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G
ordon Pennertz greeted each pa-

rishioner as they gathered Sunday 

morning for First Presbyterian 

Church of Litchfield’s worship 

service.

That Pennertz, the church’s lay pastor, said 

a cheery “Good morning,” 

or “Welcome to worship” to 

each individual was not at all 

unusual. But the setting in 

which the greetings were of-

fered — on computer screens 

spread from Litchfield to 

Oregon — was far beyond the 

norm.

A lt hough, a f ter t h ree 

weeks of worship via the Zoom 

computer app, many members 

of the congregation seem to be 

adapting well to the new normal of coronavirus 

pandemic-forced separation.

“We’re making do the best we can,” Penne-

rtz said. “It’s not the same as having people 

there (in the church), but it works.”

That thought was echoed by other pastors 

in the area, all of whom have had to find new 

ways to tend their flocks during a time unlike 

any have seen — or could prepare for — in 

their lifetimes.

The important thing, repeated by each 

pastor in conversations last week, was trying 

through all means possible to maintain the 

bonds of faith and community that are built 

when congregations gather in person on Sun-

day mornings.

“We continue to gather, we just gather in 

other, virtual ways,” said the Rev. Christian 

Muellerleile, pastor at Zion Lutheran Church 

in Litchfield. “I’ve been using the language of 

gathering, just different than we have in the 

past. That seems to be a helpful framework 

for people.

“It’s a difficult time, but when we think of 

what do we still have — we can still gather,” 

he added. “Churches are still gathering, 
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The first confirmed case of COVID-19 

in Meeker County announced this week 

is bound to bring a height-

ened sense of awareness and 

worry for some.

But Meeker Memoria l 

Hospital stands ready to 

meet the local challenges 

presented by the coronavirus 

pandemic, according to mem-

bers of the administration 

and emergency preparedness 

team.

In a sense, the staff and 

administration have been 

preparing for it for nearly two decades.

“The past 20 years there has been a lot of 

work being done that has been supported 

by the federal government to prepare for 

emergency … be it chemical (or) infectious 

disease,” said Ann Lien, chief quality officer 

at Meeker Memorial.

The emergency planning and training has 

been in place since the days after the Sept. 11, 

2001, terrorist attacks among many agencies, 

including the South Central Coalition, of 

which Meeker County is a member, Lien said.

And the threat of a pandemic has been 

talked about and planned for in some corners 

even longer than that.

“Mike Osterholm has been talking about 

this for 30 years,” Lien said of the director 

of the Center for Infectious Disease Research 

and Policy at the University of Minnesota. 

“We were overdue.”

As of Wednesday afternoon, Minnesota 

had 689 confirmed cases of COVID-19 and 17 

deaths, with an estimated 21,191 completed 

tests by either the Minnesota Department of 

Health or external laboratories, according 

to the MDH website. The state also had 342 

cases in which the patient no longer needed 

to be isolated. Worldwide the virus had 

infected nearly 1 million people and killed 

more than 46,000.

Those numbers can be frightening, even to 

health care professionals, acknowledged Marc 

Vaillancourt, vice president of development 

Faith during a pandemic
Churches find ways to build faith, community during pandemic

Gordy Pennertz, lay pastor at First 

Presbyterian Church in Litchfield, 

breaks bread for communion during 

Sunday’s service. During the “virtual 

communion” participants were 

encouraged to have bread or crackers 

and juice. While some ministers in the 

presbytery were concerned about the 

scacred nature of communion this way, 

Pennertz said, “I do not worry about that 

one bit .. about consecrating it through 

the airwaves. God’s just as much in the 

airwaves as he is in the pew.”

The Rev. Troy 
Pflibsen

Meeker Memorial Hospital prepares for surge
Staff has been developing 
crisis plan for decades

Marc 
Vaillancourt
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It has been a relatively nor-

mal winter in Minnesota this 

year as in years past. There 

wasn’t a ton of snow and much 

if not all of it has already 

melted away, which hasn’t led 

to flood concerns this year.

The conditions bode well 

for farmers this spring plant-

ing season. Since it was a 

short winter, farmers are 

optimistic they can begin planting their 

crops earlier this time around than in previ-

ous years, but there are still some unknown 

factors.

“It’s really going to be dependent on how 

much rain we get the next couple of weeks 

to determine when everybody is going to be 

able to get into the field,” said Karen Johnson, 

University of Minneosta Extension educator 

for Meeker and McCloud counties.

Johnson believes that if everything stays 

on course, farmers should be able to start 

planting as early as mid-April. Right now, 

farmers are beginning to apply fertilizer and 

their small green seed. For the last two years, 

there hasn’t been any planting done until May 

because of the snow.

That is a big difference for a farmer who 

grows oats and wheat. Those are cool season 

crops and need to be planted in April so they 

can get the right amount of heat to grow. If 

exposed to too much heat, the crop can be 

damaged.

“You’re behind the eight-ball from day 

one,” Bryan Thalmann, co-owner of Thal-

mann Seeds in Plato said of late winters.

But as the weather warms up, that doesn’t 

look like it should be a problem this season. 

Farmers are still waiting for the next week or 

so to see how much more rain there will be, 

but the top soil is nearly ready for planting.

“It’s going to take a bit for the field to 

properly dry out before spring work starts,” 

Thalmann said. “But I think because of those 

different rains, we had some thawing weather 

back in February and it helps to break apart 

some surface clouds that are on top of the soil. 

I think when we start working in the fields, 

the grounds will be quite nice.”

With the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

many businesses have been forced to shut 

down. But Thalmann said that the agriculture 

business has been “attempting to proceed as 

normal as possible.”

“Agriculture has to move on,” he said. “We 

can’t put things on hold for three weeks and 

then start blending in at a later date.”

Another big challenge for some farmers 

are travel restrictions for goods coming into 

the country. Thalmann is expecting corn and 

soybean seed to arrive from South America 

within the next 30 days, but he’s not sure 

whether it will be allowed to cross the border 

or not.

“Just lots of uncertainty,” he said.

To stay updated on information ahead of 

the spring planting season, farmers should 

look to the Extension, where local educators 

specific to corn and soybean production 

post up-to-date information, according to 

Johnson.

“I know a lot of local producers have crop 

consultants that they work with,” Johnson 

said. “They’re excellent resources as well to 

help further address any issues that might 

pop up here early into the growing season.”

Blessings and 
challenges in 
spring planting 
season
Uncertainty about how 
COVID-19 may impact 
agriculture

Karen 
Johnson
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Pastor Paul Jorgensen offers a sermon, while Cornerstone Church members live chat during a stream of the church’s Sunday 

morning service.
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Meeker Memorial Hospital’s screening 

and triage trailer sits at the main 

entrance to the hospital as staff prepare 

for a surge of COVID-19 related patients.


