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 It has nearly been a year since the first case of the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) was detected in 
the United States (Jan. 20, 2020) and more than a year since the first case was diagnosed in the world 
(Dec. 31, 2019).1 Governors across the United States have imposed a number of lockdowns, stay-at-
home orders, and restrictions, all in the name of “slowing the spread.” All of us have felt the effects of 
this worldwide pandemic in one way or another. By now, most of us know of someone who has gotten 
the disease, or you may have experienced the disease yourself. More so, it seems as though the efforts 
taken to mitigate the spread of COVID-19 have had greater ramifications on our own lives than the virus 
itself. Recently, Michigan’s governor, Gretchen Whitmer, released a three-week-long executive order 
that sought to limit indoor gatherings to one or two families; close public venues such as restaurants, 
theaters, stadiums, and bowling alleys; stop organized sporting events; shutter workplaces when work 
can be done remotely; and end any in-person learning at the high school and college levels.2 In March of 
2020, these mitigation efforts were likely felt even more heavily, when the governor’s stay-at-home 
order additionally shut down the manufacturing and construction industries. Our children could no 
longer attend school, many of us were unable to work under these tight restrictions, and Sunday 
services were viewed from our living rooms. All at once, the frenzy of the world came to a standstill as 
everybody quivered in fear over this invisible enemy. 
 Undoubtedly, the world has been altered by the virus. When we leave the house, we reach for 
our phones, wallets, keys, and masks—that is, if we don’t already have a couple of masks dangling from 
our rearview mirrors in our cars. The grocery store aisles are carefully marked every six feet with a 
reminder to do your part in slowing the spread by social distancing. With all of these mitigation 
reminders and edicts within society, we need to take a close and serious look at what this means for the 
church. The governor of New York, Andrew Cuomo, a staunch Democrat notorious for both strict and 
reckless mitigation techniques, such as moving elderly patients who had contracted the novel 
coronavirus into nursing homes, attempted to impose tight restrictions on religious gatherings. On 
October 6, Governor Cuomo decided to shut down a number of areas and establishments in New York 
that he deemed non-essential in zones where coronavirus cases had spiked. He stated that in these “red 
zones,” houses of worship could remain open at only 25% capacity or up to a maximum of ten people. 
With an appeal to the freedom to exercise religion, a Roman Catholic diocese in Brooklyn, New York, as 
well as two Orthodox Jewish congregations, raised concerns with the governor’s restrictions, which 
turned into a Supreme Court ruling.33 Following the election of three conservative justices to the 
Supreme Court under President Donald Trump—Neil Gorsuch in February 2017, Brett Kavanaugh in July 
2018, and most recently, Amy Coney Barrett in September 2020—the court’s 6-3 conservative majority 
ruled 5-4 in favor of the requests to block the restrictions from being enforced on places of worship.44 
The outcome was a tight victory for religious institutions across the United States. 
 Prior to the appointment of Justice Barrett, the outcome likely would have been different, and, 
indeed, it was. Justice Barrett replaced Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, a liberal who was notorious for her 
feminist efforts. Due to a number of complications associated with cancer, Justice Ginsburg died 

 
1 www.cdc.gov  
2 https://www.michigan.gov/coronavirus/0,9753,7-406-98163-545138--,00.html  
3 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-usa-court/cuomo-calls-u-s-supreme-courts-religious-
gatherings-ruling-irrelevant-idUSKBN2860CK  
4 https://www.politico.com/news/2020/09/26/trump-legacy-supreme-court-422058  
 

http://www.cdc.gov/
https://www.michigan.gov/coronavirus/0,9753,7-406-98163-545138--,00.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-usa-court/cuomo-calls-u-s-supreme-courts-religious-gatherings-ruling-irrelevant-idUSKBN2860CK
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-usa-court/cuomo-calls-u-s-supreme-courts-religious-gatherings-ruling-irrelevant-idUSKBN2860CK
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/09/26/trump-legacy-supreme-court-422058


suddenly on September 18, 2020. Prior to her death, two similar cases from churches in Nevada and 
California reached the Supreme Court. A weaker conservative majority led to a 5-4 vote that rejected 
the requests that restrictions on gatherings be lifted.53 Religious freedom was brushed aside in the name 
of safety and security. 
 Undoubtedly, the coronavirus, and more importantly, efforts to mitigate the coronavirus, have 
become a political issue. As the virus spread throughout the United States, each governor seemed to 
take an approach to the handling of the virus that was very much based upon his or her political 
affiliation. Republican governors largely tended toward shorter lockdowns with fewer restrictions, 
whereas Democratic governors wielded their power as much as possible with extended lockdowns, 
mask mandates, and extensive lists of non-essential activities and establishments that had to be 
avoided. The left-leaning media preached only doom and gloom as it condemned the president’s efforts 
to keep the solution from becoming worse than the problem when he encouraged the reopening of the 
economy and promised a vaccine by the end of the year with “Operation Warp Speed.” This same 
rhetoric was taken to the debate stage, as President Trump argued that schools should be reopened due 
to relatively low infection rates in children, while former vice president Joe Biden continued to push for 
widespread mask wearing and continued restrictions. When these appeals from religious institutions 
came to the Supreme Court, the decision was between upholding religious freedom or mitigating the 
spread of the virus. With each case, it seemed as though each viewpoint was entirely based on political 
affiliation. 
 Recent events have led to an attack on the church. Corrupt and sinful institutions are wielding 
the coronavirus as a weapon as they seek to stifle the church. We must be aware of how the world is 
using the pandemic as an opportunity to weaken the church. For months, many of our congregations 
abruptly stopped gathering together as a body of believers. This issue persists, as fellowship can no 
longer be enjoyed in the same pre-pandemic manner. Some of our congregations continue to remain 
separated, and a return to the full enjoyment of the fellowship of the saints is not clearly in sight. 
Additionally, we see evidence of an attack from outside the church. A shifting political spectrum, 
responses of governors across the country to the virus, and Supreme Court rulings have all indicated 
that religious freedom is hanging in the balance. Soon, religious institutions will not be considered all 
that essential. Rather, they will be considered unsafe, super-spreader hotspots that hinder efforts to 
create a safe and secure world. 
 As the world targets the church, the church must not be fearful. It must not be fearful of the 
coronavirus or of efforts to remove the freedom to worship. It surely must not deem itself non-essential. 
The church must continue to gather together as a body of believers, with the doors wide open and the 
pews filled. In the midst of a pandemic, we do this with care and wisdom as we consider the physical  
health of the members, but the spiritual health of the church is of greater importance and in greater 
danger. God has dominion over his church, and he alone has deemed worship essential. In a world of 
uncertainty, may we trust in God that he will preserve his own. “For I am persuaded, that neither death, 
nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, 
nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ  
Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 8:38–39). 
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