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The Sunday had a surreal feel. Morning worship took place at my dining room table by way of social media platforms.
Not that there weren’t joyful aspects to that. Along with viewing my home church’s pre-recorded service, I was able to see a livestream of the service where my daughter attends in suburban Pittsburgh. 
My brother, a pastor who usually is quite busy on Sunday mornings, joined us, watching from his home near Warren. My daughter commented online about how nice it was to worship virtually with her dad and uncle.
The day itself blossomed into one of the most-beautiful of 2020 to date. Brilliant sunshine warmed the air into the low 70s, stirring it with variable breezes. A blue sky was punctuated by patchy cumulus.
Assessing the day’s appeal prompted a dilemma, though. I’d planned to check on how the venerable church buildings for which I’m responsible had weathered the torrential downpours of the prior day; and I needed to stop at a store for supper ingredients.
But the day’s beauty was a siren’s call to my bicycle. Time calculations for each priority added up to a bad answer – insufficient time for both.

Then the right answer came to mind: Why not ride my bike to check on the buildings and stop for groceries?

Dropping down the hill from my house, I quickly accessed a little piece of urban trail and headed in the opposite direction from my usual ride. This section parallels the Stonycreek River, which, after the prior day’s hard rains, was like a woman in the full-bloom of pregnancy, somewhat swollen and full of energy.

Walking singly or in pairs or small family groups, people seemed to be in good spirits as they moved along the trail enjoying the day. “You won’t get the virus that way!” a young man called over to me as I rode past.

The reason I usually don’t bicycle in this direction is because the trail quickly ends in a grid of traffic-intensive city streets. But not on this sunny Sunday, during the state’s COVID-19 shutdown.

Typically, when I do ride this way, I pick my way along side streets and alleys to avoid the traffic. Almost mindlessly beginning to select that course this time, I stopped myself with the thought of “Why bother?”
Except for very occasional vehicles and a few other bicycles, mine was the only conveyance moving along Franklin Street, one of the main drags into downtown Johnstown.

Quickly appreciating and taking advantage of the difference, I began intentionally riding the streets I usually avoid. This was an experience bicyclists usually have only on organized group rides where the route is blocked off to motor vehicles or traffic is being controlled.

More surprisingly, Cambria City, the historic residential neighborhood where the church buildings are located, was just as quiet. Despite the day’s attributes, almost no one was outside. Here too the streets were empty.
A friend told me such is not the case in his residential neighborhood of old Westmont, another of Johnstown’s historic districts. In the later afternoons, people are out bicycling or walking along the stately streets – again singly, in pairs or small family groups – social distancing but still enjoying the release of being outside and exercising.
My friend, John McGrath, describes this as a silver lining to this dark COVID cloud. He’s been seeing and talking with people that he hasn’t had contact with in months or years.

“We’re all amazed,” John said, describing the scene to me. “It’s a little sign of hope.”

There’s no sugar-coating our situation. But there can be bright spots: fresh ways to worship on a Sunday morning; new places to safely ride a bike; impromptu social encounters along residential sidewalks.

And it’s spring.
We need to keep looking for little signs of hope such as these. They’ll point the way out of the pandemic.
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