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Greetings, church family.  Thanks for taking a few moments to join me today as I discuss a 

really important transition in the life of First Baptist Church that affects us all.  I’ve got quite a 

bit to say, so I hope that you will be patient with me as I work through this.  My goal through it 

all is to be as transparent as possible and make sure that you understand not just what we’re 

going to do but WHY we’re going to do it that way.  I’m praying that God will help me to be 

clear.  Anyway, here goes… 

One of the tensions in Scripture is our responsibility to submit to civil governments while at 

the same time maintaining our ultimate loyalty to God.  On March 16th (almost 11 weeks ago), 

we made the difficult decision to suspend our in-person worship services because we wanted 

to protect the vulnerable from this unknown coronavirus and because we wanted to support 

our government leaders as they were trying to “flatten the curve” and save lives. 

It has been a tough adjustment for all of us, for we know from Scripture that our faith is meant 

to be lived out in relationship with others – we lean on each other for accountability, rebuke, 

and encouragement, as we were meant to.  Scripture commands us not to fall out of the habit 

of meeting together, that the deceitfulness of sin can harden our hearts quickly if we’re not 

regularly involved in each other’s lives.  But we suspended services anyway to communicate to 

our government and our community that we care about our neighbors and their health, and I 

still think it was the right thing for us to do.   

That said, three months later, a lot of data is coming out about the decline of the virus in our 

state and in our country as a whole, and New York is starting to emerge from the lockdown 

and start life and commerce up again.  This has led us as a leadership team to discuss when we 

should join the fun and reopen our services. 

We have decided to develop a “reopening” action plan that would put in place social 

distancing measures similar to those that many “essential” retail stores have been using for 

weeks now.  We have sent that action plan to our local government leaders in order to 

communicate just how seriously we take our Lord’s call to love our neighbors and protect 

them as much as possible.   

These plans are patterned after the CDC’s guidelines for reopening houses of worship and they 

represent what we believe are the best scientific recommendations to prevent the spread of 

COVID-19.  Our local county government officials have reviewed our plans and told us they are 

superior in many ways to many of the plans that local businesses have been submitting to 

them.   

While we don’t exactly have the government’s permission, we feel comfortable moving ahead 

with our plans to reopen on June 7th.  Why is this?  Well, let me try to give you a quick 
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overview of our rationale.  We’ve all been grateful for the technology that allows us to watch 

singing, teaching, and preaching.  We’re all grateful for phone calls and Zoom meetings, but 

friends, we believe that the further away we get from the worst part of this crisis, the more we 

are realizing that these technological connections don’t really allow us to fulfil our biblical 

mission as we ought to be fulfilling it.  We can’t really live out the “one anothers” of Scripture 

in isolation.  We haven’t taken Communion together since March.  We have three people who 

are ready and willing to be baptized but are still waiting.   

These regular parts of our worship practices should only be put on hold in extreme situations, 

and the current COVID-19 situation in which our county finds itself does not seem to be an 

extreme situation anymore.   

Our county executive, Christopher Moss, monitors the numbers of positive cases, 

hospitalizations, and deaths from COVID-19 closer than anyone – and he’s expressed how 

pleased he is with where we are as a county.  Thousands of tests have been given, with fewer 

than 200 positive results.  There are currently ZERO patients hospitalized in our county with 

COVID, and there have been no new deaths in many days.   

The data suggests that we can carefully, responsibly begin to gather again with minimal risk, 

and so that is what we intend to do.   

This Sunday, May 31st, several churches in our area will be launching socially-distanced in-

person worship gatherings.  They’ve informed local government of these plans, along with 

their measures being taken to protect attenders, as we have.  I have heard of many other 

churches across the state & hundreds others across the country that will be opening this 

Sunday.   

While we’re not ready to join them this Sunday, the 31st, the leadership team has decided that 

we will also begin socially-distanced in-person worship serves on June 7th.  We respect our 

government and wish to be supportive & submissive to them as a general rule, but we feel 

that we need to also honor our obligation to worship God as He has directed us to in His Word.  

Now that the worst of the crisis has passed, we need to get back to worshipping our Lord 

TOGETHER. 

That said, we are not planning to rush our way back to full programming immediately with no 

protective measures in place. For the foreseeable future, some weeks at least, we will be 

doing “socially-distanced” collective worship.   

Here’s what that will look like, so you know what to expect if you choose to come and join us… 
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• In order to fit as many people as we can without crowding our auditorium, we will be 

moving to two worship services, one at 9am and the other at 10:45am, with a half hour 

in between them to clean and prepare for the second service.   

• When you and/or your family arrive, you will be met at the door by an usher, who will 

escort you to your seats in the auditorium. 

• We are asking everyone over the age of 2 (who does not have a legit medical condition 

that would prevent them from wearing it) to wear a face covering or face mask from the 

moment you enter the church building until you are seated, at which time you can 

remove your mask for the service if you wish to do so.  If you need to leave the 

auditorium for personal reasons, you will need to wear the mask until you either return 

to your seat or head out to your car to go home.   

• We will have every other row closed. 

• We will keep four empty chairs between each individual or family group. 

• We will not collect an offering or have an opening greeting time during the service. 

• We will not be offering Nursery until it is deemed safe to do so.  Parents with small 

children who need some extra space will be directed to a designated play area by one of 

the ushers. 

• In the auditorium, family groups will sit together.  Sadly, at first, we won’t be allowing 

people to move around the auditorium to greet one another & visit, or even to 

congregate in the foyer or hallways to chat.  When the service is completed, we ask that 

you grab your things & your kids and move outside to the parking lot, where you may 

remove your masks and chat with others from a safe distance until you head home.   

• We will take attendance of everyone who comes each Sunday to aid with contact 

tracing if anyone who attends becomes positive for COVID-19.  If you develop symptoms 

or test positive for COVID-19 after attending one of our services, we ask that you call 

our office and let us know so that we can work with local health authorities to try to 

assist people with self-quarantining who may have been exposed.  After 14 days have 

passed, we will delete the attendance information so that it does not stay on file any 

longer than necessary.   

If you would like to see the full seven-page document of procedures that we submitted to our 

local governments, please contact the church office and we will make it available to you.   

I know for a fact that some of you will find these measures to be excessive and perhaps a bit 

annoying, while others of you will think that we haven’t gone far enough or done enough or 

waited long enough.   
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I can appreciate both perspectives – I’ve heard from many of you already who are on both 

sides of this issue and I’ve been weighing your arguments and counter-arguments at length 

over the last few weeks.   

We feel, though, as a leadership team, that our current plan of action is both bold enough and 

responsible enough, making the best of a bad situation in order to facilitate us getting back 

together in obedience to the Lord’s directions while also showing proper love to our neighbors 

and respect to our government authorities.   

You may disagree, and that’s fine.  The good news is that ultimately, the choice of coming back 

is up to YOU.  If you don’t feel comfortable coming back, or if you are at high risk of 

contracting COVID-19, or if you just aren’t feeling well and wonder if you’ve already got the 

virus, please stay home and continue to enjoy our service online as you have over the last 11 

weeks.  Church attendance during a pandemic and its aftermath is not required, some kind of 

a litmus test to separate the commited from the uncommitted.  Not at all.  When you are 

ready to return, we will welcome you back with open arms. 

If, however, you decide that you’re willing to take a small risk, and want to come gather with 

us on June 7th and beyond, know that we will welcome you with open arms. 

WE REFUSE TO PASS JUDGMENT ON EACH OTHER’S DECISION ABOUT THIS ISSUE.  There will 

be no criticism of other believers’ decisions to stay home or come.  We will ALL extend to each 

other the courtesy of assuming that your choice was in response to the leading of God’s Spirit, 

which is technically none of our business. 

We’re going to continue to love and accept one another through all this.  We’re not going to 

allow Satan to introduce division into our church family over this.  If we disagree with each 

other, we disagree, that’s fine.  But we will choose to love whether we disagree or agree, and 

assume the best about those who see things differently than we do.   

OK?  That’s important.  As your shepherd, I’m going to be vigilant during this transitional time 

to make sure that we are preserving the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.  A pandemic 

does not neutralize or cancel our responsibility to live our lives in harmony with God’s 

expectations revealed in Scripture – we have to, for example, love one another regardless.  We 

can get a lot of things wrong, and we will, but we can’t get that one wrong. 

 

So…how can you prepare for our in-person worship services on June 7th @ 9am & 10:45am? 

• Get facemasks or face coverings for all family members who plan to attend the service.  

You’ll need them to come in and to leave the building. 
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• Start to practice social distancing – plan ahead that you are going to follow the 

guidelines instead of pushing the envelope. 

• Call the church office by Thursday afternoon (June 4th) to let us know if you are planning 

to come on Sunday the 7th.  If you could also let us know which service you would prefer 

to attend, and whether or not you would be willing to sit in an overflow room if we run 

out of seating in the auditorium.  Coming to the early service would be really helpful, so 

we can seat everyone in the auditorium without having to use an overflow room.  

• PRAY. 

 

We’re excited to have in-person worship gatherings again on June 7th.  As we go through each 

week, we will evaluate if we can or should relax any of these restrictions, or even perhaps add 

additional ones if we find it necessary.  Our goal is to have socially-distanced worship last as 

short as possible.  If we make any changes, or add back some of our programs, we will 

communicate with you ahead of time so you aren’t blindsided. 

CONCLUSION:  Friends, if we do this right, if we love each other well through this, we will send 

a powerful message to our community – in Jesus’ family, we honor God and our neighbor, we 

serve God and our neighbor, we love God most of all and we love our neighbor as ourselves.  

This is a great opportunity for our witness out in the community, if we do it right – but it will 

take each one of you choosing the way of Jesus – the way of humility, of service, of sacrifice, 

and in necessary, of forgiveness.   

If you have any follow-up questions, please contact the church office during the week – I’d be 

glad to talk with you and explain. 

I’m confident that we will meet this challenge with courage and honor Jesus through it all.  I 

love you all and can’t wait to see you again whenever you feel comfortable returning.   

Enjoy the rest of your day!  See you soon – bye for now! 

 

 

 


