
March 17, 2021 

Members of Salem Presbytery, 

Like you, we are encouraged by the decrease in Covid19 cases in our state. Vaccines 
are reaching those most at risk. Paired with mask wearing and physical distancing, we 
seem to be turning a corner. For the first time in a year, we have a good hope for the 
end of this incredible adaptive challenge for our congregations. And yet, the pandemic 
is not over. While decreasing, numbers are still high. Many states are lifting restrictions 
much earlier that the CDC recommends. Variant strains present new challenges for 
vaccine efficacy and community spread. We are still facing a moment of great 
uncertainty, and our Sessions are being called on to make decisions with high-stakes 
implications for their churches. 

We know that many of your churches are talking about resuming in person gatherings, 
if you have not done so already. The Covid19 Task Force of Salem’s Executive Council 
offers the following guidance for you as you address these complex conversations. 

• In our last update, we recommended that churches continue to gather virtually 
until at least May 1. We are not changing that recommendation. 

• If your congregation is considering meeting in person, we advise you to gather 
outdoors. Many of our congregations had great experiences with outdoor 
services last fall. Outdoor gatherings are safer than meeting indoors. Even when 
meeting outside, we strongly advise everyone to continue to practice mask 
wearing and physical distancing.   

• If you do choose to meet indoors, we strongly recommend waiting until your 
leaders and staff can be fully vaccinated. We recommend limiting the capacity of 
your sanctuary or meeting spaces to provide for physical distancing. Consider 
creating seating sections for spacing. For worship, we recommend using ushers 
to help with physical distancing and discourage conversations in the aisles. 
Consider implementing a reservation system if your church is concerned about a 
larger attendance.  

• If you gather indoors, proper mask wearing should be mandatory. Have 
disposable masks on hand at the doors. We recommend turning off HVAC 
systems that cycle air while the building is occupied. We strongly advise our 
churches to suspend all group singing inside the sanctuary. Singing greatly 
increases the possibility of aerosol spread of the virus. We also recommend 
suspending responsive readings during worship. 



• We recommend not passing offering plates, communion elements, or anything 
touched by multiple people. Distribute or collect these things at entrances.  

• We recommend asking the standard Covid19 questions of every attendee and 
keeping a written record of attendance for contact tracing. We have included an 
example for you, but we also encourage you to develop one that fits your 
congregation. 

• We recommend that you continue to offer virtual options for worship even after 
you resume in-person gatherings. This is a matter of equity. While many are 
ready to gather again, others are not. As Paul the Apostle says, “We are the 
Body of Christ,” and “God has arranged the body so that members will have the 
same care for one another.” Offering both options is inclusive of the whole 
congregation. We also believe virtual worship will provide important opportunities 
for evangelism and congregational vitality for years to come. Presenting worship 
in two different forms may create additional challenges for already overburdened 
staff and volunteers. If your congregation needs help with technology, we invite 
you to contact our communications coordinator, John Johnson 
(tech@salempresbytery.org). Salem Presbytery might be able to help you with 
this! 

• We believe that vaccination is critical to ending this pandemic, and we hope all 
our churches will encourage their members to be vaccinated. However, we 
strongly recommend that you not require vaccination to attend an in-person 
gathering. Again, this is a matter of equity. The vaccine is not yet available to 
everyone, and even when it is, some will choose not to be vaccinated. The Book 
of Order states: “The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) shall guarantee full 
participation and representation in its worship, governance, and emerging life to 
all persons or groups within its membership” (F 1.0403). We have an ethical and 
constitutional obligation to open our gatherings for all. If vaccination is your 
church’s metric for resuming indoor gatherings, we recommend waiting until all 
can be vaccinated or the pandemic subsides.  

• We recognize that decisions about in-person gatherings can be contentious for 
some. The pandemic has largely been viewed in this country through a political 
lens. In some cases, pastors and church staffs may be at odds with the Session, 
or the wider congregation may oppose the Session’s ruling. In these cases, we 
recommend prayer, intentional discernment, and consensus decision making 
rather than majority votes. In this divisive season, it is more important than ever 
for our churches to seek unity in diversity. We encourage churches experiencing 
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this challenge to reach out to our Transitional Presbyter, Rev. Dr. Barbara Smith, 
for resources and support.  

• Our recommended approach is not “one size fits all.” As one Task Force member 
remarked, “What’s good for Guilford may not work in Watauga.” We recommend 
following North Carolina’s County Alert System and current NCDHHS guidance for 
your Session’s decision making.  

We are working to develop a current “toolkit” for your church as you develop a plan for 
resuming in-person gatherings. We invite you to share what your church is doing with 
the presbytery. We will make these available for you to review and adapt. Though our 
churches are diverse, we are a connectional denomination, and we are called to support 
one another as we face these challenges together. Please send those things to John 
Johnson as well. 

As the “One Body of Christ,” we invite you all to pray for one another, to support and 
encourage one another, and to share resources with one another. That is the vision for 
Salem, and it is our calling as disciples of Jesus Christ. 

As One in Christ Jesus, 

The Salem Presbytery Covid19 Task Force

https://covid19.ncdhhs.gov/dashboard/county-alert-system

