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A Pastoral Message in Response to CDC Mask Guidelines of May 13, 2021 
Bishop Bill Gafkjen + May 14, 2021  

Dear Partners in Mission, 

On Thursday May 13th, the CDC issued new guidance related to mask wearing and individuals who 
had been fully vaccinated. The guidance states it is safe for fully vaccinated individuals to not wear 
masks or observe social distancing in most situations, outdoors and indoors. This advice, of course, was 
rooted in scientific research demonstrating the exceptionally low number of fully vaccinated individuals 
being infected with Covid-19. Of course, this new guidance raises questions for congregational leaders 
about in-person worship and other gatherings. 

My thoughts about this remain pretty much what I expressed in my pastoral message of a couple of 
weeks ago. As I put it then, I believe that “the most prudent path forward toward in-person ministry, 
including worship, will be shaped by continued careful adherence to recommended protocols, slow and 
thoughtful movement toward flinging wide the doors and flinging off the masks in our life together, and 
care-filled attention to the most vulnerable among us, even to the point of ‘laying down’ our own desires 
and demands for one another, so we can all get to the other side.” 

It is crucial, even now, that we make decisions in care-full, prayer-full deliberation with one another, 
considering information like the percentage of fully vaccinated people in your local context. Good 
decisions will also keep the well-being of others in mind, especially those who are most vulnerable, 
combined with willingness to walk the way of the cross by making concessions and sacrifices for others 
and trust that the Spirit of Christ is working new, abundant, and lasting life for all amid all this. 

Questions like these from The Ecumenical Consultation on Protocols for Worship, Fellowship, and 
Sacraments (https://bit.ly/3vtmsEX; https://www.facebook.com/worshipsafely/) continue to be helpful: 

• Do congregations continue to ask all to wear masks, indoors or outdoors, for the sake of those
present who may be unvaccinated?

• Do they allow some or nearly all ministries to be ONLY for those who are vaccinated? What
does that do? What does that say?

• Do they allow a chorus to sing indoors for worship or other events since, even with masks, this is
considered least safe for those who are not vaccinated?

• Do they allow vaccinated persons NOT to wear masks outdoors except for larger gatherings, or,
for the sake of not pointing out or endangering those not vaccinated, continue to require masks
at all gatherings, indoors or outdoors?

The answers are not easy. All involve some form of trade-off. Let us all seek kindness toward all, 
including congregations who may make different decisions about different forms of ministry as long as 
they are not endangering the lives or health of others. 

Engaging such questions may well lead to practices like these, which I recommend: 



• Wearing masks indoors as a sign of solidarity with those not yet vaccinated or are immuno-
compromised. 

• Requiring masks for singing. This would apply to either the congregation or choirs. 
• Providing adequate space for worshipers to be comfortable. 
• Continuing online worship especially for those who are not yet comfortable gathering in-person. 

During a recent check-in with rostered and other ministers across the synod, one of our ministers 
noted that many people are feeling deep and sometimes surprising emotions as their local congregation 
begins to return to in-person worship. Some folks who have been impatient about returning to in-person 
worship now find themselves terrified at the thought of it. Others are uncertain about how to interact 
with others after such a long time in some form of isolation. Still others, sometimes out of fear and 
anxiety, find themselves being demanding and argumentative.  

Dear people of God, we have been through significant trauma over the last 14+ months. Those who 
study such things tell us that our bodies and souls and even our relationships will take years to recover, 
to heal, and to settle into new realities. Consequently, with the ancient writers of epistles, I encourage us 
to “have unity of spirit, sympathy, love for one another, a tender heart, and a humble mind” (1 Peter 3:8, 
NRSV). Remember, too, that “it is absolutely clear that God has called you to a free life. Just make sure 
that you don't use this freedom as an excuse to do whatever you want to do and destroy your freedom. 
Rather, use your freedom to serve one another in love; that's how freedom grows.” (Galatians 5:13, The 
Message). 

As I noted in a message exactly a year ago, in an early treatise entitled On the Good of Patience, 
Bishop Cyprian suggested that when Christians entrusted themselves to the patient God, who steadfastly 
and persistently continues to work hope, healing, and reconciliation in the world, and lived patiently 
with themselves and others, they shone with the light of Christ in ways that both ran against the 
impatience of the cultures in which they lived and drew others into the community of Christ. May God 
give us such patience and peace now and in the days ahead. 
 
Peace be with you,   

        
The Rev. Dr. William O. Gafkjen, Bishop 


