
 

  

Thursday 19th March 2020 

 

 

 

TO THE PASTORS AND PEOPLE OF THE 

DIOCESE OF CAIRNS 
 

 

 

 

My dear people 

May I start by quoting perceptive and prophetic words from the Archbishop of Sydney, 

Anthony Fisher O.P.  

Apocalypse now? 

Drought, fires, storms, grasshoppers and now plague. It can feel like the end 

of the world is coming.  

In a sense it is. The world as we know it is being turned upside down – at least 

temporarily – as many get sick and some die from COVID-19, and so much 

of ordinary life is put on hold. 

The Church is not immune.  

But in times like these it’s important not to panic or lose heart. If this pandemic 

shakes us up and starts us thinking about who or what is most important to us 

and what we should be doing with our lives, that can be a good thing. 

Worshipping in spirit and in truth 

One of the great Lent gospels is the story of the woman at the well. The woman 

asked some questions about worship. ‘The hour is coming,’ Jesus answered 

her, ‘indeed it is here already, when true worshipers will worship the Father 

in spirit and truth.’ (Jn 4:23) 

We are now all going on retreat together 

Our enforced retreat from the world can be an opportunity to grow closer to 

God and more prayerful. 

People were greatly edified by recent images of Pope Francis’ pilgrimage on 

foot through the empty streets of Rome to the image of Our Lady of Health. 

Let’s join him, then, in prayer and fasting for those who have died or are 

suffering from COVID-19, those at risk or anxious, those treating the sick or 

seeking a cure, as well as those who are leading us. The power of prayer, 

married with the wisdom of health experts, will ease and hopefully eliminate 

this disease. 



⚫  Page 2  March 20, 2020 

Pastoral letter-COVID-19-DioceseOfCairns 

 

Catholic Dioceses across Australia are each responding to this crisis in a generally consistent 

manner.  However there are particular adaptations according to local circumstances and 

conditions. 

There have been frequent/daily meetings of heads of all Cairns diocesan agencies as to how 

best we respond to this ever-changing situation. 

Today (Thursday 19/03/2020) I had a teleconference with Frs. Frank Gordon, Barry Craig 

and Neil Muir at which we formalised the following liturgical and pastoral arrangements for 

this diocese for the time being.  They will apply uniformly across all our parishes, but they 

may need to be modified as circumstances rapidly change. 

1. The celebration of Mass on Sundays (including the Saturday vigil) is 

suspended with immediate effect and until further notice, and all the faithful 

are dispensed from the Sunday obligation. 

2. Priests will continue to celebrate Mass (the Mass for the people) on 

Sundays.   However one or two lay-people may be asked to attend to form 

a congregation and to minister as readers. 

3. For the time being, weekday parish Masses may be celebrated as scheduled, 

with the current restrictions of numbers and precautions about social 

distancing, positioning/spacing ourselves are to be observed. 

4. Technology allowing Mass from the Cathedral or the chapel in the Bishop’s 

House will be live-streamed on Sundays (and possibly weekdays) at a time 

and on a site yet to be notified. 

5. Any Church celebration or event where more than 100 people are expected 

and proportionally fewer in smaller churches with one only person per pew, 

as a rule of thumb, should be cancelled or postponed. 

6.   It is suggested that at these weekday Masses one (1) member of each 

family/household could participate and would receive a package of 

consecrated Hosts for other family members to be consumed at household 

prayer gatherings where there will be Scripture readings and shared prayers 

(available on parish or diocesan websites) – especially commencing at the 

appropriate time during life-streamed Mass. 

7. It is suggested that at these weekday Masses one (1) In the Ordinary Form 

of the Latin Rite, the Body of Christ should be administered only in the 

hand and the chalice should be received by the celebrant alone. 

8. The Sacrament of Reconciliation should in general be celebrated only by 

appointment with your priest so that there is no queuing or crowding with 
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the current precautions to be observed and suitable - larger visible spaces 

(such as the sanctuary) to be used. 

9. All ministers of Holy Communion, including the priest, should disinfect 

their hands before and after distributing. 

10. The Sign of Peace should be limited to saying “Peace be with you” with a 

nod or bow; no hand-shaking or hand-holding should occur here or at the 

Our Father. 

11. Hymn books and the Mass response cards should not be handled. 

12. Parish Bulletins could, where possible, be made available on-line on the 

diocesan website or emailed to parishioners.  

13. As far as possible, churches should remain open to allow private prayer; the 

Blessed Sacrament might be exposed in the monstrance for this purpose (as 

long as fewer than 100 are attending and with the usual provisions for 

reverence and security of the Sacrament). 

14. Friday Holy Hours should continue and could be further introduced at the 

discretion of the pastor. 

15. Communion to the sick should be taken by priests alone and in general 

should be restricted to Viaticum to the dying, with the current restrictions 

and precautions to be observed. 

16. Prayers of intercession for an end to the pandemic and for the safety of all 

should be included in Masses, in the Liturgy of the Hours and in private 

prayer. 

17. Baptisms, weddings and funerals may be celebrated, but restricted if 

necessary to immediate family; baptisms and weddings can always be 

postponed. 

18. Funerals may need to be kept simple, perhaps with only a liturgy at the final 

place of rest. 

19. Preparation for and celebration of First Penance, Confirmation and First 

Communion should be postponed until the pandemic is over. 

20. Priests should ensure that parishioners can contact them in emergencies. 

21. While physical isolation is now a practical and necessary precaution, 

personal and spiritual isolation brings other risks.  So with ’phone and other 

modern technologies, family and friendly and pastoral contacts can be 

maintained and enhanced.  Priests will always be available for such contacts 
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and may also initiate such contacts with more isolated numbers of their 

parish. 

 

There is an ecumenical prayer from the National Council of Churches, which has invited 

all of us to pray this prayer at 7pm each day, but especially on Sunday 29 March which we 

will mark as a National Day of Prayer in this time of crisis: 

 

Gracious God,  

We give thanks anew for your providence and presence.  

We prayerfully seek your grace, amidst COVID-19 here and overseas.  

We pray for those in need of healing.  

We pray for your peace with those who are anxious or grieving.  

We pray you will continue to strengthen and sustain 

all those who are serving in response.  

We pray for your Holy Spirit’s discernment  

amidst the many choices and decisions  

facing our national, community and medical leaders.  

We pray we each might see quickly what more we can do  

to help those who are vulnerable.  

 

This prayer for our nation in the family of nations,  

with all that is on our hearts,  

we gather now and pray  

through Jesus Christ our Lord.  

Amen. 

Yours truly in Christ, 

 

 
 

 

+ James Foley 

BISHOP OF CAIRNS 


