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A Pastoral Letter to Deacons and Pastors of the Indiana-Kentucky Synod  
Regarding Life Together and Covid-19 from Bishop William O. Gafkjen  

 
Dear Deacons and Pastors of the Indiana-Kentucky Synod, 
 

The morning of Wednesday, March 11, 2020, Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear recommended that 
congregations in Kentucky not gather for worship on Sunday. (https://bit.ly/38E0BP7) This 
recommendation arises from a concern to slow down the spread of Covid-19, which on the same day 
was declared a pandemic by the World Health Organization. 

In some ways, it may seem early or extreme to close down worship. Few of our congregations reach 
the CDC’s recommended 250-person threshold for canceling meetings in a time of “minimal to 
moderate level of community transmission or impact.” We also need to be careful about making 
decisions out of reactivity and fear rather than reason and thoughtful attention to the common good as 
well as our own safety and well-being. Please see my original pastoral letter about Corvid-19 
(https://bit.ly/2W4UHE1) and the attached resource, “Implementation of Mitigation Strategies” 
for some guidance with this. 

Nevertheless, congregations across our territory, not only those in Kentucky, need to decide whether 
to honor the governor’s recommendation. My hope is that you and your local community will make 
decisions about whether or not to gather for worship or other events calmly, thoughtfully, prayerfully, 
and collaboratively, with an eye toward partnering with others in your context in controlling or slowing 
the spread of Corvid-19, while also being faithful to care for one another and our call to gather for 
worship. 

If your congregation decides to continue gathering for worship, vulnerable folks should be given 
clear pastoral permission, even encouragement, to stay home. Such folks ought also be given 
opportunity to be included in worship or other gatherings via livestream or some other technology and 
for pastoral contact via phone, email, and the like. During worship, hygiene and touch protocols ought to 
be followed carefully, clearly, and visibly. You can find a congregational planning checklist, 
prayers, livestreaming recommendations and a resource for worship in times of public health 
concern at https://elca.org/PublicHealth.  

On the other hand, not gathering in person for worship could be a way of loving our neighbor, both 
those who are vulnerable as well as the wider community. I can’t help but think about Jeremiah 29:7: 
“But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for 
in its welfare you will find your welfare.” Fasting from communal worship for a time can also be a 
faithful aspect of loving our neighbors, seeking the welfare of the “city” where God has sent us. Should 
you decide not to gather for worship, my suggestion would be to highlight this decision as rooted in both 
care for ourselves and commitment to love our neighbors by participating in preventive measures in 
hope of staving the spread of both Corvid-19 and the fear and anxiety it triggers. 

Consequently, I will support congregations that decide to suspend gathering for worship and/or other 
activities. I also strongly encourage you to find ways to offer pastoral presence during the time of fasting 
from gathered worship. This could include emailed devotions, video reflections or sermons, phone calls 
to the most vulnerable and fearful, etc. The resources available at https://elca.org/PublicHealth will be 
helpful in this regard. In addition, Assistant to the Bishop Dan Fugate will host a Zoom 



 

 

teleconference conversation for deacons, pastors, and others on Thursday, March 19, 2020, at 
11:00am Eastern Time, under the theme Keeping Connected with the Congregation during the 
Coronavirus. If you would like to participate in this conversation please email Pastor Fugate at 
dfugate@iksynod.org and he will give you participation information. 

Please also give consideration to other dimensions related to decisions about whether or not to gather 
for worship: 
 

• In a Zoom teleconference call with Governor Beshear Wednesday afternoon, a dozen other 
bishops and judicatory leaders and I were reminded that we should also think about other aspects 
of congregational life, such as choir rehearsals and performances, in which people are in close 
proximity to one another. 

• We also know that many of our members tend to only share their offerings when they are present 
for worship. Not gathering for worship, or some individuals not attending worship, for some 
weeks may very quickly add financial vulnerability to the congregation’s situation. Please 
remind folks of this and encourage them to send their offerings by mail or through electronic 
means. 

• In the conversation with Governor Beshear we also learned that in places like Kentucky and 
Indiana, where the number of confirmed cases of Covid-19 is still relatively low, the next 30 
days will be crucial in slowing the spread of Covid-19 and avoiding much more serious 
situations longer term. This suggests that at this time congregations who decide not to gather for 
worship probably ought not commit to that for longer than 3 or 4 weeks. In fact, it might make 
the best sense to make that decision week by week while carefully monitoring the situation and 
staying in close communication with members and friends of the congregation and community. 
Regular updates for Kentucky can be found at www.kycovid19.ky.gov. For Indiana: 
https://www.in.gov/isdh/28470.htm.  
 

Even as you engage this discernment, your synod staff is also in discernment about how best to serve 
our neighbors – including you! – and to seek the welfare of the whole territory, including the most 
vulnerable among us, in reference synod gatherings and meetings, as well as staff travel. Look for 
information in the weekly Synod eNews about postponements, cancellations, or switching to 
teleconferencing of scheduled synod events or travel by synod staff. If one of us is scheduled to meet 
with you or be with your congregation or its leadership, please let us know if you decide to cancel and 
contact us to discuss what would be best in this regard. 

Please know that you are in my prayers during this very challenging and confusing time. I am 
grateful for your leadership, companionship, and partnership as we walk together and with all of God’s 
beloved people through this unfamiliar wilderness. 
 
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 


