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ADDRESSING COVID-19 “EX CATEDRA”:
HOW RELIGIONS IN RUSSIA AND BELARUS FACED THE PANDEMICS
Khroul V.

The paper examines the strategies employed by religious institutions in Russia
and Belarus during the on-going pandemic, analysing their arguments in official
discourse and interactions with the governments. The results of the research indicate
that, despite the stark contrast in governmental strategies for combating the pandemic
(Russia’s approach being markedly stringent, while Belarus’ has been markedly
lenient) shows how religions have called for compliance with government directives
and have opposed conspiracy theories and dissident anti-vaccination activist
movements. Minority religions also followed this approach. The necessity to conduct
services online has provided a significant stimulus for the utilization of new digital
technologies in predominantly conservative religious practices in both countries. The
study revealed that the official documents under examination exhibited a clear
predominance of theological elements over rational scientific elements in their
argumentation. This finding highlights the inherent difficulties in the mediatisation of
the Russian Orthodox Church narrative for the general public, which were already
apparent but have become more pronounced during the pandemic.

Keywords: COVID-19, pandemic, religions, Orthodox Christianity, digital

technologies, Russia, Belarus.

MMPOTUBOJEMCTBUE COVID-19 «<EX CATEDRA»:
KAK PEJIMT'MO3HBIE OBIIIUHBI POCCUU U BEJIAPYCHU
HPOTUBOCTOAJIN ITAHAEMHAUU
XpyJas B.
B crarbe paccmaTpuBarOTCA CTPATETHM, HCIOJIB30BAHHBIE PEJIMTHO3HBIMHU
nHctutytamu B Poccunm w  benapycm BO Bpemsi NHaHAEMUHM KOPOHaBHpYycCa,
aHAJIM3UPYIOTCST UX apryMEHThl B O(PHUIMAIBLHOM JHUCKYpPCE M B3aUMOJEUCTBUE C

IMPaBHUTCIILCTBAMU. PCBYJILTaTBI HCCIICAOBAHMA II0OKa3bIBAOT, 4YTO, HECMOTpPA Ha
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pa3uTENbHBI KOHTPACT MPaBUTEIBCTBEHHBIX CTpaTeruii 0oprObl ¢ maHgemueil (B
Poccun xectkux, a B benapycu MSTKHX), pEJUTUU TPU3BIBAIM K BBINOJHEHHUIO
IIPAaBUTEIIbCTBEHHBIX JTUPEKTUB M BBICTyNAJdWM TMPOTUB TEOPHl 3aroBopa H
OUACCUAEHTCKUAX JIBUKCHUN TPOTHB BAKIMHALMU. PenuruM MEHBIIMHCTB TaKXKe
NPUAECPKUBATIUCH, 3TOTO moaxona. HeobxoaumocTh MTPOBOAUTH OOTOCITYKEHUS
OHJIAH TMOCITYXWIA 3HAYUTEIbHBIM CTHUMYJIOM JUISl HCHOJb30BAaHUS HOBBIX
MA(POBBIX TEXHOJIOTHH B MPEUMYIIECTBEHHO KOHCEPBATHBHBIX PEIUTHO3HBIX
npakTUKax B o0eux cTpaHax. lccrnenoBanue 1oka3ano, 4YTO B HU3y4aeMbIX
opUIHUANIBHBIX JOKYMEHTaX HaOJI0AaeTCsl SIBHOE IMPeo0ialaHie TEeOJIOTHYECKUX
3JIEMEHTOB HAJ PalMOHAJIbHBIMM HAYYHBIMU B WX APTryMEHTAalMU. OTOT BBIBOJ
CBUJETEIBCTBYET O TPYAHOCTAX Meauatuzauuu Happatusa Pycckont IIpaBociiaBHOM
IlepkBu AJ1s1 MHUPOKON OOIIECTBEHHOCTH, KOTOpPbIE OBLIM OYEBHUAHBI YK€ TOI/A, HO
CTayH eile 6oJiee 3aMEeTHBI BO BpeMsI ITaHAEMHUH.
KawueBble caoBa: COVID-19, mnanaemus, peauruv, MOpaBOCIaBHOE

XPUCTUAHCTBO, IM(poBbIe TexHONOTHH, Poccus, benapych.

Introduction

This article is based on the ‘Religion in Societies Emerging from COVID-19’
(RECOV-19) research project, which is a three-year multidisciplinary project that
analyses the roles of religions in societies emerging from the COVID-19 pandemic;
specifically Canada, Germany, the island of Ireland, and Poland. It has three areas of
investigation: 1) discourses about health, illness and science; 2) religions’
relationships with governments and policymakers; and 3) digital innovations.

Russia and Belarus were not originally included in the project focused on
Canada, Ireland, Germany and Poland. However, we have used the project’s structure
to conduct the complimentary research and frame the analysis, based solely on
religious documents. The project’s rationale, approach, methods and data sources
have already been described in my previous paper [31].

The question of how the role of religion has changed in response to the

COVID-19 pandemic in different countries remains a significant area of inquiry. The
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multifaceted and multi-level changes in religions globally and locally have already
been examined by scholars in different countries [q.v.: 1; 19; 24; 36]. Some scholars
have gone beyond the acute phase of the health crisis [23; 28].

This paper examines Russia and Belarus with a particular focus on the unique
socio-political factors that characterize these countries. Additionally, it explores
theological ‘innovations’, new rites of burial for the deceased and approaches to
ministering to the sick are also examined as part of the changing religious landscape
in response to the pandemic.

The article is comprised of three sections, which are organized according to a
logical sequence. Initially, the national context is described. Subsequently, the
primary findings of the study are presented. Finally, a comprehensive examination is
conducted on one of the primary issues identified, namely, the use of argumentation.

1. National context

1.1. Timeline of the pandemic in Russia and Belarus

1.1.1. Russia

On 31 January 2020 the first two cases COVID-19 were confirmed in the
Russian Federation among Chinese nationals in the Siberian region. The relevant
authorities promptly isolated the patients and implemented a series of rigorous
measures, including the closure of the border with China and the restriction of
international flights.

In March 2020 the government began advising the public to practice social
distancing and Moscow ordered mandatory self-isolation. Soon after Russia
suspended international flights and imposed a nationwide “non-working period” to
curb the spread of the virus.

In April 2020 Russia imposed a partial lockdown with Moscow and many other
regions introducing QR codes for travel and mandating the use of face masks in
public spaces. This was accompanied by a rapid rise in cases of coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19), reaching over 10,000 daily cases by early May, which made
Russia one of the most affected countries at that point.

In August 2020 Russia became the first country to approve a vaccine for the
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novel coronavirus, named “Sputnik V”, under emergency-use regulations before
completing phase-3 clinical trials. This decision attracted international interest and
scepticism. The vaccination programme initially targeted healthcare workers and
teachers. By early 2021 vaccination became available to the wider population,
although uptake was initially slow due to hesitancy.

In the spring and summer of 2021 Russia experienced a second wave of the
pandemic, which was further exacerbated by the emergence of the “Delta” variant.
This led to the implementation of more stringent lockdown measures in regions that
were particularly affected, such as Moscow. In an effort to control the spread of the
virus, some regions introduced vaccine mandates, requiring individuals to present
proof of vaccination or negative tests before entering certain public spaces. In
October 2021 Russia took the additional step of implementing a national “non-
working week” with the aim of containing the surge in cases and deaths.

The “Omicron” variant reached Russia during the winter of 2022, resulting in
an unprecedented surge in cases. In order to curtail the spread, Russia reaffirmed its
vaccination campaign and numerous regions implemented booster shot mandates.

In March 2022 as cases began to decline the government of Moscow lifted the
majority of the restrictions imposed in response to the pandemic, including mandates
for the use of masks and the implementation of QR codes, indicating a shift towards a
policy of living with the virus. This shift was subsequently adopted by many other
regions over the course of the following months.

In late 2022 and early 2023 post-pandemic adjustments were introduced.
Subsequently, pandemic-related restrictions were lifted nationwide, with the
government shifting its focus from emergency measures to routine healthcare.

1.1.2. Belarus

In Belarus the initial case was confirmed on 28 February 2020 in a student who
had recently returned from Iran. Those in close contact were placed under quarantine,
yet overall restrictions remained minimal.

In March and April 2020 the Belarusian authorities, under the leadership of

President Alexander Lukashenko, largely downplayed the severity of the novel
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coronavirus (2019-nCoV) disease. Lukashenko suggested that activities such as sauna
use, alcohol consumption, and farming could protect against the virus. In contrast to
other countries, Belarus did not implement nationwide lockdowns or strict social
distancing measures.

On 9 May Belarus held a large-scale Victory Day military parade one of the
few countries to do so in 2020, despite rising case numbers. As the summer of 2020
progressed, case numbers continued to increase, yet schools, businesses and public
spaces remained largely open. In September 2020 Belarus continued to experience
ongoing cases as the government avoided implementing strict measures, instead
focusing on limited mask mandates and recommending but not enforcing social
distancing. As cases grew, more citizens voiced discontent with the government’s
handling of the pandemic, contributing to the existing political protests in the country
following the disputed August 2020 presidential election.

Belarus began vaccinating frontline healthcare workers with the “Sputnik V”
vaccine from Russia in January 2021, later expanding to other groups. As vaccines
became more widely available, the government encouraged vaccination without
mandating it, reflecting a pattern of limited intervention throughout the pandemic.
Vaccine uptake was relatively low due to both vaccine hesitancy and scepticism
towards government guidance.

The “Delta” variant in October 2021 led to a new surge in cases, prompting the
government to enforce some public health measures, including mask mandates in
certain areas and workplace temperature checks. During spring 2022 the “Omicron”
variant drove up cases and Belarus continued to promote vaccination campaigns.
Limited quarantine measures for those testing positive were implemented but were
less stringent compared to neighbouring countries.

In 2023 Belarus returned to a pre-pandemic level of normalcy, with a focus on
routine healthcare and public health maintenance rather than pandemic-specific
measures.

In January 2021 Belarus commenced the vaccination of frontline healthcare

workers with the “Sputnik V” vaccine, originating from Russia. This was
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subsequently expanded to other demographic groups. As vaccines became more
widely available, the government encouraged vaccination without mandating it,
reflecting a pattern of limited intervention throughout the pandemic. The uptake of
the vaccine was relatively low due to both vaccine hesitancy and scepticism towards
government guidance.

Following the emergence of the “Delta” variant in October 2021, the
government introduced a series of public health measures, including the imposition of
mask mandates in certain areas and the implementation of workplace temperature
checks. During the spring of 2022 the “Omicron” variant led to a further increase in
cases, yet Belarus continued to promote vaccination campaigns. Limited quarantine
measures for those testing positive were introduced, but they were less stringent than
those observed in neighbouring countries.

In 2023 Belarus reverted to a state of normalcy that existed prior to the
pandemic, with a renewed emphasis on routine healthcare and public health
maintenance, rather than on pandemic-specific measures.

Evidently, Russia adopted a more proactive public health response in the early
stages of the pandemic, including lockdowns and the rapid development of a vaccine,
while Belarus largely ignored the pandemic initially, underplaying its seriousness.

1.2. The role of religion in Russia and Belarus

Religion plays a multifaceted and pivotal role in the political, cultural and
social landscapes of both Russia and Belarus. The religious structure differs from that
of some Western countries. The majority of the population adheres to the Orthodox
Church, which provides an opportunity for comparative analysis of Catholic and
Orthodox responses to the challenges posed by the Coronavirus pandemic.

In contrast to the situation in Canada, Germany, Ireland and even Poland, the
religious tradition in Russia and Belarus has been interrupted for 70 years by the
atheistic Soviet policy. This has involved the closure and confiscation of churches,
the killing or imprisonment of religious leaders and the limitation of channels for the
transfer of faith, which has largely been confined to the inner context of the family.

Since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Russia has witnessed resurgence in
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religious observance, with an increasing number of individuals identifying as
Orthodox Christians. Nevertheless, actual religious practice (such as regular church
attendance) remains relatively low. Orthodoxy is often perceived as a cultural identity
rather than a matter of devout religious practice. A recent survey revealed that 74% of
Russian citizens identify as Orthodox [17]. This indicates that the religious identity
and understanding of faith among the Russian population is still evolving and not yet
sufficiently mature to exert a significant influence in the public sphere.

The interplay between the religious majority and minority in Russia and
Belarus is characterised by a number of distinctive features. Firstly, the distribution of
religious groups is shaped by geographical factors, with regions in Russia having a
Muslim or Buddhist majority, and Catholic majority enclaves in Belarus. Secondly,
the legislative framework differentiates between ‘traditional’ and ‘non-traditional’
religions, conferring certain privileges and preferences on the former.

The Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) is the most powerful and influential
religious institution in Russia. The Church frequently characterises its mission as the
protection of Russia from the moral decline of the West. While the Church does not
officially dictate policy, it exerts influence over the legislative agenda. For instance,
laws limiting LGBTQ (banned in the Russian Federation as an extremist movement),
curbing abortion access and promoting religious education in schools have been
aligned with the Church’s conservative positions.

Russia has a diverse religious landscape, encompassing a range of faiths
including Islam, Buddhism, Judaism, Catholicism and Protestantism. The Muslim
population in regions such as Chechnya and Tatarstan plays a significant role in these
areas, yet the ROC remains the dominant religious institution at the national level.

In Belarus the Belarusian Orthodox Church (BOC) constitutes a branch of the
ROC and exerts a considerable influence within Belarusian society. Similarly, a close
relationship exists between the BOC and the state, mirroring the relationship
observed in Russia.

Belarus is distinctive in its substantial Roman Catholic population, particularly

concentrated in the western region of the country. Roman Catholicism has historically
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been associated with Polish and Lithuanian influence, and Catholics often constitute a
more politically independent demographic than Orthodox believers. The government
has generally allowed Catholics to operate freely, though it remains wary of its
influence and potential opposition to state policies.

As in Russia, Belarus experienced a religious revival following the dissolution
of the Soviet Union. However, the proportion of the population engaged in religious
practice remains low. In a manner similar to that observed in Russia, many
Belarusians identify with religion as a cultural marker rather than as devout
practitioners. The BOC continues to exert a dominant influence over the religious
landscape, but the Catholic Church remains a significant force, particularly in areas
situated in close proximity to Poland and Lithuania.

In numerous countries, religious leaders have been identified as “key players”.
However, in Russia and Belarus, they have largely transmitted an official state
approach, equipping it with theological arguments, with a few exceptions.

Scholars addressing the religious response to COVID-19 in Russia and Belarus
are mainly focused on how Russian Orthodox and other religious communities
adapted their practices, balancing public health restrictions with religious obligations.
The religious reactions ranged from cooperating with public health measures to
scepticism and resistance, influenced by religious doctrines, political contexts, and
the unique relationships between church and state in each country are analysed by S.
Andreeva [3], V. Demydova [26] and N. Vasilevich [37]. M.M. Mchedlova and D.B.
Kazarionva [11] discuss the theological and practical tensions that arose, as some
Orthodox believers viewed the virus as a divine test or punishment.

This body of literature highlights debates over religious doctrine, such as the
sacraments’ physical aspects, which presented unique challenges for implementing
pandemic health protocols like mask-wearing and social distancing during
communion. The monograph discusses the shift from traditional, in-person worship
to digital platforms, analyzing how ROC leaders and other faith communities

managed the balance between religious obligations and pandemic restrictions.
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Nevertheless, the overview of ROC reactions to scientific guidance during the
pandemic does not reflect the arguments and does not answer the core question of
this paper: why religious leaders in Russia and Belarus prefer theological arguments
over scientific ones? The attempt to answer this question in more detailed form is
presented below.

2. Religious responses to COVID-19 in Russia and Belarus

The ROC firstly had a mixed response to the pandemic largely aligned with the
Russian government’s stance but faced some minor internal tensions. At the start of
the pandemic, there was significant hesitation within the ROC regarding the
suspension of religious practices [7; 27]. Many clergy and believers expressed
resistance to closing churches or limiting access to sacraments, viewing them as
essential for spiritual protection. Some clerics argued that religious services and
rituals, such as Holy Communion, could not be sources of contagion because they
were sacred. Early on, the Church continued to hold services, which led to several
virus outbreaks in monasteries and among clergy [5; 18; 21].

Despite initial resistance, the ROC ultimately complied with government health
directives. By April 2020, as the severity of the pandemic became clear, the Church
suspended public services in many regions, closed churches to large gatherings, and
encouraged believers to pray from home. Major religious events, such as Easter
services, were held with minimal attendance or streamed online.

The ROC introduced measures such as sanitizing icons, encouraging social
distancing in churches, and modifying the way Holy Communion was administered
to reduce the risk of transmission. Instead of sharing the same spoon, individual
spoons were sometimes used during communion. Believers were encouraged to
participate in online services, particularly during key holidays. Patriarch Kirill led
several televised services, urging people to follow public health guidelines while
maintaining their spiritual life [15; 16].

The Church officially supported the “Sputnik V” vaccine and encouraged
believers to get vaccinated, framing it as a moral responsibility. However, there was

also considerable vaccine hesitancy within the Church, especially among more
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conservative or fundamentalist factions. Some priests and believers expressed
scepticism about the vaccines, viewing them as either unnecessary or potentially
harmful, reflecting broader mistrust of the government and medical authorities in
Russian society. Patriarch received the vaccine and publicly endorsed vaccination.

Some ultra-conservative factions within the ROC and Old Believers (a
traditionalist Orthodox group) openly resisted public health restrictions. A few radical
clerics dismissed the virus as a punishment from God or a conspiracy, and they
continued to hold services without observing any health precautions, causing tension
within the broader religious community.

Russia’s Muslim communities, particularly in regions like Tatarstan and
Chechnya, initially hesitated to close mosques but eventually complied with public
health regulations. Religious leaders in these regions also encouraged vaccination and
supported public health campaigns, although, like the ROC, they faced some
resistance from conservative believers.

Buddhist spiritual guide Dalai Lama XIV has declared the world is entering an
age of disease, but urged scientists, doctors, and all people to remain courageous in
the fight against the COVID-19 pandemic. This coronavirus pandemic is “the result
of bad karma we have accumulated in previous lives” [4]. The Buddhist Traditional
Sangha of Russia with the spread of COVID-19 from March 18, 2020 has introduced
high security measures in all datsans from March 18, 2020. Pandito Khambo Lama
Damba Ayusheev said that they cannot prohibit visiting datsans. However, lamas,
khuvaraks and datsan staff should be more vigilant and attentive. Altai and Buryat
clergymen jointly held a seven-day prayer service against the spread of coronavirus
infection. Online prayers of varying demand are sent to the faithful on demand.
Various messengers, such as “Viber”, “WhatsApp”, “Telegram” are also used. The
head of Kurumkan datsan Yeshi Namzhil lama held an online prayer service. In the
datsan, fumigation with antiseptic natural composition “sanzai”, based on crushed
juniper, which has purifying properties, is constantly conducted [6].

In Belarus, the religious community’s response to COVID-19 was influenced

by President’s dismissive attitude toward the pandemic, what complicated the
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relationship between religious institutions and the state in terms of public health
measures.

The BOC faced challenges in navigating the pandemic due to Lukashenko’s
refusal to impose strict health measures and the public’s growing distrust of the
government's response. Initially, the BOC followed the government’s lead by
continuing services as usual and not implementing significant health restrictions. As
the pandemic worsened and public criticism of the government grew, the BOC started
to implement limited public health measures. Some priests took it upon themselves to
encourage mask-wearing in churches and promote social distancing, although these
measures were less strictly enforced than in Russia. Online services and the reduction
of large gatherings were introduced in some regions, particularly in urban areas.

The Roman Catholic Church response to the pandemic was more aligned with
international public health standards, but this also placed it at odds with the
government. Catholics introduced online services, promoted social distancing, and
encouraged masks. The Church also advised believers to refrain from attending mass
if they were feeling ill and to observe public health protocols. The Roman Catholic
Church’s proactive response to COVID-19, coupled with its criticism of the
government's mishandling of the pandemic, led to tensions with the state.

While in western countries lockdown restrictions has been framed in terms of
religious freedom, including debates about the proportionality of restrictions on
religious practice given that freedom of religion or belief is considered a fundamental
human right [34], in Russia and Belarus they have been explained by religious
(Orthodox, Buddhists, Jehovah Witness) leaders in terms of duty, obedience and even
God’s will.

The analysis of religious official documents (statements, press-releases,
homilies etc) issued during COVID-19 pandemic (2020-2022) by ROC, BOC,
Muslim and Catholic authorities in Russian and Belarusian has been conducted with
MAXQDA software (91 documents in total). The results show that despite
diametrically opposed strategies of fighting COVID-19 (radically strict in Russia and

extremely liberal in Belarus), major religious organizations in both countries acted as
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loyal and disciplined allies of the authorities in calling for obedience to government
decisions and opposing conspiracy theories and dissident anti-vaccination activist
movements.

2.1. Russia

2.1.1. ROC: following the governmental restrictions

At the onset of the pandemic in early 2020 the ROC was reluctant to close
churches or restrict services. Many church leaders and believers argued that faith in
God would protect worshippers, and religious rituals, including communion and the
veneration of icons, continued unchanged. There was a belief among some that
church attendance should remain uninterrupted, seeing it as essential to spiritual life
[22; 33].

After St. Petersburg Governor Alexander Beglov issued a decree on March 26,
2020, banning people from visiting temples and other religious institutions until April
30. In response, the Moscow Patriarchate first stated that acts of government bodies
(including acts of government bodies of constituent entities of the Russian Federation
and municipal bodies) may not restrict freedom of conscience and freedom of
religion, including the right of citizens to visit religious sites in order to participate in
worship services, since such acts do not have the status of federal law.

On March 29, 2020 Patriarch Kirill publicly urged the faithful to pray at home.
“The Church calls today to strictly fulfil the obligations that are being offered today
by the sanitary authorities of Russia. I urge you, my dear ones, in the coming days,
until there is a special patriarchal blessing, to refrain from visiting churches”, he
appealed to the believers [15]. Adjustments were made to prevent the spread of the
virus. For example, some churches used disposable spoons for Communion and
disinfected icons after veneration. Online worship became more common.

The position shift was exposed more evidently again by Metropolitan Hilarion
Alfeev in less than one month: he said on 4 April 2020: “We will have to limit
ourselves to watching the broadcast of the Patriarchal service on the central TV
channels, but we will not be able to come to the Church”. One year after on the 4th of

December, 2021 the highly positioned metropolitan (number two in ROC that time)
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made a strong call for obedience towards state regulations: “Russian Orthodox
Church takes measures to punish those who do not comply with sanitary
requirements. I do not want to name names, but when sanitary requirements were
ignored in a number of monasteries, personnel decisions followed: the heads of these
monasteries were dismissed” [2]. Patriarch Kirill framed the pandemic as a spiritual
challenge, encouraging the faithful to view it as a time for repentance, reflection, and
renewal of faith. He urged believers to see the crisis as a reminder of humanity’s
vulnerability and a call to deepen their relationship with God [16].

Unlike other Orthodox countries, where secular authorities immediately closed
churches after the first people contracted the COVID-19, the leadership of the ROC
did not immediately decide to take such drastic measures. The first calls for believers
to refrain from visiting churches and to pray at home in Russia came from secular
authorities, and were immediately met with sharp protests from the Orthodox public
and church leadership. In most ROC dioceses, metropolitans and bishops have issued
similar circulars and appeals in line with the Church policy urging the faithful to stay
home for Holy Week and Easter Sunday.

However, some bishops of the ROC have openly opposed the authorities’
orders and Patriarch Kirill’s statements on sanitary measures against the coronavirus
pandemic, ranging from denying the pandemic phenomenon itself to calling for
sabotage of secular authorities’ decisions. For example, Archbishop Pitirim of
Syktyvkar on his “VKontakte” page said that the Orthodox community of the region
protests against the prohibition to attend Churches. And Bishop Mefodii of
Kamyshlov complained in his sermon during the Palm Sunday service that the temple
is “too empty” and said: “They will bring us to the temple anyway [for the funeral],
it’s better to come to the temple with your own feet anyway” [12].

2.1.2. Muslims: radical decisions

Russia’s Muslim population, primarily concentrated in regions like the North
Caucasus, Tatarstan and Bashkortostan, also faced challenges during the pandemic.
Early in the pandemic, many mosques were closed in compliance with government

regulations, especially during Ramadan and other major Islamic holidays. Friday
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prayers were suspended in several regions and community gatherings were limited to
prevent the spread of the virus [10].

Muslim leaders in Russia, including the Mufti of Russia, encouraged followers
to take the pandemic seriously. They emphasized that Islam teaches the protection of
life, supporting measures like social distancing and mask-wearing as part of a broader
religious obligation to avoid harm to others. Imams of mosques recited prayer in
mosques alone. Marriage and naming ceremonies in mosques have been suspended.
Muslim leaders have allowed autopsies and cremation of the dead, which are
generally forbidden in Islam. Muslims of Tatarstan issued a fatwa prohibiting Friday
prayers online.

Theologically, Islamic leaders framed the pandemic within the context of
patience (Sabr) and trust in God’s plan. While acknowledging the challenges, they
encouraged Muslims to view the pandemic as a test of faith and an opportunity for
spiritual growth. Charity, a key aspect of Islamic practice, was emphasized, with
Muslims encouraged to help those affected by the crisis.

Muslim leaders in Russia supported vaccination, referencing Islamic teachings
that prioritize health and safety. Fatwas (Islamic legal rulings) were issued, endorsing
vaccines as permissible under Islamic law.

2.1.3. Buddhists: pandemic as accumulated karma

The reaction to the COVID-19 infection on the part of Buddhists was
determined mainly by the position of the spiritual leader Dalai Lama XIV, who
delivered a special message on March 30, 2020, translated into Russian and published
on Russian Buddhist web portals. Dalai Lama emphasized the need for quarantines
imposed around the world. He said that the COVID-19 pandemic was caused by past
accumulated karma and that what had happened could not be changed [6].

The Buddhist community in Russia, concentrated in regions like Kalmykia,
Buryatia and Tuva, also took measures to adapt to the pandemic. Buddhist
monasteries and temples were closed during government-mandated lockdowns, and
communal rituals were suspended. Religious leaders encouraged followers to practice

their faith at home and to focus on meditation, prayer, and acts of compassion during
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the pandemic [9]. Some Buddhist leaders turned to online platforms to deliver
teachings and sermons, helping the community maintain spiritual practice during
isolation.

Buddhist teachings on compassion (Karuna) became a theological approach to
frame the pandemic as an opportunity to practice Karuna toward others. They
encouraged Buddhists to help those in need and to approach the crisis with a calm
and compassionate mindset. The principle of non-harm (Ahimsa) was invoked to
encourage adherence to public health measures. By following guidelines like social
distancing and mask-wearing, Buddhists were seen as practicing non-harm by
preventing the spread of the virus to others.

2.1.5. Digital shift

Normatively, digitalization as such does not contradict the dogmatic of any
religion in Russia. In Christianity, Judaism, Islam, and Buddhism, it is theologically
considered to be a neutral process with good or bad consequences depending on
human will [q.v.: 20; 25; 35]. Therefore, functionally digital technologies are seen by
religious communities first of all as one more facility (channel, tool, space, network)
for effective preaching [29; 30; 32].

According to research, COVID-19 made a positive impact to religious life
providing a chance for the modernization of non-functional institutions and has also
become a trigger for the development of ‘post-pandemic theology’. Religious
organizations in Russia had to go digital under the pressure of COVID-19. Non-
digital media were low profiled in the documents, since press, for example, presumes
physical contact with the paper — that should be avoided during the pandemic. In
contrary, digital tools and platforms have been promoted, named and even linked
with their URLSs in official documents. Most of them are Russian based and state or
church controlled. In some documents leaders inspire young generation to help older
people to handle Internet technologies [18].

Some virtual religious rituals and practices were dogmatically doubtful, but
considered to be acceptable. For example, Metropolitan Hilarion Alfeev suggested

that confession by phone or via Internet is possible in case of emergency and
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mentioned several cases from the time of Communist persecutions.

Digital innovations impact on religious authority and community, as well as
impact on religious organization and society in general are low profiled in official
documents. Attitudes towards digital technologies in the time of COVID-19 are
strongly positive in hope to save the communities and to keep them connected.

2.2. Belarus

In general, the Belarusian religious authority’s public statements discourse
regarding the COVID-19 was inconsistent. President under evaluated the threat of
COVID-19 many times. For example, being screened by national TV in ice hockey
uniform, he said: “There’s no virus in here! You didn't notice them flying around, did
you?” So any voices against are not politically correct. Therefore, with some
exceptions, the silence on commenting the president's position became for most
religious leaders the modus operandi.

But in fact religious organizations and their leaders used the state ignorance
towards pandemic in order to have their usual Easter celebrations in crouded
churches over public health concerns.

2.2.1. Orthodox: no restrictions, no obligations

Despite of the President’s ignorance, the Belarusian Ministry of Health issued
the document containing very basic sanitary norms in March 2020. Since Lukashenko
was not very much interested in health policies, being focused on economics and
being concerned with the non-stop work of the industry, he did not intervene into
anti-pandemic regulations of the government (basically masks, personal disinfection
and social distance).

The Holy Synod of the Belarusian Orthodox Church issued a statement which
encouraged both priests and worshippers to observe these norms. According to the
statement, “Orthodox Christians should be an example of common sense and social
responsibility for society The churches of God will not be closed down, particularly
during Easter, and this places greater responsibility on bishops, priests, and all church
workers” [14]. The Holy Synod declared that missing religious services during the

pandemic is not a sin. Moreover, Orthodox leaders encouraged the followers to join
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the services online broadcasts. Metropolitan Paul of Minsk and Slutsk in his pre-
Easter address called on followers to avoid attending churches or at least to maintain
social distancing [13].

During all the pandemics the Orthodox leadership did not obligate the parishes
to follow certain measures. Therefore the COVID-19 policies adopted by different
parishes varied. One of the Orthodox communities in Minsk, which uses the
Belarusian language in Liturgy, cancelled public services due to the epidemiological
situation and held prayers online instead. After COVID-19 cases a number of
monastic communities announced a temporary interruption of services following the
detection of COVID-19 cases.

In this unclear policy Orthodox Christians in Belarus became disoriented,
because ROC (the Mother-Church) had clear and obligatory policy towards COVID-
19. Where no countermeasures were adopted by a parish after March 2020, some
worshippers in order to avoid risk opted to attend another parish, others avoided
participation in religious services during the pandemic.

Belarussian scholar Natalia Vasilevich came to the conclusion: “It eventually
resulted in a decreased public trust towards the Orthodox Church in Belarusian
society. Whereas two thirds of Belarusians tended to trust the church in early 2019,
the level of trust among Belarusian urbanites towards the Orthodox church had
decreased to 45% at the beginning of 2021 [37, p. 15].

2.2.2. Catholics: following the Pope

The Roman Catholic Church in Belarus from the very beginning of the
pandemic, not commenting the government policy, took another path contra COVID-
19. Catholics introduced obligatory sanitary measures on 13 March 2020 by the
document of Belarusian Catholic Bishops Conference [8]. They directly banned the
kissing of crosses or relics during their veneration (some believers did it pretty often
under the influence of the Orthodox Christianity). The document also obliged to
remove the holy water at the entrance of the churches (fonts were dry), stop physical
contact when offering the sign of peace. Moreover, Catholics installed protective

screens in the confession boxes and obliged priests to disinfect their hands before and



ISSN 2308-8079. Studia Humanitatis. 2025. No 2. www.st-hum.ru
during communion. In contrary to Russia, in Belarus there were no regulations with
regard to the number of worshippers in the church.

The principle of the common good has been emphasized by Catholic leaders in
Belarus during the pandemic. They quote Pope Francis who promoted vaccination as
an “act of love” for the common good, arguing that protecting the health of others,
especially the vulnerable, is a moral responsibility.

So, Catholic COVID-19 policy in the official documents was explicitly clear.
Two principles: “care for spiritual and physical health of the faithful” and “prudence
of the priests” were declared in these documents. The Conference of Catholic bishops
declared, that “restrictions on organization and participation in mass events in the
present situation of the COVID-19 pandemic are not a restriction of human freedom,
but expression of mercy to one’s neighbour, to not infect anyone with a dangerous
illness”.

Practically, the parish priests were obliged to organize live internet streams of
masses, which were constituted as the sufficient alternative for real mass in the
Church. The bishops also called on parish priests and the leaders of monastic
communities to exercise “prudence” and minimize face-to-face activities during the
pandemic. Many events planned in advance, were cancelled.

Refusal to wear a mask was considered by Catholic Bishops as indifference to
the health of others, therefore Catholics launched a campaign calling on believers to
wear masks in churches. Those who temporarily stopped their church attendance due
to COVID-19 were not blamed as sinners - official dispensations have been issued.

The dispensation from church attendance was cancelled in late August 2020
when the epidemiological situation improved, but it was renewed in October 2020
when the second wave of the pandemic arrived. During all the pandemics, Catholic
bishops insisted in their statements that the believers “have to wear masks or shields,
disinfect hands before entering the church, and keep social distance and respiratory
etiquette”. Catholics cancelled many Christmas-related traditional events.

When it comes to vaccination, Catholic bishops following Pope Francis have

publicly received COVID-19 vaccines, framing it as a moral and ethical example for
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their communities. Their actions encourage believers to follow suit.

The Archbishop of Minsk Tadeush Kondrusevich addressed the problem of
COVID-19 many times calling to take it very seriously. He also called the Church to
reflect new circumstances theologically and adapt to them practically in order to
become successful in its mission of salvation. He strongly condemned those in
Catholic parishes that disregarded precautionary measures, calling such behaviour a
sin against the fifth commandment — “do not kill”.

The main difference between the official documents of the BOC Synod and
Belarusian Catholic Bishops Conference is the modality, the level of demand: in the
case of Orthodox the document recommends and advises, while Catholic document
directly bans, prohibits and demands.

2.2.3. Theological arguments over rational

Despite general public in Belarus is not well-educated in theology and is
oriented mostly on positive science arguments, theological arguments prevail over
rational in official documents with minimal use of medical research data and expert
voices are not used in documents. Roman Catholics mostly translated and quoted
Pope Francis’ texts.

Freedom of belief references are not used, no conflicts with governments and
policymakers and the level of cooperation is very local (hospital, medical doctors,
access to ill people, help and assistance for older and alone). No court cases,
documents underline societal impacts of COVID-19 (not of restrictions).

Roman Catholics were more active in calls to their ill and older followers to
use digital technologies in order to keep connections with the church communities.
But the dominant call was on church attendance observing all the rational measures to
avoid being infected. Digital tools and platforms have also been promoted in Belarus,
no difference with Russia. Moreover, the digitalization has already facilitated positive
adaptations during the pandemic for religious communities.

3. Conclusion

Religious reactions to COVID-19 in Russia and Belarus varied across different

faiths with the ROC, Islamic Catholic and Buddhist communities each responding in
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ways that reflected both their religious teachings and the practical challenges of the
pandemic. Their approaches evolved over time, was marked by initial hesitation but
gradually aligned with public health measures as the pandemic progressed. Religious
leaders across faiths framed the pandemic as both a spiritual challenge and an
opportunity for reflection, while urging their followers to prioritize health and the
well-being of others. Although there was some resistance, particularly around
changes to religious practices and vaccination, most religious communities in Russia
adapted their rituals and teachings to meet the demands of the crisis.

Faith leaders in Russia and Belarus (by themselves of in cooperation with other
leaders) tried to lobby governments to re-open religious buildings for public worship
and also to prevent inequalities during COVID-19.

Preliminary research hypotheses were generally confirmed:

1. ROC — after some verbal attempts to resist during first weeks of COVID-19
— fully followed the government line.

2. In official documents, justification by theological arguments dominated over
scientific and moral ones (while general public is poor in theology).

3. Attitudes towards vaccination are totally positive and negative towards those
who prefers not to be vaccinated.

4. COVID-19 became a trigger for digital innovation in religious life. Digital
technologies have been central to the adaptation of religious practices during the
pandemic in Russia and Belarus.

5. Orthodox bishops in Belarus found silence as a modus operandi in order to
survive between lockdown policy of Moscow Patriarchate and ignorant policy of
Belarusian president.

Both the ROC and the BOC initially struggled to balance the spiritual needs of
their congregations with public health directives. The centrality of communal worship
in Orthodox Christianity, particularly rituals like Holy Communion, made it difficult
for these institutions to fully embrace pandemic restrictions. However, as the
pandemic progressed, both churches adapted by introducing modifications to rituals,

promoting online worship, and supporting public health campaigns, though not
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without significant internal resistance. The analysis of formats of religious
communication in Russia and Belarus shows that faith communities opened new and
innovative avenues for practice.

While the official stance of the Orthodox Churches was generally in favour of
vaccination, significant portions of their congregations, especially in rural or
conservative areas, remained sceptical of vaccines (what is not reflected in official
documents, totally pro-vaccinate).

The political contexts of Russia and Belarus significantly influenced how
religious communities responded to the pandemic. In Russia the ROC and other
major communities (Muslims, Buddhists) aligned closely with the government,
supporting its public health measures. In Belarus the BOC silently followed the open-
doors policy trying to prevent virus infections in churches with no limits to attend,
while the Roman Catholic Church was more strict and demanding towards their
followers.

Orthodox, Muslim and Catholic leaders in Russia and Belarus used theological
arguments to justify public health measures, such as emphasizing the Christian duty
to protect the vulnerable and promoting social responsibility. However, the message

was often inconsistent and therefore potentially less effective towards general public.

Bibliography:

1. AramkansH A. CoONpoTHUBIICHHE M IIOKOPHOCThb. BBI30BBI maHAEMUH,
MO3THEMO/IEPHBIE 3MUCTEMbl W PYCCKUW MpaBociIaBHbIA 3ToCc // l'ocynmapcTso,
penurus, IepkoBb B Poccuu u 3a pyoexom. 2021. Nel. (39). C. 12-38.

2. Andees U., mutp. Ilepenaua «IlepxkoBb u Mupy». 4 nexabps 2021 [Web
resource] // YouTube. 11.12.2021. URL: https://goo.su/vydh2 (reference date:
05.05.2025).

3. Aunpeesa C. [Ipuxon nangemuun. Kak KopoHaBUPYC U3MEHIIT PETUTHO3HYIO
KU3Hb [OnekTpoHHbld pecypc] //  Homeii mpocmekr. 23.07.2021. URL:
https://goo.su/317yR (reference date: 05.05.2025).

4. bagmanpipenoB T.b. TeopeTnko-MeTO0JIOTHYECKHE  TMOIXOJIBI B


https://goo.su/vydh2
https://goo.su/317yR

ISSN 2308-8079. Studia Humanitatis. 2025. No 2. www.st-hum.ru
UCCIIEIOBAaHUH Oy ITUIICKUX OHJIaH cooOriecTB // baHzapoBckue YTEHUs: MaTepHalIbl
MEXIYyHApOJAHOW Hay4YHOW KOHGeEepeHInr, mocBsmeHHon 200-1etno co JaHS
poxnaenus . banzaposa u 90-neturo BI'TIA — BI'Y. Ynan-Y n3: U3a-Bo Bypsarckoro
rocynuBepcutera, 2022, C. 151-154.
5. Benukanos I1.1., npot. KoponaBupyc u LlepkoBb: NpOMeKyTOUHBIE UTOTH
[Web resource] // borocnos.ru. 12.04.2020. URL.: https://goo.su/kwFATc (reference
date: 05.05.2025).

6. HancapynoBa C.A. Penuruosnas curyauus B bypstuum B ycrnoBusix
nangemun COVID-19 // Bnacte. 2021. T. 29. Ne 2. C. 123-128.

7. 3assnenue CpsmenHoro CHHOZa B CBSI3M C  PACIPOCTPAHEHHEM
kopoHaBupycHoit wHpekmmu [Web resource] // Patriarchia.ru. 11.03.2020. URL.:
https://goo.su/aFFDUWSG (reference date: 05.05.2025).

8. Konapycesuu T., mutp. Pacnapamxsnne Crapmbiai Kandepsnisii
Karaminkix bickynay y benapyci [Web resource] // Catholic.by. 13.03.2020. URL.:
https://goo.su/bB21xNX (reference date: 05.05.2025).

9. Kopo0Gos II., JlurBunoBa M., Yepusix A. Jlens csitoro Kapantuna. Kak
XpUCTHAHE, MYCYJIbMaHe, HyJed, OyaaucThl W TmactadapuaHe pearnpyroT Ha
kopoHaBupyc B P® [Web resource] // Kommepcants. 12.03.2020. URL:
https://goo.su/Jv4IvIF (reference date: 05.05.2025).

10. My3wsikuna E.B. Cunenapum Oyaymiero MycyiabMaHCKOTO MHUpa TOCIE
COVID-19 // UcmamoBenenne. 2020. T. 11. Ne 2. C. 18-29.

11. MuennoBa M.M., KazapunoBa /[.b. BeizoB mnangemun COVID-19 u
penurusi: ontoJjiorus vs nonutuka // Ionuc. [Honutuyeckue uccnenoanus. 2021. No
4. C. 148-162.

12. «M&I Bce, Tak WM WHAYE, YMPEM»: €IMUCKOI MPU3Ba TOpOKaH MPUXOAUTH
B IIEPKOBb, HeCMOTpsi Ha maHmemuio [Web resource] // Oml.ru. 14.04.2020. URL.:
https://goo.su/ghFIm (reference date: 05.05.2025).

13. OOpamenue Ilarpuapmero Dk3apxa K OeTOpyCCKUM BpayaM B IEPUO]
CITOKHOM muaemMuonornyeckoi cutryanuu [Web resource] // OdunmansHbiii moprat

Benopycckoii IIpaBocnasuoit Lepksu. 25.04.2020. URL.: https://goo.su/taULygE



https://goo.su/kwFATc
https://goo.su/aFFDUW6
https://goo.su/bB21xNX
https://goo.su/Jv4IvIF
https://goo.su/qhFlm
https://goo.su/taULyqE

ISSN 2308-8079. Studia Humanitatis. 2025. No 2. www.st-hum.ru

14. Obpamenue Cunona benopycckoit IlpaBocnaBhoit LlepkBu B cBsi3u ¢

yrpo30il  pacnpocTpaHeHuss KopoHaBupycHoW wuH(eknmu [Web resource] //

Odummaneueii moptann benopycckoit IlpaBocnaBnoit llepksu. 10.04.2020. URL:
https://go0.su/SA90I1SU (reference date: 05.05.2025).

15. Tlarpmapx Kupuin mnopekoMeHJoBad HE IOCelIaTh XpaMbl H3-3a
koponaBupyca [Web resource] // PBK. 29.03.2020. URL.: https://goo.su/CUVLItN
(reference date: 05.05.2025).

16. IlaTpuapx yBuiel B KOpOHABUpPYCE MOBOJ yKpenuTh Bepy B bora [Web
resource] // PBK. 22.03.2020. URL: https://goo.su/8w7tgp (reference date:
05.05.2025).

17. Tlacxa mpeBpaiaeTcsi B cemeiinyro tpaauimio [Web resource] // Dkcnepr.
03.05.2024. URL.: https://goo.su/X59f85b (reference date: 05.05.2025).

18. Pamuyenko JI. KoHcTpyupoBaHue coOIMaibHOCTH BO Bpems KoBuaa //
HenpukocnoBennslii 3amac. 2021. Ne 6 (140). C. 135-157.

19. Penurmst B coBpemeHHOUW Poccuu: cOOBITHS W TUCKYpPCHI TAaHIEMUU:
MoHorpadus / M.M. Muennosa [u ap.]; mox pean. M.M. Muemiosoit. M.: PY]IH,
2021. 352 c.

20. CvuproB ML.IO. [MudpoBuzamnms kak «oOHylneHue» penuruii / BecTHuk
Jlenunrpazackoro rocynapcrBeHHoro ynupepcuteta uM. A.C. Ilymkuna. 2019. Ne 3.
C. 137-145.

21. TropenkoB M. «Ilacxa 6e3 mpuxoxan»: Kak mepexxutrb KOpOHaABUPYCHOE
ucneitanue [Web resource] // Tsargrad.tv. 13.04.2020. URL.: https://go0o.su/OCjyss
(reference date: 05.05.2025).

22. «9to — Tpetrbs mupoBas!»: Murpononut Tuxon (IlleBkyHOB) 00mHuUMI
JerKoMbIciiie kK koponaBupycy [Web resource] // Tsargrad.tv. 30.03.2020. URL.:
https://goo.su/AlVd (reference date: 05.05.2025).

23. Baker J. et al. Religion in the age of social distancing: How COVID-19

presents new directions for research // Sociology of Religion. 2020. Vol. 81 (4). P.
357-370.
24. Campbell H. What can the Church learn from the pandemic about engaging


https://goo.su/Sd9OISU
https://goo.su/CUvLItN
https://goo.su/8w7tgp
https://goo.su/X59f85b
https://goo.su/OCjyss
https://goo.su/AIVd

ISSN 2308-8079. Studia Humanitatis. 2025. Ne 2. wwuw.st-hum.ru
with technology? [Web resource] // Faith and Leadership. 2025. URL:
https://goo.su/SvzuPgH (reference date: 05.05.2025).

25. Campbell H., Golan O. Creating digital enclaves: Negotiation of the

internet among bounded religious communities // Media, Culture & Society, 2011.
Vol. 33 (5). P. 709-724.

26. Demydova V. Russian Orthodox Church and COVID-19 pandemic: New
challenges and new opportunities / Cumhuriyet Universitesi iktisadi ve Idari
Bilimler Dergisi. 2022. Vol. 23. Issue 1. P. 362-384.

27. Hovorun C. COVID-19, Eucharist, Christian dualism and the deadly
Orthodox fundamentalism // The Church in the period of pandemic: Can the present
pandemic crisis become a meaningful storm for renewal in our Churches?
Thessaloniki: Cemes, 2020. P. 159-164.

28. How coronavirus will reshape democracy and governance [Web resource]
/[ Democracy Digest. 04.06.2020. URL: https://goo.su/7cPkt (reference date:
05.05.2025).

29. Khroul V. Digitalization of religion in Russia: Adjusting preaching to new

formats, channels and platforms // The Palgrave Handbook of Digital Russia Studies.
Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2021. P. 187-204.

30. Khroul V. Hate speech in the Internet communication on Jehovah’s
witnesses in Russia // Kultura — Media — Teologia. 2016. Vol. 25. P. 9-18.

31. Khroul V. Religious factor during the COVID-19 pandemic in Russia and
Belarus [Web resource] // Studia Humanitatis. 2023. No 2. URL: https:/st-
hum.ru/node/1240 (reference date: 05.05.2025).

32. Khroul V. The Religious identity of Russian Internet users: Attitudes

towards God and Russian Orthodox Church // Digital Icons: Studies in Russian,
Eurasian and Central European New Media. 2015. Vol. 14. P. 133-143.

33. Mitrofanova A. The impact of COVID-19 on Orthodox groups and
believers in Russia // Religious Fundamentalism in the Age of Pandemic / Ed. N.
Késehage. Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag, 2021. P. 47-80.

34. Richter A. Balancing protection of public health and freedom of


https://goo.su/SvzuPgH
https://goo.su/7cPkt
https://st-hum.ru/node/1240
https://st-hum.ru/node/1240

ISSN 2308-8079. Studia Humanitatis. 2025. Ne 2. wwuw.st-hum.ru
information in times of COVID-19 // Journal of Digital Media and Policy. 2021. Vol.
12. Issue 1. P. 27-46.

35. Spadaro A. Cybertheology: Thinking Christianity in the era of the Internet.
New-York: Fordham University Press. 2014. 137 p.

36. Suslov M. The ROC and the pandemic: problems, challenges, responses //
Scandinavian Journal of Islamic Studies. 2021. Vol. 15 (2). P. 169-192.

37. Vasilevich N. Belarus: The different approaches of the Orthodox and
Roman Catholic Churches [Web resource] // The different approaches of Christian
confessions to COVID-19 in Armenia, Belarus, and Ukraine. EAST Center, 2021. P.
10-17.

Data about the author:

Khroul Victor — Doctor of Philological Sciences, Associate Researcher of the
University of Bremen (Bremen, Germany).

Cgenennsi 00 aBToOpe:

Xpynp Bukrtop — gokTop (UIOIOTHYECKHX HAyK, acCCOIMHUPOBAHHBIN
uccnenosarenb bpemenckoro ynusepcurera (bpemen, I'epmanns).

E-mail: victor.khroul@gmail.com.


mailto:victor.khroul@gmail.com

