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237 South 70th Street, Suite 221 
Lincoln, Nebraska  68510 

April 27, 2020  One-Page Summary Version 
 
To My Friends and Colleagues in Ministry ~~~  
 
Since mid-March we have been staying healthy at home, washing our 
hands, social distancing, participating in church virtually, wearing face 
masks when we go to the grocery store or pharmacy.  Some six weeks 
later, different States are making different decisions about how to manage 
a pandemic – a disease that is ubiquitous, regardless of boundaries. 
Recently we have seen a number of people talk about “re-opening,” 
including a 2-minute video from our General Minister and President, Rev. 
Terri Hord Owens; the White House’s own Guidance on opening; and 
Governor Rickett’s news conference on Friday afternoon where he 
presented his plans for re-opening Nebraska.  The summary news reports 
from that 60-minute news conference left many people feeling hopeful, 
and others feeling scared and baffled.   
 
My take-away from all of this is that the effort to re-open is being done 
with a great deal of caution.  And I note that the State is offering to allow 
Places of Worship to re-open, but with significant cautionary rules and 
restrictions.  What it suggests to me is that we are not ready to re-open, 
even if by law we may be permitted.  And, as people of faith, we are asked 
to listen to more than what the law permits us to do; we have an ethical 
question of what is best, what is right, and what is just.  And as leaders, 
you and I have another layer of responsibility; to be concerned for, and 
care for everyone, particularly those who are most vulnerable.   
 
So, I offer the following three recommendations: 1) that our churches 
continue to not gather in-person, and instead continue to worship using 
technology/virtually at least until May 31st;  2) host a conversation among 
your Local Church leaders about what will need to be in place before you 
are willing to re-open worship services in-person; and 3) invite a group of 
people to continue to visit members who are Seniors and the most 
vulnerable;   ask them what they would need to feel safe to worship in-
person again..  
 
We are all in this together.  Each of us in the church having to make wise 
decisions.  As Rev. Terri Hord Owens stated in her April 24th video 
address, “let us listen to Wisdom . . . let’s hear from God, let’s hear from 
science, and let’s give ourselves a chance to be safe.” 
 

With God’s Peace 

Chris 
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237 South 70th Street, Suite 221 
Lincoln, Nebraska  68510 

April 27, 2020  More In-Depth Analysis Version 

 
To My Friends and Colleagues in Ministry ~~~ 
 
Since mid-March we have been staying healthy at home, washing our hands, 
social distancing, participating in church virtually, wearing face masks when we 
go to the grocery store or pharmacy.  Some six weeks later, different States are 
making different decisions about how to manage a pandemic – a disease that is 
ubiquitous, regardless of boundaries. Recently we have seen a number of people 
talk about “re-opening,” including a 2-minute video from our General Minister 
and President, Rev. Terri Hord Owens 
(https://www.facebook.com/christianchurchdoc/videos/536075580408142/), and the White 
House’s own Guidance on opening: https://www.whitehouse.gov/openingamerica/#phase-one).  
 
Governor Rickett’s news conference on Friday afternoon 
(https://governor.nebraska.gov/press/gov-ricketts-announces-upcoming-changes-directed-health-measures-

deploys-additional-resources) presented his plans for re-opening Nebraska.  The 
summary news reports from that 60-minute news conference left many people 
feeling hopeful, and others feeling scared and baffled.  For me, those news 
reports stirred an anxiety and a false sense of hope.  But rather than argue with a 
“ghost” or an image, I decided to pull down his entire news release (please see 
attached for my summary notes) and, on Sunday morning, listen to his news 
conference -- in between worshipping with two of our Disciple churches; one in 
Lincoln, and one in Hastings.  
 
What I hear from Governor Ricketts is clarity, and uncertainty.  At one level we 
are being told to maintain the 6 Rules for a safe Nebraska, as well as some 
logical things like how the State is being structured so that decisions can be 
made locally.  And how the Directed Health Measures (DHMs) are being re-
negotiated by the 19 new Local Health Districts (LHDs).  And how the State is 
going to invest 1,000 of their own workers to increase “contact tracing,” with 
those staff imbedded in the LHDs.  But then he says that only 10 of the 19 LHDs 
will actually adjust their DHMs on May 4th.   
 
Governor Ricketts own tentativeness shows up first when he says that the only 
statewide lifting of the DHMs is for Elective Surgery and Places of Worship.  
Why are Places of Worship the “first” to re-open?  Please note that the Governor 
quickly informed us that he and his staff are still working on the list of “rules” 
that will need to be met before people can gather for worship.   
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The second uncertainty shows up in the State’s establishing 19 LHDs, of which only 10 will have 
DHM restrictions re-negotiated.  And the DHMs will only be re-negotiated in part.  So, for instance, 
while restaurants in those 10 LHDs will be allowed to open, they can only have 50% occupancy 
capacity, tables of up to 6 people, and tables at least 6 feet apart, while everyone from the kitchen 
staff to the wait staff to the cashier to the guests have to wear face masks.  Day Care Centers will now 
be able to have 15 children per room/area, up from 10 --- but with similar “rules.” Other businesses 
(e.g., barber shops/salons, tattoo parlors, gentlemen’s clubs, massage therapy, indoor theaters) can 
re-open with similar rules imposed.   
 
My take-away from all of this is that the effort to re-open is being done with a great deal of caution.  
And I note that the State is offering to allow Places of Worship to re-open, but with significant 
cautionary rules and restrictions.  What it suggests to me is that we are not ready to re-open, even if 
by law we may be permitted.  And, as people of faith, we are asked to listen to more than what the 
law permits us to do; we have an ethical question of what is best, what is right, and what is just.  And 
as leaders, you and I have another layer of responsibility; to be concerned for, and care for everyone, 
particularly those who are most vulnerable.   
 
Out of what I experience as uncertainty, there are a few things about which I am clear. First, the 
Caronavirus does not respect County, LHD, or State lines.  I am also clear that the restrictive “rules” 
that will need to be followed are creating a false sense of hope in people.   
 
I am also clear that the two tenets lifted up in  Eileen’s and my March 13th memo to you all still 
govern my sensitivities in making recommendations about how each church in Nebraska might 
proceed:   
 

Who is our neighbor?  And  

What does Christian hospitality look like in a time like this? 

 

For instance, Rule #5 on the Governor’s list is to Help Seniors – “because they are the most vulnerable.”  
And many of our church pews are filled by people who are considered Seniors (as well as those who 
have compromised health conditions and immune systems).  For me, Seniors are my neighbors. As I 
reflect on the lesson from which the question Who is our neighbor arises, I am reminded that it is posed 
to Jesus by a lawyer who seeks to trick him.  Instead of getting lost in the argument, Jesus gets clear; 
each person is our neighbor, particularly the most vulnerable in our society.  
 
While our impulse might be to extend hospitality to all of our neighbors, including our Seniors and 
people who have compromised health conditions, I want to suggest that right now hospitality looks 
very different than what we are used to as hospitality.  Hospitality in this moment is more about 
recognizing that any of us might be carriers of this Virus (we don’t know), keeping a safe distance, 
not giving false hope, and not tempting others to put another human being’s life at risk. 
 
What I’m less clear about is how I would proceed if I were the pastor or the leader (e.g., board 
member, Elder, Deacon) of a local church.   
 
So, I offer the following three recommendations: 1) that our churches continue to not gather in-
person, and instead continue to worship using technology/virtually until May 31st;  2) host a 
conversation among your Local Church leaders about what will need to be in place before you are 
willing to re-open worship services in-person; and 3) invite a group of people to continue to visit 



members who are Seniors and the most vulnerable;   ask them what they would need to feel safe to 
worship in-person again..  
 
To support our Local Churches live into #1 above I am requesting that the Regional Church consider 
providing grants of up to $400, with the requested amount being matched dollar-for-dollar by the 
requesting congregation.  I am asking the Regional Church to partner with the Local Church in this 
way even as our Disciple Mission Funds are a little more than 50% of where they were in 2019.  (We 
are able to do this by pooling funds from two Restricted Sources, both dedicated to church 
revitalization.) 
 
To support our Local Churches to live further into #2 above, please know that the Region’s Zoom 
account is available to each of you, if needed.  Then, utilize the list of 24 sample questions that I have 
developed to help prompt your discussions with leaders, and to develop your own guidelines/ 
questions to answer.  The questions are intended as guidance in your discussions.   
 
The 3rd recommendation is something that many of you are already doing, and doing quite well.  The 
additional element is to ask each vulnerable member/guest, “What will it take for you to feel safe to 
gather in-person?”  Of course, you’ll hear all sorts of responses, but it’s important that we ask, and 
that we listen.   
 
Related to the Church gathering is our 2020 Regional Assembly.  The Planning Group has prepared a 
wonderful Assembly for us, hosted by Grand Island FCC.  However, in the last month Central NE 
has become the COVID-19 “hot spot” for the state.  The Planning Group will be recommending to the 
Regional Board that we transform our Regional Assembly from a place-based assembly to a 
technology-based assembly. Given what we know today, including Governor Ricketts telling us that 
there will be no large, public gatherings for Memorial Day, the Planning Group has decided that we 
now need to move our energies into preparing for a virtual assembly. 
 
We are all in this together.  Each of us in the church having to make wise decisions.  As Rev. Terri 
Hord Owens stated in her April 24th video address, “let us listen to Wisdom . . . let’s hear from God, 
let’s hear from science, and let’s give ourselves a chance to be safe.” 
 

With God’s Peace 

Chris 

 
  



 

CaronaVirus/COVID-19 

 

Guiding Questions for Considering 

When and How to Re-Open Worship  

 

(Adapted from Variety of Sources) 
 

 

Planning Before Inviting Members to Gather: 

 

1. Who from the healthcare community can help you develop best practices for your members and 
friends (e.g., chaplains, doctors, nurses, physician assistants)? 

2. What areas of the church need to be deep-cleaned before anyone returns to the church 
property/building (to reduce the spread of the Virus)? 

a. Who is willing to voluntarily do this? 

b. What resources are needed to do the deep cleaning? 

c. What protocols are needed to be developed and implemented to maintain the clean 
environment on an on-going basis (daily, weekly, monthly)? 

3. What do you need to purchase and have stationed throughout the church building/property (e.g., 
sanitizer, disinfectant spray/wipes) and how will you gather them if they are in short supply? 

4. What practices will you put in place to avoid/mitigate spreading germs (greeters wipe down all 
door handles/knobs, bathrooms cleaned each morning, sanitizing after services)? 

5. Are there parts of the church property/building that need to be “touched-up” to convey to people 
that you are caring for the property, and keeping things clean? 

a. What would the cost of such projects be? 

b. Are volunteers available to do the work? 

c. What resources would they need (e.g., paint, cement for sidewalks)? 

d. What is a priority? 

 

Inviting Members to Gather: 

 

6. How and what will you communicate to members about decisions and protocols being put into 
place --- to provide assurance that you are maintaining a safe environment for people to come to? 

a. How will you invite them to gather again in-person? 

b. Will you remind people to “Stay Home and Stay Healthy” and maintain social 
distancing? 

c. Will you ask each member if they have had contact with anyone who has been 
diagnosed with COVID-19?  And, if they have, tell them to stay home? 

d. Will members/guests be told to take their temperature the morning of a worship 
service, and stay home if they have a temperature? 

e. Will you advise people who are high risk (e.g., Seniors, immune compromised, health 
conditions) to remain home? 

f. Will you advise members/guests to bring their own personal protective equipment 
(PPEs) like face masks and gloves? 

i. Will the church have additional face masks for people to use and take with them 
(not return to them to the church)? 

g. Will you let members/guests know ahead of time that they will not be allowed to make 
personal/physical contact (e.g., shaking hands)? 

h. Will you advise members/guests to wash their clothes following each service? 

 

 



Managing Members Gathering: 

 

7. Will the church provide a single point of entry, and a single point of exit so that there is a flow 
people’s traffic patterns in the church building/property? 

8. Can church greeters be stationed at doors that are propped open so that people reduce the touch 
of surfaces? 

9. Can church greeters help people to know where there are hand sanitizers, and explain that there 
are no printed materials to reduce contact with surfaces that might spread the Virus? 

10. What will you do (temporarily) about seating in the place of worship that will create or foster 
the needed distancing (e.g., adding a service, brining in chairs, moving worship to fellowship hall, 
asking X# of people to sign-up for service)? 

11. How will you reduce contact: 
a. Communion – have bread already cut and cups that are separated enough to not allow 

others to touch them when taking their cup (do not do intinction, as often fingers slip 
into the juice by mistake) – people can come up to take a piece of bread and a cup of 
juice right after they drop their offering in the plate 

b. Offering – provide a plate/basket where people can place their offering on their way to, 
or from partaking Communion 

c. Passing of the Peace – offering ways for people to connect without coming in contact, or 
even inside of 6 feet of one another 

d. Worship Bulletins – Email the bulletin as a Word document, or as a pdf so that people 
can open it on their phones, and/or put the full bulleting with words to songs on a 
screen (now might be a time to purchase and install a large screen in the sanctuary) 

e. Hymnals – remove them from the pews to reduce the things that people might touch, 
and volunteers will need to clean after worship 

12. Will the church provide child care and, if so, what additional precautions will you put in place 
(e.g., checking temperature of each child before they enter, what snacks will you provide and how 
will they be distributed, how will you handle potty breaks/time)? 

13. Is church leadership prepared to stop worship should protocols be broken? 

 

The Future of The Church Gathering: 

 

14. What are some new practices that the church will continue (e.g., streaming worship services, 
small groups/studies by videoconferencing, digital communication)? 

15. What are some things that you will stop doing that you have adopted? 

16. What are some practices from before March 15th that you will let go of, or allow to be adapted 
for the future church? 

17. From this experience, can the church create a hybrid worship service that is both in-person and 
on-line platforms, allowing some to gather and others who are more hesitant to gather in-person 
to still join you? 

18. From this experience, are you reaching people in the community who feel safer worshipping 
via technology, and can you find ways to connect with them more personally without their 
having to worship in-person? 

a. Are there small groups that they can be invited to participate in virtually? 

b. Are there Bible studies that they can be invited to participate in virtually? 

c. Are there times of prayer that they can be invited to participate in virtually? 

d. Are there committees or task groups that they could be invited to join virtually? 

19. Does this all suggest any changes in church staffing?  And/Or leadership roles? 

 

 



Special Church Gatherings: 

 

20. How does the church want to consider special celebrations: 
a. Baptisms – Easter and/or Pentecost is often a time for Disciple churches to offer 

baptism, so how will the church navigate such celebrations?  Will you wait until it is 
safe to touch people?  Is there a baptismal service that you can conduct now to 
recognize someone who is ready to make a confession of faith and become a part of the 
Christian community, and then provide a full baptism at a later date? 

b. Weddings – as we enter Spring and Summer and Fall, significant times for such 
celebrations of life as weddings, can the church provide a space and time to celebrate 
the vows that two people are making to one another, and then consecrate those vows at 
a more full wedding service later? 

c. Funerals – people whose loved one has died deserve a chance to say their formal 
goodbyes as a part of the healing from loss and grief, so can the church continue to 
support families and friends through personal visits by phone calls, and/or 
virtual/videoconference conversations with groups? Can the church conduct a funeral 
service in the sanctuary with the minister and two to three family members present, and 
broadcast it live for family and friends?  Do you postpone the funeral until people can 
gather in-person? 

21. Will the church host Summer activities, like VBS?  If in person, what planning do you need to 
put protocols in place?  If virtual, what planning protocols will that take (e.g., Zoom Room with 
sub-rooms for different ages, training on using Zoom and facilitating teaching virtually)? 

 

Pastoral Care for the Church Members: 

 

22. Are there ways that you can help families explore and discuss how difficult this quarantine 
time has been, and the additional strains it has fostered (personal relationships, finances, 
emotional or physical violence, job changes/loss)? 

 

Church Finances: 

 

23. What impact has the Virus had on church finances?   
a. What is you projected long-term financial picture? 

b. What is the projected year-end impact? 

c. What additional revenue streams are needed if there is a projected deficit? 

d. Will the church apply for CARES Act Paycheck Protection Program (deadline is June 
30th, or until funds are spent)? 

e. What additional expenses do you need to add to your budget that have surfaced since 
mid-March (e.g., technology, equipment, cleaning supplies)? 

f. Whatever changes to the budget are needed, does the board or the full church have to 
vote for those changes? 

24. What ministry opportunities have surfaced and what are the associated costs? 

 
 
  



Chris Morton’s Notes on  

March 24th – Governor Rickett’s News Conference 

 

Day 15 of Day 21 “Stay Home and Stay Healthy” Campaing with 6 Rules 

1. Stay Home  
2. Work from Home when you can – in work place, social distancing 
3. Shop Alone – once-a-week 
4. Help Kids – play at home, not on playground, not in group sports 
5. Help Seniors – stay home, do their shopping for them – don’t visit in nursing home facilities – especially 

vulnerable population 
6. Test Nebraska Challenge – sign-up to help us decide what resources are needed, and where 

 

DHM extended to May 3rd for Douglas, Sarpy, Cass Counties 

19 new DHM by each public health district – tailored around the state  

 

2 Statewide –  Elective Surgeries (30% capacity of hospital beds, 30% capacity of their ICU beds, 30% capacity of ventilators, and 

2 weeks of PPEs) 

  Churches/Worship – pull out of 10-person rule – May 4th  

   Weddings and Funerals 

   Lt Gov has been working with Worship Communities around the State 

   Households sit together, but 6’ apart from other households 

   Rules for no passing of things between congregants 

   Rules around Communion 

   Rules for Sanitizing Pews between services 

 

Douglas, Sarpy, and Cass Counties has new DHM beginning May 4th – 31st --- still 10-person rule 

Some Exceptions:  

Restaurants will be outside 10-person rule – allow up to 50% capacity for Occupancy Rate – 6’ rule between tables 

– 6 people per table --- Staff wear masks – servers, cashiers, and cook staff 

 

Also effective for East Central District Health Dept, Four Corners HD, Loup Basin HD, North Central, Northeast NE, Panhandle 

Public Health, Southeast, Southwest --- 10 Public Health District on same timeframe (May 4th) 

 Same Rules for Restaurants 

 Day Cares go up to 15 children per room (was 10 children) 

 Elective Surgeries – Statewide 

Other Businesses that were closed – barber shops/salons, tattoos, massage – re-open under 10 person rule, with other 

restrictions (e.g, everyone wear a mask) – it’s a misdemeanor to violate 

 

Not opening: Bars for in-service but can do take-out/deliver, gentleman’s clubs, indoor theaters, etc closed through May 31st  

 

Restaurants – no bar service; have buffet no self-service; consuming alcohol with meal only 

 

Contact Tracing –  

 Imbed them into LHD – get to 1,000 people at state level to do the tracing 

 Train people in Depts as resource to LHDs 

  

 DHHS CEO Dannette Smith (see news release below) 

  

Crime Commissioner Arp (see news release below) 

 

Monday at 12:15 pm – next News Briefing 

Tuesday and Thursday at 5:00 pm in Spanish 

 

 

 

 

Q & A: 

❖ Unemployment Claims – looking into it – have more later 
❖ Memorial Day Event guidance – DHM extended until May 31st  
❖ Nursing Homes prioritized? – First Responders and Healthcare Providers prioritized in testing, and then based on 

aggregate data from contact tracing 



❖ Paying for Test Used? – paying $27M for 547K tests 
❖ Why wasn’t Lancaster Co not included in DHM – they are on May 6th – will work with Mayor and LHD  to re-assess – 

look at this regionally 
❖ There are 19 LHDs, and only 10 are due to end May 4th --- the other 9 will phase in with different timeframes based 

on their local needs 
❖  
 

Chris Morton’s Notes from  

March 24th – Governor’s News Release 

 

All of the above  

PLUS beauty/nail salons, barber shops, massage therapy services, gentleman’s clubs, bottle clubs, indoor movie theaters, indoor 

theaters, tattoo parlors/studios within the list of Local Health Departments  

 

Bars that do not serve food will remain limited to carry-out sales and delivery 

 

Childcare permitted up to 15 kids per room/space for LHD listed – others limited to 10 children 

 

Continue Social Distancing – follow the Six Rules of “21 Days to Stay Home and Stay Healthy Campaign 

 

Some level of Social Distancing until we have a vaccine 

 

Continue to protect our healthcare system so can receive treatment needed if become infected with C-Virus 

 

DHHS’s CEO, Darnette Smith: 

 

3 Steps to Test Nebraska: assess, test, and track 

Contact Tracing – ensures being proactive in monitoring and supporting individuals with COVID-19 

Assess individuals and track their contacts – quarantine those at high-risk of exposure 

Mobilize 1,000 people to assist with contact tracing 

Deploy 325 teammates from DHHS to assit 

225 of these trained by epidemiologists – April 27th – May 5th  

As track spread of Virus, teammates will gather real-time data to guide strategies 

Track demographics, on-site symptoms, and close contacts of those ill 

Days and Evenings to reach all Nebraskans  - particularly those still working 

Particularly sensitive to cultural differences and linguistic needs 

Embedded within LHDs – our job is to support the LHDs 

While tracing contacts, also educating on best practices 

 

Crime Commission’s Ex Di Arp: 

 

Received $4.3M grant from DOJ – will re-grant $3.9M to applicants 

 State, Local, Tribal Law Enforcement, Prisons, Jails, and Criminal Justice Programs 

Dealing with COVID-19 

Hiring personnel, paying OT, IT needs, distributing resources to hard-hit areas 

Will not fund PPE (to avoid duplication with DHHS and Em Mgt Agency) 

 

Governor Ricketts on PPP: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


