
Liturgy in a Time of Transition 
As we reach the peak of this wave of the COVID-19 Pandemic 
in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, early planning for our 
emergence from this wave has already begun. While such a 
reality is probably a month or more away, and entirely 
dependent on the decisions of the Governor,  careful planning 
and execution of transitional strategies now will assure a safe 
and effective start to the “new normal.” Success will be marked 
by calm and judicious application of the best epidemiological 
advice without excess or innovation.   
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What’s Next? 
If the past two months have taught us anything, it is that the 
future of this pandemic is hard to predict. 

The IHME,  however, has projected that we will reach  1

zero deaths by May 25th and zero hospital capacity 
demands by June 7th. 

Based on this data, the earliest at which Governor Baker 
might begin to relax social distancing and other 
containment strategies is June 8, 2020. Even this date, 
however, presumes a maintenance of social distancing and 
the development of a robust system of testing, contact 
tracing, isolation, and limiting gathering size. 

According to the American Enterprise Institute’s study 
Coronavirus Response: A Roadmap to Reopening,  “Phase 2

II: State-by-State Reopening” is triggered by:  

1. A sustained reduction in cases for at least 14 
days;  

2. Hospitals in the state are safely able to treat all 
patients requiring hospitalization without resorting 
to crisis standards of care;  

3. The state is able to test all people with 
COVID-19 symptoms; and  

4. The state is able to conduct active monitoring of 
confirmed cases and their contacts.  3

 The Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME) is an independent 1

population health research center at UW Medicine, part of the University of 
Washington, which is widely used by government and public health officials in 
planning for the future of the present pandemic. https://covid19.healthdata.org/united-
states-of-america/massachusetts

 American Enterprise Institute. Coronavirus Response: A Roadmap to Reopening 2

[AEI] March 2020.

 AEI, page 6.3
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What would characterize Phase II? 
The characteristics of this phase, according to the AIE are: 

. …The majority of schools, universities, and 
businesses can reopen. Teleworking should continue 
where convenient; social gatherings should  
continue to be limited to fewer than 50 people 
wherever possible. Other local restrictions should be 
considered, such as those that limit people from 
congregating in close proximity.  

High-contact settings such as schools should continue 
to review and implement physical distancing measures 
with guidance from the CDC and input from local 
officials. Health officials should recommend increased 
social hygiene measures and cleaning of shared 
surfaces.  

For older adults (those over 60 years old), those with 
underlying health conditions, and other populations at 
heightened risk from COVID-19, it should still be 
recommended that they limit time in the community 
during Phase II. This recommendation may change if 
an effective therapeutic becomes available.  4

 AEI, page 7.4
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Phase II would probably permit no more than fifty people 
to gather in a single indoor space, and the following 
restrictions would be observed: 

All persons would be masked and observe a 
minimum of six foot social distance; 

Persons over the age of sixty should continue to 
observe even more severe social distancing 
requirements, either absenting themselves from such 
assemblies or more strictly observing the 
requirements observed by all; 

In Churches, the previously announced adaptations of 
the Sacred Liturgy including elimination of the 
exchange of the sign of peace, encouragement to 
receive Holy Communion under one species in the 
hand, no standing water in Holy Water fonts, etc. will 
continue to be observed during this phase. A detailed 
description of these restrictions is found on pages 5-7 
of this Newsletter. 

Phase II will last until the development and authorization 
for wide distribution of a vaccine for COVID-19, probably 
in the Spring of 2021 at the earliest. Alternatively, Phase III 
could be implemented once “there are other therapeutic 
options that can be used for preventive or treatment 
indications and that have a measurable impact on disease 
activity and can help rescue very sick patients.”  5

 AEI, page 8.5
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How do we restrict Masses to fifty people? 
Two strategies seem possible for the restriction of assembly 
sizes in parishes where the customary number of 
individuals at Masse exceeds fifty people: 

1. The number of Masses could be increased if the 
schedule and number of priests allows for this to take 
place in a reasonable manner. In such instances, 
Church halls might be used as a second location for 
two Masses to take place at the same time. 

2. Where the number or age of the priests does not 
allow for an increase in the number of Masses, a 
system of ticketing Masses might be developed, 
whereby a randomly assigned number of tickets to 
each Mass might be issued to parishioners on a 
revolving basis. 

In no case would the number of persons present at a given 
Mass be allowed to exceed the maximum number 
established by civil authorities. Pastors would be obliged to 
make every effort to turn away anyone exceeding this 
maximum amount, at the risk of being shut down by civil 
authorities as a legally valid place of civic assembly. 

In all likelihood, the obligation to attend Mass would 
remain suspended while the number of attendees is limited 
to fifty people. 

What happens if cases recur widely in Phase II? 
Should a substantial number of cases in a given community 
recur without the possibility of individual contact tracing, 
local civil authorities would be obligated to return to Phase 
I mitigation efforts. The seriousness with which the Phase 
II efforts are implemented will determine whether we 
continue to move toward a gradual re-opening or return to 
the more restrictive mitigation efforts presently in force. 
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Strategies for Smaller Masses  
Once these smaller Masses are authorized, pastors would 
implement several important steps actions: 

educate all parishioners by distribution of appropriate 
educational materials, as bulletin inserts, via Flocknote and on 
parish websites.  6

remind parishioners that the obligation to attend Sunday 
Mass remains lifted  throughout the course of civil limitations 7

on the number of people who may gather for Mass. 

suspend the distribution of the Precious Blood. 

omit the invitation to exchange of the Sign of Peace and the 
shaking of hands with parishioners at the end of Mass. 
 
remove all standing Holy Water in all fonts, keeping in mind 
that small bottles of Holy Water might be appropriately provided 
for parishioners. The presence of Holy Water in larger containers 
from which the faithful might draw a personal supply of Holy 
Water into appropriate containers is another appropriate 
response. Turn off water fountains or mark them as not to be 
used. 

clean pew backs and surfaces in bathrooms after every Mass 
with disinfectant. Clean door handles and other surfaces with 
disinfectants daily. Use gloves when cleaning and emptying 
trash receptacles. 

In regard to Holy Communion 
Wash all Communion Vessels after each Mass. Announce that 
there is a “public health preference” for Communion in the 
hand, rather than on the tongue. Encourage those who 
nonetheless prefer to receive Holy Communion on the tongue to 

 The latest information on the influenza virus, as well as the spread of COVID-19 is 6

available from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) as well as the 
websites of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts and the City of Worcester.

 Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 21817
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receive from the priest. Priests should be aware that they do not 
have a right to refuse Holy Communion on the tongue. Remind 
Communion ministers to wash their hands before and after 
distribution. If a minister accidentally touches a communicant 
they should stop distributing, place the Eucharist on the Altar, 
and wash their hands before resuming distribution. 

In regard to “Social Distancing” 
In order to promote social distancing (at least six feet apart) seat 
people in every-other pew.  

Suspend the use of smaller “daily Mass” chapels and cancel 
Children’s Liturgy of the Word. Move all liturgies to the main 
church. Discourage all large gatherings, including large group 
Baptisms, suggesting individual baptisms instead.  

In regard to processions 
Entrance and recessional processions should be suspended. 

In regard to the Collection 
Instead of passing collection baskets, ask parishioners to place 
money in one basket which is then transferred to the drop-safe 
by someone wearing gloves. “Quarantine” money for three days 
before counting it to assure any trace of the virus has been 
neutralized. 

In regard to the Sacrament of Penance 
Suspend the use of all confessionals since the “grate” is not 
designed to prevent virus transmission. Try to establish a 
separate, sound proof room, where you can maintain a minimum 
distance of six feet between penitent and confessor.  Disinfect all 
surfaces in the room after every use. 
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Brief Chronology of the Pandemic 
1 February First confirmed case of COVID-19 in Massachusetts 
_________ 

1 March First Sunday of Lent 
_________ 

8 March Second Sunday of Lent 

10 March Governor Baker declares a state of emergency 

13 March Office for Worship distributes handout on “Flu and  
 the Liturgy” and recommends liturgical adaptations to  
 limit spread of influenza and the “new Corona virus” 
_________ 

15 March Third Sunday of Lent 
 Last public Masses celebrated with liturgical   
 adaptations for social distancing 

17 March Governor Baker limits gatherings to 25 people 
  
 Bishop McManus suspends all public Masses 

 First special edition of Orantes on suspension of Mass 

 First Weekday Masses Streaming in English and Spanish 

19 March First “live” training of Designated Priest Ministers of   
 the Sick 
_________ 

22 March Fourth Sunday of Lent  
 First Pontifical and Spanish Streaming Sunday Masses 

24 March Governor Baker closes all non-essential workplaces and  
 limits gatherings to 10 people, asking everyone to stay  
 in their homes 

25 March Bishop McManus Blesses the Diocese  
 and consecrates it to the Blessed Virgin Mary 

 Second special edition of Orantes  
 on Liturgy in a Time of Pandemic 
_________ 

29 March Fifth Sunday of Lent 

30 March Third Special Edition of Orantes  
 on Holy Week in a Time of Pandemic 
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_________ 

5 April  Palm Sunday 

6 April  Bishop McManus blesses the Hospitals 

  Fourth special edition of Orantes  
  on Funerals in a Time of Pandemic 

_________ 

12 April Easter Sunday 
_________ 

19 April Second Sunday of Easter 
   
 Establishment of COVID+ House in Southbridge 

26 April Third Sunday of Easter 

27 April Special edition of Orantes  
 on Preliminary Strategies for “Phase II Re-opening” 
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Consecration to the Blessed Mother 
On March 25th Bishop McManus, joined by his priests, blessed the 
Diocese of Worcester from six locations. He also consecrated the 
Diocese to the protective intercession of the Blessed Virgin Mary. 

Two weeks ago, on Easter Sunday, the bishops’ conference of Latin 
America and the Caribbean (CELAM) consecrated their nations to 
Our Lady of Guadalupe. 

On Friday, May 1st, the Bishops’ Conferences of the United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops and the Canadian Conference of 
Catholic Bishops will join together to reconsecrate the United States 
to the care of the Blessed Mother. 

Bishop McManus will celebrate the 9:00am Mass from the Cathedral 
on that day, joining his consecration of the Diocese of Worcester to 
that of his brother Bishops, including Archbishop José Gomez, 
President of the USCCB. The Mass may be viewed in channel 193 and 
will be streamed on the Diocesan website. 

In an April 23rd press release, the USCCB describes the national 
consecration. 

Through a collective dedication or entrustment of a nation to 
Mary, an act of consecration is meant to be a reminder to the 
faithful of the Blessed Mother’s witness to the Gospel and to 
ask for her effective intercession before her Son on behalf of 
those in need. Bishop John Carroll of Baltimore, the first bishop 
of the United States, promoted devotion to Mary, the Mother of 
God, and placed the United States under her protection in a 
pastoral letter of 1792. The twenty-one bishops attending the 
Sixth Provincial Council of Baltimore in 1846 determined to 
name the Blessed Virgin Mary, under the title of the Immaculate 
Conception, as the Patroness of the United States, and Pope Pius 
XI approved this decision the following year. More recently, the 
dedication of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception 
in Washington, D.C. in 1959 was the opportunity for the bishops 
to once again consecrate the nation to the Blessed Mother. 
Several popes have likewise consecrated the world to Mary on 
various occasions. 

A Liturgy Guide to facilitate the participation of the faithful of the 
Diocese in this consecration will be available soon on the COVID 
resources page of the Diocesan Website. 
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A Prayer in Time of Pandemic 
The following prayer will be distributed to all parishes during 
the next week and is recommended to all the faithful. 

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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