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Abstract 

This paper aims to discuss adaptations or alternatives that Buddhist religious institutions 

in Japan have formulated to help communities develop the capacity to cope with the crisis 

and risk generated by COVID-19. Qualitative data and observations of online information 

were collected from Buddhist temples of established religious traditions and three 

Buddhist-related Japanese new religious movements: Sōka Gakkai, GLA, and Shinnyoen 

between February 2020 and February 2021. The investigation uses Douglas’ (1994) 

interpretative model of risk and explores those cosmological beliefs and micro and macro 

strategies that religious institutions have engendered that are conducive to cohesion and 

stability. Findings show that Japanese established and new religions alike swiftly 

responded by embracing digital technology to continue their core function of cohesion-

providers for their social and spiritual communities. Overall, Japanese Buddhist religious 

institutions’ responses have displayed an interesting evolution with a shift from embodied 

to disembodied religious practices that hold the potential to continue far beyond the ease 

of COVID-19-related social restrictions.  

 

****** 
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This paper presents some results of the ethnographic fieldwork I have been conducting 

since February 2020 in Japan, where I live. I have collected data from email exchanges; 

conversations held by phone or over Zoom meetings with members of Buddhist temples 

of established religious traditions of the Pure Land Buddhist School,  Rinzai Buddhism 

and Soto Zen Buddhism. And I also investigated three modern Buddhist-related Japanese 

religions, normally referred to as new religious movements: Sōka Gakkai, GLA and 

Shinnyoen. For the sake of time, I have excluded the discussion of the two Christian 
denominations, the Roman Catholic Church and the United Church of Christ in Japan, I 
initially intended to include. I will also skip the discussion of doctrinal and organisational 

aspects of the selected cases.  

My research has been driven by two main research questions: 

• What adaptations or alternatives have religious institutions provided and 

formulated to help communities develop the capacity to cope with both the crisis 

and risk generated by Covid-19?  

• How have individuals and local religious communities been responding to social-

distancing and stay-at-home restrictions that affect individual and collective 

rituals, which might impact their resilient capacity to neutralise worries and 



2 
 

threats?  

Observations from this paper will attempt to identify what shifts are happening during 

this unique time of crisis and will provide provisional considerations on how this might 

influence the Japanese’s socio-cultural understanding of religion and practice in the 

future. 
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Japan is not new to outbreaks of epidemic diseases, and just as earthquakes, tsunamis, 

and floods, they have always impacted politics, religion, and local community life. Ever 

since Buddhist sutras and statues were first introduced to the archipelago in the sixth 

century, Japanese Buddhists have been involved in negotiating this dynamic interplay. In 

ancient Japan, the primary purpose of Buddhism was to benefit the emperor and the state. 

Buddhism has offered a ritual repertoire for community support and disaster prevention, 

along with soteriological explanations as to why disasters happen. At the same time, 

Buddhist responses to epidemics and disasters have not been limited to practices that can 

more narrowly be defined as “religious.” “Mundane” aid by Buddhist priests involves the 

reformulation of comprehensible symbolic structures, through which individuals become 

able to develop a consensus on the kinds of needs and solidarity that will support them to 

cope collectively with the event and the crisis. The giant Bodhisattva Kannon on this slide 

wearing an order-made mask shows how the reformulation has been enacted. “Sometimes 

humans need to explain to those who protect us what we need, like a child to their mother. 

So we put a mask on her face,” told me Keiji, a Buddhist monk of the Pure Land Buddhist 

school who works and lives in the temple complex at the temple. The temple is considered 

a power spot, so it is especially visited by those who want safe delivery of their babies, 

good love matches, and blessings for their newborns. With the COVID-19-related states 

of emergency in place, they moved their services online, offering to send their votive seal 

stamps electronically or by post. British anthropologist Mary Douglas calls these 

reformulations “thought-styles” (Douglas 1994: 211), a repertoire of possible answers 

that help people respond to a crisis.  

Slide 4  

In the first half of her collection of essays titled Risk and Blame, Essays in Cultural 

Theory, British anthropologist Mary Douglas discusses risk and suggests that observing 

how people respond to a crisis generally shows that there is a fixed repertoire of possible 

answers, which the scholar calls “thought-styles” (Douglas 1994: 211), among which (I 

quote) “a plausible explanation is chosen, and a fixed repertoire of obligatory actions 

follow on the choice” (end quote) (1994: 5). According to Douglas, when a community 

articulates and communicates about a crisis or disastrous event through shared and 

comprehensible symbolic structures, they become able to develop a consensus on the 

kinds of solidarity that will support them to cope collectively with the event and the crisis 

(Douglas 1994: 30). In her analysis of risk, Douglas suggests that once the community 

has agreed on shared cosmological beliefs, individuals tend to transfer decision-making 

that would help them cope with risk to institutions that are, explicitly or latently, attributed 

to managing, maintaining and regulating such belief systems (1994: 71-78). This, in turn, 
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creates an “extra degree of coherence between institutions, beliefs, and actions [that] will 

reinforce stability” (Douglas 1994: 79). The example of the Bodhisattva Kannon and the 

others I will present you in this paper give us a sense of the interpretative repertoire and 

type of actions a large number of Japanese draw upon to respond to the pandemic. Let me 

begin by presenting an example from the established religions. 
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Established Religions’ Adaptations: Re-sacralization in a Time of the Pandemic 

In the early stages of the pandemic, until March 2020, life in Japan was still going on as 

usual. Since major popular and collective celebrations in the Japanese calendar occur at 

the beginning of the year ― with visits to the local temples or shrines (hatsumōde 初詣) 

― and in mid-August for the obon お盆 festival commemorating the ancestors, there was 

no pressing reason for Japanese official agencies to caution temples, shrines and churches 

around Japan against the dangers of significant virus transmission rate at collective 

religious-related cultural events. However, many other minor events are celebrated 

throughout the year.  
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Therefore, on February 3, 2020, celebrations of the coming of spring with the bean-

throwing setsubun 節分 festival were carried out nationwide with no restrictions and 

limited concern. This ritual is held to welcome spring by throwing roasted soybeans 

(mamemaki 豆まき) while chanting “oni wa soto, fuku wa uchi” 鬼は外福は内 (demons 

out, good fortune in) to drive away winter’s evil spirits that bring disasters and diseases. 

Given the essential, symbolic nature of such collective ritual, many participants saw in its 

purifying power a proper way to drive the threat of Covid-19 away. Kiyomi (41), an 

occasional temple-goer who attended the Dōjima Setsubun Omizukumi Matsuri 堂島節

分お水汲みまつり in Osaka with her two daughters, commented: “I hope these beans 

and the amulet I bought can protect my family from the coronavirus” (conversation held 

on February 3 2020).1 Despite the reliance on scientific approaches implied by her career 

as a biologist, Kiyomi does not dismiss the symbolic-magic power of such collective 

rituals, which help her neutralise her fears of the coronavirus, at least to some extent. 

 

Slide 7 

In 2021, the setsubun festival was quite different. Given the restrictions in place, the 

temple had downscaled the celebrations and required participants to pre-register for a 

drive-through event where they collected a small package of beans and an amulet to bring 

home. The usual mamemaki, the bean-throwing ceremony, was cancelled to avoid crowds 

and the risk of spreading the virus by touching the beans. 
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Under the stay-home measure, various Japanese Buddhist schools reunited into a 

                                                           
1 Japanese to English translations of qualitative data in this paper are by the author. 
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digital community called o-uchi de otera お家でお寺 (Buddhism at home) 2 sponsoring 

the Facebook account “Reading sutras online” (onrain juzu tsunagi dokyō オンライン

数珠つなぎ読経)3 where monks from all over Japan took turn reciting sutras and prayers 

online at scheduled times.  

 

Slide 9 

These are some of the online sutra readings I attended. Kyoko, a 46-year-old participant 

of one of the Zazen sessions, says: “Everyone is affected by the pandemic, but [joining 

the O-uchi de otera] is really refreshing because every time I can hear from others and 

share my feelings. We move on together. During meditation, I repeatedly receive the 

intensity of the moment. It’s a special feeling, and it makes me feel better.” 
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An interesting phenomenon during the pandemic is the number of disease-fighting monks 

turned into gods have been popularised during the pandemic, and with people’s limited 

freedom to visit worship places in person, some temples moved their objects of devotion 

outside their buildings and precincts to allow individuals to pay their devotion without 

having to go inside. The Buddhist temple Ishiyamadera 石山寺 in the city of Ōtsu, Shiga 

Prefecture, decided to display their 5-meter high statue of an ao oni 青鬼 (blue demon) 

in the public park in front of the temple to allow passers-by to pray to this figure without 

having to go inside the temple. The blue demon, which is said to represent Ishiyamadera 

temple’s founder, who became a demon after death and swore to protect both its temple 

and the community, is usually displayed in the temple grounds during the popular ao oni 

festival in May.4 The blue demon of Ishiyamadera is believed to drive away evil-causing 

spirits and bring health. A video uploaded onto YouTube by the temple on May 10 2020, 

shows images of past ao oni festivals with crowds joining in prayers and worship. The 

clip ends with images of the 2020 version of the festival with a large statue made of fresh 

green leaves standing alone in a public park.5 Video captions read that priests would offer 

their prayers to the demon during the private ceremony held on May 17 2020, and solicit 

an early end of the pandemic.   
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Compared to the established Buddhist schools, Japan’s modern religions, the so-

called new religions, did not need to adapt or change much. In Japan, modern religious 

organisations face stigmatisation in the media, especially since the Aum Shinrikyō attacks 

of 1995, when 11 people lost their lives because of a sarin gas attack in the Tokyo 

underground.6 New religious groups thus faced an increased risk of additional negative 

consequences and media criticism in the event of becoming COVID-19 clusters. As it 

                                                           
2 See http://readingsutras.online/schedule/20200508/ (accessed 13 May 2020). 
3 See https://www.facebook.com/readingsutras.online/ (accessed 13 October 2021). 
4 See https://www.ishiyamadera.or.jp/guide/event/aoonimatsuri (accessed 13 October 2021).  
5 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mJOyA9Vqyfk (accessed 4 November 2021).  
6 Members of the New Religion Aum Shinrikyō committed a series of crimes that peaked in the sarin gas 

attacks on the Tokyo subway in 1995 (see Reader 2000; Kisala and Mullins eds. 2001). The attacks resulted 

in a lasting suspicion against religions in Japan, targeting modern religious organizations in particular. 

http://readingsutras.online/schedule/20200508/
https://www.facebook.com/readingsutras.online/
https://www.ishiyamadera.or.jp/guide/event/aoonimatsuri
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mJOyA9Vqyfk
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happens, most new religious organisations had already responded to the call of self-

restraint and social distancing in mid-February 2020, well ahead of government decisions 

to introduce safety measures. The organisations I contacted and talked to had already 

closed their doors, cancelled collective worship and rituals, and swiftly shifted all 

meetings and prayers online via Line, Zoom and other such platforms. Yet, they continued 

their social welfare activities, such as in the food distribution to children of families 

affected by the pandemic.7 

The transition was rather smooth. Given the socio-historical and constitutional 

circumstances that have imposed a marginal status on new religions in Japan, they had 

developed a capacity of riding the digital to bypass public visibility already before the 

pandemic. 
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In fact, most new religions’ leaders and their members are not new to rituals and 

services streamed online, prayers and individual member’s comments posted on SNS, and 

video links and texts shared on smartphones. Whereas the pandemic is offering 

established religions potential for regeneration and renewal by embracing the digital, 

Japanese new religions have shown little need to transform. Because of their relatively 

unproblematic transition as compared to less outfitted Buddhist temples, one would 

suggest that contemporary Japanese new religious movements are becoming the new old. 

 

Slide 14 

One challenge that modern Japanese religions seem to face is the generational digital 

divide. Sōka Gakkai, for example, is an organisation that exists at the level of civil society, 

and particularly in communities across Japan. It holds a vast grassroots reach that has 

extended into support for a political party, the Komeito. Apart from its doctrinal study 

and focus on the practice of chanting the daimoku, or the chanting of nam-myohorenge-

kyo that was advocated by Nichiren (1222–1282), face-to-face meetings have been the 

mainstay of the organisation, creating its extensive local community networks. In my 

interviews, members of staff responded that the sudden “new normal” caused by the 

pandemic made social gatherings effectively anti-social, and face-to-face interactions 

came to suggest moral carelessness about transmitting a potentially life-threatening 

infection. It seemed obvious that the organisation needed to respond in a coherent way. 

Despite its conservative leadership and its resistance to digital interactions, technology 

and social media became the practical tools by which to continue their mission, with 

Zoom meetings in many places soon becoming normal. While many felt this could not 

substitute face-to-face meetings, it seemed to have worked well so far. Still, my 

respondents, who are affiliates and members of staff, report, saw fewer official meetings 

conducted via digital conferencing such as Zoom, largely due to the concern that the 

higher number of older members would not have the same access. Yet, many smaller, 

informal group meetings in local areas did take place. In fact, my respondents also saw 

                                                           
7 See also 
https://nextshirakawa.org/2020/04/10/%E7%9C%9F%E5%A6%82%E8%8B%91-%E3%81%9
3%E3%81%A9%E3%82%82%E9%A3%9F%E5%A0%82%E7%AD%89%E6%B4%BB%E5%8
B%95%E6%94%AF%E6%8F%B4%E5%8A%A9%E6%88%90%E4%BA%8B%E6%A5%AD/  
(accessed 6 November 2021). 

https://nextshirakawa.org/2020/04/10/%E7%9C%9F%E5%A6%82%E8%8B%91-%E3%81%93%E3%81%A9%E3%82%82%E9%A3%9F%E5%A0%82%E7%AD%89%E6%B4%BB%E5%8B%95%E6%94%AF%E6%8F%B4%E5%8A%A9%E6%88%90%E4%BA%8B%E6%A5%AD/
https://nextshirakawa.org/2020/04/10/%E7%9C%9F%E5%A6%82%E8%8B%91-%E3%81%93%E3%81%A9%E3%82%82%E9%A3%9F%E5%A0%82%E7%AD%89%E6%B4%BB%E5%8B%95%E6%94%AF%E6%8F%B4%E5%8A%A9%E6%88%90%E4%BA%8B%E6%A5%AD/
https://nextshirakawa.org/2020/04/10/%E7%9C%9F%E5%A6%82%E8%8B%91-%E3%81%93%E3%81%A9%E3%82%82%E9%A3%9F%E5%A0%82%E7%AD%89%E6%B4%BB%E5%8B%95%E6%94%AF%E6%8F%B4%E5%8A%A9%E6%88%90%E4%BA%8B%E6%A5%AD/
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an increase in member participation in meetings where the members tend to be younger 

and more digitally savvy. 
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A quick trawl through websites of Buddhist temples shows that many have been 

adapting their cultural practices to socially imposed constraints on social gathering and 

physical contact by swiftly moving online. They are still using the digital to some extent 

to reach out to their communities. In this transition, the continuity of production and 

distribution of temple goods—whether in the form of online praying, availability of 

virtual amulets and devotion objects or votive plates—emphasise that praying and 

worshipping are beyond physical distancing or isolation measures. The sacred intrusions 

into the privacy of individuals’ homes or in public parks through the displacement of 

symbols and objects rearrange familiar sensations in alternative environments and invite 

new associations and new engagements with old knowledge. Although socio-

demographic factors may create a digital divide, the transition allows more and more 

people to have access to interactive religious sites. The result is a further diffusion in the 

society of the usual exclusive spiritual components that traditional religions provide. 

 

In conclusion, I suggest that: 

 

1) Qualitative data highlighted the existence of a shared cultural framework and related 

cultural rituals that play a significant role in individuals’ everyday lives. They embody 

a relationship to risk and modalities to contain it. These case studies also reveal 

individuals’ agency and capacity to adjust those established modalities to newer 

challenges and types of vulnerability. These social phenomena are of special interest 

in that they configure innovative thought-styles through ritualised and affective 

repertoires of actions that are relevant to risk management in the future. 

 

2) Many of the practices I observed in the fieldwork stand within the intersection 

between the subjective and the social, the sacred and the profane, which already, to 

some extent, belong to the thought-styles of the majority of the Japanese population, 

as we have seen in the case of the Aizu Bodhisattva Kannon. Therefore this study 

suggests that the digitally mediated disembodied worship styles might be easily 

absorbed into such diffused cultural-religious ground, producing newer modalities 

and thought-styles that are conducive to stability and coherence. 

 

3) Will these online communities exist when and if the situation goes back to the former 

face-to-face, embodied type of worship? In short, the established religions, yes, but 

the modern new religions not that much. Established religious institutions showed the 

most interesting development, with a shift from embodied to disembodied religious 

practices that hold a potential to continue beyond the ease of social restrictions. 

Modern Japanese religions have relied on a communication framework that, for the 

most part, existed before the pandemic. While temples, shrines and churches in Japan 

have dramatically downsized or cancelled religious-related collective events, 

ceremonies and rituals, religious communities have found alternative spaces and 
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digital modalities to reformulate cosmological beliefs and collective religious-cultural 

practices. In so doing, they are providing the needed repertoires of possible answers 

(Douglas 1994: 5) that help develop a collective resilient capacity of neutralising 

worries and threats. This examination of the various adjustments made by religious 

institutions and their members’ thought-styles has revealed adaptations of such 

collective repertoires and how such alternatives have helped communities enact 

resilient responses. 

 

The observations and narratives reported in this paper have highlighted the moral 

urgency that religious organisations, as social institutions, have felt to take action and 

provide both spiritual and practical guidance to regular and occasional members, as well 

as how they had to adapt to new ways to connect, celebrate holidays and worship through 

various internet resources. It also showed a potential shift from a collective embodied to 

a more subjective mediated experience driven by digital technology. With individuals 

allowed a closer glance at the source of religious institutions’ authority without the need 

to approach such authority, this study indicates that the Covid-19-induced situation 

buffers diffused religious-cultural values and ideas. Japan’s newer diffused religious-

cultural framework might be once again conducive to shared moral values that generate 

cohesion over institutional hierarchy and could provide ways of stabilising cultural forms 

that provide resilience. 
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