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Church family, 
 
The past few weeks have been anything but a normal time in the life of our congregation. I have 
heard from many of you how much you miss gathering together and long for a return to our 
regular worship and fellowship. It may be that you have even had some questions regarding 
whether we have made the right decision in not meeting for the past few weeks. I wrote the 
following in response to some of these questions earlier this month, and hope it may be helpful to 
you at this time. 
 
Approaching the topic from a theological perspective, there are a few different 
considerations.  The first is that God does call us to gather together for worship as part of the 
keeping of the Lord's Day, tied into the fourth commandment.  The second is that passages such 
as Romans 13 call us to submit to the governing authorities, which God has instituted.  (This 
aspect would itself be tied into the fifth commandment, where honoring father and mother points 
to a general principle of honoring our authorities.)  The third aspect involves love of neighbor as 
well as the biblical mandate to preserve life, tied into the sixth commandment (the Westminster 
Larger Catechism Q./A. 135 notes that the sixth commandment requires "all careful studies, and 
lawful endeavors, to preserve the life of ourselves and others.")  The current situation thus has 
put us into a complicated situation in which wisdom is required, for at least three of the ten 
commandments would seem to point us towards different priorities in this situation. If we 
focused only on the fourth commandment, we might have leaned towards holding services 
regardless of health risks or governmental instructions; such, however, would not recognize the 
bearing of the fifth and sixth commandments on the situation, and could reflect pride and a lack 
of love.  On the other hand, to have accepted governmental restrictions which would forbid 
public worship in the long-term, or to remain permanently "in-hiding" from the possibility of 
illness would not properly recognize the fourth commandment and might reflect faithlessness 
and a lack of trust on our part.  Much wisdom is required in navigating the correct approach here.	
 	
There are a couple of things that can help further clarify the situation.  One is that the 
Westminster Confession, in its discussion of public worship, states that public assemblies for 
worship "are not carelessly or willfully to be neglected or forsaken" (WCF 21.6).  This wording 
would imply that there may be situations in which public assemblies need to be carefully set 
aside for a time, while not neglecting worship "in private families, daily, and in secret, each one 
by himself" (earlier in the same section).  Indeed, this section of the Confession emphasizes that 
worship is not "tied unto, or made more acceptable by, any place in which it is performed, or 
towards which it is directed; but God is to be worshipped everywhere in spirit and truth" (WCF 
21.6).  This is certainly not to say that worship in homes is a substitute for public worship, but 
simply to note that public assembly is not the only format for worship recognized in Scripture, 
and that we are not wholly worship-less when not assembling together.  This is especially the 
case in our current day, in which God has providentially provided us with technological means 
by which we can all view the service and worship in our homes, even if it is admittedly not the 
same as gathering together in person.  These considerations do not mean that home-worship is a 



permanent substitute for gathered assembly, but rather to note that they can help stand in the gap 
for a time.	
 	
Historically speaking, there have been times when churches have suspended services for a time 
in response to pandemic and to governmental orders, notably during the Spanish Flu of 1918.  At 
that time, many churches in the United States suspended normal services to help prevent the 
spread of the disease, with some finding alternative means of worship such as open-air services 
(the illness was thought to spread less outside), somewhat similar to our live-streamed services 
today.	
 	
All of the above is to state that I believe it is legitimate for the church to temporarily suspend 
public gathering for worship in order to obey the governing authority God has instituted, in 
keeping with the fifth commandment, and to help prevent the loss of life, in keeping with the 
sixth commandment.  The much harder question to answer is the "how long" question--is there a 
specific limit to the amount of time that this can continue?  I don't believe that Scripture gives us 
a time limit on this, and I think it thus has to be a matter of wisdom.  I would imagine that this is 
a question that the elders of our church will have to consider over the coming weeks.  If this 
storm ends soon and the country opens back up, that will make our decision easier, as it will 
remove the claim of the fifth and sixth commandments on the situation.  On the other hand, if 
this drags out for some time, the leaders of our church will need to consider at what point 
gathering the congregation for worship again takes priority over the potential preserving of life 
and obeying the mandate of the state.   
 
The desire to resume worshipping together in the sanctuary is felt by all of the congregation; I 
would expect the sentiment that I have heard from many, that "the sooner this is over, the better!" 
 	
While a firm date on when we will or even should resume public gathering for worship cannot be 
given, there are useful practices for us to partake in during this time.  The first would be to 
engage as much as possible in family worship, even more so than normal.  With many of us 
having additional time at home, on Sunday morning if nothing else, we have a greater 
opportunity than normal to participate directly in the Christian nurture and education of our 
children, and should take advantage of it.  The second would be to pray for wisdom for our 
session and church staff at this time, as they seek to lead us faithfully through this difficult 
time.  Pray both for effective ministry during this time that we are not meeting, and for clear 
wisdom from God’s Spirit through his Word on when to resume meeting.  The third would be to 
pray for our country through this time—not just for a quick end to this pandemic but especially 
for the hearts of the people of our nation, that their minds would be turned to eternal things and 
that they would be sensitive to the gospel. Certainly, we should pray for wisdom and integrity in 
our political leaders as well, that coming choices would be made that are truly good for the 
country, both practically and morally.	
 	
How this plays out in the coming weeks is in the hands of the One who decrees the future before 
it even happens.  May we all trust his will and be faithful at this time. 
 
In Christ, 
Andrew Colbert 


