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Abstract. This article examines the views of 12 bishops of the
Church of England in understanding the COVID-19 pandemic from
the perspective of divine action. The most consistently mentioned
unhelpful narratives hinge on an understanding of the pandemic as
an act of God. Although there are several possible contextual expla-
nations for this resistance to understand the pandemic as divine ac-
tion, an analysis of the data shows that it is grounded in a desire to
maintain (1) a space for the pandemic, the suffering, and the virus
that caused it to be understood as part of creation and (2) focus on
human agency and responsibility as the appropriate response to the
pandemic. I argue that the strong resistance among the bishops inter-
viewed to a narrative of divine punishment in particular is ultimately
grounded in a desire to disable the blunt but effective tool of mak-
ing moral judgments in the name of divine authority that regularly
follow in the wake of global disasters.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has produced a variety of reactions from faith
leaders across the globe. Gaining insight into how faith leaders are re-
sponding to a situation like the one presented by the emergence of the
SARS CoV-2 virus is crucial. The ways in which faith leaders understand
and navigate significant events in the world shapes both the guidance they
provide to others and the behavior they model for the communities they
serve (Bouveng and Wilkinson 2016).
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The political and social influence of faith leaders on their communities,
including the potential for religious leaders to stem the tide of religious
violence, is being increasingly recognized (Lane 2002; Archbishop Justin
Welby 2016; Humaid 2020). The UNICEF, for instance, recognizes the
importance of working in collaboration with religious leaders on issues of
inequality, not just for their considerable influence in communities world-
wide, but for their skills in communication, mediation, and offering spir-
itual and psychological support (UNICEF 2017).

Studies also show that faith leaders have a significant influence on be-
havior change, including health behavior, not least in their capacity as role
models (Heward-Mills et al. 2018). In 2015, the Faith and Order Com-
mission of the Church of England published a document intended to “in-
form the developing patterns of senior leadership” that underscored the
importance of senior leadership with respect to their considerable ability
to shape the church as a whole (FAOC 2015).

This article is based on responsive qualitative research into how senior
church leaders are practically and discursively navigating the COVID-19
pandemic. The study forms part of the ECLAS project, focused on en-
gaging senior Christian leaders in questions around science and science-
engaged theology. The data consist of two sets of semistructured inter-
views with a total of 12 diocesan and suffragan bishops of the Church of
England conducted in July and October 2020, respectively.

The sample was determined in collaboration with selected team mem-
bers using a criterion-based sampling method (LeCompte 1993) with the
key criterion being holding or having recently held the office of bishop of
the Church of England. Both honorary Church of England bishops and
bishops who had been nominated, but not yet taken office by November
2020, were excluded from our sample universe. We deliberately sought to
include women in our sample, despite the gender ratio of Church of Eng-
land bishops in the United Kingdom remaining heavily skewed toward
men.1 To this end, we invited all current female bishops of the Church of
England to take part in the study, and as a result, of the 12 bishops inter-
viewed, three were women and nine were men. Our sample also includes
two non-white bishops that makes it percentage-wise more ethnically di-
verse than the general population of Church of England bishops.

The 12 bishops interviewed had an average age of 63. This is compa-
rable to the average age of 61 of active Church of England bishops in
November 2020. With one exception, all the bishops in our sample were
active bishops at the time of the interviews. This marginal age difference is
largely due to the one retired bishop in our sample. The 12 bishops in our
sample preside(d) over a mix of urban, suburban, and rural dioceses, with
their diocese often covering both urban and rural areas. An exploration
of published information about the bishops in the sample indicates an
even spread across the political and theological spectrum on several issues
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including political leaning and theological questions such as the ordination
of women.

The first set of interviews (n = 7) were conducted with the additional
intention of creating video resources for the ECLAS website. For this
reason, these interviews were conducted with bishops who had some pre-
vious interaction with the project in the form of attendance at one of the
ECLAS led church leader conferences. Although this was likely not a sig-
nificant factor, we reasoned that attendance at an ECLAS led conference
did imply an openness to science-engaged theology that could not be as-
sumed in the wider population of Church of England bishops. The second
set (n = 5) therefore was chosen because they had no previous involvement
in ECLAS led events or research activities to mitigate the possibility that
the responses given by the first set of interviewees were in any way influ-
enced by their engagement with previous iterations of the project. Impor-
tantly, I found no substantive differences between the responses of the first
and second group of interviews in the analysis related to the question of
previous interaction. I did find a possible effect related to the timing of the
interviews that is reflected in the discussion.

Although consent for using the interviews as video resources precluded
complete anonymity for the first set of interviews, all the participants were
asked to give oral consent for the recording and were assured of anonymity
of the interviews in transcribed form for the purpose of publication. Ac-
cordingly, the bishops are referred to using a simple randomly assigned
numbering system (B1–B12) to indicate quotes extracted from the same
interview. There is no correlation between the order in which the inter-
views were conducted and the number assigned to each bishop.

The interviews had an average duration of 30 minutes and were con-
ducted virtually via Zoom. Interviews were kept deliberately short in or-
der to increase the possibility of the bishops accepting the invitation to
be interviewed. All the interviews were both audio and video recorded in
Zoom. The audio was then extracted, transcribed automatically, and cor-
rected manually.

The interview schedule consisted of six questions designed to inform
three separate but interrelated themes (two questions per theme):

(1) The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the views among senior
church leaders in the Church of England toward science and science-
engaged theology.

(2) Theological understandings/biblical narratives/religious voices that
the bishops have found to be either helpful or unhelpful during the
pandemic.

(3) The bishops’ views on how the pandemic is changing or challenging
our relationship to God’s creation and to each other.
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Through an initial inductive analysis of the complete data set (Braun
and Clarke 2006), looking for correspondence across the responses to the
different questions I found particularly strong agreement within the re-
sponses to the open question “Are there any theological understandings or
religious voices in response to the pandemic that you have found unhelp-
ful and that you think we should resist?”. Having identified this strong
agreement, I created a smaller data set by isolating the responses to the
question of unhelpful narratives. I then divided these responses into cat-
egories corresponding to the kinds of narratives mentioned. I found that
three of a total of four categories of responses all hinged on resisting an
understanding of the pandemic as an act of God. These were responses
expressing:

(1) Resistance to a narrative of the pandemic as divine punish-
ment/judgment (n = 7).

(2) Resistance to a narrative of the pandemic as divine punish-
ment/judgment in conjunction with a narrative of Exile (n = 2).

(3) Resistance to a narrative of special status for people of faith (n = 2).

Having established “resistance to an understanding of the pandemic as an
act of God” as a latent theme in the data set, I returned to conduct a
more theoretically driven analysis of the entire data corpus to construct an
explanatory account of this resistance.

In this article, I offer an analysis of the reasons for the bishops’ resis-
tance to understand the pandemic as an act of God. The resistance is not
surprising given the bishops’ theological training (in line with less inter-
ventionist theologies), and the fraught history of Christian commentators
interpreting natural disasters as divine action. However, an analysis of the
interview data for the reasons behind their rejection of this understand-
ing in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic nevertheless sheds light on
how the bishops view the relationship between God and Creation, as well
as humans’ relationship to each other.

With the use of extracts from the interviews, I begin by showing that
their theological objections to it revolve around notions of control, human
agency, and a concern to understand the virus to be a part of creation. I
then show how narratives framed this way are perceived as problematic
by the bishops because of the negative practical consequences that could
potentially follow in their wake, complicated by a willingness of some of
the bishops to see the pandemic as an opportunity for repentance and
reflection on our treatment of creation and each other.

I find that the resistance to understand the pandemic as an act of God is
a result of the bishops’ concern to maintain a space for the pandemic, the
suffering, and the virus that caused it to be understood as part of creation
and to maintain focus on human agency and responsibility as the most
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appropriate response to the pandemic. Finally, I argue that the bishops
were particularly concerned with resisting understandings of the pandemic
as a direct judgment/punishment from God in order to avoid the moral
and ethical ambiguity intrinsic to appealing to divine action as explanation
for a crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic.

Objections to Understanding the Pandemic as Divine
Action

Divine Punishment

The most common response to the question about what narratives the
bishops found unhelpful and should be resisted was a narrative of the pan-
demic as divine punishment and/or judgment (n = 7). The bishops were
often quite emphatic in their dismissal of the divine punishment narrative
describing it as a “very, very unhelpful” (B2) narrative that needed to be
“really, really, deeply avoided” (B8).

The resistance to the narrative was also often cast in terms of its per-
ceived theological poverty, with the bishops making statements such as
“it’s just bad theology” (B6), and “we have to be much more theologi-
cally acute than that” (B1). In a similar vein, it was also often expressed
as a narrative that simply did not correspond with their understandings of
God, either within their theological formation or with their interpretation
of scripture, through statements like “God isn’t like that […] that’s not
the God I read about in the New Testament” (B8) and from one bishop
simply “I don’t believe in a God like that” (B5).

At the same time, nearly all the statements about the unhelpfulness of
the punishment narrative were accompanied by some version of the caveat
that this was not a narrative they had encountered very often in the con-
text of the COVID-19 pandemic. At first, these qualifications seem to
raise questions about why the narrative was so salient in the minds of the
bishops interviewed, despite its absence in their own experience of the first
6–9 months of the pandemic.

As mentioned in the introduction, the significant history of Christian
commentators, writers, and poets interpreting natural disasters as a pun-
ishment from God goes some way to explain why the punishment narra-
tive was so consistently mentioned by the bishops as an unhelpful narra-
tive, despite many of them stating openly that they had not come across
in relation to the current pandemic (Chester and Duncan 2010). Note-
worthy examples include the 1755 Lisbon Earthquake (Braiterman 1998;
Kverndok 2010; Mahn 2012) and more recently, the AIDS epidemic that
emerged in the 1980s (Kowalewski 1990).

Importantly, however, none of the caveats offered in the interviews ques-
tion the existence of religious voices that mobilize the punishment nar-
rative in their interpretation of the COVID-19 pandemic. Rather they
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function as a way for the bishops to create institutional, intellectual, and
geographic distance between themselves and those who endorse it. The
qualifications found in these statements consistently places endorsement
of the narrative outside the sources that they have chosen to consult
(“I haven’t come across them directly, or gone out to look for them, but
I know the punishment narrative is out there,” B4) outside their network
of friends and colleagues (“I’ve not heard [it] pitched up in the circles I
move in,” B5), outside the Anglican Community (“I’ve not seen much of
that in the United Kingdom and in terms of my own community, the An-
glican community,” B10), or outside the context of their geographic area
(“I haven’t seen what I could have feared, it might be happening in other
parts of the world,” B1).

Punishment and Exile

Two of the bishops referred to judgment/punishment narrative as unhelp-
ful through or in conjunction with a narrative of Exile. Exile is another
narrative that has proved quite popular among Christian commentators
on the pandemic (see, e.g., Pecknold 2020). This narrative of the defeat
and deportation of certain groups of the Jewish people and the destruction
of the Temple by their Babylonian captors in the sixth-century BCE, is a
central Old Testament theme. The core imagery that the Babylonian Ex-
ile evokes is one of uncertainty and disorientation with the dissolution of
both religious and political institutions. However, it is also recognized by
commentators as a period of theological growth underpinning both Jewish
and Christian thought (Hiebel 2019).

The narrative in the Old Testament details the reasons for the Babylo-
nian Exile to be interpreted as divine punishment as a result of the people
of Judea breaking the covenant of God. It also details lessons learnt during
the Exile and the longing for and eventual return to Jerusalem. Christian
faith leaders and commentators have drawn extensively on the narrative
of Exile not just to reflect on this pandemic but for other times when
the Christian church has been perceived to be marginalized in an increas-
ingly secular world (Gibson 2014). Use of the narrative as a metaphor for
marginalization draw primarily on its theme of keeping faith in difficult
times.

One of the bishops interviewed (B7) began by stating that narratives
of the pandemic that imply judgment of God should be resisted, and then
spoke of a perceived overuse of the narrative of Exile based on the view that
theologically church buildings are not analogous to “homeland.” Follow-
ing this logic, the bishop felt that the Exodus might be a better metaphor
for the church in terms of how the pandemic is causing a reformation of
the community “in the desert” (B7). The reason for this preference for
Exodus over Exile, though it was not mentioned specifically, may be an
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effort to avoid the narrative of punishment intrinsic to the metaphor of
Exile. Unlike Exile, punishment is not a central theme in the story of the
Exodus, best characterized as a narrative of liberation from oppression,
overcoming adversity and, moving from the old world to the new.

A second bishop (B8) spoke directly to the connection between the
narrative of Exile and divine punishment, explicitly identifying references
to the Babylonian Exile as unhelpful in the context of COVID-19 because
of it. This bishop argued that while it may be tempting to use the narrative
of Exile as a metaphor for the predicament of the Christian church during
the pandemic, particularly in relation to the suffering endured by many
within the faith community and the hardship of being shut out from ones’
place of worship, the narrative needed to be used with caution. A member
of the bishops’ team had raised the point that the narrative of Exile in the
Old Testament is expressly understood as a punishment for the sins of the
people of Israel:

Exile was, you know, directly punishment for sin, and I think those are
narratives that we need to be careful to avoid. (B8)

It was clear that this bishop found the narrative of Exile to be potentially
useful for the Christian community to understand the COVID-19 pan-
demic but was hesitant to endorse it fully precisely because of its implica-
tions for punishment for sin. These comments can also fruitfully be com-
pared with the response from a third bishop (B1) who suggested the nar-
rative of Exile as a helpful one in its reference to liminality and questions
around what the Christian community might be hoping for in future but
was otherwise adamant that a narrative of divine judgment/punishment
was decidedly unhelpful.

My mind goes back to that period in Judea’s history in Exile in Babylon
having lived in that kind of liminal space […] that liminality has been our
experience here. Are we hoping to return and see this just as an interruption
of a norm that we are happy with or is it going to be […] a whole new norm,
normal, or if we go back, how do we go back? […] what kind of church do
you want? So, there’s a whole lot of issues there about Exile which have been
interesting. (B1)

Importantly, the Exile imagery does suggest a return to something that
existed previously, while as mentioned above, Exodus is primarily about
movement from one world to a new world. The references to Exile show
the link between punishment and Exile, but also how the bishops are less
categorically negative about the narrative of Exile than about the narra-
tive of punishment. Exile is understood as a useful metaphor “to a point”
to signify a time of revival and change but is understood as unhelpful pre-
cisely in its links to direct punishment of God and its emphasis on “return”
over “renewal.”
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Theological Implications of an Interventionist God

The Problem of Control

Taken together, the responses that reference the punishment narrative re-
veal an underlying discomfort about positing the pandemic as an act of
God. This is because the punishment narrative in particular suggests a the-
ology of direct divine intervention. A focus on divine intervention opens
up questions of both the extent to which God is in control of events in cre-
ation, and the extent to which God chooses to intervene in human affairs.
In other words, the majority of the bishops’ responses to the question of
unhelpful narratives reflect a particular approach to the Christian doctrine
of Divine Providence that moves away from the image of an intervention-
ist God.

This move away from an interventionist God is not unexpected in
light of the kinds of theology that likely shaped the theological forma-
tion of the bishops interviewed. Western theology in the twentieth cen-
tury saw a movement from an interventionist God through the develop-
ment of process theology, kenotic theology, and open theology (Wilkin-
son 2004, 2010). Process theology broadly understood events in the uni-
verse to be the actualization of a set of possible outcomes, and envisioned
the power of God as an exercise of persuasion as opposed to coercion
(Cobb 1973; Griffin 1975; Pailin 1989). Kenotic theology centers on the
self-limitation of God through creation and Christ in order to allow for
both chance in the universe and a degree of human self-determination
(Moltmann 1985; Murphy and Ellis 1996; Richard 1997). And open
theology builds on developments in physics stipulating a chaotic, un-
predictable universe in reaction to Newtonian mechanics, and envisions
a God who intervenes in these chaotic systems in ways not discernible
to humans. In this way, God allows for humans to act as free agents
within divinely ordained natural processes (Polkinghorne 1989, 2009).
The important point to make here is that the bishops interviewed received
their theological formation in conversation with theological understand-
ings that stressed the self-limiting of God’s power to intervene in human
affairs.

The freedom of human self-determination afforded by less intervention-
ist theologies is important here. Several of the bishops explicitly linked the
problems of the divine punishment narrative to its theological implica-
tions and the core objection that it takes both responsibility and agency
away from humans:

[the punishment narrative] is just such an unhelpful take on human affairs
generally I think […] God is in control and if we pray hard enough God
will sort it out - that kind of handing over the problem to God and saying
over to you. (B1)
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As is visible in the quote above, it is also clear from the responses that the
bishops were uncomfortable with the notion of God being in control of
the pandemic because of its implications for perceptions about the extent
to which we as humans have the capacity to exercise control over God. If
the pandemic is a punishment for human sin, the implication is that hu-
mans through our actions caused God to cause the pandemic. On the same
token, humans could conceivably influence the outcome of the pandemic
by controlling God through actions such as prayer, or through otherwise
repenting from the sins that caused God to punish us in the first place.

One of the bishops (B2) was especially clear about this element of the
punishment narrative and its connection to notions of control, including
how the pandemic has had an impact on our sense of control generally.
The view expressed was that it gives rise to a misguided notion of the
extent to which either we humans or God have control over events of the
world:

I don’t think that kind of narrative is helpful […] I much prefer to say, how
do we see God in amidst our circumstances whatever those circumstances
are rather than that those are being somehow caused by divine retribution
or punishment of any kind. I think that just spreads fear and again gives us
the illusion that we can control God through the way in which we behave.
I don’t see that as a helpful narrative within the Christian story. (B2)

In relation to this, the same bishop (B2) also talked about narratives of
end times, eschatological warning from God (i.e., apocalyptic narratives)
as unhelpful for similar reasons, that is, they serve to buttress the illusion
that God can be controlled through our behavior.

Suffering, Lament, and the Virus

Resistance to narratives that stipulate an interventionist God also ties to
understanding of suffering. The notion of a self-limiting God is partly a
response to the problem of evil with the understanding that the freedom
of humans to act in the world in combination with the limitations of
God to intervene carries with it the risk of suffering (see, e.g., Wiles 1986;
Ward 1996). Along these lines, the interviews contain several references
to suffering as part of creation, and statements expressing a concern to
understand God to be present in the midst of suffering (as alluded to in
the quotation above). The bishops’ discourse around God in the midst of
suffering was anchored in either theologies of Christ on the cross and/or
appeals to the notion of Lament.

Lament was a central theme in retired Church of England bishop and
New Testament scholar N.T. Wright’s God and the pandemic: A Chris-
tian Reflection on the Coronavirus and Its Aftermath (2020), which was
published during the early stages of the pandemic. One of the bishops
interviewed referred to his work directly. In it, Wright argues that the
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appropriate Christian response to the suffering caused by the pandemic
is to stay with the suffering, mourn its existence with God, rather than
understanding it as punishment for sin or as an eschatological warning. A
similar sentiment was evident in the response of one of the bishops who
spoke about a need to balance the inclination to identify silver linings to
the pandemic and staying with the suffering that it is causing:

I think the balance of Lament and finding silver linings has got to be very
much tilted towards Lament and I think in some of the early months some
voices in the churches were rushing too quickly towards seeing the positive.
(B7)

The theme of Lament and the imagery of Christ on the cross for the bish-
ops, functions as a way to “put God back into the story” of the pandemic,
while avoiding the idea that God has somehow willed the suffering into
being:

The theme of suffering within Christianity or perhaps to put it another way
the centrality of the cross in our faith has always been of significance to me
[…] it’s something that we need to re-engage with in a really serious way,
not in the sense of a kind of romantic idea somehow that that those who
suffer are in some way, you know, suffering because of God’s desire that
they should suffer. It’s not anything like that. (B2)

Allowing for suffering was also a way for the bishops to allow for the virus
to be a part of creation. The quote below is from one of the bishops provid-
ing an alternative to the punishment narrative by invoking the sentiment
that viruses are a part of God’s creation. The statement is at once an affir-
mation of the “naturalness” of viruses, and a further distancing from the
idea that the COVID-19 virus is an example of direct divine intervention.
This in turn was seen by the bishop as more conducive to the Christian
imperative of care on behalf of both the Christian leadership and the faith
community as a whole.

I think the task of bishops and Christian leaders is to put up our positive
narrative, which is […] viruses are part of God’s creation; suffering is a part
of the way nature works and our role as a Christian Community is to care
for those in need. (B4)

I address the issue of the Christian imperative of care further in my discus-
sion of the behavioral consequences that the bishops saw for understand-
ing the pandemic as divine action below. What I want to draw attention to
here is the way in which the bishops navigate the tension between narra-
tives that allow for both suffering and the virus that caused it to be part of
creation, while maintaining a resistance to understanding of the pandemic
as an act of God.
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The Practical Consequences of Narratives of the
Pandemic as Divine Action

Special Protection, Complacency, and Heroic Sacrifice

The interviews also show that the bishops’ resistance to an understanding
of the pandemic as divine action relates to a concern to counteract po-
tentially negative consequences to human behavior. These can be divided
into three separate but interrelated categories. First that it could provoke
misguided notions of a special status for people of faith, resulting in reck-
less behavior endangering ones’ own and others’ safety. Second that it
could lead to a general feeling of complacency, thereby damaging the
Christian imperative of care. And third (the inverse of the second) that
it could invite the imprudent view of the pandemic as an opportunity for
heroism and valiant behavior, particularly on the part of healthcare profes-
sionals.

Two of the bishops focused on the notion of a special status for people
of faith as particularly unhelpful in relation to COVID-19. The basic idea
that they were concerned to refute is that Christians enjoy a higher level
of protection from infection simply by virtue of belonging to the Chris-
tian community. Importantly, in both responses there was an emphasis on
the notion that this protection would (1) be augmented while people of
faith are engaged in worship or otherwise engaged in God’s work and that
it was (2) demonstrably refutable by empirical evidence and logical argu-
ment. As an example, one of the bishops (B9) spoke of having received
correspondence to this effect:

There’s a kind of sense that because we are God’s people then when we are
about God’s business God will protect us from the impact of the virus […]
the notion that somehow when Christians are about Godly things God’s
protection applies in a way that prevents any bad thing happening is bla-
tantly untrue on the evidence. (B9)

This bishop also gave two examples of this type of narrative in action. First,
the then very recent assertions of the Greek Orthodox Church that the tak-
ing of holy communion would not cause infection (Associated Press 2020)
on the rationale that the body of Christ could not become infected. Sec-
ond, the less recent example of the 1980 assassination of Catholic Bishop
Óscar Romero y Galdáme at the altar while saying mass. The latter ex-
ample especially was designed to underline the fallacy of God providing
protection for Christians who are in engaged in God’s work using histori-
cal evidence for support.

Norman and Reiss (2020) have recently discussed the impact of
COVID-19 on sacramental practices in the Christian Church, highlight-
ing the way in which certain sacramental practices conflict with regula-
tions put in place to mitigate the effects of COVID-19. Although, these
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examples were not raised to question the significance of the sacraments
for the Christian community, for this bishop, resisting the assertion of a
protected status for faithful Christians was of material importance since it
spoke directly to arguments about whether or not to keep churches open.
The bishop was concerned to refute the argument for keeping churches
open on the grounds that while God may not provide protection for
the faithful “in our city streets, or in our restaurants or pubs or football
matches” (B9), God would provide protection in churches. Ultimately
then, this resistance to a notion of special status can be understood as a
statement on acceptable levels of biological risk designed to invalidate at-
tempts at theologically arguing for churches staying open.

Another bishop (B10) similarly suggested that the narrative of special
protection for people of faith was particularly dangerous in the context of
the pandemic. As an example, the bishop referred to appeals to special pro-
tection as an argument for not wearing masks in the United States. This
bishop drew further connections between this phenomenon and politi-
cal and ideological synergies in the U.S. context. Differentiating between
“political” as opposed to “theological” foundations of this idea, the bishop
queried an apparent convergence between those who refuse to wear masks
and those who insist on their right to own firearms:

I’ve heard […] of people who, for example, won’t wear a mask because they
say that God will protect them. […] the thing for me that underlines the
political roots of that, rather than the theological roots is that it’s those same
people who hold out to carry a gun because they don’t believe that God
will protect them from their violent neighbour. So, there is no theological
coherence in people who say that God will protect them from the virus, but
who don’t act as though God is protecting them more generally. (B10)

In contrast to the previous argument from history, this is primarily an
argument from logic, essentially that it is illogical to believe that God pro-
vides special protection from COVID-19, but not from, for example, gun
violence. Yet, both statements of resistance to a narrative of special pro-
tection for people of faith intersect with a rejection of a theology that
understands God to intervene directly with creation. In resisting the nar-
rative of special protection, both bishops draw a connection between the
notion of special protection and denying the potency of the virus as a way
to disregard the need for taking measures to protect against it. Insofar as
these measures extend to the protection of others, these warnings against
complacency chime with sentiments expressed by other bishops, that a po-
tential danger of the punishment narrative is that it could be damaging to
the Christian imperative of care:

I find it particularly unhelpful and indeed just theologically poor […] to
see the pandemic itself solely or primarily as an act of divine judgment. I
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also think it’s […] really damaging in terms of response and care […] for
that to be a primary premise in response to the pandemic. (B6)

Here, the danger of complacency is explicitly linked to a narrative of di-
vine judgment. However, throughout the material, several of the bishops
emphasized the importance of the Christian imperative of care for the suf-
fering in a crisis like the pandemic over attempts to understand the reasons
for the suffering emerging in the first place. This general emphasis on care
for the suffering ahead of seeking explanations for the suffering also corre-
sponds to the emphasis on suffering and lament discussed above.

However, there were also sentiments expressed in the interview that a
narrative of the pandemic as divine action could allow the pendulum to
swing to the other extreme. One of the bishops made a link between the
punishment narrative and the idea of the pandemic as an endorsement of
heroism and sacrifice. It was expressed as a particular danger on behalf of
health care professionals and other kinds of workers who are central to
dealing with the effects of the pandemic. But it included the possibility of
this general sentiment spilling over into the rest of the population to be
understood as a universal calling from God to behave in ways exemplified
by the caring professions:

that […] the virus is God’s opportunity to provoke heroic sacrifice, you
know, valiant behavior, from certain people, nurses particularly. It’s His way
of calling us back to a moral lifestyle where you know, people will behave
with certain kinds of virtues that we see the nursing profession exemplify.
That’s all quite suspect in my view. (B4)

This way of understanding the consequences of the narrative that the pan-
demic is an act of God is a counterpart to the worry that the punishment
narrative would lead to complacency and be damaging to notions of care.
Here instead, the concern is that the punishment narrative could be per-
ceived as a call to moral betterment, amplifying the Christian imperative
of care to unhealthy levels. But it remains tied to the problem of divine
action and human control over that action. In this case, the consequence
of this narrative would be that the virus becomes understood as a way for
God to induce a certain kind of morality, embodied in the caring profes-
sions. The implication being that the reasons for the pandemic outbreak
represents a loss of this kind of morality in the human population globally,
and that God has caused the pandemic as a result of this moral failing.

Finally, it is worth mentioning that the narrative that the pandemic is
in one way or another the work of the antichrist is conspicuously absent
within the data set. Ideas about the antichrist at work gained moment in
the run-up to the final stages of developing the first COVID-19 vaccines
(Singh 2020), prompting refutations from a number of Christian com-
mentators (e.g., Bohlinger 2020; Mbakwe 2020; Barrier 2020). There is
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only one reference to the antichrist in the data set. Significantly, it comes
from a bishop interviewed in the second round of interviews and in the
context of the vaccine roll-out:

We need to speak against those voices that think it is an antichrist in opera-
tion. Look, people are already beginning to talk about 666, the mark of the
beast in relation to the vaccine when it comes. (B12)

Narratives of the antichrist in relation to the pandemic may become more
prevalent as debates around the vaccine unfold within Christian com-
munities worldwide. Examining narratives that link the vaccine with the
antichrist and the “mark of the beast” will likely become an important part
of understanding the level of willingness among factions of the Christian
community to inoculate against the COVID-19 virus.

Complicating a Complete Dismissal of the Pandemic as an Act of God

As we have seen, the majority view expressed in the interviews is that un-
derstanding the pandemic as an act of God has the potential to produce
mainly negative consequences for human behavior. However, this majority
view is complicated by the occasional endorsement of an understanding of
the pandemic as a way for God to encourage humanity to reflect on our
values in contrast to seeing it as a punishment for sin:

I think the whole idea that this is God punishing the world for what is
clearly our fallen nature and a lot of things that are bad and wrong has been
fairly widely pedaled and refuted and I must say I don’t think that’s a line
that I would take. I think I would prefer to say: God can use and is using
the pandemic to get us to think carefully about our values, the way we live
and all that kind of thing. And I find that a much more helpful approach
and a much more Biblical one. (B3)

Despite being presented as a counternarrative to the punishment narrative,
this interpretation of the pandemic as an instrument for God to encourage
reflection could be interpreted as retaining the core theological problem of
placing responsibility for and control over the pandemic in the hands of
God. God in this case is understood to use the pandemic, not to punish
humans, but to induce humans to reflect on our values and ways of life.

Although control was the main source of concern for the majority of
the bishops that I spoke to, the interviews do show an overall concern not
to absolve humans of responsibility altogether:

There is an underlying theological principle about our place in creation and
our responsibility to creation and the humility and grace that is asked of us
by God in doing that well. […] And I think the pandemic has been an
environment in which we have been very starkly reminded of that and […]
brought to points of repentance […] I think there is judgment in that. (B6)
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Consequently, there is a tension visible within the material between a will-
ingness to understand the pandemic as an opportunity to rethink our re-
lationship to God’s creation and to each other and the desire to dismiss a
narrative of the pandemic as a judgment from God. As exemplified by the
quote above, the tension arises because the notion of a need for reflection
and repentance contains an element of judgment within it. The statement
above also represents an interesting separation between divine punishment
and divine calls for repentance, which very much emphasizes the level of
directness of the divine intervention stipulated. I return to discuss this
tension further in the conclusion when I discuss the moral implications
of the general resistance to the narrative of divine punishment for sin in
particular.

Conclusion: Divine Punishment as Blunt Instrument

The thread that binds the bishops’ perceptions of unhelpful narratives in
response to the COVID-19 pandemic is a resistance to understand the
pandemic as an act of an interventionist God. The resources that the Bish-
ops draw from in their resistance display a combination of theological,
biblical, and historical literacy. The interviews show an awareness of the
problems of theologies that postulate an interventionist God and contain
appeals to alternative models such as a Christology that emphasizes Christ
in the midst of suffering. In this sense, they also show a recognition of
diversity within Christian theology.

The interviews also contain evidence of a sense of the history of Chris-
tian commentators using divine intervention (or lack thereof ) as an ex-
planatory framework and the problems that have arisen from that history.
Historical examples were mobilized to emphasize perceived misguided ap-
peals to divine intervention and used as cautionary evidence against similar
appeals in the context of COVID-19.

Finally, the bishops display a level of theological confidence in their
ability to resist easy answers to every question. The near unanimous re-
sistance to understand the pandemic as an act of God among the bishops
interviewed is complicated by a concern to keep space for human agency
and responsibility, both in terms of the emergence of the pandemic and
for dealing with the suffering it produces. This is a concern that shows
in both framings of the pandemic as divine action intended to elicit re-
pentance and in statements that express a desire to allow for the idea that
the pandemic is an opportunity to reconsider the relationship between
humans and the rest of creation.

Common to both the desire to maintain human agency and responsi-
bility and the resistance to narratives of the pandemic as an act of God
is an overarching concern about the potential behavioral consequences
of religious narratives surrounding the pandemic. Along these lines, the
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resistance to divine action narratives also indicates a generally held con-
viction that theology drives practice. The bishops’ identification of this
kind of narrative as unhelpful is driven by concerns about the practical
consequences of the narrative and its implicit theology to a greater degree
than a desire to decry or defend an intellectual problem.

Consequently, the bishops’ resistance to narratives of the pandemic as
an act of God cannot be understood as an effort to absolve humans of
responsibility for the pandemic or for dealing with its consequences. Nor
can it be said to be a resistance to understand the virus and the suffering
that it has caused as part of creation. Many of the bishops I interviewed
pressed the point that the virus should be understood as part of creation,
as should any future vaccine and those working to develop and distribute
it.

Rather, I would argue, the resistance to an understanding of the pan-
demic as an act of God is best understood as a reaction against the un-
derdetermination of the narrative—its normative openness, or to put it
differently, its bluntness. The theory that the pandemic is a result of di-
vine intervention is underdetermined by the evidence (the emergence of
the pandemic). Other theories are equally supported by this same evi-
dence. This holds for both assertions of the reasons for the intervention
and whether it should be understood as divine intervention at all.

As we have seen, the most forceful resistance to the divine action thesis
came from bishops who expressed objections to a narrative of the pan-
demic as punishment and/or judgment of God. Part of the theological
difficulty with the punishment narrative in the Judeo-Christian tradition
is that it is not scripturally clear whether a crisis like the COVID-19 pan-
demic should be interpreted as a punishment from God. As Robin Gill,
editor of the May 2020 issue of Theology, put it “The Old Testament has
much to say about plagues” (Gill 2020, 162), but the link between the
occurrences of plagues and divine punishment is only sporadically made.
This point was raised by one of the bishops (B4) who mentioned Old Tes-
tament scholar John Goldingay having drawn attention to passages in the
Book of Chronicles where “the Lord delineates between plagues which are
punishment and plagues which are just plagues” (B4).

In a recent piece drawing on the Old Testament to comment on the
COVID-19 pandemic, John Goldingay and Kathleen Scott Goldingay
(2020) discuss the way in which plagues, infertility, and illness are some-
times understood to be brought on by God and sometimes not: “Israel
knew that sometimes epidemics are just one of those things” (Goldin-
gay and Goldingay 2020, 192). For the bishop, the point was that these
passages were a useful reminder for debunking the idea that plagues are
necessarily punishment against certain kinds of people and for a particular
set of sins. There is a clear connection here to the narrative of a special
protection for people of faith discussed above. Just as some plagues are
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just plagues, the logic of the argument for protection for people of faith
hinges on postulating protection everywhere (not just when “the people of
God are about God’s business” B10) and from all suffering brought on by
human sin.

This relates directly to the crux of the problem with an implicit theol-
ogy of an interventionist God and applies particularly to the divine pun-
ishment narrative: It leaves open the crucial questions of precisely who the
punishment is intended for and why. In other words, if the pandemic is
punishment from God for human sin, what sins and what sinners are God
punishing? One of the bishops (B2) provided a particularly clear illustra-
tion of the indeterminacy of the punishment narrative:

Those narratives that try […] to make us think that somehow this is God’s
punishment because of, I don’t know, you know, you pick the sin, whatever
it is! (B2)

The problem then is that the punishment narrative in particular is under-
stood by the bishops interviewed to be both a naïve theology of how God
operates in the world and a blunt ethical instrument for placing blame on
certain sections of society. As a Forbes Magazine commentator remarked,
the punishment narrative in general is not only often racism, sexism, and
xenophobia cloaked in punishment language, it also begs the question why
it would seem certain groups of the population are consistently spared the
blame: “If diseases existed to punish certain groups of people for ‘moral’
wrongdoing, why isn’t there ‘corrupt politicians fever’, the ‘bigots blisters’,
the ‘liars lymphadenopathy’, or the ‘embezzled a lot of money elephanti-
tis’?” (Lee 2020). This is the case whether disease is understood as a pun-
ishment from God or divorced from a deity, as punishment for a lifestyle
or set of practices of an identified group.

In line with this commentator, I would argue that the key to understand
the bishops’ resistance to narratives of the pandemic as an act of God is
the way that these narratives can be used by anyone at any time to make
whatever normative point they wish to make about human behavior. As
one of the bishops put it, the punishment narrative should be resisted:

Because we are prone to becoming pharisaic in our approach if we single out
those in our world who are deserving of judgment, as compared to those of
us who are not deserving of it. (B12)

The bluntness of the punishment narrative as a tool for ethical debates is
further illustrated by the ways in which it has been endorsed and mobilized
for a great variety of moral, ethical, and political stances, not just in the
past but with reference to the COVID-19 pandemic. As early as March
2020, there were reports of an Israeli Rabbi claiming that the pandemic
was divine punishment for gay pride events, and that the Arab States had
been largely spared the virus because they would not allow them (TOI Staff
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2020). Reuters reported at the end of May 2020 that a spokesperson for
Islamic State posted a video claiming COVID-19 to be punishment from
God sent to punish “tyrants of this time and their followers” (Reuters Staff
2020).

Nor has the punishment narrative in relation to the current pandemic
only been mobilized by religious figures. A study of narrative framings of
the COVID-19 pandemic online shows the popularity of the punishment
narrative in the early stages of the pandemic with both religious and non-
religious figures, further emphasizing the blurred lines between religious,
cultural, and moral dimensions of instances when the narrative is mobi-
lized (Kohlt 2020).

The argument that the reason behind the resistance to the narrative
is primarily moral in nature resonates with recent work in the sociology
of science and religion that argues that insofar as there is a conflict be-
tween science and religion among U.S. public(s), it is a conflict of moral-
ity rather than one between methods of understanding the natural world
(Evans 2018, 2019). Along these lines, I would argue that the Bishop’s
resistance of an understanding of the pandemic as an act of God is driven
by a desire to avoid the moral battlegrounds that the punishment narra-
tive has the potential to create. Because divine punishment is such a blunt
instrument it is also spectacularly useful for anyone wanting to make a
normative point on explicitly moral grounds. I suggest that the reason be-
hind the bishops’ resistance of the punishment narrative is to ensure that
it is not taken up in public discourse more generally. To mobilize the pun-
ishment from God narrative is to appeal to divine authority in support of a
moral stance. For senior church leaders to resist the punishment narrative
is to render a powerful, but blunt ethical instrument infinitely less viable.

Note

1. The Ministry Statistics Report (2020) of the Church of England published annually
records 5 (13%) female diocesan bishops and 19 (28%) female suffragan bishops in 2019, com-
pared to 33 (87%) male diocesan bishops and 48 (72%) male suffragan bishops in 2019.
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