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AV20-308

Anthropology of Religion Unit

Theme: Pandemic Religiosity: What Ethnography Reveals about Adaptation, Experimentation,
and Failure

Saturday, 3:00 PM-4:30 PM (Virtual)

Jennifer A. Selby, Memorial University of Newfoundland, Presiding

This panel features five ethnographic papers that consider how the global COVID-19 pandemic has
impacted theologies, practices, beliefs and embodiments. How do religious communities adjust to virtual
contexts? How do they shift to forms of embodiment mediated by virtual technologies? The first paper
considers the implications of how new religious movements and Christian denominations in Japan have
embraced digital technologies. The second paper moves to the US to analyze how liturgical activities
have adapted in German-speaking congregations. The third panelist considers how the COVID-19
pandemic has interwoven with the HIV/AIDS epidemic and magnified challenges for Catholic clinics in
Nairobi. The fourth paper turns to how the First Baptist Dallas congregation is grappling with the
essentialness of in-person ritual experiences. Lastly, the panel moves to a South Asian Shia community
in Los Angeles. Here, the anthropologist examines how video conferencing its central majalis ritual both
worked to maintain ties in the community while also forging significant transnational links.Ultimately,
this panel questions what religious communities lost, what they gained, and what ongoing changes they
will continue to negotiate. Through diverse ethnographic methods, contributors reveal how religious
communities have adapted, experimented, and failed in the midst of a global pandemic.

Fizza Joffrey, University of Toronto

The Limits of Communal Grief: A South Asian Shi’a Group’s Commitment to Ritual and
Community

Emmy Corey, Emory University

“What Else Could We Do?”: Navigating Compassion, Healing, and Care in a Nairobi Clinic

Thorsten Wettich, University of Bremen
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No-Contact-Communion and YouTube-Services – Adapting to the Requirements of the Corona-
Crisis in German-Speaking Lutheran Congregations in the USA

Paola Cavaliere, Osaka University

One Year into the Pandemic: Religious Institutions in Japan Responding to the New Normal

This paper contributes to the debate about Japanese diffused religiosity
within its lasting secularization process: will COVID-19 boost a religious
recession in Japan? The study provides examples from established
religions such as Buddhist temples and Shintō shrines; four new
religious movements; and two Christian denominations. Qualitative data
and online information have been collected since February 2020.
Building on Douglas’ (1994) interpretative model of risk, findings show
that the COVID-19-induced social restraint has had an overall negative
impact on in-person societal religiosity. However, many institutions have
swiftly responded by embracing digital technology to continue their core
function of cohesion-providers for their social and spiritual communities.
This interesting evolution from embodied to disembodied religious
practices holds the potential to continue far beyond the ease in COVID-
19-related social restrictions and helps resist the socio-cultural lethargy
of the apparent secularization.

Marie Purcell, Southern Methodist University

Uncertain Certainties about Worship: First Baptist Dallas Copes with the Pandemic
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