Are Churches Essential or
Not?

Whether churches are “essential” in the midst of this
coronavirus crisis is a critical question that must take into
consideration many factors. The related question, whether
churches should open or close, must be considered in the
context of each church and community.

Before addressing these questions, it is important to present
the real facts surrounding the recent arrest of the pastor of
The River at Tampa Bay. Many of the statements made by
Hillsborough County Sheriff Chad Chronister are false. His
statements have put both the pastor and the church in danger.

On Thursday, March 26, Sheriff Chronister told the pastor and
other staff members by speakerphone that the church could meet
on Sunday, March 29, and that he had no intention of shutting
it down, and no intention of arresting anyone. He gave these
assurances after he was informed of all the precautions the
church proposed to undertake, including encouraging seniors or
people with predisposed health conditions to stay home,
limiting attendance by enforcing a 6-foot separation,
requiring each person to use hand sanitizers upon entry and
installing over $100,000 of high-grade hospital air purifiers.
A deputy sheriff also toured the church to inspect the
premises the same day.

The meeting with Sheriff Chronister and his deputy on March 26
was called to discuss the draft Hillsborough County order
presented by the council the same day. That order was then
passed on Friday, March 27, and went into effect at 10 p.m.
This was the first and only enforceable order passed by the
county. Based on this order and the fact that the church went
above and beyond the health guidance, the sheriff gave the
green light for the church to meet. On Saturday, March 28, the
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church was thoroughly sanitized. On Sunday, March 29, the
church met. Then on Monday, the same sheriff who gave the
green light to meet a few days earlier held a press conference
announcing the pastor’s arrest, during which Sheriff
Chronister made many false statements.

Following the pastor’s arrest, on Wednesday, April 1, Florida
Gov. Ron DeSantis issued Executive Order 2020-91, stating:
“Attending religious services conducted in churches,
synagogues and houses of worship” is an “essential activity.”
The same day, Executive Order 2020-92 required that his order
supersede any contrary local government order respecting
essential services and activities. The Hillsborough County
order restricting churches was therefore overruled.

To answer the question whether churches are essential and
whether the doors should be opened or closed requires a review
of each case. There are an estimated 500,000 or more
Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox churches in America. These
range from small to large, and each church has a different
community of service or people who attend. The people who
attend and the community they serve runs the gamut from old to
young, upper class, middle class, poor, urban, rural, inner
city, country and include a wide variety of ethnic, racial and
language diversity.

Based on the demographics of the people who attend, and the
capability to broadcast online, some churches are better off
if they close through this time. However, some churches
provide essential ministries, besides music and the pastor
preaching from the pulpit, which cannot be carried out online.

The River Church feeds 900 people each week by providing free
food from its farmer’s market located inside the church lobby.
The church grows its own food and farms tilapia fish to give
to the community. When the doors of this church close, people
starve, including children.



Many people are experiencing increased stress. Many have lost
their jobs and do not know where they will get the next meal.
Many people suffer from mental, emotional and physical pain.
Those with intractable physical pain are not able to get
relief from their chiropractor, physical therapist or pain
management specialist. Experiencing pain 24/7 often leads to
depression and even suicide.

Battered women are locked in their homes with the abuser.
Children are out of school and are restricted in some places
from going to the parks or beaches. Without work, the extra
stress can become overwhelming.

Some churches provide counseling. Some provide food, clothes
and money to those in need.

The River Church serves a large community that has no access
to the internet. Even some people who have access to the
internet lack the bandwidth to watch a service online.

To answer the question of whether a church is essential and
whether it should open or close its doors, people need to look
beyond their own circumstances to see the mounting needs and
hurting people who are less fortunate and who need the
ministry of the local church.

No shepherd of the flock wants to do anything that would
endanger the community. But the question is, should we allow
some discretion to follow health guidelines while determining
what can and cannot be provided online? Or do we want to give
this unfettered authority to a single government official?

Perhaps it is important to reconsider what is essential about
the church. Some are far more essential than others. A blanket
answer to the question is too simple and serves a grave
injustice to many.

Maybe there should be more discretion given to the shepherds
of the church to determine whether the church should meet, and



if so, how best may the church protect those who attend and
serve the needs of the community. This is a much better
approach than a one-size-fits-all template that Llabels
churches as “non-essential.”

The above says nothing about the constitutional rights of
churches under the First Amendment and the statutory rights
under the Religious Land Use and Institutionalized Persons
Act. These rights do not evaporate in a time of crisis.

Are we willing to allow one person, whether state or local, to
have the unchecked discretion to write a church into or out of
existence by one word-the word “essential”? Such authority is
extraordinary and runs counter to American history.

The last question is one for the church: “Is the ministry of
the church so essential that the community groans in its
absence?” If any church is not that essential, then maybe that
church needs to ponder what changes should be made in order to
be the essential lighthouse and place of refuge that God
desires. {eoa}

This article originally appeared at Liberty Counsel.



