
First Thoughts 

As Massachusetts positivity rates continue to rise and cases 
exceed ten per 100,000 residents, Connecticut is requiring 
visitors from the Commonwealth to quarantine for fourteen 
days and New York is discouraging travel to Massachusetts. 

The city of Worcester has remained a hotspot for seven 
straight weeks, with the Governor rolling back the town of 
Leicester to the first stage of phase three. Residential 
students at Assumption College are in quarantine. While 
testing and contact tracing remain the primary ways by 
which Governor Baker is addressing the increase, his 
rollback of the the town of Leicester to the first stage of 
phase three is an indication that rollbacks to earlier phases 
may be in the cards as the rate of transmission of 
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COVID-19 increases. Churches, of course, should remain 
particularly vigilant, especially in the light of the 
cautionary tale of the twenty eight cases of COVID-19 
which were traced to the Crossroads Community Church in 
Fitchburg last week, resulting in a decision to delay partial 
in-person learning in the Fitchburg public schools. 

Of concern, as well, is a recent study published in the 
Virology Journal has found that the COVID-19 virus 
can live on non-porous surfaces for as long as 28 days, 
particularly at temperatures lower than 68 degrees. The 
study did not look at how transmissible the virus was, 
only whether it was still “live virus.”

The possibility of widespread transmission with 
Thanksgiving gatherings is of growing concern, which is 
why we are including with this newsletter “Bulletin Inserts” 
in English and Spanish drawn from Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) advisories on safe ways to 
celebrate Thanksgiving.  Rectories with more than one 1

priest in residence should be sensitive to the real possibility 
of someone “bringing the virus back” after attending a 
thanksgiving dinner with family and friends. We have also 
included an advisory to pastors on the need for continuing 
pastoral care of the sick, employing all the requisite 
precautions to keep clergy and laity safe. 

Finally, we have a somewhat more in depth review of the 
blessing of Advent Wreaths and Christmas Trees from the 
Book of Blessings, along with a reprint of the cautions 
regarding these practices.  2

 These bulletin inserts on planning a safe Thanksgiving are available 1

on the Diocesan Website where all bulletin inserts are made available. 
Click Parish Resources on the homepage then Bulletin Inserts.

 Pastors might also note that a Flocknote was sent to all priests on 2

October 15th on “Organizing Responsible Giving Trees during a 
Pandemic.” That information is available at  worcesterdiocese.org/
giving-trees and a link is also on the Pandemic Resources page in the 
section “Other Resources.”
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Of Wreaths and Trees 

It seems to get colder by the day this time of year, as we 
light the fireplace and burn candles to dispel the 
encroaching darkness. Our minds, therefore, turn to the 
liturgical traditions of the blessing of Advent wreathes and 
Christmas Trees for which we have already begun to plan. 

As previously noted in Orantes, special care must be taken 
in this time of pandemic to locate wreathes, trees and even 
mangers at sufficient distance from the congregation in 
order to avoid gatherings of people in violation of social 
distancing. 

The Advent Wreath 
From pre-Christian times, people have ritually lit circles of 
candles, anticipating the eastern rising of a too absent sun. 
The gradual lighting of an evergreen circle of lights came 
to mark the coming of the Sun of Justice at Christmas. 

The enchanting story is told of a nineteenth century 
German Lutheran pastor who was renowned for his work 
with poor children. In response to his students’ continuing 
demand to know “How many days until Christmas,” the 
good pastor outfitted an old cartwheel with twenty small 
red and four large white candles. Each day he would light a 
small candle, except on Sundays, when the large Candle 
would be emblazoned. The custom spread throughout 
Germany, and was even adopted in Catholic Churches in 
the 1920’s, spreading to North America in the following 
decades.  3

The Blessing of an Advent Wreath is found in numbers 
1509-1520 of the Book of Blessings. The introduction to the 

 Cf. Mary Jane Haemig, ‘The Origin and Spread of the Advent 3

Wreath’ (Lutheran Quarterly, XIX (2005), pp. 332-343) and D. Sattler 
(ed.) Der Adventkranz und seine Geschichte (Hamburg, 1997).
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blessing recalls the traditional use of the Advent Wreath”in 
the Church as well as in the home.”  4

The blessing, which may take place during Mass, a Liturgy 
of the Word or Evening Prayer, is celebrated on the First 
Sunday of Advent or its vigil. No provision is made for the 
blessing to be repeated or for a ceremonial lighting of the 
Advent wreath on subsequent Sundays. The candles are 
“lighted either before Mass begins or immediately before 
the opening prayer” on the Sundays following the blessing, 
without “additional rites or prayers.”  5

The candles (three violet and one rose, or all four violet ) 6

represent the four weeks of Advent.  The wreath should be 7

of sufficient size  and, during the pandemic “should be 8

placed in the sanctuary in order to lessen the risk of 
violating social distance.”  9

The actual blessing takes place during the closing prayer of 
the General Intercessions. Sample intercessions are 
provided by the Order of Blessing  and the Prayer of 10

Blessing is said with hands outstretched toward the wreath.  

The prayer of blessing begins by speaking of the joy which 
the Church experiences as she awaits her Savior. The 
prayer thus evokes the phrase used in the embolism of the 
Communion rite at each Mass, which recalls how we wait 
in joyful hope (in beatam spem) for the coming our Our 
Lord Jesus Christ. The blessing goes on to proclaim that the 
light of his coming “dispels the darkness of ignorance and 

 Book of Blessings [BOB], no. 1509.4

 BOB, no. 1513.5

 BOB, no. 1510.6

 BOB, no. 1511.7

 BOB, no. 1512.8

 Orantes, 14 October 2020, page 6.9

 Cf. BOB, nos. 1518ff.10
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sin.”  Finally, the prayer asks that the Lord pour forth his 11

blessings upon us as we light this wreath and that these 
flames might “reflect the splendor of Christ.”  12

An alternative blessing  employs the language of some of 13

the O Antiphons, (Wisdom, King of the Nations, 
Emmanuel) and, like the first, asks that the light of the 
wreath “be a sign of Christ's promise to bring us salvation.” 
It concludes with the Advent Maranatha,  asking that the 14

Lord “come quickly and not delay.” 

After the blessing prayer is concluded, the first candle is lit. 

The Christmas Tree 
Some suggest the origin of the Christmas Tree is found in 
the “tree of the knowledge of good and evil” which opened 
most medieval Passion plays.  The apples on its branches 15

eventually evolve into ornaments and candles, which even 
today anticipate the coming of the the Victor over the sin of 
our first parents. 

The “Order for the Blessing of a Christmas Tree”  may 16

be celebrated “on or before Christmas during a 
celebration of the word of God, or during Morning or 
Evening Prayer”  by a priest, deacon or layperson.  The 17 18

Order also notes that the Christmas tree may 
appropriately remain in place until the Epiphany.  19

 BOB, no. 1519.11

 BOB, no. 1519.12

 BOB, no. 1520.13

 Cf. 1 Corinthians 16:22 and Didache 10:14.14

 BOB, no. 1570.15

 BOB, nos. 1570-1596.16

 BOB, no. 1572.17

 BOB, no. 1575.18

 BOB, no. 1571.19
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The Blessing provides for the blessing of a Christmas tree 
in the home by “a parent or another family member, in 
connection with the evening meal on the Vigil of 
Christmas or at another suitable time on Christmas 
Day.”  A shorter rite is provided with a domestic blessing 20

in mind.  21

The Order of Blessing may begin with a suitable song, 
followed by the Sign of the Cross  and a greeting. One 22

greeting is provided for a cleric (with the response And 
with your spirit)  and another for a lay presider (with the 23

response Amen.)  An introductory address  reminds us 24 25

of the “signs and wonders” which accompanied the birth 
of the Lord and how that birth brings “joy to our hearts 
and enlightenment to our minds.” The presider then asks 
that the lights of the tree lead us to the Perfect Light. 

This is followed by a brief Liturgy of the Word, a homily 
or “brief reflection” by a lay person  and intercessions,  26 27

concluding with the Lord’s Prayer.  The Prayer of 28

Blessing of the Christmas Tree follows, which a cleric 
prays with hands outstretched and a lay person with hands 
joined.  29

 BOB, no. 1574.20

 BOB, no. 1592-1596..21

 BOB, no. 1576.22

 BOB, no. 1577.23

 BOB, no. 1578.24

 BOB, no. 1579.25

 BOB, no. 1583.26

 BOB, no. 1584.27

 BOB, no. 1585.28

 BOB, no. 1586.29
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Two forms are provided for the blessing. The first  30

praises God for the creation of sun, moon, and stars and 
for “the light of Israel” through the Law and the Prophets. 
In Jesus Christ, the Emmanuel and Prince of Peace, we 
are filled with the wonders of God’s love. The prayer 
concludes by asking that the light of the Christmas Tree 
might fill our hearts with joy. and lead us to the 
knowledge of salvation. 

The second form  begins by recalling that by his 31

incarnation, Christ has “rescued us from the darkness of 
sin by making the cross a tree of life and light.” The 
prayer then asks that the tree remind us of the Cross of 
Christ and that the light of Christ might always shine in 
our hearts. 

The candles or lights of the tree are then illuminated.  32

and the Order concludes with a simple blessing.  33

 BOB, no. 1586..30

 BOB, no. 1587.31

 BOB, no. 1573, 1588.32

 BOB, no. 1589.33
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Pastoral Care of the Sick Today 

With the advent of the pandemic nine months ago, Bishop 
McManus directed that specially trained Designated Priest 
Ministers of the Sick, along with our dedicated hospital 
Chaplains, would assume primary responsibility for the 
care of the sick.

However, when the first phase of reopening took place in 
May, it was announced in Orantes that “parish Priests may 
begin to return to administering the Sacrament of the 
Anointing of the Sick to their parishioners.” Certain 
precautions to be taken when administering the Sacraments 
were also announced, which are reprinted at the end of this 
article.

While we have recently experienced a real increase in 
transmission of the virus in Worcester County, Bishop 
McManus has stressed that it remains the primary and 
serious responsibility of pastors to provide pastoral care of 
the sick and dying in their parishes.

Should increasing rates of COVID-19 transmission 
necessitate a change in this policy, Bishop McManus will 
announce appropriate provisions. In the meantime, 
however, the Bishop has asked all priests to follow the 
recommended procedures by which it is both safe and 
pastorally responsible for each parish to continue the 
administration of the sacraments (anointing, Holy 
Communion and viaticum) to its parishioners.

Guidelines for Pastoral Care of the Sick 

If a person has been diagnosed COVID+ it is essential that 
the Priest be assisted by a medical professional who will 
provide the proper Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) 
and direct the Priest in the correct method for putting on 
and taking off the mask, gloves, gown and shield, where 8



appropriate. In addition, all the precautions listed below 
should be carefully followed.

If a person has not been diagnosed COVID+ it is still 
important to take certain precautions in case the patient 
might be infectious without showing symptoms. Therefore, 
certain minimal precautions should always be followed:

Both the Priest and the sick person should be masked. The 
Priest should observe a social distance of at least six feet 
from the sick person at all times, except for the moment of 
anointing. The imposition of hands should be omitted.

The Priest should avoid contact with surfaces in the home 
as much as possible. He should choose a recently 
disinfected surface at least six feet from the sick person on 
which to place his oil stock, a Q-tip or other cotton swab, a 
paper bag and alcohol-based hand sanitizer. Before and 
after the Rite of Anointing, the Priest should disinfect his 
hands with the hand sanitizer.

The rite is celebrated as usual (omitting the imposition of 
hands), with the exception of the act of anointing the sick 
person. At the moment of anointing, the Priest should dip 
the Q- tip into the oil stock and anoint the sick person on 
the forehead only, omitting the anointing of the hands. The 
swab is then placed in the paper bag and should later be 
burned.

At the conclusion of the rite the Priest should once again 
use the hand sanitizer. In the interest of reducing the risk 
for virus transmission shorter forms of the rites for the sick 
should usually be used. (Cf. Orantes, 18 May 2020, pages 
11-12)
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HOW TO KEEP SAFE AT THANKSGIVING 
FROM THE CENTERS FOR DISEASE CONTROL AND PREVENTION 

Thanksgiving is a time when many families travel long distances to celebrate together. Travel 
increases the chance of getting and spreading the virus that causes COVID-19. Staying home is 
the best way to protect yourself and others. If you must travel, be informed of the risks 
involved. 

Lower risk activities 
• Having a small dinner with only people who live in your household 
• Preparing traditional family recipes for family and neighbors, especially those at higher 

risk of severe illness from COVID-19, and delivering them in a way that doesn’t 
involve contact with others 

• Having a virtual dinner and sharing recipes with friends and family 
• Shopping online rather than in person on the day after Thanksgiving or the next 

Monday 
• Watching sports events, parades, and movies from home

Moderate risk activities 
• Having a small outdoor dinner with family and friends who live in your community. 

Lower your risk by following CDC’s recommendations on hosting gatherings or 
cookouts 

• Visiting pumpkin patches or orchards where people use hand sanitizer before touching 
pumpkins or picking apples, wearing masks is encouraged or enforced, and people are 
able to maintain social distancing 

• Attending a small outdoor sports events with safety precautions in place

High risk activities 
Avoid these higher risk activities to help prevent the spread of the virus 

• Going shopping in crowded stores just before, on, or after Thanksgiving 
• Participating or being a spectator at a crowded race 
• Attending crowded parades 
• Using alcohol or drugs, which can cloud judgement and increase risky behaviors 
• Attending large indoor gatherings with people from outside of your household



CÓMO MANTENERSE SEGURO EN LA DÍA DE ACCIÓN DE GRACIAS 
CENTROS PARA EL CONTROL Y LA PREVENCIÓN DE ENFERMEDADES 

El Día de Acción de Gracias es un momento en el que muchas familias viajan largas distancias 
para reunirse y celebrar. Los viajes aumentan las probabilidades de infectarse y propagar el virus 
que causa el COVID-19. Quedarse en casa es la mejor manera de protegerse y proteger a otras 
personas. Si debe viajar, conozca los riesgos que implica. 

Actividades de menor riesgo 
• Organizar una cena íntima, solo con las personas que viven en su hogar 
• Preparar recetas familiares tradicionales para vecinos y familiares, especialmente los 

que corren mayor riesgo de enfermarse gravemente a causa del COVID-19, y hacerles 
llegar las comidas de manera de evitar el contacto con otras personas 

• Organizar una cena virtual y compartir recetas con amigos y familiares 
• Hacer compras en línea y no personalmente el día después del Día de Acción de 

Gracias o el lunes siguiente 
• Mirar eventos deportivos, desfiles y películas desde casa

Actividades de riesgo moderado 
• Organizar una cena al aire libre, con pocos familiares y amigos que vivan en su 

comunidad. Baje su riesgo siguiendo las recomendaciones de los CDC para organizar 
encuentros o comidas al aire libre. 

• Visitar granjas de calabazas en las que personas usan desinfectante de manos antes de 
tocarlas o recoger manzanas, se recomienda o impone el uso de mascarillas y las 
personas pueden mantener el distanciamiento social 

• Asistir a eventos deportivos al aire libre con poca concurrencia y precauciones de 
seguridad vigentes

Actividades de mayor riesgo 
Evite estas actividades de mayor riesgo para ayudar a prevenir la propagación del virus 
• Ir de compras a tiendas con grandes aglomeraciones justo antes, durante o después del 

Día de Acción de Gracias 
• Participar o asistir como espectador a una carrera con mucha concurrencia 
• Asistir a desfiles con grandes aglomeraciones de público 
• Consumir alcohol o drogas que pueden nublar su criterio y aumentar la posibilidad de 

comportamientos arriesgados 
• Asistir a reuniones grandes en lugares cerrados, con personas que no viven en su hogar



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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