
Pastoral Letter on Holy Communion  

in a Time of Pestilence 
 

Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one an-

other in love. (Ephesians 4:2) 

 

So then, my brothers and sisters, when you gather to eat, you should 

all eat together. (1 Corinthians 11:33) 

 

Beloved Saints, 

 

Our Lord Jesus promises that those who hunger and thirst for right-

eousness shall be satisfied (Matt. 5:6), and with that promise He puts 

Himself on the table.  Who else can satisfy such a hunger and thirst 

but Jesus?  He is the One “who became for us wisdom from God, 

righteousness and sanctification and redemption” (1 Cor. 1:30).  He 

alone is the Bread that feeds for eternal life (John 6:35).    

 

So we find ourselves hungering and thirsting these days, don’t we?  

In this time of rapid infection, loving our neighbors has meant stay-

ing distant from them.   Staying 

distant, in turn, has meant no gath-

ering for worship around our 

Lord’s altar.  “Take, eat; this is my 

body, given for you.”  “Take, drink 

of it all of you.”  We live for those 

words because those words live for 

us, and it hurts not to hear them. 

 

Is there a way that we might still 

hear them in this time of confinement and receive what they prom-

ise?  People want to know.  They want to know because they love 

their Lord and the gifts that He gives.   It’s hard to lose what we are 

accustomed to having, and we naturally seek a way to get it back.   

 

Sometimes, however, our Lord calls us to walk the way of loss for a 

season, and He promises that through this loss an even greater gain 

will come.  “Whoever finds His life will lose it, and whoever loses 

his life for my sake will find it” (Matt. 10:39).  God works through 

 



loss to strengthen His Church in new ways.  It’s a good thing, for it 

does appear that we must, to our great sorrow, forego Holy Com-

munion for a time, in the hope that this momentary loss will result in 

a yet-unseen blessing. 

 

The reasons for the loss are fairly simple.  While the order of Gover-

nor Evers allows for religious gatherings of less than 10 people, it 

encourages us to limit those gatherings to live-streamed or broadcast 

events and occasional services (such as weddings, funerals, and Bap-

tisms).  Throughout history, when asked to act in such a way for the 

sake of its neighbors, the Church has traditionally responded by go-

ing even beyond what is expected.  “If someone wants to take your 

tunic, let him have your cloak also” (Matt. 5:40). 

 

Moreover, the governor’s order asks that people at our gatherings 

stay six feet apart and avoid contact.  The Lord’s Supper doesn’t 

work in that circumstance.  We also cannot bring the Supper to your 

homes, since the Safer at Home order asks clergy not to travel from 

house to house (we are not even allowed to visit our regular home-

bound members or ill parishioners unless the situation is critical).  

It’s a profound loss, but one undertaken for the sake of love.   

 

The body and blood of Jesus cannot ever harm us, but the Supper 

involves more than His body and blood.  It also gathers people to-

gether, and they can bear infection to each other, especially one that 

travels as rapidly as COVID-19 appears to do.  So while no increase 

of illness has ever been traced to the Supper, it seems best, with the 

cases of COVID-19 still multiplying, “not to put the Lord our God to 

the test” (Luke 4:12).  Let us go the extra mile for our neighbors’ 

sake. 

 

Loving our neighbors by staying far from them is 

a strange way to love, for sure.  Yet we who fol-

low Christ know that He sometimes travels on this 

backwards way.  He is the one who brought life to 

us by dying (Eph. 2:6), who blessed us by becom-

ing a curse Himself (Gal. 3:13), and who forgave 

our sins by becoming sin on the cross (2 Cor. 

5:21).  In His loneliness on the cross, we find our 

 



fellowship and friendship with God.  Similarly, in our isolation to-

day, we find ourselves serving the health and wellbeing of our 

neighbors.   

 

Finally, some have asked us about what others are calling “virtual 

Communion” or “digital Communion.” It’s a way that some 

churches have sought to share Communion via the internet, with a 

pastor speaking the words in a live-streamed setting and people eat-

ing the Supper privately in their homes.  After much consideration, 

we feel compelled, by our vows of obedience to Christ, to exclude 

this possibility from our common life and warn you against it. 

 

Again, the reasons are fairly simple.  It is the Lords’ Supper.  It is 

not the pastor’s supper.  It is also not the believer’s supper, the fam-

ily’s supper, or even the Church’s supper.  It is the Lord’s, and He 

has given it to be celebrated in a certain way.  As we are taught 

through the apostles: 

 

Those who eat and drink without discerning the body of 

Christ eat and drink judgment on themselves . . . So then, my 

brothers and sisters, when you gather to eat, you should all 

eat together. (1 Cor. 11:29, 33). 

 

When St. Paul says “discerning 

the body,” he means both the 

body that we eat (the bread) 

and the body that we are (the 

Church—see 1 Cor. 12:27; 

Eph. 3:6, 4:12).  God has a par-

ticular destination for His 

bread: the mouths of the Church, those who are baptized and believe 

in His name.  Therefore, He has appointed pastors as stewards of this 

mystery (1 Cor. 4:1).  That is, He calls them to ensure that the Sup-

per goes where it belongs and as the Lord pleases.  It is a work done 

in person, with the Church gathered to “all eat together.”  It cannot 

be done “virtually” with everyone eating and drinking privately. 

 

Here’s an example from history that encourages us in this circum-

stance.  You may recall that the Soviet Union, while it existed, op-

Because there is one 

bread, we, who are many, 

are one body, for we all 

share the one loaf. 
 

~ 1 Corinthians 10:17 



pressed Christians mightily.  Yet now the Lutheran church has begun 

to grow again in Russia, especially in Siberia.  So a few years ago, 

these Siberian Lutherans heard of Lutherans in Estonia who needed 

pastors.  They traveled there, across the full length of Russia, to visit 

these Estonian Lutherans. What did they find, when they arrived?  

 

They found a Lutheran community who had not received Holy Com-

munion for over 50 years.  The Estonians explained: “We had no 

pastor to steward it.”  Instead, families gathered around the Bible, 

catechism, and hymnal to pray, teach, and sing the faith for over five 

decades.  Needless to say, when the Siberians shared the Supper with 

these Estonians, there wasn’t a dry eye in the room.  Grandparents 

who had last had Communion when they were the age of their grand-

children now received it with their families for the first time.   

 

Their example of patience in suffering surely comforts us in this 

relatively short absence of the Supper.  It reminds us that the Church 

can live through all manner of difficulties, and even thrive.  Many of 

our ancestors living in America at the time of its settlement also 

went months without Holy Communion.  Did their faith falter?  Per-

haps at times, but over time it remained resilient.  Would we expect 

the good Lord to do anything less for us?   

 

Surely not!  This God has raised the dead!  So also will He satisfy 

those who hunger and thirst, and “if we hope for what we do not yet 

have, we wait for it patiently” (Rom 8:25).  Can you imagine our joy 

when we finally receive this Supper again, this sweet Bread of Life?  

Or can you imagine how the Lord will rejoice on the Last Day, when 

He reveals the patience and endurance of faith that He worked in us 

through this and many other sufferings?   

 

The kingdom of God is a wedding feast (Matt. 22:2; Is. 25:6ff).  You 

have come to that feast by faith, and it unfolds not only in Holy 

Communion but also in Baptism, remembrance of Baptism, and the 

Holy Word, preached and read.  So we are not orphaned; Christ is 

near!  And we will look forward, beloved saints, to gathering again, 

at His bidding, around His holy altar.   

 

~ from the pastors of Zion and Bethany Lutheran Churches 
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