
Dear brothers and sisters, 
 
Greetings in Christ! I hope you and your family remain safe and healthy. 
 
Right now, news reports in the United States are full of stories surrounding the reopening of establishments which had been 
closed to prevent the spread of the coronavirus. Places of worship, including Catholic parishes, are among them. Additionally, 
many of you have been contacting the Sacred Heart parish office, inquiring as to when we might resume worship in person. 
Thank you for your eagerness to return to the celebration of the Mass! 
 
Governor Northam has instructed that institutions in Virginia will be allowed to open in phases, and our civic leadership has 
provided considerable guidelines about the process of reopening. To that end, Bishop Knestout has allowed public Masses, 
with numerous limitations, to resume this Memorial Day weekend, the weekend of May 23 and 24. Your parish staff, in 
dialogue with diocesan leadership, is working incredibly hard to develop procedures and arrangements to ensure that we are able 
to approach our Lord both safely and reverently. 
 
Perhaps the most important thing to remember is this: The obligation to attend Sunday Mass remains suspended until further 
notice. Especially if you are in a vulnerable category (i.e., if you are 60 years of age or older, or if you have a relevant health 
condition) we strongly encourage you to refrain from coming to Mass. While the option will be available to worship in person, 
you should not feel obligated to attend. The two Masses scheduled on Sunday will still be live-streamed, and you will still be 
able to participate through our Facebook page. Your parish staff has been integrating new technology to ensure that both the 
live-streamed and live experiences of Mass are positive for all involved. 
 
As you consider whether it makes sense for you to return to worship in person, we hope that you will be motivated primarily by 
Gospel values. Deciding what we individually want to do, and automatically doing it with little regard for others, should never 
satisfy Christians. We should incorporate and reflect on deeper values. One is sacrifice. Until the coronavirus is eradicated, we 
will all be asked to make sacrifices, and Christians should never sacrifice with a resentful attitude. Another value is 
responsibility. It is a gesture of authentic Christian love to make reasonable, prudent choices to help stem the spread of deadly 
disease in our community. 
 
Please consider, as well, that in the immediate future, the experience of coming to the Sunday Mass will be far different that 
what you’re used to. Numerous precautions are being put in place to protect you, and this will result in some aspects of worship 
being handled very differently than what we do normally. 
 
First, one of our Mass times will be adjusted slightly. Instead of beginning at 11:30am, the Sunday Mass in Spanish will 
begin at noon. This will give time for your parish staff to clean and sanitize the Church on Sunday mornings. Additionally, I will 
resume celebrating the Sunday vigil Mass at 5pm on Saturdays, which will not be live-streamed.  
 
The doors of the Church will be unlocked half an hour before Mass begins. (The doors will be unlocked on Saturday 
evenings at 4:30pm, and on Sunday mornings at 8:30am and 11:30am.) If you arrive earlier, you must remain in your vehicle. It 
will not be possible to congregate on sidewalks. The only doors which will be unlocked are the ones which lead to the bell tower. 
Access will not be possible through other entrances. 
 
When you enter the front doors, a parish staff member will ask you several questions about your health and contact with 
others. Specifically, you will be asked: 

• Have you or anyone in your household had a fever in the past two weeks? 
• Do you or anyone in your household have a new cough or new shortness of breath? 
• Have you come into contact with anyone who has tested “positive” for COVID-19 in the past two weeks? 

If you anticipate that you would answer “yes” to any of these questions, please remain at home and participate in the Mass via 
live-stream on our parish Facebook page. 
 
Everybody (over the age of three) who comes to Mass will be required to wear a mask or face-covering at all times. The 
only exceptions will be for the priest, the lectors and the cantor, during the moments when they are specifically exercising their 
role of speaking or singing. The parish does not have masks or scarves available; you will need to bring your own. These 
must remain in place for the entire liturgy, except for the brief moment when you receive communion. Please do not put the 
parish staff in the awkward situation of having to approach you to ask you to choose between putting your mask back on or 
leaving the building. 
 
As you pass through the commons on your way into church, a staff member will be available to accept your offertory 
contributions. For your protection, we will not pass collection baskets during the middle of Mass, so we encourage you to offer 
any financial contribution before you enter. Thank you for all you do to sustain our parish. Your generous support during a 
challenging time ensures vital initiatives which keep us connected and help us share our faith. 
 



To comply with social distancing requirements, we will designate certain places throughout the church where you will be allowed 
to sit. A staff member will escort you directly to the place where you will be seated for Mass. It will not be possible to 
choose a particular pew, or to sit where you are accustomed to sitting.  
 
For your protection, it is very important that your parish staff takes the necessary steps to ensure that you are able to remain at 
least six feet apart from all unrelated individuals at all times. To that end, we will only allow a maximum of a hundred people 
into the Church for any Mass. If you plan to attend Mass in person, please arrive early enough to ensure that we will not need 
to turn you away. Also, please note that, once Mass begins, the parish staff will close and lock the doors, regardless of how many 
people are already present. They have other responsibilities during Mass, and will be unable to manage the disruption of 
somebody arriving late. 
 
If you attend Mass in person, please do not sing. Scientific studies have indicated that the action of singing propels 
microscopic droplets much farther than merely spoken words. Our talented cantors and musicians will still lead hymns at the 
beginning and end of Mass, and you are invited to quietly reflect on the message of the hymns. Lyrics will not be provided, and 
all hymnals have already been removed from the church for your protection. At the instruction of the bishop, the ministry of the 
choir is suspended until further notice. 
 
When it comes time to receive communion, a parish staff member will guide you to the communion line. It is very important that 
you keep at least six feet from the person in line before you—markings will be placed on the floor to help you visualize this 
distance. Per Bishop Knestout’s explicit instruction, I alone will distribute communion, so the communion rite is likely to take 
longer than usual. I will wear considerable protective gear, and will likely pause several times as I distribute communion to 
sanitize my hands. When you approach me to receive, and I say, “The Body of Christ,” and you say, “Amen” in response, both of 
us must have our faces covered. After you receive our Lord, please step several feet to the side, remove your mask, consume the 
consecrated host, replace your mask, and then return to your designated pew. 
 
If you normally receive communion “on the tongue,” please consider Christ’s binding call to love our neighbor, which we are to 
live in many ways, including making real sacrifices in our normal activities to protect others from the transmission of deadly 
diseases. By opting to reverently receive communion “in the hand” until the threat of the coronavirus passes, you offer a selfless 
witness of love for the assembled Body of Christ. 
 
Once Mass concludes, please remain where you are. Your parish staff will return to the sanctuary to dismiss you, pew by pew. 
Once you have been dismissed from your pew, please exit directly to your vehicle. Unfortunately, it is not safe at this time to 
gather in the commons and socialize. I will miss this aspect of our weekends, and I know you will, too. After the last parishioners 
have departed, your parish staff will lock the doors and begin sanitizing the building for the next liturgy. 
 
Here is a particularly odd request: if at all possible, please refrain from using the restrooms here. To comply with the 
pertinent guidelines, only one person will be admitted to each bathroom at a time. (Parents will be allowed to accompany their 
young children.) Also, between each person, a staff member must access the bathroom to disinfect it. This is cumbersome but 
necessary. 
 
I am tremendously grateful for our many volunteers who contribute their time and attention to making Mass beautiful and 
reverent. For now, the ministries of our altar servers, Extraordinary Ministers of Holy Communion, ushers, sacristans and 
ministers of Holy communion to the sick and homebound are suspended. I appreciate all that you do, and the faithfulness with 
which you do it, and I hope you will be able to exercise your important ministries again soon. So as not to create the expectation 
for anybody to come to a particular Mass, lectors will not be scheduled, but their ministry will still be needed. If you would like 
to volunteer to serve as a lector at Mass, please contact the parish office. 
 
This is a good opportunity for me to remind you that Mass is also offered during the week. Beginning on Tuesday, May 26, I 
plan to celebrate Mass in English at 12:10pm every Tuesday, Thursday and Friday. Also, I plan to celebrate Mass in Spanish at 
6pm every Wednesday. (Occasionally, because of a personal commitment, I will need to cancel a daily Mass, so please contact 
the parish office before you leave home to ensure that Mass will be celebrated.) These daily Masses, which are usually celebrated 
in the small chapel, will shift to the main worship space until the threat of the coronavirus has passed, to allow for sufficient 
social distancing. If coming to Mass on Sunday makes you nervous, but you still hunger for the Eucharist, I recommend trying a 
weekday Mass, which is likely to be less crowded. 
 
Please understand how hard it is for me, as your priest and pastor, to write this to you. It goes against every part of my 
being to encourage you not to come to Mass, not to build relationships by speaking to one another, and not to glorify God 
through song. I know that we remain united in prayer for a swift and complete end to this horrible pandemic for many reasons, 
especially so we can gather once more for worship. 
 
Please continue to monitor your email and our parish Facebook pages for more information. As the situation evolves, and as your 
parish staff makes necessary adjustments in our procedures to ensure both your safety and your access to the Mass, we will do all 



we can to keep you updated. We appreciate the considerable patience and encouragement you have extended to us during these 
turbulent and confusing times. 
 
As always, please contact you parish office with any concerns or questions. May our Risen Lord continue to bless and protect 
you and those you love, and hold you close to His Sacred Heart. In His name- 
 
Fr. Jonathan 
 


