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Introduction 
This document is an update from the draft that was distributed in mid May, 2020. It includes 
additional thoughts, questions, and concerns that have been suggested by leaders from 
around the presbytery.


Thank you to everyone who helped make this document a reality. If you see an typos or items 
that need to be corrected, please let us know. 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Where Are We? 
We live in an exciting time to be the church. Recently one of our MVP church elders said:  

This is the time that the church is needed most.  
It’s during a crisis, that the church is suppose to be  
most present in the world.


He couldn’t have been more correct!


We know the threat around us, we know our responsibility to keep people safe, but we also 
know that God calls the church to care for the world.


This is not a time to survive. This is a time to live, worship, and provide care and nurture. It is a 
time to thrive!


As we approach a constantly changing environment, we recognize that our landscape of 
ministry includes:


• Knowing the threat around us

• Keeping people as safe as we can

• Providing care and nurture

• Helping people live into the fullness of Christ’s life
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Defining Goals 
Before your session talks about how and when to reopen, there is some wisdom in defining 
your goals by asking some basic questions:


Starting Points 
• While we need to find healthy ways to be together, is worship the best place to 

start? 

• What other ways might we be able to gather? For example, can we share meals in 

our parking lots at safe distances? Can we meet for socially distanced fellowship 
hours in a pavilion? Can we start prayer groups or bible studies on front porches? 


• Is the weekend experience of church getting in the way of the abundant life Jesus 
offers? If so, how? What can we do about this?


• How do we transition from an institutional faith, to be more of a life giving 
community who participates in God’s movement of salvation? How do we need to 
adapt the use of buildings, ministries, and staff design based on Gospel, not just 
public health?


• What other possibilities do we see that make sense for our congregation?


Intentionality 
• We left our buildings due to COVID-19. Do we have to return to our buildings based 

on COVID-19 trajectories? 

• Do we need to learn some new things before we return? 

• For more insight, see Matt’s recent article: https://pres-outlook.org/2020/05/what-

are-we-opening-what-covid-19-and-the-great-ends-are-teaching-the-church/


Meaningfulness 
• With all of the health restrictions, such as the dangers of singing, does worship in 

the virtual sphere actually make more sense at this time? 

• Which mode of worship is more effective at this time for your congregation? Digital 

or in-person?

• What is it that you miss about in-person worship? Can those needs be meet other 

ways? How can this be done?


Adaptation 
• The world has been changing at a steadily increasing rate for half a century. 

COVID-19 has made some of these changes more apparent to the church. 

• One way to consider the magnitude of these cascading changes is to spend some 

time considering your congregations as if it was a brand-new organization. 

• If you were just starting as a Christian community, how would you design your 

common life in this new era? How would, should, or could it be different? 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Local Responsibility  
Ultimately local sessions are responsible for ensuring that the Great Ends of the Church are 
being fulfilled. 


As recorded in The Book of Order (F-1.0304), our goals as a church are:


1. The proclamation of the gospel for the salvation of humankind.

2. The shelter, nurture and spiritual fellowship of the children of God.

3. The maintenance of divine worship.

4. The preservation of the truth.

5. The promotion of social righteousness.

6. The exhibition of the kingdom of heaven to the world.


Rev. Cindy Kohlmann, one of the PC(USA)’s current Co-moderators makes the case that the 
church does not require buildings to fulfill any of our Great Ends.


• Webinar: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AzGzsMFIsO4

• Notes from the Webinar: https://presbyteryofboston.org/Portals/0/Documents/

Resources/Returning%20to%20the%20Building.pdf?ver=2020-05-18-170558-793


From a leadership perspective, it is best not to view these responsibilities and discussions only 
through the lens of public health. In addition, please frame your conversations through the 
Gospel. The Great Ends of the Church are a strong place to start.


While your local church works to adapt to challenges please rely on outside resources that are 
available to you.


Additional resources may include:

• National guidelines

• State regulations

• Local health departments

• Other local churches and organizations
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A Team of Observers 
As communities continue to move forward, there is no set-it and forget it plan. Because there 
are so many moving parts, ideally sessions will have individuals who can monitor specific 
aspects of your regularly changing ministry context.


Here are a sample of areas that session members can divide among themselves, and observe:


• Government guidelines

• Updated research

• The physical health of congregation members

• County and city COVID-19 trends

• Congregational fellowship

• Congregation practices during physical gatherings


Stages and Waves 
As your elders observe what is going on in the life of your church, it is important to prepare our 
minds that we will most likely experience stages and waves of reopening.


Stages can mirror what the national government has suggested. We won’t just all run 
back to life as we use to know it. Rather, it is healthy to gently open up, step by step, as 
it is prudent. While the national government has offered 3 stages, your church may find 
it helpful to have 4 or 5 stages.


Waves remind us that just like other viruses, we will experiences peaks and spikes of 
virus activity. As we know this, we can prepare to go back and forth between stages 
when needed. The recognition of this possibility lessens the emotional trauma if and 
when Ohio relapses.
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What are Others Doing? 
The following is an adaptation of what the Presbytery of Greater Atlanta has produced to help 
their churches reopen their doors in a healthy manner. This chart is helpful because it aligns 
with the White House’s Opening Up America Guidelines. These recommendations have not 
been voted on by MVP or it’s Council. They are merely guidelines. Again, local sessions are 
responsible for these types of decisions:


Phase One

Opening Up America Guidelines Presbytery Recommendations 

• All vulnerable individuals should continue to 
shelter in place.


• No more than 10 people should gather and 
should maintain 6 feet of social distancing.


• Encourage telework; if possible, return to 
work in phases.


• Close common areas where personnel are 
likely to congregate and interact.


• Visits to senior care facilities and hospitals 
should be prohibited.


• Schools and organized youth activities should 
remain closed.


• Large venues, including places of worship, 
can operate under strict social distancing 
protocols.

• Churches should continue holding virtual 
worship services only.


• Worship leaders can consider resuming 
recording in their sanctuary while maintain 6ft 
of social distancing. Some strongly 
discourage this practice.


• High-risk individuals, including staff, should 
continue to shelter in place.


• Small groups, Bible studies, pastoral care, 
meetings, etc. should continue to function in a 
virtual format.


• Weddings and memorial services should be 
kept to less than 10 in attendance, 
maintaining social distancing guidelines and 
wearing masks.
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Phase Two

Opening Up America Guidelines Presbytery Recommendations 

• All vulnerable individuals should 
continue to shelter in place.


• No more than 50 people should 
gather and should maintain 6 
feet of social distancing.


• Encourage telework if possible.


• Close common areas where 
personnel are likely to 
congregate and interact.


• Non-essential travel can 
resume.


• Visits to senior care facilities 
and hospitals should be 
prohibited.


• School and organized youth 
activities can reopen, 
maintaining social distancing 
guidelines.


• Large venues, including places 
of worship, can operate under 
moderate social distancing 
protocols.

• Churches should continue holding virtual worship services.


• Churches may consider hosting in-person worship for 
groups of up to 50 people.


✓ Require social distancing and face masks for all 
participants.


✓ Use no-touch alternatives for passing the peace, 
collecting and counting offering, etc.


✓ Create a healthy hospitality strategy for ensuring 
compliance and preparing for sanitation.


✓ Remove congregational choral singing from the 
service because of increased risk of transmission.


✓ Give serious consideration to options for 
Communion and other parts of the worship 
experience in order to minimize contact.


✓ Track attendance and create a plan of action in case 
one of your worshippers becomes infected with 
COVID-19 after gathering.


✓ Childcare, nursery, and children’s church should not 
be offered.


✓ Provide Face Masks, hand sanitizer, & infrared 
forehead thermometers; ensure family groups are 
six or more feet apart; remove Bibles, hymnals, & 
offering envelopes; consider adding a screen or TV 
monitor for overflow participation; do not use paper 
bulletins; prop all doors open so that no one is 
required to touch doorknobs; have a sanitation 
strategy in place before and after each worship 
service


• High-risk individuals, including staff, should continue to 
shelter in place.


• Clergy and staff may resume working in the church office, as 
long as they maintain social distancing and wear masks.


• Small groups, Bible studies, meetings, etc. may begin to 
meet in-person maintaining physical distancing guidelines 
and wearing masks.


• Encourage continued virtual pastoral care; any in-person 
pastor care visits need to maintain social distancing, wear 
masks, and if possible, occur outside.


• Weddings and memorial services should be kept to less 
than 50 in attendance, maintaining social distance 
guidelines and wearing masks.
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Managing Congregation 
Expectations 
As you are preparing to return to your buildings, please consider how and what you are 
communicating to your people. Our people want to be together. We all do. Help them 
understand and embrace that the return to a mutual physical space does not mean that we are 
back to pre-pandemic practices. 


Spend at least two weeks regularly communicating your church’s expectations and plan in 
various formats before changing your actions. This not only allows people time to process and 
ask questions. This time delay also provides a sense of well-thought out stability.


Phase Three

The shift from Phase Two to Phase Three is significant; we encourage churches to create a 
contextualized stepwise approach for their congregations.

Opening Up America Guidelines Presbytery Recommendations 

• Vulnerable individuals can resume public 
interactions, but should maintain social 
distancing.


• Visits to senior care facilities and hospitals 
can resume.


• Large venues, including places of worship, 
can operate under limited social distancing 
protocols.

• Churches may worship in-person; virtual 
opportunities are encouraged for those who 
can not come to worship and for outreach.


• Participants should wear masks at church and 
during community ministry.


• Until there is a breakthrough regarding a 
vaccine, we encourage churches to model 
safe and healthy behaviors, using the 
recommendations in Phase Two.

Updated 05-29-20



Managing Emotions 
One of the foundational truths of psychology is that humans are never completely rational. If 
we were, we would be robots, and this is no life at all. We all have emotions that are based in 
our experiences and it is these emotions that drive our decision making processes.


Emotions are neither good nor bad. They simply are. Emotions are natural. However, we can 
use emotions for good, or for harm. 


As humans, we typically find facts that fit our emotional stories. And in most cases, we are not 
willing to hear opposing facts that others bring to the table. 


This is true for all humans, those on the Left, and those on the Right. As our country wades 
through a highly charged political atmosphere, these emotions and perspectives creep into the 
church and currently effect decisions, such as mask wearing. 


Again, this is neither good nor bad. It just is.


However, as leaders, we should take special care to keep our emotions in check, to avoid 
name calling, and to use these difficult times to strengthen relationships and not harm them. 
Part of this process is naming unhealthy behaviors in love, grace, and acceptance. Another 
part of the Christian ethic to love our neighbor is to ensure that we understand our own and 
other’s thought patterns, emotions, and rationale. Ask healthy questions of yourself and others. 
Spend time reflecting and providing care. In these ways, we can bear one another’s burdens.


As sessions discuss and inevitably will have disagreements about issues, like mask wearing, 
the tension is not really about the masks. Issues, like mask wearing, are most likely a 
presenting issue. Dig for the underlying tensions with grace. Chris Voss, calls these realizations 
Black Swans: 


• https://www.amazon.com/Never-Split-Difference-Negotiating-Depended/dp/
0062407805


• https://www.ted.com/talks/chris_voss_never_split_the_difference


If your session needs help managing these emotional tides, please ask. We have people 
trained in Healthy Congregation Leadership whom we can call upon.


For more information on how emotions influence all of us and how to use them wisely, see:


• https://www.amazon.com/Emotionally-Healthy-Church-Updated-Expanded/dp/
0310520754


• https://www.amazon.com/Primal-Leadership-New-Preface-Authors/dp/
1422168034/ref=sr_1_8?
crid=248C4T7XFP3Y3&dchild=1&keywords=emotional+intelligence+by+daniel+gole
man&qid=1590766852&s=books&sprefix=emotional+
%2Cstripbooks%2C171&sr=1-8


• https://medium.com/personal-growth/psychologists-explain-how-emotions-not-
logic-drive-human-behaviour-6ed0daf76e1a
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• https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbescoachescouncil/2018/05/09/how-your-
emotions-influence-your-decisions/#3b09b8443fda


• https://www.forbes.com/sites/ashleystahl/2018/05/29/5-ways-to-develop-your-
emotional-intelligence/#57cb6fde6976


• https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/jenniferlerner/files/
annual_review_manuscript_june_16_final.final_.pdf


• https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/compassion-matters/201801/how-
emotions-guide-our-lives


• https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/intense-emotions-and-strong-feelings/
201012/it-or-not-emotions-will-drive-the-decisions-you


Ideas to Consider 
It is important to make a plan that is sensible for your congregation. As you go about your 
work, here are some ideas that we have collected from a variety of places.


Location 
• When weather permits, use the outdoors to your advantage. Leverage parks, farms,  

and pavilions. Drive-in, parking lot worship is even a thing! Open air is safer than 
indoor worship.


• https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/news/features/coronavirus-covid-19-press-
conference-with-roger-shapiro-05-06-20/


• If you worship inside, choose the largest space possible and spread out as much as 
possible (6 feet or more). How do we denote a safe distance?


Come up with a monthly pattern 
• Perhaps it makes sense to worship outdoors two weeks a month, indoors one 

week, and online the last week of the month.

• What pattern makes sense to your church?


Create Fellowship Opportunities  
• What do we do in place of greeting times, passing the peace, and fellowship hour?

• Can people bring a lunch and chairs, so your church can eat together after worship 

in the parking lot?

• Can people use texting during worship as a way to share responses and thoughts?

• How can we foster community on the phone, on-line, and safely in person?

• How important is digital worship for those who are never really healthy enough to 

come to church gatherings? How can these people help serve in digital ministry?
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Masks 
• Everyone, including pastors and worship leaders, will be wearing masks. How did 

mask wearing contribute to Japan’s success with COVID-19? What other factors 
helped Japan succeed? What might we learn from Japan?


• Not all masks are created equal.

• How long does it currently take to order and deliver masks to the church?

• https://atriumhealth.org/dailydose/2020/04/22/not-all-face-masks-are-created-

equal-know-which-type-of-face-mask-you-need-and-when


Singing 
• Because singing (even with a mask) is dangerous, congregational song will not be 

part of the in-person service for some time.

• What other options for music and praise do we have? 

• What instruments can be used instead of a vocal choir?

• Can your congregation participate through percussion instruments?

• https://www.middleclassartist.com/post/nats-panel-of-experts-lays-out-sobering-

future-for-singers-no-vaccine-no-safe-public-singing


Outside Groups 
• As you consider how your congregation uses your building, how do other groups 

such as AA, or community classes and clubs fit into this conversation?

• What do you need to do as a session to make your facilities available to outside 

groups? Is it time to open your doors to them at this time? Do you need to 
experiment with your congregation first?


• What kind of safety requirements do these groups need to demonstrate?

 
Limited Numbers of People

• How many people in your congregation are in a high-risk category? How does this 

inform your decision making? How do you provide safety for high-risk pastors and 
staff as well?


• Do you need to take reservations?

• Do you need to have multiple worship services a week? Is this too much for your 

pastor?

• Do people need to take turns coming to a physical gathering? Schools are looking 

at in-person education M-W-F for half of their students, and T-Th for the other half, 
and then switching the following week. Can churches benefit from an approach like 
this?


• There is nothing magic about the gathering number of 10 or 50 people. Local 
conditions should be considered. For example, one of our congregations has 
concluded that they can only house 12 people safely. Others with larger sanctuaries 
my be able to gather more people.


• https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/groups-at-
higher-risk.html
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Sanitation 
• How do you sanitize before and after each gathering?

• https://church.design/education/how-to-disinfect-churches/


Children 
• How do we welcome children without scaring them?

• Does it make sense to have children-sermons? If so, what are the safest practices?

• How do we help children maintain distance from non-family members?


Restrooms 
• Some have suggested that restrooms be available on a limited basis. Others have 

recommended that they be open in waves, and cleaned after each period of time.

• In addition to soap, paper towels, and hand sanitizer. Disinfected wipes are a good 

idea.

• Can doors be left open and provide privacy at the same time? This allows people to 

have touch-less entry and exit.

• Is hand sanitizer provided inside and outside of bathrooms?


Communion 
• Can people bring their own bread and juice to public worship?

• Can the church provide repackaged communion?

• Is communion a necessity in person, at this time?

• https://www.amazon.com/Fellowship-Prefilled-communion-wafer-100-BROADMAN/

dp/B015X6ETYS


Gloves 
• Do gloves make sense with cross-contamination?

• https://health.clevelandclinic.org/why-you-shouldnt-wear-gloves-to-the-grocery-

store/
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Other Helpful Links 
• https://www.pcusa.org/site_media/media/uploads/covid-19/beginning-conversations-for-

re-entry.pdf

• https://www.pcusa.org/site_media/media/uploads/covid-19/

returning_to_public_worship_may_2020.pdf

• https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/organizations/guidance-

community-faith-organizations.html

• https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/prevention.html

• https://www.covidexitstrategy.org/

• https://kenbraddy.com/2020/04/18/20-questions-your-church-should-answer-before-

people-return/

• https://www.whitehouse.gov/openingamerica/

• https://www.wichurches.org/2020/04/23/returning-to-church/
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