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Congregation B’nai Torah Re-Entry Plan 

 
Our authentic and welcoming community helps our members deepen their relationships with others who share 
their values and with God. We are committed to creating modern and meaningful experiences that are based in 
our rich traditions. We have applied this vision for almost 40 years, and we now must apply it to circumstances 
that our founders never anticipated.  
 
Our synagogue exists to foster Jewish worship, observance, study, tikkun olam (helping others), and Jewish 
community. Even as we have had to suspend physical gatherings, we have discovered opportunities for these 
essential activities to continue in new and creative ways, many of which will be welcome additions even when 
our “normal” activities resume. While we would like to return to in-person gatherings, the fact that we can fulfill 
many aspects of these activities safely through virtual means gives us greater leeway in avoiding unnecessary 
risk. 
 
We know that the possibility of safely gathering again for intergenerational activities and prayer will happen 
slowly. The return to in-person gathering will be purposefully cautious, gradual, and conducted in phases. It is 
also likely that local outbreaks, or incidence(s) of COVID-19 within the B’nai Torah community will require us to 
retreat temporarily to a stricter phase. 
 
 

Guiding Values 

 
1. Pikuach Nefesh - Protecting Human Life. Our Jewish tradition teaches us that the value that supersedes all 

others is pikuach nefesh - protecting human life. We must place the highest priority on the health and 
wellness of all who are a part of our congregational family, whether they be congregants, staff, or visitors, 
sharing special concern for those who are most vulnerable. 
 

2. B’Tzelem Elohim - Inclusion. We have many members of our community who are themselves at higher risk 
for COVID-19, including seniors, people with compromised immune systems, and those with certain 
medical conditions (including, for instance, diabetes, cardiac, or respiratory disease), or who are at risk of 
infecting loved ones who are in one of these categories. Even as we do return to physical gatherings, we 
will not forget or exclude those who are at higher risk. We are also aware that we have members of our 
community for whom technology presents a challenge; we are committed to finding ways for them to 
participate. 
 

3. Manhigut - Thoughtful Leadership. We understand that we have a responsibility to be deliberate, so we 
have brought together medical experts, staff, professionals, and committed lay leaders to make decisions 
taking into account the best data available. We will consult and share best practices with other 
organizations, and we will be confident in the knowledge that what may be right for another organization 
or house of worship may not be the best path for our own community. We have always had a unique 
approach to balancing the demands of our tradition with the desires of our community, and this 
document reflects that balance. 
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4. Kehillah - Community. We are cognizant that our decisions have repercussions beyond our synagogue. A 
single person infected at our congregation may go on to infect many others in the community. Houses of 
worship have been a major vector for the spread of COVID-19.  Many of the types of activities that make 
our gatherings enjoyable (singing, eating, shaking hands, embracing) all propose a risk of contagion. We 
are committed to continuing to think about ways to build and maintain our strong community while 
mitigating risk.  

 
We recognize that all activity involves a balance of risk and reward. Rather than have a blanket policy regarding 
the size and type of gathering, the task force will evaluate in-person activities based on:  
 

a. Time-sensitive/essential nature (for example, lifecycle events that cannot be postponed) 
b. Risk of disease transmission based on factors including number of participants, distance between them, 

and the frequency, duration, and type of activity 
c. Level of risk to participants based on demographics and current knowledge about high risk groups 
d. Availability of effective alternatives 

 

 
About the COVID-19 Task Force 

 
Almost as soon as the COVID-19 crisis began, our congregation convened an informal group which grew into our 
COVID-19 Task Force, which has met formally every 1-2 weeks and consulted via email as needed to address 
time-sensitive issues. The group includes our Rabbis and Executive Director, Board President and Executive Vice 
President, and four experts:  
 

• Dr. Lisa Bernstein, a professor of Internal Medicine who treats COVID-19 patients, is helping lead the re-
opening of the School of Medicine building at Emory.   

• Dr. Howard Cohen, a professor of Infectious Disease with decades of clinical experience.  

• Dr. Mitch Garber, our Ritual Committee Chair, is a physician with a master’s degree in Public Health with 
a second master's degree in Engineering. He is monitoring COVID-19 response for an engineering 
consulting company.   

• Dr. Lisa Koonin, an epidemiologist and Nurse Practitioner, has over 30 years of experience at the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) in national pandemic planning and emergency response, 
including the past 4 months on the CDC’s COVID-19 Response Team.  

 
The Task Force has developed this plan by reviewing scientific data and guidance from the CDC, state, and local 
authorities, as well as best practices developed by national religious organizations. We also considered the 
unique characteristics of our community, religious approach, mission, vision, and values. The members of this 
group have done significant “hands-on” work, including reviewing analyses of outbreaks at other houses of 
worship, researching different types of barriers and masks, and analyzing our physical layout and facilities, 
including HVAC system and restrooms. Our Task Force (minus Dr. Cohen who has completed his term) will 
continue to meet regularly to implement and update them based on the latest scientific evidence, the spread or 
containment of the virus in our area, and revised state or local guidelines. 
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Individual and Communal Responsibility 

 
As individuals, we may have differences of opinion about the seriousness of COVID-19 or what precautions are 
necessary. We do not expect the members of our community to resolve those differences in how we live our 
personal lives, but in order to come together as a congregation, we will need to agree on shared expectations of 
prudent and respectful behavior when we are together. 
 
Throughout all phases, we expect sick persons to exclude themselves from attending synagogue activities 
and services, and all entering the building to be honest about exposures or symptoms and to respect 
policies regarding distancing, face coverings, and traffic flow. These policies will be posted at entrances to 
the facility. 
 
Being responsible also applies to B’nai Torah programs and lifecycle events that take place outside of the 
walls of our synagogue. It should be understood that adherence to these policies is an absolute condition of 
B’nai Torah clergy or staff assisting with such an event. 
 
We expect that all members of our community will be thoughtful partners in these procedures. Those who 
know in advance that they will be unable to do so should participate online. Those who attend in person, but 
are unwilling to follow precautions may:  
 

• be asked to leave 

• not be allowed to participate in future activities 

• be subject to legal consequences 
 
Exposure and Symptoms: Those who have confirmed COVID-19 symptoms or exposure may not enter the 
building or participate in an in-person activity until one of the following occurs:  
 

• fourteen days have passed with no symptoms 

• a reliable test (PCR swab test) taken after the conclusion of symptoms returns a negative result 

• a reliable test taken five days after most recent potential exposure returns a negative result 
 

We expect all members of our community to be honest about their status. 
 
Physical Distancing & Hygiene: Keeping an appropriate distance between members of different households – 
a minimum of six feet depending on the venue and activity – will be built into programs and services. We will 
have handwashing and sanitization stations available and urge congregants to avoid touching surfaces 
unnecessarily. Please follow signage regarding traffic flow and restrooms when at B'nai Torah.  
 
Face Coverings: All B’nai Torah activities will require face coverings, which meet certain criteria. Cloth masks 
or medical masks must cover both the nose and mouth. Vented masks will not be acceptable because they do 
not provide protection to those around the wearer. When possible, B’nai Torah will have additional face 
coverings on hand, but attendees should bring their own. 
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Medical excuses for not wearing a face covering will not be accepted. If someone has respiratory issues which 
prevent them from wearing a cloth face covering, they still present a risk to themselves and others present, 
and B’nai Torah cannot assume the increased risk of their being adversely affected.  We encourage those who 
have a medical condition that prevents them from wearing a face covering to join us virtually. 
   
The only exceptions to the face covering policy will be: 

1. Individuals alone in their enclosed workspaces. 
2. Service leaders who are at increased distance (at least 15 feet) and facing away from other 

participants (with other precautions in place as well).  
3. If we are at a phase where the preschool is open, students under age 5 will not be required to wear 

face coverings if other protocols are deemed sufficient based on state guidelines. 
 

 

4-Phase Plan 
 

Though tempting to identify specific dates at which particular activities will resume, the dynamic nature of the 
COVID-19 virus and its spread makes this virtually impossible.   
 
We have initiated a 4-Phase Plan. Movement between the phases will progress as local conditions change, 
including return to prior phase restrictions if the number of cases in the metro-Atlanta area increases or our 
COVID-19 Task Force sees other reasons for concern. Additional consideration has been and will be paid to 
the policies and procedures adopted by local school systems and city/county ordinances for our B’nai Torah 
Preschool, youth learning programs, and activities. The following procedures will be applicable to all 
synagogue gatherings (both on- and off-site), usage of the facility by synagogue partners, and all who enter 
into a rental agreement with Congregation B’nai Torah.  
 
If you are interested in additional specifics regarding Phases 0-2, please click here. We will release detailed 
information on Phases 3 and 4 as we get closer to implementing them. Information regarding re-entry for 
Preschool, Religious School and lifecycle events will be shared with specific groups when appropriate. 
 

 

 Phase 0 Phase 1* Phase 2 Phase 3 Phase 4 

Building open to congregants --- --- Limited Yes Yes 

Face coverings required Yes Yes Yes Yes Will re-evaluate 

Physical distancing required Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

In-person attendance tracking required --- Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Lifecycle events in person Funerals only Limited Limited Yes Yes 

Number of households allowed at indoor services Rabbi only 1 3-4 8+ 1/3 capacity 

Outdoor activities allowed --- Limited Yes Yes Yes 

Enhanced cleaning procedures implemented Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Pastoral appointments Virtual Virtual Virtual In-person In-person 

Sharing/serving of food allowed --- --- --- --- Limited 

On-campus Preschool learning allowed --- --- Yes Yes Yes 

On-campus Religious School allowed --- --- Limited Hybrid Expanded hybrid 

 
*Please note - We are currently in Phase 1. 

https://images.shulcloud.com/1322/uploads/Documents/AdditionalSpecificsRegardingPhases0-2.pdf

