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“All things are lawful,” but not all things are beneficial.  

“All things are lawful,” but not all things build up.  

Do not seek your own advantage, but that of the other.  

(1 Corinthians 10:23-24)  

   

Dear People and Communities of the Indiana-Kentucky Synod,   

  

Late this past week, the governors of Kentucky and Indiana both announced their plans for “reopening” their 

states. Their plans included permission for congregations to return to in-person gathered worship. In Indiana, 

depending on the county, the date set to allow a faith community to gather in-person ranges from May 8th to May 

18th. In Kentucky, the date is May 20th. Both states suggest that faith communities could meet in limited 

capacities at first, and eventually increase capacities only if they are able to meet the standards set out by the CDC 

and health departments to prevent further spread of the coronavirus.  

As we consider our local responses to this news, the ancient apostle Paul’s guidance can assist our 

discernment about whether and when to gather in-person for worship: While it might be “lawful” to do so, that 

does not mean that we should necessarily do it. Rather, we are called to keep our focus on doing what is 

beneficial, what builds up, and what addresses not only our own needs and well-being, but the needs and 

wellbeing of others. With that in mind, I offer this guidance:  

  

• The recommendations that I offered in my letter of April 29 still stand. Along with the vast majority of 

my ecumenical judicatory colleagues across Indiana and Kentucky and other ELCA bishops across the 

country, I strongly recommend that congregations and other ministries not gather in-person at least 

until sometime in June. I have been impressed and inspired by the creative ways in which you have 

proclaimed God’s Word, offered pastoral care, knit together the body of Christ, and served the neighbor 

in this coronavirus wilderness. Please continue these ministries at a distance until it is more clearly safe to 

gather in person. As my colleague and friend, Pastor Chad Abbott, Conference Minister for the 

IndianaKentucky Conference of the UCC has said, “Every day that we delay our meeting in person for 

worship is a day that we will potentially save lives and prevent the suffering of our neighbor.”   

  

• When we are able to resume gathered in-person worship, it will not be the worship experience we had 

prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. Significant implementing measures to mitigate and reduce the spread 

of COVID-19 are required and expected by public health authorities. Implementing such measures is the 

only responsible route to take toward gathered in-person worship. The measures are complicated and 

demanding and will require profound reimagining of almost every aspect of in-person gatherings, 

including, but not limited to, questions about who should and should not be in attendance, limited 

numbers of people, physical distancing, sanitation measures, sacramental practices, offering processes, 

and symptom detection, all under the guidelines of each state’s protocols. Consequently, I again 

encourage you to use the month of May to work with others to create an implementation plan for 

https://iksynod.org/2020/04/29/a-letter-from-bishop-william-o-gafkjen-april-29-2020/


your congregation and community. My office will soon provide more detailed guidance for 

implementing these measures in worship.  

  

In the meantime, please check out the growing list of resources already available through the synod’s website 

at https://iksynod.org/covid-19-resources/ and study the details of the plans, protocols, and practices 

recommended and required by your state as part of a return to gathered in-person worship and work with others to 

begin implementation plans accordingly.   

  

• For our Indiana communities, the multi-phase “Back on Track” plan and the protocols to be met for 

congregations are available here: https://www.backontrack.in.gov/files/BackOnTrack-

IN_PlacesOfWorship.pdf.   

  

• In Kentucky, the process for gradual “re-opening” has been laid out in a 10-point plan of rules to be met 

in order to mitigate spreading the virus. It should also be noted that the Governor offered guidance this 

week that faith communities should first be listening to their denominational leadership for when it is safe 

to begin to gather together in-person. Here are links for that information: 

o https://kentucky.gov/Pages/Activity-stream.aspx?n=GovernorBeshear&prId=148 

o https://govstatus.egov.com/ky-healthy-at-work 

 

Thank you for your partnership in tending to the common good in the name of Jesus. Thank you for your 

countercultural witness to patient trust in God and to sacrificial, cruciform love for our neighbors, love that may 

even include refraining from in-person worship for a time, for the sake of others. You are held in prayer. Other 

synod staff, conference deans, and I will continue to do what we can to walk with you and to guide you. Most 

importantly, God is with you and even now is planting and nourishing seeds of resurrection life.  

Lately, a mash-up of two prayers from Evangelical Lutheran Worship has sustained me and given me words 

for prayer when I can’t find words of my own. Perhaps these two prayers made one will be helpful for you in 

these times as well.  

  

O God, where hearts are fearful and constricted, grant courage and hope. Where anxiety is infectious and 
widening, grant peace and reassurance. Where impossibilities close every door and window, grant imagination 
and resistance. Where distrust twists our thinking, grant healing and illumination. Where spirits are daunted and 

weakened, grant soaring wings and strengthened dreams. For you, O God, have called your servants to ventures 
of which we cannot see the ending, by paths as yet untrodden, through perils unknown. Give us faith to go out 
with good courage, not knowing where we go, but only that your hand is leading us and your love supporting us; 
through Jesus Christ crucified and risen for the life of the world. Amen  

  

Peace be with you,    

   

         
The Rev. Dr. William O. Gafkjen, Bishop   
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