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Abstract : Religion is often perceived as a system of answers to environmental phenomena. When 
it comes to crises, religious communities tend to behave according to their beliefs and inherited 
values. Religions and religious actors are expected to comfort believers by giving them answers to 
painful events, as well as providing them with different variations of support. Therefore, the current 
Coronavirus pandemic challenges the two largest religions in the world, Christianity and Islam, in 
primarily two different ways. The following essay intends to compare past and present Christian 
and Muslim reactions to pandemics; the first part will illustrate the contemporary interventions of 
the COVID-19 virus; the second half will discuss past pandemics (e.g., Bubonic Plague). 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
The world witnessed a vast variety of 
pandemics in the past centuries, such as 
HIV/AIDS, Flu, Cholera, and the Black 
Death/ Bubonic Plague. COVID-19 has joined 
the list when the WHO declared it a pandemic, 
not only an epidemic affecting China alone.1 
Yet, what is common among these pandemics 
is the state of fear and distress that accompany 
them. People panic because they do not know 
what to do or what to expect. Subsequently, the 
people who practice religion would tend to look 

for answers, interpretation, comfort, and hope 
through a religious lens. Given the essentiality 
of religion during various diseases and 
calamities, the scholar Duane J, Osheim 
emphasized that "the epidemic disease may be 
best seen as a frame, a constantly shifting frame, 
subtly influencing illness and human response 
to it.2 
 
    light on some sub-topics in this regard. It will 
begin with a short, general overview of religion 
within the Coronavirus pandemic, followed by 
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a summary ofthe religious Coping-
Theoryasourtheoretical framework. Inthe first 
part, we will emphasize on contemporary 
theological interpretations, as well as practical 
responses by religious authorities within 
Christianity and Islam of the COVID-19 
pandemic. The second part will focus on history 
and the plague pandemics. The goal is to find 
significant similarities, as well as differences, 
between past and present religious views of 
pandemics. 
 
     It should be emphasized that this is just a 
glimpse of a diverse reality. 
There is an endless variety of different religious 
views and reactions to the matter, and it is 
impossible to give all of them their due in a 
short paper. Therefore, this paper must be read, 
as a very brief introduction to an otherwise 
much wider topic. 
 
COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND THE 
RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE 
 
   At the time of writing this article, the world 
has witnessed approximately 5,907,813 deaths 
due to COVID-19 since its outbreak in 2019.3 
This disease is caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus 
in which it is transmitted from an infected 
person to another through small liquid droplets 
of mouth or nose when they cough, sneeze, 
speak or breathe.4 
      
      Although pandemics are not a new 
phenomenon for humanity, COVID-19 
surprised us with its shocking effects and 
unavoidable consequences such as lockdowns, 
curfews, and quarantines. Consequently, these 
uncertainties created a state of fear, panic and 
anxiety for people in all parts of the world who 
haven't faced something of that magnitude in 
the past 100 years. 
 
    While the ongoing pandemic is directly 
linked to public health measures that were 

imposed to slow the spread of the virus; other 
social, political, economic and psychological 
effects were also triggered. Focusing on the 
social aspect, we noticed that public responses 
varied in many ways due to the social 
implications of the lockdown measures.5 The 
religious communities were among the 
categories that reacted towards the national 
measures. In a sense, some people felt that it is 
a very crucial moment to perform religious 
activities more than ever, such as praying and 
mourning the death of their beloved ones. 
However, they needed to comply to the 
lockdown policies. As on group of authors put 
it, there was a rise in "demand" for religious 
rituals, yet a very limited and decreased "supply" 
of religion. A central point to the investigation 
into how this global pandemic influenced the 
religious scene, is that religious institutions, 
congregations and individuals were directly 
affected by halting public worship services, 
closure of religious buildings, and imposing 
social distancing, Since religious rituals have 
social and psychological implications, halting or 
changing the traditional form of some of these 
rituals resulted in tensions among religious 
groups, such as the internal conflict among the 
Polish Catholic communities regarding the way 
of receiving the holy communion.6 

 
CONTRADICTING RESPONSES TO 
COVID-19 
   Religion brings multifaceted sides when it 
comes to crisis or natural calamities; it can 
exacerbate the problem, as we will later discuss 
in the behaviors of some religious communities, 
or it can be part of the solution. Building on the 
religious orientation theory, of which Maltby 
differentiated between two major categories of 
orientation: 'extrinsic' or personal; meaning 
when people, on the one hand, use religion as a 
source of comfort, while on the other hand, the 
'extrinsic' or social orientation entails that 
people dealing with religion for the reason of 
social participation and social gain.7 These 
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theories can explain the reason why religious 
people were unhappy in regards to the COVID-
19 measures, however their disapproval to the 
measures was not restricted to feelings of 
discomfort, some also attempted to break the 
rules. Examples of super spreading religious 
events, to name the obvious, where held in the 
U.S., South Korea, Germany, Iraq, and India by 
people who resisted state-orders in order to 
perform their rituals.8 
 
RELIGION IN DIFFICULT LIFE 
SITUATIONS: COPING AS A WAY OUT 
    During times of uncertainty and traumatic 
experience, people often tend to search for ways 
to make sense of what they consider unusual. In 
other words, they tend to consult their belief 
system in search for meaning.9 They seek 
religion to help them interpret the difficult 
situations in search for a sense of meaning and 
hope. Religion has always been a key factor 
throughout previous pandemics as well as 
during the current one. When humans had to 
face the sudden crisis of COVID-19, the 
unprecedented hospitalization rates and rapid 
contagion, they started to consult their faiths to 
look for answers and perhaps comfort or hope. 
 
   Part of religion's role is not to stop crisis from 
happening, but to help believers find the 
meaning to endure the pain in the midst of that 
crisis. The ban on rituals was among the 
international governmental regulations to curb 
the spread of the virus in many parts of the 
world, which in turn intensified the situation for 
religious people who use religion to cope as a 
mechanism to adapt to various episodes of life. 
The expression 'religious coping' was first 
adopted by Kenneth I. Pargament in his book, 
The Psychology of Religion and Coping in 
which he explored the fact that religion is not 
silent on painful experiences, rather it provides 
some answers to it.10 Hence, he also stresses the 
idea that religious coping mechanisms are more 
explicit for those who consider religion to be 

part of their orienting system. According to 
Pargament's definition, religious coping 
methods are ways of dealing and interpreting 
difficulties in life through the lens of the 
sacred.11 The impartial aspect of Pargament's 
theory is that he and other researchers 
empirically analyzed and tested the two sides of 
the spectrum. 
 
Positive religious coping methods (e.g., relating 
any stressful situation to God's plan and 
hanging onto religious rituals) in which they 
found out that those groups of people - on 
which the study was conducted- enjoyed health 
and well-being. While on the other hand, those 
who tend toward the negative religious coping 
methods (e.g., assuming that God has 
abandoned them or is punishing them through 
that difficult situation) suffered from more 
depressive and negative effects.12 Christians and 
Muslims used these two types of coping 
mechanisms during COVID-19; to either use 
the first one to stay persistent and putting their 
trust in God or to justifying God's wrath and 
punishment through the latter mechanism.13 
 
   In her article 'In Crisis, We Pray: Religiosity 
and the COVID-19 Pandemic, Jeanet Bentzen 
observes that in March 2020, Google searches 
for prayer skyrocketed to a record number. Not 
only that, but the data showed that more than 
half the world's adults prayed for an end to this 
pandemic. Moreover, this increased interest in 
prayer came from almost all major religions as 
well as all continents. This study confirms again 
that religion can play a paramount role in 
providing a coping strategy to people during the 
pandemic which can result in stress relief and 
contributes to the overall well-being of 
societies.14 
 
INTERPRETATIONS: A 
PUNISHMENT OR PART OF THE 
NATURAL WORLD? 
IN CHRISTIANITY 
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   Christian scholars have been presenting a 
wide variety of explanations and interpretations 
to the pandemic, some of which are affected by 
their geographical location, denominational 
background, political factors and other 
dimensions. 
     Dr. Yohanna Katanacho illustrates the 
COVID-19 pandemic according to three pillars; 
firstly, pandemics are just natural disasters, and 
the main theological cause is the sin of Adam 
and Eve. Therefore, pandemics are part of 
God's redemption plan for humanity in which 
He will send His only son to redeem mankind 
and show God's immense love. Secondly, the 
Bible mentions natural disaster in relation to a 
spiritual aspect; this turbulence is linked to 
warnings, judgment, and a call for repentance in 
order to shape history and challenge the power-
balance. Thirdly, we need to see God as the 
Savior, the Holy, the Creator who ask Humans 
to keep the social and political justice, maintain 
the moral standards, and love their neighbors.15 
    
    Another interpretation from the famous 
author N. T. Wright states that in the book of 
John, chapter 11, we do not see Jesus link the 
disease and death of Lazarus with sin. On the 
contrary, he weeps with Lazarus' family orders 
him to come out of the tomb.16 Wright also 
explains that in the New Testament, there is 
emphasis on repentance as a means to make 
oneself ready for God's Kingdom, and not 
because of famine or plagues.17 
 
Furthermore, making sense of the current 
pandemic, Wright reflects on Romans 8, where 
it is mentioned that the whole creation is 
groaning and will go through pain, yet believers 
are called to have faith and pray: "For the 
creation was subjected to frustration, not by its 
own choice, but by the will of the one who 
subjected it, with the hope that the creation 
itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay 
and brought into the freedom and glory of the 
children of God." (Rom 8:20-21) 

 
    Tolmie and Venter collect the various essays 
written on the pandemics and theology and 
offer a summary of contemporary Christian 
scholars and theologians' interpretations of the 
pandemic. Their overview captured some of 
following themes: the influence of social 
location on the interpretation of the pandemic 
in light of the Bible, the reluctance to interpret 
the pandemic as a punishment from God, the 
importance of interpreters' views of God.18 
John Goldingay and Kathleen Scott Goldingay 
challenge the belief that pandemics are 
punishments from God. While some are 
described as punishments, many of the 
pandemics mentioned in the Old Testament 
seem to have come rather coincidentally.. 
Finding an explanation for the pandemic should 
therefore not be the focus. Rather, believers 
should focus on repentance and neighbourly 
love.19 Peter Lampe takes the story of Mark 3:1-
6, where Jesus is healing a man with a withered 
hand, as the base of his theological 
interpretation. Jesus heals the man during the 
Sabbath, therefore focusing on the reality of 
pain and the issue at hand. Jesus however still 
invokes the law, as he is granting the man rest, 
during the Sabbath. Lampe concludes that laws 
cannot be applied in an inhumane way. 
Referring to a crowd in Berlin, protesting 
measures back in 2020, he states that one 
cannot insist on one's rights, while endangering 
the health of others.20 
 
IN ISLAM 
  Like their Christian counterparts, Muslim 
scholars and institutions had different views on 
the current pandemic; this can be noted in the 
document published by the Boston Islamic 
Seminary, one of the most comprehensive 
guides on that matter. The document includes 
some questions and answers as well as 
theological topics that concern every Muslim 
believer. For example, the basic question of 
whether COVID-19 was a punishment from 
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God or not? We find a Hadith in which the 
Prophet's wife Aisha - asked him the same 
question about the plague and he responded: "It 
is a punishment sent by Allah on whom He 
wants to punish." "And Allah made it a source 
of mercy for the believers," then elaborates "If 
one in the time of an epidemic plague (sic) stays 
in his country (or stays in his house as 
mentioned in different narrations) patiently 
hoping for Allah's reward and believing that 
nothing will befall him except what Allah has 
written for him, then he will get the reward of a 
martyr." (Sahih Al-Bukhari, Hadith no. 3474) 
 
   The document explains this Hadith by making 
the distinct conditional statement that to get the 
reward you must stay in your house/town and 
trust the divine wisdom of God. Despite the 
fact that one might not die from the deadly 
virus, they will be considered martyrs. 
Moreover, any pandemic could be either a 
punishment or a mercy depending on one's own 
response to it (trusting God or not). On another 
note, the Hadith mentions that one must be 
patient in the face of calamities and challenges 
like pandemics, and in order to earn God's 
mercy one must not blame others and must 
follow the prescribed health measures.21 
Speaking of diseases, the Quran and the Hadith 
seem to be completing each other: "And when 
I am ill, it is He who cures me." (Surat al-Shu'ara 
V. 80), "There is no disease that Allah has 
created, except that he also has created its 
treatment." (Sahih Al-Bukhari, Hadith no. 
5678) The verse22 power of the Almighty in 
healing the diseases while the document 
explains the hadith; diseases were created to test 
the believers, yet there is no disease without a 
cure. Even though scientists have not been able 
to discover a treatment for the Coronavirus, 
Muslims believe, according to the above-
mentioned hadith, that it is the religious 
responsibility of every Muslim doctor and 
scientist to find a cure. Hence, it is also a 
religious responsibility to prevent the 

contagiousness of that disease.23 It is important 
to note here, that the majority of Muslim 
scholars nowadays accept the scientific fact of 
contagion and infectious diseases.24 
 
CHANGES IN REGARDS TO 
PRACTICES AND RESPONSES 
   Stemming from the scriptures and religious 
traditions, the notion of 'protection of life' is 
embedded in both religions' values.25 Since such 
value is considerably crucial in public health 
settings, we will try to briefly discuss the impact 
of religious rituals and religious authority in 
relation to health measures like social distancing 
and quarantine. As an example, the authorities 
of famous places of pilgrimage for Christians 
and Muslims (eg, The Vatican and Mecca) have 
been canceling all forms of religious tourism 
during the first wave of the pandemic to pause 
the spread of virus.26 
 
CHRISTIANITY 
    Churches around the world tried to do what 
they could by either halting the congregational 
prayers or allowing them to take place but 
without an audience. For instance, the Vatican 
used to issue a daily bulletin to discuss the 
updates in regards to the spiritual rituals with 
the faithful. In March 2020, the bulletin 
included advisory for churches that are about to 
celebrate the Pascal (the holy week before 
Easter) to issue norms in accordance with the 
measures established by the local authorities. It 
also contained recommendations for ritual 
performances, such as broadcasting the prayers 
online to be followed at home by the people, 
avoidance of choir singing inside the church, 
and a reminder of the importance of the 
authentic ecclesial prayer whether personal or 
with the family.27 Besides, a decree named "In 
Times of COVID-19", was also stressing that 
since Easter's date cannot be transferred to 
another day, the celebrations will take place at 
the Vatican cathedral and the faithful can follow 
it online from their homes at the same time.28 
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ISLAM 
   The idea of "stay at home" was adopted 
during ancient times of plagues, when prophet 
Muhammed himself advised the believers: "If 
you hear that there is a plague in a land, do not 
enter it; and if it (plague) visits a land while you 
are therein, do not go out of it" (Sahih al-
Bukhari, hadith no. 5728) 
 
    Al-Azhar and the Council of Senior Scholars 
in Saudi Arabia are considered authoritative 
institutions, Muslims around the world follow 
their Fatwas (Islamic legal rulings). Using 
Qur'anic references and prophetic reports, both 
issued statements in regards to one of Islam's 
five pillars - prayer. The Fatwas declared - in an 
attempt to enforce the concept of social 
distancing without compromising religious duty 
- shifting the congregational Friday prayer that 
normally takes place at mosques to regular 
Friday noon prayer at home, either individually 
or with the family. The Saudi institution also 
stressed the need to prevent harm in all possible 
ways.29 
 
DIFFERENT RELIGIONS - SIMILAR 
MISLEADING DISCOURSE 
   A key dimension of religiosity for religious 
communities is the influence of religious leaders 
authorities on the lay people which sometimes 
can be more significant than the rules of the 
national authorities. We will mention two 
examples from different contexts that point out 
this issue. 
 
   In Pakistan, amidst the first wave of COVD-
19 in April 2020, a devout Muslim dismissed the 
government's measures and announced that he 
goes to the mosque every day with dozens of 
worshippers. In his interpretation he said: "Our 
prayer leader told us that the virus can't infect 
us the way it does Western people, we wash our 
hands and we wash our face five times a day 

before we say our prayers, and the infidels don't, 
so we need not worry. God is with us.30 
 
   In Egypt, a home for the majority of 
Christians in the Middle East, we find another 
example of spreading misleading information 
from a Coptic Orthodox Bishop who publicly 
addressed his parish in Asyut saying: "If a few 
people in Assiut pray with all their hearts, 
[COVID-19, will not harm any of us." He asked 
the crowd to repeat these words again after 
him.31 
 
Religious scholars need to be aware that despite 
the authoritative statements from international 
religious leaders about the pandemic, there will 
still be examples like the above mentioned who 
mobilize people to falsely act against science. 
 
CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM DURING 
THE PLAGUE PANDEMICS 
    Before dealing with the religious response to 
the plague, a few words on what the plague is, 
where it came from and how it spread. The 
disease we call "plague" is caused by the 
Yersinia pestis bacteria. The bacteria are often 
spread by infected fleas and transmitted to 
humans through rats. The plague comes in four 
different variants: bubonic plague, septicemic 
plague, pneumonic plague and abortive plague. 
Bubonic and pneumonic plagues are considered 
the two most common and widespread types.32 
According to Dols, there have been three major 
plague pandemics in human history: The first 
Plague pandemic, starting with the Plague of 
Justinian in the mid-6th century, the second 
pandemic, the "Black Death", and the Bombay 
Plague in the late 19th century. There were 
however several outbreaks after and in-between 
these four major pandemics.33 Kevin Madigan 
estimates the death toll of the first pandemic to 
roughly 50 million people.34 The Black Death 
killed at least 20 million people in Europe and 
more than 100 million worldwide.35 In the 
following, we will focus on examples which fall 
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in the period of the first two plague pandemics. 
We will start with the theological explanations 
of Christian and Muslim religious authorities, 
followed by the measures taken by said 
authorities against the pandemic. 
 
WRATH OF GOD OR DIVINE MERCY? 
INTERPRETATIONS OF THE PLAGUE 
     In Christian Europe, the Black Death was 
usually perceived as a divine punishment. Dols 
notes that while various interpretations may 
have existed, this was by far the most dominant, 
which heavily shaped the reactions to the 
pandemic.36 Rosemary Horrox quotes an 
English poem from the 14th century, listing a 
whole number of sins, which allegedly caused 
the plague. The anonymous author names 
greed, unchaste priests and women, lavish life 
styles and a lack of love and justice. The 
beginning of the poem reads as follows37: 
 
See how England mourns, drenched in tears. The people 
stained by sin, quake with grief. Plague is killing men 
and beasts. Why? Because vice rule unchallenged here. 
Alas! The whole world is now given over to spite. Where 
can a kind heart be found among the people? No one 
thinks on the crucified Christ, and therefore the people 
perish as a token of vengeance. (Horrox, The Black 
Death, 126.) 
 
The Archbishop of York, William Zouche, 
wrote one of the earliest clerical reactions to the 
pandemic. He stated in a sermon, dating back to 
July 1348, that the plague was caused by the sins 
of men, who enjoyed the worldly lives, but 
failed to acknowledge these pleasures as divine 
gifts. He ordered the people therefore to seek 
forgiveness from God, because God's mercy 
would overcome his justice.38 Other English 
clergymen would see the cause in the fashion of 
women, and the disobedience of children.39 The 
Lombard lawyer Gabriele de Mussis went even 
further, assuming that God may have totally 
forsaken humanity. In 1348, he wrote a fictional 
dialogue between God and the Earth, in which 

God tells the Earth, that she is held "captive by 
worthless men" and commands her to "demand 
vengeance with human blood."40 The idea of a 
divine punishment would also stick with the 
plague, during its later outbreaks after the 
pandemic of the 14th century. For example, in 
the early Modern Age, some would accuse 
either the Catholic Church or the Protestant 
reformation - depending on whom you ask - of 
being the reason for the outbreaks.41 Other 
examples can be found in Florence of 1630 
where people believed the plague to be caused 
by the ongoing wars in Italy.42 The diverse 
amount of explanations we could find on why 
God would punish the people of Europe so 
severely, are nearly always connected with 
significant social and political changes of the 
time. We can then assume, that these 
happenings all effected the perception of the 
pandemic. 
 
   However, John Aberth and Michael Dols 
both also pointed out that, Christians believe in 
original sin. Original sin would, according to the 
dominant Christian theology, automatically 
burden mankind with sin and guilt. The premise 
of original sin, would therefore support the 
perception of divine justice and punishment. 
While some Muslim scholars also believed that 
the plague was a torment and punishment, it 
was still not that widespread as among their 
Christian counterparts. Presumably because the 
idea of original sin, in the common Christian 
sense, doesn't exist within Is lamic theology.43 
 
    Islam was familiar with the bubonic plague 
since the very beginning. In Arabic, the disease 
is known as tā’'ūn, which derives from a word 
which roughly translated means "to stab" or "to 
pierce". Another known word is wabā’, which 
translates to "epidemic".44 Islam emerged 
during the period of the first plague pandemic, 
which started with the Plague of Justinian in and 
the hadit le fry Muslims were things of fae lan 
With thalaue related to this topic. An-Nawawi 
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mentions five main plague outbreaks, during 
the early times of Islam, starting with the plague 
of Shirawayh - named after the Sassanian King 
- in the year 6 A.H/627-628 A.D.45 The reign of 
Umar in al-Khattab was challenged by a plague 
outbreak, which falls in the period of the first 
pandemic. The Plague of Yezdigrid was named 
after the Sassanian emperor at the time, 
Yezdigrid III. Plague of Amwas" because it 
heavily affected the Muslim troops stationed at 
Amwas (ancient Emmaus) 
 
Dols states that while some contemporary 
Muslims interpreted the plague as a divine 
punishment against infidels, or Muslims who 
went astray, many considered it a sign of divine 
mercy.46 The interpretation of the plague as a 
form of punishment was supported by a Hadith 
in which the prophet Muhammad stated, that a-
t-ta'un was a torment (rijz) sent by God, to the 
Children of Israel and other people who came 
before47: 
 

Usamah bin Zaid narrated that: The Prophet 
mentioned the plague and said: 'It is an abiding 
punishment or chastisement that was sent upon a 
group of the children of Isra'il. So, when it occurs 
in a land while you are in it, then do not leave it. 
And when it occurs in a land while you are not 
in it, then do not enter it.'  
(Jami' at-Tirith, Hadith no. 1065 
https://sunnah.com/tirmidhi:1065.) 

 
   Ayman Shabana mentions that at-Tabari 
made a connection between rijz and the plague. 
In his commentary to Verse 59 of Surah al-
Bagara, at-Tabari notes that the term rijz is 
clearly used in the sense of torment and 
punishment. He therefore concludes that the 
plague should be interpreted as such a 
torment.48 49 Others have however referred to 
Hadiths which described plague victims as 
martyrs.50 Therefore, they consider the disease a 
mercy and blessing for the faithful, who will be 
rewarded in paradise, similar to martyrs of 

Jihad. During the plague of Amwas, the "brave 
horsemen and beautiful, chaste women" were 
all considered martyrs. In Aleppo 1348, the 
scholar Abu Hafs ibn al-Wardi elaborated on 
the idea that the plague is a punishment for 
infidels, yet mercy and blessing to the believers. 
He witnessed the pandemic forcing the people 
in Aleppo to reflect on their deeds and their fate 
in the afterlife. People would start to free their 
slaves, look after orphans and reconcile with 
former enemies. He therefore concluded, that 
the plague is a trial and testing for the believing 
Muslims.51 
 
Besides the question of whether the pandemic 
is a punishment or mercy, Muslim scholars also 
heavily debated the matter of contagiousness. 
In the Christian European context, it was 
generally accepted that the plague is contagious 
and even Pope Clement VI fled his seat in 
Avignon because he has acknowledged the 
threat. Muslim Hadith scholars, like Ibn Hajar, 
however claimed that the prophet Muhammad 
has rejected the pre-Islamic belief of infection 
and contagion. God was considered the only 
cause of the plague, who absolutely decides the 
fate of every single one. This led to a fatalistic 
attitude towards the pandemic.52 Shabana notes 
that the Hadith are, however, really not in 
agreement on this matter. Some seem to reject 
the idea of contagion, while others seem to 
imply that contagion exists.53 Not all Muslim 
scholars therefore denied the contagiousness of 
the plague. The scholar and physician Lisman 
ad-Din in al-Kathib, who survived the plague 
years of 1349 to 1352 in Granada, stressed that 
contagiousness in an empirically proven fact. 
Statements like these let to accusations of 
heresy against Ibn al-Kathib.54 The theological 
interpretations of Christian and Muslim 
authorities respectively would of course shape 
the reactions to it. As we shall see, the idea of a 
divine mercy and non-contagiousness would 
cause somewhat fatalistic reactions on the 
Muslim side, while the understanding of a 
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punishment would lead to penance but also 
scapegoating in Christian Europe. 
 
PRAYER, FLIGHT AND FATALISM: 
REACTIONS TO THE PLAGUE 
    Since the dominant understanding of the 
pandemic was that it was a punishment of God, 
most Christian responses were focused on 
masses, prayers, ceremonies, asking for God's 
forgiveness and mercy. Among the many rituals 
and ceremonies that were common during the 
plague, the importance of veneration to the 
Virgin Mary definitely stands out. Horrox 
mentions the prayer Stelle Celi Extirpavit 
dedicated to the Virgin Mary as being popular 
in England during the time of the Black Death.55 
The Sicilian annalist Michele de Piazza, 
highlights the importance of cities, sanctuaries 
and pilgrimage sites associated with Saints, 
specifically the Virgin Mary. He narrates that 
many of the people of Messina fled the city, but 
that most of them went to Catania, hoping to 
get a blessing from Catanias Saint, Virgin 
Agatha. The patriarch of Catania agreed to send 
the relics, related to Virgin Agatha, to Messina, 
with the hope of helping the people who were 
still in the city.56 These kinds of spiritual 
measures would still exist during the occasional 
plague outbreaks in Europe after the Black 
Death. During the plague of 1630 in Florence, 
the Archbishop Cosimo Bardi de'Conti di 
Vernio ordered sermons for every Sunday in the 
Duomo, held by representatives of all main 
orders. He also called for further devotions to 
the Virgin Mary, asking her for mercy and to 
intervene with God. Besides that, a weeklong 
fasting was prescribed, starting on August 15th 
with the festival of the Assumption of Virgin 
Mary. Public gatherings were, however, strictly 
forbidden by the public board of health. The 
archbishop did not oppose these measures. He 
was familiar with the contagiousness of the 
plague and therefore declared everyone who 
stole from a potentially plague-infected house 
to be excommunicated, as well as to lock the 

doors of the Duomo, except for two side 
entrances.57 During the Black Death, the church 
was, however, also challenged by the flight of 
parish priests, especially in England. The 
Archbishop of Canterbury from 1349, Simon 
Islip, witnessed two of his predecessors dying 
from the plague. By 1350, he was challenged by 
more and more rural communities in England, 
who lacked spiritual support. Priests who 
survived the plague would often relocate to 
other communities, with the outlook of a 
potentially higher salary. Archbishop Slip 
accused the parish priests of greed and 
neglecting their duties. He asks the other 
dioceses of England to implement a fixed salary 
of parish priests. It is clear that the archbishop 
considered the main duty of the church, in the 
times of the plague, to provide spiritual comfort 
and guidance to the community.58 But there 
were also other challenges. Not all religious 
reactions to the plague were officially caused or 
sanctioned by the church. Such an example is 
the flagellant movement and the pogroms 
against Jews. The flagellant movement started 
in the year 1348 in central Germany. Based on 
the interpretation of the plague as a rightful 
punishment, the flagellants would inflict severe 
harm to themselves in public penitential 
ceremonies. 
 
The flagellants were also accused of violence 
against Jews. The flagellant movement, as well 
as the attacks and pogroms against Jews, were 
condemned by most senior members of the 
clergy.59 
 
  Muslim society differed in this regard. The 
plague didn't cause any major violence against 
non-Muslim minorities. The question of 
contagiousness however, remained a 
controversial topic, as well as the prohibition of 
flight. 
According to Hadith literature, the prophet 
Muhammad has prohibited flight from region 
stricken by the plague. This ruling became 
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especially controversial during the reign of 
Umar ibn al-Khattab and the plague of Amwas. 
Around 25,000 Muslim soldiers succumbed to 
the disease. The plague kept spreading 
throughout Syria, Iraq, Egypt and Palestine and 
Caliph Umar ordered his military commander in 
Syria, Abu Ubaydah, to return to Medina in 
order to prevent his death. He refused however, 
referring to the prohibition by the prophet to 
flee from a plague-stricken region. Umar, 
however, managed to persuade himto move the 
troops to a different area. Abu Ubaydah and 
two of his successors would later succumb to 
the plague.60 Dols states that this specific ruling 
has shaped future attitudes towards the plague. 
He also remarks that it seems to be somewhat 
conflicting with the rejection of contagion. 
Because of the obvious, pragmatic reason to 
stay in a plague infested region is prevention of 
spreading the disease. Dols also mentions that 
Abu Musa al-Ash'ari asked visiting friends not 
to stay in his house because an inhabitant was 
sick with the plague. Therefore, we can neither 
conclude that the rejection of contagion was 
always widespread, nor that the reactions of 
Muslims were uniformly fatalistic in nature.61 
 
   Questioning the contagiousness of the plague, 
however, still had its effects. Since the 
contagiousness of the plague was still regularly 
doubted, public gatherings did occur, with 
sometimes devastating consequences. The 
scholar In Kathir also narrates the importance 
of public ceremonies in Damascus, during the 
Height of the plague. Ibn Kathir mentions 
public readings of Sahih al-Bukhari, as well as 
Qur'an recitations. In the year 1348, a huge 
crowd came together, reciting the verses related 
to the flood of Noah. According to Ibn Kathir, 
mortality increased during these days, rising to 
a daily average of 100 people.62 
 
    Beside these ritual reactions, some Muslim 
polymaths also argued for proper medical 
measures. Abu Jafar Ahmad in Kathima, a 

physician from Almeria, wrote treaties on the 
origins of the plague as well as the proper 
measures against it. Like his friend In al-Kathib, 
Ibn Kathima did not deny the existence of 
contagion. He stressed however, that the 
disease still comes from God. He describes 
infection and contagion as natural laws 
implemented by God. As proper ways of 
prevention, Ibn Kathima recommended fresh 
air, hygiene, minimum movement, proper sleep, 
a diet based on clean water and barley as well as 
psychological support, through reading the 
Qur'an or books on history, humor and 
romance. He recommended bleeding as a 
preventive therapy for patients with both strong 
and lighter symptoms.63 
 
CONCLUSION 
   Religions remain highly diverse and 
heterogenous phenomena. Therefore, we can 
never refer to a "single" or "universal" Christian 
or Muslim understanding of pandemics. We 
can, however, recognize certain trends and 
tendencies. In the case of Christianity, the 
theological aspect of original sin remained 
present from the times of the plague until today. 
That being said, we have also recognized 
significant changes. While during the Black 
Death the idea of a divine punishment was 
mostly dominant, religious experts within 
Christianity perceived the Corona-Virus as part 
of natural calamities and not necessarily as a 
torment from God. We can see something 
similar within Islam. A unified Islamic 
understanding of pandemics never existed. 
However, there are and have been trends and 
tendencies. Until this day, Muslims dying in a 
pandemic are considered martyrs. The ruling of 
the prophet Muhammad about not leaving or 
entering a plague-stricken region became even 
more relevant today in the times of global lock 
downs. But like in Christianity, we can also 
recognize significant change. While during the 
plague the question of contagion was highly 
controversial, Muslim religious authorities these 
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days seem to acknowledge the scientific fact of 
infectious diseases. 
 
   The effectiveness of practical responses, on 
the other hand, depend on the religious 
interpretation of the disease. Then and now, 
religious authorities either took the pandemics 
seriously and implemented useful measures for 
countering them, like minimizing travel or 
prohibiting huge gatherings or they've 
disregarded them, causing superspreading. 
Regarding religion as support for coping, we 
can conclude that this is the common 

characteristic of past and present. Since the 
plague of Justinian, the religious leaders of 
Christianity and Islam tried to give pandemics 
meaning. They were always perceived as either 
punishments, trials or mercies, upon humanity. 
And we can also see that the demand for 
spiritual and theological answers to such 
catastrophes remained high and relevant till this 
day. 
 
 

   

 

 

NOTES 

1. "WHO Director-General's opening remarks at the media briefing on COVID-19 - 11 
March, 2020," WHO, accessed 12 Febuary 12, 2022, WHO. 
https://www.who.int/director-general/ speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-opening-
remarks-at-the-media-briefing-on-covid-19--11-
march2020#:~:text=WHO%20has%20been%20assessing%20this,to%20use%20 
lightly%20or%20carelessly. 

 
2. Duane J. Osheim, "Religion and Epidemic Disease" Historically Speaking, Volume 9, 

Number 7, (September/October 2008): 36-37. 
 

3. "COVID-19 CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC," Worldmeter accessed 11 February, 2022, 
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/. 

 
4. "Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) - Overview," WHO, accessed 12 February, 202L, 

https://www.who.int/health-topics/coronavirus#tab=tab_1. 
 

5. Joseph O. Baker, Gerardo Martí, Ruth Braunstein, Andrew L. Whitehead, Grace Yukich, 
"Religion in the Age of Social Distancing: How COVID-19 Presents New Directions for 
Research" Sociology of Religion: A Quarterly Review, 81:4, (2020): 357-370. 

 
6. "The Permanent Council of the Polish Episcopate Recommends Precautions in Churches 

Regarding, Polish Episcopal Conference, accessed 15 February, 2022, 
https://opoka.org.pl/News/Polska/2020/komunikat-komisji-ds-kultu-bozego-i-
dyscypliny-sakramentow. 

 



CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM IN THE AGE OF PANDEMICS: PAST AND PRESENT - ELLIAS KAPELLER AND SYLVIA 
KHELA 

Bulletin of the Royal Institute for Inter-Faith Studies : Vol 15 (2020), 46-62 

7. Gordon W. Allport And J. Michael Ross, "Personal Religious Orientation and Prejudice," 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 5, no.4, (1967): 432-443; John Maltby, "The Age 
Universal I-E Scale-12 and orientation toward religion: Confirmatory factor analysis," The 
Journal of psychology: Interdisciplinary and Applied, (2002) 136: 555-60. 
 

8. "West Virgina Sees Coronavirus Outbreak in churches, Alexander Nazaryan, Yahoo, 
accessed 10 February, 2022, West Virginia sees coronavirus outbreaks in churches (yahoo. 
com); "71 infected with coronavirus at Sacramento church. Congregation tells county 
'Leave us alone*" TONY BIZJAK, SAM STANTON, MICHAEL MCGOUGH, AND 
DALE KASLER, last modified 4 April, 2020, 
https://www.sacbee.com/news/coronavirus/article241715346. html; How a South 
Korean Church Helped Fuel the Spread of the Coronavirus." Youjin Shin, Bonnie 
Berkowitz, Min Joo Kim, Washington Post, accessed 5 February, 2022, https://www. 
washingtonpost.com/graphics/2020/world/coronavirus-south-korea-church/; "More 
than 100 in Germany Found Infected After a Church Service with CoronaVirus," William 
Boston, Wall Street Journal, accessed 9 February, 2022, 
https://www.wsj.com/articles/more-than-100-in-germany-found-to-be-infected-with-
coronavirus-after-a-churchs-services-11590340102 ; "Masks and tears: Shiites mark Ashura 
in Iraq's Karbala despite virus," France24, last modified 2020, 
https://www.france24.com/en/20200830-masks-and-tears-shiites-mark-ashura-in-iraq-s-
karbala-despite-virus; India: Hindu festival turns to superspreader event as COVID 
infections soar," DW, 2021, https://www.dw.com/en/india-hindu-festival-turns-to-
superspreader-event-as-covid-infections-soar/a-57218497 ;Baker, Marti, Braunstein, 
Whitehead, Yukich, "Religion in the Age of Social Distancing: How COVID-19 Presents 
New Directions for Research," 360. 

 
9. Danielle Hansen Tumminio "Do people become more religious in times of crisis?", The 

Conversation, last modified May 2021, https://theconversation.com/do-people-become-
more-religious-in-times-of-crisis-158849. 

 
10. Kenneth I. Pargament, The Psychology of Religion and Coping: Theory, Reasech, Practice. 

(The Guilford Press:1997). 
 

11. Kenneth I. Pargament and Hisham Abu Raiya, "A decade of research on the psychology 
of religion and coping: Things we assumed and lessons we learned," Psyke & Logos, 28(2), 
(2007),742-766 

 
12. Kenneth I. Pargament, Nalini Tarakeshwar, Christopher G. Ellison, Keith M. Wulff, 

"Religious Coping Among the Religious: The Relationships Between Religious Coping and 
Well-Being in a National Sample of Presbyterian Clergy, Elders, and Members." Journal 
for the Scientific Study of Religion 4, (2001). 

 
Kenneth I. Pargament, The Psychology of Religion and Coping: Theory, Research, 
Practice. (The Guilford Press:1997). 

 



CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM IN THE AGE OF PANDEMICS: PAST AND PRESENT - ELLIAS KAPELLER AND SYLVIA 
KHELA 

Bulletin of the Royal Institute for Inter-Faith Studies : Vol 15 (2020), 46-62 

Kenneth I. Pargament and Hisham Abu Raiya, "A decade of research on the psychology 
of religion and coping: Things we assumed and lessons we learned," Psyke & Logos, 28(2), 
(2007),742-766 

 
Kenneth I. Pargament, Nalini Tarakeshwar, Christopher G. Ellison, Keith M. 
 
WULFF, "Religious Coping Among the Religious: The Relationships Between Religious 
Coping and Well-Being in a National Sample of Presbyterian Clergy, Elders, and 
Members." Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 4, (2001). 

 
13. Tumminio, "crisis?". 

 
14. Jeanet Sinding Bentzen, "'In Crisis, We Pray: Religiosity and the COVID-19 Pandemic," 

ResearchGate, (2020), 3-25. 
 

15. Hanna Ketnasho, "Pandemics in the holy bible - a LiST & sle', Nazareth Evangelical 
College, (2020), 
https://www.nazcol.org/ar/blog/%d8%7%d9%84%d9%88%d8%a8%d8a7%d8%1-
%d9%81%d9%8a-d8%a7%d9%84%d9%83%d8%aa%d8%a7%d8%a8-% d 8 % a 7 % d 
9 % 8 4 % d 9 % 8 5 % d 9 % 82 %d 8% a f% d 8 % b 3 - % d 8%a8% d 9%82% d 
9%84% 9%85-%d8%a7%d 9%84%d 9%82%d8%b3-%d8%a7%d9%84/839 

 
16. N. T. Wright, God and the pandemic: A Christian reflection on the coronavirus and its 

aftermath, (Zondervan:2020), 15-29. 
 

17.  Ibid., 30-51. 
 

18.  Francois Tolmie, Rian Venter, "Making sense of the COVID-19 pandemic from the Bible 
- Some perspectives, HTS Teologiese Studies, vol.77 n.4 (2021). 

 
19. Ibid., 3. 

 
20. Ibid., 4-5. 

 
21. Dr. Seif Hirani, "What Does Islam Say About the COVID-19 Pandemic?" Boston Islamic 

Seminary, last modified 2020, 6 - 7, https://www.bostonislamicseminary.org/wp-content/ 
uploads/2020/05/What-Does-Islam-Say-About-the-COVID-19-Pandemic-Shaykh-Dr.-
Asif-Hirani-1-1.pdf. 

 
22. Ibid. 11. 

 
23. Ibid., 11. 

 



CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM IN THE AGE OF PANDEMICS: PAST AND PRESENT - ELLIAS KAPELLER AND SYLVIA 
KHELA 

Bulletin of the Royal Institute for Inter-Faith Studies : Vol 15 (2020), 46-62 

24. Ovamir Anjum, "Is Contagion Real? Giving Context to Prophetic Wisdom," Yageen 
Institute, last modified April 16, 2020, https://yaqeeninstitute.org/read/paper/is-
contagion-real-giving-context-to-prophetic-wisdom. 

 
25. "Catholic Social Teaching" Catholic Community services, accessed 20 February, 2022, 

https://ccsww.org/about-
us/catholicsocialteaching/#:~:text=The%20Catholic%20tradition%20teaches%20that,th
ings%20required%20for%20human%20decencyMehrunisha Suleman and Sheikh Aziz, 
"Viewpoints Islam and COVID-19: Understanding the ethics of decision making during a 
pandemic." JGH Journal of Global Health | Glob Health, (2021), 11:03049 
https://www.jogh.org/documents/2021/jogh-11-03049.htm. 

 
26. Faizan Ali and Cihan Cobanoglu "Religious tourism has been hit hard in the pandemic as 

sites close and pilgrimages are put on hold"", The Conversation, last modified 27 August, 2020 
https://theconversation.com/religious-tourism-has-been-hit-hard-in-the-pandemic-as-
sites-close-and-pilgrimages-are-put-on-hold-144394. 

 
27. Leonardo Cardinal Sandri, "Indications of the Congregation for the Oriental Churches for 

the Paschal Celebrations in the Eastern Catholic Churches, Vatican Press, Bulletin, last 
modified 25 March, 2020, https: //press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/en/bollettino/ 
pubblico/ 2020/03/25/200325e.html 

 
28. Arthur Roche, "DECREE In time of Covid-19 (II)," Archbishop Secretary, last modified 

March 2020, https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccdds/documents/rc_ 
con_ccdds_doc_20200325_decreto-intempodicovid_en.html. 

 
29. Masoud Tabri, Fatwa El Ulmaa hawl Fayrous Corona (Dar al-Bashir: 2020), 13 - 15; Ibid., 16-

18; Ayman Shabana, "From the Plague to the Coronavirus: Islamic Ethics and Responses 
to the COVID-19 Pandemic," Journal of Islamic Ethics 5, (April 2021): 17. 

 
30. Asif Shahzad, "God is with us: Many Muslims in Pakistan flout the coronavirus ban in 

mosques" Reuters, accessed 25 Feb,2022, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-
coronavirus-pakistan-congregat-idINKCN21VOT4. 

 
31. Kamal Sedra, "Video in Arabic of Coptic Orthodox Bishop preacing Christians false 

information about COVID-19" filemd in 2020, https://www.facebook.com/KSedra/ 
videos/533505987542990/. 

 
32. Ingrid Wiechmann, "The Plague - An Introduction"" in Sickness, Hunger, War, and 

Religion, ed. Michaela Harbeck et al (Munich: Rachel Carson Center for Environment and 
Society, 2012), 65-66. 

 
33. Michael W. Dols, "The Second Plague Pandemic and its Recurrences in the Middle East: 

1347-1894,, Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 22, no. 2 (May 1979): 
 



CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM IN THE AGE OF PANDEMICS: PAST AND PRESENT - ELLIAS KAPELLER AND SYLVIA 
KHELA 

Bulletin of the Royal Institute for Inter-Faith Studies : Vol 15 (2020), 46-62 

34. Kevin Madigan, "Religion in a Time of Pandemic," interview by Stephanie Paulsell, 
News, Harvard Divinity School, May 7, 2020. 
https://hds.harvard.edu/news/2020/05/07/religion-time-pandemic. 

 
35. Michale G. Gonzales and William J. Carr, "Impact of the Black Death (1348-1405) on 

World Population: Then and Now," The Mathematics Teacher 79, No. 2 (February 1986): 
92.  

 
36. Michael W. Dols, " The Comparative Communal Responses to the Black Death in Muslim 

and Christian Societies " in Medieval and Renaissance Studies 5, (1974): 270-289. 
https://web.stanford.edu/class/history13/Readings/MichaelDol.htm. 

 
37. Rosemary Horrox, The Black Death, (New York, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 

1994), 126. 
 

38. Ibid., 111-112. 
 

39. Ibid., 130-135. 
 

40. John Abeth, The Black Death, The Great Mortality of 1348-1350, A brief History with 
Document, (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin's, 2005), 98-100. 

 
41. Paul Slack, "Responses to the Plague in Modern Europe: The Implications of Public 

Health," Social Research 55, no. 3 (Autumn 1988), 436. 
 

42. John Henderson, Florence under Siege, Surviving Plague in an early Modern City, (London, New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2019), 150. 

 
43. Aberth, Great Mortality, 96-97; Dols, "Comparative Communal", https://web.stanford. 

edu/class/history13/Readings/MichaelDol.htm 
 

44. Shabana, "Plague to the Coronavirus," 5. 
 

45. Michael W. Dols, "Plague in Early Islamic History, Journal of the American Oriental Society 94, 
no. 3 (September 1974): 373-376; Shabana, "Plague to the Coronavirus," 5-7. 
 

46. Dols, "Early Islamic History," 377. 
 

47. Shabana, "Plague to the Coronavirus," 7-9. 
 

48. Ibid. 
 

49. Abu Jafar Muhammad b. Jarir at-Tabari, The Commentary on the Qur'an, translated by A. 
Jones edited by W. F. Madelung, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987) 341-342. 
 



CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM IN THE AGE OF PANDEMICS: PAST AND PRESENT - ELLIAS KAPELLER AND SYLVIA 
KHELA 

Bulletin of the Royal Institute for Inter-Faith Studies : Vol 15 (2020), 46-62 

50. Shabana, "Plague to the Coronavirus,, 8-9. 
 

51. Aberth, Great Mortality, 112-114. 
 

52. Ibid., 96. 
 

53. Shabana, "Plague to the Coronavirus," 10-11. 
 

54. Aberth, Great Mortality, 114-116. 
 

55. Horrox, Black Death, 124-125. 
 

56. Aberth, Great Mortality, 100-104. 
 

57. Henderson, Florence, 149-153. 
 

58. Aberth, Great Mortality, 104-106. 
 

59. lbid. 118-122; Dols, "Comprative Communal," https://web.stanford.edu/class/ 
history13/Readings/MichaelDol.htm; Madigan, Interview. 

 
60. Shabana, "Plague to the Coronavirus," 9-10; Dols, "Early Islamic History, 376:377. 

 
61. Ibid., 378. 

 
62. Aberth, Great Mortality, 110-112. 

 
63. Ibid., 55-63. 

 


