
 

 
 
 
Who will separate us from the love of Christ?  Will hardship, or 
distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or 
sword?  . . . For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor 
angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor 
powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, 
will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus 
our Lord.  (Romans 8:35-39)  
 

Sisters and Brothers in Christ!  Greetings to you in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.  
 

First, Blessings and Commendations to You  
The Merriam-Webster dictionary word-of-the-year is “pandemic,” closely followed by “unprecedented.” 
You have, in the past 8 months, created faithful – and extraordinary – ministry. You keep going. You adapt. 
You provide authentic worship. You serve your communities in mission. You are doing amazing work so 
thank you.  
 

The Reality 
Covid-19 is surging at the highest level of the pandemic and getting much worse. You can see it in one 
glance at any news source. Infections, positivity rates and deaths are rising daily. Health experts fear a 
“surge tsunami” over the holiday season. Community spread is rampant, meaning many people diagnosed 
have no idea how they got it. Hospitals will likely be overwhelmed by Christmas. We are experiencing, in 
every county in which we have churches, a grim rise in infections and deaths. We have as many people in 
ICUs right now as we had admitted at all in October.  Medical staff are in short supply and the medical 
system is being literally overwhelmed.  In addition, as we come into the winter months, we enter the cold 
and flu season on top of the projected holiday surge.  
 

On December 2, 2020 Chair of the CDC Robert Redfield said to the US Chamber of Commerce: "The reality 
is December and January, and February are going to be rough times. I actually believe they're going to be 
the most difficult time in the public health history of this nation, because of the stress to the health 
system. I do think, unfortunately, before we see February, we could be close to 450,000 Americans dead 
from this virus.”  
 

While most of our churches have stayed or gone back to virtual worship, others are continuing to push 
for beginning in-person worship, and a handful of churches are continuing with in-person worship. The 
Presbytery office is closed to all but essential functions at this point.  As you forge ahead, the Presbytery 
office can help find the resources you need.   
 

The Board of Pensions (BoP) has ramped up the Employee Assistance Program (EAP), which offers free 
counseling and consultation to employees covered by the BoP. We say it again: This is really tough. We 
have no choice but to press on. You are not alone.  
 

Recommendation from the Presbytery Office 
That said, it is really critical to consider suspending in-person indoor gatherings and worship – ideally now 
through February 2021. Christmas is an emotional and tradition-laden time, but inviting a lot of strangers 
and worshippers into a closed building right now is a really bad idea. We have increasing numbers of 



pastors and congregation members who have been exposed to COVID, with many testing positive and 
showing symptoms.  Right now we’re at 1 in 20 people infected in the US; it’s estimated that 1 in 3 will be 
affected in the next few months.  Look left and right of you – one will get infected. 
  
If you plan now to suspend in-person indoor worship and many activities through February, this will free 
the energy that goes into continual decision-making on closures for long-range planning, hopefully as 
conditions improve. This recommendation is not a mandate, unless the state or the CDC issue a shelter-
in-place order.  It is, however, a VERY STRONG recommendation. It echoes the recommendation of the 
National office of PC(USA). 
  

No matter what you decide:  
• Be diligent in enforcing CDC advice: Practice Social Distancing of at least 6-12 feet; Keep Sanitizing, 
Disinfecting, Handwashing; Vigorous enforcement of face mask policies.  
• Mandatory Face Masks: While it is true that state mask mandates exempt religious organizations, masks 
make a BIG difference in protection.  You should at the very least REQUIRE face masks to be worn inside 
when gathering inside the sanctuary; that should be especially when singing.  We honor Christ, who calls 
us to love one another, when we wear face masks to protect not only ourselves, but the community.  
• Face Masks for Worship Leaders: Worship leaders can remove face masks, to be heard by those with 
hearing limitations, for the sermon or speaking parts, but should be masked for anything else including 
any singing. There should be 20 feet (and/or plexiglass) between an unmasked leader and other 
attendees.  
• Limiting Risk: Keep services of worship below 45 minutes. Limit spoken congregational responses to 
“half-voice” behind masks. Singing is not recommended, but any singing should also be in a quiet voice to 
avoid aerosols and should be masked. Consult with a heating/air conditioning professional about the best 
solutions for airflow and risk mitigation.  Communion should be postponed or offered with pre-sealed or 
pre-packaged elements. Do not pass offering plates. Social distance and Sanitize!  
• Have a solid communication plan should you have an exposure or decide to re-close – if there has been 
an exposure, you must let the local Board of Health as well as anyone in the event that had an exposure, 
and you will need to close the building. 
• Decisions on building utilization are the sole responsibility of Session, and they must police the 
requirements of entry to the building.  Ohio is a travel advisory state and visitors from other states are 
asked to quarantine for 14 days.  If you have a lot of out-of-town guests, please take that into 
consideration. 
• Consult with pastors and staff before the end of the year to make sure that all 2020 vacation and Study 
Leave time was used. If not, consider allocating that time for 2021. Encourage each other as we strive to 
maintain health during these challenges.  
 

Stay the Course. Stay Safe. Stay Sane. Cultivate Hope. Curate Vision for the Future. Laugh. And Cry. Be 
Gentle with yourselves and each other. Be in touch as needed. And remember that nothing can separate 
us with the Love of God in Jesus Christ.  
 
And oh by the way – this all happened in 1918 too: https://www.cnn.ph/world/2020/12/3/Churches-and-
COVID-19-.html 
  
God bless you and your ministry.  
 

Lisa 
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