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COVID-19 Upends American 
Religious Life 

With Easter, Passover and Ramadan approaching, religious leaders from Kentucky 
to New York prepare for new ways of worship. 
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Religious Life in the Time of Coronavirus 
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A Polish-American man prays in front of a shrine at the Saint Anthony-Saint 
Alphonsus Roman Catholic Church in the Greenpoint neighborhood of Brooklyn 
in New York City on Feb. 21, 2020.(ROBERT NICKELSBERG/GETTY 
IMAGES) 
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ON MONDAY EVENING, hours after New York City authorities announced eight 
new confirmed coronavirus cases and New Jersey's governor declared a state 
of emergency over the burgeoning epidemic, Rabbi Sharon Kleinbaum greeted 
arrivals to Congregation Beit Simchat Torah, her Midtown Manhattan 
synagogue, wearing an overblown curly black wig and multicolored polyester 
track suit. Others flaunted leg warmers, grunge-inspired black leather dresses or 
feather boas. 

[  

MAP:  

Where in the World Is Coronavirus? ] 

It was Purim, the highly festive Jewish holiday, and in honor of the Hebrew 
calendar, which marks the year as 5780, the synagogue chose an '80s theme, 
ramping up the party with songs from the era even as many watched on a 
livestream from home and attendees were encouraged to touch elbows instead 
of shake hands or hug. "The idea is: We've got to keep living; we can't let this 
shut us down," says Kleinbaum. "And that's the tension that I feel as a religious 
leader." 

In recent days, the novel coronavirus pandemic has entered a new, unnerving 
phase, as outbreaks surge around the world. As of Friday, more than 1,200 
cases had been confirmed in the United States, including 41 deaths, with 
notable clusters around the Seattle, New York, Boston and Denver metro areas. 

Photos: The Coronavirus Hits the U.S. 
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And just as the new disease has roiled financial markets, prompted major sports 
event cancellations and spurred a black market frenzy for surgical masks, 
increasingly it's also affecting the performance and texture of American religious 
life. Dozens of churches, synagogues and mosques have begun shuttering. And 
as priests, rabbis and imams grapple with how best to provide services while 
accommodating rapidly shifting and often confusing public health advisories, 
millions of practitioners are quickly adjusting to a modified worship that aligns 
with social distancing practices: services without communal chalices or touched 
Torahs, and in some cases, online homilies with no gathering whatsoever. 

"One thing that people often forget about religious life is it's actually remarkably 
adaptive," says Brie Loskota, executive director of the Center for Religion and 
Civic Culture at the University of Southern California. "It's just happening right 
now in a very fast-paced way, and in response to something that is very scary." 

From a religious standpoint, Loskota points out, the pandemic also appears to 
be intensifying at perhaps the worst possible time of year: In addition to Purim, 
which ended Tuesday, throughout this month American Hindus are celebrating 
the spring festival Holi, with parades scheduled in cities around the country. Next 
month, Jews will celebrate Passover, Christians will mark Easter, and Muslims 
will begin Ramadan prayers. "We're in like the religious sweeps week for the 
month of April," says Loskota. 

[  
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U.S. Virus Death Toll Rises to 41 ] 

One religious community has already emerged as a major focal point in the 
American outbreak. 

On March 3, after a middle-aged lawyer from New Rochelle, a New York City 
suburb, was identified as the state's second coronavirus case, the patient's 
synagogue, Young Israel of New Rochelle, was quickly identified as a likely 
contamination zone. Health authorities locked the temple, forcing congregants to 
hold an online Purim party, although for many the action came too late. 

Since the initial discovery more than 100 additional local cases have been 
identified, including Reuven Fink, the synagogue's rabbi, representing the 
largest single cluster in the United States. By mid-week, as the synagogue 
became the epicenter of a new "containment zone" and Democratic Gov. 
Andrew Cuomo deployed the National Guard to New Rochelle in an effort to 
stem further contamination. 

Yet even as New York authorities worked to contain the New Rochelle outbreak, 
the country was facing the prospect of another likely contagion associated with a 
religious community, after the Rev. Timothy Cole, a Washington, D.C., rector at 
an Episcopal church in the Georgetown neighborhood, became that city's first 
confirmed case on Monday. Some 550 people had recently attended services 
along with Cole. 

[  

READ:  

Life in the Epicenter of America’s Coronavirus Outbreak ] 

The church has since suspended all services and meetings, and the District of 
Columbia's Democratic Mayor Muriel Bowser asked that those exposed to Cole 
self-quarantine for 14 days. On Wednesday, Episcopal leaders announced the 
temporary closure of more than 200 churches around the district's metro area, 
including the National Cathedral – a first since the 1918 Spanish flu. "The 
confusion was getting higher by the minute," Bishop Mariann Budde told The 
Washington Post. 

As the situation in the country worsens, many of the country's religious 
institutions are struggling with how to continue to provide worship services – 
which can become particularly important as a source of comfort in a time of a 
crisis – while keeping their parishioners safe. So far, common responses to the 
outbreak have included offering worship livestreams and modifying rituals, like 
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the traditional Catholic offering of the peace embraces, to avoid physical contact. 
Saudi Arabia has also banned all pilgrimages to Mecca, precluding American 
Muslims from making the heavily crowded journey. 

On Thursday, Muslim organizations, including the Islamic Medical Association of 
North America and the Islamic Society of North America, sent a joint 
statement urging strong precautions, including the suspension of Friday prayers. 
The same day, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints said it would 
suspend public gatherings of church members worldwide "until further notice." 
Earlier in the week, the governor of Kentucky recommended churches halt 
Sunday service and the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Seattle suspended all 
public Mass services. 

Yet reactions among institutions continue to vary dramatically. As of Tuesday, 
leadership at the First Baptist Church, among the first black churches in 
Montgomery, Alabama, had not yet made any coronavirus plans. "No sir," Rose 
Frye, the church secretary, tells U.S. News. "There's not been any conversation 
or any changes or anything like that, perhaps because it is down here in 
Montgomery, Alabama and we haven't really seen any effects of it." 

[  
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Religious organizations, Loskota points out, are products of society, with a 
particular institution's response to a crisis likely to be influenced as much by 
socioeconomic factors and its own history as by mandates from far away 
leadership. 

"Oftentimes things that happen at the congregation level are really driven by 
what happens at the congregation level," she says. "There's a lot of autonomy, 
even though there are hierarchies." 

This week, in addition to the '80s-themed Purim celebration, Congregation Beit 
Simchat Torah was hosting in-person events including adult education classes, 
an immigration clinic and Friday shabbat services. 

The synagogue had implemented various new procedures, like the elbow 
greeting and eliminating food sharing, and would continue to follow public health 
guidelines, but Kleinbaum was committed to maintaining physical services as 
long as possible. 

As New York's predominant LGBT synagogue, the congregation was devastated 
by the AIDS epidemic – an experience that's informing its response to another 
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chaotic public health crisis. "We learned a lot of things about the wisdom of how 
to survive in terrible times," she says. "And community is an essential part of 
that." 
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Mosques cancel Friday prayers as 
leaders face a dilemma of whether to 
close 
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A young boy plays as men pray at Dar Al-Hijrah Islamic Center in Falls Church, Va., in 2017. (J. 

Lawler Duggan for The Washington Post) 

By  
Sarah Pulliam Bailey  

March 13, 2020 at 2:58 p.m. GMT+1 

Religious leaders across the nation took dramatic measures this week to cancel weekend 
gatherings while others told their members they will still hold services. Ahead of Friday 
prayers where Muslims usually prostrate shoulder-to-shoulder on carpets, disagreements 
emerged among Muslim leaders over how to handle mass gatherings. 
Outside Washington, leaders of two major Virginia-based mosques were planning to take 
the opposite approach from each other for Friday prayers, which are mandatory for 
Muslim men. Leaders at Dar Al-Hijrah Islamic Center in Fairfax County were setting up 
ways to screen the health of members with thermometers before they entered the mosque, 
and they would cap attendance at 400. On the other hand, the ADAMS Center, the second-
largest mosque in the nation, canceled Friday prayer services and closed locations until 
further notice. 
On Thursday, leaders at Dar Al-Hijrah, which normally sees about 1,100 during Friday 
prayer services, were planning to hold services because county officials said there were 
four confirmed cases traced to outside interaction, and they had not yet recommended 
canceling communal gatherings. 
AD 

“If we just cancel religious schools and work and everything and people are living in a state 
of fear, that's not a healthy community,” said Saif Rahman, director of public and 
government affairs. 
However, on Friday, the mosque’s board changed its plans and decided to close the 
mosque, noting that late Thursday night, Fairfax County decided to close schools on 
Friday. “Therefore, out of abundance of caution and because of the lack of clear 
information, the Board has decided to close the masjid for Friday and all congregational 
prayers and activities until further notice,” the board said in a statement. 
For the ADAMS Center, which usually hosts 9,000 people at 10 locations, the decision to 
close came when Loudoun County announced Thursday its schools would close. Members 
are encouraged to do daily prayers at home and can listen to religious instruction online, 
said Rizwan Jaka, elected chair of the board of trustees at ADAMS. 
AD 

Jaka said mosque leaders checked with interfaith leaders and found that several across 
traditions were canceling services as well, including Virginia and D.C.-area Episcopal 
churches, Catholic churches in Washington and several synagogues. As religious leaders 
traded information with each other about their plans, each leader grappled with 
challenges, including whether they can help “flatten the curve” and keep the coronavirus 
from spreading faster, or do they risk abandoning people who might need them? 
“Our goal is to have a preventive posture to prevent the spread before it becomes an issue 
in this area,” Jaka said. 
The disruption caused by the coronavirus has made religious leaders nervous because the 
major holidays of Ramadan, Passover and Easter are just weeks away. During Ramadan, 
Muslims typically go to prayer services every evening after breaking their fast. 
AD 

Thousands of Muslims may not be able to visit holy sites in Saudi Arabia because of 
coronavirus 
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Muslim organizations including the Islamic Medical Association of North America and the 
Islamic Society of North America on Thursday sent a joint statement strongly 
recommending the Muslim community to take precautions, including suspending Friday 
prayers. 
“Protecting human life is one of the fundamental objectives of Islamic Shari’ah,” the 
statement said. “This concept takes precedence over all other objectives of Islamic faith as 
life represents the foundation of our existence. Therefore, at times, preservation of human 
life and human rights is far more significant than continuity of even essential practices of 
devotion.” 
Other Virginia mosques that are canceling services are Islamic Center of Northern Virginia 
and Manassas Mosque. In Washington, Masjid Muhammad mosque will be closed for 
Friday prayers. Friday prayers that take place at the U.S. Capitol were postponed. 
AD 

Johari Abdul-Malik, who was an imam at Dar Al-Hijrah and has been a prominent Muslim 
leader in the Washington area, said that during a conference call with mosques in 
Maryland on Thursday night, some leaders said they were reducing their services to 250 to 
meet the governor’s recommendations for large gatherings while several were deciding to 
cancel. 
“Those who said they weren’t closing were given grief, like get with the program,” he said. 
“They decided it’s important that we agree and teach our congregations that we can all still 
be good Muslims and disagree on the level of precaution.” 
The Muslim Community Center in Silver Spring will close at 3 p.m. after Friday prayers. 
Haytham Ibrahim, the operations manager at the center, said they’re canceling all events 
until further notice. “We don’t want to take the risk,” Ibrahim said. 
AD 

The 46-year-old center is one of the oldest in the region, and 50 percent of the community 
is over 60 years old. 
Imam Omar Suleiman, one of the most high-profile Muslim leaders in the country, said 
that mosques across the nation were closing in areas that had high numbers of outbreaks. 
Suleiman was supposed to be in New Zealand this weekend to commemorate the first 
anniversary of the mosque shooting that killed 51 people, but his trip was canceled. 
Instead on Thursday, he was still deciding whether to cancel the service at his own mosque 
and was about to hop on a call with Dallas health officials. He said leaders at his own 
mosque talked about having the service outside, keeping the obligation to five minutes so 
members could fulfill the obligation and leave. They also talked about rolling out paper on 
top of the carpet where they pray. 
Muslims simply can’t transfer their religious obligation online, he said. 
“There’s significance in the performance of the obligation where you’re not in chairs, you’re 
breathing each other’s air,” he said. 
Teddy Amenabar contributed to this report. 
This story has been updated to note that Dar Al-Hijrah changed its plans Friday and 
decided to cancel services. 
 


