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While they were talking and discussing, Jesus himself came near and went with them, but their eyes were kept 
from recognizing him. And he said to them, “What are you discussing with each other while you walk along?” 
They stood still, looking sad. Then one of them, whose name was Cleopas, answered him, “Are you the only 
stranger in Jerusalem who does not know the things that have taken place there in these days?” He asked them, 
“What things?” They replied, “The things about Jesus of Nazareth, who was a prophet mighty in deed and word 
before God and all the people, and how our chief priests and leaders handed him over to be condemned to death 
and crucified him. But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel…” Then beginning with Moses and all 
the prophets, Jesus interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures. [Luke 24:15-20] 

Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” [John 20:21] 

 

Christ is risen! Christ is risen indeed! Alleluia! 

Dear People of God of the Indiana-Kentucky Synod, 

As we continue our journey through the fifty days of Easter, I must admit that I am weary of walking 
the coronavirus wilderness. I have little doubt that you are weary, too. This has been such a challenging 
time as we live at a distance from one another with so much anxiety and uncertainty, in a world where 
borders and boundaries – of time and space, work and home, self and relationships – have become so 
ambiguous and, in some cases, indiscernible. Not to mention that many of us are concerned about the 
future of our congregations and ministries and the way forward is so unclear. 

Yet, as Easter people – those who know both the agony of loss and fear and the power and presence 
of the One who appears behind locked doors and comes up alongside those who walk the way of dashed 
hopes and deflated dreams – we are empowered to move forward together, trusting that God is present 
and rendering resurrection even now, giving ourselves away the best that we can in cross-shaped love 
and service to our neighbor, and being patient and intentional in living one step at a time into God’s 
unfolding future. After all, I don’t think Jesus was talking only about the afterlife when he proclaimed 
and promised, “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, believe also in me. In my Father’s 
house there are many dwelling places. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a 
place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, so 
that where I am, there you may be also” (John 14:1-3). Already Jesus is circling back from preparing a 
place for us in the future to take us to himself and into that dwelling place just over the horizon. 
 

Christ is risen! Christ is risen indeed! Alleluia! 
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As conversation and debate have begun about “reopening America” and we begin imagining when 
and how we will move forward faithfully in our life together as the body of Christ, it is more important 
than ever to be patient, intentional, prayerful, Christ-centered and cross-focused, and committed to the 
common good and the well-being of every neighbor. I am convinced by medical leaders, including the 
CDC, that we will not be able to just flip a switch and be back to what we once knew as normal. This 
will be a slow, gradual, months-long process and its pace will be different in different places across the 
synod territory. 

I am also convinced that the “new normal” we are beginning to move toward will be very different 
from life before Lent 2020. Isaiah’s words (43:17ff) on God’s behalf, which I have so often referred to 
over the last nine years, are as important for us to hear now as they were for our ancient ancestors in 
faith who languished in exile. 
 

Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old. I am about to do a new thing; now 
it springs forth, do you not perceive it? I will make a way in the wilderness 
and rivers in the desert.  

 
This passage follows Isaiah’s recounting of the way God delivered God’s people previously, through 

the Red Sea and wilderness wanderings. Is God suggesting that the people forget those stories of past 
deliverance? I don’t think so. The stories – like the stories we tell one another about how God got us or 
our congregation through an incredibly hard time in the past – remind us that God delivers, God saves, 
God makes a way and a place for God’s people. But the next deliverance, the next way and place, will 
look and be different from the last one. If we expect and look for the new normal to be the same as the 
previous normal, we may very well miss the new things that God is doing among and through us, as well 
as the new ways we are called to be the body of Christ. 

In many ways, this tragic crisis is accelerating the deep and significant changes in the ways we are 
and will be church together, how we proclaim and embody the Good News of Jesus crucified and risen 
for the life of the world, and how we love and serve and work with our neighbors. God is at work, even 
now, and will continue to lead us forward. Discerning the path forward calls for patience and 
intentionality, prayer and collaboration, trust in God and cruciform commitment to the well-being of our 
neighbor. 

As both governors begin to consider how and when things will reopen, I invite all the leaders, 
congregations, and ministries of the Indiana-Kentucky mission territory, to be aware of and to align with 
the recommendations, guidelines, and mandates that are and will be in place. This is going to be a long 
rolling-out; some people think perhaps as long as 6, 8, or even 18 months. It is crucial that we not 
endanger ourselves or anyone else by lunging headlong into in-person gatherings without due 
consideration, caution, and care. In coming days and weeks, my office will offer some guidelines and 
suggestions for gentle, gradual, helpful, and healthy ways to ease into new realities. 

For now, it is crucial that deacons, pastors, other leaders and ministers, and congregational 
leadership and members begin prayerful conversation about next steps. Here are some resources that 
may be helpful for you to share and discuss: 

 
• 24 questions to consider before people return: https://bit.ly/2zq744s. This blog post is from a 

Baptist Christian educator. His context and theology are a bit different from most of ours, but 
he asks some important questions. Review of his questions may also spark other questions 
that you need to consider for your particular community. I would add, for example, “What 
have we learned from this experience that can shape our future?” and “What is sustainable in 
the practices we’ve developed and engaged, and what do we need to let go?” 
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• The CDC is reminding us that water in unused buildings can become contaminated. They 
recommend that someone stop by the church to flush toilets and run faucets occasionally: 
https://bit.ly/2XZ4EEb  

• Indiana Stay-At-Home FAQ: https://www.in.gov/gov/3232.htm 
• The CDC’s “Opening Up America Again”: https://bit.ly/2Y16a8S  
• Indiana Guidelines and Recommendations for Places of Worship: https://bit.ly/3cH7NMP  
• Kentucky benchmarks for reopening the economy: https://governor.ky.gov/covid19 (Look 

for the action on 4/20/2020 and click on the link “announced benchmarks”) 
• “Coming Back Together as Congregations,” recommendations from three Texas ELCA 

bishops: https://bit.ly/2KsLcI3  
• The Indiana-Kentucky Synod’s online collection of resources related to COVID-19: 

https://iksynod.org/covid-19-resources/  
 

Like the disciples walking the road to Emmaus, we are in this together and for the long haul, dear 
people of God. The crucified and risen Jesus walks with us to draw us deep into God’s Word, into our 
companionship and collaboration with one another, into our love for our neighbors, and into the future. I 
give thanks to God for you and pray for you daily (and more!). 

 
Christ is risen! Christ is risen indeed! Alleluia! 

 
Peace be with you,  

       
The Rev. Dr. William O. Gafkjen, Bishop 
 


