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The Professor Trelawny of Worship:  
Recreating Worship after “Shelter at Home” 
 

Professor Trelawny is the divination teacher at Hogwarts in the Harry Potter series played 

by Emma Thompson in the movies. She was infamous for being “a fraud” as a prognosticator, 

with two major exceptions, but she covered it well. Her chief method for covering her short-

sightedness was to predict calamity or death, especially for our hero, Harry Potter. In writing 

this article, I feel a bit like Professor Trelawny. I must confess that my crystal ball is a little 

cloudy right now. That is why I talked to several of our pastors and leaders in our Region: 

Mark DeWett, Tim Griesbach, Eugene Downey, Kay Farley, Duncan Miller, and Brad Berglund. 

I also STOLE ideas and thoughts from Bill Wolfe, John Marshall, Andrew Daugherty, Cleveland 

Thompson, Anne Scalfaro, and Penny Marsh. So as we look into our crystal ball . . . 

For many pastors and churches, the weeks leading up to Easter were a time of great en-

ergy, creativity, and focus. Many were on a very steep learning curve moving from traditional 

worship to fully virtual worship. As Rev. Cleveland Thompson observed, “We already had an 

online presence, but we really had to upgrade what we were doing in the face of this situa-

tion.” Pastors scrambled, but they have done a remarkable job of connecting with their people 

and keeping the worship alive. 

Now that the initial phase is over, what will worship look like in the coming months and 

years? How will it change? What are the essentials that we will keep? What will we need to 

leave behind?  

Bill Wolfe (Author, Blogger, Interim pastor, FBC Simla and substitute 8th grade teacher) 

shared a story in his blog about his 8th grade students. On September 11, 2019, he was de-

scribing some of the ways that the world had changed since the 9/11 attacks. The students 

were amazed that there was a time when you could meet your family at the gate. In his blog, 

https://godiswithus.org/about-us/
https://www.amazon.com/Red-Hot-New-Life-Fleming-ebook/dp/B084Z5J1RT/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=W.+D.+Wolfe&qid=1588259263&sr=8-1
https://wordsfromww.com/2020/04/19/things-change-even-churches/
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he then pivots to the Coronavirus and he writes, “The coronavirus, likewise, is changing 

things and will change things. Despite our incredible reluctance to admit it; things will not 

return to what and how they were. Hopefully, faith communities will grasp that. Churches 

sometimes have a dif�icult time accepting that things change.” These changes are the things 

we are attempting to look into our “crystal balls” to see.  

The Dangerous Lies of False Prophets 

After the fall of Jerusalem, Jeremiah was battling with the false prophets of the age. They were 

promising, in the name of Yahweh, that the people would soon return from Babylon. Jeremiah 

called them out as false prophets and liars. They were prophets of self-delusion and false 

hope. I think we will face our own times of self-delusion and false hope (Jer. 27:16-22). 

 

Lie #1: The Big Return 

The �irst false prophet whispers in our ear that soon we will be ready to have a large celebra-

tion in which every pew is packed.  

When the nation and churches were �irst grappling with social distancing and the can-

cellation of worship, many of us believed that soon we would be able to return to worship in 

our sanctuaries. Easter might have to be celebrated at Pentecost (late May), but we would 

soon be back in our houses of worship. Now, we recognize that we will simply be living with 

restrictions for worship gatherings for some time to come. In his call with Colorado faith lead-

ers, Governor Polis sketched out the next two phases of the response to COVID-19. Beginning 

in May, a new phase of the response will begin that Gov. Polis calls, “Safer at Home.” Busi-

nesses will begin to reopen in limited ways. Of�ice workers will return in limited capacities 

and numbers. Those who are 70+ will be expected to shelter at home as they have done in 

https://www.cpr.org/2020/04/21/colorado-will-shift-from-stay-at-home-to-safe-at-home-heres-what-that-looks-like-as-the-state-slowly-reopens/
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April. As for faith communities, they will be allowed to gather in groups of ten or fewer. These 

guidelines will remain in place at least through the end of May and perhaps through June. The 

next phase will be called “Protect Your Neighbor.” This phase will further open up businesses 

and churches.  

We will not have an “Easter Sunday” any time soon. We will be allowed to gather in small 

groups. Even these will look differently with some of our people wanting to hug everyone in 

sight and others wearing masks and gloves in church.  

Lie #2: You Can Do It All 

The second false prophet whispers from their blog or podcast that we can do it all. We cannot. 

A solo pastor simply cannot create a dynamic online virtual worship experience and prepare 

worship for the small gathering when we are able to return. Brad Berglund (author, work-

shop leader, The Threshold, Illuminated Journeys, and worship guide) wisely points out that 

large churches, with specialized staff and elaborate technology, have the ability to produce 

this kind of high quality virtual worship. Smaller churches are simply limited by time, �inan-

cial resources, and technical skills.  

Anne Scalfaro (Calvary, Denver) observed early on in the age of COVID-19, that for the 

�irst time many pastors were coming to grips with the reality that they were not in control. 

This is a reality check for many pastors. Their congregations will be asking for quality virtual 

worship and a quick return to 2019.  

Pastors will need to have the courage to set appropriate boundaries for themselves and 

their churches. They will need to practice self-compassion for themselves when they cannot 

meet everyone’s expectations. More than that, they must be clear that God never asked them 

to do it all. Duncan Miller, (formerly interim at Pine Street) stated that as an outsider, what 

https://www.amazon.com/Reinventing-Sunday-Breakthrough-Transforming-Worship/dp/0817014144/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=reinventing+Sunday&qid=1588260777&sr=8-1
http://www.thethreshold.us/
http://illuminatedjourneys.com/
https://calvarydenver.org/about/leadership/staff#a
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he observes is that Zoom works better for small churches than streaming worship because it 

allows people to interact and be community. 

Lie #3: The Performance Model 

In the current context, pastors are able to watch various worship services that they have not 

been able to watch in the past. Pastors also realize that their church members can be watch-

ing other churches as well. This false prophet whispers in our ears that pastors must con-

stantly “prove their worth” or the church will cut their salary. Brad Berglund argues that this 

is one of the key driving forces in the performance model. At essence is not leading people 

into God’s presence, but proving our worth to the people who pay our salaries. Tim Griesbach 

(Crossroads ABC) points out, “It is a connecting people with a loving Jesus who can be trusted 

to satisfy our hearts and lead us in the way everlasting.” This is the measure of worship, not 

the quality of our performance.  

We could talk about other false prophets. The prophet who whispers that we can con-

tinue doing it like it was 1999 or 1959. The prophet who tempts us with bad theology. The 

prophet who encourages us to believe and promote wild conspiracy theories so that we can 

gain an increased following through creating a common “enemy.”  

The Challenges of Returning to Public Worship 

Lack of Information 

The �irst reality with which we must accept as we look forward to returning to worship is 

that we simply don’t have all the answers. It was only two or three weeks ago that medical 

https://crossroadsabc.com/pastors/#tim
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experts were downplaying the effectiveness of wearing masks in public. Now, we are being 

told that we should not be in proximity to other people without wearing a mask.  

A Hunger for Community 

Mark DeWett (Flagler Baptist) commented that the “Shelter at Home” phase has reminded us 

how much we truly need each other. Even the introverts in our congregations are hungering 

for something more than “virtual church.” That hunger for community might be disastrous 

as we return to worship and we forget to practice safe boundaries. 

A Vulnerable Population 

We know that many of our members, most of our members for some churches, are the most 

vulnerable to COVID-19. What is our responsibility for caring for the “least of these.” We are 

eager to return to worship, but we mush help those who are most vulnerable to be safe and 

healthy. Church leaders must wrestle with how to best protect the weak, care for the spiritu-

ally hungry, and live in respect to government authority. 

The Slow Return  

Even when we return, it will be slow. Churches will still be encouraged to engage their con-

gregation in best practices. We will sit further apart. We will gather in smaller groups. We 

will see people wear masks and gloves in worship. Some people will want to hug everyone, 

and others will not want to be touched. Kay Farley (Faith Community Baptist Church) de-

scribed the return of kids to school wearing masks and gloves. She said that she believes it 

will be similar for churches.  

https://www.facebook.com/flaglerbaptist/
https://fcbcdenver.org/pastors
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ABC-USA has produced A Conversation Guide to Reopening Your Church Building a set 

of guidelines/questions to help church leadership prepare for the return of congregations to 

public gatherings.  

Fear and Anxiety 

An underlying reality through the return to worship is the prevalence of fear and anxiety. 

Many of our people are struggling with, or even paralyzed by the fear and anxiety that per-

meates our world right now. John Marshall (City Park Church, Casper) pointed out that there 

is a difference between fear of a disease that lead us to safe practices and the phobias that to 

destructive anxiety and panic. It is the role of congregational leaders to help their people both 

resist the phobias and live safely to protect the least of these in our communities of faith.  

Even when state governments ease our restrictions, many of our people will be trapped 

by the anxiety of being in public. The fear that the virus will return. The images they have 

seen on TV (or in their families) will haunt their sleep. Pastors will be called on to provide 

extra care in this time.  

The Essence of Worship Doesn’t Change 

Tim Griesbach reminds us that the essence of worship does not change. Tim described wor-

ship the bowing of our hearts before someone or something. In America, before and during 

COVID-19, many bowed their hearts to many things in place of God. They bowed before the 

stock market, their jobs, their toys, their relationships. As the church seeks a way forward, he 

reminds us that true worship is centered in worshiping Jesus as our Lord. Worship, Christian 

worship, is in essence Christocentric.  

https://fbccasper.com/who-we-are
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Relevant and Authentic 

Penny Marsh, a new church planter in Ebbs�leet, UK, stated that the challenge of worship in 

this time is to be relevant and authentic. As people gather, whether online or in worship gath-

erings, the message must be relevant to their lives. Worship must speak hope into the lives 

of the people, whether gathered or dispersed. In the words of Douglas John Hall:  
As such, Gospel is always news!—and never just yesterday’s news. Moreover, it is 

always good news! But of course news is only good when it confronts or engages what-
ever it is in our lives that seems wrong, demeaning, fearful, enslaving, humiliating, de-
bilitating. To be “glad tidings of great joy” gospel must take on that in one’s life that 
keeps reducing one to fatalism, future-shock, sadness, or perhaps just to a quiet, un-
spoken sorrow that colors all we think and do. To be good news, gospel must confront 
and do battle with the bad news. 1 

As we move forward, our worship must engage the bad news through which we have just 

lived. As Andrew Daugherty (Pine Street Church, Boulder) said in his sermon on April 19, 

“We are not called just to endure or escape this time of pandemic. We are called to interpret 

what it means.” This interpretation requires deep, thoughtful, and hopeful response to the 

despair and anxiety many in our world are feeling.  

Participatory and Community Building 

Brad Berglund related the story of how Søren Kierkegaard enjoyed going to the theater on 

Friday evening and his local church on Sunday morning. In writing about these two loves, 

Kierkegaard that often the church tried to like the theater in which the congregation was the 

audience. Kierkegaard argued that God was the audience, the people of the church are the 

actors, and the worship leaders are responsible for engaging the congregation in acts of wor-

ship, not observe the acts of worship of the priests and musicians. Bergland stated that this 

 
1 Hall, Waiting on Gospel, p. 7 

https://www.seba-baptist.org.uk/pennymarsh.htm
http://www.pinestreetchurch.net/meet-the-staff.html
https://youtu.be/PTjU4adbrKU
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is very different than many of virtual worship services. Too often, he says, pastors see the 

people sitting in their homes as the audience who simply watch the performance of the wor-

ship leaders. Berglund argued that as we move forward, it is essential that the church re-

engage individuals and families as participants or actors in the service of worship.  

Berglund believes that as more churches are presenting their services through Facebook 

Live and YouTube, people who are not engaged, who are not invited to participate, will simply 

tune out and click on the next link or video. Mark DeWett fears that virtual church from a 

small rural church cannot compete with a professionally generated worship service of a tel-

evision preacher who seems to pull off �lawless worship services that do not re�lect the messy 

reality of local worship. Duncan Miller (formerly the interim at Pine Street Church, Boulder) 

argues that Zoom type platforms allow the congregation to be more engaged in the virtual 

worship service.  

Berglund believes that churches and pastors will be expected to do both/and worship 

for some time. They will return to “live worship” as soon as possible, but that there will still 

be a need for virtual church. He argues that pastors must focus on developing participatory-

virtual worship lest they fall into the trap of performance worship. Berglund stated, “Small 

churches and solo pastors cannot compete in a performance world. They need to think crea-

tively about how to engage participants in the worship service.” Berglund suggested that pas-

tors and churches need to help virtual worshippers create sacred spaces and times in their 

homes as they engage in worship. Facebook or YouTube must be fundamentally different 

than watching cat or instructional videos. He suggested that pastors provide guidance for 

how people can prepare mentally and spiritually before they ever log into the service. He also 

suggested that simple acts can help the heart and mind focus for worship. This might be as 

simple as the practice of lighting a candle to symbolize the presence of Christ, removing shoes 

to symbolize the entrance into holy ground, or having a place in the home set aside (at least 

for this time) as a place of worship. 
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Kay Farley also emphasizes the need to participate in worship in the home, not just 

“watch it.” She challenges her church to �ind ways to engage families in worship. She argued 

that too often people have so many meetings online right now, that they need to intentionally 

reconnect with the people in their own homes for worship. Pastors can think about ways that 

the family can pause the worship time and engage one another, or engage after the message.  

Mark DeWett writes, “I have challenged the Flagler church to use this time of isolation to 

deepen their faith through greater prayer, study, and examination of our faith and spiritual 

growth, and particularly to think through how isolation affects spiritual community.  We 

Americans are too easily enamored with lone eagle, rugged individualism, which stands in 

sharp contrast to the community life of the New Testament epistles.” 

Conclusion 

Finally, worship in this time during and after “Shelter at Home” will help shape who and what 

our churches will be in the future. Will we be determined to go backwards, or will we trust 

that God can lead us even in the wilderness of a pandemic? Will we try to reassert our control, 

or will we surrender to our powerlessness? Will we continue to look for new ways of con-

necting in an an age of disconnection, or will we go back to an easier day of Sunday morning 

worship? Will we constantly ask if our worships authentic, relevant, and participatory, or will 

we get sucked into the trap of performance worship?  

Worship also shapes the people of God. Through great worship, people are moved from 

a people wandering in the wilderness to become the true people of God. Great worship trans-

forms us in ways that lead us to live our the faith we profess through loving our neighbors, 

caring for others in the congregation, and serving along side people as the hands and feet of 

Jesus.  


	The Professor Trelawny of Worship:
	Recreating Worship after “Shelter at Home”
	The Dangerous Lies of False Prophets
	Lie #1: The Big Return
	Lie #2: You Can Do It All
	Lie #3: The Performance Model

	The Challenges of Returning to Public Worship
	Lack of Information
	A Hunger for Community
	A Vulnerable Population
	The Slow Return
	Fear and Anxiety

	The Essence of Worship Doesn’t Change
	Relevant and Authentic
	Participatory and Community Building

	Conclusion


