
1 
 

Vicar’s weekly message – 27 May 2020 
 

Greetings to all the members and friends of St Michael’s North Carlton. 

Welcome to this week’s Vicar’s message. 

For all of us here in Melbourne, Australia, next Monday not only marks the 

beginning of Winter, but also the further easing of Government restrictions 

due to COVID-19.  

It seems timely, then, for me to detail how our meetings and activities as a 

church might be affected by the changes ahead. 

There’s a new word in our vocabulary in 2020 - “Covexit”. It’s a term referring 

to the transitions people and groups are making out of heavy COVID-19 

restrictions, with ever-changing, cautious steps towards new freedoms. 

Of course, many people are impatient, wanting a full “Covexit” as soon as 

possible! But, alas, the world has neither an effective vaccine nor proven 

treatment for COVID-19 right now and although infections are low, we have 

not eliminated the virus in our State.  

Premier Andrews announced that from June 1 restrictions related to COVID-19 

will be eased slightly, but still urging caution. See the chart below: 
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In addition, the Archbishop of Melbourne has updated guidelines for Anglican 

parishes to include specific actions to be complied with before church services 

take place physically. This includes the requirement to appoint a “Covid Safety 

Officer” who helps the church meet its obligations for safety in all its practices.  

Before I spell out some of the implications of those guidelines mentioned 

above, I’d like to spend a moment reflecting on our understanding of a 

“Covexit” for our church – or more correctly, how we expect to adapt to life 

with COVID-19 in our midst for the coming few weeks ahead.   

Larry Osborne is a pastor and teacher at North Coast Church in Vista, 

California.  

Kim Messieh alerted me to a piece he wrote recently in response to the 

anxieties church leaders are experiencing about possibly losing touch with 

their congregations. 

What is needed? 
With timely wisdom, Larry reminds that discipleship is NOT building-centric. 

To be making disciples (as Jesus puts it in Matthew 28): 

1. We need the Word of God - a renewed mind creates a transformed 

life in the power of God’s Spirit by faith in Jesus Christ (church 

buildings aren’t essential to that) 

2. We need a Community of faithful believers – we share the hope of 

the Gospel with others (but not necessarily stained glass and pews) 

3. …and as Hebrews 10 puts it, we need to spur one another on to love 

and good deeds – a message sent to people meeting from house to 

house in the early days of the church, where everyone was known. 

Osborne goes on to explain why churches shouldn’t rush their “Covexit” as if 

returning to large gatherings in a church building is the only satisfying possible 

future. 

1. Firstly, he says, consider the QUALITY of your physical gatherings – 

will they encourage discipleship?  

 He points out that social distancing won’t feel good in church 

buildings. Our church buildings are places filled with memories of: 

i. close conversations,  

ii. exuberant, unhindered praise in song and profession of 

faith,  
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iii. intimate prayer partnerships,  

iv. greetings with an embrace,  

v. sharing food and coffee in close proximity,  

vi. open doors to any-comers, and so on.  

These treasured elements of Sunday church in the past will be 

missing for some time to come. 

 In addition, having people stand on white cross marks, recording 

their details for contact tracing, and turning those away who 

show symptoms of having symptoms of possible illness won’t 

express a great sense of welcome. Osborne likens the quality of 

meeting at church under the current restrictions and anxieties to 

when he went to comedy gigs where only ¼ of the venue was full 

– not very encouraging. We don’t want to have people asking 

“Why am I here? Church gatherings are meant to encourage 

people. 

 

2. Secondly, Osborne points out, corporate public WORSHIP is not yet 

proven to be safe. In fact, other gatherings indoors that have not 

gone well give us pause for caution: like some aged care homes, 

some cruise ships, some choirs, and at least two schools in NSW this 

week. In addition, last week we heard of some churches overseas 

returning to the practice of Sunday gatherings (e.g. Georgia USA and 

Frankfurt, Germany) which sadly proved to be unsafe.  

When can we return? 
It’s important, then, to ask, when should we gather in church together on 

Sundays again? 

We could just look to the numbers allowed by Governments and follow strict 

social distancing and hygiene. But Osborne suggests we do so “when we can 

provide better quality experiences in the building than we can online”. 

I would add, when we think it will enhance the practice of “making” and 

“encouraging” disciples of Jesus. 

A good gauge for when people might feel comfortable gathering again will be 

when we see people gathering at sporting events indoors again. I’m not 

necessarily talking about AFL or NRL, but when we start to see basketball gyms 

at schools with more people than just the few parents of the players. 
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So, rather than seeing ourselves as a community of faith without access to our 

house of worship at present, we need to see ourselves as an online church 

with a whole bunch of ways we minister and a variety of spaces in which we 

gather. 

We need to measure our health and effectiveness by how we are “making 

disciples” of Jesus and how we are encouraging the discipleship of those who 

already follow Him. 

Instead of spending 70% of our time into how we change to social distancing 

and what measures can make it possible to gather in North Carlton as soon as 

possible, let’s spend 70% of our time and energy to making our online and 

person to person contacts and meetings as good as we can. 

Osborne suggests that the other 30% will easily flow to making Sunday services 

start and other onsite meetings happen again if what we are doing well. 

Into the future, we will be a BOTH / AND church. For now, for every group or 

activity in our name must observe the rules that apply to all people in our 

State and observe the guidelines that are given by the Archbishop of 

Melbourne from time to time.  

Let me spell out how that might look for people wanting to start meeting in 

person again in various ministries and activities under the banner of “St 

Michaels North Carlton”. 

In the Meantime 
If you are organizing or hosting a group or activity in the church’s name offsite, 

say in a home or a park, I urge you to observe the following important safety 

measures. You’ll find these details on our Covid Safety page on our website… 

Before people attend the event/activity: 

- Inform all that if a person is feeling unwell in any way, they should stay 

home. If they have any symptoms such as high temperature or 

occasional cough or sneeze or runny nose, for example, they should not 

attend the event. If the activity can be attended virtually (via digital 

means) they should encouraged to do so and not made to feel like they 

are “letting the team down”. Offer them follow-up contact to show 

pastoral care and prayerful concern.  
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- Make all aware that social distancing must be practiced and hand 

washing and hygiene standards must be observed. 

- Let people know that if food or beverages are to be consumed it’s 

preferable that people bring their own and do not share unless a 

strategy for safe individual serves without shared contact and without 

close proximity to each other can be assured.  

- Tell attendees that if they have a suitable mobile device they should 

download and activate the Covid-safe app before attending.  

 

At the event/activity:  

- The organizer should ensure there is ready access to hand sanitizer.  

- Hand washing should be encouraged before the event begins (e.g. as 

people arrive), and at other times during the event regularly.  

- If anyone attends displaying symptoms of illness, no matter how mild, 

the organizer should ask them not to participate, but to return home, 

and (if available to them) they should participate virtually (e.g. via Zoom 

or telephone) 

- All attendees should be reminded of strict social distancing regularly 

and informed how it will be managed (e.g., X marks on the floor or two 

arm lengths apart)  

- All attendees should have their name and number recorded along with 

the date of the event/activity for contact tracing in the event that a case 

of Covid-19 occurs. The record of attendance should be kept by the 

organizer, even if you know the participants well.  

 

Other details worth noting: 

- For the foreseeable future the St Michaels church site is not available 

for use unless approved by staff or churchwardens.  

- Meetings or activities indoors for an extended period (e.g., more than 

an hour) may put people at greater risk than outdoor events, even when 

social distancing and hygiene guidelines are followed strictly.  
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- If online meetings/activities are possible and suitable for the purpose 

they should be preferred for church events till further notice is given by 

me when public safety is more consistently evident in the wider 

community.  

- Some may wish to wear face masks and this should not be discouraged 

nor insisted upon, but if a mask is being used by someone to cover their 

coughing or sneezing, that person with such symptoms should be urged 

to return home.  

 

Let’s not be lax, impatient or even arrogant lest we inadvertently associate 

the church with the stain of disregard for people’s health and safety or 

disrespect for Government guidelines just because we are in a rush to 

“Covexit”.  

Instead, let’s keep being responsive to changes that will keep coming our way 

and asking the question: “how best can we make and encourage disciples of 

Jesus in this new environment.   

As things do change, the staff and parish council will work hard with you to 

make it possible for people to continue to connect on-line into the future, and 

we will engage in cautious and prayerful steps towards physical gatherings as 

they prove to be safe and encouraging to faith and life in the future – Church 

in the future is going to be BOTH/AND. 

Steve Webster May 2020 


