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Section I - Executive Summary  

On March 11, 2020 the Novel Coronavirus Disease, COVID-19, was declared a pandemic 
by the  World Health Organization. Two days later, a national emergency was declared in 
the United States  concerning the COVID-19 Outbreak. On March 16, 2020 the Governor of 
New Jersey issued  Executive Order No. 104 that closed schools, universities, curtailed 
operations on non-essential  businesses and implemented aggressive social distancing 
policies by seriously restricting the number  of people allowed to attend indoor and outdoor 
gatherings. All of these measures were enacted in  an effort to mitigate further spread of 
COVID-19. Naturally, Congregation Etz Chaim fully complied  with the governmental 
restrictions and ceased all operations in the building.  

In response to the rapidly spreading virus and a continuing concern over the health and 
safety of its  congregants, Congregation Etz Chaim’s Board of Trustees at a meeting in July 
decided to continue to  keep the building closed for all religious services, religious education, 
meetings, social events and all  other activities until the matter could be re-evaluated in 
November 2020.  

Although New Jersey experienced some of the highest infection and death rates in the 
nation during  the early months of the virus spread, it has recovered fairly well as a result of 
the public’s  cooperation and general compliance with the restrictions imposed by the State. 
In recent months in  our state we have seen a gradual relaxing of the restrictions on 
businesses, schools and social  gatherings, with decisions being based primarily on science, 
on improving statistical performance  and in accordance with recommendations of the major 
public health organizations. Nevertheless,  New Jersey has reported over 200,000 positive 
COVID-19 cases and over 14,000 deaths over the last  six months due to the virus.  

Over the last few months, there has been increasing pressure around the country to reopen 
businesses and schools, with little regard to adherence with the practice of social distancing 
and a  wide ranging list of other health and safety protocols. As a result, we have seen rigid 
“stay-at-home”  restrictions give way to gradual phased re-openings in many parts of the 
country. Some states that  have controlled their gradually phased re-openings are meeting 
with early success. Other states  that have imposed minimal standards and controls have 
seen the virus and death rates in their  regions increase again. Now, with the reopening of 
the school year just happening, there is no  proven track record yet on how safe any level of 
reopening will be.  

The Congregation Etz Chaim Reopening Committee was established on 8/3/20 with an initial 
virtual  meeting. Its mission was to develop planning strategies for how a reopening of 
activities within the  building could eventually be implemented once it is firmly established 
that reopening could be  conducted safely. To be clear, it was not the committee’s charge to 
advocate and then implement a  reopening in the short term. Rather, we were charged with 
helping the temple leadership to be fully  prepared to accommodate an opening, whenever 
that time might eventually occur.  

The committee established a target goal of 10/30/20 to complete a Final Recommendations 
and  Guidelines for Reopening Congregation Etz Chaim report by 10/30 20 so it would be 
available to the  Board of Trustees by their November Board Meeting. The issuance of this 



report to the Board, is in  compliance with that target goal.  
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There is still a great deal that is not known about the COVID-19 virus, which has made the 
planning  and development of useful guidelines somewhat difficult. As of this writing, there is 
still much  speculation about how quickly COVID-19 vaccines will be available and how 
effective they might be.  Therefore, in developing this set of recommendations and 
guidelines, the Reopening Committee has  chosen to follow the widely held opinion of the 
medical infectious disease experts that it could be  six months to a year before a COVID-19 
vaccine could be distributed to the general public on a scale  that might begin to have a 
significant impact on reducing the transmission of this highly contagious  and sometimes 
fatal disease. Even then, there is no guarantee that any vaccine currently being  pursued will 
be highly effective.  

As a result of all these unknowns, the Reopening Committee is not recommending an 
immediate  relaxation of the current restrictions governing the use of the building for temple 
activities. At the  same time, the committee has developed a four phase reopening plan 
whereby only temple  activities that would be easier to implement safely should be 
considered first. In fact, the temple is  already in Phase Two of that reopening process. 
Furthermore, our strategy is based on the premise  that all phases of reopening through 
Phase Four, will need to be accomplished within the social  distancing framework and other 
COVID-19 protection protocols that are currently being advocated  by the medical experts 
and the public health agencies.  

This report not only provides general guidelines for reopening; it also identifies specific 
strategies,  recommends building improvements, lays out sensible protocols and develops 
logistics strategies  that are specific to the needs of our Congregation Etz Chaim community 
and the physical limitations  that are inherent in our relatively small multi-use building. It may 
be a voluminous document, but  to do less would have still placed the burden of creating 
specific and detailed plans on a small  temple leadership group which is already overloaded.  

Deciding on when to reopen temple activities within the building, either partially or fully, is 
a  weighty decision that cannot be made easily. Therefore, this report also makes 
recommendations  to the temple leadership about how those difficult decisions should be 
approached and what the  temple’s priorities should be when considering reopening.  
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Section II - Establishment of Reopening Goals  

Provide a Safe and Healthy Environment  

Above all else, the temple must be dedicated to ensuring the safety and health of all 
congregants, staff  members and visitors to the best of its ability. While that idea has always 
been a core principal at  Congregation Etz Chaim, it took on greater significance with the 
advent of the COVID-19 pandemic  earlier in 2020.  

The decision to close the building was made in order to protect our congregants. Likewise, the 
temple  needs to be certain that all necessary and effective safeguards are in place and that 
they can and will be  maintained before any operations are permitted to resume in the building.  

While physical improvements and effective new protocols must be in place before operations 
resume, it  is temple’s ability to monitor compliance and the congregation’s willingness to obey 
the rules that will  be determine how successful any reopening will be. With that in mind, the 
temple leadership needs to  be prepared to return to a more restrictive stage at the first sign that 
our ability to provide a safe and  healthy environment is being compromised.  

  

Adhere to Jewish Values   

Congregation Etz Chaim is neither a business, nor a restaurant, nor a school. It is a Jewish 
house of  worship dedicated to serving the spiritual and educational needs of its congregants as 
well as the Jewish  community at large. There can be no question that adherence to Jewish 
values needs to play a large  part in any consideration of reopening activities within the building.  

Therefore, a primary goal in that reopening process is to embrace “Pikuach Nefesh”, the 
preservation of  human life, as an essential responsibility. “Saving human life is Judaism’s 



highest mitzvah, superseding  even the commandments concerning the observance of Shabbat. 
According to tradition, it was  permissible to interrupt the ancient Temple sacrifices when 
necessary to save a life. If continuing to  shelter in place will help to save lives, then 
communities should refrain from in-person religious activities  or gatherings.” (1) This important 
goal mandates the temple to provide a safe and healthy environment  for all who come to 
participate in its activities.  

Another important Jewish value that is particularly relevant to Congregation Etz Chaim during 
the  COVID-19 pandemic involves our demographics. Although the temple’s membership is 
multi generational, a significant portion of the congregants are age sixty five and above which 
puts them at  increased risk for severe illness. Some have had serious medical conditions in the 
past or present which  puts them in an even higher risk category. At the same time, many of 
these congregants have been  frequent attendees to the temple’s religious activities and they 
are a vital part of Congregation Etz  Chaim’s spiritual life.  

In accordance with the Jewish principal of “Mipnei seivah takum—‘You shall rise before 
the aged’  (Leviticus 19:32), we must not take actions within our respective communities 
that would either  
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stigmatize or compromise the health and well-being of the elderly and individuals with 
preexisting  conditions who are considered most vulnerable to Covid-19.” (1) Our recognition of 
the higher level  threat that COVID-19 represents to our elderly, to those with medical conditions 
and to our immuno compromised congregants puts even an even greater responsibility on the 
temple to ensure that their  safety and well-being, as well as their status within the temple 
community are thoughtfully factored into  any and all reopening planning and decision making. 
Not only must the temple be made safe and risk  free, but any new COVID-19 related initiatives 
that the temple considers must be carefully constructed  so as not to isolate or discriminate 
against any of this population. Our adherence to Jewish values  makes Mipnei seivah takum an 
important reopening goal.  

Comply with Laws and Recommended Standards   

The temple must remain dedicated to following local, state and federal regulations that govern 
houses  of worship during COVID-19. It is a baseline standard that we must follow. Failure to 
honor that  responsibility will put the temple, its leadership and its members at serious risk.  

In order to ensure that basic level of compliance, the temple needs to be alert to any changes 
in the  laws as well as updated standards and recommendations issued by the medical 
experts and the public  health agencies. Furthermore, we must keep our membership 
regularly informed regarding our  adherence to these laws and standards. Doing so will help 
the temple earn the confidence and trust  necessary to safely initiate any phase of safe 
reopening.  



Continue to Meet the Spiritual and Educational Needs of the Membership   

As of this writing, all religious services, Hebrew school and religious activities, are continuing in 
a virtual  rather than an in-person setting. While some compromises in the level of service and 
the social  environment have had to be accepted by all, the important needs of the congregation 
are currently  being met. Therefore, there should be no feeling that the temple needs to rush to 
reopen, if there is  any sign that doing so will entail added risk to the health and safety of the 
membership and staff. We  have all had to adapt our practices and our expectations, and we 
have done so quite admirably. Some  of what we expected would be temporary, may eventually 
prove to be the “new normal.” Therefore,  while forward thinking plans are being developed to 
accommodate a future reopening of temple  activities, the temple leadership must keep their 
primary focus on continuing to serve the needs of all of  its members under the current set of 
restrictions.  

Maintain Support of the Congregation  

A great deal of uncertainty exists in the lives of many of our congregants as a result of the 
COVID-19  pandemic. The fact that the temple which they rely on has been effectively closed 
for six months only  adds to the anxiety that people may be feeling. The temple’s leaders are 
currently unable to accurately  predict what the immediate future will bring. However, they have 
an obligation to keep the members  
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informed about the overall approach to reopening as well as actions being taken to prepare the 
temple  for when and how that can be done safely.  

The congregation needs to understand that developing a plan for reopening does not imply that 
there is  a need to reopen at any given time. The members also need to be secure in the 
knowledge that they  will be kept fully informed and that they will have a voice in all reopening 
decisions that will need to be  made in the future. In addition, they need to be assured that all 
current actions being taken are focused  on keeping our congregational families safe while at 
the same time meeting their spiritual and  educational needs.  

When people are kept informed, they are far more likely to be understanding and supportive 
of the  temple’s leadership as they attempt to guide the temple through this challenging time. 
Therefore, a  major reopening goal is to maintain that congregational support through clear 
and effective  communications.  

(1) CCAR/URJ GUIDELINES ON VALUES-BASED DECISION MAKING: 
RETURNING TO IN-PERSON  GATHERINGS DURING THE COVID-19 
PANDEMIC - May 12, 2020  
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Section III - How to Decide When it is Safe to Reopen  

Level of Preparedness   

There are many factors that should guide the decision making process on when it is safe to 
resume  operations in the building for only certain activities or for all activities. Throughout 
the nation,  governors, schools and businesses of all kinds have struggled with the question 
of “when is the right  time?”  

Certainly, the topics discussed in the preceding “Section II – Establishment of Reopening 
Goals”, provide  a strong basis for a patient and conservative approach to making critical 
reopening decisions. Many  other temples and Jewish organizations facing the same dilemma 
have developed their own sets of  recommendations to guide their decision making. In 
reviewing all of the work of others as well as our  own congregation’s particular needs, our 
committee strongly recommends a fact based approach that  relies on frank Yes or No answers 
to important questions an d measurable standards that can result in  the establishment of 



definitive benchmarks.  

When any reopening is being considered by the temple leadership, they should first ask 
themselves the  following questions. Most of them deal with the temple’s level of preparedness.  

 Question 1: Are we legally able to open for this particular use?  
o Will reopening be consistent with applicable national, state/provincial, and local orders?  

 Question 2: Is opening for this use consistent with our Jewish values?  
o Are we ready to protect employees and participants who are at higher risk for 

severe  illness or who live with people at higher risk?  

 Question 3: Once open, will we be able to operate safely?  
o Has our facility been fully prepared?  
o Are we promoting healthy hygiene practices?  
o Are we able to clean and disinfect the building regularly?  
o Do we have enough cleaning supplies and PPE to reopen and can we provide 

that to all  participants if needed?  
o Have we accommodated social distancing in a reliable manner?  
o Do we have a plan for limiting attendance, if necessary?  
o Is a regular health screening process in place?  
o Are communications and signage in place to enforce required health and 

safety  procedures?  

 Question 4: Is ongoing monitoring in place to ensure that we maintain a healthy 
environment  once we reopen?  

 Question 5: Is a response plan in place in the event of a confirmed COVID-19 infection?  
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 Question 6: Have we protected the temple and its members from exposure to COVID-19 
related  legal liabilities to the best degree possible?  

 Question 7: Does the membership support this reopening?  

 Question 8: Is this reopening consistent with the best interests of our membership?  

If, after serious consideration, the temple leadership can answer YES to all of the above 
questions, it is  then reasonable to assume that the temple has prepared itself well enough to 
handle that particular  level of occupancy. If the answer to any of the questions is NO, a 
reopening should not occur until any  of the negative conditions have been corrected and 
answers have changed to YES.  



 (Please note that the above questions are presented as examples of the type of serious 
introspection  that the temple leaders should engage in before considering any level of further 
reopening. They are  encouraged to augment this list with other specific items they feel must 
be accomplished prior to  reopening.)  

Use of Data and Science   

Once the leadership is at a place where all of the answers are YES, it does not necessarily 
mean that a  reopening should occur. The building may have been made safe and the new 
COVID-19 safety protocols  may be ready to administer, but that in itself does not mean that 
reopening is a wise move. We still  must follow the science and the data.  

In addition to making the building itself ready to accommodate some level of occupancy, we 
need to  have some familiarity with the data upon which our public health officials are basing 
their decisions with  regards to mitigation of coronavirus in the current phase of statewide 
reopening in New Jersey.  

The following websites contain valuable tools that provide accurate weekly updated information:  

 www.covid19.nj.gov: This site is the COVID-19 Information Hub on the official website 
of the  State of New Jersey. It includes the NJ COVID-19 Dashboard which breaks 
down the cases,  hospitalizations, trends and contact tracing information by county. 
This site also contains a  section entitled “Reopening Information” which is very 
informative and useful.  

 www.state.nj.us/health/cd/statistics/covid: This site is the New Jersey Department of 
Health  website, which posts Weekly Activity Reports based on data from 
Sunday-Saturday, breaking the  state into regions. It ranks each regions level of virus 
activity as low, medium, high or very high.  Metrics used in this report are: case rate (the 
daily new positive cases per 100,000 people) and  the percent positive cases out of all 
tests done. Both are averaged over 7 days.  
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 www.covid-local.org: This site contains a useful graphic, which was developed by 
Georgetown  University in conjunction with others. It provides a Frontline Guide for 
Local Decision Makers  that shows phases of reopening from lockdown to new normal, 
using infection rate, diagnostic  testing, contact tracing, healthcare readiness and 
protecting at-risk populations to define each  phase.  

 https://rt.live/us/NJ: This site entitled “New Jersey Rt Covid Reproduction Rate”,contains 
easy  to interpret graphs that posts daily values for Rate of Transmission (Rt) starting 
on 2/26/20  through to the present.  



The State of New Jersey currently relies upon the Rt (rate of transmission) as an indicator of 
viral  activity. The rate of transmission is a measure of growth of new infections over a recent 
period of time  and can fluctuate from day to day, as seen by the list of states that are taken off 
and put back on our  quarantine list. If the rate of transmission goes above 1, it means that 
every new infection will result in  spread to more than one other person, so the virus is 
spreading. An Rt value of less than one indicates  that the incidence of infection lessening and 
community spread is not occurring at that time. It  generally requires a lag of 7 days from the 
time the data is collected.  

Whether looking at infection rates as a percentage of population or rates of transmission, it is 
important  to evaluate trends over a period of time. Decisions must be based on numbers which 
hold relatively  steady for a period of weeks, not days. A sudden uptick or downturn in the 
number of cases must be  watched over time to determine if a trend is actually developing.  

The temple’s leaders cannot be expected to fully comprehend the intricacies of all the charts 
and graphs  put forward by the governmental agencies and the health experts. However, before 
making important  decisions about any temple reopening, they need to at least understand how 
the COVID-19 disease  transmission rate is currently progressing in our town and in our state, 
since that is an indicator of  infection risk levels that currently exist in the environment in which 
we live. For example, we believe  that it would not be wise to advocate a reopening if the rate of 
transmission significantly exceeds 1,  especially if it is clearly trending upward.  

Ideally, it would be great if there was a numerical value that the temple leaders could use as a 
benchmark to help them to decide if it is safe to open. At the present time that is not possible. 
However, we can and we should use the data to determine if the level of disease progression is 
creating  a favorable or unfavorable climate in which to consider implementing any reopening 
measures.  

Having evaluated the New Jersey Rate of Transmission (Rt) experience as can be seen by the 
graph  provided in Attachment 1, we believe that it is prudent to set a 1.0 Rate of Transmission 
benchmark for  determining whether COVID-19 virus transmission rates are favorable (1.0 and 
below) or unfavorable  (above 1.0). The following data supports that conclusion.  

 On 2/26/20, when virus infections and deaths were soaring, New Jersey posted an Rt of 3.94.  

 On 3/21/20, when Gov. Murphy enacted Executive Order 104, closing or restricting 
businesses  and schools, New Jersey posted an Rt of 1.55.  
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 On 5/3/20, after diligently sheltering in place for over two months, New Jersey posted its 
lowest  Rt value of 0.64.  

 On 6/9/20, when Governor Murphy relaxed the Executive Order 104 shelter in place 
restrictions,  New Jersey posted an Rt of 0.98.  



 On 7/26/20, as summertime came into full swing, New Jersey posted an Rt of 1.0. 
Crossing that  benchmark signaled that infections might be on the rise.  

 As of 9/30/20, New Jersey’s newest transmission rate is posted with an Rt of 1.04.  

The Reopening Committee will continue to seek advice from medical professionals on the 
wisdom of  using a Rate of Transmission benchmark of 1.0 as an indicator of reopening 
climate favorability.  

  

Plans for Reacting to Confirmed Infections   

In addition to deciding when to reopen, Congregation Etz Chaim must also consider if and when 
it is  prudent to close. At a minimum, the Temple needs to have an established protocol that will 
be followed  if there is a report of a positive case or cases in our temple.  

A recent article regarding a particular public school protocol makes the following 
recommendations:  

 If there is one confirmed COVID -19 case in a school, the school can remain open, but 
students  and staff who came into close contact with that person must quarantine for 14 

days.  

 The protocol goes on to describe a number of other infection case scenarios and the 
protocols  associated with each.  

These types of “if … then” guidelines are strictly for a particular school district. While some 
concepts  might be applied to Congregation Etz Chaim, especially once religious services and 
Hebrew school are brought back into the building in a Phase Four scenario, the population of 
Congregation Etz Chaim’s  congregants and students that could attend activities under 
COVID-19 restrictions is exponentially less.  Therefore, the temple’s reaction to experiencing a 
confirmed infection needs to be far more assertive.  

Consider the following statistics.  

 Actual statistics from the NJ-COVID 19 dashboard reveals that between June 2020 
and  September 2020, New Jersey has averaged 400 confirmed COVID-19 infections 
per day. Over  the course of a month, that rate equates to 12,400 infections, which is 
an infection rate of  0.13% per month when measured against New Jersey’s 9.2 
million population.  

 The limited amount of congregants that would be able to attend religious services while 
6 foot  social distancing is in effect is 24 people plus the Rabbi. The limited size of the 

religious school,  if everyone was attending, is 17 children and 4 teachers for a total of 45 
people attending those  functions weekly. One infection detected within that group over the 

course of one month  
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would constitute an infection rate of 2.2% per month when measured against the 
population  attending services and Hebrew school.  

 Therefore, one single infection among that control group at the temple would equate 
to 17  times the average infection rate that New Jersey has experienced over the last 
four months.  

Statistically, the comparison is staggering, but it serves to demonstrate why the Reopening 
Committee  recommends that a ZERO TOLERANCE policy be implemented in the event that a 
COVID--19 infection is  discovered among Hebrew school or religious service participants. The 
proposed structure of such a  policy would be as follows.  

 If NJ issues revised recommendations or Executive Orders that increase reopening 
restrictions  affecting Houses of Worship, Congregation Etz Chaim must immediately 
comply.  

 If one documented COVID-19 infection occurs among congregants or guests attending 
restricted  size religious services, whether or not the infection can be traced to activities 
at Congregation  Etz Chaim, all in-person religious services must be suspended for 14 
days without any additional  documented infections among those groups being reported. 
All virtual religious services would  immediately resume.  

 If one documented COVID-19 infection occurs among school children doing in-person 
learning,  whether or not the infection can be traced to activities at Congregation Etz 
Chaim, all in-person  learning must be suspended for 14 days without any additional 
documented infections among  those groups being reported. All virtual learning would 
immediately resume.  

 Furthermore, in either of the above cases, all other Club and Meeting activities that 
were  previously reopened would also be suspended for 14 days, and Congregation 
Etz Chaim would  revert back to its Phase One occupancy status.  

 During that 14 day time period, a professional deep cleaning of the entire temple 
building must  be conducted.  

COVID -19 infections may also occur among the congregation at large from sources not related 
to  Congregation Etz Chaim. Having this information provided to temple leadership could be 
vitally  important, since an infection within a family has the ability to be spread to other 
congregation members  through activities conducted at the building. However, HIPAA Privacy 
Rules consider this information to  be confidential and members may not be willing to disclose 
infections within their family to  Congregation Etz Chaim. Nevertheless, specific communications 
should be circulated to the  congregation at large, informing them of the need to quickly share 
current knowledge about confirmed  COVID-19 infections within their family with a designated 
individual at Congregation Etz Chaim. The  confidentiality of that information would need to be 
assured.  



Lastly, it is strongly suggested that the temple implement a sign-in register list of all 
members and guests who attend temple activities, along with dates and contact 
information, for potential future  
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contact tracing needs. The mechanics of how this process should be managed has not 
yet been  determined.  



(1) CCAR/URJ GUIDELINES ON VALUES-BASED DECISION MAKING: 
RETURNING TO IN-PERSON  GATHERINGS DURING THE COVID-19 
PANDEMIC - May 12, 2020  
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Section IV - The Phased Reopening Concept  

Overview  

In March 2020 all religious, educational and social activities that normally took place within the 
temple  building were curtailed in response to Governor Murphy’s Executive Order 104. By 
and large, those  temple activities were transferred to virtual media so that most of the 
programmed activities could  continue. At that point, the functions that continued to take place 
within the building were limited to  essential administrative, rabbinic and building maintenance 
matters.  

In accordance with a Board of Trustees decision in July 2020, limited Bar/Bat Mitzvah services 
were  allowed to be conducted in the sanctuary with only immediate family members and the 
Rabbi present.  Congregants and guests were only allowed to participate in the service 
virtually.  

Aside from virtually conducting 2020 High Holiday services from the Bimah, there has been no 
change in  the occupancy status of the building.  

This section of the Reopening Report contains the committee’s recommendations on a phase 
reopening.  It then goes onto make recommendations on protocols and procedures to be 
followed as well as  physical building improvements that need to be made in order to safely and 
effectively accommodate  these various temple activities.  

Four Phase Occupancy Plan  

As part of our initial efforts, the Reopening Committee identified all Congregation Etz Chaim 
activities  that require the use of the building facility. We then examined the particular needs of 
each activity as  well as the impact that the COVID-19 safety preventative measures would 
have on their ability to safely  use the temple facility again.  

It is important to note that our approach was to provide recommendations on how these various 
temple  operations could be safely resumed at some time in the future, given the overall 
assumption that the  current safety protocols and preventative measures, such as social 
distancing, the use of PPE, cleaning  and sanitizing surfaces, etc. would need to remain in 
place. It was not, nor is it our goal to advocate for  an immediate return to normal activities within 
the building.  

It soon became clear that certain normal temple activities, such as limited sized committee 
meetings,  certain club activities and individualized Bar/Bat Mitzvah instruction would be far 
easier to  accommodate than would regular religious services and Hebrew School. Therefore a 
phased approach  to re-occupancy was adopted as the most prudent strategy to plan for and a 
Four Phase Occupancy Plan  was developed. A brief description of each phase is as follows.  

 Building Closure: No building use except for maintenance, cleaning, and security 



check.   Reopen Phase One: Very limited reopening for office and outdoor 

gatherings, if practical.  
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 Reopen Phase Two: Allow limited size B’nai Mitzvah indoor religious services on Shabbat.  

 Reopen Phase Three: Limited programming with mandatory attendance restrictions. All 
current  COVID-19 protocols remain in force.  

 Reopen Phase Four: Expanded programming to the extent it can be logistically 
accommodated.  All current COVID-19 protocols remain in force.  

In truth, the building was never in a full Building Closure stage. The Rabbi and Temple Office 
Manager  were a part time presence in the building which constituted Phase One. With the 
addition of  permissible limited Bar/Bat Mitzvah services, the temple moved into Phase Two. 
However, many of the  families have opted for virtual Bar/Bat Mitzvah services. Therefore, with 
respect to COVID-19  protections, the temple must be prepared at all times to function at a 
Phase Two occupancy level, but  the time actually spent at that stage is minimal.  

Please note that Phase Four is not a resumption of the full range of in-person activities in the 
manner  that Congregation Etz Chaim provided prior to COVID-19. Phase Four assumes that 
the temple resumes  in-person activities in all areas, but that they are resumed without any 
relaxation in the current  requirements for social distancing, masking, cleaning and sanitizing 
and other COVID protocols and  procedures that were initiated. Therefore, the temple’s ability to 
accommodate all activities in the way  things were previously done will be compromised. In 
essence, it will be a return to the “New Normal”,  not the “Old Normal”. Phase Five would occur 
when all of the virus threats have disappeared and all of  the COVID-19 enhanced safety 
protocols are no longer required. There is no need for Phase Five to be a  part of this report.  

In an effort to establish which temple activities had the higher priorities for reopening as 
measured  against which activities were deemed to be more difficult to accommodate, the 
committee prepared a  matrix. A copy is included in Attachment 2. It is presented in two data 
sorts. The data sort on page 1  prioritizes those temple functions, such as religious services, 
ritual functions and Hebrew school, as  being the most essential, and therefore the highest 
priority. Unfortunately, the most important  activities prove to be those that are the hardest to 
accommodate safely. The data sort on page 2 takes  the priorities into account, compares it to 
the degree of difficulty estimates, and comes up with an  optimum Probable Phase assignment 
for each activity.  

An interesting thing to look for in this chart are the temple activities that might be the most likely 
candidates for consideration in Phase Three if all safety protections are in place; if all protocols 
are being  followed; if there are no confirmed infections and if the data shows a Rate of 
Transmission that is below  1.0 and heading downward. Surely, activities with a Low degree of 



difficulty such as Board and  Committee meetings, could more readily move back to the building 
in Phase Three if the participants  were willing. It also might be feasible to consider that an 
important Priority 2 activity like Gesher  L’Kesher which has a Medium degree of difficulty rating 
might be able to resume meetings in the  building while all of the other temple activities are still 
being handled remotely.  
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There certainly are varying degrees of risks associated with moving any activity back into the 
temple  building before the COVID-19 virus is totally eradicated. However, on the practical side, 
there is a point  in time where the need to inject a greater degree life back into the facility will 
become essential for  Congregation Etz Chaim’s long term survival. It is a problem that all 
houses of worship, private schools  and businesses are facing at this time and our leadership 
needs to be cognizant of that need.  

The strategy of breaking reopening into phases provides the temple with maximum 
flexibility for  managing the reopening process. It is a logical approach that many other 
Temples and Jewish  organizations are also considering.  

Religious Services and Ritual Activities  

The impact over the loss of in-person religious services has been felt by a number of our 
congregants as  well as our Rabbi. It also has disappointed a number of families that have 
looked forward to sharing  meaningful religious life cycle events at the temple with friends and 
family. Perhaps, nowhere was the  impact greater than during the recent 2020 High Holiday 
services, even though a masterful job was done  by our Rabbi and Cantor, our two amazing IT 
experts and our President in bringing the congregation  much needed virtual services. However, 
preserving the health and safety of our temple family is the  most important priority and 
reopening the temple for regular religious services at this stage of the  COVID-19 pandemic is 
just not realistic.  

Nevertheless, it is the committee’s mission to develop concrete plans for enabling services and 
ritual  events to be conducted safely when it is finally determined it is time to resume them. 
Listed below are  some important strategies that will help to resume those activities safely. 
Undoubtedly, more will be  developed over time.  

  

 Sanctuary Seating  
It is anticipated that resumption of religious services within the temple building would be 
permitted only during Phase Four. In the event that six-foot social distancing remains as 
a  universally recommended safe practice, the temple would need to limit participation at 
services.  That process is discussed elsewhere in this Temple Reopening 
Recommendations report.  



Attachment 3 contains a proposed 24 chair layout that could be implemented within the 
1,860  SF front sanctuary area which is separated from the rear classroom area by a 
folding partition.  Markers designating proper chair locations would be taped to the floor. 
Up to 6 more chairs  could potentially be placed on either side of the Bimah to 
accommodate larger common family  member groups. However, those spaces would be 
considered overflow and chairs would not be  regularly set up to accommodate that use. 
Common family members wanting to sit together in  that area would need to set up and 
remove those added chairs as needed.  

Folding chairs would be used exclusively in the sanctuary for religious services in order 
to  facilitate frequent cleaning and sanitizing as well as ease in furniture moving. Once 
it is reliably  
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established by regulatory agencies that sanitizing of seats are no longer required to 
prevent  virus transmission, the temple would be free to consider the re-use of the 
existing upholstered  chairs. It is believed that there is a sufficient quantity of folding 
chairs to accommodate all other  temple functions while 36 are allotted for religious 
services. However, a count should be  conducted before completion of this report to 
ensure there will be no need to purchase  additional folding chairs.  

It is understood that families living in the same household would not have to socially 
distance  and thus they would be free to move chairs closer to their family group as long 
as they didn’t  compromise the safe seating distances required by others. However, 
those congregants that do  move any chairs would be expected to return them to their 
proper location at the conclusion of  the service.  

The 125 upholstered chairs would be stacked and stored in one of the rear classroom 
areas that  is not being used. The chairs can safely stack 5 chairs high and so 25 stacks 
of upholstered chairs  would be required. An area of approximately 250 SF would be 
required to stack the upholstered  chairs.  

 Phase Two Restrictions on Bar/Bat Mitzvah Attendance  

The building is to remain closed for all services, meetings and learning until further 
notice. The  only exception that has been made is for Bar/Bat Mitzvah services with 
prior approval of the  Rabbi.  

Attendance at these Services are to be limited to the Rabbi, the student, family members 
of the  student’s immediate household and the students two sets of grandparents. No 
other  individuals, including extended family members or guests of the student will be 
permitted in the  building for any reason.  



 Phase Four Shabbat Service Sign-up Process  

As a result of the reduction in available seating, all religious services in the sanctuary 
will be  limited to 24 people plus clergy. In order to control that process, a Shabbat sign 
up process will  be utilized. It will be administered electronically through the 
Congregation Etz Chaim Website.  

Sign-ups will open each week on Thursday morning for Friday & Saturday Shabbat 
services.  Sign-ups will be limited to the first 24 members who sign up for in-person 
services each week.  All service attendance will still be available virtually through Zoom 
to anyone who was unable to  secure a sign-up.  

The electronic sign-ups will include a COVID-19 Screening Questionnaire that must be 
filled out  and submitted by every member requesting to attend the service. An 
in-progress version of that  questionnaire is included as Attachment 4.  
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A member of the Ritual Committee will be assigned the responsibility to oversee the 
Questionnaire responses for tell-tale signs of potential health risks. They will work with 
the  temple’s IT people to install a software feature that will red flag potential 
disqualifying  responses. A history of attendance requests will also be retained in the 
event that an infection  appears and contact tracing needs to be implemented.  

The committee recommends that pre-admission temperature checks not be required 
due to  implementation concerns and potential temple liabilities. However, attending 
congregants will  be encouraged to self-check their own temperatures prior to coming to 
the building. It should  be noted that a few committee members saw value in 
implementing this procedure and  suggested the recommendation be reconsidered.  

The entire Shabbat Service Sign-up Process will be coordinated by the Ritual Committee.  

 Additional Restriction Banning Non-Family Congregants at B’nei Mitzvah Services, 
Currently  Under Consideration  

Since all services are available over Zoom, the sanctuary is closed to everyone with very 
few  exceptions. Once the building restores limited in-person services, any Bar or Bat 
Mitzvah service  will remain open to the immediate family and invited guests of the Bar 
or Bat Mitzvah only. The  family and guests will still be limited to a maximum of 24 
people plus the Rabbi and/or Cantor.  On that week, there will not be an electronic 
sign-up for Shabbat services.  

 Handling of Religious Articles and Ceremonial Activities During Services  



o Accessibility of Siddurs- Books will be split into two groups. The sanctuary book 
rack has  a front and a back which will be marked for Friday and Saturday. Books 
will be safe to  use after a week of sitting untouched.  

o Tallitot - Tallit are only worn for Torah Reading on Saturday. They are not used at 
Friday  night services. Therefore, tallit will remain untouched during the week and 
they will be  considered to be decontaminated and ready for use the next 
Saturday.  

o Shared use of a Yad – For ceremonial acts involving the Torah, each person 
reading from  the Torah should have their own Yad. The synagogue will supply 
each Bar and Bat  Mitzvah with their own Yad prior to the service.  

o Torah – At present, only the Rabbi is permitted to hold or carry the Torah. There 
should  be no more kissing of the Torah and no more expanded carrying or 
dancing with the  Torah until all COVID-19 precautions are lifted.  

o Wine and challah blessing ceremony – Use of food or beverages are not allowed 
inside  the building until all COVID-19 precautions are lifted. The Rabbi will bless 

the Challah  
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ceremonially on the bimah after each service and then each person will be 
encouraged  to go home to have their own Challah and Wine.  

o The Torah table and the lecterns should be covered with clear plastic to 
facilitate  sanitizing the surfaces before and after their use.  

Religious Education   

The entire religious school program consists of twenty four students and four teachers. A 
breakdown of  the student population is shown below.  

BREAKDOWN OF STUDENTS AND CLASSES MATRIX  

Grade # of Students Instructors  
K-2 2 (another student  may 
rejoin when  

Zoom is over)   
Marsha Kaufman  

3 3 Laura Steinberg (Bible) Orit Wallner (Hebrew)   
4 2 Laura Steinberg (Bible) Orit Wallner (Hebrew)   
5 5 Irwin Hahn (Bible) Yaffa Wallner (Hebrew)   



6 2 Irwin Hahn (Bible) Yaffa Wallner (Hebrew)   
Bar/Bat Mitzvah  Classes   
3 Rabbi Ben Levy Total: 17  

Geshar L’ Kesher 
(Tuesdays)   

7  
Starting in October   

Rabbi Ben Levy  

Hebrew school is conducted once a week. It takes place on Wednesdays. Bar/Bat Mitzvah 
classes are  scheduled for the same day and time as regular Hebrew school. Therefore, the 
effective student  population on the day that Hebrew School takes place is seventeen students 
and five teachers, including  Rabbi Levy, spread across six separate grades.  

Geshar L’Kesher, which is Hebrew High School, is conducted on Tuesdays and doesn’t 
interfere with  Hebrew School.  

In normal times, the temple was a busy and crowded place on Hebrew school days and all 
classrooms as  well as other areas were in simultaneous operation. However, the requirements 
for social distancing  
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during schooling puts tremendous space and logistics pressures on an already small 
classroom  environment.  

In order to analyze the options, the committee put together the following analysis. 

……………………………………………………Beginning of Logistical Analysis 

……………………………………………..  LOGISTICAL ANALYSIS OF THE ABILITY TO 

ACCOMMODATE SOCIAL DISTANCING FOR HEBREW SCHOOL  BASIC APPROACH   

Assumptions  

 The “Breakdown of Students and Classes Matrix” formed the basis of the analysis.  

 Classroom learning generally is done with tables and chairs set up in a roundtable 
fashion where  everyone can face each other. That is not the most efficient layout when 
space is at a premium.  

 Gesher L’Kesher will also be meeting on Wednesdays at the same time as regular 
Hebrew School.  Therefore, there are six separate classes that need to meet in one day, at 

the same time.  

 With the decision to use plastic folding chairs only for religious services, the temple 
needs to find  approximately 250 SF of space in which to store 25 stacks of  upholstered 



chairs piled 5 chairs  high. Classroom #3 would be the ideal spot to store the 
upholstered chairs. However, doing so  would take that classroom out of circulation.  

Matching Student Counts with Classroom Capacities  

In order to determine how social distancing space requirements would work with the 
existing room  sizes, I prepared a 1/8” scale floor plan of the entire Sanctuary / Classroom 
portion of the building  (see Attachment 5). I then used that floor plan as a background on 
which I placed paper cut-outs of  tables. The following conclusions are based on numerous 
attempts to place furniture layouts of  various arrangements in all of the available classroom 
spaces. The conclusions I reached are as  follows.  

 Grades K-2, 3, 4 & 6 as well as Bar/Bat Mitzvah Class, which have two or three students, 
become  a maximum of four people including the teacher. Those small size grades can 
be made to work  safely with social distancing in a variety of layouts in Classrooms #1 
thru #4.  

 Grade 5, which has five students, becomes six people including the teacher. That many 
people  cannot be safely accommodated in Classrooms #1 and #2. Classrooms #3 and 
#4 can  conceivably accommodate six foot spacing, but just barely. Furthermore, the 
tables and chairs  would need to be placed in rows, mostly facing in one direction. The 
layouts in both rooms are  tight and a single student could not enter or leave a full 
classroom without violating the six foot  spacing between other members of the class. In 
addition, the only layout I could make work  tends to interfere with easy access to get out 
of the emergency egress door or the interior egress  
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door, which is a dangerous situation. Therefore, I have determined that the Grade 5 
cannot be  accommodated in Classrooms #3 or #4 as well.  

 Grade 5 can be made to work in the Multi-Purpose Room which is 70% larger than either 
Classrooms #3 or #4. However, there is a large downside to Grade 5 using the 
Multi-Purpose  Room. Students in any of the Classrooms #1 thru #4 must walk through 
the Multi-Purpose Room  in order to get to the restrooms. If everyone is attending 
classes at the same time, anyone that  needs to walk through the Multi-Purpose Room to 
get to the restrooms or to exit the building,  will invariably come in close contact with at 
least three or four of the 5th grade students, albeit  for a short time.  

 The Multi-Purpose Room is essentially a central hub because all four of the classrooms 
empty out  into that space. Ideally, the Multi-Purpose Room should be left unoccupied 
during classes, so  that anyone leaving the surrounding classrooms has a clear shot to 
and from the Lobby without  coming close to other people. Unfortunately, with six 
separate classes attending during the  same Wednesday time period, there is not 
enough separate areas in the building to  accommodate that arrangement.  



 Gesher L’Kesher, which meets on Tuesdays, is the largest class, consisting of 7 students 
plus  Rabbi Levy. Therefore their space needs to accommodate 8 people with social 
distancing which  is a tall order. Classrooms #1 thru #4 are definitely too small. I was 
also unable to arrive at a  suitable layout that would safely accommodate that group in 
the Multi-Purpose Room. The only  space that could conceivably accommodate Gesher 
L’Kesher is the 589 SF sanctuary seating area  that already would have 24 chairs 
spaced out at six foot spacing, all facing the Bimah. The class  could easily use a portion 
of that space for their class, however there could be no use of tables.  They could either 
keep the seating arrangement as it is, or alter the arrangement as long as their  class 
restored the seating set-up back to the Shabbat service layout afterwards. Since, the 
class  would be in the wide open sanctuary area, any other simultaneous activity in the 
building, would  have the potential to interfere with the Gesher L’Kesher class, so 
meeting in the sanctuary had  drawbacks.  

 The only qualifying classroom area for Gesher L’Kesher to meet would be in the area                
created by removing the folding partition between Classrooms #1 and #2. The resultant             
500 SF area that is created can safely accommodate 8 people. An added advantage is               
that double classroom setup used by Gesher L’Kesher could be left in place and then               
used by Grade 5. Doing so would then  
free up the Multi-Purpose Room to act as a hub as described above.  

 Given the restrictions above, if all five grades plus Bar/Bat Mitzvah class had to meet on 
the  same day and time, the only feasible room assignment arrangement would be as 
follows. (Note:  The classroom assignments for Grades K-2, 3 and 4 are 
interchangeable.)  

o K-2 (2 or 3 students + teacher): Use a small area in the Sanctuary to the right 
of the  Bimah.  
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o Grade 3 (3 students + teacher): Classroom # 4  

o Grade 4 (2 students + teacher): Classroom # 3  

o Grade 5 (5 students + teacher): Combined Classrooms #1 and #2.  

o Grade 6 (2 + teacher): Use a small corner of the Multi-Purpose Room. A pathway 
that  routs around the three person learning area could be designated on the 
floor for people  in Classrooms #1 thru #4 that need to come and go from their 
classrooms. (compromise  arrangement at best; better to leave the 
Multi-Purpose Room unoccupied)  

o Bar/Bat Mitzvah Class: Use an opposite corner of the sanctuary which could be 
physically  cordoned off with four foot high temporary barriers. However, there 



would be no  privacy and there would be visual and sound interference from the 
K-2 class meeting on  the other side of the sanctuary.  

o Gesher L’Kesher (Tuesdays): Since they meet on a different day, they could either 
meet in  the sanctuary as described above. They could also meet in the 
expanded area created  with the joining of Classrooms #1 & #2  

o In this scenario, a 250 SF space would have to be found someplace in the 
sanctuary for  storage of the upholstered chairs. It would not be easy to find a 
suitable space, given  the need to use the sanctuary for K-2 and Bar/Bat Mitzvah 
classes. The other alternative  would be to place the upholstered chairs in an 
offsite temporary storage rental location  at a cost of approximately $300/month.  

The above arrangement physically squeezes the kids safely into the spaces. However, 
the kids  will likely not be consistent in observing social distancing and I expect that a 
number of violations  of the 6 foot guideline will occur every day.  

In addition, it will be a fairly busy atmosphere with 25 people (i.e. 17 students, 4 
teachers and  the Rabbi) in the building at one time. That “business as usual” 
environment may not feel  comfortable to some concerned parents and objections are 
likely to arise.  

Lastly, exiting the building will need to be supervised. Since the Lobby can safely 
accommodate a  maximum of 4 people at a time, there will need to be an adult 
supervising the entry of children  coming into the building. The same supervision would 
be needed for exiting as classes would  need to be emptied one at a time. Exiting the 
building may be facilitated by utilizing the  emergency egress doors in those classrooms 
that exit to the outside.  

Base Plan: This arrangement involves a number of logistical and learning 
environment  compromises and may result in an unacceptable level of social 
distancing violations. It will  also create a storage problem for the upholstered chairs.  
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ALTERNATE APPROACH   

In order to more accurately evaluate alternative Hebrew school classroom layouts, I 
prepared  another floor plan drawn to a larger 3/16” = 1’-0” scale on which I portrayed 
optimum seating  arrangements. This drawing labeled “ALTERNATE APPROACH – 
SPLIT SESSIONS” is included  herein as Attachment 6. On this plan, the partition 
between Classrooms #1 and #2 is opened up  to create a larger room that will 
accommodate Gesher L’Kesher, our largest class.  

Looking at the furniture layouts, it can be clearly seen that the 3 student arrangement in 
Classroom #4 works fine, but that there would be no way to be able to safely make that 



room  work for Grade 5 which has 5 students and one teacher. It is also clear that the 
Multi-Purpose  Room could be made to accommodate the 5th but that foot traffic coming 
to and from the other  classrooms would create social distancing violations each time the 
Multi-purpose Room is  crossed by a student or teacher. Keeping the Multi-Purpose 
Room unoccupied during Hebrew  School enhances the overall safety of the student and 
teacher traffic pattern back and forth from  classrooms to Lobby.  

Without paying attention to any possible specific personnel restrictions of which I am not 
aware,  the following arrangement looks to be feasible.  

 Odd Weeks:  
o K-2 (2 or 3 students + teacher): A permanent tables and chairs set-up in the 

sanctuary in  the memorial board area.  

o Grade 3 (3 students + teacher): Virtual  

o Grade 4 (2 students + teacher): Classroom # 4  

o Grade 5 (5 students + teacher): Virtual  

o Grade 6 (2 + teacher): Virtual  

o Bar/Bat Mitzvah Class: Classroom #1 + #2  

o Gesher L’Kesher (Tuesdays): This class would meet in the 500 SF area created by 
removing the folding partition between Classrooms #1 and #2. (safely 
accommodates 8  people)  

o The Multi-Purpose Room would remain as an unoccupied hub for people 
coming and  going from the larger Classroom 1-2 and Classroom #4.  

o Upholstered chairs would be permanently stored in Classroom #3.  

 Even Weeks:  
o K-2 (2 or 3 students + teacher): Virtual  
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o Grade 3 (3 students + teacher): Classroom # 4  

o Grade 4 (2 students + teacher): Virtual  

o Grade 5 (5 students + teacher): This class would meet in the 500 SF area created 
by  removing the folding partition between Classrooms #1 and #2. (safely 
accommodates 8  people)  



o Grade 6 (2 + teacher): A permanent tables and chairs set-up in the sanctuary 
in the  memorial board area.  

o Bar/Bat Mitzvah Class: Virtual  

o Gesher L’Kesher (Tuesdays): This class would meet in the 500 SF area created by 
removing the folding partition between Classrooms #1 and #2. (safely 
accommodates 8  people)  

o The Multi-Purpose Room would remain as an unoccupied hub for people 
coming and  going from the larger Classroom 1-2 and Classroom #4.  

o Upholstered chairs would be permanently stored in Classroom #3.  

The benefits of this Alternate Plan based on the split session concept are 

listed below.   The Multi-Purpose Room always remains an unoccupied hub.  

 The upholstered chair storage is out of the way and out of sight, although access 
to the  closet and refrigerator in Classroom #3 would need to be worked out.  

 The larger sized Grade 5 and Gesher L’Kesher are more easily accommodated in a 
safe space  that does not conflict with other classes or other activities in the building.  

 It eliminates the need to use the 24 seat religious services set-up for Gesher 
L’Kesher. That  gives them back the use of a round table set-up and avoids any 
possible disruption by people  coming into the sanctuary.  

 Some adjustments to teacher class assignments may be necessary to 
accommodate the  virtual learning vs. in-person learning session scheduling, but 
it is assumed that could be  worked out.  
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Alternate Plan: This arrangement, with a split session approach, is a more workable 
option  that optimizes student safety and provides a better learning environment while 
COVID-19  social distancing restrictions are in effect.  

…………………..…………………End of Logistical Analysis 
………………………………………………………………….  



Conclusions from the Logistical Analysis  

Although the 17 student count for Hebrew School may seem like an easy number to 
accommodate in  the building, the imposition of social distancing has a major impact on the 
ability to use the classroom  spaces effectively as the various layouts have shown.  

The suggestion to go to a combination of in-person and virtual learning may seem drastic. 
However, the  concept is much in line with what many public school systems, including Monroe 
Township, are doing  with their various hybrid approaches to restarting school. Whether their 
reasons are lack of physical  space or lack of available teachers, the gradual approach that 
many schools are taking is a way for them  to ease back into in-person learning slowly while at 
the same time keeping the risk of risk disease  transmission to a minimum.  

This exercise is not intended to dictate what specific layouts and schedules Congregation Etz 
Chaim  must adopt. It is simply an attempt to show the nature of the restrictions to full-time 
schooling given  the physical limitations of our building. We have operated on a basic 
understanding of the Hebrew  school operations and it is very likely that there are other 
complications that we haven’t even  considered. Nevertheless, this is the kind of real planning 
work that will need to be done and the  Education Committee is encouraged to examine these 
two plans and come up with others that may be  more suitable.  

Classroom Sanitizing Requirements  

The best way to protect students from disease transmission is to clean and sanitize classroom 
areas  shortly before classes start. Given the current scheduling, Hebrew School and Bar 
Mitzvah class will  always be meeting on Wednesdays. Gesher l’Kesher, who will only use one 
classroom, will always be  meeting on Tuesdays. If all classrooms were to be thoroughly 
cleaned and sanitized on Tuesday  mornings; and if no organized activities other than religious 
education is allowed in the classroom areas,  they should remain in a clean and sanitized 
condition for the start of Hebrew school on Wednesday  afternoons.  

The sole exception would be the classroom and restrooms that were utilized by Gesher l’Kesher 
which  would have to be made clean again. That could be accomplished in three different ways. 
The single  classroom could be professionally sanitized once again at an increased cost for a 
comeback service. OR,  the single classroom could be sanitized by the temple cleaning staff at 
a much lesser cost. OR, the  Gesher l’Kesher students would be required to wipe down the 
tables and chairs with a suitable  disinfectant at the conclusion of class at no cost. Disinfecting 
the eight tables and eight chairs in the  
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room is not a difficult or time consuming task for seven students to do. However, that third 
option  would be considered viable only if it is deemed at the time that the students are mature 
enough to  handle that responsibility under the supervision of the Rabbi. In either case, the 



temple would need to  arrange for an additional restroom sanitizing.  

Masking and Hand Washing  

The temple policies for masking and handwashing must be strictly enforced with very little 
latitude for  error. Disposable masks should be made available for students that need them. In 
addition, portable  hand sanitizing stations should be placed at the exit door to each 
classroom. Students entering the  classrooms, whether at the start of school or returning from 
a restroom break, will be required to  sanitize their hands. Teachers should be responsible to 
confirm that it is being done. Students that  violate the rules must be told to leave the 
classroom and remain in a holding area until a responsible  adult can take them home.  

Staggered Entries and Exits  

Entering and exiting the building should be a supervised event whereby teachers control the 
flow of  their students. Spacing marks will be placed on the Lobby floor and no more than two 
children and one  supervisor should be permitted in the Lobby at any given time. Dismissal of 
classes should be staggered  by a few minutes between grades and teachers should release 
their students from the classroom one at  a time.  

Potential Rejection of In-Person Learning By Parents or Teachers  

Returning for in-person learning should not be forced on families while any level of COVID-19 
restrictions are required. If necessary, alternatives should be provided. A suggested criteria for 
handling  this potential issue is presented here.  

If a small amount of families object to returning their child for in-person learning, the 
temple  should do its best to accommodate them by initiating individual virtual learning 
means, even if it  requires additional teacher costs and shifting of schedules for the few 
children that will still  require remote learning. However, if a significant amount of 
families affecting 25% or more of  the students, are resistant to resuming in-person 
learning, it would be prudent to delay its  resumption until the vast majority of families 
support reopening.  

Invariably, some people will object to opening in-person learning and game plan scenarios 
should be  formulated in advance to deal with that eventuality. Furthermore, if the suggested 
Split Session  Alternate Approach is enacted, it will likely result in somewhat greater flexibility 
on the temple’s part to  accommodate families that remain opposed to resuming in-person 
learning.  

26  
Congregation Etz Chaim Re-Opening Committee  



Religious Study Groups and Clubs   

Torah Study and Matmadim  

Torah Study and Matmadim have traditionally attracted anywhere between six and ten people, 
with the  higher range occurring at Matmadim. Both functions are currently being conducted 
virtually and it has  been well received by the participants. As long as religious services are 
being conducted done virtually,  it would be appropriate for Torah study to be done virtually 
also.  

If religious services in the temple were resumed, the Torah Study activity that precedes the 
Shabbat  service would naturally take place in the building since Rabbi Levy runs both. For 
congregants that want  to attend Torah study but are unwilling to come to Shabbat Services, it 
would not be difficult to also  make virtual attendance available, although doing so may be a bit 
cumbersome.  

Matmadim is in a similar situation, although it would not be mandated to start in the building 
once  services resume. Based on feedback received from some of the regular participants of 
Matmadim, there  is a hesitancy among many that they would not want to return to the building 
until Phase Four.  

Seating and logistics for both activities would be dependent on whether or not in-person learning 
is back  or if it remains virtual. If in-person learning is back, all of the classrooms will already be 
set up. They will  also be restricted to keep them sanitized. Therefore, a chairs only setup in the 
Multi-Purpose Room  would be the most suitable location.  

Clubs  

It was the general feeling among the various club members (i.e. Sisterhood, Book Club, Bimah 
Players,  Music at Etz Chaim) that it would be impractical to return those functions to the 
building until the  COVID-19 health threat was reduced significantly if not eliminated. At the 
present time, those groups  that can meet virtually do so. This report recommends that the 
Clubs do not return to the building until  Phase Four.  

Temple Business Meetings   

Regular temple meetings such as Board of Trustees meetings and various committee meetings 
have a  relatively small attendance. Some are scheduled at various frequencies and on various 
days of the  week. The meetings are currently being conducted virtually and it is reported to be 
working well. It  would be relatively easy to safely accommodate transferring these meetings 
back into the building in a  Phase Three reopening scenario. However, these small sized 
meetings would require adding additional  cleaning and sanitizing requirements which would 
could be costly if done professionally, or burdensome  if the responsibility had to fall to the 
meeting participants.  

On the other hand, allowing meetings to occur in the building with strict adherence to all of the 
safety  protocols, would be a way to start to inject life back into the building. It is a value 



judgment that the  temple and the meeting participants should make. For the purposes of this 
report, it will be possible to  carry this out safely in Phase Three.  
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Facility Preparedness and Safety Initiatives  

 In order for Congregation Etz Chaim to even consider a reopening of the temple, the facility 
itself must  be made as safe as possible. Achieving that state will entail some physical 
modifications, changes in  procedures and the cooperation of all who enter the building to 
participate in its activities. The  Reopening Committee has identified the following principles 
upon which the plan for reopening should  be based.  

 Congregation Etz Chaim must create and maintain a clean, safe environment with all 
safeguards  in place, before any significant reopening of the temple Beyond Phase Two can 

be considered.  

 At a minimum, the temple must meet the recommended and legally required guidelines 
for  prevention of COVID-19 virus transmission as set by the Centers for Disease 
Control, as well as  federal, state and local governmental agencies for the duration of 
legally established COVID-19  restrictions.  

 The reopening of the building should occur in phases. Determination of the minimum 
level of  required facility readiness will be based on the degree of occupancies required 
in any phase.  Facility readiness compliance will also be based on the continued ability 
of the staff to maintain  a safe environment and the proven cooperation of congregants 
and all other occupants to  comply with all rules and restrictions consistent with each 
phase of reopening.  

 Prior to reopening, rules and regulations for each level of reopening must be clearly 
communicated to all staff members and all congregants by multiple means, including 
written  communications, virtual congregational information sessions and physical 
signs and postings  throughout the building. Any person that fails or refuses to comply 
with the rules and  regulations set forward during COVID-19 restrictions should be 
denied further access into the  facility until their continued compliance can be 
assured. The health and safety of all staff  members and all congregants will depend 
on the temple’s ability to enforce this provision.  

 The Executive Committee or Board of Trustees shall determine when each phase of 
reopening  can occur and who the permitted occupants will be at each phase.  

Facility Preparedness  

The temple facility should be allowed to comply with varying states of readiness based on the 
following  re-opening phases which are repeated again in this section.  



 Building Closure: No building use except for maintenance, cleaning, and security check 

 Reopen Phase One: Very limited re-opening for office and outdoor gatherings, if 

practical   Reopen Phase Two: Allow limited size B’nai Mitzvah religious service on 

Shabbat.   Re-open Phase Three: Limited programming with attendance restrictions and 

social distancing  
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 Re-open Phase Four: Full programming with minor restrictions  

While the building is officially closed, it has actually moved from Phase One to Phase Two of 
Reopening  as of this writing. Rabbi Levy and the Rose currently use the office on a limited 
schedule, which is a  Phase One activity. In addition, the temple is accommodating in-person 
B’nai Mitzvah services on a  limited attendance basis for those families that request it. This is a 
Phase Two activity that requires  additional temple provided services.  

The actual state of readiness status as of 10/5/20 is as follows.  

 Routine maintenance, cleaning, security check and building inspections have been 
on-going.  

 Mechanical systems were inspected and cleaned by CRC on 8/3/20. Filter 
changes and  refrigerant re-charge to Lobby AC were done on 8/11/20.  

 Existing security alarm system has a faulty zone that must be corrected. It is being 
attended  to.  

 Two hand sanitizers are mounted in the building. One sanitizer is in the Lobby and 
one is in  the Sanctuary. A few small portable hand sanitizers are in the office.  

 Decorative signs requiring masks and social distancing are posted on front entrance 
doors and  in Lobby.  

 A dozen masks are available in entrance lobby for those that come to building without a 
mask.  

 Paper signs are posted on Men’s and Women’s room indicating A single 
occupancy  requirement. A simple Occupied / Unoccupied paper sign hangs on 

each door.  

Phases One And Two - Additional Improvements that are required immediately to meet 
Phases  One and Two occupancies are as follows.  

 Post vital COVID-19 related reopening information and current temple use 



restrictions.   Improve sanitary capabilities within restrooms  

 Post mandatory hand washing signs in bathrooms.  

 Institute a more rigorous cleaning and disinfecting service than is currently 

employed.   Install large, “Single Occupancy Only” signs on restrooms.  

 Install more suitable “Occupied / Unoccupied” devices on restroom doors.  

 Provide two additional movable post mounted automatic hand sanitizers for use during 
B’nai  Mitzvah events. One to be placed next to lobby entrance doors. One to be 
placed directly  inside sanctuary entrance doors.  

 Secure the tallit, and book rack from access during B’nai Mitzvahs.  
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 Rigorously clean and disinfect the usable areas of the sanctuary before and after 
any B’nai  Mitzvah service. Trained temple volunteers or a professional service 
could be used for this  task.  

 Post signs at the kitchen sink and cabinet alcove in the sanctuary advising “No food 
or  beverages are allowed to be served during COVID-19 restrictions. Sink is for 
hand washing  only.”  

 Impose and post a one-person occupancy limit on the Rabbi’s office.  

 Impose and post a two-person occupancy limit on the Temple office with limitations  

Phase Three - In accordance with the probable phase assignments shown in Attachment 
2, Gesher  L’Kesher class and temple business meetings are the most likely candidates 
for Phase Three. The  recommended improvements that would be required to safely 
accommodate the Phase Three  occupancies are as follows.  

 Upgrade the level and timing of cleaning and disinfecting being done at the building.               
Consider professional deep cleaning visits on a regular basis, depending upon the            
level of building usage  in Phases 3 and 4.  

 Replace existing manually operated faucets in restrooms with electrically powered 
touchless  faucets. Estimated cost $2,600.  

 To enforce single occupancy in restrooms, install deadbolts with manual single 
occupancy  indicators on restroom doors. This may constitute a code violation but 
could be defended due  to temporarily limited occupancy. Estimated cost $700.  

 A better alternative to enforcing single occupancy in restrooms, is to install multiple 
motion  sensors in Men’s and Women’s restrooms tied to occupancy indicator lights 



in the hallway.  Estimated cost $1,500.  

 Increased informational signs and postings (see expanded section on signage below).  

Phase Four - Resumption of limited attendance religious services, hybrid Hebrew school and 
some Club  activities are most likely in Phase Four. This stage of re-opening would bring the 
largest groups of  people back into the building short of total re-occupancy. If current 
COVID-19 restrictions are still  required at that time, additional recommended improvements 
that would be needed to safely  accommodate those Phase Four occupancies are as follows.  

 Establish a mandatory Building Sign-in / Sign-out register in the Lobby for all people 
entering  and leaving the building. To be used for enhanced building security and to 
facilitate contact  tracing. (Recommended)  
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 Perform temperature checks for all group gatherings. (Currently not recommended 
by re opening committee but may be required for large gathering events.)  

 Increase quantity of signs requiring mandatory masking at all times while in the 
building.  (Recommended)  

 Increase quantity of waste receptacles in building. (Recommended)  

 Place portable hand sanitizer stations in all classrooms and multi-purpose 
room.  (Recommended)  

 Require Clubs, Committees and other groups using the building for gatherings and 
meetings to  clean and disinfect their areas before and after their usage in addition to 
normal professional  service sanitizing. A checklist of cleaning procedures would be 
provided by the temple and  one member of each group would bear the responsibility to 
verify and turn in a sign-off sheet  verifying that their group properly cleaned their space 
after use. (Recommended)  

 Minimize the use of tables for Clubs and committee gatherings. (Recommended)  

 Change existing 3’ x 3’ single pane window at lobby to a lockable double sliding 
window that  could be opened for communication and pass-thru from Lobby.  

 Change air filters more frequently. (Recommended)  

 Evaluate air duct conditions. If needed, engage a duct cleaning service to perform a 
complete  duct cleaning. (Recommended)  

 Improve ventilation by increasing outside air intake percentage. (Adversely impacts 
HVAC  efficiency and operating cost.)  

 Periodically flush the building with outside air on a scheduled basis or after high               



occupancy uses. (Adversely impacts HVAC efficiency, operating cost and comfort          
control. Also requires time consuming manual management by temple building          
maintenance staff.)  

 Upgrade air filters to higher MERV rating. (May adversely affect performance of the 
AHU’s.  May also require reconfiguring AHU internal arrangements.)  

 Install UVC light systems in HVAC systems to remove pathogens. (Unproven 
effectiveness for  COVID-19 virus; Unknown cost)  

 Install Needlepoint Bi-Polar Ionization Systems in all AHU’s. Estimated Cost 
$6,000 +/-)  (Unproven effectiveness for COVID-19 virus)  

Enhanced Cleaning Requirements:  
The needs for enhanced cleaning and disinfecting varies significantly as the temple            
proceeds from its current Phase One and Two status to future Phase Three and Phase               
Four re-openings. We have been able to merge the required COVID-19 sanitizing needs             
with anticipated activity scheduling. We also  
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obtained general information on what procedures professional cleaning and sanitizing services 
actually  perform in buildings that have similar functions to Congregation Etz Chaim. However, 
we have thus far  been unable to obtain legitimate pricing from any of the professional services 
we contacted. Therefore  the projected costs contained in this planned approach to enhanced 
cleaning are our own estimated  costs that still must be verified. A reasonable plan for 
implementing enhanced cleaning is as follows.  

 During Current Phase 1 and 2 Reopening:  
o Sanitize Lobby / Office / Restroom areas on Fridays in AM.  
 This could be performed by regular temple cleaning staff with disinfecting  

wipes, foggers or electrostatic sprayers.  

 The use of electrostatic sprayers could possibly be used in the restrooms 
and  lobby but this equipment is inappropriate for the offices due to the 
quantity of  open paper and products that could get damaged. In those 

cases, cleaning and  wiping down accessible surfaces is the only 
reasonably effective option. Given  

the limited occupancy in Phases 1 and 2, we believe that the use of 
disinfecting  wipes and floor cleaner products containing CDC 
recommended disinfectants  

such as Lysol, are appropriate for disinfecting accessible areas.  

 Unfortunately, disinfecting the two offices is not currently possible given 
the  lack of organization and amount of items openly stored on all 
surfaces. Until  
that situation is rectified, Rabbi Levy and Rose should be furnished with 



sanitary  wipes to wipe down surfaces that they utilize. With the 
occupancy restrictions  recommended in this report for both offices, the 
level of risk for disease  
transmission from contaminated surfaces is minimal.  

o Sanitize for limited sized in-person Bar/Bat Mitzvah services on Fridays in 
AM   On the infrequent weeks where an in-person Bar/Bat Mitzvah 
occurs, the  

regular temple cleaning staff would include disinfecting surfaces on the Bimah  
(i.e. Torah table, lecterns, chairs, handrail. etc.) as part of the normal 
Friday AM  cleaning schedule.  
  

o The estimated added cost for enhanced cleaning and disinfecting the building 
during  Phase 1 and 2 should be minimal since added disinfecting costs would 
be offset by the  reduced cleaning need in the entire unoccupied classroom area 
and the majority of the  sanctuary space. The estimated net added cost is $0 / 
week.  

 During Phase 3 Opening (Including committee meetings and Gesher 
L’Kesher)  o Continue Phase 1 and 2 disinfecting.  
o Sanitize 450 SF Multi-Purpose Room for meetings on Wednesdays in AM  
o Sanitize 530 SF Classroom 1 & 2 combined on Wednesdays in AM  
o Both classroom areas could be treated with a combination of cleaning and 

disinfectant  wipes on tables and chairs as well as electrostatic spray in 
classrooms.  

o If done by professional services, the estimated cleaning cost, including 
lobby and  restrooms is $300 / wk.  
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o If done by the regular temple cleaning staff, the estimated cleaning cost, including              
lobby and restrooms is $125/ week plus an initial $800 +/- cost for purchasing              
the electrostatic  equipment.  

 During Phase 4 Opening (Including Hebrew School, Religious Study Groups 
and Clubs)  o Continue Phase 1 and 2 disinfecting.  
o General disinfecting of entire building on Wednesdays in AM  
o Re-spray disinfectant on 24 seats in sanctuary and disinfect bimah on Friday AM. 
o Re-spray or wipe down seats and Bimah area used on Friday after services are 
finished  (By volunteers)  
o The estimated professional cleaning and disinfecting cost, including 

Lobby and  restrooms is $500 / wk.  

Signs and Informational Postings  

A key component to making the temple building ready for reopening will be to provide important 



information and reminders regarding CDC guidance and best practices to prevent the spread of 
COVID 19 to anyone who enters. There are numerous sources on line for printable signs which 
could be  reproduced at little to no cost to the temple. (See attachments 7A, 7B, and 7C. 
Anyone handy with a  computer program could even design custom signs for us. The following 
is a list of suggested postings at  specific locations:  

 Front Doors  
o “Masks are required at all times”.  
o “STOP if you have the following symptoms….”  
o “No more than FOUR people permitted in the Lobby at one time”  
o “Please sign register in Lobby”  

 Lobby: The existing lockable display board should house a sign containing important 
COVID-19  related information such as:  

o The four phases of reopening  
o Specifics of the current phase with Important Do’s and Don’ts  
o Current governmental guidelines and restrictions governing House of Worship 

indoor  gatherings  
o Contact information for various COVID-19 Support Services  
o Temple member phone number to call in the event of a positive COVID-19 
test  o Important announcements  

 Additional signs in the lobby could include colorful graphic reminders for topics 
such as:  o Jewish Values that guide our decisions  
o Stop the spread of germs  
o Handwashing/sanitizing, masks, stay home if you are sick, 6 foot distance, 
etc.)  o Ritual policies regarding tallit and yarmulkes  
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o Six foot distance floor markers  
o Single occupancy restriction in restrooms  

o IMPORTANT! Let us know if you or a family member has tested positive for COVID-19  

 Sanctuary Doors:  
o Revised capacity limits in sanctuary during Social Distancing  
o Do not move seating placed in designated locations.  
o Use hand sanitizing stations provided  
o Rules on handling of books and ritual articles  
o No access to kitchen or classroom areas  

 Restrooms:  
o One person limit (on outside of door)  
o A poster about proper handwashing above sink  
o Dispose of trash  



o Put mask back on before leaving restroom  

 Sanctuary:  
o Signs at hand sanitizing stations  
o Dispose of trash  
o Prayer book usage instructions  

 Classrooms: (after resumption of in-person learning)  
o Additional signage about masks, hand washing/sanitizing, safe 
practices  o No sharing of pencils, books, phones, “Anything you touch 
stays with you”  o Reminders to social distance  
o Wait your turn to exit the classroom  
o No shouting, no physical contact.  
o No touching of any religious items in the sanctuary.  
o Dispose of trash (no paper masks on floor, etc.)  
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Section V – Ensuring Consistency and Compliance  

Implementation  

This manual contains recommendations on how the temple can gradually and safely reopen 
when the  time is right. However, it is merely a plan. A plan based on the future progress of a 
disease we cannot  predict. It is also based on an assumption of universal acceptance by a 
membership that we cannot fully  control.  

We can virtually guarantee that this plan will be subject to many needed changes as we respond 
to new  circumstances that we haven’t even considered yet. Over the coming months we will 
learn what works  and what doesn’t. And we will need to navigate our way through the 
difficulties inherent in the multiple  challenges of keeping our congregants and our community 
safe while at the same time preserving the  viability of Congregation Etz Chaim in a way that 
fully respects our Jewish values.  



The work of this reopening committee will end with the submittal and acceptance of a final 
version of  this report. However, the work of making the plan succeed will continue to require 
that someone  monitors how well the new rules and restrictions are accepted and followed by 
the congregation. It will  also require us to have the fortitude to insist on compliance with the 
rules and the creativity to discard  what doesn’t work in favor of new ideas that may work better. 
To top it all off, all of this needs to be  accomplished in an environment where a single temple 
assisted COVID-19 infection could jeopardize our  hopes and plans to reopen for an extended 
period time.  

For those very reasons, it is suggested that this current effort be followed by a separate 
COVID-19  Compliance Person or Team that will be tasked with following through on the ideas 
and, more  importantly, the goals that are contained within this set of recommendations. An 
example of the types  of specific functions that team would perform is listed below.  

 They would participate in any phased re-opening plans.  

 They would perform regular quality control checks to ensure all COVID-19 health and 
safety  standards discussed in this reopening guide are being faithfully complied 
with.  

 They would stay current on changes in federal, state and local laws and health agency 
guidelines  to make sure the temple is always in compliance with COCID-19 related 
standards.  

 They would regularly evaluate the temple’s physical level of preparedness and 
adequacy of  supplies and would quickly initiate corrective measures to be taken.  

 They would evaluate the effectiveness of safety procedures in place and would 
devise new  solutions to address deficiencies.  

 They would participate in communications with the congregation on COVID-19 related 
matters  in order to keep the members informed, involved and reassured of the adequacy 
of the temple’s  reopening standards and levels of protection.  
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This committee strongly believes that a newly established COVID-19 Compliance Team will 
be  required not only through Phase Four, but until the Congregation Etz Chaim is 
comfortably situated  in the new normal.  

Communication  

Compliance with new procedures and initiatives designed to facilitate reopening will require a 
great deal  of cooperation from the membership. In order to obtain the level of congregational 



support that will be  necessary to implement a successful strategy, it will be important for the 
membership to be kept fully  and regularly informed about the Temple’s current activities as well 
as their overall thought process on  reopening issues.  

The membership needs to be comfortable in the knowledge that their safety is of paramount 
concern to  the temple; and that if reopening is being delayed, it is because the risks are still too 
great. Likewise,  when the time is right to consider some level of in-person activity returning to 
the building, the  members need to fully understand all of the implications and they need to be 
secure in the knowledge  that the decision is a correct one.  

With that in mind, developing an effective communications strategy with the membership will be 
just as  important as the development of specific plans. Every monthly newsletter should contain 
an article that  updates the congregation about reopening plans and activities. It would also be 
advisable to have  periodic virtual temple meetings where members could be free to state their 
opinions and concerns and  get answers to their questions. Having an informed congregation 
that knows it has a voice in the big  decisions to be made about reopening, will go a long way in 
being able to get through this process  without a loss of members.  

Monitoring and Enforcement  

COVID-19 can be spread to a temple member by a single act of a temple member who 
chooses to  disregard the rules or forgets to follow the required precautions. Even if everyone 
is diligent, an  unwanted infection spread could occur. The best way to reduce that likelihood 
is to initiate good  protective measures for which we obtain 100% compliance. Unfortunately, 
that will not ever happen  on its own.  

The temple needs to put systems in place that will allow the temple to monitor whether or not 
people  are complying with the precautionary measures we have established. We also need to 
be firm in  enforcing our safety policies even if it means barring individuals from coming to the 
building because  they are taking actions that puts others at risk.  

The health screening questionnaire is a perfect example of a tool that this committee 
recommends  implementing. We should not only rely on the members being honest in their 
answers, but we must  make the effort to spot all responses that indicate risk. Once 
discovered, we need to prevent anyone  from coming to a temple event if we feel there is a 
chance that infection risks to others is too great.  Better that we err on the conservative side 
rather than make a mistake with a more liberal approach.  
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Enforcement of the rules the temple establishes may at times be difficult, but it will benefit 
everyone in  the end. The membership needs to be made to understand that policy in advance. 
And through good  communicating practices, they need to be supportive of any actions that the 
temple may take to enforce  their health and safety policies.  
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Section VI – Liability Protections  

Description of New Waiver of Liability Procedure   



In making a decision to partially or fully re-open activities in the building any time before the 
COVID-19  virus threat is completely eliminated, Congregation Etz Chaim and those members 
in authority will be  taking on considerable additional risk. In the unfortunate event that a 
temple employee, a temple  member, a non-member guest or even a non-member service 
provider became seriously ill with the  COVID-19 virus after being in the temple facility, the 
organization itself as well as those in leadership  positions could find themselves being 
accused of failing to provide a safe and healthy environment.  Furthermore, if it can be 
demonstrated that an unhealthy temple environment or an uncontrolled  religious, educational 
or other operational practice instituted by the temple was the root cause of the  particular 
illness or death, they could both be held liable in a civil suit.  

At the same time, if the leadership of the Temple knowingly violated Federal, State and local 
restrictions  governing the re-opening of Houses of Worship, criminal penalties could also be 
involved if such a  violation resulted in serious permanent injury or death.  

Realistically, the only thing that the Temple and its members can do to protect itself from 
criminal  exposures is to maintain awareness and diligently comply with all governmental 
regulations regarding  COVID-19 occupancies before and during re-opening. Likewise, the 
Temple must do all that it can to  institute substantial health and safety improvements and 
carefully developed practices in order to  protect its members, employees and visitors.  

However, we live in a highly litigious society where meritless lawsuits are filed frequently, 
without a  basis in fact, by people claiming to be injured parties. In those situations, even the 
most innocent of  defendants may wind up spending large sums money trying to prove their 
innocence.  

A review of the current liability insurance policies furnished to the temple by Franklin Mutual 
Insurance  (FMI), indicates that the Congregation Etz Chaim has no current liability insurance 
that would protect it  from liability resulting from a COVID-19 virus illness or death. Exclusion 
23 of the FMI Commercial  Umbrella Liability policy specific excludes “Bodily injury or personal 
injury arising out of the actual,  alleged, or threatened exposure to contamination at your 
premises by any virus or other pathological  agent that causes disease or illness in humans, 
animals, birds or other creatures.”  

In order to protect Congregation Etz Chaim and our leaders to the maximum extent possible, 
The Re Opening Committee recommends that a process be considered whereby all members, 
all employees and  all non-member guests will be formally required to acknowledge and accept 
the unlikely health risks  associated with entering the temple building prior to the complete 
elimination of the COVID-19 virus  threat. Failure on their part to do so would result in their 
denied entry into the building.  

At the end of this section, are two recommended forms entitled “Assumption of Risk and Waiver 
of  Liability Relating to COVID-19”. The form in Attachment 8 is for members. The form in 
Attachment 9 is  for non-members. They are similar to standard liability waiver forms that are 
currently being used by  businesses, universities as well as by religious institutions and many 
other entities that are struggling  with the risks of re-opening during the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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The version for members could be sent out and returned via e-mail to all temple members at 
such time  that the Board of Trustees determines that a partial or full re-opening is merited. In 
our view, that  should apply to families requesting in-person Bar/Bat Mitzvah services as Part of 
Phase Two as well as all  members participating in activities permitted under Phases Three and 
Four. The version for non members could be made available to non-members through a variety 
of means including accompanying  non-member sign-ups for service attendance, or physical 
handouts at the door.  

A less threatening but equally less protectionist liability waiver version is also included as an 
alternate  form. It is included as Attachment 10.  

Downsides to Requiring Waivers of Liability   

While the Waiver of Liability Procedure described above is intended to protect the temple as 
well as the  Temple’s leaders, these waivers are a hotly debated and controversial topic. Some 
legal scholars have  argued that waivers of this nature are largely unenforceable for a variety of 
reasons. Some major public  and private universities are requiring one-sided liability waivers, 
such as the ones presented here. Still,  other schools are reverting to washed down versions 
that put emphasis on communicating potential  risks while at the same time soft pedal or 
virtually eliminate the requirement for students to hold  schools harmless and waive the 
student’s right to sue for damages. Some synagogues are requiring  liability waivers of varying 
formats upon re-opening, while others are not. However, the issue as it  relates to COVID-19 is 
much too new to have established a clear track record for the level of use and  degree of 
effectiveness of requiring liability waivers as a condition of entry and participation.  

Congregation Etz Chaim MTJC has always had an open door policy. As such, it is against our 
principles to  bar members from coming to worship at religious services or attend religious 
classes due to lack of  ability to pay. In the same vein, it would be against its nature to refuse 
entry to members who refuse to  execute a liability waiver.  

The right strategy for Congregation Etz Chaim to employ is not at all clear. If forced to sign                  
Waivers of Liability such as those presented in the above section, it is quite possible that there                 
would be an outcry from a portion of the membership that would refuse to sign. Some of our                  
employees may also refuse. At the same time, it can be argued that it is unreasonable to put                  
the Temple and a small group of  
volunteer leaders at potential personal financial risk just so that other members can benefit by a 
quicker  resumption of temple activities.  

In light of this potential controversy, we recommend that, before instituting any Waiver of 
Liability  requirement, extensive communications and meetings with the membership should 
be conducted to  see how receptive the membership actually is to accepting a mandatory 
liability waiver program. The  benefits and protections inherent with Liability Waivers could be 
explained, in that they would help  ensure the long term financial viability of Congregation Etz 
Chaim.  

The downside risks of disallowing liability waivers should also be explained. Some of the 
concepts that  members might need to accept, would be a potentially serious financial exposure 
to the temple if an  illness occurred and the injured party decided to sue for damages. Another 
negative consequence could  be a loss of volunteers in critical leadership positions due to fear 



of personal lawsuit exposures. Another  

39  
Congregation Etz Chaim Re-Opening Committee  

more probable reaction might well be further delays in gradually re-opening in-person temple 
activities  until the virus is totally eliminated, which could be months or years.  

Based on feedback received from those sessions with members, the temple leadership 
could then  decide on the best path to follow regarding mandatory liability waivers.  
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