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Abstract: The main objective of this study is to determine the media image of dispensation and
liturgy mediated during the COVID-19 pandemic in Poland. The paper is based on interdisciplinary
methodology, which combines elements of practical theology (the see–judge–act paradigm) and a
communication and media studies approach (media content analysis, critical discourse analysis). The
time range of the analysed media discourse is between 12 and 18 March 2020, which was the first week
after issuing government restrictions towards liturgy and the Church’s response to that: granting the
dispensation and supporting the mediatisation of liturgy. The material for the discourse analysis
includes online editions of 20 Polish press titles. It occurs that the general attitude of the media
towards dispensation and liturgy mediated was positive, but some media tended to present the topics
according to their editorial policies. The paper also formulates a theological reflection: although
liturgy mediated as a permanent solution could be challenging to accept, it allowed worshippers to
experience the liturgy in times of isolation. It is, therefore, an expression of the Church’s concern for
the health and lives of the faithful, although not entirely in line with the official and long-standing
position of the Church towards the mediatisation of the liturgy.

Keywords: COVID-19; Poland; Holy Mass; broadcasting; internet; new media; mediatisation; reli-
gion; digital religion; mass media studies; pastoral theology; press discourse

1. Introduction

The first case of the COVID-19 disease in Poland was officially announced on 4/03/2020.
On 12/03/2020, the epidemic emergency was declared and no public, including religious,
gathering of more than 50 people was allowed. On 20/03/2020, an epidemic was declared
and—among numerous restrictions—the number of participants in religious services was
limited to five. These restrictions led to many commentaries as faith/religion issues
represent one of the most important topics in Poland: the country remains very religious
and the most popular religion is Catholicism (Niedziela.pl/tk 2020). It must be therefore
explained that, because of its importance and commonness, only the Catholic context is
studied in this paper.

The abovementioned governmental decisions referring to religious gatherings di-
vided Polish society into supporters and opponents of such solutions. The opponents
argued that “just as hospitals heal the body, and are not closed ( . . . ), so churches heal
the soul, hence they are not to be closed” (DoRzeczy.pl 2020b). They identified ideas to
close churches with “succumbing to state power”, “turning away from the faithful” and
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“depreciating the Blessed Sacrament” (L24.lt 2020). On the other hand, the supporters sug-
gested that the Church, unlike the entrepreneurs, was treated favourably by the authorities
(Tabaka 2020). They also pointed out that churches may cause outbreaks of COVID-19
(Gazetaprawna.pl 2020a; Molga 2020).

The situation was additionally complicated due to the inconsistent reactions of the
Church to the pandemic. The spokesman of the Polish Episcopal Conference (Konferencja
Episkopatu Polski 2017, hereinafter: KEP) justified the initial idea of increasing the num-
ber of church services as “it is inconceivable that the faithful do not pray in churches”
(UZ 2020b). The Church authorities often disregarded the epidemic by pointing out greater
risks, e.g., “gender ideology”1 (Steinhagen 2020), or argued the effectiveness of collective
prayers in the fight against the virus (Chrzczonowicz and Danielewski 2020). On the
other hand, there were other examples of bishops’ activity, such as warnings against the
coronavirus, informing on hygiene principles or reading out the letter from the Ministry
of Health (Episkopat.pl 2020a). However, the most important Church reactions were
the official stances of the KEP and the Primate of Poland (hereinafter: PP), published on
12/03/2020—after the announcement of the epidemic emergency.

The first document (Episkopat.pl 2020b) informed about the introduction of preventive
measures and recommended that diocesan bishops granted dispensation from the obliga-
tion to attend Sunday Mass to the elderly, those with symptoms of infection, children and
their caregivers and those who fear the infection. Prayer and “spiritual communication”
with the Church community through radio, TV or internet broadcasts “were encouraged”
there. The second document confirmed that PP Abp. Polak decreed dispensation from
the obligation to attend Sunday Mass (Prymaspolski.pl 2020). In response, the bishops
“encouraged the faithful to [ . . . ] watch TV broadcasts of masses and services as well as
online broadcasts from their parishes”, and “priests encouraged their parishioners to use
technology to pray so that they could stay at home” (Pastwa 2020, p. 55). In reaction to the
noticeable need to support believers, much of the Polish media, including the secular liberal
media, decided to broadcast the liturgy (Nb 2020). This solution/concept achieved record-
high popularity (pr/pap/bg 2020), i.e., it turned out that 60% of Poles attended Mass at
least once through TV, 21% through the Internet and 17% through the radio (Bożewicz 2020,
p. 3). Church authorities appreciated the efforts of the media: in mid-March, KEP thanked
them for their commitment and the fact that “they prepared extra offers” for the Mass
broadcast (Episkopat.pl 2020c). The Episcopate also advised that Mass broadcasts should
be arranged through diocesan/parish liturgical celebrations, and in case of difficulties, it
encouraged “informing the faithful about national media offers”, recommending the list on
the KEP website (Episkopat.pl 2020d). It can be stated that proclaiming a state of epidemic
brought about a reluctant acceptance of Mass broadcasts as a way of participating in the
liturgy. Over time, the Church modified the narrative as the government’s restrictions were
lifted. The Church came back to emphasising the importance of direct participation in the
Eucharist, encouraged people to visit churches and finally cancelled the dispensation.

However, it is very important that in the initial phase of the epidemic, the Church
changed, as mentioned, its attitude to virtualised participation in religious rituals. In that
context, the period 12–18/03/2020 deserves special attention. Since it includes announcing
the stances of the authorities and the Church as well as media coverage throughout
the week, it shows how the media presented events which were breakthroughs for the
homogeneously religious Polish society. For this reason, the main objective of this paper is
to analyse the media reactions to the restrictions referring to religious gatherings and the
Church’s decisions regarding the restrictions, especially the dispensation and support for
liturgy broadcasting, further also referred to as liturgy mediated.

The paper is divided into two parts. The theoretical section refers to the mediatisation
of the religion and the Church’s stance towards the liturgy mediated. The empirical section

1 In Poland, “gender ideology” is a tool for political and ideological disputes. Ultra-right, ultra-conservative and ultra-Catholic circles associate it, e.g.,
with aggressive feminism and LGBT+, believing that they threaten traditional Catholic values.
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presents the research methodology and the results of the empirical research. It should
be stressed that the text is interdisciplinary: it combines a perspective appropriate for
practical theology with communication and media studies, both in the area of theoretical
and empirical assumptions.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Mediatisation of Religion

Hoover (2002, p. 28) claimed that the media and religion intersect, also in terms of
scientific reflection. Since both the media and religion are subjects of interest in many
scientific disciplines, a multidisciplinary and multidimensional approach can be observed
here, which—due to the specificity of theology and its main subject of research—focuses
on two perspectives: the theological and the non-theological.

As far as the theological reflection is concerned, the theology of the media and com-
munication should be mentioned above all. Attempts have been made to combine both
areas by, e.g., Adamski and Łęcicki (2016); Soukup (2019); Lövheim and Lundmark (2019);
Campbell (2013) or Bratosin (2016) (see more in: Adamski et al. 2020).

As regards non-theological reflection, reference should be made to foundational
theories, such as the culturalist tradition, mediatisation theory and the social shaping of
technology approach (Peterson 2019, p. 1). Among these, the theory of mediatisation comes
to the fore, particularly the mediatisation of religion. It is defined as a “two-side process of
a highly advanced modernity, where the media ( . . . ) emerge as an independent institution,
with its own logic, to which other social institutions must adapt. On the other hand,
the media simultaneously become an integral part of different institutions, such as ( . . . )
religion, because more and more actions are performed through the interactive mass media”
(Hjarvard 2008a, p. 105). Through the processes of mediatisation, religion is becoming
increasingly embedded in the logic of the media, both in terms of institutional regulations,
symbolic content and individual practices (Hjarvard 2008b, p. 11). Mediatisation of religion,
or, in the context of this paper, of liturgy, is a social phenomenon, but like any mediatisation,
it is also a social process (Hepp et al. 2015, p. 4; Ampuja et al. 2014). Hepp et al. emphasised
it as characteristic of the institutional perspective, which corresponds to the status of
the Church. However, this differs from the approach of Krotz (2003, p. 7), for whom
mediatisation is indeed a process of socio-cultural change, but which is treated on the level
of consequences, while he believes the cause is the development of the media.

Following this path, the mediatisation of the Eucharist should be understood as
its virtualised form, transmitted through traditional and non-traditional media. It may
have positive consequences, i.e., reaching the faithful with the message, informing them,
evangelising them; and negative ones, i.e., trivialisation, erosion of authorities, weakening
of community ties, making religious practices superficial (Adamski et al. 2020). Despite
the latter, it should be stressed that during the pandemic, it was the media, where the
authorities closed the temples or limited the number of participants in the liturgy, that
made it possible for the faithful to participate in religious ceremonies on a mass scale.
It happened thanks to the Church’s acceptance, through the dispensation it granted. It
is worth explaining at this point that, under canon law, reasonable, merciful action and
loosening of the Church’s law is permitted in extraordinary circumstances: the pandemic
can be considered an example of this. When it started, the Church in Poland, due to
the threat to the health and lives of the faithful, granted a dispensation in all dioceses
from the obligation to attend Mass on Sundays and holy days of obligation (Catechism
of the Catholic Church 2012, 2181; Codex Iuris Canonic 1983, Can. 87 § 1, Can. 1245 and
Can. 1248 § 2) and encouraged the faithful, in accordance with the modern Magisterium
of the Church, to participate in it through the radio, television and internet broadcasts
(Benedict XVI 2007; Congregazione per il Culto Divino e la Disciplina dei Sacramenti 2020).
Given the long evolution of the Church’s position on liturgy mediated, this decision must
be considered unprecedented.
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2.2. The Church versus Liturgy Mediated

Initially, the Church’s stance towards the modern press was sceptical: it was mani-
fested, among others, in Gregory XVI’s Mirari vos encyclical of 1832, but it softened over
time. After the radio was invented and popularised, the Church had to determine its
attitude towards it, mainly in terms of real-time sound transmission. A question was
raised as to the broadcast of the Eucharist and other religious events. This topic was first
mentioned in 1926, when the Abp. of Prague Kordač received a laconic answer from the
Holy Office: “Non expedire” (“That is not appropriate”). Two years later, the very same
Office called broadcasting attempts an abuse (Szczepaniak 2012, p. 10). In Poland, the first
radio transmissions of Holy Masses were carried out on Radio Poznan on Resurrection
Sunday and Easter Monday, 17 and 18 April 1927 (Radej 2020). Moreover, on 16/06/1832,
Pius XI listened to the broadcast of the Eucharist which concluded the Eucharistic Congress
in Dublin and he delivered a live speech to its participants, speaking of his presence at the
congress celebrations (Szczepaniak 2012, pp. 9, 16–17). Pius XI also allowed the Spanish,
who were unable to attend the Eucharist because of the civil war, to fulfil this duty by
listening to broadcasts from the National Radio chapel in Salamanca. Moreover, in 1936,
the stance of the Congregation of Rites, which was sent to the Holy Office, endorsed radio
Mass broadcast, provided that participation in the radio liturgy does not replace the Sunday
obligation to attend Mass, and that the broadcasts do not interweave with inappropriate
programmes (Draguła 2009, p. 33; Szczepaniak 2013, pp. 249–55). As for TV broadcasts,
such an event happened for the first time during the pontificate of Pius XII: in 1948, on
Christmas night, the Catholic Eucharist was broadcast from Notre Dame in Paris and from
St. Patrick Cathedral in New York. Pius XII is still regarded today as an enthusiast of
television and of using it to preach the Gospel, so the Magisterium of the Church accepted
the Eucharist on TV much more easily than on the radio (Draguła 2009, pp. 34–35).

The guidelines for radio and TV broadcasting of church services were first clarified
in the De musica sacra et sacra liturgia instruction, issued by the Congregation of Rites on
3/09/1958. A full description and presentation of all documents is provided by Draguła
(2009, pp. 37–42). It should be stated that in Poland, the current document regulating
these issues is the Directory for the Celebration of the Holy Mass broadcast by television
(from 14/03/2017, hereinafter: Directory). This document raises several questions given
the pandemic situation. The Directory emphasises that, even for the most pious, listening
to a live broadcast of the Eucharist is no substitute for physical participation in it. It
highlights three main dimensions of Mass broadcast: pastoral, evangelistic and formative.
In the pastoral dimension, broadcasting is a valuable tool for performing the Church’s
ministry towards the sick, who can “establish spiritual connection with the faithful who
are participating in the Eucharist in a particular church, in order to listen to the word of
God and to unite their sufferings with the sacrifice of Christ” (Konferencja Episkopatu
Polski 2017, n. 8). The evangelistic dimension means taking the Gospel beyond the church
walls, while the formative dimension emphasises the need to deliver TV broadcasts in a
model way from beautiful churches.

The evangelistic dimension of broadcast during the pandemic was strengthened, as
even non-believers or “the unchurched” could seek serenity, solace or answers to questions
troubling them in their religious experiences. Thanks to the large number of broadcasts,
they were able to choose preachers or contact priests who could provide authority for
them. However, the formative dimension, as understood by the Directory, took a back
seat—internet broadcasts were far from being technically perfect, and no one considered
whether their parish churches met the rigorous architectural and visual standards which
had qualified them for TV broadcast before the pandemic. Then, there is the question
of television language and being live: the technological and institutional factors applied
to broadcasting interfere with the message to such an extent that it is impossible to fully
identify the events taking place in reality with their media image (Bartocha 2019, p. 60).
The requirement of real-time broadcast is also troublesome, as every medium involves
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the “broadcast delay” (Ruether 2019). All these doubts had to be addressed as a result of
the pandemic.

As mentioned, the Church encouraged people to stay at home and use the dispensa-
tion, to participate in Mass broadcasts, and to receive Holy Spiritual Communion, preceded
by an act of perfect contrition: actions were therefore taken in the opposite direction to
the previous ones. Moreover, in the statements of the bishops, there was also an ecclesial
thread of building/sustaining of the community through participation in broadcasts. Thus,
there was a change in narrative caused by the bishops’ care for the spiritual and phys-
ical wellbeing of the faithful. With government restrictions, bishops and priests clearly
acknowledged that an extraordinary situation requires extraordinary measures to ensure
that the faithful are able to communicate spiritually with the community of the Church and
participate in sacraments, especially in the Sunday community Eucharist. Therefore, al-
though a broadcast is not a physical presence, it does greatly facilitate spiritual connection,
union and being with the community.

Practicing religion in times of the pandemic has already been the subject of scientific
analysis. For example, Vermeer and Kregting (2020, p. 1) studied the relationship between
religion and the spread of the virus, claiming that “religion probably facilitates the spread
of the virus in both a direct and indirect way”: “directly through worship services but also
indirectly by way of endorsing more general cultural festivities ( . . . ) and by strengthening
certain non-religious social bonds”. Hashmi et al. (2020) highlighted the importance of
collaboration between spiritual leaders and healthcare professionals to provide society with
a holistic approach to combating COVID-19. A similar perspective, i.e., the importance of
faith/religious institutions in collective recovery, was taken by Levin (2020). In Poland,
Flasiński (2020) determined the method of presenting topics related to the Catholic Church,
and the community on the website of “Gazeta Wyborcza” during the COVID-19 pandemic,
in the period from 14/01 to 10/10/2020.

Corpuz and Sarmiento (2020, p. 11) studied this issue in the context of Domus ecclesiae
(House Church), wondering whether this phenomenon, today associated with the pro-
cess of virtualisation and digitalisation, can be considered as an “emerging model of a
virtual/online Church”—not only currently, but also in the event of similar crises in the
future. The concept of the home as a “central category of domestic Christian life” was also
studied by Achondo and Eichin (2020), who formulated the term “churchly home”.

The role of technology in changing “the collective experience” among American
congregations was highlighted by Roso et al. (2020) and Adam et al. (2020), while
Oxholm et al. (2020, p. 13) discussed the challenges currently facing New Zealand commu-
nities, mentioning, e.g., “the need to mitigate any potential for community transmission”
or “difficulties related to social distancing for communal religious practices”. The issue of
religion virtualisation, viewed also from the perspective of “material absence of physical
presence in collective worship” and “psychological presence of that absence”, was analysed
by Parish (2020), who focused, e.g., on the role of social media in the new pandemic reality.

A media perspective was taken, for example, by Oxholm et al. (2020), who anal-
ysed the Facebook profiles of religious communities as well as 31 online media articles
referring to religious groups and the pandemic. The topic of liturgy mediated was also
explored by Rivera (2020), who examined, for example, evangelical practices on social
media. Adam et al. (2020) looked at the internet as a space for worshipping based on four
elements: space, time, rite and interaction.

It is worth pointing out that, as has been shown, the links between the epidemic and
religion in its broadest sense, with its digitalisation, have already become the subject of
scholarly research; still, none of the analysed texts refer to the reaction of the media (and
thus the media image) to the dispensation and/or liturgy mediated. Even the interdisci-
plinary papers focused more on the perspective of the Church and the faithful, with less
emphasis on the perspective of the media, which, after all, were not only the providers
of the liturgy mediated, but also opinion-forming sources of information about it. This
paper, which combines an ecclesiastical and a media point of view, has a chance, firstly, to
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participate in the already established research trend (i.e., the religious aspects of COVID-19)
and, secondly, to exploit the emerging research niches, especially in terms of the role of the
media in shaping the image of religion and religious leaders.

3. Materials and Methods

Our major research goal is to analyse the media reactions to the restrictions referring
to religious gatherings and the Church’s decisions regarding the restrictions—especially
the dispensation and support for liturgy mediated. No hypotheses are formulated because
the research is explorative.

As mentioned, this paper combines the methodology of practical theology with that
of media studies. The former is inspired by the paradigm of voir–juger–agir (see–judge–act)
pastoral theology, developed by Cardijn in 1925 (Britannica 2013), accepted by John XXIII
and applied during the Second Vatican Council, especially when drafting the Pastoral
Constitution on the Church in the Modern World Gaudium et spes (Vatican Council II 1965).

It should be pointed out that the three-step paradigm in the first phase recognises a
specific situation, then, in the light of the Magisterium of the Church, analyses the new
signs of the times in order to finally draw conclusions for the Church’s current activities.

Contemporary theological studies analysing the Magisterium of the Church show that
one component of the media context of the new evangelisation is the Church’s openness to
the world of the media (Chmielewski 2020). During the COVID-19 pandemic, numerous
dispensations from physical participation in the liturgy, followed by its appearance in
various media, sparked a full interdisciplinary scholarly debate on the assumptions and
implementation of the Church’s indications in this area. Therefore, as suggested by the
“see” methodology stage, it is necessary to incorporate elements of the media and social
communication sciences as well as sociology into pastoral studies so as to obtain the fullest
possible grasp of the situation and to try to read the new “signs of the times”. In order
to recognise them, we need to start from historical reality and analyse current changes
in the inability of the faithful to participate directly in the liturgy. At the “judge” stage,
it was necessary, though insufficient, to elaborate on the existing teaching of the Church
(insufficient, because before COVID-19, no one could have imagined that Christians would
not be able to attend Mass, even at Easter, and that bishops would not meet the faithful
other than through the media). During the pandemic, the media—not figuratively, but
physically—became a real areopagus of Christian presence, offering what the Church holds
most precious, namely a visible sign of spiritual communion with the Eucharist celebrated
in the church. According to Church teaching, spiritual communion is maintained when the
faithful cannot attend Mass directly. Thanks to the broadcasts, it became much easier to
establish and maintain this spiritual connection by being able to listen to the sound and see
the moving image in real time. This offered the chance to be actively involved (making
gestures, saying words) at the same time as the other participants—and this in turn created
a greater sense of the aforementioned connection with the community. People need visible
signs of an invisible reality—and, with regard to the Mass during the pandemic, broadcasts
fulfil this function. This is a completely new situation, which required, on the one hand, an
analysis of the media presence of the pastors’ messages and, on the other hand, an analysis
of what these messages told the faithful about the possibilities of full participation in the
spiritual life.

Inspired by the “act” stage, we can only suggest the first possible areas of action,
because we are dealing with initial interdisciplinary research carried out during the pan-
demic. The liturgy of the Church became a media event overnight in the midst of a complex
socio-political situation. It entered the “media areopagus”, which could neither be im-
mediately evangelised nor simply used as a means of social communication or a tool.
Therefore, with the inspiration of the “act” methodology stage, one can indicate what has
remained unchanged and what prospects have been opened up for the Church by the
pandemic experience, which has made the transition from traditional pastoral care to that
of a mediatised community.
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In order to examine the media narrative of liturgy mediated, methods appropriate for
communication and media studies were also used: critical discourse analysis and content
analysis. Critical discourse analysis seems appropriate for research on press coverage of
dynamic social phenomena (van Dijk 2005, pp. 359–60). It helps to identify the element
of organising reality and ensuring social order within the discourse, and to determine
the hardly visible ties between communication events and a wider context and social
and cultural phenomena, reflected in the media communication practice, and thus in a
contextually broadly defined discourse (Fairclough 1993). The condition for constructing
meanings in the media message is the context, which both reflects and forms a social
situation. It is necessary to define the boundaries of the discourse itself and its contextual
connections, which allows us to analyse it in a comprehensive way. In this case, the area of
the discourse being analysed is the coverage of the online editions of the main Polish press
media in the first week of introducing restrictions, concerning restraints on the liturgy, the
dispensation and liturgy mediated.

Therefore, a critical approach to the discourse of liturgy mediated is possible accord-
ing to Couldry and Hepp (2013, p. 197)—for them, the phenomenon of mediatisation
involves a two-way influence of culture and changes in media and communication, of a
quantitative and qualitative nature (Hepp 2013). The multifacetedness of mediatisation
(Strömbäck 2008), which is important from an analytical point of view, is related to the
fact that through mediatisation, the media become deeply integrated into the social sphere
(Esser and Strömbäck 2014).

The need to define the main features of the discourse allows us to focus on its three
main aspects (van Dijk 2006; Hernández-Guerra 2014). This will make it possible to fully
explore the relationships between the internal construction of the discourse analysed and
the social relations and processes arising from the restrictions imposed on participation
in the liturgy (Fairclough 1995, p. 132). It will also help to refer to domination and
reflection of power in the discourse and its structure (van Dijk 1993, pp. 249–51; 2005,
pp. 354–58) developing along the line between the community of the faithful who wish to
enjoy the liturgy (van Dijk 1993, pp. 254–57) and the two-level structure of decision-making
power: the state on the higher level and the Catholic Church on the lower one. This, in
turn, naturalises the social order and, despite the possible reaction of the media audience,
consolidates it (Fairclough 1985). From such a perspective, the part of the dominant
discourse (politicians, clergy) that breaks out of the dominant rhetoric is particularly
interesting.

The first of the three aspects is the category of language in use. This aspect forms the
basis for research on discourse only when we combine a linguistic study (i.e., how and by
what linguistic means liturgy broadcasting issues are communicated) with the identification
of the communication structure of the media themselves (also in terms of their social and
political affiliations and dependencies), their group diversity and individual multifaceted
characteristics are we able to identify a sufficiently broad spectrum of analytical discourse
exploration. Another aspect of discourse analysis is the idea conveyed by the media. This
applies both to the overt idea (usually very easily identifiable and resulting directly from
the message) and to the covert one. The research basis here will be to determine both the
reasons for the formulation of content that fills the discourse and the grounds for shaping
the media (and non-media) social response, always taking into account the ideologised
media message, as well as the political, economic, cultural and social basis for shaping
the discourse itself. The third aspect, reflected both in the language in use and in the idea
conveyed, is social interaction and such a reaction that shapes social reality. Despite such
strong connections of this aspect with the previous ones and partial descriptions of this
sphere in their analysis, due to its fundamental importance for the critical paradigm of
discourse analysis, it should be considered separately, highlighting the way in which press
discourse contributes to maintaining and reproducing certain social interactions.
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In our research, we primarily refer to the first two aspects, because the adopted
research scope focuses on the content and how it is communicated by the media. A comple-
mentary research tool is quantitative content analysis, providing organised data and results
from a study carried out on a specific press message (Langer 1997, pp. 6–7). The model
use of this type of analysis has been strictly defined in the Polish literature (Pisarek 1983;
Lisowska-Magdziarz 2004), although its framework is so broad that it requires precise
categorisation of data according to research assumptions.

The analysis designed in this way can provide the answer to the following research
questions, combining theological and media studies approaches: (1) What was the media
image of the Church’s reaction to the restrictions on religious gatherings, dispensation
and liturgy mediated?; (2) What similarities and differences were there in the narrative on
restrictions, dispensation and liturgy mediated?; (3) Did a new opening in the Church’s
approach to the celebration of liturgy mediated appear? If so, in what sense and form?

The time range of the discourse is between 12 and 18/03/2020. The discourse analysis
material includes online editions of the largest Polish press publications: 7 dailies and
13 weeklies, diversified in terms of worldview and class. Thanks to this, the links between
the editorial policies and the media narrative on liturgy mediated can be additionally
analysed in an informational and journalistic context (Table 1).

Table 1. Categorisation of the selected press publications.

Title

Frequency

• D (daily)
• W (weekly)

Online Name

Religiousness:

• Catholic Media
(CM)

• Secular Religious
Media (SRM)

• Secular
Non-Religious
Media (SNRM)

Ideological Bias:

• Left-Wing (L)
• Liberal (LI)
• Centrist (C)
• Conservative

(CO)
• Right-Wing (R)
• No Bias, Tabloid

(T)

Gazeta Wyborcza D

Wyborcza.pl + Gazeta.pl
(titles belonging to
Agora’s publishing

house, due to the close
content relationships

analysed together)

SNRM LI

Fakt D Fakt24.pl SNRM T
Super Express D Se.pl SNRM T
Rzeczpospolita D Rp.pl SNRM C, CO
Gazeta Prawna D Gazetaprawna.pl SNRM C
Nasz Dziennik D Naszdziennik.pl SRM R, CO

Trybuna D Trybuna.pl SNRM L
Newsweek Polska W Newsweek.pl SNRM LI

Polityka W Polityka.pl SNRM LI, L
Wprost W Wprost.pl SNRM C, CO

Sieci W Wsieciprawdy.pl SNRM CO, R
Do Rzeczy W DoRzeczy.pl SNRM CO, R

Gazeta Polska W Gazetapolska.pl SNRM CO, R
Gość Niedzielny W Gosc.pl CM CO, R

Tygodnik Katolicki
Niedziela W Niedziela.pl CM CO, R

Przewodnik Katolicki W Przewodnik-katolicki.pl CM CO, R
Idziemy W Idziemy.pl CM CO, R

Tygodnik Powszechny W Tygodnikpowszechny.pl SRM C, LI
Tygodnik Przegląd W Tygodnikprzeglad.pl SNRM L

Tygodnik NIE W Tygodniknie.pl SNRM L

Source: personal collection.
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The process of selecting and codifying the media message was based on the assump-
tion that when referring to liturgy mediated during the first week after the introduction
of the restrictions, it would strictly address the dispensation and the initiating KEP an-
nouncement, which dominated the press discourse on liturgy mediated. Therefore, the
main identifying keyword was dispensation, which was used when searching the archives
available on press websites, supported by the use of the Google search engine, with a time
range set for the results. However, within the codification key and in the case of keyword
analysis, their scope was wider and included pandemic and coronavirus cross-combined with
restriction, church service, liturgy, Mass, KEP, PP, Church, bishops, participation, broadcast. In
this way, the discourse was systematised: press articles directly concerning the introduced
restrictions on participation in the religious cult were selected and categorised. Codification
of the content of the selected press materials based on the categorisation key prepared by
the authors of the paper took place in July 2020 and was carried out by a group of students
at the UITM in Rzeszów (Poland). Their work was verified by the authors of the paper.
The accepted version of the codification results is dated 14/08/2020.

4. Results, Analysis and Discussion

The selection criteria were met by 126 articles. The data were presented in the follow-
ing order: general information; contexts; the media image of the Church’s reaction to the
restrictions; the media image of the dispensation and liturgy mediated.

4.1. The Number and Topic Range of the Texts

At the “see” stage of the pastoral paradigm, it is important to recognise which “media
areopaguses” contained information about dispensations.

The differences resulting from the publishing cycle did not affect the number of texts—
the dailies and weeklies were similarly interested in the topic regarding the frequency of
publication (Table 2). The differences appeared on a detailed level: the left-wing and liberal
publications took up the religious theme less frequently than the right-wing/conservative
ones. This did not apply to the dailies. Among the socio-political magazines, the Catholic
ones and DoRzeczy.pl devoted the most attention to the topic. Among the publications
with non-religious themes, the leading ones were the tabloids. In the case of the weeklies,
DoRzeczy.pl and Niedziela.pl dominated among the messages with the largest number
of non-religious themes, while Gazeta.pl, Gosc.pl, Przewodnik-katolicki.pl and Tygod-
niknie.pl had the smallest number.

Table 2. The number of texts analysed.

Medium Number

(Agora) Wyborcza.pl + Gazeta.pl 13
Fakt24.pl 15

Gazetaprawna.pl 7
Naszdziennik.pl 4

Rp.pl 15
SE.pl 12

Trybuna.pl 1
DoRzeczy.pl 9

Gazetapolska.pl 4
Gosc.pl 7

Idziemy.pl 8
Newsweek.pl 4
Niedziela.pl 8
Polityka.pl 4

Przewodnik-katolicki.pl 1
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Table 2. Cont.

Medium Number

Tygodniknie.pl 1
Tygodnikpowszechny.pl 5

Tygodnikprzeglad.pl 1
Wprost.pl 7

Wsieciprawdy.pl 0
Source: personal collection.

4.2. Contexts

At the “see” and “judge” stages of the pastoral paradigm, an important cognitive
element is, apart from learning the publication figures, to distinguish the nature of the dif-
ferent “media areopaguses” which hosted the debate on dispensation and liturgy mediated
as a response to COVID-19 restrictions.

In the case of contexts, two aspects were examined (Table 3): (1) whether the message
was informative or commenting/publicistic/opinion-forming; and (2) what non-religious
contexts were included in the messages.

Table 3. Contextuality—informativeness vs. opinion journalism.

Medium Focus on Information/Pure Information Focus on Opinion Journalism/Pure
Opinion Journalism

(Agora) Wyborcza.pl + Gazeta.pl 11 2
Fakt24.pl 10 5

Gazetaprawna.pl 5 0
Naszdziennik.pl 2 2

Rp.pl 12 3
SE.pl 3 7

Trybuna.pl 1 0
DoRzeczy.pl 5 4

Gazetapolska.pl 3 1
Gosc.pl 6 1

Idziemy.pl 7 1
Newsweek.pl 0 4
Niedziela.pl 6 2
Polityka.pl 1 3

Przewodnik-katolicki.pl 1 0
Tygodniknie.pl 0 1

Tygodnikpowszechny.pl 1 4
Tygodnikprzeglad.pl 1 0

Wprost.pl 5 2

Source: personal collection.

In the case of Gazetaprawna.pl, Rp.pl and Agora’s media, the informative approach is
dominant (it includes information, comments are only based on quotations, no editorial
commentaries). The tabloids, on the other hand, focused on opinion journalism (interview,
coverage, reportage, emotional language). It is likely that these dailies went beyond
being informative, not so much because of their editorial ideology but because they are
not opinion-forming. In the weeklies, it was different: information was dominant in the
Catholic magazines, and opinion journalism in the remaining ones (mainly the liberal,
liberal/left-wing, left-wing and secular–Catholic media). Thus, it can be assumed that the
media narrative is linked to the worldview, with emphasis on the explicit focus of religious
periodicals on providing news.
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As regards broadening the messages with additional non-religious contexts (Table 4),
they appeared both in informational articles and in opinion journalism (e.g., in quoted/
paraphrased statements, topics or headlines).

Among the publications with non-religious contexts, the leading ones were the
tabloids, with Agora and Gazetaprawna.pl media on a smaller scale and Trybuna.pl
and Naszdziennik.pl on the smallest scale. In the case of the weeklies, DoRzeczy.pl and
Niedziela.pl dominated among the messages with the largest number of contexts, while
Gazeta.pl, Gosc.pl, Przewodnik-katolicki.pl and Tygodniknie.pl had the smallest number.

Table 4. Non-religious contexts—character (the numbers do not add up, as one text could have several contexts).

Medium Non-Religious
Contexts

Type of Context Tone of Context towards the Church
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(Agora) Wyborcza.pl +
Gazeta.pl 7 4 6 1 2 1 0 2

Fakt24.pl 8 6 4 1 3 2 0 3
Gazetaprawna.pl 5 2 3 1 3 0 1 1
Naszdziennik.pl 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 1

RP.pl 4 2 2 1 2 0 1 0
SE.pl 9 9 1 1 0 4 0 5

Trybuna.pl 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0
DoRzeczy.pl 7 4 3 1 4 0 0 4

Gazetapolska.pl 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 1
Gosc.pl 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0

Idziemy.pl 4 1 4 1 4 0 0 0
Newsweek.pl 4 2 3 1 0 2 0 2
Niedziela.pl 5 1 5 1 3 0 1 0
Polityka.pl 2 3 1 1 1 2 1 0

Przewodnik-katolicki.pl 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 0
Tygodniknie.pl 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 0

Tygodnikpowszechny.pl 3 1 3 1 1 1 1 0
Tygodnikprzeglad.pl 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 0

Wprost.pl 4 1 2 2 0 2 1 1

Source: personal collection.

As far as contexts are concerned, the dailies highlighted political (most strongly in the
tabloids) and social (in the opinion-forming media) themes. Economic contexts were the
least frequent.

It is the contexts that show the polarised image of the Church. The Catholic and
conservative right-wing magazines most often presented a positive approach, while, e.g.,
Gazetaprawna.pl, Agora’s media, Rp.pl and Fakt24.pl were less favourable. The positive
information about the Church contained social themes, emphasising the essence of Chris-
tian love and encouraging people to help those in need. Fr Janusz Koplewski said: “So let
us help each other the best we can ( . . . ). Today alms can be given out remotely” (Ssd 2020),
and the Płock bishop appealed: “I am calling on you ( . . . ) to show mercy to the sick and
elderly, to show interest and to help them” (Kołodziej 2020). Niedziela.pl (BP/KEP 2020b)
and Idziemy.pl (Idziemy.pl/rm 2020) repeated the opinion of the Episcopate and asked
for support towards those in need. The media also showed the Church’s concern for the
health of the faithful and for the community. The Primate of Poland said, “I am thinking
of my 82-year-old mother, who is also staying at home, and I would like to set her as an
example for other seniors. Let’s stay at home” (bgk 2020), and Fr. Prof. Bortkiewicz said
that Christians gave “the sick the hope of salvation, love in the work of help and offered
the bond of community” (DoRzeczy.pl 2020a).
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The conservative and Catholic magazines avoided presenting the Church in a negative
light, and the topics which appeared in other media (e.g., controversial statements of some
Church officials) were omitted or presented in a restrained way. The participation of the
head of the conservative ruling party (PiS) in the Mass after the declaration of KEP was
commented on differently. Gazeta.pl wrote: “While Poland is struggling with an increasing
number of infections [ . . . ], last Sunday Jarosław Kaczyński refused the dispensation given
by the bishops” (UZ 2020a). Se.pl claimed that “Jarosław Kaczyński [ . . . ] didn’t listen to
the bishops!” (CHA and DAB 2020). In contrast, the DoRzeczy.pl (2020a) reassured the
public by making it clear that the politician had taken appropriate precautions.

The negative tone towards the government most often appeared in the left-wing
and liberal media. Polityka.pl reported that “the current government [ . . . ] has been
held hostage by the Church and has also had difficulty in taking a clear stance against
its obstruction over the epidemic” (Szostkiewicz 2020), and Fakt24.pl asked, “Should
the faithful attend masses during the coronavirus epidemic?”, answering, “Doctors and
scientists have no doubts and keep saying that it is simply unacceptable at such a time!”
(teka 2020). The Episcopate’s tardiness in announcing the dispensation was criticised (“It is
hard to avoid the impression that the Polish Church has exchanged the mastery of souls for
the mastery of the offering plate”; Pawlicka 2020), as was the encouragement to participate
in masses during the pandemic (Sikora 2020).

The ambiguities shown in the analysis arose from the simultaneous presentation of
several differing views in the message, which made it difficult to determine the tone of
the context. The methodology of the “judge” stage requires not only thorough research,
but also acknowledgement that, sometimes, conclusions must be restrained due to a new,
complex contextual situation. Pastoral theology is a discipline which also indicates the
limits of reading the “signs of the times” so that they are not hastily overinterpreted.

4.3. The Media Image of the Church’s Reactions to the Restrictions

The “see” and “judge” stages of pastoral analysis are closely linked in reading the
“signs of the times” which are present in the “media areopaguses” during the pandemic
restrictions. Without quantitative data, pastoral reflection would remain at the level of
relativity. Pastoral theology reflects on the activities of the Church in a pluralistic society
which is currently undergoing rapid processes of mediatisation, thus gaining important
information from these media studies on the sources and directions of limitations indicated
by the media.

Information on restrictions in religious practices appeared in almost all the examined
publications (Table 5). It was exposed by the Catholic media and Gazeta.pl/Wyborcza.pl.
All the media focused on the restrictions in Poland. The Catholic media never mentioned
other countries, except for Niedziela.pl, while in the others, single pieces of information
appeared. Only the non-Catholic media raised the issue of South Korea, where religious
services were found to facilitate the spread of the disease (teka 2020; Chłopaś 2020).
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Table 5. Media references to restrictions in religious practices.

Medium
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(Agora) Wyborcza.pl +
Gazeta.pl 12 7 5 0 6 3 12 11× Poland, Austria,

Germany, Italy, France

Fakt24.pl 15 7 8 1 7 2 14
14× Poland, Vatican, 2×

Italy, Belarus, South
Korea

Gazetaprawna.pl 6 2 4 0 4 0 6 6× Poland

Naszdziennik.pl 2 0 2 0 0 0 2 2× Poland

RP.pl 14 7 7 0 6 0 14 14× Poland, Italy

SE.pl 10 2 8 0 0 1 10 10× Poland

Trybuna.pl 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 Poland

DoRzeczy.pl 9 3 6 0 3 2 9 9× Poland

Gazetapolska.pl 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 Poland

Gosc.pl 6 3 3 0 4 0 6 6× Poland

Idziemy.pl 6 5 1 0 3 0 5 6× Poland

Newsweek.pl 4 1 3 0 3 0 4 4× Poland, South Korea

Niedziela.pl 7 4 3 0 3 0 7 6× Poland, Austria

Polityka.pl 4 1 3 0 3 2 4
4× Poland, Italy, Czech

Republic, Austria, France,
Slovakia

Przewodnik-katolicki.pl 1 1 0 0 1 0 1 Poland

Tygodniknie.pl 1 1 0 0 1 0 1 Poland

Tygodnikpowszechny.pl 5 3 2 0 3 1 5 4× Poland, Italy, Austria

Tygodnikprzeglad.pl 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Wprost.pl 6 2 4 0 2 1 1 5× Poland, Italy

Source: personal collection.

KEP and the government were acknowledged by all the media as sources of infor-
mation on the restrictions in the Church—only Fakt24.pl referred to the decree of PP
(teka et al. 2020). It is worth pointing out that as far as changes in the mode of ministry are
concerned, the magazines, irrespective of their ideological nature, mentioned the postpone-
ment of certain ceremonies and community gatherings, the cancellation of pilgrimages and
retreats or the rules for organising funerals.

Initially, the liberal media were critical of the Church’s negative stance on the lim-
iting/cancellation of masses and the closure of churches (Anderman 2020; Kromer and
Wojtczuk 2020). The centric and conservative media tried to justify it: “The idea to close
churches [ . . . ] is very difficult for the faithful to accept” (Szułdrzyński 2020). The Catholic
media defended the bishops’ decision: Fr. Szczepaniec argued that “open churches ( . . . )
are as necessary as open pharmacies or ( . . . ) hospitals” (Fortuna-Sudor 2020).

Research at the “judge” stage reveals that the “media areopaguses” started to differ in
their comments on dispensation and liturgy mediated as early as in the first period of the
pandemic. This was due to the fact that the press differed in the choice of statements given
by the Church authorities (Table 6).
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Table 6. Reactions to the restrictions in the Church (the numbers do not add up, as one text could have several contexts).

Medium Bishops’
Reaction

Priests’
Reaction

Reaction of the
Faithful

Politicians’
Reaction

Experts’
Reaction

Editorial
Comment

(Agora) Wyborcza.pl +
Gazeta.pl 4 1 1 4 2 2

Fakt24.pl 7 8 0 3 3 3
Gazetaprawna.pl 2 0 0 0 2 0
Naszdziennik.pl 0 0 0 0 1 0

Rp.pl 2 4 0 2 0 2
SE.pl 1 3 0 5 0 4

Trybuna.pl 1 0 0 0 0 0
DoRzeczy.pl 0 1 0 4 2 0

Gazetapolska.pl 0 0 0 0 0 0
Gosc.pl 1 0 0 0 0 1

Idziemy.pl 2 0 0 0 0 0
Newsweek.pl 3 2 0 1 2 3
Niedziela.pl 3 1 0 0 0 0
Polityka.pl 2 1 0 1 0 3

Przewodnik-katolicki.pl 0 0 0 0 0 0
Tygodniknie.pl 1 1 1 1 0 1

Tygodnikpowszechny.pl 3 1 1 0 1 4
Tygodnikprzeglad.pl 0 0 0 0 0 0

Wprost.pl 0 0 0 0 0 0

Source: personal collection.

Agora’s media presented an accepting attitude of the Church officials, but this was also
negative, as regards the closure of churches: “Abp. Gądecki explained it in an accessible
way, as if to someone stupid: >>Just as hospitals heal the ailments of the body, so churches
heal the ailments of the soul<<” (Anderman 2020). Likewise, Newsweek.pl did not focus
only on the statements of Abp. Ryś: “Please, stay at home. Do not expose yourself or others
[ . . . ] to the virus” (Makowski 2020a). It also referred to the words of Abp. Dzięga: “Do
not be afraid to reach for holy water with faith” (Makowski 2020a), or “Christ does not
spread germs or viruses” (Nowak 2020). The juxtaposition of opposing views signalled the
lack of a coherent position of the Church towards necessary limitations.

The Catholic media pointed to the priests who complied with the restrictions
(Stolfik-Binda 2020; Idziemy.pl/mj 2020a; Kamiński 2020; mag 2020). Niedziela.pl cited
the Primate of Poland, who explained that “it is about our safety and health, so that we do
not get infected” (bgk 2020). Tygodnikpowszechny.pl presented favourable views of the
Church authorities on the restrictions (Sporniak 2020a), but, at the same time, referred to
the words of Abp. Dzięga, “calling on Catholics to have the courage to use the holy water of
which the devil is afraid” (Sporniak 2020b). This last fact was not reported by the analysed
Catholic media.

A similar diversity of comments can be seen at the level of the priests’ reactions:
Wyborcza.pl quoted Fr. Węcławski: “Receiving communion in the hand when faced with
the coronavirus threat is a sign of lack of faith” (Anderman 2020). Newsweek.pl joined in
this narrative, quoting a priest who claimed that “the coronavirus is only one of the threats—
there are other viruses ( . . . ) like homosexuality, abortion or euthanasia” (Makowski 2020a).
However, the clergy quoted in Polityka.pl gave a calming reminder of the long-standing
Church tradition of distributing communion in the hand (Dąbrowska et al. 2020), Fakt24.pl
(IB 2020) and Se.pl (DR 2020), indicating the clergy’s compliance with pandemic conditions.
In Rp.pl, the opinion of Fr. Rydzyk, the director of the Catholic Radio Maryja, was an
important voice. He made an appeal to “listen to those who know about these matters
( . . . ). We trust in God, but let us not complicate the situation for Him through unwise
behaviour” (qm 2020). Rp.pl also gave examples of implementing restrictions by priests all
over the country (Krzyżak 2020a; blik 2020). Naszdziennik.pl quoted Fr. Rutkowski: “This
is not a time to close churches, but a time to pray and evangelise” (Gajkowski 2020).



Religions 2021, 12, 127 15 of 28

Alongside the positions of the Prime Minister and Minister of Health, the media
quoted other words by politicians such as Antoni Macierewicz from PiS (“It is difficult
to understand that the Church was chosen as the main enemy [ . . . ]. It is simply a
disgrace and disgusting and absurd”; Wyborcza.pl, 14/03/2020), the minister Jarosław
Gowin (“Please do not expect the government to impose any restrictions on religious
communities”; JOSIE 2020) or Radosław Sikorski of the opposition (“As a citizen and a
representative of the voters, I demand the suspension of masses like any other type of
gathering”; Kromer and Wojtczuk 2020).

As far as media commentators were concerned, the liberal and centrist media cited Prof.
Wielgoś, who advocated the closure of churches (Gazetaprawna.pl 2020a; Chłopaś 2020).
Naszdziennik.pl, on the other hand, referred to Prof. Ryba, who said: “Denying Catholics
the right to attend Mass is like rationing bread” (Kamieniecki 2020). For the sake of balance,
DoRzeczy.pl published an opinion formed by Łuczuk PhD: “Going to Mass in the time
of ( . . . ) the pandemic when we are, for example, sick ( . . . ) is in fact not only a threat to
others, but also putting God to the test. And we must not do that” (DoRzeczy.pl 2020c).

There is a regularity in the case of editorial comments. The liberal media, support-
ing restrictions, criticised the behaviour of the Church, raising, for example, issues of its
tardiness or the weak position of secular authorities in their relations with the Church
officials: “tentative suggestions made by the authorities to give up masses drove a number
of Church-affiliated people up the wall” (Anderman 2020). Newsweek.pl believed that
“it was only the state of epidemic emergency introduced by the government ( . . . ) that
forced the Episcopate to make a decision” (Pawlicka 2020), pointing to the behaviour of
bishops who are “completely unable to take on the role of responsible religious leaders”
(Nowak 2020). Polityka.pl (Szostkiewicz 2020) criticised those in power: “they are strength-
ening Polish Catholic fundamentalists, who are ready to believe that the coronavirus is
the punishment from God”. Tygodniknie.pl formulated an opinion, believing that “if the
Church continues to be superior to everything and if the President and the Prime Minister
do not say boo about Its duties in the time of the epidemic, everything will be a fool’s
errand” (Mikołajczyk 2020). Fakt24.pl responded in a similar way, asking, “Why this
determination of the bishops to risk people’s lives and invite them to church despite the
deadly threat?” (Makowski 2020b).

A change in views was observed in Tygodnikpowszechny.pl. It initially criticised the
attitude of Church officials, describing the words of Abp. Dzięga as “theologically incor-
rect, empirically false and socially dangerous”, closer to “ancient heresies than Catholic
orthodoxy” (Sikora 2020). However, it then pointed to the evolution of the bishops’ ap-
proach to the epidemic, describing KEP’s position as “breakthrough” (Sporniak 2020a),
and finally recognised that “the Church in Poland has passed the first responsibility
exam” (Sporniak 2020b).

The conservative and Catholic media avoided commentary in this area, but Naszdzi-
ennik.pl stated that “someone seems to wish for panic to be present” (Kamieniecki 2020).
Wprost.pl did not mince words, calling Abp. Gądecki “master” and bishops “employees
of his corporation” (Wanat 2020), but also pointed out that “the coronavirus has proved
to be an excellent opportunity to feed anti-Catholic phobias” (Kataryna 2020). Only
Rp.pl kept the balance. According to them, the latter should realise that “for the faithful,
the postulates of closing churches or banning the sacrament is very difficult to accept”
(Szułdrzyński 2020), but they believed that the Church should “prepare the faithful well
for this undoubtedly difficult time” (Krzyżak 2020b).

4.4. The Media Image of the Dispensation and Liturgy Mediated

In the transition from the “see” to the “judge” stage, quantitative and qualitative
studies show how the media reflected the image of participation in the liturgy. Reading
the “signs of the times” requires a good knowledge not only of the history of salvation but
above all of the general Magisterium of the Church as well as the knowledge of activities
and theological reflection of other local Churches.
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In the range of numerical representation of the dispensation/liturgy topics, there were
no special distinguishable regularities except two: the newspapers referred to the topic
more often than the weeklies, and as for the weeklies, it was more often mentioned by the
Catholic and conservative ones and Polityka.pl (Table 7).

Table 7. Media references to the dispensation/broadcast of services.
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(Agora) Wyborcza.pl +
Gazeta.pl 13 5 8 0 8 0 13 12× Poland, Austria,

Germany, France

Fakt24.pl 15 7 8 0 12 0 15 14× Poland, Italy,
Vatican

Gazetaprawna.pl 6 5 1 0 5 1 6 6× Poland

Naszdziennik.pl 4 3 1 0 2 0 4 4× Poland

RP.pl 14 6 8 0 10 0 14 14× Poland, Vatican

SE.pl 12 3 9 0 2 0 12 12× Poland,

Trybuna.pl 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 Poland

DoRzeczy.pl 8 3 5 0 2 0 8 4× Poland

Gazetapolska.pl 4 2 2 0 2 0 4 4× Poland

Gosc.pl 7 6 1 0 6 0 7 7× Poland

Idziemy.pl 8 8 0 0 5 0 8 8× Poland

Newsweek.pl 4 1 3 0 3 0 4
4× Poland, Italy,
Czech Republic,

Austria, South Korea

Niedziela.pl 8 8 0 0 5 1 8 7× Poland, Austria

Polityka.pl 4 3 1 0 2 1 4 4× Poland, Italy

Przewodnik-
katolicki.pl 1 1 0 0 1 0 1 Poland

Tygodniknie.pl 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Tygodnikpowszechny.pl 5 2 3 0 1 0 5 4× Poland

Tygodnikprzeglad.pl 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 Poland

Wprost.pl 7 3 4 0 2 0 7 6× Poland, Italy

Source: personal collection.

The most frequently cited source of information on the dispensation and broadcast
was the stance of the KEP and the decisions of the government, presented as motivating
the decisions of the Church. As in the case of the image of the restrictions, the topic
of the dispensation/broadcast focused on Poland. Among the Catholic and right-wing
conservative media, only Niedziela.pl mentioned other countries, reviewing the Church’s
activities in Austria.

The frequency with which the media mentioned the dispensation/broadcast was also
analysed, as well as which media were indicated as liturgy mediated carriers (Table 8).
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Table 8. References and media vehicles (the numbers do not add up, as one text could have several contexts).
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(Agora) Wyborcza.pl +
Gazeta.pl 13 9 5 2 2 0 7

Fakt24.pl 15 10 8 1 2 0 4
Gazetaprawna.pl 5 6 4 1 2 0 4
Naszdziennik.pl 2 3 1 1 1 0 2

RP.pl 14 13 5 2 3 0 7
SE.pl 12 7 4 1 1 0 3

Trybuna.pl 1 1 0 0 0 0 0
DoRzeczy.pl 7 4 2 0 0 0 2

Gazetapolska.pl 4 3 1 1 0 0 2
Gosc.pl 7 5 3 1 2 0 4

Idziemy.pl 8 8 5 1 4 0 5
Newsweek.pl 4 3 3 0 0 0 2
Niedziela.pl 8 8 3 3 3 1 5
Polityka.pl 4 3 2 1 1 1 2

Przewodnik-
katolicki.pl 1 1 0 0 0 0 1

Tygodniknie.pl 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Tygodnikpowszechny.pl 4 4 4 0 2 0 1
Tygodnikprzeglad.pl 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

Wprost.pl 5 5 3 1 1 0 3

Source: personal collection.

The dispensation theme appeared more often than the broadcast one; this difference
is particularly visible in the Agora’s media, the tabloids, DoRzeczy.pl and Gosc.pl. The
messages most often referred to broadcasts in the traditional media and in the media/the
internet. The articles lack information about the use of the press websites for broadcast,
except Niedziela.pl, and it can be stated that the potential of this form of evangelisation
was wasted. It should be noted that even if the articles mentioned, for example, the
traditional media or the Church media, they did not always provide specific information,
such as the name of the medium, the type of service transmitted or its time and place.
Most of them remained general, thus not exactly fulfilling the role of a liturgy broadcast
communicator. The exceptions were Gazeta.pl, Wprost.pl and Polityka.pl, which informed
about the Sunday Mass broadcast on YouTube and Facebook, in the commercial—liberal
and conservative, public and Catholic—media (UZ 2020c; Wprost.pl 2020; Zaremba 2020;
Dąbrowska et al. 2020).

The Catholic and conservative weeklies informed about liturgy broadcasts in the con-
servative, Catholic and the public media, which, in Poland, are also right-wing/conservative
(Gajkowski 2020; sm 2020; Stolfik-Binda 2020; Idziemy.pl/rm 2020; Idziemy.pl/mj 2020b).
They also referred to the Episcopate website and the YouTube channel of the Jasna Góra
Monastery. Additionally, Niedziela.pl gave its Facebook profile and website as sources of
liturgy mediated (Niedziela.pl 2020).

At the stage of transition from the pastoral paradigm of “judge” to “act”, data were
obtained which allowed us to perceive and begin to distinguish which “media areopaguses”
became open to the new evangelising opportunities connected with Mass broadcasts, and
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which remained at the level of a broadcasting tool. Studying references and media vehicles,
it ought to be undoubtedly stated that the evangelistic dimension of broadcast during the
pandemic was strengthened, as no previous event had created such a frequent opportunity
to participate in the liturgy through such diverse media. Never before had there also
been such a public debate on the possibility of dispensation from Mass. Yet, it must also
be noticed that many messages remained on a very general level, without the depth of
theological or media studies.

Table 9 shows numerically the reactions to the dispensation/broadcasts. As for the
reactions of the Church authorities, the articles showed that they were fully supportive.
The bishops encouraged the faithful to enjoy the dispensation and experience the liturgy
through the media and recommended it to them (e.g., Wyborcza.pl 2020; Gosc.pl 2020;
Idziemy.pl/rm 2020; Wprost.pl 2020; Krzyżak 2020a; Pięciak 2020; blik 2020; Mikulski and
Zapart 2020; Stolfik-Binda 2020). Church officials reassured the faithful by emphasising
that, under dispensation, it is not a sin to miss Sunday Mass (Orłowski et al. 2020); in fact,
it is “an expression of concern for the common good and love of God present in another
person” (Kołodziej 2020). They also thanked the media and appreciated their support,
noting that “the media have offered many broadcasts of Sunday Mass” (POM 2020).

Table 9. Reactions to the dispensation/broadcasts (the numbers do not add up, as one text could have several contexts).
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(Agora) Wyborcza.pl + Gazeta.pl 4 1 0 1 0 3
Fakt24.pl 6 1 0 2 1 1

Gazetaprawna.pl 2 0 0 1 1 0
Naszdziennik.pl 1 1 1 0 0 1

RP.pl 6 2 0 1 0 2
SE.pl 0 0 0 3 0 1

Trybuna.pl 0 0 0 0 0 0
DoRzeczy.pl 0 0 0 3 1 0

Gazetapolska.pl 0 0 0 0 0 1
Gosc.pl 2 0 0 0 0 0

Idziemy.pl 5 0 0 0 0 0
Newsweek.pl 0 0 0 0 0 3
Niedziela.pl 4 3 0 0 0 0
Polityka.pl 1 1 1 2 0 2

Przewodnik-katolicki.pl 0 0 0 0 0 0
Tygodniknie.pl 0 0 0 0 0 0

Tygodnikpowszechny.pl 2 2 0 0 1 1
Tygodnikprzeglad.pl 1 0 0 0 0 0

Wprost.pl 3 0 0 0 0 0

Source: personal collection.

The Catholic media also quoted positive reactions from the Church authorities, sup-
plementing them with an additional thread: maintaining an appropriate manner of par-
ticipation. This was pointed out by the PP, who emphasised that “people should not
just watch the broadcast; they should truly spiritually join in the celebration, be online
rather than offline, doing various other things at the same time” (bgk 2020). Bp. Kamiński
also did so: “Holy Masses broadcast by the mass media [ . . . ] provide an opportunity
for a spiritual experience of the mysteries of faith, which in these extraordinary circum-
stances can be invaluable for the well-being of the soul and society” (Kamiński 2020). Bp.
Bałabuch explained that participation in the broadcast services should be in accordance
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with the recommendations of the Church authorities, i.e., without distracting the faithful
or introducing foreign elements. The bishop highlighted the importance of broadcast, so
that “the faithful have the opportunity to participate in the Liturgy together with their
communities” (Odrobińska 2020). The role of community was emphasised also by Abp.
Gądecki (BP/KEP 2020a). A critical attitude towards the Church officials was expressed
by the Tygodnikprzeglad.pl, which highlighted the inconsistent position of the Church:
“Some bishops announce the dispensation from attendance at Sunday Mass ( . . . ) others
want to organise crowded pilgrimages ( . . . ) to beg the Blessed Virgin to stop the epidemic”
(Widacki 2020).

A positive attitude towards liturgy mediated can be found in the reactions of priests
who either provided the broadcast signal or encouraged people to participate in Mass
broadcasts (Pięciak 2020; Krzyżak 2020a; blik 2020; Fortuna-Sudor 2020). Understanding
was also shown by the cited faithful (Gajkowski 2020), who only from time to time pointed
out some technical shortcomings of broadcasts (Dąbrowska et al. 2020).

The theme of the politicians’ reactions focused on the initiative of Kosma Złotowski
from the ruling coalition, who suggested that Sunday offerings be made online. The
politician pointed out the drawbacks of the remote service: it is impossible to receive Holy
Communion and to make donations (CHA 2020). The government’s positions were also
quoted, e.g., informing about Mass broadcasts and inviting people to participate in them.
The Minister of Health said, “I strongly recommend Mass broadcasts on the radio and
television” (KS 2020) and explained that it is “a rightful form of participation in the Mass”
(Burzyńska 2020).

Media commentators indicated broadcasts as an alternative to personal participa-
tion in Mass (Gazetaprawna.pl 2020b) and stressed the positive role of the dispensation
(DoRzeczy.pl 2020d). Tygodnikpowszechny.pl published Rev. Prof. Draguła’s warning
against uncritical use of remote services: “We would suddenly become a tele-Church, a
remote Church, which would, however, be defective because it would be unable to gather
in the same place and time [ . . . ]” (Muller and Draguła 2020).

As for the editorial staff’s explicit comments on dispensation/liturgy mediated, there
are less of them compared to those on restrictions. The media usually displayed a positive
or moderate attitude towards the topic. For example, Agora’s publications encouraged
the Church to support liturgy broadcast more actively: “You have plenty of great social
media specialists—and nowadays a standard mobile phone is all you need to broad-
cast” (Wilgocki 2020). Polityka.pl initially wrote that the Church “can use the dispensa-
tion to promote participation in Mass through the mass media and individual prayers”
(Szostkiewicz 2020). A few days later, it stated that it is “an unusual situation when bishops
( . . . ) discourage people from visiting churches and encourage them to seek contact with
God through the radio and the Internet” (Dąbrowska et al. 2020). Newsweek.pl was aloof:
it bitterly remarked that “absence at Sunday mass is not a sin. You can sit in front of the TV
or computer screen and watch the broadcast” (Pawlicka 2020) and stressed the fact that
many various media had joined in liturgy mediated (Makowski 2020a). According to the
magazine, “the dispensation has encouraged some of the faithful ( . . . ) to attend Mass
thanks to television or radio”, which means that “there have not been masses in Poland as
large as the two unfortunate religious services in South Korea” (Chłopaś 2020).

Balanced opinions were presented by Rp.pl. On the one hand, it pointed out that
“bishops could have reacted better and faster”, but, at the same time, it had no justification
for the “unbelievable hate speech” and “anti-Church obscurantism” that “has crawled
out of the depths of the Net”. It explained that the sacrament could not be replaced by
“watching Mass on TV, although in various situations it is the right thing to do”, and it
insisted that “Catholics should not be forced to renounce their faith” (Szułdrzyński 2020).
A few days later, it concluded that both the faithful and the priests “have passed the respon-
sibility exam” (Krzyżak 2020b). The Catholic media saw the epidemic as an opportunity
for evangelisation (Gajkowski 2020) and highlighted the popularity of service broadcasts
(Wolski 2020).
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While still at the transition stage from the pastoral paradigm “judge” to “act”, we
obtained ample data to positively assess the basic message of the Church authorities
regarding dispensation and liturgy mediated as a response to COVID-19 restrictions.
Empirical data are the key to recognising the “signs of the times”.

Media studies have shown that the Church has undertaken and solved tangible
problems of present-day believers and seekers. On the one hand, the results of the in-
terdisciplinary research document the enforced transition—related to COVID-19—from
traditional to mediated pastoral care. This pastoral service has provided the faithful with
the opportunity to participate in broadcast Mass and provided a sense of community in
the most difficult moments of loneliness and anxiety. Present-day “media areopaguses”
have facilitated spiritual contact with God, other people and individual communities. On
the other hand, the empirical research contributes to further theological reflection on the
extent to which the Church is rereading the “signs of the times”, related to its completely
new openness to liturgical celebrations present mainly in the media.

5. Conclusions

The above analysis presents the media’s image of the Church’s decision to introduce
restrictions on the direct participation of the faithful in the liturgy mediated during the
pandemic. This image proved to be inconsistent on two levels.

The first one is manifested in the fact that it is dependent on ideologised and thus
polarised editorial policies.

It has been shown that both in the area of restrictions and in the area of the dispensa-
tion/liturgy mediated, the media tended to present the threads according to their editorial
policies. It was apparent, particularly in opinion journalism texts, that the liberal and left-
wing media are more likely to notice cases of incoherence in the external communication of
the Church officials, e.g., inconsistency (change in attitude towards the different stages of
the pandemic) and the incoherent narrative (several examples of reckless statements from
the Church officials prior to the announcement of official rules, single comments from the
clergymen who disagreed with the restrictions and the status given to liturgy broadcasting).
They also raised the issue of the Church’s insufficient obedience to the secular power, even
the lack of responsibility. Information on such cases was consistently and successfully
omitted by the conservative and Catholic media, which justified every dubious situation
on the grounds of concern of the Church representatives for a truly living community of
the faithful. This media category omitted any information on the escalation of the South
Korean pandemic in connection with the activities of one of the Churches. They did not
refer to the controversial words of bishops either; they were also selective about the lists of
media publishing Mass broadcast so as not to include liberal media (while the liberal ones
presented both the secular and Catholic media on such lists). The centric publications tried
to maintain a relative balance and looked at the problem from various sides.

Nonetheless, in general, and apart from the extremely ideologised cases, it can be said
that the overall image of the Church resulting from the full analysed discourse is not a
negative one.

The second level of inconsistency in the media’s image of the Church was the division
of discourse into issues concerning the introduced restrictions and the dispensation. While
the first one was connected with a certain chaos and polarised evaluation of it, when it
came to the dispensation and its consequences, the picture was positively uniform.

The narrative in the press was very diverse and impulsive, reacting to current events. A
certain distance and deeper analysis was presented by Tygodnikpowszechny.pl (presenting
the evolution of the official position of the Church) and RP.pl, which, from the beginning,
expressed a balanced stance.

Eventually, all the media, albeit to varying degrees, had to admit that the Church, to
a certain extent, had complied with the decision of the secular authorities and shifted its
consequences to the public, protecting their physical health and, at the same time, soothing
the fears arising from their concerns for spiritual health. This is indicated by the social
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context, which appears in the articles the most frequently. Although it appeared mainly in
the dailies, it was visible in the majority of the messages, while, at the same time, it was
associated with a positive attitude towards the Church and formed a generally positive
discourse in this respect. It was perhaps reinforced by the fact that, within the framework
of the texts analysed, the economic issue (the idea of online Sunday offering) was not raised
by the Church, but by a conservative politician. Therefore, a critical assessment of this
solution was not related to the Church officials, but to the secular power.

Despite this diversity of messages, the official position of the Church was reflected
in the discourse of all the media. This was also linked to the dominance of information
messages over opinion journalism, which was probably due to the fact that the situation
was taken seriously and no one wanted to trigger unnecessary violent reactions or fall foul
of public opinion. The narrative of the Church built a vision of a spiritual evangelistic
message, emphasising the importance of community and religious experience.

The narrow-ranging discourse on the broadcast of services was treated by the media
with a great amount of openness, showing the positive attitude of the Church towards
liturgy broadcast, and also in the selection of editorial comments and comments of outside
experts. This involved the implicit identification of the Church’s narrative with that of the
secular power, but it was not an obvious and open message. The media accepted responsi-
bility for informing about the possibilities offered by the dispensation and transmission
of the Masses. Their narrative in this regard was consistent, although varied in terms of
frequency, means of informing and references to sources of sacred message. The Catholic
media attached greater importance to informing people about the need to get involved in
the liturgy; the liberal media informed about more options, while the conservative and
Church media did so selectively, which could have made their audience believe that other
media did not broadcast any services. All the media presented the positive attitude of
priests towards liturgy broadcast. In this context, the importance of the community and
the encouragement to participate in the broadcasts from local parishes were highlighted in
a number of ways. It did not matter which media provided the transmissions. At the same
time, especially in the Catholic and conservative media, it was pointed out that liturgy
broadcast should not be regarded as a permanent substitute for traditional services which
are closely associated with being present in places of worship. The role of broadcasting
was obviously appreciated, but only because the situation was extraordinary. Warnings
were also given that the Church should not become a “tele-Church”.

As regards the research questions referring to communication and media studies,
it can be said that the media reacted in a variety of ways to the restrictions on religious
gatherings and the resulting dispensation and liturgy mediated. They did so in accordance
with their ideological attitudes, initially serving their own ideas rather than the audience,
mainly in terms of the restrictions. Over time, this approach waned and the narrative
became flattened. Instead, the social and human or spiritual contexts dominated. In
terms of liturgy mediated itself, although there were minor differences due to the editorial
policies, and despite the diversity of the media image, the attitude of the press was positive
towards it. As mentioned, the attitude of most of the media towards the Church evolved
from initial criticism to acceptance or support.

What is also apparent after a comprehensive analysis is the issue of consolidating
the hierarchy of power and naturalising the social order. A coherent duet of secular and
Church authorities, visible in the media, consolidated the social order and mutual relations
existing in Poland between the public and the secular and Church authorities.

From a pastoral perspective, when analysing the “see” phase, it is worth noting at
the general level of the results of the research that restrictions, dispensation and liturgy
mediated have become not only an instrument of evangelisation, but also a factor in human
development. In the pandemic situation, when Christians felt isolated, virtualised partici-
pation in liturgy could strengthen their sense of real unity with the universal community
of believers, while the media became a real gift from God (John Paul II 2005; Francis 2014).
It must be added that detailed research has shown that the contemporary “media are-



Religions 2021, 12, 127 22 of 28

opaguses” in Poland are highly ideologised. The fact that they have shown a tendency
to present religious matters according to their own editorial policies is an important con-
tribution to the thesis that they will later return to the controversial statements of some
Church authorities and “exploit” the arguments of the disobedience of the Church when
disapproving of or omitting certain pandemic-related restrictions.

On the other hand, when analysing the “judge” phase, one can point out the inconsis-
tent message of the Church about the theological possibilities, but also about the limits of
liturgy mediated participation in the Catholic community, which resulted in polarisation
of attitudes towards full participation in the life of faith. On the one hand, the Church
in Poland vaguely responded to the publications of the Church-independent media, e.g.,
regarding the violation of restrictions by prominent people, and on the other hand, the
Catholic media did not show full acceptance of spiritual communication during liturgy
mediated. However, it is important to emphasise the enormous effort made by many
communities in organising the liturgy mediated message so as to be close to their followers.

The practice activities of the Church require a good knowledge of given conditions
and times. Pastoral theology, through its collaboration with communication and media
studies, has received empirical data from the first period of the pandemic on dispensation
and liturgy mediated as a response to COVID-19 restrictions on the basis of online press
narration. It should be emphasised that communication and media studies, like other social
sciences (such as sociology or the sociology of religion), do not describe the entire religious
experience, but in their research, they point out connections to social life. Media studies
have thus made a valuable contribution, especially to the analysis of media discourse and
the extraction of general and detailed elements in terms of communication and complex
interactions, especially between the Church and the “media areopaguses”. Above all,
pastoral theology has received rich sources from interdisciplinary research, which show
that society is strongly attached to the Church due to the fact that the Church is deeply
rooted in Polish culture. The media have opened up to widespread broadcasting of Mass
and other services, and the Church has celebrated the most important faith mysteries
through the media. Nevertheless, the analysis showed that even in the very first period
of the pandemic, everyone retained their ideological positions. The media analysis also
revealed that it was not a good time to deepen the theological issues concerning the
celebration of Mass in the media. It was also not the time to deepen the role of dispensation,
i.e., exemptions from obligatory provisions of the Church law in extraordinary cases. The
media narrative focused on the information that, due to the sharp increase in the number
of COVID-19 cases, more and more bishops were recommending that the faithful abstain
from Mass and comply with the restrictions. However, there is no thorough theological
or canon law reflection on whether these dispensations were necessary at all because of
the serious threat to the lives of the faithful and the governmental restrictions, which in
fact excluded them from attending Mass (Draguła (2020) was one of the few to refer to
this question).

Studies to date do not confirm the interpretation of Mass broadcasting in the media
and the associated dispensations from attending it as a particular “sign of the times”. They
only confirm the unprecedented spread of the broadcast. The results of the research do not
claim the right to conclude further theological research in order to read the “signs of the
times” in other theological and pastoral areas than those examined here. At this stage of the
research, when answering the question concerning how the Church’s new openness to the
celebration of the liturgy in the media was demonstrated, it should be clearly stated that it
was essentially a matter of allowing almost all of the “media areopaguses” to broadcast
Mass, along with a large number of broadcasts from individual communities organised on
the basis of dispensation and thanks to the encouragement to do so. In the media analysis,
the Church continued to treat the media world merely as a means to achieve its objectives;
the media also used it as a tool to adjust its programming to the needs of the society.

The analysis of the press narration about the virtualised participation in liturgy
at the “act” phase highlighted at least three directions of the Church’s activities which
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are worth further discussion. The first is the issue of departing from the hermeneutical
language of the canon law contained in dispensation in favour of religious education
about the formation of Christian conscience. The second is the need for a coherent voice
of the KEP and individual dioceses regarding the chances and dangers of remaining
at the level of participation in liturgy digitalised, without a permanent link to the real,
tangible community of the Church. The third is the introduction of the subject of media
education to priesthood formation and future journalists studying at Church departments
(Pontifical Council for Social Communications 2002; Pontifical Council for Promoting the
New Evangelization 2020).

It can be therefore stated that media discourse supporting the idea of liturgy mediated
can send a clear signal to the Church authorities that the public supports their decisions
and accepts them with understanding. This, in turn, may be an argument in favour of a
more flexible attitude—if not permanently, then at least for situations such as the COVID-19
pandemic. Developing coherent rules in this area will certainly minimise the information
chaos and the fears of the faithful, but it will also reduce criticism towards the Church,
thereby contributing to its favourable image in the media.
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Gosc.pl. 2020. Abp Gądecki apeluje o korzystanie z dyspensy od uczestnictwa w niedzielnej mszy św. Gość Niedzielny. Available
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