
To: Churches of Beaver-Butler 
From: David D. Byers, Stated Clerk and David Oyler, Temporary Executive 

RE: COVID-19 
 

Greetings, 
 
These are challenging times, and every hour circumstances continue to change.  It is easy to panic; however, 
being proactive and following the advice of the medical profession and the CDC is vital. Considering this, here 
are some suggestions and recommendations that you might want to consider. 
 
As a Presbytery and as Stated Clerk and as Temporary Executive, we/I do not have the authority to suspend 
worship and church activities.  Those decisions are made by the Session (G-3.0201 a&b/ W-2.0305). However, 
given the circumstances and how easily COVID-19 can be spread from person to person, I caution you to be 
vigilant and that the Session makes decisions that promote wholeness and health for the community.  (As of 
March 16, the governor was strongly advising that groups of 50 or larger should not meet.  That impacts some 
of our congregations, but all our congregations need to pray through the prudent actions necessary in such 
times.) 
 
First: If the Session decides to continue worshiping together here a few suggestions from Boston Presbytery 
that I received through our Synod Executive, Susan Wonderland.  
 
 
Ideas/changes shared by our congregational leaders: 

Making specific plans about where people sit, not moving during worship, if worship is held 

Not using hymnals or Bibles during worship, ushers who have washed their hands handing out bulletins with all 
of the information or projecting the service 
 
Not passing the offering plates or worship pads, collecting offerings with plates by the door, counters washing 
their hands before and after handling the offering 

Not have fellowship time or food during fellowship 

Wiping down regularly, paying attention to places that are most touched (doorknobs!) 

Plans in place to reach out to those most at risk of isolation, those who don't have reliable online access or the 
tools to use it, setting up a team of Deacons and the pastor to make regular contact with everyone in the 
congregation 

Being aware of the vulnerable populations all around us: kids who rely on free breakfast/lunch, those who have 
hourly wages, immigrants being targeted with violence, anyone at or under the poverty level 

Emergency response team formed at the church with medical, educational, and other leaders 

Contingency plan if the pastor is quarantined/becomes sick 

 

Second: If the Session chooses to suspend worship and other activities in the church the following is an 
Advisory Opinion from the Office of the General Assembly. 



Advisory Opinion 
Church in an Emergency/Pandemic 

Events in early 2020 around Covid-19 (coronavirus) have prompted some congregations to voluntarily close 
for worship. As the governmental responses shift from hour-to-hour, it is possible that congregations and 
mid councils will find themselves within governmentally required containment zones within which the 
government requires that all businesses, schools, and places of worship close for a time. 

Questions about ongoing congregational mission and ministry arise. 

May a congregation or council take actions to prepare for decision- making as 
needed under emergency circumstances such as a natural disaster or a public 
health order forbidding social gathering? 
Yes. 

 
May a congregation hold a congregational meeting electronically or 
virtually? 
Yes. A congregation may provide by rule for the meeting of a congregation by electronic or virtual 
means. The rule needs to be adopted as an amendment to the congregation’s bylaws prior to 
implementation. The congregation should make sure that all members who are available as a quorum 
are able to participate in the discussion and vote. A congregation may provide by rule for a quorum for 
the meeting. 

An example of such a rule is: 

The congregation may meet by electronic means if all members have reasonable notice of the 
electronic meeting and the ability to discuss and vote on business items. The quorum for such a 
meeting is [x] members. 

May a session hold a meeting electronically or virtually? 

Yes. A session may provide by rule for the meeting of the session by electronic or virtual means. The rule 
needs to be included in the congregation’s bylaws or the session’s manual of administrative operations. The 
session should make sure that all session members who are available as a quorum are able to participate in 
the discussion and vote. A session may provide by rule for a quorum for the meeting. 

An example of such a rule is: 

The session may meet by electronic means if all active elders have reasonable notice of the electronic 
meeting and the ability to discuss, deliberate, and discern the will of God and vote on business items. 
The quorum for such a meeting is [x] active elders or at least two active elders and one moderator, 
temporary or called. 



If it is not possible for a congregation or session to meet electronically or 
virtually, how can the congregation or session take actions? 

It is also constitutional for a congregation or council to provide by rule in its bylaws and/or manual of 
administrative operations for the appointment of an administrative commission as might be needed for 
the congregation or council to function under emergency circumstances such as a natural disaster or a 
public health order forbidding social gatherings (Authoritative Interpretation, Minutes, 2010, Part I, pp. 
331–33, Item 05-13). 

The rule should take into account the responsibility of the council and congregation to give full expression 
to the rich diversity of the church’s membership and provide for full participation and access to 
representation in decision-making and employment practices (Book of Order, G- 3.0103). 

A council may approve a group of members as the core membership of an administrative commission 
if it annually reviews the composition of that group for its representational sufficiency and by 
recorded action augments it as needed in order that the administrative commission can more truly 
act as and for the council. 

This rule should be clear as to the type of emergency or order that triggers the rule and should have a 
definite ending point for the administrative commission. 

Any rule which appoints an administrative commission should be clear as to the powers that the 
congregation or council has delegated to the administrative commission. 

An example of such a rule is: 

In the event of an emergency or public health order forbidding social gatherings, the session has 
appointed an administrative commission made up of one teaching elder moderator, either temporary or 
called, and two active elders. These appointed members of the administrative commission will be 
reviewed annually. The administrative commission will have the full power of the session [and the 
trustees] and may act acting as the session [and trustees]. If the session can hold a duly called special 
meeting with reasonable notice and quorum, either in person or by electronic means, the administrative 
commission will cease its work and the session will resume its powers. 

 
What if the congregation or session does not have a rule that provides for a 
meeting by electronic or virtual means? 

A couple of things could happen: 

1. Although the meeting is not constitutional, in the case of an emergency, the session could meet by 
electronic means with reasonable notice of the electronic meeting, quorum, and at least one 
moderator, and take actions required to address the emergency or public health order. Reasonable 
notice may vary according to the emergency and the needs of the community. These decisions will 
need to be ratified at a later properly called meeting, regular or special. 

2. Until a quorum of the session can meet, the administrative commission appointed by the session in 
the event of an emergency or public health order forbidding social gatherings could begin to 
function. 



What happens if the congregation, session, or administrative commission 
takes emergency action at a special meeting without the required notice? 
Robert’s Rules states that, if, at a special meeting, action is taken relating to business not mentioned in 
the call, that action, to become valid, must be ratified (see pp. 124–25) by the organization at a regular 
meeting (or at another special meeting properly called for that purpose). (RONR, Chapter IV, Section 9, 
Particular Types of Business Meeting, Special Meeting, p. 93) 

Motion to Adopt and Motion to Ratify 

The motion to ratify (also called approve or confirm) is an incidental main motion that is used to confirm 
or make valid an action already taken that cannot become legally valid until approved by the assembly. 
Cases where the procedure of ratification is applicable include: 

• action improperly taken at a regular or properly called meeting at which no quorum was present; 

• action taken at a special meeting about business not mentioned in the call of that meeting; 

• action taken by officers, committees, delegates, or subordinate bodies in excess of their instructions 
or authority; (RONR, p. 124). 

 
May a congregation celebrate the Lord’s Supper during an electronic worship 
service? 
If the session authorizes the sharing of communion in person as soon as possible (ordinarily on the same 
day) after the electronic or virtual service that includes preaching the Word of God, the session could 
authorize the celebration of the Lord’s Supper within a worship service that is electronic or virtual. 

If it is not reasonable to share communion in person as soon as possible after the service for reasons of a 
public health order, the session should cease and postpone the Lord’s Supper until such time as it is 
reasonably safe to resume the celebration of the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. 

The Lord’s Supper shall be authorized by the session and administered by a minister of the Word and 
Sacrament or by ruling elders trained and authorized by the presbytery in the event of absence of a pastor 
(Book of Order, W-3.0410 and G-3.0301b). The word is to be read and proclaimed and the congregation 
shall be represented by one or more members. The session may authorize the celebration of the Lord’s 
Supper at events other than Services for the Lord’s Day including ministry to the sick. 

The session may authorize those individuals who will, as soon as possible after the service (ordinarily on 
the same day), share with absent, homebound, or hospitalized members by two or more persons in 
ordered ministry who will maintain the unity of Word and Sacrament through the reading of Scripture and 
offering of prayers (Book of Order, W-3.0414). 

 
Finally, as we continue to deal with this pandemic, the Church needs to offer words of hope and comfort with 
the assurance and certainty of God’s reign and presence. 

As further information is received by the Presbytery you will be informed. AND, let us pray vigilantly! 
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