Parish Outreach Continues
during Time of Fear, Contagion
At this writing it is the week after Easter. During these days in
an ordinary liturgical year, the newly initiated would be reflecting on all that they had experienced during the Sacred Paschal
Triduum, young boys and girls would be anticipating their First
Communion, and spring brides and grooms would be making
last-minute preparations. But this is no ordinary liturgical year.
Because of the pandemic, the elect are still awaiting the day that
they will celebrate the sacraments of initiation, those preparing
to receive First Communion are wondering when they too can
share in the sacred meal, and in some locales, couples need to
choose which ten people may attend their wedding, while in others, weddings are being delayed.
As liturgies were canceled to safeguard the public from the
spread of COVID-19, questions were raised: How will we be
Church? How will we sustain community if we cannot gather?
How will we celebrate Mass without a congregation? When will
the elect celebrate the sacraments of initiation? How will we
anoint the sick? How will we bury our dead?

SEEKING TO CONNECT

With more questions than answers, the staff at my parish,
St. Thomas Aquinas in Alpharetta, Georgia, brainstormed ways
to keep our community engaged. A daily newsletter was emailed
to parishioners and posted in both English and Spanish on our
website. This newsletter included spiritual food for thought from
the pastor, information about livestreamed Masses and other
virtual prayer opportunities, resources and activities for families
from the faith formation office, and the latest news from health
and local officials regarding the coronavirus. Along with the
spiritual formation, parishioners received relief from harsh daily
news through weekly postings of the pastor singing and playing
the banjo and guitar.

Caring for the Physical and Spiritual

Looking ahead to both the physical and spiritual needs of the
community, St. Thomas Aquinas sponsored a food drive before
the shelter-in-place order took effect in Georgia. As community
members drove through the parish parking lot to drop off donations for the St. Vincent de Paul Society, they received a bulletin,
a packet of prayers and activities from the faith formation staff,
and a blessing with holy water from the clergy.
At another parish in Atlanta, the pastor hosted fireside
chats on Facebook and live trivia nights on YouTube, with prizes
that included Instacart gift cards for grocery delivery.
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Prior to the stay-at-home order going into effect, St. Thomas Aquinas Church,
Alpharetta, Georgia, sponsored a food drive during which packets of spiritual
resources were provided and people were blessed.

PRAYING AS THE BODY OF CHRIST

As did many other parishes, St. Thomas Aquinas livestreamed
daily Masses with music on Facebook and their YouTube channel. Prerecording Sunday Masses allowed music and lyrics to be
included to enhance participation in homes. While parishioners
could watch Mass from any number of churches, they noted that
the familiar faces and setting of their community brought comfort and consolation. Among the comments on Facebook were:
“So grateful for technology. Cannot imagine getting through
Holy Week and this weekend without these liturgies,” and “The
Body of Christ can never be truly separated. Thank you all for
keeping us together.”
Parishioners sought further opportunities to gather
for communal and devotional prayer, so with the help of
GoToMeeting, the video conferencing app, both the Rosary and
the Divine Mercy chaplet were prayed daily. In lieu of a Lenten
Penance liturgy, a virtual holy hour with exposition of the
Blessed Sacrament was accompanied by live piano music.
During this hour, parishioners were encouraged to pray the
seven penitential psalms and the Songs of the Suffering Servant
from the Book of Isaiah.
When it became clear that the parish would remain closed
during Holy Week, the staff prepared a simplified celebration of
the Sacred Paschal Triduum. The community was encouraged to
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keep these days holy by exploring service through washing each
other’s feet, by venerating a cross in their home, and by participating in an interactive experience of the Stations of the Cross
offered in English and Spanish on Facebook and YouTube.
Though baptismal promises could not be renewed together,
parishioners were prompted to gather photos, baptismal certificates, and baptismal candles to remember their Baptism.
Celebrating the Triduum via technology led to exploring
other ways that technology can support ministry. After participating in the livestreaming of the celebration of the Easter Vigil,
Richard Gibala, the director of music ministries at the Cathedral
of St. Thomas More, Arlington, Virginia, decided to host a virtual vespers service. “We had people from nine states participate. We lit candles, one after the other, and it was beautiful.
Afterwards, we held a virtual coffee hour.” Gibala also used
WebEx, another video conferencing app, for online choir
rehearsals, though he admits the group spent more time socializing and praying together than singing.

FAITH FORMATION

At St. Catherine of Siena Parish, Portage, Michigan, director of
adult faith formation Jay Freel Landry was undaunted by stay-athome restrictions. He used Zoom throughout the period of purification and enlightenment and beyond to stay connected to the
elect and candidates for reception into the full communion of
the Catholic Church. He said, “We checked in, asked how their
week was, asked what was challenging and what was life-affirming.
Then we talked about the Scriptures from the previous Sunday’s
Gospel. The sharing that was manifested was wonderful and edifying amidst the crisis.”
Technology also proved to be a welcome companion
for catechists reaching out to young people. St. Thomas Aquinas
staff stayed connected to families, sending daily activities,
from prayers to recipes to Instagram challenges, for various
age groups. The youth minister held virtual Bible studies
and the adult faith formation and evangelization coordinator
continued weekly classes online. Small faith communities
continued to meet with the assistance of numerous online meeting platforms.

PASTORAL CARE

Not every parishioner is savvy when it comes to technology. Not
everyone has a Facebook account or knows how to access YouTube
or any of the videoconferencing applications. But since nearly
everyone has a phone, a number of parishes used the old-fashioned method to keep in touch. Landry said, “Many of the parish
staff called parishioners to check on them and see if they needed
anything. It became a beautiful experience to hear someone’s
voice after not having seen them in over a month.” The director of
the senior ministry at St. Thomas Aquinas did the same, calling
nearly 700 senior citizens just to let them know the parish was
thinking of them and to be sure they were well. Extraordinary
ministers of holy Communion were not allowed to visit the sick or
homebound so they kept in touch by phone.
Since members of the St. Thomas parish prison ministry
were unable to visit inmates during the lockdown, they sent
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newsletters with Bible study reflections and prayer intentions
and cards to those in solitary confinement.
The parish’s St. Vincent de Paul Society continued to serve
those most in need, and several parishioners sewed masks in a
community effort to offer added protection to health workers at
the local hospital. The Masketeers, as they called themselves,
invited other members of St. Thomas Aquinas to also make
masks for parishioners.
Still, social distancing measures made it difficult, if not
impossible, to provide pastoral care to those who needed it the
most—the sick and the dying. Priests often were not allowed to
visit patients at hospitals, and families either delayed burying
their dead, or settled for a service at the cemetery. In the
Archdiocese of Chicago, priests who were under age sixty and
had no underlying health conditions, were trained to anoint
people dying of COVID-19 following specific guidelines. The
Archdiocese of Chicago also set out a protocol for priests who
anointed people dying of an illness other than COVID-19 that
included maintaining a social distance from family members.

Consolation without Physical Contact

The inability to comfort people through physical contact made
the coronavirus different from previous crises. Monsignor
Terence Hogan, pastor of Mary Help of Christians in Parkland,
Florida, arrived at the parish just before the first anniversary of
the shootings at Marjorie Stoneman Douglas High School and
witnessed the difference that physical presence made. “COVID19 turned people’s lives upside down because they weren’t able to
spend time with family and friends.”
Gibala, whose parish is less than three miles from the
Pentagon, compared the pandemic to the tragedies that took
place on September 11, 2001. He said, “Soon after 9/11, we were
encouraged to live a normal life, we could go to church and
instead of having empty churches, they were packed.”

FAITH CAN OVERCOME FEAR

Christianity has seen its share of epidemics. The early Church
witnessed the Antonine Plague, also known as the Plague of
Galen, and the Cyprian Plague, both of which killed millions of
people. The Christian response during these illnesses was to
show mercy and to care for the sick with self-sacrificing love,
actions which are believed to have spread Christianity.
Hogan said periods of trial provide hidden opportunities
to deepen one’s faith. “Times such as these can be a way for people to confront the very meaning of life. People find a return to
God through their faith which gives us the hope to know that
the God who created us never leaves us. The Lord gives us
opportunities for loving actions with family, friends, and strangers even during the most difficult days we face.”
K athy Kuczka is the director of liturgy at St. Thomas Aquinas
Catholic Church, Alpharetta, Georgia.

