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Life in U.S. Religious
Congregations Slowly Edges
Back Toward Normal

But COVID-19 pandemic still a major presence in
houses of worship as many Christians plan to stay
home on Easter
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As coronavirus cases, hospitalizations and deaths decline and
vaccination rates rise across the United States, life in religious
congregations is showing signs of slowly returning to normal. A
new Pew Research Center survey finds that Americans are
increasingly confident they can safely go to services at a church,
temple, mosque or other house of worship. And the percentage
who say they actually have attended religious services — in person
— in the past month is slightly higher than it was last summer.
Still, the situation in U.S. congregations remains far from
ordinary, and this promises to be the second consecutive highly

atypical Easter season for Christians.

In U.S., growing numbers confident they can safely attend religious services

Among U.S. adults who regularly attend religious services ...
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Note: Figures reflecting confidence in ability to attend safely and about views of congregation’s operating status are based on those who said
n a previous survey that they generally attend religious services at least monthly or said in the current survey they had attended in-person
services in the last month. Figures reflecting recent in-person attendance and having watched online are based only on those who said ina
previous survey that they generally attend religious services at least monthly. Those who did not answer are not shown.

Source: Survey conducted Marc . 2021, among U.S. adults.
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Three-quarters of U.S. adults who normally attend religious
services now say they are “very” or “somewhat” confident they can
do so safely, without spreading or catching the coronavirus — up
12 percentage points from when this question was last asked in

July 2020. Over that period, there also has been a considerable
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who recently have watched services streamed online or on

television.

Roughly four-in-ten U.S. Christians plan to attend
Easter services in person this year
% of U.S. Christians who say they ...

Normally attend

E B Easter services
H 62%

0% 25 39% 50 75 100
Plan to go
in person this year

Source: Survey conducted March 1-7, 2021, among U.S. adults.
“Life in U.S. Religious Congregations Slowly Edges Back Toward Normal”
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But while in-person religious attendance has begun to rebound, it
still is far from normal. Most people who say they generally attend
religious services at least once or twice a month (58%) say they
have not attended during the past month. And just four-in-ten
U.S. Christians (39%) plan to go in person to church services this
Easter Sunday, which is sharply lower than the 62% who say they
typically go to church on Easter.

Furthermore, while growing numbers of religious attenders think
their congregations should be open, the clear majority continues
to say that various modifications and restrictions — such as social
distancing, mask-wearing and limiting the number of people who
can attend at any one time — are needed to continue the fight
against the spread of the virus. And these kinds of modifications
remain widespread. In addition to the 17% of U.S. attenders who
say their congregation currently is closed, another two-thirds say
their congregation is now open but only on a modified basis due to
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Fewer U.S, religious attenders now say their congregation is closed, but most say
COVID-19-related modifications remain in place

Among LS. edults whoe regularly attend religiows servdees, % who say their congregation s currently ..
Open, but Rexquires 1 1 Limit
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These are among the key findings of a new Pew Research Center
survey conducted March 1-7, 2021, among 12,055 U.S. adults on
the Center’s online, nationally representative American Trends
Panel. More information on how the survey was conducted is

available in the methodology.

The study was designed to gauge how the coronavirus outbreak is
affecting the way Americans participate in their religious
congregations. It finds that congregational life is returning to
normal most rapidly among evangelical Protestants. Overall, half
of evangelicals who typically attend religious services at least
monthly say they have attended church in person during the past
month. And half of all evangelicals (not just those who normally
attend) say they plan to attend Easter Sunday services in person

this year.

Still, even among evangelicals, there continues to be a large gap

between the share who typically attend religious services and the

smaller share who have done so recentlv or nlan to do so soon
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Half of evangelicals say they plan to attend church in person this Easter
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And at the opposite end of the spectrum from evangelicals, the
return to pre-pandemic levels of in-person religious attendance is
occurring much more slowly among those in the historically Black
Protestant tradition.

In general, this group is highly observant: Among respondents in
the current survey, for instance, 56% of those in the historically
Black Protestant tradition say they typically attend religious
services at least once or twice a month, far higher than the share
of Catholics (39%) and mainline Protestants (37%) who do so.

But just 21% of those in the historically Black Protestant tradition
who typically go to religious services at least monthly say they
went, physically, to in-person religious services in the past month,
which is little changed from last summer. And just 31% of people
in the historically Black Protestant tradition say they plan to
attend Easter services in person this year, compared with two-
thirds (68%) who say they go to church on Easter in a typical year.

Mare hroadlv other stirveve show that the coronaviriie nandemie
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Christians and no more likely than Hispanic Christians to say they
plan to go to Easter services this year, even though they are the
group most likely to attend on Easter in a typical year. And fully
three-in-ten Black religious attenders say their congregation
should be closed altogether because of the outbreak, far higher
than the share of White (non-Hispanic) and Hispanic adults who
feel the same way.

Black Americans more likely than others to say their congregations should be
closed because of coronavirus

Amaong regular attenders
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Other key findings from the new study include:
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Most religious attenders say their
congregations are still streaming or
recording services

Among U.S. adults who typically attend religious
services at least monthly or attended in person in the
past month, % who say the house of worship they attend
most often is currently streaming or recording its
services so that people can watch them online or on TV

July 2020 March 2021

% %
All U.S. adults 79 82
Christian 80 83
Protestant 86 87
Evangelical 88 87
Mainline 82 87
Historically Black 83 83
Catholic 68 73

Note: The survey did not obtain enough interviews with members of

non-Christian religious groups who said in a previous survey that
they typically attend religious services monthly or more often or who
said in the new survey that they attended religious services in
person in the last month to analyze those groups' answers
separately.

Source: Survey conducted March 1-7, 2021, among U.S. adults.
“Life in U.S. Religious Congregations Slowly Edges Back Toward
Normal”

PEW RESEARCH CENTER

e Just as in July 2020, eight-in-ten U.S. religious attenders —
ranging from 73% among Catholics to 87% among those in the
evangelical and mainline Protestant traditions — say their
congregation is currently recording or streaming its services so
that people can watch online or on TV.

e Republicans and those who lean toward the Republican Party
are far more comfortable than Democrats and Democratic
leaners with returning to normal congregational life sooner
rather than later. Among those who typically attend religious

services on a monthly basis (or more), Republicans are more
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do so in person this year (71%), while fewer than half of
Democrats who typically go to church on Easter plan to go in
person this year (42%).

Compared with the summer of 2020, in-person religious
attendance — and confidence that it is safe — is up in all regions
of the country. For instance, the share of religious attenders
who say they are “very confident” they can attend services
safely, without catching or spreading COVID-19, has grown by
13 percentage points in both the Northeast and the West (where
the shares who are now “very confident” stand at 47% and 44%,
respectively), by 12 points in the Midwest (to 49% now) and by
7 points in the South (where 42% are now “very confident” they
can attend services safely).

In addition to its questions about congregational involvement,
the new survey also asked Americans whether their own faith
has grown stronger, weaker, or not changed much as a result of
the coronavirus pandemic. It finds that roughly one-quarter of
U.S. adults say their religious faith has grown stronger as a
result of the pandemic, while 4% say their faith has been
weakened; the remainder say that their faith has not changed
much, including those who say they were not religious to begin
with and still are not. These findings are on par with results
from a survey conducted in April 2020, during the early weeks
of the outbreak. The new survey and the April 2020 survey both
show, furthermore, that those whose religious faith was
strongest before the pandemic are most likely to say their faith
has been strengthened because of the pandemic. Very few
people who were not particularly religious to begin with say
they have become more religious because of the coronavirus

outbreak.
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These and other findings are discussed in more detail below.

American congregants gradually returning to in-
person religious attendance

Regular religious attenders are returning to in-person

religious services
% of U.S. adults who say they have done each of the following in the last
month
Attended religious Watched religious
services in person |services online or on TV
July 2020 March 2021 July 2020 March 2021
% % % %
All U.S. adults 13 17 36 33
Typically attend at least monthly 33 42 T2 65
Attend less often 3 5 i7 16
Among those who typically attend at least monthily ...
Christian 33 43 74 67
Protestant 35 44 78 71
Evangelical 44 53 80 71
Mainline 21 34 68 69
Historically Black 18 21 &4 76
Catholic 32 38 63 51
White, non-Hispanic 39 50 71 65
Black, non-Hispanic 19 25 77 73
Hispanic 24 34 68 57
Northeast 35 46 68 63
Midwest 34 44 75 66
South 32 42 72 68
West 31 37 71 62
Republican,/lean Rep. 42 57 73 64
Demuocrat/lean Dem. 19 26 TO 67

Mote: Figures for all U.S. adults are based on those respondents who participated in both the
July 2020 and the March 2021 surveys. The survey did not obtain enough interviews with
Iy

arately,

members of non-Christian religious groups who said in 2 us survey that they typics

attend religious services monthly or more often UPS" answers s

White and Black adults include those who report being only one race and are not Hispanic
Hispanics are of any race.

Source: Survey conducted March 1-7, 2021, among U.S. adults.
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attend religious services at least monthly, 42% say they have done

so over the past month, up from 33% who said this in July 2020.

While in-person religious attendance is ticking upward, watching
religious services online or on TV is edging downward. Among
those who typically attend services at least monthly, 65% now say
they have recently watched services online or on TV, down from

72% in the summer of 2020.

Roughly half of evangelical Protestants who normally attend
church regularly (53%) say they attended religious services in
person over the past month. About four-in-ten Catholic attenders
(38%) have gone to church recently, as have roughly one-third of
mainline Protestants who typically go to services at least once or
twice a month (34%). All three of these figures are up since last

July.

One-in-five regular churchgoers in the historically Black
Protestant tradition say they recently attended religious services
in person, lower than among other religious groups analyzed in
the survey. But adults in the historically Black Protestant tradition
are no less likely than members of other Christian traditions to
have watched religious services recently online or on TV. (There
were not enough interviews with Jews, Muslims or members of
other non-Christian groups who say they normally attend
religious services at least monthly to allow for separate analysis of

their responses to these survey questions.)

Among those who typically attend religious services, Republicans
are more than twice as likely as Democrats (including those who
lean to each party) to say they recently attended in-person
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In U.S., 39% of Christians say they plan
to attend Easter services in person this
year, down from 62% who normally go
% of U.S. adults who say they ...

Planto attend Normally attend
Easter services in in-person Easter
person this year services

% %
All U.S. adults 27 44
Christian 39 62
Protestant 41 65
Evangelical 52 70
Mainline 27 53
Historically Black 31 68
Catholic 36 58
White, non-Hispanic 29 43
Black, non-Hispanic 26 58
Hispanic 30 45
Republican/lean Rep. 40 53
Democrat/lean Dem. 18 37
Note: White and Black adults include those who report being only
one race and are not Hispanic. Hispanics are of any race.

Source: Survey conducted March 1-7, 2021, among U.S. adults.
‘Life in U.S. Religious Congregations Slowly Edges Back Toward
Normal”

PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Overall, 62% of U.S. Christians say they normally attend religious
services on Easter Sunday. Even one-in-ten religiously unaffiliated
Americans (who, by and large, rarely or never go to religious
services), say they typically go to church on Easter. But this year,
just four-in-ten Christians (39%), along with 5% of adults who do
not identify as Christian — equivalent to about a quarter of all U.S.

adults (27%) — say they plan to attend Easter services in person.

The gap between what Americans typically do to commemorate

Easter and what thev nlan to do this vear is especiallv striking
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Democrats are less likely than Republicans to attend Easter
services even in a typical year, partly reflecting the larger shares of
religious “nones” (people who describe themselves, religiously, as
atheist, agnostic, or “nothing in particular”) and members of non-
Christian faiths among Democrats than among Republicans. This
year, 40% of Republicans (and those who lean toward the GOP)
intend to go to in-person Easter services, compared with 18% of
Democrats.

Most who normally attend services say their
congregations are open, but with precautions

Compared with July 2020, more U.S. adults who attend religious
services (either in a typical month or during the past month) say
their congregations now are open, at least in a limited way, and
fewer say their congregations are closed due to the coronavirus.
Most people whose congregations are open say there are a variety
of coronavirus-related precautions or modifications in place. Just
12% of U.S. religious attenders say their congregations are
currently open and operating normally, just as they were before

the pandemic hit.

Members of the historically Black Protestant tradition and
mainline Protestants are more likely than people in other large
U.S. religious groups to say their congregations remain closed.
Evangelical Protestants are more likely than the other groups to
say their congregations are open and operating normally, with no
coronavirus-related modifications — although still, just one-in-five
evangelicals (19%) say this. Catholics stand out for the relatively
large numbers who say their churches are open but with virus-

related modifications in place.
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Fewer than one-infive religious attenders now say their congregation Is closed due
to the coronavirus, down from 31% in July

Among U8, adults who typically attend religiows servces at least monthly or attended in person in the past month,
% weho soy the howse of worship they attemd most often i5 crrently ..
July 2020 March 2021
Open to public Opan to public
and holding Open to public  NOT and holding  Opento public  NOT
services In  for services, but  open senvices in for services, but  open
same way as with changes as  for in- same way as with changes as  for in-
before result of person Mot before result of person Mot
outbreak outbreak  senices  sure oartbreak outbroak services  sure
% % % % % % % %
Al LS, attenders 8 =1 31 T 12 &4 17 8
Christian 5 57 5 | 7 11 3] 17 ]
Protestant T 56 31 B 14 62 18 S
Evangaiical ) 64 24 & i@ &7 a 4
Mainkne 4 45 45 B 6 58 31 5
Higtorically Black a a5 a1 15 & 43 38 a
Cathalic 3 65 X3 ] 5 T8 8 -]
‘White, nan-Hispanic 5 ES 25 2 14 70 11 4
Black, non-Hispanic T ar 42 14 T 50 36 ]
Hispanic B 41 41 12 11 61 20 |
Northeast o a7 24 & 10 =21 17 -]
Midwest 5 &4 24 7 13 71 13 3
Bauth 7 51 33 2 15 ;%] 17 4
‘West 5 a7 40 T 8 59 23 10
Republican/lean Rep, 7 4] 3 5 17 71 T 5
Democral/lean Deam. 5 43 42 10 6 59 28 T
Mol Whine a Bl acduhis ing @ Tkl Whis P o Be i y Ol FRCE Ar 1 al Hispa Hisganics ama of &y rac Triiied Wi
Lite in U.S. Religous Congregations Slowy Edges Back Toward Norma
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

When asked which (if any) virus-related precautions are in place
at their congregation, half of U.S. religious attenders say their
congregations are currently open but with social distancing
measures or mask-wearing requirements in place. Four-in-ten say
their congregations are open but with limited capacity. And one-
quarter say their congregations have imposed limits on communal
singing. Each of these kinds of precautions has edged up, at least
marginally, since July 2020, reflecting the fact that there are now
more congregations that are open with modifications in place and

fewer congregations that are closed entirely.

(Cathnlice are mara likelyy than thnce in nther orniine tn cav each nf
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Half of those who attend religious services say their congregation is requiring social
distancing, mask-wearing

Among LS. adults who bypically atfend religiows services af least monthiy or ettended in person in the past month,

% wrho sy the howse of worship they attend most offen currently .

July 2020 March 2021
Requires Limits Requires Limits
soclal  Requires Restricts communal Is closed | soclal  Requires Restricts communal Is closed
distancing masks capacity singing atogethes|distancing masks capacity singing altogether
L] k] L] % H b % b ® %
AlILLS,

attenders 45 35 36 20 3 51 51 42 25 17
Chrigtian 47 36 38 20 31 53 52 43 25 17
Protestant 45 30 33 L] 3 47 46 36 18 18
Evangelical 52 32 38 16 24 49 47 36 15 |
Mainiing 35 30 26 21 45 47 48 34 21 31
Hist. Black 28 23 22 12 41 40 43 3a 268 35
Catholic 58 54 53 a2 3 =] L=id] 61 41 8
‘White 54 38 42 23 5 57 54 43 25 11
Black 31 28 25 15 43 41 43 34 28 38
Hispanic 33 33 29 16 41 47 53 Al 24 20
Mortheast &80 55 B1 26 24 56 56 49 32 17
Midwest 51 33 41 22 24 &7 56 43 24 13
Sauth 41 3 3 18 33 47 48 38 23 17
‘Wt 33 32 33 ir 40 30 48 4z 22 23
Rep.lean Rep. 55 38 42 21 23 55 53 43 22 T
Dem.flaan Dem. 34 3z a0 20 az a8 51 a3 28 28

U.E. Religlous Cong)
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

The precautions that are in place in many U.S. congregations are
largely in line with the desires of the associated congregants.
While the share of religious attenders who think their
congregations should be closed altogether has declined since last
summer (from 28% to 15%), the majority think that at least some
virus-related modifications are in order (58%). One-quarter of
U.S. religious attenders are in favor of fully opening up their

congregations without any restrictions.

Members of the historically Black Protestant tradition and
mainline Protestants are more inclined than evangelical
Protestants and Catholics to say their congregations should
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for the relatively high share who say their churches should be

open but with precautions in place.

Currently, 15% of U.S. religious attenders say their congregation should be closed
because of the coronavirus, down from 28% who said this last July

Among U8, adults who typieally attend religiows services af least monthly or attended in person in the past month,
% wrho say the house of worship they attend most often showld currently be ..
July 2020 March 2021
Open to public  Open to public Open to public  Open to public
and holding  for services, but NOT and holding  for services, but NOT

sarvices In same with changes  openfor | services Insame  with changes open for

way as before  as result of Ir-petson way Bs before a8 result of in-persan

outhreak ouwtbreak services outhraak outhraak sanvices
% % % % % %
Al LS, attenders 13 57 28 268 58 15
Christian 13 59 a7 26 59 14
Protestant 15 =] 28 28 &7 14
Evangelical 18 B4 18 35 56 ]
Mainiine a9 49 40 20 BT 22
Historically Biack 10 45 41 11 B0 28
Cathalic | B2 7 21 B7 10
‘White, non-Hispanic 15 B3 21 3z BE 9
Black, non-Hispanic 10 44 42 ] 59 a0
Hispanic 10 51 3r 22 61 14
Northesst 7 B9 13 21 B0 18
Midwest 16 31 x2 29 59 11
Sauth 14 53 31 25 BO 13
West 12 B1 a5 27 B3 19
Republican/lean Rep. 19 -2} 16 40 55 4
Democrat/lean Dem. B 45 a4 T 64 26
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The most common kinds of precautions Americans say they would
like their congregations to take are social distancing measures and
mask requirements (both 50%). Roughly four-in-ten religious
attenders say they support limiting capacity at religious services,

and three-in-ten want limits on communal singing.
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Half of U.S. Christian churchgoers say their congregations should be enforcing
social distancing, mask-wearing

Among LS. edults who fypically attend religious services af least monthiy or atfended in person in the past month,
% weho sy the house of worship they attend mosr often ghowld oaerrently ..

July 2020 March 2021
Require Limit Require Limit
social Require Restrict communal Be closed) social Require Restrict communal Be closed
distancing masks capacity singing mm masks capacity singing altogether
% % % % % * % % % %
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One-in-five Protestants, three-in-ten
Catholics say their congregations
should be holding services outside

Among U.S. adults who typically attend religious
services at least monthly or attended in person in the
past month, % who say the house of worship they attend

most often ____ as a result of the coronavirus outbreak
Is holding Should
services hold services
outdoors outdoors
% %
All U.S. attenders 13 23
Christian 12 22
Protestant 10 20
Evangelical 9 17
Mainline 13 23
Historically Black 10 26
Catholic 20 31
White, non-Hispanic 10 16
Black, non-Hispanic 10 29
Hispanic 21 35
Northeast 10 22
Midwest 7 18
South 10 23
West 23 28
Republican/lean Rep. 11 16
Democrat/lean Dem. 16 33
Note: White and Black adults include those who report being only

one race and are not Hispanic. Hispanics are of any race.
Source: Survey conducted March 1-7, 2021, among U.5S. adults.
‘Life in U.S. Religious Congregations Slowly Edges Back Toward
Normal®

PEW RESEARCH CENTER

The new survey asked U.S. adults for the first time about outdoor
religious services: Is their congregation holding religious services
outside because of the pandemic, and is this something that

Americans think their congregations should be doing?
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Of course, the new survey was conducted during winter. Outdoor
services may have been more common last summer (and may be

more common this spring and summer) than they are at present.

Growing confidence about attending religious
services safely

Three-quarters of U.S. adults who typically attend religious
services (or attended in person in the last month) say they are at
least somewhat confident they now could attend services at their
congregation safely without catching or spreading the virus,
including 45% who are “very” confident and an additional 32%
who are “somewhat” confident. This constitutes a significant
change since July 2020, when fewer (64%) expressed at least
some confidence, including one-third (34%) who were “very”

confident they could attend religious services safely.

The share of adults who say they are “very” confident they could
attend services safely is up in most religious groups, with one
notable exception. The share of people in the historically Black
Protestant tradition who say they are “very” confident is little
different today (31%) than it was during the summer of 2020
(30%). Over that period, however, there has been a significant
increase in the share of members of the historically Black
Protestant tradition who say they are “somewhat” confident it is

safe to attend religious services (from 20% to 33%).

People who have actually attended religious services recently are
far more likely to say that doing so is safe, compared with people
who are normally regular attenders but who have not gone to in-
person services recently. Of course, the causal connection could go
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Three-guarters of religious attenders now at least somewhat confident they could
attend in-person services without catching, spreading coronavirus

Among [L5. adults who typically attend religious services at least monthly or attended in person in the past month,
% who say they are __ confident they could safely attend in-person religious services right now without spreading or
catching the corommsirus

July 2020 March 2021
MET ¥ery, MET Mot too,| NET Very/ MET Mot tooy”
somewhat Very Somewhat notatall | somewhat Very Somewhat not at all
% % % % *® % *® %
Al LLS, attenders B4 34 29 a5 TE 45 az 23
Chiristian B85 36 29 35 T7 45 3l 2
Protestan 67 ar a2 78 a7 3l 2
Evangelical 75 42 32 25 82 52 30 i7
Malnling 56 26 43 75 45 30 24
Hitarically Black BO 30 20 49 B3 a1 cic | 34
Catholic 59 31 28 40 77 43 34 Fal
Attended in person in
last month &9 58 30 1 a3 BE& 27 7
Hewve not attended B0 20 29 48 B2 26 36 ar
White, non-Hispanic T2 40 3z 27 a2 53 29 7
Black, non-Hispanic 48 28 20 49 &0 28 32 )
Hispanic Bl 24 a7 48 73 as a8 25
Mortheast L= 34 34 30 T8 47 31 20
Ml west 5] 37 32 s BO 49 31 18
Sauth &2 a5 27 38 TE 42 34 23
‘Wast &0 31 30 38 73 44 20 a7
Repubbcan/lean Rep, 78 47 32 FL &g 81 1 11
Desmoczat/lean Dem. a4 18 26 55 63 25 38 36

=

hose who report being cnly one raoe and are r

E
o

Pandemic has strengthened the faith of many who
were highly religious to begin with
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Those who said they were highly religious to begin with
most likely to say their faith has been strengthened
due to pandemic

% of U.S. adults who say that as a result of coronavirus outbreak ...

Their faith Their faith Their faith N/A -1am

has has has not not a religious
become become changed person and this
stronger weaker much 't changed
% % % %
All US. adults 23 4 51 23
Christian 31 5 58 5
Protestant 33 4 58 4
Evangelical a7 3 57 2
Mainline 20 4 68 8
Histarically Black 43 6 48 3
Catholic 24 5 63 8
Jewish 16 1 62 21
Unaffiliated 6 2 29 63
Among respondents who said in August 2019 that religion is ___ important in
their lives
Very 42 4 52 2
Somewhat 17 5 71 6
Mot tog/not at all 5 2 33 60
White, non-Hispanic 19 3 53 25
Black, non-Hispanic 38 4 48 11
Hispanic 27 B8 49 19
MNote: White and Black adults include those who report being only one race and are not
RISpanic. RISpanics a T any race. & Wino did not answer are not sNown.
Source: Survey conducted March 1-7, 2021, among U.5. adults
"Life in LS. Religious Congregations Slowly Edges Back Toward Normal”™
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Overall, roughly one-quarter of U.S. adults say their faith has been
strengthened by the coronavirus pandemic, while 4% say their
faith has grown weaker. The remainder say their faith has not
changed much (including 23% who say they were not religious to

begin with and still are not religious).
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These patterns partly reflect another key finding of the survey.
People who were highly religious to begin with, before the
coronavirus outbreak in the U.S., are also the most likely to say
their faith has grown because of the pandemic. Evangelical
Protestants and people in the historically Black Protestant
tradition are, on average, among the most highly religious groups
in the U.S. population, while the religiously unaffiliated are among
the least religious by a variety of conventional measures, including

the self-assessed importance of religion in their lives.
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Quiz: How much do you know about the First

Amendment?
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