
 

May 21, 2021 

 

Dear Houghton Church Friends, 

As you are no doubt aware, the New York State Department of Health issued updated safety guidelines this week 
that primarily pertain to those who have been vaccinated against COVID-19. Governor Cuomo’s announcement 
relative to these updates included the following salient statements: 

“In most setting, vaccinated individuals will not be required to wear a mask. Unvaccinated individuals, under both 
CDC and state guidance, must wear masks in all public settings. The Department of Health strongly recommends 
masks in indoor settings where vaccination status of individuals is unknown.” 

“For areas where vaccination status of individuals is unknown and for patrons who do not present proof of full 
vaccination status, the required social distance of 6 feet still applies until more New Yorkers are fully vaccinated.” 

In response, the Church Reopening Task Force met this week to discuss these new guidelines and how they affect 
what we are doing at the church. 

The new guidelines virtually eliminate restrictions for vaccinated individuals. As such, some churches are choosing 
to respond by offering separate services for those who confirm they are vaccinated. Others are segregating the 
worship space with areas for the vaccinated (no distancing and no masks) and areas for the unvaccinated 
(distancing and masks). Our Task Force considered these options but believed that both had the potential to divide 
us unnecessarily and, in the end, decided that we should continue to offer services under the assumption that we 
have a congregation of mixed, or at least substantially unknown, vaccination status. 

Because our gatherings consist of both vaccinated and unvaccinated people (some by choice and some because of 
age, condition or availability constraints), the new guidelines only apply to part of our congregation. Therefore, we 
cannot simply do away with all of our precautions. Department of Health requirements (to which we are committed 
to be compliant) and our strategy for minimizing risk for all of us, limit the steps we can currently take. 

As of May 21, our new policies regarding mask wearing will be as follows:  

1. Outdoors: Masks will not be required for vaccinated individuals. Unvaccinated individuals are 
expected to wear a mask when unable to maintain physical distancing of 6 feet. Because vaccination 
status is not always known, we encourage everyone to wear a mask when conversing with others at a 
close distance. 
2. Outdoors: We are exploring strategies to bring us a bit closer together and to accommodate more 
people, while still facilitating the distancing required for mixed groups. We think this can be 
accomplished by reducing the size of some of the parking lot squares (not the distance between squares 
but the size of the squares themselves). 
 

 



 

 

 

3. Indoors: Anticipating that the worship service will consist of both vaccinated and unvaccinated 
worshipers, masks will continue to be required in the church, except while seated, and because we want 
to continue to incorporate singing, the current 12’ distanced seating will need to remain, and masks must 
be donned by everyone during congregational singing. 
4. Groups: If everyone in a group has been vaccinated (or has had a positive Covid test in the previous 
90 days), the group may meet without masks or distancing. 

We recognize that this creates a scenario in which our services will continue to be more restricted than many would 
like or hope for. However, we view that as an opportunity to continue to navigate this difficult time as a unified 
body, at times called to give up our individual rights and preferences for the sake of others. For the most part, the 
working out of these protocols will require us to simply trust one another, as we do not anticipate formally 
“policing” these practices. Learning to trust one another deeply may be one of the positive things that emerges from 
this process. 

In closing, we also want you to know that this task force will continue to assess the need for these measures, in light 
of increasing community/county vaccination rates and the rapidly changing regulatory landscape. Of course, all of 
this continues to be a process of navigating both risk minimization and the desire to be together, and of recognizing 
that one of the strengths of our church is that we embrace our diversity—of thoughts, of perspectives, of ideas—in 
the Spirit of Christ. Just as the understanding of and responses to Covid continues to develop, so do our decisions 
about how to best operate as a church in the midst of it. 

I am always happy to visit with you if you have concerns or questions. 

Thank you for your prayers for our church and for our leaders. We value you and give thanks for you every day. 

Blessings, 
Pastor Wes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


