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In The United Methodist Church, bishops do not possess the authority to dictate whether 
a local church meets in-person or suspends meeting in person. However, I am clear that 
as the Bishop of the Texas Annual Conference I do have the responsibility to guide 
pastors and churches with informed recommendations. These recommendations will take 
into consideration standards set through Governor Abbott’s office 
https://gov.texas.gov/uploads/files/organization/opentexas/OpenTexas-Checklist-Churches-Places-of-Worship.pdf 
as well as the sound medical advice that we are receiving from healthcare professionals. 
Throughout this crisis I have been deeply grateful for the leadership of Dr. Marc Boom 
and other leaders of Houston Methodist Hospital system. Dr. Boom’s most recent 
interview can be found on https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d5CrVlogkxs I take this responsibility 
quite seriously and have strongly recommended that churches that are larger than 50 in 
worship continue to suspend in-person worship through the end of May, 2020. Many of 
our churches are providing excellent on-line offerings and are employing a team of 10 or 
less to produce this worship offering. These churches have been careful to maintain social 
distancing of more than 6 feet and engage in recommended hand hygiene. Most church 
staffs have adapted to working remotely. When it became necessary to come into the 
office, they have been careful to let others know they were going to be there, maintaining 
consistent practices of social distancing, handwashing, sanitizing, disinfecting surfaces. 
Again, my strong recommendation is that these practices continue through May.  
 

We are near the peak of confirmed cases per day, Covid-19 deaths per day, and total 
current confirmed cases https://covid19.healthdata.org/united-states-of-america/texas. This may mean 
the worst is nearing its end, but it does not mean that the bad is past. The risk is still high 
and a return to pre-March 15 practices could very well cause a new surge that would be 
worse than the first. Most models show that there will be at least one or two more deadly 
waves of this pandemic before a vaccine or effective treatment is discovered. We must 
continue practicing social distancing for worship, particularly for our church members in 
the at-risk categories for COVID-19. 
 
Therefore, I strongly recommend that you employ the following guidelines as you move 
toward reopening your church campuses to the new day in which we find ourselves: 



 If your church worships more than 50 persons, please continue to suspend in-
person worship through the month of May. We may need to delay that re-start date 
for even later. 

 If your church does “Drive-in Church”, please continue to maintain social 
distancing and ask worshipers to stay in their vehicles. 

 If your church is considering meeting in-person in groups less than 50, please note 
Governor Abbott office’s Minimum Standard Health Protocols for places of 
worship, which requires special consideration for the “At-Risk Population” that is 
defined as, “… those who are 65 or older, especially those with chronic lung 
disease; moderate to severe asthma; chronic heart disease; severe obesity; 
diabetes; chronic kidney disease undergoing dialysis; liver disease; or weakened 
immune system.” (Dr. Marc Boom has consistently referred to age 60 or older). 
Minimum Standard Health Protocols include: 

o Proper spacing between attendees (six feet separation between families, and 
every other row left empty) 

o Train all employees and volunteers on appropriate cleaning and 
disinfection, hand hygiene, and respiratory etiquette.  

o Screen employees and volunteers and send home anyone displaying 
symptoms which include (but not limited to) cough, fever, shortness of 
breath, headache or known contact with someone who is confirmed for 
Covid-19 

o Strict guidelines regarding staff or volunteer returning after being sent 
home (see full protocol) 

o All employees and volunteers are required to wash hands/sanitize upon 
entering the building, wear gloves, and are strongly encouraged to wear 
face coverings over nose and mouth.  

o Regularly and frequently clean and disinfect any regularly touched 
surfaces, such as doorknobs, tables, chairs, and restrooms.  

o Disinfect seats between services.  
o Disinfect any items that come into contact with attendees.  
o Make hand sanitizer, disinfecting wipes, soap and water, or similar 

disinfectant readily available.  
o Place readily visible signage to remind everyone of best hygiene practices. 

 In addition to the Governor’s Minimum Standard Health Protocols, I strongly 
recommend: 



o Micro-groups and small groups of roughly 10 are more important than ever, 
but even in those gatherings, exercise proper protocols of social distancing, 
hand hygiene and respiratory etiquette. This applies to committees that 
wish to conduct in-person meetings.  

o Consider keeping childcare closed, unless the house of worship can comply 
with CDC guidelines for childcare facilities. 

o Refrain from handshaking and hugging. Instead wave and greet one another 
with cheerful voices. 

o Ensure all attendees sanitize their hands and put on a mask before entering 
the building. 

o Refrain from passing collection plates and instead provide a central 
collection box in the building or encourage online giving 

o Consider how the sacraments can be administered without attendees having 
to touch the same surfaces and objects 

o Have hall monitors in place to ensure safety in restrooms 
o No bulletins, hymnals, Bibles or pens in the pews 
o Congregational singing will be problematic since the virus is spread 

through microscopic droplets that travel beyond six feet when singing. 
Most music should be restricted to a soloist or ensemble spaced 
appropriately. 

 The above protocol will certainly be in place for quite some time as we move 
toward reopening all of our church facilities. Several of our larger congregations 
are already reimagining worship spaces and worship times, paying close attention 
to the traffic patterns of people moving from one place to another. 

 
Obviously, this is not a simple matter of opening the doors that have been closed because 
of the current Covid-19 pandemic. Suspending in-person worship through the month of 
May could provide your church leaders with the necessary time to develop a back-to-
church protocol that keeps your members and guests as safe as possible. The American 
Enterprise Institute has done extensive work on this current crisis and you will find their 
recommendations through the following link https://www.aei.org/research-products/report/national-

coronavirus-response-a-road-map-to-reopening/ 
 
I continue to pray for you as you pastor in new ways through this pandemic. It is with 
deep appreciation for all that you do, 
Scott J. Jones 


