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Pastoral Ministry during COVID-19
Rev. Paul Stephens

Believe it or not you can sometimes find useful things on social media! While not a person who tweets myself, |
follow quite a few interesting feeds with a theological flavour on Twitter; one recently alerted me to a webinar
being organised by the St James Institute in Sydney entitled Pastoring in a Pandemic: Challenge and
Opportunities for Clergy and Congregations Resulting in COVID-19. | enrolled straight away!

As it turned out, over a hundred people in Australia, Canada and the USA were online for this event. The key
speakers were a team of researchers from Duke Divinity School’s Clergy Health Initiative with further input from
an Australian perspective by Rt. Rev. Dr. Murray Harvey, Anglican Bishop of Grafton (Pictured).

The research team from Duke University are engaged in an ongoing process of interviewing pastors from United
Methodist Church (UMC) congregations in North Carolina. What struck me immediately from their results was
how much the experience of these pastors resonated with our experience here in Victoria.

Let me give a taste of some of their observations. (All quotes are from the paper cited.) They argue that the
disruption of the pandemic has “generated both challenges and opportunities for doing ministry.” They
describe the tole the pandemic is having on pastors and congregations. Respondents spoke of the radical impact
of the pandemic on approaches to ministry. One is quoted as saying “...\We’re unlearning ministry and starting
from scratch.” Much was shared about the struggle to have “a ministry of presence” when it is not possible to
actually be in the same space as a person, especially if that person is hospitalised. “Rebecca” described the sense
that, “everything has felt at arm’s length.”

The team summarised pastors’ feelings regarding pastoral care during the pandemic as “overwhelming and
exhausting.” The team identified one of the key roles for pastors is that of offering “hope and stability.”
They also discovered that pastors are seeing opportunities emerging for creativity and “thinking outside the
box.”

The team suspect that the pandemic will result both in a reduction in the level of church attendance and financial
giving: given that it is easier to stop attending church than to pick it up again.

Dr. Harvey’s input included sharing the concerning results of National Christian Life Survey research in the
Grafton Diocese in 2020 and 2016 which showed a marked increase in stress and likelihood of depression
amongst clergy over that period.

| believe the work of the Duke team is important offering both a sense that the church in at least two places in
the world is journeying through similar experiences and that the pandemic can offer the opportunity for engaging
in ministry in renewed ways.

| would encourage a wide reading and discussion of their work. Paper cited: Erin F. Johnston, David E. Eagle,
Jennifer Headley and Anna Holleman, “Pastoral Ministry in Unsettled Times: A Qualitative Study of the Experience
of Clergy During the COVID-19 Pandemic,” in Review of Religious Research, July 2021. Link: https://
dukespace.lib.duke.edu/dspace/bitstream/handle/10161/23835/Pastoral%20Ministry%20in%20Unsettled%
20Times%20A%20Qualitative%20Study%200f%20the%20Experiences%200f%20Clergy%20During%20the%
20COVID-19%20Pandemic.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y

Website for Duke Divinity School Clergy Health Initiative: https://divinity.duke.edu/initiatives/clergy-health-initiative/
learning
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“The Uncontrolling Love of God: An Open and Relational Account of
Providence” (IVP 2016) By Thomas Jay Oord
“God Can’t”: How to believe in God and Love after Tragedy, Abuse and other

Evils (Sacra Sage Press 2019) By Thomas Jay Oord
Book Review by Rev. David Carter

Loving the questions is a refrain from progressive Christians. However some questions of faith are very
difficult especially when they run into traditional ideas about the “omni” God (all powerful, all seeing, all
knowing).

Thomas Jay Oord is director of the Centre for Open & Relational Theology. These books are a pair, one
more academic exploring theology, science and philosophy and the second a more accessible version for
lay people. However, Oord in both is engaging, wrestles with hard questions, is pastorally helpful in his
examples and doesn’t duck difficult issues.

Both are deeply concerned with God’s love and the experience of evil and tragedy. In the opening
chapters he tells some horrific scenarios: a bombing in the US, the devastating rape of an African woman,
the genetic mutations of a baby - the sort of tragedies which make many virtual atheists.

THOMAS His ‘bigger’ book leads through a lucid argument exploring randomness, agency and
IS GRONR NP freedom and various models of Providence across a wide spectrum of theological
= convictions. This leads to him pinning his model on an understanding that God isn’t in
B5Tee) stacellitste control of all that happens, and that makes sense of life whilst being convinced that
IO @ele M God is uncontrolling Love.

His basic point is very simple: love, in its essence and expression, cannot control. It’s
N something that all of us know in church, family and personal living. Oord’s biblical
Sl metaphor is the self-emptying of Jesus as expressed in Philippians 2:5-11 and he gives
a generous chapter unfolding this understanding of love.

The second book - one very suited to small group conversation - builds on this
understanding that divine love involves human cooperation. Five succinct chapters THOMAS JAY 00RD
address this theodicy and understanding of God as uncontrolling Love: God cant’

prevent evil; God feels our pain: God works to heal; God squeezes good from bad;
God needs our cooperation.

These ideas are challenging for those who believe God is “in control”, but | found J
them very helpful if “life is what happens when you’re busy making other plans”. ( : N T

Oord’s contribution is provocative, thoughtful, engaging and very helpful both
pastorally and theologically. His website is thomasjayoord.com and audio books.
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ALL VICTORIA: As of this Friday (October 15), it is mandatory to
gather and record vaccination status information on any person
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Rev. Denise Liersch

Dear Friends, Greetings to you all in these times of change.

As a Church and in our wider communities, we’re all facing different challenges, and responding in different ways,
with all the ups and downs that come along the way. That’s partly to do with where we are: in Tasmania, or metro
Melbourne, or rural or regional Victoria, or in border communities. | know I’'m not alone in going through phases in
how I’'m feeling. Tiredness. Energy. Frustration. Disappointment. Hopefulness. Grief. Anticipation. At times,
motivation and creativity are harder to find. Our boundaries are being pushed and our resilience is being tested.

Over these last weeks, I've had the chance to talk with a lot of people about how they and their communities are
experiencing and responding to the ongoing changes. We have a deep hunger for all sorts of things at present:
being able to see people we love, getting back to work, being able to travel outside our restricted zone or across
state borders, being able to gather as communities again. We also have a deep hunger for certainty. Though if we
are certain of anything, it is that uncertainty is part of the reality we are living with. When things keep changing so
fast, firm plans and clarity are beyond our reach, no matter how much we might want this.

Questions about vaccination are a more recent focus for a whole raft of additional uncertainties we are living with.
Living with ambiguity and uncertainty are a part of being human, and | suspect we’ll be living with these particular
questions for a while yet.

All the same, while questions about vaccination seem to be raising new concerns and uncertainties for some, most
are expressing a huge sense of relief that so many in our community are responding to the calls to become
vaccinated out of a concern to protect others, especially those most vulnerable. Many describe themselves as
pragmatic, focussed simply on how we can make things work the best we can, as we respond to the new
requirements as they unfold. There seems to be an acknowledgement of the uncertainty that is inevitable, as
things take time for the details to be worked out. And most also express feeling really encouraged that our
communities of faith are pulling together in the way we are, with eyes and hearts directed to finding ways to make
our communities safer, to protect those who are most vulnerable amongst us.

A big question before us all is: how can we be a part of this? There’s no doubt that when we look to loving our
neighbour, serving our community in compassion, and living out our calling in following Jesus in care for those on
the margins and most in need of care, it costs us. It may indeed cost us very deeply.

There are new requirements this week for all authorised workers to be vaccinated, in order to protect the lives and
health of others in the community whom we serve. These requirements apply to Ministers and ministry agents,
and all those who serve the Church, whether in leading worship, filming, property management or community
service. We are still missing some of the details to help us know how to manage things. In a fast-paced changing
environment, it takes time for details to be formed and glitches to be ironed out. I'm aware there are many people
working long hours to bring guidance to our communities and to answer their questions. But there are some things
that we are certain about.

If we want to be there for those God loves, caring for those who are sick or grieving or in need of companionship
and love, serving each other and our community as followers of Jesus, then we want to do this in ways that protect
them and keep them safe the best way we can. We want to have their interests at heart. And the question then is:
how do we discern how best to do this? To whom do we listen to guide our way?

Core to our Christian faith is that we are called into the communal life of God. Core to a Uniting Church
understanding, and a long history of Christian faith and life, is that we decide things communally rather than
individually or in isolation.



Pastoral Letter from the Moderator, Synod of Vic-Tas.

Rev. Denise Liersch

When we discern and make decisions as people of faith, we do it communally. We need to hear each

other to understand the implications of any course of action upon others. We listen and attend to

the wisdom of others gathered in community, praying together, in light of the scriptures and guided by the light of
Christ, seeking to discern the Spirit of God, for the sake of the world God so loves. And we listen to those who are
widely recognised experts in medical science, epidemiology and public health to inform our responses in faith (as
the Basis of Union clearly guides us).

There is no individual discernment regarding vaccination which does not have a deep and far-reaching effect upon
the lives of others in our closer and wider community. We are not our own.

For those of us in a covenantal relationship with the Church and local communities of faith (e.g. ministry agents
and leaders of congregations), decisions about how we respond to vaccination requirements are not private
decisions to be made in isolation. These are decisions to be made prayerfully and communally. It may cost us to
attend to the commitments we have to those with whom we are in a covenantal relationship. It may cost us
deeply. How can we live into this commitment in ways that ensure safety for others as well as ourselves?

Jesus calls us into community, to live with and for each other, deeply in tune with the life of God.

In these times, we are aware of the need to delve deep into spiritual practices that connect us with the source of
life and peace, deepening our connections into our wider communities. We might be alone or in communities of
faith; online, on the couch or outdoors; speaking out loud in conversation, in chat rooms or in praying in silence;
through daily prayer, worship, bible reading, working together with others in ministry and mission; or in
contemplation. In all these ways we are finding hope and being sustained in our lives by the God of life, who comes
to us, walks with us in Jesus and calls us to follow.

One of the strange gifts of these times, is being brought back to basics: remembering who and whose we are, and
who we are for. We are seeking out how we can be in tune with the God who is our life. We are constantly being
‘begged to lead a life worthy of the calling to which we are being called.” (Eph 4:1) May the God of life be with you.
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The above Pastoral Letter has been sent to Ministry agents,
Church Council Secretaries, Synod and Presbytery Staff,

Leprena, Narana and Bethel centers etc. Letters like this help
you feel that you are not alone at a time when leadership has
to take action. Often congregations do not know what to do
with such letters so here are some suggestions for your
leadership to discuss:

Read the Letter as part of your notices in worship. Just as
the early Church received letters from Paul. So we receive
letters from the wider church.

Include the whole letter in your next newsletter. Allowing
people to read the letter for themselves in their own time.

These letters have been carefully crafted so best not to edit!

For those who have commenced
working/volunteering with the
Uniting Church 2020/21 and have
not done this training before.
Online zoom session

Thursday 18 November 2021
2:00 PM - 4:30 PM

For those who need to do training by
end of 2021.

The Trybooking link is: https://
www.trybooking.com/BUTLE

Note: A NEW national child safe
training program in the new year, all
leaders will be required to attend.
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REV. FI BOTCHER (DEACON AT SUNSHINE MENTAL HEALTH)

Jacob* has an incredible memory for scripture. During our conversations he quotes the Bible regularly, barely
missing a beat as he references each chapter and verse. He spends hours a day reading his Bible. “You can’t read it
enough”, he says.

Not only does Jacob read his Bible more than anyone I've met, he prays
energetically in tongues; “because the one who speaks in a tongue edifies
himself, 1 Corinthians 14:4, sometimes | pray until I'm dripping in sweat!”

Today Jacob is asking about martyrdom and persecution in the Bible. “The
reason | ask”, he says, “is that I've been living in hell since 2007. I've been
through some really rough times.”

| tell Jacob that | don’t believe God wants him to suffer, and yet God’s love
draws near to us in suffering. “God’s love!” exclaims Jacob, “Without God'’s
love I'd be in a pine box by now! When I've felt abandoned by everyone, |
can feel God’s love. It’s what holds me together”.

| pray for the many, like Jacob, who are teetering on the knife’s edge of
suffering, sitting with the “why?” and with the hope and promise of God’s
love. God have mercy.

Educetion va/b}

20th October Ministry in Minecraft (Turn this popular game into a Ministr

Rev. Sandy Brodine zoom
27th Oct Ethical Ministry Training (Code of Ethics)
1pm zoom
3rd Nov Navigating the Landscape: Building Intercultural Communities
9:30 am zoom
12th Nov Sacraments Training — Replacement Session (Geelong Region)
10 am —2pm Expression of Interest. Please contact Jeanne 0432284279.

Over the past 18 months Rev. Sandy Brodine has
o - been exploring creative ways of engaging her
M'n'Stry in community with-in Minecraft. Drawing on this
Minecraft experience, in this FREE on-line event Sandy will
particularly focus on...

Prayer possibilities, Building Bible stories,
Engaging intergenerationally ...with-in the
Minecraft context. Whether you’re familiar with
Minecraft or not; this promises to be a fascinating
evening for all!
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