
GUIDE TO FAITHFUL DISCERNMENT 

 

Dear Saints of the Church 

As Teaching and Ruling Elders who serve congregations in Iowa, we face a profound moral 

and ethical dilemma in the coming weeks and months. As governmental restrictions on in-

person gatherings begin to ease, we will be responsible for deciding when, how, and if it is 

right for us to gather again in person.  

We are faced with difficult decisions and a moral dilemma. If we gather in any significant 

numbers at any point before there is a vaccine, we put at risk the most vulnerable members 

of our community. If we gather, we risk spreading the virus again.  As leaders in our 

communities, we cannot, in good conscience, say, “Yes, come to church,” if there are no 

plans for mitigating the risks and providing as safe a space as possible. 

Yet not gathering is equally problematic, again especially for the most vulnerable in our 

communities. Shelter in place, while necessary for mitigating the initial impact of the 

coronavirus, cannot be sustained for the period of time it will take to develop a vaccine. 

Social distancing, while only an inconvenience for some, is exceptionally harmful to many.  

It’s not enough to just say we won’t gather at all and it’s not enough to immediately return 

to what we knew as soon as restrictions are eased. There are significant ethical concerns 

with either option and we are called to seek not the easy way, or the most expedient, but to 

seek and find God’s way. The wholeness, health, and lives of all of us depend on this.  

We are hopeful this guide proves helpful in your discernment of the best way forward. The 

central theological affirmation for us is the value of all human life as human beings are made in 

the image of God. We believe the metric for us in the coming months is not how many people we 

can get into our buildings or how quickly this can be achieved. Our metric should be how many 

lives can be saved! 

 

Questions for All Church Leaders 

1. What church activities should be accessible to all members, friends, and outside 

groups? This includes worship, education, mission activities, pastoral care, funerals 

and memorial services, fellowship, weddings, day cares, meetings, special events and 

church cleaning and facility care. What is the role of testing, social distancing, masks, 

sanitizer, gloves etc.?  

2. How do we balance the faithful response to each of these activities with the risk to all 

lives, especially the lives of the most vulnerable? What moral or legal or liability issues 

impact our thinking? What state or federal guidelines will determine our decisions? 

3. Given that what was our normal practice will not return, how do we faithfully build 

community and be the body of Christ? What is the role of social media in being the 

church for both the immediate future and long-term? 

4. How do we support the needs of all people including  those who are financially 

vulnerable and those with mental health challenges?  



5. What communication should occur? Websites? Newsletters?  Emails? Frequency? 

6. When will we decide that buildings/grounds will  be accessible? To whom? Staff 

presence? Restrictions? 

 

Questions About Worship 

1. What is the role of in-person worship?  What restrictions might apply? How do we 

greet others? How do we deal with bulletins? How do we deal with the sign of peace? 

How do we receive tithes and offerings? How do we do Communion? How do we do 

baptism? How do we receive new members and leaders? What length of worship is 

desired? What number of services and when they are offered might be desired? What 

audiences might be targeted for various times of worship? 

2. What other formats of worship would be helpful? What is the role of written worship? 

What is the role of DVDs? What is the role of social media—Facebook, Youtube, Zoom- 

in having worship? What technology or equipment needs are present  so that  

worship can occur in alternative  formats? What staffing or volunteer impacts occur 

from various worship formats? 

3. What non-regular worship spiritual opportunities are needed? Regular devotionals? 

Blogs? In what formats? 

4. What plans exist for staffing if the technical personnel or pastor (s) are unable to 

perform their duties? 

 

Questions About Fellowship 

1. Will fellowship occur? How? Electronically? In-person?  

2. What guidelines might apply at after-church fellowship time?  Use of drinks? Use of 

food?  Use of cups, napkins or plates? Guidelines for gloves, masks for those who 

serve? Criteria for those who serve? 

3. What guidelines apply to the bringing in of food and drinks? Can persons bring in 

food they make? Will catered food be allowed? Will only store packaged/produced 

food be allowed? 

4. What guidelines for the number of people allowed for funerals/memorial services 

/potlucks/ fundraisers will be utilized? What will the church be willing to provide for 

funerals/memorial services? 

 

 

Questions About Education—Christian Education programs for all ages, including  Bible 

studies 

1. What should occur with Vacation Bible School? When do decisions need made? What 

delivery approaches might need changed or implemented? 

2. What educational programming should occur for youth and children? How should the 

programming be delivered? Format? In-person or electronic?  Frequency? Food? 

Restrictions on who can attend or volunteer? How might materials and supplies be 

utilized to ensure safety? 

3. What educational programming should occur for adults? In what format?  In-person 

or electronic? Frequency? Food? Restrictions on who can attend or volunteer or lead? 

How might materials and supplies be utilized to encourage safety? 

4. What other formats might help ensure that people continue to learn about God’s love? 



 

Questions About Care of Church Members and Friends—Ministries of compassion, witness, 

service, and connection 

1. What approaches to staying in touch with members and friends need continued? 

Might any need ceased? What new approaches need implemented? 

2. How are needs of members and friends communicated to the wider congregation? To 

deacons? To the pastor (s)? 

3. How might new people who have connected with the church be supported in feeling 

connected with and being a part of the church? 

4. What expectations of the staff to provide pastoral care exist? How might pastoral 

care be delivered? What restrictions should apply? 

5. What education needs to be provided for deacons and others on mental 

health/spiritual needs? 

6. What resources should be provided to church members and friends to address 

mental health needs? 

7. What will the church be willing to provide for funerals/memorial services? 

 

Questions About Caring for Mission Outside the Local Congregation 

1. How do we discern between critical, important and helpful needs locally, nationally, 

and globally? Where is this information and how do we access it? 

2. What allocations of funding are guided by the information? 

3. What priorities should be given to the usual Presbyterian offerings? 

4. What projects should be pursued? Should partnerships be formed? 

5. What should be our time frame in planning for caring and mission activities? 

6. How might we communicate needs and how they have been served to our 

congregation? 

 

Questions About Stewardship and Finances 

1. What trends are there in giving?  

2. Have the methods of giving changed?  

3. What additional methods of giving might be needed? How might these be 

implemented? 

4. What is the current financial situation of the church and can predications be made? 

5. What might be said to members and friends about the church financial situation? 

6. How will new budgets be developed? 

 

 

Questions About Personnel/Staff—Paid and Unpaid 

1. What ways of staff doing their jobs are working? Which are not? What changes need 

made in how work is done? 

2. What volunteer roles are working? Which are not? 

3. Do staff and volunteers have the technology and equipment needed? 

4. What changes need made in roles for staff? 

5. How is the work of staff being monitored? Accountability? Performance evaluations? 

6. How is the spiritual and mental health of staff being monitored and addressed? 

7. What financial issues need addressed for staffing? 



8. What plans are needed if a staff person is unable to perform his/her duties? 

9. How will current staffing be maintained longer term ,especially if a position will 

become vacant or there is an interim? 

 

Questions About Facilities/Property 

1. How will the facilities be sanitized? Frequency? What products? Who will do? Needed 

supplies?  

2. Who will use the facilities? 

3. What signage is needed? 

4. Will all services be operational? Drinking fountains? Showers? 

5. How will maintenance occur? 

6. What frequency of cleaning will occur? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 


