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Abstract 

Aim: The present study carried out a qualitative exploration of the impact of COVID-19 on Christian 

therapists’ faith and spirituality. 

Method: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with five female Christian therapists, which 

served as the crux of the study, using the interpretative phenomenological analysis framework 

(IPA). 

Findings: IPA analysis of the interviews revealed three superordinate themes and ten subordinate 

themes. The three superordinate themes that emerged were as follows: dealing with the sudden 

sense of loss brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic; adaptation and spiritual growth; religion and 

spirituality as a coping mechanism in response to the global crises. The findings are discussed in 

the light of previous research and psychological theory. The quality and limitations of this study 

are also considered, alongside proposals for potential research prospects going forward. Taken 

together, it can be observed that the pandemic led to a multifaceted reaction that tested the depth 

of the participants’ Christian faith and spirituality. Eventually, however, it remained steadfast with 

the participants showcasing a renewed relationship – both with God, and indeed with themselves.  

Introduction  

Background and rationale 

The COVID-19 pandemic has presented unprecedented health challenges throughout the world 

(Pfefferbaum & North, 2020; Rogers et al., 2020). Previous research has shown that infectious 

disease outbreaks have been followed by drastic individual and psycho-socioeconomic impacts, 

which have been exacerbated to become more pervasive than the epidemic itself (Li et al., 2020; 

Ornell et al., 2020). Although empirical research on the impact of COVID-19 on religious faith and 

spirituality have been limited to date, a significant body of research has since demonstrated robust 

links between trauma (such as epidemics and natural disaster) and spiritual and religious struggles 

(Pargament et al., 2014; Richards and Bergin, 2014).  

The closure of church buildings and religious institutions during the pandemic resulted in the 

inability to actively engage in congregational life. This can bring about negative influences on 

mental health and wellbeing (psychological and spiritual), especially for those who belong to 

religious traditions in which regular and active participation in their religious group is a strong 

norm (Douthat, 2014; Lim, 2015).  

Moreover, given the potential for major life crises to shake people deeply both psychologically and 

spiritually, the pandemic has intensified the need for therapists to address clients’ religious and 
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spiritual issues and to consider spiritual wellbeing as a critical component of holistic care for clients 

in this most challenging time (Ellison and Lee, 2010; Krause, 2015; Bell et al., 2020:1). As such, 

detailed insights from qualitative studies on the impact of the pandemic on Christian therapists ’ 

faith and spirituality are necessary to facilitate the development of refined intervention techniques 

for the benefit of clients’ and therapists’ psychological and spiritual wellbeing (Holmes et al., 

2020:547; Roman et al., 2020:1).  

This research focuses on exploring Christian therapists’ experience of the impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic on their faith and spirituality.  

Literature review  

The Impact of COVID-19 on mental health  

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought with it profound consequences, not only for one’s physical 

health, but also for the mental wellbeing of the population (Pfefferbaum & North, 2020:510; 

Lucchetti et al., 2020:1). One of the most widely practised methods of public health control 

continues to be social distancing (Lucchetti et al., 2020: 2). Consequently, the prescribed sense of 

isolation that comes with adhering to these measures have contributed extensively to the 

widespread increase in depression, stress and anxiety related issues, which have flared up in 

vulnerable individuals especially (Lopes & Jaspal, 2000; Shader, 2020; Kanter & Manbeck, 2020). 

Such psychological consequences can have implications that are both short and long term, and 

are likely to increase the prevalence of anxiety, depression, insomnia and post-traumatic stress 

(Rogers et al., 2020; 616-622) and other variables related to maintaining one’s wellbeing (Umucu 

et al., 2020; Fisher et al., 2020; Arslan et al., 2020). 

With regards to the various channels through which the pandemic has impacted psychological 

wellbeing, recent studies (i.e.,Hamouche, 2020:4-5) have suggested that COVID-19-related 

psychological distress may be caused by multiple stressors (a combination of determinants) such 

as environmental (e.g., social disconnection, stigma; Xiang et al., 2020), organisational (e.g., job 

insecurity; Zhou et al., 2020; Brooks et al., 2020), as well as other supplementary factors (e.g., the 

risk of contagion, financial loss; Zhang et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020). And the psychological burden 

that the ongoing pandemic has placed on individuals can be especially high for vulnerable 

demographics, including individuals with pre-existing mental health issues, patients with the virus 

and their families, the elderly, and healthcare workers (Rajkumar, 2020; Dubey et al., 2020).  

It is therefore crucial that mental health is taken into consideration at multiple levels, including 

age, occupation (employment), status, and socioeconomic and religious factors (Lopes & Jaspal, 

2020:466; Holmes et al., 2020:547). An essential strategy that may prove useful in reducing 

pandemic-related stress, and lead to improvements in one’s mental health, is that of spiritual care.  

It is commonly known that such forms of treatment are directly linked to a broader range of 

indicators, such as finding a greater sense of purpose and meaning in life and increased 

satisfaction with themselves – all of which are key pillars of supporting an individual’s mental 

wellbeing (Unterrainer et al., 2014; Shirkavand et al., 2018). Furthermore, evidence shows that 

religiosity and spirituality (R/S) are more seriously considered during life crises and that utilising 

clients’ religious beliefs and practices are associated with better clinical outcomes (Hook et al., 

2010; Hodge, 2006; Lim et al., 2014).  
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Christian religiosity in the midst of the pandemic 

As the UK government imposed a series of lockdowns and implemented social distancing 

measures, these COVID-19-related restrictions have impeded the progress of religious practices 

significantly (Roman et al., 2020; Campbell, 2020). It is important to note that religious practices, 

by their nature, are concentrated around religious communities. Social distancing therefore 

interrupts the opportunity to engage in faith-based activities that may have implications for 

multiple domains of wellbeing (Sulkowski & Ignatowski, 2020: 11-12; Coppola, 2021:1).  

In response to these restrictions, churches have introduced various offline and online initiatives 

to minimise the disruption caused by the pandemic (Meza, 2020: Campbell, 2020). Although the 

transfer of the Church to the online platform was deemed as being a ‘pragmatic response’ 

(Campbell, 2020:10), certain academic sources soon began to illustrate the setbacks of engaging 

in religious practices through a virtual medium (Bare, 2020:36; Garner, 2020:56). According to Nye 

and Lobley (2020:14), while many have turned to the internet for worship and community 

connection, others have found it to be simply inaccessible (predominantly at a personal level), 

stating that it intensifies their sense of separation. Indeed, the elderly and those with limited digital 

access particularly tended to find it difficult to engage with, either technologically or emotionally 

due to the mentioned constraints.  

Nonetheless, there is some evidence to vouch for the increased manifestation of religious activity 

during the pandemic (Bentzen, 2020; Coppen, 2020). In fact, during the first few months following 

the initial outbreak of the virus, there were several reports that indicated the revival of religious 

practices in many parts of the world (Bentzen, 2020; Gareli, 2020; Gecewicz, 2020). Possible 

explanations for this soaring interest could be that when faced with dramatic and life-threatening 

situations such as illness, war, unemployment or extreme poverty, people have the tendency to 

seek solace in religious coping mechanisms, thus reducing their psychological stress levels 

(Pargament, 1997; Lopes and Jaspal, 2020).  

Religious and spiritual (R/S) struggles and coping 

Given that religious faith and spirituality contributes to the formation of one’s ethics, values and 

their interpretation of the meaning of life (Pargament et al., 2014; Richards and Bergin, 2014), it is 

important to recognise that the pandemic may trigger profound religious and existential questions 

as people struggle with issues of uncertainty, loss, and tragedy (Lee, 2020; Nye and Lobley, 2020). 

Religious and spiritual (R/S) struggles are termed as being ‘conflicts, strains, and tensions on 

religious and/or spiritual issues’ (Exline and Rose, 2013:460). Individuals whose religious beliefs, 

values and practices are central to their guiding orientation in life or to their primary worldview 

tended to find that their religious and spiritual struggles often shook them to the core, resulting 

in psychological distress and a decline in their mental and physical wellbeing (Pargament, 1997; 

Noth & Lampe, 2020).  

Although empirical research on COVID-19 and the R/S struggle is yet to gain traction, existing 

studies have shown that there is a clear relationship between trauma, illness and 

religious/spiritual struggles (Exline, 2013; Park et al., 2011; Lee, 2020). In the context of the 

pandemic, individuals who struggled with suffering, loss, and uncertainty, further experienced 

 'conflict, question and doubt regarding matters of faith, God and religious relationships’ 
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(McConnell et al., 2006;1470).  For example, due to the suffering caused by the pandemic, some 

individuals may have experienced negative feelings toward God; exacerbated further by the 

feeling of being unprotected, or the inability to place their trust in God in the midst of all their fears 

and anxieties (Exline et al., 2014: Counted et al., 2020). Also, some religious individuals may have 

seen the pandemic as being a punishment for their sins or wrongdoings, resulting in feelings of 

anger developing towards God or doubts about the truth of their religious faith, or indeed 

questions about the ultimate meaning and purpose of life (Lee, 2020; Nye and Lobley, 2020). 

Nonetheless, R/S struggles may instead result in inherently positive changes and spiritual growth 

(Stauner et al., 2016; 48; Exline et al., 2017:501). This can be corroborated by the fact that post-

traumatic growth often occurs on the back of a prolonged period of suffering (Philippians.3:10; 

Powlison, 2018). Studies have shown conflicting evidence for spiritual growth during the pandemic 

(Bare, 2020; Meza, 2020; Coppola et al., 2021). The Pew Research Center survey found that while 

few people (for example, in Spain and America) say their religious faith has weakened as a result 

of the pandemic, people who prioritise religion are more likely to say COVID-19 strengthened their 

religious faith (Pew Research Center, 2021). It is crucial to acknowledge the fact that even though 

religious individuals may experience R/S struggles, those struggles might indeed act as a precursor 

for positive change and spiritual growth that may in turn lead to a healthier engagement with their 

surroundings (Pargament, 1997; Exline et al., 2017).  

Although much of the literature on religion and mental health focuses on the positive influence of 

religion, some researchers suggest that negative religion induced coping strategies may result in 

an increased sense of distress by provoking R/S struggles that can harm one’s mental health 

(Pargament & Ano, 2006; Mantyla, 2020; Doehring, 2020). Research conducted by Yingling and 

Froese (2020:311) found that an individual's sense of control may vary with religiosity, and 

relational direction may change according to a person’s perceived image of God, which is further 

influenced by their socioeconomic status. Specifically, they found that believing in a judgmental 

God was negatively associated with a sense of agency.  

The literature review highlights the fact that COVID-19 and the subsequent social distancing 

imposed by the series of lockdowns not only threatened people’s psychological health but also 

influenced their religious and spiritual life (Sulkowski & Ignatowski, 2020; Lucchetti, et al., 2020). 

Currently, there are a limited number of scientific studies on the impact of COVID-19 on religion 

and spirituality, with existing research mostly using quantitative methods. To the best of the 

researcher’s knowledge, no studies have employed interpretative methodologies to examine the 

lived experiences of Christian counsellors and psychotherapists in such a way within the UK. 

The research question therefore was: ‘exploring Christian therapists’ experience of the impact of 

the COVID-19 pandemic on their faith and spirituality’. 

Methodology  

Research Design and Epistemology  

This study aims to explore how Christian therapists experience and interpret the impact of COVID-

19 on their faith and spirituality using interpretative phenomenological analysis (Smith, Flowers & 
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Larking, 2012). Qualitative research was considered to be the most befitting for this enquiry, given 

the need for a detailed breakdown of the individual’s subjective experiences within their social 

world (Emslie, 2005; Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2012).  

Five Christian therapists were recruited in line with the sampling criteria of the IPA (Smith et al., 

2012). To protect participants’ anonymity, pseudonyms were used. As the data was collected 

during the third UK lockdown (February–March 2021), all the corresponding interviews were 

conducted by video-call due to the imposed restrictions.  

Research Findings 

Introduction 

Analysis of the interview data revealed three interconnected superordinate themes: the initial 

impact of COVID-19 and dealing with the sudden sense of loss; adaptation and spiritual growth; 

and religion and spirituality as a coping resource. Each of these superordinate themes has several 

related subordinate themes and these are presented in Table 1.  

                Superordinate themes                      Subordinate themes  

The initial impact of COVID-19 and dealing with the 

sudden sense of loss  
A sudden loss of organisational religious activities  

  A loss of social connection  

  A loss of social support 

  Religious and spiritual challenges 

Adaptation and spiritual growth  Changes in religious practices 

  Technologically meditated religious practices  

  Spiritual growth  

Religion and spirituality (R/S) as coping resources  R/S as a cognitive resource  

  R/S as a psychological resource 

  R/S as a social resource 

               Table 1: Superordinate themes and subordinate themes 
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The Initial Impact of COVID-19 and dealing with the sudden sense of loss 

As the participants began to talk about the closing of churches and religious institutions, there 

seemed to be a noticeable sense of ‘sudden loss’ or ‘grief’, which resulted in sudden changes to 

their spiritual engagement. Alongside this sense of ‘sudden loss’, participants also expressed a 

powerful longing for their congregational gatherings and faith communities. Specific issues that 

were discussed can be represented within the following three subordinate themes. 

The sudden loss of organisational religious activities  

A sub-theme that was directly linked with the outbreak of COVID-19 was the participants’ 

experiences of how COVID-19 restrictions forced places of worship to stop or limit services, with 

many moving to online forms of worship.  

Annie reflected on how the pandemic affected her normal religious practice, saying:  

‘I just didn’t have any routine in it, and I think the pandemic forced a change of routine. I’ve just lost that 

consistency with God really. And it's been a struggle... my church went online but to be honest, I forget 

what has been said in the church service because I haven’t been attending or, alternatively, I listen later 

in the week.’ 

When COVID-19 disrupted our lives abruptly, ‘the feeling of no longer having collective worship and 

congregational gatherings’ was described by the participants as being ‘so painful’. And Olivia’s 

narrative described how it was affecting her spiritual identity: ’I felt like I lost a part of who I am… 

my life used to revolve around church activities such as Bible studies and women’s fellowship.’  

The loss of social connection  

Another subordinate theme that can be discussed, in the context of the loss of in-person collective 

worship, was the loss of face-to-face contact with fellow worshippers, which left participants 

feeling disconnected. Participants’ narratives described how they experienced relational losses 

with respect to the Christian community. Caroline stated, ‘within a very short period of time, so many 

in-person gatherings have been cancelled… I missed the powerful moments when we, as the body of 

Christ, came together for a common purpose, hearing each other’s voices and seeing each other.’ 

Connecting via online platforms such as Zoom, or FaceTime has proven to enhance offline 

relationships (Campbell 2012:7). Yet, it seems as though virtual contact cannot, in any sense, 

replicate one’s physical presence. Jenny shared, ‘…being on a screen is OK but there's not that much 

interaction… we do have Facetime… the family and the interactive body of the church… part of that 

relationship has kind of been lost a bit and so I feel a bit numb, a bit at a loss for that part (J-2:74-75).’ 

These forms of online religious practices may in turn promote other negative outcomes such as 

‘Zoom fatigue’ (Wiederhold, 2020: 437). In-person interactions within faith communities seemed 

to be an essential feature of ‘feeling connected’.  

The loss of social support  

Participants highlighted ‘the loss of social support’ proffered by faith communities that they usually 

relied upon, being fractured by lockdowns and social distancing. Religious practices can be a 
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source of social support through a variety of means – similar sentiments were echoed by all the 

participants.  

Throughout Caroline’s interview, she often explained how she incurred relational losses tied to the 

Christian community, which had previously offered her an accountable place in which she could 

both serve others and be sustained by them:  'I was an active member of the women’s group… I helped 

out at this coffee shop. All of those friendships that I had made are now gone… Those friendships are 

probably the biggest losses… I felt like I was missing something.’    

Lucy specifically expressed how being disconnected from the faith-based community affected her 

emotional wellbeing, which contributed to the challenges in acquiring replacement support, 

saying: ’Not having that social support, meeting with other people which would encourage me... that 

was taken away so I had to make an adjustment in terms of what I would normally do for self-care.’ 

Religious and spiritual challenges  

Each of the participants talked about how they had experienced tremendous religious and 

spiritual challenges brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic.  

A year into the pandemic, Jenny explored her experiences of spiritual numbness, and the desert 

place represented the feeling of numbness that was slowly building up inside her, saying:  'My 

faith... I mean praying to God and relying on God... is always there, but I feel quite numb in some 

places[respects]. So sometimes it's been quite hard, but it is always, you know... God is constant. God is 

there always… the whole experience is like being in a desert place.’  

As the global pandemic forced people to confront the unprecedented sense of uncertainty and 

chaos (Bentzen 2020), it seemed as though the impact on the participants’ faith were manifold, 

including feelings of disorientation and isolation. For Annie, it also gave her the grounds to question 

her unexamined beliefs. This led to new struggles as the faith, that she said she once had, was 

being eroded away. Annie mentioned, ‘… at the beginning of the pandemic, I was kind of challenging 

those beliefs mostly because of family influences… it really challenged what I believed in and why I 

believed it... I needed to be stripped of the control I thought I had and removed from my faith community 

in order to challenge my beliefs… it has left me feeling quite disorientated.’ 

Adaptation and spiritual growth  

Despite the feelings of loss, grief, and the challenges of engaging in worship, participants 

described how COVID-19 pushed them to change the way they practise their faith. This second 

theme captures the participants’ descriptions of their ways of adapting to such changes, which 

fortuitously led to spiritual growth.  

Changes in religious practices 

One big difference was that COVID-19 quickly affected institutional religiosity; adjustments to 

personal religious practices were a major part of the participants’ response to the impact of the 

lockdown and social distancing.  
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Lucy reported that her church closing increased her awareness of the need to adjust: 'I know I still 

need to find ways at home to do that... I mean things like Bible reading and praying that sort of 

thing… I've been more intentional about praying for my clients.’ Both Caroline and Jenny said that 

they believed that their personal devotional practices were more frequent than those organised 

by their churches. Caroline reflected: 'I was busy before the pandemic and rushed through the 

scriptures. Nowadays, I am able to spend the mornings reading God’s word with greater focus 

[and I do] (C-3:96-97).’  

Interestingly, in the context of the pandemic, the ‘natural world’ was incorporated into 

conventional spiritual practices. Olivia noted the following: ’So I can put the music on, whatever, I 

can take the dog out for walk, say hi to people, meet other people also affected by the pandemic. COVID-

19 has meant that I stop to watch a sunrise or a sunset… I feel closest to God when I am on my own in 

nature... My spiritual practices during these times have helped me stay grounded and feel connected.’  

Technologically-mediated religious practices 

The participants reported that the pandemic gradually changed the ways they practise their 

religion. Despite disruption and the evident challenges, participants said that the restrictions have 

pushed them to adapt to virtual religious activities to engage in worship and stay connected with 

their faith and religious communities.  

Lucy illustrated some examples of how she would spend time exploring things that she never 

really thought of doing before the pandemic. She noted, ‘It [the pandemic] kind of pushed me more 

and more into using things like the 24/7 Prayer app, whereas previously I was convinced that was so 

isolating. Why would I want to use my mobile phone to connect all of a sudden with these things? 

Although in fact they became really useful and only recently I started to listen to Premier Christian radio 

and watch things on YouTube that I wouldn't normally watch.’   

Online religious resources can make it easier to incorporate religious practice into a busy daily life. 

Annie stated, 'So he [my husband] introduced me to YouTube clips of American gospel and he also 

introduced me to different online courses… it’s so much nicer not having to go out… we just sit on the 

sofa with a cup of tea (A-5:190-193).’ 

Yet, while some participants recognised advantages to virtual worship or religious 

practices, Caroline reported some practical disadvantages. As Caroline put it: ’Sitting at my desk in 

front of my laptop is a different experience from laying on my couch with my Bible and prayer notes… 

The computer drew me away from reflection and reading (C-4:121-124).’  

Spiritual growth 

All the participants expressed an experience of significant spiritual growth through the challenging 

circumstances brought on by COVID-19. For most, they reported that their spiritual growth came 

from re-evaluating their beliefs, religious life, or priorities, gaining new insights about themselves 

and/or the world.  

Lucy talked about how COVID-19 brought about spiritual growth: 'And I guess it’s [the COVID-19 

pandemic] that forced me to build spiritual muscle in areas that needed to be built up… But again, I 

think it's positive if I look back now to where I am today. It was hard but I've learnt such a lot.’ 
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Through uncomfortable circumstances, Jenny said that she became aware of a new perspective 

and insight about herself and others (i.e.,such as increased empathy). She described the pandemic 

as God’s training school, saying: 'Once I recognised that actually I could start to come out of it [the 

COVID-19 pandemic] and heal, and understand it... it was really helpful for my client work. So, you know 

God is good in that He’s giving me more insight and I'm a believer in God training me from the inside 

out.’ 

The lockdown seems to have motivated participants to reassess all aspects of their lives. Olivia 

reflected on how she had developed a heightened sense of appreciation: ’I’d been mentally and 

spiritually exhausted… but it was also an experience that made me extremely humble and grateful for 

all the things that God has given me.’ 

Religion and spirituality (R/S) as a coping resource  

The third major theme is the role of religion and spirituality (R/S), employed by the participants to 

cope with the ongoing spiritual and psychosocial impacts of the pandemic. Despite the 

distractions to their normal religious and spiritual practices, as a result of these restrictions, 

participants talked about how their Christian faith and spirituality contributed important 

resources in coping with the difficulties.  

R/S as a cognitive resource 

All the participants clearly said that their intrinsic religious beliefs and beliefs about suffering (also 

known as theodicies) provided cognitive understanding of the religious and existential dimensions 

of the pandemic, contributing to a sense of purpose, and meaning in their current challenging 

experiences.  

Jenny shared how her belief that God compassionately shares in human suffering was enhanced, 

and that God sustains people with His presence through stressful times: ’I believe that God is 

suffering, and that God is there with us in our suffering. So, when people are sick, when people are 

struggling… I know that God is still in control and whatever happens, however bad it gets I know God is 

still in control.’ Caroline spoke in a similar way, saying, ’I had a moment where it felt like fear and 

anxiety gripped me… but God is greater than what is around us. He comforts and protects us (C-6: 225-

227).’ 

R/S as a psychological resource 

Aside from the cognitive strategies, participants described the ways that they have stayed 

connected with God by involving themselves in prayer, Bible reading, and spiritual activities. They 

said that acquiring these coping skills ultimately aided their resilience throughout the pandemic. 

Interestingly, participants reported more frequent use of prayer than other religious practices in 

order to experience God’s presence. For example, Jenny discussed the significance of her prayer 

life in enabling her to cope with the ongoing pandemic, saying,  'The prayer and coming before Him 

has been a key to sustaining me. It's what holds me and I'm not quite sure how people do without it. 

Prayer is a key part of my daily life.’ 

Prayer appeared to work in similar ways to psychotherapy, specifically through reflective 

processing. Simply talking about their life and struggles seemed to provide relief and promote 
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psychological wellbeing (Jeppsen and Wooldridge, 2012). For example, Annie reflected on how she 

experienced God’s presence through prayer, and she said it helped her to think more clearly. She 

noted,  'It’s really helpful… I think when I pray… I feel relaxed and think more clearly. That’s why when 

I’m stressed and worried about everything going on around me… I just want to rely on God.’  

R/S as a social resource  

The third category is one of social support and social networks, the use of which seemed to lead 

to a reduction in pandemic-related stress on mental and physical health.  

Annie noted that it was through engagement in online Bible study that she had access to social 

interaction: 'just doing the Alpha course recently... I feel a lot better knowing that I've been able to speak 

to people and be heard. It feels like you belong and that you are known.’ Similarly, Jenny also stated 

that her religious involvement had brought tangible benefits during the pandemic period: ‘It does 

help me because… people with similar priorities around me gives me strength. People to push me along 

and give me strength in everyday living.’ 

Summary of findings  

The closure of churches and religious institutions, as a result of the pandemic, profoundly affected 

the way in which the participants practised their faith. Although they initially experienced feelings 

of sudden loss within their institutional religious lives, social connection and social support, all of 

them showed remarkable resilience in adapting to the barrage of challenges and staying 

connected with their faith communities. Interestingly, all the participants expressed feelings of 

significant spiritual growth through these challenging circumstances. Their Christian faith was a 

prominent factor that allowed them to develop refined coping mechanisms, functioning as a social 

resource for them to maintain their mental wellbeing throughout the lockdown periods especially. 

It helped them to make sense of what was happening and to find a renewed sense of meaning 

while adapting to the ‘new normal’.  

Discussion 

Introduction  

This study aimed to explore how Christian therapists experience and interpret the impact of 

COVID-19, on their faith and spirituality. The observed findings will further be discussed, relating 

back to the main research aims (Smith et al., 2012). 

Dealing with the feelings of sudden loss   

The pandemic has profoundly challenged the way in which religious and spiritual life is conducted 

(Lucchetti et al., 2020; Dein et al., 2020). Each of the participants reported that the Christian faith 

was at the centre of their lives. When the narratives touched on issues to do with the 

corresponding impacts on their faith and spirituality; ‘a sudden sense of loss’ seemed to be the 

dominant theme, affecting their spiritual and psychological wellbeing in a number of different 

ways.  
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When the social distancing measures were first introduced nationally in the UK, the most 

significant change to the participants’ faith and spirituality was the sudden loss of institutional 

religiosity (Lucchetti et al., 2020:6; Bentzen, 2020:4). Aside from the disruption to normal religious 

practices, participants’ connections with others were abruptly fractured as a result of the public 

health controls, which resulted in the decline in interpersonal rapport within their support 

systems. Consequently, the loss and erosion of social connections and support networks became 

another loss that the participants had to accept as a part of this negative sequelae. In fact, 

churches provide not only a sense of belonging or connection but also a strong foundation of 

social support through the engendering of fellowship (VanderWeele et al., 2017:515). 

Undoubtedly, the closure of these sites of worship were considered to be particularly challenging 

and described as having a detrimental impact on psychological and spiritual wellbeing.  

These findings are consistent with previous research, which highlights how experiencing situations 

of crisis and loss can result in corresponding knock-on effects to one’s mental health (Brooks et 

al., 2020; Roy et al., 2020; Coppola, 2021). Additionally, the study corroborates the existing 

literature in the discourse, as shown by the fact that religious experiences of service attendance 

itself seemed to be powerfully related to the individual’s spiritual and psychological wellbeing 

(Petts, 2014: 759; VanderWeele, 2017:521). 

However, although the participants’ experiences of relational losses tied to their individual faith 

communities were somewhat varied, the perceived value of these social relationships were 

substantial, which tended to have a greater impact on their wellbeing (Siedlecki et al., 2014:561-

562; Cooper et al., 2020:15-20). The findings provide a degree of insight into the correlation 

between social connectedness and psychological wellbeing, revealing that the meanings assigned 

to human interaction tended to directly influence an individual’s susceptibility to stress (Cooper, 

2020:21-23).  

From a relational perspective, faith is experienced in relationships with others and God (Buber, 

1990), and this engagement fulfils a basic psychological need for belonging (Baumeister and Leary,  

1995:497). As such, it is unsurprising to see that the COVID-19 related restrictions that impeded 

this bond had a significant impact on their spiritual wellbeing. It also appears that face-to-face 

religious involvement itself contributes to this emotional support system for the participants 

through a variety of means (Koenig, 2012; Bentzen, 2020). Nevertheless, it is evident that additional 

research is necessary to better understand the implications of physical closeness during 

corporative religious practices, and to examine more closely the factors that connect mental 

health with the benefits of in-person services.  

With regards to the religious and spiritual (R/S) struggles, the participants clearly stated that the 

stressors caused by the pandemic raised R/S struggles considerably, generating distressing 

emotions. Undoubtedly, the unprecedented global conditions could indeed be profoundly 

existential and a collectivistic experience that has come about due to the radical changes in the 

way we engage with the self, with others, and with the world (Huang et al., 2020; Maaravi et al., 

2021). 

The above findings are supported by existing precedent that traumatic stressors tend to increase 

the propensity of religious and spiritual struggles – the outcomes of which can vary significantly 
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according to the individual (Exline and Rose, 2013; Desai and Pargament, 2015). Incorporating this 

into a clinical perspective, it is necessary to explore the degree to which the pandemic-related 

restrictions caused individuals to renegotiate the relationship with their faith on multiple domains 

(i.e.,spiritual, psychological, and social). Indeed, particularly for those with strong religious values 

that are central to their worldviews, wellbeing may be affected more significantly through these 

spiritual struggles (Lee 2020; Dein et al., 2020). Hence, consideration of these ongoing tensions in 

therapy is necessary, with caution. Sensitivity is paramount during such discussions with clients, 

whether religious faith is considered as a means of obtaining comfort, or whether they engage 

with faith as both a resource and a challenge. Additionally, there is a need to develop more refined 

therapy strategies, and existing techniques should further be tailored to consolidate the 

ramifications of COVID-19.  

Adaptation and spiritual growth  

This study has shown that a noteworthy repercussion of this pandemic has been the further 

development of latent procedures in individual or private religious practices (Koenig, 2020; Galea 

et al., 2020). Religious people, naturally, have been compelled to adapt their practices and 

behaviour in order to preserve their wellbeing (Simonsen et al., 2018; Villani et al., 2019).  

Although this new virtual normality contributed to the eventual re-connecting of people in shared 

worship and fellowship, the findings show that this situation may also have led people to distance 

themselves from their faith community, and to challenge existing religious beliefs or 

preconceptions (Parish, 2020:1). Furthermore, even for those continuing to participate in their 

faith communities remotely, individualised religious practices (e.g., reading the Bible or praying) 

seemed to be more frequent and intensified than when participating in institutional rituals or 

official meetings in faith communities. With regards to the religious resources, participants 

reported that they preferred to seek out their own resources rather than those offered by their 

respective churches.  

The reason for this tendency is likely to be attributable to a decrease in levels of engagement with 

institutional religious activities (Parish, 2020:2). In addition to this, it could be the fact that many 

resources suddenly became available during the lockdown period, as nearly all the Christian faith-

based institutions began to offer online access to their activities, especially for those involving 

interactive communication (e.g., Zoom) and live-streaming (Church of England, 2020; Glatz, 2020; 

Delap, 2020). However, it is acknowledged that this study is situational within the cultural context 

of participants who are computer literate. As such, it is necessary to note that online religious 

resources or activities might not be regularly accessible to all members of the faith community, 

especially for those who cannot access computers or the internet (Gasser et al., 2020:425; Nye and 

Lobley, 2020: 17). This can be explained through Campbell’s study that the transfer of churches to 

online forums may not only deny access to a dynamic and changing process, determined by 

individual needs or choices, but also deny members to the various religious practices that 

individuals participate in, either in groups or individually (Campbell, 2012 & 2020). Taken together, 

it is evident from this study that the efficacy of virtual methods was at best sporadic, especially in 

relation to spiritual reflection.  
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Spiritual growth  

A similar pattern of connections between religious and spiritual (R/S) struggles and spiritual 

growth is widely noted in previous studies of mental health during times when unpredictable 

events have become the norm (Desai & Pargament, 2015: 42; Stauner et al., 2016: 64; Rudolfsson 

& Tidefors, 2014). This study also found that the COVID-19 pandemic seemed to function as a 

catalyst for spiritual growth since it brought the opportunity to gain a renewed and strengthened 

faith through one’s engagement with R/S derived struggles.  

Among the various religious factors that contributed to spiritual growth in the participants, it is 

important to note that the most common feature appears to have been the increase in private 

religious activities, such as prayer and Bible study. This finding is intriguing as there is a tendency 

in previously conducted studies to denote religious service attendance as the most important 

variable driving spiritual growth (Li et al., 2016: 8; Chen et al., 2020: 2030; VanderWeele, 2020: 

85). Historically, religious practice is mostly associated with organised practice and resources 

(Austin et al., 2018:1). However, in the context of COVID-19, social restrictions prevented routine 

religious attendance and for this reason private or online religious involvement seemed to offer 

the same benefits found in institutional religiosity (Dolcos et al., 2021). 

Religion and Spirituality (R/S) as a coping resource 

The present study exhibited a number of compelling insights. First and foremost, it could be 

observed that the participants opted to turn to God to deal with the stressors that they were facing 

during the pandemic. In addition, it was clear that their Christian faith had a remarkable influence 

on their mental health (Hart & Koenig, 2020; Koenig, 2020). Although such results have been widely 

showcased in pre-existing research (Pargament, 1997; Park et al., 2011; Exline, 2013), very few 

studies have investigated the way in which the Christian faith and spirituality operates in this 

context to minimise the effect of external traumas and feelings of social isolation (Koenig, 2020; 

Pirutinsky et al., 2020). Therefore, clarification of these issues is necessary, as it is a core aspect 

that informs both general counselling practices and the counselling procedures of religious clients 

(Singh & Madan, 2017:342). Christian faith as a religious coping mechanism was further evidenced 

throughout this study, which showed that intrinsic religiosity and faith in God’s plan in suffering 

(coupled with religious involvement) function primarily as a cognitive, psychological, social, and 

relational resource for the participants that supports their spiritual and psychological wellbeing.   

R/S as a cognitive resource: intrinsic beliefs and theodicies  

Consistent with previous research, the findings indicated that R/S provided participants with a 

source of cognition and attitudes that reframed the pandemic into relatively less stressful frames 

('positive cognitive reappraisal’; Thomas and Savoy, 2014: 88; Dolcos et al., 2020), and facilitated 

the search for meaning and purpose (Rosmarin and Koenig, 2020; Pirutinsky et al., 2020) by 

increasing spiritual and social connections (Lim & Putnam, 2010: 914) while developing self-control 

(McCullough and Willoughby, 2009: 69).  

Several authors thus far have established the importance of religion for ‘meaning making’ and 

helping individuals endure and even grow through times of suffering (Park, 2010: 257; Hall et al., 

2018: 77). This study also supports the interpretation that believing in God’s involvement in the 
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pandemic may be positively correlated with a sense of ‘meaning making’ in practice. Moreover, 

the participants’ inherent belief in God’s benevolent involvement further seemed to reinforce their 

trust in God and promote increased resilience within themselves. These findings again correspond 

with that of existing studies; the intrinsic belief that ties less stress with positive religious coping 

has proven to be one of many ways through which God achieves His purpose (Hovey et al., 2014; 

Villani et al., 2019; Pirutinsky et al., 2020). 

R/S as a psychological coping resource 

Aside from cognitive strategies, the findings suggest that the participants’ positive beliefs about 

God represented a basic strength and a resource that enabled them to better manage their 

psychological distress in times of hardship. Existing theories and academics within the discourse 

have often theorised that people are more inclined to use prayer as a coping mechanism when 

the problems are more severe, or indeed when the other resources have been exhausted 

(McCullough & Larson, 1999; Masters and Spielmans, 2007: 329; Dezutter et al., 2011: 542). 

Consistent with current academic theory (Masters and Spielmans, 2007; Dezutter et al., 2011), the 

study showed that prayer was most frequently used in religious practice among all the participants 

and that it seemed to help them develop a deeper awareness of God’s presence. Consequently, 

this appeared to enhance their psychological robustness. Particularly, prayer reflecting on ‘who 

God is’ seemed to have been effectively used by all of the participants when coping with COVID-

19-related stress. From a cognitive perspective, it can also be argued that mentally focusing on the 

character of God as a loving and protective figure could also serve as a valuable resource. Shifting 

the focus away from the pandemic and relinquishing all control to God would give them the added 

liberty of spiritual solace (Krause, 2003; Masters & Spielmans, 2007; McLaughlin et al., 2013). 

In addition to the importance of prayer content (e.g., reflecting on the character of God), the 

participants’ experiences indicate that their prayer life needs to be incorporated into their religious 

meaning system before it functions as a buffer for the negative thoughts that come with thinking 

about the pandemic (Park, 2006; Dezutter et al., 2011; Krok, 2014). It is possible that individuals 

who are intrinsically motivated by their faith may primarily cope with their stressors by engaging 

with their religious meaning systems through prayer, which in turn helps them to reinterpret 

situations in a more positive and meaningful light (Masters and Spielmans, 2007; Dezuttere et al., 

2011). Therapists should also be alert to how clients’ religious meanings and attributions could be 

both a resource and a potential source of struggle during periods of intensified stress.  

R/S as a social coping resource 

All in all, this study corroborates the preceding research, which indicates that religion can be both 

a social and relational resource, differentiated by interpretation (Koenig, McCullough, & Larson, 

2001; Holt et al., 2019).  

Contemporary insight identifies that attending religious activities and engaging in religious 

behaviour prospectively predicts an increase in social support over time (Strawbridge et al, 2001; 

Holt et al., 2014), and that social relationships are a mechanism underlying the effect of religious 

practices on wellbeing (Koenig et al., 2012; Holt et al., 2014; Merino, 2014). Although such results 

have been extensively discussed throughout the course of the past decade especially, few studies 
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(Vilog et al., 2020; Dutra & Rocha, 2021) have since assessed these considerations in the context 

of the current pandemic. In support of previous literature (Holt et al., 2014; Vilog et al., 2020), the 

present study shows evidence of the same pathway via virtual means of social support. 

Historically, religious activities often occur within a social context. It is conceivable that for people 

living with enforced social isolation, especially during pandemic times, their faith community may 

provide the only viable sense of social support, satisfying the need for belonging that contributes 

to a positive mental outlook (Koenig et al., 2012; Nica, 2019; Weinberger-Litman et al., 2020).  

In this sense, the faith community appears to be more than a space of worship, it’s also a social 

juncture that strengthens participants’ sense of connection during such periods of social isolation. 

These places maintain their own sense of sacred agency that ultimately allows for a more positive 

psychological attitude (Fagan et al., 2012; Weinberger-Litman et al., 2020).  

Limitations  

This IPA study yielded detailed and rich outcomes of how the therapists grappled with their faith 

and spirituality throughout the pandemic period. Yet, it is nonetheless the case that the observed 

findings need to be interpreted with care and with consideration of the following limitations.  

Firstly, the study, while homogeneous, had an imbalance of represented religions, with all the 

participants being from evangelical church backgrounds. As such, it cannot be regarded as being 

representative either of the entire population or of Christian therapists in general. Additionally, all 

the participants in the sample group were female Christian therapists, who agreed with the notion 

that the Christian faith was at the centre of their lives. Previous research indicates that women 

tend to be more religious than men (Forlenza and Vallada, 2018: 1741; Kowalczyk et al, 2020: 2676). 

This could have impacted the high levels of spiritual growth and positive religious coping 

evidenced in the study. However, it is crucial to note that understanding representativeness was 

never the objective of this IPA study, which instead emphasises an ideographic and 

phenomenological approach to gain a deeper insight into the participants’ lived experiences 

(Smith et al., 2012).  

Also, as reported previously, religious coping strategies can have negative and positive influences 

on mental health. However, the current study did not highlight the negative aspects of coping 

among the participants. While the IPA does not deviate from making generalisations, it is 

committed towards analysing individuals’ subjective accounts rather than the formulation of 

objective narratives (Smith et al., 2012; Flowers et al., 1999). Conclusions drawn are therefore 

specific to this particular group as mentioned, and generalisations should be approached with 

caution.    

Recommendations for Future Research  

The study was conducted during the third national lockdown between February–March 2021 in 

the UK. During a pandemic that had not previously been experienced by anyone involved. While 

this implies that this research is unlikely to ever be replicated in the same circumstances, further 

studies would be needed to analyse the long-term impacts of COVID-19 on the Christian faith and 

spirituality.  
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Several participants spoke directly about how their professional role as a therapist had been 

affected by COVID-19, as well as speaking in the position of being clients themselves. Many were 

keen to forget the disastrous circumstances they initially found themselves in, at varying stages of 

the pandemic. Future research could perhaps explore the overarching impact of COVID-19 on the 

administration of therapeutic practices. 

Conclusion  

This body of research sought to explore how Christian therapists experience and interpret the 

impact of COVID-19 through their faith and spirituality. 

The observed findings illustrated that the closure of churches had lasting effects on the spiritual 

life of the participants, resulting in a sudden loss of institutional religious life, social connections, 

and social support systems. Despite such difficulties, all the participants demonstrated marked 

resilience and the ability to adapt to the pandemic life. Engaging in virtual religious activities and 

connecting with their faith and religious communities, gave them the means to preserve their 

religious livelihoods. Noteworthy consequences of the pandemic were that it led to the 

acceleration of pre-existing individualised religious practices. Interestingly, each of the participants 

could relate to an instance of significant spiritual growth through the challenging circumstances. 

Christian faith does appear to constitute a key resource in coping with pandemic-related stress, 

functioning primarily as a cognitive, psychological, social, and relational resource. 

Ultimately, in spite of the limitations of qualitative research, the current study is among the first 

to explore the lived experiences of therapists in relation to the consequences of COVID-19 on 

Christian faith and spirituality. Given the potential for major life crises to shake people deeply both 

psychologically and spiritually, the pandemic demonstrated the pressing need for therapists to 

address clients’ religious and spiritual issues directly and to consider spiritual wellbeing as a critical 

component of holistic care (Ellison and Lee, 2010; Krause, 2015; Bell et al., 2020:1). As such, it is 

with a degree of optimism that this research was conducted, in the hope that it would supplement 

the resources of therapists that may result in more positive clinical outcomes going forward.  
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