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How did New Religions React to COVID-19 Pandemic?
Research from Material that Officially Issued

Toshiki TSUBOI

This paper investigates how Japanese new religions responded to complex social situations
during the COVID-19 pandemic between 2020 and 2022. Particular attention is paid to how leaders
and congregations of new religions attempted to maintain their traditional religious life and engage in
such activities as proselytizing, face-to-face meetings, and gatherings in the face of increasing
difficulties. Using samples of two new Japanese religious organizations, Tenrikyo, established in the
19th century, and Happy Science, established in the 1980s, we investigate and compare references to
the pandemic in the messages of their leaders transmitted through books, magazines, and broadcasts,
as well as in the pitches and interviews of their followers featured in their official journals. First, we
analyze the leaders’ messages regarding their transmission timing and themes, such as moral guidance
and prayer during the pandemic. From the survey on the “prayer” content, we could discern differences
in how the congregation thought about relieving its anxieties. Second, through the congregation’s
words and actions in response to the pandemics, we examine how the religious “healing” for mental
and physical suffering under difficult circumstances took place. In addition, we examine how the
congregants maintained their social ties within the denomination and local communities. Finally,
drawing on the theory of the characteristics of new religions at the end of the 20th century addressed
by Susumu Shimazono in 2002, we conclude by suggesting how changing times in challenging

environments over the past 20 years have brought about changes in the new religions.
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