
memphis clergy response to covid-19
There is no doubt that COVID-19 has led to real suffering in our community. Our response to this suffering,  
to be sufficient, must be a fully human response. It must connect us to the deepest level of our being. Maya  
Angelou once wrote “Alone, all alone / Nobody, but nobody / can make it out here alone.” Human contact and 
comfort are what we desire. We are always better together, and it is together that we will find healing, that we will 
survive.

As faith leaders of Memphis and West Tennessee, we are certain that the response to this virus and the  
destruction it has rendered requires moral leadership that seeks to do what is right for everyone in our city.  
And so, we write these words united by the common principle of our faiths: “Love your neighbor as yourself.”

Our way forward cannot be driven by solely economic or political desires. The way forward must be person- 
centered, for every life is near to the heart of God. No one is expendable. Therefore, we are committed to work 
together following these principles.

1. We will rely on the medical and scientific community as our primary resource for information. We 
are committed to following their guidance through encouraging widespread testing, practicing physical  
distancing, supporting contact tracing, and quarantining when necessary.

2. We will work collaboratively to responsibly care for those who contract COVID-19. We need each  
other. With guidance from our local leaders, we will engage our congregations in sharing resources and skills 
where we are able. Through feeding ministries, caring for those in isolation, sewing masks, supporting small 
businesses, and myriad other modalities, we will respond together in ways that address the needs of those 
most impacted by this virus.

3. We will collaborate to determine when returning to in-person worship is possible. We are united in  
believing that God grieves with us through this present suffering and although in-person worship is  
central to our faith practices, we will not gather together until it is clearly safe to do so. We will do all we can to  
support one another as we seek to make decisions collectively with faith leaders across the area, while 
discouraging faith communities from making decisions on their own. Keeping in mind the unique needs 
of urban, suburban, and rural congregations, we will follow the knowledge and advice of local health  
professionals and civic leaders to guide when and how we reopen.

4. We will continue to speak up. We recognize our responsibility to amplify the voices of the vulnerable and 
marginalized, those who are most impacted by COVID-19, as it harms bodies and exposes the flaws in our 
social fabric. We will continue to be in conversation with our local government leaders as they discern the way 
forward to ensure that we do what is right for every Memphian and resident across Western Tennessee.

Memphis is a city where matters of faith touch every aspect of our communal life. We do not presume to speak 
for all clergy in the city and surrounding areas, but we hope that our voices reflect the wide and deep fabric of  
Memphis and West Tennessee’s congregational life. Our common belief that God is present in our lives, and that 
God calls us to care for one another, grounds us as we stand firm in our commitment to weather this ordeal 
together with one voice and one hope: we will get through this. We may not see the road ahead as clearly as 
we would like, but we know that God will walk with us if we remain humble and seek to care for each other with 
compassion.

Imam Anwar Arafat 
Islamic Center of Tennessee

Bishop Linwood Dillard  
Citadel of Deliverance COGIC 

Bishop William T. McAlilly
Nashville Episcopal Area, UMC

Rabbi Micah D. Greenstein 
Temple Israel

Scott Morris, MD, MDiv 
Church Health

Bishop Phoebe Roaf
Episcopal Diocese of  West Tennessee

Pastor John Siebeling  
The Life Church

Rev. Deborah B. Smith 
Metro District, UMC

Rev. Rufus Smith  
Hope Church Memphis 

Rev. Dr. Stacy L. Spencer  
New Direction Christian Church 

Rev. Dr. Shane Stanford 
Christ United Methodist Church

Rev. Dr. Gina M. Stewart 
Christ Missionary Baptist Church

Bishop David P. Talley
Catholic Diocese of Memphis

Rev. Dr. J. Lawrence Turner  
Mississippi Boulevard Christian Church
 
Rev. Scott Walters 
Calvary Episcopal Church


