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I. Introduction 

On a Tuesday night in the spring of 2020, I was making soup. I work at a college ministry 

and every month we cook a meal for a local shelter. This event had been a staple of our 

programming for years, but this night soon became one that I would never forget. We were 

standing at a long table chopping onions and I remember looking down to where a group of 

students were talking. I could not hear what they were saying, but they seemed animated over 

what they were looking at on their phones.  Right as we finished the last onion, one of the 

students let out a quick, nervous gasp that made everyone in the room pause and look in their 

direction. Without addressing anyone in particular, he then announced that he had just gotten an 

email that campus would be closed for the rest of the semester.  

I marked this night as the official beginning of the pandemic for our ministry.  

Information about COVID-19 was sparse, but I remember those first weeks were very 

exhilarating. We rallied whatever resources we had to meet the acute needs of the community. 

We joined mutual aid lists, raised money to support those that had lost jobs, and even hosted 

students that were stuck in Boston because of quarantine restrictions. This exciting scramble was 

also a revelation in coordination. With so much going on and so much uncertainty we felt like we 

were a part of a global movement to help our neighbors. I remember comparing the feeling at the 

time to volunteering after a large natural disaster.  

However, after a few months that intensity started to wane. The non-profit organizations 

that we worked through had cut their operations significantly in response to limitations on 

volunteer engagement. In our ministry, students had moved home and all of our in-person 

programming had been canceled or permanently shifted online. At this point, it became clear that 
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the pandemic had transitioned from a temporary condition to push through and was now a 

permanent context for ministry.   

In this unfamiliar environment, the shape and schedule of our ministry was completely 

different. Normally, we try to communicate the Gospel of Jesus through a combination of faith 

formation, community building, and social justice. We work to achieve these goals through 

regular programming and events, most of which centered on our ministry location next to several 

college campuses. The programs that we used, like free dinners, Bible Studies, small group 

conversations, and volunteering were standard practices to similar ministries. Understanding the 

efficacy of these events came mostly through a qualitative evaluation of lived experience 

combined with rough measurements of attendance and engagement. We also used this evaluation 

method to create new programming, using past understanding of success to craft new parts of our 

schedule.   

Needless to say, our ministry changed a lot during the pandemic. Not only had our 

programs and operations been completely altered, but our ability to add to or modify these 

programs was now being done without the foundation of years of ministry experience. The initial 

reaction of changing all meetings to online spaces seemed like a good opportunity to keep our 

community together, but that forum quickly was revealed to be a weak engine for spiritual 

growth. Ideally, conversations and spiritual formation for both the students and myself would 

flow out of our programs. Now, a limitation seemed to be present in feeling spiritually formed by 

the ministry.  It was hard to pinpoint the cause of this limitation, but it was very easy to see the 

symptoms of its effect.  

The most profound reflection I had about this time concerned my own mental state. 

Before the pandemic, I would spend a half hour before events excitedly praying for what God 
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had in store. After two weeks of meeting online, I found myself spending that time listlessly 

scrolling through my news feed before emailing out the meeting link. Advisors within my 

ministry structure became vitally important, not only for encouragement but also companionship. 

I often called my mentor, someone who in the past provided vital advice on ministry structure, 

just to talk to someone in a similar state of frustration.  

For the students, the novelty and quirkiness of virtual meetings wore off very quickly and 

eventually it seemed that the community was logging on out of obligation instead of 

purposefulness. I also noticed that my attention had shifted to things that I had rarely or never 

done as a minister. Since the internet was the only place where it seemed like connection was 

happening, all of my efforts went into making sure our ministry was present in that space.  The 

time I had previously spent making meals, setting up the space, writing small group discussions, 

or determining logistics was now used curating an online presence through social media and 

counting views for our Zoom gatherings. Working in ministry during the pandemic started to 

seem more like operating a social media account than leading any kind of spiritual formation.  

Because this programming was so new, it was difficult to understand how these efforts 

were accomplishing the goals of our ministry. This new environment offered no baseline of 

success and seemed like it had almost nothing to do with my previous years of ministry 

experience. When it seemed like gathering restrictions would be in place forever, I started to 

think about how the changes to programming we made created a different, certainly worse 

ministry, and whether I would ever feel the same connection to students that I had previous to the 

pandemic. This line of thinking created a deep lament about how we could not do things the way 

we used to and a feeling that the future of ministry looked significantly more difficult than the 

past.  
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My experience is just one of many faced by organizers around the world. The COVID-19 

pandemic, which began in the early spring of 2020, had by April caused the cancellation or 

postponement of public gatherings and large events for 90% of the world’s population.1 These 

restrictions were unprecedented for the current generation and the necessity of their rapid 

implementation was a shock to many. American churches closed their doors and ceased their 

non-profit operations with only a few days' notice, unsure when or if they would ever be able to 

operate again.  

As restrictions remained in place, churches moved to introduce or adjust programming to 

suit the needs of their congregations, many of which were experiencing new and acute pressures 

related to pandemic isolation.2 These changes included introducing or significantly expanding 

online worship services, starting support groups for pastoral care, adjusting methods for 

administering sacraments, and changing meeting locations to suit social distancing restrictions. 

The unique conditions of this time ushered in a significant wave of creativity, with many 

churches completely changing every aspect of their weekly programming. Never had such a 

large shift happened so quickly in the life of the modern church.  

However, knowing that these large trends were at work for ministries across the world 

did not change the feelings I had about my own pandemic experience and the doubts I had about 

my ministerial performance. I realized that behind the data on remote worship, public health, and 

church attendance were men and women in pastoral settings making the best decisions they 

could about the future of communities they felt personally obligated to shepherd through this 

trying time. I became drawn to the decisions churches made to change programming because I 

wondered how many ministries tried similar things and whether they felt these changes helped 
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hold their communities together. I soon realized that these decisions, or rather reactions, during a 

period of significant disruption, uncertainty, and fear, revealed how clergy understand 

themselves, the church, and the success of the communities they lead.  

This study intends to employ an ethnographic method to explore pastors’ pandemic 

experiences and reveal the individual stories and reflections behind the broad, well-known 

quarantine trends. Rather than a summary of all American church experience during the 

pandemic, this study seeks to capture the lives of pastors and churches as they attempted to 

navigate the health, safety, and spiritual care of their communities. Though individual stories 

contain specific contexts and conditions, together they reveal startling insights about the efficacy 

of digital programming and the apparent tradeoffs between accessibility, visibility, presence, and 

ministerial connection. In addition, this work also made clear the pandemic’s precarious effect 

on the mental health of church leaders and the lonely burden they shouldered while navigating 

this time.  

Because the pandemic represented such a significant struggle in the life of the modern 

church, leaders and staff have mostly avoided doing a careful analysis of what exactly happened 

over the last three years. My hope for this study is that a careful retrospective of the experiences 

and decisions made during the pandemic can help churches discern their mission for a future that 

has been inexorably altered by this period of exile.  

 

Ib. Interview Subjects 

The subjects selected for this study were chosen for several specific reasons. To eliminate 

variables such as onboarding and staff turnover, interviews were restricted to pastors who had a 

minimum of five years of leadership experience in their specific congregations before the start of 
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the pandemic. The interviewees also presided over churches near or in major cities across the 

North, South, and Southwest to provide a diversity of experience with different political and 

cultural conditions.  In all, five pastors were selected. Each have been given pseudonyms and are 

listed as follows:  

 

1. Pastor Justin, who presides over a suburban church of about 300 attendees 

in the Southwest 

2. Pastor Kevin, who leads an urban church of about 80 attendees in the 

Southeast 

3. Pastor Charles, who leads a suburban church of about 200 attendees in the 

Southeast 

4. Pastor Brendan, who leads an urban church of about 150 attendees in the 

Northeast 

5. Pastor Emily, who leads a suburban church of about 100 attendees in the 

Northeast  

 

All specific identifying information concerning these pastors and their churches has been 

redacted. This study intends to reveal the thoughts and reflections of these ministers as they 

relate to the changes they both made and experienced during the pandemic. Each minister was 

asked the same set of questions and were given the opportunity to speak freely about any other 

reflections they had. The interview questions were as follows:  

 

1. What were the programming changes you made to your organization in response to the 

restrictions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic? 

2. Were the initial changes anticipated to be temporary?  

a. If so, how long did you expect these changes to be in place?  

3. What medium was the major connecting point between you and your congregation? 

4. What medium was the major connecting point between laity in your congregation?  

5. Were the changes you made successful? 

6. What became the most important event of the week/month? 

a. Why was this event important to your congregation?  

7. When looking back at these changes, do you have any theological reflections?  

8. What changes will you keep in the long term? 

9. What changes will you never do again? 

10. What was the most surprising impact of the changes you made?3 
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Ic. Bias and Method  

There are several personal aspects that I bring to this ethnography. Professionally, I am a 

Christian minister and have been working in a parachurch college ministry for six years. I have 

also been a practicing member of the Christian Church my entire life. These two positions create 

both explicit professional as well implicit personal biases regarding my understanding of church 

ministry. Both my personal and professional lives imply that I believe ministry can be formative 

in many aspects and that a healthy church can be a significant asset to the community at large. 

This emic perspective necessitates that I have a stake in wanting churches to achieve their 

mission and vision.  

As a Christian minister performing these interviews with other Christian ministers, I must 

be wary of my bias negatively influencing the interviewee to unintentionally paint a less 

complicated and more positive picture of their ministry. As Kwame Harrison points out in 

Ethnography: 

Interviews are not a neutral exchange of questions and answers; they are 

collaborative efforts between two (or more) people “lead[ing] to a contextually 

bound and mutually created story—the interview.” Furthermore, the interviewer, 

and possibly the interviewee, enter into the interview exchange with specific 

conscious and unconscious motives, beliefs, and agendas. Interviews, then, from 

an ethnographic contextually attuned perspective, are understood as particular 

types of social interaction that are both dynamic and power-laden.4 

 

In short, if the subject believes that I am looking for certain story of ministry, they will 

have a desire to present that story to me. However, there are several methods that can be 

employed to use this desire to create a shared narrative that are a positive force for research.  

Using a cognitive (ideational) theory and phenomenological model for the survey questions 

allows the subject to share their experiences and thoughts in a general way.5 The survey 
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questions place the subject into their specific context and do not push for normative thoughts on 

ministry in general. They instead ask how pastors responded to pandemic restrictions and how 

they believed those changes impacted their community. Harrison importantly states, “structured 

interviews seek to confirm (or disconfirm) people’s ideas surrounding specific topics that have 

been identified as important by the researcher; unstructured interviews provide interviewees with 

the opportunity to narrate what’s important to them”6 For this reason, each subject was also 

given time to speak spontaneously about their impressions of the interview, allowing them to 

share final thoughts about about their church’s decisions and performance as a reflection on their 

participation in the study.  

Using this type of method, pastors’ comments are presented as truthful representations of 

their pandemic experience while acknowledging that there are multiple realities available in each 

context. This simultaneous presentation determines that any conclusions or recommendations 

that I draw at the end of this study will be my own, allowing the experiences to stand as true for 

the subjects interviewed. Lastly, this ethnography will use the applied role of research, being the 

result of a religious practitioner interviewing other religious practitioners with the desire for a 

better understanding of our field.7 Any findings or recommendations from this study are intended 

for use in current ministerial contexts similar to the subjects of this work.  
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II. Programming Changes and Digital Spaces - Moving Sunday Morning Online 

I opened each interview asking about what I perceived as the most apparent change in 

church structure during the pandemic; the switch to digital media to continue operations while 

lockdowns were in place. Pastors eagerly recalled this abrupt change, often reciting the exact 

date that all their in-person operations ceased. Though each specific ministry’s experience 

varied, all pastors interviewed spoke of how their attempts to continue programming online was 

a meandering, trial and error process that shifted throughout the opening stages of the pandemic.  

Most of the pastors interviewed initially tried to replicate their live Sunday morning 

worship service as coherently as possible for online audiences. It was observed that the first pass 

at these operational changes, often just livestreaming the staff performing the service at the 

church, produced a very limited experience for congregants. “For us it was like, ‘Okay, we'll do 

YouTube.’ And we literally did about six or eight of them. I'd have to go back and look, but it 

was like the worst Channel One sort of stuff you've ever seen,” recalls Pastor Kevin.  

This realization caused some church leaders to pre-record worship music and messages, 

then professionally edit the pieces to create a more engaging experience for their congregants. 

This meant that the creation of the worship program occurred throughout the week, with staff 

and volunteers combining together different components to present on Sunday morning.  

Pastor Justin, who quickly chose to pre-record his church service and stream on Sunday 

morning describes his process: “We did not livestream Sundays because we realized we didn't 

have the capacity to perform a live stream and do it to the quality that people are used to. [...] We 

could only have it if we pre-recorded and edited and published beforehand.”  This initial change, 

especially the perception of the lack of quality in simple livestreams, may have been established 

by larger churches' existing streaming capabilities. Pastor Kevin specifically mentioned that 
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large churches in his area had been doing hybrid, both in-person and livestreamed, services for 

many years with a very high quality. The perception for him was that when the pandemic began, 

these churches could change to all digital programming by “flipping a switch.” For smaller 

churches, lacking the resources and expertise of these bigger operations, pre-recording was the 

only way to approach this level of quality. When asked about the success of his streaming 

operation, Pastor Justin said he was proud of what they were able to accomplish. He recalled a 

story of a smaller church coming to him and asking how they were able to stream with such high 

quality and he responded that “we're cheating, we're pre-recording and editing. We did not have 

the streaming capability that other bigger churches had and it took a lot of time, but it worked.”  

For the pastors that attempted online services, social media sites like Facebook and 

streaming sites like YouTube were the platform of choice. In turn, these sites became the central 

point of connectivity and offered an accessible alternative to in-person gatherings. At the 

beginning, using these sites seemed to be an excellent connection point for the church in 

lockdown. Pastor Brendan remembered an initial jolt of energy when seeing the engagement 

with his broadcast, “we got a lot more views [on Facebook], and I got more people than I 

normally would on Sunday morning like that.” That sentiment was echoed by Pastor Justin, 

stating, “at first we had a huge engagement on YouTube. We had more views on YouTube than 

we actually had members of the church. We were running about three hundred [in person 

attendance before the pandemic], but we got close to three hundred views. We [also] increased 

our Facebook presence dramatically through our Facebook group.” Along with this increase in 

engagement, Pastor Charles also experienced an initial feeling that this type of connection would 

be more efficient: “When the first day that zoom happened. I thought to myself, this is great. I 
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could do ten zooms a day.” The perception was that since online engagement decreased some of 

the barriers to connection, pastors could increase their impact using these tools.  

Pastors were also eager to utilize the chat and posting functions integrated in these sites 

to draw out engagement from their attendees. “We communicated a lot on the group page 

because people were on there and we would check up on people and ask for needs every week,” 

recalled Pastor Justin. His church created a program where anyone that posted a public prayer 

request would get a follow up post from the staff with a personalized prayer as well as a follow 

up call to pray for them over the phone. Justin assessed that this approach “actually worked 

pretty well. [because] this was probably more upfront and public than prayer requests in the 

past.” The public nature of this engagement was an important aspect for him, with the perception 

being that a person unknown to the church but browsing Facebook was more likely to see these 

types of engagement and potentially become interested in the church.   

However, as weeks drew on, the pastors using this pre-recorded streaming approach 

sensed that the engagement on these platforms began to fall. Pastor Brendan remembered that 

after a while “people would just do what they do on Facebook. You send those messages, and a 

couple of people would respond back, but it wasn't a big deal, it wasn't ‘hey this is great.’” Pastor 

Justin had a similar experience when trying to set up a chat to coincide with the streaming 

service, remembering, “we tried to form a kind of online forum where we had people chatting 

online and it turned into a bunch of people saying, “Hi, hey! I'm here” for the first minute and 

after that nobody else would say anything.” 

After these initial stages, some pastors shifted their approach to Sunday morning. Pastor 

Kevin’s initial attempts never saw the bump in streaming visibility that others observed. He 

reflected, “I think because the size of our church was such that we were more used to everybody 
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seeing each other and talking to people and to go completely digital was tough.” He cites his 

motivation for going online in this way as merely following what it seemed like everybody else 

was doing. He remembered, “There were literally YouTube services that got zero views, [laughs] 

but it didn't make us sad. It just was like. ‘Oh, we probably should do something different.’” His 

church’s response was to begin to do a hybrid service over the meeting platform Zoom. He 

described this transition:  

The services were very simple. We had pre-recorded our band. [they would] come 

up to the church and record worship songs, and we'd film it, and we would show 

those during the worship piece and people had PDF bulletins. They could follow 

along with the songs, because, as you know, the latency on Zoom is bad so we 

didn't do live music. So we just hit play. We had breakout rooms twice a service 

with breakout room leaders. That ended up being amazing, because people are 

getting to know each other and talking. And then I would do a sermon sort of for 

like twelve minutes. We did communion. It was wild!  

 

For Kevin, the different participatory and visibility aspects of Zoom provided a higher perception 

of engagement. This format also shifted some of the live church operations back to Sunday 

mornings, though some parts remained pre-recorded.  

An interesting approach to online services was taken by Pastor Emily, who credits her 

introduction to the pandemic as the inspiration for her programming changes. A member of her 

church was exposed to COVID-19 during one of the first identified super-spreading events in the 

country and unknowingly exposed the church staff. Though the local area had not officially 

entered into lockdown, Pastor Emily and her staff had to scramble to provide a service while not 

exposing any more of her congregation. Her church ended up doing a worship podcast, recording 

each section and releasing it on Saturday night. 

I would just be like ‘welcome to the [church name] worship podcast day a million 

seven of this pandemic.’ And then I would say if anything seasonal was 

happening, or some little quote. [...] And then at the end, our admin recorded a 

thank you to all the people who had read and said the names of the choir.  So I 

mean, it really was like a sort of radio production. 
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This podcast remained in place for almost a year, with many people in her congregation 

contributing to its production. She stated that though it was a new endeavor, “I think we kept 

being surprised at how well the podcast kept working for people.” This podcast was paired with 

a Christian adult education group, which had met on Sunday mornings and was switched to 

Zoom when pandemic lockdowns began. She remembered that “some people would log off 

religious education on Zoom on Sunday mornings, and be like ‘well, time for church!’ and go 

listen to the podcast.” This approach was an attempt to replicate the usual programming of a 

Sunday morning without relying on an exclusively video-based feed.   

After one year of podcasting, Pastor Emily’s congregation switched to Zoom meetings for 

worship. “We did go on zoom after a year of the podcast. [...] People were itching to see each 

other more and have it be a little more interactive. I would [also] do prayer services during the 

week online” she explained. This change was similar to other worship services that offered a 

combination of live and recorded elements over Zoom. She also began outdoor communion 

services around this time, remembering that “we weren't back but I was like, ‘damn it, we need 

to have communion, because I'm sick of this!’, which is probably a direct quote actually 

[laughs].” 

 Hearing pastors tell the story of how they managed through the limitations of the 

pandemic revealed how significant the effort was to bring the church to people in quarantine. 

Most pastors started with a preconceived understanding of digital services, often based on 

existing models from churches that had established hybrid worship before the pandemic. 

However, seeing the limitations of some digital services caused them to quickly try other 

approaches based on the perceived needs of their congregations.  
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IIb. Struggles with New Media 

Discussions of these programming changes came with reflections of initial difficulties 

over how dynamics between the pastors, staff, elders, and community changed within the church. 

For the pastors interviewed, the most apparent was how fatigue of screens affected the 

attendance of programming that churches offered, especially those parts of church which did not 

occur on Sunday mornings. In Pastor Kevin’s opinion, 

We overestimated how much people would appreciate zoom options apart from 

Sunday. [Things like] small group meetings, book clubs, I mean, we kind of 

overdid it. I think people were just weary of it because that's what they were 

doing at work. There is no meme out there about Zoom that's positive; you know. 

It's all disparaging so that should have been a clue. And we backed off that a little 

bit. 

 

Previous to the pandemic, Pastor Justin had a small group ministry that organized 

congregants into ‘Life Groups’ that met in people’s houses throughout the week. Once the 

pandemic began, he remembered that, “we kind of made online Life Groups an option and put it 

out there with the responsibility for the Life Group leaders to administer that, but we did not 

have the level of care and shepherding for our people in the forefront.” Adding to this, he 

recalled “at this time so many people had Zoom fatigue. The last thing they wanted to do when 

they got home was get on another Zoom.” 

Creating engaging online content was also difficult for other services outside of the main 

Sunday worship services. Pastor Brendan stopped all youth ministries during lockdown, looping 

them into regular services. He reported that almost two years after they were forced to close, 

“we're just now starting to pick up those youth [specific] ministries again.” Pastor Kevin also 

observed that moving online, “we had a lot of kids [who were] immediately cut out of any 

church life and that was concerning.”  
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For church staff whose primary role was to support these changes, a significant amount 

of work was required to alter operations in reaction to community needs, season of the year, and 

gathering restrictions. The mindset that this shifting atmosphere created was difficult to describe 

in retrospect, however Pastor Emily remembered, “I just don't know that there was a typical 

week. Honestly, things kept shifting every few months. I kept saying it was like when you have a 

baby and you get into a nap routine, then the baby grows a little bit and it's completely different.”  

Because of the ubiquity of how the pandemic necessitated programming changes, each 

pastor was able to speak clearly about the physical differences that manifested in their church 

during this time. In addition, almost every pastor claimed that their programming changes and 

attempts to navigate the pandemic were probably unique from other churches.  However 

different each experience was, there were several more nuanced themes that seemed to cross 

over into each of the interviewees’ experiences. These trends concerned more than just the 

efficacy and impact of online programming and instead unveiled deeper issues of church 

authenticity, presence, community unity, and the burdens of pastoral leadership.   

 

III. Authentic Connection, From a Distance 

The most common theme that arose in assessing online programming was that pastors 

identified a strong feeling of how online services prevented a certain kind of ministerial presence 

or connectivity.  Especially as gathering restrictions continued to make meeting most 

congregants in-person impossible, it became apparent that difficult tradeoffs accompanied their 

intended models of online ministry. At the core of these observations was how their effective 

presence had changed for their congregations and how different online methods of connection 

affected their ability to shepherd their community.  
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Pastor Charles, who began online operations through Zoom by broadcasting worship and 

small groups, remembered being very frustrated at only being able to offer online content. 

Though he had some engagement, most of those initial meetings were “kind of lame.” After 

about six months he reduced online usage significantly for both meetings and services, keeping 

only the elements that allowed small group discussion. As soon as local guidelines provided the 

opportunity to meet safely in-person, he and his staff opted to divide the main service into 

smaller meetings for better social distancing.  For those unable to attend, he set up a simple live 

stream of this event, though he admitted that anyone joining online would have a significantly 

diminished experience compared to those attending in-person. 

Pastor Charles explained his decision in terms of ministerial presence, using the word 

‘touch’ to describe a connection that was not necessarily physical, but certainly somewhat more 

than just meeting in-person. He explained that his congregation is a “ministry of touch and what 

the pandemic did was put a halt to the gift of touch.” This made online ministry difficult because 

“we are communal people. The fact that Jesus, in his ministry, he was a toucher. [He would] take 

the hand of the dead girl, and raise her up, or put his fingers and spit in the guy's eyes in [the 

book of] Mark. I had never really seen it that way.”  Reflecting on his operations before the 

pandemic, Pastor Charles realized that each event his ministry offered was predicated on some 

sort of human contact. The loss of in-person gathering revealed this element of his programming 

through its absence. When talking about how this observation affected his understanding of the 

efficacy of his programming, he expounded, “the small groups were probably the most important 

thing during that time. [Our] big event was fine, but I don't think it connected as much as you 

know, four people, five people getting together.” Pastor Charles further described a strong 
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feeling of personal connection during these small group meetings because of a perceived desire 

for community among his congregation that was lacking during the pandemic.  

When asked how effective his online content was during the pandemic, Pastor Justin 

perceived an important connection between offering these online services and continuing to be 

available as a pastoral resource. He lamented that this connection only became apparent in 

hindsight, being overly focused on online engagement and remembering “everybody was going 

through something during this pandemic, and you could kind of meet on Zoom, but you really 

didn't have access to your church or to your pastor, [...] we weren't reaching out to our people 

because I was all about the online engagement.” Putting this shift in stark terms, Pastor Justin 

remembered: “I went from being a pastor to a YouTube content producer.”  

While explaining the online offerings and changes his church went through during the 

pandemic, Pastor Kevin reflected that “all of that was really just an attempt to keep people 

together and to keep us with our people talking.” He credited the move from streaming services 

to a live gathering over Zoom as something that significantly improved connection between the 

church, stating that “in no uncertain terms we would say that our decision to do what we did on 

Sunday mornings through Zoom really saved us. [...] I think people perceived it as a wise move, 

because we noticed that those connections were fading.” In response to seeing the limited 

options his programming made available to youth, his staff began sending boxes to each family 

in the congregation to open during a special kid’s hour before the Sunday service. Of all the 

programming changes his church made, he believed moments like these, which connected the 

congregation to one another, were the most successful, stating “those things seem simple but 

those genuinely were the big things.”  
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The desire for connection also influenced how regular meetings were conducted among 

the staff and lay leadership. In most cases, all church meetings had been done in-person before 

the pandemic. After restrictions were in place, some pastors began to see how a difference in 

purpose changed the efficacy of these meetings as they moved online.  For meetings that were 

perceived to require only information updates, such as committee and business meetings, Zoom 

was used effectively and almost no loss was reported. In most cases, pastors even included that 

some of these meetings have continued after restrictions have eased, citing that the accessibility 

of meeting online has provided more opportunities to increase the diversity of church leadership.  

In contrast, staff meetings, especially when pastoral care and personal support was 

needed, were very difficult over Zoom. This perception led Pastor Emily to change their online 

meetings as quickly as possible, feeling that “the staff had to take a lot more on and [they were] 

also ministering to people and we needed to process that. I think those meetings became very 

important.” When small gatherings became an option, she began to ask staff to meet in-person at 

the church building. In doing this, she remembered some pushback with her staff asking, “‘Why 

do we have to do this?’ and I was like, ‘because I know it'll save us fifty emails every week and 

it's just good to be together, even if we're wearing masks. We have better ideas in person [...] and 

I think they quickly realized that it was important.” This contrasted with other pastors' decisions 

to limit meetings in order to give staff more time and space away from church operations.  

Interestingly, some older versions of technology were found to have a heightened ability 

to connect with congregants. For checking in with church leadership and individuals, Pastor 

Kevin remembered that phone calls became the dominant form of connection, saying “for people 

[checking in for] pastoral stuff, we would just call. I mean, it's old school. Everybody has my 

phone number.” Pastor Emily also cited calls as being especially important and remembered that 
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during one of the months of the pandemic her phone bill was twelve pages long. She even 

compared the movement of information through her congregation via calls to an old-fashioned 

phone tree. It was unclear what made the phone a better connection vector, but for these pastors 

it was certainly viewed more positively than Zoom, texting, or online messaging.  

 

IIIb. Needing a Place to Be 

The desire to be present and build authentic connection between members of the church 

also elicited conversation about the purpose of the church building. Ample online options were 

available for pastors to connect to their staff and congregation, but these options always seemed 

to lack a certain type of embodied contact that in-person gathering provided. For some pastors, 

the empty church building became a symbol of the ongoing pandemic and a constant reminder of 

the loss of connection. Reflecting on how embodied presence is affected by online gathering led 

Pastor Emily to expand on a theological point that often pervades discussions of church 

gatherings:  

That old chestnut: ‘The church, it’s the people, not the building’ is true. We know 

that's true. But, you know it's really hard to be a church without a building. Or it's 

really hard to be at church when you're locked out of your building. And so I 

think it's emphasized to me the incarnational reality of the Church. And it's true 

the Church is the gathered assembly, that is one hundred percent true. But, 

humans are embodied. We are incarnate, and our bodies need a physical place to 

be. [...] We tend to make everything a binary. You know, it's like ‘the church is 

the people, not the building.’ Well, what if it's both? 

 

For her congregation, restrictions prevented the church from gathering for almost 18 

months. Though she employed a wide range of options for connection to her congregation, she 

remained convinced that physical presence could not be replaced by any combination of online 

services. “People felt real loss at not being able to inhabit that physical space for so long,” she 

lamented.   
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Pastor Brendan, who streamed his church service for almost a year over Facebook, did 

not mention any online content when asked what events he thought were important or successful. 

In his impression, the outside gatherings that his congregation began once restrictions in his area 

were expanded became the best things his church did, explaining “the most effective thing we 

did was our worship times in the open air in backyards. [We] maxed out people's backyards. 

People seem to be engaged.” Expanding further, Pastor Brendan believed that since lockdown 

restrictions had been in place for almost a year at that point, “people were longing for that 

personal interaction and fellowship, and when they found out that we could do it somewhere 

people just came out. We did get the police called on us. They did come out. Neighbors had 

called. [laughs]”  

For these pastors, meeting in-person under any circumstances became very important for 

maintaining a sense of embodied community. Even with significant restrictions, like hard caps 

on gathering size and not being able to meet indoors, they believed the church was most 

successful in connection when conducting an in-person gathering. However, it is important to 

remember that not all congregants could attend these gatherings, and in some cases, they became 

exclusive events only for those ready and able to meet in-person.  

 

IIIc. Visibility, Inclusion, Presence, and Connection 

For all pastors interviewed, a ministerial presence was something that had to be 

maintained through the imperfect means of an online community. In this environment, there 

seemed to be a tradeoff between having authentic connectivity among the congregation and 

using online resources to heighten the inclusivity and visibility of the church. Moving to online 

services, pastors appeared to evaluate whether increased accessibility, quality, and visibility—
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elements that can be delivered effectively through social media sites and streaming services—

justified the loss of contact between staff and congregants. Pastor Justin noticed how this 

tradeoff presented itself when he organized connections like prayer requests over Facebook. On 

one hand he recalls that “this was probably more upfront and public [than prayer requests in the 

past], so that was one positive thing regarding engagement” because people could easily find and 

participate in the ways the staff was serving people. The outreach and engagement algorithms of 

social media meant that these connections could be broadcast to a potentially much larger 

audience than hybrid services over Zoom. However, he perceived that this outward visibility 

came at the cost of personally connecting to those already involved with the church. He 

explained that in retrospect, he believed strongly at the time that “[online engagement] is what 

we have to do. And so, for a large part [of the pandemic], we abandoned what was super 

important in order to keep the sermons and worship somewhat alive [online] and I wonder what 

it would have been like if we had made different choices.”  

Pastor Emily noted that some of the most successful events she organized during the 

pandemic occurred in the outdoor space in front of her church. These events, which included 

communion, art installations, and a handbell choir, made the church’s community visible to the 

public and this “meant that people knew we were a lively congregation. It made us really visible 

to our neighbors.” In her interpretation, these events were far more accessible to people outside 

the congregation than online services and were also the best way for her congregation to connect 

to the local community. Though other accessibility barriers existed, such as weather, location, 

and differing willingness to gather, she stated that she would possibly try these events again 

because of their advantages of connection and visibility.  
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Once gathering restrictions allowed for full church services to resume, Pastor Kevin 

continued streaming the service, but explained “it's not in our mission to grow our online 

community, we don't have any visions of that. Other churches are doing that much better than we 

are.” He also added that, “we do believe that church is in the room. And there's something that's 

lost, I think, when you're just watching.” For Pastor Kevin, expanding an online presence beyond 

providing a simple accessibility point for those already involved would represent a dramatic 

change in their church's goals.  In contrast, he mentioned that other churches have decided to 

commit resources to trying to retain, or even expand their online presence as in-person 

gatherings resume.  

Pastor Brendan’s experience with social media over the pandemic intrigued him enough 

to explore this route for his church, stating that “social media is a very important tool that we 

have today that I definitely have to seek guidance on. It's a very important tool that some 

churches are using very, very effectively.” To qualify this statement, Pastor Brendan reported 

that before the pandemic, he used very few online resources to connect to his church. Though he 

assessed only limited success with this platform during the pandemic, he remained optimistic 

about its use in the future.  

Questions over how different forms of digital technology shape church communities were 

being asked even before the pandemic began. Some churches, especially those with larger 

populations, have expanded their online operations, sometimes to hundreds of thousands of 

viewers, by broadcasting worship, producing podcasts, and providing educational materials. This 

trend has already significantly changed how a large proportion of Americans experience church, 

with one study claiming that before the pandemic as many as a third of Christians in the United 

States found their current place of worship online.8  
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In research done before the pandemic, David Hempton examined the increasing 

prevalence of these digital networks and communities among large evangelical churches and 

concluded that this movement has had significant impacts on both church leadership and 

participation.9 In large, digital communities, the connection between worshipers and clergy is 

increasingly dictated by the rules of social media and consumerism. Hempton argues that this 

relationship creates a problem where “it is hard to know whether the beneficiaries will be known 

as customers, consumers, or congregants, or if it even makes much difference.” Faith 

communities that are run through exclusively online mediums can lead to “almost invisible 

communities” as the attendees do not have extensive interaction with each other. This invisibility 

changes the expectations of both pastors and congregants, and hints at some of the types of 

shifting dynamics observed by the pastors interviewed in this study.  

However, an important distinction for the churches that these pastors served is that in-

person gathering was the predominant means of connection before the pandemic. In-person 

services, ministries, and meetings set the conditions under which staff were hired and 

organizational priorities were set.  Even if the church had an active website or social media page 

before the pandemic, each had to expand significantly into the online space to connect with a 

congregation that was used to physically seeing each other every week. This context influenced 

how in-person gatherings were seen as the default mode of understanding personal connection 

and may explain how quickly pastors returned to this format when it became an option again.  

Looking back at the changes pastors made during this tumultuous period it was clear that 

though decisions appeared more concrete in retrospect, in the moment pastors were making 

choices that were far less certain. It is difficult to recreate the uncertainty of the lockdown period, 

especially from our current perspective of knowledge concerning COVID-19 transmissibility and 



25 
 

the presence of vaccines. This uncertainty is important to remember when evaluating pastors’ 

decisions, especially as some reported that they regretted not being more creative in overcoming 

the tradeoffs of online connectivity. 

 

IV. Something Greater to Focus On 

Though most of the interviews focused on the decisions faced during and after the height 

of the pandemic, other factors with longstanding ramifications continued to be present for 

churches and their staff. Two pastors experienced an interesting crossover in that during the 

pandemic, they faced significant challenges unrelated to the effect of gathering restrictions. 

Describing these challenges, and how they shared them with their church, reframed their attitude 

and perspective about this time period.  

In the first case, Pastor Kevin shared that after about six months into the lockdown, he 

was diagnosed with a significant health concern. He credits this diagnosis with shifting his 

perception of the pandemic away from the temporary struggle of lockdowns and into a context 

that included his mortality. He explained,   

It sounds terrible to say but at some point I didn't really care about COVID, you 

know, and I mean we did all the things we needed to do to keep people safe and 

be above board and all that, but, it became less of a concern for me than it did for, 

maybe, other pastors that were in the thick of it. 

 

Importantly, this experience gave Pastor Kevin a different view of the acute challenges 

associated with the pandemic. Because of this diagnosis, the effects of which would persist for 

the rest of his life, he no longer viewed this time period as one to overcome. Rather, this change 

in his health, just like the effects of the pandemic, would continue to persist even after gathering 

restrictions were lifted.  
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Interestingly, he also credits sharing this challenge with his congregation as an important 

element in the church’s overall connectivity and support at this time. Though he did not explain 

how publicly he shared his diagnosis or to what extent it factored into ministerial services, he did 

explain that “maybe because our church is somewhat small, [it became] a rallying point for them. 

Not only are we navigating COVID, and doing it quite well, [but] we also have a pastor who 

needs prayer and support, too.” Pastor Kevin went on to explain that in sharing his challenges, it 

created “an interesting reciprocal: We're [the staff] doing what we can to take care of you as a 

church, and you're kind of also doing that for me.” In a pandemic environment where public 

health related matters are the dominant concern, an unrelated, independent health diagnosis 

created an interdependent reciprocity of care that strengthened the bonds of the community.  

In a similar example, Pastor Emily shared how a significant renovation project to her 

church building’s bell tower was accelerated due to growing concerns of structural failure. This 

project, which could not wait until after the pandemic and was not able to be covered by the 

church’s budget, became an important connection point for her congregation. She explained. 

“We had this huge goal that was very unifying. [...] Eventually we all realized: Unless we got 

past this, we couldn't go forward. I mean, it just was ‘Take care of this issue and move forward 

as a congregation or not and run screaming from the building.’” 

In moving forward to raise capital for the building work, Pastor Emily’s congregation 

made a major decision about the future of the church outside the context of the pandemic. She 

also remembers that since this project required a significant number of meetings and decisions, 

the work brought the community together. She recalled a moment when she was talking to a 

parishioner about folks languishing during the pandemic and observed that because of this tower 

project, her experience was very different. Pastor Emily was incredulous to this observation, and 
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her parishioner reassured her that, “‘in this weird time when everything was off and we had this 

important work to do as a community and we had a lot of meetings, it did actually keep us 

together.’”   

Both pastors conveyed strong assurances that the way these challenges created 

connectivity was in how they were shared within the community. Because challenges were 

perceived as outside the influence of the pandemic, they contributed to a longer term outlook for 

the community despite serious present concerns.  

Though pastors were able to reexamine these challenges positively for their ability to 

unify the church and place the pandemic in context, this outlook was in contrast with another 

major struggle. At some point during the lockdown period, all pastors reflected on feelings of 

lamentation and sadness over their efforts to keep their church community together. This 

discussion of mental health became wide-ranging, especially when it tied into theological 

reflections.  

 

V. Mental Health and Theological Reflections 

After answering questions about programming, pastors were asked about their theological 

reflections during and after the pandemic. Their answers combined the previous impressions they 

shared concerning success in ministerial presence with thoughts of God and scripture. In some 

cases, pastors interpreted success or failure in ministry in terms of understanding God’s will. 

These conversations were much more difficult than earlier discussions about church 

programming and its efficacy, and it became clear that the emotional and mental strain of leading 

a church during this time had taken a significant toll on folks who took a personal stake in their 

ability to care for their congregations.  
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Pastors who gained a lot of satisfaction and validation from being with their congregants 

felt a significant sense of separation. Pastor Charles described this sentiment, saying “it was very 

difficult for me. It was a sad time [...] I enjoy hanging out with people, and I could not do that at 

all.” He continued with an observation about how this experience was unique from those he had 

in the past: “I think, theologically, I had a lot of doubts rise up about His sovereignty. Because 

I’ve been in ministry, I had a history of God coming through.” For Pastor Charles, there was no 

precedent to compare this experience to and he struggled to understand how God would lead his 

ministry through it.  

Pastors also reported that they carried a burden of feeling that they were uniquely 

responsible for keeping their communities together during this time. Pastor Emily described this 

experience as “a real feeling of displacement versus presence.” For her, being the person that had 

to keep the community together while being physically separated required a constant reminder 

that God would be faithful in preserving this community. She had to remind herself that “God is 

faithful. I felt that we had to get on the other side of this or we couldn't be a church.” 

Pastor Brendan described navigating the emotional challenges of separation slightly 

differently, describing how he tried to faithfully surrender the burden of keeping his community 

together to Jesus instead of shouldering it alone. He explained: 

The Lord reminded me of Scripture that ‘He is the one that builds His Church’. 

Jesus is the one that builds His church, and it helps me to understand that: 

actually, this is his church, not mine. [This was] one thought, reflection… sorry… 

truth that I leaned on that pulled me through. 

 

The reference to Matthew 16:17-19 was comforting for Pastor Brendan because it spoke directly 

to the fear he carried during this time. He described that while managing changes in 

programming and trying to reestablish connection with his scattered community, he had had 

someone in his congregation die of COVID-19. The loss of agency to address this and other 
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situations led Pastor Brendan to remind himself that the only way to understand this situation 

was to allow Jesus to carry the burden while he faithfully continued his work.  

Of the pastors interviewed, Pastor Justin provided the most detailed experience with 

mental health during the pandemic, describing how the uncertainty of his actions as they related 

to the efficacy of his ministry brought him a deep despair. He remembered “I went from diving 

in deep and being good at this and not sleeping to eventually entering into a depressive state. [...] 

I kept on questioning. ‘Am I doing the right thing. Am I on the right track?’” According to Pastor 

Justin, what started out as enthusiasm to confront the challenge of the pandemic eventually 

became a self-reflection on his ability to carry out God’s will. 

He discussed a sermon series he preached when his church had tried to meet in person 

while simultaneously continuing to broadcast the service. The series attempted to reflect on what 

to do with God-given emotions. Attendance through both mediums was significantly down and 

because of this he remembers feeling a deep uncertainty about what this meant to his personal 

mental health. Pastor Justin explained, “we've all had a rotten year. It may have just been my 

own personal therapy playing out in the pulpit. [...] That sermon series was very impactful, but I 

could be wrong, because there weren't that many people there to be impacted by it.” 

Pastor Justin identified his mental state at this time as depression and went on to describe 

how he tried to manage himself.  

My wife noticed, we were in counseling, and we were handling it maturely and 

going through all of it the right way, and we had affirmation for that, but it didn't 

change the circumstances. What happens when you believe all the right things, 

know all the right things, say all the right things, bring your emotions before the 

foot of the cross, and say, ‘I'm gonna worship the Lord’, and then your emotions 

give you the middle finger and say, ‘screw you!’  What do you do with that? 

 

Though Pastor Justin tried to address his mental health through the outlets he was 

familiar with, his emotions persisted. This frustration extended to his understanding of theology. 
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He describes how he diligently read his Bible and prayed, but his “soul was in the same place.” 

This wrestling caused Pastor Justin to feel that this inconsistency between belief, practice, and 

feeling was something not addressed adequately in his experience with the church, explaining, 

“we don't wrestle with that. We in the church are really good about teaching people how to read 

your Bible, how to do fellowship and how to disciple. But, we do a lousy job at teaching people 

how to wrestle with their emotions.” 

At the end of the interview, Pastor Justin recalled a story from when pandemic 

restrictions in his area were allowing in-person gathering to resume. Because his church had 

decided to continue to record and stream service, his schedule was free on Sunday morning to 

attend a neighboring church and observe their reopening. He described an interaction with the 

pastor of that church, recalling:   

I was wearing a mask and when I walked in I noticed the lead pastor of that 

church did a double take toward me. We knew each other, but hadn't seen each 

other in over a year.  I went up to him and we talked about some pandemic details 

and how the church was holding up. I then asked him, ‘How are you doing? 

Because I basically can’t watch a screen anymore, I’m falling apart!’ He looked at 

me, and even underneath his mask I could see the pastoral facade, the facade we 

all carry when we are trying to be welcoming, I saw that facade fall and he just 

said ‘I'm dying inside.’ Two months later he quit and is no longer in ministry. The 

church he led had attendance in the thousands. 

 

VI. Reopening and the Future of the Church 

At the conclusion of the interviews, pastors offered their final thoughts on a number of 

topics, often related to aspects of their pandemic experience that would continue to affect their 

churches as they reopened. A predominant theme was how to conduct gatherings while 

managing the difficult task of addressing both public safety regulations as well as congregants’ 

expectations.  



31 
 

Pandemic gathering restrictions varied widely throughout the country, and pastors felt 

pressure to either return completely to normal or continue with restrictions in the name of safety.  

Pastor Justin remembered a lot of pressure, “when we opened up again, people trickled in. But 

even then we had loyal, regular attenders, who would not come either for COVID or because 

they were unhappy about the choices we made.” In his context, it especially seemed like a no-

win scenario because whatever decision the church made appeared to have significant 

consequences. “You couldn't please people if you tried to walk a balance line” Pastor Justin 

remembered, adding “there were people who were like, ‘you're not being safe’. And if you tried 

to walk the other way there are people who are like `Why aren't you standing up to the 

oppression of the government?!’” 

Pastor Kevin also cited this pressure, even though his congregation was located in a 

different part of the country. He explained, “It's really crazy to think about. I mean whether or 

not you wore a mask became a political, religious, ideological issue, and that's so strange.” He 

observed that any decision his church made would be interpreted several ways. In response, he 

tried to reorient his pastoral focus not on the specific decisions of his church, but on ways to help 

people calm down from the intensity of the situation. In his recollection, this was slightly 

different from other churches in the area who tried to walk a more balanced line in their 

reopening efforts by explaining their actions in their sermons, bulletins, and church-wide 

messaging.  

In an attempt to minimize the tension accompanying reopening, Pastor Kevin developed 

two guidelines for his church. First, official church policy would use CDC and local guidelines 

to dictate public health policy, with the intention to “get on with business as usual, [our 

congregation should] do whatever [they] need to do to feel safe and comfortable.”  
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Second, as a staff, they agreed to not make any comments about people’s behavior. In his words, 

their attitude was “if you're like triple mask or face shield and rubber gloves, great. If you're not 

doing it at all, great.” This attitude was an attempt to decrease the amount of attention paid to 

these specific policies in order to focus on both helping people process their emotions as well as 

normalizing church operations.  

Importantly, this strategy placed the church not as the arbiter of these decisions, but as a 

pastoral resource, effectively sidestepping some of the tension created around reopening and 

congregants’ health. However, though Pastor Kevin’s policies seemed to be a way to avoid some 

controversies, such as the question of whether the church has authority to set its own public 

health policy, he was in effect taking a stance on these issues. By reopening according to local 

guidelines and allowing congregants to set their own personal limits on masking, his church 

potentially left some members at risk according to other policies. At this time, federal, state, and 

local guidelines were often conflicting, meaning decisions for churches often included making 

value judgements for their communities. Though an attempt was made to decrease the weight of 

these judgements, Pastor Kevin deemed that a return to in-person gathering at the expense of at 

least some health risk was tolerable. Depending on the context, this decision could be seen as the 

church defying restrictions or succumbing to politics around health policy.  

In addition to specific questions about reopening, pastors also offered opinions about how 

the church has changed and what their communities would need to prioritize. Even when policies 

were clear, which was the case often in areas with the most restrictive guidelines, other factors 

seemed to be at play. Pastor Brendan, who’s church was not able to meet for almost two years 

due to in-person gathering restrictions in his local area, has felt that a strong presence of fear 

continues to shape his congregation while they restart in-person gatherings. He explained, “We 
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know more, we are more relatively safe, but people are still fearful [...] these are people that 

connect to [our church], that say they're part of [our church], people that give generously to [our 

church], but they aren't willing to meet in person larger than family crowds.” Despite the changes 

in local policy that have allowed in-person gatherings, core members of his congregation have 

not returned. In response, Pastor Brendan has tried to address this feeling as much as possible, 

orienting his church as a counterpoint to what he perceives as an ongoing culture of fear.  

For Pastor Justin, reopening became a visual reminder of how much the church 

community had changed during the pandemic and created a need to return to the fundamental 

values of the ministry. While streaming or broadcasting services, churches could see view counts 

and attendees, but how these metrics would translate into in-person attendance was a mystery. 

Furthermore, the composition of attendees and church staff had changed significantly and this 

became more apparent as they reopened. Pastor Justin stressed that in his observation,  

By the end of COVID the most important thing became rebuilding. Almost every 

church was like a new church plant. COVID was a great shuffling of the deck. We 

lost people. We gained people. I found that every church was in that same 

situation, pastors left, staff members left, the church members found somewhere 

else. Some people came to us because of our online presence. Others left [our 

church] because we didn't have an in person presence. 

 

Even though Pastor Justin’s church had been in operation for over 20 years, he 

envisioned rebuilding his community as if they were a new church. This orientation caused him 

to focus on “foundational stuff, on what our church represented, on who we were, on what it 

means to be a disciple of Jesus, growing in Jesus, living in community, being on mission. We hit 

that hard as part of being a church plant.” For Pastor Justin, the pandemic represented an 

opportunity to reevaluate what his church’s purpose was. This was also work that he observed 

other pastors doing in his area. Essentially, the ‘shuffling’ of the community made restating the 

purpose of the church necessary.  
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For Pastor Charles, the pandemic represented an acceleration of what he saw as a trend 

existing before gathering restrictions. He observed how the presence of so many easily accessible 

services online decreased the necessity of these things being provided by a local church.  He 

explained, “if I want music, I can listen to Hillsong, if I want a sermon I can listen to Andy 

Stanley.” There was no desire for local preaching and worship because these online services 

fulfilled this need. As a response, he now understood that ministry “where you sing songs, have a 

speaker, do announcements, this program is long gone” and would be replaced with a smaller, 

more intentionally interactive form of pastoral care. He added that in the past, his ministry would 

try to attract people and have programs that maximize the numbers in attendance. Now, he 

believes that “the allure of Christianity in large numbers is no more. [...] it's just getting a kid 

wanting to talk about Jesus. [It is a] discourse, not destination.”  

 

VII. Conclusion 

While navigating the COVID-19 pandemic, pastors made several programming decisions 

to maintain and care for their communities amidst a period of tumultuous change. Examining 

these decisions in retrospect not only reveals valuable understanding about the efficacy of online 

services, but also speaks to deeper issues such as how clergy understand themselves, the church, 

and the specific communities they lead.  These decisions were also made amidst a time of 

significant pressure on leaders to manage the political and public health concerns of their diverse 

communities, a challenge that took a serious toll on their mental health.  

Churches tried a variety of methods to hold their services during the pandemic, often 

switching between options in response to perceived needs. In the opinion of the interviewees, 

streaming services gave high visibility and accessibility at the expense of authentic connection. 
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Meeting over Zoom or using other technology like phone calls increased the feeling of 

connectivity but limited visibility and accessibility. Some pastors only partially embraced 

technology and opted to hold out for in-person gatherings to resume. This decision gave them a 

higher satisfaction with their connection and presence with the church community but limited 

accessibility to only those ready and able to meet. Churches also tried other connection methods 

and, in some cases, navigating challenges with a wider scope than temporary gathering 

restrictions brought unity to the congregation by allowing the church to focus on something other 

than the pandemic.  

 Pastors trying to hold the community together during this time recalled how their role 

became an isolating and stressful endeavor. Some pastors did not feel like they could share this 

struggle when the rest of the community was also facing the challenge of the pandemic. In 

addition, their reflections on mental health often came with new theological perspectives. The 

ability to resist the lamentation that came with this time became a matter of faith and one’s 

relationship to God; a task that became difficult when pastors felt obligated to provide stability 

and hope to their struggling community. In some cases, this connection had the propensity to 

push pastors even further into depression and forced some to create new theological perspectives 

in order to continue their work.  

Lastly, as the church began to reopen, several priorities became apparent. The primary 

concern for some pastors was the political climate of reopening and the seemingly no-win 

scenario between staying safe and returning to normalcy. Church decisions became mired in a 

greater debate over authority and public health. Even when pastors attempted to sidestep this 

discussion, they continued to make decisions that involved value judgements for their 

community. A second concern was the change in attitude that the reopened church would need to 
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address. A heightened sensitivity to fear and a desire for a greater personal connection seemed to 

be priorities for congregations as they reopened. Changing programming to specifically address 

these needs was stressed as an important consideration moving forward.  

 

VIIb. Recommendations for Church Leadership 

None of the pastors interviewed mentioned doing a specific debrief with their staff about 

their pandemic operations and the church’s transition to normalcy. This could be because the 

impact of the pandemic is still being felt and churches find themselves very far away from 

normal, pre-pandemic operations. In addition, for some pastors, thinking about this time was 

stressful, with Pastor Charles remembering that until the interview, he had “burned the tapes” of 

this period from his memory. For others, recalling this time brought with it a significant amount 

of regret over how they handled themselves. Pastor Justin remembered “If given the chance to go 

back and do it better, I almost always say, yeah, I would go back and do it better.” For him, he 

would want another chance to redo his strategy so that his church could better stay together.   

I would like to conclude by encouraging church staff to evaluate their decisions during 

this time, even when accompanied by stress or regret. The COVID-19 pandemic was a 

generationally unique event in its ability to disrupt almost all aspects of normal church life and 

manifest pastoral conditions that were previously unthinkable. The decisions we made should 

never be understood in terms of absolute correctness, but can nevertheless reveal crucial 

learnings for clergy, staff, and leadership as they rebuild their churches. Since beginning this 

work, two of the five pastors interviewed have stepped away from the communities they led, an 

increasingly common trend for leaders of almost all fields over the last year. I believe the 

experience of shepherding communities through this time should not be buried in an uncertain, 
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regretful memory of the past, but embraced as a formative and foundational piece to 

understanding the future of the church.   
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