
Preparing for a Pandemic Winter 
Everyone wishes it was over, but it is not, and while the 
adaptations we have thus far instituted have been largely 
effective in keeping our Churches safe, only continued 
vigilance and renewed efforts to faithfully observe these 
restrictions will get us safely through the coming season of 
winter and influenza.

This issue is, therefore devoted to planning for going to 
Church in Advent and Christmas and also includes an 
extended spiritual and theological reflection from the 
Prefect of the Congregation for Divine Worship and the 
Discipline of the Sacraments which beautifully expresses 
our longing for that day when, in the words of our 
diocesan prayer “we might gather once again to praise 
your name in the heart of your Church, delivered from all 
distress and confident in your mercy.”
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The Next Stage 

The recent news that President Trump and First Lady 
Melania Trump have contracted the COVID-19 virus 
has reinforced everyone’s appreciation for the need for 
continued vigilance in containing the spread of the 
Corona virus.

Each day we are reminded that without the serious 
precautions so well maintained in most of our churches 
in recent months, even our local parish churches could 
become hot spots of pandemic spread.

A good example is found in the experience of one of our 
parishes which in recent weeks was contacted by 
Commonwealth contact tracers with the news that one 
of the first communicants had tested positive for the 
Corona virus. However, as a result of the careful 
provisions for social distancing, the wearing of masks 
and the washing and sanitizing of hands, it was the view 
of the state official that no real opportunity for 
transmission had occurred. If, however, the First 
Communion children had been asked to sing a song, 
group photographs without masks had been taken with 
the priest and catechists, or the children were processed 
down the aisle near vulnerable adults, a very serious 
spread of the virus could have resulted.

As of the beginning of October, the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts has experienced some increase in 
indicators which could point to the need for more strict 
measures as the winter months arrive. For no matter 
how successful we have been thus far at containment, 
the virus continues to lurk beneath the surface ready to 
spread. Thus the Institute for Health Metrics and 
Evaluation has projected, based on current trends, that 
even in the Commonwealth, we could still face the 
highest recorded numbers of cases and deaths by the end 
of the year if we do not remain vigilant.
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In order to maintain the more generous standards which 
we enjoy in our Churches  continued vigilance is 1

required, especially in the light of the simultaneous 
threats from COVID-19 and the seasonal influenza 
virus.

Doors, Ventilation and Common Surfaces
During the summer months pastors were encouraged to 
keep entrance and exit doors open, both to avoid 
parishioners touching door handles and to achieve 
maximum ventilation of the Church. The more 
ventilated a space, the safer it is.

Pastors are now challenged to devise strategies to 
achieve both these ends, despite the increasing 
challenges of winter weather. The installation of 
automatic door openers which eliminate the need to 
touch door handles is one possibility. Likewise, the 
opening of at least some windows and doors, even in the 
face of higher heating bills, is another possibility. The 
less ventilation in any space, the greater the risk of virus 
transmission.

The Sacrament of Penance
The avoidance of small spaces should be observed in all 
circumstances in order to reduce the possibility of 
transmission of the virus through aeresolization. Despite 
the challenges of winter weather, outdoor confessions 
remain the safest alternatives, perhaps with the use of 
heaters. If an indoor location is required, a large, open 
and well-ventilated space should be chosen.

 The July 1 edition of the Commonwealth’s by the Commonwealth’s 1

“Safety Standards for Places of Worship” increased the permitted 
numbers for liturgy and devotions from 40% to 50% of “maximum 
permitted occupancy as documented in its occupancy permit,” 
provided that a minimum social distance of six feet is maintained 
between individuals not of the same household. The September 8 
edition of these standards upped the number of people allowed at 
small indoor gatherings from 10 to 25.
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Preparing for Advent and Christmas 
As planning for Advent and Christmas begins, many 
have inquired concerning how the coming holidays will 
differ in a time of pandemic. While the severe 
restrictions of Lent and Easter have been somewhat 
eased, the coming Advent and Christmas Seasons will 
look different than ever before in the interest of 
preventing a resurgence of the virus.

Accommodating Increased Numbers at Christmas
Perhaps the greatest challenge is the accommodation of 
the increased numbers of people who typically come to 
Mass at Christmas, especially on Christmas Eve. 
Several considerations may prove helpful to pastors and 
their collaborators as they seek to make this a safe and 
faith-filled Christmas:

1. In every instance a six-foot social distance must be 
strictly enforced in every church. No exceptions may 
be allowed lest Christmas Masses, with large 
numbers of vulnerable people present, become 
occasions for significant spreading of the virus.

2. In every instance the modified liturgical practices 
as mandated by Bishop McManus should be closely 
followed.

3. Additional Masses might be added to the typical 
schedule to accommodate the larger crowds. 
However, this may be possible only in those places 
where the number of priests are available. Particular 
care should be taken, in any case, that sufficient time 
is allowed between Masses for the sanitizing of pew 
backs and other common surfaces.

4. Ushers should monitor the number of people 
arriving for each Mass, particularly on Christmas 
Eve. When the maximum capacity of the church for 
safe social distancing has been reached, the doors 
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should be closed and new arrivals should be barred 
from entering. In no circumstances should 
congregants be allowed to stand in the back of the 
Church or in the vestibule.

5. Pastors may choose, when it is helpful, to seat only 
those parishioners who have previously registered to 
attend and received a ticket to enter the Church. In 
this regard, we have prepared a tutorial on the use of 
signupgenious.com which is available by clicking 
this link. 

Choirs and Lessons and Carols
The use of Choirs or the presentation of programs of 
hymn singing are strictly prohibited in the light of the 
danger for aeresolization of the virus. No more than 
one singer and one instrumentalist may be employed, 
even at the most solemn of Christmas Masses and 
communal singing should be limited to the essential 
parts of the Mass only (Cf. Orantes, 1 July 2020).

Avoiding People Standing Together
The placement of Nativity scenes and decorated 
Christmas Trees has often happily fostered the gathering 
of families and especially small children. During the 
COVID pandemic, however, any gathering of groups, 
large or small, is to be avoided. Pastors are advised to 
place Nativity displays at a distance from parishioners 
to avoid gatherings “around the crib” which would 
violate social distance and might contribute to the 
spread of the virus. Likewise, Christmas Pageants or 
any other practice which encourage small group 
gatherings or the sharing of common items (as on a 
giving tree) are strongly discouraged. The recommended 
practice of masked congregants processing directly from 
their car to their pew without occasion to stop or gather 
with others remains the safest way to proceed.
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The Advent Wreath
The Advent wreathes should be placed in the sanctuary 
in order to lessen the risk of violating social distance.  
The blessing of the Advent Wreath takes place “on the 
First Sunday of Advent or on the evening before the 
First Sunday of Advent” and is not repeated on 
subsequent Sundays. (Cf. Book of Blessings, nos. 1512, 
1509 and 1513)

Reviewing Pandemic Adaptations 
Everyone has grown tired of the accommodations we 
have adopted to prevent the spread of COVID-19. 
Indeed, a significant factor in the resurgence of the virus 
in recent months is the temptation to compromise in the 
application of those strategies which have previously 
proven effective in stemming its spread.

Now is a good time, therefore, for pastors and their 
collaborators to review those mandates and 
recommendations which Bishop McManus has 
implemented in the Diocese of Worcester. The Office for 
Divine Worship has, therefore, developed a “Pastor’s 
Checklist for Liturgy in a Time of Pandemic,”drawn 
from previous issues of this newsletter, to assist in such 
a review.
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Cardinal Sarah on  
 the Liturgy and the Pandemic 

Prot. N. 432/20

LET US RETURN TO THE EUCHARIST WITH JOY!
LETTER ON THE CELEBRATION OF THE LITURGY DURING AND 
AFTER THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC TO THE PRESIDENTS OF THE 

EPISCOPAL CONFERENCES OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH

The pandemic caused by the Covid 19 virus has produced 
upheavals not only in social, family, economic, educational 
and work dynamics, but also in the life of the Christian 
community, including the liturgical dimension. To prevent 
the spread of the virus, rigid social distancing was necessary, 
which had repercussions on a fundamental trait of Christian 
life: “Where two or three are gathered in my name, there am 
I among them;”  "They devoted themselves to the apostles' 2

teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the 
prayers. And all who believed were together and had all 
things in common.”3

This community dimension has a theological meaning: God 
is a relationship of Persons in the Most Holy Trinity. He 
creates humanity in the relational complementarity between 
male and female because “it is not good that man should be 
alone.”  He puts himself in relationship with man and 4

woman and calls them in turn to relationship with him. As 
Saint Augustine intuited, our heart is restless until it finds 
God and rests in him.  The Lord Jesus began his public 5

ministry by calling to himself a group of disciples to share 
with him the life and proclamation of the Kingdom; from 
this small flock the Church is born. Scripture uses the image 
of a city to describe eternal life: the heavenly Jerusalem.  A 6

city is a community of people who share values, fundamental 

 Mt 18:20.2

 Acts 2:42.44.3

 Gen 2:184

 cf. Confessions, I, 1.5

 cf. Rev 21.6
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human and spiritual realities, places, times and organized 
activities and who contribute to building the common good. 
While the pagans built temples dedicated only to the divinity, 
to which people had no access, Christians, as soon as they 
enjoyed freedom of worship, immediately built places that 
were the domus Dei et domus ecclesiae, where the faithful 
could recognize themselves as the community of God, a 
people summoned for worship and constituted as a holy 
assembly. God can therefore proclaim: “I am your God, you 
will be my people.”  The Lord remains faithful to his 7

Covenant  and Israel becomes for this very reason the Abode 8

of God, the holy place of his presence in the world.  For this 9

reason, the house of the Lord presupposes the presence of the 
family of the children of God. Today too, in the prayer of the 
dedication of a new church, the Bishop asks that it be what it 
should be by its very nature: “...make this for ever a holy 
place… Here may the flood of divine grace overwhelm 
human offenses, so that your children, Father, being dead to 
sin, may be reborn to heavenly life. Here may your faithful, 
gathered around the table of the altar, celebrate the memorial 
of the Paschal Mystery and be refreshed by the banquet of 
Christ's Word and his Body. Here may the joyful offering of 
praise resound, with human voices joined to the song of 
Angels, and unceasing prayer rise up to you for the salvation 
of the world. Here may the poor find mercy, the oppressed 
attain true freedom, and all people be clothed with the 
dignity of your children, until they come exultant to the 
Jerusalem which is above.”

The Christian community has never sought isolation and has 
never made the Church a city with closed doors. Formed in 
the value of community life and in the search of the common 
good, Christians have always sought insertion into society, 
while being aware of an otherness - to be in the world 
without belonging to it and without being reduced to it.  10

And even in the pandemic emergency, a great sense of 
responsibility has emerged. In listening to and collaborating 
with civil authorities and experts, the Bishops and their 
territorial conferences were prompt to make difficult and 

 cf. Ex 6:7; Dt 14:2.7

 cf. Dt 7:9.8

 cf. Ex 29:45; Lv 26:11-12.9

 cf. Letter to Diognetus, 5-6.10
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painful decisions, even to the point of suspending the 
participation of the faithful in the celebration of the Eucharist 
for a long period. This Congregation is deeply grateful to the 
Bishops for their commitment and effort in trying to respond 
in the best possible way to an unforeseen and complex 
situation.

As soon as circumstances permit, however, it is necessary 
and urgent to return to the normality of Christian life, which 
has the church building as its home and the celebration of the 
liturgy, especially the Eucharist, as "the summit toward 
which the activity of the Church is directed; at the same time 
it is the font from which all her power flows.”11

Aware that God never abandons the humanity He has 
created, and that even the hardest trials can bear fruits of 
grace, we have accepted our distance from the Lord's altar as 
a time of Eucharistic fasting, useful for us to rediscover its 
vital importance, beauty and immeasurable preciousness. As 
soon as is possible, however, we must return to the Eucharist 
with a purified heart, with a renewed amazement, with an 
increased desire to meet the Lord, to be with him, to receive 
him and to bring him to our brothers and sisters with the 
witness of a life full of faith, love and hope.

This time of deprivation gives us the grace to understand the 
heart of our brothers and sisters, the martyrs of Abitinae 
(beginning of the 4th century), who answered their judges 
with serene determination, despite a sure death sentence: 
Sine Dominico non possumus. The absolute verb non 
possumus (we cannot) and the significance of the neuter 
noun Dominicum (that which is the Lord's) cannot be 
translated with a single word. A very brief expression sums 
up a great wealth of nuances and meanings that are offered to 
our meditation today:

We cannot live, be Christians, fully realizing our humanity 
and the desires for good and happiness that dwell in our 
hearts without the Word of the Lord, which in the celebration 
of the liturgy takes shape and becomes a living word, spoken 
by God for those who today open their hearts to listen;

 Sacrosanctum Concilium, 10.11
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We cannot live as Christians without participating in the 
Sacrifice of the Cross in which the Lord Jesus gives himself 
unreservedly to save, by his death, humanity which had died 
because of sin; the Redeemer associates humanity with 
himself and leads it back to the Father; in the embrace of the 
Crucified One all human suffering finds light and comfort;

We cannot be without the banquet of the Eucharist, the table 
of the Lord to which we are invited as sons and daughters, 
brothers and sisters to receive the Risen Christ himself, 
present in body, blood, soul and divinity in that Bread of 
heaven which sustains us in the joys and labors of this 
earthly pilgrimage;

We cannot be without the Christian community, the family of 
the Lord: we need to meet our brothers and sisters who share 
the sonship of God, the fraternity of Christ, the vocation and 
the search for holiness and the salvation of their souls in the 
rich diversity of ages, personal histories, charisms and 
vocations;

We cannot be without the house of the Lord, which is our 
home, without the holy places where we were born to faith, 
where we discovered the provident presence of the Lord and 
discovered the merciful embrace that lifts up those who have 
fallen, where we consecrated our vocation to marriage or 
religious life, where we prayed and gave thanks, rejoiced and 
wept, where we entrusted to the Father our loved ones who 
had completed their earthly pilgrimage;

We cannot be without the Lord's Day, without Sunday which 
gives light and meaning to the succession of days of work 
and to family and social responsibilities.

As much as the means of communication perform a valued 
service to the sick and those who are unable to go to church, 
and have performed a great service in the broadcast of Holy 
Mass at a time when there was no possibility of community 
celebrations, no broadcast is comparable to personal 
participation or can replace it. On the contrary, these 
broadcasts alone risk distancing us from a personal and 
intimate encounter with the incarnate God who gave himself 
to us not in a virtual way, but really, saying: “He who eats 
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my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me and I in him.”  12

This physical contact with the Lord is vital, indispensable, 
irreplaceable. Once the concrete measures that can be taken 
to reduce the spread of the virus to a minimum have been 
identified and adopted, it is necessary that all resume their 
place in the assembly of brothers and sisters, rediscover the 
irreplaceable preciousness and beauty of the celebration of 
the liturgy, and invite and encourage again those brothers and 
sisters who have been discouraged, frightened, absent or 
uninvolved for too long.

This Dicastery intends to reaffirm some principles and 
suggest some courses of action to promote a rapid and safe 
return to the celebration of the Eucharist. Due attention to 
hygiene and safety regulations cannot lead to the sterilization 
of gestures and rites, to the instilling, even unconsciously, of 
fear and insecurity in the faithful.

It is up to the prudent but firm action of the Bishops to 
ensure that the participation of the faithful in the celebration 
of the Eucharist is not reduced by public authorities to a 
"gathering", and is not considered comparable or even 
subordinate to forms of recreational activities. Liturgical 
norms are not matters on which civil authorities can 
legislate, but only the competent ecclesiastical authorities.13

The participation of the faithful in liturgical celebrations 
should be facilitated, but without improvised ritual 
experiments and in full respect of the norms contained in the 
liturgical books which govern their conduct. In the liturgy, an 
experience of sacredness, holiness and beauty that 
transfigures gives a foretaste of the harmony of eternal 
blessedness. Care should therefore be taken to ensure the 
dignity of the places, the sacred furnishings, the manner of 
celebration, according to the authoritative instruction of the 
Second Vatican Council: "The rites should be distinguished 
by a noble simplicity.”14

The faithful should be recognized as having the right to 
receive the Body of Christ and to worship the Lord present in 

 Jn 6.56.12

 cf. Sacrosanctum Concilium, 2213

 Sacrosanctum Concilium, 34.14
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the Eucharist in the manner provided for, without limitations 
that go even beyond what is provided for by the norms of 
hygiene issued by public authorities or Bishops.

In the Eucharistic celebration the faithful adore the Risen 
Jesus present; and we see with what ease the sense of 
adoration, the prayer of adoration, is lost. In their catechesis 
we ask Pastors to insist on the necessity of adoration.

A sure principle in order not to err is obedience. Obedience 
to the norms of the Church, obedience to the Bishops. In 
times of difficulty (e.g., wars, pandemics), Bishops and 
Episcopal Conferences can give provisional norms which 
must be obeyed. Obedience safeguards the treasure entrusted 
to the Church. These measures given by the Bishops and 
Episcopal Conferences expire when the situation returns to 
normal.

The Church will continue to cherish the human person as a 
whole. She bears witness to hope invites us to trust in God, 
recalls that earthly existence is important, but much more 
important is eternal life: sharing the same life with God for 
eternity is our goal, our vocation. This is the faith of the 
Church, witnessed over the centuries by hosts of martyrs and 
saints, a positive proclamation that frees us from one-
dimensional reductionisms and from ideologies. The Church 
unites proclamation and accompaniment towards the eternal 
salvation of souls with the necessary concern for public 
health. Let us therefore continue to entrust ourselves 
confidently to God's mercy, to invoke the intercession of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary, salus infirmorum et auxilium 
christianorum, for all those who are sorely tried by the 
pandemic and every other affliction, let us persevere in 
prayer for those who have left this life, and at the same time 
let us renew our intention to be witnesses of the Risen One 
and heralds of a sure hope, which transcends the limits of 
this world.

From the Vatican, 15 August 2020, The Solemnity of the 
Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary The Supreme Pontiff 
Francis, in the Audience granted on 3 September 2020 to the 
undersigned Cardinal Prefect of the Congregation for Divine 
Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, approved this 
Letter and ordered its publication.

Robert Card. Sarah Prefect 
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A Prayer in Time of Pandemic 

O God,  
whose Only Begotten Son  
bore the weight of human suffering  
for our salvation,  
hear the prayers of your Church 
for our sick brothers and sisters 
and deliver us from this time of trial. 

Open our ears and our hearts 
to the voice of your Son:  
Be not afraid, for I am with you always. 

Bless all doctors and nurses,  
researchers and public servants;  
give us the wisdom to do what is right  
and the faith to endure this hour,  
that we might gather once again  
to praise your name in the heart of your Church, 
delivered from all distress  
and confident in your mercy. 

Through Christ our Lord. Amen. 
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