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Our Response to the Covid-19 Pandemic  
If you are like me you are probably really tired of hearing about the coronavirus.    
Yet I believe that it has a significance that is beyond a passing illness, however 
severe.  Not wishing to over state the situation, it gives all of us in the Church a 
challenge and an opportunity to look at ourselves and respond in a way that 
declares who we are as a body and what is truly important to us, which sadly has 
not been the focus of the debate about covid rules up to now.   

In this piece I am trying to be slightly shocking (or is that provocative) exactly in 
order to provoke thought.  If you don’t like what is written here, let me know your 
different take on this issue!  I am not saying that I am right in my analysis, rather 
I am trying to move our ‘mindset’ from dealing with the coronavirus as a ‘little 
local difficulty’  to seeing that the personal response of each of us to covid-19 is 1

something that could effect the image of the Catholic Church for a generation.  

The first thing to note about the protocols that we have in place to minimise the 
spread of the coronavirus in our parishes is that they come from the government 
and their top health advisors.  What the bishops have done is take these guidelines 
and applied them to our particular situation as worshipping communities.  So the 
rules are, first and foremost, functional statements of what we need to do to keep 
everyone safe. 

But in the case of the bishops, I wonder if there is another whole dynamic that so 
far I have not heard mentioned.  The rules that our bishops have set are rules to 
create a ‘safe environment’ for everyone attending church.  And, of course, in the 
last few years and in the light of the child abuse scandals, the phrase ‘safe 
environment’ has got a whole new meaning. 

When we step back and look at our church, the biggest issue over the last couple 
of decades has been the dreadful betrayal and abuse of vulnerable members of our 
church community.  Because we all trusted that people – most often priests – 
would do the right thing, some of the most vulnerable in our community ended up 
being abused, and with them, the rest of us felt betrayed as well as scandalised.  
In response to these incidents, across the world the Church implemented new 
rules to safeguard against such situations.  These were basic common-sense rules 
to keep everyone protected; to make our parishes a safe environment for all. 

I remember back in my home diocese being trained in these rules and learning to 
live by them.  No one thought that these rules were fun, but we could see the need 
for them.  But just like our current coronavirus related rules, after a while there 
was a certain weariness with these restrictions and it was easy to start to believe 
that they weren’t that important as this won’t happen to us, there are only nice 
people here; but very sadly, the scourge of abuse could pop up anywhere.. 

 See UK Prime Minister Harold Macmillan’s legendary understatement of 1958 which is now a catch-phrase 1

in Britain for downplaying the importance of an event.
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One of the painful memories I carry is of a series of events that happened when I 
was a chaplain to a kids’ summer camp; one of the camp helpers seemed to 
struggle with the rules.  Joe Jordan was a young man who was training for the 
priesthood; he was good looking and charming, and everyone presumed his 
breaking of the rules was out of youthful enthusiasm and a personality that loved 
spontaneity.  So, for example, while all the other helpers kept their classroom 
doors propped open, somehow Joe’s classroom door always seem to blow shut.  
When a good solid wedge was found to keep his door open, then he would just 
pop out into the garden with his kids without telling anyone and without any other 
team member.  So we are not talking about any major incidents, just apparently 
small things we might all do if we weren’t thinking. 
The camp leader talked to me and together we talked to Joe.  He apologised and 
brushed it off as nothing.  But the same or similar would happen again and again, 
and we would talk to him repeatedly.  So at the end of the camp both myself and 
the camp leader wrote reports to the committee overseeing the camps saying that 
we didn’t think Joe should be asked to be a helper again because he didn’t seem 
to comprehend what was needed and the importance of the basic protocols. 
To my amazement, the following year rather than being excluded, Joe was made a 
camp leader!  Apparently he had gone in person to those who organised the 
camps and ‘sweet talked’ them into letting him lead a camp.  Joe had the ability to 
ooze charm when he wanted, and with his blue eyes and broad smile he could 
look like the personification of innocence.  But the decision of the camp 
organisers left me asking, ‘What is the point of all the rules if you can charm your 
way around them?’  This so dismayed me that I resigned from being a chaplain to 
the camps and never went on another kids’ camp run by that organisation. 
I lost track of what happened after that, whether Joe did lead a camp or not and 
how that camp went, but a couple of years later I heard that he was ordained a 
priest for a diocese in Wales, and a couple of years after that, in 2000, he was 
arrested, charged, convicted and sent to prison for sexually abusing young boys in 
his parish, one as young as nine years old.  
To be completely honest, despite recommending that Joe should not be on kids’ 
camps, I never suspected anything along these lines.  My worry was simply that 
he didn’t keep to the basic, common sense rules that were there for all our safety.  
Really I just saw him as someone who was a bit of an egotist and thus was not 
willing to be a ‘team player’; yet working with kids – or in the church generally – 
it is not about ‘one-person-shows’, we can only effectively serve if we are not 
putting ourselves front and centre as Joe was doing; in the Church the safety of 
others, particularly the young or vulnerable, must come before our own 
considerations. 
This is a horrid story that still greatly saddens me, but I am sure that many similar 
stories are very much in the minds of every bishop across the world.  And I am 
sure that many bishops are saying that it is alright having rules to safeguard 
people, but they are only effective if they are understood and respected. 
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And so we come to Covid.  While the moral character of child abuse and this 
pandemic are quite different, in other ways there are similarities.  Both can 
invisibly creep into our communities and have devastating consequences.  The 
chances of either of them getting into a community are greatly reduced by some 
simple and easily understood rules to safeguard everyone.  And in a perfect world 
we wouldn’t have to have the rules associated with either of these plagues! 

With this in mind, can you imagine what would happen if a Catholic parish 
community in Canada became the hub of a serious outbreak of the pandemic?  
Apart from being a disaster for those personally involved, just as with the child 
abuse scandals, there would be a much wider effect.  The outbreak itself would be 
the headline on news bulletins, and the Roman Catholic Church would once again 
be labelled as irresponsible and incapable of providing a safe environment for 
parishioners.  All those who dislike the Catholic church would have a clear field 
to put us down as an organisation and then dismiss anything we said as an opinion 
coming from a fundamentally flawed institution. 

If this happened, then after the corona pandemic was over there would be a 
lasting effect: how could we say to any parent, “Yes, the parish is a safe place for 
your kid”?  If we can’t even control a virus that is reasonably predictable, how 
will anyone believe us when we say that we can safeguard the vulnerable against 
cunning and manipulative abusers?  Or to put it another way, if we know that 
simple and understandable protocols will greatly protect everyone, why were we 
not able or willing to make the effort to follow these protocols for this pandemic? 

So I just wonder how many of our bishops are looking at the control of the 
coronavirus in their parishes as a sort of ‘litmus test’ for the Church to show that 
we can really be a place where people can be assured of a ‘safe environment’?  I 
wonder how many bishops not only fear for the safety of those who might be 
infected should our rules not be followed, but also have heartfelt concern that 
many more might loose faith in the Church’s ability to be serious about safety if 
we can’t do the simple tasks of social distancing, mask wearing, regular hand 
sanitising and serving the elderly and medically vulnerable in their homes rather 
than in the church. 

I have to say, this thought is a real challenge for me as I have not yet perfected all 
the virus protection rules.  I, as much as others, have to up my game in this area. 

I also want to add a note to all those of you who are doing their part by not going 
to their parish church on Sundays because of age or some other factor: my heart 
goes out to you.  Please know that every priest really does want to try to minister 
to you as much as is practicable.  But if you are staying away, please know that it 
is not just a personal sacrifice that you are making, in a small way you are also 
giving a gift to the Church because you are helping to protect it; you are enabling 
it to be a ‘safe environment’ that has the most vulnerable as its focus.  If we get 
this wrong it will be a disaster in many ways, so your sacrifice is part of ensuring 
that this is much less likely to happen. 
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And for those who do go to church, please remember that this is not just about 
you and your reception of the sacraments; going to church is never a private 
action, it is about being an active and creative member of a community that has 
the good of others at its heart.  So keeping others safe is not just the task of the 
bishops or priests, it is our own simple and often small choices that will 
determine whether we do create a safe environment in our church buildings.  We 
are each a link in the chain, and so we all need to be strong.  And again, if we get 
this wrong it will put the Church back very many years. 

To Conclude with a Positive Thought! 
To turn the whole thing around and try to find something positive to end on:  if in 
a couple of years time when the inevitable post-covid enquiry takes place and a 
report is published, imagine how you would feel if it contained a sentence like, 
“Many covid hot-spots were traced to gymnasia, public events, restaurants and 
pubs, but no Catholic church was found to be a source of covid-19 transmission.”  
Now think what that would do for our standing in the community, and how that 
might bring a bit of healing to our tattered reputation.  This outcome is very much 
in our own hands. 

So please be vigilant and persistent to protect yourself, to protect others and to 
help the whole Church both now and in the future.  In a loving way let us help 
others to fulfil the basic safe environment protocols, and let’s remember to pray 
for one another’s health and safety. 

Post Script 
Sadly as we go to press I am hearing reports that there has been an outbreak of 
covid-19 cases in ‘Hutterite colonies’ across the three prairie provinces.  These 
were thought to be connected with large funeral gatherings in Hutterite 
communities.  This sad news just underlines that the threat is real.  Think how 
you would have felt if this headline had read, “COVID-19 cases spread to 
Catholic Church congregations”.  We pray for the poor people affected by this 
outbreak and for those looking after them. 

Fr. David. 
26th July 2020
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