
With this issue of Orantes, Bishop McManus extends his 
suspension of the obligation to attend Mass on Sundays and 
Holy Days of obligation, pending action by Region I (the 
metropolitan provinces of Boston and Hartford). The 
Bishops of all Dioceses in New England will collaborate in 
the coming weeks in determining a a common date for 
lifting the suspension. 

While the number of people vaccinated against COVID-19 
has grown significantly, concern for further spread due to 
premature abandonment of masks and social distancing and 
the new variants of the virus remain a real concern. 

This issue seeks, therefore, to anticipate what the coming 
months of the pandemic might look like and begin to 
imagine the stages by which we might eventually transition 
to a “new liturgical normal.” 
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A Letter from Bishop McManus 
Pentecost Sunday 

23 May, 2021  

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 

During the past fifty days of Easter we have joyfully 
commemorated “the fundamental event upon which Christian 
faith rests,”  namely that Christ the Lord has “conquered 1

death and unlocked for us the path to eternity.”  2

Yet so great is the joy of this Paschal Feast that it cannot be 
contained in a single day or even a single season. Rather, its 
celebration extends throughout the year, as each Sunday has, 
from Apostolic times, been known as the Day of the 
Resurrection,  The Lord’s Day and the Fundamental Feast 3

Day.  4

At the heart of each Sunday is our celebration of the 
Eucharist, the source and summit of the Christian life. For this 
reason, we are obliged to attend Mass on Sundays and Holy 
Days of Obligation.  Indeed, it is my particular responsibility 5

as your Bishop  

…to ensure that Sunday is appreciated by all the 
faithful, kept holy and celebrated as truly the Lord's 
Day, on which the Church comes together to renew 
the remembrance of the Easter mystery in hearing the 
word of God, in offering the Sacrifice of the Lord, in 

 Pope Saint John Paul II, Apostolic Letter Dies Domini, no. 2; Cf. 1 1

Cor 15:14.

 Collection, Easter, Mass During the Day.2

 Saint Jerome, In Die Dominica Paschae II, 52: CCL 78, 550.3

 Sacrosanctum Concilium, 106.4

 Code of Canon Law, Canon 12475
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keeping the day holy by means of prayer, works of 
charity and abstention from work.  6

One of the most deeply disturbing actions I was forced to take 
in the course of the pandemic was my decision on March 16th 
of last year to suspend the celebration of all public 
celebrations of the the Sacred Liturgy in the hope of slowing 
the spread of this COVID-19. The nine weeks during which 
we were deprived of gathering our parish communities to 
celebrate the holy and living sacrifice of the Mass brought 
deep suffering, isolation and pain to the Church in Worcester. 

By May of last year we had finally reached “the point at 
which the spread of the virus [had] slowed sufficiently as to 
allow for us to return to Church and to the celebration of 
those sacred mysteries which are the source and summit of 
our lives.”  Nonetheless, the necessity of six-foot social 7

distancing and other pandemic precautions severely limited 
our ability to “return to normal.” 

Nearly a year later, we continue to struggle with the spread of 
the COVID-19 virus, while, through the widespread 
distribution of vaccines, there is great hope for an eventual 
end to this terrible nightmare. 

Nonetheless, new variants of the disease continue to threaten 
us with further outbreaks and surges in cases and deaths and it 
is impossible to foresee when the necessity for social 
distancing, masks and other precautions will be lifted. 

In light of the complexities in timing and execution of the 
reopening, I will be collaborating with the Bishops of Region 
I (Metropolitan Provinces of Boston and Hartford) in 
formulating a common date for lifting the suspension of the 
obligation to attend Mass on Sundays and Holy Days of 
Obligation. 

 Sacred Congregation for Bishops, Ecclesiae Imago (22 February 6

1973), 86a.

 May 18, 2020 Letter from Bishop Robert J. McManus, Bishop of 7

Worcester, in Orantes. May 2020.
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With this letter, therefore, I extend the suspension of the 
obligation to attend Mass on Sundays and Holy Days of 
Obligation pending the consideration of the Bishops of New 
England. 

While the obligation continues to be suspended, I nonetheless 
encourage all faithful who can safely attend Mass in person to 
do so. Many of our churches have sufficient capacity available 
while maintaining proper social distancing and cleaning 
routines. Although music and certain liturgical actions continue 
to be limited at this time, I hope and pray that we will seek the 
sacrament of the Eucharist which is the source and simmit of our 
lives. 

While our pastoral response to the pandemic will continue to 
evolve in the coming months, let us be one in prayer that we 
might soon gather once again to praise the Lord’s name in the 
heart of the Church, delivered from all distress and confident 
in his mercy.  8

I invite you to pray, as well, in the words of our beloved Pope 
Saint John Paul II that, as each Sunday we “joyfully celebrate 
the mystery from which we draw our life, we might come to 
know the Risen Christ.’   9

Sincerely yours in Christ, 

Most Reverend Robert J. McManus  
Bishop of Worcester 

 Cf. “Diocesan Prayer in Time of Pandemic.”8

 Cf. Pope Saint John Paul II, Apostolic Letter Dies Domini, no. 87.9



Possible Phases for Reopening… 
At this writing, Governor Baker has announced several 
steps toward a phased reversal of pandemic precautions in 
the coming months. 

Effective April 30th, the Commonwealth’s outdoor 
mask mandate is lifted, meaning that masks will no 
longer be required outdoors as long as the person can 
maintain social distancing. 

Several other moves toward normalization were also 
announced, including a May 29 expansion of gathering 
limits to 200 people indoors and 250 outdoors.  

The Governor also expressed his intention to lift most other 
restrictions on businesses by August 1st, although it was 
unclear how this would impact social distancing and 
masking in Churches. 

For now, all churches are still obliged to follow the 
Commonwealth’s “Sector Specific Workplace Standards for 
Places of Worship and Religious Services to Address 
COVID-19,” as revised on 25 February 2021.   

In the coming months, however, liturgical protocols 
mandated to mitigate the spread of the COVID-19 virus 
will be modified in response to changes in the 
Commonwealth’s standards. We anticipate five steps in the 
process of returning to a “new liturgical normal.” 

These five steps are outlined on the following page. 

5

https://www.mass.gov/doc/sector-specific-workplace-safety-standards-for-places-of-worship-to-address-covid-19-030121/download
https://www.mass.gov/doc/sector-specific-workplace-safety-standards-for-places-of-worship-to-address-covid-19-030121/download
https://www.mass.gov/doc/sector-specific-workplace-safety-standards-for-places-of-worship-to-address-covid-19-030121/download
https://www.mass.gov/doc/sector-specific-workplace-safety-standards-for-places-of-worship-to-address-covid-19-030121/download


Priests and the faithful will be informed as each of these 
stages are authorized by Bishop McManus, with 
catechetical materials and strategies provided for the 
effective restoration of the full liturgical life of the Diocese. 

Whether this process will take weeks, months or more is 
unknown at this writing. Let us each rejoice, however, that 
we have finally reached the point where our prayers may be 
answered in the foreseeable future: that “we might gather 
once again to praise the Lord’s name in the heart of his 
Church, delivered from all distress and confident in your 
mercy.” 
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Devotional Prayers at Mass 
Three years ago, in response to the resurgence of the 
clerical sexual abuse crisis, Bishop McManus asked priests 
throughout the Diocese to lead the faithful in the Prayer to 
Saint Michael at the time of the announcements, following 
the Prayer after Communion. This was replaced by a 
request last spring to pray the Prayer in Time of Pandemic. 

The addition of devotional prayers to the Liturgy is an 
extraordinary act of the Bishop intended to serve as a part 
of the pastoral response to a particular critical event in the 
life of the Church. Unlike the Divine Liturgy of the Eastern 
rites, the Roman Rite incorporates few prayers to the saints 
or angels in its Sacred Liturgy, beyond occasional use the 
Litany of the Saints. 

While it is appropriate to continue the use of the Prayer in 
Time of Pandemic until the present crisis abates, no other 
devotional prayers should be introduced into the Liturgy. It 
is always possible, however, for the faithful to join together 
after the Mass has been finished to pray the Prayer to Saint 
Michael, the Rosary or other devotional prayers. 
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A Prayer in Time of Pandemic 

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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