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November 18, 2020 

 

Re:  ELC Etna- Pastor JJ is Covid-19 Positive 
 
Dear Emmanuel, 
 

This is a bit of a long read but as you may have noticed from the subject line, it is slightly 
important.  

 
I hope you are having a good week and are holding up well in this wilderness time during 

the Covid-19 pandemic. You may have heard already through the grapevine that I am in 

isolation having tested positive for Covid-19 this past Monday evening, November 16, 2020. My 
apologies if the grapevine got to you first but my priority was notifying first my family, then 

those I was in-person with during my three day asymptomatic spread period, then those that 
needed information from me immediately, then council President Tom Hough, then the council, 
and now the whole congregation. I had expected to get this letter out to you yesterday on 

Tuesday but add in there the family adaptations of schedules, notifying the school, discussing 
with the synod office, implementing Tara’s and mine’s previously determined in-home isolation 

plan, a doctor’s appointment, and county health department case investigation call, and finally 
we are at a point where we can share publicly the information. My parents used to always tell 
me two things, “who said life was going to be fair?” and one other that is not relevant to this 

conversation. What they did not specifically tell me, but modeled for me, is that being a 
responsible child of God, neighbor, and citizen is hard work. Cue the song, Teach Your Children. 

It is what we are trying to model as parents as we three lock ourselves in the house for at least 
the next 14 days.  
The immediate information first.  

 The current plan is for Pastor Chris Hough to be preaching and presiding on Sunday, 
November 22, 2020. If this changes we will do our best to notify you through email and 

Facebook.  
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 The Flu Vaccination clinic is still scheduled for Sunday November 22, 2020 from 1:30-
3:30pm 

o Kathy Suhadolnik has graciously and capably stepped in to take the lead on this. 
Kathy is now in the lead on Covid-19 emergency lunch distribution, working with 
the school district in getting us setup to host the Shaler Area Backpack initiative 

that sends food home for the weekends, and now the Flu Clinic. 
o If you’re able to assist with the Flu Vaccine Clinic please be in contact with Kathy. 

It’s a short and easy day of just being pleasant to those visiting for a vaccine. If 
you do not have Kathy’s phone or email you may call Linda at the office and she 
will be sure to get you and Kathy hooked up. Church office number is 412-781-

2764 and Linda’s office email is secretary.elcetna@gmail.com. 
 If you are getting gift cards for Christmas Gifts to Glade Run or Bread of Life Food Pantry, 

Tom Kleeb has extended the deadline to November 20, 2020. 
 If you were not in worship last week please be advised that during worship on the 15th of 

November we announced the cancellation of Hybrid Communion Worship on the 22nd of 

November.  
 

Now onto the narrative 
These are rough times we are living in and it is good to be together in worship on Sundays 

praying, praising, and learning. My thanks to Pastor Chris Hough who once again is stepping out 

of her role as parishioner and into the role of preacher and presider. Obviously we know she is 
well qualified, and we give thanks for her graciousness of being willing to fill that role for us in 

this time. 
Sunday is the actual day of anniversary for the 50th Anniversary of the ordination of 

women in the Lutheran church expressions in the United States, and we as Pittsburghers should 
celebrate a little extra as one of our own, The Reverend Elizabeth Platz was the first woman to 
be ordained in one of our predecessor church bodies, the Lutheran Church in America. 

Perhaps it is fitting that this virus sidelined me for this day so that Pastor Chris could be 
our preacher. I do look forward to the time after the pandemic when we can return to our 

planned guest preacher series that we started this year with The Reverend Mae Jean Zelle 
offering our kickoff sermon for our own celebration of the 50th Anniversary. The things we have 
put on hold and have lost this year are so numerous. This is why we call it a wilderness time; it 

can be hard to find our bearings. 
We know that even in wilderness times God is still with us and accompanies us seeking to 

care for us and provide for us with manna; especially by giving manna in the form of gifts to 
serve one another and the ability to protect one another. 
 The numbers related to Covid-19 cases in Allegheny County continue to be disturbing. We 

continue to see the highest amount of cases locally since the pandemic began. I encourage you 
to keep persistence in your efforts to protect yourself and the community. Keep up the mask 

wearing, hand washing (while you recite the Lord's Prayer), and physical distancing; perhaps it 
is even time to consider staying home. The fact that I have Covid-19 is indicative of why we 
have remained adamantly strict in our congregational precautions. Could you imagine if I were 

writing this letter after having been in my asymptomatic spread period on a Sunday morning in 
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full worship? The thought alone gives me chills. I tested positive on Monday and my first 
symptom appeared on Sunday evening. That would have been terrifying if we had just had a full 

house for worship. Instead, I was able to contact a few people from a perspective of caution 
rather than fear and let them know that while they were not close contacts according to 
Allegheny County Health Department, Pennsylvania State Health Department, and The Center 

for Disease Control, I still wanted them to know just to be on the extreme side of caution. So we 
remain vigilant in our mitigation, and now quarantine, efforts. 
 I've found the distancing to be the most difficult for folks to respect. We are social beings 
which means we want to be near one another. It is especially difficult to keep distance from 
those that we are typically close with, right? Keeping distance from strangers we're good at, but 

when we have to keep distance from those whom we love it causes great discomfort. How many 
times have you found yourself backing away from people you would typically lean into during 

conversation? We miss the closeness of our friends and family. I for one am locked in a single 
room in the house and can hear my family on the other side of the walls. But for their protection 
I stay in isolation. It is difficult, to say the least. One of the reasons I think this is so difficult is 

because it is so hard to come to terms with the reality that we could unknowingly cause our 
friends and family risk, even our church family. We are not accustomed to thinking that we could 

cause risk to those that we love so dearly. This is why Martin Luther's explanation of the fifth 
commandment is so relevant to our experience of this pandemic. Luther states "we are to fear 
and love God, so that we neither endanger nor harm the lives of our neighbors, but instead help 

and support them in all of life's needs." Never in a million years did we think that help and 
support would take the form of not shaking hands, not hugging, and not being in close physical 

proximity. Never did I think refusing to tuck my son into bed would be a sing of love and 
concern! It is hard. Not only that, it feels weird! In addition the inability to know when we are a 

risk to others due to the asymptomatic and community spread of this virus is nerve-wracking. 
 But, we persist! We persist through faith keeping in mind the definition of faith in Hebrews 
11:1 “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” We 

persist with manna from heaven. We persist in hope that our collective work as people of God 
will eventually get us through this wilderness. We persist in love even though our expressions of 

love to one another are completely opposite from what they were just seven months ago. We 
persist with trust in the gifts that God has given us; from the gifts of scientific understanding of 
this virus, to medical treatment of this virus, to faithful development of vaccines, to 

compassionate and wise leadership, and most importantly to faithful adaptation of our behaviors 
for the good of God's people. 
 The good news is we receive manna from heaven. Manna is still gathering for worship 
even if it is not in person. Manna is turning to the scriptures for sustenance, even in our homes 
and in our distance (take a moment to thank Luther for getting the ball rolling on that one). 

Manna is the ability to see each other face to face through the use of technology. 
A quick note on technology. Realizing that we never expected we'd still be in this 

wilderness eight months out, it occurs to me it is possible that some of us made the decision to 
wait it out but might now be reconsidering engaging via technology. We spent a good amount of 
effort early on getting folks on board with what was necessary. We can do that again. If you 
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need assistance figuring out how to worship in this time, how to do a video call in this time, or 
how to set up email in this time, give me a shout. We'll find a way to walk you through it. 
 I hope to be with you for our wilderness worship on Sunday on our Facebook page; 
assuming my symptoms are not severe. As we near the end of the liturgical year and prepare for 
Advent I invite you to take on a stance of prayer of reflection. Advent is a quieter time in the 

church year, often referred to as a penitential time, or a time of turning closer to God through 
increased prayer and study. Perhaps one of the silver linings for this year is that turning closer 

to God is even more so a life sustaining action in this wilderness. 
 
Peace 
Pastor JJ 
 

P.S. for your early worship preparation, Sunday’s bulletin is attached 
 


