
COVID-19 and the suspension of Holy Communion 
 

A pastoral letter in response to the impact of 

Novel Coronavirus COVID-19 
 

In recent weeks, I have had numerous conversations with members of our church here in 

Lobethal, and my own pastors’ fraternal, in relation to the Lutheran Church of Australia’s 

(LCA) directive to suspend Holy Communion. It is understandably troubling for many of 

us that we are, at this time, unable to celebrate this precious sacrament. Such concerns have 

provoked thoughtful consideration, conversation, and questions, as to how we might deal 

with what troubles us, both individually and as a community of faith. With this in mind, I 

have written you a letter that seeks to provide some appropriate context in order to inform 

your thinking and to help clarify the current position of the church. It is hoped that you find 

what is written here encouraging and uplifting, and that it serves to allay any frustrations 

and fears, concerns and anxieties, that you might have. God’s blessings to you! 
 

Pastor Joe 

Easter, 2020 
 

In an e-newsletter dated March 24, our National Bishop, John Henderson, gave the LCA a very 

clear and unambiguous directive that the administration of Holy Communion was to be 

temporarily suspended. His directive was in response to the then new measures announced by the 

Prime Minister Scott Morrison aimed at limiting the spread of COVID-19. At the time these 

measures included the closure of churches and other places of worship. 
 

On behalf of the bishops, John wrote, “[We] ask you not to trial any experimental practices in 

your congregation. Communion is not magic. It is the community meal of the church, instituted 

by the Lord of the church, not a private spiritual act. Returning to the altar for the bread and the 

wine, once this is all over, will be a sweet and special moment, a special celebration of God’s 

redeeming grace. While it is central to the regular life of the church, in times of duress our faith 

and salvation do not utterly depend on receiving Communion. God has many ways of feeding us 

with his word and the water of eternal life – let’s explore them and make use of them”. 
 

Since that time, we continue to hunger for what we cannot have. Pastors and their people alike 

have wrestled with the implications of this church directive, and all manner of creative and 

experimental ways of delivering the sacrament have been considered, from “drive-through”, aka 

Macca’s style take-away to online delivery with people at home providing their own flat bread 

and wine.  While other Christian churches outside of the Lutheran family are engaging in such 

practices, (which in the main reflect a different theology of Holy Communion), Lutheran 

churches, (within the LCA),  have in general resisted the temptation to behave in a renegade 

fashion and have largely followed the church-wide directive. At the same time, Lutheran pastors 

recognise that they have the pastoral authority to act with discretion when it comes to the 

administration of the sacrament. While it is not the rule or norm, there may be exceptional 

circumstances that might allow for a pastor in good conscience to provide the holy sacrament. 

However, for the sake of good practice, exceptions do not dictate general practice (see 1 

Corinthians 11; Formula of Concord 7.83-86). 
 

In regard to communion practice, it is worth noting that the College of Bishops (CoB) has given 

thought to online or virtual communion- for want of a better term. However, they have agreed 

that this is not the right time to make such changes in our practice, and so they have requested 

pastors and congregations not to undertake them. 
 



To this effect, on the 15th of April, CoB, with the assistance of the Commission on Theology and 

Inter-Church Relations released a statement titled: Guidance for the LCA/NZ on suspending Holy 

Communion during COVID-19 social restrictions. 
 

This statement, (available on-line), clearly demonstrates empathy for the personal struggle many 

of us have in being denied the precious body and blood of Christ. As such it is written out of love 

and in a deep spirit of humility. The bishops rightly acknowledge that as they go about their 

spiritual task they don’t have all the answers, but they firmly believe that what they say is 

“necessary for now” (emphasis mine).  
 

They are not trying or attempting to provide definitive answers for what might be into the future, 

but they are responding to the present. Given the rapid rate of our changing circumstances that is 

surely all one can expect. So, what does this statement say? Though it is too extensive to 

adequately summarise here, (I encourage you to read it for yourself), a few key points are worth 

noting in terms of the background to the guidance it provides. 

 

In the introduction the writers of the statement talk about the importance to Christians of the 

“physicality of the universe”, Jesus himself, and the body of Christ- his church. When it comes to 

the latter they note, “The sacraments have always taken place in this gathering. Their character is 

not private, but corporate and community based”. They go on to say that, “We pause, then, at the 

thought of removing them from the community gathering and moving them to the private, or 

‘virtual’ domain, even when live-streamed simultaneously to a congregation. What does this 

really mean, and how does it change things? Circumstances have evolved so quickly that we 

haven’t had the time to properly work through these questions”. 
 

A series of more focused points are then made in relation to the above mentioned theme. 
 

 Jesus instituted the sacrament at the last Supper 
 

In the few paragraphs that follow, the writers talk about the importance of two things: the 

physical presence of Jesus, in his flesh and blood, which is central to the institution of the 

Lord’s Supper, and his command to “Do this”. Their concern has to do with certainty in 

regard to the real presence. “We can’t be certain [they say] that online methods of 

communion would not cause us to question Christ’s real presence at the table”. 
 

 The community gathered at the table 
 

Not only is Christ present with us, but we are also present for one another. The Lord’s Supper 

is not a private act, but a communal meal. 
 

 The church ecumenical and eternal 
 

When we commune it is with God’s saints in all time and in eternity. It is therefore 

ecumenical and eternal. As a church, the Lutheran Church of Australia (LCA) should not and 

must not act entirely independently from other churches in the Lutheran family. To date, and 

I quote: “The Lutheran World Federation, and Lutheran churches such as the Evangelical 

Lutheran Church in America, the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod and the North American 

Lutheran Church, have all said that ‘virtual communion’ is not the correct option at this 

time”. 
 

The statement then goes on to outline a few pastoral matters. I share with you a small sample. 
 

 Pastors do not wish to cause confusion, uncertainty or doubt about Holy Communion in 

the minds and hearts of those for whom they care. 
 



 The church and its pastors always aim to make decisions that are faithful to the Scriptures 

and the Confessions of our church. 
 

 Anecdotally, many people sense that the celebration of online Holy Communion lacks 

something important, but they find it hard to put into words. They may not feel it is right, 

and their consciences become troubled. 
 

I have quoted extensively from the afore-mentioned document, Guidance for the LCA/NZ on 

suspending Holy Communion during COVID-19 social restrictions. However, as I said earlier I 

encourage you to read it for yourself, so that you might be better informed and have greater 

clarity in terms of understanding the current position of the church. 
 

I leave you now with the conclusion of this document quoted in its entirety. 
 

This pastoral guidance will not be the final word, but it’s what we are agreed on at this 

juncture. None of us know what the coming months will hold, and that is all we are 

responding to right now.  
 

Certainly, none of the bishops thought they would ever be giving advice like this, but that’s 

how it is. So much has been unexpected recently that keeping up with it all is difficult. This 

is an emergency, and we pray it is temporary. Soon, we hope to resume church life in 

physical worship spaces.  
 

Yes, it is difficult not to be able to receive the Lord’s Supper for a time, but it can be done. 

It is, however, only one aspect of the situation. We encourage you to focus on the blessings 

of which you can be certain. Our spiritual life is anchored in baptism, with its daily 

renewal of life, forgiveness and salvation. Baptism assures us that God is with us and for 

us always. 
 

Praise God we also have the written and spoken Word in many ways, including via video 

and audio technology, all of which provide us with rich opportunities to deepen and 

strengthen our personal and family devotional lives. The pandemic presents us with a 

spiritual challenge, but one that does not put our salvation nor our Christian life at risk. 

God will continue to sustain and feed us, even when we are unable to attend the sacrament 

for a time. 
 

In conclusion, we reiterate that this is not the moment for rapid innovations with one of the 

most sacred practices of our faith. Instead, let’s assure each other of the grace of baptism, 

build one another up through the Service of the Word, and look forward together in joyful 

anticipation to the day we will gather once again to receive the body and blood of our Lord 

Jesus Christ. 
 

Sola Dei Gloria! 

 

 

 

 


