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A Pastoral Letter from Bishop William O. Gafkjen
to Ministers and Leaders of the Indiana-Kentucky Synod
regarding Holy Communion in the Coronavirus Wilderness
Dear Deacons, Pastors, Ministers and Leaders of the Indiana-Kentucky Synod,
Thank you for your faithful ministry and leadership in this wilderness time. Thank you for the
creative and courageous ways you are offering the Good News of Jesus to all who need it. Some of you
have even received news of positive Covid-19 tests among the members of your congregation and
community. Surely, this deepens your concern for the people you serve and frustration with serving
them at a distance. Of course, you engage this ministry also as you deal with your own confusion and
fear about everything from your own and your family’s health and well-being to the financial future of
the congregation, which, of course, impacts your own future. I struggle in very similar ways. I know
well that some days it just feels like too much. We are in this together and for the long haul. You
continue to be in my prayers. Please do not hesitate to turn to your colleagues and others who can offer
accompaniment and support. Please also let me know other ways in which your synod staff and I can
support you, your ministry, and the people among whom you serve.
Throughout these wilderness weeks many of us have been wondering over and over about how
God’s grace, present in Word and Sacrament, can be offered most faithfully and effectively to Christ’s
people in this time of physical distance and isolation. Now that it is clear, despite what some civic
leaders are saying, that we will not be able to responsibly gather in-person for worship until at least midMay, that question, especially as it touches on Holy Communion, has intensified.
To this point, some communities of faith across our territory have fasted from Holy Communion.
Others have experimented with various and virtual forms of celebration and distribution of the
sacrament.
Meanwhile, debates and declarations about virtual communion versus in-person-only have erupted
online and in other venues. Unfortunately, too many of these debates have been riddled with violations
of the eighth commandment and lack humility and grace. It has even become clear, in part through these
debates, that the 65 synod bishops are not of one mind about the appropriateness of various forms of
Communion celebration and distribution. This should not be a surprise; the Conference of Bishops
reflects, in many ways, the diversity of the church. Yet, some debaters and declarers have flung various
bishops’ statements or the statements of other theologians at one another like ecclesial weapons in
support of their own cause or against another’s. Is this really who Christ has called and created us to be?
Is this really how we want to conduct ourselves in this time when we need to be gentle with one another,
tend to one another’s fears and hopes, and walk together with Christ through this Good Friday
wilderness toward the new, unimagined, unexpected abundant and lasting life of Easter morning?
I assure you that we synod bishops and the presiding bishop of this church are of one mind in
supporting one another, walking together with grace and hope, and working together to accompany and
lead the people of God into God’s unfolding future. I invite us in this synod to have that same mind that
we seek in the Conference of Bishops, the mind of Christ. Paul’s ancient words from Philippians 2
resound through the centuries to reach us, here in the Indiana-Kentucky Synod:

If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing in the Spirit,
any compassion and sympathy, make my joy complete: be of the same mind, having the same love,
being in full accord and of one mind. Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility
regard others as better than yourselves. Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the
interests of others. Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus who, though he was in the
form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself…
Now, as Holy Week and Easter appear on the horizon of this wilderness, a number of you whose
communities have been fasting from the Meal have expressed to me a strong pastoral concern for your
people who are hungry for the taste and touch of the real presence of Christ – even at a distance from
one another – causing you to wonder about finding a way to offer Holy Communion for God’s people, at
least during Holy Week and Easter Sunday.
This is an extraordinary time. It is a tragic, trying, and tumultuous time. Assumptions about reality
and life as we have known it are under challenge. Structures created for another time are extremely
vulnerable. The church and the world will be very different for most of us on the other side of this
wilderness.
During the ancient wilderness wanderings of our Hebrew forebears in faith, God did extraordinary
things to lead and feed God’s people. Water from a rock. Pillars of cloud and fire. Manna rising from the
ground. Quail falling from the sky. In the wilderness, severed from the moorings that had held their
lives, the people of God received extraordinary, unexpected, unanticipated, previously unimagined grace
to keep them focused on God, God’s presence, God’s provision, God’s promise, despite the fact that
they, like us, often turned their attention elsewhere in their anxiety or fear.
So, here’s my perspective on Holy Communion in this wilderness time: I trust God. I believe that
Jesus Christ crucified and risen is really present to us in ways that we cannot even imagine. I support our
current common commitments regarding the celebration and distribution of Holy Communion, mindful
that this is also a time when God may well be doing new things among us and calling us to follow in
new ways, and that we need to help each other to see and get on board with them. Consequently, this
disruptive and deconstructing time may well be a time for humble, gentle, Christ-centered, collaborative
experimentation in heretofore unimagined ways of offering and experiencing the real presence of the
risen Christ at physical distance from one another.
I also trust you, Christ’s ministers of Word and Sacrament and Word and Service, to steward the
mysteries of God that have been entrusted to us with integrity and grace. We are all doing the best we
can in a wildly stressful time to be faithful stewards of these mysteries. We need to be centered in Jesus,
crucified and risen for the life of the world, and be gentle and gracious with one another. This, even and
especially as we stand in the same confessional tradition, read the same scripture, pray in the same Holy
Spirit and come to different conclusions about what is most faithful to the Gospel in our local contexts.
Paul again (Colossians 3):
As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility,
meekness, and patience. Bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against another,
forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. Above all, clothe
yourselves with love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony. And let the peace of
Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in the one body. And be thankful. Let the
word of Christ dwell in you richly; teach and admonish one another in all wisdom; and with
gratitude in your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to God. And whatever you do, in
word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through
him.

It is also important keep in mind that what we do and decide now in this extraordinary time will
shape and influence how we will be the body of Christ on the other side of it, including, but certainly not
limited to, our Communion practices and theology. Consequently, a key task for those of us who lead
the church right now is to cultivate, deepen, and even create Christian communal and familial practices
in this wilderness that we will be able to rely on to help us be the body of Christ in whatever new world
is on the other side of it. This will require experimentation with technologies and in relationships with
one another, accompanied by grace and permission to fail and to learn from the experiments. One
example of really helpful theological, sociological, and biblical thinking about this is Deanna
Thompson’s book The Virtual Body of Christ in a Suffering World. I highly recommend it to you and to
your congregation’s other leaders.
In making decisions about the stewardship of Christian practices in this new and troubled day,
including the sacrament of Holy Communion, please do not make these decisions alone or by some sort
of ministerial fiat. Pray, discuss, and discern with the elected and other leaders of the congregation about
what God might be doing and calling you to be and do. Go deeper into our Lutheran theological
resources, open to seeing and learning new things. If it would help, your synod staff and I would be glad
to call in or Zoom in to a meeting of leaders to assist with this.
This is also a good time to check in with colleagues in the area or across the world, to learn best
practices, share concerns, and encourage one another. For example, the NorthEast Indiana Conference
ministerium members, after a recent Zoom call that I was a part of, shared with each other in that call
and in emails afterward what they are each doing regarding worship and other Christian practices,
including Holy Communion, and why. It’s been an inspiring conversation to overhear.
To assist you with this conversation and discernment, I have attached two articles that were written
for this time, both pastoral and helpful, each offering a different conclusion on the issue of Holy
Communion in relation to physical and virtual assemblies. In some ways, these two articles represent my
own commitment to what is and has been, accompanied by humble openness to what might be in the
grace and goodness of God.
In the end, whether your local faith community continues to fast or offers some form of virtual
communion celebration and distribution for Holy Week and Easter Sunday, God is with you and the
people you serve. The important thing in this troubling and trying time is to faithfully proclaim and
celebrate the Good News that is Jesus, crucified and risen for the life of the world.
May the Lord bless you and keep you. May the Lord’s face shine upon you with grace and mercy. The
Lord look upon you and the people you serve with favor and give you peace.
Peace be with you,

The Rev. Dr. William O. Gafkjen, Bishop

Christ is Really Present Virtually, Even in Virtual Communion: A Proposal
I used to be a digital skeptic, dubious that virtual connectedness could foster any meaningful relating
among us. Getting diagnosed with incurable cancer, however, provided all sorts of opportunities to
reconsider my assumptions about how the world works, including my certainty that virtual connectivity
is incapable of enriching our lives.
Cancer broke my back and treatment landed me in the hospital, sidelining me from in-person interaction
except with doctors and nurses, family, and a few close friends. Life as a university professor, involved
parent, active churchgoer and participant in community events—all of it came to a halt.
But amid so much loss, I was introduced to the life-giving possibilities of virtual connectedness.
Relatives and friends got in touch through a website focused on caring for those who are sick. Friends
created a virtual calendar of food and cleaning needs. As news of my cancer spread virtually, others
living with incurable cancer got in touch to offer resources and support. These virtual connections were
not simply poor substitutes for real interaction; they filled my soul at a time of despair. I wouldn’t have
survived my cancer quarantine without them.
As a theologian I had never given the invisible church much thought in life before cancer. But when
cancer prevented me from being physically present at church, I was introduced to how the body of
Christ exists virtually in profound, healing ways. And when I came across Pastor Jason Byassee’s
insight that the body of Christ has always been a virtual body, I set to writing and speaking about the
important role the virtual body of Christ has always played in ministering to those who suffer, and how
we might employ our digital tools to enhance our ability to live out this calling in the world.
These days it’s not just the very sick or the very frail who are connecting with the virtual body of Christ;
it’s most every churchgoer. Christian communities are scrambling to offer online worship, virtual youth
group, Bible studies, and more in response to the call to avoid physical contact with one another.
With the mass migration to virtual worship, churches face a host of questions about how and whether
key elements of worship can be carried out in virtual spaces. And perhaps most prominent among them
is the question of virtual communion.
As we consider what it might mean to do communion virtually, it is important to reflect more deeply on
what being present to one another in virtual spaces actually means. While conventional wisdom tends to
view virtual spaces as disembodied and therefore inferior to embodied, in-person presence, theologian
Kathryn Reklis insists that our theology must move beyond “seeing the real versus virtual divide in
terms of embodied versus disembodied,” and we must think more creatively about “the new
permutations of digital and virtual technology informing our lives as particular ways we are embodied.”
Just as it’s possible to be in close physical proximity with others while simultaneously being absent
mentally or spiritually, it’s also possible to be virtually present to one another in profound, meaningful,
and real ways even when we’re physically distant. The tears running down my cheeks as I participated
in my church’s virtual worship service this past Sunday illustrate the embodied impact that gathering
together virtually with the body of Christ had on at least my physical body. Virtual gatherings for

worship over the past few weeks, for many of us, have been real experiences of gathering, connection,
and worship.
The denominational guidelines from the ELCA for communion for those who are ill, homebound, or in
prison provide insight into how the church has thought about the issue of communion apart from those
physically gathered for worship. They recommend either a pastor administering communion separately
to those who are prevented from worshiping corporately, or lay persons bringing bread and wine that
have been blessed and shared as part of congregational worship as faithful ways to include those
physically separated from congregational gathering for Word and sacrament.
The question we face amid the pandemic is: what happens when congregations cannot physically gather
and pastors are not able to administer the sacrament in person?
Currently the ELCA recommends that, for the time being, congregations fast from communion,
proposing that temporarily foregoing the sacrament allows us to focus renewed energy on how the Word
of God comes to us. This line of thinking is certainly in harmony with Martin Luther’s insistence that
when Christians do not have access to the sacramental elements, faith is not in jeopardy. In his time
Luther stressed the sufficiency of the Word for the nourishing of faith, just as ELCA leaders are doing
today.
Lutheran theology affirms that the Word is a gift from God that comes to the congregation through
public reading of Scripture and proclamation of the gospel; that the liturgy and hymns are means for the
community to proclaim and respond to God’s Word. Lutheran theology also affirms that in response to
our confession of sins, God works through words of absolution to bestow forgiveness (the part of
worship Luther himself deemed most important). In writing about a renewed focus on the Word in this
time of coronavirus, ELCA leaders claim that “[t]he Word of God comes to us in all these ways and is
really present.” Yes, and Amen.
And if God is really present through the Word in all these ways—even through virtual forms of
worship—it is worth reflecting on the theological possibility of the real presence of the Word incarnate
in, with, and through the experience of virtual communion. Despite the recommendation to fast from
communion at this time, many churches are nevertheless experimenting with how they might celebrate
the Lord’s Supper virtually. And while fasting in all sorts of ways is a common Lenten practice, in a few
weeks Lent gives way to Easter. In anticipation of getting to that great feast of victory in the church
year, I encourage the church to consider the potential power of real presence in virtual spaces to nourish
and heal.
In his theology of the cross, Martin Luther insisted that God is present precisely where we least expect
God to be. Luther called on Christians to pay attention to God’s hidden presence in the pain and
suffering of the cross, witnessing to how God is at work in such unexpected places to bring redemption
and healing. Rather than discouraging practicing communion virtually, perhaps we’re being called to
more reflection on how God is really present even where many least expect God to be: in, with, and
through virtual spaces.

What might it look like to do virtual communion well? We could start with preparing members
beforehand, encouraging them to prepare the table in their own homes. Send along the recipe for the
bread regularly used in communion; invite people to consider what cup and plate they might be
meaningful to hold the elements; remind them of the confidence we have that God is the one who acts in
the sacrament; affirm what so many already know, that Christ comes to us even when we gather
virtually.
We in the ELCA belief that the sacrament of Holy Communion is a means of grace that “creates and
strengthens faith for our daily work and ministry in the world,” a rite that “draws us to long for the day
of God’s justice” and “provides sure and certain hope of the coming resurrection and eternal life” (from
the ELCA’s Use of the Means of Grace). At a time when physical contact is so limited, communing
together virtually with our communities of faith may provide much-needed tangible experience of the
Word coming to us through the gifts of creation.
As I learned during my cancer quarantine, virtual connections can mediate the body of Christ to those
who suffer. This time of mass quarantine invites creative theological reflection on how we might
faithfully gather, worship, and be nourished in spirit and body at a time when we need such nourishment
more than ever.

Deanna A. Thompson, Ph.D., is the Martin E. Marty Regents Chair in Religion and the Academy and
Director of the Lutheran Center for Faith, Values, and Community at St. Olaf College. She is the author
of several books, including The Virtual Body of Christ in a Suffering World (Abingdon, 2016).

Holy Communion under Quarantine
Unless one is over 100 years old, none of us has lived through such a serious world-wide pandemic.
While we can stream our worship service on-line, the Lord’s Supper poses a particular problem for
Lutherans, who in the last fifty years have gone from quarterly to monthly to weekly communion in our
congregations (especially on the East Coast). What should we do?
The first thing to say is that, outside of following the guidance of medical professionals, there is no one
“right answer” to this problem, and we must be very careful not to project our anxiety upon others
who may find other solutions to this practical problem. The frequency of the Lord’s Supper is not fixed
in the New Testament and is not part of the Ten Commandments, so we must not assume that what we
do is the only right way. It is adiaphora, a word that does not mean that it is not important but rather
means that we cannot clearly tell what is the right or wrong practice. Thus, we should not judge one
another. In the Formula of Concord’s article on adiaphora (art. 10), the concordists remind us:
We also believe, teach, and confess that no church should condemn another because the
one has fewer or more external ceremonies not commanded by God than the other has,
when otherwise there is unity with the other in teaching and all the articles of faith and in
the proper use of the holy sacraments, according to the well known saying, “Dissonantia
ieiunii non dissolvit consonantiam fidei,” “Dissimilarity in fasting is not to disrupt unity
in faith.”
Franklin Drews Fry, a long-time pastor in New Jersey, taught me an important method for approaching
such matters: “Give it your ‘reverent, best guess!’” It is reverent, in that we must study Scripture,
pray, and beg God for guidance. It is best, in that we use our heads to figure out the best thing to do.
But it remains a guess, because we are ignorant, sinful mortals, not God. This means that once we make
a decision, we should always be open to suggestions about what may be better.
Now, when it comes to the Lord’s Supper, as I said, there is no magic number of times to celebrate.
The fact that Roman Catholic priests were required to celebrate the Mass daily in Luther’s day led the
reformers to emphasize a comment from the ancient church, which described how the church in
Alexandria, Egypt did not do this. The fact that most of us celebrate weekly does not necessarily mean
that this is the only practice. Indeed, not receiving the Lord’s Supper during Lent this year would
remind us that we are in solidarity with those who were preparing for Baptism in the ancient church,
who would first receive the Supper after Baptism on Easter Day. Perhaps this virus is forcing on us a
better Lenten discipline to impress upon us once more just how precious the Meal is and how we are all
in need of the waters of baptism.
In 1523, followers of John Hus in Bohemia posed a question to Luther about the sacraments, given that
many of them were bereft of pastors as a result of their struggle with the church of Rome. Luther,
giving it his “reverent best guess,” responded with Concerning the Ministry (Luther’s Works [LW] 40:7-

44). There he reminded his correspondents that in each household the head of that household could
preach and, in this emergency situation, baptize. But, for Luther, the Lord’s Supper was somewhat
different and was intended to take place in the Sunday gathering and not privately. He also had high
respect for the public office of ministry, so he did not think that the Lord’s Supper should be celebrated
without a properly called minister. Given that the church in Bohemia could not receive such pastors,
Luther advised them to do without pastors in the emergency. He wrote (LW 40:9): “For it would be
safer and more wholesome for the father of the household to read the gospel and, since the universal
custom and use allows it to the laity, to baptize those born in his home, and so to govern himself and his
according to the doctrine of Christ, even if throughout life they did not dare or could not receive the
Eucharist. For the Eucharist is not so necessary that salvation depends on it. The gospel and
baptism are sufficient since faith alone justifies and love alone lives rightly.”
Moreover, in the same letter, Luther points out that the Supper is itself a proclamation of the gospel,
given that Christ commands it be done “in remembrance of me” and Paul states that “as often as we eat
… and drink … we proclaim the Lord’s death.” Thus, the Supper is not some sort of separate, required
spiritual magic but it is another form of the Word, what St. Augustine called a “visible word.” Thus, we
must not confuse our desire to receive the Lord’s Supper with a kind of necessity that leads us away
from faith and trust in God’s promises and toward a belief that worship is not really worship without the
“mere performance of the work” of the liturgy. What matters is faith in the Word of God, who comes
down from heaven and in aural and visible Word whispers, “You are mine,” to which faith answers:
“I’m yours.”
Once we are freed of some sort of spiritual necessity for celebrating the Supper, we are much
better prepared to discuss with one another how best to behave in this situation. But here, rather
than doing theology “by fiat” (“the Bible, Luther, the Bishop or I say it; you better believe it; that settles
it”), we need to practice Christian conversation about these matters, remembering that line from
Proverbs: “A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in a setting of silver.” Or, as Philip Melanchthon
once put it: “Wir sind zum wechselseitigen Gespräch geboren” (We are born to back-and-forth
conversation). In part this means admitting to the weaknesses in all of our practical solutions. So, what
are our options?
First, some congregations and their ministers may decide not to celebrate the Lord’s Supper until the
threat of this virus is over. The danger here, of course, is that people suddenly get the idea that the
Lord’s Supper is optional even on days when we are healthy—even pointing to Luther for support, when
in fact he was speaking especially to the emergency in the Bohemian Church.
Second, one could (like St. Thomas Episcopal Church, the famous African American Episcopal Church
in Philadelphia) find a way to distribute the Lord’s Supper as people drive up in their cars. Here we are
in danger of turning the Sacrament into a bit of magic. Faith and proclamation would disappear as if the
Sacrament were effective by the mere performance of the work. The church is not a drive-through
restaurant but a Christian assembly, gathered around Word and Sacrament.
One could also, I suppose, send out bread and wine that would be “live streamed” consecrated by the
pastor somewhere else. Here, too, the danger revolves around trying to create a virtual community and,
again, turning the Supper into a bit of magic.

Another possibility might be to consecrate the elements and leave them on the altar for people to
commune themselves as they come in individually to pray during the week. Here, too, the very
communal nature of Holy Communion is in danger of being lost, and the meal becomes simply a support
for individual piety rather than what it is: “Given and shed for you” [always plural in the Greek New
Testament text].
Perhaps one of the ways to sort out our approaches is to ask, “Why do you” or “Why do I want to do
this?” What’s the point? I regularly warned my students that when it comes to the sacramental
practices, the reformers saw two dangers. Either we make the sacrament into something effective by
virtue of some work we do or virtue we possess (“Only if you’re a believer is the sacrament effective”)
or we make the sacrament into something effective “by the mere performance of the rite.” Even in an
emergency such as what we face today, these dangers are lurking, and such practices threaten to
undermine the actual heart of the sacraments—and the proclamation of the gospel. At the heart of all
these things is truly God’s undeserved mercy and love, on the one hand, and faith which is engendered
and strengthened by them.
Timothy J. Wengert
16 March 2020
Addendum from Dr. Gordon Lathrop:
The only thing I would add is that for Lutherans it is not only that the sacrament is a sort of Word — it is
the Word itself is sacramental: it is full of the presence of Christ, come “to do us good.” I think of that
marvelous passage about what happens in the reading of the Gospel in Luther’s preface to the Church
Postil. I want us to remember that Luther argued that when the Gospel-book is read and preached, we
should know that Christ is here, coming to us or we being brought to him, present in the reading and
preaching, doing to us now what the text says he did then: forgiving us, healing us, raising us from the
dead: "If you pause here and let him do you good, that is, if you believe that he benefits and helps you,
then you really have it. Then Christ is yours, presented to you as a gift. After that it is necessary that
you turn this into an example and deal with your neighbor in the very same way, be given also to him as
a gift and an example.” I love also especially that final “happy exchange" turn! So, in this time we may
just cling to the sacramental word. Then, in a healthier time, we can carefully rebuild that wonderful
Sunday eucharistic-frequency that has been built up so lovingly among us. But not the sacrament as
required, not the sacrament as fetish.

