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Reopening the Doors of Houses of Worship

A Message from Mayor Lovely Warren
As Mayor of the great City of Rochester, I know that many of our residents 
are experiencing a heightened sense of anxiety and depression due to how 
the problems of COVID-19 have manifested themselves in our community. 
Countless citizens, who feel they have nowhere to go to release their fears 
of uncertainty, are in desperate need of the refuge and hope offered by their 
faith communities. 

This is especially true for many of our elderly neighbors, who are suffering 
from isolation and a lack of spiritual, physical, mental and emotional support. 
Many are unable or incapable of accessing the Internet to participate in 
virtual services.  Our Hispanic and other ethnic communities are in anguish 
due to the culture shock brought on by the inability to come together as a result of this pandemic. 
Fellowships and smaller congregations are in financial distress and may have to close due to lack of 
donations.

I am also gravely concerned about the possibility of a second wave of the illness due to the 
anticipated increase in social gatherings as the warmer weather arrives, in addition to a limited 
supply of protective essentials such as hand sanitizers, masks, gloves and other protective wear for our 
community at large. 

I also believe that if our citizens can safely reconvene the structure and new normalcy of attending 
church services, that crime will decrease as a result and the holistic well-being of our citizens will 
improve because they will be given a glimmer of hope while their faith is reignited. 

Lastly, yet importantly, our faith community would greatly benefit from state aid by way of hand 
sanitizers, masks, thermometers and gloves. To the extent possible, the City of Rochester will prioritize 
and allocate these items to smaller churches that are in most need and are in a financial crisis. 

Thank you for reviewing our proposal and I look forward to your response.

Mayor Lovely A. Warren 
City of Rochester, NY
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Purpose Statement
Over 30 faith leaders in Rochester volunteered to join a committee to develop a proposal to safely and effectively 
reopen the doors of our city’s churches and places of worship. Using The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s 
new “Interim Guidance for Communities of Faith” as a resource, faith leaders shared their strategic plans, guidelines 
and processes that will assist in the safety of their parishioners, which are included in this document. 

Education and Training
Faith leaders will develop a customized, educational plan based on their congregation size, demographics of their place of worship, 
composition of congregants and willingness of their congregation to comply with the expected guidelines and procedures set forth 
by leadership in accordance with the recommendations of the Centers for Disease Control (CDC). This training will be translated 
and/or created in Spanish for our Latino faith communities, as well as in other languages as needed.

All faith leaders will first become educated on COVID-19 and how to implement best practices on safety precautions in their places 
of worship. Studies show a marked increase in compliance rates from people who understand why they are being asked to do 
something, versus people who are instructed to comply without the opportunity to ask questions to achieve a better understanding. 

Churches and houses of worship will create teams comprised of health experts within their congregations to create literature and 
other informational material such as videos as educational tools to provide congregations with concise and accurate information, 
including:

• How to safely wear and care for facial coverings (masks or cloth)  
• Best practices for hand sanitizer and hand washing 
• How to effectively clean surfaces 
• How to safely remove and dispose of used gloves and masks 
• Dispelling myths about COVID-19 
• Overview on COVID-19 and how to prevent its spread 
• How to effectively practice social distancing based on size of congregation, amount of congregants attending service and  
   amount of space available within the sanctuary

Elder Sheila Rogers, MA, BSN, RN-BC will guide faith leaders who need assistance with this process and/or do not have health-
care professionals within their congregation. Raquel Serrano will also assist in this process to ensure that the Latino community is 
equipped with the same training and resources.

Houses of worship blessed with larger congregations and resources are encouraged to be “Angel Houses of Worship” to assist smaller 
congregations in implementing plans for their facilities.

Bishop Jonathan McReynolds and Raquel Serrano will create videos and public service announcements about the best practices 
needed to open houses of worship that will be distributed on the City of Rochester’s social media platforms and website in English 
and Spanish.
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Minister Ricky Frazier: Aenon Missionary Baptist Church
Ms. Ruth Brooks Ward: Aenon Missionary Baptist Church
Pastor Joey Reyes: Iglesia Ministerio Profetico Eben-Ezer

Pastor Angel Lebron: Overflow Christian Ministries
Pastor Scott Sittig: New Hope Free Methodist Church
Pastor Terry Youmans: Church of Love Faith Center
Pastor Melvin Cross Jr.: Glory House International
Tracey Miller: Assistant to the Mayor and Faith Community Liaison
Sandra J. Simon: Mayor’s Office,Special Projects & Education Initiatives 
Dr. Lomax Campbell: Mayor’s Office of Community Wealth Building 
Dr. dt Ogilvie: Senior Advisor, Economic Development  
    & Urban Entrepreneurship
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Reopening the Doors of Houses of Worship

• All congregants, including clergy and faith leaders, must wear 
masks with filtered inserts and anti-viral protection and/or 
cloth face coverings upon entering their place of worship.

• Facial coverings must be worn at all times during the service.

• Masks will be made available to congregants who do not have 
them and distributed at a designated mask station before 
entering. 

• Those who distribute masks will wear protective wear. They 
will first disseminate hand sanitizer to congregants, and then 
provide a mask.

• The mask must be accepted and worn upon entering.

• Upon entering the building, congregants will have access to 
touchless hand sanitizer. For places of worship that do not 
have touchless dispensers, hand sanitizer will be given to 
each member by an usher wearing protective gear.

• Churches and places of worship with access to forehead 
infrared thermometers will check each congregant’s 
temperature at a designated triage station before they enter 
the building.

• A designated nurse, medical representative or trained staff 
person will triage while wearing protective gear. 

• Gloves will be changed and hands and thermometers will be 
sanitized after each use.

• If hands-free, medical grade thermometers are used, name, 

time, date and temperature reading of congregant will be 
documented. 

• If thermometers are not medical grade, staff must 
consider the temperature span directions provided by the 
manufacturer to obtain an accurate temperature.

• Congregants with temperatures of 100 or higher will not be 
permitted to enter. 

• Doors will be held open by ushers or door stoppers will be 
used to prevent congregants from touching doors.

• Congregants will be advised not to engage in any physical 
contact.

• Congregants will be provided streamlined and controlled 
access to restroom facilities. 

• Door knobs and water faucets will be disinfected after each 
use.

• Touchless soap and paper towel dispensaries and garbage 
receptacles will be used as safety precautions. 

• There will no passing of offering plates or communion. 
Congregants will be encouraged to tithe online and bring 
their own communion if possible. 

• If congregants tithe with cash, envelopes must be placed in a 
basket at a designated offering station. 

• The handler of said envelopes must wear gloves to open and 
count cash in a designated area. 

Hygienic Protocols 
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Hygienic Protocols 
• The counting area must be sanitized and disinfected after 

each use and used gloves must be discarded in a closed, non-
touch garbage receptacle. 

• Paper bills and coins must be disinfected.

• Congregants who work in health care facilities in direct 
contact with COVID-19 patients will be asked to forgo in-
person services at this time. 

• Online services will still be available.

• Congregants who are immune compromised and show 
symptoms of COVID-19 will be asked to forgo in-person 
services and will not be permitted into the building. 

• The building will be fully sanitized and disinfected with the 
proper cleaning solutions pre- and post-service gatherings. 
Areas to be disinfected will include ALL surfaces that are 
touched, or might have been touched during services.

• Musical instruments including microphones will be 
disinfected prior to, and after each use. 

• Music ministries with wind and brass instrumentation will 

not be used due to the mechanisms that introduce droplets 
into the air.

• Use of water fountains will be prohibited.

• Regularly scheduled filter changes in heating and air 
conditioning equipment for quality air control will be 
enforced along with an increase circulation of outdoor air by 
opening windows and doors as long as it poses no threat to 
the safety of children. 

• Worship aids, prayer books, hymnals, religious texts, fans and 
other bulletins passed or shared among congregants will be 
prohibited and removed from the pews.  Congregants will be 
encouraged to bring their own electronic or hard copies of 
hymns, bible verses etc. if possible. 

• All non-worship activities will remain virtual.

• Signs on how to stop the spread of COVID-19 to promote 
everyday protective measures will be posted throughout the 
building.

Promoting Social Distancing
• Where applicable, congregants will be directed to marked 

parking spaces to maintain social distancing. 

• Congregants will be directed from their parking spaces to 
maintain a 6 ft. distance from those congregants who are not 
in their immediate, household unit while walking toward 
the entrance. 

• There will be one entrance into the building and ground 
markers will be used to alert congregants of the need for 6 
ft. distancing as they wait to enter the building as well as the 
sanctuary.

• Congregants will enter one way and exit another way, 
thereby limiting close proximity.

• Choir and band congregants will be appropriately spaced to 
ensure 6 ft. social distancing. 

• Chairs will be spaced six feet apart – same household 
congregants can sit closer together. 

• Pews will be entered and exited one way. Markers will clearly 
designate where congregants can sit and will be spaced 6ft. 
apart. 

• Larger congregations will restrict the allowed number of 
congregants (reduced building capacity) in attendance and 
provide multiple services in order to accommodate more 
people.

• Attendance is subject to pre-online registering or pre-
telephone registering for specific service times.

• Churches and houses of worship will ensure an ongoing 
online presence while transitioning back to corporate 
gatherings for those who are most vulnerable and/or 
uncomfortable with in-person gathering at this time.

• Larger congregations may use additional rooms with access 
to live streaming in order to minimize the number of 
congregants in one area. 

The number of congregants in attendance must  
not exceed the most current state executive order.



6

Reopening the Doors of Houses of Worship

• Congregants who are sick will be asked to stay home. 

• Healthcare staff will establish provisions and proper protocols 
in the event a congregant becomes sick while at services.

• There will be an identifiable room/area to separate any 
member who exhibits COVID-like symptoms during hours 
of operation while ensuring that children are not left without 
adult supervision.

• Procedures for safely transporting anyone who becomes sick 
to their home or a health-care facility will be implemented. 
The designated transporter of the sick person will wear 
proper protective wear and the church or personal vehicle 
used will be appropriately cleaned and disinfected.

• Local health officials will be notified if a person diagnosed 
with COVID-19 has been in the building.

• Staff will communicate with congregants about potential 
exposure while maintaining confidentiality as required by 
HIPAA, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) or other 
applicable laws, and in accordance with religious practices.

• Staff will inform those with exposure to a person diagnosed 
with COVID-19 to stay home and self-monitor for 
symptoms and to follow CDC guidance if symptoms develop.

• Areas used by a sick person will be closed off with access 
prohibited until after cleaning and disinfection. 

• Cleaning staff will wait 24 hours before cleaning and 
disinfecting to reduce their risk of becoming ill.

• If it is not possible to wait 24 hours, staff member will wait as 
long as possible before cleaning and disinfecting. 

• To ensure their safety, cleaning staff members will be trained 
in the safe and correct application of disinfectants and 
products.

• Staff members will ensure that cleaning products are out of 
children’s reach.  

• Sick staff and congregants will be advised not to return 
until they have met the CDC’s criteria to discontinue home 
isolation. 

Monitoring and Preparation
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• Faith leaders will create plans inclusive of hard-of-hearing and 
disabled citizens.

• Faith leaders will reach out to the hard-of-hearing community 
or identify an ambassador who can educate them on 
how hard-of-hearing citizens can participate in services 
where an interpreter is present as well as how to effectively 
communicate since masks hinder the ability to read 
movements of the mouth during signing. 

• Faith leaders will develop plans to assist disabled congregants 
with wheelchair accessible entrances and exits.

• Faith leaders will become familiar with their developmentally 
challenged congregants who may not be able to wear masks 
and will accommodate their needs by following the guidance 
of the CDC. 

Hard-of-Hearing and Disabled Citizens

• Churches and houses of worship will assist elderly 
congregants by creating telephone conferences that will allow 
them easy access to virtual services. 

• If available, churches and houses of worship will assist elderly 
citizens with access to Grand-Pads and train them on how to 
use them so that they may participate in virtual services.

• Health teams will develop plans to assist elders who may not 
be able to wear a mask at all times due to breathing issues 
with attending normal worship gatherings by following the 
guidelines of the CDC.  

Senior Citizens

• Churches and houses of worship will forgo children’s worship 
services and children will be encouraged attend services with 
their parents and loved ones.  

• Churches and houses of worship can creatively engage with 
youth congregants with additional events such as “Pizza with 
Pastor” via Zoom or other chosen platforms.

• Churches and houses of worship will continue to provide 
virtual support to children who are struggling with the new 
norm.

• Faith leaders will provide age appropriate education to youth 
congregants about COVID-19.

Children
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