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A Pastoral Message to the Clergy and People 
of the Diocese of Southeast Florida 

 
Living into the Ongoing Pandemic Season 

 
The Feast of Saint Pachomius 

15 May 2021 
 

Avoid crowds.  Keep your distance. 
Stop the Spread.  Save Lives. 

If you have to go out, wear a mask. 
Your mask is not a chin guard. 

Dispose of your mask and gloves responsibly. 
Get the vaccine. 

 
 
Dear Sisters and Brothers in Christ, 
 

Setting the Scene 
 
As we continue to live in this pandemic time, particularly in these days between the Feast of the 
Ascension and the Feast of Pentecost, we do so with both a sense of completeness and a sense 
of expectation.   Our Lord Jesus Christ’s time with his disciples and others after the resurrection 
has come to an end, and we wait with them for the promised gift of the Holy Spirit.   This same 
Holy Spirit has remained with us since that first Pentecost, guiding us and leading us deeper into 
the truth.   Just as God has been faithful to us in times past, so we know that God will continue 
to be faithful even in these confusing and challenging times. 
 
On 13 May the CDC issued new guidelines about behaviour during this season of the pandemic, 
and it is encouraging that they are seeing the kind of developments that point to a gradual 
restoration of regular human interaction at a range of levels in our society.    
 
Here is what the CDC has said: 
 

- If you are fully vaccinated, you can resume activities that you did prior to the pandemic. 
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- Fully vaccinated people can resume activities without wearing a mask or physically 
distancing, except where required by federal, state, local, tribal, or territorial laws, rules, 
and regulations, including local business or workplace guidance. 

 
Significantly, the latest CDC guidance is not permission to abandon public health guidelines in 
all cases, particularly in those instances in which the unvaccinated and the vulnerable may be 
present.  The updated guidance is not without conditions or concerns, and in her announcement 
the Director of the CDC was more than clear about this. 
 
Accordingly, the Diocesan Re-Gathering Team has also revised our protocols, and they were 
issued yesterday. While some protocols are either discontinued or altered, the Team continues to 
uphold certain existing expectations, including mask-wearing, physical distancing, and other 
matters.   These protocols continue to comply with CDC guidelines as they are outlined above, 
and the Team and I understand their second point to apply to churches and church institutions, 
such as schools and special ministries.   We are not only permitted, but indeed encouraged, to 
live by stricter protocols than those of the CDC if we judge the situation to warrant it,  in much 
the same way that we have always supported those communities which have decided to live by 
stricter protocols than the recommendations of our own Diocesan Re-Gathering Team. 
 
The best analogy for churches, schools, special ministries is the situation of public transport.   
The CDC eases restrictions for individuals and situations that have a good chance of being 
regulated.   They refer to those who are vaccinated only.   But in situations and groups where 
there can be no reliable regulation of the unvaccinated, the CDC is clear that masks and other 
protocols continue to be necessary.   So it is with public transport:  masks will continue to be 
required if we want to fly, take the train, or ride the bus.   Groups of people in confined spaces 
for periods of time, where vaccination status is unknown and unverifiable, continue to be of 
serious concern to the CDC.   So it is the case with our churches, schools, and special ministries. 
 

A Theological Foundation 
 
In order to understand the reasons behind these revised protocols that have just been issued, 
including the continued expectation for masks and physical distancing, and in faithfulness to the 
obligations placed on me at my ordination as a bishop to be the chief pastor and teacher of the 
Faith, I would like to remind all of us of some basic aspects of our life and faith as Christians 
which should frame our decisions with respect to the rapidly evolving situation of the pandemic. 
 
While we have said all along that our decisions must be based on the best scientific data, such 
data is not the only basis for moral decisions in the Christian tradition.   Throughout the pandemic 
we have also taken into consideration both theological and moral principles in determining our 
protocols, and this Pastoral Letter seeks to remind us of those fundamental principles. 
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A first principle is to remember that in the Church we are not primarily a collection of autonomous 
individuals who are completely free to make personal and private decisions about public 
behaviour that do not take into account our fellow human beings.   By virtue of our baptism that 
old autonomous self, separated from God and our fellow human beings by sin and selfishness, 
was put death and was buried so that in the life of the new community of the Church we might 
live on earth the very different values of the Kingdom of God.  Our new life as individuals is 
defined primarily in relationship with God and with our fellow human beings, not independently 
from them. 
 
This is the hardest aspect of the Christian life to live, but it is precisely in this way that we keep 
the commandment to “love your neighbour as yourself.”  In order to be able to do this, as Jesus 
tells us, we must be born again.  But we must also grow up again into the values of the Kingdom 
of God. 
 
In baptism we are born into a new life and a new way of living in relationship, about which Saint 
Paul gives us so many good examples, particularly in the image of the Body.  Here is what he says 
to the Corinthians, and he might well be speaking to us: 

For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though 
many, are one body, so it is with Christ.   For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one 
body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we were all made to drink of one Spirit. 

Indeed, the body does not consist of one member but of many.   If the foot would say, “Because I 
am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” that would not make it any less a part of the body. 
And if the ear would say, “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” that would not 
make it any less a part of the body.   If the whole body were an eye, where would the hearing be? 
If the whole body were hearing, where would the sense of smell be?   But as it is, God arranged 
the members in the body, each one of them, as he chose.   If all were a single member, where 
would the body be?   As it is, there are many members, yet one body.   The eye cannot say to the 
hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I have no need of you.”   On the 
contrary, the members of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and those members 
of the body that we think less honorable we clothe with greater honor, and our less respectable 
members are treated with greater respect;  whereas our more respectable members do not need 
this. But God has so arranged the body, giving the greater honor to the inferior member, that 
there may be no dissension within the body, but the members may have the same care for one 
another.   If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice 
together with it.  (1 Cor. 12:12-26) 
 
Saint Paul is very clear:  what is of primary importance is never what is most important to me, but 
what is most important to my neighbour, my fellow Christian, the one next to me for whom Christ 
suffered and died, especially if that person is in any kind of need. 
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Christian Moral Principles to Guide Us 
 
In our moral tradition the Church has set before us the following principles, and as always we 
begin with God and not with ourselves: 
 

1) God, whom we worship, and who calls us out of isolation and death into relationship and 
life, is God the Trinity.   God is the loving community above all others and the pattern our 
community life.   In striking language, the great Saint Augustine taught us that this 
Trinitarian God is lover (the Father), the beloved (the Son), and the love that binds them 
together (the Holy Spirit).   The life of the Trinity is the primary model for our Christian 
community life. 

2) Love as it is embodied by our Lord Jesus Christ and expounded by Saint Paul, especially 
in 1 Corinthians 12, is the basis for all Christian action.   In this sense, love is not a feeling 
or an emotion, but an act of the will and an action.   Nowhere in their discussions of love 
do either Jesus or Saint Paul speak about how love “feels;” they insist only on what love 
“does.”   Put negatively, the moral principle is that “love is what one does when one does 
not feel like doing anything at all.” 

3) The greatest commandments are these:  to love God above all things and to love one’s 
neighbor as oneself.   These become the bedrock for all moral principles and action in the 
Christian life.    As Archbishop William Temple used to say, “It is axiomatic that Love 
should be the predominant Christian impulse, and that the primary form of Love in social 
organization is Justice.” 

4) The human person is made in the image and likeness of God, and we are therefore created 
for loving relationships and communal fellowship with God and our fellow human beings. 
So fundamental is this understanding that it is not possible, in terms of the Christian life, 
to conceive or speak of being a person except in relationship to other persons in these 
social relationships. 

5) Furthermore, human dignity (about which our Baptismal Covenant speaks) means that we 
look on each each person as one created, loved, and redeemed by God – as one for whom 
our Lord Jesus Christ was willing to be killed.   Because by God’s creation we are inherently 
social beings, created for fellowship (family, friends, parish, human community), we are 
not primarily isolated individuals either in our creation or in our redemption. 

6) As baptised persons and as communities, we are called to conform ourselves to the 
example of Jesus himself.   Jesus emptied himself and became a servant even unto death 
(Phil. 2).   He is our exemplar of love, and he shows us in all his words and actions that 
love means the willingness to sacrifice oneself and one’s needs and wants for the sake of 
others, especially those who are in need (like sinners in need of salvation, the sick in need 
of a doctor, and the marginalised in need of loving community). 

7) Considerations of human freedom come fairly low down on the list.   Human freedom is 
for love and justice and from unjust compulsion and restraint.   Some limits on freedom 
are permissible and even desirable so that we can love as God loves us and serve those 
who need us.   Freedom is not the foundational moral principle—rather it is derived from 
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our status as creatures with dignity made in the image of God for a fellowship of love.   In 
other words, we are free from constraint not to be able to do whatever we want to do 
whenever we want to do it, but so that we may be free to love and serve others unhindered. 

8) There is a further principle in the moral tradition of preference for the vulnerable.  Once 
again Archbishop William Temple articulates this as the exercise of freedom that is 
responsive to the vulnerability of others, and it is therefore often necessary to prefer the 
advantage of the neediest over one’s own gain or preference.   In this Temple follows the 
example of both Jesus and Saint Paul, who, among other things in this regard, said “take 
care that this liberty of yours does not somehow become a stumbling block to the weak.” 
(1 Cor. 8:9). 

9) We are always called to be in service to those in need.  Our rightful place in the human 
community, and our proper attentiveness to those in special need, should check our 
loyalties to friends and family. Inherent human dignity implies that persons should 
safeguard their own health, and love of neighbour suggests acting in ways that support 
the health of others—especially those who are vulnerable (the immune-compromised, 
children who cannot yet get vaccinated).   The responsibility to self and to others therefore 
need not be in conflict. 

10) Health is a precondition in human community, and without health it is difficult to exercise 
fellowship, freedom, or service.   Christians are expected to prioritise making choices to 
protect and promote the health of oneself and others rather than to promote freedom 
from constraints in the first instance—indeed the principles of love, service, and 
preference for the vulnerable require this particular way of acting freely for the common 
good. 

11) In the Christian moral tradition, we do good, because good is good to do.  And right and 
just.   In terms of the Gospel, the good of the other is always the “better” good for 
ourselves as well. 

 
Important Further Questions 

 
As we live into the next season and into our post-pandemic world, these are questions always 
to keep before us: 
 
In the light of these moral principles that are meant to undergird our Christian life 
 

- How do we formulate a new plan of action in response to COVID that considers the 
possible outcomes of our choices as individuals and communities of faith? 

- Are our choices and plans promoting the genuine flourishing of the whole community? 
- Are my choices in danger of harming others and myself? 
- Do I as an individual or do we as a community put the vulnerable at unnecessary or 

unreasonable risk?  
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Mutual Responsibility in the Body of Christ 
 
The Diocesan Re-Gathering Team and I have particular responsibilities in this situation. 
 
The Team is charged by us as a diocesan community to issue the protocols and guidelines that 
they believe conform both to the data that we are receiving from our public health officials and 
to our theological and moral tradition as a Church at any given point in time. 
 
As the bishop I have the responsibility to keep before us all the teaching of the Church and the 
moral tradition to which we have all assented by receiving baptism and to which we are all 
accountable, myself included. 
 
Each community must be engaged in the necessary discernment to ensure that each community 
is safe and conforming to the theological, moral, and pastoral principles of our tradition. 
 
We exercise these responsibilities not to limit agency, but to support agency that is consonant 
with the doctrine, discipline and worship of the Episcopal Church and our moral tradition, all of 
which have at their heart our human flourishing. 
 
Furthermore, the Team and I recognise that we are now living in a period when opinions are 
sharply divided, and when some aspects of behaviour will be hotly contested. The Team and I 
share the responsibility of giving to our congregations, schools, and special ministries the advice, 
counsel, and teaching that is crucial to navigating these very challenging times.   Both the Team 
and I have an obligation, conforming to the principles that I have already outlined, to support 
those clergy, school leaders, and others who may be pressured in the present circumstances to 
make decisions that they do not believe are in the best interests of the health and safety of their 
communities.  Our task is to support those communities (which in our view is, in fact, all of our 
communities) where there are vulnerable people and where the individual governing authorities 
in our congregations, schools, and special ministries have decided, even in the light of the new 
CDC guidelines, to maintain certain health safety practices for the sake of the good of all. 
 
The manner in which we re-establish our common life in community in-person will tell a great 
deal about the depth of our commitment to our Christian faith and to the Christian moral life.   
There is still no need to be rushing to judgements; the easing of the pandemic is considerable 
and encouraging, but the end of the pandemic is not yet. 
 
But seek the welfare of the city…and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find 
your welfare.   For surely I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for your welfare 
and not for harm, to give you a future with hope. (Jeremiah 29:7, 11)  
 
God of intimacy,  
you surround us with friends and family  
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to cherish and to challenge. 
May we so give and receive caring  
in the details of our lives  
that we also remain faithful  
to your greater demands,  
through Jesus Christ.   Amen. 

     (Janet Morley) 
 

In accordance with the Canons, I direct that this Pastoral Letter be made available as soon as 
possible to all members of our congregations, schools, and special ministries either by hard copy 
or electronic means, as may be most convenient in reaching the largest number of the faithful. 

 
With love and prayers, 
 
+Peter 
 


