To All Moderators and Clerks of Session
From Rev. Ruth Faith Santana-Grace, Executive Presbyter; and Rev. Kevin L. Porter, Stated Clerk
June 24, 2020
Re:

Resources for Consideration of Re-Opening after COVID-19

Dear Colleagues in Ministry,
Greetings in the name of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ! It is our deepest prayer that this letter
finds you, those dearest to you, and the congregation and community you serve in ministry
continually assured of God’s abiding presence in these days!
When we took our ordination vows none of us could have envisioned what it would mean to bring
our fullest portion of “energy, intelligence, imagination, and love” to bear in witnessing to the living
Christ in this season. Yet, as you look back over your journey of these past few months we hope
you will find yourself as inspired by God’s faithfulness as we have been with every story we receive
of the unique ways you have answered God’s call to be the Church – affirming by your actions that
the Church is not the building!
May these stories be manna for you now as you begin to look ahead in prayerful discernment of
how you would lead your congregation forward in what it truly means to “love God with all our
heart, soul, and mind and love our neighbors as ourselves” (Matt. 22:37,39) given the intention of
the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania to move from the “yellow” phase of activity to the “green”
phase in response to the COVID-19 crisis.
It is each session’s responsibility to discern how and when your congregation should take the
various steps required to transition into increased activity safely. Even as the suburban counties will
be allowed to move into green as soon as this weekend (and the city of Philadelphia the following
weekend with certain additional restrictions) please note from the Governor’s webpage describing
the movement through the various stages ( https://www.governor.pa.gov/process-to-reopenpennsylvania/ ), in this case green does not mean 100% full speed ahead!
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We encourage each session to designate a task-force representative of the various committees bestequipped to inform the session in its decision making if you have not done so already. Regardless
of the particular steps and actions which will constitute your congregation’s plan, we strongly
encourage every plan to include social distancing, the use of masks, regular deep cleaning regimens,
and the prevalence of small gatherings as opposed to large gatherings for the foreseeable future.
We are attaching a range of resources to inform your session in its discernment, including:




Presbyterian Church (USA) Guidelines for Returning to Public Worship, which includes, among
other resources, a link to
o Guidelines for Community and Faith-Based Organizations from the U.S Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
COVID-19 Helpful Links for Reopening Houses of Worship from an Insurance perspective

We also encourage you to review the COVID-19 Information Resources page on the Presbytery
of Philadelphia website (https://presbyphl.org/coronavirus/) for additional tools in your process
of discerning and deciding. Through our commissions, leadership, and sharing of best-practices
the Presbytery is committed to walk alongside you as you chart out and embark on the next steps
of this journey of faithful witness.
May we be open to the Holy Spirit’s guidance as we live out what it means to be good stewards of the congregations
and communities entrusted to our care.
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Presbyterian Church (USA) Guidelines
Returning to Public Worship
Theological and Practical Considerations
This resource seeks to provide theological and practical guidance for congregations and leaders
as they make faithful and responsible decisions about the church’s worship in the wake of the
Covid-19 global pandemic. It does not presume to offer medical or legal advice; congregations
and leaders should consult with local authorities, staying up to date with the latest guidance
from public health and government officials.
Churches are strongly encouraged to follow state and local rules, regulations, and guidelines as
the minimum standards for reopening. Following such guidance, rules, and regulations will
help church corporations offer a defense if someone gets sick or is otherwise harmed when
they reopen. It will also instill confidence in the faith community that their leaders are
complying with the law.
Churches are also encouraged to refer to Centers for Disease Control (CDC) and World Health
Organization (WHO) guidance for religious organizations and employers concerning how to
reopen and operate safely. For example see the latest CDC Guidance for Communities,
Schools, Workplaces, and Events. This will also instill confidence in the faith community that
their leaders are following the most reliable scientific and medical authorities available
This resource includes the following elements:
•

a pastoral statement on reentry to public life and worship;

•

PC(USA) constitutional considerations and evaluating risk;

•

a provisional timeline for resuming public worship;

•

general considerations for returning to public worship;

•

specific guidelines organized around the order of worship; and

•

links to additional resources that may be of interest.
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Pastoral Statement
The following pastoral statement on the church’s reentry to public life and worship may be used
or adapted in public worship, church newsletters, email messages, or on social media.
“When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place” (Acts 2:1). So
begins the account of the gift of the Holy Spirit to the church in the book of Acts. As we
approach the day of Pentecost in the year 2020, we understand that it may not be possible
for the members of our congregation to be “all together in one place” this year. While some
restrictions are being lifted in some places and for some people, the ongoing threat of the
Covid-19 global pandemic will require that we return to church in a way that is measured
and mindful of the needs of the most vulnerable among us. While some may begin to
attend public worship in person, we know that some will need to continue to worship at
home for some time.
We give thanks, then, for the promise of our faith—that the Lord God will bless and keep us,
the risen Christ is with us, and the Holy Spirit connects us with believers near and far. We
take comfort and inspiration from the example of the earliest believers, who “spent much
time together in the temple” and “broke bread at home … with glad and generous hearts”
(Acts 2:46). As we anxiously track the news in these times—with numbers of new cases,
numbers of persons who have died, and numbers of those who are recovering—we
remember the good news of the gospel: “And day by day the Lord added to their number
those who were being saved” (Acts 2:47).
As this congregation begins to resume public activities, please know that we will do so
through a careful process of discussion and discernment, with an abundance of caution and
concern for those who are most vulnerable, upon consideration of the best scientific
knowledge at our disposal, in the spirit of constant prayer, and with full trust in the grace of
Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit.
We may make mistakes along the way. There will surely be awkward moments as we adjust
to new protocols and practices. There will be times of frustration, disappointment, and
grief. We will have countless opportunities to exercise the spiritual gifts of patience,
kindness, gentleness, and self-control.
But there will also be blessings. There will be wonderful surprises, great celebrations, and
moments of deep satisfaction. We will get to see glimpses of the new thing God is doing,
even now. We will have opportunities to savor the spiritual gifts of love, joy, peace,
generosity, and faithfulness.
Let us be faithful, then—to God and to one another—as we receive the gifts and work
through the challenges of this time in the life of our congregation and world. Let us be
guided by the Word, responsive to the Spirit, and open to the grace of God. Let us
remember that nothing can separate us from God’s love in Christ Jesus.
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PC(USA) Constitutional Considerations and Evaluating Risks
“The congregation is the church engaged in the mission of God in its particular context.” So begins the
Form of Government of the Book of Order (G-1.0101). “The members of a congregation put themselves
under the leadership of the session and the higher councils (presbytery, synod, and General Assembly).
The session is responsible to guide and govern the life of the congregation” (G-1.0103). The session has
responsibility for governing the congregation and guiding its witness to the sovereign activity of God in the
world, so that the congregation is and becomes a community of faith, hope, love, and witness. As it leads
and guides the witness of the congregation, the session shall keep before it the marks of the Church [F1.0302], the notes by which Presbyterian and Reformed congregations have identified themselves
throughout history [F-1.0303], and the six Great Ends of the Church [F-1.0304 and G-3.0201].
The duties of the session are organized using the notes of the Reformed church in our own time as follows:
1. provide that the Word of God may be truly preached and heard.
2. provide that the Sacraments may be rightly administered and received.
3. nurture the covenant community of disciples of Christ.
In determining how to accomplish the ministry and mission of God in the particular context of the
congregation, it is helpful for the session to always keep these notes in mind.
During this time of Covid-19 pandemic, session and church worship leaders (ministers of Word and
Sacrament and ruling elders commissioned to a particular service) may have already identified some
risks for the congregation as well as needs and challenges such as funerals, weddings, baptisms, and
ordination for ruling elders. The session is responsible for determining building use and should take
steps to reduce the risk of transmission of Coronovirus-19.
We first recommend that the session identify those practices that are critical for the mission and
ministry of the church. Using the notes as well as past practices, how has the session made sure that the
word is truly preached and heard, the sacraments rightly administered, and the covenant community of
the disciples of Christ nurtured?
Secondly, we recommend that the session identify the risks that have caused a disruption within the
usual mission and ministry of the congregation. The current risk as of this writing is the risk of
transmitting throughout the community a virus that is highly transmittable, potentially deadly, and
associated with long-term health issues, and for which there is not yet a cure nor a vaccine.
Third, we recommend that the session identify ways to reduce the risk of the practices identified in the
first paragraph and how to best move forward with discernment for mission and ministry within the
congregation.
Fourth, we recommend that the session is open in its communication with the community of faith as it
identifies the risk and the means chosen to reduce the risk.
Finally, if there is not a good means of reducing the risk of that particular practice right now, is there an
alternate means of accomplishing the practice that is necessary for the mission and ministry of your church?
As the risks shift or become lower, the next response will be to discern whether there is a practice that
you initially reduced due to risk of transmitting the virus that you would like to be able to resume? We
recommend that there be two considerations in this next response: (1) Is there a way to resume that
practice and still minimize the risk? And, if not, (2) Is there an alternate way to accomplish the practice
that minimizes the risk of illness?
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Overview:
First Step: Responding to risk while engaging in mission and ministry using the marks of Reformed faith.
1. Identify what practice is necessary for the mission and ministry of your church
2. Identify the risk factors in that practice
3. Identify ways to reduce the risk of that practice
4. Let people know about risk and means of reducing the risk
5. If there is not a means of reducing the risk of that practice right now, is there an alternate
means of accomplishing the practice that is necessary for the mission and ministry of your
church?
Second Step: Responding to reduced risk and engaging in mission and ministry using the marks of
Reformed faith.
1. Is there a practice that you reduced due to risk of transmitting the virus that you would like to
be able to resume?
a. Is there a way to resume that practice and still minimize the risk?
b. Is there a way to accomplish the practice that minimizes the risk of illness?
An example of an application of these guidelines is as follows:
The state or local government in which the congregation is located has prohibited houses of worship
from gathering or there are federal, state, or local mandates not to gather in groups of more than ten
persons. The session should evaluate the risks underneath or causing these state and local government
mandates so that if and when these mandates are lifted, the session is prepared to make
recommendations for mission and ministry based upon the underlying risks and not simply the state or
local government mandates. The session should evaluate the risk factors and the mission directives and
decide whether to continue alternate means of worship, sharing of sacraments, and nurturing of the
covenant community of the disciples of Christ.
Examples of Items to Consider:
1. Risk of virus being spread in community.
a. Factors of transmission: Use verified medical and scientific sources to fill in the medical
factors and amend as the medical and scientific community clarifies unknowns.
(1) In air transmission—the virus particles can be apparently be found and transmitted for
2–3 hours in the air.
(2) On surfaces—the virus particles can be found and thus transmitted for 2–5 days on
various surfaces.
(3) The Covid-19 virus surface is made up of a fatty substance that can be broken down by
soap and water or alcohol or disinfectant.
(4) Inside building factors that increase risk of virus transmission: air conditioning, sealed
windows, or conditions that encourages recycling of air within a small area.
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b. Close proximity to a person who is infected.
(1) A person who is not symptomatic but who is infected can generate and transmit the
virus for days.
(2) A person who is symptomatic has a high likelihood of transmitting virus.
(3) Identify the symptoms and decide how to gently let someone exhibiting those
symptoms know they should go or stay home unless they need medical care.
c. Factors of worshiping together that are likely to increase the risk of transmission of the
Covid-19 virus.
(1) Singing increases likelihood of in-air transmission.
(2) Multiple people touching something—the virus can be picked up through people
touching the same item and then touching mouth, nose, or cut.
(3) Multiple people in same room regardless of proximity.
(4) Close proximity to other people.
(5) Calculate the risk of proximity for various in-person mission or ministries: The risk
increases the more people are in the same room. Each person brings the risk of the
number of people with whom they have been in contact. The risk to persons who live
together also increases.
(6) Others?
2. Risk of person infected with virus having ongoing health problems.
a. High risk of mortality.
b. High risk of long-term damage to organs or neurological damage.
c. No known vaccine.
d. No known cure.
e. Only way to limit spreading of health risks is to reduce risk of spreading virus
(1) by avoiding contact between persons,
(2) avoiding touching items that other people have touched,
(3) avoid touching face, nose, or cut.
3. Vulnerable population at risk.
a. Who is at risk for complications from the virus?
(1) People who are over 55.
(2) People with underlying health conditions.
(a) Heart
(b) Lungs
(c) Autoimmune illnesses: diabetes, arthritis, etc.
(d) Illnesses of the blood: Cancer, blood clotting
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b. Are there persons within the vulnerable population at risk within your congregation or
within an immediate family unit that could be affected if they are exposed to the virus?
4. Do any of the ordinary practices within your church enhance any of the above risks? What can
you do to reduce the risks?
a. Factors that decrease risk according to medical and scientific recommendations:
(1) No gathering in groups of more than two persons or ten persons staying out of
proximity to each other, etc.
(2) Staying out of proximity to other individuals—six ft. away minimum.
(3) All persons wearing personal protective equipment over mouth and nose—have clean
personal protective equipment (PPE) available if someone is without personal protective
equipment.
(a) What type of personal protective equipment is necessary to reduce the risk?
(b) What type is best, what type is readily available, what is best for your needs and
availability?
(c) Examples: Face mask: tight weave cotton cloth, medical grade cloth, two or more
layers, inserts. Face shields: clear plastic covering, covering to seal face mask, etc.
5. How can communities of faith take these factors into consideration as they resume in person
ministry and mission?
a. Reduce or discontinue singing or yelling as it may increase risk of transmitting virus as
airborne particles.
b. Reduce items that need to be touched.
(1) Door handles—can they be left open or made to open without touch?
(2) Papers, hymn books, and objects—what can be reduced?
(3) Seats, pews.
(4) No hugging or handshaking or touching other persons.
c. Testing people as they enter the building for symptoms such as fever and cough
(1) may help identify those who are symptomatic and contagious,
(2) will not identify those who are not symptomatic but still contagious.
d. Reduce people allowed in one inside room at a time to reduce risk of in-air transmission.
e. Clean common areas that may be touched with alcohol or disinfectant.
f.

Clean common areas that may be touched repeatedly after each touch.

g. Provide Individuals the opportunity to wash hands with soap and warm/hot water after
touching a common element.
Once the session has agreed upon a means of engaging in ministry and mission that take into account
the risk factors, the session should contact the insurance company that insures any congregational
building or function to let them know what practice the session has agreed upon and what behaviors
will be required of participants to reduce risk. The session should then communicate the concerns and

Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)

6

any agreed upon restrictions to the congregation. If the session creates a plan to reopen, the session
should share it with those who are tenants and groups that use the building (Boy Scouts, AA, etc.) and:
(1) decide if it is appropriate for them to once again use your building(s); and (2) if so, make sure they
understand the plan and that they must also comply with the plan. It is advised that any plan to reduce
risk regarding building use including restrictions for reengaging in mission and ministry is made a part of
any leases or agreements going forward with tenants and those who use your building(s).
This process of analysis applies whether the community is adapting to new ways of doing ministry and
mission or whether the community is seeking to resume in-person mission and ministry. The next
chapter identifies one model for resuming in-person mission and ministry but is not intended as a model
that will fit all congregations nor all risk circumstances. In fact, given that at the time of this writing the
original risk factors for transmission of the Covid-19 have not yet been mitigated by the medical or
scientific community, even though local, state, and federal governments may loosen restrictions on inperson gatherings, the session may reasonably decide to seek alternate means of engaging in mission
and ministry that do not include in-person gatherings.
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Provisional Timeline: Contingent on Local Conditions and Latest Developments
This provisional timeline for resuming public worship is based on a number of other publicly
available documents and proposals. It does not constitute medical or legal advice; rather, it
seeks to outline some of the steps congregations might consider as—in careful coordination
with government authorities and medical experts—they begin to resume in-person services.
Please note: the language of “stages” (instead of “phases”) is used intentionally so as not to
suggest equivalency with particular phases of government guidelines. Local presbyteries and
sessions should make their own determinations based on all of the available evidence.
Preparation (Before Stage One)
•

Maintain regular communication with members; be transparent about how decisions
are being made and on the basis of what resources .

•

Set realistic expectations for a gradual return to public worship.

•

Session should communicate with their insurance company regarding any decision
about building use and/or creating or resuming in-person mission and ministry during
the pandemic.

•

Continue alternate plans for worship, mission, and ministry that does not involve inperson gatherings.

•

Encourage members to adopt practices of daily prayer at home .

Stage One
•

Evaluate risks of inviting congregation to in-person gatherings.

•

If risk is present, restrict church activities to ten persons or fewer.

•

Continue online worship (if applicable) with leaders at church.

•

Prepare for increased risk reduction measures in the church buildings such as
sanitation/cleaning and hygiene measures.

•

Procure or ask members to procure personal protection equipment (PPE), which may be
needed for in-person ministries and missions, such as cloth masks, inserts for masks,
face shields, and gloves.

•

Encourage members to continue practices of daily prayer at home .

•

Consider small group procedures for ruling elder ordinations, baptisms, funerals, and
weddings; see below.

Stage Two: Only if the risk of community transmission of virus is low or a cure or vaccine has
been made available
•

Church activities are restricted to fifty persons or fewer .
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•

Institute increased sanitation/cleaning and hygiene measures at church.

•

Resume public worship with some members, under age 65, no underlying conditions or
who do not have family members with underlying conditions at home.

•

Continue online worship (if applicable) for those who remain at home.

•

Consider other in-person leadership if leaders are over 65, have underlying conditions .

•

Maintain physical distancing in worship (at least six feet, excluding households).

•

Close common areas (fellowship halls, church offices, coffee spaces) .

•

Refrain from communion, handshakes and hugs, passing plates, printed bulletins.

•

Require all persons engaging in worship, ministry, or mission in-person to wear personal
protective equipment (PPE) such as masks, face shields, and/or gloves.

•

Encourage members to continue practices of daily prayer at home .

Stage Three: Only if the underlying risks are significantly reduced or eliminated such as the
development of a cure or an effective vaccine for the Coronovirus-19.
•

Church activities are open to more than fifty persons.

•

Maintain increased sanitation/cleaning and hygiene measures at church.

•

Resume public worship with other members (insofar as they feel comfortable doing so).

•

Continue online worship (if applicable) for homebound and hospitalized members .

•

Resume communion, etc. with additional precautionary measures (see below).

•

Physical distancing may be relaxed and masks may become optional in some places.

•

Encourage members to continue practices of daily prayer at home .
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General Considerations
Increased Hygiene
Keeping the church clean and safe is part of our stewardship for the gifts of God and our care
for the body of Christ. Honor those who carry out this important ministry with abundant
gratitude and, if employees of the church, fair compensation for their additional efforts.
•

Rearrange gathering, passage, and seating spaces in a way that allows for physical
distancing to continue (although households may group more closely together).

•

Provide hand sanitizer and/or hand-washing stations in convenient, accessible places.

•

Reduce nonessential items from common spaces, eliminating surfaces of contact.

•

Use projection, if possible, to reduce contact with printed worship aids and books.

•

Clean high-touch surfaces regularly and frequently, after each service of worship or
other public event.

Physical Distancing
When Moses encounters the Lord at the burning bush, a voice from the flames commands him:
“Come no closer!” (Exod. 3:5). Keeping a safe distance will be an important part of how we
approach God and one another as we return to public worship.
•

Advise worshipers to maintain a physical distance of six feet or more as long as these
guidelines are in effect.

•

Rearrange gathering, passage, and seating spaces in a way that will facilitate physical
distancing and reduce crowding.

•

Provide additional time and coordination for gathering and sending so people can do so
in a way that minimizes close contact; block doors open to reduce contact with handles.

What to Wear
“Above all, clothe yourselves in love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony” (Col.
3:14). Leaders in the early church used the baptismal imagery of being clothed in a new
garment—the righteousness of Christ—as a metaphor for Christian life.
•

Worshipers will likely need to wear masks as public gatherings resume; encourage
worshipers to bring their own masks (following specifications) and have a sanitary
supply of additional masks on hand for those who may need one.

•

Worship leaders may need to wear masks or a protective face shield, or use a shield in
front of a podium while leading worship service that can reduce the risk of contagion by
blocking airborne agents of infection.
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Communication
Over and over, the scriptures demonstrate the creative and redemptive power of God’s Word.
As those called to proclaim God’s life-giving Word, we must use our words in ways that honor
and preserve life and communicate God’s love for all.
•

Use email, websites, and social media to communicate expectations for those who may
plan to attend worship (staying home if sick, physical distancing, washing hands,
wearing masks, etc.).

•

Ask people not to attend public worship if they are feeling ill, think they may have been
exposed to the coronavirus, have compromised immune systems, or are at high risk of
exposing others.

•

Provide clear signage describing church policies and best practices for hygiene.

Reconnecting, Catching Up
The vitality of the church depends on connection and relationship among the members of the
body of Christ. However necessary for preserving the life and health of the church’s members,
this time of distancing and isolation has also taken a toll on the ties that bind us together. It will
be important for leaders and members to tend to these networks of relationships as we emerge
from pandemic restrictions. Remember that this time will have been more difficult for some
and be intentional about reaching out to those members.
•

Be careful to announce plans for a return to worship and other public activities in a way
that does not exclude those who must continue to worship at home.

•

Use technology in a way that helps homebound or hospitalized members feel like active
participants, rather than passive observers.

•

Review the church’s membership rolls and designate leaders or teams to check in on
members in ways that are safe and appropriate.

•

Organize small groups within the congregation according to neighborhood, age, interest,
etc., and provide them with ideas or instructions for staying in touch online or in person.

•

Make extra efforts to connect with those who live alone, have suffered loss and grief,
are less comfortable with technology, or struggle with mental health concerns.

Provisional Practices, Fresh Insights, and New Habits
The emergency nature of the pandemic has led to a time for experimentation in many
communities of faith. There will be some practices that may have been appropriate for a time,
but now need to be reconsidered, revised, or relinquished. In the midst of these difficult
conversations and decisions, there may be the need to suspend judgment and extend grace.
Don’t jump to conclusions or be too quick to condemn.
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At the same time, there will be other things we have learned that we want to continue, adapt,
or even expand as we return from this time of wilderness or exile. Don’t forget these important
insights—they may be signs of a new thing God is doing among us.
As congregations and members return to familiar patterns of life and worship—or establish
new ones in response to changed circumstances—it will be important to think carefully about
who we are called to be “on the other side of this.” This time of reentry presents a chance to
nurture new habits of Christian faith, life, and worship. Don’t miss the opportunity for
intentional reflection and deliberate action.
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The Order of Worship
Beginning to Gather in Person
The assembly of the people of God as the body of Christ is a sign of the church’s witness to the
resurrection, a vital sign of life for the world. Particularly at the conclusion of a time of death
and distancing, it is important for the church to reassert this witness in a way that can be a
compelling affirmation of faith while, at the same time, being careful to safeguard the life and
health of the most vulnerable among us. As much as we might wish to have a large event or
grand celebration to mark the return to public worship, it is likely that considerations of public
health will necessitate a more gradual process of reunion.
•

Offer additional times for worship in order to accommodate multiple small groups,
rather than a single larger assembly.

•

Consider alternate locations for worship, including larger rooms in the church or
exterior spaces such as parks, lawns, gardens, or parking lots (weather permitting).

•

You may wish to begin the return to public worship with smaller (ten persons or fewer),
neighborhood-based gatherings, using resources for daily prayer (these are designed in
such a way that they can be led by any member of the congregation).

•

Encourage those who are older, medically vulnerable, or in high-risk vocations to
continue worshiping from home, returning only when they feel it is safe to do so.

Congregational Song
In Christian worship we join generations of the people of God, the global church, and even the
heavenly host in giving glory to God. One of the primary expressions of this praise is through
congregational song. As the final phrase of the Psalms puts it: “Let everything that breathes
praise the Lord!” (Ps. 150:6). Tragically, the Covid-19 coronavirus attacks the breath and
transmits itself through respiration when people are gathered in close proximity. This makes
congregational singing an especially poignant and problematic activity. How can we continue to
sing and make music to the Lord at this time?
•

Since congregational singing and choral music are particularly risky activities when it
comes to the spread of Covid-19, these elements of worship should be omitted when
churches first return to public worship, until such a time as it is deemed safe.

•

Feature instrumental music and find other ways for worshipers to participate in musical
offerings: for instance, humming with masks on, clapping or moving in rhythm, or using
small percussion instruments.

•

When and where it is safe to do so, feature hymns, psalms, and spiritual songs from
soloists or small ensembles, with the congregation praying through listening attentively.

•

Use online worship opportunities and soloists or small ensembles to teach and learn
new songs from the hymnal or other sources; have a song of the week or month and
invite worshipers to sing it at home.
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•

Encourage members to order hymnals to keep and use at home, especially if they must
continue to worship at home for some time.

•

If someone in your community knows American Sign Language, teach simple phrases
(“Alleluia,” “Lord, have mercy,” “Amen”) that might be used as responses in songs, as
well as other acts of worship, such as affirmations of faith.

•

If the risk of in-person transmission while singing has been reduced, the session could
consider bringing back singing into in-person worship by providing as much physical
distance as possible in the sanctuary and chancel so worshipers are less likely to come in
contact with airborne pathogens.

Confession and Lament
The psalms teach us to bring our whole lives to God in prayer—even our sin, shame, and
suffering. As the pandemic comes to a conclusion, there will be a need to lament the losses,
injustices, and frustrations of this time, including the sickness and death of loved ones, missed
opportunities, financial setbacks, and separation from family and friends. There will also be a
need to confess personal and social sin, including systems and patterns of privilege that make
some more vulnerable to the virus and its economic impact. Our confession and lament are
always framed by grace—beginning with God’s initiative and pointing to God’s mercy.
•

Use the biblical psalms as models or patterns for confession and lament, expanding the
church’s repertoire of prayer in this time of crisis.

•

Allow times for silent, written, or spoken prayers of confession or lament.

•

Find options for prayers of confession and lament in the 2018 Book of Common Worship
(pp. 56–63, 578–9, 582–6, 600–1, 605–12).

Proclaiming the Gospel
The promise of the gospel is freedom from death, forgiveness of sin, and fullness of life in Jesus
Christ. The church and the world need to hear and remember this good news, now more than
ever. Be bold in your proclamation that nothing in life or death can separate us from the love of
God in Christ Jesus. Indeed, this is the challenge of the gospel—to share this good news with all,
proclaiming the reign of God in word and action.
•

Connect biblical stories with events in the life of the world and (with permission) the
experiences of members of the community in the midst of the pandemic. Show how the
good news speaks to current events and situations.

•

Make space for personal testimony in worship, inviting (and preparing or equipping)
persons to bear witness to the gifts and challenges of the gospel at this time.

•

Suggest ways in which worshipers can testify to the good news of Jesus through their
words and actions in everyday life, even when face-to-face contact is limited.
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Building Up the Body
Even through the time of pandemic, God has continued “to equip the saints for the work of
ministry, for building up the body of Christ” (Eph. 4:12), providing and preparing persons for
discipleship and service in Jesus’ name. Through the sacrament of Baptism, new members are
welcomed into the body of Christ and community of faith, beginning the lifelong journey of
discipleship that is each Christian’s vocation. Through ordination, members of the body are set
apart for certain forms of service and empowered with the gifts of the Spirit to carry out these
ministries. When it is safe and appropriate for a portion of the congregation to gather, it will be
important to celebrate these events in public worship.
•

When baptism must be delayed, catechumenal preparation for baptism (whether for
new believers or for the parents of young children) may continue through online
resources and conversations.

•

Similarly, when ordination is delayed, candidates for ordered ministries may be
equipped and prepared for their calling through training and mentoring programs of the
session (for deacons and ruling elders) or presbytery (for teaching elders).

•

When baptisms and ordinations must take place in the context of a smaller subset of the
congregation for reasons of public health and safety, find ways for the larger church to
bear witness to the event, show their support, and offer their prayer and welcome.

Weddings and Funerals
Weddings and funerals, as important passages in human life, are ripples of our baptismal life
together in the body of Christ. The promises that we make in Christian marriage are rooted in
the vows of our baptismal covenant and sustained by the steadfast love and faithfulness of
God. The Christian funeral is said to mark the “completion of our baptism,” as this service of
witness to the resurrection is a culmination of the baptismal pattern of dying and rising in Christ
(see Rom. 6:3–11). As long as physical distancing guidelines are in place, weddings and funerals
are likely to be smaller gatherings, attended by a handful of loved ones. At such a time, it is all
the more important to teach about the baptismal connections of these events, recognize them
in the public and online worship of the community of the baptized, and surround them with the
prayers of the faithful.
•

Keep a careful record of smaller weddings and funerals so they may be celebrated and
remembered when it safe to hold larger gatherings, perhaps on the first anniversary of
an event or at combined services.

•

The “marriage” element of the wedding service—vows, exchange of symbols, prayers,
announcement, and peace—might be excerpted as smaller rite for close friends and/or
family when it is not possible to hold a larger gathering.

•

Similarly, the “committal” element of the funeral liturgy may be used as a standalone
service with a small gathering of loved ones, holding the full service of witness to the
resurrection when it is safe and appropriate for a larger gathering of the community.
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•

When the church gathers in person and/or online on the Sunday following a wedding or
funeral, acknowledge these events between the sermon and the prayers of intercession
(see W-3.0308), then mention them among the petitions that follow.

•

Find options for weddings (pp. 687–728) and funerals (pp. 769–824) in the 2018 Book of
Common Worship, including the reaffirmation of marriage vows (pp. 708–10), the
committal (pp. 795–8), and a service for comforting the bereaved (pp. 778–9).

Prayers of Intercession
As a “royal priesthood” (Exod. 19:6; 1 Pet. 2:9), the people of God are called to join Christ’s
intercession for the world God loves. As members begin to return to church (or continue
worshiping at home), they will come with the deep concerns that have emerged in this time of
crisis. These concerns are offered to God as prayers of intercession—for the church (local and
global), the healing of creation, nations and people, local communities, those who have
suffered great loss, and commemorations of those who have died. We seek salvation for others
but also transformation for ourselves and our communities, “so that we may receive mercy and
find grace to help in time of need” (Heb. 4:16).
•

Invite members to take up a daily practice of intercession, keeping a list of needs or
concerns on their hearts and remembering them in prayer once or twice a day and/or
bringing them to worship on the Lord’s Day.

•

Make a practice of commemorating particular persons who have died (whether from
Covid-19 or other causes) and praying for those who have loved them.

•

Find options for prayers of intercession and commemoration in the 2018 Book of
Common Worship (pp. 92–117, 564–5, 586–8, 597, 614–23, 834–855, 874–95, 1120–3).

Sharing the Peace
One of the primary biblical sources for the church’s liturgical practice of passing the peace is
found in the Gospel of John, where the risen Christ comes to fearful disciples, says “Peace be
with you,” breathes upon them (!) with the gift of the Holy Spirit, and commissions them to the
work of forgiveness and reconciliation (John 20:19–23). We learn from this story that Christ’s
peace is more than a friendly greeting among friends—it is an invitation to bold discipleship in
the midst of division, challenging us to extend God’s call to reconciliation to a “broken and
fearful world” (Book of Confessions, A Brief Statement of Faith, 11.4, Line 65).
•

For those in public worship, find ways to share Christ’s peace without touch and while
maintaining safe distances—through the exchange of words, with a bow, by smiling with
one’s eyes (since mouths may be covered by masks), or using American Sign Language.

•

Avoid handshakes and hugs or embraces; let leaders describe and model other options
for sharing the peace and communicate these practices with ushers and greeters.

•

For those who are worshiping at home, find ways to share Christ’s peace across the
distance—through text messages, social media posts, voice messages, or postcards.
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•

Find options for the peace in the 2018 Book of Common Worship (pp. 67–8, 117–8).

Offering Our Gifts
Every service of Christian worship is an opportunity for self-offering, a sign of our gratitude for
God’s own self-offering in Jesus Christ. With the additional financial pressures and hardships of
this time—both personal and institutional—it is all the more important to share our gifts, be
good stewards of God’s resources, and help those in need. Consider the example of the earliest
Christians, who “had all things in common [and] would sell their possessions and goods and
distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need” (Acts 2:44–45). Or consider the ministry of
Jesus, who found ways to feed multitudes with a few simple gifts.
•

In addition to regular tithes and offerings, provide direct assistance to those who have
been most acutely impacted by the financial implications of the pandemic.

•

Develop and promote opportunities for electronic contributions, particularly for the
sake of those who are worshiping at home or joining the congregation’s worship from a
distance through online services. See the Presbyterian Foundation’s Online Giving
Program for assistance. You may also encourage worshipers to mail checks.

•

Make baskets for the offering available in prominent places (near the doors of the
church or in a center aisle) to avoid the need for passing plates. You may need to remind
worshipers about this opportunity for offering just before the blessing and charge.

•

Provide suggestions for how members might use their time and talents for the benefit
of those who are struggling with illness, isolation, or loss of income.

The Joyful Feast
The Eucharist or Lord’s Supper is, among other things, an eschatological banquet of
thanksgiving for God’s saving works, God’s victory over death (Isa. 25, Rev. 7). It is a communal
meal of the covenant people of God, gathered as the living body of the risen Christ. It is part of
our ongoing participation in the dying and rising of our Savior Jesus as we await his glorious
return and the consummation of his holy reign. It is our regular nourishment in the grace of
Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Spirit. How can we remember and celebrate
the many facets of this joyful feast as we return to worship, while being careful to preserve the
health of each member of Christ’s body?
•

Communion (like singing) is an especially risky activity at in-person worship because of
the nature of eating and drinking, with the necessity of contacting multiple surfaces or
objects and touching the mouth. This element of worship should be omitted when
churches first return to public worship, until such a time as it is deemed safe.

•

When it is safe and appropriate to do so, conduct the service of communion in a way
that allows for physical distancing and reduces close contact. It is recommended that
leaders invite worshipers to come forward individually or in household groups, rather
than passing elements through the congregation. Serving across the communion table
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may provide a way to reinforce physical distancing. Designate servers to go to those
who are unable to come forward, still maintaining as much physical distance as possible.
•

“Eucharist” means “thanksgiving.” Make room in the eucharistic liturgy to give thanks
for health care providers, emergency personnel, service-industry workers, teachers,
public safety officers, and others who have offered Christ’s compassion, wisdom,
healing, and service in this time of pandemic.

•

Limit the number of people coming into contact with the communion elements as they
are prepared and served.

•

Ask servers to sanitize their hands immediately before distributing the elements; doing
so in view of the congregation may help in reducing anxiety.

•

Use pre-cut bread. Let the bread be given by the server, with worshipers receiving it in
open, outstretched hands, rather than worshipers taking the bread for themselves with
multiple hands in the plate or basket.

•

Use small cups of wine or juice, spread out around the service tray so worshipers may
take one without touching another. Provide a basket or table at the side(s) of the
sanctuary where worshipers may leave their cups after drinking.

•

Alternately, place small portions of bread and wine/juice on a large table, with space
between each portion, for worshipers to take and eat/drink.

•

Encourage people to take their time and exercise patience throughout the service of
communion. Reassure worshipers that they may also refrain from receiving communion
in good conscience and without judgment.

•

Take advantage of the provision for the extended serving of the communion of the
church (Book of Order, W-3.0414) as a way to bridge between public worship and
homebound or hospitalized members, insofar as it is safe and appropriate to do so. This
practice may be carried out by teams of deacons and/or ruling elders.

•

Find options for eucharistic prayers in the 2018 Book of Common Worship (pp. 25–9,
42–51, 118–49, 163–400, and elsewhere).

Sending in Service
The final movement of the Service for the Lord’s Day is our movement into the world. This is
true whether we are praising God in the church’s sanctuary or praying at home as we shelter in
place. We are called to continue our worship and service of God in outward mission, authentic
evangelism, and daily discipleship. We are sent to practice our faith, live in hope, and show
Christ’s love.
•

Have a plan for the orderly dismissal of the congregation to maintain social distancing.
(For example, have the last rows leave first, then second to last row, and so forth;
encourage ushers to direct the process.)
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•

Block doors open to reduce contact with doorknobs and handles and/or encourage
greeters and ushers to hold doors open for worshipers to reduce contact.

•

Think creatively about how to make our faith, life, and worship public and visible at a
time of physical distance, isolation, and fear. Use your voice, actions, presence—
through social media, yard signs, fundraising, charitable giving, works of compassion,
care packages for the homebound, messages to neighbors, calls to congress, and so
on—to bear witness to “the hope that is in you” (1 Pet. 3:15) in Jesus Christ.

•

Post words from a common blessing (Num. 6:24–26; Ps. 121:8; or 2 Cor. 13:13) and/or
charge (Mic. 6:8; Rom. 12:9–18; or Col. 3:12–17) near the door of the church or home.
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Additional Resources
Links to Other Resources
•

Coronavirus/Covid-19 Resources from the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).

•

Guidelines for Community and Faith-Based Organizations from the U.S. Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).

•

Recommendations for Returning to Church from the Wisconsin Council of Churches.

•

Guidance and resources for the Extended Serving of Communion (see Book of Order, W3.0414).

•

Covid-19 Quicksheets from the PC(USA) Office of Christian Formation.
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Houses of Worship
Helpful Links for Reopening

Your Ministry During COVID-19: Re-Opening
We have been dealing with challenging times. Your federal and state governments have taken several preemptive and
reactionary steps to help combat the impact of COVID-19; many of you are still reeling from these effects.
However, as time has passed numerous states and localities are looking to “re-open” and are discussing the safest way to
accomplish a “return to normal”. While your specific congregations’ situation is governed by federal, state and local
guidelines and ordinances – below are helpful links that can be used as your congregation determines the next best steps.

Insurer & House of Worship Specific Links
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

7.
8.
9.

Church Mutual Coronavirus Site
a. Recommendations for a Safe Return to Worship
GuideOne
a. Considerations for Reopening
Insurance Board
a. Considerations for Reopening Church Office
Philadelphia Insurance Companies
Selective
Hanover
Save-A-Seat Check-in Mobile App -- Pastor's Toolbox
Wheaton College - Coronavirus Resources for the Church
Chorus America - Includes link to their helpful May 4th Webinar
a. Summary of Webinar on Singing

Links for Advice on Waivers / Assumption of Risk
1.
2.

Waivers of Liability in COVID-19 Era - Butler Snow
3 Considerations for a Well-Crafted COVID Waiver - Goodell DeVries

Sample Waivers:
• Sample Release Forms - Church Mutual
• Sample Waiver - Sadler
• Assumption of Risk Waiver - Boys & Girls Clubs of San Francisco
• YMCA of Greater Twin Cities Waiver
• Club At Hidden Creek

Disclaimer: in providing links to these resources, Sovereign Insurance Group is neither advocating for their efficacy nor endorsing. They are simply
links to resources that might be helpful to your organization during this time.
Last Update: May 21, 2020

Houses of Worship
Helpful Links for Reopening

Human Resources Related
ThinkHR COVID19 Resource Page
Includes information on Return to Work, Workplace Safety, Working from Home, FFCRA & New Laws
Clients of Sovereign get free access to ThinkHR – contact your account manager to reset your password if needed

Government / Public Health
1.

2.
3.
4.

CDC - Community & Faith-Based Organizations
a. CDC - Child Care, Schools, and Youth Sports
b. CDC - Schools Decision Tree
c. CDC - Child Care Decision Tree
d. CDC - All Guidance
e. CDC - Interim Guidance for Businesses & Employers
f. CDC - Workplace, School, & Home Guidance Poster
g. CDC - All Print Communication / Handouts
White House - Opening Up America
Department of Labor - Workplace Safety & COVID
OSHA COVID-19

State Specific
1.
2.
3.

US Chamber of Commerce - State by State Guide
Links to All State Health Department Websites
NY Times - Reopening by State

Disclaimer: in providing links to these resources, Sovereign Insurance Group is neither advocating for their efficacy nor endorsing. They are simply
links to resources that might be helpful to your organization during this time.
Last Update: May 21, 2020

