Swine Flu (or any flu) and the Church
by Carol Sullivan, diocesan Health Ministries Coordinator
The current swine flu (H1N1) may or may not develop into a full-fledged pandemic. However, now is a good time to refresh our knowledge and make plans to cope.

Frequently Asked Questions:

What is the best way to avoid the flu?

Wash your hands, well and often. Washing with soap and warm water for 15-20 seconds by rubbing hands together is ideal. Hand sanitizers are also effective. Cover coughs and sneezes with a tissue and discard immediately. Then wash your hands or use a sanitizer. Stay away from sick people as much as possible. Try to keep your hands away from your nose, eyes, and mouth; these are where the “germs” get in!
What if I feel sick?

STAY HOME! While we espouse the Christian virtue of sharing, this does not apply to disease. Now is a good time to evaluate your disaster plan for shelter in place. In contrast with a hurricane or blizzard, you will likely have electricity, running water, and telephone service. Have enough food and supplies on hand that you could go one to two weeks without going to the store. Toilet paper and paper towels do not spoil, so stash some away and fill the freezer as you are able. Have a supply of medications on hand. Unless your illness is severe, try to avoid going to the doctor or clinic. Being around a bunch of sick people is the last place you want to be. If you develop a significant fever, contact your care provider by phone for advice.
What about schools?
In a pandemic, schools, churches, theaters, and other places people gather will likely be closed. Have a plan to cope. You will need to care for your children at home. You don’t want them in a crowd either.

Should I take communion?

Yes, if you are not sick. There is no evidence that the common chalice poses a disease risk. Because intinction can result in dampened fingers, some parishes are discouraging this practice. Full communion does not need to include the cup at all if you have any concerns. Receiving only one element is considered a complete communion.
What about passing the peace?

Actually, this spreads more germs than the common chalice. A slight hug with no skin to skin contact may be safer than a handshake. We won’t even discuss kissing!  Keep hand sanitizer in your pocket or purse to use before and after shaking hands, if you do this at all; but please be respectful of those who would prefer to just wave and pass the peace without touching.

Should I avoid pork?

No, it is the “other white meat.” Swine flu is a viral disease of pigs that is not normally transmitted to humans. The current flu (also called H1N1) is a mutant of this virus that is passed from human to human. You will not catch it from pigs, alive or dead, or from their meat. But you could catch it from your neighbor, so wash your hands!

Where can I go with my “infrequently asked questions”?

For authoritative information, go to the Centers for Disease Control  website, www.cdc.gov. If you have a parish nurse or other health minister in your parish, they will be helpful to you. You can always contact the Diocese of Easton Liaison to National Episcopal Health Ministries, Carol Sullivan, songofjoy@atlanticbb.net or 410-827-6907.

