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The article reveals the features of the relationship between the state and religious organizations during 
a pandemic. There are two strategies of state policy for the functioning of religious buildings: liberal and 
strategic. It has been proven that conditioned by one or another form of government and understanding 
of the role and significance of religion in society. The leaders of states in their decisions regarding the 
functioning of religious organizations in such a crisis period proceeded from the number of cases in a 
particular country, as well as from the traditions of key religious beliefs in a particular state. It was revealed 
that religious organizations were faced with a collision: either to submit to the decisions of the authorities 
of a certain country or to go “against” and thereby inflicting danger on the population. Therefore, it was 
possible to observe that if the leaders of religious organizations urged believers to adhere to the restrictive 
measures established by the authorities, then some believers in a number of countries did not obey 
quarantine measures, explaining this either by their religious beliefs or apocalyptic sentiments.
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Introduction

International organizations have been expecting a global pandemic for many years and have 
planned measures to overcome it, but the world was not ready for the current crisis associated 
with the incidence of COVID-19 and the subsequent economic shock. The experience 
of previous epidemics has shown that the greatest socio-economic losses are incurred by 
developing countries with unfavorable socio-economic conditions, with the unavailability of 
medical and preventive services in these countries, with a low level of sanitary and hygienic 
literacy of the population, as well as with cultural and household traditions, including close 
contact of the population incl. and the activities of religious organizations.

Religious institutions perceived this challenge differently and, therefore, functioned 
according to their beliefs. At the same time, due to this situation, the governmentэs relations 
with religious organizations worldwide have changed. It is the understanding of what forms of 
interaction between government and religious institutions will reveal new aspects of religious 
security during crises in the world in general and in certain countries in particular.

The practicability of this article also is religious leaders, faith-based organizations, and faith 
communities played a major role in saving lives and reducing illness related to COVID-19. 
They were a primary source of support, comfort, guidance, and direct health care and social 
service for the communities they were serving. Religious leaders of faith-based organizations 
and communities of faith shared health information to protect their own members and wider 
communities. They provided pastoral and spiritual support during public health emergencies 
and other health challenges and were an advocate for the needs of vulnerable populations 
(WHO, 2020).

The analytical notes and recommendations of international organizations (WHO, 2020) 
and research institutes became the theoretical basis. Also important were the scientific 
works of foreign (Sulkowski & Ignatowski, 2020; Lunkin, 2020) and Ukrainian scientists 
(Kharkovshchenko et al., 2020), which considered certain aspects of the studied problem. 
However, there is no holistic analysis of the features of state-religious relations during the 
coronavirus epidemic.

Consequently, this article aims to reveal and analyze the collisions of religious security 
in the context of state-religious relations during the coronavirus epidemic and to identify key 
aspects of further interaction between church and state in the world in general, and in Ukraine 
in particular.

The policy of states in relation to religious organizations

Restrictions imposed by various countries due to the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic 
also affected denominations’ activities. The purpose of such restrictions is to prevent people’s 
mass gatherings, which is a direct consequence of the cultic practice of religious organizations. 
These include worship services, prayer meetings, festive, funeral, ritual acts, etc. Several 
factors determined the severity of quarantine measures in each country: the number of patients, 
the rate of spread of the coronavirus, the religiosity of the population, the approach of major 
religious holidays, political regime, taking into account the experience of other countries, 
which recommendations.

We propose the following classification of states’ policies towards religious organizations 
around the world:

a) liberal;
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b) restrictive.
Let us consider each of these strategies in more detail.
Among the liberal strategy towards religious organizations, Belarus and relatively Sweden 

can be distinguished. Belarus has not yet introduced any restrictions to counter the spread of 
the coronavirus pandemic. The rate of infection in Belarus is similar to that in Ukraine. On 
April 21, the who called on the Belarusian authorities to at least take measures to distance 
themselves from people. Accordingly, there were no restrictions on religious activity in the 
country. President of Belarus Alexander Lukashenko personally considers the talk about the 
special danger of COVID-19 “injection of passions.” On Easter, the head of state and his 
youngest son visited the Church of the Annunciation in the village of Mali Lyady. He thanked 
the parishioners who attended the service and said that he did not welcome those “who blocked 
the way to the church” (Tokman, 2020: 5).

At the same time, in Sweden only “on 27 March the government announced that the ban 
on public gatherings would be lowered to include all gatherings of more than 50 people, to 
further decrease the spread of the infection, again at the request of the Public Health Agency. 
The ban would apply to arts and entertainment events including theatre, cinema, and concerts, 
religious meetings, demonstrations, lectures, competitive sports, amusement parks, fairs and 
markets” (COVID-19 pandemic in Sweden, 2020). As Yulia Yurchuk, a Ukrainian woman 
from Stockholm, says: “This greatly influenced religious meetings. This Sunday, we had 
Easter, but there were no open services in the churches since they always gather more than 50 
people. Services were transferred online. Swedes, in general, are very secularized. But there 
are still groups of people who go to church, especially on big holidays. So this is bad news for 
them” (Berezhniuk, 2020).

However, the state power of most countries has chosen a restrictive strategy towards 
religious organizations. In Ukraine, we can see that the government’s instructions to restrict 
religious organizations’ activities during the quarantine period turned out to be rather vague. 
The Resolution of the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine No 211 of March 11, 2020 “On Prevention 
of Spread of Acute Respiratory Disease COVID-19 Caused by SARS-CoV2 Coronavirus” 
on the territory of Ukraine has been repeatedly amended. If in the original version of the 
bylaw, the ban covered mass events, including those organized by religious organizations, 
which were attended by more than 10 people, on April 2 this year, the government changed 
the wording, emphasizing that mass events, including religious organizations, are prohibited. 
At the same time, the official web portal of the Cabinet of Ministers stated that the churches 
were not closed. Such general maxims have led to the emergence of various interpretations, 
explanations, interpretations of restrictions on religious freedom. For example, experts from 
the Institute for Religious Freedom noted that it was a matter of restricting only the collective 
expression of the latter, “but other religious activities, including home gatherings, social 
assistance for the needy, and even more so the private expression” (Explanation of IRS, 2020). 

It must be said that such uncertainty in understanding how religious organizations should 
function during the epidemic was observed not only in Ukraine but also in a number of other 
countries, which led to the fact that services were carried out in the presence of a fairly large 
number of believers of a particular religious organization. This could be seen both in Europe 
and Asia (for example, India).

“Many (clergy, believers, ordinary citizens) were interested in the question on temples, 
prayer houses, other places of worship and ritual activities: what exactly can be practiced in 
them? As there was no official answer, the heads of churches and denominations, on the basis of 
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certain provisions of the government decree, current legislation on sanitary norms, the foreign 
experience began to develop methodological advice on how to behave during the quarantine 
of believers. The implementation of the government’s decision on quarantine restrictions by 
representatives of the state and local authorities in the regions proved to be a real problem for 
denominations. In the absence of an unambiguous understanding of Resolution No 211, in 
some cases, it came to the requirements of the complete closure of temples. As a result, shortly 
before Easter, the All-Ukrainian Council of Churches and Religious Organizations addressed 
the Prime Minister of Ukraine Denys Shmygal and the Ministry of Internal Affairs of Ukraine 
with their own proposals aimed at ensuring the constitutional right to freedom of religion 
during the quarantine. The VCRiRO also called on the government to clarify Resolution 211 
and provide clarifications to local police and local authorities to avoid misunderstandings and 
chaos during the Easter celebrations. It should be emphasized that the Orthodox Church of 
Ukraine, the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church, and the Roman Catholic Church in Ukraine 
demonstrate a high level of discipline under quarantine restrictions, primarily due to compliance 
with the recommendations of the Ecumenical Patriarchate and the Vatican” (Tokman, 2020: 8). 

Summing up, we can say that different strategies for the attitude of state power to religious 
organizations are conditioned by one or another form of government and understanding of the 
role and significance of religion in society. The leaders of states in their decisions regarding 
the functioning of religious organizations in such a crisis period proceeded from the number 
of cases in a particular country, as well as from the traditions of key religious beliefs in a 
particular state.

The functioning of religious organizations during pandemics:  
between noncompliance and conformity

Western scholars Lukasz Sulkowski and Grzegorz Ignatowski emphasizes that: “Any 
pandemic disorganizes the life of wider society. One of the manifestations of social activity is 
religious life. Despite progressing secularization, both religion, churches, and denominational 
associations have an impact on individual ethical choices and business decisions….The 
decisions made by the clergymen, regardless of their personal views, resulted from the assumed 
ecclesiology and tradition. While changing the organization of religious life, the churches 
maintained contact with the believers in various ways, using modern technologies and access 
to public media in this regard. Although the churches are not changing their doctrinal positions, 
they declare different forms of cooperation” (Sulkowski & Ignatowski, 2020).

Hence, we can see that a religious organization becomes a very powerful factor in the 
perception of believers. This situation is completely different, unlike other ordinary citizens 
(Religious Fundamentalism, 2020). For example, religious organizations in the crisis situation 
of the fight against coronavirus were able to sacrifice the most important — public worship, 
which is the basis of believers’ lives in any confession and religion. For the majority, this refusal 
was a test of strength since the absence of joint prayers in person is the disunity of members of 
religious communities, the termination of individual parishes’ activities, and the deprivation 
of part of their income. People who do not go to churches and mosques do not bring donations 
either. Although in many churches (among Catholics, and among Protestants in almost all 
churches in Russia and Europe, among Orthodox to a lesser extent), the practice of online 
donations is already common, which can be made without leaving your home on the website 
of a religious association. In general, all religions and confessions can be called law-abiding. 
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Christians, Muslims, Jews took the necessary measures, according to the recommendations of 
the national authorities. The attitude towards the conduct of divine services and the partaking 
of the sacrament has become a kind of test for “tradition” in various European countries. Two 
options were presented to solve this problem in conditions of full or partial quarantine for the 
population: 

a) a complete refusal from any public gatherings, including services in temples;
b) partial restriction on attending services with an emphasis on the fact that churches 

cannot refuse services altogether since it would be contrary to their nature and 
mission.

At the same time, epidemics are a challenge for religious organizations. The reason is 
that any social, political cataclysms push to behave differently, develop and implement other, 
perhaps completely new models of cooperation with believers, representatives of a particular 
religious tradition and citizens of the country in general.

Mostly, all religions and confessions can be called law-abiding. Christians, Muslims, Jews 
took the necessary measures, according to the recommendations of the national authorities. 
The question of attitudes towards conducting divine services and taking the sacrament has 
become a kind of test for “tradition” in various European countries. In Western Europe, the 
holding of masses was completely prohibited by the church authorities (in France, in several 
regions of Italy). In Eastern Europe, representatives of the churches stated that believers 
should have the right to pray together (Catholics in Poland, Orthodox Christians in Russia). 
A separate discussion was caused by the attitude to the sacrament and the method of taking it 
during the fight against coronavirus. In the Catholic Church, lay people receive communion 
only unleavened bread (the Body of Christ, host, wafer), which is put into their mouth. In the 
Orthodox churches, everyone partakes with bread and wine (the Body and Blood of Christ) 
from one bowl and one spoon. From a secular point of view, of course, the Orthodox way of 
communion is more dangerous in a hygienic sense, but it was the Catholics who imposed the 
ban on holding masses, obeying centralized instructions from the Vatican, the appeals of Pope 
Francis. Orthodox churches, which are often accused of close ties with the national authorities 
of their countries, have proved to be more obstinate in relation to state authorities’ demands 
(Lunkin, 2020: 108).

The involvement of religious organizations in countering the spread of the virus has shown 
that they are by no means archaic and respond to social challenges. For many, primarily for 
the Orthodox, the crisis has sharply posed the problem of developing new forms of Christian 
mission and bringing the church’s population. In many countries, the pandemic has helped 
develop interfaith dialogue. The social changes caused by the coronavirus pandemic have 
exacerbated existing problems and accelerated those processes that were already taking place 
in the internal church life.

At the same time, we can note that in a number of countries and religious traditions, 
one could observe disobedience both to the decisions of the state authorities and to the top 
leadership of a particular denomination. In particular, we can note the massive religious events 
held in Pakistan and India and in a number of European (in particular, the Balkan) countries, 
incl. and in Ukraine. Of course, here, you need to clarify the reasons for disobedience. Suppose 
in the case of India and Pakistan. The reason is called the religious beliefs of the supporters 
of Hinduism, then in the case of the Christian faithful. In that case, the reason for this is the 
apocalyptic mood and disbelief in the existence of the epidemic itself (Impact, 2020).
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Summing up, a brief outline of the reaction of religious organizations to the decision of 
the state authorities to restrict the participation of the faithful in worship, we can say that the 
majority of confessions (leadership), although with regret, urged their adherents to submit 
to the decisions of the authorities. This applies to both representatives of the Abrahamic 
religions (Christianity, Judaism, Islam) and the Far Eastern (Buddhism, Sikhism, Jainism, 
Hinduism). However, one can also say that with obedience, one can also observe situations 
of disobedience. They were of a situational and spontaneous nature due to the lack of support 
from the leadership of one or another religious organization. In general, we can say that the 
safety of the population of most countries was really ensured by confessions.

Prospects for interaction between states and religious organizations  
in Ukraine and the world

It should be emphasized that at the time of this writing, the coronavirus pandemic continues, 
incl. and in Ukraine. Therefore, it becomes important to consider the further development of 
state-church relations in a pandemic. It is important to say that, based on the experience of the 
first wave of the World Health Organization, general recommendations were developed for the 
functioning of religious organizations and relations with the leadership of states. 

In particular, they talk about the following: “Various global religious and inter-religious 
groups have issued guidance, advisory notes, and statements to support the actions and role 
of religious leaders, faith-based organizations. and faith communities during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Many of those same groups have contributed to this guidance through a common 
acknowledgment that COVID-19 is a global pandemic, affecting all races, ethnicities, and 
geographic regions, that demands a global response. Inter-faith collaboration between 
both majority and minority faiths is crucial, particularly through the sharing of knowledge, 
resources, and best practices where possible. The accompanying decision tree provides a 
simple flow chart to support decision-making regarding hosting a religious event during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. When national or local authorities permit gatherings, the organizers of a 
gathering can make their own informed decision about the risk and plan appropriately based on 
it. WHO continues to monitor the situation closely for any changes that may affect this interim 
guidance” (WHO, 2020).

Therefore, we can assume that Ukraine will continue developing a restrictive strategy (in 
a mild or harsher form, based on the number of cases) in relation to religious organizations 
to ensure safety for the country’s population in general for believers in particular. However, 
an important question remains how the leadership of religious organizations will react in 
the future in relation to the authorities’ decisions, given that it is possible that new measures 
will be introduced to prevent and stop the pandemic (including mass vaccinations, etc.). 
Therefore, it can be assumed that protests among believers against the authorities’ decision 
based on religious beliefs are possible, as could be observed when the weekend quarantine 
was introduced.

Conclusions

Thus, having analyzed and disclosed the features of state-religious relations in the context 
of the coronavirus pandemic, we can draw the following conclusions: 

1. Government policy in the world towards religious organizations during pandemics 
has manifested itself in different ways. Some states have chosen a liberal strategy, 
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allowing the confessions themselves to choose a mode of functioning in a given 
crisis situation. However, the majority chose a restrictive strategy, thereby ensuring 
the safety of the population of the entire country — both adherents of one or another 
religious organization and citizens in general.

2. Religious organizations also faced a collision: either to follow the instructions of 
the state authorities or not to obey, thereby potentially incurring sanctions from the 
leadership of the country and the safety and health of citizens. Most of the leaders 
of confessions recognized the correctness of the authorities’ actions in relation 
to the functioning of religious buildings during the pandemic. However, among 
certain representatives of religious traditions, there were fanatics sceptical about 
this epidemiological situation. 
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