
Chester-le-Street Methodist Circuit  

 
Email: ian.kent@methodist.org.uk    Ministers:   Rev Ian Kent 
website: www.clsmethodistcircuit.org.uk     Rev Dr. Liz Kent 
          Deacon Lina Watkin  

 
Dear friends,  
Grace and peace to you from our Lord Jesus Christ.  
I hope that this letter finds you safe and well physically, mentally and spiritually.  
 
It is now over two months since our country went into lockdown and the impact of the coronavirus 
changed all our lives beyond what we could have imagined.  
 
These past few months have given us many challenges. They have also given us some unexpected 
opportunities, and helped us to remember that the church can exist and even thrive outside of its 
buildings. Across the country there have been new people attending services, joining in with 
church activities, or turning to God in prayer, and this is something to celebrate. People have also 
been discovering a wealth of resources to help feed their faith – through written materials, books, 
online services, radio and tv programmes, or simply by having time to slow down and make space 
for God. I hope that you have found your own relationship with God deepening during this time, 
and that you have been able to find ways to worship even though we cannot worship together 
physically for the time being.  
 
As we begin to move out of the current stage of this pandemic there is much discussion about 
what will happen next. Understandably, people are asking when we will be able to meet together 
again in our buildings, and when we can resume the activities that have had to be suspended. 
Sadly, despite some talk of possible dates when churches could reopen their buildings, it seems 
likely that it might be many weeks, or even months, before that happens, (although we have seen 
our government make a number of sudden and unexpected decisions in recent days).  
 
When our buildings do begin to reopen we also need to recognize that things will be very 
different. It is clear that there will not suddenly be a Sunday when we shall open the doors and get 
back to what we used to be and used to do. It is highly likely that some restrictions will still be in 
place, and it is doubtful that we will all be able to return at the same time.  Those who are 
shielding, for example, and those with underlying health conditions may not be allowed to return 
straight away. Some who are allowed to gather may not feel safe doing so. This will mean that 
some of our stewards, preachers, and musicians might not be available for some time. Social 
distancing rules will mean that the capacity of our worship spaces will be drastically reduced. 
Singing may not be permitted, and if we are able to celebrate communion it will also look and feel 
very different to what we are used to. In order to follow the guidance and to ensure people are 
safe and cared for, we may only be able to gather fully once treatments and vaccines are in place, 
which could be well into next year.  
 
Our return to our buildings will therefore be gradual, and this will be the same across the country, 
and across different denominations. Some church buildings may be able to re-open quickly, but 
others will open later, and some may not re-open at all. Some churches will perhaps choose to 

     



meet in new ways which don’t require buildings at all, or will find that gathering in small numbers 
makes meeting in homes or coffee shops a more natural solution. If and when we do begin to 
reopen, there will be celebrations, but also reasons to lament, and we must find ways to properly 
acknowledge both.  

 
As we consider all these things, we must also reflect on the kind of church that we need to be in 
the present age. We cannot simply return to how things were, and even if we could, we must ask 
ourselves whether we should. Some of our ways of being church were no longer working, and 
hadn’t been working for some time, as our declining numbers illustrate only too clearly. We should 
not rush to return to customs and practices which were no longer fit for purpose, even before 
lockdown began.  
 
At the same time, we have learned to work in new ways. Our pastoral care, worship, fellowship 
and mission have all had to be re-thought and re-imagined. Many of us have had to acquire new 
skills, including using technology that was once unfamiliar or even frightening. Through social 
media we have connected with people we previously didn’t reach. We’ve had spiritual 
conversations with people we previously thought were not interested in talking about faith. We’ve 
seen more people inviting friends, neighbours and colleagues to church services than we ever did 
when we met in buildings. We’ve seen people who never set foot in our buildings coming out into 
the street to sing hymns and pray together, and doing it again week after week! We’ve seen 
people begin to re-assess the crazy, unhealthy way we have lived, with the relentless desire for 

‘stuff’, and the unsustainable destruction of our planet. Many people have begun to question the 
priorities and assumptions of our old way of life.   
 
This unexpected break from the life we had become accustomed to gives us a chance to make a 
fresh start as we move into a ‘new normal’. We have an opportunity, like never before, to  
re-imagine and re-shape the church if we take the time to ask some serious questions about our 
future:  
 How we can put living with and for God at the centre, closely followed by living with and for 
 others? How do we take into the future what is godly about the past and present? What 
 unfruitful things were encumbering us and what ungodly things were entangling us, and 
 how do we leave them behind? What have we learnt during lockdown that we want to build 

 into the ‘new normal’? 
 

Those are massive questions and I don’t pretend to know all the answers!  We want to begin 
exploring those questions together over the next few weeks in our worship, so that we can try to 
hear what God is saying to us. What is clear is that we cannot go back to how things were. We 
must wrestle with these questions, and in doing so, perhaps we can redeem some of the suffering 
of these past weeks, and God’s grace can bring something good from the evils of the coronavirus. 
 
The changes before us may be unsettling and even frightening. We shall leave behind some things 
which many of us were deeply attached to. Yet in all this, let us remember that our God is the God 
of Resurrection hope, and the God who brings new life, and let’s look forward with excitement to 
the great things he is going to do.  
 
Yours in Christ,  
 
Rev Ian Kent, Superintendent Minister.  


