
 

Coronavirus Update – Reopening Guidelines 
May 27, 2020 

 
 
This document captures the most recent guidance from the Archdiocese of Seattle regarding the 
coronavirus and steps our communities can take to help prevent its spread. We will be updating 
this guidance in accordance with recommendations from the Washington State Department of 
Health and local public health officials.  

 
In light of the Archbishop’s directive to suspend public Mass, people should know that they are 
temporarily dispensed from the obligation to attend Sunday Mass until the coronavirus danger 
lessens and Masses are reinstated. This directive, however, does not close the church building, 
which will be open for private prayer.  
 
During this time, pastors will be available for pastoral emergencies, private meetings, anointing of 
sick, and so on. At the end of the day, we want to ensure we are slowing the spread of the 
coronavirus and protecting the vulnerable in our community, while also serving the needs of our 
parishioners.  
 
Governor Inslee released new guidance outlining how Washington State will re-open. Specifically, 
the Governor is using a very data-driven approach to determine when each phase will begin. If all 
goes well, each phase will last approximately 3 weeks. However, it is also possible that phases will 
last longer if the virus spread starts to increase and that different counties will be in different phases. 
To see what phase your county is in, please visit this link. 
 
 Here is the tentative phased opening: 

 

• Phase 1- currently in this phase (“drive-in spiritual services” are allowed – does not 
include Catholic Mass) 

• Phase 2- begins May 26th at the earliest (groups of 5 allowed with physical distancing)  

• Phase 3- begins June 16th at the earliest (groups up to 50 with physical distancing)  

• Phase 4- begins July 7th at the earliest (groups over 50, including vulnerable populations 
with physical distancing) 

 
The bishops of Washington are working directly with the Governor’s Office through the Washington 
State Catholic Conference. They’ve attended inter-faith meetings with the Governor and submitted 
draft guidelines for how to reopen Catholic masses. Based on this work, Governor Inslee’s issued 
new guidance for faith based celebrations: 
 

https://coronavirus.wa.gov/what-you-need-know/covid-19-county-variance-application-process
https://www.governor.wa.gov/sites/default/files/COVID19Phase1and2ReligiousAndFaithBasedGuidance.pdf?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery


 

• In Phase 1: Outdoor Mass is possible for up to 100 people wearing masks and using physical 
distancing. 

• In Phase 2: Parishes may offer indoor Mass with 25% occupancy or a total of 50 people, 
whichever is fewer. This includes other indoor Mass celebrations including Weddings and 
Baptisms. 

• The names and contact information of those attending Mass should be kept on file in the 
parish office for 30 days to help support with contract tracing. 

• People should wear a mask and households must observe 6 feet of physical distancing from 
other households. 

 
Reopening Guidance 
The full detailed plans will be updated based on the guidance from the Governor. However, in the 
meantime, here are a few of the key changes to the Mass that people should be aware of: 
 

• The priest or deacon will process in and out of the sacristy. 

• There will be no presentation of gifts or exchange of peace. 

• Instead of collection baskets, a box will be placed near exits. 

• All Children’s Liturgy of the Word will be suspended for now. 

• The Mass will be shortened to limit the amount of time people are gathered. 

• Congregational singing will not be allowed during Mass. 

• Communion will take place after the conclusion of Mass to ensure maximum safety and 
reverence. 

 
Reopening Plans 
Pastors have received a copy of the reopening guidance. Before a parish may open for Mass 
celebrations, the pastor must submit their plan for re-opening to the dean for review and approval. 
These plans will outline the steps and precautions put in place to ensure everyone’s safety, while 
preserving the reverence of our Mass and operations. A key part of this plan is to appoint a COVID-
19 Safety officer to ensure that all elements of these plans are in place and followed. This person will 
help with safety training for all volunteers and ministers who are facilitating Masses and other 
ministry activities. 
 
Each plan must cover the changes made to: 
 

• Office operations 

• Ministry operations 

• Celebration of Mass (including liturgy changes, attendance registrations, cleanliness, ensuring 
physical distancing, masks, and more) 

• Communication to parishioners 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Preparing the Worship Space of the Church 
All parishes in the Archdiocese must observe heightened sanitization and hygiene standards at this 
time. We are grateful for all the parish staff, volunteers and others who helped prepare and sanitize 
our churches across the archdiocese. In addition to increased cleaning, we recommend taking the 
following actions to minimize the spread of viruses and germs: 
 

• Parishioners should make every effort to observe the highest standards of hygiene.  That 

means not touching your face, wiping your nose or cough during Mass. If you do, please use 

a cloth or tissue and step out of Mass so to carefully wash your hands.  

• Ask all Eucharistic Ministers to discretely leave to wash their hands during the Offertory. 

This ensures their hands are clean prior to Communion.  

• Priests and deacons should observe the highest hygienic standards at all times prior to and 

during the celebration of the Mass. 

• Please remove items that are in common areas and are regularly touched.  

• Please remove Holy Water from fonts. 

• Please remove music books from the pews.  These commonly-handled items can serve to 

inadvertently transmit viruses from one person to the next. 

• Please remove paper in the pews (like Pew Art cards or comment cards). 

• Please do not hand out paper Order of Worship guides that are reused at other Masses. Either 

print guides for single use – or go without the paper Mass guide.  

• Ask all money counters to wear disposable gloves for collection counts. 

 
Communion in the hand 
People have concerns about receiving communion in the hand. We are not refusing communion to 
anyone.  In an effort to do our part to contain the spread of a new virus, we are limiting the option 
at this time to receiving in the hand. People are free to either receive communion under this new 
guideline or not. This is out of love and care for the most vulnerable in our midst. 
 
Blessed Sacrament Reverence 
During this time of increased attention to cleanliness, we must uphold our reverence for the 
Blessed Sacrament. 

 

• Sacred Vessels for both the Hosts and Precious Blood must be purified by a priest, deacon or 

installed Acolyte. Only after the sacred vessels have been purified may sacristans further clean 

them. 

 

• Under no circumstances are the Eucharistic Species ever to be disposed of in any manner.  The 

Eucharist under any form (Host or Precious Blood) is only to be consumed with reverence. If 

there are any questions regarding the proper handling of the Eucharist, please contact Bishop 

Mueggenborg for guidance.  (Also see Canon 1367) 

 
Confirmation  
In light of the current situation, all confirmation candidates are dispensed from the promulgated 



requirements this year — especially the retreat. We will proceed with confirmation of candidates 
based on a pastor’s recommendation of each candidate’s readiness. At this time, Pastors are 
delegated to Confirm their own parishioners according to whatever schedule they want.   
 
Funerals and Cemeteries 
Based on the order, all funerals Masses at the parish will be postponed. We recommend waiting to 
schedule a memorial Mass with the family once the ban has been lifted.  Additionally, Associated 
Catholic Cemeteries will be doing graveside services for no more than five (5) family members.  
 
Drive-In Liturgies 
Although Governor Inslee included “drive-in spiritual services” in his Phase 1 reopening plans for 
Washington, the Archdiocese of Seattle will not be celebrating any drive-in Mass at this time. This 
guidance does not allow people to get out of their cars or to receive Communion. Therefore, we will 
continue to livestream the Mass until we are able to fully celebrate the Mass reverently. 
 
However, we have seen the successful implementation of “drive-in confessions,” which are possible 
in our archdiocese. Based on the Phase 1 guidance, a “drive-in confession” where people do not get 
out of the car is possible and may be publicized to your parish community. 
 
Livestreaming Mass and Online Resources 
Based on the recent guidance and to follow along with our other religious peers in this region, 
Masses may be celebrated with no more than 8 people, including the priest. Please ensure no one 
is vulnerable and that everyone participating is healthy and practices physical distancing. 
 
We encourage parishes to livestream daily and Sunday Mass and share online faith resources. This 
will help your community stay connected and fuel the spiritual needs of your people. There are 
several resources listed on the homepage of the archdiocesan website to support you in this. If you 
need additional support, please reach out to Helen McClenahan in the Communications Office at 
Helen.McClenahan@seattlearch.org. 
 
Additionally, Archbishop Etienne will live stream Masses daily at 8:30 a.m. on the Archdiocese of 
Seattle Vimeo Channel and simultaneously on the Archdiocese’s Facebook page. Bishop Elizondo 
will also stream daily Mass in Spanish at 8:30 a.m. and Sunday Mass at 11:30 a.m. on the Hispanic 
Ministry Facebook page, which you can find @CatolicosNW. 

 
Church Hours  
We need to ensure that the faithful are able to visit the sacred space of the church for private prayer. 
The decision to open the church for private prayer is up to the pastor’s discretion. In order to open 
the doors of the church, it is absolutely necessary that the following requirements are met: 

• A non-vulnerable individual (staff member or volunteer) must be present any time the church 

is open. This may require a new schedule where the church is only open a few hours a day, or 

only on certain days of the week.  

• This individual must ensure physical distancing of 6 feet and must properly sanitize areas 

that have been touched by parishioners. 

mailto:Helen.McClenahan@seattlearch.org
https://vimeo.com/archdioceseofseattle


If these requirements cannot be met, then the church should direct parishioners to other local 
Catholic churches that can facilitate this environment. This may require parishes to work together to 
ensure parishioners have a place to pray on a regional basis.  
 
Adoration and “Priest Availability” Schedule 
Please note that hours for public adoration of the Blessed Sacrament (exposition) cannot be 
published since such an action would constitute an “event” and potentially draw people from their 
homes (in opposition to the governor’s order) into the church. Instead, we will publicize the hours 
the church is open for private prayer and make it very clear how people can reach a pastor for 
spiritual needs or for a pastoral emergency. Please be sure parishioners know how to reach their 
priest and schedule an appointment if needed.  

 
Confession 
We want to offer people the opportunity to experience the Sacrament of Reconciliation. Providing 
this sacrament is an important and essential way in which we minister the healing and merciful 
love of God. Even though we are in a heightened health alert state, the conditions do not yet exist 
for general absolution. Therefore, we will continue to offer the Sacrament of Reconciliation on an 
individual basis only.  
 
By way of reminder, confessions must take place in person. Confessions are not permitted over 
electronic media including telephones, FaceTime and any other video or teleconferencing means.   
To help minimize the risk of exposure, we recommend considering the following actions should 
anyone be concerned about possible transmission of the coronavirus: 
 

• Temporarily move out of the confessional if it is in a tight space and provide the Sacrament 

of Confession in a larger room or outside location where a confidential conversation can be 

held. A drive-through confession is possible outside. 

 

• If possible, we recommend using a screen to block the air flow between priest and penitent. 

The penitent should always have the option of confessing their sins anonymously. 

 

• Ensure at least 6 feet of space between the priest and penitent. 

 

• We advise using a chair without armrests or cleansing the armrests with a sanitizer 

between each person.  You may also consider providing this sacrament in such a way that 

the penitent remains standing so to ensure proper distance while minimizing the surfaces 

that are touched. 

 
Pastoral ministry for homebound, hospitalized or quarantined 
Jesus calls us to be as present as possible to people in these circumstances at this time lest they feel 
abandoned or isolated in a moment of need.  They must know the love of God through us.  Let us 
remember the very clear words of Jesus when he taught us the Corporal Works of Mercy: 
 



“I was naked, and you clothed me. I was sick, and you took care 
of me. I was in prison, and you visited me.” Matthew 25:26 
 

Our faith requires us to continue the ministry of our Lord Jesus – including anointing of the sick – 
ensuring that all appropriate hospital protocols are followed. (Check with the nurses station before 
entering patient rooms if you have any questions). Additionally, we will continue to provide 
pastoral care to people who are homebound or quarantined.   
 
However, there are key items to consider: 
  

• Any minister who does not wish to carry out this ministry – for whatever reason - may be 

excused by contacting their supervisor.  The supervisor (OVC, Pastor, or parish leader) 

should ensure another person provides the pastoral care to hospitalized, homebound, or 

quarantined individuals.  This ministry should not cease without notification of superiors and 

appropriate follow-through. 

 

• It is particularly helpful for all homebound visitors to call ahead to ensure the individual is 

still accepting visitors. Pro-active communication will help confirm that individuals and 

families desire such visits.   

 

• It is most important that all home-bound visitors practice the highest sanitary precautions, 

including excellent hand washing, when carrying out their ministry.   

 

• If you are preparing to visit someone who is showing symptoms – or if you are called to 

anoint an individual who has the coronavirus in a homebound situation – please reach out to 

Nick Schoen, who has prepared several Anointing Kits for trained priests in each deanery. 

These kits include the appropriate personal protective gear (face mask, gloves, eye protection, 

gown) that must be worn. If you are called to a hospital setting and have questions, please 

reach out to Joe Cotton from Hospital Ministry at Joe.Cotton@seattlearch.org. 

 
• Any minister who has had unprotected close contact with someone who has the coronavirus (by 

not following the guidelines above) must self-quarantine for two weeks and follow the guidelines 

issued by the Washington State Department of Health: 

https://www.doh.wa.gov/Emergencies/Coronavirus 

 

• Ministers may encounter situations where they are denied access to facilities – which is 

happening at various nursing facilities. In this situation, we recommend calling the 

individuals directly and sharing the following prayer with them: 

 

My Jesus, I believe that you are present in the most holy Eucharist. I 
love you above all things, and I desire to receive you into my soul. 
Since I cannot at this moment receive you sacramentally, come at 
least spiritually into my heart. I embrace you as if you were already 

https://www.doh.wa.gov/Emergencies/Coronavirus


there and unite myself wholly to you. Never permit me to be 
separated from you. Amen. 

 
 
 
Food Banks 
Many of our parishes operate food banks or food services for people in our communities, which is 
deemed essential in the governor’s order. Therefore, we recommend that parishes continue this 
important part of our ministry. However, any parish worker or volunteer cannot be a vulnerable 
person. Each parish will need willing volunteers who are not vulnerable to keep food banks 
operational during this time. Additionally, many parishes collect food during Sunday Mass. Now 
that Masses are suspended, please publicize a new time and location to drop off food donations. 
Also, ensure everyone is using physical distancing and that volunteers should wear a mask.  

 
Votive Masses for Various Needs  
In accordance with the General Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM 374), Archbishop Etienne 
has given permission to priests in the Archdiocese of Seattle to celebrate any of the appropriate 
Votive Masses for Various Needs on the weekdays of Easter. This is especially relevant for pastors 
who want to celebrate a Votive Mass for the Sick or Votive Mass for Any Need.   
  
Processions  
Processions are only permitted with the permission of the local bishop (Canon 944.1). At this time, 
no public processions should take place because a procession is an event that gathers people. A 
procession would draw a crowd and negate the efforts concerning physical distancing and 
protection of the vulnerable in our community.  
  
Book of the Dead 
The Archdiocese is going to create a Book of the Dead dedicate to those who passed away from 
COVID-19 in the Archdiocese of Seattle. If a member of your parish community has passed away 
from the coronavirus, please share his or her name with Nick Schoen 
(Nicholas.schoen@seattlearch.org) to be placed into this book. Additionally, each Friday, Archbishop 
Etienne is remembering these individuals during his live stream Mass. 
 
Resources for Families 
We have a series of resources for families who are at home. Please visit the At Home with Faith page 
to access these weekly resources. 
 
Bells in Solidarity  
To demonstrate our solidarity with everyone who is impacted by the coronavirus, we recommend 
pastors ring their bells at noon. At this time, we ask that you encourage people to pray the Angelus 
as a family in their homes and conclude with the prayer to Our Lady of Seattle.  

 
The Angelus Prayer (English) 

V. The Angel of the Lord declared unto Mary. R. And she conceived of the Holy Spirit. 
Hail, Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee; blessed art thou among women, and 
blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, 
now and at the hour of our death. Amen  

mailto:Nicholas.schoen@seattlearch.org
https://marriagefamilylife.seattlearchdiocese.org/athomewithfaith


  
V. Behold the handmaid of the Lord. R. Be it done unto me according to thy word. Hail, 
Mary …  
  
V. And the Word was made flesh. R. And dwelt among us. Hail, Mary …  
  
V. Pray for us, O holy Mother of God. R. That we may be made worthy of the promises of 
Christ.  
  
Let us pray: Pour forth, we beseech thee, O Lord, thy grace into our hearts, that we to 
whom the Incarnation of Christ thy Son was made known by the message of an angel, may 
by his passion and cross be brought to the glory of his resurrection. Through the same 
Christ Our Lord. Amen. 

 
Remember to Pray 
Catholics have always joined together in prayer during times of plague throughout the ages, 
ministered to the sick, attended to the dying and buried the dead.  May we do the same today, 
loving God and our neighbor. In times like this, we have the opportunity to live out Jesus’s 
command to love God and our neighbor. Let’s continue to pray for everyone involved. As Pope 
Francis reminds us, we should be reaching out to our communities and praying in solidarity with 
the Church around the world. He said, 

 

“Let us pray to the Lord also for our priests, that they may have the 
courage to go out and go to the sick people to bring the strength of 
God's word and the Eucharist and accompany the health workers and 
volunteers in this work that they are doing.” 

 
 
Love of Your Neighbor 
People will spend more time at home now. This is also a time for Catholics to manifest Christ’s love 
more than ever. Here are some ideas to show this love: 

 
• Expand outreach by making phone calls to homebound neighbors and local nursing home 

residents to accompany them in spirit. 

• Offer to pray over the phone.   

• Offer to go grocery shopping for others who need to stay at home. 

• Our homeless neighbors will be encountering more hunger as local restaurants and catering 

companies begin to reduce the preparation of meals. Increase giving to local foodbanks, 

Catholic Community Services, and St. Vincent de Paul. 

• Consider donating blood or plasma.  

• Purchase gas cards for your local nursing home or hospital health care providers and drop 

them off at the front desk as a thank you gift from the local Catholic church.    

 



 


