
March 14, 2020 

Dear Friends, 

One of the hardest decisions I make as a pastor is whether or not to cancel 
worship services.  Sometimes, when snow and ice accumulate and make travel 
difficult or dangerous, the decision is easy.  At other times, all I have to work 
with are Winter Storm Warnings and weather forecasts and I have to make that 
decision before the snow ever arrives.  There is always a chance that I will 
cancel church only to wake up on Sunday morning to clear skies and clear 
roads.  In those situations, I tell myself it’s better to be safe than sorry. 

We are currently in the middle of a similar situation, only it isn’t snow that’s on 
the horizon.  Although the COVID-19 situation is not bad in Iowa at the moment, 
everything suggests that it will get much worse before it gets better.  Iowa 
public health officials are suggesting that we are only just at the beginning of 
this pandemic in our state. 

There is a lot of misinformation on social media and a lot of information to sort 
through, but we do know some things about COVID-19 for certain: 

• It’s easily transmitted.
• The number of cases has been growing exponentially.
• People can have the virus and be contagious long before they have symptoms

or start to feel sick. 
• Although most cases will be mild and most people will recover without

hospitalization, COVID-19 is more deadly than the flu. 

I don’t relate this information to alarm you, but simply to say that the situation 
is serious and the sooner we take action, like suspending worship service and 
practicing social distancing, the more effective those actions are likely to be.  If 
we wait until we start seeing more cases in our area, we will have waited too 
long. 

Gathering for worship is an important part of our faith;  Ekklesia, the Greek 
word that we translate as “church” also means “gathering.”  It is a group of 
people gathered for worship, but it is also used to mean the whole body of 
Christian believers; those who are gathered around Jesus.  That is to say that 
church is much more than you and I on a Sunday morning. 

In his sermon “The Almost Christian” John Wesley makes it clear that, one can 
be very religious and spend a lot of time in the church building participating in 



religious activities without actually being a Christian.  According to Wesley, the 
chief difference between “almost Christian” and “real Christian” is that real 
Christians love God and neighbor wholeheartedly.   Their faith is alive and 1

informs the way they live their lives from day to day, and moment to moment. 

Friends, we are at a crucial moment and how we respond will likely impact 
folks beyond the front doors of our church.  As a church, we have a 
responsibility to care for the most vulnerable among us and I believe our best 
witness as a church, in this moment, is to do whatever we can to limit the risk 
to those who are in the most danger should they contract this disease. 

At the same time, suspending worship doesn’t mean that we stop being the 
church.  Early each week, I will email the worship bulletin and insert and the 
scripture for the week.  On Sunday morning, at 10:30, you can join us online 
at www.facebook.com/manningiaumc and I will share a scripture, prayer, 
and message for the week.  If you can’t be online at 10:30, the video will remain 
available for access later.  You can also join our online community at 
www.faithlife.com/manningumc. 

These links are for Manning UMC’s Facebook page and Faithlife group, but 
they are open to everyone.  United Church of Manilla friends, please do join us 
at 10:30 on Sunday.  This is new territory for all of us, so now more than ever, 
let’s work together and avoid any “us” and “them” thinking.  We are the church 
together;  there are still needs that require our attention and the mission of the 
church is ongoing.  So please, continue to be faithful and practice the means of 
grace that are still available to us: 

• Prayer - Continue to pray for the church, for one another, and for the world
as we contend with this global virus.  Prayer is the practice of being present to
God who is always present with us.  While you pray, be open to the Spirit to
guide your thoughts and actions in the days ahead. 

• Searching the Scripture - this is an old-fashioned sounding term that simply
means reading the Bible to know and do the will of God.  Try to read a 
chapter from the Hebrew Scripture (the Old Testament) and the New 
Testament each day and meditating on what you find there. 

• Fasting - the spiritual discipline of fasting is to forgo food for part of a day.  If
you’ve never fasted before, you might try drinking only water until 
suppertime on one day a week, and spending the time you would sit down to 
eat in prayer and contemplation. 

• And finally, Giving - your offering supports the ministry of the church.  Even
when we don’t meet together in the sanctuary, the work of the church 
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continues.  In a crisis, the work of the church increases and so your financial 
support is crucial.  In Manning, we set up electronic giving to make it easy to 
give your offering either by texting your gift or sending it through a secure 
web link.  I’ll include that information below, but if you aren’t comfortable 
with electronic giving, you can mail it to Manning UMC at 116 Center St., 
Manning, IA 51455, drop it at the church office, or put it in the mail slot 
outside the front door.  For the folks in Manilla, you can mail your offering to 
United Church of Manilla at PO Box 424, Manilla, IA 51454 or contact Barb 
to make arrangements for getting your offering to the church. 

Lastly, please take care of yourselves and one another.  If you need something, 
please reach out.  Although we are keeping our distance through this crisis, no 
one should feel as though they are alone.  Make it a point to reach out to folks 
if you haven’t seen or heard from someone.  If you know of someone in need, 
help if you can or let the church know and we’ll do what we can.  With God’s 
help and guidance, we will come through this together and emerge stronger 
than before. 

Grace and Peace, 

Pastor Joel Sutton 

If you need to contact me, my mobile is 515-472-7100 
or email pastor@manningumc.org. 

Electronic Giving Instruction 
(these are for giving to Manning UMC only) 

To give from a mobile device, simply text the word Give with the amount (e.g. 
Give 100) to (712) 481 2181 and follow the instruction in the reply. 

To give online, go to https://faithlife.com/manningumc/give and follow the 
instructions.  You can also add to the renovation fund by clicking on “Add or 
Change Funds.”  If you have questions, please don’t hesitate to contact Pastor 
Joel at the number or email above. 

https://faithlife.com/manningumc/give



