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Housing Discrimination  
Due to Religion is Illegal!
The federal Fair Housing Act prohibits discrimination in any 
housing-related transaction based on race, color, national origin, 
religion, sex, familial status, and disability. The Act protects 
individuals who are members of protected classes. It also prohibits 
housing discrimination based on the perception that a person is a 
member of a protected class.

It is unlawful to harass or discriminate against a person due to their 
religious beliefs or membership in a particular faith community. 
It’s also illegal to discriminate against or harass a person because 
they are from a country associated with a particular religion, have 
a name identified with a particular religion, or wear clothing or 
religious symbols associated with a particular religion. It is also 
illegal to discriminate against someone because they have no 
religious beliefs.

The Fair Housing Act also prohibits local governments from 
making decisions or establishing policies regarding housing that 
have a discriminatory effect on protected classes. This includes 
policies that intentionally or unintentionally discriminate against 
members of the Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, Sikh, Buddhist, Christian, 
or any other faith. Municipal zoning restrictions limiting religious 
schools or places of worship may violate the Fair Housing Act if 
they are designed to discourage people of certain religions from 
living nearby.

A housing provider, such as a nonprofit faith-based housing 
program, can have religious terms in their name, mission, or 
governing documents. But, it is not allowed to state a preference 
or limitation based on religion. Any advertising that contains a 
religious reference or symbol must have a disclaimer that the 
provider does not discriminate based on religion.

Housing programs that receive federal money are not allowed to 
require residents to participate in religious services as a condition 
of tenancy. Religious activities must be offered separately in 
time or location from the federally-funded programs, activities or 
services. Participation must also be voluntary.

Examples of Housing 
Discrimination Based  
on Religion

•	 A housing provider showing a 
preference, bias, or limitation based 
on religion. (For example, renting only 
to those of a particular religion.)

•	 Unequal terms and conditions based 
on religion. (For example, providing 
preferential services or lower rents to 
tenants of certain religions.)

•	 Allowing Christmas decorations  
but not allowing non-Christian  
holiday decorations.

•	 A housing provider inquiring about 
an individual’s religious beliefs or 
suggesting they should convert to a 
particular religion.

•	 Requiring participation in a religious 
service as a requirement for receiving 
housing services or participating in a 
housing program or shelter.

•	 Comments disparaging an individual’s 
faith or lack of faith.

•	 Refusing to rent to a person  
because their name or how they 
dress is associated with a particular 
religious group.

•	 Discouraging prospective tenants or 
buyers by saying there is no house of 
worship for their faith nearby.

•	 Prohibiting the use of a community 
room for religious purposes but letting 
tenants use it for secular meetings.

•	 Harassment with religious slurs  
or stereotypes.
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The Housing Equality Center 
is a nonprofit organization 
dedicated to advancing 
fair and equal access to 
housing opportunities for all 
Pennsylvanians. We provide 
education on fair housing rights 
to consumers and organizations 
serving members of the 
protected classes and training 
and technical assistance to 
housing providers and local 
governments. The Housing 
Equality Center provides fair 
housing counseling and testing 
investigation services for victims 
of housing discrimination in 
the City of Philadelphia and 
in Bucks, Chester, Delaware, 
Lehigh, Montgomery, and 
Northampton Counties.
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Religious Exemption to the Fair Housing Act
The Fair Housing Act contains an exemption for housing operated by religious 
organizations. Under this exemption, religious organizations operating housing 
may limit occupancy to members. But, to qualify for this exemption, they still 
cannot discriminate based on any of the other protected classes—race, color, 
national origin, sex, familial status, and disability.

Religious Harassment Violates 
the Fair Housing Act
It is illegal to coerce, intimidate, threaten, or interfere with a person’s fair housing 
rights. If a neighbor is harassing or threatening a person due to their religion, 
the tenant should notify the landlord in writing. The landlord must take prompt 
action to end the harassment. A single incident of harassment because of 
religion or any other protected class may constitute a discriminatory housing 
practice if the incident is severe enough to create a hostile environment.

A housing provider is liable for their own discriminatory conduct. They may 
also be held liable if they fail to take prompt action to correct and end a 
discriminatory housing practice by an employee, agent, or third party. Whether 
it is another tenant, a neighbor, a landlord, or someone else harassing a tenant 
due to their actual or perceived religion, the tenant should keep any evidence.

What Can I Do If I Have 
Experienced Housing 
Discrimination?
Contact the Housing Equality Center of Pennsylvania for a confidential 
assessment. We will provide counseling, advise you on preserving evidence, 
and assess whether there is enough evidence to prove your case. We can 
also determine if allegations of religious discrimination are confirmed through 
impartial investigation, advise on possible enforcement actions, and assist 
with filing a formal complaint with the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development’s Office of Fair Housing and Equal Opportunity.
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