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God help us: Spirituality and religiosity amid corona pandemic in Pakistan

1. Introduction

The first case of the COVID-19 was reported to have come from a seafood market in the
Chinese city of Wuhan. The deadly infection spread very rapidly not only throughout China,
but all over the world (Jan et al., 2020; Zi-Zu et al., 2020). In January of 2020, the World
Health Organization (WHO) declared the disease a “Public Health Emergency of International
Concern” (PHEIC) (World Health Organization, 2020). This declaration of the international
body alarmed state managers in every country. According to Frei-Landau, “following the
efforts to control the spread of the 2019 novel coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, many
countries around the world adopted a quarantine policy, which resulted in people's forced
isolation” (Frei-Landau, 2020, p. 258).

Pirutinsky has argued that religion has always been an essential part of people’s daily social
lives (Pirutinsky et al., 2020). This is true even today, where the role of religion has only
increased in the modern world. Bentzen (2020) argued that there was a time when some
philosophers believed that religion would lose its importance in modern society - however, this
idea proved to be wrong. Today, more than 83% of people believe in God (Bentzen, 2020).
The importance of religion and religious organizations in the fight against the coronavirus is
more clearly seen in a report issued by WHO in April 2020. It was reported that religious and
other faith-based societies could play a significant role in saving lives by being a source of
support, guidance, and by providing spiritual healings. In their report, the WHO instructed state
managers in every country to keep in touch with religious and faith-based organizations
(Shaheen et al., 2020; World Health Organization, 2020).

This pandemic constituted a severe challenge to religious and faith-based communities
throughout the entire world (Sulkowski & Ignatowski, 2020). One study found that religiosity
and spirituality have always played a significant role amid the days of such disasters because
it provides mental peace and security in fighting against illness and stress. Erica Evans (2020)
argued that religious people could either be part of the problem, or part of the solution (Evans,
2020). Hashmi (2020) argued that some faith-based organizations in developing countries
avoided the recommended precautions, citing that ‘Allah is with them’ and that ‘He is an
excellent guardian’ (Hashmi et al., 2020).

This research article discusses the response of the religious people to the current fatal disease-
inflicting virus known as the coronavirus, otherwise known as Covid-19, in Pakistan.
Throughout the current crisis, several religious groups around the world accepted the threat
created by the pandemic; thus, supported the state and its machinery in controlling the spread
of the pandemic. However, in some other countries, the religious groups not only rejected the
crisis but also continued with their huge gatherings, creating a dangerous situation for the
people involved by acting as a possible site where covid could spread to large numbers of
people. Pakistan was one of those Muslim countries where religious people not only refused
to keep with social distancing guidelines, but also tried to explain the pandemic in religious
terms, rather than agree with the general scientific community. In order to cope with the
challenge of the pandemic, the people of Pakistan used religion and morality. They concluded
that the pandemic was spreading solely because Allah the almighty was not happy with them.
This research paper aims to understand the question under discussion in the light of a theory
called the ‘existential insecurity theory’. This theory suggests that natural calamities increase
religiosity in people because people consider such challenges as the test of God. In order to
overcome the problems created by the challenges, people turn to God for help and guidance.
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2. Literature review

In some countries, religious organizations supported political leadership and their actions to
curb the pandemic’s effects. However, it did not work in Pakistan for a multitude of reasons.
In order to contain the virus, religious gatherings were banned in some Muslim countries such
as Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Egypt, Jordan, and Malaysia; it was in these countries that Fatawa'’s
religious decrees were issued in. Makkah and Madinah, two of the holiest places in the entire
world for Muslims, were also closed for public worship. Nevertheless, the religious people and
clerics of Pakistan refused to accept state orders and continued their large gatherings (Sattar,
2020). According to Noreen (2020), “The Pakistani government has yet to decide about the
imposition of a ban on mosque prayers and large religious gatherings, due to fear of a backlash
from Islamist groups. Prominent religious clerics need to be taken in confidence to pursue
people intellectually about the health measures and precautions” (Noreen et al., 2020, p. 5).
Islam as a religion believes in social distancing regulations, particularly when people struggle
against a life-threatening disease. Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) once remarked, “If you hear
of an outbreak of plague in a land, do not enter it; and if the plague breaks out in a place while
you are in it, do not leave that place” (Yulianto, 2020).

Quadri (2020) has also argued that Religious Congregations (RC) amid the current pandemic
could be very challenging for the state policymakers in the developing countries. He writes that
the annual gatherings of the TJ in Malaysia, Pakistan, and India became a source of spreading
the pandemic, or what he called “COVID-19 hotspots” (Quadri, 2020. p. 2219). Badshah and
Ullah (2020) have also argued that those missionaries who attended the Raiwind Tablighi
Ijtima moved towards different cities of the country. These missionaries urge local people to
come to the mosque, and where one of the senior preachers delivers a comprehensive religious
speech called the bayan in the TJ context (Badshah & Ullah, 2020). The Indian media,
supported by the right-wing circles of the country, also blamed the Nizamuddin Markaz of the
TJ. They started labeling the Tablighis as the “corona-Jihadis” (Agha, 2020).

The TJ of Pakistan held its two annual gatherings called the Ijtima at Raiwind, located near
Lahore. The first large congregation was organized in mid-March, and the second meeting was
held in early November. According to several sources, 70,000 to 80,000 people attended the
mid-March Ijtima. According to TJ, more than 250,000 people from Pakistan and other foreign
countries participated in the March Ijtima (Chaudhery, 2020). The second annual congregation
of TJ was held in the November of 2020. It was reported that more than 50,000 Islamists
participated in the November gathering. This annual meeting was held at a time when the
second wave of coronavirus had already started in the country (Dawn, 2020). Both the March
and November gatherings were held, which was still when the country was facing the threat of
COVID-19. The only difference between the two gatherings was that in the first case, the state
requested the TJ to postpone its gathering, while in the second case, it was allowed by the state,
although under “strict restrictions.” According to Ahmad (2020), “those who had attended the
March congregation had spread the virus around the world from Kyrgyzstan to Gaza” (Ahmad,
2020, p. 257). Ahmad further argued that Maulana Tagi Usmani, a leading Islamic scholar of
Pakistan said that cure of the pandemic was revealed to a TJ member by the Messenger of Allah
in his dream. Ahmad (2020) argues that it is because of the distrust between the Islamists and
the state authorities that caused the religious people to turn down state’s social distancing
instructions. Its origin, he argues, can be found in the colonial period (Ahmad, 2020).

The literature mentioned above elucidates that different types of challenges in human society
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throughout history have always increase religious feelings. During the current pandemic,
different religious and faith-based organizations turned to God or a supernatural force, hoping
that He will keep them safe from its harmful effects. When it comes to the TJ, it held two
important annual meetings in Pakistan amid the pandemic. The leaders of other religious
organizations and prayer-leaders also continued their gatherings in the country. Some of the
sources mentioned above stated that religious gatherings became a source of spreading the
virus in the country. These sources did not answer why the religious people and TJ refused to
cooperate with the state. Ahmad’s article, titled “The Politics of Congregational Prayer: Trust,
Public Health, and Religious Authority in Pakistan” argues that it is due to the mistrust and
lack of understanding between the religious people and the state. The former does not trust the
later. Partly correct, this study argues that the religious people of Pakistan trusted Allah more
than any institution of the state. The paper argues that the Islamists declared the pandemic as
an act of Allah, and they turned to Him because they firmly believed that He is the most
powerful and magnificent. Moreover, the writers of other studies did not apply any social
theory on the response of religious people and other faith-based organizations. This paper aims
to apply the existential security theory and analyse the content accordingly.

This research article aims to answer why the TJ and other clerics continued their religious
gatherings, despite the growing number of cases in the country. The study is based on the
existential security theory, which states that all types of insecurity increase religiosity. First,
we discuss the existential security theory and then come to the response of the TJ and other
clerics to the COVID-19 pandemic in Pakistan. This article argues that the people of Pakistan
believed that the pandemic was a punishment of Allah and could be defeated only with the help
of religion. This research article has its own significance because it discusses the response of
the Islamists to the current pandemic in Pakistan. Thus, this article contributes to the
international debate on the role of religious and faith-based organizations amid the COVID-19
pandemic. This article has argued that the state managers could not force the religious people
to close down places of worship. It is suggested that the state managers feared that forcing the
religious groups and people could be more dangerous than the ongoing pandemic in the
country. That is why the policy of appeasement was followed once again.

3. Theoretical framework

Why are some people more religious when we compare them with others living in another
society? This question was answered by Norris and Inglehart (2011) by putting forward a
theory called the ‘existential security theory’. This theory argued that insecurities are directly
related to people’s religiosity. They have argued that people who face an insecure situation will
be more religious. Every religion gives hope to people in times of crisis and insecurity, which
is also why people participate in religious ceremonies ( Norris & Inglehart, 2011). The theory
of existential security is related to a particular condition in which people face a life-threatening
situation. Both the authors have argued that the September 11 attacks on the United States of
America in 2001 turned people’s attention towards religiosity because they felt insecurity after
the devastating attack (Immerzeel & Tubergen, 2020).

According to many social scientists, one of the fundamental functions of religion is to help
people cope with existing issues and the challenges they face in society. They argued that these
challenges might be in the form of war, natural calamities, illness, or any other social and
material deprivation (Hollinger & Muckenhuber, 2019). In such a terrible condition, people
often use religious coping strategies. As Pargament et al. (1990) argued, “Coping is generally
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viewed as a process through which individuals try to understand and deal with significant
personal or situational demands in their lives” (Pargament et al., 1990, p. 795). It has been
found in various research studies that religion plays a significant factor in the lives of many
people (Ano &Vasconcelles, 2005). In a particularly life-threatening situation, why do people
turn to God? The answer lies in the fact that people think that God is angry with them. And as
a result, they face grave problems and tragedies in their lives.

Chen (2008) has argued that the 1998 Indonesian economic crisis increased religiosity in the
people, with most of the affected families responding through religiosity, such as by reciting
the Holy Qur’an. Chen (2008) argued that they also started sending their children to religious
schools called madrassas. According to Chen, religion gave them moral and psychological
support (Chen, 2008). Clark and Lelkes (2005) argued that religious people are found relatively
satisfied during natural disasters. Why does this happen? The answer is that religious
institutions give them strong support in the form of friendship and social networks (Clark
Lelkes, 2005). Krause (2009) has argued that religious people think that Allah Almighty is with
them and that He will get them out of this challenging situation (Krause, 2009).

The findings of the existential security theory suggest that problems are linked to God and that
people become more religious throughout their lives - the present study is based on this theory.
It discusses the response of the TJ and other clergies aimed at the corona pandemic in Pakistan.
An overwhelming majority of the people in Pakistan firmly believed that the corona pandemic
was a test of Allah and that only God could save them from COVID-19. When the coronavirus
pandemic caused havoc in Pakistan, the religious communities and faith-based organizations
called it an act of God (Allah ka az'ab hai) and rejected state instructions of social distancing.
A well-known Islamic scholar, Mufti Taqi Usmani, supported state policies in containing the
virus. He also requested the people of Pakistan to pray to Almighty Allah (Mahmood, 2020).
The Prime Minister of Pakistan also requested the people to worship Allah for the eradication
of the COVID-19. It was reported that Yaum-i-Tauba (the day of forgiveness) and Yaum-i-
Rahmat (the day of blessing) would be observed across the country (Raza, 2020). It is suggested
that both the religious circles and the state's political leadership also turned to God, hoping that
He will eliminate the fatal disease-inflicting virus.

4. Research methodology

In order to investigate and answer the question asked above, this study employs descriptive and
analytical methods. The researcher has used all the available data and sources in the form of
research papers, books, magazines articles, and articles published in national and international
newspapers and other publications. The researcher also utilized a variety of other sources of
information, such as electronic and social media networks. Firstly, we collected all these
materials before analysing and vetting each source very carefully. In order to answer the
question asked at the beginning of this study, both descriptive and analytical methods have
been used and applied in the discussion of this study. The importance of this study lies in the
fact that it aims to contribute to the ongoing research and discussion on the role of religion and
religious movements amid the current challenge of the COVID-19 pandemic. There are some
limitations while dealing with the research question. The fieldwork and participant observation
methods were the best ways to explore the issue, but it was not possible due to the strict rules
of lock-down in the country. The researcher could not visit some specific areas for the
collection of materials/data for this study.
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This paper has been divided into four main parts. The first part of the paper deals with the
introduction and the literature on the topic under discussion. It will help readers understand the
background and the work done by others. This part also describes the brief importance of this
research. The readers will understand the question of this study as well. The second part of the
paper explains the theory that has been applied to the paper. The third part of the paper put
light on the proper order of the study. The final and last part is the main body of the research
paper. This part deals with the role of the Tablighi Jamaat and other clergies of Pakistan during
the days of the current pandemic. The study suggests that the current disease increased
religiosity in the country due to the majority of people in Pakistan strongly believing that the
coronavirus was the punishment of Allah. As is discussed in this paper, it is implied that they
believed that the pandemic could be defeated by becoming good and practical Muslims.

5. Discussion and findings
5.1  The Tablighi congregation of March and November 2020

The TJ is a popular proselytizing movement in the entire world. The TJ movement was
established in colonial India in the 1920s. This movement was founded by Maulana
Mohammad llyas (d. 1944). The Maulana had studied in the famous Deoband madrassa,
founded after the failure of the 1857 war. This religious movement aimed to save Indian
Muslims from anti-Muslim organizations such as Shuddhi and Sangathan, founded by some
extremist Hindus during the British rule over India. It is said that extremist Hindus founded
these anti-Muslim organizations to re-convert the Mewati Muslims into Hinduism. In order to
save the Mewati Muslims from such societies, Maulana Mohammad Ilyas founded the TJ in
1926-27 in the Mewat region of undivided India. Founded in colonial India; the TJ became
very popular throughout the world in the 1970s (Nadwi, 1979). Today, Tablighi members and
supporters are very active in more than 150 countries. The TJ is also active and popular in
Pakistan. The Raiwind markaz (center) of the TJ is one of the most well-known centers of the
Jamaat, where thousands of Islamists hold an annual meeting of the TJ called Ijtima each year.

The annual meeting of the TJ has always been a significant public gathering since the very
formation of TJ in colonial India. It is the second-largest Muslim gathering after Hajj
(pilgrimage) (Siddigi, 2010). The March Ijtima of TJ was an annual meeting of only old
preachers. They have already spent at least four months in the way of Allah and His beloved
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) (Sahu, 2020). Preachers from India, Afghanistan, China,
Palestine, and Indonesia also visited Pakistan to participate in the Ijtima. The November 2020
Ijtima was also held at Raiwind, Lahore, but no other foreigners participated due to the fear of
coronavirus (Butt, 2020). In Pakistan, the first case of the COVID-19 was reported in February
of 2020. Nevertheless, it was followed by a series of new cases in March of 2020 (Jawed,
2020). Figure 1 shows the coronavirus cases from their origin in Pakistan up to the end of 2020.
It also shows that thousands of people in Pakistan died due to coronavirus infections from
February to December of 2020. The state report also shows that 10,176 people died of
coronavirus in Pakistan (Government of Pakistan, 2020).

Table-1 shows that the number of reported cases and deaths was on the rise in Pakistan. Thus,
the pandemic threatened millions of lives in Pakistan. In order to cope with this natural disaster
caused by the pandemic, both the TJ and Mullahs responded in the form of religiosity. The TJ
held its two annual meetings. One was organized in mid-March, while the second was held in
November. The clerics also refused to close down religious places for worship. As the theory
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suggests, people turn to God whenever they cope with a life-threatening situation. Thus, this
study also suggests that both the TJ and clerics turned to Allah because they believed that the
pandemic was spreading due to sins committed by the followers of Islam throughout the world.

Table-1: This shows the total cases of coronavirus in Pakistan from February to December 2020

Pakistan Total cases of coronavirus
AJK 8,277
Balochistan 18,168

Capital Territory 37,888

Gilgit Baltistan 4,875

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 58,701

Punjab 138,608

Sindh 215,679

Total Cases 482,178

Source: https://covid.gov.pk/stats/pakistan

According to some sources, the current government of Imran Khan allowed the TJ to hold its
annual meeting despite the fact that the pandemic was spreading very rapidly in the country
(Shahid, 2020). However, this is not the whole story because the Lahore police requested the
TJ elders to postpone their annual meeting, but they rejected such instructions. According to
Syed Ghazanfar, “Lahore Capital City Police Officer (CCPO), Zulfigar Hameed held meetings
with the top admin officials of the Jamaat to engage them when reports emerged that thousands
of its members are attending the annual event” (Chaudhery, 2020). Some observers believed
that the annual meeting was called off because of heavy rain, but the state claimed that it was
cut short due to the fear of a pandemic. However, it seems that the annual meeting ended soon
due to rain in the city only. There seems to be no reality in the official claims that the gathering
of Islamists ended because of the requests of the TJ elders to do so.

The religious communities hold a very negative view of science and its findings. Not all, but
most of the conservative groups in the world resisted social distancing (Hill et al., 2020). Nazar
Rahman, the current leader of the Tablighi Jamaat of Pakistan, said that every condition comes
from Allah. Every Muslim should turn to Him for hidaya and Rahmat (guidance and blessing)
(Al-Falah official, 2020). Maulana Tarig Jamil, a prominent Tablighi activist in Pakistan, called
it “asmani aafat” (natural calamity) and said that Muslims should not worry about COVID-19.
(khof ko dil say nikal do). He said whatever happens on earth comes from Allah. The Maulana
gave a message to the Muslims of Pakistan that social distancing should be followed. At the
same time, he also requested that the Muslims of Pakistan should turn to God for help during
this grave crisis (Samaa TV, 2020). As the existential security theory suggested above,
whenever people confront issues and challenges in society, they respond to such problems
through a religious coping strategy because they consider such issues an act of God. This is
why the TJ refused to postpone its annual meeting. The ordinary Muslims led by religious
clerics also opposed the state on the issue of social distancing. The Maulana also blamed the
women community of the country for the spread of the pandemic. He said that the virus spread
because of “women’s immodesty” (Inayat, 2020).

However, this was not the first time in Pakistan that the clerics looked for religious factors that,
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according to them, caused the current pandemic in the world. In the year 1967, monsoon rains
damaged some of the areas in Karachi. The religious people searched for the “real” reasons
responsible for the dangerous rain. The clerics firmly believed that President Ayub Khan’s
secular policy was the “real” factor responsible for the damage caused by the rain. The people
of Pakistan experienced the same religious response when the October 2005 earthquake
destroyed the northern areas of Pakistan (Paracha, 2020). During the time of the current
pandemic, when a group of TJ was requested by the local people of a village in Mardan district
to postpone their preaching tour, they refused and said, “Ye sab dollar ka chakkar hai...drama
hai (this is all about the dollar rate...it is staged)” (Ahmad, 2020). This kind of notion can be
found in almost all faith-based organizations and parties. For example, the gathering of Shia
pilgrims in the city of Mashhad and Qom to celebrate their famous Nowruz festival, which then
became a cause of the coronavirus not only in Iran, but it was also the cause of some of the
early cases of Pakistan, which were also linked to the Shia pilgrims (Kermani, 2020).

This study suggests that religious people have always looked for reasons whenever they
experienced a natural disaster or any other problem in society. The religious leaders of different
religions requested their followers to turn to God or any other supernatural deity for comfort
and spiritual power to avoid the harmful effects of the coronavirus. This trend can also be found
in the TJ and Mullahs of Pakistan. When the state decided to close down places of worship,
clerics opposed it by saying that everything comes under the control of God. The March and
November Ijtima of the TJ in 2020 elucidates that the preachers wanted to turn to God to
eradicate the COVID-19 not only from Pakistan but from the whole world. It also seems that
they would have thought that the disease could not infect the missionaries because of their
pious and noble work.

5.2. The recruitment method of the TJ

The recruitment method of the TJ is significant because it will help a lot in developing our
understanding of how it attracts and recruit people for the preaching of Islam not only in
Pakistan but in almost every country of the world. Since its formation in colonial India, Bayan
(speech) of an experienced preacher plays a significant role in recruiting people for the TJ. The
speech revolves around Cheh bata'in (six principles) of TJ supported by verses from the Holy
Qur'an and sayings (hadith) of the Holy Prophet (PBUH). The speaker explains the existing
conditions of the ummah (Muslim community in the world) and the real causes that led to the
downfall of the Muslims in the whole world. The TJ missionaries request ordinary Muslims to
spare some time for Allah and His religion. Mamu'n (2019) argued that the people of Mewat,
also called Meos, were very poor at the time of the formation of the TJ in colonial India, and
many of them lost their properties to Hindu moneylenders. There were severe economic
challenges in the 1920s and 1930s in the Mewat region of colonial India. Such socio-economic
issues increased religiosity in the people of Mewat (Mamun, 2019). This study suggests that
Tablighi preachers would have told the Mewatis that their socio-economic challenges resulted
from their irreligiosity and that the solution to their problems lies in becoming good Muslims.
The explanation of such existing issues and challenges of the society has always been a key
strategy of TJ to recruit people for the propagation of Islam throughout the world.

The holy Qur'an and the hadith books tell us stories of different disasters sent by Allah as a
punishment for His creatures. For example, the flood disaster during Prophet Nuh and the
disaster of rain of stones during Prophet Lut came as a punishment for the people because they
had violated Allah’s orders openly. The Muslims believe that all these disasters destroyed old
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nations because they did not believe in their prophets. As a result, God punished them (Suyadi,
2020). A missionary named Maulana Umar Ahmad elucidated that the holy Qur'an is not just
a book of history. It is a book of real wagi'yat (events) and Hidayat (guidance) (Being Ummat,
2020). This study suggests that such stories are being used by all Islamic organizations,
including the Tablighi Jamaat. The purpose is to recruit ordinary Muslims to work for the cause
of Islam in the entire world. Another speech delivered in the TJ Ijtima explains the strategy
mentioned above. Maulana Ismail said that the real reason for all the problems and challenges
in the current world is that people have forgotten Islam. He assured the participants that Allah
Almighty would solve the social, physical, mental, and financial problems of the people if they
become good Muslims. He said that peace of mind, happiness, worldly progress and prosperity
lies in following the accurate way of Islam only (Sahu, 2020).

Maulana Mohammad Ibrahim Dewla said a very dangerous disease had spread in Madina when
the Holy Prophet and his companions came to the city. However, then Allah Almighty
eradicated that disease forever. The Maulana asked a question from the participants, asking
why Allah the Almighty saved the Muslims from that disease? Then he answered himself by
stating that they were very pious and practicing Muslims who worked day and night for the
cause of Islam. These are the examples of Allah for all the coming people. Following Allah's
orders in one’s own life bring changes in the prevailing conditions. (Jab din ayega to halat
badal jaingay) (Alami Shura, 2020). This study suggests that Maulana wanted to convey a
message to the participants that if they become good Muslims, then God will eliminate this
pandemic as He had eliminated the pandemic of Madina.

Another missionary named Maulana Ahmad Laat also delivered a comprehensive lecture. He
said that all conditions (halat) come from Allah, and only Allah has the power to change these
conditions. He said that people are worried about the current conditions, and everyone is talking
about the lock-down, while the cleric requested the people not to worry about the lock-down.
Muslims should be worried about their graves only. They should look down at their graves
because no one is permanent in this temporary world. What Muslims need is nothing but
preparations for the coming death which cannot be avoided. The word “look down” was used
several times in the speech (Igra Media House, 2020). The Maulana used these words for the
graves. In the words of Maulana Haji Farooq Bangalore, “Dunya mayoos aor pareshan hai”
(The whole world is worried and frustrated) (Being Ummat, 2020). In another Tablighi speech
delivered by Hafiz Miraj Uddin said that the present pandemic has spread because of sins
committed by the Muslim community only. According to the Maulana, this is the best
opportunity to repent before God because He watches everything and everyone in this world.
The Maulana also linked people’s problems and challenges to their actions. It is a good time
for the people to turn to Allah because only Allah can eradicate this pandemic (Tablighi
Bayanat Official, 2020).

This study suggests that the Tablighi clerics aimed to convey a message to the participants that
Muslims should turn to Allah to keep themselves safe from the adverse effects of the
coronavirus. The speeches delivered by the Tablighis show that people should become good
Muslims. It seems that the TJ elders aimed to convey messages to the missionaries and other
people that they should not be worried about the current conditions. The believers should be
worried about their preparations for the coming death only because one cannot avoid it. The
decision of the TJ administration to hold its annual meetings amid the days of the coronavirus
clearly shows that the Islamists responded to the crisis by adopting what others have named a
“religious coping strategy.” The TJ could postpose its annual meetings, but its elders did not.
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Here we can see a kind of resemblance between the Tablighi Jamaat and existential security
theory. This study suggests that the elders of TJ would have thought that the pandemic was
prevailing because of people’s sins and that they would not be infected as they were doing a
good job. A preacher named Mohammad Amir Rana remarked, “every other year, something
or other happens, making people afraid of getting together. We focus on action and deeds, and
Allah protects” (Hadid, 2020). It seems that the missionaries would have thought that the
pandemic was created because God was not happy with His creatures. In order to make Him
happy, the preachers continued their noble work of spreading the religion amid the pandemic.

5.3.  Creating propaganda by the clergies

The existential security theory states that calamities are always linked to God. The theory also
suggests that such calamities increase religiosity in the people. This part of the study aims to
focus on the response of clergies in Pakistan. The governments of other Muslim countries
banned congregational prayers at the very beginning of COVID-19. In the early days of the
disease, most clerics of Pakistan did not cooperate with the state. The Banning of
congregational prayer was declared Islamic in other Muslim countries. However, the clergies
of Pakistan resisted such restrictions. Some of them declared it “un-Islamic” to ban
congregational prayers.

Pakistan, a country having borders with China and Iran, was put on a high alert, given that the
coronavirus had already hit both Iran and China. In a country of 220 million people, the state
did not have enough resources to curb the virus from further spreading. At the initial stage of
the coronavirus in Pakistan, the clergies refused to cooperate. It became a headache for the
policymakers to convince them about the threat posed by the COVID-19. In order to convince
the clerics, President Arif Alvi sought a fatwa from the Al-Azhar University of Egypt. The
fatwa stood for social distancing, and it was mentioned that it is permissible to offer
prayers in homes in times of diseases or any other problem (Hassan, 2020).

However, the clerics continued their congregational prayers in mosques. Mufti Tagi Usmani
remarked, “It is not possible to get rid of this coronavirus without asking God for forgiveness.”
At the same time, Zameer Ahmad Naqvi claimed that he has a “special antidote” for the disease.
Mufti Tarig Masood opposed those Islamic scholars who wanted to continue their
congregational prayers. He supported the government on the issue of social distancing (Shah,
2020). The politicians, who always use religion for their political objectives, also responded to
the pandemic in the same way. For example, Fayyaz-ul-Hasan Chohan, former information
minister of the Punjab government, termed the coronavirus as a “punishment of God”. The
birth of a disabled child was linked to the “wrong deeds” of his parents (Ye Allah ka az'ab hai)
(Inayat, 2020).

Conspiracy theories through social media spread very rapidly across the country. Such
examples include statements like “the virus will not “infect” Muslims”, and “It is a game to
control the population of the world”. It is a secret agenda of the Jews against the Muslims.
Some people blamed the Shia community. Yet some others blamed the Tablighi Jamaat for
spreading the pandemic in the country. According to the PM of the country, “COVID-19 is
merely the flu,” and people need not worry (Rafi, 2020). According to Maulana Tahir Ashrafi,
the anti-Tablighi propaganda started from Israel (Message TV, 2020). His allegation was based
on an article published in an Israeli newspaper. The article had mentioned that the Palestinian
victims of the COVID-19 had come from Pakistan. However, it was confirmed by the
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Palestinian embassy in Islamabad that the two victims had participated in the Raiwind annual
Ijtima. However, some others believed that it is a secret game of the Chinese government for
world dominance, and it will not “affect” Pakistan because Pakistan has always been a good
ally of the Chinese government (Amir, 2020).

A Barailve Islamic scholar requested his supporters to participate in an All-Pakistan Sunni
Conference scheduled for March 21, 2020. He assured them that no one would be “affected”
by a coronavirus. People replied by loudly saying the words of Subhan Allah, Subhan Allah’
(South Asia Media Research Institute, 2020). A young Muslim who regularly attends the five-
time prayers said, “This is a curse from God, and we are turning towards the mosque because
this is where our salvation lies.” Another aged man said that this is a part of our faith that life
and death are in the control of Allah. Mufti Masood Ahmad, who serves as a prayer leader in
a mosque, said that even those who probably never visited the mosque before also started
coming in. Perhaps, they saw this as a curse from God (Red Fish, 2020). Allama Zahir Akhtar,
another religious scholar, claimed that he could control pandemics in Pakistan with the help of
his religious knowledge.

Before the state could decide regarding the holy month of Ramzan, clerics belonging to
different religious seminaries, political and non-political parties held a meeting at Jamia Darul
Uloom Zakaria, Tarnol. They unanimously agreed to hold congregational prayers in the sacred
month of Ramzan. Pir Azizur Rehman Hazarvi said, “the senior clerics have noted that all
efforts will be made to avoid clash and confrontations with the government and state
institutions” (Ali, 2020). The state could not resist the Islamists, and ultimately it opened places
of worship for the Muslims in the holy month of Ramzan. Both the parties agreed on a 20-point
standard operating procedure (SOPs). However, the most important question was how to
implement these agreed SOPs? A survey shows that in the 194 union councils of Punjab, about
85 percent of the prayer-men did not follow the SOPs (Hayat, 2020).

The reaction and attitudes of the religious clergies reveal that they were not ready to accept the
threat created by the coronavirus in the country. Holding religious festivals and public prayers
in mosques seems to be very important and a matter of life and death for them. A time came
when they accepted this threat. However, instead of closing their mosques, they tried to use
religion and religious festivals as a coping strategy against the destructive effects of the
coronavirus. They must have thought that the illness resulted because Allah the Almighty was
not pleased with His servants. In order to make Him happy, the clergies rejected the
recommended precautions of the state and continued their gatherings in the country. They
considered the pandemic as an act of God, and only He could eradicate the illness forever.

5.4  Resisting the TJ and other Islamists

Despite the open violation of these instructions, the Pakistani state remained a silent spectator.
It could not take any action against religious leaders and faith-based organizations. The power
of clerics lies in the street. It seems to be a valid reason due to which the state policymakers
decided not to resist them. The use of the religious card for political objectives has played an
essential role in state politics since its creation in August of 1947. The All-India Muslim
League, a political party that struggled for Pakistan, also used religion in the freedom
movement for Pakistan. The passing of the Objectives Resolution in March of 1949 set the
stage for Islam in the political and administrative structure of the country. It mentions, “wherein
the Muslims shall be enabled to order their lives in the individual and collective spheres in
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accordance with the teachings and requirements of Islam as set out in the Holy Qur’an and the
Sunnah” (Khan, 2001, p. 57). The non-Muslim members of the constituent assembly put
forward some proposed amendments, but the majority in the house rejected all their
amendments. Therefore, it is apparent that the state leadership wanted for only Muslims to be
enabled to live their lives according to the principles of their religion.

The country was disintegrated in the year 1971. One part of the country, called East Pakistan,
got independence from the West Pakistan in December 1971. After this sad event, the political
and military leadership of the state started relying more on Islam as opposed to taking any sort
of good lessons from the regrettable decision to declare war. The state leadership thought that
the Bengalis were not fully Islamized and that is why they “betrayed” West Pakistan in the war.
Had they been good Muslims, they would have never “betrayed” the Islamic country. This idea
came into the minds of the state managers after their defeat in the war. The state policymakers
were not ready to accept the political, economic, and social factors that played a major role in
the disintegration of Pakistan (Cohen, 2004). The new constitution of Pakistan made in 1973
incorporated more Islamic features. For example, Islam became the official religion of the state.
They went a step further and defined a Muslim in clear words. The government of Zulfigar Ali
Bhutto (1971-1977) also used Islam as a tool for political objectives. Starting from military
dictators to the so-called political leaders of the state, Islam has always been used to seize
political powers. The current government of Imran Khan, formed in 2018, also promised to
establish Riyast-i-Madina (the Islamic State of Madina at the time of Prophet Muhammad
(Peace Be Upon Him) in Pakistan (Nagvi, 2020).

The TJ became very popular during the military rule of Zia-ul-Haq (1977-1988). Like the so-
called political leaders of the state, the military dictator also used Islam to achieve political
objectives. It was Zia who allowed the TJ to preach Islam in the military department of the
state. He used to participate in the TJ Ijtima at Raiwind. Every possible help was given to the
TJ during the military rule of Zia-ul-Haqg. It is said that during this particular time, several
military officers and soldiers became active Tablighis (Rizvi, 2003). During this particular
time, the Pakistani military was converted into Allah’s military. The Jamaat became very
popular in the 1990s. According to Nadeem Paracha, the TJ had been the organization of the
working and peasant classes until the 1980s. The change came in the 1990s when the TJ was
joined by people from the upper and middle classes of the country (Paracha, 2011).

The TJ elders claim that the Jamaat has nothing to do with the politics of the country. They
claim that TJ is a non-violent and apolitical movement in the world. According to Nizam
(2008), one of the reasons due to which the TJ adopted an “apolitical” stance was that its
founder believed that the Holy Prophet (PBUH) did not struggle to gain state power in Makkah
and Madina. He worked on the people's hearts and strengthened their faith (iman) only (Nizam,
2008). However, some observers have questioned its apolitical slogan. Mayaram (2004) has
argued that the ruling elite in the state has always welcomed the Tablighi Jamaat because the
TJ is seen as a good source in maintaining the social order of the state (Mayaram, 2004). The
political role of the TJ in Pakistan was observed when TJ decided to support the Mutahidda
Majlis-i-Ammal (MMA), a political alliance of the Islamist parties in the general elections of
2002. This religious alliance of the Islamic political parties then formed government in the
former NWFP (Khyber Pakhtunkhwa) (Zahid, 2015).

The relationship between the TJ and the state was established when the constituent assembly
of Pakistan passed the Objectives Resolution in March of 1949. However, the relationship
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between the two was further strengthened when the 1973 constitution was passed. It was the
1973 constitution that declared Islam to be the official religion of the state, a religion for which
the TJ had been struggling since its very foundation in the colonial period. Moreover, the TJ
and the state are struggling to achieve one pious goal: transforming Pakistani Muslims into
“good Muslims”. In the preamble of the 1973 constitution, it is stated that, "Wherein the
Muslims shall be enabled to order their lives in the individual and collective spheres under the
teachings and requirements of Islam as set out in the Holy Quran and Sunnah" (The
Constitution of Pakistan, 1973, p. 1). One can find a “sacred similarity”” between the Tablighi
Jamaat and the Pakistani state. This sacred alliance between the two enabled the TJ to hold its
annual meetings amid the days of a dreadful disease. How could the state resist the TJ when
the later work for a holy purpose for which the state has been struggling since the passing of
the Objectives Resolution in March of 1949?

As far as other Islamists are concerned, the known history of Pakistan elucidates that the state
has always followed the policy of appeasement towards them. In 2017 when the Tehrik-i-
Labbaik Pakistan (TLP) staged a violent protest against the state and challenged the security
forces, the Pakistani military signed a “peace deal” with them. A military officer gave them
envelopes full of cash for “travel expenses.” The same organization led another violent protest
against the Frech ambassador in early 2021. The state had to make several agreements with the
banned organization (Dawn, 2021). Making one peace deal after another reveals the power,
respect and popularity of the religious people in the country. It is argued that the state could
not resist these religious people because it could create law and order problems in the country.

This study suggests that the response of TJ and other clerics belonging to other Islamic political
parties or movements viewed the disease as an act of God. Holding such huge annual meetings
by the TJ and the opposition of other religious leaders to close down places of worship should
be understood in terms of religious coping. As we have written above, only religious people
turn to God whenever they confront a life-threatening situation. The coronavirus pandemic
constituted a severe threat to the county and its citizens. Therefore, the people of Pakistan
firmly believed that the COVID-19 was a test of God. Knowing that the health system of the
country was too weak, the people of Pakistan turned to God with the hope that He will keep
them safe from the attack of COVID-19. This discussion supports the central argument of our
paper that natural calamities increase religiosity in the people because people firmly believe
that God is not happy with them. In order to make Him happy, people turned to God for support,
spirituality and forgiveness.

6. Conclusion

There is no doubt that religion has always played a significant role in human societies across
the globe. This role becomes very important when society faces a serious problem. During the
time of the current pandemic, religious leaders did two things: They either accepted and
cooperated with state authorities in the fight against the pandemic or rejected the virus as a
conspiracy and continued their congregational prayers. Unfortunately, Pakistan experienced
the second response of its clerics and other faith-based organizations. The Tablighi Jamaat did
not cooperate with authorities when it was requested to postpone its annual meeting due to the
possibility of the spread of coronavirus among its participants. In the second case, it was
allowed by the state to hold its annual meeting. A state where Islam remains its official religion
could not become a hindrance in the way of a religious organization working for the cause of
spreading the official religion. The study has found that both the TJ and the state are pursuing
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one pious purpose. This study suggests that the elders of Tablighi Jamaat would have thought
that the virus is an act of God and could be eliminated through spirituality.

The clerics of nearly every sect of Islam in the country considered the virus to be propaganda
of the enemies of Islam. Some called it a Jewish conspiracy (yahodiyo'n ki sazesh) against
Islam and Pakistan. Some clerics raised fingers on women's immodesty as the “real” reason
behind the spread of coronavirus in Pakistan. Due to the availability of internet facilities and
the use of social media networks in the country, the state and its intuitions failed to stop the
spread of such propaganda. The state could not resist these Islamists from holding religious
gatherings in the country. The ideology of faith politics plays a significant role in the state.
Various examples in the country shows that taking actions against the clergies has always
earned a bad name for the state and its managers. This study has suggested that the response of
the TJ and other clerics is the best example of a religious coping strategy. Already religious in
their lives, they tried to get closer to Allah Almighty. This study argues that the current
pandemic increased religiosity across Pakistan. The role of religion and religious organizations
amid the current pandemic in Pakistan is a welcoming area for further research.
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