
Dear Julie, 

  

Thanks for all you’ve been doing to prepare carefully and creatively for services 

at Advent and Christmas. It’s really disappointing (but necessary) that the new 

Omicron variant means that extra precautions need to be taken. 

 

The Church of England issued new guidance yesterday, which can be found 

below. Our own Emergency Planning Group met this morning, and there are a 

few things we want to highlight for your attention. 

  

It has been a joy to visit the deaneries of Milton Keynes, Wendover, Maidstone 

& Windsor and Bradfield over the last four weeks and to see the resilience and 

hope of lay leaders and clergy. People are certainly very tired but also 

energised by the challenge ahead and, I sense, determined to offer the best 

ministry we can in very challenging circumstances.   

 

I’ve begun each visit with a reflection on Genesis 1.1 and the challenge before 

us of leading in chaos. At the beginning of the Bible, Earth is without form and 

void. The Spirit of God is brooding over the face of the waters. To brood is to 

wait patiently, to give loving care in the midst of the fear and tiredness around 

us, to hope and, steadily, to seek to bring order in creation and in the new 

creation in Christ. In Advent, we celebrate light shining in the midst of darkness. 

The darkness will never overcome it. 

  

It’s not clear how the new variant will affect patterns of churchgoing over the 

coming weeks. At the present time, my advice is to go for it and issue warm, 

open invitations to people to come in person and gather for worship for many 

different celebrations of Christmas. 

 

We have learned now how to make our churches as COVID safe as possible. 

Loneliness and isolation lead to illness of a different kind. This does not seem to 

be a season for the Church to step back. But clearly, decisions will need to be 

made locally and personally by everyone and medical advice 

followed. Hopefully those unable to come in person can be welcomed to an 

online service either in your own benefice or elsewhere.  

  

The Bishops and Archdeacons are standing by to offer help and support as 



 

questions arise, and we hold you in our prayers daily. Because of the levels of 

tiredness around, it will be particularly important to plan good time off after 

Christmas. 

  

May you know the peace and love of the Christ child in your home, your church 

and your community in this season. 

  

In Christ, 

 

The Rt Revd Dr Steven Croft, Bishop of Oxford 

Diocesan Emergency Planning Group 

Much of the national guidance for churches (links below) remains the same. 

Churches know what they're doing and are well practised in dealing with 

COVID safely in their local context. 

 

However, we know that the rapidly growing infection rates and (for some) the 

changes to the guidance have raised new questions and concerns, especially where 

parishes are in vacancy. 

 

To assist local decision making we strongly recommend the following: 

• Collaborative decision making 
Whilst decision making lies with the incumbent, wherever it is possible, 
we would encourage a collaborative approach to local decision making.  
  

• Update your risk assessments 
Risk assessments remain important for your duty of care towards all 
and  also your insurance cover. It is a good idea to update your local risk 
management document in all contexts (midweek groups, social outreach 
etc), and please begin to think through graduated responses as the 
situation changes for better or worse in the coming weeks.  
  



 

• Services and hospitality 
Continue with planned on-site services if you are able to do so, and strive 
to offer ways for people to join in online. You may want to review post-
service hospitality arrangements if space is tight and or infection rates 
continue to rapidly rise. 
  

• Mask wearing and singing 
Legislation on mask-wearing is seemingly contradictory in places. It is a 
legal requirement to wear a mask in services, but there is an exemption 
for singing even though singing increases transmission risk. We strongly 
recommend mask-wearing, including sung worship, though, of course, a 
choir or music group may wish to sing without masks.  
  

• Common Cup and The Peace 
Exercise extreme caution around the use of the Common Cup, if your 
parish has returned to using it. Everyone should continue with sharing the 
peace in a socially distanced way. 
  

• Regular testing 
It's a good idea for all clergy, leadership teams and church officers to take 
a lateral flow test ahead of services.  
  

• Local schools 
Do keep your local schools in your prayers. School leadership teams are 
facing an uncertain January with new testing regimes. 

 

 


