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March 10, 2022 
 
Dear Friends, 
 
As you undoubtedly know, beginning March 12, the mask mandate for indoor gatherings, 
including houses of worship, is lifted in the State of Washington in accordance with the 
directive of Governor Jay Inslee, subject to restoration if infection rates rise and require that.  
Given these changes, I wish to update my own considerations and advice to congregations in 
our Southwestern Washington Synod.  

First, a summary of what is currently happening in Synod congregations:  Currently, all of our 
congregations in the Synod have in-person worship, with many also offering live-stream 
worship, unless local internet connection or technical challenges prevent that.  Most 
congregations report that attendance at in-person worship is about 25% of pre-pandemic 
levels, with live-stream worship adding another 15-25%. As I have visited churches in recent 
months or talked with pastors, most of our congregations have been requiring people to wear 
masks during worship.  The clear majority are singing hymns during worship.  Holy Communion 
is distributed in a variety of ways, always with basic health safety in mind. 

In virtually all congregations, the pastor is not making worship-safety decisions on their own, 
but rather a safety team or the church council, together with the pastor, are making these 
decisions together.  That continues to be a wise approach, both to get broader input into the 
decision-making, and also to have a broader group of leaders communicating their decisions 
and guidelines to the church members.  

The new March 12 guidelines clearly allow a church to stop requiring masks.  However, the 
guidelines do not obligate a church to stop requiring masks. As has been true in the past, the 
question of wearing masks is not a simple yes/no matter, but rather depends on the 
circumstances of each congregation, including the size of your worship space, the number of 
worshippers, the age and vaccinated-person make-up of your worshippers, and the consensus 
opinion of your leadership and members. 

Here are a number of recommendations I offer: 

• If you choose to no longer require masks, make it clear that members who prefer to 
continue wearing masks are welcomed to do so. 

• If your seating capacity is large enough, consider designating one section as “masked 
only”, while people sitting in the rest of the church are free to wear masks or not wear 
masks.  



• If you choose to continue to require masks, explain to members and visitors that you are 
choosing to remain cautious for an additional period of time.  You will need to have 
someone at the entrances to explain and insist upon this policy, since you will very 
possibly have a member or visitor who arrives and says, “The Governor says that we 
don’t have to wear masks anymore.”  They will need to be told why they must abide by 
the church’s decision to continue masking. 

• I urge everyone to resume singing hymns and liturgy, if you have not already done so.  
This is such an important part of worship.  Singing, however, does increase the chance 
of spreading COVID, which may persuade you to continue wearing masks.  One possible 
practice is to have everyone wear a mask when they are singing and then people are 
free to remove their masks when they are hearing the lessons and sermon. 

• If your church decides to no longer require masks, communion servers and ushers 
should continue to wear masks. 

Thank you for your on-going, faithful ministry throughout this complicated time.  Thank you as 
well for the care and creative leadership you are providing to your congregation.  We make this 
journey trusting that the Spirit of God fills and embraces us each step of the way. 

 

In Christ, 

 
Bishop Rick Jaech 

 
 
 


