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TODAY Sunny. Wind chill values 
between zero and 10. Blustery.

TONIGHT Mostly cloudy. 
North-northeast wind 5-10 mph.
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I
n a week where the 
first case of  the novel 
coronavirus disease, or 
COVID-19, was reported 
in Adams County, area 

churches have turned to 
social media to help main-
tain the bonds of  community 
while preventing the poten-
tial spread of  the disease at 
their places of  worship.

Local congregations have 
turned to putting their ser-
vices online, with many using 
their Facebook pages for live 
streaming their Sunday ser-
vices. Though obviously not 
something any pastor would 
choose as a method of  teach-
ing valuable lessons to his or 
her congregants, the virus 
has afforded them the oppor-
tunity to draw lessons from 
the isolation and other chal-
lenges that they will face in 
their respective faith commu-
nities in the coming weeks.

The Very Rev. Katie Har-
gis, dean of  St. Mark’s Epis-
copal Pro-Cathedral, was 
among the first clergy in 
town to offer online services 
last week. St. Mark’s also 
will be live-streaming the 
annual Sermons a la Carte 
Lenten series on the church’s 
Facebook page the next two 
Wednesday noons.

Each installment of  the ec-
umenical series includes a 
brief  worship service, includ-
ing a scripture reading and 
prayers, and a sermon by a 

local religious leader.
“It’s really weird to preach 

to an empty church,” Har-
gis said Thursday. “One of  
the difficulties we face is 
that a lot of  our churches, 
especially St. Mark’s, have 
an older congregation. Not 

all older folks are used to 
it. That’s one of  the biggest 
complaints we’ve had: ‘I don’t 
know how to find the Face-
book stream or link.’ “

The church’s response to 

Torn, but not broken
Unable to meet in person, 

local congregations 
finding ways to connect
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The sign outside First Presbyterian Church in Hastings dis-
plays alternative ways to partake in Sunday services as 
large public gatherings are suspended during the Corona-
virus outbreak.
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With aisles in grocery 

stores becoming more 
bare and more and 
more people unable to 
go to work, preparing a 
meal is developing into 
more of  a challenge for 
some in Hastings.

The novel coronavi-
rus disease, COVID-19, 
has caused the demand 
for even simple grocery 
items to increase and 
has changed the way we 
go about our daily ac-
tivities, including some-
thing as basic as eating. 
But four local food pro-
grams are continuing 
to put forth their best 
effort to make sure as 
many people as possi-
ble aren’t struggling to 
be fed.

Catholic Social Ser-
vices, Hastings Food 
Pantry, Salvation Army 
and Crossroads Mission 
Avenue all are trying 
to make sack lunches 
and other meals avail-
able for those who need 
them.

“The Food Pantry 
has been around for a 
number of  years, and 
it started out as an 
emergency response 
to hunger in the com-
munity, and that’s still 
what we’re doing,” 
said Don Gronemeyer, 
president of  the Food 
Pantry board of  direc-

tors. “Things were roll-
ing along pretty good 
until this virus came, 
and now we’re needing 
to make some adjust-
ments.”

Gronemeyer said the 
organization’s first goal 
is to stay open as long 
as possible in order to 
assist the community.

The Food Pantry has 
made some changes in 
the way its clients re-
ceive the food. Those 
scheduled to receive a 
food order will now do 
so by appointment at 
a scheduled time. The 
food will be ready at 
a designated location 
near the Pantry’s office 
so the client can pick up 
the order without any 
face-to-face interaction 
— an attempt to adhere 
to social distancing rec-
ommendations.

Phil Rosno, director 
of  Catholic Social Ser-
vices in Hastings, said 
his organization also 
is working to reduce 
the amount of  per-
son-to-person contact 
as well as implement-
ing other changes that 
hopefully will prevent 
any future complica-
tions.

“We are assessing the 
situation day by day,” 
he said. “We are hav-
ing a lot more conver-
sations with our staff 
and volunteers as far 
as steps to take to try to 

Local food programs trying 
to keep up with demand

shortages may lie 
ahead, officials say
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Adams County’s first 

positive case of  the 
novel coronavirus dis-
ease, COVID-19, is one 
of  the adult sponsors 
who recently returned 
from a Hastings College 
student trip to Europe, 
authorities said during 
a news conference 
Thursday morning. 

With the woman’s per-
mission, Susan Meeske, 
executive vice presi-
dent of  enrollment and 
student engagement at 
Hastings College, identi-
fied Jessica Allen-Pick-

ett as the first patient 
with a confirmed diag-
nosis of  COVID-19 in 
Adams County and the 
South Heartland Dis-
trict Health Department 
service area, which 
includes Adams, Web-
ster, Clay and Nuckolls 
counties.

Allen-Pickett, an as-
sistant professor of  
teacher education at 
the college, chaperoned 
the journey of  106 stu-
dents, instructors and 
chaperones to France, 
England, Ireland and 
Spain as part of  the HC 
2.0 new-look curricu-
lum. During the two-
week trip, the novel 
coronavirus disease 
continued to spread and 
was declared to be a 
pandemic by the World 
Health Organization on 

March 11.
Meeske said France 

and Spain were listed 
as level 3 travel advi-
sory countries by the 
U.S. Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Pre-
vention on March 12, 
the same day the HC 
group returned to the 
United States. The stu-
dents and adults who 
had been in France and 
Spain were advised to 
comply with the CDC’s 
recommendation for 14 
days of  self-quarantine 
upon their return home.

Most of  the students 
returned to their per-
manent residences for 
spring break, though 
Meeske said 11 re-
main on campus, also 
in self-quarantine. Al-
len-Pickett went into 
self-quarantine at 

home, isolating herself  
even from her own fam-
ily.

“She and her family 
took the recommenda-
tion seriously,” Meeske 
said.

Michele Bever, exec-
utive director of  South 
Heartland District 
Health Department, 
said Allen-Pickett was 
one of  five people who 
have been tested in the 
district’s four-county 
area. Three other tests 
were negative for the 
disease and results for 
the other one remain 
pending. She said the 
health department be-
gan tracking the stu-
dents and staff involved 
in trip after their re-
turn, but only conduct 

Authorities provide details of county’s first COVID-19 case
hastings woman had 
retUrned march 12 

from hc trip  
to eUrope
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Michele Bever, executive director of the South 
Heartland District Health Department, answers 
questions Thursday morning at the City Build-
ingl during a news conference regarding the first 
case of COVID-19 in Adams County. At left is 
Susan Meeske, executive vice president of en-
rollment and student engagement of Hastings 
College. A sponsor for a Hastings College trip to 
Europe tested positive for the novel coronavirus.
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The city of  Hastings 

continues to be fiscally 
strong, putting the 
city in a good position 
for upcoming projects 
and buffered against 
potential fallout from 
COVID-19.

That was how Roger 
Nash, the city’s direc-
tor of  finance, described 
the situation after the 
city received its an-
nual audit report from 
Grand Island account-

ing firm AMGL.
Kyle Overturf  with 

AMGL spoke about the 
audit during the Hast-
ings City Council work 
session on Monday.

The audit was for the 
fiscal year that ended 
Sept. 30, 2019.

Nash said the audit 
isn’t unlike a financial 
physical for the city.

“Bringing in that out-
side source is like going 
to the doctor and saying 
‘Come in and make sure 
we’re doing everything 

correctly’ and also give 
the public an overall 
picture of  where we’re 
at financially,” Nash 
said.

Hastings finished 
above the recommended 
amounts for revenue 
and below for expenses 
in nearly every cate-
gory.

“We exceed quite 
a few of  the bench-
marks based on our 
peer group,” Nash said 
during an interview 
on Tuesday. “But the 

sales tax, Kyle said it 
pretty good (Monday) if  
you’re not on that I-80 
corridor — we’re be-
ing compared to places 
like North Platte; they 
are going to have more 
sales tax. That’s just the 
way it is.”

Even in the sales tax 
category, however, at 
$264 Hastings may be 
below the recommended 
level of  $325 per cap-
ita but the city still in-
creased $13 per capita 
from the 2018 amount of  

$251 per capita.
“Our sales tax has 

been running pretty 
strong,” Nash said. “I’m 
not sure what these 
current developments 
are going to do to that. I 
think the state has said 
for several months re-
ceipts have exceeded 
what they’d expected 
too for sales tax.”

Hastings finished the 
last fiscal year with 
$1.615 million in out-
standing general obliga-
tion debt and is on pace 

to be at $1.105 million 
at the end of  this fiscal 
year on Sept. 30.

Hastings finished with 
a debt to valuation ra-
tio of  .3% — much less 
than the recommended 
excellent threshold of  
3%.

“If  you’re less than 
3% that is excellent and 
we’re .3% of  debt versus 
valuations,” Nash said. 
“That number is ex-
tremely low, which puts 

Annual audit finds Hastings in strong financial position
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