Dearly Beloved & Faithful at Holy Trinity -  

I pray this letter finds you well and safe during our time our time of separation from each other. I miss each of you a great deal, and know that my love for you has only increased the past two months. You are continually in my prayers.
On June 19, Holy Trinity has received the blessing from His Beatitude, Metropolitan Tikhon, that we can re-open our church beginning Sunday, June 21.  However, given the short notice received, will actually have our first Divine Liturgy on Sunday, June 28.  I had on-going conversations with Timothy Fetzko and Jon Matcheson as together we crafted a document that required us to provide detailed answers to 15 questions that was submitted to the Metropolitan on May 13, asking his blessing to re-open. All Diocese of New England (DNE) clergy were required to produce such a re-opening plan to His Beatitude for review. Know though, brothers and sisters, this will be a much different looking Holy Trinity Church, one that will require much getting used to. Imagine not being able to light your own candle, or venerate an icon? Yet, that is what is being asked of us during this slow re-opening of Orthodox Church in America (OCA) parishes throughout North America. You will note many additional changes in the second document which I have attached to this email. I suspect it will cause much reaction. 

The Orthodox Church has remained for 2,000 years a Hierarchical Church; it means, in effect, local clergy are not permitted to do as they wish. A Hierarchical Church means decisions are made from top down, and we are asked to be obedient to those decision makers and those who have issued these directives. In our case, the Holy Synod of Bishops of the OCA sits at the top of this decision-making pyramid. His Beatitude, Metropolitan Tikhon, is the first of that group. He is the Primate, the chief bishop. Under the pastoral guidance of the Metropolitan, all brother bishops work together as one. The Holy Synod is comprised of bishops throughout North America who are responsible for the welfare of their individual dioceses. It so happens that in our case, after the death of +Archbishop Nikon on September 1, 2019, Metropolitan Tikhon was appointed as the Locum Tenens (a Latin phrase which means “to hold the place of … to substitute for”) of the Diocese of New England. He won’t always be our Diocesan hierarch, but he remains so for the time being; so in affect he is our local bishop. We are truly blessed to have him lead our diocese during these changing times. He is an extremely bright, sensitive, and such a humble Archpastor. Archpriest Alexander Rentel is the Chancellor of the OCA and works closely with the Metropolitan and the Synod of Bishops. Each Diocese has a Chancellor, and each Deanery has a Dean. Our DNE Chancellor is Very Revered John Kreta and our Connecticut Dean is Very Reverend John Hopko. The local parish clergy and laity complete the hierarchical structure of the church. 
What it means is that what you will read in these Re-opening Directives as it relates to Holy Trinity, are directives and decisions mandated by the Holy Synod and His Beatitude. Many such decisions are based on church dogma, the liturgical life, and canon law; the hierarchs do not work from a Suggestion Box. These directives are consistent with what each parish will practice for the time being. They will only vary slight between parishes. Any future changes, or going “back to normal”, will be the decision of the Holy Synod and His Beatitude, following, following the downward pyramid in order to follow the hierarchical nature of the Orthodox Church.  
These directives were carefully thought out and articulated to the clergy. The first communication to Diocesan clergy arrived via email late Saturday evening on February 29, 2020, and was submitted by Chancellor Rentel alerting the DNE clergy to COVID-19 and its potential impact on the church. The following day, Sunday, March 1, we had hand sanitizer in our church and icons were not venerated and the reception of Holy Communion began to change a bit that day as well. On March 8, we continued with these new practices; sadly that was the last time our community gathered together for Divine Liturgy and received the Holy Eucharist, as OCA churches began to be closed in the ensuing days.
There has been much to digest since then. There has been a total of nine Archpastoral Letters and Directives from the Holy Synod and His Beatitude that are available for download (www.oca.org) to any person, anywhere. Letters and directives form His Beatitude to the DNE clergy arrived on March 14, April 7, and May 7. Zoom Meetings, each two hours long, between the Metropolitan and DNE clergy were held on April 9, April 28, and May 7. It has been a very long road just to arrive at this point. I ask each of you to read these directives that apply to Holy Trinity. If any further clarification is required, it can be accessed through the national church’s web site. I am available to take questions as well.
In closing, I understand the reaction to these directives will be varied, and the future impact it may have on our own local church. I pray earnestly that in these changing times the love we have always shared for one other over the years, will only grow as we move forward and look to strengthen Holy Trinity and our love for the Incarnate Lord. See you soon.  
Wishing you Every Blessing,
Father Marc 
