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How should we listen to, and think in a gospel 
way about, the ordinary things we come across 
in modern life? Things we watch, read, eat, and 
do. There are so many voices saying so many 
different things that the temptations are to either 
disengage completely, or fi nd ourselves being 
infl uenced more and more by the world.

In this book, godly, clear-thinking women talk 
about a range of areas of life and culture. They 
help us to be thoughtful about fi lms, books, 
and the media; set out biblical principles for 
approaching topics such as body image and racism; 
and encourage us to shape the world around us for 
Christ—becoming beautifully distinct.
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M
Many people talked about “cabin fever” during 
the social distancing necessary due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, often musing about the 
places they wish they could go—the beach or a 
restaurant or a baseball game. But the one place 
I found myself longing to visit was not one I 
might have guessed originally: a funeral home. 

During the months of quarantine, my 
92-year-old grandmother died peacefully in 
her sleep. Neither I, nor most of our family, 
could attend her funeral, since public health 
guidelines and prudence meant that fewer than 
10 people could gather. Our family, scattered 
across the country, grieved alone, all remem-
bering the life of a woman who loved, and was 
loved, intensely by her children, grandchildren, 
friends, and church. We knew we would have 
to wait until this crisis is over (whenever that 
is) to have a “normal” memorial service for her. 

I noticed as I grieved that, without a funeral, 
it did not seem quite real. And I wondered how 
many other people—with thousands dead from 
the coronavirus, not to mention those who, 
like my grandmother, died from other causes—
were in the same situation. Maybe that’s why 
I was drawn to an article in The Atlantic by 
funeral director/essayist Thomas Lynch about 
how we are meant to mark life and death. 

“The fear of death, of ceasing to be, includes 
the fear that our stories will die with us, and 
won’t be told or will be told incorrectly,” Lynch 
writes. He goes on to say: “If death steals every-
thing except our stories, pandemics—like 
famines and holocausts—do their best not to 
grant us the time it takes to pay respects, to get 
our story right, to get our story told, to share the 
story with family and friends, to tell them that 
what took us in the end may have been COVID-
19, but that fact is only a footnote, not our story.”

There’s some truth to that. A funeral is the 
way of getting our stories straight. That’s why 
one of the most important aspects of grieving 
is not just the rituals of the funeral but all the 

telling of stories about the deceased—especially 
those that make us laugh. That’s what reminds 
us that we still remember not just the facts of 
this person, but the story. 

For Christians, this sort of “keeping of a 
story” should remind us that we don’t have to 
keep it. The Pharaohs built the pyramids as their 
gravestones. But there’s a Burger King in view of 
the pyramids, and few taking selfies in front of 
them know the name of Amenhotep or Ramses. 

Remembrance is important. That’s an essential 
part of the sign Jesus has given us in communion 
(“Do this in remembrance of me”). But even 
more important is, well, communion. The truth 
that Jesus is alive, and he breaks the bread, and 
fills the cup. We know that, for those in Christ, 
our stories are “hidden in Christ,” waiting to 
be unveiled in glory with him (Col. 3:3-4). That 
means that no part of that story is lost, but all of 
it is redeemed, and merged with the Story that 
took on flesh and dwelled among us (Jn. 1:14). 

Not all of us have lost family members. But 
all of us are grieving. We grieve the deaths of 
people we love. We grieve the loss of our ability 
to gather each week in worship. And we grieve 
the threat of the “Valley of the Shadow of Death” 
that seems especially close right now. The pan-
demic can prompt us, wrongly, to think of deaths 
as statistics, but Lynch is right to remind us that 
it is just a footnote to all those stories. And, for 
Christians, death itself is just a footnote. And I 
use that term in more ways that one—since the 
Bible tells us death will soon be under the feet of 
the triumphant Christ (1 Cor. 15:25-26). 

The pandemic could stop us from saying 
“goodbye” to my grandmother right now. But 
it, nor anything else, can stop us from saying 
“hello” to her later. 

 

 Russell Moore
 President, ERLC

Grieving in a  
Time of Plague

FOR CHRISTIANS,  

DEATH ITSELF IS  

JUST A FOOTNOTE.
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W
We usually don’t realize that something is significant, history-making, or even culture shifting 
until it’s in the past. I am reminded of what the character Andy Bernard on The Office said as he 
reflected on a similar sentiment: “I wish there was a way to know you are in the good ol’ days 
before you have actually left them.” Bernard echoes so well what many of us experience through-
out life as we look back with a nostalgic longing for what has passed us by. The truth is that we 
often overlook the good things in life as we are experiencing them because we are so focused on 
the next step, move, or season. In hindsight, everything seems clearer, and it becomes easier to 
draw the connections between our suffering and God’s redeeming presence. 

While it doesn’t feel that way right now, I think that 2020 will be similar for most of us. This 
year has brought some of the toughest and most consequential events our world has experi-
enced, all just in one 6-month period. From a worldwide pandemic and the reminder of gross 
racial injustices in our society to the coming general election in the United States and con-
tinued debates over the role of technology in our lives, 2020 is—without a doubt—one of the 
most significant years of our lives and one that we will reflect on for the rest of our days. This 
reflection will likely be one of deep reflection and a reminder of God’s sustaining presence in 
our families, churches, and communities. 

I honestly could not be prouder of the team that helped assemble and produce this magazine 
issue. We quickly shifted our planned issue to one that focuses on these current times we are 
facing. Our prayer is that God will use this magazine to meet you where you are and serve you 
well in the midst of hard circumstances. This issue is focused on how ministry continues, even 
grows, in the midst of a worldwide pandemic and how Christians are called to love God and 
our neighbors, especially when things seem bleak. We highlight wise thinkers like Russell 
Moore, Scott James, Chelsea Patterson Sobilik, Jared Kennedy, and Eliza Huie, who help us get 
a perspective on these interesting and difficult times while reminding us of the hope we have 
in Christ.

We pray these resources will help Christians navigate this unforeseen and overwhelming 
season of ministry with a deeper reliance on Christ. While this year may not feel like the “good 
ol’ days” right now, God is moving among us and building his church. This time of suffering 
will inevitably lead to brighter times, not because the pain and suffering will disappear, but 
because it is through the fire that we are refined and made more like Christ—able to endure the 
pains and toils of this world as we long for the next. We may very well look back at these days 
with fond memories because of the way we saw God move among us and carry us through the 
trials of this life. 

 Jason Thacker

 editor, Light Magazine

The Good Ol' Days

THIS TIME OF SUFFERING 

WILL INEVITABLY LEAD 

TO BRIGHTER TIMES, 

NOT BECAUSE THE 

PAIN AND SUFFERING 

WILL DISAPPEAR, 

BUT BECAUSE IT IS 

THROUGH THE FIRE 

THAT WE ARE REFINED 

AND MADE MORE  

LIKE CHRIST.
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Books
A Praying Life: 
Connecting  
with God in  
a Distracting  
World 
by PAUL E. MILLER 
 

On a number of occasions, I’ve picked 
up a “spiritual disciplines” book, only 
to put it down in frustration a few 
chapters in—feeling wholly inade-
quate and squarely judged. I never felt 
that way while reading, The Praying 
Life by Paul E. Miller.

Miller provides a humble, practical 
example of what it means to have a 
relationship with God that my heart 
yearns to follow. With searing hon-
esty, he addresses the most difficult of 
questions surrounding prayer by shar-
ing stories from his own life and family, 
teaching us to look for the “gospel sto-
ries” that God is writing everywhere 
around us and, also, in our own hearts. 

His emphasis on the hidden life of 
believers and the child-like posture 
of going to God in prayer with every-
thing, big and small, could not be more 
timely. I thank God that it’s the book I 
began reading in 2020. -jill waggoner

2
Adorning the Dark: 
Thoughts on  
Community,  
Calling,and the  
Mystery of Making 
by ANDREW PETERSON 

 
Adorning the Dark isn’t a book about 
just writing, or singing, or any of 
the things you might associate with 
Andrew Peterson. It’s a book about 
creating—something which Peterson 
says every one of us was created to do. 
Through a collection of honest stories 
and personal reflections, this beauti-
fully written memoir will open your 
eyes to the wonder of God’s creation so 
that you might, with this wonder, be 
moved to create as an act of worship.

Peterson highlights the roles of 
story, place, community, and beauty 
as not merely ends in themselves, but 
as windows into our deepest longings, 
pointing us back to our Creator. It’s 
in this yearning where true creativ-
ity emerges, from “the most intimate 
chambers of [the] heart,” to “lead the 
audience . . . to the Ultimate Self, the 
Word that made the world. In that 
grand chamber alone will art find it’s 
best end, as an avenue to lead the audi-
ence Home” (44-45). -grace liu

1

The Ruthless Elimination of Hurry: How to Stay Emotionally  
Healthy and Spiritually Alive in the Chaos of the Modern World 
by JOHN MARK COMER 

 
I first learned of John Mark Comer through his excellent podcast, “This Cultural Moment,” co-hosted with fellow pastor, 
Mark Sayers, on ministry in post-Christian cities. So, when I saw this bright orange Instagram ad for his book saying 

"How to stay emotionally healthy and spiritually alive in the chaos of the modern world," I put it on my Christmas list. His rich 
research regarding how we all got so busy, followed by pastoral words of what to do about it, is exactly what I needed while work-
ing among the relentless news cycle in Washington, D.C.  -jeff pickering

3
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s the coronavirus pandemic 
stretched across the globe, no one 
could ignore the reality of suffer-
ing. But recognizing the reality of 

suffering is not the same as knowing what 
to do with our pain, fear, and grief. 

Mark Vroegop has learned, both from his 
own life and the lives of those he pastors, 
that the best way to handle our suffering is 
to turn to God in lament. In his award-win-
ning book, Dark Clouds, Deep Mercy, he 
shares that after his daughter’s stillborn 
death, most people did not know how to 
meet his wife and him in their sadness. 
Even many of the books he read on grief fell 
short as they tried to explain the purpose 
of suffering and the stages of the grieving 
process, but didn’t tell him what to do with 
his pain and questions. As he walked a road 
he would have never chosen, he began to 
discover “an untapped reservoir of God’s 
grace” in lament and found that God was 
redeeming his suffering. Broken into three 
parts, Dark Clouds, Deep Mercy teaches 
readers how to lament, what we learn from 
lament, and how to live with lament.

PSALMS OF LAMENT
Vroegop teaches us how to lament by 

walking readers through several of the 
psalms of lament in part one. Most bib-
lical laments have four key elements: an 
address to God, a complaint, a request, 
and an expression of trust and praise. We 
begin our lament by turning toward God 
in prayer. In our suffering, the resolve to 

pray is an act of faith. As we lament, there 
is a tension between the painful reality 
of our circumstances and who we know 
God to be. Humble, not angry, complaints 
reorient our thinking and help us see 
ourselves and our feelings as we ask God 
questions. But voicing our complaint is not 
the ending point. While it is helpful—and 
even biblical—it alone is not the goal. Our 
faith should enable us to move on from 
complaint to bold request. As we request 
something from God, we can do so in con-
fidence because of who we know God to be.

LEARNING FROM LAMENTATIONS
But lament is not a magic formula that 

leads to the end of our suffering; instead, 
lament will help us draw closer to God 
as we are honest about our sorrows. 
Walking through Lamentations in part  
two, Vroegop shows how lament is turning 
to God as we wrestle with our hardships. 
When we speak from our hearts, we 
can see the chasm between what we are 
believing and what is true. As we question 
God, lament helps us remember what God 
has done and who he is. Our suffering is a 
reminder of not just the fallen state of the 
world, but also our redemption through 
Christ. Lament helps us process pain 
while still resting in the truth of God’s sov-
ereignty, goodness, and salvation. 

PRACTICING LAMENT 
We should learn how to pray in lament, 

not just for our own souls, but also to 

minister to others. Part three offers many 
suggestions for practicing lament person-
ally as well as leading others in lament 
corporately. In addition to identifying 
many passages of the Bible where we can 
study lament, Vroegop also names set-
tings and circumstances where lament 
is helpful. While this part focuses on the 
more practical application of lament in 
the Christian life, it is a reminder that 
“under the dark clouds of brokenness, 
God offers mercy” through Jesus Christ. 
This part is also a reminder of the impor-
tance of Christian community. When 
someone is suffering and has weak faith, 
our ability to pray with them or for them 
will help strengthen their faith.

Dark Clouds, Deep Mercy does not prom-
ise to resolve your problems. But it offers 
something so much greater than a formu-
laic quick fix. It offers a reminder of God’s 
goodness even in our worst times. Instead 
of lamenting, many choose to bottle their 
sadness and give God the silent treatment. 
They feel their prayers are unanswered. 
We need to learn that lament “invites us 
to pray boldly even when we are bruised 
badly.” There are many dark clouds in 
this life, but the wells of God’s mercy are 
indeed deep.

A

Do We Know  
What To Do With  
Our Pain and Grief? 
A REVIEW OF DARK CLOUDS, DEEP MERCY

Jessica Burke

Jessica Burke is a former public school teacher 
who now home educates her children and teaches 
humanities to secondary students.

IN OUR 

SUFFERING, 

THE RESOLVE 

TO PRAY  

IS AN ACT  

OF FAITH.
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he whole world is reeling from 
the threat of the coronavirus. 
COVID-19 has caused unprec-
edented disruption as sports 

leagues, conferences, and churches have 
closed their doors and medical profes-
sionals race to treat those infected and 
to develop a vaccine. This can be a time 
of great despair and uncertainty. 

For Christians, this should be a moment 
of vigilance as we do everything we can 
to love our vulnerable neighbors. It should 
also be a time of prayer. So how should we 
pray? Here is a sample prayer for families, 
groups, and churches:

Heavenly Father, we acknowledge 
our dependence upon you. This virus 
has reminded us of our frailty. We have 
subdued much of the earth with our 
innovation and creative acts, but we are 
reminded in this moment how frail and 

A Prayer in a  
Time of Coronavirus
Daniel Darling

T
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powerless we really are. So we repent of 
our self-sufficiency and hubris.

Lord, we lament the fallen nature of our 
world, which mars the beauty of your cre-
ated order. COVID-19 comes to steal and 
destroy, to worm its way through human 
bodies and spread its vile sickness across 
communities and nations and the world. 
We, like your Son, weep and rage at sick-
ness and death. And yet we know that it 
was Jesus whose death and resurrection 
defeated this final foe. We long for the 
day you resurrect our bodies and restore  
the world.

As we endure this new normal in our 
lives, we pray earnestly for the heroic 
medical doctors, nurses, and health care 
professionals who are putting their lives 
on the line for their neighbors. May you 
give them strength and physical immunity 
during this time, so they can help push back 
against this ravaging virus.

We pray for the scientists, disease 
experts, and epidemiologists who are 
working feverishly on vaccines and testing 
mechanisms. Lord, we thank you for gift-
ing them with knowledge and wisdom we 

don’t have. We pray for their endurance, 
for breakthroughs, and for resources. 

Lord, you are the Great Physician, so we 
pray for healing for the victims of COVID-
19. Lord, you are the Creator, with power 
over the creation, so we pray for COVID-
19 to be destroyed. Spirit of God, you are 
the Comforter, so please comfort our trou-
bled souls.

Dear God, move in the hearts of our public 
officials. As you have instructed us in your 
Word, we earnestly beseech you on behalf of 
our president, Congress, governors, mayors, 
and local officials. We pray you guide them 
with wisdom and strength and discernment.

We also pray for the people in our nation 
and the nations of the world to be humbled 
and turn to you in repentance and faith. 
We know you are the Prince of peace, Lord 
of lords, the King of kings. We praise you 
for your goodness and your mercy. And we 
ask this all in the name of Jesus, our Lord. 

Amen.

THIS SHOULD BE A 
MOMENT OF VIGILANCE 
AS WE DO EVERYTHING 
WE CAN TO LOVE 
OUR VULNERABLE 
NEIGHBORS. IT 
SHOULD ALSO BE A 
TIME OF PRAYER.

Daniel Darling is the senior vice president at 
the National Religious Broadcasters association. 
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8 Tips for Leading  
Your Family in Worship

JD Thorne
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The COVID-19 pandemic has caused 
many Christian families to find them-
selves in an odd place on Sunday 
mornings: home. With many churches 
choosing to cancel their gatherings in 
favor of livestream services or family 
worship guides, here are a few tips for 
parents wanting to make the most of 
their worship at home. 

TEACH THE IMPORTANCE OF  
CORPORATE WORSHIP. 

Children need to know that worship 
on the Lord’s Day is no less sacred in 
their living room than it is in a church 
building. Corporate worship is so vital 
to the life of a Christian that we should 
utilize whatever technology is avail-
able to stay connected to the body of 
Christ, to be encouraged by our faith 
family, and to be taught by the Word 
of God. 
 

LIMIT DISTRACTIONS. 
The living room presents more 

distractions than the sanctuary. Put 
away toys, phones, pets, and anything 
else that might distract from listening 
and participating in worship. Instruct 
children to use the bathroom before you 
start. In doing this, you can prepare an 
environment where worship and study 
can take priority.

MANAGE EXPECTATIONS. 
While we want to limit distrac-

tions, they are bound to happen, and we 
cannot be angry or discouraged when 
they do. Be flexible. Embrace the awk-
wardness. Keep the mood light. Don’t 
let one child with a bad attitude ruin the 
moment for everyone else. 

OPEN YOUR BIBLE. 
It’s tempting to sit back on the 

couch and passively listen to the lives-
tream like it’s a movie. Instead, stay 

engaged with the sermon by opening 
your Bible and following along, just 
as you would if you were sitting in an 
auditorium. Make sure each family 
member has their own copy of God’s 
Word in front of them. 

TAKE NOTES. 
Watching a livestream service in 

your living room provides an opportunity 
to show your children how to take notes 
during a sermon. It is much more difficult 
to teach young children to take notes in a 
full sanctuary without distracting those 
around you. At home, however, you can 

instruct them to answer questions such 
as, “Who is speaking?”, “What are you 
learning about God?”, “What was your 
favorite song, and why?”, or even, “What 
was confusing?” These notes could lead 
to a good family discussion after the ser-
vice ends. 

DAD, TAKE THE LEAD. 
As the spiritual head of the house-

hold, this is a great opportunity for you 
to lead your family. Be the one who gath-
ers everyone together. Show a genuine 
excitement about worshipping in a new 
way. Sing loudly. Ask good questions. 
Encourage everyone to participate.

READ ALONG. 
Pray along. Sing along. Just as the 

Sunday gathering of the church is an 
interactive time, not a performance, so 
is participating in a livestream service. 
Make a joyful noise, even if it’s off-key. 
Bow your head and close your eyes when 
someone is praying. Read along in your 
Bible during the sermon. 

LONG FOR THE RETURN OF GOD’S 
PEOPLE GATHERED TOGETHER. 

Allowing your children to hear how 
much you miss the Sunday gathering 
of the church will help them see the 

importance of corporate worship in the 
life of a believer. In a small way, it will 
mirror the longing that all Christians 
have for the day when we will gather 
together with the Lord Jesus to be with 
him forever. 

With a little planning and intention-
ality, this temporary season of isolation 
could be used to grow your family closer 
to one another, closer to your local 
church body, and closer to God.

STAY  E N G A G E D  W I T H  T H E  S E R M O N  BY  
O P E N I N G  YO U R  B I B L E  A N D  F O L LOW I N G  A LO N G , 
J U ST  A S  YO U  WO U L D  I F  YO U  W E R E  S I T T I N G  I N  
A N  A U D I TO R I U M . 

JD Thorne  is the lead pastor of Point Mallard 
Parkway Baptist Church in Decatur, Alabama.

1.
5.

8.
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1. WISDOM
Many of us are in the position of hav-

ing to make significant, timely deci-
sions based on incomplete and rapidly 
evolving data. For medical professionals 
who are trained to be evidence-based, 
this can be a nerve-wracking situation 
leading to uncertainty and fear. Please 
pray that we would be wise in how we 
respond to the evidence at hand, and 
discerning as we move forward to im-
plement best practices for our patients 
and our communities. 

2. CLARITY
With so many incoming streams of in-

formation and with the need to adapt to 
new evidence as it arises, there is a very 
real danger that muddled and conflicting 
messages may confuse those we are try-
ing to inform. Pray that medical provid-
ers would seek to be clear, balanced, and 
unified in the guidance we provide.

 

3. COMPASSION
In high-stress situations, compassion 

and empathy are often the first casual-
ties. Emotional distancing and task-ori-
ented interactions are common coping 
mechanisms for those of us who are con-
sistently close to grief, distress, and crisis. 
They are also deadly to the soul. Pray that 
God would give grace to medical provid-
ers; pray that we would extend Christlike 
compassion as we care for hurting souls, 
not just broken bodies.  

In the midst of a pandemic, medical providers around the world need believers to approach the throne of grace 
on their behalf. Below are just a few of the ways you can pray for us. 

Six Ways You Can Pray 
for Medical Providers Scott James
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Thank you for carrying us in prayer as 
we seek to care for patients with an abil-
ity and insight that only he can provide. 
May he bring this pandemic to a quick 
end and draw many to himself. 

4. STAMINA
We are tired. Even if we are not cur-

rently in an epicenter, this is exhaust-
ing work—physically, mentally, and 
emotionally. Many of us are working 
extended hours with skeleton crews. 
This pace is difficult to maintain, yet 
any semblance of a finish line is still a 
ways off on the horizon. Please beg the 
Lord to grant healthcare workers un-
canny stamina for the days ahead. Pray 
that he would help us find new rhythms 
of work and rest that will sustain us and 
prevent burnout.

Scott James, M.D., is a pediatric infectious  
disease specialist in Alabama.

5. FAMILY
As we press further into this import-

ant work, many of us entertain fearful 
thoughts about how it will affect our fam-
ily, friends, and loved ones. Most acutely, 
we are worried about infecting them. For 
those of us who continue to encounter sig-
nificant exposures, many have proactively 
self-quarantined for their protection. Even 
if we’re not physically isolating ourselves 
from our families, the stress of the work-
load itself is pulling many of us away from 
them. This separation just adds another 
level of emotional turmoil to an already 
difficult situation. Pray for our families.   

6. DEPENDENCE
If it is not already abundantly clear, 

none of us can do this on our own. As 
determined and resilient as healthcare 
workers are, if we think we’ll be able to 
roll our sleeves up and muscle through 
this on our own we are sorely mistak-
en. We need you. We need your support, 
your encouragement, and your respon-
sible choices. Pray that we can depend 
on you. More importantly, we need God. 
We need his grace to sustain us and to 
enable us to share his love as we tend to 
his people. Pray that we would depend 
on God.  

P RAY THAT GOD WOULD  G IVE G RACE TO  MED ICAL PROVIDERS;  PRAY THAT WE  

WOUL D  EXTEND CHRISTLIKE COMPASSION AS WE CARE FOR HURTING SOULS, 

NOT JUST BROKEN BODIES.  
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Jared Cornutt 

3 Ways Shepherding  
Our Socially Distanced 
Church Has Made Me  

a Better Pastor
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“
We have been doing a few different things to communicate 

better. First, we have been putting out weekly articles from dif-
ferent pastors on staff to encourage and challenge our people. 
These are short and are designed to be devotional. It gives our 
people a chance to hear from the staff, especially those who do 
not get a lot of stage time. 

A second thing we have been doing is sending out regular 
emails detailing the needs of our church, ways we can pray 
and meet others’ needs, and letting people know what the next 

week will look like for the 
church. As restrictions 
were being loosened and 
we were formulating a 
plan to regather, we devel-
oped a 10-question survey 
for our church. They were 
able to hear what our plan 
was and give us their ex-
pectations for coming 
back together. 

Our people have said 
they appreciate being gen-
uinely heard and regularly 
hearing from their pastor. 
When things get back to 

normal, we will continue to build upon these new ideas to com-
municate clearly, competently, and consistently with our church.

2. MORE INTENTIONAL PASTORAL CARE
Our hospitals quickly stopped allowing visitors, which cre-

ated a unique challenge for how to visit the sick. This meant 
that the way we did pastoral care would be different. One thing 
we did was assign every pastor on staff a list of 125 church 
members to call each week and check on. Each pastor makes 
sure they update the members they call with any new develop-
ments, asks what their needs are, and asks for prayer requests 
before praying with them. They also take notes on their con-
versation to share with the staff. We have found that we are 
getting to know our people better because of this intentional 
time. Coupled with that, we discovered that for many of our 
members, especially those who live alone, this is a time they 
really look forward to. We plan to keep an updated list of our 
membership for our pastors to call each month to speak and 
pray with our people.

This has also been a season where I have been doing a lot of 
handwritten notes. Members who have had birthdays, anniver-
saries, loss of loved ones and employment, and other experiences 
are not going through the normal process of celebration and 
grieving. Taking the time to write our members to rejoice with 
them or mourn with them has been so well received. This is 

“Preach the word; be ready in season and out of season.” 2 Tim-
othy 4:2

I believe this verse has taken on a new meaning for most of 
us this year. Pastors are leading their churches in a way they 
never have before. I have often joked that I missed the semi-
nary class on “Pastoring through Pandemics,” but this really 
is unchartered territory for our professors as well. Most min-
isters I have spoken with are exhausted, noting that they have 
had to work harder during this time than at any other point in 
ministry. I can attest this 
is certainly true for me, 
and I believe ultimately, I 
will be a better pastor be-
cause of it.

What is most striking 
is how quickly this all 
transpired; almost over-
night, the way we have 
been doing ministry had 
to adapt and change. We 
went from pastoring the 
local church gathered to 
pastoring the local church 
scattered; and primarily 
virtually. This time has 
certainly felt out of season. Most of us are searching for and 
discovering new ways to minister to the flock entrusted to us.

I want to encourage you by sharing some things we have 
done this season that are different, but have served to make 
me a more effective pastor. It is easy to focus on the negative 
during this time, but it is essential to focus on the things we 
can control. We must remember that God is still on his throne 
in this season, and he is in control. Instead of asking why God 
has allowed this to happen, maybe we should seek to see how 
God wants to grow us as this happens. Here are three areas 
where we have done new things during the pandemic that have 
become blessings. 

1. BECOMING BETTER COMMUNICATORS 
One of the ways my people have affirmed experiencing 

stronger leadership is through better communication during 
the pandemic. One of the first decisions I made for our staff 
was that we needed to be in constant communication with 
our membership. We did not want what them to be guessing 
about what we would do next. Instead, we have had them walk 
alongside us at this time. This process is something I thought 
we were already doing well, but honestly, we have found it’s an 
area where we could have been doing a lot better. Our people 
have appreciated the extra effort from the staff, and in particu-
lar from me as their pastor.

INSTEAD OF ASKING WHY GOD HAS 
ALLOWED THIS TO HAPPEN, MAYBE WE 

SHOULD SEEK TO SEE HOW GOD WANTS 
TO GROW US AS THIS HAPPENS.
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earlier, we have listened to our people as we have come up with 
our plan. The decision to regather, at least to me, is much more 
difficult than the decision to cancel. Part of becoming a better 
leader is leaning on the wisdom of those around you. Therefore, 
we created an ad hoc committee consisting of doctors in our 
church and key lay leaders to help us make our decisions. They 
have been instrumental in developing the plan for our church 
coming back together.

But, make sure you write your plans in pencil, not pen. Your 
people will not fault you for being overly cautious during this 
time and adjusting plans based on this changing situation. Most 
importantly, hold fast to the gospel and use this as a season to 
grow as a pastor, leaning heavily on the goodness and grace of 
Jesus to bless your efforts and build his Church.

another new thing I plan to keep doing every week as a part of 
my ministry. I have always said, “No one wants to know what 
you know until they know you care about them.” This is a great 
way to show your people you care about them.

We also implemented three teams among our deacon body to 
serve our church in this unique time. These teams will go grocery 
shopping for our more vulnerable members, pick up prescrip-
tions for our elderly members, and help them with any other 
needs they may have. Our deacons have also helped some of our 
members learn how to use the technology needed to watch our 
services so they can stay connected to our church. There is no 
way this could have all fallen on the pastoral team, and I am 
thankful area deacons took on this challenge to be servants to 
our body. 

3. REFINING MY PREACHING SKILLS
One of the most challenging things about this season is 

preaching to a video camera in an empty room. This is much 
more difficult to me than preaching to a room full of people. 
Early on, we decided that we record our service on Thursday 
and then release them live on multiple platforms on Sunday 
morning. This means that I have had the unfortunate privilege 
of watching myself preach each week for two months. It’s like 
I’m sitting through homiletics all over again. 

As awkward as it is to watch yourself preach, I do believe 
this can help you become a better preacher. Do not waste this 
opportunity to refine your preaching. I have been able to watch 
myself and ask questions like: Did I communicate that proper-
ly? How could I have said that better? I also have been able to 
critique how clear I have made the gospel in my messages and 
how I can do so with more clarity next time. In terms of ca-
dence, tone, and eye contact, I have seen areas of growth over 
our seven weeks online. 

This has also reminded me how utterly dependent my preach-
ing is upon God. Speaking to a camera and pleading with people 
to repent and believe is in vain if it’s powerless preaching. I have 
spent more time praying over my sermons than at any other 
point I can remember. This is another thing I will continue to 
do. In addition to praying, I have been reading Francis Grimke’s 
Meditation on Preaching as a devotion as I prepare each week. I 
do not know who will see our video each week, but I do know 
what they hear has been prayed over deeply by someone who 
knows his words don’t save—only God’s power does. Determine 
to get the gospel in people's ears, and trust God to get it into 
their hearts.

OUR PLAN GOING FORWARD
As great as these improvements and ideas have been, we still 

long to gather together again. As this article is being penned, we 
are in the process of regathering as a church. As I mentioned 

Jared Cornutt is the senior pastor of Plymouth Park Baptist Church in 
Irving, Texas.

 MOST IMPORTANTLY, HOLD FAST 
TO THE GOSPEL AND USE THIS AS 
A SEASON TO GROW AS A PASTOR, 
LEANING HEAVILY ON THE GOODNESS 
AND GRACE OF JESUS  TO BLESS YOUR 
EFFORTS AND BUILD HIS CHURCH. 
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New Resource  
from ERLC Staff

The Age of AI: Artificial Intelligence  
and the Future of Humanity
by Jason Thacker

jasonthacker.com

Available now at most major retailers. 



Russell Moore

WHEN WILL YOUR CHURCH BE  

BACK TO  

NORMAL?
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As I type this, my teenage sons are in the 
next room, and I can hear them laughing 
and talking. They are on Zoom calls with 
their youth group from our church. In 
the midst of the coronavirus pandemic, 
they are finding a way to connect, to hear 
the Word of God, and to be discipled 
together. I am wiping away tears from 
my eyes, but I don’t quite know why. 
Partly it’s because this reality is unbe-
lievably sad. And partly it’s because the 
despite-of-it-all nature of the church is 
unbelievably beautiful. 

Children need to know that worship 
on the Lord’s Day is no less sacred in 
their living room than it is in a church 
building. Corporate worship is so vital to 
the life of a Christian that we should uti-
lize whatever technology is available to 
stay connected to the body of Christ, to 
be encouraged by our faith family, and to 
be taught by the Word of God. 

Watching thousands die every week, 
and thousands more lose their jobs, was a 
horrifying reality in this time of plague. All 
around the world, the necessity of social 
distancing brought about disconnection, 

separating us from friends, family, and 
our normal rhythms of life. For those of 
us who follow Jesus, the worst of these 
necessities has been the loss of the ability 
to gather together for worship. Many are 
thus asking, “How long will this go on? 
How long until we get back to normal?” 

The truth is 
that we don’t 
know, nobody 
knows. But we 
do know one 
thing. Even if 
your church 
has resumed 
gathering for 
worship, there 
will not be a 
Sunday when, 
s u d d e n l y , 
everything is “back to normal,” at least 
not in the way that we think of it. 

In a sense, all of us will be “back to 
normal” soon if, by that, one means the 
ability to gather once again. Yes, some 
are already doing that, and others will 
be soon. We will sing together again. We 

A
AS WE GATHER 

TOGETHER AGAIN, WE 

WILL NOT BE BACK TO 

NORMAL. AND, AMID 

ALL THE SADNESS 

AROUND US, THAT 

MAY BE GOOD NEWS.

AA
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will hug each other again. We will take 
communion together again. But this will 
not happen in one Sunday, for which we 
can mark our calendars and count down 
toward, as though it were Advent moving 
toward Christmas. 

By now most places have seen the req-
uisite flattening of curves of infection 
and have the needed testing and tracing 
capabilities in place to loosen up on the 
restrictions we have faced. But, as we 
have seen, simply declaring businesses 
“reopened” does not mean an immediate 
return to the status quo. And the same is 
true of the church.

GETTING CREATIVE 
Despite the caricatures, the vast major-

ity of American Christians complied with 
health and civic recommendations and 
mandates. In fact, most churches I know 
of were out in front of those recommen-
dations. Did some Christians interviewed 
on television suggest that the blood of 
Christ would keep them from being 
infected? Yes. Did some televangelist 
declare he could blow the virus away? 
Yes. Did some share bizarre conspiracy 
theories on Facebook? Of course. But 
that’s a tiny sliver of American Christian 
life. The real story was how churches and 
Christians not only served their neigh-
bors by ceasing to gather for a time, but 
the remarkable creativity they showed 
after doing so. 

Some churches that never even 
recorded their sermons were able, in 
no time, to livestream their services, to 
provide ways to do youth group Bible 
studies via Zoom, and maintain prayer 
chains through texting and social media. 
Churches without even a website address 
found ways to enable their people to give 
their offerings online. Some churches 
had to find a way to vote on calling a 
new pastor with online voting or drive-
through affirmations. 

This sort of creativity will not end. 

The fact is that though most churches 
have started the process of “reopening,” 
in almost every case, this will not mean 
dropping livestreaming and other forms 
of connection but adding in-person 
gatherings to the options created during 
social distancing. 

EMBRACING THE  
NEW NORMAL 

Lots of people have long been eager 
and ready to get back. But, even so, until 
there is a vaccine for this virus, churches 
will be spacing congregants out in their 
sanctuaries. Some churches that have tra-
ditionally had only one service may now 
opt to have multiple services. And out of 
necessity, some churches have opted for 
persons or families to “sign up” for what 
service they will attend (the way some 
churches have previously done on espe-
cially crowded days such as Easter). 

And as we’ve already seen, there will 
still be lots of people who, even after 
churches are back to gathering, will be 
unable to attend. Those who are elderly 
or who have complicating conditions will 
be unable to resume attendance for some 
time. For them, there will still need to be 
ways of maintaining connectedness. The 
livestreaming may well continue for a 
long time, even if it is streamed from a 
building with people in it. Online giving 
will continue to be a necessity for most 
churches, along with perhaps a central-
ized slot for people to drop their tithes 
or offerings, instead of the passing of the 
plate. 

Additionally, for a long time to come 
there will be aspects of church life that 
will be different. Churches that never 
thought about a category of “ushers” will 
now have people assigned to make sure 
that doors do not have to be touched as 
people enter and exit. Bathroom facilities 
will need to be restricted to very small 
groups to keep distancing requirements. 
The spacing of seating in auditoriums 
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Russell Moore is the president of the ERLC. 

MAYBE WE WILL 

HEAR THE WORD 

OF GOD,  IN 

PERSON AND  

WITH OUR OWN 

EARS,  WITH 

A SPECIAL 

REALIZATION  

THAT WE NEED 

THE BREAD OF 

L IFE ,  AND THAT 

APART FROM IT 

WE PERISH. 

will require much more planning than 
just who normally sits where. And I can’t 
imagine anytime soon that the practice 
of “turn around and greet your neighbor” 
times in churches will resume, if it ever 
does (some of you will miss it; some of 
us won’t).

MAINTAINING  
PEACE AND UNITY

Some people will think their churches 
are “giving in to fear” if they take longer 
to reopen than the businesses around 
them. Some will think that the church 
is insane for reopening whenever it does 
and will be tempted to say that their 
leaders don’t care about public health. 
In almost every case I have seen, though, 
pastors and leaders in this emergency are 
exercising wisdom and prudence. They 
are seeking to do the best they can, to 
make the best decisions they can. Let’s 
pray for one another, and impute the best 
of motives to one another. 

If your pastors or leaders make a deci-
sion you think is overly naïve or overly 
cautious, in almost every case, what they 
need from you is an “I love you, and I’m 
praying for you, and I know you are 
having to make really tough decisions.” 
Make the best decisions you can in terms 
of your health and that of your family, but 
let’s all recognize that we will, all of us, 
make some mistakes in this process. We 
will find things we missed the first time. 
We will reconsider decisions we made. 
We have never been here before, and we 
should pray our children or grandchil-
dren in the church never are again. So 
let’s, as much as possible, maintain peace 
and unity along with safety. 

GAINING IN THE LOSS
Some of us need to be reminded that 

prudence and love of neighbor is not 
cowardice. In some sense, we are in the 
place that C.S. Lewis referenced in his 
famous “Learning in Wartime” lecture 

during the height of World War II. Lewis 
noted how fearful the time was, and how 
frustrating. And yet, he said, there was 
something to be gained in all the loss. 

“All the animal life in us, all schemes 
of happiness that centered in this world, 
were always doomed to a final frustra-
tion,” he said. “In ordinary times only 
a wise man can realize it. Now the stu-
pidest of us knows. We see unmistakably 
the sort of universe in which we have all 
along been living, and we must come to 
terms with it.” 

If we give in to the frustration, Lewis 
said, we will surrender to despair and be 
unfaithful. But a certain degree of disillu-
sionment, he argued, is in order. He said: 
“If we had foolish un-Christian hopes 
about human culture, they are now shat-
tered. If we thought we were building up 
a heaven on earth, if we looked for some-
thing that would turn the present world 
from a place of pilgrimage into a perma-
nent city satisfying the soul of man, we 
are disillusioned, and not a moment too 
soon.” 

This experience has changed us all. 
We know what it is to be kept apart. We 
know that we are children of dust, and 
feeble as well as frail. We know that we 
are so feeble and frail, in fact, that some-
thing microscopic could, in an instant, 
take away from us our life, our liveli-
hoods, our loved ones, even our church 
services. But maybe that means that we 
will hug each other longer, knowing how 
fragile all this is. Maybe we will hear the 
Word of God, in person and with our 
own ears, with a special realization that 
we need the Bread of Life, and that apart 
from it we perish. 

As we gather together again, we will 
not be back to normal. And, amid all 
the sadness around us, that may be 
Good News.
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How Churches  
Can Promote 

Mental Health 
Through the 
Coronavirus 

Pandemic
Stephen Grcevich
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As Americans respond to admonitions 
from public health officials and politi-
cians by practicing social distancing, 
quarantining, and closing schools, busi-
nesses, and churches in an effort to slow 
the spread of the coronavirus (COVID-
19), an important consideration receiving 
little attention is the impact of these dra-
matic actions on the short and long-term 
mental health of our people. 

Very few of us have ever witnessed as 
significant a disruption to our daily rou-
tines as we are currently experiencing. 
In my role as a child and adolescent psy-
chiatrist often in a position to remind 
parents of the importance of structure 
and routine, I’m curious about the pos-
sible effects of quarantine and social 

isolation on the kids and families I serve. 
What I learned in reviewing the avail-
able research is very concerning. 

A study comparing symptoms of 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in 
parents and children who had been quar-
antined found that mean PTSD stress 
scores were four times higher in children 
and nearly five times higher in quaran-
tined adults.

Another study examining the short-
term impact of quarantine (average 
duration of 10 days) in a group largely 
composed of healthcare workers in 
Toronto at the time of the 2003 SARS 
epidemic found symptoms of PTSD and 
depression were observed in 28.9% and 
31.2% of respondents, respectively, when 
surveyed, on average, five weeks follow-
ing their experience.

A longer-term study of healthcare 
workers in China quarantined in the same 
year because of SARS found they were 
nearly five times more likely to exhibit 
depression three years after their experi-
ence when compared to their peers.

While the attention of the government 
and our healthcare system has appro-
priately been focused on “flattening the 
curve” of critically ill people overwhelm-
ing our intensive care units and emergency 

A
Each of us will have an opportunity to share our hope in 

Jesus with lots of hurting and vulnerable people during 

the days and weeks ahead. The manner in which we 

conduct ourselves will point our friends and neighbors 

to a hope that can sustain them through our current 

circumstances and offer a sense of peace and comfort 

that their futures are secure.
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rooms, the available research strongly 
suggests the mental health system may be 
facing a larger and longer lasting second 
wave of need as a result of the steps taken 
to control COVID-19. What might the 
church do during this time to stem the 
tide and mitigate their suffering?

The church can play an essential role in 
combating the social isolation so many 
are currently experiencing. It was won-
derful this past weekend to see so many 
friends sharing links to their church’s wor-
ship services. I would strongly encourage 
pastors and staff to make as much of the 
church’s social infrastructure available online 
as possible. Small groups. Bible studies. 
Committee meetings. Christian education. 
Everything. There’s something about being 
able to see one another, talk to one another, 
study with one another, and pray with one 
another in real time that provides relief to 
brothers and sisters who are scared and 
alone in our current circumstances. Phone 
calls and letters are also important in help-
ing less tech-savvy members to continue to  
feel connected.

The church can help by providing 
individuals and families meaningful 
opportunities to serve their friends and 
neighbors during this time. Research 
from natural disasters suggests involving 
vulnerable children in family and commu-
nity responses during times of potential 
danger increases resilience, defends against 
development of helplessness, and may 
help protect against post-traumatic effects 
through promoting a sense of agency and 
self-efficacy. Consider how your staff might 
involve children, youth, and families in plans 
to provide care and support to the people in 
your church and surrounding communities.

The church can offer practical help 
to relieve common situational stress-
ors that often lead to mental health 
concerns. We know that life-change 
events are associated with increased 
prevalence of depression, anxiety, and 

schizophrenia. Helping people struggling 
with job loss, the closure of a business, or 
inability to find childcare can reduce the 
stress burden leading to increased risk of 
mental and physical health problems. 

The church can provide peer support. 
Churches with a lay counseling pro-
gram can provide them with the tools to 
encourage and uplift members who are 
unable to leave their homes. There’s never 
been a better time to start a mental health 
support group online. The Grace Alliance 
and Fresh Hope are outstanding minis-
tries with well-designed and established 

models for providing biblically based sup-
port for teens and adults struggling with 
common mental health issues.

The church can assist members and 
attendees in connecting with profes-
sional counseling and other mental 
health services in the cities and towns 
they serve. Do pastors and others on 
your church staff offer counseling? Give 
them the technology to continue to serve 
during this time. People in distress often 
turn to the church for help. Consider 
updating your church’s list of mental 
health resources to identify practitioners 
and clinics willing and available to see 
new clients or patients at this time, in 
person or remotely through video.

Most importantly, we as the church 
need to be purveyors of hope. Secular 

authorities recognize that the central 
tenet in recovery is hope—hope is the cat-
alyst for change and serves as an enabler 
of other factors involved in recovery and 
the means through which a better future 
can be perceived. For most of us, there 
has never been a time when the world has 
been in as much need of hope as exists in 
the present. We in the church own the 
ultimate message of hope.

The apostle Paul illustrated this princi-
ple in the midst of suffering in his words 
to the Colossians: “But now he has rec-
onciled you by his physical body through 

his death, to present you holy, faultless, 
and blameless before him— if indeed you 
remain grounded and steadfast in the 
faith and are not shifted away from the 
hope of the gospel that you heard. This 
gospel has been proclaimed in all creation 
under heaven, and I, Paul, have become a 
servant of it (Col. 1:22-23, CSB).

Each of us will have an opportunity to 
share our hope in Jesus with lots of hurt-
ing and vulnerable people during the days 
and weeks ahead. The manner in which we 
conduct ourselves will point our friends 
and neighbors to a hope that can sustain 
them through our current circumstances 
and offer a sense of peace.

Stephen Grcevich, M.D., is a child and adoles-
cent psychiatrist in Ohio and is the president and 
founder of Key Ministry.

Secular authorities recognize that the central tenet in 

recovery is hope—hope is the catalyst for change and serves 

as an enabler of other factors involved in recovery and the 

means through which a better future can be perceived. 
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Our community was just making progress 
in recovery efforts from a recent tornado 
when threats from the coronavirus re-or-
dered our lives again. Our daily rhythms 
changed quickly, but neither a tornado 
nor a virus has changed our gospel mis-
sion. In fact, we are discovering that we 
were built for this kind of moment.

Just as hospitals are built to treat sick 
people and schools are built to educate 
uneducated people, churches exist to give 
hope and help to people who need hope 
and help. We have light that pierces the 
darkness. We know and commune with 
the very God of the universe who holds 
power over disease and whose Son has 
defeated death. 

So as our communities face unprece-
dented challenges, churches stand as ready-
made disaster relief centers fully equipped 
to give the best kind of care imaginable.

We’re on a steep learning curve, but 
here are few ways we see God working 
through the local church:

WE ARE FULLY PREPARED  
FOR THIS DIFFICULTY. 

When Jesus was preparing his disciples 
for his departure, he promised them that 
he would not abandon them. He promised 
the coming of the Holy Spirit, who Jesus 
called our Helper, our Guide, our Teacher, 
and our Comforter. Jesus was faithful to 
his promise, and now the Spirit of God 
resides in every believer and is active in 
equipping us spiritually, emotionally, and 
physically to accomplish his will.

In our most desperate moment, we 
lack nothing we need to fulfill the 
purpose of God. We are not overcom-
ers in the sense that we are untouched 
by tragedy, that pain is always kept at 
a distance, but rather that in our dif-
ficulty we are fully supplied to show 
others the beauty of Jesus and the hope 
of the gospel.

We’ve seen this truth play out in our 
church family as people from every walk 
of life have stepped into the rubble to 
serve their neighbors. We may not have 
the latest technology 
capabilities or the most 
finely tuned organiza-
tional systems in place 
just yet, but as pastors 
and leaders, we can trust 
the Holy Spirit, who has 
already equipped every 
member of the body of 
Christ with unique gifts 
and callings, to move into 
the middle of brokenness 
with great effectiveness.

So let’s do whatever 
we can to shepherd our 
people well, recognizing 
that our skills and systems are not the 
most important asset we possess. The Holy 
Spirit residing in every believer is at work, 
and he is capable of transforming hearts 
and restoring lives, even in the middle of 
the most difficult circumstances. 

WE ARE FULLY PREPARED  
TO GIVE HOPE.

Bad news is bad. We do no one a favor 
by denying that. And the church should 
provide good information that is not 
always good news. Last year, our church 
started singing the song Living Hope by 
Phil Wickham. Here are just a few lines 
of that song: 

“In desperation, I turned to heaven 
and spoke Your name into the 
night, then through the darkness, 
Your loving-kindness tore through 

Churches stand as 

ready-made disaster 

relief centers fully 

equipped to give the 

best kind of care 

imaginable.

1 2

ERLC.Com 31



the shadows of my soul; The work 
is finished, the end is written, Jesus 
Christ, my living hope . . .”

We are not a people ruled by fear, so 
we do not lead or serve others from a pos-
ture of worry, dread, or anxiety. Instead, 
we are people of hope because the work 
is finished and the end is written.

As churches in our community serve 
people wounded by wave after wave of 
suffering, we do so with a tender smile 
and open hands that remind people who 
have lost everything that they have not 

lost everything after all. The words we 
use, the tone of our voice, and even the 
countenance on our face reveal the abid-
ing mercies of God.

The hope that is within us is the hope 
we dispense to others who are vulnerable 
to despair. Jesus is alive, victorious, and 
near to the broken-hearted.

WE ARE FULLY PREPARED  
TO LOVE OUR NEIGHBORS.

A few years ago, our church began 
thinking more intentionally about what 
it means to love our city. We considered 

3
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the prophet Jeremiah’s call to the Jewish 
exiles to plant their lives in the city where 
they lived, to seek the welfare of the city, 
and to pray for the city.

At that point, we began re-order-
ing our ministry around the question, 
“How’s our city doing?” That naturally 
led our people to connect with neigh-
bors in new ways, to serve in the pockets 
of vulnerability, and to build meaningful 
relationships with leaders from every 
domain of our community. 

In the wake of a tornado and now a 
virus, these relationships are absolutely 

flourishing. Church leaders, business 
leaders, educators, nonprofit influenc-
ers, and public officials from across our 
community who already know each 
other are working together to love our 
neighbors and help them take big steps 
toward wholeness. 

When Jesus told the story of the Good 
Samaritan, he was answering the ques-
tion about neighboring. In his story, it 
was religious people who avoided the 
hurting man along the roadside. And it 
was an outcast, half-breed Samaritan 
who took a chance, stopped to help, and 
became the hero of the story. 

I’d like to think if Jesus were telling 
that story today, he would be able to 
say, “It was the local church that took a 
chance and stopped to help those who 
were hurting, downcast, and broken.” I’d 
like to think Jesus would point to us and 
say, “Now that’s what loving a neighbor 
looks like!” 

The church of the Lord Jesus is made 
for moments like this one. Unseen, 
unfamiliar forces of opposition are not 
new to the people of God. So we face 
uncertain days with confidence, fully 
prepared to fulfill the mission of God in 
our generation.

The church of the Lord Jesus is made for 

moments like this one. Unseen, unfamiliar 

forces of opposition are not new to the people  

of God. So we face uncertain days with 

confidence, fully prepared to fulfill the  

mission of God in our generation.

Daryl Crouch is the pastor of Green Hill Church 
in Mt. Juliet, Tennessee.
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ow that schools, churches, and businesses have closed due to COVID-19, most 
parents and caregivers have their children at home. In the first few days of 
closures, I saw the online jokes: ”the whole nation is learning what it means 
to homeschool.” Then, I received some frantic texts from parents. But as the 

number of cases climbs, the sadness and trouble beneath the surface is beginning to set 
in. Some of the griefs seem relatively minor: kids missing the end of the school year, 
perhaps the last year of their middle or high school experience. Some of the griefs will 
be felt for years: a girl who is immunocompromised living in constant fear or a grand-
son grieving the loss of his grandmother.

I’m thankful for all of the articles that have come out in recent days encouraging an 
emphasis on family discipleship in the midst of the pandemic. The articles I’ve read have 
cited the classic family discipleship passages: God’s command to impress his commands 
on the hearts of our children (Deut. 6:4–9); Asaph’s beautiful song about celebrating 
God’s praiseworthy deeds before the next generation (Ps. 78:1–10); Solomon’s psalm 
about building your house on a foundation of faith (Ps. 127); and the new covenant com-
mand to bring up your children in the training and instruction of the Lord (Eph. 6:4). 

But, today, I want to invite you to look a little further back in biblical history—to the 
priorities God revealed and instructions he gave to his oppressed people just before the 
Exodus. Let’s journey back to a time when believing families huddled together, isolated in 
their homes while trouble and death reigned around them.

Jared Kennedy

How the  

Exodus Narrative  
Can Help Us  

Disciple Kids  
Through COVID-19
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Now there are big differences between what is happening in 
our time and what occurred in Egypt. As Christians, we believe 
COVID-19—and every great evil—is a result of the fall, but we 
must avoid thinking this pandemic has come as a judgment 
against some particular evil in our world; Jesus was absolutely 
clear about this when he warned those who felt self-righteous 
when the tower of Siloam fell (Luke 13:1–5). The plagues—which 
were given as specific judgments against Pharaoh’s hard-hearted 
oppression—were unique events in redemptive history. It is 
inappropriate to say COVID-19 is a judgement from God. But 
having clearly stated that, there are some lessons we can learn 
from the time of locusts and lambs—encouragements that will 
serve our households today. 

What can Christian parents learn from God’s instructions to 
the Israelites under Pharaoh? Consider these four truths:

1.  IN THE MIDST OF THE PANDEMIC,  
WE HAVE A STORY TO TELL (EX. 10:1–2). 

Exodus chapter 10 introduces the eighth plague: the plague 
of locusts. The chapter begins with these words: “Then the 
LORD said to Moses, ‘Go to Pharaoh, for I have hardened his 
heart and the hearts of his officials so that I may perform these 
signs of mine among them that you may tell your children and 
grandchildren . . . and that you may know that I am the LORD.” 
Throughout the Exodus narrative, in the midst of oppression—
through every plague and disaster—God had a plan. God was 
giving a story to tell for generations.

Even though we don’t know what God’s doing right now, 
we can tell our children the great story of what he has done 
for us in the past. Each time you pick up a Bible storybook 
or download and work through one of those free Sunday 
School lessons the Christian publishers are giving away, you’re 
reminding your kids that we have a God who made us, who 
loved us by sending the Savior, and who will one day return to 
heal this broken world.  When preaching on Exodus 10, pastor 
Marty Machowski once remarked, “Isn’t it kind of God that 
he would allow us to tell his story?” It certainly is! The great 
story reminds us that our troubles and sufferings are taking us 
somewhere. Just as God had a purpose for the children of Israel 
when they were under oppression, we get to remind our kids 
that he has a purpose for us too.

2. IN THE MIDST OF THE PANDEMIC,  
WE WAGE SPIRITUAL WAR (EX. 10:8–9). 

After the plague of locusts, Pharaoh nearly gave into Moses 
and Aaron’s pleas to let God’s people go. He called them into 
his throne room and said, “Go, worship the LORD your God . . . 
but tell me, who will be going with you?” The first eight plagues 
made enough of an impression with the hard-hearted king that 
he was willing to let the men of the nation take a sabbatical from 

forced labor. But when Isra-
el’s leaders informed the king 
that all of the people—young 
and old, sons and daughters, 
flocks and herds—would go 
and worship the LORD, he 
balked: “The LORD be with 
you—if I let you go, along 
with your women and chil-
dren! Clearly you are bent 
on evil!” Pharaoh received 
God’s call for his people’s 
wholehearted devotion as a 
declaration of war.

It was. In the midst of 
COVID-19, we have an enemy 
too. He wants to divide our 
children’s hearts so that they 
turn away from our good God. 
I loved Megan Hill’s article 
recently at The Gospel Coali-
tion about family prayer. She 
wrote, “The invisibility of a 
virus (at least to those of us 
without scientific instruments 
at our disposal) is a reminder 
to Christians that we have 
concerns beyond the visible 
world.” There is a whole world  
beyond what our eyes can 
see—a real battle raging in the 
spiritual realm for the souls of 
our children. When we bow 
our heads to pray and lift our 
children’s griefs and fears to 
God, we’re appealing to him 
to do invisible work in their 
hearts. When we pray that 
he would protect their bodies 
and also protect them from 
Satan and his schemes, we’re 
waging war.

3. IN THE MIDST 
OF PANDEMIC, WE 
NEED THE HOUSE-
HOLD OF FAITH  
(EX. 12:1–2,  24–28). 

When the last plague came, 
God gave Israel the Passover 

ceremony. Each family and 
perhaps a few neighbors—
enough to eat one roasted 
lamb—gathered together for 
a family meal. Those family 
meals should remind us of the 
importance of the household 
in God’s economy, and they 
should also point us forward 
to the reality that the primary 
household in the New Cove-
nant era is the household of 
God (Matt. 19:29; Eph. 2:19). 
I love what Andy Crouch has 
written about this recently: 
“In the history of the church, 
over and over it has been 
local ‘households’ extend-
ed-family-size outposts of the 
Kingdom of God, that have 
been able to most effectively 
mobilize care of the vulner-
able in their midst, and to 
reach out and care for the 
vulnerable around them.”
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In other words, your family needs your church community. So, 
gather your kids around the television on Sunday morning for 
that livestream worship service. But don’t stop there. Connect 
with your church community personally. Dial into that small 
group video chat, or FaceTime with your accountability partners. 
Set up video chats for your kids as well. Help them to see that 
even when we’re secluded, we need the household of faith.

4. FINALLY,  IN THE MIDST OF PANDEMIC, 
WE MUST HOPE IN JESUS (EX. 12:21–28). 

When God gave the Passover ceremony, he anticipated the 
fact that kids would ask questions. In Exodus 12:26–28, we find 
these words: “When your children ask you, ‘What does this 
ceremony mean to you?’ then tell them, ‘It is the Passover sac-
rifice to the LORD, who passed over the houses of the sons of 
Israel in Egypt, when He smote the Egyptians, but spared our 
homes.” God made kids with a sense of wonder. He knew they 
would ask questions.

Often they ask simply because they’re curious. In a time of 
crisis, they’ll also ask questions because they’re afraid. When 
the kids asked, God wanted Israelite parents to be prepared to 
give a reason for their hope. So, he gave them that little script 
in verses 26–28 to put to memory; it was one that connected 
the kids’ active faith to his redemptive plan. In season and out 
of season, we must be ready to give our kids an answer about 

our hope as well. Parents, I’d 
encourage you to write out a 
simple one-sentence reason 
for why you have hope in 
Jesus so that you can tell 
that personal testimony to 
your kids. If that’s difficult 
for you, you might consider 
adopting question one of 
the Heidelberg catechism 
as your answer: “What is 
your only comfort in life 
and death? That I am not my 
own, but belong with body 
and soul, both in life and in 
death to my faithful Savior 
Jesus Christ.” 

When God sent his angel 
throughout Egypt, what 
kept their firstborn sons safe 
from death was the blood of 

the lamb over their doors. 
God hasn’t promised that he 
will keep us safe from sick-
ness and death in the same 
way, but the Passover lamb 
does point us to the One who 
will keep us safe through 
death—to our Savior, Jesus, 
“the Lamb of God who takes 
away the sin of the world” 
( John 1:29). As your kids’ 
griefs and questions about 
COVID-19 come, remem-
ber the Israelites before the 
Exodus: Tell the story; wage 
war on your knees; connect 
with the household of faith; 
and, most importantly, 
model hope in our faithful 
Savior who holds us through 
the storm.

Jason Kennedy is the co-founder and managing editor of Gospel-
Centered Family.

Even though we don’ t know 
what God’s doing right now, 
we can tell our children the 
great story of what he has 
done for us in the past.
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BEARING  
THE WEIGHT  
OF SOULS
Facing Despair, Depression, and Renewal  
in Ministry during the COVID-19 Crisis Casey B. Hough

claimed it would be easy. The minister 
bears not only the weight of his own soul, 
but the weight of others’ souls, which 
includes his family, his congregation, and 
often others in his community. In the case 
of the COVID-19 crisis, however, I believe 
that this crisis which has been the source of 
despair and depression in ministry can also 
serve to renew and revitalize our ministries.

AN OPPORTUNITY  
FOR A RENEWED  
VISION OF MINISTRY

An opportunity for renewal exists in 
at least three areas of our ministry: our 
health, our hearts, and our hope.

 
Health

In the past, ministers have often been 
tempted to evaluate the health of their 
ministries based upon visible metrics like 
attendance and giving. To be sure, such met-
rics are not a bad thing in and of themselves, 

n one of his lectures to his stu-
dents, Charles Spurgeon once 
stated, “Our work, when ear-
nestly undertaken, lays us open 

to attacks in the direction of depression. 
Who can bear the weight of souls without 
sometimes sinking to the dust?” Without 
question, the present crisis of the COVID-
19 pandemic has increased the weight that 
many ministers bear as stewards of the 
Bride of Christ. One can imagine that if 
Spurgeon had been lecturing his students 
in 2020, he would have lamented the pain 
of being separated from Christ’s sheep and 
noted how such situations weigh heavily 
on ministers.

Many ministers have admitted to feel-
ing overwhelmed with the new “normal.” 
They are worrying about the long-term 
impact of the crisis on church finances, 
the day-to-day rhythms of pastoral care, 
and the near-overnight shift to online ser-
vices. As the weight has increased, many 

have come face to face with cracks and 
weaknesses in the foundation of their pas-
toral work. They feel inadequate, struggle 
to sleep because of fear, and wrestle with 
the joy-stealing thief of comparison to 
other churches and ministers. Like look-
ing upon the shallow roots of a fallen tree 
that were exposed after a storm, many 
ministers are facing the eerie, quiet still-
ness of ministry during the COVID-19 
crisis with a Mark 9:24-like faith: Lord, I 
do believe; help me overcome my unbe-
lief. All of these factors weigh heavily on 
many ministers, often leading to a sense 
of despair and depression that feels like 
approaching tsunami waves that cannot 
be outran or avoided, only weathered.

For ministers with any acquaintance 
with the Apostle Paul’s ministry, though, 
finding oneself to be a servant of Christ 
in hard circumstances should not come 
as a surprise. While the minister’s task is 
certainly noble (1 Tim. 3:1), no one ever 

I
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but the pandemic is teaching us that the 
health of our ministries is more than these 
things. By reorienting the way that minis-
ters think about a “healthy ministry,” one 
may find that their anxiety and despair dis-
sipate because they are using more faithful 
measures to evaluate the effectiveness of 
their ministry. As more than one pastor 
has explained to me, “Seeing the church 
serve the community during this crisis has 
refreshed my heart.” A more biblical per-
spective about the health of ministry, which 
COVID-19 has forced upon us, may result 
in ministers being more encouraged about 
their congregation.

Hearts
In terms of our hearts as ministers, 

the requirement to be physically sepa-
rated from one another can reveal a lot 
about the way that ministers view their 
work. Ministers bear the title of “servants 
of Christ,” which assumes a nearness 
to Christ’s people. As Harold Senkbeil 
wrote, “The title ‘servant of Christ’ does 
not isolate pastors in a sterile bubble, but 
it connects them all the more intimately 
with people in all their earthy humanity.” 
(The Care of Souls, pg. 24). Yet, in the con-
text of this crisis, nearness has all but been 
forbidden. Shepherds and their sheep 
have been isolated from one another not 
because of fear, but because of love. As 
ministers, we find that we ought to “yearn 
for” church “with the affection of Christ 
Jesus” (Phil. 1:8). 

Thus, as ministers navigate the water 
of this difficult time, it would be helpful 
to ask themselves: What do I miss during 
this time? Do I miss the people that Christ 
has entrusted to me? Or do I simply miss 
preaching in front of an audience? Do 
I miss praying with the people, serving 
the Lord’s Supper, or do I like not being 
around them? Such questions can be help-
ful for exposing the perspectives that we 
have unknowingly harbored about min-
istry for years. Fortunately, ministers are 
sheep, too, and can find rest and forgive-
ness in the Good Shepherd.

Hope
Finally, COVID-19 has taught minis-

ters what we should have already known 
regarding our hope. We are learning once 
again that we are not ultimately in control 
of anything. We are stewards of Christ’s 
sheep, not owners. Just as his ways are 
not our ways, and his thoughts are not 
our thoughts, so also, his plans are not 
our plans. If our hope for fruitfulness in 
ministry has been our plans and our per-
formance, then COVID-19 has granted us 
a merciful exposure and allowed for us to 
refocus on being faithful to Christ in the 
time that we have left on this earth as 
shepherds to his flock. 

It is a gracious thing when God exposes 
our false hopes in order to replace them 
with the solid rock of his promises. The 
gates of hell 
will not pre-
vail against 
the church of 
Jesus Christ, 
not because we 
are such good 
ministers, but 
because Christ 
is unwaveringly 
committed to the sanctification and glo-
rification of his bride. He will present her 
without fault.

Thus, as ministers, as stewards of the 
Bride of Christ, we have nothing to fear. 
We can be sure about the destiny of our 
work. The various sources of our pain and 
our despair during the COVID-19 crisis 
are overcome not by our own strength 
or might, but by the Spirit of God that 
is at work within the church (Zech. 4:6). 
We are not in this work alone. Christ will 
stand by us (2 Tim. 4:17). His power will be 
made perfect in our weakness (2 Cor. 12:9).

Maybe this crisis will cause us to be 
still before God and be reoriented to the 
good, life-giving aspects of our work as 
ministers. Spurgeon himself, a man often 
tormented by depression and despair in 
ministry, was often aided by reconsidering 

his own ministry in relationship to that 
of Mr. Great-heart from John Bunyan’s 
work, Pilgrim’s Progress. Spurgeon writes,

I am occupied in my small way, as Mr. 
Great-heart was employed in Bunyan’s 
day. I do not compare myself with that 
champion, but I am in the same line 
of business. I am engaged in person-
ally-conducted tours to Heaven; and I 
have with me, at the present time, dear 
Old Father Honest: I am glad he is still 
alive and active. And there is Christi-
ana, and there are her children. It is 
my business, as best I can, to kill drag-
ons, and cut off giants’ heads, and lead 
on the timid and trembling. I am often 
afraid of losing some of the weaklings. 
I have the heart-ache for them; but, by 
God’s grace, and your kind and gener-

ous help in looking after one another, 
I hope we shall all travel safely to the 
river’s edge. Oh, how many have I 
had to part with there! I have stood 
on the brink, and I have heard them 
singing in the midst of the stream, and 
I have almost seen the shining ones 
lead them up the hill, and through 
the gates, into the Celestial City. (from 
Spurgeon’s Autobiography, II, 131)

May that great Shepherd of the sheep, 
equip us with everything good for doing 
his will, and may he work in us what is 
pleasing to him, through Jesus Christ, to 
whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen 
(Heb. 13:20-21).

Casey B. Hough is the lead pastor of Copperfield 
Church in Houston, Texas.

IT IS A GRACIOUS THING WHEN 

GOD EXPOSES OUR FALSE HOPES 

IN ORDER TO REPLACE THEM WITH 

THE SOLID ROCK OF HIS PROMISES. 
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Jason Thacker: As churches haven’t 
been able to gather in many months and 
as some begin to gather again under var-
ious restrictions, what kinds of things 
do you think we miss about the gathered 
church that technology cannot replicate 
or replace?

Jay Kim: Embodied presence. Almost 
everyone I talk to expresses the same 
sadness and longing—that all of the dig-
ital online mediums at our disposal are 
helpful but ultimately unsatisfactory. 
Several months into sheltering-in-place 
now, as digital fatigue sets in, I think 
what we miss most is the ability to be 
near one another as we worship and 
commune—hearing voices sing together, 
listening, learning, leaning in together as 
we hear the Word preached, the shuffling 
of feet and the extending of hands as we 
take the bread and the cup together. We 
miss the conversation in the lobby or 
courtyard, before and after, all the stuff 
of human experience that digital connec-
tions try but fail to replicate. Technology 
is doing a fine job keeping us pseudo-con-
nected in this time, but it’s shortcomings 
are also becoming abundantly clear.

Julie Masson: I miss the atmosphere of 
being in a room with voices worshipping 
together. You can’t replicate the sound 
of the person behind you singing slightly 
off-key or the visual of the girl in front 
who is raising her hands and swaying. 

All five senses seem to be irreplaceable 
in a virtual setting.

John Dyer: The first things that come to 
mind are all the little accidental things 
that happen with physical proximity—
reading the face of someone you haven’t 
seen in a while and knowing you need 
to go up to them, feeling the room react 
to a point (or joke) in a sermon, hearing 
someone else’s baby who’s not on mute. 
At the same time, I think it’s important 
to acknowledge that there are already 
elements of our in-person gathering that 
technology has replaced, but not repli-
cated. An example of this is online giving, 
which is so helpful for churches in the 
summer months, but which also hides the 
spiritual practice of bringing money every 
week and the communal practice of see-
ing our brothers and sisters give together.

JT: What are some of the best practices 
you have seen in regards to technology 
and the church in this season?
JK: It feels a little archaic even saying it 

but using phones as a listening/talking 
technology has proven itself to be a 
beneficial practice during this season, 
at least in our context and community. 
Turning away from the lure of social 
and news media, even texting, and pick-
ing up the phone to call someone has 
become a way of focusing our energy on 
little things that go a long way. I’ve tried 
to call people in our church community 

several times a week throughout this 
time of sheltering-in-place.

Before the coronavirus, it was mostly 
emails and texts from me. But now, 
exhausted by the digital disconnect, 
being able to focus solely on a voice with-
out the added element of video and text 
has become a respite. And for some in 
our community, phone calls are so rare 
these days that receiving one is almost 
akin to receiving a hand-written letter 
in the mailbox; there’s been something 
surprisingly pleasant about it. Aside from 
the phone calls, the chat feature during 
online gatherings has been a helpful tool 
in creating at least some form of interac-
tion as we “gather” in online spaces.

JD: Churches that had previously built 
their Sunday gathering times around 
highly commodifiable elements—three 
fast songs at pitches only profession-
als can reach, four minutes of video 
announcements, two slow songs, a ser-
mon, etc.—were probably most prepared 
to enable those to be consumed online. 

What is rarer are churches that have 
intentional times of silence and prayer, 
songs that people and families can sing, 
and interactive elements that bring peo-
ple out of the “watching church” mode.

JT: In what ways can churches bear the 
burdens of those who are still unable to 
attend in-person gatherings for a while 
due to this virus?

 I ’M NOT TH AT CONC ERNED  TH AT W E USE OU R 

TECH NOL OGY  TOO MUC H ,  I  AM CONC ERNED THAT 

W E USE I T  W I TH  TOO L I TTL E REFL EC TION ON 

HOW  I TS FORM SH APES OUR MESSAGE.

-john dyer
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JK: One of the most encouraging and 
inspiring things I’ve seen come from this 
season has been the way so many have 
given their time, energy, and resources to 
come alongside the most vulnerable and 
needy in our midst. From picking up and 
dropping groceries to gardening to deliv-
ering meals, I’ve seen people bearing one 
another’s burdens in very visceral, real-
time, real-life ways; an analog leaning, if 
you will. In some ways, this is one of the 
simplest and most powerful ways for us 
to truly be the church.

On an ecclesiological level, one of the 
most encouraging 
things I’ve experi-
enced is how this 
pandemic has uni-
fied church leaders. 
Every Tuesday I’m 
on a Zoom call with 
dozens of others 
serving and leading 
local churches in the 
Silicon Valley and 
greater Bay Area. We 
pray for one another, 
share best practices, 
express specific 
needs, etc. Much 
has come of this; 
specific, pragmatic help from one church 
to another, as well as constant prayer for 
each other, and a unified plan for reopen-
ing, even though the rollout of that plan 
will look different from church to church. 

JM: Overcommunication is key. Our 
church leaders have done a great job of 
sending weekly email updates to members, 
and they keep emphasizing how people 
can connect with the pastors, what is and 
isn’t happening in the church, and encour-
aging people to reach out to their small 
group members. This same information 
is repeated in different formats on social 
media. Overcommunication will help peo-
ple feel like they know who to reach out 
to for help and how to be connected to the 
church while remaining at home. 

JD: I see congregations doing all kinds of 
wonderful work through activities like 
grocery shopping for those who can’t 
go out, sharing favorite local restau-
rants, supporting healthcare workers at 
nearby hospitals, and holding outdoor 
gatherings. On a more personal level, I’ve 
also found that returning to phone calls 
has been particularly meaningful. One 
incredible tool is SoundOfYourLove.com 
which allows friends and family of those 
quarantined in the hospital to record a 
soundtrack of messages to give patients 
hope and connection.

JT: Help us understand some of the dan-
gers of technology in the church and 
what we might do to avoid abusing these 
tools or relying upon them too much.

JK: Digital technology often values speed, 
choice, and individualism. Everything is 
always getting faster (speed), the options 
are vast and endless (choice), and our 
entire experience is customized to our 
personal preferences and personalities 
(individualism). When we’re not careful, 
these values can turn in on themselves 
and become not only counterproductive 
but also quite dangerous. Speed can make 
us impatient, choice can make us shallow, 
and individualism can make us isolated. 

When we find ourselves relying on 
these tools too much, and our reliance 

goes unchecked for too long, these values 
inevitably form us into an increasingly 
impatient, shallow, isolated people—and 
the danger here for followers of Jesus 
is that discipleship is actually a patient, 
deep, communal work. Awareness of the 
subtle, subversive, and dangerous ways 
our use of these technologies is forming 
us is step one. Implementing defined 
limits and parameters for use is step two.

JD: I think we need to relentlessly chal-
lenge a way of thinking that’s deeply 
wired into the circuitry of evangelical 

thinking on technol-
ogy: “the methods 
may change, but 
the message stays 
the same.” On the 
surface, this seems 
right because the 
gospel seed can 
grow in the soil of 
any culture. But this 
way of thinking also 
seems to say that 
form doesn’t mat-
ter, that our faith is 
simply content that 
can be delivered in 
any medium, and 

that beauty, truth, and goodness are sep-
arate things. So I’m not that concerned 
that we use our technology too much, I 
am concerned that we use it with too lit-
tle reflection on how its form shapes our 
message. Instead of using whatever shiny 
thing we see on Twitter, we have to think 
intentionally about using form and con-
tent together to shape our bodies, souls, 
messages, and communities.

JT: How might God use technology to 
further the mission of the church in the 
coming years?

JM: It reminds me of how people used 
to believe that ebooks would end up 
destroying the print book. They were 
ultimately wrong because ebooks, while 

I ’M HOPEFUL THAT TH E C H URC H  CAN AND  W I L L 

CONTINUE TO LEV ERAGE TEC H NOL OGY.  BUT AS 

WE DO,  WE MUST NEV ER FORGET TH AT TH E 

INFORMATION MUST ALWAYS POI NT TOWARD  AN 

INVITATION IN TO EMBODI ED  REAL I TI ES.

-jay kim
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convenient, have primarily served to 
increase the desire for physical books. I 
agree with others about a similar paral-
lel with online church services driving a 
greater desire for in-person church gath-
erings. I hope that more churches will 
keep an eye toward accessibility, and 
perhaps, those who were not streaming 
their services will start so that shut-ins 
or those who are sick can still partake in 
a part of the service, even if virtually. 

JD: In the opening chapters of Genesis, 
God says that our creativity is part of 
our image-bearing and part of our call to 
have dominion over, cultivate, and care 
for his creation. In the center of the story 
is Jesus, who is a second Adam, both by 
perfectly following the Law and by being 
a tektōn, a carpenter, who cultivated the 
Garden and the Temple, and who died on 
a hideous machine made from the very 
tools with which he worked. And at the 
end of the story, we see a resurrected 
Jesus bringing down from heaven a new 
city, a holy city, full of all of the things 
humans make—swords beaten into 

plowshares, roads paved with gold, trum-
pets filled with music, and gates in all 
directions. I think this means that tech-
nology and human creativity are not just 
a means for telling the story, but they are 
part of the story. I enjoy my work build-
ing things like Bible software for closed 
countries, online education platforms for 
seminaries, and other tools.

JK: A helpful differentiating line between 
digital and analog realities has been the 
divide between information and trans-
formation. Digital technologies offer us 
incredible opportunities to inform peo-
ple. And information is undoubtedly an 
important element to sharing the gospel. 
But ultimately, the mission of the church 
does not stop at information but rather, 
transformation—to be remade day by 
day into the image of the risen Christ. 
The work of transformation, I believe, is 
always an embodied, incarnational work. 
It’s communal too, in the sense that we 
cannot do it alone. 

We are not saved as individuals headed 
for a far off place called heaven. We are 

saved into a family, called to embody 
heaven’s reality, the rule and reign of 
Christ as King, here and now, as we look 
forward together toward the day when 
Christ shall return and right every wrong. 
I’m hopeful that the church can and will 
continue to leverage technology to inform 
the world of kingdom possibilities in com-
pelling ways. But as we do, we must never 
forget that the information must always 
point toward an invitation into embodied 
realities, where we gather together as the 
people of God to be transformed in real 
ways, in real time, and in real space.



S H E P H E R D I N G 
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SShepherding during a global pandemic has taught me a lot of 
new skills as a pastor that seminary could not have prepared 
me for. I had to learn how to preach to a screen, operate my 
own camera, and edit my own videos. I became the I.T. guy 
for senior adult Sunday school classes meeting over webcams. 
I have presided over a Monday afternoon business meeting in 
the church parking lot with a quorum of six, all sitting com-
fortably in their cars. And our greeters are now equipped with 
masks and no-touch thermometers. 

But the hardest thing I have had to do in the age of the 
coronavirus is minister to the dying and grieving who lack the 
ordinary channels of saying goodbye.

Earlier in the spring, I officiated in an outdoor funeral for 
a member of my church who passed away with COVID-19. I 
stood there, Bible open in the shadow of a south Louisiana 
mausoleum, preaching to a small group of family members 
whose faces I could not see. The bandana-covered bereaved 
looked more like a gang about to rob a stagecoach than mourn-
ers at a funeral. Even by normal funeral standards, it was an 
unusual and uncomfortable affair.

Like everyone else in America, I am tired of the coronavirus. 
I am bored with television, anxious to travel and see family, 
and nervous about what the future holds for the people of 
God. I have also seen the devastating effects of COVID-19 
firsthand. Our parish (or county, for people who live outside 
of Louisiana) has been the most affected parish in the state 
of Louisiana, a state which, as of late May, had over 34,000 
confirmed cases. Eight of my church members have tested 
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positive for the virus, and two have died from complications 
with it.

Ministry to the grieving has always been one of the hardest 
parts of pastoring. But ministry to the grieving in a pandemic 
requires extra sensitivity and care for the new and unique bur-
dens they face.

S E N S I T I V I T Y  T O  T H E  S I T U AT I O N
In this politically charged medical crisis, people have often 

been reduced to statistics or partisan talking points. I have heard 
well-meaning Christians say things like, “The virus only affects 
the elderly,” or, “The only ones who die are those with under-
lying medical conditions.” True, the data says the people who 
are most affected by the virus fall into these categories. Both 
people who have died from the virus in my church were in their 
90s and had preexisting medical conditions. But neither of these 
congregants died because they were ignoring the quarantine 
or violating stay-at-home orders. The virus was transmitted by 
someone coming in and out of the assisted living facilities where 
they lived. They became victims of the virus along with many 
others living in these facilities.

While there is a temptation to reduce such individuals to 
CDC statistics supporting one political narrative or another, I 
learned very quickly to restrain any such language or thought 
when I was talking to their grieving children. No one would 
dare say, “Well, they were just old,” or, “I’m sorry for your 
loss, but they had preexisting conditions.” Regardless of their 
age or medical history, they left behind hurting children and 
grandchildren who loved their moms and grandmothers. One 
of these women, a beloved Sunday school teacher, left behind a 
class of grieving women she had been ministering to for more 
than four decades.

Each of these individuals was made in the image of God and 
worthy of the basic human dignity we can bestow on them. So, 
for example, if me wearing a mask when I go grocery shopping 
reduces the risk of someone else’s grandmother going through 
this, it would be worth the small sacrifice on my part. More 
importantly, I can be careful about the words I use when vent-
ing my frustrations or concerns about the present cultural and 
political climate. I never want to reduce these sweet saints to 
political talking points.

E M B R A C I N G  AT  A  D I S TA N C E
The practical realities surrounding funerals have changed 

for the time being. During the initial phase of the stay-at-
home orders, many funerals were restricted to groups of 10 or 
smaller. By the end of May, funerals had been increased to a 
25% capacity service as long as strict social distancing prac-
tices were maintained. While many of these restrictions feel 
like necessary evils, they have changed the grieving process for 

T H O U G H  W E  M AY  F E E L 

A L O N E ,  W E  C A N  R E S T 

A S S U R E D  T H AT  T H E 

G O D  W H O  C R E AT E D 

U S  W I L L  C O N T I N U E  T O 

S U S TA I N  U S  I N  E V E RY 

S I T U AT I O N  U N T I L  T H E 

E N D  O U R  L I V E S .
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The only encouraging words I can muster for family members 
who feel this come from Scripture: “Even when I go through 
the darkest valley, I fear no danger, for you are with me; your 
rod and your staff—they comfort me” (Psa. 23:4). Even in life’s 
valleys where death casts its big, ugly shadow, those who know 
the Lord continue to live in his presence. God has repeatedly 
promised never to leave or forsake us (Deut. 31:6, 8; Josh. 1:5; 
Heb. 13:5). Though we may feel alone, we can rest assured that 
the God who created us will continue to sustain us in every 
situation until the end our lives.

Even if no one else saw this crisis coming, God did, and he 
knows exactly how to walk his people through it. Peter reas-
sured a church in crisis with this message: “Even though now 
for a short time, if necessary, you suffer grief in various trials,” 
and, “though you have not seen him, you love him; though not 
seeing him now, you believe in him, and you rejoice with inex-
pressible and glorious joy, because you are receiving the goal of 
your faith, the salvation of your souls” (1 Pet. 1:6, 8–9). In the 
same way, may we model trust in and faithful speech about the 
one who we do not presently see, for he is still at work in our 
midst. He is present with the dead, the dying, and those who 
are left behind.

friends and family members, as well as those who are minister-
ing to them.

A few of my church members with larger families have opted 
to have graveside goodbyes strictly restricted to family mem-
bers. Consequently, I was left out of a few services I normally 
would have conducted. Many of our families have planned 
future memorial services at the church—whenever we have 
the freedom to conduct them the way the family would like to 
have them. We have had to be extremely flexible and provide 
alternate means for those grieving to celebrate the lives of these 
individuals.

For those services I have participated in, a lot of my normal 
pastoral routines have been disrupted. I have not made in-home 
visits or looked through the Bibles of the deceased to take a look 
at their favorite verses. Worst of all, for the first time in my life 
as a pastor, I could not put my arms around those who were suf-
fering. The preacher in Ecclesiastes speaks of “a time to embrace 
and a time to avoid embracing” (3:5b). In one of those latter 
times to avoid embracing, I have had to learn ways in which I 
could embrace at a distance. At funerals, I have stood at a dis-
tance and attempted to communicate my empathy as much as 
I could with my words and body language. None of it has felt 
natural or comfortable to me. I have had to be quite intentional 
about communicating with the grieving, routinely checking in 
with them, and offering whatever assistance we as a church 
were capable of providing.

L E T T I N G  G O  W I T H O U T  T O U C H I N G
Over the last four years, my in-laws have lost all four of 

their elderly parents. I have learned a lot about the impor-
tance of touch from my mother-in-law, who was clasping 
each of her parents’ hands in the moments they took their 
final breaths. Physical touch is as important for the person 
dying as it is for the person they leave behind. Reassuring 
touches help people who are dying to go peacefully into the 
arms of Jesus. Even in their unconscious states, they feel the 
presence of love as they leave this world and enter the next. 
But because of state and local regulations restricting or reduc-
ing the number of guests from hospital rooms and hospices, 
many sick and elderly people are dying without anyone they 
know at their side.

The greatest pain many family members have had to face 
during this time is separation from their loved ones in their 
final days. I have been told by some that they had to say good-
bye to their loved ones through a window or an iPad screen. 
They have had to deal with additional feelings of guilt or inad-
equacy. They have worried about their loved ones dying alone 
in cold, sterile hospital rooms without someone there to hold 
their hands. They have had to let go of their moms and dads 
without ever touching them.

Rhyne Putman is the pastor of preaching and vision at First Baptist 
Church, Kenner, Louisiana.
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HOW THE 
CORONAVIRUS  
IS AFFECTING  
VULNERABLE 
CHILDREN
AND WHAT CHRISTIANS 

CAN DO TO HELP

OVID-19 has swiftly changed 
the lives of millions, both in the 
United States and abroad. Daily 

rhythms and schedules have been dramat-
ically altered, and millions of people find 
themselves sheltering in place. Times of 
immense stress can make us fearful and 
anxious, but we shouldn’t allow ourselves 
to be paralyzed by anxiety. In the midst of 
this global pandemic, Christians should 
consider not only how to care wisely for 
their families, but should give serious 
thought to how to love and care for oth-
ers. The coronavirus is affecting the most 
vulnerable among us in profound ways—
children and youth currently living in 
unsafe and abusive homes, those in foster 
care, and children awaiting adoption. Do-
mestically and abroad, vulnerable children 
are suffering the impacts of the coronavi-
rus, and Christians must be ready to stand 
in the gap for them.

VULNERABLE CHILDREN IN THE U.S.
Our nation’s child welfare system is 

tasked with the important job of ensur-
ing that children live in safe, stable, and 
permanent environments. Right now, the 
child welfare system is facing unprece-
dented challenges as they seek to carry 
out this mission.

Research shows that increased stress 
can increase the probability that children 
will experience abuse or neglect within 
the home. Some of the stress factors that 
can lead to neglect or abuse include:

• A lack of support from family members, 
friends, neighbors, or the community

• Substance use disorder (likely to in- 
crease during times of immense stress)

Chelsea  
Patterson  
Sobolik

C
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• Physical or mental health condi-
tions, such as depression or anxiety

• Socioeconomic stress from financial 
issues, unemployment, or medi- 
cal problems

• A lack of parenting skills to help 
cope with the pressures and strug-
gles of raising a child

All of these stressors are likely to 
dramatically intensify during the coro-
navirus pandemic. Several states have 
already reported spikes in child abuses 
cases. Teachers, daycare workers, and 
medical professionals help provide 
extra sets of eyes on children, and can 
report potential abuse. But with schools 
going online, children at risk of abuse 
or neglect won’t have that extra layer 
of protection.

The economic impacts of the coronavi-
rus are going to hit the most vulnerable 
among us the hardest: singles, parents, 
poorer families, and low-income work-
ers, many of whom often live paycheck to 
paycheck, with slim margins. Increased 
stress, combined with financial difficul-
ties, could be potentially devastating for 
at-risk children.

Another effect of 
the coronavirus is that 
family courts have 
dramatically slowed 
down, prolonging the 
length of time a child 
remains in foster care, 
and delaying reuni-
fication with their biological parents. 
Finalized adoption visitations between 
children in foster care and their biologi-
cal parents have also been paused due to 
safety concerns. 

VULNERABLE CHILDREN 
INTERNATIONALLY

The coronavirus is also affecting the 
world’s most vulnerable children. The 
Department of State is advising U.S. 
citizens to avoid all international travel 
due to the global impact of COVID-19. 
Families who have spent months in the 
international adoption process will be 
unable to travel to finalize the adoption of 
their children. There’s a lot of uncertainty 
around when it will be safe to travel 
again and when waiting children will be 
brought home with their forever families. 
Because of the coronavirus, there will 

continue to be a spike in deaths, which 
will lead to more children losing one or 
both parents. On the other side of the 
pandemic, there will be even more chil-
dren who need safe and loving families. 
Intercountry adoption should remain a 
viable option for welcoming those chil-
dren into families.

It’s important to remember that the 
coronavirus has likely been extraordi-
narily traumatic for children and youth 
who have existing trauma. For many 
vulnerable children, safety, security, and 
stability are often elusive, and this pan-
demic might cause even more fear and 
uncertainty in their hearts.

HOW YOU CAN GET INVOLVED
Below are a few ways you can get 

involved in caring for vulnerable children 
during the coronavirus crisis:

DOMESTICALLY AND ABROAD, 

VULNERABLE CHILDREN  

ARE SUFFERING THE IMPACTS 

OF THE CORONAVIRUS,  

AND CHRISTIANS MUST BE 

READY TO STAND IN THE GAP 

FOR THEM.
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Give: Nonprofits are often on the frontlines 
of serving the most vulnerable, especially 
in the midst of this global pandemic. 
With so much uncertainty surrounding 
the long-term effects of the coronavirus, 
one practical step is to financially support 
organizations that are involved in caring 
for vulnerable children. Consider giving on 
a monthly basis, instead of a one-time gift, 
because the monthly support helps non-
profits have some financial stability.

Get involved: Pay attention to the chil-
dren you’re still coming into contact 
with, whether that’s children in your 
neighborhood or children in your son’s or 
daughter’s virtual classroom. Keep a close 
eye out for signs of abuse or neglect. Many 
local child welfare organizations are cur-
rently gathering nonperishable food items 
for vulnerable families in their areas. 

Reach out to local ministries and see how 
you can safely serve in your community. 

Consider adoption: The need for safe, 
permanet, and loving families is as great 
as it has ever been. There are thou-
sands of children waiting for families, 
and that need will become greater in 
the weeks and months to come. Since 
many families are currently at home, 
now is an excellent time to begin the 
adoption process. Many adoption agen-
cies will virtually walk families through 
the home study process. Now is a won-
derful time to get a head start on the 
paperwork involved in becoming an 
adoptive family. 

Pray: We should commit to pray for vul-
nerable children. Below are a few prayer 
prompts.

• We should pray that orphans and vul-
nerable children are cared for, safe, and 
loved in the midst of this pandemic.

• We should pray for families to con-
sider opening their homes and hearts 
to vulnerable children through foster 
care or adoption.

• We should pray for social workers 
on the front lines and for child wel-
fare agencies that are continuing to 
serve vulnerable children.

In the midst of these uncertain times, 
may we be people that show God’s kindness 
and love to vulnerable children. May we 
pour out our time, talent, and treasure for 
the good of others and the glory of God.

Chelsea Patterson Sobolik is a policy director 
in the Washington, D.C., office of the ERLC.
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WHAT THE  
CHURCH  
CAN DO WHEN  
STAY-AT-HOME  
ORDERS INCREASE 
THE THREAT  
OF DOMESTIC 
ABUSE Eliza Huie
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“Out of the abundance of caution,” 

is the familiar phrase that preceded 

numerous statements of change enacted 

due to COVID-19. One after the other, 

the announcements rolled out. School 

closures, businesses required to shut 

their doors, and recreational activities 

halted. Then came the announcement of 

executive orders to stay at home. It is  

still hard to believe that the nation, and 

even the entire world, is shut in by a 

microscopic attacker. 

Many people have found the COVID-19 
stay-at-home regulations to be challenging for 
various reasons. While it is necessary to stay 

at home to in order to be healthy and safe, for 
others, staying home brings inescapable threats. 
Stay-at-home regulations, while helpful to pre-
vent the spreading of the virus, can increase the 
emotional and physical danger for those living 
in abusive relationships.

Areas such as China and France saw ele-
vated incidents of domestic violence and abuse 
during the period stay-at-home regulations were 
enacted. We have good reason to be concerned 
that this is the reality in the United States as 
well. National and local domestic abuse hotlines 
can provide support and resources, but what can 
the church do?

H O W  T H E  C H U R C H  C A N  R E C O G N I Z E  A B U S E 
Caring for those who are in abusive relation-

ships is tricky enough; add in strict regulations on 
social engagement, and it gets even trickier. One 
of the best things the church can do is become 
aware of signs of domestic abuse, and when we 
see it, do something. Abuse can be hard to spot. 
Knowing what to look for is the first step in car-
ing well for those who are facing danger at home 
while in isolation. The following signs are evidence 
of power and control in abusive relationships. 

8 signs of the abuser:
1. Isolates their partner from friends and fam-

ily. During stay-at-home orders, this may 
be noticed via monitoring their spouse’s 
communication with family and friends.

2. Postures themselves to have power over 
their partner. Blocks or restrains them 
from leaving a room or a conversation.

3. Controls what their partner wears, what 
they eat, and how they spend money.

4. Humiliates or puts their partner down 
both privately and publicly.

5. Continually blames.
6. Threatens their partner or what their 

partner values (sentimental items, pets, 
children1).

7. Yells at their partner.
8. Throws or hits things in anger.

8 signs of the abused:
1. Exhibits low self-esteem.
2. Thinks they are the crazy one, feels they 
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WHILE IT IS ENCOURAGING AND NECES S ARY 

TO FOCUS ON KEEPING EVERYONE S AFE 

FROM THIS VIRUS, COVID-19 HAS BROUGHT 

ANOTHER ONGOING AND SOBERING 

REALIT Y TO LIGHT : SOME TIMES THE MOS T 

DANGEROUS THREAT S ARE UNSEEN. 

can’t do anything right, or believes this sit-
uation is their fault (i.e., “I should be more 
careful. Why I am so stupid?”).

3. Frequently feels afraid of their partner.
4. Avoids things that may upset their partner, 

and manages their environment to keep 
their partner happy.

5. Engages in self-harm.
6. Has PTSD responses.2

7. Feels emotionally helpless or numb.
8. Speaks of forms of relational dishonor as 

“normal” or references them as though 
humorous or their fault (i.e., “you know 
how spouses can be”).

H O W  T H E  C H U R C H  C A N  H E L P 
If you have seen these signs in someone’s rela-

tionship, what should you do? The following tips 
will help you as you seek to care for the person.

8 things you can do to help the abused:
1. Confirm they are not crazy.
2. Be supportive. Listen to them, and let them 

make their own decisions.
3. Check in on them frequently. Be commit-

ted to being with them for the long haul. 
Be careful what you put in email or text-
based messaging. These may be monitored. 
On the phone, ask “yes” or “no” ques-
tions until you know your friend is safe to 
ensure answering your questions does not 
put them at greater risk.

4. Empower them with a plan. Even a packed 
bag can give a sense of having options. 
However, this must be kept secret and 
safe. Making plans to leave often makes the 
abuser feel threatened and elevates poten-
tial threat. You can read more on forming a 
safety plan visit http://bradhambrick.com/
safetyplan/.

5. Help them focus on healthy behaviors 
and self-care. Even the smallest thing like 
taking a walk around the neighborhood 
provides a little reprieve.

6. Help them lean upon the Lord. Pray for them. 
Pray with them. Send them regular spiritual 
encouragements. Confirm to them that the 
Lord is for the oppressed, sees their plight, 
and is moved with compassion for them.
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7. Affirm to them that wanting to get out of 
an abusive situation is appropriate and nor-
mal and the Lord agrees with their desire 
for relief.

8. Don’t overpromise, but give the help you 
can. Avoid rushing a victim if they don’t 
accept help right away as that can create a 
sense of guilt.

If you are aware of a situation where stay-
at-home measures may be putting someone 
at greater risk, stay connected to that person. 
Know the number to your local domestic vio-
lence hotline, and share it with them.3

Prayerfully consider other ways you may 
be able to provide help. Having emergency 
housing options like a prepaid hotel room can 
be a way to provide safety and protection in 
cases where being at home is too dangerous. 
I have known churches to cover the cost of a 
hotel and provide emergency overnight bags 
for those who need to spend a few days away 
to ensure safety. Establishing code words 
or code messages that can be sent to alert 
caregivers that help is needed are valuable 
avenues of protection. Sometimes just know-
ing they have someone willing to help brings 
great encouragement to an otherwise hope-
less situation.

During these difficult days, the church must 
be on the frontlines in unique ways. But these 
are things we should be aware of, care about, 
and act on in every season. While awareness 
is helpful, ultimately, we must align ourselves 
with the heart of God. The Lord advocates 
for the cause of the oppressed, and so should 
we. “The Lord is a refuge for the oppressed, a 
stronghold in times of trouble” (Psa. 9:9 NIV). 

God's Word says we ought to do good, seek 
justice, and correct oppression (Isa. 1:17). This 
does not have to be in grandiose actions. The 
simple confirmation of a friend that “you are 
not crazy” can do good. The recognition that it 
is a normal and healthy response to want to get 
out of an abusive situation can be the start of 
great relief. The reality that you are not alone 
can bring incredible hope. 

Domestic violence is often a missed issue in 
times like these. And one reason is because it 

can be hard to spot, especially when we are no 
longer able to engage in one another’s lives as 
closely as before. While it is encouraging and 
necessary to focus on keeping everyone safe 
from this virus, COVID-19 has brought another 
ongoing and sobering reality to light: some-
times the most dangerous threats are unseen. 

For further help on recognizing abuse and 
helping those in abusive relationships consider 
the resources are below.

Resources:
https://www.thehotline.org/help/
http://www.chrismoles.org/
https://www.darbystrickland.com/resources
https://leslievernick.com/free-resources/

*        *        *

Note: This article was focused on domestic abuse 
and violence. Abuse against children is likely to 
also see a significant increase during stay-at-
home regulations. If you suspect child abuse of 
any kind, consider yourself a mandated reporter. 
Many states name specific professionals as 
mandated reporters, but you do not have to be 
a professional to make a report. If you suspect 
abuse of a child, contact your local department of 
social services for help in reporting child abuse. 
Contacting CPS is not pressing charges. Even if 
CPS chooses not to investigate, they can help you 
learn more about what to look for.)

Eliza Huie is a biblical counselor, speaker, and author.

1 This article speaks to how to help adults who are experi-
encing domestic violence. If children are at risk, you should 
immediately contact Child Protective Services. To learn 
more about what happens when you report or the differ-
ences between ministry responsibilities when caring for a 
child versus an adult, please see lessons 3, 4, and 7 of the 
curriculum at churchcares.com. For further guidance and 
support or to better understand reporting, you can speak 
with an experienced caseworker anytime day or night by 
calling the National Child Abuse Hotline 1-800-4-A-CHILD 
(1-800-422-4453).
2 You can learn more about signs of PTSD here: http://
bradhambrick.com/13-types-of-impact-frequently-experi-
enced-after-a-trauma/.
3 National hotlines are also helpful in connecting you with 
an experienced caseworker any time of the day or night 
for support and guidance. The National Coalition Against 
Domestic Violence can be reached at 1-800-799-SAFE 
(1-800-799-7233) or 1-800-787-3224.
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R E S O U R C E S

The Church 
During a Pandemic 

More resources available at ERLC.com

Gentle and Lowly:  
The Heart of Christ for  
Sinners and Sufferers 
DANE ORTLUND 

Crossway, 2020

Where is God in a  
Coronavirus World? 
JOHN C. LENNOX

The Good Book Company, 2020

Coronavirus and Christ 
JOHN PIPER

Crossway, 2020

The Care of Souls:  
Cultivating a Pastor's Heart 
HAROLD L. SENKBEIL

Lexham, 2019

Analog Church: Why We Need 
Real People, Places, and Things 
in the Digital Age 
JAY Y. KIM

IVP, 2020

The Age of AI: Artificial  
Intelligence and the  
Future of Humanity 
JASON THACKER

Zondervan, 2020
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