
YOUTH MINISTRY GOING FORWARD
Ministering in a COVID-19 Pandemic Environment 

Part 2. Retreats and Service Opportunities

All youth ministry retreats and service experiences

are best operated with an awareness of the “Best

Practices for Safe Youth Ministry in a Pandemic

Environment.” Central to these best practices is

safety of the young people entrusted to our care.

We strongly urge doing retreats and service

experiences within the context of a small

communities model of youth ministry. Regardless

of the ways that you choose to structure your

parish programs, youth ministry leaders have a

moral and ethical duty to know and follow the

safety practices listed below.

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought about

significant restrictions to large group gatherings to

prevent the spreading of the virus. While safety

information regarding best practices continues to

evolve as the pandemic continues, the following

practices have remained consistent since the

beginning of the pandemic to limit the spread of

the virus and to increase the chances of personal

and group safety:

Keeping 6 feet of physical distance or more
between persons.
Wearing a facial mask when in groups to protect
yourself and other people.
Access to testing to know who has contracted the
virus.
Contact tracing when a person has been found to
have the virus.
Personal hygiene and hand washing behaviors.
Awareness that individuals may have and
transmit the COVID-19 virus to others without
having symptoms or serious illness themselves.
An awareness that when a person with pre-
existing health conditions or who is elderly is
exposed to the virus, the risk of serious and
possibly fatal consequences increases.
An awareness that when larger numbers of
persons gather in proximity for an extended
period of time, the risk of infection from the virus
increases.
Pay attention to the trends and patterns of
COVID-19 infections in your geographic locale, in
Ohio, and from the Center for Disease Control.
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Best Practices for Retreats

At the beginning of retreat or service experiences,
hold small group trainings and demonstrations on
behaviors and precautions that participants are
expected to follow to prevent the spread of COVID-19.
Small groups are to remain together with the same
members for all retreat activities (small group
activities, large group sessions, water / sports time,
meals, liturgies, etc.) to limit the volume of
interactions during the retreat. When possible,
program activities should be limited to each group
separately.    
Use enhanced cleaning standards for shared
equipment used in activities. When possible, designate
equipment to individuals for the duration
of the retreat experience in order to decrease the
quantity of shared items. 
Large group activities should be primarily held in
outside areas with proper physical distancing between
small groups. Indoor large group gatherings should
have physical barriers between groups. Temporary
wall dividers may be used to divide a room into
smaller spaces to serve multiple groups in limited
circumstances. Dividers must follow local building fire
codes. 
If unable to be outdoors due to weather emergency
and safe physical distancing practices are not
possible, masks or cloth facial coverings should be
used by all participants. 
Set up outside stations for the Sacrament of
Reconciliation when possible. Place two chairs 6 feet
apart at each station. Everyone should be wearing
masks or cloth facial coverings. Provide ways for safe
physical distancing during confessions.  
Retreats are transformational experiences. Provide
time for reflection, faith sharing and prayer for
individual needs and the needs of others. Provide
quiet time for Jesus to speak to the heart of the young
person. 
Prayer and worship experiences should follow the
guidelines set forth by the Diocesan Worship Office.

ministry leader may be in the small group or have
ongoing virtual access to the small group.

A day retreat (no overnight) is strongly recommended
as the preferred option and is considerably safer
than the traditional overnight retreat experience.  
All camps and retreat centers must be operating
in compliance with the most recent pandemic related
state regulations and Health Orders. The state
declared an order on June 2, 2020 and will be
updating that order in July 2020. It is imperative
when renting a retreat facility to check with the host
facility to assure that they are following state orders.
It is recommended to include a bullet point in your
facility rental agreement that states the following:
Our retreat facility ____________ (facility name here) is
aware of and is compliant with the most recent State
of Ohio resident and Camp Health Order related to the
Coronavirus.  
If organizing an overnight retreat, we recommend
offering an at-home option as an alternative to the in-
person retreat. 

When possible, include live streaming of talks,
prayer services, worship, etc. Small group time
should be planned to allow at-home participants
the opportunity to connect with other at-home
participants and/or an adult mentor/peer minister
as part of the retreat experience. Small groups
may be family groups, individual teens
participating virtually from individual sites with
a prepared facilitator / small group leader, and
the option of participating individually and
reflecting without a group process.  
When possible, send materials in advance to
the at-home participants prior to the event. 
Provide an opportunity for the family to
participate and pray with the teen retreatant. 
Utilize parish Mass and other ways to connect
retreatants.

Organize participants into the smallest group size
possible (no more than 10 people, 1 adult and 9
retreatants.) This will facilitate contact tracing by
trained professionals in coordination with local and
state health resources, if needed.
When small groups are operating virtually the adult
to youth ratio is the same although a second youth
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Best Practices for Service Experiences

The Catholic Church has an all-embracing respect for the life, value, and
dignity of every person. We have a responsibility to assure that ministry
activities and environments are safe and conducive to growth and
transformational encounters with Christ for all those we serve. Attention
to this responsibility is an expression of our commitment to a consistent
ethic of life.

Wearing gloves for specific tasks is highly
recommended (i.e. picking up trash, yard work, etc.) 
Use enhanced cleaning standards for shared equipment
used in activities. When possible, designate equipment
to individuals for the duration of the service
experience in order to decrease the quantity of shared
items. 
All evening programming and free time activities are
recommended to take place with the assigned small
groups in order to limit the volume of interactions
throughout the service experience. 
Set up outside stations for the Sacrament of
Reconciliation when possible. Place two chairs 6 feet
apart at each station. Everyone should be wearing
masks or cloth facial coverings. Provide ways for safe
physical distancing during confessions.  
Service experiences are transformational experiences.
Incorporate our Catholic social teachings into your
experience. Provide time for reflection, faith sharing
and prayer for our needs and the needs of others.
Provide quiet time for Jesus to speak to the heart of
the young person. 
Prayer and worship experiences should follow the
guidelines set forth by the Diocesan Office of
Worship.

Mission trips involving out of state travel are not
recommended at this time. Working locally with
essential ministry missions, food pantries, homeless
shelters, and other ministries is strongly encouraged. 
The adult to youth ratio for small groups requires at
least one adult for every 9 teens that are age 13 and
above. 
It is recommended that a no-overnight service
experience be an alternative to the traditional service
week / camp. 
Follow the transportation recommendations outlined
under the “Best Practices for Safe Youth Ministry in
Pandemic Environment.” 
Service sites should host groups from only one
organization at a time. It is recommended that small
groups stay at the same site if organizing a multiple
day experience.  
Implement proper sanitation, hygiene, and physical
distancing, and follow state and service site protocols.
Advance communication between the youth minister
and service site coordinator is essential.   
Prepare participants about their specific work site
prior to departure. Remember building relationships is
essential with those you are serving. It is a gift and
honor that our Lord is asking you to bring hope to
those in need.
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GENERAL

Use of face coverings / masks is recommended by the state of Ohio. Youth
ministers, the core team and participants should wear facial coverings
except when restricted due to health or activity requirements.
Limit the number of participants to comply with the facility regulations
of reduced site capacity to allow for safe distancing.
Revise illness policy to include COVID language and screening protocols. 
Self-assessment of COVID-19 symptoms is required. Encourage
participants to implement a health pre-screening and daily screening
protocol for each participant and core team member such as a 14-day
health log.
Hand washing should be incorporated throughout the day.

In addition to the above best practices, the following guidelines are strongly encouraged. 

DROP OFF/PICK UP

Participants should wash their hands upon arrival and prior to
departure.
Create a schedule in which participants are to be dropped off and
picked up at retreat / service site during staggered time frames.
Aim to reduce volume and physical interaction of individuals at
any given time in the drop off / pick up area.  
Send communications to parents / guardians that assign each
participant to their drop off / pick up time window. Explain the
purpose of the window and encourage them to say goodbye / hello
close to or inside their vehicles to allow for the continual flow of
traffic. Maintain physical distance with other parents / guardians
and participants. Wear a cloth mask when exiting the vehicle.
Restrict parents / guardians, and other non-essential visitors from
entering into the retreat/service site as much as possible.  
Designate a “holding area” for each small group until the retreat /
service experience begins / ends.  
If it is an overnight retreat, curbside drop off is suggested with
the designated adult leader assisting the members of their
assigned small group to the group cabin. Utilize this time to
introduce one another, lead an icebreaker activity, conduct the
COVID training on appropriate behavior, and name the small
group. 
During pick up, this time can to evaluate the experience, and
close with prayer / sending off ritual.
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HOSPITALITY
Offer the option to dine in or in other spaces outside the dining area. Staggered
dining times is recommended depending on the size of the dining facility and its
ability to allow physical distancing between small groups.
Encourage diners to maintain physical distancing between themselves and others
while in line for their meals. Place decals on floors six feet apart to denote where to
stand while in line.  
Make stations available for diners to wash their hands with soap and water prior to
eating. Station dispensers of alcohol-based hand sanitizer containing at least 60%
alcohol should be placed at the entrance of the dining area.
Avoid any buffet style / self-service arrangements that require diners to use shared
utensils.
Prioritize use of “grab-n-go” services (i.e., boxed meals), in which meals are
packaged or assembled on a tray for diners to retrieve or to use at their designated
eating area.
Remove decorative objects, flyers, and materials from tables and counters to allow
for effective cleaning and sanitation.
Discontinue use of condiment dispensers. Offer condiment packets or small
containers alongside the prepared meal. 
Discontinue the use of beverage dispensers (e.g., fountain drink dispensers, common
milk pitcher, etc.). Arrange bottles of beverage choices along a table or counter for
diners to retrieve.

No more than 10 people per sleeping area. Do not rotate persons
among sleeping quarters. Limit access and interactions in sleeping
quarters to only persons assigned to each place. Participants may
not enter sleeping quarters other than their own.
Head-to-toe sleeping should be considered, especially on bunk
beds.
Participants should provide their own bedding, clothing, and
personal hygiene items. Personal belongings should not be shared.
Create a staggered bathing schedule and limit number of people
using the facilities at one time.  
Do not use or share common bathroom supplies (towels, soap,
toothpaste, etc.).
Instruct participants to bring their own bathroom supplies and a
container for toiletries to be stored in for the duration of retreat
(for example, a bathroom tote or a 1-quart clear plastic bag
labeled with their name). 
Participants should keep personal items in their bag or tote and
store their bag or tote in a designated area.

OVERNIGHTS




