
In the 21st century, technology is constantly ad-
vancSARS-CoV-2, the novel coronavirus, spread 
quickly to become a global pandemic threatening the 
lives of people across the world. The rapid dispersion 
of the COVID-19 crisis has caused governments to 
enforce quarantines, resulting in greater threats to 
mental health. Studies have found levels of anxiety, 
depression, and panic disorder to be rising in this 
period, with healthcare workers, those infected, and 
those at higher risk of infection experiencing greater 
risks of mental disorders. The Orthodox Jewish popu-
lation in America has been hit particularly hard during 
the pandemic, being in tightly knit communities with 
many opportunities for community transmission. Reli-
gious faith and institutions though, have proved to be 
a method of mental coping with physiological benefits 
during the outbreak. Globally, individuals have be-
come more interested in faith as a means of weathering 
the storm, with Google searches for the word “prayer” 
at an all time high by March of 2020. Religion con-
fers the ability to find meaning in all aspects of life 
and thus reframe stressful occurrences, while granting 
social support and engendering gratitude. Moreover, 
strong faith in Gd has been correlated with lower levels 
of anxiety and distress, specifically among Jews [1]. 
The current COVID-19 pandemic illustrates the ben-
efits of religion, particularly amongst Orthodox Jews 
during such crises.

Orthodox Jewry has faced pandemics in the past, 
and developed means of coping through periods of 
rampant disease. Plagues pervaded daily life in Jewish 
communities from the 1340s to the 1720s. In 1713, 
the Jewish community of Prague was hit particularly 
hard with an outbreak of the bubonic plague, likely 
because of their cramped ghetto living. The question 
of how Jews made it through this plague is one that 
has relevance and similarities to the religious response 
to COVID-19. One of the crucial tools in dealing 
with the crisis was rabbinic responsa related to ques-
tions that arose during the pandemic. Some were 
centered around religious obligations, such as having 

children during the plague, while others dealt with 
Jewish burial and mourning [2]. The precedent for 
such religious guidance in health crises continues to 
the present day, as community leaders take part in 
maintaining the spiritual and psychological health of 
the people. 

The role of rabbinic responsa in crisis continues to 
play a crucial role in ensuring the physical and men-
tal wellbeing of Orthodox Jews. During the current 
pandemic, the Rabbi Jacob Joseph School published 
the Journal of Halacha and Contemporary Society 
Number LXXV with a focus on COVID-19. The 
content ranges from the laws of praying at home to 
using the mikvah, all in the hopes of ensuring the 
safety of Orthodox Jews while maintaining a meaning-
ful connection to religion. Many rabbinic authorities 
emphasize the importance of wearing masks and tak-
ing all possible precautions to protect individuals and 
others around them. Other halachic responses relate 
to the emotional wellbeing of individuals, with the 
goal of protecting mental health during times of crisis 
[3]. Halacha is part of a toras chaim-- a Torah that is 
alive and offers answers to whatever new challenges 
arise. For generations, the Torah provided a beacon of 
guidance to the Jewish people, and continues to do so 
throughout the current pandemic. 

One of the hallmarks of Orthodox Judaism is its 
emphasis on Chesed, kindness, spurring individuals 
to follow religious obligations and help others suffer-
ing through a pandemic. In the current crisis, several 
initiatives were created with the aim of helping fellow 
Jews. A group of Hasidic Jews created the WellTab, a 
tablet computer that enables patients to video con-
ference from hospital rooms to family and friends at 
home. These tablets were given to over 1800 patients, 
with 60 volunteers ensuring their smooth running. 
Another organization, Kosher19, was created to deliver 
kosher food to healthcare workers on the frontlines of 
the pandemic. To these healthcare providers, the food 
served as both a physical and emotional comfort, 
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allowing them to continue the vital work needed in 
overloaded hospitals and clinics. Project Driveway, 
another organization, uses volunteers to deliver gro-
cery shopping and other goods to those confined to 
their homes. For many elderly and immunocompro-
mised individuals, the service was a literal lifesaver 
by protecting them from the virus outdoors [4]. The 
Orthodox community is instilled with such values that 
enable these services. At a time when social isolation 
was mandated, the virus somehow brought Jewish 
communities closer. Jewish unity became more com-
monplace as secular and religious Jews joined together 
in distributing food and medicine, and defending 
their communities against anti-Semetic blame for the 
pandemic. Such unity provided a great advantage of 
emotional and mental support that others who did not 
belong to such a community lacked [5]. In essence, 
the values of everyday Jewish life, such as kindness, 
compassion, and love, has trained individuals for this 
occasion where they could now provide much needed 
emotional and physical support. 

A Pew Research Center study found that during the 
pandemic, even as houses of worship were shut down 
and the death toll rose, religious faith in the US 
increased. 24 percent of adults said that their reli-
gious faith was strengthened, and only two percent of 
respondents answered that their faith had decreased 
[6]. Several studies have found a positive correlation 
between religious involvement and immune function. 
Lowered cytokine levels and improvements in immune 
function results in increased resistance to infection. 
Moreover, research has shown that individuals bat-
tling cancer or viral infections have increased immune 
function when they are involved religiously. While no 
studies have been done in the area of the COVID-19 
virus, previous findings have shown that religious ac-
tivity corresponds to lowered infection rates, less viral 
load while infected, and less detrimental effects of the 
virus later on. An earlier study found that those with 
viral infections and spiritual intervention had a better 
functioning immune system than others who lacked 
such activities [7]. Studies have found that spirituality 
strengthens host resistance, while preventing mental 
disorders such as anxiety and depression, which weak-
en the immune response and intensify illness. In addi-
tion, religious congregations provide for social support 
with leaders offering consolation and guidance [8]. In 
the face of current challenges, faith offers resilience 

that is helpful in fighting the mental and physiological 
effects of a pandemic.  

Several studies have attempted to examine the effects 
of COVID-19 and the Orthodox Jewish community. 
One such study focused on the first quarantined com-
munity in the United States, which was a sample made 
up of Modern Orthodox Jews. The study sought to 
examine the psychological impact of quarantine, par-
ticularly in the area of anxiety. Of the 303 respondents 
to the survey, most identified religion as a significant 
part of their life, and described an overall rise in anxi-
ety and distress. 50.2% of participants responded that 
a stigma of COVID-19 in association with the Jewish 
community was a significant fear, which predicted 
higher levels of anxiety. Respondents were also asked 
about their trust in information sources regarding the 
pandemic, and most responded that they completely 
trusted religious institutions over any other source. 
Participants described the support they received as 
a community in the areas of food delivery, religious 
services, and social support. 40.6% referenced support 
in basic needs such as food delivery, 25% related social 
support especially including phone calls to the elderly, 
18.75% referenced informational support, and 12.5% 
referred to opportunities to remain connected reli-
giously. Participants related that the ability to attend 
virtual study groups and life cycle events helped them 
cope in quarantine. The study showed how institu-
tions of religion during a pandemic can be crucial to 
the mental health of congregants. Furthermore, the 
researchers concluded that public health can benefit 
from partnerships between religious leaders and health 
care, with the goal of spreading information to prevent 
the spread of infection [9]. 

Another study aimed to explore exposure, religios-
ity, and distress among Orthodox Jews during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The study reviewed moti-
vations for religiosity, religious coping, and trust in 
Gd among the participants. The level of exposure 
amongst the sample was particularly high, with 48% 
responding they had been in contact with someone 
with COVID and 20% who had it themselves. Results 
from the study indicated that greater levels of intrinsic 
religiosity were correlated with less negative effects of 
the pandemic, including the realms of family, religious 
observance, diet, and sleep, as well as higher levels of 
reporting positive effects of COVID-19. Religious 
coping and trust in Gd were also associated with more
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positive impacts of the pandemic, as well as less 
negative effects. A lack of positive religious coping 
and trust in Gd was strongly correlated with negative 
impacts of the pandemic. During times of uncertain-
ty, intrinsic religiosity provides resilience, while trust 
in Gd offers feelings of a sense of purpose and places 
control of life events in a benevolent Being. Religious 
coping refers to the social support and activities that 
have been shown to correlate with better mental health 
overall. Additionally, the researchers suggest that large 
Orthdox families and communities during quaran-
tine act as a buffer against negative emotional impact. 
While responses indicated that family size correlated 
with higher work stress, it was also correlated with 
greater life enjoyment and positive impact [10]. The 
study supports the idea that greater levels of faith and 
religion during a health crisis can promote resilience 
both emotionally and mentally. 
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