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1. General presentation 

Assessing the Impact of Covid-19 on Religions in Austria  

Throughout the pandemic, the religious mainstream cooperated with state institutions to 

promote safety, governmental rules on social distancing, and vaccination. The first lockdown 

in 2020 affected Christian Easter celebrations and Islamic Ramadan festivities. On-site 

gatherings were largely prohibited and religious authorities and governmental 

representatives jointly communicated these restrictions. Here, the model of cooperation in 

religion-state relations proved effective.  

Public Debates 

Religion was not an intensively discussed topic during the pandemic. The official 

representatives of the legally recognised religious communities have widely supported 

governmental measures as well as vaccination campaigns. Several religious sites functioned 

as (contemporary) vaccination stations, e.g. St. Stephen's Cathedral in the Vienna city centre 

and at various mosques across the city.  

Religious actors and elements are present among anti-vaccination activists and protesters 

against Covid-19 measures, also joining in the propagation of conspiracy theories.  In these 

protests, ultra-conservative Catholics, Evangelicals, and esotericists marched alongside 

followers of the radical right identitarian movement and other extremists. Multiple instances 

of antisemitic expressions were documented throughout the protests.   

In the course of the pandemic, civil-society organisations such as the anti-racism initiative 

ZARA have documented a significant rise in antisemitism and anti-Muslim-racism. Equally, the 

Jewish community has reported a new peak in antisemitic incidents. In addition to the use of 

controversial slogans during protests as well as verbal and physical assaults, antisemitism 

https://www.meinbezirk.at/wien/c-politik/moscheen-aktion-in-wien-impfung-ist-pflicht-im-islam_a4832890
https://www.dw.com/en/what-is-behind-the-covid-protests-across-europe/a-60074426
https://assets.zara.or.at/media/rassismusreport/Racism-Report-2020.pdf
https://assets.zara.or.at/media/rassismusreport/Racism-Report-2020.pdf
https://www.parlament.gv.at/PAKT/PR/JAHR_2021/PK0967/index.shtml
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online has become a rapidly growing phenomenon. Similarly, online expressions of hatred 

against Muslims have risen dramatically.  

Research on Religion in Times of Covid-19  

Research was focused on issues of digitalisation. Austria for example participated in the 

international survey, “Churches online in times of Corona”. Other studies investigated the 

impact of the pandemic on religiosity (Aschauer, Glatz, and Prandner 2022), chaplaincy 

(Berghofer, Petritsch, and Schwarz 2020), pastoral perspectives (Körtner 2021), and legal 

aspects (Drößler, Kämper, and Schilberg 2020).  

 

2. Legal Aspects 

Austria had no general law that foresaw a regulation of religious life during a pandemic or 

during natural disasters, except for the rather outdated Federal Epidemic Law Act of 1950 that 

regulated general safety measures without explicitly mentioning religious communities or 

religious events.  

However, there were certain laws that regulated the external legal relationships of religious 

communities. These included the Islam Law of 2015 and the Israelite Law of 2012, which 

contain provisions that enable authorities to prohibit assemblies and events for religious 

purposes, should they pose an immediate danger to public safety, order, health, national 

security or to the rights and freedoms of others (§ 27 Islam Law; § 18 Israelite Law). However, 

these provisions have not been evoked during the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Instead, the government amended and modernised the Epidemic Law of 1950 and enacted 

the Federal Law on Provisional Measures to Prevent the Spread of COVID-19 (COVID-19 

Measures Law - COVID-19-MG; This formed the basis for several temporary provisions that 

concerned lockdowns and for further basic measures to prevent the spread of COVID-19 

(COVID19 Basic Measures Ordinance - COVID-19-BMV). Theoretically, religious practices were 

permitted throughout the course of the pandemic. Government had not enacted specific legal 

measures that have influenced religious communities directly, but provided for religious 

communities to enact their own rules.  

However, before imposing the first lockdown in Austria, the government met with 

representatives of legally recognised churches and religious communities to inform them 

https://contoc.org/de/contoc/
https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=10010265
https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung.wxe?Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=20011073
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about the development of the pandemic, the infection rates and to ask them to voluntarily 

refrain from all worship gatherings (Kleine Zeitung; Jäggle 2021). In the course of this 

discussion, the government did reach an agreement with the churches and religious 

communities to suspend public meetings and public religious services and to postpone family 

celebrations such as weddings and baptisms at churches. As a result of this cooperation, there 

were no active government regulations or special laws concerning religious services and public 

prayers during any phase of the pandemic. During the lockdowns, churches, mosques, 

synagogues and other places of worship therefore remained open for personal prayer and 

partially for pastoral care (Katholische Kirche, Österreich). Religious communities adjusted their 

Corona protection measures themselves in accordance with governmental measures and the 

prevalent situation. Funerals were possible throughout, although the maximum number of 

participants was adjusted in accordance with the state of the pandemic. Keeping minimum 

distances and wearing mouth protection were part of the measures that enabled such 

meetings. Pastoral care in hospital was still permitted, yet weddings were only possible at the 

civil registry office and baptisms had to be postponed. (Jäggle 2021; Österreichische 

Bischofskonferenz).   

The cooperation between the government and legally recognised churches and religious 

communities worked well throughout the pandemic even though legal measures curtailed the 

collective dimension of the right to freedom of religion or belief as enshrined in Art. 9 ECHR 

and Art. 15 StGG. However, this right has not been claimed by religious actors, neither has it 

triggered any court proceedings during the pandemic. 

 

3. Sociological aspect 

Religious life during the pandemic  

On-site religious celebration was not possible during lockdowns and was widely restricted 

throughout the past two years. Religious buildings remained open throughout the pandemic 

but religious gatherings took place according to the rather strict rules on general meetings. 

Consequently, most religious communities started to provide digital services, ranging from 

livestream services to interactive social-media activities. Counselling was in great demand 

both online and over the telephone (Humer u. a. 2021). During the pandemic, a Muslim 

telephone counselling service was set up.  

https://www.kleinezeitung.at/oesterreich/5783712/Coronavirus_Kirchen-setzen-Gottesdienste-aus
https://www.katholisch.at/aktuelles/132205/lockdown-auch-muslime-setzen-gebete-in-moscheen-aus
https://www.bischofskonferenz.at/129383/krankenhausseelsorge-durch-corona-herausgefordert-wie-noch-nie
https://www.bischofskonferenz.at/129383/krankenhausseelsorge-durch-corona-herausgefordert-wie-noch-nie
https://religion.orf.at/tv/stories/3212852/
https://religion.orf.at/tv/stories/3212852/
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Secularisation and Secularisation During the Pandemic 

We can assume that the pandemic has affected religious affiliations across traditions but there 

is limited data available. In 2020, 58.727 people left the Catholic Church. This number is lower 

than in the years before (2019: 67.794) and after (2021: 72.055). On the church’s statistical 

website, the assumption is expressed that restricted access to official public authorities 

resulted in many people postponing their exit. Statistical data on other religious groups is 

currently not available.  

In 2020, there were less Catholic baptisms and weddings but a higher number of Catholic 

funerals. The Protestant Church (Lutheran and Helvetian confessions) reports no changes in 

church-exit statistics, but a significantly higher share of baptisms in 2021 (2.243) compared to 

2020 (1.644). Most likely, these celebrations included many that had been postponed in 2020. 

Relations Between Religious Communities and State Actors During the Pandemic 

Governmental and religious actors collaborated throughout the Covid-19 pandemic. Austria’s 

legally recognised religious communities supported governmental measures, such as 

lockdowns, social distancing, and the obligation to wear masks. This consensus was 

communicated in press conferences and regular meetings between the ministry in charge and 

religious communities. Religious communities refrained from celebrating on-site during 

lockdowns and introduced hygiene measures (e.g. disinfection of hands and artefacts, wearing 

masks, limiting singing, restricting numbers of participants during celebrations) throughout 

the pandemic. The Catholic Church provides a chronological documentation of restrictions. 

Interreligious activities were likewise affected by the pandemic. Initiatives such as 

#keepingittogether, mutual messages of Jews and Christians for Easter/Pessah, and 

“Coronaspection” have proved that the need of digitalisation also provides new possibilities 

of exchange and collaboration among religions (theocare.network). 
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