
5 July 2020 

  

Dear Friends of Elmwood, 

 

 Seventeen Sundays have passed since the doors to the Church’s sanctuary 

were locked. There was frost in the ground back then. Now there’s a blistering 

heatwave. Before life reverts to ‘normal’ (whatever that turn out to be), we may 

have come through another winter and returned to summer’s swelter. Who 

knows? No one. 

 

Known unknowns 

 When he announced Ontario’s entry into ‘Phase Two’ of his Covid 

strategy, the Premier surprised and, frankly, frustrated me. Quite unexpectedly, 

he gave Churches permission to re-open for public worship. The big caveat is 

that attendance must not exceed 30 percent of the sanctuary’s capacity. He also 

said detailed restrictions and guidelines would follow. They have. Sort of. 

Why did this surprise me? In the absence of hard knowledge, we’ve had to 

rely on an amalgam of opinion, belief, rumour, anecdote, and stray fact. If asked, 

this mishmash of views would say that public worship is a ‘high risk’ activity, 

just one step below nightclubbing. 

A typical nightclub crowd comprises ‘the young and the restless’. They’re 

the healthiest. But public worship at Elmwood is peopled by ‘the wise and the 

aged’. They’re the most vulnerable. That puts worship on par with 

nightclubbing. (There’s a sentence I never thought I’d get to write!) I’d been led 

to believe Churches would be one of the last institutions to re-open, along with 

concert halls, live theatre, and, indeed, nightclubs. 

Had I more trust in the reasoning behind the Premier’s announcement, 

and in the knowledge that supports it, I might have felt glee. But the surprise 

made me anxious and frustrated instead. Why? 

I’m no longer sure of the strategy we’re supposed to be pursuing. At first, 

we were asked to ‘flatten the curve’. We did this by staying put and staying 

apart. 

‘Flattening the curve’, as I understood it, was not meant to stop the spread 

of the virus but to slow the spread of the virus, and to do it for one main reason: 

so that hospital ICUs would not be overwhelmed. Northern Italy was held up as 

‘the disaster we do not want to become’. 
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Well, we’ve done that. So, what’s the strategy now? And what counts as 

progress? Is it to keep the spread ‘slow’ or is it to stop it dead in its tracks, so that 

no one ever falls ill again? If so, are new cases, including large but manageable 

outbreaks, flagrant failures in this strategy? Or do they confirm the effectiveness 

of a ‘slow-spread strategy’, and we’re actually right on track? 

But on track to where? Will normality return only with ‘herd immunity’? 

Or when everyone has been vaccinated, more than a year from now, if ever? Will 

the virus – and our fear of the virus – inhibit us indefinitely? How does this end? 

Even when I read between the political lines, I can’t discern a legible 

policy. So, either there isn’t one, or there is but it’s not being shared, or I’m just 

too feeble-minded to get it. 

Perhaps this is no one’s fault. I, too, have lived much of my life by ‘making 

it up as I go along’ and by ‘having to wait and see’. Life is like that. We navigate 

vast portions of our lives without ever knowing what it is we don’t know. We’re 

oblivious. Still, we get by. Back in January, we lived that way regarding the 

Covid virus, even though it was likely already here. 

But sometimes we’re not oblivious. We do know there’s something we 

don’t know. It would make all the difference in the world if only we could know 

it, but we don’t. What then? 

Suppose we must weigh ‘having surgery’ against ‘not having surgery’, but 

their weight is identical. “I don’t know,” we say. That’s when the surgeon tiptoes 

from the room, muttering, “Let me know what you decide.” But based on what? 

Let me put it in a lighter vein. Do you remember Monty Hall in “Let’s 

Make a Deal”? He asked contestants to choose Door Number One or Door 

Number Two. They couldn’t know the right choice until after they’d made it.  

In the same way, should we 1) re-open right now, or 2) re-open later? 

 

Blinded by Fog 

 So, we suffer from an acute case of ‘having to find our way in a blinding 

fog’, i.e., having to choose a path without knowing if it’s the right one, and then 

hope for the best, all the while keeping alert to course changes – but still in a fog! 

Protocols scattered in the many, many documents churned out by 

provincial, civic, and public health authorities are helpful, but only up to a point. 

They ‘look’ reliable, official, trustworthy. But their inconsistencies suggest 

indecision, and their language is couched in hesitation. Only their indirection is 

direct. Ecclesiastical bodies have ‘cut and pasted’ from all of them. 
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They require the wearing of face masks in Churches, for example. Except 

when they don’t. Then it’s only ‘encouraged’ or ‘strongly suggested’. Hymn-

singing and communion need to stop. Or maybe just be ‘limited’? (Limited to 

what? How?) Also, social distancing should be observed, or at least attempted’. 

(What if we try but fail? Carry on regardless?) 

The posting of Covid signage is ‘stipulated’ in one document, but only 

‘urged’ in another. ‘Enhanced’ cleaning is required by one (what counts as 

‘enhanced’?) but should be ‘strongly considered’ in another. One says you 

should try to provide hand sanitizer in every pew; another says you must. One 

says it should contain 60 percent alcohol; another says 70 percent. 

Should people sign a waiver upon entering? Should there be a list  of 

attendees with their addresses and phone numbers? Those are a ‘definite maybe’. 

In the taxonomy of ‘regulatory words’, advice falls below a guideline; 

guidelines are lower than rules; and rules have less force than laws. By leaning 

more in the direction of ‘advice’ than ‘law’, these documents seem to say, “It may 

look like we’re certain, but we really aren’t. It’s not for us to tell you what you 

must do. You be decisive instead. Make it up as you go along.” 

Our own Presbytery of London passed this motion last Tuesday. Like 

Gaul, it’s divided into three parts: 

“1) All health protocols must be followed prior to reopening or hosting public 

worship, inside or outside. 

2) Sessions are encouraged to move slowly before considering reopening in the 

midst of this worldwide pandemic. 

3) Insurance companies must be consulted prior to decisions regarding opening.” 

In one sense, of course, this motion is a study in indirection. And yet, the 

Presbytery have signalled a general direction to us; not detailed rules per se, but 

the ‘spirit’ that should lie behind whatever local rules we must now devise for 

ourselves. In a cautious mood, they’ve granted us permission for some careful 

risk-taking. But they have not told us precisely ‘what to do when’. There’s no 

book for that, remember? We must think and decide for ourselves. 

Some would ‘throw caution to the wind’ at this point, and either revel in 

risk like daredevils, or insist there’s no risk at all if your faith is strong enough, if 

you’re a ‘true’ Christian. But no, faith is not a vaccine. What’s more, the life of faith 

is not a call to senseless risk. It’s a call to rational risk for a higher purpose. 

Others, though, may be more ‘risk averse’ than they ought to be, too timid 

and safety-conscious, even to the point of lifeless rigidity. 
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The first group think libertarian revolt against arbitrary rules is just what is 

called for. “Enough is enough! Free the Church, free our faith from the tyranny 

of arbitrary interference and senseless law!” 

But the second group equate those laws with holy morality. To quell their 

own panic, they would impose restrictions on everyone else and enforce social 

conformity beyond reasonable limits. “Curb your enthusiasm! Safety first, above 

all else!” For the ship that stays moored to the dock will never sink at sea. But 

that’s not what ships were made for. 

 

Scylla and Charybdis 

As often happens, wisdom’s way is to steer between these extremes, the 

way Odysseus sailed the narrow passage between that ship-sinking whirlpool 

called ‘Charybdis’ and the cliff-dwelling monster called ‘Scylla’, between ‘a rock 

and a hard place’ (Google it). 

Our Session want to steer between ‘a rock and the hard place’ too. Good 

for them, say I. 

I, along with the Session, have a solemn ‘duty of care’ for the people who 

look to Elmwood Avenue Church as their spiritual home. But everyone has the 

right to live according to their own faith and conscience. No one else should 

legislate that. But we never live in a vacuum. We hear and influence each other. 

We can, like a living social organism, decide, experience, ponder, share, and 

change our course as needed. 

Here’s what the Session have decided so far. The Church’s doors will not 

re-open for public worship until September at the earliest. We don’t know what 

conditions will be like then. We’ll have to ‘wait and see’, and hope for the best. 

However, no one is sitting on their hands. There’s work to be done, and 

research and planning is at the top of the list. It would be foolish to fling open the 

doors at the Premier’s say-so without first finding out what Elmwood, specifically, 

must do to manage all potential risk. Then we must make a plan that details how 

to do this in our particular circumstances. Then we must implement it in the best 

way we can. No one is dragging his or her heels, I assure you, but neither can 

this process be rushed. It will take a bit of time. 

The Session have formed a committee and handed them this mandate. Don 

Clark is the convener. I’m grateful to him. This committee will study, consult 

widely, and draw up a plan in the next few weeks. The Session feel this is the 

most faithful and responsible thing to do. I agree. 
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I have confidence in this committee and in the Session. I’m grateful for 

their wisdom and leadership. Your elder welcomes your thoughts too. If he or 

she has not reached out you, you may always reach out to them. 

The doors to the sanctuary have had to be locked, yes. But I do not agree 

with those who say the life of the Church has been ‘shut down’. It has not. We 

worship. We reach out to each other and to our neighbours. We pray and live our 

faith. Haven’t we always? We still do. 

There will be a larger deficit in our budget this year, but people have been 

remarkably faithful and diligent in maintaining their financial and moral support 

for the Church we love. 

In the Church Office, Karen Russo, has kept things going administratively. 

A new accessibility ramp has been installed at the entrance to the Church House. 

The old one was dangerously decayed. New doors on the west side of the 

Church will soon be installed. The present ones are dangerously decayed too. 

But we’re not dangerously decayed. Elmwood has always been faithful, 

alive, a living witness and a loving fellowship, gifted and blessed by God. None 

of that has changed. There is a path. It leads to our future. We have ample reason 

for hope and gratitude. 

Will you add David Van der Hoek, the son of Bert and Trudy, to your 

prayers? He had emergency surgery last week. His recovery will be long. 

 

 Yours in the faith, 

 Andrew 

 


