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May 6, 2020 
 
Beloved Clergy, 
 

Greetings to you and your families as we continue our celebration of Holy Pascha! 
Christ is risen! Indeed, He is risen! 

I offer my whole-hearted gratitude to each of you for your holy labors over these 
many difficult weeks. Our flocks have suffered through a time of great anxiety, fear, 
confusion, and unknown, and you have had the added challenge of ministering to 
them struggling with our natural and holy impulse to gather in the churches. You have 
had to feed them without being able to nourish them with the Holy sacraments. As 
pastors, this situation has been immensely painful and frustrating for us all, but you 
have bravely endured and strengthened your people with the help of our Lord, and I 
thank you. 

By the Grace of God, we are entering a time of a phased reopening in many places, 
and we have been at work over the last several weeks studying how we can safely 
return our people to the liturgical and sacramental life of the Church. We must be 
prudent and proceed in a measured way over these vitally important weeks. I ask your 
patience, and I ask your prayers as we begin this process. 

Effective on May 6, 2020, my brother bishops and I have decided to begin with an 
initial phase of welcoming our people back into the liturgical and sacramental life of 
our parishes. We will continue to study the situation in consultation with our 
Orthodox Christian health professionals over the next few weeks to decide on 
whether to open more widely. Again, this directive is meant to be a temporary, 
intermediate step that we expect will be followed shortly by a more robust opening. 
Please pray that we can continue the process of reopening without any reversal of the 
positive trends we have been seeing the last few weeks.  
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These are the directives that must be followed in areas that have either lifted their 
stay-at-home orders or have given churches an exemption:  

 Services are to be conducted by one celebrant (without a second priest or 
deacon), one altar server, and two chanters – one standing on each side of the 
solea. Due to the recent research about the spread of the virus through singing, 
we will not proceed with choirs yet.  

 An additional ten members of the laity may attend in rotation with physical 
distancing throughout the nave.  

 There is no longer a limit to the number of services per week. (The website is 
being updated to include weekday liturgies for St. John the Theologian,  
Mid-Pentecost, Sts. Constantine & Helen, Leavetaking of Pascha, and 
Ascension as minimum of weekday liturgies to be offered.) 

 Parishioners may ask to receive Holy Communion and Confession by 
appointment throughout the week at the discretion of the pastor. 

 Churches may be open for individual prayer – no more than ten people at a 
time – by appointment or posted times. 

 Sacraments and funerals may be served with no more than ten persons in 
addition to the clergy at a time. Funerals are highly recommended to be done in 
funeral homes or at the gravesite due to the difficulty of regulating crowd sizes. 

 Non-liturgical gatherings are not to resume at this point. I encourage all of you 
to continue organizational meetings, Bible studies, Ask Abouna sessions, etc. 
online. 

Please note the following regarding safety precautions until further notice: 

 The church must be thoroughly cleaned and disinfected – especially pews and 
other highly-touched surfaces and items – after each service.  

 Doors and windows should be opened during and after services, if possible, to 
allow fresh air into the building. 

 Hand sanitizer must be available at the entrances for the faithful to use upon 
entering and leaving the church. If hand sanitizer is difficult to attain in large 
sizes in your area, you should encourage the faithful to bring their own. 

 The faithful should be highly encouraged to wear face-coverings. The celebrant 
should not wear a face covering while serving but should consider doing so at 
all other times. Any further questions arising from local directives regarding the 
wearing of face coverings may be asked of your local bishop. 

 There should be empty rows of pews between the faithful to allow appropriate 
social distancing between persons not living in the same household. 
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 Announcements should be made and signage posted in the narthex asking 
those who feel sick or have a fever to stay home and asking everyone to 
observe proper hygiene practices – no hugging, handshakes, or kissing, proper 
handwashing, cough/sneeze into shoulder, etc. 

 In the first two phases of the CDC reopening strategies, those who are elderly 
or at-risk should be encouraged to remain home for services. To receive 
Communion and Confession, they may come to the church by appointment. 

 Announce to the faithful that we will continue to offer Communion according 
to our Tradition, but all should allow the priest to pour the Body and Blood by 
opening their mouths wide and not closing their lips on the spoon. If the 
spoon does touch the mouth of the communicant, it should be wiped on the 
kalima.  

 An usher should be assigned to direct people in line for Communion or 
Antidoron spaced appropriately. Tape could be placed on the floor to further 
help with spacing.  

 The priest should cleanse his hands periodically through services – especially 
right before “Holy Things are for the Holy” and once again before giving 
Communion to the faithful. 

 Antidoron should be given by the priest or a server – either of which must 
wear a plastic glove. The priest may wear a face covering to hand out antidoron 
and greet the faithful after the service.  

 There should be no passing of collection trays. The trays may be stationed in 
the narthex. 

 Given the inability to confess during Lent and the long absence from 
Communion, please encourage the faithful to avail themselves of the sacrament 
of confession. The spiritual conversation aspect of confession may be done 
either over the phone with the absolution prayer being given in person with 
physical distancing being observed or all in-person with physical distancing 
being observed. You have our blessing to say the absolution prayer from a 
distance without placing the stole on the penitent’s head during this time.  

 For those asking for Communion by appointment, ask that they read the 
Prayers of Preparation for Holy Communion and/or the service of Typika 
before receiving. 

If a parish is in a locality that has moved into phase 1 of their reopening, the priest 
and parish council may ask their local bishop to increase the number of faithful at the 
services consistent with local ordinances. The parish and local hierarch should review 
the relevant directives and revise the above measures, as necessary. The parish and 
hierarch should also consider whether reported cases and flu like illnesses have been 
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decreasing for a period of no less than fourteen days according to the CDC. If the 
conditions appear favorable and the local ordinances allow for it, the local hierarch 
may give a blessing to increase to a maximum of 25% of the seating capacity of the 
church’s nave to ensure adequate distancing. 

In areas where the local authorities continue to enforce stay-at-home orders that limit 
services only to those persons necessary to livestream services (currently New York, 
New Jersey, California, Kentucky, New Mexico, and Washington), the Archdiocese 
will partner with other Orthodox jurisdictions and Christian communities to petition 
for an immediate reconsideration of these policies and a certification of our clergy as 
essential workers and communal worship as an essential act – as we have begun to do 
in California. In the meantime, parishes must abide by their local and state authorities 
regarding gatherings. Unless prohibited by the authorities, parishes in these areas are 
not limited as to the number of services that may be served and may rotate the limited 
number of faithful to participate. 

This initial phase of reopening must be strictly abided by over the next few weeks. We 
will continue to prepare for the next phase of this process as we monitor the situation 
around the country as areas reopen – sometimes in ways contrary to CDC 
recommendations. Our goal is to present a more robust plan of opening our churches 
in anticipation of the Leave-taking of Pascha later this month. We ask you to exercise 
your pastoral discretion in planning to rotate the faithful in as fair a way as possible. 
We ask that you remind our faithful that we are doing these things out of love and 
care for our flock, not out of fear.   

Again, I thank you for your patience and perseverance during these challenging weeks. 
Please continue to pray for continued progress in the battle against this deadly 
pandemic and for the forgiveness, reconciliation, and healing pouring forth from the 
Empty Tomb to be granted abundantly to our suffering world. 

With prayers for you and your families as well as your flocks to be kept safe and in 
good health for completion of every good work, I remain, 

Your Father in the Risen Lord, 

      
+JOSEPH 
Archbishop of New York and Metropolitan of all North America 
 
cc. Our Hierarchs 


