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Ever since “COVID-19” entered into our national lexicon, I have grown accustomed to describing our current situation as a “crisis.”  All the hallmarks of a crisis are there: danger of serious illness and death, severe economic upheaval, social disruption, etc.  However, two key elements which often help us to weather a crisis seem to be missing.  One is a clear sense of how long this is going to last.  It’s always easier to endure a difficult situation when we can “see the light at the end of the tunnel,” and count down the days until the hardship will end.  The other missing element is confidence that life will return to “normal” afterwards.  In the absence of a vaccine that is proven effective and universally distributed, it is hard to imagine life returning to the way it was before this virus emerged.  On Tuesday, the Director of the Centers for Disease Control said that the second wave of COVID-19, which will likely strike us next winter, could be even worse than this first wave.  On a similar note, this week Bishop Rhoades issued a letter to Catholic School parents, saying that e-learning will continue for the remainder of the current school year, and may need to be implemented again during the next school year.  In other words, “Do not be surprised if the schools have to close again.”  That was a very unwelcome reality check for many who just wish that this whole thing would go away.
The great debate raging in our country now is when and how to pull back from the stay-at-home orders that governors have issued in order to contain the spread of the virus.  All the infectious disease experts caution that moving too quickly will expose more people to infection, cause more deaths, and prolong the pandemic.  Fortunately, most people seem to understand those concerns and agree with the experts’ advice.  Despite recent protests by a very small minority, many of whom also reject mandatory vaccinations against measles and other communicable diseases, the vast majority of Americans want to keep the restrictions in place or even strengthen them.  They recognize that public health must be everyone’s top priority right now.
We in Indiana are very fortunate that our Governor and all of our Bishops acted quickly to close the schools and the churches before any major outbreaks occurred.  As painful as those decisions were for all of us, their wisdom became increasingly obvious as the news from other parts of the country and the world continued to grow more alarming.  My worst nightmare during the month of March was that our parish would become the epicenter of a COVID-19 outbreak, with many of our parishioners falling ill and dying.  In fact, that prospect kept me awake at night until early April, when two weeks had passed since our last masses in the church.  Thanks be to God, up to now we have no reports of any St. Bavo parishioners contracting the virus, though many of us are close to people who have not been so lucky.
When the current wave of COVID-19 cases starts to wane, do not look for public masses to resume right away.  In fact, I suspect that Catholic churches will be among the last institutions to resume normal operations, because it is virtually impossible to celebrate the sacraments safely in the presence of an incurable and easily transmissible disease.  A sacrament, as we all know, is a tangible sign by which God communicates invisible grace to us.  Sacraments are meant to engage our physical senses – literally, to touch us.  Hence, physical proximity and physical interaction are necessary to experience the fullness of any sacrament.  For a couple of weeks, in early March, we tried to continue our sacramental life together with what seemed like effective precautions.  We eliminated handshakes, withheld the communion cup, stopped giving communion on the tongue, and strenuously encouraged people who were visibly sick to stay home.  But, further research has now revealed how totally inadequate those measures actually were.  The COVID-19 virus is much easier to transmit than we thought, and it is likely that most people catch it from someone who is not yet experiencing any noticeable symptoms.  Hence, it is not safe for us to gather in large groups, even when everyone appears to be healthy.  Nor is it safe for a priest to minister in-person to the faithful.  Any such encounters risk infecting the priest.  And an infected priest could spread the contagion to countless other people, even before he knows that he has been infected.  Thus, I don’t expect to see the churches opening for Sunday Mass until we have widespread testing and at least one certifiably effective treatment for COVID-19, which could be months away.
[bookmark: _GoBack]At this point, we lack effective treatments or a vaccine for COVID-19, and we also lack the testing capacity to know how widespread the virus really is or how many people are already immune.  So, not only is the virus not under control, we don’t even know how out-of-control it is.  What we do know, with some confidence, is that this disease is going to be with us for quite some time, and we need to adjust to that new reality.  We need to accept the fact that COVID-19 has redefined “normal” life in the United States and around the world for the foreseeable future.
What that means for us, as a community of faith, is that we need to find ways to keep growing spiritually in our current circumstances.  We should not resign ourselves to remaining stuck as we are until the churches re-open.  This is a time to look for new ways to pray and new resources to nourish ourselves spiritually.  We have to keep moving forward on our Christian journey, even without the support of the sacraments.  So, for example, if you have not adjusted your daily and weekly prayer routines to conform to your new schedule, now is the time to work that out.  If you don’t have a Bible at home, now is the time to order one online, and start reading it.  (The translation recommended by the Church is the New American Bible, Revised Edition, or NABRE, though many others are also suitable.)  If you are not accustomed to meditating with the daily Mass readings, now is a good time to try it.  (You can find them on the USCCB website: http://www.usccb.org/bible/readings.)  If you have never purchased any spiritual reading, now is the time to explore the possibilities.  (Try browsing the Ave Maria Press website: https://www.avemariapress.com.)
We can all flourish spiritually in this “new normal,” but it will take some adjustments, effort, and personal initiative.  Each of us must discern how to respond to this new challenge, and how to keep our spirituality alive, healthy and growing.  If you need some guidance, feel free to contact me by e-mail at ppacini.csc@gmail.com.  I would be glad to help.

