
April 21, 2020 

UPDATE - RE: SARS-CoV-2 (Coronavirus/COVID-19) Suspension of Church Services 

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
  
	 Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed! Alleluia! Amen! There is certainly no greater 
comfort in this life than the Church’s beautiful refrain for celebrating the Resurrection of Our Lord. Its 
message of hope is especially relevant in this time of uncertainty, anxiety, fear, and social distancing 
due to the novel coronavirus pandemic. It reminds us that there is always hope beyond the situation 
that you are in. For since Christ is risen, we too shall rise. As the Old Testament reading appointed for 
Easter Day and proclaimed at many Christian funerals reminds us, “For I know that my Redeemer 
lives, and at the last he will stand upon the earth. And after my skin has been thus destroyed, yet in 
my flesh I shall see God, whom I shall see for myself, and my eyes shall behold, and not another. My 
heart faints within me!” (Job 19:23-27) 

	 However, amidst this comfort and our joy of our sure hope of resurrection, this Eastertide our 
joy is also mixed with struggle. The disruption this health pandemic has had on our lives is 
unprecedented in our lifetimes. As you are undoubtedly aware by now, Governor Pritzker has 
extended his Executive stay-at-home order in response to Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
through April 30th. The intent of this order is to slow the progression of the COVID-19 outbreak in 
order to give the government and medical facilities time to increase their capacity to test patients and 
treat those who are severely ill due to infection. In general, the Joint Council of the dual parish and I 
urge you to comply with the Governor’s orders, and are thankful for his efforts to help protect our lives 
and those of our fellow citizens. 

	 According to St. Paul in Romans 13, Christians are to honor and obey their government officials 
because they are God’s ministers—people to whom He has given authority to act on His behalf—for the 
common good, maintaining civic order and law. Because of this we understand that it is within the 
Governor’s authority to do what is in his power to help prevent a health-care crisis in our state. 

	 While the government has a measure of God-given authority over civic affairs, the ministers of 
the Church have been entrusted with God-given authority over spiritual affairs. Martin Luther called 
this the “Two Kingdom” theology. As God has placed a government over you to tend to civic matters 
which pertain to your physical and material safety and prosperity, I as your pastor have been placed 
by God—by way of a Divine Call through the Church—in a position bearing His authority in order to 
serve you in things pertaining to your spiritual welfare and health. Therefore, what follows is my 
theological evaluation of the situation and my spiritual recommendations for you as your pastor. 

	 It may be that I am overdue in writing to you again on this matter. However, I think that so 
often in our culture we just react because we have become so accustomed to things that are immediate 
that we forsake careful and thoughtful reflection. As such, I want you to know that I have been 
wrestling mightily with the direction to lead as your pastor during the current crisis. I do not have all 
the answers. Please know that I continue to struggle daily (nearly all day, every day) with what the 
proper and faithful actions are for our dual parish, and how to balance the many issues and even 
commands of God that pertain to our situation both corporately and individually. Additionally it has 
proved challenging to chart a course as there are matters to consider that do fall under the civil realm 
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and what we do must be in alignment with the orders of our government, as long as those are not in 
violation with the commands of God (1 Peter 2:13, Acts 5:29). This has proved challenging as the 
executive orders of our state have changed quite rapidly in the first several weeks of this situation. 

	 As I strive to faithfully exercise the office God has given to me in this situation, I have been 
praying, communicating with the dual parish Joint Council members and our synod leaders, and 
talking with the other area pastors and other pastors whose opinions I trust. I have also spoken to 
people at the Department of Health and have even tried to reach the Governor’s office. There are 
several concerns that have dominated my thoughts. First among these is faithfulness to God. Second is 
the care of your souls. Third is the love of our neighbors. And fourth is obedience to our government. 
There are, of course, other concerns I have, but these are the chief things on my mind of late as I, with 
the counsel of the leaders of our church body and at the direction of our Joint Council, plot our 
continued course during this time of crisis. 

Faithfulness to God 
	 We have a clear Biblical command not to forsake the assembling of ourselves together, both in 
the 3rd Commandment and in Hebrews 10:25. Furthermore, as I have often preached to you, we are to 
seek the things of the Kingdom of God over and above the things of this world (Colossians 3:2). 
	 Moreover, Jesus Himself tells us plainly in John 6:53-56, 63, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless 
you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whoever feeds on my 
flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day. For my flesh is true 
food, and my blood is true drink. Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in 
him… It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh is no help at all. The words that I have spoken to you are 
spirit and life.”  
	 The whole of the New Testament bears witness to the truth that from the beginning of the 
Christian Church the gathering together for the Lord’s Supper was viewed as essential (e.g. Acts 
2:42-43, 1 Corinthians 11:23) and this even in the context of intense persecution and plagues in their 
own day.  
	  
Care of the Soul 
	 Therefore, as I have written to you before (in my first letter on this subject handed out the last 
Sunday we gathered for corporate worship, dated March 15), if continued access to physical health 
care is important in times of illness, continued access to spiritual health care is even more important. 
We have all been infected with the deadly disease of sin (Romans 3:23, 6:23). The Scriptures teach us 
that times of trial are intended to test the temper of our faith, like iron that is thrust into fire to purify 
and strengthen it (e.g. Isaiah 1:25-26 and 1 Peter 1:6-7). The Scriptures also teach us that times of 
trial are intended to bring us to repentance and thereby to turn us again to the Lord and His Word (e.g. 
Luke 13:1-5). It is in times of plague, pandemic, disaster, warfare, personal tragedy, death and the like 
that we should be going to church all the more, not closing churches. After all, Christ the victor over 
sin, death, and the devil is physically present with His grace when we are gathered to hear His Word 
and receive His Holy Sacrament. 
	 The Church is a hospital for the care and cure of souls. At each Divine Service and prayer office, 
our Lord Jesus Christ comes by Word and Sacrament to bring His medicine of immortality—
forgiveness, life, and salvation for us sinners (John 6). Therefore, as the Christian Church has from 
the beginning, I believe that Church is as essential as it gets, and that withholding communion is on 
par with closing a hospital and preventing life-saving surgeries. That is negligence and malpractice. 
Thus, I will continue to offer the Lord’s Supper to those who desire it. I will, however, endeavor to 
strictly abide by the recommendations of our civil authorities. 
	 This means that the Lord’s Supper is available to you. However it must be limited to 10 or less 
(including myself). It is also recommended that such gatherings be, as much as possible, among family 
groups already interacting with one another. We will also observe all social distancing measures and I 
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will observe every precaution, even over and above what has been recommended. There is no threat to 
you in receiving the Lord’s supper that you are not already facing in going to the grocery store, and 
remember as Jesus tells us, “[I am] the bread that came down from heaven, not like the bread the 
fathers ate and died. Whoever feeds on this bread will live forever” (John 6:58). If you would like to 
receive the bread of eternal life in the Lord’s Supper, you can contact me (information below) to 
arrange a time for the Spoken Divine Service (which takes approximately 20 minutes). I can serve you 
at church, come to your home, or meet anywhere that you prefer. 
	 Additionally, as your pastor I am Called to serve as under-shepherd to our Good Shepherd and 
am responsible for speaking His voice to you in my preaching and teaching. It has taken some time and 
consideration for how this may be most effectively done at this time, and there have been some 
challenges to overcome. To meet this need, I have settled on making an audio service available to 
everyone either online by going to our dual parish website (imstp.org/sermons) or by CDs which are 
available for pickup or delivery on Saturdays. In order to meet the needs of those who require an audio 
CD but to avoid excessive waste, please call the church office (or myself directly) so I can make the 
right number of CDs and bulletins and not have extras that are just thrown away. You can also let me 
know at that time if you would like the CD to be delivered to you, and how. I would certainly be glad to 
do so. I am already currently making 11 deliveries on Saturdays, a few of which are simply left at the 
doorstep so that no interaction is required (I also wash my hands and excessively use hand sanitizer 
all throughout the process, to ensure safety and that nothing be transmitted). 
	 I am also happy to report that, to keep the voice of our Good Shepherd in your ears during this 
time, Christian education continues. We have recently had success in resuming our Jr. Catechesis 
(confirmation instruction) using online video conferencing. Though there are internet challenges at 
this time, thankfully it works well enough that we can meet for an hour on Sunday nights. I also intend 
to resume Bible class this week using the means I have in place for Sunday services. Please continue to 
check our website (imstp.org) and Facebook group for this, and I will also make audio CDs of this 
available to be delivered with the Sunday service. 

Love of Neighbor 
	 While not compromising on what God has commanded us to do as a Church in remaining 
faithful to Him in the care of our souls, we are also always reminded in Scripture that love of God is 
also lived out in love for our neighbor (Matthew 22:37-39). Therefore, we cannot only consider our 
own spiritual well-being; we must also consider our neighbors’ physical welfare. We learn of this best in 
the Small Catechism under the Fifth Commandment and its explanation: 

You shall not murder. 
What does this mean? We should fear and love God so that we do not hurt or harm our 
neighbor in his body, but help and support him in every physical need. 

It is for this reason that I support our decision to follow our governing authorities’ recommendations 
and our Joint Council’s decision to suspend services at this time. Please know, that I have not forgotten 
the members of our congregation for whom it would be foolhardy to expose themselves to possible 
infection. I place no burden on your conscience that you must make use of the Lord’s Supper or any of 
the means that I have outlined above. Such a command from me would exceed the bounds of Scripture 
and would make what is available to us in the Gospel a Law. I never have done this, and I never will. 
What I state above is simply that I must also be faithful to my charge as a pastor in making the means 
of God’s grace available to His people as they desire it—especially in times of need. In my Ordination 
and Installation I vowed in the presence of God and you, His people, that I would suffer death rather 
than fail to execute my charge as long as I am physically able. I meant it and, God help me, I intend to 
be faithful to that promise even if my own life must be put at risk. Thus, while I make no command that 
you must receive any specific spiritual care from me, at this time or ever, I also may not ever deny 
spiritual care to those who seek it. Thus, what I have outlined above is how I believe this may be done 
faithfully, yet safely while showing the proper love and concern for one another and our neighbors’ 
health at this time, while yet submitting to our civil authorities (as outlined above). 
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A Note on Offerings 
	 It was requested by our congregational leaders that I include a note about giving your tithes 
and offering at this time. Of course, such a matter is always a “touchy subject” and especially at such a 
time when many people are out of work and experiencing some very challenging financial difficulties. 
First, I would like to say that if you are experiencing such difficulties and need help to provide proper 
care for yourself and your family, please do not hesitate to contact me. We are ready and able to help 
quietly and confidentially—something made possible by those who continue to give even at this time, 
that we offer support and mercy ministry to one another as Scripture would have us (Galatians 6:10).  
	 Additionally, we should remember that God is the giver of every good gift, and we should 
worship Him with our offerings and tithes. While we may not be able to gather as a whole congregation 
at this time, if we desire a church to return to when we are able, there are expenses and maintenance 
costs to consider. Both of these matters are stated really well by Pastor Peter Speckhard in his book, 
Connected to Christ: Why Membership Matters (which is an excellent and short read that I highly 
commend to you all during this time—it is available from Concordia Publishing House - cph.org): 

“Tithing expresses faith in God’s ‘providence,’ that is, trust that God will always provide. 
Tithing helps us learn to trust, to go by faith rather than by sight. Consider the widow who gave 
all she had in Mark 12:41-44. … 
At a practical level, there are several things to consider about your offerings… Some necessary 
things are boring. The key is to understand everything at church in ministry terms. Yes, 
everyone likes to see their money go toward funding some dramatic cause, but even 
contributions to emergency relief efforts go in part toward things like gas and vehicle 
maintenance on supply trucks, postage and printing costs for the flyers calling for 
contributions, and all kinds of fixed overhead costs. We like to think of it as ‘help for earthquake 
victims,’ which is dramatic, and we accept that what that looks like in reality is far more 
mundane. Your congregation is the same way. If you’re going to have a church to go to, it needs 
a new furnace every twenty years or so. It needs to pay the electric bills, the copier repair 
company, and all kinds of costs. Nobody rallies around such mundane costs, because they’re 
boring. It helps to remember what all those boring bills are in reality—an outpost of the 
kingdom of God offering Word and Sacrament ministry to His people and in need of equipment 
and manpower to serve effectively.” 

So if you would like to give offerings at this time, you may do so by sending them (checks only please) 
directly to your congregation’s treasurer: St. Paul’s - Leland Wolters; Immanuel - Dennis Rodewald.  
Or send them to the dual parish office. Please also include your envelope number, or send it with your 
offering envelope. 

Concluding Thoughts 
	 Finally, we should also recognize that “there is nothing new under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 1:9). 
While the term is thrown around that our present situation is “unprecedented,” in reality it is only 
unprecedented in our lifetime. We are not the first believers in history to struggle over how to deal 
with epidemics—or how to respond to them. From the beginning and throughout history, God’s people 
have faced plague and infectious disease and have had to consider such questions as, “What are the 
right actions to take and how should we respond?” and “Is staying or fleeing/hiding in the face of 
disease an act of presumption or a lack of faith?” and “How far do the duties of neighbor love extend, 
and when might they be disregarded?” among many other questions. 
	 As I first wrote to you on this subject, the great Christian Reformer for whom our church body 
derives its name, Martin Luther himself, along with his pregnant wife and other children faced a much 
more deadly epidemic in his time, the bubonic plague. Ever the spiritual leader, he gave great insight 
for the Church in his writing, “Whether one may flee from a deadly plague” (available at: https://
blogs.lcms.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Plague-blogLW.pdf). More recently our ancestors in this 
dual parish who worshipped in the very same sanctuaries we still gather in to this day, faced the 
Spanish Flu in 1918, which also included stay-at-home orders and the closing of churches.  
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Here is an excerpt from the 1918 Lutheran Witness which provides some insight for how they 
responded to the situation in their day, and which I think is still applicable for our consideration today: 
 

Family Devotion. — During the present epidemic the Boards 
of Health of many cities have requested that congregations 
close schools, churches, and Sunday-schools until the danger 
had passed. Not only our pastors, but also the ministers of 
other churches advised their people through the public press, 
or otherwise, that during the closing of the churches they 
should read the Scriptures at home and have family prayers. 
In those homes in which this had been a custom before it was 
easily arranged. To others it was a novel experience. It is to be 
hoped that some who tasted the spiritual delight of family 
devotion will continue the practice in the future. Let no one 
imagine that the churches or the pastors fear that people will 
take to prayer in the family and neglect public services. The 
family that enjoys the reading of the Scriptures and family 
prayers during the week is the one which is most ready to visit 
the house of God whenever the doors are thrown open. The 
more members of a congregation practice home or family 
devotion, the better will be the church attendance in that 
congregation. That father and head of the house who gathers 
his household together each day because it is his intention and 

determination: “I and my house will serve the Lord,” [Joshua 24:15]— that father will be of the 
same mind on the day when the churches are open and the pastor proclaims God’s Word.	Are 
you looking for some good work to do? Would you do something to glorify God, something 
whereby you may show your gratitude towards the Savior, something whereby you may be 
yourself blessed, and whereby you may bless your neighbor, something whereby you may be a 
blessing to your whole country? Institute family devotion daily in your home. Go about it in a 
cheerful, friendly, evangelical manner. If that is daily done, you have accomplished something 
that will bless you and yours in time and eternity. 

I certainly also commend this to you all. We also, by the blessing of God, have many ways to remain 
connected which they did not have. So please make sure you get in touch with me for resources 
available to you and to let me know how I may minister to you and your family and attend to your 
needs of body and soul at this time. It would be my joy to do so, as Christ’s Called servant for you.  
Please also continue to check the dual parish website or contact me directly for updates, changes, 
and information about when we anticipate normal congregational activities may safely resume. 

	 Know that I continue to pray for you all daily. I miss gathering with you all very much and look 
forward to the day when we may again gather in our sanctuaries to receive the Divine gifts of God 
together and respond to Him with praise and thanksgiving for His gracious blessings and preservation 
through these and all our days until we are called by faith to our eternal reward with Christ. 
 
May the Peace of the Lord be with you always, 
  

  
Pastor Sean R. Smith 

Office Phone: 618-965-3831       |	 Cell Phone: xxx-xxx-xxxx	   |	 Email: pastor@imstp.org 
Dual Parish Website: imstp.org
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