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Abstract: The main aim of the paper is to discuss the scale and nature of the practice of transmitting
Holy Mass by parishes of the Roman Catholic Church in Poland through online live-streaming in
spring 2020. The authors analyse these issues in a multifaceted and interdisciplinary way, mainly
within the framework of communication and media studies and theology. The methodology of
the paper combines practical theology (its four stages: “see-judge-act-review”), scientific methods
applicable to social studies (especially social communication and media studies and sociological
studies), and the technical aspect of communication activities (in the form of live video streaming)
performed by parishes on the Internet. As it turns out, 40.8% of Polish parishes carried out online
Mass broadcasts. In most cases, the main sources of broadcast signal were YouTube (18.9%) and
Facebook (18.7%), while less than 5% of the parishes conducted technically independent broadcasts.
The research showed a statistically significant correlation between online Mass broadcasting and
the region of Poland. There was a statistically significant difference between the parish size and
Mass broadcasting—the larger the parish, the more often such activities were performed; a similar
correlation was observed between urban and rural parishes. Research has shown that in the dioceses
where bishops directly encouraged parish priests to broadcast from their parishes, the average
percentage of broadcasts was higher (46%) than in those in which there were no such incentives
(38%). There was a statistically significant relationship between having a website and conducting
online Mass broadcasting. Similarly, there was a statistically significant relationship between the type
of parish (conventual–diocesan) and online Mass broadcasting. Conventual parishes did this much
more often than diocesan ones (68.6% and 38.9% respectively).

Keywords: COVID-19; Poland; Holy Mass; broadcasting; Internet; new media; mediatization;
religion; digital religion; mass media studies; pastoral theology

1. The Mediatisation of Religion during the COVID-19 Pandemic: Introduction and
Approach of the Analysis

The COVID-19 pandemic is a subject of reflection from scholars from various fields
of science and with different research approaches1. Many questions have arisen about its

1 In an earlier text, we examined the Polish media’s discourse on the phenomenon of broadcasting the Eucharist during the COVID-19 pandemic
in Poland (Jupowicz-Ginalska et al. 2021). Subsequent articles we are preparing will include, among others, an analysis of the Polish bishops’
approach to the broadcasting of the Eucharist and the perspective of the recipients of the broadcasts, who were deprived of the possibility of going
to church for Easter and thus had to use media broadcasts.
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possible impact on the shape and functioning of societies: according to Sułkowski (2020),
one of the most significant changes seems to be the virtualisation of communication as
well as social and economic life, which—by affecting the sphere of religiousness—has
accelerated and intensified the mediatisation processes of religion.

These issues will be analysed from a multifaceted and interdisciplinary theoretical
approach. First, we will describe the context of this analysis, exploring the relevance
of Internet in the mediatisation of religion. Then, to discuss the scale and nature of the
practice of transmitting Mass by parishes of the Roman Catholic Church in Poland through
online live-streaming2 during the COVID-19 pandemic, an approach based on theoretical
and quantitative analyses will be used. The theoretical analyses will be based on three
approaches: (1) theoretical aspects taken from social communication and media studies
and sociological studies, (2) the “see-judge-act-review” paradigm that will be supported
with quantitative techniques in order to undertake a deeper and systematic analysis of
reality, and (3) the meaning and implications of the communication activities in the form of
live video streaming. This approach partly corresponds to the method of interpretation
“sub ratione Dei” proposed by H. Seweryniak. It consists of two stages. In the first
stage the researcher identifies the problem (cultural phenomenon, social phenomenon,
cultural transformations, etc.). At this stage, the complexity of the phenomenon, the
interdisciplinary nature of the issue, possible psychological or technical conditions, etc.,
must be taken into account. In the second stage, the researcher makes a theological
interpretation of the problem (Seweryniak 2010, pp. 19–20).

2. The Mediatisation of Religion and the Significance of the Internet

To understand the context of the research described in this article, it appears necessary
to refer to the theory of the mediatisation of religion. Mediatisation is defined as a “two-
sided process of a highly advanced modernity, where the media—on the one hand, 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: politics, work, family, and religion, because more and more actions are
performed through the interactive mass media” (Hjarvard 2008a, p. 105). Religion, how-
ever, is only one branch of this complex and multi-faceted process of the media penetrating
its logic into all areas of our lives. These processes have been quite carefully analysed
and described in the literature on the subject (Adamski 2015; Asp 1990; Couldry 2008;
Couldry and Hepp 2013; Deuze 2011; Goban-Klas 2020; Gomes 2016; Hjarvard 2008b; Krotz
2007, 2009; Lundby 2009, 2014; Tudor and Bratosin 2018), including a critical approach
(Ampuja et al. 2014). Therefore, only those aspects that may be more relevant to under-
standing the context of the submitted studies will be discussed further below. According to
Hoover (2011, p. 613), nowadays there is “a kind of dialectic relationship” between religion
and the media, which makes a scientific reflection on religion and religiousness almost
impossible without referring to the influence of the mass media. This is happening not only
in the area of social sciences and humanities, but also in the field of theology. The theology
of the mass media and communication is now recognised as an independent theological
discipline, and due to its interdisciplinarity, the Polish scientific community considers it a
fully-fledged research area within mass media and communication studies (Adamski and
Łęcicki 2016; Butkiewicz and Łęcicki 2018; Chmielewski 2019, pp. 15–18; Jeżak-Śmigielska
et al. 2018; Hofman 2018; Leśniczak 2018; Soukup 2019).

The relations between the media and religion have also been studied in the context
of the broadly understood mediatisation of faith and religious practices (Campbell 2005,
2010; Campbell and DeLashmutt 2014; Berger 2013; Bratosin 2016, 2020; Giorgi 2019;
Hjarvard 2011; Martino 2020; Mishol-Shauli and Golan 2019; Reimann 2017), including

2 We understand user-generated live video streaming systems to be services that allow anybody to broadcast a video stream in real-time over the
Internet (Pires and Simon 2015, p. 225), which means distributing a video feed in real-time to some audience using either a recording camera or a
mobile device (smartphone, tablet). Furthermore, it is viewed as common practice that video live-streaming also includes sound (Liljequist 2016,
p. 6).
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media evangelisation (Chmielewski 2020), community building (Andok and Vígh 2018;
Kołodziejska 2018; Sierocki 2018), and the celebritization of religious leaders (Mikuláš and
Chalányová 2017). An important aspect is the phenomenon of televangelism (Bekkering
2018; Bretthauer 1995; Hoover 1991; Korpi and Kim 1986; Diekema 1991), as well as a
reflection (in terms of technology, communication, and theology) on telepresence (Denson
2011; Sheppard and Walter 1999). A separate category of studies is the reflection on the vir-
tualization of religion (Campbell 2013; Hutchings 2011; Lundby 2011; Skačan 2017; Young
2019), including its presence in so-called parallel worlds (Campbell 2004; Jacobs 2007).

In the light of the mediatisation theory, religion is becoming increasingly embedded
in the logic of the media, both in terms of institutional regulations, symbolic content, and
individual practices (Hjarvard 2008a, p. 11). This has many implications. The develop-
ment of the media, including social media, has been one of the driving forces behind the
breakthrough change in the communication of the Catholic Church and its leaders with
the faithful and the public. The media have become not only a participant in church and
religious life, but also an institution of pressure on its hierarchy (Pastwa 2020, p. 41). One
could even say that the media themselves operate according to the logic of religion. To be
more precise, they embody the power previously represented by the clergy, adopting the
same status and the same prerogatives; although they are secular, they are no less dominant
and exclusive (Tudor and Bratosin 2020; Wieczorek 2012). On the other hand, religious
institutions are more and more willing to use social media and another marketing and
public relations tools to protect and build their positive image (Graca 2020); also, violations
of the principles of crisis communication with and through the media can be detrimental to
the reputation of religious institutions (Gawroński and Majkowska 2018; Ignatowski et al.
2020; Leśniczak 2019, 2020; Tworzydło et al. 2020).

The mediatisation of almost all aspects of human life is based on increasingly better
communication tools that transform time–space relations in communication (Drąg 2020,
p. 94). This is primarily related to the dynamic development of the Internet, understood
not so much as a medium of communication, but rather as a metamedium—a new com-
munication environment offering the possibility of creating media of virtually unlimited
properties and communicating with others both in real-time and asynchronously (Adamski
2012, pp. 85–86). Communication is possible in any arrangement of its participants (one
to one, one with one, one to many, one with many, many to many, many with many,
one/many to all, one/many with all) (Pisarek 2008, p. 145). Thus, any participant in online
communication can be both a sender and a recipient.

This feature of online communication makes it, on the one hand, a very good tool
for all activities related to religiousness, and, on the other, it stimulates, strengthens, and
accelerates the process of the mediatisation of religion. In evangelisation, it can (similarly to
the “traditional” media) perform pre-evangelisation (preparatory) and pro-evangelisation
(supporting) functions (Cymanow-Sosin 2020, p. 184). The Internet circulates religious
ideas in many ways and methods, for instance: holy texts in multimedia form and websites
of churches, online religious channels, blogs, and online religious service, using elements of
religious content or history in computer games, etc. (Szocik and Wisła-Płonka 2018, p. 86).
Nevertheless, a distinction should be made between religion online and online religion (
Helland 2000). “Religions online” are characterised by low interactivity, institutionalisa-
tion of the sender, the “one-to-many” communication model, information transfer, and
participation opportunity. It is therefore closer to the hierarchical religions existing in the
analogue world. Conversely, “online religions” manifest such features as: high interac-
tivity, the non-institutionalised broadcaster, community building, and a “many-to-many”
communication model. These communities often exist only on the Internet and do not
meet in one place or time, without media involvement (Hanas 2013, p. 30).

For the Roman Catholic Church in Poland, the Internet is an important tool for
communication. All Roman Catholic dioceses in Poland have their own websites, with
the development of these closely linked to the involvement of a church team of specialists
(Robak 2018, p. 386).
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The percentage of theological seminaries (run by dioceses and religious orders) in
Poland where media education is taught is also constantly growing (from 6 universities
out of 84 existing in 1992 to 47 in 2017) (Kasowski 2018). The new ratio studiorum for
seminaries in Poland makes this subject obligatory (Idziemy.pl/rm 2020). According
to the guidelines of the Congregation for the Clergy, the range of topics to be covered
should include media theology, knowledge of the role of digital media for evangelisation,
a profound understanding of the media world (in terms of both audiences and creators),
developing media competence, and social media. In total, out of eight issues related to
human formation, as many as three concern the media, including the Internet (Chmielewski
2019, p. 20).

The percentage of parishes using websites and social media is varied. Unfortunately,
there are no reliable studies to determine the number of parishes that provided online
broadcasts before the pandemic. According to Makuła (2019, pp. 40–41), the Church in
Europe used live broadcasts much less frequently than in the USA, Africa, or South America.
It should be remembered, though, that the phenomenon of broadcasting religious events
over the Internet is relatively new. To a large extent, this is due to technical conditions
such as Internet bandwidth and increasingly improved algorithms for image and sound
compression, which make it possible to stream audio-visual content. It is sufficient to
note that the Skype online communicator, which revolutionised online communication
technology, was only created in 2003 (Adamski 2012, p. 39), and the limitless possibility of
live-streaming on Facebook for all users was only introduced in 2016. Thus, social media
became an important tool of online live-streaming (Makuła 2019, p. 40). It should be
stressed that this feature is not only used for broadcasting Masses or church services, but is
also used in group communication, youth meetings, etc. (Gralczyk 2020, p. 241). The aims
of online religious live-streaming include evangelising youth (e.g., pushing the boundaries
of religious socialisation to fit the media-saturated environments of the contemporary
youth) and maintaining a constant presence of the transcendental (e.g., generating a readily
accessible experience of engaging with sites that utilise new media tools to mediate the
divine) (Golan and Martini 2019).

3. The Analysis of the Problem from the Point of View of the Parishes of the
Roman Catholic Church in Poland: Insights from Elements of Communication
and Media Issues

The interdisciplinary (or even transdisciplinary) nature of the paper requires a theo-
retical foundation in communication and media issues, as well as an explanation regarding
the nature of the structure of the Roman Catholic Church in Poland, including reflections
on the hitherto use of the Internet for communication with the faithful at the parish level.
According to the provisions of the 1993 (ratified in 1998) Concordat between the Republic
of Poland and the Holy See, the organisational structure of the Roman Catholic Church in
Poland should be limited within the territorial borders of the country. This means that no
part of the Polish territory can be included in a diocese or church province with its capital
outside the borders of Poland, and no diocese with its capital in the Republic of Poland can
spread beyond the borders of Poland (Concordat 1998). This does not mean, however, that
it is necessary to duplicate the system of regional division in Poland—there are differences
concerning the structures of the state and the structures of the Church.

According to the territorial division approved by Statistics Poland (GUS), Poland
is divided into “voivodships”. Voivodships are divided into “powiats” and cities with
powiat rights, and powiats are divided into “gminas”. Gminas consist of settlements (cities,
towns, and villages). “As of 1 January 2020, the administrative division of Poland included:
16 voivodships, 314 powiats, and 66 cities with powiat status, 2477 gminas (including 302
urban gminas, 642 urban-rural gminas, and 1533 rural gminas)” (Statistics Poland 2020a).
Towns and cities (“miasta”) in Poland are settlements with city rights or city status granted
according to the procedure set out in the relevant regulations3 (Statistics Poland 2020b).

3 In Poland there is no difference between a city and a town.
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The Roman Catholic Church in Poland is divided into dioceses, with those divided
into vicariates forane (decanates/deaneries), and those into parishes, which are the basic
territorial unit. The (1983, can. 518) distinguishes between territorial parishes, which lie
within a certain territory, and personal parishes, which include a group of believers defined
according to rite, language, nationality, or on some other basis. A parish consists of one
settlement (or part of it) or several settlements. In terms of size, a parish is a unit of division
larger than a settlement, but smaller than a gmina. When determining the population of a
parish, it is usually assumed that it is equal to the number of people who live within its
territory, regardless of their religion (Sadłoń 2013, p. 38). However, another approach is to
consider the number of parishioners to be the number of believers—that is, people who
have declared their affiliation to this particular community. This is particularly important
in places inhabited by people of different faiths or in areas which are highly secularised.

Although the territorial boundaries of parishes do not overlap with those of gminas,
there are three types of parishes/gminas in both state and church structures (as a formal
division based solely on the administrative criterion):

• urban gminas/parishes: their boundaries coincide with the boundaries of the city or
town forming the gmina (18.9% of the total);

• urban-rural gminas/parishes: they include both the city or town within its adminis-
trative boundaries and areas outside these boundaries (15.6% of the total);

• rural gminas/parishes: they do not have a city or town within their area (65.5% of the
total) (Sadłoń 2013, p. 38; Zdaniewicz 2001).

Another criterion of division includes diocesan parishes (run by diocesan priests) and
conventual parishes (run by clergy belonging to a particular religious order). According
to the “Annuarium Statisticum Ecclesiae in Polonia AD 2020” report, the total number of
parishes in Poland is 10,356, of which 9695 are diocesan parishes and 611 are conventual
(Institute for Catholic Church Statistics 2020).

Each parish is a defined structure: it includes a group of people living in a given
territory. Inside a parish, there is a certain communication structure, which can be described
as a network. The central node of the parish network is the parish priest (in Poland, there
are practically no parishes in which the parish priest does not live), other important people
are the parish leaders, who are usually close associates of the parish priest (Sadłoń 2013,
p. 39). This networking is supported by various means of communication. The basic
ones are liturgical gatherings, especially on Sundays, along with announcements made on
that occasion. Parishes support each other in ad intra and ad extra social communication
activities. According to data for 2016, an average of 32.4% of Polish parishes published
content in paper form (this percentage, however, varied greatly from 9.3% of parishes in the
diocese of Drohiczyn to 75.7% in the diocese of Opole). On average, 24.5% of Polish parishes
published parish press: 3% books, 8.2% brochures, and 8.8% other paper publications (the
Institute for Catholic Church Statistics 2018, pp. 43–45). However, nowadays “the territorial
configuration of the Parish (...) must confront a peculiar characteristic of our contemporary
world, whereby increased mobility and the digital culture have expanded the confines of
existence” (Congregation for the Clergy 2020, p. 8). For this reason, parishes are increasingly
interested in electronic publications and communication via websites and social media. In
2019, as many as 72.7% of Polish parishes published content in electronic form, with 62.6%
of the parishes having a functioning website and 6.4% declaring that a website was being
developed. The highest rate was recorded in the Archdiocese of Katowice (89.2%) and
Warsaw (88.8%). The smallest percentage of parishes with a website was in the dioceses of
Łomża (38.2%) and Kielce (42.6%). (Institute for Catholic Church Statistics 2020, pp. 38–39).

4. The Practice of Transmitting the Holy Mass by Internet in Poland: The Four
Stage Analysis

As mentioned, the paper is based on interdisciplinary methodology, which combines
practical theology (in its four stages: “see-judge-act-review”), scientific methods applicable
to social studies (especially social communication and media studies and sociological
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studies), and the technical aspect of communication activities (in the form of live video
streaming) performed by parishes on the Internet. For this reason, the authors of the
paper departed from the frequently used IMRaD (introduction-methodology-research
and discussion) structure in favour of a structure based on the “see-judge-act-review”
methodology. Within this structure, we draw on other research methods, mainly from the
social sciences.

The next points are based on the subsequent stages of the “see-judge-act-review”
paradigm, which is an extension of the “see-judge-act” version, popularised by Cardijn
(Britannica 2013) and adopted as a valuable method used in pastoral theology, especially
in the context of recognising the signs of the times. It has become an important strategy of
developing documents of the Catholic Church and local churches as well as a method that
is still used today in pastoral theology (Young Christian Workers 2020). This approach is
not equivalent to the traditional methodology used in social sciences research and journals,
but it is justified to use this paradigm as a way of interpreting the world. In fact, it appeared
as an educative resource directed to facilitate the application of abstracts learning to specific
situations in order to transform the social reality.

It is worth pointing out that the first document to refer to the “Cardijn paradigm”
was the Mater et magistra (John XXIII 1961) encyclical by John XXIII, followed by the
Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World Gaudium et spes (Pope Paul
VI 1965). This paradigm has been constantly deepened in pastoral theology. In Latin
America, brothers Leonardo and Clodovis Boff, involved in liberation theology, focused on
the sociological aspects and necessary social transformations, which triggered a wave of
criticism of the method being too “revolutionary” (Sands 2018) and thus it was not used
for a certain period. Even though the method was still criticised at the beginning of the
Fourth Episcopal Conference of Latin America in Santo Domingo, at its end it began to be
extended to include further stages, such as “review” and “celebrate” (Midali 2011). This
critical phase has been overcome, and during The Fifth Episcopal Conference of Latin
America and the Caribbean, or “Conference of Aparecida”, it was used again. It was also
used by other episcopate conferences, e.g., in Africa, Asia, and North America. It was later
adopted by John Paul II in his Sollicitudo Rei Socialis encyclical (John Paul II 1997), as well
as by numerous pastoralists (e.g., Kiciński 2011; Mette 2005).

Therefore, in the adaptation of the principles of the aforementioned method to the
formal structure of this paper, it should be pointed out that at the “see” stage, it is necessary
to gather thorough knowledge regarding the situation in which the Catholic Church (in this
case, the Church in Poland) found itself when the pandemic broke out. The authors pose the
following research questions in this regard: What was the reaction of the state authorities to
the outbreak of the pandemic? How did the restrictions and limitations affect the increase in
the role of the Internet in the activities of many institutions, including religious institutions?
Were they prepared for this situation in terms of technology and competence?

At the “judge” stage, reference should be made to everything that helps to assess the
previously analysed situation, e.g., the resources of knowledge and solutions available,
including the Church’s teaching on Mass broadcasts in the media. Here, the research ques-
tions are: What was the historical development of Church legislation on the broadcasting
of Masses and services? How are they supposed to proceed? What are the theological
and canon law assumptions of Internet broadcasting? Who should use them? What are
their limitations?

At the “act” methodology stage, reference should be made to specific pastoral actions
undertaken following the teachings of the Church. The authors investigate issues sur-
rounding: Who was to follow the instructions of the bishops and how? How did parishes
communicate with the faithful? How many parishes were able to broadcast Mass? What
problems could there be in different areas of Poland?

At the “review” methodology stage, a discussion should take place on the adopted
goals and an attempt should be made to answer questions about the implementation of
online Mass broadcasts in Poland during the first phase of the COVID-19 pandemic. What
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strengths and weaknesses of online pastoral activity emerged in Poland? What are the
possible reasons behind the scale of efforts made by parishes to broadcast Sunday Mass on
the Internet? Has the outbreak of the pandemic contributed to the intensification of the me-
diatisation processes of religion in Poland concerning the Roman Catholic denomination?

4.1. “See”—The Outbreak of the COVID-19 Pandemic and the First Reactions from State
Authorities, the Holy See, and Bishops

The first COVID-19 case in Poland was confirmed on 4 March 2020. Although the
following days did not bring about a sharp increase in cases, the Polish authorities reacted
promptly and with determination. Sanitary checks were introduced at national borders on
9 March, mass events were cancelled on 10 March, and the following day school classes
were suspended (educational units switched to distanced learning). A state of epidemic
emergency was declared on 12 March, with 49 cases across Poland. Along with this, further
restrictions were announced: limitations on the functioning of shopping centres and the
prohibition of public (including religious) gatherings of over 50 people (both in the open air
and in buildings). Institutions of culture, sport, and entertainment were also closed. Since
20 March, a state of epidemics began, which involved, among other things, an increase in
the punishments for violating quarantine rules and further tightening of restrictions on
the freedom of movement and assembly. The last restriction also applied to participation
in Masses/religious ceremonies. No more than five people were allowed to attend at
the same time (other than those performing the service). It is important to note that the
authorities at the time explicitly encouraged practising religion through the media—via
the radio, television, or the Internet (Serwis RP 2020). At the beginning of April, further
restrictions were announced: the number of customers in shops was reduced; hotels, beauty
salons, forests, parks, and beaches were closed; a strict sanitary regime was introduced; and
regulations for e-learning or the number of people in, e.g., churches were extended. This
meant that the limits of the faithful were in force during the Paschal Triduum. Additionally,
an obligation to cover the mouth and nose in public places, e.g., on the street, in shops, and
in churches, was announced (this rule did not apply to soldiers, small children, or clergy
performing religious rituals).

On 20 April, the restrictions began to be gradually eased. During the first stage of
easing (20 April–3 May), forests and parks were opened, and more people were permitted
into churches providing each person had 15 m2 space. The second stage (4–17 May) marked
the opening of shopping centres, hotels, sports facilities, selected cultural institutions, and
early school education institutions. During the third stage (18–19 May), the limit of believers
at religious ceremonies was increased (with 10 m2 allocated per person); open-air cinemas,
beauty salons, and restaurants were opened; and film sets or recording studios started
working again. The restrictions on education and sports facilities continued to be lifted. In
the fourth stage (from 30 May), gyms, hotels, and other cultural institutions were opened.
Meetings of up to 150 people were allowed (with the mandatory wearing of masks or
keeping social distance). The organisation of congresses and fairs was permitted. The limit
on the number of believers in places of religious worship was cancelled; the requirement to
cover one’s nose and mouth was maintained; however, it did not apply to people staying
outside the church and keeping a distance of one and a half metres. It should be noted
that the following months, starting in August 2020, brought an increase in the number of
cases, and since October a second wave of the pandemic has been observed. However,
even though the curve of infections in the autumn period increased more rapidly (with
up to 28,000 cases per day), the authorities did not decide to re-announce a lockdown or
to implement such severe restrictions on the number of believers in places of religious
worship. For this reason, the second wave of the pandemic (the arrival of which was
predicted) is not the subject of research in this paper.

It is worth pointing out that the first wave of the epidemic forced those in society
to change their lifestyles in practically every sphere, from work and study to entertain-
ment and the practice of religion. During the lockdown, Poles resorted to the Internet
to carry out their duties and maintain at least the illusion of normality. The pandemic
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has triggered a significant increase in the role of this medium in private and professional
communications around the world. A survey conducted in April 2020 in the USA showed
a significant increase in the use of electronic communication, mainly text messages (43%),
voice calls (36%), and social media (35%) (Nguyen et al. 2020, pp. 2–3). In Poland, 42%
of employees performed their work online (Drozdowski et al. 2020, p. 33). This required
not only the use of professional real-time communication tools but also the improvement
of internal organisation (e.g., document circulation). Companies accelerated their digital
transformation by introducing advanced digital solutions and often transferred all of their
activities to the Internet (Dębkowska et al. 2020, pp. 33–34). As a result, the demand for
increased Internet capacity rose, whether for teleworking, e-learning, or entertainment.
The increase in network traffic is particularly visible in online conferences (300% in the
USA) and online games (400% in the USA, 100% in Poland). As far as video streaming is
concerned, traffic increased especially in the morning and early afternoon, in some cases
by almost 100%. This even led to the intervention of the EU Commissioner for the Internal
Market, who appealed to streaming service platforms to lower their bit rate (European
Commission 2020; Ambroziak et al. 2020, pp. 7–9). The burden on the ICT network did not
directly affect parishes wishing to broadcast Sunday Mass, because on Sundays the system
was not as heavily loaded as on weekdays.

The response of the Roman Catholic Church institutions in Poland to the outbreak of
the pandemic was fairly moderate and in line with the reactions of Pope Francis and other
religious leaders (not just Christian ones). The pandemic was considered a potential threat
to the health and lives of participants in the liturgy, so the restrictions on the number of
participants in the liturgy, introduced by the state authorities, were generally accepted with
understanding, even though they occurred during Easter, which is the most important
Christian holiday. “The closure of churches and the prohibition of the celebration of the
sacraments in the presence of a congregation created a stark divide between the individual
and their Christian community” (Parish 2020). For all religious communities, this was
a new situation, and one which posed the question of how to ensure the possibility of
member participation in the liturgy and the experiencing of this in real-time, in unity with
other participants. It was all the more difficult given that during the period of extreme
restrictions the number of liturgical participants was limited to five (not including the
celebrant), while the period of the Paschal Triduum and Easter is traditionally associated
in Poland with crowded churches. Therefore, it was necessary to review and interpret the
existing situation according to the sub ratione Dei principle (Seweryniak 2010, pp. 19–20),
that is, from the point of view of faith and the word of God.

Pope Francis complied with the Italian sanitary rules and recommended adhering
to them. It was the decision of the Pope that from 9 March 2020 daily Mass was to be
live-streamed from the Domus Sanctae Marthae under his leadership. His first intention
was to pray for those suffering from coronavirus, for doctors and nurses, for volunteers
who help them, for all the members of their families, as well as for the elderly staying in
old people’s homes and for those in prison. On the following days, until the live-streamed
broadcast ended on 18 May 2020, he extended his prayer intentions to include prudence
during the pandemic and for its termination; he also prayed for those who had died of
coronavirus and for wisdom for governments in managing the pandemic as well as for the
unity of Europe. Francis, while emphasising the value of broadcast during the pandemic
as a sign of closeness with the faithful and as a possibility of receiving Christ in spiritual
communion, warned against the virtualisation of faith (Francis 2020). At the end of the
lockdown, he expressed the desire for the faithful to return to normal sacramental life
through personal participation in the liturgy.

Almost all churches and communities were ready to make some changes to their
practice of worship, from modification through the restrictions to suspension. The decisions
taken in this regard depended on ecclesiology and how the Church was governed. In
Poland, individual churches either limited (the Catholic and the Orthodox Churches) or
completely suspended (the Protestant Church) their religious lives in a real community
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dimension, yet they all maintained contact with their faithful in various ways, using
modern technology and access to public media (Sulkowski and Ignatowski 2020).

4.2. “Judge”—Theological and Legal Reflection to Date on the Broadcasting of the Eucharist

The very fact of broadcasting the Eucharist is not a new phenomenon. Questions
regarding the possibility of broadcasting Masses and services appeared just after the
invention and dissemination of the radio, at the beginning of the 20th century. However,
the initial position of the Holy See on this issue was sceptical, and the bishops who decided
to formulate official questions on this issue received discouraging responses (Radej 2020,
pp. 97–98). Essentially, the theological doubts which existed at the time can be reduced to
three main points:

• it was feared that the faithful would treat radio broadcast as sufficient to comply with
the duty to attend the Eucharist on Sundays and holy days of obligation, replacing
direct participation at the place of celebration with the concept of indirect participation,
treated as an intentional act;

• the problem was raised of possible inadequacy of the place where the broadcast was
received, but doubts were also voiced concerning the radio as a medium: it was
pointed out that it was not suitable to listen to the words of the Eucharist from a
device which sooner or later would provide inappropriate music or words perceived
by Catholics as offensive to God and religion or even blasphemous;

• the danger of losing the liturgical essence of the Eucharist was pointed out, as it is
impossible to physically receive Holy Communion (Szczepaniak 2012, p. 16).

In view of grassroots pressure from various bishop’s capitals and after consultation
with theologians, in 1936 the Holy See allowed the Eucharist to be broadcast over the radio,
with the provision that, for those who are able to go to church for Sunday Mass, listening
to the radio broadcast is not the fulfilment of the obligation to participate in the Sunday
Eucharist (Draguła 2009, p. 33). Interestingly, with regard to the broadcasting of Mass
on television, such controversies hardly occurred. Still, the subject of broadcasting the
Eucharist required in-depth theological reflection. Two documents are the result of this
reflection: John Paul II’s (1998) apostolic letter Dies Domini, and the post-synodal apostolic
exhortation of Benedict XVI (2007) Sacramentum caritatis. The main points of this stance
are as follows:

• the very fact of broadcasting the Eucharist is a positive phenomenon, with broadcasts
being of “valuable help” (John Paul II 1998, p. 54) for those who, for serious reasons,
cannot physically attend the Eucharist. Draguła (2020a) refers this point to the theology
of the image, formulated by the Second Council of Nicaea against iconoclasts: “He
who pays homage to the image, pays homage to the Being it represents” (BF 1988,
p. 637). Therefore, praying and performing gestures in front of a radio receiver or
screen refers to the reality of the mystery which is performed at the same time but in a
different place;

• although “disease, disability, or other serious cause” (John Paul II 1998, p. 54) exempt
you from the obligation to participate in the Eucharist, they does not blur the nature of
the holy day. In such situations it is necessary to attend Mass “from afar” (John Paul
II 1998, p. 54). As an essential means of this participation, the document mentions
the Mass readings and prayers as well as the desire for the Eucharist (John Paul II
1998, p. 54). Broadcasts give the opportunity to “unite with the Eucharist celebrated
in holy places” (John Paul II 1998, p. 54), but are not necessary for this. What is
more important is individual and community prayer, Mass readings and, above all,
spiritual communication with the community of believers. “The Church intends
to give priority to living prayer, whether individual or in community, whereby the
broadcast is only supposed to help. It is not an aim in itself, but a spiritual union with
the praying Church. Broadcast is only a means, a relatively necessary means” (Draguła
2020a). Therefore, it is considered unacceptable to participate in a broadcast recording
released in the form of a podcast, as this solution does not meet the requirement for
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participation “here and now”. This is evidenced by the reaction of bishops to the fact
that recordings of Mass broadcasts were posted by some parishes on their social media
profiles. For example, the Bishop of Opole decreed: “Records of religious rituals must
not be published after they have finished. They may only be broadcast in real time
(live-streaming). All past recordings, which can be found on parish websites and in
their social media, which contain religious rites, are to be removed within seven days
of the promulgation of this Decree. However, photographs are allowed to remain”
(Czaja and Lippa 2020);

• participation in the broadcast Eucharist by a person who has no obstacle in going
to the church is not in the fulfilment of the Sunday duty (John Paul II 1998, p. 54;
1997, p. 57). Therefore “despite allowing the Holy Mass broadcast, listening to it (even
actively, with giving responses, singing, assuming the adequate posture at the specific
moment in liturgy) is not an ordinary way of participating in the liturgy” (Adamski
2019, p. 242).

A slightly broader dimension is shown by the Directory for the Mass broadcast by
television, adopted by the Polish Episcopate in 2017. This document emphasises that the
broadcasting of the Eucharist through television and the radio has primarily a pastoral
justification, and this applies mainly to the pastoral care of the sick and the elderly. It
stresses that through broadcasts they can “establish a spiritual connection with the faithful
who participate 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, p. 49). It also points to the evangelistic and formative dimension of
broadcast. The evangelistic dimension means that the broadcast is a testimony to the faith
of the community of believers and an opportunity for the proclamation of the Gospel,
while the formative dimension imposes an obligation on the broadcasters to ensure that the
Mass broadcast can serve as a model for the preparation of the liturgy; moreover, churches
which are outstanding in their beauty and design should be selected for the broadcast
(Konferencja Episkopatu Polski 2017, n. 9–11, p. 49).

It should be noted that the Directory does not refer to Mass broadcasting by parishes
using the Internet and live-streaming technology. Online broadcast is technically different
from that of television or radio; it is certainly easier to implement as it does not require any
specialist equipment—a smartphone, tablet, or computer with a camera and microphone
plus a relatively fast Internet connection are sufficient. Nevertheless, during online broad-
cast, the possibility of the so-called streaming latency should be anticipated (including
latency of seconds when the connection is slow) (Ruether 2019). Secondly, it must be taken
into account that in the case of live broadcasts using social media (Facebook, YouTube), the
recipient may be distracted by notifications or comments appearing in pop-up windows.
The option of live commenting may also be an obstacle in focusing on Mass (Makuła
2019, p. 41). On the other hand, there is more authenticity in online broadcasting than in
television broadcasting. Among the important elements of a broadcast are camera move-
ment and angle, zooming in and out on objects, and above all, the use of various filming
locations. At the editing stage, a sequence of frames, shots, and scenes creates a certain
composition, i.e., a narrative sequence. It is often dynamic editing that determines the
effectiveness of the message (Szczepaniak 2018, p. 83). In contrast, online broadcasts are
rarely made using professional editing techniques. As a rule, the image is still—transmitted
from a camera or a mobile device fixed on a tripod so that the frame covers the presbytery.
It is closer to the experience of participating in a live liturgy, where the participants are
usually in the same place all the time, without changing their perspective, distance from
the celebrant, or the angle at which they watch the liturgical action.

It should also be noted that there are no regulations concerning the behaviour of
the faithful who participate in the broadcast service. During the pandemic, there were
numerous guides in this area. For example, the KEP (the Polish Bishops’ Conference)
spokesman commented on this, suggesting that the Mass should be experienced in the
same way as it is in church—by performing relevant gestures, by engaging in singing and
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recitation, or by responding to the words of the celebrant. Those who are in the state of
grace should receive spiritual Holy Communion. There were also various practical tips:
the faithful ought to choose the same time for all members of the household in advance
and participate in the broadcast Mass with the whole family, gather a few minutes before
the start of the broadcast, highlight the importance of the event by festive clothes and
decorations (e.g., lighting candles), adopt an appropriate position of spirit and body, and
refrain from commenting (Biuro Prasowe KEP 2020b; Archidiecezja Krakowska 2020;
Wielgosz 2020; Stacja7/redakcja 2020).

4.3. “Act”: Online Communication Tools for Spiritual Communication between the Parish and the
Faithful—Empirical Studies

This section explains what actions (act) have been taken by the Roman Catholic
parishes in Poland after confronting the epidemic situation (see), reflecting on the resources
at their disposal and on the previous experience of the Church (judge).

4.3.1. Church Action in Response to the Pandemic Situation

Among the actions taken by the Catholic Church in Poland, the main one was the
dispensation from participating in Sunday Mass granted by diocesan bishops. One must
agree with Draguła (2020b) that from a legal standpoint this was not necessary, as the
reality of the pandemic was an objective reason which made it impossible to fulfil the
obligation to participate in the Sunday Eucharist. Under these circumstances, the purpose
of the dispensations was merely to appease the consciences of the faithful. Nevertheless,
the Church authorities realised that mere dispensation was a temporary remedy rather
than a permanent solution for the situation. Prolonged restrictions could be detrimen-
tal to the religious sensitivity of the faithful and damage their bonds with their home
parishes. Therefore, in many cases, dispensation decrees resembled practical pastoral
guides, indicating possible ways of alleviating the negative effects of this situation (e.g., on
a spiritual, emotional, and psychological level). These indications can be classified within
three main trends:

1. Non-media pastoral non-standard (ambient) activities. For example, parish priests
helped the faithful to participate in Mass outside the church building (keeping social
distance) by putting loudspeakers outside (Cylka 2020); the faithful could attend Mass
in cars parked on the church car park (where a sound system had been installed);
mobile confessionals were set up, Easter food was blessed from a car or motorbike
moving through the village, as well as many other activities which are unusual from
the pastoral point of view (Dobrołowicz 2020; Xiong et al. 2020, p. 26).

2. Large-scale Mass broadcasts by the media (via the radio, television, and the Internet).
Several radio and television stations (including liberal and secular ones, and not only
those considered strictly religious or pro-Catholic) changed their schedules to include
Sunday Eucharist broadcasts. Market research has shown that this step generated
a significant increase in their audience (even a ten-fold increase in the case of the
niche TV channel Polsat Rodzina, Kurdupski 2020). Interestingly, such actions were
also carried out by cable operators, who decided to broadcast Masses from local
parishes. Thanks to this, the maintenance of bonds and community in difficult times
was ensured not only in a general dimension, but also at a sub-local level, focused on
the individual and local churches (NB 2020).

3. Grassroots initiatives of parishes to independently broadcast the Mass over the Inter-
net. The stimulus for such activity was, among other things, provided by incentives
from diocesan bishops. Therefore, naturally, questions about the scale of this phe-
nomenon and reasons for parishes to undertake (or not to undertake) the discussed
activities appeared. It is also noteworthy that the rapid and rather uncontrolled
increase in the number of online broadcasts from parish churches departed from
the practice sanctioned by Church documents to date. Before the outbreak of the
pandemic, the benefit of broadcasting Masses was appreciated by the Catholic Church,
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which held a favourable attitude towards the broadcasts. Still, it was rather cautious
from the points of view of theology and canon law. It is worth mentioning that it is
this trend that is the subject of the empirical research presented here.

This third stage of the process is addressed using quantitative indicators concerning
broadcast. The following issues have been analysed in detail: (1) what percentage of Polish
parishes broadcast Sunday Masses?; (2) what was the basic source of the transmission
signal?; (3) did parishes use social media for broadcasting? If so, which ones?; (4) was
the signal from the primary source divided into other channels (e.g., from YouTube to
Facebook, from Facebook to the website, etc.)?; and (5) is there a statistically observable link
between the frequency of broadcast and the geographical location of parishes (a region of
Poland), the size and type of the parish (diocesan/conventual or urban, rural, urban-rural)
and the following variables: the dominicantes/communicantes indicators and the ratio of
the number of priests to the number of Catholics in a given diocese?

4.3.2. Sample of Reference and Procedure

The analysis developed in this part of the present article was carried out between
28 March and 31 May 2020, using a coding key inserted in an Excel sheet, covering 1533
Roman Catholic parishes from 41 dioceses that administer the liturgy in the Roman rite.
The coding itself was carried out by coders and the results obtained were cross-checked
at the end of May 2020. The Military Ordinariate parishes (which in Poland function as
dioceses) were not included, nor were the two dioceses of the Byzantine-Ukrainian rite, the
Byzantine-Slavonic rite (after the coding phase, on 25 November 2020, the third diocese
of the Byzantine-Ukrainian rite was established), as well as the Ordinariate for Eastern
Catholics in Poland (Latin: Ordinariatus Poloniae). The Military Ordinariate covers the
whole territory of Poland. Some parishes are typically military, but there are also civil-
military parishes. Decanates are created on the basis of different types of armed forces and
military districts rather than on the basis of territorial division. Moreover, chaplains of the
Polish Army also work abroad, where Polish soldiers take part in international missions.
The dioceses and ordinariates of other liturgical rites also cover the whole territory of
Poland. The faithful of these rites recognise the Pope as the head of the Church, but have
their own parishes, decanates, and structures. Therefore, according to the authors, the
organisational character of these church units and their functioning in the same territory
as Roman Catholic dioceses could distort the results—hence the decision was taken to
exclude them.

The minimum research sample for the specified number of Roman Catholic parishes
in Poland (10,356) with a 95% confidence level and 3% statistical error allowed is 967. This
number was calculated according to the following formula:

Nmin = NP(α2·f (1 − f ))/NP·e2 + α2·f (1 − f ) (1)

where:

• Nmin—minimum sample size;
• NP—size of the population from which the sample was taken;
• α—confidence level for the results, the value of result Z in the normal distribution for

the assumed level of materiality, e.g., 1.96;
• f —fractional size;
• e—assumed maximum error, expressed in a fractional number, e.g., 3% is 0.03.

The authors decided on a quota selection of the research sample so that the quantitative
relations between different sizes and types of parishes are preserved in the sample structure.
As far as the type of parish is concerned, two distribution criteria were applied:

• Conventual and diocesan parishes;
• Rural, urban-rural, and urban parishes.
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As far as the size of the parish is concerned, the following division was adopted:

• From 0 to 1000 believers—the group of parishes with the smallest population, consist-
ing mostly of rural parishes and sometimes small urban parishes. The staff is usually
limited to one parish priest. The percentage share in the sample is 15.3%4;

• 1001–3000—the largest group of parishes. Depending on the diocese, the number of
2500–3000 believers is the threshold for assigning more priests to the parish to help
the parish priest. The percentage of the sample is 47.8%;

• 3001–6000—a group of relatively large parishes, including rural, urban-rural, and
typically urban parishes. There are usually 1–2 vicars assigned to help parish priests
in such parishes. The percentage of the sample is 18.3%;

• 6001–10,000—a group of large parishes, usually urban or urban-rural, where the parish
priest is assisted by 3–4 vicars. The percentage of the sample is 8.7%;

• Above 10,000—the largest parishes, usually in medium and large cities, with numerous
pastoral staff. The percentage of the sample is 9.9%.

The authors, motivated by the wish to increase the accuracy of the survey, decided to
widen the sample because not all dioceses publish the number of the faithful in each parish
on their websites. In fact, during the survey, it seemed that this information was confidential
in some dioceses. Therefore, a small number of parishes lack data on their population.

The subject of the research was the broadcasting or not broadcasting of at least Sunday
Mass online by parishes of the Roman Catholic Church in Poland. It was assumed that
a parish broadcasting the Eucharist was a parish which at least once provided a live
broadcast of Sunday Mass celebrated in the parish church or in one of the filial churches
within the parish area (in some dioceses, individual parishes encompass several churches).
The broadcast could include sound and video or just sound (the radio). In order to be
recognised, the broadcast had to be live-streamed, with the involvement of priests or
local parishioners. The methods and technical aspects of the broadcast were not taken
into account.

The data on broadcasting (or not broadcasting) was obtained in several ways. The
first source was the analysis of information about parishes on diocesan websites, followed
by the search of the website of a particular parish (through the diocesan website or a search
engine) and the analysis of the website, including possible data concerning broadcast or
links to social media profiles. If, however, the broadcast could not be confirmed, current and
archival parish announcements were analysed and attempts were made to find the parish
profile on Facebook and/or YouTube. The data obtained were coded on a spreadsheet
according to the following criteria:

• which diocese a parish belongs to (the number of parishes from a given diocese was
determined according to the total number of parishes in that diocese in proportion to
the population);

• type of parish: diocesan or conventual;
• type of parish: rural, urban-rural, or urban;
• size of the parish;
• territorial assignment to one of the nine areas of Poland (north-east, north-centre,

north-west, east-centre, centre, west-centre, south-east, south-centre, south-west5);

4 The percentages of each parish group in the sample were established on the basis of: Zdaniewicz, n.d.
5 The classification of individual dioceses according to their territories:

1. north-east: the dioceses of Ełk, Warmia, Łomża, Białystok, Drohiczyn
2. north-centre: the dioceses of Elbląg, Gdańsk, Pelplin, Bydgoszcz, Toruń
3. north-west: the dioceses of Koszalin-Kołobrzeg, Szczecin-Kamień Pomorski
4. east-centre: the dioceses of Lublin, Warsaw-Praga, Siedlce
5. centre: the dioceses of Płock, Włocławek, Łódź, Łowicz, Warsaw, Radom
6. west-centre: the dioceses of Zielona Góra-Gorzów, Poznań, Gniezno, Kalisz
7. south-east: the dioceses of Sandomierz, Zamość-Lubaczów, Przemyśl, Rzeszów, Tarnów
8. south-centre: the dioceses of Kielce, Cracow, Częstochowa, Gliwice, Sosnowiec, Katowice, Bielsko-Żywiec
9. south-west: the dioceses of Wrocław, Legnica, Świdnica, Opole
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• classification of dioceses according to two indicators: dominicantes (percentage of
believers attending Sunday Mass in relation to all believers) and communicantes
(percentage of Catholics receiving Holy Communion during Sunday Eucharist in
relation to the total number of believers) (data from the Institute of Statistics of the
Catholic Church of 21 October 2018 (Institute for Catholic Church Statistics 2020) as
well as data on the number of priests per 100,000 Catholics (data for 2017 [Institute for
Catholic Church Statistics 2018]));

• the role of diocesan bishops in encouraging priests to broadcast Sunday Mass (data
from analyses of documents—bishops’ decrees, pastoral letters, and others—published
on diocesan websites);

• at least one Sunday Mass broadcast by the parish;
• broadcast channel (Facebook, YouTube, other technical solutions, e.g., websites, service

providers etc.);
• broadcasting on their profiles or using profiles of other persons/institutions (if social

media were used);
• sharing the broadcast signal with other channels (e.g., a website).

The data were encoded by a team of four coders, following cross-coding rules (cross-
coding, multiple coding), based on the coding of the same data by different people in order
to improve its reliability.

4.3.3. Polish Parishes and Mass Broadcasts—Research Results

As it turns out, 40.8% of Polish parishes carried out online Mass broadcasts (Table 1).

Table 1. Percentage of parishes broadcasting Mass online.

Number Share

Did the parish
broadcast online?

Yes 626 40.8%
No 907 59.2%

Total 1533 100.0%
Source: personal collection.

In most cases, the main sources of broadcast signal were YouTube (18.9%) and Face-
book (18.7%), while less than 5% of the parishes conducted technically independent broad-
casts: either on their websites and/or based on their specific technical solutions (these
were, e.g., surveillance cameras with audio transmission, use of local providers’ services,
or other websites). There was one parish which broadcast only sound, without the image.
Occasionally, a video signal with a broadcast from another church was reported on the
parish website. There were no reported uses of tools such as Periscope, Skype, Zoom, or
other applications of this type, although they have been used in other countries (e.g., USA
or the UK) (Xiong et al. 2020, p. 26; The Church of England 2020, p. 1; Zimmermann 2020).

The vast majority of parishes using social media applied their channels/profiles,
although some also used private profiles belonging to their parishioners, parish groups (e.g.,
university chaplaincy centres), religious communities, societies, local Internet providers,
media (including local Catholic media), and even local government units. Approximately
half of the YouTube or Facebook broadcasts were split into both of these sources (i.e., the
main broadcast took place on the YouTube channel, while the rebroadcast was published
on Facebook). It should also be noted that the sample included parishes which had been
active on Facebook and YouTube before the pandemic, but chose not to broadcast Masses
from their church autonomously.
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Attention is drawn to the predominance of Facebook and YouTube social networking
sites when choosing technical solutions for broadcasting, as well as the fact that many
parishes have diversified their broadcasting access channels6.

4.3.4. The Frequency of Broadcast and the Geographical Location of Parishes (the Region
of Poland)

The dioceses in which the most online Mass broadcasts were organised were the
dioceses of Bielsko-Żywiec, Katowice, Gdańsk, and Warsaw-Praga. The research showed a
statistically significant correlation (p < 0.002) between online Mass broadcasting and the
region of Poland (Figure 1). The smallest number of broadcasts occurred in the north-
western and north-eastern parts, whilst the largest number occurred in central Poland.
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The reasons for such data distribution are ambiguous. One of the most important
factors may be that the level of religiousness of Poles is much higher in the south-eastern
regions than in the north-western parts of the country; this, in turn, is due to some historical
circumstances, such as partitions or migrations (Sadłoń 2018, pp. 190–91).

This may also be related to access to modern communication technology facilities. As
the authors of the National Broadband Plan report note, “There are clear differences in access
to modern communication technology facilities between the eastern and western parts of
the country, as well as between the northern and southern parts. This is mainly due to the
geographical and demographic nature of Poland: the eastern and north-eastern areas of
the country are mostly rural areas with low or very low population density and dispersed
settlements. Despite intensive incentives from the state or local government units, in such
circumstances, it is not cost-effective in the long term to invest in modern communication
infrastructure, as maintenance costs are often high and exceed the potential profits from the
investment” (The Council of Ministers of the Republic of Poland 2020, p. 14).

Another quite important factor appears to be the specific structure of dioceses in
the north of Poland (especially in the north-eastern and north-western parts). In these
dioceses, in places with relatively low population density, parishes cover vast areas despite
a small number of believers. In many cases, one parish priest has three to five small rural
churches or chapels to minister on Sundays. This makes broadcasting difficult to carry out

6 As regards YouTube broadcasts, the Polish Episcopal Conference Press Office informed that Google had abolished the requirement of having
1000 subscribers for parishes that wanted to broadcast on YouTube during the pandemic (this limit, however, only applies to broadcasts using
mobile devices). Although this information was reposted by many websites, it has been officially confirmed by the Google Press Office in Poland
(Biuro Prasowe KEP 2020a; ad/Stacja7 2020).



Religions 2021, 12, 261 16 of 28

from a purely technical point of view, combined with poor Internet access technology (few
fibre-optic lines and poor mobile network coverage).

Yet another factor that may have determined the decision on broadcasting could be the
digital communication indicator in a given parish, which can be measured by, e.g., whether
it has its website and/or a social media profile (Sadłoń 2018, p. 50 i n.). A comparison of
these three indicators: the percentage of broadcasts in dioceses, the percentage of parishes
which have their own websites, and the percentage of parishes which are active on social
media, show the relationship between these variables (Table 2). The analysis of the data
showed that there is a statistically significant relationship (p < 0.001) between having a
website and conducting online Mass broadcasting.

Table 2. The correlation between the percentage of broadcasts in dioceses and the percentage of parishes having their own
websites (recoded data).

Percentage of Parishes Having Their Own Websites
Overall

40 and Less 41–50 51–60 61–70 71–80 81 and More

Percentage of parishes
broadcasting online

20 and less - - 100.0% - - - 100.0%
21–30 11.1% 22.2% 33.3% 22.2% 11.1% - 100.0%
31–40 - 45.5% 45.5% - 9.1% - 100.0%
41–50 - 12.5% 25.0% 12.5% 37.5% 12.5% 100.0%
51–60 - - 16.7% 33.3% 50.0% - 100.0%

61 and more - - - - - 100.0% 100.0%

Total 2.4% 19.5% 34.1% 12.2% 19.5% 12.2% 100.0%

Source: compilation based on personal research and (Institute for Catholic Church Statistics 2020, pp. 36–39).

4.3.5. The Frequency of Transmission versus Parish Size and Type

There is a statistically significant difference (p < 0.001) between the parish size and Mass
broadcasting—the larger the parish, the more often such activities were performed (Figure 2).
Over 75% of the largest Polish parishes had their Sunday Mass broadcast, while for the
smallest ones the percentage was 18.1%. It is worth noting that the results in the group of
parishes with an unknown number of believers is very close to the national average.
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A similar correlation was observed between urban and rural parishes—the latter
carried out much less frequent Mass broadcasts online (Figure 3).
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Such a research result is due to several factors. One of them is undoubtedly a purely
technical issue. Parishes with more than 10,000 believers are usually located in large
cities, where IT infrastructure is much more advanced and the Internet connection has
much greater capacity. Besides, with a large number of parishioners, people who have the
relevant knowledge and are able to share it with the priests can be more easily involved in
parish life. Moreover, in rural parishes, far from large urban centres, the population age
average is often higher than in the city, and the popularity of the Internet is lower (Sadłoń
2018, pp. 190–94). Television and the radio are more popular, so this group of believers was
probably more interested in broadcasts via these media types (it is also relevant that most
dioceses have their own local radio stations, and many dioceses broadcast for example from
cathedral churches). The networking of rural parishes is far less supported by electronic
means of communication than in cities. Rural parishes more rarely manage their websites,
social media profiles, or publish the parish press (Sadłoń 2013, pp. 39–40).
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It should also be noted that urban and rural parishes function in different ways. In
rural parishes, the involvement of the faithful in parish life is greater as regards personal
help. The sense of bond with the parish also plays a greater role, although parishioners
in rural areas have a poorer opinion of their parish priests in terms of homily, church
decoration, or liturgy preparation. Nevertheless, rural parish priests enjoy greater trust
from their parishioners. In cities, on the other hand, the faithful have less influence on their
parish and are more often unwilling to have it. In terms of networks, rural parishes rely
almost entirely on cognitive networks; the proportion of behavioural networks is very low.
The faithful usually know their parish priest, although they rarely seek his help in need. As
a result, the level of positive emotional/spiritual connection with the parish and the sense
of belonging to the parish are much higher in the countryside than in the city, and they are
embedded in the local dimension rather than the religious one (Sadłoń 2013, pp. 39–46;
Sadłoń 2018, pp. 190–94).

It seems interesting that there is a statistically significant relationship (p < 0.001) be-
tween the type of parish (conventual or diocesan) and online Mass broadcasting (Figure 4).
Conventual parishes did this much more often than diocesan ones (68.6% and 38.9% respec-
tively). This may be because the charisms of some religious orders involve the apostolate
through media, e.g., the Society of St. Paul the Apostle. Other religious congregations
have also adapted to the contemporary teaching of the Church and their statutes include
presence of consecrated persons in the field of social communications (John Paul II 1996,
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p. 99). The Conferences of Major Superiors of Male and Female Religious Orders in Poland
are very active. Before the pandemic, female religious orders alone had already carried
out evangelisation through the media on about 500 websites and about 400 Facebook and
Twitter accounts (The Conference of Major Superiors of Women Religious Orders 2019).
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This statistically significant dependence (p < 0.001) in favour of conventual parishes
may also have been caused by the increased number of order-affiliated people supporting
their parish communities in liturgical life. A large number of religious orders have their
generalates in Rome, it is therefore possible that inspiration on how to stream Mass came
from there (Fossati 2020).

4.3.6. The Frequency of Broadcasting versus the Dominicantes/Communicantes Indicators,
the Proportion of Priests to Catholics in a Given Diocese, and the Participantes Indicator

In 14 out of 41 Roman Catholic dioceses examined, the bishops encouraged parish
priests to conduct online broadcast—e.g., the bishop of Drohiczyn suggested in his or-
dinance of 3 April 2020: “If parish priests can do so, I also encourage them to organise
broadcasts from parish churches and thus invite their parishioners to form a spiritual
community united by prayer and contemplation on the most important mysteries of our
faith.” The curia of Radom provided a guide on its website explaining how to prepare
an online broadcast. Many dioceses had lists of parish broadcasts published on their
websites. Research has shown that in the dioceses where bishops directly encouraged
parish priests to broadcast from their parishes, the average percentage of broadcasts was
higher (46%) than in those in which there were no such incentives (38%). This factor
was not the dominant one, and certainly not the only one, but it can be assumed that the
bishops’ decision to officially support online broadcasting was one of the triggers of this
form of evangelisation. This phenomenon, on the one hand, confirms the importance of
the decision and the stimulus from the Church authorities regarding forms of religious
worship limited to online broadcasting; on the other hand, due to the very limited scope
(1/3) of such decisions of encouragement, it indicates the low level of bishop awareness as
regards the importance of this form of evangelisation.

The analysis also included the results of internal research and the participantes indica-
tor based on the data from the Institute for Catholic Church Institute for Catholic Church
Statistics (2020), measuring the activity of laypeople in parishes (according to individual
dioceses). It turns out that there is a statistically significant correlation between these
indicators, which is revealed in the fact that dioceses with the lowest broadcast rates also
displayed the lowest level of involvement of laypeople. At the same time, dioceses that
are active as regards the broadcasting of Mass from parishes are also characterised by a
relatively high rate of participantes.
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As far as the dominicantes indicator is concerned, the analysis showed a significant
correlation (p < 0.001) between the level of this indicator and the broadcasts: most of them
were carried out in dioceses with a very high indicator, i.e., over 50 (here the broadcasting
was carried out by almost 50% of parishes) and in dioceses with an average level of
dominicantes, i.e., between 36 and 40 (broadcasting in 51.7% of parishes). A very similar
situation was found in the case of the communicantes indicator: dioceses with high (19–20)
and medium (15–18) levels of this indicator broadcasted Mass more often than others—
45.2% and 39.2% respectively. To some extent, such coherence of these data may appear
surprising, because the dominicantes indicator and, most importantly, the communicantes
indicator do not depend on the level of activity of parish priests. There is a significant
likelihood of reversing the conclusion presented in the next paragraph: since parish priests
with high levels of these indicators are aware of the religious activity of their parishioners
(based on parish practice and ICCS research), they may have wanted to maintain these
activities and thus avoid leaving the faithful without the opportunity to participate in the
remote liturgy, but in the local community. This is confirmed by the proportionality of the
number of broadcasts in parishes in which there were medium and low dominicantes and
communicantes indicators. In this case, we may consider this situation to be a result of the
involvement of active parishioners, and treat the broadcasts as their initiatives. However,
this factor remains secondary (if not negligible) to the initiating role of the clergy (both in
relation to participantes and online broadcasts).

The study also checked whether there was a link between the broadcasting of Sunday
Eucharist during the pandemic and the number of priests per Catholics, which is one of
the indicators measured in the annual reports of the Institute for Statistics of the Catholic
Church (Figure 5). It strikes as a surprising fact that the dioceses with the lowest number
of priests per Catholics had relatively the most broadcasts (56.7%). Perhaps it was precisely
the shortage of priests that was the reason why, especially at that time, the intention was
to take care of the faithful and to build a virtual community. The lower level of contact
with the parishioners may also be an issue here, with the introduction of online liturgy not
simply to be treated as a substitute for what used to be, but as an opportunity for something
more which had not previously been possible. At the same time, also the dioceses with the
highest percentage of priests per Catholics broadcast to a large extent (47.5%). In this case,
the economic scale factor probably had an impact; moreover, due to the better personal
relationship with the parishioners, the situation increased the level of responsibility for
the familiar community and strengthened the sense of duty to consolidate this through a
shared liturgy broadcast from the parish.
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5. Final Comments and Conclusions

The latest document by the Congregation for the Clergy “The pastoral conversion of
the Parish community in the service of the evangelising mission of the Church” remarks that
“the territorial configuration of the Parish, however, must confront a peculiar characteristic
of our contemporary world, whereby increased mobility and the digital culture have
expanded the confines of existence” (Congregation for the Clergy 2020, p. 8). Additionally,
the first period of the COVID-19 pandemic radically affected the activities of parishes in
Poland, as virtually all of their activities were transferred to the Internet, including parish
Masses. The words of Pope John Paul II proved to be current: “the parish is still a major
point of reference for the Christian people, even for the non-practicing” (John Paul II 1997,
p. 67). The pastoral assumption was to spiritually unite the faithful with the celebrated
liturgy and, indeed “the parish is a beacon that radiates the light of the faith and thus
responds to the deepest and truest desires of the human heart, giving meaning and hope to
the lives of individuals and families” (Benedict XVI 2006). It also turned out that despite
the undoubtedly progressive secularisation of the Polish society, “the parish is not an
outdated institution; precisely because it possesses great flexibility, it can assume quite
different contours depending on the openness and missionary creativity of the pastor and
the community” (Francis 2013, p. 28). Online live-streaming of the Holy Mass during the
first phase of the COVID-19 pandemic in Poland has become a spiritual space for reaching
out to the roots of the Church. Whether it showed a truly deeply religious face of the
Polish society, whether it resulted from the fear of death and the subjective need to secure
a chance for eternal life, or whether it was related to the facilitation of participation in the
online liturgy (participation without the necessary focus and involvement in the broadcast),
remains an open question, which requires detailed and representative research on the level
of the audience/Polish Catholics.

During this time, online live-streamed Mass was not only intended to provide a com-
mon prayer mainly for the sick and the elderly, who cannot go to church. Instead, the
COVID-19 pandemic created a new requirement to provide broadcast to all the faithful
locked indoors. The changes associated with the general lockdown resulted in all cel-
ebrations being transferred to the Internet and other media. Thus, the belief that “the
latest technological developments are also capable of successfully contributing to making
humanity and the world better, happier” proved to be justified (Misztal 2020, p. 105).

The presented media-pastoral study of the implementation of Mass online broad-
casting in Poland during the first phase of the COVID-19 pandemic showed its dynamic
development, not seen before in the history of the Church. The credibility of the empirical
research also lies in the fact that it did not come from the self-declarations of those in charge
of broadcasting, as it was collected during the first phase of the pandemic directly from the
websites of the parishes and communities that ran them.

At the “see” methodology stage it was shown that the restrictions imposed in con-
nection with the pandemic accelerated the digitalisation and mediatisation of the Catholic
Church in Poland, with 40.8% of Polish parishes broadcasting Mass online. This very high
percentage of parishes overcame difficulties concerning technology and competence to
be close to their faithful. It is also important to take into account the fact that parishes
were challenged to start broadcasting practically overnight, without warning, without time
for preparation. Many parish priests, especially elderly ones, were unable to face such
a challenge. In these situations, younger priests or lay parishioners came to the rescue.
The joint and considerable effort that was made to ensure that the faithful were able to
attend Mass broadcasts from local parishes is undoubtedly visible. This shows both the
attachment to the local community of the faithful as well as the sense of responsibility for it.
At that time there were a huge number of nationwide broadcasts of the liturgy (television,
the Internet), and access to them was much easier than to local broadcasts (mainly via the
Internet and social media). Since there were no restrictions for the participants of online
liturgy, one all-day (Sunday) package of such broadcasts, intermediated by various media
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(the radio, television, and the Internet), would be sufficient for the whole of Poland. Despite
this, individual parishes made an effort to create their own broadcasts.

At the “judge” stage, the rapid development of the legislation of the Catholic Church
in Poland on the broadcasting of Mass and services was presented. Previous pastoral
provisions had not foreseen a situation in which believers would be completely confined to
their homes. There was no thorough theological and pastoral reflection, but each diocese
issued a dispensation and encouraged spiritual communication, indicating Mass broadcasts
in the traditional media and on the Internet as a tool to facilitate this.

At the “act” stage, it was noted that there is a noticeable correlation between the
percentage of parishes broadcasting the Sunday Eucharist and such variables as: geographic
location (which may be related to the quality of IT facilities), parish size (the larger the
parish, the higher the percentage of broadcasts), and parish type (urban parishes broadcast
more often than urban-rural ones, and much more often than rural ones). Among the largest
Polish parishes, more than 75% provided a broadcast of Sunday Masses; they responded
with a new pastoral approach towards the faithful. Conventual parishes broadcast more
often than diocesan ones. It can also be said that there was a correlation between the
frequency with which parishes in a given diocese had a website and the frequency with
which they broadcast. There is also a statistically observable correlation between the
broadcast and the following variables: the dominicantes/communicantes/participantes
indicators, and the ratio of the number of priests to the number of Catholics in a given
diocese. These figures showed that the communities which had attended Sunday Mass until
the pandemic (dominicantes) and received Holy Communion (communicantes), became
involved in the organisation of the broadcast even more actively.

Along with the last factor facilitating the implementation of the broadcast—a smaller
number of believers per one priest—all these variables form a multidimensional matrix
which provides an unambiguous evaluation of the components influencing the implemen-
tation of broadcasting and, as a result, greater opportunities for parishioners to participate
in Mass in their parishes, to maintain the local community, and to potentially continue
caring for it after restrictions surrounding social distancing have been removed.

At the “review” stage, the analysis of the assumptions and implementation of Mass
broadcasting showed the need to start a theological discussion on the new opportunities
for online participation in Mass. This stage shows that there is certainly a need to deepen
the debate on the spiritual communion and on how to experience participation in the
broadcast service; these topics have not yet been widely present in the religious education
of the faithful. The general indications to date (the Mass liturgy must not be celebrated
for the sole purpose of broadcast and therefore the only form allowed is direct broadcast,
never re-broadcast) have been successfully implemented. No encouragement to watch a
re-broadcast was observed during the research, but the message was clear: Mass is to be
celebrated always at the time and the direct broadcast channel precisely specified, and with
the encouragement to participate in a common live celebration.

We consider this approach legitimate since we stand for the harmonious cooperation
and fusion of Science and Theology. In its research, theology needs to build on the findings
of other scientific disciplines, and they need theology to stand “in front of the Mystery”
(Magnin 2013). The aims (among other things) of theology are the formulation of reasons
of faith and motives of hope, i.e., rational and objectively valuable arguments, necessary
for the dialogue with contemporary culture, world religions, and visions of human life; the
examination of the objective value of these reasons and motives; and finally their defence.
Thus, theology is a frontier discipline, with windows open to the humanities—history,
philosophy, linguistics, psychology, sociology, ethnology, and the like. On the one hand, it
assimilates what people outside know in anthropology, philosophy, history, social sciences,
and mathematical and natural sciences. On the other hand—it invites them inside to think
in the light of Revelation (Seweryniak 2010, pp. 12–13).

Depending on the object of study, reason uses different methods adapted to that object.
Rationality is one, but it takes many forms; similarly, science is multiform since each science
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has its object and specific method. Modern scientific reason carries with it a question that
points beyond itself and the possibilities of its methodology. It must accept the rational
structure of matter and the correspondence between the spirit and the rational structures of
nature as a fact on which it must base its methodology. The question of why this must be
so is fundamental—and the natural sciences must pass this on to other methods and levels
of thought: philosophy and theology. The presence of theology and theologians at the
heart of university life and the dialogue this presence enables with other disciplines help
promote a broad, analogical, and integral view of intellectual life (International Theological
Commission 2011, n. 68, p. 84). We realise that our article escapes a clear assignment to a
particular academic discipline. We consider this approach to be entirely legitimate because
of the multifaceted nature of reality under study. It cannot be explained by reducing the
research approach to what is known, certain, safe, and established.

It should be added that when broadcasting Mass online, on a large scale and using
simple technical tools, it is difficult to maintain the formative dimension of the broadcast,
mentioned in the 2017 Directory quoted earlier. It can even be said that the massive scale of
broadcasting means that communication aspects were chosen at the expense of exclusively
understood formation, implemented through selected “exemplary” celebrations from the
most beautiful churches. The pandemic came suddenly; there was no time for both spiritual
and media preparation. No-one was criticised for the quality of their Internet connection,
nor for the fact that the cameras were not fully set for liturgy. Efforts were made to
overcome technical problems. Using Internet connections, the faithful could stay together
in prayer and not feel abandoned by their parishes. Although there was no time to reflect
on mediatisation in the process of evangelisation with its pre-evangelisation (preparatory)
function, the aim was to make the mediatisation of religion fulfil its pro-evangelisation
(supporting) function.

It is also worth remembering that in pre-pandemic practice, the Church recommended
personal participation in the liturgy. This was caused by fears of the virtualisation of
communities and the faithful freeing themselves too easily from personal participation.
However, when drastic restrictions caused by the threat to health and life were introduced,
a pro-media attitude prevailed in many cases, expressed both by the large-scale and—as
analysed here—the grassroots broadcasting of the Eucharist on a sub-local scale. This had
another additional dimension: that of strengthening interpersonal ties at a parish level. For
many people the possibility to see “their” pastors and “their” parish church on a computer
or smartphone screen was very important, and this gave them a much greater sense of
community than following a broadcast on the radio or television. Thus, the grassroots
implementation of Mass broadcasting became an emanation of the social dimension of
these platforms, which additionally took advantage of all the features of this type of media:
after all, apart from the reception of the message, it was also possible (according to the
recommendations of the Church) to communicate with other participants of the event,
comment on it together, or simply support each other after it ended.

From a communication point of view, we consider another aspect to be quite impor-
tant. If we look at faith and religion as a process of communication between people and
God, we have to say that this communication takes place in a community. It is spiritual
unity, with sacraments, which are a visible sign of invisible grace, playing an important
role. For this reason, the minister of sacraments also acts as an intermediary in this com-
munication. While the Church remains consistently of the opinion that sacraments are
impossible in cyberspace, the experience of the pandemic has caused its teaching to shift
more emphasis than before on spiritual forms of direct communication between people and
God (although still within the Church community), such as perfect contrition or spiritual
communion. Broadcasts undoubtedly facilitate spiritual communication with God and the
praying community by visualizing (or at least providing a sound layer) of actual events
taking place in the here and now, in actual places with which the viewer/participant feels
connected. Nevertheless, it should be noted that there is another element in this process
of communication: people who handle technical aspects of broadcast, Internet service
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providers, camera operators, etc. Therefore, a positive evaluation of the scale at which the
Holy Mass was broadcast in Poland will certainly involve providing technical, professional,
but also theological support to its organisers. A particularly urgent task is to deepen
research into the issue of faith virtualisation, with its challenges and threats. An additional
field of research will involve comparative studies from the first period of the pandemic
with the next period. The so-called longitudinal research may serve to understand the
development of the mediatisation of religion and the factors influencing contemporary
pastoral activities and the reaction of the Church.

Furthermore, research has shown that due to the outbreak of the pandemic, the
processes of mediatisation of religion in Poland in relation to the Roman Catholic faith
have intensified. The data for 2016 showed that only a few parishes had profiles on social
media. Meanwhile, our study has shown that Facebook and YouTube were the preferred
broadcast channels for Sunday Eucharist. One can therefore venture the hypothesis (to be
verified in subsequent studies) that the outbreak of the pandemic has mobilised parishes
to intensify their presence on social media. Thus, the processes of mediatisation in the
Church in Poland as regards opening new channels of communication between priests and
parishioners have become more dynamic. Similarly, in 2016, surveys conducted among
Internet users showed that only 15% of them visited religious websites, mainly in order
to “complement offline religious activity, e.g., praying, participating in a service” (CBOS
2016). The increased online activity of parishes has likely resulted in a significant rise in
the number of people using Internet broadcasts, not only during the pandemic. For young
people in particular, the digital world is an important part of their reality and the Church
already recognises the importance of using social media for evangelisation as well. As the
Polish Bishops’ Conference spokesman, Fr Leszek Gęsiak, pointed out, “the space of social
media is not yet fully exploited by the Church” (Święciński 2020).

It should also be emphasised, however, that once the restrictions stopped, a “step back”
could be observed. Many parishes abandoned broadcasting, and bishops withdrew their
dispensations and encouraged personal participation in Sunday Mass. As the pandemic
will probably return in subsequent waves (as is the case in the autumn of 2020), the solutions
developed by dioceses and parishes will be implemented in the long term. This also entails
the need to continuously improve the media competence of both the broadcasters (priests
and laypeople helping to organise broadcasting of Masses and other services) and the
recipients themselves. The Internet space, especially social media, can be used not only for
evangelisation, but also for religious education, community experience, and building or
maintaining ties within the community (for example, parish communities, which can only
survive in this way during the pandemic). The large-scale digital transformation that has
taken place in the Church in Poland in recent months is a long-lasting asset that should be
used in “normal” times, not only to broadcast Masses, but also to carry out various prayer,
pastoral, cultural, charitable, and educational initiatives (Królak 2020).
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Katarzyna Zybertowicz. 2020. Nowoczesne Technologie w Przedsiębiorstwach Przed, w Trakcie i po Pandemii COVID-19; Warszawa:
Polski Instytut Ekonomiczny. Available online: https://pie.net.pl/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/PIE-Raport_Nowoczesne_
technologie.pdf (accessed on 15 November 2020).

Denson, Shane. 2011. Faith in Technology: Televangelism and the Mediation of Immediate Experience. Phenomenology & Practice 5:
93–119.

Deuze, Mark. 2011. Media Life. Media, Culture & Society 33: 137–48.
Diekema, David A. 1991. Televangelism and the mediated charismatic relationship. The Social Science Journal 28: 143–62. [CrossRef]
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