


Life after Lockdown conference 
 

Over 200 people from URC churches in the Northerly  

Synods met virtually over Zoom to discuss  

Life after Lockdown in early June.  

 

Although the pandemic has caused grief,  

sadness and many difficulties, there was  

evidence that lockdown has also brought  

new opportunities, with positive outcomes.  

 

People from churches in URCs: 
 

• Mersey 

• North Western 

• Northern 

• Yorkshire 

• and the National Synod of Scotland  

felt that positive outcomes should be  

retained and built on as we move into a new 

normal. This report outlines the comments 

from that conference and ideas on how to 

move forward. 
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Pastoral Care 
 

A striking feature of the  

conference was that the pastoral 

care within churches, backed by 

strong communal prayer life, has 

been strong through lockdown.  

 

People have used: 

 

• Telephone 

• social media 

• posted material  

• and hand-delivered material 

to sustain the pastoral life of 

the church.  

This pastoral engagement has 

been intentional and imaginative. 

Despite sadness that we have 

not been in the same physical 

space, it was felt that pastoral 

care has been strengthened.   

In fact, lockdown has helped the church to focus on  

the marginalised, connecting with people who are  

usually beyond the reach of the church. And in  

lockdown some reflect the church itself has been  

marginalised. New community links have been 

formed – some with care homes and other  

community groups. In some places, the church  

community has played a significant part in the 

groundswell of volunteer spirit. Some report that 

moving online has opened up opportunities to invite 

non-church neighbours, family and friends to join in, 

and has opened new opportunities for faith  

conversations. Some feel more connected, and 

more diversely so, than we did in the past. 

This increased pastoral engagement has  

included people on the edge of church life. 

Those with disabilities, difficult work  

patterns, and families with young children, 

have all found benefit in online church. The 

church has suddenly become accessible 

to, and sometimes safer for, people who  

previously were, or felt, excluded by  

physical church. 

Church in Society 



Digital Literacy 
 

The church has had to learn very fast 

how to move its activities online.  

 

One person said, ‘The church has 

grown-up about 20 years in terms of 

its I.T. ability’.  

 

Many have found that it’s not as scary 

as they thought, and that technology is 

able to do more than they realised in 

terms of serving the mission and  

ministry of the church. 

 

The environmental benefits of  

travelling less are widely  

celebrated. Continuing to use online  

communication to cut our carbon  

footprint is seen as a priority by many. 

 

However, ‘going online’ could be more 

than worshiping digitally – it spans all 

aspects of social media and could 

even mean creating a virtual  

community. We need to keep learning 

from each other, not assume we are 

now experts and stop here. 

 

Increasing digital literacy among 

those who are starting from zero is 

a challenge that needs to be  

tackled. 

Online Worship 
 

Many people acknowledged the rich and diverse offer of online worship now  

available. Some church members may now worship in different ways, perhaps  

depending on taste, spirituality or technological competence. Some previously 

housebound church members are now worshipping alongside their fellow  

members for the first time in a long while. Platforms such as Zoom are open to 



people with a conventional telephone. In lockdown some 90 

or even 100+ year olds were joining in on tablets.  

 

Others said our move online has enabled young people to 

engage more deeply in matters of faith, and for families to 

worship together.  

 

In many places online worship is being shared between  

90 and even 100+ 

year olds were 

joining in on 

tablets 

There are many examples of 

where churches have supported 

each other. Within congregations, 

many churches have combined a 

move online with a commitment to 

offer printed material for those 

who can’t attend.  

 

Churches have experimented with 

virtual communion. In general 

many have found it to be as 

meaningful, if not more so, than 

celebrating in church.  

The business of the church 
 

Elders’ meetings are more succinct, communication is better, we are working 

smarter and using time better.  

 

The problem of evening meetings not being accessible has been resolved in an  

instant. Some report that they feel more connected with the wider structures of the 

church. Synod, for example, has become more visible and more relevant to local 

churches.  

 

Against a background of society in lockdown, the work/life balance for some has  

congregations, within and between denominations. Released from our commitment 

to a specific building, many are enjoying the meeting and worshipping with other 

Christians. In terms of inter-congregational relationships, we have shed generations 

of suspicion, and advanced decades in just a few months. We are thrilled to be part 

of something that is bigger than the local church. 

 

It is important to recognise – and resolve – the issue of a two-tier church, a ‘digital 

divide’.  



become less frantic and a better pace. 

Lockdown has created space to think 

and reflect.   

 

Among many ministers and elders 

there is a desire to explore how things 

could be different, to ask what has held 

us back all these past years?  

 

   There is talk of 

   ‘pressing the reset  

   button’ for the 

   church. We have  

   learned how 

   quickly we can  

   institute change 

   when the pressure 

                                 is on.   

 

Sensitivity is needed as some may 

long for a return to normal.  

 

Some are concerned that whilst we 

may have moved our worship online 

effectively, and implemented good  

pastoral care systems, other essential 

work such as discipleship development 

and evangelism have been less  

effectively transferred online. 

There is talk of 

‘pressing the 

reset button’ for 

the church 

The Church Building 
 

Is this an opportunity to think afresh about how we do use our buildings, and to be 

more intentional about using them for mission?  

 

Lockdown has generated an interesting conversation about what we can and 

should do outdoors, in public spaces. Many do not want to get stuck inside four 

walls again. 



The other side of the coin 
 

Although so much of the conversation at the conference was very hopeful and 

optimistic, there is also widespread recognition of the great anxiety in society at 

large. Experiences of exclusion and loneliness may have been exaggerated by 

lockdown. 

How can we collect views of others connected with your church? 

 

The general sense is that there should be no hurry to return to things as they were, 

and that we need time to reflect. We should not rush into things – back to the old, 

or forward to the new. The URC’s document, The New Normal is an excellent basis 

for discussion. 

 

As we hopefully include those from outside our  

normal church circles, we should be careful to  

engage with them on their own terms, not assume 

they want to be part of traditional church. We should 

be careful to listen to the views of those who find a 

‘new normal’ threatening.   

 

Some helpful questions could be: 

 

1. What have we lost that we need to regain? 

 

2.    What have we gained, and need to keep /  

       develop? 

 

3.    What have we lost and do not need to regain? 

 

4.    What have we gained but do not need to keep beyond lockdown? 

 

As we listen to those with whom we consult, we need to listen not just to views and 

solutions; we need also to hear the emotions, some of which will be of trauma, loss 

and grief. 

 



What new opportunities 

will there be? 

 

We have been out of our comfort zone, 

and many are not eager to climb back 

into it. There are issues facing us that we 

have been avoiding for years.   

 

Governance 

 

There is a willingness to embrace the 

question ‘what do we no longer need 

or want to do?’  We would love to be 

able to re-enter our buildings released 

from burdensome business that doesn’t 

really serve the mission of the church.  

 

Remembering that one person’s ‘red 

tape’ is another person’s ‘good  

practice’.  

 

The Church Online 

 

There is widespread agreement that, 

having learnt how to use it, the IT  

technology introduced during lockdown 

should play a part in the life of the 

church when we leave it. We should take 

on board the lessons of inclusivity 

learned through moving online. This may 

mean having a dual offer of worship in 

the future, which may create capacity  

issues. We need to plan for this. Life 

may well be messier after lockdown but 

still needs to be good. 

 

Some wonder if worship could be 

streamed to congregations from a single 

point, although many questions need to 

be asked – and answered – first.  

 

We have learnt that what works ‘from the  

pulpit’ needs to be done differently in 

front of a laptop camera. Some of the 

fresh creativity released through  

worshipping online can help us  

re-think worship more generally, but 

some will be specific to the medium.   

 

There are big, and technical, issues 

about how we are able to get more 

people online. In the rush to embrace 

online opportunities, we should not 

pressure, or ignore the needs of, 

those who are anxious about using 

technology.  

 

Where we are encouraging people 

into the online world we should do so 

gently and patiently. 



The Physical Church 

 

Some find it harder than others to  

envisage ‘church’ without the  

physicality of meeting together – ‘a 

place of hugs’.  

 

Most churches will surely go back into 

  their building and this 

  is a great opportunity 

  for many to ‘Reset’  

  relationship with the  

  people who use our 

  building, and to  

  embrace a  

  partnership model of 

community engagement.  

 

The Church in Community 

 

Many churches will host services of  

remembrance and thanksgiving delayed 

during lockdown. There is a strong  

desire to be a place of support, and a 

safe place for grief, within the life of our 

communities.  

 

We may find that the communities we 

serve will have been changed by  

lockdown. Some groups may have  

folded, others may have started.  

 

We need to discover how our  

community has changed. Social  

isolation will be as high as ever 

on the agenda, along with mental health.  

    

 

How will the    

church be  

part of this  

conversation? 

We are to be salt and 

light. This challenge 

remains unchanged even 

though the world has 

How will we engage with  

people outside the church? 

 

There are opportunities to offer space 

to the community for quiet and  

reflection, as well as taking faith into 

the public square. If we are wise, we 

will also listen to what the community 

can teach us about the world, and 

about ourselves. We must be careful 

not to offer what we cannot deliver.  



Conclusion 
 

One of the phrases that captured the mood 

of the conference most was, ‘Lockdown is 

not Sabbath to rest, but Jubilee to reset’.  

There is a realisation that there is no going 
back – change has already happened and 
we have been shaken out of our comfort 
zones. Even where we are uncertain how 
to move forward, the desire to do so is 
there, along with an abiding faith in God. 

 

Questions 

 

‘Community’ is not just local. There are  

opportunities to offer online worship and 

pastoral support to different groups with 

particular needs or interests, which chal-

lenges our usual way of ‘one size fits all’.  

 

What would this mean for our  

congregational view of ‘church’? 

 

Some have experimented with Messy 

Church online. How might online Messy 

Church sit alongside ‘normal’ Messy 

Church?’  

 

If pastorally engaged with those within and 

outside the church fellowship during  

lockdown, how do we make sure we don’t 

lose that? 

 

Sharing of food is important in building 

community, if this remains difficult  

what alternatives do we have? 

 

Should engaging with whole families rather 

than work done in age groups be  

continued? 

 

‘Lockdown is not 

Sabbath to rest, but 

Jubilee to reset’ 

To what extent have the  

opportunities of lockdown been 

down to people having more time, 

and being a ‘captive audience’?  

Will we lose this when people’s  

diaries become full once again?   

Will people be less prepared to fit 

their lives around the demands of 

church life? 



Practical ideas 
 

A ‘Local Heroes’ event to  

celebrate what has happened in 

your community. 

 

Collect old unwanted devices for 

those not yet online (with  

technical support!) 

 

Organise a prayer tree in a  

public space like a shopping  

centre. 

 

Offering online school  

assemblies to your local schools. 

 

Decorate outside the church and 

grounds to make it look open – 

flowers, banners, messages, 

lights etc.  Tip – you could  

involve the community. 

 

Become an Eco Church. 

 

Install a ‘Happy to Chat’ bench in 

your community. 

 

Could the Northerly Synod 
Church Twinning initiative be 
adapted to enable churches to 
support each other in online 
presence? 

Some elders kept deckchairs in their car 
boot to sit on people's drives to maintain 
social distance whilst pastoral visiting. 

URC Northerly Synods is made up of the following URC Synods: Mersey, North Western, 

Northern, Yorkshire, and the National Synod of Scotland.  

If you would like any more information please contact Mel Campbell on: 

0191 232 1168/07716 637 585  

or email melanie.campbell@urc-northernsynod.org 
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