Council Packet
May 12, 2020

St John’s Lutheran Church
"We are disciples of God, living in his grace as an inclusive community, worshiping
together, growing in faith, serving others, and living as witnesses of Jesus Christ."

Council Meeting Agenda
Tuesday, May 12, 2020 7:30 p.m. – via Zoom

1. Call to order – Sam (5 minutes)
a. Approval of agenda
b. Review any thank you notes or correspondence sent to Council or St. John’s
2. Devotions – Sam (5 minutes)
3. All Commission Collaboration – (60 min)
a. Programming Update
b. Clarify Governor’s Orders and MPH Guidelines
c. Commission Engagement
d. Worshipping Together
e. Roundtable discussion
f. Closed session – elected council
4. Reports – Sam (5 minutes)
a. Discuss/Approve previous meeting minutes, staff reports, and commission reports
5. Financials – (10 min)
a. Summary of the past month’s financials (David)
6. Old Business – (15 min)
a. Canoeing the Mountains Book Study – Part Three (Lindsay)
7. “God Sightings” – All (5 minutes)
8. Motion to Adjourn
9. Lord’s Prayer
10. Upcoming events/ meetings:
a. Next council meeting – Tuesday, June 9th, 2020
i. Devotions – Jon
11. Parking lot (Items for future discussion):
a. Facility usage update (Pastor Dave)
b. Constitution Update
c. Branding Website

April 2020 Council Meeting Minutes: Tuesday, April 14 , 2020 via Zoom
Present: Sam, Rayelle, David B, Dave Z, Ann, Darcie, Dan, Jon, and Kelly. Deacon Amanda, Lindsay, and Pastor
Dave were also present. Marlo was absent/excused.
1) Call to Order - Sam called meeting to order at 7:33pm
a) Approval of Agenda – David B made a motion to approve the agenda. Dave Z seconded the motion. Motion
carried.
b) Review any thank you notes or correspondence sent to Council or St. John’s – Pastor Dave noted that he has
received many emails regarding staff and leadership’s efforts and communication put forth to continue its
ministries online.
2) Devotions – Darcie led devotions.
3) Reports –
a) Discuss/Approve previous meeting minutes, staff and commission reports – Council reviewed the submitted reports
and minutes. David B made a motion to approve the reports as submitted. Jon seconded the motion.
Motion carried.
4) Financials
a) Summary of the past month’s financials – David B reported that the counters met for the first time since the shut
down and collected $20,741 in checks/cash (Easter offerings were included in this). Checking account is at
$38,352, with several upcoming payments due. He has been working with utilities and lenders to see what
can be deferred if the need arises (i.e. interest only payments). Marco has offered to suspend the copier
maintenance agreement for 60 days if needed, and may waive repairs if required. Council reviewed the
financial reports for March. Paycheck Protection Plan discussion was held under New Business. Rayelle
made a motion to accept the March financial reports. Darcie seconded the motion. Motion carried.
5) Old Business
a) CKP Update – With the shelter in place order, classes are not permitted to meet. See New Business
“membership outreach” for online option for families. CKP staff have been encouraged to file for temporary
unemployment benefits.
b) Book Study – Sam led Part Two (Chapters 4-6) of Canoeing the Mountains. Council discussed the “on-themap skill set”.
6) New Business
a) Membership Outreach – Pastor Dave referenced commission reports that discuss the willingness of lay leaders
to volunteer in various capacities if needed. He invited leadership to call names on the membership list to
make sure all members to have been contacted to see if there are any needs or requests for prayer that the
church should be made aware. Pastor Nirmala continues to contact shut ins via phone. CKP is offering an
online option and to date have 34 students involved in distance learning, paying a reduced rate, and CKP
Chapel is hosted via Facebook for anyone to participate. The Saturday Ruth study ended Saturday 11th,
combining with the Sunday group for the online meetings, and plans to start a new online study together via
Zoom. Bible and Brew is offered on Thursdays. Pastor Dave is leading a Bible Study on Tuesday mornings.
Education and Youth and Family have been offering lessons and discussions via online for Sunday School,
OASIS, Confirmation, Youth Troop, etc. Sunday Worships are offered via Facebook and YouTube on
Wednesdays (interactive) and Sunday mornings. Holden Evening Prayer services have been offered on
Tuesdays via Facebook and YouTube. Many commissions continue to meet via phone and online meetings.
b) Personnel Update – Personnel completed the first round of interviews prior to the shelter-in-place order.
Pastor Dave noted that there are a couple of very good candidates. Round Two interviews have been placed

on a temporary hold until the shelter-in-place is lifted. Sheryl has been on vacation for the last two weeks.
She now works in a limited capacity (1-2 days/week) in the office (the church is locked) and has done
payroll. Mark also has limited hours and checks over everything daily/nearly daily. Lindsay, Amanda,
Pastor Dave, and Katie are working from home. Pastor Dave noted that Katie has increased hours due to
online communication updates and social media updates.
c) Emergency Financial Planning – Prior to the meeting, Marlo had sent over information that she had worked
on with McKern’s in order to file for the Paycheck Protection Plan for employed staff. Marlo and Pastor
Dave reviewed the constitution as well as the ELCA’s model constitution, Section 16, which notes that
council can approve and proceed with the plan since it is a forgivable loan and payroll is already budgeted
and approved by the congregation, and therefore would not require a second congregational vote. The fund,
if approved, would be placed into a dedicated account, and payroll would be withdrawn, as would utilities
and mortgage interest, the latter two items not to exceed 25 percent of the loan). Any unused fund would
then be returned. The use of a dedicated account helps to make for any easy tracking in case of an audit.
Council thanks Kim Allen for her input into how to proceed if funds are made available. Dave Z made a
motion to submit paperwork for the Paycheck Protection Plan. Rayelle seconded the motion. Motion
carried.
d) Roundtable Discussion – Lindsay noted the New Orleans trip has been canceled. There is an opportunity for
Youth Works to come to us and offer a day-camp style where youth would participate in worship and serve
within our own community, possibly early August. This would essentially eliminate transportation costs,
and YouthWork fees would be lower than on previously scheduled trips. Amanda noted that VBS may also
have to change to a different week later in the summer, or perhaps create a different type of experience
depending on CDC guidelines over the summer. Rayelle noted that Sheri Mindermann had been contacted
by a few people looking for their directory photos. Lifetouch is currently closed due to the shelter-in-place
order, so there is no one available to take the calls. Rayelle noted that she will touch base with orders in
process once someone is available at the office. Pastor Dave noted that Zoom information will not be
published publicly such as on the website or via Facebook, due to hackers interrupting meetings. Rather,
links and passwords will be emailed to members. Therefore it is important to make sure members have their
emails updated with the church office. Pastor Dave also noted that online worship attendance has been
around 60-75 live views, and 120-140 views on Facebook and/or YouTube. Some have requested a parking
lot service or drive up communion, but he isn’t comfortable risking health or safety of anyone, or possibly
not following shelter-in-place requirements. Pastor Dave also noted that One License copyright to stream
online worship and prerecorded music was offered for free for three weeks, but is set to expire. He requested
that to continue online worship as we have been doing, to purchase a license for $125, Rayelle made a
motion to approve the One License renewal. Ann seconded the motion. Motion carried. Pastor Dave noted
that the status of the golf outing is currently unknown, but may have to be postponed. The Stewardship
commission is evaluating golf course regulations and possible future dates if needed.

e) Closed Session – Closed session was not held.
7) Council shared God Sightings that they encountered.
8) Motion to Adjourn – Dave Z made a motion to adjourn. Ann seconded the motion. Motion carried.
9) Council closed the meeting by reciting the Lord’s Prayer.
10) Upcoming event/meetings
a) Next council meeting – Tuesday, May 12th 7pm at TBD. Sam will lead devotions.

Respectfully Submitted,
Kelly Utesch

May 2020 Special Meeting Council Minutes: Tuesday, May 5, 2020
Present: Sam, Rayelle, David B, Marlo, Ann, Dan, Jon, and Kelly. Deacon Amanda, Lindsay, and Pastor
Dave were also present. Jen Smith was present as a representative of Personnel Commission. Dave Z. and
Darcie were absent/excused.
1) Call to Order - Sam called meeting to order at 6:03pm
2) Marlo reported that St. John’s was awarded a forgivable loan in the amount of $63,965 through the US
Government’s 2020 CARES Act Paycheck Protection Plan, allowing small businesses and
organizations to continue to pay staff wages and utilities while they may be either closed or operating
with restrictions due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Staff affected by the PPP loan includes Pastor Dave,
Pastor Nirmala, Deacon Amanda, Lindsay, Sheryl, Mark, and Katie. The loan includes salaries and
wages, medical insurance, pensions, and utilities such as water, electric, HVAC, and phone. Mortgage
interest is also included. Expenses for these items may be drawn from the funds provided with no
obligation to payback the loan, as long as the criteria are followed. Utilities and mortgage interest
payments are not to exceed 25% of the loan. Any unused funds are to be returned after the 8 week
allocated period. Any funds used outside of the outlined parameters are subject to a 1% interest rate
that is payable within 2 years (first payment due in 6 months). It was determined in the April council
meeting that a Congregational vote was not required, as this loan involves monies already budgeted for
an approved by the Congregation in January’s 2020 Annual Meeting.
3) Ann made a motion to utilize the funds provided through the PPP to pay staff, utilities, and mortgage
interest for the next 8 weeks as outlined in the 2020 CARES Act. Jon seconded the motion. Motion
carried.
4) Upcoming Events
a) Next council meeting which will involve all commission leads – Tuesday, May 12th 7:30pm at
TBD. Sam will lead devotions.
Respectfully Submitted,
Kelly Utesch

Altar Guild Notes: May, 2020
Volunteers: Carol Cady, Mona Finley, Shelley Gustafson, Barb Nuehring, Jane Struthers, Jodie Tvedt,
Tanya Young
What has ministry looked like since the shutdown for your commission?
•

Other than changing the paraments (and streamers) from purple to white, we haven't been active.

How might your commission be ready to assist the congregation when we do reopen?
•

We will plan to clean and sanitize the altar and sanctuary.

Worship and Music Information: May 2020
Volunteers: Clark Johnson, Gloria Gilbertson, Jason Wright, Sam Marsland, Amy Evans, Linda
Wunderlich, and Ann Brenke
Worship and Music met in April to discuss our current worship services, as well as engage in planning for
a return to in-person worship. Below are a list of dates/times for worship we are currently offering, as
well as Bible studies and other fellowship activities.

Mission and Outreach Commission Info: May 2020
Volunteers: Tanya Young, Dan Ziebell, Ardis Grovdahl, Melissa Klein, Lindsay Colwell, and Jackie
Longendyke
•

What has ministry looked like since the shutdown for your commission?
o

•

Very early in the shutdown we reached out to the school and other entities to assess what
Mission & Outreach might be able to assist with in the community. We haven't received any
specific requests. We have continued to find volunteers to deliver Meals on Wheels. We are
not able to support many of our ministries such as Haiti, Karen Anderson, and globe
offering recipients due to lack of funding during this crisis. We definitely have many new
groups of people to thank through Ministry of Encouragement when we get through this.

How might your commission be ready to assist the congregation when we do reopen?
o

Mission & Outreach volunteers would be eager to help anytime

Growth and Hospitality Commission Info: May 2020
Volunteers: Lindsay Colwell, Betty Edgar, Marlene Edgar, Katie Freerksen, Katie Pierce, and Genny
Hendrickson.
Our commission has been praying for our church during this time, and when things get “back to a new
normal”, we’ll continue being greeters and assisting with New Member duties plus other things that come
up. Thanks for all of the work that you’re doing, and the Blessing that you are to us during this difficult
time. Sincerely in Christ, Genny Hendrickson

Food for Friends Commission Info: May 2020
•

What volunteers are in your commission? Food For Friends has various volunteers from the
across the community. Many are St. Johns members, but some represent other congregations
including CCC, the Methodist Church and the Lutheran church from Dodge Center. Packing
volunteers include many adults and youth from the community. In the summer students from Just
Like Home school age child care pack every other week.

•

What has ministry looked like since the shutdown for your commission? Since the shutdown, one
person has been packing bags and distributing them each week.

•

How might your commission be ready to assist the congregation when we do reopen? Our
commission will continue to serve children at risk for food insecurity during the school year and in
summer. Some of those students are CKP students or members of St. Johns

Properties Commission Meeting Minutes: May 2020
Property Commission Members are: Dale Edgar, Fred Asche, Roger Carlsen, Daryl Melquist, Dan Jensen,
Dallas Martin, Wayne Hendrickson, and Dave Aakre
Current Status:
• Sanctuary upper roof and skylight replacement: We have received a check from Selective Insurance
company, which has been deposited and a down payment (same amount) has been sent to Shelter
Construction to order materials (skylights are special order). Once the materials are available (mid
summer), they will finish the job and Selective will make the final payment to St John’s which will
cover the total cost of the repairs.
• The hot water heating system boilers have been shut down and the forced air thermostats have been
adjusted.
• The pneumatic controls air compressor is shut down (circuit breaker).
• The gas for the kitchen stove has been shut off (and therefore the pilot lights will need to be re lighted
when needed).
• The main coffee maker is shut down (circuit breaker and plug in cord)
• Garbage hauling (Hometown Haulers) has been put on “hold”.
• Kitchen Refrigerator has been cleared of “perishables”.
FYI Updates:
• Gary Kautz has volunteered to take care of the lawn and shrubs (spring cleaning, trimming, mowing,
fertilizing, etc), plus fund some work to reduce the chance of water damage on the north and east sides
of the Sunday School wing. Wayne Hendrickson has also spent a lot of time helping with fertilizing
and weed control.
• Gary and Jess have done some painting including the garage doors.
• Property’s has submitted a brief list of things that would be nice to have done by the Custodian if time
allows.
• Dave has checked out the emergency lighting system and all but one unit (east entry door) worked as
required.
Future Projects: (Should be done when budget and Pandemic allows)
• Water Intrusion (due to ice dams) in the South CKP Classroom: Kley from Shelter did an extensive
look at the shingles, etc while they were here to measure up things for the upper Sanctuary roof
materials, and could find nothing apparent wrong. He suggested we purchase heat tape and he would
install it next time he is at St John’s.
• Finish installing the LED panels (we have already bought and paid for enough to finish the Narthax
area). This will be done once it is safe to have a team of volunteers come in to do the work.
• There is a slight leak in one of the relief valves on the master boiler (hot water heating system). We will
need to repair that before next fall.
• Wayne has noticed some deterioration of the brick surfaces on the bell tower. We will likely have some
repair work to do there once we do a closer analysis of the problem.
• One emergency lighting unit (East choir door entry) needs a new battery (or may have failed). Dave is
working on getting a replacement battery. This is a non critical area and appears to be redundant, so
we will continue to analyze and deal with it when the budget allows.
• A gate has been ordered from Quality Fence (same folks that did the CKP fence) to be installed this
spring. They will also repair the damage done by IMS while snow plowing. IMS has insurance
coverage for this.
• There was a loose piece of soffit on the west end of the Sanctuary. Roger Carlsen will look into fixing
that
Respectfully Submitted for Property’s,
Dave Aakre

Youth and Families Commission Report: May, 2020
Volunteers: Katie Freerksen, Patty Foster, Heather Hilgart, Erin Quam, Mindy Knutson, Morgan Coy,
and Ashley Johnson
Summer Programs Update
•

Due to the global COVID-19 pandemic the Youth and Family Commission along with the
Director of Youth and Family Ministry made the decision to make changes and cancel several of
our planned summer youth programming.

•

Action Packed Day Camp=Our summer day camp will be canceled for the summer of 2020. Due
to the scheduled dates in early June this decision was made to ensure safety of our students. The
Honkers baseball game that we had tickets to has been canceled at this time. There is a chance that
in the late part of the summer if guidelines allow we can do a few one day fellowship events.

•

Summer Camp options (Sugar Creek/Good Earth Village)=Sugar Creek has pushed back the start
of camp to the week of July 12. The camp week will be shortened by one day to ensure that the
camp will be able to clean and exceed the standards for gatherings of people. Lindsay is in contact
with families to help them make decisions and to assist if need be. Sugar Creek has extended the
full refund date to July 2. Good Earth Village has decided, after much prayerful discernment, to
cancel programming and in person camp this summer. They will be offering some online options
and are working on some other ideas that we will look at utilizing in order to continue to support
our ministry partners and to supplement our own ministry goals.

•

YouthWorks Service Trips (Duluth/New Orleans)=After much deliberation by our commission
and conversation with families, the decision was made to cancel our summer plans with
YouthWorks. YouthWorks shortened their program calendar, which means that our Duluth trip
week in June was canceled, and the New Orleans site was closed for the summer. After considering
the options of another site, as well as the possibility of holding a week of service in Kasson, it was
decided that our best choice was to cancel, forfeit our original deposit of $50 per person, take the
credit of $2300 to be used towards a future YouthWorks trip in 2022, and to receive a full refund of
the final $2250 that we have paid. This was a difficult decision, but the commission decided this
was the best way to keep our students safe. We will be pursuing the option of local service projects
and fellowship as the summer progresses.

•

The Youth and Family Commission is ready to assist in any way we are able at St. John’s and in
our community during this difficult time.

•

Our summer work will be looking toward the fall and how we can adapt to the new reality in terms
of our programming and serving families and students.

Youth and Family Commission: Katie Freerksen, Patty Foster, Heather Hilgart, Erin Quam, Mindy
Knutson, Morgan Coy, and Ashley Johnson

Director of Youth and Family Ministry, Lindsay Colwell’s Council Report: May, 2020
During this time of staying at home I have been working with Pastor Dave and Amanda to provide online
worship and continuing youth ministry programming online.
•

Worship=Monday morning chapel on the Creation Kids Preschool FB page; Tuesday evening
Holden Evening prayer; Wednesday interactive worship on FB; Sunday morning worship

•

Studies=Bible and Brew; Moms’ Group online option this summer with the book Present Over
Perfect; Wednesday evening youth troop

•

Confirmation has moved online to a Google classroom. Students will be receiving short lessons
over the summer to help them put together their faith statement projects for the fall. I am also
working on a plan for a fall retreat to cover some of the ground that we missed since our time
apart.

•

I continue to connect with confirmation families. We will try out a youth group style meet up over
the summer for students who are interested.

•

I have been working to plan and coordinate community baccalaureate for May 17 with KMHS. I
am also working on a variety of ways to celebrate and support our graduating seniors.

•

I am working my way through the list of all students in 7th-12th grade and sending a personal letter
in the mail.

•

I continue to tie up loose ends as we cancel and shift our summer plans.

•

I meet with Pastor Dave and Amanda for staff meetings twice a week to coordinate and continue
the work of our ministry.

•

Amanda and I are working through an online course around social media and how to use it
effectively. This is a great help as we move all of our programming into a virtual space.

•

Registration and orientation for current 6th graders who will begin confirmation in the fall will be
happening in the early part of the summer.

These are just a few of the things that I have been working on along with other leadership and networking
connections within our synod as well as other youth ministry resources to continue the work of ministry
despite our time apart.

Lindsay Colwell
Director of Youth and Family Ministry

Education Commission Report: May, 2020
Monday, April 20th, 2020 7:00pm (via Zoom)
Present: Deacon Amanda, Mel, Heidi, and Kelly. Lindsay was also present. Carol was absent/excused
1. Call to Order – Amanda called the meeting to order at 7:04 pm.
2. Devotions – Kelly led devotions from 2 Peter. Mel will lead in May.
3. Youth & Family Update – Lindsay is using Google Classroom to check in with each family. Both Sugar Creek
and Good Earth Village are in a “wait and see” mode, but are refundable if by June 1st. Action Packed
Daycamp is postponed/cancelled as of now, but may be a “go” in August. New Orleans is cancelled, and
Duluth is cancelled due to the date. Youth Works has other service work programs in our own/surrounding
communities that may be available the last week of July/first week of August.
4. Sunday School/OASIS – Amanda is sending weekly newsletters to families. Lindsay and Amanda are working
to combine communications into a single, weekly, email, as they are aware of the volume of emails parents
are also receiving from school.
5. Bible Study Update – Ruth study was completed on Saturday 11th. Several women in the group expressed
interest in continuing with a new study. The group will study Ephesians starting April 25th, using Max
Lucado’s Life Lessons: Book of Ephesians: Where You Belong.
6. Vacation Bible Study – It is understood that a June VBS is very unlikely and hope to host VBS the first week of
August. If this is not possible, the group discussed a “Church on the Go” tote that would be filled with
materials and able for families to pick up and do activities at home. An online option was also discussed, but is
concerned at a potential lack of engagement without tangible resources.
7. Roundtable
a. Milestone Sunday was to have been Sunday, April 26th. Amanda noted that these milestones will be
celebrated in the fall.
b. Amanda is also coordinating a Google Meet/Zoom breakout with Sunday School/OASIS leaders
and any interested students. This is tentative planned for Sunday, May 3rd, which would have been the
final week.
c. Next meeting is May 18th at 7pm at TBD.
Respectfully submitted,
Kelly Utesch

Deacon of Faith Formation Report, Amanda Sabelko’s Council Report: May, 2020
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Following up with Sunday School, Oasis and Club 56 families
Working with Lindsay on Wednesday interactive worship
Faith Formation Weekly Update
Developed a Google Classroom to teach first communion
Leading a study on Ephesians with Kelly Utesch
Working with Lindsay on weekly CKP Chapel Service
Staying connected to other leaders in the synod through the Faith Formation Network
Staying connected with Education Commission and CKP
Helping to keep program staff informed about state and local responses to COVID 19
Meeting with Pastor Dave and Lindsay twice weekly
Working on VBS Bible studies
Working on an online, weekly contact for preschool and elementary students

Pastor Nirmala Reinschmidt’s Council Report: May, 2020
•
•
•
•

Checking in on the homebound members by phone
Following up with pastoral emergency needs, and communicating with Pastor Dave
Coordinating with the visitation team to make contacts with members
Checking in with prayer group

Pastor Dave Efflandt’s Council Report: May, 2020
•
•

•
•

•
•

•

Meeting with program staff twice weekly, and checking in with staff regularly
Meeting with the following commissions, committees and groups:
o Executive Board and Council, Personnel and Finance
o Worship and Music Commission
o Stewardship
o CKP and Little Lambs
o Youth Troop
Leading online Tuesday Bible Study and Bible and Brew on Thursday
Planning and producing online worship services
o Contacting members to request their participation in services through readings, music,
prayers, etc.
o Working with new software to record and edit video and audio files
o Setup a studio in my house to record services
Checking in with other members during the closure
Following up with pastoral emergency needs
o Rescheduling baptisms and funerals
o Members going into the hospital for emergencies or surgeries
Staying connected to other ministry leaders for support and guidance: other pastors, deacons, and
members of the SEMN Office of the Bishop, including our Bishop, Regina Hassanally

Finance Committee Reports: April 2020 Finances

Resources for Conversation About
Returning to In-Person Ministry

A Letter to Ministry Leaders from
the Southeastern Minnesota Synod
of the ELCA Bishop Rev. Regina
Hassanally, April 28, 2020
Dear Rostered Ministers and Leaders,
The realities of the COVID-19 pandemic continue to shape our daily life. Some of us are starting to look
forward to what worship and congregational life might look like as we are able to physically gather
together again. I wanted to write today to provide you with some resources and a framework for thinking
and conversation.
First, I want to say: Thank you! I am so proud of the ways you are faithfully and creatively living into
your call as pastors, deacons and leaders. You are a competent, caring, courageous group of leaders. I
know the challenges of this time can feel overwhelming. I know there is a unique kind of vulnerability that
often accompanies putting worship on YouTube, Facebook Live and all kinds of formats. I know most of
us did not anticipate this is what pastoral ministry would look like in 2020. And yet, here we are. You are
leading with grace and courage and faithfulness and curiosity. You have been called for such a time as
this. I have no doubt.
As we near the end of Governor Walz’s extended stay at home order (due to expire on May 4) some of us
are beginning to think about what congregational life might look like as some kinds of physical gatherings
can begin to happen again. I want to say a few things and share some great resources with you.
At the time of my writing the governor has not yet given further direction on his stay at home order. Nor
has Governor Walz yet given specific guidance about what kinds of gatherings, if any, are recommended.
I want to emphasize that any decisions you make regarding physical gatherings should be informed by
Governor Walz, the MN Department of Health, the CDC and the federal government’s guidance
regarding a three-phase reopening. Direct links to the MN Department of Health and CDC remain on the
synod website. The federal document, Opening Up America Again can be found here.
At this time, it is still my strong recommendation that congregations continue to suspend in person
worship gatherings. We have not yet seen the steady decline in cases used as a benchmark in federal
guidelines. It is also my recommendation that you begin to think about how you will start to foster
congregational life and corporate worship as groups of people are able to gather. It is wise to anticipate
that the number of people able to gather will change incrementally and may move up and down for the
foreseeable future.
Pastors, deacons, church professionals and leadership teams should begin thinking through plans and
logistics. As you think through how and when you might gather again, I commend to you the
document, Returning to Church from the Wisconsin Council of Churches. In addition, I’ve included an
addendum to this letter with some practical guidance offered by three ELCA bishops serving in Texas and
Louisiana. For those of you considering outdoor worship services please refer to the MN Department of
Health document here dated April 10 and note the safest option is for everyone to stay home.
I hope these resources will be useful as you engage in conversations with your colleagues and
congregation’s leaders. As you have conversation and make decisions please keep in mind the following:
Remember your neighbors. This includes your neighboring congregations and colleagues. Consider how
the choices you make impact the faith communities around you. Work toward the good of all. Further,

consider the implications for small group gatherings (if 50 people can safely gather in a space what
happens when person 51 arrives?) and the needs of those who must be present (building staff, etc.) to make
those gatherings a reality.
Remember you are one body with many parts and every part has a role to play. As you make decisions,
do your best to consider the various needs of the members and participants in the life of your
congregation. What works for vulnerable adults might not work well for young children. What meets the
needs of some might inhibit others. There is not going to be a one size fits all response. Harness the
creativity you’ve shown over the last weeks and continue to think creatively about church. A reopening
does not mean a returning to what was.
Remember the 8th commandment. Apply it to others and yourself. This is hard and we are learning as
we go. There will be fumbles and mistakes. We will act on decisions and realize we could have done
something differently. Some people will question us. Some people may feel forgotten. Be quick to ask for
forgiveness when necessary. Remain rooted in grace and extend that grace freely (to others and yourself!).
Pay attention to the gifts digital worship brings us. Several of you have told me members of your
congregation and/or wider community are participating in worship for the first time in years…or ever!
Perhaps ministry in your context will continue to rely heavily on digital means. Maybe some kind of
hybrid will emerge. We don’t yet know exactly how everything will work. Experimentation will continue.
Ask for help. Please. Your colleagues, your Bishop, your synod staff – we’re here for you.
It’s okay to be different. What works for your congregation might be different than what works for
another. Let’s all care for our neighbors and work toward mutual good while we bring our various gifts to
the table for the sake of God’s church in the world.
Remember who you are. Above all remember who you are: called and claimed by God to love and serve
in this time and place. If you have trouble remembering (as we all do from time to time) then give me a
call. I promise to remind you, you are indeed a child of God.
May the peace of God sustain you in the days ahead.
In Christ,
Bishop Regina Hassanally
Addendum: Guidance for Congregations based on the three phases of the federal document, Opening
Up America Again
This addendum relates the three phases for “Opening Up America Again,” as described in the federal
document by the same name directly to congregational life.
The information in this addendum is courtesy of Bishop Sue Briner of the Southwestern Texas Synod,
Bishop Erik Gronberg of the Northern Texas-Northern Louisiana Synod and Bishop Michael Rinehart of
the Texas-Louisiana Gulf Coast Synod. It is used with permission.

What are the three phases?
A summary of the three phases is spelled out in this article.
Before proceeding to these phases, the document says the following gating criteria should be met, in order
to mitigate against resurgence and protect the most vulnerable.
14-days of declining symptoms
14-days of declining cases
Hospitals able to treat all patients without crisis care
▪ Robust testing program in place for at-risk healthcare workers, including emerging antibody testing
When all of the above criteria are true for your region, then elected officials and health experts will begin
with phase one. In all phases, good hygiene practices like washing hands and wearing masks in public are
strongly recommended. People who feel sick should stay at home, not go to work or to school. Social
distancing will be important for the foreseeable future. Here are the phases.
▪
▪
▪

Phase 1 – For states and regions with 14 days of declining cases
Schools, daycare and organized youth activities stay closed.
Bars stay closed.
Large venues like churches, movie theaters, ballparks and arenas may reopen, but observing strict
social distancing protocols.
▪ Gyms may reopen, with appropriate social distancing.
▪ Elective surgeries may resume.
▪ Return to work in phases. Close common areas at work where people gather. Encourage
telecommuting.
▪ Avoid non-essential travel. (The DOD has suspended travel until the end of June.)
▪ Hospitals and senior centers remain closed to visitors.
Once a community has seen 14 days of declining cases, and the hospitals are not overloaded, churches
may begin to meet in person, though we will need to practice extreme hygiene and social distancing. The
fellowship hall/gathering space should remain closed.
▪
▪
▪

Phase 2 – For states and regions with no evidence of a rebound and who satisfy the gating criteria for a
second time
All vulnerable populations continue to shelter in place.
People need to understand that if they return to work, they could be putting vulnerable residents in
their household at risk.
▪ All people should continue to maximize physical distance in public.
▪ Non-essential travel may resume.
▪ Employers should continue to encourage telecommuting and keep common areas closed.
▪ Schools, daycare, camps and organized youth activities may resume.
▪ Bars may reopen with diminished standing room occupancy.
▪ Visits to senior care facilities and hospitals remain prohibited.
▪ Large venues (sit-down dining, movie theaters, and churches) can operate with moderate social
distancing protocols.
Phase 3 – For states and regions with no evidence of a rebound and who satisfy the gating criteria for a
third time
▪
▪

▪
▪
▪

Vulnerable individuals can resume public interactions but should prescribe physical distancing.
Low risk individuals should minimize time in crowded environments.
Worksites may now resume without restrictions.

▪
▪
▪

Visits to senior care facilities and hospitals may resume, remaining diligent with hygiene.
Large venues (sit-down dining, movie theaters, and churches) can operate with limited social
distancing protocols.
Bars may resume operation with increased standing room.

How does this apply to our church?
Here is what the three phases mean for congregations:
Phase 1: Once your region has had 14 days of declining cases, you may begin to resume in-person
worship, weddings and funerals with strict social distancing protocols (sitting every-other pew, six feet
apart, no hand shake, passing of the peace, etc.). Continue to strongly discourage vulnerable individuals
from attending. No visits to hospitals or senior care facilities. No schools, daycare or youth activities.
Encourage church staff to work from home as much as possible. Fellowship activities are suspended still.
Stay in phone contact with seniors and homebound members of your congregation and community.
Phase 2: Once your region has had 28 days of declining cases without resurgence, you may resume inperson worship, weddings and funerals with moderate social distancing protocols. Strongly discourage
vulnerable individuals from attending. No visits to hospitals or senior care facilities. Schools, daycare,
camps and organized youth activities may resume. Continue to encourage church staff to work from home
when possible. Fellowship hour and activities may resume with maximum social distancing. Stay in
phone contact with seniors and homebound members of your congregation and community.
Phase 3: Once your region has had 42 days of declining cases without resurgence, you may resume inperson worship, weddings and funerals with limited social distancing protocols. Strongly discourage
vulnerable individuals from attending. Visits to hospitals and senior care facilities may resume with great
care. Schools, daycare or youth activities may resume. Church staff may work without restrictions.
Fellowship may resume with limited social distancing. Resume homebound communion.

Remarks from Dr. Michael Osterholm, Epidemiologist
Center for Infectious Disease Research and Policy
Conversation with the Minneapolis Area Synod, May 4, 2020 via Zoom
What follows are notes from the conversation which was hosted by the Minneapolis Area Synod. Their
bishop, Rev. Ann Svennungsen, invited faith leaders to engage Dr. Michael Osterholm with questions and
comments regarding preparedness for COVID 19 related issues, and his recommendations for returning to
in-person worship. I would highly encourage you to watch this interview on your own. You can find this
video at: https://us02web.zoom.us/rec/play/6Z0ucrr-_z43TtDG4QSDA_EqW466f6is2yVLvALmky9U3BQO1DwY7pDYetnC86r_1FTMzLcRO-xQs63?continueMode=true
Of greatest concern amongst epidemiologists is a pandemic which affects the respiratory systems. This is
why this current pandemic is so alarming. There have been other pandemics throughout history,
including: HIV, Influenza, SARS and MERS, Ebola, and others. Some of them have arrived and departed
quickly, while others have taken time to abate.
Dr. Osterholm spent time talking about many of these pandemics, but focused especially on Influenza
pandemics. He outlined the ebb and flow of Influenza, and said multiple times that, while a vaccine is
important, and our social distancing efforts are necessary, what needs to happen is that 60% + of society
will need to become infected (herd immunity) before things will improve. Currently, he said that we are
probably somewhere between 5-10% exposure in our society. Quoting data from past Influenza
pandemics, Dr. Osterholm used the following metaphors to describe the process of getting to the 60% +
societal infection rate:
•

•
•

Hurricane: There is an intense storm at the beginning, and then we break through the first wave to
find ourselves in the eye of the storm, where it seems like everything is calm and peaceful.
However, we will inevitably reach the storm wall on the other side of the eye, and it will be
stronger and more intense than our original experience. This may repeat itself.
Fires in the Foothills: There will be flareups here and there globally until we reach the number.
Slow Burn: The numbers will steadily increase until we reach the number.

Based on previous Influenza pandemics, Dr. Osterholm believes it will most-likely look like the hurricane
model, which is concerning. Many businesses, including places of worship, will see a steadying or
reduction in those infected or hospitalized, and will experience a false sense of security. This will lead to a
possible return to “normal” too quickly, and may result in further spikes in infection and hospitalization
rates due to exposure to large groups of people. Based on previous Influenza pandemic patterns, Dr.
Osterholm believes that COVID 19 will be with us for months to come.

Questions that were raised during the meeting
What does he recommend for gathering in-person in churches?
He does not recommend that we return to in-person worship anytime soon. Singing will be difficult, as
this virus spreads through droplets (aerosol), and when we sing, we expectorate. The virus can quickly fill
up a room, and though masks are helpful for stopping us from touching our faces, only N95 masks can
protect people from the droplets. He insisted that these masks need to be reserved for health care workers.
Fellowship activities should also be limited because of this type of spread of the virus as well.

Should people rush out to get infected right now to get to that 60% + number?
Dr. Osterholm said that, at present, COVID 19 is the number one cause of death in the United States.
While it is important for society to reach that percentage, he did not suggest this as a route for us to
follow, as it is irresponsible for the most vulnerable in our society.
How do we still love our neighbor if we cannot gather in person for worship?
Along with being responsible about hand washing, Dr. Osterholm suggested that people continue to
engage in online worship and activities for the foreseeable future.
What if it looks like we’re in that eye of the hurricane and it seems safe to gather? Recommendations?
He said that, if congregations choose to gather during a lull in the numbers, that they follow the CDC and
other health department guidelines. So, no gatherings larger than 10 to begin with, then no gathering
larger than 50, etc.
•

•

Singing: He recommends that there is no congregational singing, and that choirs seriously consider
the case-study from Seattle, where a choir gathered for rehearsal, practiced social distancing, and
40+ of the 60 members in the choir became infected. He does not recommend that communal
singing take place during this pandemic.
Communion: Similarly, he recommends that we continue to abstain from taking communion
during worship. There is a possibility of transmission to vulnerable members of the population,
and that seems irresponsible for us to engage in a practice which might exacerbate the spread of the
virus. He did say, however, that there may be ways for congregations to do this responsibly.

In summary, here are a few of the recommendations from this meeting:
•

•
•

Considering previous pandemic models of transmission, the virus will be a part of our reality for
months to come. This means that we, as a community of faith need to be vigilant in our actions to
stem the spread of this virus in our community of faith.
Dr. Osterholm does not recommend that we rush to a return to in-person worship, and encourages
communities of faith to continue worshiping and attending functions online if possible.
Due to the manner through which this virus is being transmitted (aerosol), Dr. Osterholm does not
recommend that we engage in congregational singing, and cautions communities of faith to
distribute communion during this pandemic.

