
 

Rev. Duong Nguyen, S.V.D. serves communion to a Parishioner Tuesday morning, Mar. 10, 2020, at Our Lady
of the Rosary Cathedral in San Bernardino. The Diocese of San Bernardino has temporarily suspended the
practice of receiving communion on the tongue due to the outbreak of the novel coronavirus. (Photo by Will
Lester, Inland Valley Daily Bulletin/SCNG)
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Coronavirus takes toll on religious
communities as traditions forced to change
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When he baptizes babies, Deacon F. Michael Jelley wades into the baptismal font and has

parents hand the baby to him. Immersing a child in holy water is considered ideal for this

vital Catholic religious practice.

But, among a number of guidelines issued by Roman Catholic dioceses in Southern

California to prevent the spread of new coronavirus infections, is the instruction to drain

out baptismal fonts and complete the ritual and blessing by sprinkling some of the water

on the baby’s forehead instead of a full immersion.

“It’s going to feel very different,” Jelley said. “There are a lot of things people are used to

doing that we’re asking them not to do in the interest of safety.”

Fear of a COVID-19 outbreak has gripped faith communities in Southern California.

Catholics and Christians are recommending bowing and elbow bumping to greet fellow

congregants instead of handshakes and hugs, even as they prepare for Holy Week — the

time between Palm Sunday and Easter Sunday.
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The Jewish community, which celebrated the festival of Purim this week, has also been

acting with caution, said Rabbi Menachem Harlig who heads Chabad Chino Valley. Purim is

celebrated in honor of the Jewish heroine Esther, who risked her life to prevent the

genocide of her people. The community typically celebrates the festival by listening to the

story of Esther, exchanging gifts of food and drink, donating to charity, feasting and

wearing masks and costumes during the festivities.

Harlig said the virus hasn’t really thrown a wrench in the celebrations at his congregation.

“We have to follow all government-issued guidelines such as washing hands and being

careful,” he said. “At the same time we have to trust and rely on God, that God would take

care of us.”

Some congregations are taking incremental steps. Fullerton Presbyterian Church, which

has about 600 members and is largely Korean, delayed its church picnic and canceled a
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Elvira Sepulveda (left) and Lydia Wade (right), both from San Bernardino, gesture towards each other during the Sign of
Peace at Mass Tuesday morning, Mar. 10, 2020, at Our Lady of the Rosary Cathedral in San Bernardino. Parishioners, who
normally shake hands, hug or kiss during the Sign of Peace portion of the Mass, are being encouraged to avoid physical
contact due to the novel coronavirus. (Photo by Will Lester, Inland Valley Daily Bulletin/SCNG)
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planned small group meeting, said Ellen Ahn, who is on the church’s emergency committee

and runs the Korean Community Services clinic in Buena Park.

“In our church we have many elderly people,” she said. “We have to ask ourselves what we

do now and how we will get ready to close down if the community spread happens. We

took the �rst step of shutting down all unnecessary meetings.”

In the next few days, depending on how the virus spreads, the church will look at its Sunday

services and determine whether to hold the services online.

“It’s an evolving crisis that could get worse or get better,” she said. “We need to continue to

monitor the situation and do what’s necessary.”

Others are in wait-and-watch mode. At the Riverside Sikh Temple, langar, the community

kitchen, which serves meals to all visitors, remains open, said Hardeep Singh, who works

there.

“We are continuing both worship services and the community kitchen,” he said. “But we’ve

instructed all our workers and volunteers to keep the area clean, wash their hands

frequently with soap and water, and prepare and serve the food with great care.”

The Los Angeles Episcopal Diocese’s Bishop John Taylor has ordered all congregations to

stop using the “common cup” or the chalice in which wine is offered during communion

over concerns that germs could be transmitted as congregants sip wine from the silver

chalice.

Generally, this practice is considered safe because of the silver of the chalice and the

alcohol content of the wine, said Canon Robert Williams, spokesman for the diocese. This

is also an important symbolic practice in the Anglican and other Reform traditions, “which

worked intentionally over time to assure that the communion line would be made available

to laypersons,” he said.

The bishops and local congregations have also advised against handshakes or embraces,

recommending instead, elbow bumps or bowing to one another, he said. Taylor has also

instructed congregations to use communion wafers instead of baked bread since there is

more opportunity for contamination when the bread is broken by hand for distribution.This website uses cookies to improve your experience. By continuing to use the site, you accept
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Senior citizens at risk for coronavirus face big changes to their routines
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In about a month and a half, the Muslim community will get ready to observe Ramadan, a

month of fasting and prayer as well as communal meals and gatherings, which could

change signi�cantly if the coronavirus threat does not subside, said Malek Bendelhoum,

executive director of the Shura Council of Southern California in Orange, an umbrella

organization for about 80 mosques in the region.

The council, which is based in Garden Grove, organized a Facebook Live Q&A for

community members with medical professionals. The goal, Bendelhoum said, was to get

the facts out.

“There’s a lot of panic and misinformation that gets around,” he said. “We are reminding

people that if they’re sick, it’s probably best to stay home. If you want to shake hands or

hug, which is the traditional form of greeting each other, it’s probably better to elbow

bump or put your hand to your chest. These are just a few best practices and ways to be

more cognizant of what’s going on.”

For religious congregations, the most challenging aspects are the group gatherings and

proximity to one another, said Dr. Vasu Sunkara, chief medical of�cer of Parktree

Community Health Centers, which operates clinics in Pomona and Ontario. In addition to

hand hygiene, he recommends regular cleaning and disinfection of frequently-touched

surfaces, avoiding sharing cups or utensils, and routine covering of the mouth while

coughing and sneezing.

“Especially for the elderly who are more at risk for serious outcomes from this infection, I

would encourage them to take deliberate steps to avoid exposure risks when deciding

whether to attend religious ceremonies or a place of worship,” Sunkara said.

In addition to draining out the baptismal fonts, Catholic churches around the world have

changed the way they carry out Mass. Instead of placing the communion wafer in people’s

tongues, priests will now place it on people hands. They’ve also stopped giving wine in the

communal chalice. Also, parishioners are being asked simply to pray for the person sitting

next to them instead of shaking hands.
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L.A. Archbishop gives permission to stay home from Mass amid coronavirus spread

Coronavirus causes Premier League, Champions League to call off matches

The Masters postponed due to coronavirus

Stocks claw back ground on Wall Street; Dow jumps 900 points

A vast majority of people seem to understand why these steps are necessary, but some still

feel a sense of loss or even anger at the changes, said Sister Roseanne Belpedio, director

for the of�ce of worship at the Archdiocese of Los Angeles. Some have conveyed that not

receiving the communion wafer on the tongue would be disrespectful, but that’s not what

Catholic teachings say, she said.

“We’ve had the option of receiving the Eucharist in the hand for the last 35 years or more,”

Belpedio said. “But there are some extremely pious people who receive it on the tongue. So

I have some people asking me the question: How can the bishop do this? Well, because he

has permission to do this from the Vatican. How each person chooses to receive the

Eucharist is his or her own choice.”

Belpedio is also trying to �gure out what other adaptations the church needs to make as

Holy Week approaches. One of the traditions during this time, she said, is to kiss the cross.

“Obviously, we can’t do that and it’s going to be very hard for many people,” she said. “If

things get worse, we may even have to cancel services or broadcast on television and

online. That’s the worst-case scenario.”
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VIEW COMMENTS

Join the Conversation

We invite you to use our commenting platform to engage in insightful conversations about
issues in our community. Although we do not pre-screen comments, we reserve the right
at all times to remove any information or materials that are unlawful, threatening,
abusive, libelous, defamatory, obscene, vulgar, pornographic, profane, indecent or
otherwise objectionable to us, and to disclose any information necessary to satisfy the
law, regulation, or government request. We might permanently block any user who
abuses these conditions.

If you see comments that you find offensive, please use the “Flag as Inappropriate”
feature by hovering over the right side of the post, and pulling down on the arrow that
appears. Or, contact our editors by emailing moderator@scng.com.

Deepa Bharath
Deepa Bharath covers religion for The Orange County Register and the Southern California
Newspaper Group. Her work is focused on how religion, race and ethnicity shape our
understanding of what it is to be American and how religion in particular helps in�uence public
policies, laws and a region's culture. Deepa also writes about race, cultures and social justice
issues. She has covered a number of other beats ranging from city government to breaking news
for the Register since May 2006. She has received fellowships from the International Women's
Media Foundation and the International Center for Journalists to report stories about
reconciliation, counter-extremism and peace-building efforts around the world. When she is not
working, she loves listening to Indian classical music and traveling with her husband and son.

 Follow Deepa Bharath @reporterdeepa
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MORE IN NEWS

Senior citizens at risk for coronavirus face big changes to their
routines

Visitors are limited to some senior homes, classes are canceled and one city's
Senior Prom is on hold.

L.A. Archbishop gives permission to stay home from Mass amid
coronavirus spread

The new measures will limit mass attendance to 250 people in accordance with
state public health recommendations and cancelation or suspension of anything not
essential to the celebration of the Catholic faith, such as retreats, penance services,
parent meetings, youth groups, and prayer groups, according to the statement. 
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Live Traf�c Map

p

In this case, getting a Real ID ASAP makes sense

If you must take a written test either way, going in early makes sense.

Stocks claw back ground on Wall Street; Dow jumps 900 points

European stocks rose Friday and Wall Street was set to gain on the open after
turbulent trading in Asia and a day after the market's worst session in over three
decades.
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