
 

 

Hi, South Tampa Fellowship, 

As you know, we are one church with three campuses. However, for the last few months we have 
been one church meeting in all your homes and locations. 

You probably have heard that many parts of the country are starting to open back up. Here in Tampa, 
as of May 21, we are still in what our governor has referred to as Phase 1, with a hope of moving into 
Phase 2 soon. 

That being the case, I wanted to share with you a few thoughts about when STF would RE-GATHER 
once again for on-campus live worship. Please note that I called it “re-gather” and not “re-open,” since 
our church, STF, has never closed. For a long time, we’ve been the church “in here” – in our campus 
facilities – and all along, part of God’s plan was for us to be the church “out there,” and that’s exactly 
what all of us have done. 

I am so proud of our staff and all of you for continuing to minister, worship, serve, preach, teach. and 
fellowship (even if our fellowship has only been through Zoom calls.) Speaking of Zoom calls, Sharon 
and I had so much fun on a recent Sunday doing a Zoom Bible study with some of our Senior Saints. 
You guys are the very best, and I thank you. 

During these days STF has been more committed than ever to our vision of Reach, Raise, and 
Release. 

We have seen God work through the at-home services and through your online giving. 

Our GO Team has certainly been on the go! They have been recognized by the Florida Baptist 
Convention for their outstanding job in helping to feed our community. 

I received a phone call from Dr. Jeffrey Singletary of the Florida Baptist Convention letting me know 
that STF is one of the very few churches in the state selected to receive – once a month for the next 
six months – four or five pallets of fresh food, including fruits, vegetables, and meat, to be distributed 
throughout our community. 

Keep praying and keep being the hands and feet of Jesus in your neighborhood. The salt is out of the 
saltshaker. That is a good thing! Way to go … GO team! 

Over the last several months I have been in weekly meetings with national, state, and local leaders. 
Just last week I was a part of a conference call with our sheriff and one of Tampa’s leading infectious- 
disease doctors. 

I have also been in constant contact with our Trustees, Leadership Advisory Team, and our newly 
assembled STF Regathering Task Force, consisting of 10 lay leaders representing all three of our 
campuses and an incredible amount of expertise in many different fields. 

Here’s the decision they arrived at unanimously: Starting the weekend of June 7, it’s our goal to 
become one church in more than 50 locations as we launch our STF Community Group House 
Church movement. 



 

 

I often say that the church at its birth was the church at its best. In the Book of Acts, we see that the 
church gathered in Temple courts and in homes. When God’s people gathered in homes to worship, 
all kinds of people were amazed by what God was doing through them. I believe the same can be 
true this summer as our people gather in driveways, homes, back porches, and cul-de-sacs. 

I believe God is using this pandemic to give us an opportunity to reach our community and grow us 
like never before, and in so doing, to remind us that “church” is not about a physical building; it’s 
about what God is building through His people. 

You may be asking, “Why not just go back to normal at our physical locations?” The answer is 
twofold: First, operational realities: Simply put, our worship centers are just too small for the number 
of people who would attend each week. Under the current CDC guidelines and regulations, it would 
be almost impossible for us to provide social distancing and cleaning standards to host an on-campus 
worship service. 

The second reason deals with the optics or perceptions that go along with the uniqueness of the 
communities in which our campuses are located. Our church wants to serve our community and 
serve it well. 

Safety and optics are our top priorities. We want to provide a safe and engaging environment for 
adults and kids alike. Social distancing provides a real challenge to us doing ministry the way God 
has designed us to do ministry on the weekends. 

We are a church of more than 1,000 people that joins together throughout the week, with over 250 of 
whom are children and toddlers. If we were to launch sooner rather than later, we’d have to launch 
without preschool and children’s ministries, which are key ministries at STF. 

We would also have to launch without our BP West service, which most of our Senior Saints attend. 

For those reasons and others, we want to take a few more weeks to prepare for re-gathering as a 
church. 

As a pastor, my heart is torn because I want us to be back together again – like, yesterday I wanted 
that. 

So, we are asking you to join your STF Community Group Home Church starting June 7. As much as 
I’m looking forward to being together with all of you soon, I believe in my heart, and all of our 
committees agreed unanimously, that we’re making the right decision. 

Now, if you’re not in a community group, let me encourage you to sign up by emailing 
chris@sftchurch.com. 

Please know that if for any reason you are not physically able or simply not wanting to worship 
together like that during this time, we understand, and it is perfectly OK. 

For those of you who do chose to gather in this manner, we ask you to make sure that you and your 
family have not been running a fever or are otherwise sick. If you are, please do not attend that week. 



 

 

We also want you to know that there will be no food, snacks, beverages served. So please bring your 
own bottle of water, cup of coffee, celery sticks or donuts. 

I believe that when we do gather again on campus, STF will be stronger than ever and better 
equipped to be on campus. 

In the next several weeks and through the month of June, our Task Force, Trustees and myself are 
going to watch closely how this state and our area moves forward through the pandemic. 

I promise you that we will stay flexible and make adjustments to our summer plan as needed. 

I can’t wait to gather with you as quickly as possible in an environment that is as safe as possible 
where we can worship the Lord as a unified church family. 

So, again, here’s our updated summer schedule: 

Stage Zero: next Sunday – no changes 

Stage 1: June 7 – Community Group House Church 

Stage 2: some sort of regathering for our first physical live worship at STF 

Stage 3: A relaunching of STF on all three campuses. 

To recap: 

1. We have never closed; we are very much open. 

2. We don’t want to gather on campus too soon and risk jeopardizing our reputation in the community. 

3. We want it to be a great experience for everyone in our church family and our guests. 

4. We are asking the Lord to lead and direct us. 

Please keep our church, our community, and our city officials in your prayers. Also continue to pray 
for everyone who is sick and for all the frontline workers who are caring for them. 

As we move from what we are calling Stage Zero into Stage 1 and then into the other stages, I would 
ask that all of us practice the teaching of Romans 14. Let’s not quarrel over disputable matters. 

I know this is different. I know this is not the norm. But, hey, when has God called us to do what’s 
normal anyway? Let’s start a movement. Let’s re-launch. Let’s just re-launch differently! 

We remain steadfast in being patient. I know that one day soon we will be able to gather again. Long 
term, I see the big picture. Remember that God is in control. I can’t wait for God to change our 
streets, change our neighborhoods, and grow our faith like never before. 

Blessings, 
Pastor JJ 


