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Dear Brothers and Sisters 
 
Coronavirus / Covid-19 
 
I am conscious that it is only 3 days since I last wrote to you but things are changing fast 
and the communication which I and others have been receiving suggests that clarification is 
needed on some matters.  Further national guidance is also available on some issues and 
that needs to be shared with you. 
 
First, however, I want to thank you all for your efforts to maintain the pastoral and prayerful 
presence of the church in our communities in these very unusual times.  The fact that so 
many questions are being raised is an indication of the seriousness with which you are 
addressing this and of your desire to do the best possible.  My sense is that many are finding 
imaginative ways in which to help people to be ‘together apart’, offering worship, prayer, 
fellowship and care in different ways.  Remembering how the exile was a time in which the 
people of God developed fresh and life-giving patterns of communal and spiritual life, I find 
myself wondering what might emerge for us out of this time when we are ‘exiled’ from our 
hitherto familiar approaches to ministry and church and community life. 
 
It is already clear that households in our own communities are living with the reality of 
Covid-19 at a personal level.  There are those among our clergy, lay ministers, lay leaders, 
diocesan and cathedral staff and their households who are infected, and others who are self-
isolating because they or a member of their household is especially vulnerable to infection.  
And there are many more such people within our wider communities, including those with 
close friends and relatives in parts of the world which are even more affected than we are.  
While a very few continue to behave as if they are somehow exempt or immune, a lot of 
people are very understandably anxious and even frightened.  Our pastoral and prayerful 
presence is, therefore, of huge importance.  As I have said, that is being expressed and 
offered in varieties of imaginative ways, many of which are usefully being shared through 
social media. 
 
We are all aware of the significant announcements from Government in the recent days 
which indicate the seriousness of the situation.  My reading of the wider position, including 
the academic modelling of the possible trajectories for this epidemic, is that we are very 
likely to see a significant increase in the rate of infection in the coming weeks.  The death 
rate will rise and there will be sadness and cost for individuals and households in our care.  



The disruption to our normal patterns of life will, therefore, continue to be with us for 
several months.  And, even when infection rates begin to decline, it will be several more 
months before anything like our previous lifestyle becomes possible.  We must, therefore, 
plan on the basis of this being our new normal through into the summer months. 
 
Practical measures and guidance from Government develop on a daily if not hourly basis.  
We also have a regular flow of advice from the Archbishops and national church bodies.   
I attach for your attention the further letter issued last night by our Archbishops (A).  What 
now follows is my comment on the matters raised there and some others as well. 
 

1. Key Workers.  Government has now issued guidance about those who may have 
continuing access to childcare/education for their children. This includes those 
described as ‘religious staff’.  We await further detail on this, but the principle is still 
that children should remain at home wherever possible.  The provision will be limited 
and we should only use it were absolutely necessary.  It is likely that for clergy a 
bishop will need to confirm the need for the provision in each case.  It should, 
however, help us around funerals and bereavement care.  It extends also to charity 
workers in frontline services which may be relevant in some places.  The Government 
document is at https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-
maintaining-educational-provision/guidance-for-schools-colleges-and-local-
authorities-on-maintaining-educational-provision. 

 
2. Public Worship.  We need to state absolutely clearly that public worship in all 

settings is suspended.  Some have asked whether this includes open-air worship.  
The Archbishops’ letter is very clear that it does.  Such gatherings risk drawing a 
larger crowd which could not be controlled in terms of keeping the public health 
protocols.  Furthermore, our Government has asked us not to gather and for 
Christians to do so would, in my view, not be a good witness. 
 

3. Daily and other prayer.   The Archbishops continue to encourage us to sustain 
daily and other patterns of prayer which may be in church buildings.  It is very clear, 
however, that this must not be ‘Public Worship in disguise’ as one of my colleagues 
has helpfully described it.  This is for clergy, authorised lay ministers and 
churchwardens who will observe all the protocols laid down.  This is about a very few 
gathering to pray for their communities while those communities are not themselves 
able to gather for prayer.  Any such gathering on a Sunday would helpfully not be at 
a time when public worship previously took place. 
 

4. Small groups.  Some ask whether Government’s advice that ‘non-essential 
meetings’ be discontinued applies to Lent Groups and similar.  Are not these are akin 
to social gatherings in a private home and so a matter for those concerned?  My firm 
view is that, while I cannot dictate what individuals do in their own homes, any such 
meetings which are in any way under the umbrella of the church should not happen.  
In a home setting it is almost impossible to keep to the 2 metre distancing guideline 
and we should not be encouraging people to break that.  Some diocesan committee 
meetings are continuing (they have to), but these are all now conducted through 
Zoom, Skype or similar platforms.  A similar pattern has to apply locally. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-maintaining-educational-provision/guidance-for-schools-colleges-and-local-authorities-on-maintaining-educational-provision
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-maintaining-educational-provision/guidance-for-schools-colleges-and-local-authorities-on-maintaining-educational-provision
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-maintaining-educational-provision/guidance-for-schools-colleges-and-local-authorities-on-maintaining-educational-provision


5. Pastoral Care.  Our pastoral calling is central and will become more so as the pace 
of the epidemic increases.  This is not just about those infected and those isolated.  
Please also be alert to those such as the self-employed who may face financial 
pressures.  I am confident that there will be Government provision on this, but 
people will still be anxious.  In relation to pastoral care in hospitals, healthcare 
chaplains are asking ministers to check in with hospital chaplaincies before visiting 
patients, as such visits are now severely constrained. 

 
6. Open churches.  The encouragement to have our church buildings open for private 

prayer continues.  There are now some useful practical guidelines about this; they 
are attached (B) and will be found also on the national church and diocesan websites. 
 

7. Baptism, Confirmation and Marriage.  Further national guidance on Baptisms 
and Weddings was issued yesterday and is attached (C). 
- Baptisms may still take place but attended only by the parents, godparents and 

officiating minister – not even other family members.  My sense is that in these 
circumstances most people will wish to postpone and I think that we should 
encourage this.  Baptism is by its nature a public declaration and act of witness 
(which is why we now encourage having it at a principal service) and that is 
diminished if only a very few are present.  There are of course pastoral situations 
where it is important to baptise swiftly; these are most likely to be in hospital or 
home settings and should of course take place, while taking care to do so safely. 

- As with baptisms, an important element of a Confirmation Service is the 
dimension of public witness. Except in cases of clear pastoral need, therefore, 
confirmation should be in the context of public worship.  So Confirmation Services 
which are in the diary will be postponed until public worship is resumed.  Please 
do not hesitate, however, to contact Bishopscourt if an individual confirmation is 
needed for pastoral reasons, and most especially if a person is nearing death. 

- In relation to weddings, these also may still take place but (as per the new 
guidance) with the legal minimum of people involved – the couple, two witnesses 
and the officiating minister.  Most couples will wish to postpone, not least 
because their reception venue will probably be closed.  Some, however, may wish 
to proceed with the formal marriage ceremony and then have a larger celebration 
event later.  I know that we will all wish to be as helpful as possible about such 
arrangements and, one way or another, to make sure that the cost to the couple 
is not greater than it would have been in normal circumstances. 

 
8. Marriage preliminaries.  Where a marriage does take place (in the much reduced 

context described above), this will have to be by Common or Superintendent 
Registrar’s Licence.  Banns (unless already called) will not be possible as they can 
only be called at a principal service.  Those seeking a Common Licence will need to 
appear before one of the clergy who act as Surrogates and this does still have to be 
in person – though that can be on the doorstep or in the garden so as to abide by 
the social distance protocols.  Discussions are in hand with the Diocesan Registrar 
and Chancellor towards reducing or subsidising the Common Licence fee so that 
couples only pay what they would have paid for banns. 



9. Annual Parochial Church Meetings and Meetings of Parishioners.  I am 
pleased to let you know that I have now signed a formal Instrument extending the 
time-frame for holding APCMs and Meetings of Parishioners to 31st October 2020.  
That document is attached (D). 
 
The effects of this are that: 
- current PCC members continue in office until the conclusion of the rescheduled 

APCM; 
- churchwardens now have to be admitted by 31st January 2021; 
- Deanery Synod secretaries still need to return their membership information by 1st 

July 2020 even though existing members will in most cases still be in place. 
 

If, however, the APCM and Meeting of Parishioners has already taken place (and a 
few may have), the situation is a bit different: 
- newly elected PCC members have already taken up office from the end of the 

APCM; 
- newly elected Deanery Synod representatives do not take up office until 1st 

December 2020, with the previous ones remaining in place until then; 
- newly elected churchwardens do not take up office until admitted by the 

Archdeacon at some point before 31st January 2021 – however, those re-elected 
are deemed to continue in post. 

 
Sorry that seems so complicated, but it does actually give us a clear way forward.  
Elections to the General Synod (due this summer) may also be delayed, but that 
requires an Act of Parliament. 

 
10. Funerals and bereavement ministry.  In the present circumstances it is of course 

very important indeed that ministry at funerals and pastoral ministry to the bereaved 
continue.  Clergy and lay ministers will need to take sensible precautions to protect 
themselves against possible infection, but our default position must always be to 
continue to minister to the dying and the bereaved and to officiate at funeral services 
for as long as they continue to take place.  Funeral services will need to abide by the 
protocols about numbers and social distancing and the practical application of that 
will be for discussion between family, minister and funeral director.  If local ministers 
cannot officiate for reasons of their own vulnerability, please seek somebody else to 
do so.  Area Deans are best placed to help find another minister (perhaps even a 
bishop or archdeacon). 
 

11. Health Protection advice.  If you need specific health-related advice on any 
matter, please contact the relevant Health Protection Team within Public Health 
England.  These are: 
- Archdeaconry of Bromley and Bexley:  0344 326 2952 
- Archdeaconries of Tonbridge and Rochester: 0344 225 3861 

 
 
  



Once again, I apologise for a long letter and the number of attachments but I hope that the 
information is useful.  Subject only to our own health and well-being, your Bishops and 
Archdeacons are available to offer whatever support and advice may be needed.  I would 
also value your prayers next week as I am the bishop present in the House of Lords as the 
House considers the Covid Emergency Bill.  Though staff are now working remotely, 
Bishopscourt will seek to respond to any enquiries which do not obviously belong elsewhere. 
 
I am very conscious that Holy Week and Easter will feel very different for us this year.  For 
those of us normally involved with leading or arranging services and other gatherings, we 
may have space and time which we can use more reflectively for our own spiritual 
nourishment.  At the same time, we will want to be alert to those around us, offering prayer 
and virtual gathering in whatever way works for each community. 
 
Over this time there will be nationally broadcast acts of worship, the first being from 
Lambeth Palace this Sunday at 8.00am – that will be carried across much of the BBC radio 
network including local radio.  We also have the Archbishops’ call to us to make this Sunday 
a focus of prayer, including the lighting of candles in windows at 7.00pm – please encourage 
your people to engage with that in whatever way is possible. 
 
Bishop Simon, the Archdeacons and the Dean and Chapter of the Cathedral join me in 
thanking you for all your efforts and assuring you of our continuing prayers for you. 

 
James, Bishop of Rochester    


