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Dear UCC Parker Hilltop Family:  

God’s peace I wish for you in these unsettling times. As the weeks drone on for us 
who are largely staying home, the pressure builds on churches to reopen. Though 
we don’t have the same problems facing businesses who operate in the world of 
profit and loss and who employ numbers of workers, many of whom are now out 
of work, we too feel a pressure to open our doors wide and gather again in joyful 
refrain.  

Part of the normal life we now yearn for was found on Sunday mornings in our 
lovely country church with our beloved UCCPH church family. We are all missing 
our in-person time together. We long for things to return to the way they were; 
we remember the 1st week in March when we gathered in the parlor shaking 
hands and hugging others in greeting, when we stood close together in pews 
singing energetically, when we walked forward in lines between those pews 
towards the consecrated elements of Communion, when we encouraged children 
to run up front and sit in a tight circle for Time with the Children and when we 
passed the offering plate, with glad hearts depositing there our checks in support 
of our ministry of unconditional love in a brokenhearted world. 

We long for things to return to the way they were. After the worship service 
concluded that day as on every Sunday, we eagerly shared food and coffee with 
friends we have known a long time, for a little while, or that we were meeting for 
the first time. Laughter and concerns knit together easily in Callahan Hall. The 
grass was greening around our grounds; the sun was shining; winter was receding; 
the Adult Ed group was getting ready for another lively and engaging class; and, 
all was looking very positive for UCC Parker Hilltop and its faithful congregation. 

And then the virus hit and our normal lives ground to an ear-splitting, screeching 
halt… 
We scrambled. We hastily removed hymnals from the sanctuary and work 
materials from the church and pastor’s offices and set about planning live worship 
online on Zoom, a platform we had purchased two years ago and had been using 
in a limited way only for meetings. We recruited volunteers to help while existing 
staff clumsily figured out how to bring meaningful worship to the people through 
virtual experiences. You scrambled to learn how to get on the Zoom worship 
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platform, mute and unmute yourselves, control the video functions, and store all 
the zoom codes you needed for various church gatherings. 
 
 It has been two months and we have learned so much! It has been two months 
and we are all feeling the displacement of our enforced sabbath, masking our 
faces and our emotions, keeping a hopeful and steady public face forward, but 
spending hours awake at night alone with our anxieties, hours per day seeking to 
amuse ourselves in gardens we are planting, books we are reading, television 
shows we are binge-watching, jigsaw puzzles we are puzzling over, and with our 
pets who understand none of what’s happening but are overjoyed that we are 
home with them all the time! We miss our children and grandchildren, bridge 
games with friends, eating out at restaurants, shopping without worrying about 
how close “she” is to me and “why won’t that guy wear a mask?” We miss our 
church, especially on Sundays. 
 

Resetting our Expectations 

Though in the beginning many of us had mental images of all returning to our 
church in celebration after just a few weeks away, we are now recognizing that 
returning to church will have to happen in phases over a long period of time. 

What future we will find ourselves in depends not only on the behavior of the 
virus, but on the actions of people – as individuals, churches, communities, and 
governments. The way forward will not be a matter of following a timetable, but 
of faithfully discerning the signs of the times, and responding accordingly.  It has 
always been that way for the church: “You have called your servants to ventures 
of which we cannot see the ending, by paths as yet untrodden, through perils 
unknown….” (Eric Milner-White, “Daily Prayer”) 

Please understand-- for at least the next year, we anticipate our lives to be 
shaped by the timeline set by COVID-19.  We face difficult choices between 
conflicting needs and imperatives.  But we must avoid framing our situation in 
terms of a false choice between reviving the economy — or our church — and 
saving lives. If we don’t continue our efforts to contain the virus, a new wave of 
infections and deaths will cause further damage, and we will lose what we’ve 
gained from the measures we’ve already taken.  And if we push the envelope too 



 3 

far by reopening our building and resuming gatherings prematurely, we may 
unfairly force on our more vulnerable members the choice between keeping 
themselves and others safe and participating in congregational life like everyone 
else. 

 

Theological Reframing of Our Church Moving Outside the Building 

Hear the words of Isaiah 43:18-19: 
 
 “So says the Lord: 
 Do not remember the former things, 
 or consider the things of old. 
I am about to do a new thing; 
 now it springs forth, do you not perceive it? 
I will make a new way in the wilderness, 
 rivers in the desert.” 
 
We are Christ’s church, his hands and feet, voice and heart in the world. We are 
doing a new thing! We are living into our WHY statement, because each and every 
week in myriad ways online and through other virtual means, we are proclaiming 
God’s unconditional love for the people of the world who are suffering physically, 
emotionally, and spiritually. While we have been used to attending church in a 
physical location and there in familiar surroundings, we have easily found a sacred 
space and a church family we love, this “new thing” brings us together in other 
ways, even as we are physically separated.  
 
We welcome more people to our worship service without running out of pew 
space. We welcome people who were previously unable to be with us due to 
disability or distance. We can see and hear the service and the message, and 
because we can look at each other’s faces and names on the screen, we can 
recognize and greet each other. We do not have to cancel church because of 
weather! And we can experience the creativity that comes with access to audio 
and visual capacities of the online platform we are using. We have prayer; we 
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have music; we have our children’s sermon and get to see and hear our little ones 
interact with us; we have live sermons and Joys & Concerns, and we are able to 
celebrate our sacraments together even as we are apart. 
 
How blessed are we! How blessed are we to have each other’s love and support 
during these pandemic times! Your church staff and awesome volunteers are 
committed to bringing you quality worship each week, and it helps us to know 
that you are not stressing out over our small glitches and in the limitations of the 
Zoom platform. Sometimes the music may not be crystal clear. Sometimes the 
transitions may take a bit of effort. Sometimes some of us may be frozen in time 
and have to log back in! And sometimes, as last Sunday, Zoom fails us, and we 
have to forego our regular worship and regroup the next week. But undaunted we 
are, for we are UCC Parker Hilltop, and we know that we can come as we are, for 
we are enough. 
 
God bless you and your loved ones. Please stay home as much as possible and 
stay healthy. Wear masks in public and practice social distancing, even with 
friends and family. Let me know if you need to speak with me or have a private 
Zoom or telephone meeting for pastoral care. I am here for you and pray for you 
by name daily. I appreciate your prayers and your support. 
 
Pastor Tracey 
(thanks to Wisconsin Council of Churches for “Resetting Our Expectations”) 
 
 
 
 
 
Statement from UCCPH Church Council and the Pastor: 
 
UCC Parker Hilltop’s church building will remain closed until it is deemed safe by 
our pastor and Church Council for parishioners, pastor, and worship leaders to 
attend church without undue fear of exposure to COVID-19. We will diligently 
follow science and medical developments as well as the recommendations of the 
Rocky Mountain Conference and will take reasonable and necessary physical 
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precautions before opening the sanctuary.  We do not want to open prematurely, 
have to then close again, and incur the heartache and expenses associated with 
another reopening. In the meantime, we will continue to offer virtual live worship 
on Zoom as well as many online opportunities to be together as a church family, 
albeit socially distanced.  
 
At the request of Pastor Tracey and our two Moderators (Paul Campbell and Holly 
Jay), your Church Council has commissioned a Strategic Planning Team tasked 
with oversight of the COVID-19 UCCPH plan. This team will research and report 
new developments and their discussions to Church Council and the pastor. Their 
mission is to ensure that the Return-to-Sanctuary Worship Plan of the church 
aligns with the overall WHY of the church and the capacities of the church body to 
take reasonable measures to protect congregants and staff from exposure to the 
virus from within the UCCPH building. 
 
The Strategic Planning Team members are: 
Meredith Bond 
Gus Burkard  
Brian Fahey             
Karen Graham 
Darci Harvey 
Holly Jay                 
Denise Mann          
Pastor Tracey will be an adjunct advisor and conversation partner to the Team. 
The Team will report periodically to Church Council regarding their work. We ask 
that you lend them your support and cooperation in the interim. 
 
Paul Campbell, Moderator 
Holly Jay, Vice Moderator 
Pastor Tracey Dawson 
 
P.S. The following is an email letter sent to church pastors in the past week from 
the Rocky Mountain Conference Minister, Rev. Sue Artt: 
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Dear Colleagues and Friends — 

[There is] compelling evidence that “religious ceremonies” are among the highest 
super-spreading events [for the novel coronavirus].  Just reading how singing 
aerosolizes viral particulates helps me to understand why early in the pandemic 
choir rehearsals in some churches led to mass infection. 

Those who know me well know that I am a pragmatist, and in these past weeks, 
like you, I have weighed the cultural costs with the human costs.  Alongside the 
rest of you, I yearn deeply to re-engage in life the way I knew it two months ago 
when meeting up with my kids for dinner after work was a weekly event or 
visiting your churches on Sunday was a joyous part of a normal routine. And as 
much as parts of the economy must restart to avoid other calamitous scourge, the 
virus is still among us, and it is not safe for our churches to begin regathering.   

As a pastor or [church leader], you are among the most trusted members of your 
community; entrusted to help lead others in moral and ethical decision-
making.  And while we are collectively being barraged by the opinions of 
politicians and others urging us to make one decision or another, as members of 
the body of Christ our only yardstick for the safely of our beloved and fragile 
people must be to ask the question:  in this moment, what would Jesus do?  I 
know it sounds trite — that doesn’t make it any less valid. 

Know that I pray for each of you and your congregations continually. 

Please take good care of yourselves and your families and take your time for 
sabbath.  And remember as with all things, this, too, shall pass. 

Praying your peace… 

Rev. Sue Artt, Rocky Mountain Conference Minister 

 

 
 

 

 


