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Abstract

:

In theory, the coronavirus pandemic, with its wide-ranging implications for the functioning of societies around the world, cannot fail to have an impact on religiosity. We test whether this is really the case and investigate the scope and trend of changes in religious commitment using the example of Polish society. We make use of survey research conducted at various times on representative samples of Poles. Many studies have shown that in the face of destabilization and uncertainty, religious engagement gives hope and support, and therefore religiosity should be expected to increase during a pandemic. On the other hand, it can be assumed that a superficial and traditional religiosity, associated only with customary participation in Sunday religious practices, may weaken or even disappear when churches close. It emerges that both these phenomena can be observed in Polish society and, consequently, in the context of the pandemic, they are leading to religious polarization.
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1. Introduction


As a rule, any change that significantly transforms social, political, and economic life also affects the sphere of faith and religiosity. As Peter L. Berger (1984) notes, “just as religious ideas can lead to empirically tangible changes in the social structure, changes in the social structure affect the level of religious awareness and perceptions. Religion appears as a shaping force in one situation and as a dependent phenomenon in another historical situation”. In this context, the coronavirus pandemic, with its broad implications for the functioning of societies around the world, could not in theory fail to have an impact on religiosity.



Functionalists suggest that religion is important to both society and the individual because it has both explicit and implicit functions. Among the many functions assigned to religion, they indicate religion as a source of emotional support and answers to final questions, including those related to explaining events that seem difficult to understand (Durkheim 1898; Malinowski 1990). Religion is supposed to provide the means by which a person can bravely face crises and adversities (Kahana et al. 1988).



Religion, by providing a frame of reference that exceeds the empirically available “here and now”, often remains a support for individuals in a situation of uncertainty of fate, in failures, and in disappointments. Religion includes people in a group integrated by recognized values and norms and thus contributes to an increase in social control and a reduction in deviation. Religion fosters self-definition (identification) and leads individuals through various phases of life (Sroczyńska 2018). In the face of cataclysm, destabilization, and uncertainty, religion becomes more important and offers hope and support (Bentzen 2019) and, conversely, augmented security contributes to the growth of secularization. This is especially visible in the modernized Western European countries, where people live under conditions of greater security and do not need predictable and rigid rules of conduct (Norris and Inglehart 2011). Sociologists of religion have shown that increased financial, social, and existential security associated with the modernization process result in a decreased need for religious reassurance (Höllinger and Muckenhuber 2019; Immerzeel and van Tubergen 2011; Molteni 2020; Norris and Inglehart 2011).



Religiousness also promotes better physical health, and some studies even show that religious people live longer than those who are not religious (Moberg 2008) due to the fact that religious people cope better with various diseases (Büssing et al. 2009; Bonelli 2006). Religious commitment also contributes to greater psychological comfort. Religion is sometimes referred to as a kind of supportive psychology—a form of psychotherapy. God gives hope, and this perception helps sufferers alleviate their personal or social crisis. Faith and religious practice can improve mental well-being by being a source of comfort to people in difficult times and by improving their social interactions with others in places of worship. Many studies show that people of all ages, not just the elderly, are happier and more satisfied with their lives if they are religious. They are less likely to become depressed, and those who do have a faster remission (Bonelli et al. 2012; Mahdanian 2018; Büssing et al. 2009; Koenig et al. 1988).



Bearing in mind the above findings, we can suppose that in the global public health crisis we are currently facing due to the COVID-19 pandemic, religion may play a particularly important role in helping people better cope with the threat they are experiencing. On the other hand, the struggle with the pandemic has forced most countries to introduce a number of restrictions to stop the transmission of the virus, including restrictions related to religious worship, and these have certainly not been conducive to the development of religiosity as they have limited its forms.



The uncertain impact of the pandemic on religiosity has been confirmed by the results of research that have already been published. On the one hand, we can observe the growing importance of religiosity. In March 2020, the share of Google searches for prayer surged to the highest level ever recorded, surpassing all other major events that otherwise call for prayer, such as Christmas, Easter, and Ramadan. The level of prayer search shares in March 2020 (The World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a pandemic on 11 March 2020) was more than 50% higher than the average during February 2020. The rise in prayer at the beginning of the pandemic was a global phenomenon, with all countries (except the least religious 10%) seeing significant rises in prayer search shares (Bentzen 2020b). It has also been indicated that people experiencing fear, suffering, or illness in a pandemic often experience a “spiritual renewal”. Therefore, some authors speak of the formation of a new “coronavirus generation”, in which the development of spirituality creates a mature attitude based on truth and freedom (Kowalczyk et al. 2020). A similar phenomenon has also been confirmed by the results of the international Pew Research Center study, according to which many people around the world, especially in the United States, state that the outbreak has boosted their faith (Pew Research Center 2020). Brazilian research has also shown an association between religiosity and spirituality and the positive mental health consequences of social isolation (Lucchetti et al. 2020). Italian findings also suggest that under dramatic circumstances a short-term religious revival is possible, even in contexts where the process of secularization is ongoing. However, it only applies to people who suffered from the most severe effects of the crisis and those who are already religiously socialized (Molteni et al. 2020).



On the other hand, we have evidence of a de-intensification of religious practices during the pandemic. The decrease is greater in regard to institutionalized rites than personal ones. People who previously practiced religious acts with little regularity tended to abandon them during this period (Meza 2020). In South Korea, all three of the country’s major religions (Catholicism, Protestantism, and Buddhism) suffered significant losses in both income and membership, accelerating the already-decreasing influence of institutional religion within Korean society (Park and Kim 2021).



In the context of ambiguous results of research on the transformation of religiosity in the pandemic context, the question is whether and how the pandemic period changed the religious engagement of Poles. In our article, we analyze the scope and trend of changes in religious practices in Polish society, whose attachment to religion (mainly Catholicism, in Poland over 90% of the population are Catholics) has been exceptionally strong in comparison with the rest of Europe—so far. Importantly, however, the relatively high level of Poles’ religious commitment does not mean that there has been no change in Polish religiosity or progress toward secularization. There has been a gradual emancipation of various areas of social life from the influence of the Church and religion, and, thus, on the one hand, a slow departure from faith and religiosity (atheization), and, on the other hand, the individualization of religion, which means that religiosity becomes religiosity by choice—more personal and less institutionalized.



Secularization and individualization trends in Polish religiosity began to appear after Poland joined the European Union in 2004. This was a time that additionally coincided with the death of John Paul II, who had been an exceptional authority for Poles and undoubtedly attracted people to church. After 2005, declared participation in church rituals slightly but systematically decreased, reaching values significantly lower than those recorded during the Pope’s lifetime. The signals are particularly clear in the case of young people, residents of the largest cities, and people with a higher education (CBOS 2015). From 2005 to today, the percentage of Poles who define themselves as believers and who regularly practice religion (at least once a week) has decreased by 13% (from 58% to 45%). At the same time, the numbers of believers who are non-practitioners increased (from 7% to 11%) as did the numbers of non-believers who are non-practitioners (from 3% to 8%). Among people aged 18–24, these trends are even more telling. From 2005 to 2020, the percentage of believing and regularly practicing youth over 18 decreased from 51% to 28%. At that time, there was a 16-point increase in the percentage of non-believers and non-practitioners in this group (Figure 1).



Poles’ declarations of faith have changed much more slowly than their declarations relating to religious practice (invariably, over 90% of Poles describe themselves as Catholics and almost the same percentage consider themselves believers). However, the turn toward a more individualized and simultaneously less institutionalized religiosity, not requiring attendance at Sunday mass, seems quite obvious. The selectivity and individualization of Poles’ faith is also visible in the doctrinal dimension. While considering themselves to be believers and even regularly participating in religious practices, they often not only do not accept many basic tenets of the faith but also frequently hold ideas that are contrary to the Catholic religion. Thus, model institutional religiosity—manifesting itself through an attitude fully reflecting identification with the doctrine of the faith and full acceptance of religious moral norms, confirmed by systematic participation in religious worship and with a simultaneous personal experience of religion and commitment to the religious community—has significantly declined in importance in Poland since 2005 (CBOS 2020e). The religiosity of Poles is largely based solely on the cultivation of tradition. In January 2020, as many as two-thirds of adult Poles surveyed by CBOS, in defining their faith, chose the answer, “I was raised in the faith and am maintaining the tradition” (66%). Not quite one in three respondents (30%) described their faith as “deep”; of these, a majority (15%) stated that at some point in their life they had thoroughly thought about what and why they believed or did not believe. One in eight admitted that their faith had been sometimes weaker or stronger, but said that today they know the principles of faith must be reconciled with life. Others (3%) had chosen faith under the influence of a profound experience and decided to subordinate their life to it (CBOS 2020d). In the course of not quite two years, Poles’ convictions about the traditional nature of their faith increased by six percentage points, and the percentage of those who declared having a deep faith decreased by the same amount (Figure 2).



Due to the fact that the faith of most Poles is rather superficial, predictions about changes in Polish religiosity have long assumed an increase in atheistic or indifferent attitudes toward religion and the loosening of ties between Polish identity and religious participation (Mariański 2007). These predictions were justified by systematically collected empirical data, although the trend was not clear; hence, the term “creeping secularization” appeared in relation to Polish religiosity (Mariański 2018). However, the year 2020 arrived, and with it the coronavirus pandemic, which has brought about many changes and unknowns, as well as numerous restrictions, including those concerning public religious practice. In this connection, another question arises: how will the pandemic affect the religious engagement of Poles? Will it strengthen it, weaken it, or maybe change it in yet another, non-obvious way?



The Polish government reacted very quickly with specific measures to limit the number of COVID-19 cases. The first restrictions were introduced in mid-March, when the number of diagnosed infections was only 31 cases (Ministry of Health 2020). The quick and decisive reaction of the government most likely caused the number of diagnosed cases in Poland to remain relatively low for a long time. The low number was also thanks to citizens who, especially in the initial phase of the pandemic, very strictly followed the government’s recommendations (CBOS 2020c). As in other countries, the restrictions introduced by the Polish government in connection with fighting the pandemic applied to many spheres of human life, including public worship. Among other things, pilgrimages and religious meetings were canceled, and restrictions were placed on the number of believers allowed to participate in public religious rites (details in Table 1).



In this new situation for all, religious actors have had an important role to play—including in adapting rituals to the changing restrictions, ensuring the safety of gatherings, and identifying and responding to the needs of the faithful. In line with the guidelines on social distancing and isolation, religious communities around the world, including in Poland, have responsibly modified their religious practices, moved congregations online, and undertaken to provide additional forms of spiritual support for their followers, including through new technologies.



It is worth noting, however, that religious practices in cyberspace provide a different experience than does a gathering of believers in a church, and believers therefore treat those practices as a substitute for religiosity. Much skepticism has been expressed about the possibility of having spiritual experiences through mass media (Hojsgaard and Warburg 2005). In this context, it has been forecast that while the coronavirus pandemic might indeed strengthen a religious attitude to coping with the situation, the closing of religious institutions will result in a shift from public to private prayer (Bentzen 2020a), and thus toward what Thomas Luckmann many years ago called invisible religion (Luckmann 1967)—a religion that is individualized and non-institutional.



The aim of our article is to discuss our findings on how the pandemic and subsequent lockdowns have influenced the narrowly defined religiosity of Poles. We will present, among other matters, aspects of religious practice in Poland under various forms of government restrictions related to combating the coronavirus. We will consider to what extent and in which social groups religious engagement has changed during this period and the nature of these changes.




2. Materials and Methods


This article is based on data on the impact of the pandemic on the religiosity of Poles from cyclical surveys conducted by the Public Opinion Research Center (CBOS) on representative samples of adult Polish residents whose names were drawn from the Universal Electronic System for Registration of the Population (PESEL) register. We are particularly interested in the results of two studies conducted in May 2020 and September 2020, in which the topic of religiosity was addressed in depth. The research procedure in both cases was mixed-mode: each respondent selected for the sample from the PESEL survey independently chose one of the following methods:



	
a direct interview with an interviewer (the CAPI method);



	
a telephone interview after contacting a CBOS (CATI) interviewer (the respondent received contact details in the CBOS announcement letter); or



	
self-completion of an online survey accessed on the basis of a log-in and password provided to the respondent in the CBOS announcement letter.






In all three cases, the questionnaire had the same set of questions and structure. As mentioned above, the surveys were conducted at two different stages of the development of the COVID-19 pandemic. The first—the study “Current problems and events” (359)—was carried out between 22 May and 4 June 2020 on a sample of 1308 people (including 61.6% using the CAPI method, 24.4% using the CATI, and 14% using the CAWI). The second—the study “Current problems and events” (363)—was carried out from 7 to 17 September 2020 on a sample of 1149 people (including 68.0% using the CAPI method, 20.1% using the CATI, and 11.9% using the CAWI). The basic results of both studies were published in CBOS announcements (CBOS 2020a, 2020b). For the purposes of this article, in addition to the previously published reports, we had raw data sets that enabled us to perform additional, more in-depth analyses.



It should be emphasized that in the above-mentioned research, and thus in our article as well, religiosity is treated quite narrowly and in one dimension, as declarations of faith and religious practices occurring in a collective form, or of a traditional nature, as participation in religious rituals in churches, or of a modern nature, as e-religiosity involving participation in religious practices through mass media, including the internet.



Due to their methodological specificity, the results of quantitative research, such as those on which our considerations are based, most often do not touch on the deeper strata of religion and religiosity, such as the very understanding of religion, its meaning, or the consequential dimension, which are usually complex issues requiring in-depth qualitative research. It should be noted that the results presented here concern the faith and religiosity of all Poles, without distinguishing religious minorities and non-believers, given their very limited number in the samples.



In our article, we have adopted a descriptive research approach. Based on the available research results, we analyze the changes in the religious commitment of Poles in the context of the pandemic. We assumed that this historic moment could change the religious landscape in several different ways (Baker et al. 2020).



Therefore, we check to what extent and in which groups of Poles the pandemic has produced an increase in religious engagement. On the other hand, we diagnose—as far as possible based on the available research—to what extent and in which groups restrictions on access to collective religious worship, and the exemption from the obligation to participate in religious practices, weaken the ritual dimension of religiosity and cause a departure from religion.



It should be emphasized that we analyze the changes in religiosity in the context of the pandemic, taking into account the period of the research conducted, but it must also be noted that in that period there were also situations not directly related to the pandemic that could additionally have influenced changes in religious commitment, especially among young Poles. The “Women’s Strike”, which aimed to overturn the Constitutional Tribunal’s decision in regard to abortion in Poland, for which the Church was blamed, should be mentioned in this connection, along with successive disclosures concerning pedophilia in the Polish Church and the failure of bishops to act in the matter.




3. Results


During the first wave of the pandemic, which was characterized by the greatest limitations on social life and thus also religious life, three quarters of Poles declared that in the initial months (April–May) their religious engagement was at the same level as before (75%) (CBOS 2020a). Those whose religious engagement changed in the first phase of the pandemic were slightly more likely to say that their religiosity increased (12%) rather than decreased (10%). A small number (3%) were unable to answer this question. Increased religious engagement was mainly experienced by people who, prior to the pandemic, usually attended mass or services once a week or more often (from 18% of those declaring participation once a week to 47% of those participating in religious practices several times a week).



Among the religious activities that the respondents were asked about at that time (CBOS 2020a), the most popular was watching mass on television; almost two thirds of Poles replied that they had done so at least once in the first phase of the pandemic. Two fifths of the respondents (40%) felt the lack of communal prayer in a church. Online broadcasts of mass were attended (at least once) by every fifth Pole (21%), while 17% of respondents declared that they had listened to mass on the radio around the end of May and the beginning of June. During times of social isolation, more people prayed with others through technology: one in five had done so at least once (20%). One in nine people attended individual prayer or church services during the pandemic (11%), and slightly fewer (9%) attended mass in a church, even when the permitted limit was five believers. Almost every third person (32%) did not indicate having engaged in any of the above-mentioned behaviors. Among people who consider that they do not generally participate in religious practices, 16% had watched mass on television, 3% had listened to mass on the radio, and 3% had prayed with others via the Internet, radio, or television.



Over time, along with changes in the restrictions, the religious behavior of Poles changed. During the September study, there was no limit on the number of people who could be in church simultaneously, but the daily number of COVID-19 cases was several times higher than in May. Consequently, Poles returned to churches—but only partially (not on the same scale as before the pandemic). The reason people might not have attended mass physically, despite the possibility, might be real fears for their health, or it might also be partially due to their having abandoned religious practices, as indicated by the increase in the percentage of people who did not declare having participated in any of the above-mentioned religious behaviors (from 32% to 36%), including those behaviors that did not require a physical presence in church (details in Figure 3).



In May, Poles took part in an average of 1.77 of the religious activities included in the survey. The largest proportion (19%) indicated two behaviors, 17% indicated one behavior, and 16% indicated three behaviors (CBOS 2020a). A regression analysis (ANOVA: Sum of Squares = 1314.042; df = 5; p < 0.01) showed that many variables that generally affect religiosity, such as age, urban residence, household income, and previous rate of participation in religious practices, significantly explained the number of activities undertaken in this case as well; only education turned out to be statistically insignificant (p > 0.05; details in Table 2).



However, it is worth adding that the model containing all the above-mentioned variables explains a total of 51% of the variability in the number of behaviors and 48% of the frequency of practices alone. There was a strong correlation between the number of religious behaviors in the first phase of the pandemic and the frequency of participation in religious practices (Spearman’s rho = 0.726; p < 0.01). Among people who practiced several times a week before the pandemic, the average number of activities indicated was 3.9; in the group of Poles practicing once a week, the average was 2.7; and among the respondents who participated in mass a few times a year, it was only 0.8 (CBOS 2020a).



In September, the average number of activities the respondents undertook in religious life dropped to 1.52, and most often (21%) only one behavior was indicated (CBOS 2020b). Slightly fewer people (19%) declared that they had undertaken two of the activities mentioned in the last month, and 13% indicated three. Regression analysis (ANOVA: Sum of Squares = 846.145; df = 5, p < 0.01) proved that apart from age and the earlier frequency of participation in religious practices, the education of the respondents also had a significant impact on the number of religious activities in September (p = 0.041). On the other hand, place of residence and household income per person, which generally differentiate the religiosity of Poles and had a significant impact on the number of religious behaviors in May, turned out to be statistically insignificant in September (p > 0.05). Three significant variables accounted for 42% of the variability in the number of behaviors, and frequency of participation in religious practices in September accounted for 36% of the variability, so it was still crucial, but its importance turned out to be less than in May. In addition, the correlation between the number of religious behaviors and the frequency of participation in religious practices was weaker than in May (Spearman’s rho = 0.654 p < 0.01). Among people who practiced their religion several times a week, the average number of activities indicated was 3.1, which is less than in May. In the group of Poles practicing once a week, the average was 2.4 and was similar to May, and among those who usually attended mass a few times a year, it was the same as in the period of greatest restrictions (0.8). Thus, over time, the religious commitment of those people who previously practiced at least once a week had changed, while the commitment of those who were non-practitioners before the pandemic had not changed.



While the spring survey was underway, the restrictions on being in church were changed; the limit on the number of people was eliminated, but the requirement to cover one’s mouth and nose and maintain social distance was continued. Despite the significant easing of restrictions, most of the respondents did not return to practicing in a non-virtual church immediately after the change. Nearly three quarters (73%) of Poles answered “no” to the question “Have you attended mass since the elimination of the limit of five people in a church?” Among the rest, the most common answer was “Yes, several times.” This answer was chosen by almost one fifth of respondents (18%). One in twelve had been to church only once in the period (8%). The respondents who declared that they had not been to church yet were asked when they planned to attend mass. A significant part (39%, that is, 33% of all respondents) stated that they did not plan to return to church at all. At that time, such answers were most often provided by the youngest respondents (50% of people aged 18–24), residents of cities with a population of half a million or more (65%), managers and specialists with a higher education (48%), students (52%), and people with leftist views (57%) (CBOS 2020a). Long-trend data confirm that in these groups there was an increase in the share of non-practicing people in the second half of 2020. In the months of January 2020 to March 2020, a certain decrease in the percentage of people not participating in religious practices was observed, maintaining the same trend in general and in the groups analyzed, while in the following months there was an increase in the number of non-practitioners until September (with a slight decrease in August), and then there was a slight fall again in December (in favor of the answer “Several times a year”, which may be related to participation in Christmas mass). A similar trend was visible in all the groups analyzed, with a certain exception for residents of the largest cities, among whom December brought an increase in the percentage of non-practitioners (Figure 4).



The September CBOS poll deepened the issue of the religious engagement of Poles in relation to the experiences of the last month. It was a time when—except for in a few red zones, where there were restrictions on the number of people who could congregate in churches—only covering one’s mouth and nose and maintaining social distance were mandatory in churches. Throughout the period from the previous survey (carried out at the end of May and the beginning of June), Poles were able to participate quite freely in masses, services, and religious meetings. It emerged, however, that in comparison with the period of greatest restrictions in March and April, the religious engagement of the majority of Poles had not changed over time (CBOS 2020b).



In September, more than half of the respondents (56%) answered that they were devoting as much time to prayer, meditation, and other religious practices as at the peak of the first wave of the pandemic, and almost a quarter (23%) declared that, as before, they did not participate in religious practices at all. Among those whose engagement changed between April and September, the response “Now I spend less time praying...” was twice as frequent (13%) as “Now I spend more time praying...” (6%). The highest percentage of “Now I spend more time praying...” responses was among people who, before the pandemic, generally practiced several times a week (17%), while a decrease in religious engagement compared with the period of greatest restrictions was most often declared by respondents who, before the pandemic, generally practiced once or twice a month (26%) or a few times a year (24%).



The September survey shows that six months after the beginning of the pandemic, the vast majority of Poles (83%—both practicing and non-practicing) were convinced that their religious life had not changed as a result of the events. More than three fifths of the respondents (61%) believed that they devoted the same amount of time to prayer, meditation, and other religious practices, and 22% declared that they did not participate in practices at all but neither had they participated in religious practices before the pandemic. Importantly, however, among those who observed a change in themselves, a decrease in religious commitment (11%) was almost three times more frequent than an increase (4%, details in Figure 5).



A particularly high percentage of responses confirming an increase in the amount of time devoted to prayer and other religious practices was noted among people who attended mass and services several times a week before the pandemic (18%), while a decline in religiosity due to the pandemic most often concerned people attending masses, religious services, or meetings once or twice a month (20%) or a few times a year (19%). Logistic regression analysis in regard to people who declared that their religious commitment increased under the influence of the pandemic (versus others) showed that of all the features that usually affect religiosity, only lower education and previous frequency of participation in religious practices significantly contributed to the increase in religiosity during the pandemic (χ2 = 35.826, df = 8, p < 0.01; Nagelkerke R2 = 0.143, details in Table 3).



The September study was carried out at a time when the daily number of coronavirus cases did not exceed 1000, and apart from the obligation to cover one’s mouth and nose and maintain social distance in church, there were no additional restrictions on religious life. The number of believers in churches was limited to 50% of the places only in the few powiats located in the so-called red zone. Under such conditions, 31% of Poles declared that they participated in masses or church services once a week, and another 4% said they participated more often. One out of eight respondents attended church once or twice a month (12%) and a similar percentage (13%) went less frequently. Significantly, two fifths of Poles (40%) declared that they had not attended church services at all after the lifting of the limitation on the number of people in church. We found that among those surveyed, one in four (25%) had watched a televised broadcast of mass at least once before the September survey; 7% of respondents in this group had listened to mass on the radio, and 4% had watched broadcasts of mass online. One in nine people missed being able to attend communal prayer in church (11%); 5% prayed—for example, the rosary—in communication with others (via radio or the Internet), and two out of every hundred people went to church to say individual prayers (2%). A total of 69% of respondents did not indicate any activity.



Comparing the respondents’ declared frequency of participation in religious rituals before the pandemic and after the lifting of restrictions associated with the first wave of the pandemic, in September—when the daily number of cases did not exceed 1000 and apart from the obligation to cover one’s mouth and nose and maintain social distance in church, there were no additional restrictions concerning religious life—it turned out that more than three fifths of practitioners (62%) had attended church with the same frequency as previously during the vacation period, that is, generally several times a week. However, more than every fourth person in this group (26%) chose not to participate at all in religious practices in church. It can be assumed that these were respondents who, fearing the coronavirus, attended mass through mass media and prayed individually. The vast majority of respondents who had attended mass once a week in the pre-pandemic period returned to religious practices in church: 86% had attended church with the same frequency as usual in the month preceding the September survey. Of those who attended mass or worship less regularly (once or twice a month) in the pre-pandemic period, the majority also returned to church at an unchanged rate (75%), but 21% of the respondents in this group began practicing less often than before or not at all. In the group of respondents who said of themselves that they usually went to church a few times a year, almost half (44%) did not participate in masses or services in church after the May lifting of the limitation on the number of people in a church. Overall, 18% of Poles limited their participation in religious practices after restrictions were removed on church attendance. From a socio-demographic perspective, the share is in no way a specific group. However, there were also those (5 out of 100) who considered themselves generally non-practicing but had happened to attend mass or a service in church at least once after the lifting of the limitation on the number of people in church (Spearman’s rho = 0.822; p < 0.01, details in Table 4).




4. Discussion


The research results presented here prove that, in its initial stage, the pandemic contributed to strengthening the religiosity of some Poles, especially those who were already characterized by above-average commitment in this regard. The share of people in Poland who, under the strict government restrictions accompanying the first wave of the pandemic, did not undertake any religious activities was lower than the sum of people who were not practicing or practicing irregularly. This means that even some of the respondents who did not practice or did so occasionally before the pandemic engaged in some kind of religious practice in the initial phase of the pandemic—most often through technology. These findings are consistent with those of other studies conducted on this topic among Poles (Kowalczyk et al. 2020; Boguszewski Rafał et al. 2020). Similar observations were made by researchers in relation to the inhabitants of the United States. There, the percentage of people who previously did not identify with any religion but who participated in prayer during the outbreak of the epidemic reached 24% (Pew Research Center 2020). In the initial phase of the pandemic, a significant proportion of people sought support in faith that would help them cope with the threat they were experiencing. According to data from Google, in 95 countries (including Poland), during the pandemic, the search for the term “prayer” increased to the highest level ever recorded (Bentzen 2020a). Poles’ turn toward transcendence in a time of unusual disruption and uncertainty can also be seen in the decline in the response “I do not participate in masses, services, or religious meetings at all” in March among all Poles and in all socio-demographic groups identified in the analyses. It should be added that the March survey began just after the first officially diagnosed case of SARS-CoV-2 infection appeared in Poland (4 March) and ended shortly after the first recorded death from this illness (12 March). It is worth noting, however, that the increase in religiosity in the face of the threat posed by the pandemic is not clear, even in the initial phase. For example, research carried out in Catholic Colombia did not show such a relationship (2020).



Based on our analyses, it can be concluded that, in Poland, it is the level of religiosity before the pandemic that has determined religious engagement during the pandemic to the greatest extent. The same has been evidenced by other studies conducted in this country during the pandemic as well (Boguszewski Rafał et al. 2020). People who were more than averagely religious before the pandemic engaged in religious practice even more often during the pandemic (online or in a traditional form), even during the most severe prohibitions, and people who were previously less frequent in religious practice limited their religious activities even further during the pandemic and did not return to them after the restrictions were lifted. This applies especially to the youngest Poles (aged 18–24) and to residents of the largest urban agglomerations, that is, those groups in Poland in which we have been observing a decline in religiosity for a long time (Pew Research Center 2018; CBOS 2015). This suggests that the pandemic accelerated the process of abandoning religious practices among people whose ties to the institutional church had been loosening for some time and the thesis could be ventured that most of these people will not return to church after the pandemic. Over the course of the pandemic, as the threat became more familiar, the initial religious intensification steadily declined. In consequence, if the lifting of restrictions on community prayer in church caused any change in religious life (and in most cases it did not), the change was negative rather than positive. Therefore, in viewing the pandemic from the perspective of almost a year from its beginning (based on the data presented here, as well as cyclical—monthly—measurements), it can be concluded that this situation has contributed to an increase in the polarization of religiosity. Those Poles who previously attended church only occasionally did not return to church at all after the lifting of restrictions in the summer period, and a significant number of them will probably not go back—more as a result of atheization and secularization than of the privatization of religion.



In summary, it can be assumed that the religiosity of Poles after the pandemic will not be the same as before; the polarization, which was already visible, will intensify. Poles who had been strongly involved in religious life largely intensified their religious behavior, and people who before the pandemic very rarely or sporadically practiced their religion relinquished or further restricted their religious activity. In contrast to Western societies, where the trend is rather one-way, toward secularization, the polarization of Polish society has been observed by researchers for some time (Lisak 2015), and the pandemic will probably intensify it. This is largely due to the customary nature of Polish religiosity. It would seem that upholding tradition is too weak a motivation for practice, as is evidenced as well by the fact that some people who formerly practiced regularly did not return to Sunday mass despite the restrictions having been lifted on the number of people in churches. Such decisions were favored by the dispensation granted by the episcopate and also by simultaneous other events contributing to the decline in trust in the Polish Church (further revelations of instances of pedophilia among priests and the involvement of the clergy in the political dispute over amendment of the law on abortion). The phenomenon of the abandonment of religious practices by people who are “lukewarm” or “indifferent” to religion is currently being widely discussed in Polish journalism—both from “inside” the Church (Strzelczyk 2021; Dostatni 2021) and in the national media (Kędzierski 2020; Krzyżak 2020). The fact that people who practice consciously and reflectively are in a minority in Poland translates into the fact that the level of belief and individualist orientations have not changed. Although the initial phase of the pandemic was for some Poles an opportunity to deepen their faith, it can be seen that in the longer term, in most cases, the pandemic did not affect people’s frequency of prayer and other individual religious practices, and where the pandemic’s impact is visible, one could speak rather of a retreat from religiosity than of its intensification.



Finally, it should be added that religiosity, like other attitudes in life, does not undergo radical changes naturally, so care should be taken in interpreting people’s declarations—especially those obtained from surveys. It can be seen that at least some of the people who said they did not participate in religious practices did undertake certain individual activities in the religious field, so it can be assumed that they did not go to church out of fear for their health and will return to traditional practices after the threat has passed. At the same time, this mainly concerns those whose religiosity was deep before the pandemic. The topic definitely requires further research, including of a qualitative nature, which would allow for a better understanding of the changes and a more precise prediction of their direction, including to what extent the decline in institutional religiosity is and will be related to the privatization of religion and to what extent to secularization and atheization.
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Figure 1. The faith and religious practice of Poles—changes over time. Source: own work on the basis of CBOS data. 
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Figure 2. Traits of Poles’ faith—changes over time. Source: own work on the basis of CBOS data. 






Figure 2. Traits of Poles’ faith—changes over time. Source: own work on the basis of CBOS data.



[image: Religions 12 00572 g002]







[image: Religions 12 00572 g003 550] 





Figure 3. Religious activity of Poles during the pandemic. * In the May study, the question was “Did you attend mass in a church even when the limit was five people?”. Source: own work on the basis of CBOS data. 
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Figure 4. Percentage of people answering “I do not practice at all” in selected groups at the end of the succeeding months of 2020. Source: own work on the basis of CBOS data. 
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Figure 5. The influence of the pandemic on the religious engagement of Poles. Source: own work on the basis of CBOS data. 
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Table 1. Government COVID-19 restrictions in Poland affecting religious practice.
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	I Lockdown
	II Lockdown





	13 March—a restriction was introduced to the effect that no more than 50 people at a time could participate in a religious meeting
	17 October—the country was divided into zones depending on the number of cases per 10,000 residents. Limits on the number of people in church were reintroduced (max. 1 person per 4 m2 in the yellow zone and 1 person per 7 m2 in the red zone). In churches and other places of religious worship, there was also an obligation to cover one’s mouth and nose, with the exception of persons engaged in an act of worship.



	24 March—a prohibition against the participation in religious rites of more than 5 people at a time was introduced. The rule applied during Easter as well.
	24 October—restrictions that were earlier reserved for the red zone (in churches, a minimum of 7 m2 per person) were introduced throughout the country.



	20 April—in connection with the relaxation of restrictions it was decreed that in places of religion there could be no more than one person per 15 m2.
	28 November—in churches, there could be a maximum of 1 person per 15 m2 and there had to be at least 1.5 m between people. For events taking place outside, it was necessary to maintain a distance of 1.5 m and to cover one’s mouth and nose.



	17 May—the required space for one person was reduced to 10 m2.
	



	30 May—the limit on the number of persons in a church was lifted; the obligation to cover one’s nose and mouth and to maintain a 2-m distance between people was preserved.
	







Source: own work on the basis of Ministry of Health data.
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Table 2. Summary of linear regression analysis of the religious engagement of Poles during the pandemic at two time periods (method: enter; dependent variable: number of religious activities).
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V 2020

	
IX 2020




	
Predictor

	
Beta

	
p

	
Beta

	
p






	
Age (1—18–24 y.o.)

	
0.071

	
0.005

	
0.200

	
0.000




	
Place of residence (1—rural)

	
−0.064

	
0.011

	
0.012

	
0.683




	
Education (1—elementary)

	
0.005

	
0.854

	
−0.065

	
0.041




	
Per capita income (1—lowest through 999 PLN)

	
−0.059

	
0.022

	
−0.044

	
0.150




	
Participation in religious practices (1—more than once a week)

	
−0.664

	
0.000

	
−0.540

	
0.000




	
Constant

	

	
0.000

	

	
0.000








The model for the general index was significantly predictive, but it only explained a small amount of variability. In the index (R2 = 0.512, p < 0.001 in May and R2 = 0.419, p < 0.001 in September).
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Table 3. Summary of a logistic regression analysis of predictors of increased religious engagement under the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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	Predictor
	B
	SE B
	p
	Exp (B)





	Gender (female/male)
	0.312
	0.378
	0.409
	1.366



	Age group (increasing)
	−0.228
	0.132
	0.083
	0.796



	Population size in place of residence (increasing)
	0.020
	0.156
	0.898
	1.020



	Education (increasing)
	−0.397
	0.198
	0.045
	0.672



	Household income per person (increasing)
	−0.155
	0.158
	0.329
	0.857



	Participation in religious practices (increasing)
	0.576
	0.183
	0.002
	0.562



	Constant
	1.847
	1.465
	0.207
	6.339







Criterion variable: declared increase in individual religiosity during the pandemic (0 = No, 1 = Yes), method: enter.
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Table 4. Habitual participation in mass and return to religious practices in church after the lifting of restrictions.
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Do You Participate in Religious Practices, such as Masses, Services, or Religious Meetings?

	
After the Lifting of Restrictions on the Number of Persons in Church, Did You Participate in Masses or Services in Church?




	
A Few Times a Week

	
Once a Week

	
More or Less Once or Twice a Month

	
Less Often

	
In General I Do Not Participate






	
A few times a week

	
62%

	
7%

	
0%

	
5%

	
26%




	
Once a week

	
1%

	
86%

	
5%

	
2%

	
6%




	
Once or twice a month

	
1%

	
4%

	
75%

	
13%

	
8%




	
A few times a year

	
0%

	
2%

	
7%

	
46%

	
44%




	
In general I do not participate

	
0%

	
0%

	
1%

	
4%

	
95%




	
Total

	
4%

	
31%

	
12%

	
13%

	
40%








Source: own work on the basis of CBOS data.
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