Thank 
you, Father,” will always be many.

Today we are all especially thankful for those among us who are doing God’s work, many of them putting their 
own well-being at risk to do so.  There is evidence all around us that selfishness is giving way to selflessness.  
People everywhere are finding creative ways to make a positive difference.  In some cases, God’s hands and heart 
are as close as the next room in our own homes.  In others, family members and friends share God’s love by pray-
ing for us, calling, or sending words of encouragement, positive energy, financial assistance, and even beautiful 
images and music “across the miles.” 



Accompanying each act of remembrance and loving-kindness is a reminder that we are not alone.  Despite my 
physical isolation, I do not think that I have ever felt more connected than I have in recent weeks to God and to 
those “my Father who art in Heaven” has chosen to be my companions on the journey.

Clearly, our God has not abandoned us to walk alone through this dark valley of unsettling change, uncertainty, 
and loss.  Jesus is comforting the broken hearted, grieving with them.  He is reassuring and encouraging the 
frightened.  The Holy Spirit is empowering and energizing all those who are serving God through their service to 
others.  Our Lord and Savior is at the bedside of everyone sickened by the virus.  He stands with the lonely.  Our 
gracious and loving Father God is offering each of us the sure hope of salvation and, at the same time, inviting us 
to dwell in the possibility (I’d even go as far as to say the guarantee) that beyond this time of crisis the changes 
that last will be those that enrich our lives in ways that we never could have imagined.

Easter prayers of praise and thanksgiving will soon be raised in worship services of celebration around the world, 
all honor and glory being given to our sovereign God.  For we know that it is only with God and through God that 
this season of our lives will yield to the next.  

I believe that there will be those outside of our faith communities who will notice God at work in the healing that 
will occur when we finally emerge as butterflies from our cocoons.  Some may even sense His presence now.  
Perhaps they will respond to the invitation of God’s outstretched hand and draw close enough to rekindle the 
flame of a flickering faith or simply take the first steps on the journey toward the life of abundance and blessings 
so freely offered to us all.

“A closer walk with Thee”: the ultimate goal of a Lenten faith journey - ACHIEVED!  Not so curious then after 
all!   God’s perfect timing is often an underappreciated gift, isn’t it?

Happy Easter, Everyone!  Christ our Lord IS risen.  He lives in us, with us, and for us.  We can face tomorrow 
with confidence.  “Let the resurrection joy lift us from loneliness and weakness and despair to strength and beauty 
and happiness.” (Floyd W. Tomkins)  

We are Easter people who serve an awesome God.  We are loved.  We are richly blessed.  We are exceedingly 
grateful.  We are hope-filled! 
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March 30, 2020 

AN UPDATE FROM BISHOP THOMAS J. BICKERTON 

  

“My brothers and sisters, whenever you face trials of any kind, consider it nothing but joy, because you know that 

the testing of your faith produces endurance, and let endurance have its full effect, so that you may be mature 

and complete, lacking in nothing”     -James 1:2-3 

 

Dear Friends & Colleagues, 

Grace and peace to you in the name of the One who was, who is, and who is to come, Jesus the Christ. 

I greet you today with the full knowledge that each of you are facing tremendous challenges in the work that you 

are doing to serve your people and remain faithful to the call that God has so firmly placed on your lives.  The 

countless stories that I have heard from so many of you attest to that reality.  They have blessed my soul as I 

know they have blessed the ones that you are serving. 

Still, these days are difficult and the constant rise of the COVID-19 virus in our midst is what gives rise to this 

latest update.  I encourage you to find a comfortable place to sit and read this update with the upmost care and 

attention. 

  

I. Palm Sunday, Holy Week, and Easter 

On Friday, the Governor of New York, Andrew Cuomo, extended the closure of New York schools until April 

15th and continues in his firm directives that people should stay at home.  The Governor of Connecticut, Ned 

Lamont, has issued a ban on gatherings of more than five persons in any one setting.  Even though he has 

made an exception for religious gatherings, it is my intention to follow the more stringent guidelines rather than 

the more lenient ones. 

Therefore, based on the continuing growth of the COVID-19 virus and the strict urging of people to stay at home 

and not gather in groups, I am closing all United Methodist Churches in the New York Annual Conference 
through April 12th.  We will re-evaluate the situation on Monday, April 13th, and inform you what our next steps 

will be. 

There are NO exceptions to this directive.  As hard as it is for me to say this, and as hard as it is for you to 

read it, we must do all we can to enforce this directive. If there are any reports of non-compliance with this 
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decision, I will hold my pastors directly responsible for this and will be forced to act accordingly.  This is for the 

health and safety of our congregations, especially those over age 65 who are the most vulnerable to the disease. 

Several have made inquiries about Palm Sunday, suggesting that drive-thru services could be conducted where 

palm branches could be distributed.  This is not acceptable.  Many palm branches are shipped in from other 

countries and as they are handled by multiple persons, the distribution of palm branches presents a potential 

health hazard. 

Others have made inquiries about opening the doors of the church for Prayer Vigils, limiting the amount of 

people coming through the doors.  This too is not an acceptable practice.  Persons entering the church who 

touch pews, altar rails, etc., present a potential hazard for the transmission of the virus.  

The doors of our churches are to be closed.  No services are to be held.  The only acceptable provision is for five 

or less persons conducting a live stream worship service from the sanctuary or video-taping a service for 

posting. 

My direct language related to this directive has come because of the non-compliance in a few of our churches 

based on my last update.  Persons became infected as a result of that non-compliance, bringing harm to 

parishioners and others.  Some have suggested that it is a stance of faith to defy and assemble people for public 

worship.  I believe it is a statement of faith to love your people so much that you will do anything to protect them 

from contracting this killer virus.  We do what we do because we love, because we care, because we have faith 

that God will give us the courage to see this crisis through to completion. 

Finally, we are working on providing an online, live Easter celebration originating from the Annual Conference 

Center.  More information will be released later this week but we invite you to promote and join us for this 

celebration. 

  

II. Meetings of Other Groups within the Church Building 

It has also come to my attention that some of our churches are still being used for groups like Alcoholics 

Anonymous and other support groups. I would ask that you have direct conversation with the leaders of those 

groups to encourage them to go virtual in their meetings. 

Many of our churches engage in “essential” services such as child-care facilities for essential workers (hospital 

staff, fire, and police personnel), feeding ministries, and homeless shelters. These are encouraged and 

celebrated but extreme caution including high sanitation and social distancing should be employed. 

In places where lease/rental agreements have been engaged there may be legal matters that will impact a 

decision you might make to close the building entirely. In those cases, please review those lease agreements 

carefully and engage in honest conversations with those renters about the wisdom of closing your building. 

III. Weddings, Funerals, and Baptisms 
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This is an area where great emotions tempt us to do something that we shouldn’t be doing. There should be no 

weddings or funerals conducted at this time unless there are less than five people present who are engaged in 

appropriate social distancing. 

There should be no baptisms until such time as we can gather as a church community once again. Our 

sacramental theology on baptism is very clear. We do not do private baptisms. Baptism is a celebration that is 

not just reserved to a family. It is a celebration of and for the entire gathered community. Be open enough in your 

planning to lead families to understand our theology and schedule baptisms far enough out to allow for the 

gathered congregation to be present. 

IV. Holy Communion 

This has been a lively topic of debate within our Council of Bishops, among seminary professors and between 

pastors. It is safe to say that the conversation is “all over the map.” In each of my conversations with the 

Cooperative Parish Coordinators, this question has been asked. I too find myself, “all over the map” in terms of a 

response. In answering the question, I have three preferences, all in descending order: 

1. Delay until you are re-assembled as a congregation 

During this season of Lent and Holy Week, we intentionally lead our people with intentional acts of fasting, 

sacrifice and penitence. With this kind of reflection, I begin to imagine worship services when we are able to re-

assemble. Large crowds, vibrant worship, and Holy Communion! What a celebration that will be! My first 

preference is to not offer the sacrament until we are back together. 

2. Offer an online “Wesleyan Love Feast” 

This is a very creative alternative to serving Holy Communion. This is a Christian Fellowship meal that recalls the 

times when Jesus shared with his disciples. On the Discipleship Ministries website, it states: 

The modern history of the Love Feast began when Count Zinzendorf and the Moravians in Germany introduced 

a service of sharing food, prayer, religious conversation, and hymns in 1727. John Wesley first experienced it 

among the Moravians in Savannah, Georgia, ten years later. His diary notes: "After evening prayers, we joined 

with the Germans in one of their love–feasts. It was begun and ended with thanksgiving and prayer, and 

celebrated in so decent and solemn a manner as a Christian of the apostolic age would have allowed to be 

worthy of Christ." 

The Love Feast has often been held on occasions when the celebration of the Lord's Supper would be 

inappropriate—where there is no one present authorized to administer the Sacrament, when persons of different 

denominations are present who do not feel free to take Holy Communion together, when there is a desire for a 

service more informal and spontaneous than the communion ritual, or at a full meal or some other setting to 

which it would be difficult to adapt the Lord's Supper. 

There are varieties of resources available to you as you consider this option: 

 The Love Feast and other useful resources from Discipleship Ministries 

 Love Feast Explanation 
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 Dr. Marcia McFee has put together an excellent resource entitled, Comfort Food: A Feast of Love.  

3. Offer online Holy Communion 

If, after entertaining the alternative solutions above, you still feel compelled to offer online Holy Communion, I 

have come to the realization that this is an extraordinary and unusual time in our life as Christian leaders. Almost 

every natural pastoral instinct has been taken away from us during this crisis – visitation, hospital care, public 

worship, grief ministry, etc. I understand and appreciate the longings you have as well as the desires of your 

people to feel a connection with God and one another. For that reason, I personally believe that it will be 

acceptable for you to offer online Holy Communion on a limited basis during this pandemic. 

If you move in the direction of conducting Holy Communion in a live stream or video-taped format, I would ask 

that you observe the following guidelines:  

a. Do not sacrifice or compromise our liturgy.  

There are four clear components to our liturgy for Holy Communion: Confession of Sin, Praise of God, 

Acknowledgement of Jesus Christ, and the Invoking of the Holy Spirit. Use our liturgy completely and thoroughly. 

b. Use this as a teaching moment.  

Keep in mind that during your live stream or videoed services, there are those who are visiting your site that 

don’t normally attend our churches. Be clear about what communion means, the symbols used, and the meaning 

behind it. 

c. Give clear instructions about what is to be used. 

Bread or crackers, juice or wine would be acceptable. Discourage your people from using items that would have 

little or no semblance to what would be used if they were in church. 

d. Be clear that they do not have permission to administer the sacrament. 

To lessen the importance of the sacrament violates the integrity of the act as well as those who are authorized to 

administer it. 

e. Finally, communicate clearly that once this crisis ends, the practice of online communion will cease as 

well.   

V. District Conferences 

The cabinet and I are working on the creation of a format for providing virtual District Conferences. The dates 

and format are yet to be finalized. We will inform you once details are completed. 

VI. Annual Conference 

Due to the ongoing crisis, I have determined that our Annual Conference session, originally scheduled for June 

11-14 on the campus of Hofstra University, will be postponed this year. 

We have not finalized the date or the format but you can expect that Annual Conference will be reduced to a 

one-day meeting, sometime this fall, to conduct the essential business before us, including nominations, 
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elections of the Conference Secretary & Chancellor, the approval of the budget, and the ordination of 

candidates.  A separate Clergy Session will be scheduled to care for the Board of Ordained Ministry report to the 

clergy. 

VII. Prayers Requested 

As I write this missive, word has come that Bishop Alfred Johnson’s wife, Sherrie, has died from the COVID-19 

virus. Sherrie was a bright light for many of us and her loss strikes deep in the heart of Bishop Johnson and all 

those who loved Sherrie. 

In addition, I can report to you this evening that, to our knowledge, three of our pastors have tested positive for 

the virus with two being hospitalized. Two of our pastor’s spouses have been infected as well. The number of 

laity who have been diagnosed positive is not known at this point. 

Regardless, let us be sincere, earnest and intentional about praying for the health and healing of those most 

directly affected by this killer disease. 

I pledge that I will continue to update you as to the developments that affect our work, as well as decisions that 

will be made that determine the degree to which we can return to our normal operations.  Still, what I remind 

myself of each day is that we will never be quite the same as we were before.  Some of our old norms will cease 

to be relevant and new norms will become standard.  Yet, through it all, God will be at work through the Holy 

Spirit to guide our steps, inspire our words, and bless our lives. 

I started this letter with a quote from the Book of James.  Later in that same chapter, the author writes: 

  

You must understand this, my beloved: Let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger; for your 

anger does not produce God’s righteousness. But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive 

themselves. For if any are hearers of the word and not doers, they are like those who look at themselves in a 

mirror; for they look at themselves and, on going away, immediately forget what they were like. But those who 

look into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who act – they 

will be blessed in their doing.   -James 1: 19-20, 22-25 

  

Along with this letter, I send my sincere thoughts and prayers for each of you.  Be safe, stay healthy, and know 

that you are appreciated and loved. 

The Journey Continues, . . .  

 

Thomas Bickerton 

Resident Bishop 

 

 


