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Introduction 

 

Health issues and public hygiene are in the news. In fact, hardly a week, or even a 

day, goes by without our hearing news reports of a new strain of virus, be it a seasonal 

flu, an influenza or a pandemic influenza.  

 

Public health officials at the provincial and federal levels are quite preoccupied by the 

possibility or threat of a rapidly spreading strain of flu or influenza.  They have taken a 

proactive approach and encourage both the private and public sectors as well as 

different organizations to establish guidelines.  

 

Our archdiocese has responded to this request by setting up a diocesan ad hoc 

committee whose members participated in formation sessions offered in Moncton and 

in Fredericton and consulted several sources – organizations, companies, dioceses 

and other institutions – to prepare these guidelines.  

 

The objective of these guidelines is :  

1. to ensure that the health of the members of our Christian community is protected, 

2. to maintain the liturgical and pastoral life of our Church, and 

to reassure our community on our capacity to react rapidly in the event of a crisis. 
 
 
A few definitions 

 

An influenza or a flu is a viral respiratory illness usually contracted during the winter 

months. It is present in a region for a few months and strikes mainly young children as 

well as the elderly, both being the two most vulnerable age groups to chronic illness.  



 

 

The term epidemic is used when there is an increase or an unusually rapid spread of a 

flu or an influenza in a given community or territory within a limited time.  

 

An influenza pandemic is the spread of an epidemic on a global scale. In this case, the 

epidemic is present in almost all the countries of each continent. While a seasonal flu 

is usually present during the fall or winter, a pandemic can strike at any time of the 

year.  

 

Each outbreak of the flu or an influenza comes from a different strain of the virus. This 

explains why a vacine may not be readily available.  

 

An influenza pandemic occurs approximately three times each century. During the last 

one, three pandemics occurred at approximately thirty years apart.  The World Health 

Oganisation expects a pandemic at any given moment since the last thirty year cycle 

began in 1968. 

 

In the event of flu, an epidemic or an influenza epidemic, public health officials would 

step in to offer guidelines for the public. They could propose special measures and 

might even go so far as imposing a partial or complete ban on all public gatherings.  

 

Liturgical and pastoral life of the Church 

 

Churches are gathering places for the baptized who need to assemble to form their 

Christian identity and to be Church.  

 

In the event of a flu epidemic or an influenza in our midst, we must be able to 

effectively communicate with our communities to advise them which measures will be 

taken so that our gatherings do not become areas prone to the spread of the virus.  



 

 

These guidelines are proposed in order to protect the physical and spiritual health of all 

the members of our communities as well as our clergy. Of course, we hope to never 

have to use them. This is why we have adopted the old adage: “It is better to be safe 

than sorry.”   

 

We must insist on the benefits of preparing an action plan. This type of plan helped to 

minimize casualties during an outbreak of Legionnaires Disease in Barrow Alaska, in 

2002. At the very heart of our faith are the gatherings, the sacraments and liturgy. 

These become even more important during a time of crisis when Christians turn to the 

Church for comfort, hope and help in understanding the meaning of catastrophic 

events.  

 

Unfortunately, these gatherings can become areas where the flu or an influenza virus 

can spread. Contact between people or between people and contaminated objects are 

serious factors in the spread of a virus and must be taken into consideration.  

 

In light of these, we must emphasize the responsibility of the ecclesiastical authority as 

stipulated in article 223.2 of the Code of Canon Law : « In the interest of the common 

good, ecclesiastical authority has competence to regulate the exercise of the rights 

which belong to the Christian faithful. ». 

 

The diocesan liturgical and pastoral instructions proposed in these guidelines take into 

account the instruction of the Code of Canon Law which states that individuals, while 

exercising their rights, must « take account of the common good of the Church and of 

the rights of others as well as their own duties toward others. » c. 223.1  



 

 

 
How can we protect our parishes? 
 

Before we address issues of flus or influenzas, let us review a few elementary 

principles of hygiene.  

 

It is difficult to avoid contracting a virus because it is easily transmitted in common 

areas and publics places. However, we can avoid or limit its spread between people or 

between people and objects.  

 

In order to do this, we recommend that each pastoral unit evaluate its existing hygiene 

measures in areas used for worship and in meeting rooms. This exercise will help 

identify problem areas and to correct the situation when necessary. 

 

However, each parishioner will have to determine his or her own tolerance level, 

knowing that their decision will be respected. Will I drink from the cup? Will I give a 

sign of peace with physical contact or otherwise? 

 

To help answer these and other questions, certain steps are proposed in the diagram 

included as an attachment to this document.  

  

When it comes to matters of public health, we cannot plead ignorance. It is our duty to 

be proactive. 

 

Levels of intervention 

 

We propose three levels of intervention:  

 

1. Preventative measures – We invite each pastoral ministry team and their 

moderator to appoint either their local liturgy council or local pastoral council to (1) 

undertake an inventory of their present situation in order to determine which 

measures need to be taken immediately, those which will need to be addressed in 



 

 

2. A flu or an influenza epidemic. Churches remain open to welcome those 

parishioners who are healthy or those who have recovered after being sick. 

These parishioners will be able to fulfill their obligation to participate at Sunday 

mass, have access to support and a spiritual healing process through these 

troubling times.  

 

The faithful will inevitably be exposed to a risk of infection from people who are 

contaminated and are not yet presenting any symptoms. 

 

It will be important to advise the sick or those who believe they may be infected, 

to abstain from participating in Church related community and religious activities. 

 

Parishes can minimize the risk of contamination by avoiding all physical contact. 

See attached diagram on this point. 

 

3.   A flu or an influenza pandemic. In this case, public health officials would ban all 

public gatherings or would advise against them. 

 

If public health officials ban all public gatherings, the diocese will have to respect 

this decision and close all churches. The decision to reopen will also come from 

these same officials. See attached diagram on this point.  

 

 



 

 

As to bans on large public gatherings, the diocese will publish directives after 

having consulted public health officials. These decisions will be addressed by the 

bishop and his advisors. 

 

 

How to maintain sacramental life in the Church? 

 

Both crisis situations compel us to find solutions that will allow us to maintain the 

sacramental life in the Church for our ailing parishioners or to respond to church 

closures.  

 

Obligation to attend Mass (canon 1247). We could advise the faithful that mass is 

available on television, on the radio or on our website at: www.diomoncton.ca. We 

could also distribute Liturgy of the Word booklets to help the community to pray at 

home.  

 

Confessionals. Even though churches may still be open, we will close all confessionals 

to avoid the spread of a virus to confessors or from penitent to penitent. Designated 

areas will have to allow adequate space between confessor and penitent. 

 

Funerals. During an acute pandemic, public health officials may impose collective 

burials. Ceremonies would take place in the cemetery and could be prepared 

according to the Funeral Rites.  

 

Baptisms. During a period of high mortality rates, we can predict an increased demand 

for baptisms. We must expect that the laity will have to take charge since priests will 

not be immune to this flu epidemic or pandemic. We must offer the necessary 

formation to the laity so that they can administer this sacrament in accordance with 

canon 861.2.  



 

 

Anointing of the sick. One of the priorities during a pandemic will be the priests’ ability 

to minister to the sick, the dying and the dying who wish to receive the last rites. When 

a person is in agony, there are three dimensions to sacramental care for the person 

and for his or her family: (1) the Eucharist as viaticum, (2) the visit to the dying, and (3) 

the anointing of the sick. The first two dimensions can be administered by a priest, a 

deacon or by a mandated minister, but the third is reserved to priests only. The priest 

has a serious obligation (canon 1003.2) to be present for the sick and the dying. The 

laity, for their part, will be asked to participate on a voluntary basis since they will be 

risking infection or risk infecting their families. 
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