
Questions for a Post-Pandemic Church 

Third Conversation: Addressing Inequities and Injustices Magnified by the 

Pandemic (7/8/2021) 

 

Building on essays in Third Conversation: Hard Choices and Helping Hands in We Shall Be 

Changed:  Questions for the Post-Pandemic Church, Mark Edington (Editor) 

 

Five Conversations: 

6/10 - First Conversation: What is Church? Notes available: Post-Pandemic-Church-Conversation-1.pdf 

6/24 - Second Conversation: What is Worship? Post-Pandemic-Church-Conversation-2.pdf 

7/8 - Third Conversation: How do we address inequities and injustices made evident during the 

pandemic?  

7/22 - Fourth Conversation: How do we adapt to the changing world while holding to the core values of 

being the church?  

8/5 - Fifth Conversation: How do we move from talk to action?  

 

Third Conversation: How do we address inequities and injustices made evident during the 

pandemic?  (Hard Choices and Helping Hands) 

From the book: “What questions about financial structures and sustainability will emerge from 

this time of isolation to confront parishes and judicatories? Is self-help the only option?” 

Theme: Questions on how to address financial challenges with mutual vulnerability and love for 

the mission of our church and how to address the existing conditions of inequity and historic 

under-resourcing that the pandemic has unmasked in our congregation, community, 

Presbytery, nation, and world. 

Questions that came out of the essays for this conversation: 

Working Together as the Way - Elise Erikson Barrett:  

How do we work together to… 

1. … address finances (both pastoral and congregational) with mutual vulnerability and 

love for the mission of their church? 

2. … make hard decisions with open communication and mutual care? 

3. … care for the pastoral leaders?  

4. …reimagine the training of a rising generation of leaders for a changing church? 

https://smile.amazon.com/We-Shall-Changed-Questions-Post-Pandemic/dp/1640653724/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=We+Shall+Be+Changed%3A+Questions+for+the+Post-Pandemic+Church&qid=1620325198&sr=8-1
https://smile.amazon.com/We-Shall-Changed-Questions-Post-Pandemic/dp/1640653724/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=We+Shall+Be+Changed%3A+Questions+for+the+Post-Pandemic+Church&qid=1620325198&sr=8-1
https://www.gracepresby.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Post-Pandemic-Church-Conversation-1.pdf
https://www.gracepresby.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Post-Pandemic-Church-Conversation-2.pdf


5. … address existing conditions of inequity and historic under-resourcing that the 

pandemic has unmasked within our congregation, denomination, community? 

“The post-Covid church will have to invest in challenging, hopeful partnerships at all levels if it is 

to embrace the possibilities created by this time of rupture and uncertainty.” 

Is Self-Help the Only Option? It Must Not Be - Miguel Escobar 

How do we address the “profound disparities in terms of who is bearing the brunt of the 

economic fallout of Covid-19” in our congregations and our communities? 

What is the church’s role? How do we “make visible the hidden suffering of those rendered 

invisible.” Escobar starts a list of possible short- and long-term actions. What would we add to 

that list that’s applicable to Grace and our community? 

Avoidance Is No Longer an Option - James Murphy 

“Focusing on economic justice is not only the moral thing to do, it also fosters financial 

sustainability in the long run.” 

“1. Are parishes doing everything possible to support their mission financially? … 

“2. What new collaborations will enhance ministry and financial sustainability?”  

 

Discussion: What caught your attention? 

Grace is already doing a lot of what was discussed in the essays, from online giving to a cell 

tower in the steeple. We just finished a Jerusalem collection at Grace (humanitarian aid for 

Palestinians) and are about to do it again in August for Honduras. The congregation responded 

generously. 

The Mission Committee is reading Neighborhood Church, about changing our perspective and 

thinking and looking at neighborhood differently. We can look at existing partnerships.  

What about Help the Homeless? Can we partner with a DC church as a part of this mission?  

Grace is a founding member of ECHO. We’ve been doing a lot through ECHO. We’re not 

intimately aware of those we’re helping through ECHO – it’s not a personal relationship. 

How do we take the blinders off and reach out to have a personal relationship with our 

neighbors? 

For a long time 22150 had the highest percentage of COVID rates in Fairfax County. We know 

we have families crowded into housing here. We have people homeless within a short distance 

of Grace. How do we get that same relationship locally? 



How can we expand our reach/scope to support those in need? What do we know about the 

needs of those in our congregation and community who have been hit hard by the pandemic as 

well as by the underlying inequities/injustices that have been magnified during this time? 

Who are most impacted? In what ways can we reach out to them? What support can we 

provide? 

Evangelism starts in our backyard, local community around the church. We have programs with 

the schools, but how do we reach out to the families? 

Our lack of connection with neighbors is often ‘explained away’ by different cultural 

preferences for those around us. 

Explore events to invite our neighbors (Christmas Eve, bluegrass concert; National Night Out) to 

get to know them and ask if there’s anything we can pray for?  

What is the spiritual side of these gatherings? Is this bringing people physically to the church? 

One of the struggles: how do we get the church out to the people. 

Sometimes we don’t know what connection we’re having, but we have to move in faith. 

How we face outward to community isn’t just the responsibility of one committee.  

We also need to do some inward-facing evangelism to reconnect with folks within.  

In the world of pandemic, sometimes things happen chaotically. And fast. It can feel like 

jumping off a cliff and building wings on the way down. We have to be responsive to rapidly 

changing situations. 

One recommendation in the essays was a Community Credit Union [p. 51]. Is there something 

we can do along those line? People go to paycheck loan places that charge exorbitant rates 

because they need cash? What about a cooperative? If we’re serious, Sharron still has some 

connections at National Coop Assoc. 

A number of times the book referenced the need for churches that are better off to help 

churches that are not as well off. This isn’t something we’ve done much at Grace. That’s church 

development, church evangelism. However, Grace has strong history of helping out through 

Presbytery (Burke Presbyterian, for instance). Kirkwood is struggling (membership, finances). Is 

there more we can do to collaborate with them?  

 

A synopsis from Philip Spiess (thanks again, Philip!): 

The readings for this session astonished us all, given that much of what was discussed we at 

Grace felt we were doing already (including the cellphone tower in the steeple!). Thus our 

discussion focused on what more we could do. 



Thoughts from Session III: 

What I took away from the notes I have were three main themes: 

“Many people today are distrustful of institutions – and that includes churches.” 

“Get to know your neighbors [i.e., in the neighborhood around the church].” 

“Let’s try it! – whatever the idea is, let’s give it a shot:  if it works, great; if it doesn’t, give it up.” 

Theme 1: “Many people today are distrustful of institutions – and that includes churches.” 

The distrust of major institutions has been going on in our country for some time; indeed, over 

the past six years or so, this distrust seems to have grown. And one of those distrusted 

institutions is the church (as long ago as 1966, in the song “Blessed,” Simon & Garfunkel sang, 

“church service makes me nervous”). This distrust of institutions comes from their size, which 

leads to power, but it is often an inward-looking, self-serving power, rather than an outward-

looking, community-serving power. And with this power often comes wealth, a resource not 

always shared but which carries its own element of power. The state is often distrusted 

because it tends to be intrusive into the personal; the church is often distrusted because it 

tends to be exclusive and thus impersonal. 

Those most distrustful of institutions are the poor and indigent, those from cultures other than 

that of the United States, users of languages other than English, and, very often, those in the 

rising generations (i.e., the young), who, by the very nature of their age, tend to be skeptical of 

everything (and who, today, in many cases, have not been raised in any church). Recent 

circumstances, particularly the coronavirus pandemic, have increased the numbers of those 

affected by the economic downturn. And those recent circumstances, caused by political 

upheavals and pandemic dislocations, have brought into clear public focus long-festering social 

and economic inequities and injustices. As Christians, it is our duty not only to recognize and 

identify those social and economic inequities and injustices, but also to make some effort to 

rectify – or at least mitigate –them as best we can [see Theme 3 below]. 

These present needs for the church to act will require additional training of current and future 

church leaders, both clergy and lay, in seminary and otherwise, to learn how to adapt to shifting 

attitudes, loyalties, and communities – in short, to learn how to direct and help effect change. 

[See also the attached poem, “Church Going” (meant in two senses: “going to church” and “the 

church disappearing”), which I thought might be apropos to this topic.] 

Theme 2: “Get to know your neighbors [i.e., in the neighborhood around the church].” 

Our church’s zipcode (22150), namely, Springfield, Virginia, has been one of the communities of 

northern Virginia most affected by the economic downturn and the coronavirus. Therefore, our 

church’s outreach must go beyond the church and into our neighborhood, indeed, as it proves 

feasible, out to the nation and out to the world as well – but to the neighborhood first. 



Efforts in the past have proved that a good knowledge of our neighborhood and its 

circumstances, and access into it, can be had through the three neighborhood elementary 

schools, Crestwood, Lynbrook, and Garfield. Through the schools it should be possible to 

develop a better connection with those who live in the lower-income apartment complexes of 

our community, in order to determine how we can better serve them, whether they are 

members of the Grace Presbyterian congregation or not (most likely not).  Our church has been 

involved with ECHO from the beginning, as Grace was a founding member, but our involvement 

has not been personal -- not one-on-one, as it were -- but once removed as “helping hands”; in 

other words, we have not necessarily known the individuals whom we were expecting to help. 

Grace Presbyterian Church has occasionally shown its face to the neighborhood with outdoor 

events that have invited the neighborhood in to participate; we should try more of these.  One 

upcoming event that is in the planning stages is “National Night Out,” scheduled for Tuesday, 

August 3, to which the whole neighborhood will be invited.  Spearheaded by Aging with Grace, 

and supported by the Fellowship and Evangelism committees (so far), the event, to be held in 

the south parking lot, will feature a Soul Food truck and steel drum music; the costs are 

intended to be shared amongst the participating committees. 

Theme 3: “Let’s try it! – let’s give the idea a shot:  if it works, great; if it doesn’t, give it up.” 

Much of the discussion focused on what more we could do.  To get there, we reviewed some of 

the things we were already doing for neighborhood outreach and for world outreach. 

First of these was what we recognized (per the book) as our “Jerusalem Collection,” namely, 

our June special offering collection in support of our Christian partners in Palestine and our 

August special offering collection in support of our brothers and sisters in Honduras.  There is 

also our current partnering with a local Methodist church in which our children helped make 

food packs for children in need at Crestwood Elementary School. 

Then there were the suggestions for future consideration: (1) We need to consider (and it 

should be easy to do!) greater bridging of activities and sharing of resources (including budget 

resources) for programs among the various church committees of Session (this could become a 

common practice); (2) Resource sharing (of various sorts) with other local community churches 

– Kirkwood Presbyterian Church is currently struggling apparently (Susan Wilder could guide us 

here); (3) Partner with a lower-income church, either in Springfield, Virginia, or in the 

downtown District of Columbia; and (4) Grace Presbyterian Church could establish a “credit 

union” to serve the local community as needed (cf. our text for this study course on this matter) 

– Sharron Dreyer offered to guide us in this endeavor. 

In short, following the pattern of FDR’s “New Deal,” we said, “Let’s try it and see if it works” 

(i.e., see if said activity accomplishes what we hoped it would accomplish).  Whatever we do, it 

was agreed that any planning for future outreach must include flexibility and creativity.  As 

Question 4 (next meeting) seems to continue this discussion, we are likely to have more ideas 

and suggestion coming up in the future. 



 

Church Going (by British poet Philip Larkin) [1955] 

Once I am sure there’s nothing going on 
I step inside, letting the door thud shut. 
Another church:  matting, seats, and stone, 
And little books, sprawlings of flowers, cut 
For Sunday, brownish now; some brass and stuff 
Up at the holy end; the small neat organ; 
And a tense, musty, unignorable silence, 
Brewed God knows how long.  Hatless, I take off 
My cycle-clips in awkward reverence, 
 
Move forward, run my hand around the font. 
From where I stand, the roof looks almost new – 
Cleaned or restored?  Someone would know:  I 
don’t. 
Mounting the lectern, I peruse a few 
Hectoring large-scale verses, and pronounce 
“Here endeth” much more loudly than I’d meant. 
The echoes snigger briefly.  Back at the door 
I sign the book, donate an Irish sixpence, 
Reflect the place was not worth stopping for. 
 
Yet stop I did:  in fact I often do, 
And always end much at a loss like this, 
Wondering what to look for; wondering, too, 
When churches fall completely out of use 
What we shall turn them into, if we shall keep 
A few cathedrals chronically on show, 
Their parchment, plate and pyx in locked cases, 
And let the rest rent-free to rain and sheep. 
Shall we avoid them as unlucky places? 
 
Or, after dark, will dubious women come 
To make their children touch a particular stone; 
Pick simples for a cancer; or on some 
Advised night see walking a dead one? 
Power of some sort or other will go on 
In games, in riddles, seemingly at random; 
But superstition, like belief, must die, 
And what remains when disbelief has gone? 
Grass, weedy pavement, brambles, buttress, sky, 
 

 
A shape less recognisable each week, 
A purpose more obscure.  I wonder who 
Will be the last, the very last, to seek 
This place for what it was, one of the crew 
That tap and jot and know what rood-lofts were? 
Some ruin-bibber, randy for antique, 
Or Christmas-addict, counting on a whiff 
Of gown-and-bands and organ-pipes and myrrh? 
Or will he be my representative, 
 
Bored, uninformed, knowing the ghostly silt 
Dispersed, yet tending to this cross of ground 
Through suburb scrub because it held unsplit 
So long and equably what since is found 
Only in separation – marriage, and birth, 
And death, and thoughts of these – for whom was 
built 
This special shell?  For, though I’ve no idea 
What this accoutred frowsty barn is worth, 
It pleases me to stand in silence here; 
 
A serious house on serious earth it is, 
In whose blent air all our compulsions meet, 
Are recognized, and robed as destinies. 
And that much never can be obsolete, 
 Since someone will forever be surprising 
A hunger in himself to be more serious, 
And gravitating with it to this ground, 
Which, he once heard, was proper to grow wise in, 
If only that so many dead lie round. 

[N.B.:  I myself am fond of encountering and visiting old churches, vacant at least during the work week, 

in both this country and in Great Britain.  I well remember two occasions of doing such:  one, a Dutch 

Reformed church in upstate New York along the old Erie Canal in the summer of 1973; the other at 



Bonchurch, on the Isle of Wight, England, in the summer of 1986, a church which had been founded by 

St. Boniface in ancient times.  In both cases I had the good luck of being able to play hymns on unlocked 

pump organs for an hour or more.  Visiting the “bare ruined choirs” of English cathedrals and abbeys – 

to say nothing of church graveyards – is quite another experience. 

In my years in historic preservation work I came across two organizations in Great Britain for the saving 

of “redundant churches” (i.e., those which were desanctified by the Church of England as having no 

further ecclesiastical use):  Friends of Friendless Churches (1957) and the Churches Conservation Trust 

(originally the Redundant Churches Fund, 1969); both are still active.  In this country, “retired” churches 

tend to be adapted for use as homes, restaurants, bars and coffee houses, or, occasionally, as stores. 

-- Philip D. Spiess II 


