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When we all realized COVID-19 was going to impact 
church services, we responded quickly.
 
In a matter of days, we made tough decisions, moved 
services online, figured out a new technology suite, 
stopped doing some things, and started doing other 
things. Phase one was all about response.

Now, we’re looking to reopen. That’s phase two.

If there was just one piece of advice you hear in this 
entire guide, I hope it’s this:  Gather a few wise and 
trustworthy people and make decisions together.
 
You don’t have to decide alone. In fact, I think the 
answer to most tough questions should be, “You 
know…I don’t really know the answer to that, but let’s 
get a few wise people together, talk about it, make a 
clear decision, and then commit to it.”

My friend Eric Geiger said this…

“A wise leader will bring a first draft or a framework 
to kick start the conversation but make plans and 
decisions in community.”

As you talk through when to reopen, how to reopen, 
and what changes you need to continually make, don’t 
do it alone.
 
Articles, webinars, checklists, and other leaders will 
help you.

We have coaches and resources that will help you.
 
This very guide will help you.
 
But a close, trusted community of leaders who love 
you, Jesus, and the church will be one of your greatest 
sources of help during this time.

Introduction

Michael Lukaszewski
Founder and CEO of Church Fuel
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You don’t have to decide alone.
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In the following pages, you’ll see a list of questions 
you should ask, best practices to consider, and ideas 
to explore. 
 
But one thing you won’t find is a recommended date 
to reopen.
 
That’s because you need to wrestle with the factors at 
hand and make the decision.
 
Your city, your state, your local community, your 
leaders, your congregation…your decision. 
 
Be a good steward of all the resources available to 
you, from recommended national guidelines to local 
leadership to your community of prayerful leaders.
 
But every church will be different.

To help you determine that date, 
here are ten questions you should 
consider.

1.  Do we have a compelling reason to return to 
gathering instead of what we are doing now?
2.  What do my state officials and local authorities 
recommend right now?
3.  How do the people in my church feel about 
gathering publicly?
4.  How do the people in my community feel about 
gathering publicly right now?
5.  Do we have a real sense of how volunteers will 
participate?
6.  Do we have a real sense of how parents and 
children will participate?
7.  What must stay the same when we reopen?
8.  What must change for us to reopen?
9.  Do we have a communications or PR plan in place?
10.  What is the wise thing to do?
 
Based on all of these questions, the date we plan to 
reopen is ___________________.

When to Reopen

1
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A lot of factors will go into your decision about when 
to reopen. But once that decision is made, it’s likely 
the hard work is just beginning.
 
Let’s turn our attention to how to reopen with three 
big principles.

#1 – TAKE GUIDANCE FROM YOUR LOCAL 
OFFICIALS.

The White House released a set of guidelines for 
reopening America. Each state is different, but most 
are following this general phased approach.

Here’s how one church is preparing each to move 
through the phases.

Phase 1 (RESTRICTED) Operations
Phase 1 operations have the most strict requirements 
due to concern of spread of the virus, where we have 
the most responsibility of doing our part to keep 
social distancing and isolation of staff. No gathering 
of staff or congregation is authorized with the 
exception of production of streaming church services 
and recording of special communications to the 
congregation. Only facilities personnel and excepted 
staff may be on campus without consent of the 
Executive Pastor of Operations.
 
During this phase, the following will be in place:
•	 Church Services      	 ONLINE ONLY (FB / Church 

Online)

How to Reopen

2

https://www.whitehouse.gov/openingamerica/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/openingamerica/
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•	 Small Groups          	 ONLINE ONLY (Zoom)
•	 Campus                   	 CLOSED
•	 Counseling              	 ONLINE ONLY (Zoom / Phone)
•	 Special Events        	 CANCELLED
•	 Staff Location         	 100% REMOTE
•	 Vulnerable              	 ONLINE ONLY

Phase 2 (REDUCED) Operations
Achieving Phase 2 Operations allows for the lightening of 
restrictions towards gatherings and will allow for small groups of 
people to gather together. This is the milestone that will allow for 
Small Groups to continue meeting in person; it is expected that no 
more than 50 people can congregate in this phase, with limitations 
adjusted as we near Phase 3. 
 
During this phase, the following will be in place:
•	 Church Services      	 ONLINE ONLY (FB / Church Online)
•	 Small Groups          	 ONLINE / IN PERSON
•	 Campus                   	 CLOSED
•	 Counseling              	 ONLINE ONLY (Zoom / Phone)
•	 Special Events        	 CANCELLED
•	 Staff Location         	 100% REMOTE
•	 ·Vulnerable              	 ONLINE ONLY

Phase 3 (LIMITED) Operations
Achieving Phase 3 Operations allows for the gathering of larger 
groups of people, and the local government has yet to provide the 
number restrictions. It is expected that groups of 20,30,50,100 will 
be able to gather over time, and church leadership will determine 
which activities will be allowed during each of those rep presentative 
gathering levels, ensuring safety and security of those who gather.

Phase 3A: Limited to gatherings of 500
During this phase, the following will be in place:
•	 Church Services      	 IN PERSON (500 Max)
•	 Small Groups          	 IN PERSON
•	 Campus                   	 OPEN
•	 Counseling              	 IN PERSON
•	 Special Events        	 CANCELLED
•	 Staff Location         	 CRITICAL STAFF ON-SITE
•	 Vulnerable              	 ONLINE ONLY
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Phase 3B: Limited to gatherings of 1000
During this phase, the following will be in place:
•	 Church Services      	 SMALLER IN-PERSON
			   (WED/LIGHT SUNDAY)
•	 Small Groups          	 IN PERSON
•	 Campus                   	 OPEN
•	 Counseling              	 IN PERSON
•	 Special Events        	 CASE-BY-CASE BASIS
•	 Staff Location         	 ALL STAFF ON-SITE
•	 Vulnerable            	   ONLINE ONLY

Phase 3C: Limited to gatherings of 2000+
During this phase, the following will be in place:
•	 Church Services      	 IN PERSON (2-SERVICES)
•	 Small Groups          	 IN PERSON
•	 Campus                   	 OPEN
•	 Counseling              	 IN PERSON
•	 Special Events        	 ALLOWED
•	 Staff Location         	 ALL-STAFF ON-SITE
•	 Vulnerable              	 ONLINE ONLY

Phase 4 (STEADY-STATE) Operations**
Achieving Phase 4 Operations is the new steady-state 
for XXXXX, keeping protective measures in place, but 
allowing for the return of our vulnerable members.
During this phase, the following will be in place:

•	 Church Services      	 IN PERSON (2-SERVICES)
•	 Small Groups          	 IN PERSON
•	 Campus                   	 OPEN
•	 Counseling              	 IN PERSON
•	 Special Events        	 ALLOWED
•	 Staff Location         	 ALL-STAFF ON-SITE
•	 Vulnerable              	 IN PERSON

This church has done a great job thinking through the 
steps in each phase and laying out a plan for when 
to make changes. The goal isn’t to simply copy-and-
paste this plan, but work through it as a template or a 
guide.

You may move through the same phases but at a 
different pace. You may take the same steps, but the 
dates might be radically different.
 
Local authorities are not just a great source of 
information for when to reopen, they can help you 
with the HOW questions as well.

State guidelines and local regulations will guide the 
size of your gatherings, the social distancing policies 
you should maintain, and cleaning procedures you 
should have in place.

Look around locally and see what other businesses 
and organizations are doing, paying special attention 
to movie theaters and schools.

Setting aside the theological comparisons for a 
moment, you could think of your worship service 
like a movie theater. After all, it’s a large group 
gathering where people face in one direction. What 
are the movie theaters near you doing? How are they 
reopening?
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You could also compare your children’s ministry 
environment to an elementary school or a daycare 
center. What are their policies? How are they coming 
back online?

#2 – SURVEY YOUR CONGREGATION.

The second thing you want to do as you consider how 
to reopen is to get real information and data from your 
congregation. It’s great to trust the Spirit or follow your 
intuition, but adding facts and data to your decision-
making process is the smart thing to do. Every pastor 
should know the numbers.
 
It’s not about being data-driven, it’s about being data-
informed. It’s knowing the condition of your flocks. It’s 
being a good steward of the information available to 
you. To borrow from a story Jesus told, it’s considering 
the cost before starting construction.
 
If you’ve ever been on the receiving end of “Hey, 
pastor…people are saying…” you know what I’m talking 
about. “People are saying” is an emotional statement. 
When you hear it, you should push back.

•	 What people?
•	 How many people?
•	 What are their names?

That’s pushing for real information to help you make 
decisions. 
 
As you consider when and how to reopen, it’s smart to 
get real information from your people. Not anecdotal 
stories or one voice magnified by a factor of ten. You 
need to get real input.

A great way to do this is to run a congregational survey. 
 
It doesn’t have to be a long, complicated, or overly 

technical survey. In fact, you could just ask a few 
questions. Here are five questions I recommend you ask 
right now.

•	 When is the soonest you would consider coming 
back to the church building?

•	 What would you want to see happen before you 
would comfortably return to church?

•	 If we opened next week, would you volunteer in 
your same spot?

•	 If we opened next week, would you send your 
children to our children’s programming?

•	 What do you miss most about church?

You can use tools like Typeform, Survey Monkey, or 
Google Forms to set up your survey. You could take it 
to the next level and use a tool like Gloo to run periodic 
congregational check-ins. It’s a fantastic tool to help you 
get the pulse of your people.

#3 – PUT TOGETHER A REOPENING TASK FORCE.

As you look to reopen, I highly recommend that you put 
together a small group of people to help make decisions 
and, just as importantly, to implement them. 

A short-term task force made up of people who love 
the church and want to make the best decisions can 
be a tremendous help during this time. Not only will 
your congregation at large have a higher sense of trust 
knowing there’s a group of people making important 
decisions, but you’ll also think through things you would 
never consider on your own.

As you put together a team, make sure it’s 
representative of your church, community, and various 
viewpoints. Have someone there who thinks through 
the lens of children and families. Have someone gifted in 
communications or marketing. Strike a balance between 
risk-takers and guardians.

http://typeform.com
https://www.surveymonkey.com/
https://www.google.com/forms/about/
https://www.gloo.us/
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One of the chief concerns among churches 
considering reopening for in-person services is public 
perception.

And while the care and safety of your congregation 
is the top priority, no one wants to be labeled as 
“reckless” by the community. Potentially negative 
medical outcomes, protests, lawsuits, threats, and 
more can cast a dark cloud over the other good work 
that a church has done for their congregation and 
community during this time.

But when your church does decide to reopen, 
especially if you’re among the first, you’ll want to be 
prepared to answer questions that people will have 
and handle the media when they reach out.

•	 Create and release a press release to your 
congregation and to local media that outlines how 
your church reached the decision to reopen in an 
informed, prayerful way and the steps you’ll take 
to do so safely.

•	 Publish a page on your church’s website that 
features the details of your reopening plan and 
your answers to frequently asked questions. 
Here’s a great example from First Colleyville in 
Texas and another from Long Hollow Baptist 
Church in Tennessee.

•	 Use a combination of social media, email, and 
your website to communicate the changes with 
those who will attend in-person and those who 
will continue to watch online.

A pastor in Florida did a sit-down interview with 
the local news and calmly explained his church’s 
plan. If you decide to speak to the media about your 
church’s decision to reopen, choose a designated 
spokesperson in advance, and be prepared to answer 
questions such as:

•	 What kind of approach is the church taking 
(opening in phases, decreasing capacity, 
sanitation standards, etc.)?

•	 How did the church leaders come to the decision 
to reopen at this time?

Communication

3

https://www.firstcolleyville.com/covid-19?fbclid=IwAR0ZiaiEITgnSkEh58ZBNvYUk7EHx_9uxhamQmHVTBjXfgUU__zVG9zt31o
https://www.firstcolleyville.com/covid-19?fbclid=IwAR0ZiaiEITgnSkEh58ZBNvYUk7EHx_9uxhamQmHVTBjXfgUU__zVG9zt31o
https://longhollow.online/plan/
https://longhollow.online/plan/
https://www.actionnewsjax.com/news/local/duval-county/were-taking-an-extremely-cautious-approach-local-florida-churches-talk-re-opening-process/HQGKINWHLFEY7MCZHMGEGA4NLY/
https://www.actionnewsjax.com/news/local/duval-county/were-taking-an-extremely-cautious-approach-local-florida-churches-talk-re-opening-process/HQGKINWHLFEY7MCZHMGEGA4NLY/
https://www.actionnewsjax.com/news/local/duval-county/were-taking-an-extremely-cautious-approach-local-florida-churches-talk-re-opening-process/HQGKINWHLFEY7MCZHMGEGA4NLY/
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•	 What changes are you anticipating to the way the 
church operates and the ways people are able to 
participate?

•	 What response would you give to those who believe 
it’s too soon to reopen the church doors?

To get reopening information out to the people who 
attend your church, you have a variety of effective 
options. Communicating with clarity and concern is 
the most important objective, so using more than one 
method is the way to go.

With news of businesses and restaurants reopening 
in some parts of the United States, people in your 
congregation need to hear from you—even if your 
church has decided not to reopen yet. 

EMAIL

In addition to sending an email to your church about 

whether or not you’ve decided to reopen soon, some 
churches have included the people in their church in the 
decision-making process.

Damascus Community Church published an update 
message that included a survey to capture people’s 
input as they develop a plan to reopen. Hamilton Mill 
United Methodist Church sent this email to their church 
on their approach to reopening. Immanuel Baptist 
Church included a graphic that explains their tentative 
plan for reopening in this email.

A few points to consider including in your email 
communication:
•	 “We haven’t set a reopening date yet” or “Our date 

to reopen for in-person services is…”
•	 Encouragement and options for high-risk 

individuals
•	 A link to a PDF or website page with details (like this 

clear, phased reopening plan from Campus Church)

Communicating with 
clarity and concern is the 
most important objective.

https://www.damascuscc.org/article/239237?org=damascus-community-church
https://www.damascuscc.org/article/239237?org=damascus-community-church
https://myemail.constantcontact.com/Pastoral-Letter-on-Church-Reopening.html?soid=1102378658144&aid=XRh9cYScZKE
https://www.ibceldorado.com/so/c9N76XBpH#/main
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LrJPhiX3ahMEKT25BxsHJhYv2qTYhR0E/view
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•	 Criteria that church leadership is using to make the 
decision to reopen

•	 Extra precautions the church is taking to keep 
people safe

•	 Dates, times, and changes for in-person services
•	 Who to contact to ask additional questions or to 

address the local media

WEBSITE

Update your church’s website with your reopening 
message, plan, and guidelines and encourage people to 
check one dedicated page for updates.

•	 The Source Church’s COVID-19 updates page 
includes their decision to reopen, a list of safety 
precautions, and dates that other small groups will 
relaunch.

•	 Kearney eFree Church published an update on their 
news page with their reopening strategy, dates, and 
requirements they’ll implement for safety.

•	 Corryton Church released a statement through 
their website hat outlines their strategy and 
guidelines to attend a reopening service on May 3.

•	 Springhill Presbyterian Church posted a short 
update on their website that links to PDF 
documents detailing their reopening phase-in plan 
and phase-in FAQ sheet. 

•	 Bannockburn Church created a dedicated “church 
is back” page listing reopening phases and service 
changes.

VIDEO

Communicating through video is another great option 
that can be executed among multiple platforms—sent 
in an email newsletter, posted on the church website, on 
social media, etc.

•	 Roswell Street Baptist Church posted a video on 

their Facebook page detailing their plan to reopen 
on May 10 and showing adjustments made in the 
church building for social distancing.

•	 Andy Stanley has posted short, punchy, humorous 
videos on social media about Northpoint Church’s 
decision not to reopen yet.

•	 South Tulsa Baptist Church published a video 
on their coronavirus updates page that gives an 
overview of their reopening process.

SOCIAL MEDIA

With online worship and communication being the new 
normal for a while, many people look to a church’s social 
media channels for updates. Social media is a great 
platform to share quick points about your church’s 
reopening plan and link to where people can find more 
details.

•	 Transformation Church announced on Instagram 
that their services will remain online-only through 
the month of May.

•	 Woodlake Church posted their announcement of 
returning to live services on Twitter and linked to a 
website page with more information.

•	 Grace Church Wichita Falls published a video on 
Facebook explaining their plan to reopen gradually 
and linked to a PDF document with more details.

http://www.source.church/coronavirus?fbclid=IwAR1tT0F7YVrSJ6UlwPwZnvUXkE3BFFkglnhqSjcl234kwFzwdqGTyQIevqQ
https://kearneyefree.com/news/
https://kearneyefree.com/news/
https://www.corrytonchurch.com/reflect-blog/reopening-church-amid-covid19
https://springhillpres.com/covid-19-updates
https://springhillpres.com/covid-19-updates
https://bbcfamily.com/churchisback/
https://bbcfamily.com/churchisback/
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=600046757285514
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=600046757285514
https://www.instagram.com/p/B_aBX_4hEuG/
https://www.instagram.com/p/B_aBX_4hEuG/
http://southtulsa.org/coronavirus
http://southtulsa.org/coronavirus
https://www.instagram.com/p/B_pwUIpJkyB/
https://twitter.com/woodlakechurch/status/1255293258760171525
https://www.facebook.com/94512058980/videos/237579997317356/
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 SIGNAGE

Changes to the church building will be the most visible differences 
when you reopen. Most people won’t know what to do, where to 
sit, or where to get supplies, so signage is key in keeping people 
informed and ultimately, safer.

A few signs to consider ordering, depending on your building layout 
and the specific precautions your church is taking, are:

•	 6-feet distance markers
•	 “Please maintain 6-feet of space”
•	 “Please sit one row apart”
•	 Maximum people allowed in a room or space (elevator, hallway, 

etc.)
•	 “Please wait here”
•	 “Please wear a facemask before entering the lobby”
•	 “Do not enter” for restricted areas

Photo: churchink.com
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Church services are a part of church.

There’s something about human nature that longs to 
connect with others. And there’s something about 
the body of Christ that only feels right when we are 
gathered together in corporate worship.

Gathering is a part of what we do. Christians are 
supposed to meet together.

So it’s no surprise that we want to meet again as soon 
as possible. As you plan to gather again, your worship 
services might look a little different.

And while you can certainly learn from what others 
are doing, there’s no substitute for thinking through 
and answering the questions on your own. As you 
start planning Sunday services again, here are some 
questions to consider.

•	 How will you adjust to changing limitations on 
the size of gatherings? We mentioned the tiered 
approach earlier in this guide, but what does that 

specifically look like for your church?
•	 Are you planning to add services to allow for 

smaller crowds? As you add services, how does 
that affect volunteers and musicians?

•	 How will you change the “greeting time” in 
service? And how will you train greeters, ushers, 
and guest services volunteers?

•	 How are you preparing for volunteers who aren’t 
comfortable serving yet? 

•	 How will you adjust communion, baptism, or 
“passing the plate”?

•	 What’s your plan for blending in-person and 
online? As you gather again, there will be a lot 
of people who don’t feel comfortable joining in 
person. You might have a larger audience online 
than in person. What are your plans for that?

Returning to Weekly Services

4

There’s something about the body 
of Christ that only feels right when 
we’re gathered together.
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It’s not enough to wrestle through these questions; you need to 
document your answers. You need to write things down.
 
We suggest at least three documents.
 
First, you need an internal guide for your staff, leaders, and key 
volunteers. Here’s a Word Document you can modify, but I can’t 
stress this enough: do the work.
 
Use the guide as a template to guide your own discussions and 
make your own decisions. Don’t just copy what other churches 
are doing since they are in different areas leading different people. 
Work through your own internal guide and create a document that 
answers all the questions.
 
Second, you need a simpler version of that guide that’s suitable for 
the public. It should be something you can distribute publicly, put 
online, or develop into some FAQs on your website.

How you communicate your reopening plans, safety procedures, and 
policies will go a long way toward helping people feel comfortable.

https://cfresourcelibrary.s3.amazonaws.com/eBooks/Reopening/Generic+Reopening+(2020).docx
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As you plan to gather again, your 
worship services might look a

little different.
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To keep everyone as safe as possible, strategically 
planning your church’s cleaning process is critical. It will 
be more advanced and intense than before. And, in the 
beginning, it will require asking a few main questions:

•	 Who is responsible for creating and rolling out 
safety measures?

•	 What changes will we make to serving communion, 
coffee, and refreshments?

•	 What measures do we need to take for cleaning 
before, during, and after services?

•	 Which areas in the church building need the most 
frequent sanitation?

•	 Which key team members and volunteers need to 
be most thoroughly trained in the new safety and 
sanitation policies?

And here are a few important questions to ask about 
specific areas in the church building.

•	 How often will you clean and disinfect the chairs, 
carpet, counters, and restrooms?

•	 Will you require (or does your government require) 

face masks in order to enter the front doors?
•	 Where will you place or distribute hygiene supplies 

(hand sanitizer stations, sanitizing wipes, gloves, 
etc.)?

•	 Will you restrict access to water fountains?
•	 Which doors will be off-limits and which doors 

will be high-touch (requiring more frequent wipe-
downs)?

•	 Will you restrict access to certain small, non-
essential areas or hallways?

•	 What is your building capacity and how many people 
can your church safely accommodate to meet social 
distancing requirements?

As you and your team plan new cleaning guidelines and 
safety measures, there are three practices that will help 
you implement them with clarity and consistency.

#1 – DECIDE AND COMMUNICATE.

Once you’ve checked your state’s requirements, it’s 
time to make decisions on the safety equipment to buy 
and measures to put in place. For example, you might

Safety and Sanitation

5
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need to order a hearty supply of face masks or hand 
sanitizer stations to install.

And after you know what you’ll do, let your greeters and 
other key staff members or volunteers know what to do. 

The new safety measures and service changes might be 
challenging or feel unnatural to some. But you’ll want to 
make sure everyone understands the requirements and 
may even want to consider asking them to sign or initial 
the new policies. Which brings us to...

#2 – DOCUMENT IT.

One of our team values at Church Fuel is “write it down.” 

That’s because we’ve noticed how much more effective 
a system or process is when it’s documented. Anyone 
who needs to learn or refresh themselves on how things 
are done can refer to a clearly outlined document.

For every cleaning policy, create a document and 
checklist.

You can have a separate policy for different areas in the 
building, checklists for what to do before, during, and 
after services, and documents to keep an inventory 
of safety supplies. Print them out and use them every 
Sunday to make sure every area is sanitized properly.

Click here to download our free cleaning checklist 
template.

#3 – DEDICATE PEOPLE TO THE TASKS.

It takes a team to ensure that safety measures are 
followed.

If you don’t already have one, assemble a “cleaning 
crew” and designate a volunteer or staff member as the 
“cleaning coordinator” that oversees the completion of 
cleaning checklists.

From the parking lot to the lobby to the restrooms, you 
may need people to help “regulate” traffic and keep 
people a safe distance apart. And with some areas of 
the church now closed off or limiting the number of 
people at a time, your staff volunteers or volunteers can 
help make sure the guidelines for each area are followed.

To keep everyone as safe as 
possible, strategically planning 
your church’s cleaning process 
is critical.

https://cfresourcelibrary.s3.amazonaws.com/Administration/Weekly+Cleaning+Checklist.docx
https://cfresourcelibrary.s3.amazonaws.com/Administration/Weekly+Cleaning+Checklist.docx
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I remember the “worship wars” of the 1990s. 
Churches were debating between the value of 
traditional hymns and new choruses.

Even though this felt like a new conversation, it’s 
been around in various formats since the middle 
ages. People criticized some of the hymn writers for 
borrowing popular melodies for their songs.
 
As some churches stayed traditional and others 
moved in a more modern direction, a third group of 
churches moved to a blended style. 
 
I’m sure the worship wars are continuing somewhere, 
but it doesn’t seem as important.

Instead, a new conversation is emerging.
 
Now more than ever, we need to blend physical 
services with a digital audience.
 
When you reopen the church, there will still be a lot of 
people who won’t be comfortable in crowds. There will 

be a segment of the population who prefers to watch 
from home.  The online option will still be the front 
door for a lot of people.

Fifteen years ago, digital was an opportunity. Today, 
digital is a necessity.
 
If you return to normal without building on the digital 
strategy you’ve been forced to implement over the 
last few weeks, you will miss significant ministry 
opportunities. You’ll risk losing relevance.
 
“So many church leaders are poised to re-embrace a 
model of ministry designed to reach a world that no 
longer exists,” warns Carey Nieuwhof.

This is why your church needs to advance your digital 
strategy and enlarge your digital footprint.
 
Don’t see the livestream or the digital service as an 
add-on. Make it a significant part of your outreach 
strategy.

The New “Blended”

6
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And this digital approach to ministry goes way beyond 
streaming your church services.

Yes, that’s a part of it, but it’s a much bigger 
conversation.

“Digital is here to stay,” writes Tony Morgan. “Churches 
need to shift to making this a primary platform for 
everything they do rather than just a stream of their 
Sunday services.”
 
You can build community online.
 
You can run groups online.
 
You can have leadership team meetings online.
 
You can do discipleship and outreach online.
 

You can gather online.
 
Even when you return to traditional services, don’t 
neglect your digital audience.

Now more than ever, we need 
to blend physical services 
with a digital audience.
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Many church leaders (and online church attenders) 
have been introduced to the concept of digital 
ministry for the first time in the past few months.

The pivot to conducting church services, small 
groups, and most outreach online happened fast.

But as we consider the best ways to wisely and 
safely reopen our churches for in-person services in 
the future, it’s important not to neglect the online 
audience.

Even as state-wide restrictions are lifted, some 
people won’t feel comfortable attending church 
services in person for a while or may belong to the 
“high-risk” groups, as defined by the CDC, who are 
still advised to stay home as much as possible.
 
Remember the vulnerable and take precautions to 
protect them by not only implementing in-person 
safety measures to reopen the building but by 
continuing your online ministry—at least for the time 
being—to serve them and reach more people.

We know we don’t want attending church to be viewed 
as optionable but for now, present returning to 
gathering in-person as an option. Communicate that 
online services will still be available and encourage 
high-risk people to stay home and connect with the 
church virtually.

Continue to post updates and send hopeful messages 
on social media, livestream or post video recordings 
of the services, and provide digital resources for 
studying the Bible and connecting in virtual small 
groups.

And whether you decide to reopen your church for in-
person services soon or to hold off a little longer, use 
this time to refine your digital ministry strategy.

Continuing Online
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The COVID-19 pandemic isn’t over yet, and we’re still in a time of 
unprecedented opportunity for a thriving digital ministry and ways 
to reach people all over the world with the Gospel through online 
methods.

As Katie Allred of Church Communications said: “We rushed into 
this, but we don’t have to rush out.”

Even if your building reopens, dedicate some time to improving your 
online ministry and serving that audience, too.

Building an online version of your church may not have been the plan 
and still isn’t the preference, but continuing your online services is a 
way to love your neighbor right now.

Use this time to refine your
digital ministry strategy.
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We know it’s going to be different, but we want to 
meet again. We want to get back to “normal.” 

It’s more than human nature—there’s something 
theological happening here, too. The church is 
supposed to gather. Christians are supposed to meet.

But as states lift Executive Orders, we want to 
encourage you NOT to open up too soon. Even 
though we want to. Even though our people want to. 
Even though there’s something inside pushing us to. 

Besides not wanting to be labeled reckless by the 
community that we mentioned earlier, you also don’t 
want your church members to get the wrong idea.

It’s not only the perception of the community that 
matters, but the perception of your church members. 
For years and years, we have preached that the church 
is not a building.

We’ve told our people to not just come to a service, 
but go into the world. There are churches that have 

signs on their doors as people are walking out that 
say, “You are now entering the mission field” or “Go be 
the church.” Even as we moved online, we encouraged 
our members to “be the church,” warning them 
against reducing everything to a livestream or online 
service.

So, what does it say if on the 
very front end when we can meet 
again—even when lots of people 
are advising against it and having 
questions—we rush back?

One of our ministry coaches, Matt, posted this in our 
Facebook group. He said, “Those churches that hurry 
back to worship will give members the perception 
that they need the public gathering to truly be the 
church. So all the things we’ve been telling them all 
along about church happening, wherever you are, we’ll 
sound hypocritical now.”

We want to gather. We want to meet again. And that’s 
a good thing.

The Case to Not Reopen Too Fast
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But if you make it all about the meeting, then we are reinforcing the opposite of what we’ve been trying to teach. 
It doesn’t mean that the gatherings are unimportant or that they are not crucial to who we are. But don’t give your 
people the wrong idea that we can’t be who we need to be without gathering in a building.

We also encourage you not to exhaust your resources trying to solve temporary problems.

There is a thankfulness that will emerge out of this time as a lot of churches are rethinking what they’re doing. They 
are looking at their strategy, their ministry, and their programming in light of cultural change. There’s a bit of a reset 
happening. Five years from now, when we look back on this time, we will realize that we re-evaluated quite a bit.

We redefined the term “essential.” We built muscles we didn’t even know we had.  We learned a lot of things we didn’t 
want to learn but they turned out to be helpful. We figured out how to expand our digital footprint. We learned how 
to build a community online. We learned how to be incredibly responsive. We flexed an innovation muscle.

But what if we paused during this intermediate time and thought more deeply now? In the time between when we 
can legally gather and when we should gather, what if we leveraged our time to continue getting good at things that 
can help us for years to come?

These new skills and muscles we’re developing will help us for years to come, not just the last few weeks.

Yes, we could rush back and quickly figure out changing guidelines, investing tons of man-hours and resources into 
solving a temporary problem. Or we could continue to build digital momentum, holding back the tide, until it’s not 
just safe but when it can truly kickstart momentum.

Build skills that you can use for the long haul; don’t just scramble to solve problems that only provide a quick fix We 
should view this pause as an opportunity to reset, not just rush back because we miss what we had.  Of course, 
we miss our gatherings, but let’s not just run back to what is comfortable and familiar. Let’s embrace this time of 
learning and experimenting.

Alan Hirsh said this…“If you want to learn how to play chess, you should start by removing your own queen. Once 
you’ve mastered the game without the most powerful piece, then put the queen back in and see how good you are! 
For the church, the Sunday service is our queen. We’ve been relying on it too much. Now that the queen has been 
taken off the board it’s time to rediscover what all the other pieces can do.”

When you gather again, you will have new skills. You will be better. It’s not that we want to forever do church without 
the gatherings. We want to have those things, and we need to bring those things back. But it’s okay to temporarily 
build other parts of a healthy church. It doesn’t make the queen unimportant, it just means it’s not all about the 
queen.

Maybe this time of waiting is an opportunity. To reset. To rest. To reevaluate. To refocus. And to come back better.
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As you pray and plan to reopen your church, there are 
unhealthy mindsets you’ll need to fight.

The first says that your church has to be the first to 
reopen. But it’s better to be wise and be safe than to 
be first.

Another says that if you don’t reopen as soon as 
possible, the people in your church will go elsewhere 
to or get too accustomed to watching online. But it’s 
more important to look out for their safety than to let 
a fear of their leaving make decisions for you.

If you’ve read this guide and determined that now 
is not the right time to reopen your church, don’t 
fret. There are alternatives that ensure your church 
can worship safely and return to in-person services 
gradually.
 
You can continue online-only and set dates for re-
evaluating when to reopen the building. Open up in 
phases, starting with small groups meeting in-person 
with ten people or less.

Plan for multiple scenarios and don’t tie your worth 
as a leader or your church’s success to a particular 
outcome. Consider a tiered approach. Brace yourself 
for when changes happen—as we’ve seen, they will. 
And they often come faster than we’re ready for.

Our ultimate advice? Don’t rush back to meeting. 

Consider what’s best for your church and how you 
can use resources wisely. Embrace the season, plan 
strategically, and take a safe, wise path to reopening.  

Conclusion
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Thoughts? 
Questions?
Ideas?
We hope that the ideas in this book help you and your church 
get started in making a prayerful, strategic decision about 
reopening in light of the COVID-19 pandemic. We love hearing 
from you, so please let us know what is working for you, what’s 
not, share your stories with us, and discuss anything in this 
eBook with us.

We’re praying for you as you continue to reach people, whether 
inside or outside of your church building.

COACHING

CONTENT

COMMUNITY

Receive coaching from a Church Fuel 
Ministry Coach, who is there to offer 
one-on-one support and guidance. Each 
course contains coaching videos with 
practical steps you can take to make a 
difference in the way you lead.

In addition to our library of courses on 
leadership, volunteers, stewardship, 
follow-up, and more, our Resource 
Library gives you the templates and 
documents you need to put the training 
into action in your church.

As a member, you’ll be part of a 
cohort of church leaders and teams 
working through the same things 
that you are right now. Share ideas 
and lift one another up as you move 
through the content.

To learn more about Church Fuel, visit 
churchfuel.com


