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 The empty shelves at the grocery stores are indication of panic and fear 
among the population.  Even more disturbing, spiritually, is the shuttering of 
churches during a time such as this when society has to face a challenge of 
widespread illness.   

 Today it is called an “epidemic.”  In the time of the Bible it was called a 
“plague,” and the Bible has much to say about plagues.  This situation must be 
approached from a spiritual, biblical perspective, even more than from a natural 
(medical-civil) perspective.   

 A plague is a punishment upon mankind (or, as we prefer to say in modern 
times, a “consequence”) for sin.  Not your or my personal sin, but the sin of 
mankind, “Original Sin.”  Because man refused to follow God’s design and 
decided to be his own god, he forfeited the grace necessary for the perfection of his 
nature and his relationship with the cosmos.  As punishment, man is subject to 
disturbance, suffering, illness, and ultimately death.  Sin exposes man to his 
vulnerability and mortality.  And God permits those events and experiences that 
confront man with his limitation, such as plagues and other calamities.   

 For Catholics who take their faith seriously, this is something we recall in a 
dramatic way every year on Ash Wednesday, the beginning of Lent: “Remember 
man that you are dust, and to dust you will return.”  We place ashes on our 
foreheads as a sign of the calamity of sin and its consequences; i.e. the punishment 
of death.  In a way then, this epidemic being faced today by the whole world is 
God’s imposition of Lent upon all mankind, beginning with the first spiritual 
lesson of man before God: “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you will 
return.”   

 Most importantly, on a spiritual level, the experience of a plague is a call to 
humility and repentance, exactly as Catholics learn during Lent.  All other human 
activities and preparations without this spiritual priority, are in vain.  Our response 
to a plague involves the very same three-fold call of Lent: to pray, fast, give alms.   

 First is Prayer.  On the list of preparations and procedures that we should 
implement for protection and mitigation of illness, the first should be prayer.  It is 
irrational and vain (and arrogant) to face a plague without prayer.  Without prayer, 
a plague becomes, as the Bible and tradition indicate, a sign of God’s wrath and 
judgement.  With prayer, a plague becomes a trial and test which purifies faith. In 
the Gospel the woman struggles with her daily human task and labor of drawing 
water for survival.  Jesus tells her, if only she would ask, God would provide her 
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something greater and more important than that water upon which she depends.  
Likewise, the greatest necessity we need in time of epidemic is not to found on any 
shelf of a grocery store, but on our knees, in church, before God.  Who urges 
people to prepare for a plague without urging them first of all to turn to God in 
prayer for deliverance from evil?   

 The Catholic Church has prayers for just such an occasion.  One is the 
“Procession in Time of Epidemic and Plague,” which is basically a special version 
of the “Litany of Saints.”  Sadly, this liturgical prayer has been neglected since the 
reforms of Vatican II.  Another is the traditional “Blessing of Throats” which takes 
place each year during flu season (on the day following Feast of Presentation, i.e. 
February 3, but which can be done at any time), in which the throat and chest of 
the faithful are blessed using recently consecrated candles.  Finally, the blessing 
and sprinkling of Holy Water, which according to the prescribed words of blessing, 
is explicitly for the purpose of “defense from all ills of spirit and body” (option 1), 
or “protection against all illness and every snare of the enemy” (option 2).   

 Second is Fasting.  By imposing a plague, God forces mankind to engage in 
fasting and self-denial.  As we already see from the restrictions imposed by civil 
authorities, the entire population is being forced to travel less, minimize 
entertainment, avoid bars and restaurants, and yes even face shortage of food and 
basic necessities at the supermarket.  I.E., all those things Catholics should be 
doing every Lent.  Many will have to enter quarantine, some will get sick.  All of 
this is a fasting, and it is not a bad thing, because it reminds us that “man does not 
live on bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.”   

 The fasting might also take on a deeper spiritual aspect if civil authorities 
force churches to close.  In this case, all the faithful will experience more fully 
what the infirm and debilitated already experience when they are homebound and 
unable to get to Mass each weekend.  Hunger for God deepens.1     

 Third is Almsgiving.  In the case of this plague, we are being called in a 
particular way to provide for the needs of those who are most vulnerable to the 
illness: the elderly and others with high risk medical conditions.  There are only so 
many hospital resources, and all the civil efforts are being designed to prioritize 
those most in need.  But even in lesser matters, such as grocery shopping, we need 
to be mindful of others.  Panic-shopping and hoarding is inconsiderate, a 
destructive violation of almsgiving.  Instead, we should positively seek out those 
such as the elderly or homebound and make sure they have the groceries they need, 

                                                 
1 The challenge for priests, however, requires them to find a way to bring the sacraments to the faithful even under 
such circumstances, for even during times of persecution and calamity, the faithful have a right to the sacraments of 
salvation.  In the past the faithful have risked life and limb to receive the sacraments.   
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without having to leave their homes on their own.  For those who struggle with 
panic, prayer and fasting provide the ability to let go of fear.  The three spiritual 
tools all reinforce each other, and work together.  They are indispensible for what 
we are facing.   

 Lent is a time each year to take seriously our mortal condition, and respond 
with a commitment of conversion.  Lent is a call to all mankind.  But because 
many don’t hear the call through the liturgy, or hear it but don’t really take it 
seriously, God has His way of bringing it to bear in a serious and unavoidable way 
through plagues and calamities.  Therefore, let us not panic or fear as those without 
hope, but be renewed in faith and the knowledge of salvation.  Let us hear 
profoundly the words which Christ speaks in the Gospel today: “If only you knew 
who is asking you, you would ask him, and he will give you living water welling up 
to eternal life.”   

 


