
Dear Colleagues, 

 

As we go through this Easter season, we are living with the ongoing pain of a world still haunted by 

the fear of death alongside the joyful news of Christ’s victory over all that threatens life. We have 

been struggling in different ways, yet at the same time, we hold our own struggles, and those of our 

communities before the risen Christ as we seek to be ‘joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in 

prayer.’ 
 

We are hugely grateful for the local leadership you as Area Deans have been showing amidst the 

immensely challenging circumstances of the past few months. Whether it has been getting to grips 

with running Deanery meetings on Zoom or streaming your parish services from home - all while 

supporting parishioners, communities, the vulnerable, family, and friends - you have been crucial in 

helping maintain the constant heartbeat of our Diocese during the pandemic. 

 

Thanks to you, and all our clergy, our ministry and mission have continued to make their presence 

felt throughout London. This has been despite the trepidation we have all felt remaining, as we do, 

so far from what we had thought was normal. 

 

Staying away from our church buildings has been particularly difficult and upsetting. The guidance 

issued by the Archbishops and Bishops some weeks ago was put in place to set a public example by 

supporting the Government’s message to the whole country to stay home, in order to protect the 

NHS. At the time, the peak of the virus had not yet been reached, and the potential impact on our 

hospitals and our communities was still highly uncertain. The figures for London were particularly 

stark, especially in comparison to other cities across the globe. 

 

In recent days, however, there has been a marked change in the messaging from the Government, 

as the data has begun to give basis for cautious optimism. Thank you for all you have done to help 

slow the rate of infection, and to save lives.  

 

While it is clear there will be no imminent return to normality, the emphasis is now turning towards 

how and when aspects of social distancing can be eased, all the while mindful of the potentially 

devastating effects of a second wave of the virus. The Government’s regular review of the 
restrictions is due tomorrow (Thursday), but on Sunday more details on a possible ‘road map’ are 
expected. 

 

While there remain far more questions than answers, especially ahead of any official announcement, 

it is prudent for us to start to prepare for the easing of restrictions. The House of Bishops met 

yesterday and agreed that each Diocese should now begin that process on a local level.  Diocesan 

Bishops will be able to take decisions, subject to the latest advice from Government and the health 

authorities, as to what will be possible in each of their diocese’s churches. 
 

We would therefore like to ask you all to arrange an online discussion within your Deanery and, 

where possible, with your Archdeacon next week, to start to explore the ‘new normal.’ The 
Archdeacons will make sure that you are updated ahead of each of these meetings on the latest 

information available, including potential timescales, and will feed back centrally to the London 

College of Bishops as to what is being planned in each area. 

 

A staged return to our churches could look as follows, probably with these as sequential steps as the 

situation improves: 

 

1. Access to very limited numbers of people for prayer; live-streaming permitted 
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Clergy may now return to their church buildings for private prayer, and to pray on behalf of their 

communities. This may be streamed. The doors of the buildings will remain closed and the public 

will not be admitted (though where permitted activities such as foodbanks or nurseries have 

been continuing these may continue as before).  Only other members of the same household 

can be present.  

 

As this is already allowed within the Government’s existing restrictions, you can advise clergy 
now that they may enter their buildings for private prayer (and live streaming, if they wish). You 

should also discuss this further as a deanery to ensure that provisions such as live streaming can 

be shared across parishes where appropriate.  

 

2. Private prayer and some socially distanced ceremonies and celebrations (eg weddings, 

funerals) 

This would require a change in government restrictions. It is likely that this would happen at a 

time when social distancing remains in place, but restrictions on public movement may have 

been eased. Shielding of older people and more vulnerable groups would be expected to 

continue. 

 

Regular public worship would not begin but, as during the period just before lockdown, prayers 

might be said by church leaders in a way that does not encourage the gathering of 

congregations. Consideration might be given to ringing a single bell. 

 

Church buildings would be open for private prayer, not least to enable mourning, with limited 

ceremonies for remembrance and grieving. Numbers allowed in a church building would be 

strictly limited - as for instance by supermarkets at the moment. Weddings and funerals could 

take place with limits on numbers to maintain social distancing.   

 

Cleaning, maintenance, social distancing, and management of unexpected numbers would need 

to be thought through. Access could be to limited parts of the church. 

 

3. Limited congregations allowed to meet 

This would require a further change in government restrictions, including the lifting of 

restrictions on small gatherings.  It is unlikely to be for more than 50 people.  

  

Opening church buildings for regular public worship would be limited by social distancing and 

protective action. Live-streamed worship should still be offered where possible for shielding, 

vulnerable groups who are unable to worship in church. Communion in one kind would 

continue, and the use of music in worship would be affected. 

 

We would stress that some churches may not be able to open for a while, while others will want to 

continue making food banks or homeless provision their priority and therefore not open yet for 

worship. Some clergy, with members of their households, may need to continue to shield at home 

and we fully support them doing so. Some will be well placed to manage small services with physical 

distancing much earlier than others. The need for increased cleaning between even small gatherings 

may limit what any church can offer on any one day. 

 

A mixed economy approach on a deanery level is strongly encouraged. In time, and for a while, some 

churches may be physically open, some online only, others will do both. Our overarching hope is that 

deaneries can plan together how to provide a suitable variety and gradually expand what can be 

offered as circumstances permit. Collaborative working and communication across deaneries, and 



indeed the whole diocese, will be extremely important to plan and sustain worship and church life in 

this next season.  

 

The new and creative ways that churches have found in order for people to worship together, to 

grow as disciples, and to care for one another in community need not stop when some churches are 

able to open again. Attention will need to be given to noticing those who might otherwise easily be 

excluded from community, so that suitable provision is made for them and they are enabled to play 

as full a part as possible in the life of the church. Churches might also be encouraged to consider 

how to connect with those who may have accessed services online over the past few weeks, who are 

not as yet involved in church life. 

 

The national Church will make further advice available about baptisms, weddings, funerals, 

confirmations, ordinations etc in due course. For all stages, and for any worship or community 

engagement, some practical issues will need to be considered in your discussions. These include: 

 

• Risk assessment of the use of a specific building/place of worship in the light of the capacity 

to respond to the various issues that may arise. 

• The use of buildings for other activities such as community groups and ancillary activities 

such as youth groups/baby and toddler/Sunday school etc. 

• Need for adjustments of worship and physical environment to allow for social distancing, i.e. 

how numbers are controlled, spacing of people 2 metres apart. Household groups can sit 

together.  

• Appropriate hygiene measures including hand washing on the way in. 

• Procurement of sanitizer, cleaning equipment etc. 

• The cleaning of buildings before/after services. 

• Not using shared items such as books and service papers. 

• Not allowing food preparation and provision (except in foodbanks/soup kitchens etc.) 

• Alternatives to the physical exchange of the peace and the laying on of hands. 

• Not singing. 

• Continuing not to use holy water stoups. 

• Whether or not receiving Holy Communion even in one kind is permitted. 

• How offerings are given. 

• How vestments and other items used regularly should be cleaned. 

• Whether clergy and others taking part in leading worship should be assessed for their risk 

e.g. age, underlying health conditions. 

• How to continue to support vulnerable ministers and congregants who may require 

continued shielding, depending on the specifics of the ongoing restrictions. 

• How to provide pastoral care in homes and community homes, with personal protective 

equipment as required. 

 

This is a long, perhaps daunting list of considerations – and it is not exhaustive.  Nevertheless, we 

feel that beginning local conversations next week, in response to the Government’s latest 
announcements, will prove invaluable in our coming together to support parishes and communities 

across the capital, in this next phase of the pandemic. At this point, we want to explore what may be 

possible, when, and where. 

 

Please keep your Archdeacon apprised of the details of your Deanery’s meeting, and, if their diaries 

permit, they will look forward to joining you. The risen Christ met with his disciples behind closed 



doors on the first Easter. As we look forward to the day when our doors will be open again, may you 

know the peace that he gave to his disciples on that day. We continue to be deeply thankful for all 

that you have been doing in the service of Jesus Christ, and for London. 

 

Yours in Christ, 

 

The London College of Bishops 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


