
 

Dear Clergy of the Great Plains Conference,   

May our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, the giver of a peace the world does not know nor 
is able to give, be with your spirit in these anxious days (John 14:27). 

I write to you today as clergy leaders of local congregations that are continuously 
assailed with enormous amounts of information, scenarios, and prognostications of the 
known and unknown impact of the Coronavirus, or COVID-19. 

Our communities are on edge as they hear of sporting seasons and event cancellations, 
travel restrictions and bans, school closings, and about increased numbers of virus-
related cases and deaths. They are on edge as they see long lines of vehicles at the 
gas pumps, empty shelves at supermarkets, and empty public spaces. As members of 
the human community, we are not personally, emotionally, psychologically, or socially 
immune from the realities that are happening in our world. However, as those called by 
Christ who walked among and physically ministered to the sick, the leper, and the 
outcast, we remember that we are ambassadors for Christ with a message of hope and 
compassion that the world is searching for in anxious times such as these. 

The Center for Disease Control is carefully monitoring the outbreak of the coronavirus, 
which has now been detected in more than 100 locations internationally, including the 
United States. The International Health Regulations Emergency Committee declared a 
public health emergency for the United States on January 31, 2020. The World Health 
Organization has declared the coronavirus outbreak a pandemic. Nations, state, and 
local governments, organizations, businesses, and citizens are now in aggressive and 
full-response mode trying to change the course of this pandemic. Steps have been 
taken by leadership in all sectors of society to issue ordinances that prevent people 
from clustering to avoid or control the community transmission of the disease. The 
global community is increasingly experiencing the impact of destabilizing practical, 
economic, and psychological aspects caused by the outbreak. 

To date, one person has tested positive for COVID-19 in Nebraska, nine others are 
presumptive positive. Thirty-three cases are undergoing further testing at the Nebraska 
Public Health Lab. Eighty people tested negative. Nebraska has reported no deaths. 
The Kansas Department of Health has to date confirmed three positive cases for 
COVID-19, another 19 people have been tested, and results are pending. One person is 
reported to have died. 

The word “pandemic” connected to a rapidly spreading infectious and deadly virulent, 
such as COVID-19, can cause unreasonable fear as people feel helpless and face their 
mortality. During times of fear, people turn to God for hope. 

Hollie Tapley and I recorded a video for release to the conference that acknowledged 
the seriousness of the COVID-19 pandemic. Hollie shared some ideas about how 
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people that gathered for worship could protect themselves from infection by disinfecting 
public areas and modifying communal practices for Holy Communion and the passing of 
the peace. The video is available on the conference website and Facebook page. 

Other preventative actions to help prevent the spread of COVID-19 include: 

· Stay home when you are sick, except to get medical attention and care. 

· Cover your coughs and sneezes with a tissue, then throw the tissue in the trash. 

· Wash your hands often with soap and water for at least 20 seconds, especially after 
going to the bathroom, before eating, and after blowing your nose, coughing, or 
sneezing. 

· Avoid touching your eyes, nose, and mouth with unwashed hands. 

· Clean frequently touched surfaces and objects daily. 

I shared how churches offer spiritual and community refuge for people who are afraid. I 
offered local churches the autonomy to decide what was best for their worshiping 
community. I did not declare a stoppage to all worship services because 650 of our 
1,000 congregations have an average Sunday worship attendance of less than 50. Most 
of these congregations are in low-traffic, low-risk, rural areas. At the same time, we 
have 200 congregations that worship an average of 125 and more. Less than 10 of the 
larger congregations have an average worship attendance of more than 500, with five of 
the larger worshiping congregations, reporting more than 1,000 in average Sunday 
worship attendance. 

Churches can continue to gather for worship if they decide to do so. However, I 
encourage clergy and congregational leadership with an average Sunday worship 
attendance of 250 or more to seriously consider suspending worship services 
until more is known about the spread of COVID-19. Sedgwick County in Kansas, 
has as of this morning, banned all gatherings of 250 or more people, this includes 
churches. 

As clergy leaders, gather with your local church leaders to decide whether to hold, limit, 
or cancel services and activities regardless of your average worship attendance. If you 
decide to hold services, give permission to congregants to stay home from worship and 
other church activities until we have more clarity about COVID-19. If you and your 
congregational leadership decides to suspend church services and activities, then do 
so, regardless of your congregation’s average worship attendance. Whatever you 
decide, please ensure that you make provision for the spiritual and temporal care of 
your membership, your community, and the continued operation of your congregation’s 
mission. 



In closing, please remember that many in our communities will suffer from lost wages 
due to business slow-downs, reduced hours, and lay-offs. Remember that many civil 
servants in our communities will be overworked and will need encouragement and 
spiritual support. Above all, remember that we are a people of prayer, hope, faith, and 
works of mercy. Whether we gather in a building or not, we are the church. Let us seek 
ways to be the church that lets people know that Christ sees what people are going 
through, that Christ cares, and that Christ is sending us to show God’s love and care. 

Thank you so much clergy of the Great Plains Conference for your courage and 
leadership in these anxious times. 

“God, is our refuge and strength, our ever-present help in trouble.” (Psalm 46:1). 

Grace and Peace, 

 


