
 Returning to St. John’s: The Story 
 
 
The intention of this story is to provide a sense of how St John’s might look and feel to 
someone returning to church. The measures described in the story are the measures that will 
be in place. The experience is imaginary. 
 
Before 
 
I was really pleased when I saw the email saying that we would be back in Church on Sunday 
for worship. I’ve really missed it and so I replied straight away saying I would be there and 
booking a seat. I did that on email but I could have used the phone. I know some people get 
their pewsheets in the post.  
 
It was when I got the reply that I began to think about it. There was an attachment about 
expectations – what to expect from St John’s and what they are expecting of us. It made me 
realise that this would be quite different. I read the attachment carefully. It was very clear 
about what to expect and I also followed some of the links to the C of E and Government 
advice. I watched the video the Vicar had put on the website. 
 
Try as I might I’m often one of those people that arrive at Church during the first hymn. I’m 
not alone in that, there’s often a last-minute rush. The email attachment said the doors will 
open at 09.45 with no admission after 10. I realise that being late makes things tricky but 
that seemed a bit harsh. I decided to be on time, set the alarm! 
 
During 
 
I’m pleased with myself. I got there just before 09.45. There were quite a few of us waiting 
but it was a nice day and there were clear signs about where and how to queue. Everyone 
kept 2 metres apart. There were seats outside for those who could not stand and wait. 
 
It was very organised. Individuals, or households, were invited forward one at a time. There 
was a steward on the outer door in a Hi-Viz jacket, visor and gloves. That was a bit of a 
shock. She checked that I was on the list an explained that the Government had asked for 
names of people attending to be kept for a short period in case there was an outbreak. I was 
asked to wait until the foyer was empty so we could all keep our distance.  
 
Unfortunately, the person behind me hadn’t booked and wasn’t happy when they were told 
they couldn’t come in. The Steward explained that the Church could only accommodate a 
limited number of people safely. The normal congregation was 60-70 so booking was 
necessary. I didn’t hear the end of the conversation and I didn’t see them in Church.  
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There was hand sanitiser which we were required to use and pew sheets to pick up if you 
needed one. I had downloaded the order of service onto my phone. I had a mask. I knew 
they were optional but a Doctor-friend had told me masks were a good idea in shops and 
enclosed spaces. I’ve noticed that people are more inclined to keep their distance when I’m 
wearing it, so that makes me feel safer.  I also wore gloves – people probably thought I was 
being over-cautious. It does make using the phone for the service tricky. Face recognition 
doesn’t work with a mask! 
 
The steward on the inner door pointed me in the direction of the steward in the church, 
when they were ready for me. They directed me to my seat. Of course, there was no one 
else near me and some seats were labelled ‘do not use’. I was asked not to move from my 
seat, except in an emergency, and to call the nearest Steward if I needed anything. I read 
the pew sheet which explained how the service would run. No processing or singing and no 
collection. You could give online but I had finally got around to setting up a standing order. 
 
It was a bit disorientating at first because the layout was quite different. I looked around 
and spotted the camera facing the altar for the live-streaming. It was great to see familiar 
faces. I have missed people. There were some I was surprised to see. I know their health 
isn’t great and I thought ‘If I were you, I’d have stayed at home’, but we all make our own 
decision about these things I suppose. Nobody moved about. You couldn’t speak to others 
easily, but it’s supposed to be quiet before the service. There was some waving and smiling 
– with the eyes at least! The organ was playing quietly which was calming. All the doors 
were kept open so there was plenty of fresh air.  
 
Normally, I don’t need the toilet at church but I was a bit nervous so I asked if I could use it.  
There were clear signs, paper towels and a pedal bin. There was disinfectant spray and 
wipes and I was happy to wipe things down as I left. 
 
James, the Vicar, entered on his own from the front. There was no incense, because it might 
make people cough, and it was a bit strange doing the responses from behind a mask! The 
service was much shorter than usual. James put on a visor and gloves to distribute 
communion. We were asked to stand up in our places if we wanted to receive, and to 
remain seated for a blessing. Taking communion is important to me and I thought it was 
done safely. 
 
At the end James left through the Vestry door at the front but said he would see us in the 
churchyard. We were asked to remain in our seats until we were directed to leave. The 
people at the back left first and, again, it was all very organised. We were asked to make 
sure we took everything with us and didn’t leave anything behind. The church is going to be 
locked up for the next 3 days.  
 
The stewards made sure that people didn’t gather around the front door but spread out 
around the churchyard. I wonder what will happen on a rainy day? I stayed and spoke to a 
few people I hadn’t seen for weeks – 2 metres apart of course. It was lovely to see them.  
 
In the churchyard I said to one of the stewards that it had all gone very smoothly and they 
knew what they were doing. He said that they had all been well trained. We talked about 
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how everyone had co-operated and how difficult it might have been if anyone had broken 
the rules. The nice weather had made a difference too. 
 
After 
 
I think I’m glad I went but it did make me realise it will be a long time before we get back to 
anything like normal. I hadn’t realised how important some parts of the service were – 
gathering around the altar to receive and sharing the peace. It’s not the same without that. I 
also realise that I had got quite used to the online services which had felt strange at first. If I 
hear things about the infection rate going up around here I think I might go back to the 
online service. I’m pleased services are still being streamed live. If things are OK, I’ll book to 
go again next week. 
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