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1. General presentation: 
- General data regarding the impact of Covid-19 pandemic on religion: restrictions, main events 

related to the topic, statistical data (if any) etc.  
- The density and scale of public debates on religion in the context of the pandemic, main points 

of interest in the debate. 
 
Covid-19 hit Portugal in early 2020, and the first lockdown started in March 2020. During the 
summer months the situation improved, but worsened in the fall 2020; in January 2021, the 
number of infected and dead increased to unprecedented numbers (14.000 infected per day and 
300 deaths, in a country with 10 million inhabitants). In February 2021, the country went through 
a second heavy lockdown, with a gradual decontainment from the end of March. In addition to 
the epidemiological crisis, we faced a psychological crisis. The circumstances of the death by 
Covid-19 (or another cause) further challenged the grief process, mostly because of the lack of 
preparation, perception of death with suffering, physical discomfort, and pain, and a lonely end 
of life without dignity. People who lost a loved one were often deprived to say goodbye and to 
participate in face-to-face mourning rituals. Religious and funerary rituals have been either 
forbidden or reduced to a minimum.  

In a country where more than 80% of the population claimed to believe in God (in its various 
forms), and 45.7% declared themselves to practise a religion (Census 2011), religious ceremonies 
were suspended, leaving freedom of worship in its collective dimension on hold. 

The main controversial issue among specialists of law was related with the interpretation of the 
fundamental right of “freedom of conscience and religion” at an individual level, not “freedom 
of worship, in its collective dimension” (see below - 2. Legal aspect). However, as the Portuguese 
Episcopal Conference (CEP) anticipated the suspension of community masses and ceremonies 
(CEP, 13 March 2020) before its suspension by the declaration of a State of Emergency (Decree 
14-A/2020, 18 March 2020), and because the same type of measures was also adopted by other 
religious communities, this controversial issue ended up being socially devalued.  

As it happened with other restrictions during the pandemic period, Portuguese people accepted 
with relevant confidence the decisions imposed by the authorities. Also, Portugal is the second 
most vaccinated country in the word (after the United Arab Emirates) and religious 
representatives were unanimous on refusing “reasons of faith” to refuse the Covid vaccine. 
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- The interest of researchers or state institutions to measure the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic 

on religion reflected in publications, articles, studies, surveys, conferences etc.  
 
The interest of researchers to analyse the changes on religion related to the pandemic can 
certainly be observed in the number of publications dedicated to the subject (see below - 4. 
References). Among them, we emphasise the most extensive survey in Portugal during the 
pandemic, conducted by Santos and Franca (2022), that focuses on the digital experience among 
the Portuguese Catholic population (a non-representative survey).  

Besides, as it is also recognised that it is still early to measure the real impact (medium- and long-
term changes) of the pandemic on religious practices, we also take note of two application-, 
submitted by multidisciplinary researchers teams to the Portuguese National Funding Agency for 
Science, Research and Technology (FCT) that, among other objectives, aims to analyse in depth 
the impact of Covid19 pandemic on religion.  

There are no known studies promoted by the State to understand this phenomenon, but we 
highlight the meeting “Liberdade Religiosa e Diálogo Inter-Religioso: Novos Desafios em Tempos 
de (Mais) Incertezas” [Religious Freedom and Interreligious Dialogue: New Challenges in Times of 
(More) Uncertainty] promoted by the Portuguese High Commission for Migration (on-line, June 
22nd., 2022).   

 

2. Legal aspect: 
- Was there already legislation in place to regulate religious life in the event of a pandemic / natural 

disaster? 
- Main legal texts, drawn up to fight the pandemic, which have affected religious life. Are legislative 

changes related to religious life temporary or permanent? What restrictions have most affected 
religious life? 

- Regulations concerning specific areas of religious life, including hospitals (chaplaincies and rights 
of ministers of religion) and funerals. 

 

Article 19, no. 6 of the Constitution of the Portuguese Republic (CRP) indicates which 
fundamental rights cannot, under any circumstances, and in any way, be suspended. The 
constituent legislator has included the freedom of conscience and religion”. However, during the 
Covid-19 pandemic, the successive declarations of a “State of Emergency” seems to have 
considered only individual (and not collective) freedom of religion as inviolable. The fight against 
the Covid-19 pandemic justified several restrictions and suspensions of the exercise of religious 
freedom in Portugal:  

Decree of the President of the Republic 14-A/2020, 18 March 2020, declaring the state of 
emergency based on a situation of public calamity: Freedom of religion in its collective dimension 
was “partially suspended” and “the competent public authorities may impose the necessary 
restrictions in order to reduce the risk of contagion and implement measures to prevent and 
fight the epidemic, including the limitation to, or prohibition of religious celebrations and other 
religious events involving an agglomeration of persons”.  
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Decree implementing the declaration of a State of Emergency (n.º 2-A/2020, 20 March, article 
17): 1 - It is forbidden to hold religious celebrations and other worship events that involve an 
agglomeration of people. 2 - Funerals are conditioned to the adoption of organizational 
measures that guarantee the absence of clusters of people and the control of safety distances, 
namely the establishment of a maximum attendance limit, to be determined by the local 
authority that exercises management powers of the respective cemetery. 

The same orientation  was also used in the following renewals of the State of Emergency. 

Only since the decree declaring a State of Emergency of November 2020 (Decree of the President 
of the Republic nº. 51-U/2020) no longer provided any suspension of freedom of religion and 
worship. 

However, the Directorate General of Health (DGS) regulated specific guidelines for religious 
ceremonies, including community celebrations, namely accordingly to the different risk levels of 
the counties. General guidelines included internal contingency plans; physical distancing; 
ventilation; circulation circuits; hand sanitiser dispensers; limited maximum capacity; duty to 
«remove or prohibit» touching objects or substances; duty to supervise the place of worship and 
access to collective visits; duty to encourage the adoption of physical protection and distancing 
measures, respiratory etiquette and hand hygiene; advise for people over 65 and with 
comorbidities to attend the ceremonies through alternative means of transmission or to opt for 
times when the celebrations are less attended.  

 
- What religious rights are claimed to have been violated and by whom (state, religious groups), 

and who issued such claim? What challenges or appeals have been made and by whom? Decisions 
of the courts, if any, on this issue; possible religious discrimination. 

The main controversial issue among specialists was related with the interpretation of the 
fundamental right “freedom of conscience and religion” at an individual level, excluding 
“freedom of worship, in its collective dimension”. If it is true that the “freedom of conscience 
and religion” does not literally refer to “freedom of worship” (enshrined in the article 41 of the 
CRP), some argue that such an interpretation seems to ignore the “strong collective dimension”, 
of freedom of religion: 

«As Jónatas Machado explains, “the normative program of the right to religious freedom must 
be interpreted extensively, in order to protect all manifestations, experiences, activities and 
behaviours that are religiously motivated, individual and collective, public and private. (...) In 
addition, as Jorge Miranda and Pedro Garcias Marques explain, in a systematic reading of the 
article 18, n.º 2, of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, freedom of religion implies the 
“freedom to manifest one’s religion or belief, alone or in common, both in public and in private 
(…) by worship or rites”.» (cit in. Tornada, 2021)1 

 
1 Tornada, J. Algumas notas sobre as restrições à liberdade religiosa durante o Estado de Emergência. Observatório 
Almedina, 12 April 2021. Available at: https://observatorio.almedina.net/index.php/2021/04/12/algumas-notas-
sobre-as-restricoes-a-liberdade-religiosa-durante-o-estado-de-emergencia/ 

https://www.dgs.pt/directorate-general-of-health/about-us.aspx
https://www.dgs.pt/directorate-general-of-health/about-us.aspx
https://www.dgs.pt/directorate-general-of-health/about-us.aspx
https://www.dgs.pt/directorate-general-of-health/about-us.aspx
https://observatorio.almedina.net/index.php/2021/04/12/algumas-notas-sobre-as-restricoes-a-liberdade-religiosa-durante-o-estado-de-emergencia/
https://observatorio.almedina.net/index.php/2021/04/12/algumas-notas-sobre-as-restricoes-a-liberdade-religiosa-durante-o-estado-de-emergencia/
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Understanding that the discussion on whether the Constitution provides sufficient mechanisms 
to combat pandemic crises is current and legitimate, the specialist in law João Tornada (2021) 
explains that "What we cannot accept is that this opening tries to encompass everything and the 
opposite, running the risk of subverting the protection of rights, freedoms and guarantees, 
mainly from the core of which the constituent legislator". Moreover, as the political 
anthropologist Alfredo Teixeira (14 May 2021)2 highlights, all these measures were adopted 
without any strategy of consultation with the Portuguese Commission on Religious Freedom.  

However, as the Portuguese Episcopal Conference anticipated the suspension of community 
masses and ceremonies (CEP, 13 March 2020)3, and the same type of measures was also adopted 
by other religious communities (different Protestant/Evangelicals denominations, Jews, 
Muslims, Buddhists, etc.) this controversial issue ended up being socially devalued.  

In this regard, it is important to contextualise that Portugal has become an internationally known 
case for having accepted with great confidence the decisions imposed by the authorities. Rare 
demonstrations or other signs of opposition to pandemic-related restrictions were seen. For 
instance, provisional results of a study conducted by the Francisco Manuel dos Santos 
Foundation4 concluded that 86% of Portuguese people admit that limitations on public freedoms 
were "completely justified" or "justified", although 43% believe that democracy was weakened 
during the pandemic period.  

 

3. Sociological aspect: 
- How was collective religious life affected during the pandemic? - church attendance, pilgrimages, 

major religious holidays, etc. Importance and modalities of digital use (videoconferencing, etc.). 

 

Catholics: 

In an extensive survey carried out between June and July 2021 to a non-representative sample 
of Catholics over 15 years old, composed of 1099 respondents from all regions of Portugal, the 
authors concluded: “(... ) the pandemic accelerated and densified some practices that were 
already a reality within Catholic communities, especially in urban contexts and with a significant 
degree of literacy. In addition, the sense of belonging and community is maintained even using 
digital platforms and resources. Pandemic fatigue was also felt in the spiritual dimension in the 
second lockdown. There are signs that some digital religious/spiritual practices will continue 
post-pandemic, but especially in cases where there was already a demand for these resources” 
(Santos & Franca, 2020, p. 1-2).  

 
 
2 Teixeira, A. Covid-19: Direito à liberdade religiosa «não foi totalmente salvaguardado» durante confinamentos. Agência 
Ecclesia, 14 May 2021. Available at: https://agencia.ecclesia.pt/portal/covid-19-direito-a-liberdade-religiosa-nao-foi-totalmente-
salvaguardado-durante-confinamentos-diz-alfredo-teixeira/ 
3 Conferência Episcopal Portuguesa. Covid-19 – Comunicado da Conferência Episcopal Portuguesa. CEP, 13 March 
2020. Available at: https://www.conferenciaepiscopal.pt/v1/covid-19-comunicado-da-conferencia-episcopal-
portuguesa/ 
4 Available at: https://www.ffms.pt/destaques/detalhe/5648/dados-preliminares-do-estudo-sobre-a-covid19-em-portugal 
 

https://agencia.ecclesia.pt/portal/covid-19-direito-a-liberdade-religiosa-nao-foi-totalmente-salvaguardado-durante-confinamentos-diz-alfredo-teixeira/
https://agencia.ecclesia.pt/portal/covid-19-direito-a-liberdade-religiosa-nao-foi-totalmente-salvaguardado-durante-confinamentos-diz-alfredo-teixeira/
https://www.conferenciaepiscopal.pt/v1/covid-19-comunicado-da-conferencia-episcopal-portuguesa/
https://www.conferenciaepiscopal.pt/v1/covid-19-comunicado-da-conferencia-episcopal-portuguesa/
https://www.ffms.pt/destaques/detalhe/5648/dados-preliminares-do-estudo-sobre-a-covid19-em-portugal
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Most relevant data: 

● 80.9% of respondents revealed that they had attended online celebrations or masses during 
the first lockdown, especially in the 25-35 age group.  

● Most used platform was Youtube (used by 49.5% of respondents)  
● 70.7% of respondents attended telematic masses/celebrations at least once a week - with a 

decrease in attendance in the second confinement (-3.7%) 
● 50% of the population, in both lockdowns, reported attending telematic masses/celebrations 

with family members or other people. It should be noted, however, the increase of almost 
15% of respondents who started to attend alone in the second lockdown. 

● 63.1% of respondents claim to have already sought out other religious/spiritual practices on 
digital platforms before the pandemic; Fifteen percent of respondents started using this type 
of content and resources during the first lockdown.  

● Forty-one percent of respondents considered that the religious experience using tools was as 
intense in the first lockdown as in the second; an expressive value (29.8%) felt that it was less 
intense in the second.  

● When asked about the intention to continue using digital media after the end of the 
pandemic, 61.9% said yes - less than the respondents who initially said they had already used 
these tools.  

● When evaluating the religious experience throughout the pandemic, 41.2% indicated the 
option of “more isolated”, although 34.3% identified it as more profound. 

 
Some constraints/difficulties on digital communication was reported in the media (Meireles, 14 
March 2021)5:   

 
"It's not the same thing, because the celebration of the Eucharist, naturally, is in person". Spokesperson 
for the Portuguese Episcopal Conference 

“It was not easy, because, for example, in the prayer that we pray in congregation, we join shoulder to 
shoulder. One of the first things was that this join was not possible. It was violent. Not having Friday 
prayer, the holy day for Muslims, in the mosques was even more violent spiritually for my congregation, 
but we had to be like that, we were firm, at first we had some criticism from the Muslims, but we were 
firm”. David Munir, Lisbon Iman 

“Is very difficult. Because even if we manage to be on a platform with several people, there is something 
of a discontinuity in all of this. And the experience we have is that there are many people who do not 
feel comfortable having a cult in that situation, even though they are not info-excluded. And they don't 
go.” Paulo Silva, President of the Christian Presbyterian Church of Portugal and Vice President of the 
Portuguese Council of Christian Churches 

 

 
5 Meireles, Ana. Confissões religiosas ansiosas por abrir portas, mas o digital veio para ficar. Diário de Notícias, 14 March 2021. 
Available at:  https://www.dn.pt/sociedade/confissoes-religiosas-estao-ansiosas-por-abrir-portas-mas-o-digital-veio-
para-ficar-13452512.html 

https://www.presbyterianireland.org/Mission/Mission-Partners/Christian-Presbyterian-Church-of-Portugal.aspx
https://www.dn.pt/sociedade/confissoes-religiosas-estao-ansiosas-por-abrir-portas-mas-o-digital-veio-para-ficar-13452512.html
https://www.dn.pt/sociedade/confissoes-religiosas-estao-ansiosas-por-abrir-portas-mas-o-digital-veio-para-ficar-13452512.html
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Regarding the Protestant-Evangelical churches’ experience in the urban context of Lisbon, 
Rodrigues (19 March 2021)6 observed that the closing of temples was not considered a “big 
problem”. The churches were able to “make a great investment, quickly improving not only their 
digital tools, but also the skilled workforce in this type of digital tools”. 

For instance, it must be highlighted that the new urban, Pentecostal and neo-Pentecostal 
churches were already using, in the pre-COVID phase, very efficiently virtual platforms and social 
networks, such as Youtube, Instagram, Facebook, Zoom and Whatsapp. Thus, in the current 
pandemic context, they did not have the need to improve resources and just readjusted them. 
To have an idea, in pre-covid period, a study conducted in the metropolitan area of Lisbon, 
already pointed out that 30% of evangelicals attend community worship, at least once a week, 
through the internet (Teixeira, 2019)7. 

 

Muslims (information from Pedro Soares, February 2021) 

The beginning of Ramadan (April 2020), during the lockdown period, implemented new changes 
in the religious life of the Islamic community. As they could not worship and celebrate together, 
Muslims prayed and broke fast (doing iftar) at home, together with their families and not in the 
traditional context of their congregation. The Islamic Foundation of Palmela, in connection with 
the main mosques of the Lisbon area, coordinated a daily programme on the live audio 
broadcasting composed of readings of the Qur'an, prayers, and lectures.  

Stressing the charitable and welfare dimensions, many religious groups organised themselves to 
support the populations most affected by the pandemic crisis.  

       Jews (information from Marina Pignatelli, February 2021) 

Many Jewish religious practices have been recreated: services were restricted to minimum 
attendance, many activities have moved to outdoor spaces, kosher food deliveries were made 
via drive-through. 

 

-        How has the pandemic influenced people’s religiosity? - secularisation or secularisation; 
changes in religious behaviour regarding funerals, commemorations, marriage, baptism, etc. Some 
religious practices (ritual gestures, dietary practices, etc.) had to be modified because of the 
pandemic. Have the changes brought about by the pandemic situation lasted or have they been 
temporary? 

 

 
6 Rodrigues, D. O vírus é um demónio, mas não é mais poderoso do que Deus: A vivência religiosa em tempos de pandemia. 
Visão, 19 March 2021. Available at: https://visao.sapo.pt/opiniao/ponto-de-vista/sociologia-do-quotidiano/2021-03-19-o-virus-
e-um-demonio-mas-nao-e-mais-poderoso-do-que-deus-a-vivencia-religiosa-em-tempos-de-pandemia/ 
 
7 Teixeira, A. (coord.) (2019). Identidades religiosas e dinâmica social na Área Metropolitana de Lisboa. Lisboa: FFMS. Available 
at: 
https://www.ffms.pt/publicacoes/grupo-estudos/3948/identidades-religiosas-e-dinamica-social-na-area-metropolitana-de-
lisboa 

https://visao.sapo.pt/opiniao/ponto-de-vista/sociologia-do-quotidiano/2021-03-19-o-virus-e-um-demonio-mas-nao-e-mais-poderoso-do-que-deus-a-vivencia-religiosa-em-tempos-de-pandemia/
https://visao.sapo.pt/opiniao/ponto-de-vista/sociologia-do-quotidiano/2021-03-19-o-virus-e-um-demonio-mas-nao-e-mais-poderoso-do-que-deus-a-vivencia-religiosa-em-tempos-de-pandemia/
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In an interview, the political anthropologist Alfredo Teixeira (14 March, 2021)8 considers that the 
impact of restrictions on mobility and the exercise of meeting particularly affected people 
belonging to minority denominations, given that “all Catholics have, in some way, a community, 
a church close to them”. 

«Asked about the impact of the successive limitations and suspensions of community celebrations, 
the expert maintains that “there is a trail that will remain”.  

“Perhaps the religious field is even one of the places where, in some way, the effects of this 
pandemic could last in time”, he indicates, underlining the “strongly community dimension” of the 
religious experience.  

The researcher emphasizes that the use of technology can accelerate the “distancing” of Catholics 
in a “more peripheral” situation in relation to community experiences, but also reinforced groups 
“with a strong community connection”, which reinvented their relationships.  

“It does not seem to me that we can have a single judgment on the consequences of what we are 
experiencing, but we will certainly have, in some sectors of the Catholic universe, a certain 
deepening of this hyper-individualized management of its relationship with Christian memory”.  

Regarding the possible consequences of the suspensions still in force for the processions, Alfredo 
Teixeira understands that these practices have the capacity of “resistance”, because they are 
“rooted in a memory”.  

The researcher also says that the experience of the pandemic was “creative”, from a spiritual 
point of view.» 

 
- How can the relation between religious groups and the State during Covid-19 pandemic be 

described? - collaboration, confrontation, neutrality? Did religious groups facilitate or hinder the 
adherence to public health measures to prevent the spread of the virus? 
 
As previously explained, in line with the indications of the Government and the health authorities, 
the Portuguese Episcopal Conference (CEP, 13 March 2020) “determined  that priests suspend the 
community celebration of Holy Mass until the current emergency situation is overcome. Diocesan 
instructions regarding other sacraments and acts of worship, as well as the suspension of 
catechesis and meetings, must also be followed. These measures must be complemented with 
possible celebratory offers on television, radio and internet. Let us remain in personal and family 
prayer, biblically nourished, trusting in divine grace and in the good will of all.” 

As mentioned above, the religious minorities displayed a high level of adaptation to the new 
challenges. Evangelical and historical Protestants, Muslims, Hindus and Jehovah's Witnesses  also 
stopped having face-to-face meetings and started gathering video conferences on different types 
of digital platforms (Youtube, Facebook, WhatsApp, Zoom).  

Besides, as it happened with the imposed restrictions, vaccination was not contested by religious 
groups. Indeed, in the public space, there was a widespread refusal of using faith arguments 
against the Covid-19 vaccine among representatives of Catholics, Muslims, Protestants, 
Anglicans, Hindus and Jehovah's Witnesses (Gomes, 22 August 2021). 

 
8 Teixeira, A. Covid-19: Direito à liberdade religiosa «não foi totalmente salvaguardado» durante confinamentos. Agência 
Ecclesia, 14 May 2021. Available at: https://agencia.ecclesia.pt/portal/covid-19-direito-a-liberdade-religiosa-nao-foi-totalmente-
salvaguardado-durante-confinamentos-diz-alfredo-teixeira/ 

https://agencia.ecclesia.pt/portal/covid-19-direito-a-liberdade-religiosa-nao-foi-totalmente-salvaguardado-durante-confinamentos-diz-alfredo-teixeira/
https://agencia.ecclesia.pt/portal/covid-19-direito-a-liberdade-religiosa-nao-foi-totalmente-salvaguardado-durante-confinamentos-diz-alfredo-teixeira/
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We expect that research will be carried out in order to understand the individual attitudes of 
believers, without the pressure of the institutions.  
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● NoRites: Empty temples, solitary rituals: pandemic, deprivation and reconfiguration of religious and 
funerary rituals across religions in Portugal (PTDC/SOC-ANT/3931/2021) [not approved] 

● CRISIS: Religions, Spiritualities, crisis and Pandemics (2022.02301.PTDC) [waiting for results] 


