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Dearly Beloved –

Good afternoon. Christ is in our midst. I am writing today simply to check in with you all during our time of forced separation. It is important for me that I stay in contact with each of you during this crisis, and I’ve found out over the years the Pastoral Reflections I write from time to time have been well received. Let me say first, our little Sunday afternoon 2:30 Conference Calls have been very successful, with approximately 14 call-ins both Sundays thus far, representing approximately 20 people on the phone lines each week, according to Tim. I suspect we will be forced to carry on this way for several more weeks at least. Suggestions are encouraged. I won’t even speculate the next time we can gather as a church community again at Holy Trinity, and how it might look, or even if Holy Week and Pascha will be celebrated in a scaled back version in two weeks? Metropolitan Tikhon will let us know soon.  

In trying to sort through my feelings and emotions the past three weeks now, there is one particular word the keeps returning to me. It is not anxiety, it is not the unknown, or even the future, but it is loss. There has been loss on a certain level for each of us. Though I remain eternally grateful on many different levels, I did want to share with you what my own personal loss through Covid-19. It is rooted in my upbringing, and difficult to escape, even if I wanted to. Who I am as an adult is who I have always been. Raised in a large extended Serbian family with six aunts, six uncles, and 17 first cousins living in a dense area of just 13 city blocks (pop. 4,000) - those numbers do not include my mother, father, and two siblings – whenever we would see one another, even from one day to the next, there was a hug, a kiss, and an expression of our love for one another. It rarely varied. For my years spent in hospital ministry, it has always included similar expressions of pastoral concern and compassion for patients and families: a warm touch, holding hands at the time of prayer, crying with families, or even once singing to a frightened young girl. All done at the bedside. That has changed for me now. I am not permitted to minister in this manner, and am even forced to enjoy conversation wearing a mask. I understand the critical importance of this (trying to save lives), and in no way am I fighting against this, it adds to the overall loss that I feel in my church and hospital ministries these days. All the ways of expressing compassion has been removed from each one of us.  
When the news reports of the pandemic first began to come from Italy and Spain, what first caught my attention was the way people were dying: alone. The deaths came so quickly, that caskets were piled up in churches. As the death toll in America continues to rise daily, we see other images of how the deceased are transferred until a final resting place is determined, mostly with only the pastor, a chanter, and a few cemetery workers to carry the casket to the grave site. On a few occasions, a handful of family are permitted to attend, yet it seems so foreign. In Europe, I recall reading how family members were driving their loved ones to the hospital and saying good-bye, as they knew they would never see each other again. The devastating loss of human life and the perception of how it occurs, most often very rapidly, is an overwhelming loss for me to try and sort through. 

While I have emphasized my own personal loss and sadness to this point, it is understood in our American culture that loss can be accompanied by something new being found. Who amongst us has not inquired at a ‘Lost & Found Department’ at some time in our life? During these weeks, I have found the beauty of spending time in contemplation, solitude, and prayer. I have found calls to loved ones to be comforting; just to hear their voice is soothing. My devotion to the Theotokos has been renewed, and my heart burns with passion for her. I am greatly comforted in knowing that she always protects those who honor her, and I find myself running to her daily, so that she will wrap me in the arms of her warm embrace. I continually ask for her intercessions before the Lord our God for all those who are grieving and have suffered loss, as well as from several other notable saints, including Saint Catherine the Great, Saint Innocent of Alaska, Saint Mary of Magdela, Saint Mardarije of Libertyville (IL), and perhaps my favorite, Saint Catherine of Siena (Italy). I’ve found guidance and comfort in reading The Psalms; and cling so tightly in these devastating times to the words of the Apostle Paul, “light follows darkness.” 
Peace and Blessings,
Father Marc 
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