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When Zion Lutheran Church in Oelwein,
Iowa, again closed its sanctuary to in-person
services, few members questioned the move:
COVID-19 cases in rural northeast Iowa’s
Fayette County have nearly quadrupled in a
month.

Their acceptance was in sharp contrast to the
reaction in March, when Iowa Gov. Kim Rey-
nolds temporarily shut down in-person reli-

gious services across the state during the coro-
navirus’ initial spread.

At that point, Fayette County had few coro-
navirus cases, said Zion Pastor Josh Schunk,
and “people thought it wasn’t that big of a deal”
– possibly like getting a cold. Other rural areas,
too, largely escaped widespread outbreaks early
in the pandemic, except in some towns with
meatpacking plants, where the disease spread
among workers on crowded processing lines.

But today, the congregation has 14 members
who have tested positive for COVID-19, although
they weren’t exposed at church, Schunk said.

“Now people understand these numbers are

big and scary. And we need to be careful,” he
said, adding, “I don’t have a day that goes by
when I don’t get a call from somebody saying
they have COVID.”

Almost everyone now knows someone with
the virus, and “it changes their perspective,”
said Schunk, who has taken to offering online
services and a parking-lot service through a
low-powered FM station so congregants can re-
main in their cars.

When Iowa Gov. Kim Reynolds recently an-
nounced new coronavirus restrictions for 
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‘WE’RE NOT MEANT TO
BE ALONE LIKE THIS’
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More rural parishioners accepting virus restrictions but isolation frustrates many
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LIVING

In troubling seasons like this, when we’re uncertain
of what may be carried in the air we breathe, there is
something healthier in the icy-blue breezes circling
the mountains. Rejuvenation, inspiration, the call of
the wild. Poetry can be inhaled and exhaled, too. It lifts
the heart and fires the mind to read, write or recite po-
ems. I was feeling that sense when I wrote this poem a
few years ago:

“I hear the bells of Nature’s church; So, on my cap,
and off to search;

A lightened pack of curiosity, joy; Not felt so strong
since but a boy;

I bend to grasp my walking-stick; And saunter deep
to forest thick;

One eye a telescope to scan the distant ways; One

eye a microscope the ants, beetles afoot amaze;
And now a choir draws my ear; Just past the peace-

ful grazing deer;
Anthem familiar, hymn pure and sweet; I quicken

steps with lighter feet;
The wooden door swings wide to show; A stream

and falls in full-singing flow;
I sit to listen on a boulder pew; With a smile of

knowing I’m of the chosen few;
A voice beyond the cascade rises; Calls to higher al-

tars—spiritual surprises;
I leap the stones with expectation; Senses alive to

wild exhortation;
The woods grew darker, the way unclear; Though

feeling lost, I lost all fear;
When near, above me the sermon came; Upon a pul-

pit a tongue untame;
The wisdom spoken, the courage pronounced; A

truth unbroken, good news announced;
With words unhuman, no words indeed; The sound

sufficient, a heart to lead;
The preacher ascended in feathery robe; And left

me stunned with meaning to probe;

For the owl herself had only said; What I already
knew, What I’d already read;

The scriptures and sermons, the choirs and prayer;
Are all open to everyone anytime there;

There in the wild inspiring places; The congregants
greet you with furry, feathery faces;

Your fellow parishioners shuffle, scurry, slither and
fly; Teach like the trees, the mountains, the sky;

And if you are listening and open each day; You
might hear the bells, as they gladly, out there, call
away.”

I wrote these lines on a bright Sunday morning, af-
ter a silent saunter in the forest. Sitting on a mossy
boulder by a cool, calm stream, my only companions
were wild creatures, both seen and unseen. While
those moments can sometimes elicit a chilly feeling of
aloneness, if we’re attentive we know we’re never
alone or disconnected from warm relationships with
other living things. These times can offer a more natu-
ral congregation, a celebration, a “service” of Life and
living.

Breathing and belonging in the sanctuary of nature

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See NATURE, Page 2D
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Iowans, including broad mask-wearing requirements
and restrictions on the size of gatherings, she excluded
religious activities.

But with the number of coronavirus cases explod-
ing across Iowa, especially in rural areas, many
churches have voluntarily ramped up restrictions.
They range from mandating that people wear masks to
no longer allowing singing during services to moving
services online.

From the Missouri to the Mississippi rivers, rural
Iowa churches are canceling Lenten suppers and
Christmas concerts and pageants. Others will require
reservations for popular holiday services or add more,
but smaller, services to ensure parishioners can safely
maintain social distance.

Pastors say restricted access to services and other
church activities has been especially hard for rural pa-
rishioners. Among the small towns and farmlands that
make up so much of Iowa, churches are for many peo-
ple the cornerstone of not only their spiritual life but
also their social life. Nearly half of rural Midwesterners
say they attend services regularly, data from the Gal-
lup polling firm show. 

Schunk said the pandemic has isolated parishion-
ers.

“We’ve made the lonely even lonelier,” said Schunk,
whose pastoral assistant each week calls elderly and
disabled parishioners who are unable to leave home.

“You want to reach out and hug them and you can’t,”
he said, adding that he’s been able to conduct nursing
home services only twice since March. “We’re called to
work with people, and we can’t.”

Nowhere is safe

In Perry, the Rev. Luis Mejia said that even with only
40% of the congregation back inside St. Patrick’s
Catholic Church, he’s added a weekend service so fam-
ilies have enough space to maintain social distance.
He’ll add masses for highly attended Christmas ser-
vices as well.

“Most people wear their masks,” he said. “They un-
derstand we’re in the middle of a pandemic.”

The changes are concrete evidence of a now-ines-
capable reality: Nowhere is safe from the pandemic. 

“Rural areas are where we’re seeing the biggest
surge,” based on the proportion of the population test-
ing positive, said Nicole Novak, an assistant research
scientist at the University of Iowa College of Public
Health.

Eighty percent of Iowa’s rural counties exceed
what’s considered a high prevalence of COVID-19, the
disease caused by the coronavirus, Novak said.
“That’s concerning because the rate of increase is still
accelerating,” she said.

Iowa’s rural population is more at risk of serious ill-
ness from the coronavirus than people in cities, given
the greater percentage of elderly residents, people
with chronic health conditions, such as heart disease
and diabetes, and a greater proportion of population

without health insurance, said David Peters, an Iowa
State University associate professor of rural sociology.

With COVID cases climbing across the state, Bishop
William Joensen last week told about 130,000 Catholic
parishioners across 23 counties in the Des Moines dio-
cese they must wear masks when they attend mass
and other church-related activities.

Joensen said priests in the diocese’s 80 parishes
will appeal to parishioners’ “better angels,” encourag-
ing compliance through a message of charity for oth-
ers. “Wearing a mask shows our love for others by pro-
tecting them,” the diocese says on its website.

“Some people see it as an infringement on their own
personal prerogative,” Joensen said. “We try to depol-
iticize it. But for some, it’s part of the equation.”

Some denominations leave it to local congregations
and pastors to decide how best to respond to the coro-
navirus.

“We’ve balanced what is permissible and what is
wise, even though we technically don’t have any legal
restrictions,” said the Rev. Paul Schulz, who leads Trin-
ity Lutheran Church, a Missouri synod church in west-
ern Iowa.

“That doesn’t mean we should use that freedom,”
said Schulz, whose congregation is encouraged to
wear masks during services.

Like Schunk in Oelwein, he also broadcasts the ser-
vice through a low-powered FM station for parishion-
ers who stay in their cars in the parking lot to listen.

“We’re hearing from more and more congregations
that they’re going to all virtual or parking lot church or
one of the many creative variations. But they’re mostly
suspending in-person worship,” said the Rev. Mark
Anderson, an assistant to the Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America’s acting bishop for the Northeast-
ern Iowa Synod.

“It’s just not that safe,” said Anderson, adding that
the church he attends in Waverly has remained virtual
since March, sending wine – actually grape juice – and
wafers for communion to parishioners through the
mail.

The need to stream services online has pushed
churches to invest in new technology and has broad-
ened who participates in services, Anderson said.
Some pastors offer podcasts and daily devotions on-

line.
“In some ways, this plague has propelled church

into the 21st century,” he said.
“When we look at the analytics, we see that more

people are attending, and they’re from all over” the
country and world, Anderson said. “You can go to
church almost anywhere.”

Sad and frustrated

The Davenport and Sioux City dioceses began re-
quiring masks in June, when churches started reopen-
ing. And Dubuque Archbishop Michael Jackels
preaches strongly about the need to wear a mask, said
Deacon John Robbins. Parishioners “haven’t been left
guessing about what the archbishop is asking,” Rob-
bins said.

The Very Rev. Mark Stoll, who leads Catholic
churches in Cherokee and Holstein, said some parish-
ioners oppose the requirement and have told him they
won’t come back to the church “until the mask man-
date is lifted.”

Otherwise, parishioners coming into the church
have been accepting, said Stoll, who’s part of a state-
wide task force that helps assess the Catholic church’s
response to the coronavirus. “We have face masks at
the door in case people have forgotten,” he said.

Schunk said a couple of members of his congrega-
tion have left the church over mask requirements.
“We’ve just had to say, ‘God bless you.’ We’re still going
to require masks.”

But there are pockets of resistance. Because the vi-
rus took a while to reach rural places in Iowa and else-
where, Peters said, people might have become skepti-
cal about the coronavirus’ impact, making them dis-
count guidance about social distancing or wearing
masks.

“People thought it had bypassed them,” he said.
A bitter presidential election also has politicized

wearing a mask, he said. President Donald Trump, de-
spite having had COVID-19 himself, has sent mixed
messages about the effectiveness of masks and
mocked President-elect Joe Biden for wearing one.

“It’s become the same thing as wearing a Biden or
Trump T-shirt,” he said. “That’s really unfortunate.”

But the bigger problem may be simply getting peo-
ple to resist letting down their guard when among fel-
low church members with whom they feel an under-
standable comfort and kinship.

Stoll said many members at his churches like to so-
cialize after services, a practice that’s now discour-
aged. “Parishioners struggle with that, especially our
older members,” Stoll said.

Anderson, an assistant to the acting Northeast Iowa
ELCA bishop, agreed. 

“Most people are sad and some people are really
frustrated that we can’t come together,” he said.
“That’s certainly true when you talk about Sunday
morning. But when you add in weddings, funerals and
baptisms, it’s really hard on people.”

“God created us to be part of communities and fam-
ilies,” Anderson said. “We’re not meant to be alone like
this. I think all of Iowa will rejoice (when) we can again
have a potluck.”

Virus 
Continued from Page 1D

The Rev. Luis Mejia gives the homily while leading
Mass, in a mask, on Sunday at St. Patrick's Catholic
Church in Perry, Iowa. KELSEY KREMER/THE REGISTER

The Apostle John wrote his account of Jesus’ minis-
try most likely at the end of the first century about 70
years after Jesus’ resurrection. He was an eyewitness
to Jesus’ salvation story from manger to ascension.
John writes deep theology in simple terms repeating
over and over the theme that Jesus has always existed,
he is the Son of God, fully God and fully man.

So, as John writes, he very often uses the title for
Jesus, “Son of God,” and begins his account, “In the
beginning was the Word.” The word “Word” is capital-
ized as a proper noun and meaning Jesus Christ. So,
John starts out proclaiming Jesus as one person of the
Trinity, a person along with God and the Holy Spirit,
who has always existed.

I invite you to read John 1, especially the verses
quoted here. “The Word was first, the Word present to
God, God present to the Word. The Word was God, in
readiness for God from day one. Everything was cre-
ated through him; nothing – not one thing! – came into
being without him. The Word became flesh and blood,
and moved into the neighborhood. We saw the glory
with our own eyes, the one-of-a-kind glory, like Father,
like Son, Generous inside and out, true from start to
finish.” (The Message v.1-3, 14)

John is saying, “In the beginning was Jesus, and Je-
sus was with God, and Jesus was God.” This should

remind us of the first words of Genesis as the creation
was being described. “In the beginning God created
the heavens and the earth.” John says that Jesus was
there with God, and furthermore, that Jesus, as one
person of the Trinity, was the Creator, not merely a hu-
man creation that was born many years later in Bethle-
hem. Not just part of the creation, but the Creator Him-
self. “All things were made through Him (Jesus), and
without Jesus nothing was made that was made.”
Then John talks about how Jesus, as Creator, was the
light of the world, how the light shone into the dark-
ness and overpowered it. And God said in Genesis,
“Let there be light.” And there was light! We can see
how John makes a connection here to Jesus in the New
Testament as He walked the earth as the spiritual light
that shines into the darkness of sinful lives and the
darkness cannot overcome it. (John 8:12)

In verse 14, John expresses the theme of his Gospel.
“The Word became flesh and dwelled among us.” Other
words, Jesus left his throne in heaven, was born as one
of us, and lived as we live. Mary was visited by the Ho-
ly Spirit and Jesus was born fully human and fully God.
The miraculous conception and the victorious resur-
rection of Jesus was the sovereign plan of God to re-
deem lost souls and restore his people into a loving
eternal relationship with him. That was God’s plan, his
only plan. And Jesus was the central figure, the main
character in the plan. Without the obedient person of
Jesus there would have been no birth to celebrate, no
living example for our Christian walk, and no personal
relationship made possible by the crucifixion and res-
urrection. We would have lived and died without the
personal witness of the Holy Spirit and the daily joy
and assurance that we are indeed children of God.

Soren Kierkegaard, the Danish philosopher, once
tried to explain the incarnation of God in Christ by tell-
ing a simple story. “A very rich and powerful king de-
sired a wife to replace the emptiness in his palace and
life. One day the king saw a beautiful peasant girl in
one of his trips through his kingdom. She quickly won
his heart with her beauty and he knew he must have
her as his wife, the queen. The king wondered how he
might win her heart. He knew that if he decreed that
she must become his wife, he would never know if she
loved him willingly. The king also knew that if he
dressed in all his fine robes, wore his crown, and
showed her his diamond and riches, the girl might be
swept off her feet and become his bride. But the king
would never know if she loved him or loved his riches
and power. Then he decided that he would exchange
his royal robes for peasant clothes; he would go to the
girl’s village and live there as one of them. He would
work and suffer with the people and become one of
them. This he did. And he won his wife.”

And so did God devise a plan of how he would de-
feat sin and win back humankind. God in Christ be-
came one of us. He took upon himself flesh to live
among us. Paul says, “God was in Christ, reconciling
the world to Himself.” It all happened there “in the be-
ginning”. “In the beginning was Jesus and he was with
God and the Holy Spirit as Creator. God devised a plan
with Jesus as the main character. Jesus, as a willing
and obedient servant, said ‘Yes, I will go.’”

This is Advent!
This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-

nell, assistant pastor of Long’s Chapel United Method-
ist Church in Lake Junaluska. Reach him at 828-456-
3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com. 

In the beginning there was Jesus
Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

The images in the poem caused a familiar feeling to
well up within, reminding me of all the years of Sun-
days I gave to the church. I’ve been asked what I miss
from my former life of faith. The poem is my way of
responding, with “a smile of knowing I’m of the chosen
few.” The pews, hymns, altars are the natural setting
for “the word,” delivered by a preacher “in feathery
robe.” The sermon is unexpected yet strangely famil-
iar. “A truth unbroken, good news announced, With
words unhuman, no words indeed.” Millions of words
over thousands of years, hundreds of scriptures,
countless sermons, prayers and services, forever fling-

ing word after word into the calm or chaotic streams.
All the while avoiding the word of truth we most need
to hear: Silence. The owl and other “fellow parishion-
ers” join the trees, mountains, sky, to teach what we
humans seem so resistant to listen to, to learn. 

We have no excuse and it’s never too late to hear the
bells, awaken and enter those wild places “open to ev-
eryone anytime there.” No locked doors, no protected
place of imposed sacredness, no space to praise and
please something or someone greater than Nature. 

“If you are listening,” I wrote, “You might hear the
bells” and they are out there, calling us out, and away—
away from the unnatural, human-centered sanctuar-
ies and services that tend to draw us away from the
world rather than to the world. This is why we need
artists-poets and painters, sculptors and potters. We
have to have teachers and writers, naturalists and ac-

tivists who create fresh ways to engage our world, not
escape it, or fill it with needless noise and wasted
words. 

Carl Sandburg wrote: “The breathing of the earth,
may be heard along with the music of the sea, in their
joined belongings.” (“The People, Yes” 92). That is
what poetry is for and what religion may have been for,
once. Joined belongings … not membership, nor tribal-
ism-not religion at all. The breathing and music of be-
longing. The poet within us knows this is true.

Chris Highland served as a Protestant minister and
interfaith chaplain for many years. He is a teacher,
writer, freethinker and humanist celebrant. Chris and
his wife Carol, a Presbyterian minister, live in Ashe-
ville. His latest books are “A Freethinker’s Gospel” and
“Broken Bridges.” Learn more at chighland.com.
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