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Being Church during the Pandemic 

Dr. Dora Tobar 

When life is at risk, as happened during the pandemic, the power of being church - i.e.: 
an interconnected network of salvation ablaze by the communitarian force of the Holy Spirit- 
emerges as the fine line between life and death; between hope and despair; integration and 
abandon. In fact, the Hispanic Immigrant community suffered the pandemic more than any other 
group in the United States because the pandemic found them in the margins, not only of society 
but also, of the Catholic Church. 

Their already limited access to the health, legal and social services was aggravated by the 
fact that during the pandemic all contact with the external world became online. Hispanics 
working in the manufactory industry lost their jobs, or were forced to work in unhealthy 
conditions, becoming thus part of the large group of victims. For those staying at home, their 
lack of proficiency in technology isolated their children from participating in the school system, 
relegated them from the general health information, distributed most of the time in English and 
by internet, and alienated them even from participating in religious services available only 
online. Undocumented and unemployed immigrants were abandoned to their fate and excluded 
from the government’s stimulus packages.  

It is in these particular situations when the inner connection between life and community 
appears with clarity and thus, between community and salvation; between solidarity and 
starvation. We receive and pass life only and exclusively through connections. On the other 
hand, death is provoked, allowed to happen, by disconnection, isolation, rejection and all kinds 
of marginalization. In a word, from sin. While sin divides us, God’s salvation plan intentionally 
gathers everyone, in Christ, by His Spirit, in the powerful network of the Body of Christ (LG 2), 
where unnecessary death is defeated when the pain or need of one becomes the pain of all.  

The powerful force that emanates from the communion, which is no other than the 
“divine “Dynamis” of the Holy Spirit, was clearly visible in my community. Hispanic Leaders, 
gathered in a Diocesan Leaders Association, used the strength that came from unifying their 
ideas and resources to meet the needs of a large group of Hispanics affected by the pandemic, in 
different corners of our Diocese. Through a WhatsApp network, accessible to everybody with a 
smartphone, leaders contacted people, received calls for help and coordinated events with 
material and spiritual assistance. Links for mass, recorded spiritual messages from our Bishop, 
and health information were translated and passed this way. One team of young adults collected 
online pedagogical resources and fun activities for children staying at home, and offered tutoring 
assistance for those whose parents could not do it. Drive-through food and first-aid supplies were 
distributed at the front door of many people unable to go out. Collection and distribution of used 
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computers as well as training on the use of apps to be virtually connected was part of our pastoral 
response during the first months of the pandemic.  

However, we know that this help was accessible only to those we already have in the 
radar of our church. Only God knows how many others are still suffering their isolation because 
we have not been yet a church for them. 

Among all networks of support, the intimate interconnectedness of the Domestic Church 
was the one who played a fundamental roll on mediating the gift of life and salvation during the 
pandemic. Hispanic families where Christian love was alive among them, lived the isolation 
imposed by the situation as an opportunity to re-discover the pleasure of being together, or as 
Pope Francis says, “the mystic of being together.” (EG 117) They were more flexible to changes 
and developed creative, fun, common activities. Many started new integrative projects such us 
cooking, walking and praying together, which reinforced their inner bonds, and eased the normal 
stress of the situation.1 Even the high stress level recorded in previous years among Hispanic 
kids and Youth, was proven to be significantly reduced during the pandemic due to the health 
effect of having their parents close and more available for them.2 Family and cultural religious 
traditions emerged also as a powerful mediation of trust in God’s providential care and 
reinforced their faith and hope.  

In contrast, families already affected by dysfunctional relationships suffered the 
lockdown as an unbearable prison. Domestic violence and child abuse rose to unprecedented 
levels among all ethnic groups, but abused Hispanic children and women were less likely to have 
access to help, and suffered its consequences in a more dramatic way.3 We must also consider 
the fact that a high level of stress associated with unemployment and permanent family distress 
usually isolates the afflicted and puts them in a depressed or aggressive mood that reduces their 
ability to react in an assertive way such as looking for help or new opportunities. A charitable 
hand that rescues them is indispensable in those circumstances.  

We cannot then underestimate the, literally, vital importance of making family a priority 
in our pastoral life. Created in the image of a Trinitarian God, humans receive and develop our 
essential condition as relational beings, inside and throughout our family interaction. For the 
same reason, any lack of family love results in the most dramatic poverty of missing essential 

                                                 
1 Studies proved that the value of family made Hispanics less likely to suffer anxiety during the pandemic. See, 
Factors associated with depression, anxiety, and PTSD symptomatology during the COVID-19 pandemic: Clinical 
implications for U.S. young adult mental health, Psychiatry Research, Volume 290, August 2020, 113172 
2 Change in Youth Mental Health During the COVID-19 Pandemic in a Majority Hispanic/Latinx US Sample, 
Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, Volume 60, Issue 4, April 2021, Pages 513-
523. 
3  According to National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey, 26.9% of Hispanic/Latina women 
experienced domestic or sexual violence at least once in their lifetime. It should be noted that approximately half of 
these cases are not reported due to fear of possible outcomes: deportation and/or separation from their children. 
Reasons why Hispanic/Latina women do not report abuse are not limited to only these concerns, as religious beliefs, 
cultural traditions regarding gender roles, socioeconomic status, and a lack of Spanish language resources must also 
be taken into account. Cfr.: (https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/datasources/nisvs/2015NISVSdatabrief.html)  

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/01651781
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/01651781/290/supp/C
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/08908567
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/08908567/60/4
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/datasources/nisvs/2015NISVSdatabrief.html
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dimensions of our inner esse. For this reason, as Pope J. Paul II expressed, “the essence and role 
of the family are in the final analysis specified by love. Hence, the family has the mission to 
guard, reveal and communicate love, and this is a living reflection of a real sharing in God’s love 
for humanity and the love of Christ for the Church His bride.” (FC, 17) 

This mission, possible for those families rooted in the Love of God, is identical to the 
mission of the Church. Because of this, the recent magisterium of the Church not only have 
declared the Christian family as a real “Domestic Church”4, but see in the family the icon of 
what the church is called to be.5 It means, a family of families (AL 87) rather than an informed 
mass of believers that meet once a week, at the same time, under the same roof; a familiar space 
where everybody should feel welcome, accompanied and supported; a community where the 
faith can be rescued from the private sphere of individualistic rituals, (EG 63; 42) and impersonal 
rules. The Christian family is also the example, said Pope Francis, of the personalized way in 
which the Gospel should be transmitted: not as series of abstract truths or cold syllogisms but 
as heart-to-heart communication done by persons who share themselves in dialogue (EG, 142).  

 
Summarizing, we can say that the current parallel between the Church and the family put 

love and communion at the center of the Church’s identity and mission. As the second Vatican 
council states, “The Church is in Christ like a sacrament or as a sign and instrument both of a 
very closely knit union with God and of the unity of the whole human race.” (LG 1) In other 
words, since the core of the Catholic announcement is God’s love, love cannot be learned 
through academic lessons but only by experience. God’s love is something that can only be 
received and transmitted inside a relationship. This is why at every moment of God’s 
revelation the gift of salvation happens through the convocation of a community of support; a 
church or network of salvation capable to host and to mediate God’s Love to others. (CIC 166) 

 
During the pandemic temples were closed but the church was alive in places where 

Christians reached out to those isolated, consoled those in fear and helped those in need. Because 
of that, we can predict that those who were helped are also more likely to return and fill the pews 
of our Catholic temples when their doors are fully reopened. In other words, the pandemic put us 
in a position to clearly evaluate what really makes us the Church of Christ; the seed of the 
kingdom that facilitates the connection with God and with others as two mutually implicated 
relationships.  

 
Finally, I feel the necessity to justify why listing charitable actions during the pandemic 

could be considered part of a theological reflection. Those actions, which seem far from an 
actual academic theological product, have however been a source of renovation in pastoral and 

                                                 
4 Marc Cardinal Ouellet, Divine Likeness. Toward a Trinitarian Anthropology of the Family, Williams B. EErmans 
Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 206, p. 41-42.  
5 The mystery of the church, says pope Francis, is better understood if we contemplate the Christian family as a 
reality that manifest that mystery in a genuine way” (Relatio Synodi 2014, 17.)” Papa Francisco, Amoris Laetitia, 67 



4 
 

   
 

spiritual perspectives for all of us involved. In this case, we may apply what Pope Benedict VI 
already explained about the function of love in knowing God’s mystery. Love, according to his 
explanation, is also an epistemological path to learn and express the mystery of God.6 In the 
same way, Pope Francis says: “Whenever we encounter another person in love, we learn 
something new about God. Whenever our eyes are opened to acknowledge the other, we grow in 
the light of faith and knowledge of God.” (EG 272) In other words, the light of love allows us to 
read history as a sacred text where the voice of God can be heard and discerned. On the Other 
hand, when the truth of the gospel becomes actions, their accuracy is then experienced as real, 
not only because it doesn’t contradict reality, but because it generates reality and new life in a 
harmonious and new way. In Spanish, “el amor prueba ser cierto no sólo porque no contradice la 
realidad sino porque la “realiza”. In a few words, practical theology and systematic theology 
meet when the Mystery and love are aligned.7 

                                                 
6 Cfr., Benedict XVI, Enc. Letter. Deus Caritas Est (25 December 2005), n0. 16; ASS 98 (2006), 230.  
7  “Practical theology has often sought to address a perceived disconnection between dogmas or theology as an 
academic discipline on the one hand, and the life and practice of the church on the other.” `Theresa F. Latini, The 
Church and the Crisis of Community: A Practical Theology of Small-Group Ministry (Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing, 2011) 

 


