
Church Alongside the Virus. 
As time goes on it seems increasingly likely that the next stage of this 
pandemic is ‘living alongside the virus’. We cannot continue in lockdown 
indefinitely and yet there will, it seems, be a prolonged period of time where 
we must adapt life to mitigate risks venturing out as we need to both 
physically, emotionally and spiritually, whilst doing so in a Covid-Safe way. 
As we adapt to life alongside the virus (indefinitely) we must also consider 
Church Alongside the Virus and find ways to continue in a Covid-Safe 
manner. This document outline one such possibility - ‘Bubble Church’ and 
hopes to answer some for the questions that have arisen as we test out this 
vision. I commend it to you on behalf of the ministers and lay leaders in the 
circuit for your prayer and consideration and invite you to consider how you 
might get involved. If you have further questions - do please get in touch!


Why Bubble Church?

Well, you’ll probably see why we’ve called it Bubble Church as you read on - 
hopefully it communicates a vision of a safe, controlled and risk assessed 
environment in which to meet face to face.


The Problem:


Meeting face to face creates a risk of 
the transmission of the virus (as does 

congregational singing). The larger 
the groups, the greater the risk both 

in our ability to remain socially 
distanced and also in the number of 

people that we are exposed too 
(large gathering are much riskier).

The Opportunity:


Both the early church (seen in Acts) 
and early Methodism began in small, 

intimate groups. Perhaps God is 
inviting us to see this situation as a 
chance to refashion church from the 

bottom up, beginning with small, 
intimate meetings where we can 
develop the kind of support that 
Covid-19 has shown we need.



What is a Bubble? 
A Bubble would be 10-15 people who meet regularly (weekly or fortnightly) in 
one of our church buildings (possibly not your usual church as not all 
buildings will be able to open initially) but not in the home as social 
distancing is very difficult in the average home. As a small group they would 
most likely meet in a hall rather than the main church, though where the 
chairs can easily be moved around (many folk during this time have 
commented on how the electronic forms of face-to-face church have 
allowed them to see each other’s faces and interact intimately with each 
other rather than all facing the same way), the main church may be the best 
place for the bubble.


There is, of course, the opportunity for a Bubble to meet electronically - 
Zoom being the obvious platform - and this can certainly happen for those 
who still feel too vulnerable to meet on the premises. 

What might a Bubble look like?

The easy answer to this is, exactly like the bubble want it to!


Each bubble will differ based on the needs of the group. When it meets will 
depend on their availability but they cannot possibly all meet on a Sunday, 
indeed they could meet any day of the week at any time of the day!


A risk assessment is attached for safely operating in terms of mitigating risk, 
but other than that, they can operate in the way they choose together. Early 
bubble meetings may include discussing how they want to operate and 
indeed groups may chat between them via email or telephone to decide on 
how they will start and they will probably evolve as time goes on.


Who will be in each Bubble/how will they form?

There are a number of options here.


There may be existing groups that have been home groups or class 
meetings that want to form a Bubble and begin to meet again on church 
premises. (If you are a class meeting or home group leader and might be 
interested in creating a bubble, please talk to your minister) There may be a 
group of friends that would like to form a new bubble and simply want to 
approach their minister with their plan to form a bubble and discuss when 
they’d like to meet. There will also be individuals who cannot obviously 
identify a group they’d like to join and can therefore contact their minister 
and ask to join a group facilitated by the minister. The important thing is that 
we ensure that folk do not get excluded in any way but it is envisaged that 
the membership of these groups remains static (perhaps with only small 
necessary changes) to ensure that the Bubble is as Covid-Safe as possible 
and number of folk that people are exposed to is minimised.




What will happen in a bubble? 
In keeping with our desire to take the opportunity to rediscover something of 
the early church or early Methodist it is envisaged that the focus of the 
bubbles will be fellowship, prayer and teaching. The hope is also that 
ministers and supernumerary ministers will also be able to visit a bubble and 
bring a Covid-Safe communion (breaking bread). This might mean that the 
meeting begins with a chance to catch up, share how the week has gone. It 
could move on to open up a passage of scripture and someone from the 
group may unpack some pre-prepared thoughts on it. This is also an 
opportunity to go deeper into what has been unpacked in one of the online 
services (many folk have remarked to me on how good it has been to have 
an online midweek group which goes deeper into what has been opened up 
in the Sunday service). The meeting may conclude with a time of open 
prayer or discussing what folk can pray for, for each other.


Will we be able to have music? 
The short answer is yes, though this will not be congregational singing until 
such time as the guidance allows for this. Background music could be 
played as long as the volume did not encourage folk to raise their voices and 
therefore increase the risk of transmission.


Will masks be needed?

Masks must be warn during these meetings, with the exception of those 
leading the meeting and anyone for whom an exemption applies due to 
health reasons. If you’re not sure if you qualify for an exemption then you 
should consult your GP. 

Will bubbles need to social distance?

As this is a meeting of separate households, strict social distancing must be 
observed at these meetings in order to mitigate the risk.


Will there be any support for bubbles as they operate?

Some bubbles may feel they require more support than others. We still have 
a large group of very capable local preachers and worship leaders whose 
gifts have not been exercised during the lockdown and some of these may 
feel they can join a bubble or visit a bubble to bring teaching. If you are a 
local preacher and feel you could lead a bubble on a regular basis, you could 
approach folk to join ‘your’ bubble or volunteer to your minister to organise a 
bubble (this would be greatly appreciated!)


For all bubbles the ministers are considering tying together the online 
Sunday services with the bubbles which means that what is preached on, on 
the Sunday service, could have accompanying notes for bubbles with 
discussion questions and discussion activities to support a bubble in going 



deeper into what has been opened up on the Sunday. When the bubbles do 
get up and running it is likely that we will try to operate a ‘mixed economy’ or 
‘blended’ church experience whereby there is some online provision and 
some face to face provision. This may mean that the ministers’ online efforts 
are streamlined and the ministers take turns to offer an online service 
allowing them to have greater involvement in the bubbles (possibly breaking 
bread with groups).


In particular we are looking into the possibility of ‘The Methodist Way of Life’ 
being a theme for Autumn which would allow us to both examine the 
fundamentals of church (probably with Biblical reference to the Early Church) 
and examine our Methodist identity and how God may be calling us to shape 
and re-imagine church moving forward. So watch this space!


What about those who cannot attend a Bubble Church, face to face? 
The ministers are committed to a continuation of online and paper-based 
church in the community for as long as it is helpful so we will not be stopping 
the now established forms of lockdown worship just yet! 


Is this what church will be like from now on?

Nobody knows how long restrictions will last and indeed different restrictions 
may come and go - we need to be prepared for the next normal to be a state 
of flux. We hope to be able to have larger gatherings (with congregational 
singing for example) in our not too distant future but only when it’s safe to do 
so. Of course when that time comes we may find that we have discovered 
(or re-discovered) something of small group church that will continue 
alongside larger gatherings in our re-imagined church!


What next?

I attach with these thoughts a set of risk assessments that may interest you 
and hopefully reassure you that we are taking the risks very seriously but 
also believe we can begin to meet in a Covid-Safe way at some point, 
perhaps in September.


If you would like to know more or explore your important part in Bubble 
Church, then do get in touch with your minister and/or have conversations 
with your sisters and brothers in Christ. This may well form a topic of 
conversation in Church Councils and Leadership Teams, as it was at the last 
Circuit Meeting (where there was overwhelming support for the concept).


We commend these ideas to you - please pray. The way forward is 
uncertain but in God there is always a way - for God the impossible is 
possible. Who knows what the future holds, but “best of all, God is with 
us”! 



What about younger families with children?

The latest guidance that I’m aware of suggests that specific provision be 
made for families with young children (social distancing measures are 
particularly difficult to observe with young children!) And so the Southwell 
Methodist Church Families Worker (Katie Hibberts) has been working on a 
plan for something called ‘Picnic Church’. In short this could be indoor or 
outdoor but invites each household to occupy a picnic blanket (which they 
provide) during worship and each blanket is socially distanced from the 
others. Physical and craft based activities can take place in these groups 
with resources provided for each household in their own container. If you 
would like to consider implementing this at your church, we’d be happy to 
assist!




Introducing ‘PICNIC CHURCH’…a new venture as we begin to safely reopen church 

The sessions will take 
place outside in the 
grounds of Sacrista 

Prebend whenever the 
weather allows so layer 

up! We will use the 
church building when 

necessary.
Spend time with other 

families (socially distanced) 
exploring the Bible and 

learning more about God in a 
COVID-SAFE, family friendly 

environment.
Pre-booking will be 

essential.

Bring your own 
picnic rug (but no 

picnic!).Sit in your family groups 
with all the resources you’ll 
need provided in a tray for 

you to access. These will 
not be shared with other 

groups attending & will be 
cleaned between sessions.

www.southwellmethodist.org.uk



 

Covid-19 Bubble Church Risk Assessment N&SMC 

To be used alongside a site risk assessment (localised amendments may need to be made). 
As a trustee of the building, you have a duty of care to protect people from harm. This includes taking reasonable steps to reduce the risk of 
spreading Covid-19 to those who use the building. This is called a risk assessment and it will help you manage risk.  You need to consider:   

• IdenCfying what acCvity or situaCons might cause transmission of the virus. 

• Think about who could be at risk. 

• Decide how likely it is that someone could be exposed. 

• Act to remove the acCvity or situaCon, or if this is not possible, control the risk. 

• How to track incidents in an accident log book in accordance with the Health & Safety  policy for the church/circuit 

Full government guidance can be found here.  This assessment¹ is based on guidance from HSE’s Working Safely during the Covid-19 Outbreak.  

Name of Church Assessment undertaken by

Various Revd. Peter Hibberts (Minister)

Address Various Area of the building assessed 

VariousPostcode Various

Date of IniHal Assessment: Various Assessment Review Date: Autumn 2020

Version 3, updated on 21 May 2020



Hazards/
Risks 
Think about the 
areas where 
contact takes 
place 

Persons 
Affected 
Think of 
anyone who 
might have 
contact

Likelihood Severity
Risk 
RaHng

AddiHonal  Covid-19 Controls – Reducing Risk  

Think of what changes could be made in each scenario to reduce 
the spread of Covid-19 
*If the building is listed, any changes need to be sensi@ve & 
reversible, please contact the Conserva@on Officer for further 
guidance.  

AcHon Plan 
What needs to be done 
and by whom? 

Measured prior to control measures 
being introduced.

Risk of 
transmission 
of virus 
between 
worshippers

All worshippers 3 2 6

Pre-Worship Measures 

CommunicaHon: Where possible bubble members will 
receive noCficaCon of control measure prior to the worship 
experience. Leader should contact any visiCng leader prior to 
the event in order to discuss parCcular requirements such as 
communion. 

VenHlaHon: Doors and windows opened where possible 
(unless temperature or safeguarding makes this unworkable). 

One way system: Signs to be erected prior to meeCng and 
hand gel points set up at entry. 

Furniture: Chairs to be arranged prior to meeCng in line with 
social distancing guidelines, below. 

AV equipment will only be touched by one person who will 
take responsibility for a Covid-19 clean a]erwards.

Ministers to distribute risk 
assessment to all necessary 
parCes. 

Leaders to contact worshippers o 
communicate arrangements 
where possible. 

Leaders (in consolaCon with 
visiCng leaders) will be 
responsible for the setup 
including venClaCon, one-way 
system and furniture. 

Minister to produce signs for use 
around the building to maintain 
social distance if not already 
produced for the site 

AV equipment (if needed) will be 
provided by the leader (or guest 
leader) and only used by them.

¹Contains public sector informa@on published by the Health and Safety Execu@ve and licensed under the Open Government Licence.



Risk of 
transmission 
of virus 
between 
worshippers

All worshippers 3 2 6

Entry 

Entrance to building – socially distanced queue outside 
entrance and use of hand gel on entry. 

Bubble members are asked not to a`end if they are 
experiencing any symptoms fo Covid-19. Right of entry is 
reserved and anyone displaying Covid-19 symptoms will be 
politely refused entry. 

The Leader will keep a record of all a`endees with contact 
details in order to comply with tracing procedures. This will 
stored in line with GDPR regulaCons.

Leaders

Risk of 
transmission 
of virus 
between 
worshippers

All worshippers 3 2 6

During Worship 
Worshippers will be directed to socially distance seaCng by the leader and 
seaCng arrangements must not be altered by the bubble members without 
prior consultaCon with the leader. 

Household groups will be seated at least 2 metres apart. 

CongregaConal singing is not permi`ed. 

Face masks may be used and government guidelines must be followed. 

No refreshments will be offered (worshippers may wish to bring their own 
refreshments which will only be touched by them). 

Use of toilets is discouraged however, toilet will be accessible and bubble 
members are asked to maintain social distancing whilst accessing.

Leader to brief bubble 
members on Covid-
Safe pracCce during 
welcome.

Likelihood     Severity         Risk RaHng 
1 = Low (seldom)     1 = Low (minor cuts/bruises)      1-2 = low priority 
2= Medium (frequently)    2 = Medium (serious injury / incapacitated for > 3 days)   3-4 = medium priority 
3= High (certain or near certain)   3 = High (fatality or number of persons seriously injured)   5-6 = high priority



Risk of 
transmission 
of virus 
between 
worshippers

All worshippers 3 2 6

Departure 
Leader to direct worshippers to exit in a socially distanced 
manner using the one way system. Bubble members are 
asked to exit the building directly and are not permi`ed to 
gather inside following the meeCng.

Leader

Post 
Relevant cleaning to be organised by the Leader in line with 
site risk assessment following any meeCng

Leader

¹Contains public sector informa@on published by the Health and Safety Execu@ve and licensed under the Open Government Licence.



 

Covid-19 Communion Risk Assessment SMC 

To be used alongside site and worship risk assessments (produced in line with ‘Guide for Holy Communion’ 10/7/20). 
As a trustee of the building, you have a duty of care to protect people from harm. This includes taking reasonable steps to reduce the risk of 
spreading Covid-19 to those who use the building. This is called a risk assessment and it will help you manage risk.  You need to consider:   

• IdenCfying what acCvity or situaCons might cause transmission of the virus. 

• Think about who could be at risk. 

• Decide how likely it is that someone could be exposed. 

• Act to remove the acCvity or situaCon, or if this is not possible, control the risk. 

• How to track incidents in an accident log book in accordance with the Health & Safety  policy for the church/circuit 

Full government guidance can be found here.  This assessment¹ is based on guidance from HSE’s Working Safely during the Covid-19 Outbreak.  

Name of Church Assessment undertaken by

Various Revd. Peter Hibberts (Minister)

Address Various Area of the building assessed 

VariousPostcode Various

Date of IniPal Assessment: 24-7-20 Assessment Review Date: Autumn 2020

Version 3, updated on 21 May 2020



Hazards/
Risks 
Think about the 
areas where 
contact takes 
place 

Persons 
Affected 
Think of 
anyone who 
might have 
contact

Likelihood Severity
Risk 
RaPng

AddiPonal  Covid-19 Controls – Reducing Risk  

Think of what changes could be made in each scenario to reduce 
the spread of Covid-19 
*If the building is listed, any changes need to be sensi@ve & 
reversible, please contact the Conserva@on Officer for further 
guidance.  

AcPon Plan 
What needs to be done 
and by whom? 

Risk of 
transmission 
of virus from 
president to 
communicants

Communicants 3 2 6 PreparaPon: Bread and wine will be prepared by the 
president (not communion stewards) to reduce number of 
persons in contact with the elements. They will be placed on 
the communion table under an upturned Tupperware 
container (to prevent contaminaCon) and then covered by 
the usual white cloth. Container will only be removed for 
consecraCon and distribuCon. Communicants will be fully 
instructed on how communion will be administered prior to 
proceeding. Hand saniCsers will be staConed at various 
points along the route with a special staCon on approach to 
communion.

President to ensure 
preparaCon is 
completed as per 
controls.

ConsecraPon: President will used hand saniCser directly prior 
to the handling of the elements. President will wear a face 
mask when within 2 metres of the elements and whilst 
handling the elements, breaking the bread and li]ing the 
wine prior to the prayer of consecraCon. The exact number of 
glasses will be filled directly prior to consecraCon. 

Prayers will take place 2 metres away from the elements 
(facing to the side) whilst elements are uncovered and 
visible. 

President to ensure 
consecraCon is 
completed as per 
controls.

¹Contains public sector informa@on published by the Health and Safety Execu@ve and licensed under the Open Government Licence.



DistribuPon: President to wear a mask during distribuCon. 
The wine glasses will be placed (by the president) on a table 
with six inches between each glass for communicants to take 
their own and no contact will be made, by communicants, 
with the other glasses. Communicants will use hand saniCser 
on approach to the communion area. Communicants will 
bow their heads when receiving the bread which will be 
distributed into the cupped hands of communicants ensuring 
there is no hand to hand contact. (If accidental contact is 
made both will use hand saniCser before further contact with 
elements.)

President to ensure 
distribuCon is 
completed as per 
controls. 

Communicants to 
closely observe 
controls.

Risk of 
transmission 
of virus 
between 
communicants

Communicants 3 2 6 Social distancing: Communicants will observe a one way 
system maintaining two metres distance throughout with 
floor markings to designate the two metre distances on 
approach and retreat. (These will be specifically organised 
with each venue in mind)

President to ensure 
distribuCon is 
completed as per 
controls. 

Communicants to 
closely observe 
controls.

Risk of 
transmission 
of virus from 
communicants 
to president

President 3 2 6 ComplePon: Remaining elements will be reverently disposed 
of by president (not consumed) and all glasses will be placed 
into Tupperware container to be thoroughly saniCsed (with 
container) following the service, before use in subsequent 
services.

Likelihood     Severity         Risk RaPng 
1 = Low (seldom)     1 = Low (minor cuts/bruises)      1-2 = low priority 
2= Medium (frequently)    2 = Medium (serious injury / incapacitated for > 3 days)   3-4 = medium priority 
3= High (certain or near certain)   3 = High (fatality or number of persons seriously injured)   5-6 = high priority


