
 May 7, 2020 
My Dear People of God,  

Over the past several weeks we have all faced unique and unprecedented challenges.  In addition 
to the general stress and anxiety of the current health crisis, we have also had to go without the 
consolation of the public celebration of Mass.  Recognizing that the nature of the situation has 
necessitated this decision, does not make the pain and sorrow any less real.  The temporary 
cessation of public Masses I announced on March 17th was one of the most difficult decisions of 
my time as bishop.  In saying this, I want to express my gratitude for the kindness, patience, and 
understanding of those who have embraced this decision with humility and trust. 

As restrictions on public activities and gatherings begin to ease, it is my great joy to announce that 
we will begin a journey to resume the public celebration of Mass beginning on Monday, May 18.  
While a cause for celebration, it is important to recognize at the same time that these first steps are 
not simply an open call to return as normal.  The risk of COVID-19 remains significant, especially 
to seniors and persons with existing health concerns.  As we return to Mass, we must continue to 
embrace the responsibility of protecting the health and well-being of all in our community. With 
that in mind, although parishes may resume public Masses beginning May 18th, some pastors may 
prudently decide to wait a few more weeks.  We are blessed with a great variety of parishes in this 
diocese, and that diversity allows for a certain adaptability. We especially do not want to put 
anyone at undue risk from a hasty or ill-prepared reopening.  Our return to church must be 
measured, prudent, and gradual, as we responsibly respond to the situation. 

As we embark on this joyful and yet challenging new journey in the life of our diocese, there are 
a few points I would like everyone to keep in mind: 

• The ongoing risk of COVID-19 will necessitate some adjustments to the way we are used 
to celebrating Mass.  This may at times lead to discomfort and frustration.  The patience 
and charity of all involved will be essential to handling these changes well.  In the coming 
weeks, let us not lose sight of what a blessing it is to be able to be able to celebrate Mass 
as a community. 

• As we come together, we should be respectful of the norms and guidelines concerning 
social distancing.  These policies are most effective when we work together and are all on 
the same page.  Expect guidance from your parish about strategies for monitoring the 
capacity of the church and for maintain proper spacing in the pews.  Your attentiveness to 
these measures will help everyone in the community feel more comfortable and peaceful 
when returning to church. 

• The dispensation from Sunday Mass remains in effect through June 30th.  Those who have 
an active ongoing illness (including infection, flare of a chronic illness, etc.), anyone over 
the age of 65, those with a history of heart failure, lung disease, diabetes, ongoing 
malignancy, any immunosuppressive disorder, those on steroids or other 



immunosuppressive medications, those who have been advised by a health care 
professional not to attend Mass, and those who live with anyone with any health 
vulnerability, are strongly encouraged to remain at home at this time and refrain from 
attending Mass.  Additionally, anyone who is worried that attending Mass would add 
undue stress or jeopardize their health or the health of a person with whom they live, are 
also encouraged to remain at home.  I encourage pastors to continue the practice of live-
streaming Masses in order to provide for the spiritual nourishment of those remaining at 
home.   

• Similarly, I am encouraging pastors to offer special Masses on weekdays particularly for 
those 65 years of age or older.  If you are a member of this vulnerable age group and wish 
to attend Mass, I strongly encourage taking advantage of these special Masses, even if you 
are in good health. 

• Finally, please continue to pray! God is with us in this time of trial, and we should never 
lose sight of that. The inability to attend Mass has meant that many families have 
introduced new practices of family prayer into their homes.  This has been an unexpected 
grace that has come in the midst of the current crisis.  As we return to the communal 
celebration of Mass, I encourage you to preserve these new practices. 

Thank you all for your continued support and cooperation. Please keep our diocese, our churches, 
and our schools in your prayers in this challenging time.  You are all in my prayers as well. 

Sincerely yours in Christ, 

 

 

Most Reverend J. Mark Spalding, D.D., J.C.L. 
Bishop of Nashville 
  



May 6, 2020 Updates to Priests 

1. All are reminded that the dispensation from the obligation to attend Holy Mass on Sundays 
and Holy Days of Obligation has been extended through June 30, 2020.  Those who have 
an active ongoing illness (including infection, flare of a chronic illness, etc.), anyone over 
the age of 65, those with a history of heart failure, lung disease, diabetes, ongoing 
malignancy, any immunosuppressive disorder, those on steroids or other 
immunosuppressive medications, those who have been advised by a health care 
professional not to attend Mass, those who live with anyone with any health vulnerability, 
and those who worry that attending Mass and potentially being exposed to the Coronavirus 
will jeopardize their health or the health of a person with whom they live, should be 
strongly encouraged to remain at home at this time and refrain from attending Mass.  In 
light of the Sunday Mass dispensation, less vulnerable persons might consider the 
possibility of attending a weekday Mass instead of Sunday Mass. 

2. The Ordination to the Priesthood which had been scheduled for May 23, is rescheduled for 
August 15 at 9:00 am at the Cathedral. 

3. Details concerning the rescheduled Chrism Mass will be determined at a later date. 

4. All confirmations scheduled for May and June will be rescheduled for the Fall. 

5. Celebration of the Sacraments of Initiation, including First Communions, may be 
scheduled at the discretion of the Pastor for any suitable time after the resumption of public 
Mass, as long as these events take place within the parameters outlined below concerning 
occupancy and social distancing. 

6. The suspension of public Masses that began on the 18th of March is lifted effective Monday, 
May 18, with adherence to the required instructions and restrictions listed below.  Please 
note that while you are permitted to begin public Mass again as of Monday, May 18, you 
are not required to do so, if prudence and preparedness suggests waiting for a later date in 
light of your particular circumstances. 

7. I encourage you to offer special Masses on weekdays particularly for those 65 years of age 
or older and to encourage those in this vulnerable age group, even if they are in good health, 
to take advantage of these special Masses. 

8. Early next week, the Diocese will be providing each parish with a Resource Kit, including 
ample amounts of hand sanitizer, disinfectant, signage, ropes or tape to block off pews, and 
other helpful items. 

9. In the time between now and May 18, as has been the case during the entirety of this crisis, 
churches may be open at designated times for prayer, Eucharistic Adoration, and 
confessions. 

10. If possible, priests are encouraged to receive a COVID-19 test before May 18.  Any priest 
who is over 65, has existing health conditions, or is concerned about his own wellbeing as 
public Mass resumes, should consult with Father Pat Kibby to discuss options available to 
provide for the pastoral needs of his parish. 



Guidelines to be Strictly Observed through June 30, 2020 

1. Suspending distribution of the Precious Blood and refraining from any physical exchange 
of the Sign of Peace must continue.  Holy Water fonts must remain empty. 

2. Aside from Divine Worship and the celebration of the Sacraments (including weddings, 
baptisms, and funerals), there are to be no social gatherings in the parish of more than ten 
people. 

3. Six-foot social distancing is to be maintained in every gathering.  Parishes should adjust 
seating as necessary by roping off alternating pews and/or removing chairs. 

4. Choirs and other musicians must observe social distancing.  Therefore, pastors should 
consider temporarily reducing musical personnel to a soloist or small group of singers. 

5. Pastors must ensure that gatherings in the church never exceed 50% of capacity.   

6. In order to meet the needs of the faithful, pastors may consider adding additional Masses 
or simultaneous Masses in additional locations.  Permission is granted for each pastor to 
modify the weekend Mass schedule as needed in light of the circumstances of the 
individual parish and his own prudential judgment. 

7. All CDC guidelines for personal hygiene are to be followed, especially those concerning 
hand washing and sanitizing.  Facial coverings (masks) should be worn by all present. 

8. Pastors should strongly encourage all parishioners, out of charity for their clergy and their 
neighbor during this time of ongoing risk of infection, to receive the Holy Eucharist in the 
hand.  We urge this, but gently and with sensitivity.  No persons may be denied Holy 
Communion because they are unwilling to honor this request.  

9. Those clergy and laypeople who distribute Holy Communion should take every precaution, 
including washing and purifying hands thoroughly before and after distributing Holy 
Communion, and wearing a face mask during the Rite of Communion. 

10. Pastors, with the support of their Deans, should plan prudently for home visitations and 
care for the sick in hospital settings, with precautions that reflect the serious dangers 
inherent in being infected with the Coronavirus.  Pastors should creatively find ways to 
assist their parishioners while maintaining a strict physical distancing of six feet. 

11. Pastors should consult with key lay leaders to formulate plans for maintaining social 
distancing as parishioners come to worship, as they are seated in the church, as they 
approach the sanctuary for the Rite of Communion, and how they depart the worship space.  

 

 

 

 

 



Recommendations for Parishes to Consider during Safe Reopening 

The following guidelines are suggested to all Pastors and Administrators: 

1. Encourage people who are sick or susceptible to stay at home.  The dispensation from 
the obligation to attend Holy Mass on Sundays and Holy Days of Obligation has been 
extended through June 30, 2020.  Those who have an active ongoing illness (including 
infection, flare of a chronic illness, etc.), anyone over the age of 65, those with a history of 
heart failure, lung disease, diabetes, ongoing malignancy, any immunosuppressive 
disorder, those on steroids or other immunosuppressive medications, those who have been 
advised by a health care professional not to attend Mass, those who live with anyone with 
any health vulnerability, and those who worry that attending Mass and potentially being 
exposed to the Coronavirus will jeopardize their health or the health of a person with whom 
they live, should be strongly encouraged to remain at home at this time and refrain from 
attending Mass.  In light of the Sunday Mass dispensation, less vulnerable persons might 
consider the possibility of attending a weekday Mass instead of Sunday Mass.  I ask every 
pastor with a capacity to do so, to stream parish liturgies online, so that those staying at 
home will be able to join the parish community in prayer. 

2. Cleaning.  Ensure that the church and any other areas that will be occupied are deep-
cleaned before the resumption of public Mass.  Be sure the restrooms have plenty of soap, 
paper towels, and that there is ample hand sanitizer.  Have persons enlisted and scheduled 
to wipe down high contact areas, include door handles, pews, and rails, between Masses.  
Ensure that a regular thorough professional cleaning is performed. 

3. Avoid all non-liturgical gatherings in excess of 10 people on church property not 
related to a liturgy through the 30th of June 2020.  This would include discontinuing 
coffee hours, in-person bible studies, choir rehearsal, parish council meetings, and any 
other in-person meetings or non-liturgical gatherings of more than ten people.  The only 
larger gatherings that would be permitted for the time being would be liturgical (Mass, 
weddings, funerals, confirmation, baptism, anointing of the sick, confession). 

4. Keep nurseries closed for the time being.  Nurseries and children’s liturgies should be 
discontinued through at least the 30th of June 2020.  Consider encouraging people with 
small children to keep them at home to the extent practicable.   

5. Require physical distancing of households by 6 feet at all liturgies.  Encourage families 
who live under one roof to sit together and maintain six feet of separation from others.  This 
will likely require the pastors to meet with lay leaders and ushers to formulate a plan 
specific to your parish.   Consider blocking off every other row of pews from front to back.  
Note that blocking off every other pew would help ensure the church remains at no more 
than 50% capacity without having to count heads.  Have as few altar servers, deacons, and 
others in the sanctuary as possible, and have them socially distanced to the extent practical.  
Make sure that ciboria with hosts remain covered and/or positioned on the altar as far away 
as possible from anyone not wearing mask.  Provide for the pro-active participation of 
ushers to facilitate the faithful entering church without having to touch the door, and to 
regulate entrance into the church, the Communion procession, and departure from church. 



6. Consider the possibility of outdoor Mass or additional Masses.  Some parishes have 
large fields that could accommodate a large outdoor Mass with people physically distanced. 
This could be beneficial for parishes with very large numbers of parishioners.  Larger 
churches might also consider celebrating an overflow Mass in a gym or parish hall.  I also 
encourage you to offer special Masses on weekdays particularly for those 65 years of age 
or older and to encourage those in this vulnerable age group, even if they are in good health, 
to take advantage of these special Masses. 

7. The wearing of facial masks is an essential protection.  All should be encouraged to 
wear masks when attending Holy Mass.  Clergy and extraordinary ministers should wear 
masks during the distribution of Holy Communion.  The parish should have a supply of 
masks available, and the Diocese will provide masks to parishes that need them.  It is also 
recommended to perform temperature checks of all clergy, servers, ushers, and 
extraordinary ministers prior to serving at Mass. 

8. Do not pass collection baskets, and limit things that people touch.  Either have common 
baskets into which people drop their offering or have the ushers with the baskets on poles 
collect the offering.  Consider not bringing up the offertory gifts, but rather having bread 
and wine already present in the sanctuary, with the ushers securing the collection in another 
way.  Limit common touching of other items.  Consider temporarily removing missals and 
hymnals and consider alternatives to handed-out paper bulletins.   

 

 
 


