Interview article with Catherine Montgomery, Christ Church, Ponte Vedra


Q. If you can recall, how did CCPV decide to switch from in-house to online worship services, e.g. starting in March?  

Catherine: Our rector, Fr. Thomas Reeder, assembled a COVID-19 task force made up of parishioners with medical and scientific expertise.  In consultation with this group, as well as with church authorities and after time spent in prayer, Fr. Tom cancelled in-person services on March 15th, and we began livestreaming services to YouTube immediately.  

In addition to online worship, on Pentecost we added an in-person event called Walk In Love, which continued weekly until August 23.  This was a prayer-station style event which parishioners could move through in about 10-15 minutes, including a Collect, Gospel reading, the Lord’s Prayer, no-touch communion (wafer only), blessing and dismissal, and music (several singers on a balcony). This event was outdoors at first, later moving into a long open hallway when it was safe to do so.  Masks were required in both venues. Our hope was that parishioners would also engage in online worship for the full experience. 
 
Q. During the period of on-line worship services only, what happened to Christian formation? Especially with children’s formation? 

Formation opportunities moved online via Zoom.  Children’s formation focused on the lectionary, but importantly included liturgical and mindfulness elements, to help children worship in the absence of in-person gatherings and process the stress that accompanied an abrupt change in their lives.  For example, every session included a candle lighting, breath prayer, chime with a few moments of silence, Prayers of the People, wondering questions about the Gospel passage (in the style of Godly Play), and a special blessing (inviting siblings who participated to lay hands on one another).  

When we made the decision to cancel VBS, online Sunday School transitioned into a weekly version of our VBS curriculum, Love First (which I developed last year with the permission of author Colette Potts, based on her book of the same name). 

 Love First at Home began on May 3rd, presenting stories chosen carefully to focus on love of self, neighbor, and God, and incorporating a Lectio Divina style reading, which prompted children to look for God’s love in the story and in their own lives.  

In addition, we recorded and shared videos of Godly Play stories weekly. 

During Holy Week, our interactive Agape Meal and Foot washing for Families and Good Friday Interactive Stations of the Cross were both adapted to online formats.  For the Agape Meal, families gathered via Zoom (with their own meal and foot washing supplies).  The stations for children was prerecorded and shared on YouTube.  For a period of time, I also provided a very brief, child friendly service of Evening Prayer on Facebook Live for families on Wednesday evenings.  
 
Q. Pre-lock down how many classes did you run for children on a Sunday or during the week? What was attendance like? 

Catherine: We had seven classrooms for children, ranging from 40-70 children per Sunday.  
 
If you moved to on-line classes, how was the attendance? Online attendance started very strong, with about 30 children participating.  As families became weary of screen time (particularly as the burden of online schooling continued), online Sunday School attendance decreased sharply.  In a normal summer, we’d have 20-30 children in person.  Online, we averaged about 10.
 
Question: Did you have Vacation Bible School at CCPV this last summer? If so, did you have to be inventive? If in person, what safety protocols? 

Catherine: Our VBS has about 275 participants, including children and volunteers.  There was not a safe way to gather this many people, so it was cancelled. We feel very strongly about the Love First content, though, which is why we adapted it for online Sunday School (Love First at Home).  I was happy to share this program online for free as well, and several other churches also used it.  
 
Question: Is CCPV providing in-house services once again on Sunday and during the week? If so, what does that look like?  

Catherine: On August 30th, we gathered in person again for one outdoor service during which we blessed the new school year and presented bibles to our third graders (an annual tradition).  It was a beautiful, intergenerational “welcoming home.” Parishioners brought their own chairs and maintained social distance and many wore masks (which were strongly encouraged but not required outdoors).  

The following Sunday, we resumed in-person worship both indoors and outdoors.  Our two main services require reservations.  All indoor services are limited capacity with social distancing and masks required.  Our outdoor service is open to all, but is especially family-friendly.  Participants comes as they are and bring their own chairs.  The outdoor service is very brief – only about 30 minutes, which is ideal for families with small children.  Online services continue for those who would rather not gather in person.  Our Spanish language service and contemplative service have also resumed in-person with the same previously mentioned safety measures for indoor activities.  
 
Question: Have you re-started in house classes and activities for children in CCPV?  

Catherine: Over the summer, we occasionally offered “Godly Play in the Garden,” as part of our Walk in Love event.  A small number of families participated (just one or two each Sunday).  Together they’d hear the Godly Play story, participate in brief “wondering,” pray together, and proceed with the other stations.  We have not yet resumed other in-person children’s activities. With many families very concerned about the start of school (and many on our volunteer team who are also parents), we decided that resuming children’s formation should be very slow and careful.  It also seems that for many families, engaging children of all ages in online worship and other offerings has been challenging at best.  So our focus currently is providing options for families to worship together that are safe and enjoyable.  Parents and grandparents remain the primary Christian educators of their children, so our focus is on providing opportunities to nurture the faith of all ages, with a strong priority placed on communal worship that meets the needs of our parishioners and keeps them as safe as possible.   
 
Question: Is there anything else you might add about how the CCPV staff has responded constructively and imaginatively in these extraordinary times? 

Catherine: Our staff has shown tremendous commitment, creativity, and flexibility in finding new and imaginative ways to keep our parishioners connected to one another and to God.  We have become comfortable with experimenting and adapting as we discern what serves our community best, keeping the safety of our community as our top priority. Learning new ways to minister to one another has been challenging, but life-giving.  God continues to provide, and our hands must remain open to receive guidance and wisdom for each new day. 
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