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Introduction

The economic impact of COVID-19 is going to be far reaching 
and as I write this guide we are only at the beginning. 

For churches, we have to act in faith to believe 
that God is at work in the midst of our 
challenging circumstances, but we also need to 
be wise with our organisational and governance 
leadership. 

For many of us who have planted churches in the last 15 years, 
we have not had to get through a global crisis. In my business 
context, my career started with Y2K, the first startup company I 
was involved in struggled through the dotcom crash and the 
software company I co-founded started in the twelve months 
before the GFC – suffice to say I’ve been through a few crisis 
points.

In these times creating (if you don’t have) and executing your 
church continuity plan is vital and this post has been written to 
help you with your crisis planning, that you need to act on now 
with your Board. It includes a process to follow, tools to use and 
links to other resources that can help at this time (there are no 
affiliate links or payments for these recommended tools).
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The
Church
Startup

Early action is essential. As leaders we can be optimistic and 
as perennial problem solvers just think this is another 
problem to solve. While your first consideration might be 
how am I getting my services online this weekend (I’ve 
written a four part series to help with this you can access by 
clicking here), there are pressing concerns that you need to 
get to now.

Hopefully this plan will help and if you've got any questions, 
feel free to reach out.

As a framework we are going to use The Church Startup 
Canvas which is a tool we developed a few years ago to help 
planning a church plant. While that may seem unusual to 
think about a startup context, it helps us get back to some 
first principles of the church and the community we support, 
to bring focus at this time. If you’re not familiar with the 
Church Startup you can read more about it here.
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The Plan
Here’s a quick look at the plan before we get into the 
details. We are going to cover 4 key areas:

1. Vision and Community
Coming back to the central lens you base your planning 
on.

2. Finances
Scenario planning that helps you understand the tough 
decisions you need to make.

3. People
How to change the functions people play at this time and 
help if you need to make staff cuts.

4. Church Strategy
Redefining how church looks at this time across gathering, 
equipping and being on mission.
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Decision
Making

Before we get into the plan, let's look at an important point 
around decision making at this time.

If you haven’t spent time getting your governance set up 
properly and haven’t thought about this - make sure you know 
who in the organisation needs to be involved in your decision 
making. The Board, the church leaders, the staff, the 
congregation, your community.

Proverbs 15:22 says "Plans fail for lack of counsel, 
but with many advisers they succeed.”

You don’t want to be isolated in your decision making. 

Strategically seek the collective wisdom of those around you –
however you will have legal and constitutional requirements in 
regards to some of your decisions – so make sure those you 
invite into the process are skilled at understanding this. 
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The 
Church
Continuity
Plan

Follow the next pages on help completing the plan.

Download the plan here.
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Step 1.
Vision &
Community

The foundational elements of your church relate to the 
community of people that God has called you to reach (both in 
the church and outside the church) and the vision that He has 
given you for those people (read more details here)

Before you begin planning and executing your church 
continuity plan it is good to come back to this as a set of first 
principles. We want to be able to look through this lens as we 
make our decisions – people matter most.

“The second is this: Love your neighbour as 
yourself - there is no commandment greater than 
these”. Mark 12:31

As we have to make difficult decisions, our church may need to 
look different, but we don’t want to deconstruct everything 
and lose sight of what we were called to do in the first place.
So the first step is to write these down:

Vision: remember the vision and calling God has given you for 
His church.

Community: remember the people that God has called you to 
care for, to pastor, to lead and to reach in your community.
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Step 2.
Finances

During a crisis there are lots of elements to review that we will 
consider shortly – but the money will influence what we can and 
can’t do. Let's not ignore the elephant in the room.

We need to primarily be concerned that you are able to survive 
the crisis to be there on the other side. Many businesses fail 
during these times because they don’t make the financial 
changes fast enough. The goal is to build the longest financial 
runway you can, to make sure you get through. 

With the potential knock-on effect of significant economic 
downturn, you need to anticipate that your church income will 
be significantly reduced. This will depend on the demographic of 
your people and might take a few months to filter through but 
you need to make the decisions now. Some people who may 
have been faithful givers, may lose their jobs, and end up 
becoming people who actually need financial support. 

I probably don’t need to tell you this, but our economic 
conditions are unprecedented. Global markets have shrunk ~30-
40%, our currency is the lowest it has been in 17 years, our 
interest rates have never been lower and unemployment is 
forecast to reach over 10% by the end of the calendar year. Even if 
self isolation is short lived, the economic recovery and consumer 
confidence is going to take a long time to recover.
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Scenario
Planning

The key to your finances is to run some scenario planning and look 
at what changes you need to make, to still remain solvent.

Solvency relates to the Balance Sheet items – that you have more 
assets than liabilities, but also and more importantly in this scenario 
– that you have the cashflow to pay for your financial requirements 
as and when they are due for the foreseeable future.

So why scenario planning? 

This is about understanding a range of scenarios where your 
income may change and in advance determining what levers you 
can pull to adjust, and the timing of when you need to pull them.

Briefly about scenarios:

• They won’t give all the answers – but will help your leadership team 
ask better questions and be prepared for the unexpected.

• They can create collaborative problem solving, to stop "group think" 
– meaning we just all agree with what the most senior person in the 
room says.

• They may expand your thinking in regards to opportunities or 
uncover an inevitable future. 

I haven’t supplied a template here as most churches will have a 
different budget format you are using – but there are some 
principles you need to follow. 

If you use Xero (this is what we use), Quickbooks or FreeAgent for your 
accounting there is a great tool called Float that pulls in your financial data 
and allows you to build multiple future scenarios and assess the impact).

Image taken from float.com to show scenario overlays.
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Scenario
Planning

A. Base Case: Begin with your documented base case – this should be your 
existing budget and regardless of where you are in the financial year – get a 
version that goes 12 - 24 months out from where you are. 

B. Cash Position: Make sure your forward budget aggregates the moving 
cash at bank position from month to month at the bottom. You need to be 
able to review this to determine the runway you have (ie based on the 
scenarios – when does the money run out)

C. Scenarios: Right now you are mostly interested in a case where your 
expected income is dropping and giving visibility of the decisions you need 
to make. I would consider at least 3 scenarios from the original budget that 
look at income levels at 90%, 70% and 50% (pick your own that make sense 
against your demographic).

D. Cash Buffer Days (Worst Case): You also need to consider the case that 
you received no more income. This is called the cash buffer days. Keep in 
mind the average for small business is 27 days.

E. Decisions: For each of your scenarios understand the choices you need 
to make to allow the organisation to financially survive. This will relate to:
• Income - are there new income opportunities (not sure this is the time 

for us to find these)?
• Concessions - what concessions and cost savings are available?
• Cost Cutting - what cuts needs to be made?

Having completed your scenario planning – in your church continuity plan 
you can document the criteria that needs to occur for the scenario to be 
adopted (e.g average monthly incomes dropped by <15%), the financial 
choices that need to be made, who will action them and when).

This may need to be reviewed on a regular basis, depending on how fast 
the conditions are changing. 

Image taken from https://www.businessinsider.com.au/how-long-companies-can-survive-without-bringing-in-money-2020-3
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Cost
Saving
Ideas

You’ll need your Board involved in brainstorming these ideas that are relevant to your 
situation – but here is a starting list you can consider. 
(By the way if you need to brainstorm online consider using tools like Groupmap or 
Mural)

Building
• If you lease, can you ask for rent relief at this time (more info here).
• If you have a mortgage on the property, can you get mortgage relief (more info 

here).

Utilities 
• Can you get relief on your utility payments – this is state based so check with you 

local state providers.

Software Subscriptions
• Many companies at the moment are offering discounts or free options to support 

during COVID-19 – you can check out a list here. 

People
• Your paid staff are part of the cost reduction consideration – but there is a section 

below for this in its own right.

Missions
• Missions is also an area to review spending in - but have also created as a section 

in its own right.

OPTIONS AROUND FINANCIAL SUPPORT
This is moving very quickly and will have both national and state based support - so 
review according to your context:
• Federal government support check here. 
• For State based support check here.
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Step 3.
People

Let me remind you we are in the business of people. 

There is no greater time that this that we get to demonstrate our values in 
the way we treat people right now.

At this time your team will be looking for leadership and certainty. Now of 
course that is difficult when no one knows what is actually coming next –
but be intentional about your role and your communication – even if to say 
you need to give daily updates as the circumstances around you change. 
Be wise, be realistic, be decisive, but be compassionate. 

Our business continuity plan has two parts when it comes to people –
functions and financials.

PEOPLE - FUNCTIONS
Church will look different in a state of crisis. Functions (what you might call 
jobs, roles or positions) that were previously important (e.g. welcomers) may 
no longer be needed. In this situation we need to consider if those people 
can be redeployed. There may be other functions that we needed less, that 
are now in greater need (e.g. small group leaders).

To adapt to the situation we suggest that you think through your Gather, 
Equip and Mission continuity plan that you will develop (see below). In that 
context, consider each critical function that is required to execute those 
plans. 

In your continuity plan, document the functions that you will need. For each 
function determine who is the assigned leader that has responsibility and 
record any actions you need to implement to establish or maintain the 
function. Once that is done, ensure the non-required functions are 
effectively communicated with and recruit swiftly into the new functions 
that you may require.
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PEOPLE - FINANCES (include in your Financial Scenarios)

Given a lot of your financial costs that may need to be reviewed will revolve around people, it could be 
inevitable that staff costs need to be cut (make sure though you have factored in the financial support 
governments are providing that we have previously talked about).

If you need to cut staff costs then make sure that you:

• Work with your Board through this process.
• Consider the financial support packages to assist employers at this time.
• Ensure that people cost is the last cost to be cut (but not delayed if required)
• Look for an all-in option (see notes below)
• That if you do need to make a role redundant, that you follow the legal obligations as an employer 

(more information here).

THE ALL-IN APPROACH
There will be a time where your team can rebuild, so if it is possible to keep the team together during 
this time you should aim for that. Ideas that can support that include:

• Can paid staff stay employed but reduce their paid working hours/days?
• Can all paid staff accept an across the board 10-20% pay reduction (this cannot be enforced)?
• Are there some people that can afford to take unpaid leave at this time?

If it does come to a situation where you need to let a staff member go – here’s a couple of tips to help 
with that:

• Be gracious.
• Be thankful.
• Have someone else in the room with you.
• Don’t draw it out – be decisive and factual, but compassionate.
• Let the rest of the staff know. 
• Provide appropriate introductions to alternative employers, government assistance and/or support 

agencies. 

People
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Step 4.
Church
Strategy

Now is an appropriate time to reconsider what the most important 
parts of a church are. You are not going to be able to run all your 
programs, events and services like you have previously done and your 
church continuity plan needs to account for this.

I’d propose that if you were to look at the New Testament and try to 
describe the church only using what you were able to learn about 
from the early followers of Jesus – it would revolve around three key 
areas: 

Gather

Equip

Mission

If you want to read more about this you can do so here – but we’ll 
look at each briefly as we complete your continuity plan.

For each part of the strategy it may help if you use a Keep, Stop, Start 
retrospective across each area of your church. 
Read here if you need more information on the Keep, Stop, Start 
model. 
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Gather
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The early disciples gathered regularly which included teaching, fellowship, communion 
and prayer. A key insight into this is found early in Acts:

We can see here that they gathered in the temples and gathered in homes.
They looked after one another and none went in need.

They had :

Fellowship

Communion

Prayer

Teaching

So our continuity plan doesn’t need to work out how we keep doing everything we were 
already doing – it needs to make sure in this new world we are covering these elements.
In the gathering step write down your plan for each of the following (we have included 
an example of how we are doing this):

And they devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and the fellowship, to the 
breaking of bread and the prayers. And awe came upon every soul, and many 
wonders and signs were being done through the apostles. And all who believed 
were together and had all things in common. And they were selling their 
possessions and belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had 
need. And day by day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in their 
homes, they received their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God 
and having favour with all the people. And the Lord added to their number day 
by day those who were being saved. Acts 2:42-47



Gather
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How do you gather everyone together and meet in small groups?
This is the rhythm of the temple and the homes.
We are running live services on the 1st and 3rd Sundays using Church Online Platform 
to assist. We are ensuring everyone is connected to a small group and running online 
meetings on the 2nd and 4th Sundays.

(By the way we use Google Hangouts for this instead of Zoom because it is available for 
free under a Not For Profit program you can read more about here

For Kids, we are getting our kids pastors to do an intro and ending to top and tail 
existing kids church content that is available to download for free online (like these 
examples). 

For Youth, we are getting them together fortnightly on a Google Hangouts meet to 
play some games and have some teaching and prayer over an hour.

How do you care for one another?
Care is facilitated through our small groups and each leader has been given a $1,000 
budget to offer micro grants to those in need).

How will you pray together?
On top of our services we have organised a weekly online prayer meeting where we 
send out a Google Hangouts Code that people can use to join.

How will you have communion?
We are asking families to come to the services with their own elements to use for 
communion and then doing that together online.



Equip
The church needs to gather, but it also needs to equip. 

The first disciples spent about three years with Jesus in 
which he was training them to spread His message when 
He eventually left earth. Jesus taught them, he practically 
demonstrated what He was teaching, then gave the 
disciples opportunities to put their training into action. Read 
Luke 9:1-6 for an example.

Once the early church began, we read that the Apostles 
continued to teach and equip the followers of Jesus to live 
life well and to advance the kingdom. 

So this step is about considering how you will continue to 
teach during this time. 

What is the right forum to use.

Do the teaching topics need to shift to help people deal with 
the crisis we are facing.

We run midweek courses and most will be able to continue 
using Google Hangouts.
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Mission
The final part of our church strategy is mission. Again I won‘t go into the 
details here and assume that we agree our mission is to love other people 
and to tell others about Jesus. 

In the midst of our need to complete this continuity plan let me 
say – this is our time church. People need care and they need 
Jesus. 

We are good at this.

If there was ever a time to get our missions strategy in action – it's now.
For this final part of our plan we need to consider:

What new missions may you need to support (or start) in this time of great 
need? I’d suggest that if you want to add innovative ways to tell people 
about Jesus – starting by meeting a practical need creates a great 
foundation.

What current mission support do you currently give to, that you may need 
to stop at this time for the sake of your financial scenario planning?
This is obviously a hard choice to make but these are the times of hard 
choices and we may need to bunker down and care for those in our church 
to be able to be here for the long term.
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If you are looking for new ideas on how to do this – you can check our 
book Love Love that contains over 200 ways to practically love people 
(note they are not all relevant when social distancing in on).



For More
Information
I really hope this structured way of approaching a crisis helps 
at this difficult time.

If you need any help please feel free to reach out at

www.derekgerrard.com


