Japanese New Religious Movements

Ian Reader

From the first half of the nineteenth century onwards a new stratum of religious affiliation has developed in Japan that is not directly related to the traditional customs, practices and beliefs of Shinto shrines, Buddhist temples, and household gods. The emergence of a number of new religious movements (Japanese: shin shukyo) offers alternative modes of religious faith and belonging. Many of these movements have generated a large following in Japan; some have become global in their reach, attracting a transnational membership.

Originally affiliation to these movements was a matter of personal conversion and individual faith. But this did not necessarily create conflicts of interest with the converts’  commitments to traditional forms of religiosity. Adherents of new religions might also participate in family funerals under the auspices of the Buddhist temple to which the household belonged and take their offspring to Shinto shrines for baptismal blessings.

This pattern has changed in recent times, however.  As the traditional emphasis on the household has eroded in modernity, there is evidence that some of the new religions have made inroads into the areas formerly dominated by the established religions, including creating their own funeral rites.  

Definitions and characteristics 

There is no clear-cut definition of what constitutes a “new religion” in Japan.  Legal registration of religious movements is carried out under Japan’s Religious Corporations Law (Shukyo hojinho ),  and supervised  by the Ministry of Education’s Agency for Cultural Affairs (Bunkacho ), which  publishes an annual statistical guidebook to religion in Japan.  The categories of religious organization as used in the guidebook by the Bunkacho are Buddhist, Shinto, Christian and “other,” and one finds groups registered under each of these categories that might be termed by scholars as new religions.  The religious groups themselves often dispute the title “new religion” since they feel it conveys images of instability and a lack of historical roots: Soka Gakkai, for example, is usually regarded as the largest of all new religions, but it does not like the term and sees itself firmly located in the Buddhist tradition centered on the 13th century prophet Nichiren. It thus regards itself as a Buddhist movement with a long history.  

Generally, however, the term “new religion” in Japanese stands in antithesis to the established religious traditions (kisei shukyo) of Buddhism and Shinto, the religions that have traditionally formed the basis of social and religious belonging in Japan.  These traditions operate through organized priesthoods and as such have been underpinned by a division between the laity and an ordained professional clerical hierarchy.  By contrast, the new religions have centered on lay leadership and proselytism, with the ordinary members playing leading roles in spreading the faith and recruiting members. In general the term shin shukyo or  new religion  thus relates to lay-oriented Japanese religious  movements.  One should note also that movements from outside of Japan such as the various mainstream Christian churches, although not part of the traditional religious structures of Japan, are not normally categorized by scholars as “new religions. ” 

New religions generally are eclectic in nature, drawing on numerous sources and influences from within the Japanese religious traditions (using Buddhist, Shinto and folk religious influences) and occasionally those from outside (such as Christian ideas and imagery) and presenting them in new and innovative formats. One dominating characteristic has been the focus on the charismatic nature and powers of their founding figures whose claims to religious authority are not based in their affiliation to or position in the traditional, official religious structures but in their own newly discovered truths and revelations.  Such figures may thus serve as conduits between human and divine, receive revelations from previously remote deities, or claim new insights into Buddhist practices and texts, while displaying a capacity to provide their followers with spiritual healing and personal benefits, as well as with new ethical codes through which to live. However, it is a recurrent theme in their historical and structural development that such founders, even if they commence primarily as mediums or mouthpieces of deities, gradually assume a more powerful and central role, even appearing to supersede the deity as a focus of worship. 

New religions of Japan have frequently originated as loosely affiliated groups gathered around a charismatic healer or medium who possessed beneficial powers, only gradually becoming more formally structured into a religious organization. A prime example of this is Tenrikyo (a name that means “religion of heavenly wisdom”), which grew around Nakayama Miki, a woman who lived in Tenri, a small village near the former capital of Nara, in the nineteenth century. Miki originally fell into a trance and became possessed during a faith healing séance to heal her son, and in her trance she spoke as if possessed by a divine spirit, who revealed himself to be a powerful deity ignored by humanity but now returning to bring truth and a new order to the world.  The deity had chosen Miki as his mouthpiece and gave her the power to dispense his blessings; she first attracted attention and support from others because of her apparent powers to communicate with the gods in séance and to bestow the benefit of safe childbirth.  However, as a movement grew around her, she began to expand her activities beyond healing and safe childbirth and developed doctrines and worldviews centered on a mission of world salvation.  As her circle of followers grew, an organization developed around her as the leader and she progressed from being primarily a prophet of a divine figure to being a source of teachings and religious inspiration.  Eventually the religion of Tenrikyo grew around her, using her writings as its sacred scriptures and (see below) placing her at the centre of its worship and structure. This type of pattern, from inspired prophet to position of veneration often as a form of deity, is a basic characteristic that occurs recurrently in the new religions.

A basic typology of Japanese new religions: sources and roots 

The eclecticism of many new religions makes it hard to categorize them succinctly. For example,  many new religions draw on Shinto, Buddhist and Christian cosmologies for their figures of worship, incorporating deities from all of these traditions within their own.  Kofuku no Kagaku, a new religion of the 1980s, for example, includes the Buddha, Jesus and the Shinto Sun Goddess Amaterasu in its pantheon.  However, there are a number of basic patterns and types that are commonly seen, and here attention will be drawn to four common types of new religions. 

One of the most prominent types of new religion are those that use Shinto-style ritual formats and that are centered, in origin, around the manifestations of deities (often previously unknown) to charismatic figures who become their mediums charged with missions of world salvation.  Movements such as Tenrikyo, Kurozumikyo and Omotokyo are of such a type.

They may pose a critique of the materialistic foundations and orientations of society, and emphasize the importance of world renewal (yonaoshi), which is a prominent theme in Omotokyo—not so much in political or social but spiritual terms. As such they tend to look forward to the realization of an idealized state of existence on earth. They also tend to emphasize spiritual healing, often interpreting misfortunes as a product of malevolent spirits that need to be exorcised through magical rituals. 

Many new religions, including several that emerged in the Tokyo region in the 1920s and 1930s, have had Buddhist orientations, looking for inspiration to the Lotus Sutra,  finding this text to be hold the keys to spiritual advancement in both individual and social terms.  Movements of this type, such as Soka Gakkai, Reiyukai, and Rissho Koseikai, may disagree with each other over their interpretations of the sutra, but they share a faith in its efficacies, both as a ritual means of recitation and in its promises of salvation and enlightenment. While many new religions have developed political links and orientations, it has perhaps been the Lotus-based movements that have been most active in this area. Soka Gakkai, for example, formed its own political party (Komeito, with which it is now formally separate, but with which it retains close links) to help realize the aims of its form of Lotus-based Nichiren Buddhism, of creating a state based on Buddhist ideals through which the word of Nichiren could be spread to the wider world, and through which the ideals of a rich civilization based on veneration of the Lotus could be achieved.  Rissho Koseikai has also been active politically, emphasizing its ideals of world peace and opposition to nuclear weapons (themes prominent also in Soka Gakkai) and of protecting religious ideals from state interference.  

A further source of inspiration for new religions has been esoteric Buddhism, and several new religious movements of this type have appeared in Japan, usually focused on a founder who has undergone austerities and ascetic and ritual training in one of the esoteric Buddhist sects, often as a lay member of, for example, the mountain religious orders.  This type of new religion is exemplified by Shinnyoen (whose leader Ito Shinjo was ordained in the Shingon sect),  Bentenshu (whose founder Omori Chiben was the wife of a Shingon Buddhist priest) and  Gedatsukai (whose founder Okano Eizo also became an ordained Shingon priest, and whose movement retains close links with Shingon temples). These retain close relations with Buddhist sects, use Buddhist-style rituals such as the goma or Buddhist fire ritual in their practices, and invoke the powers of esoteric Buddhism to bring about personal salvation, healing and the attainment of happiness. The influences of esoteric Buddhism are also prominent in several of the most recent new religions: both Agonshu, (whose founder  Kiriyama Seiyu claims esoteric ascetic training and knowledge) and the now infamous Aum Shinrikyo.

While using themes, techniques and practices found in the existing religious traditions, the Japanese new religious movements seek to extend them to the ordinary people.  This process, in which the traditional divide between the laity and the ordained priesthood is thus set aside, is what especially marks the new religions out from the established ones.  Often this process is underpinned by critiques of the older religions for trying to monopolize the means of salvation and for having restricted access to spiritual techniques: Kiriyama Seiyu of Agonshu has thus criticized the older esoteric sects for being secretive and not allowing wider access to the means of salvation, while movements such as Mahikari, in extending the powers of spiritual healing to their members can be seen as examples of the “democratization of magic” through which new religions have provided the laity with the techniques and means for solving problems. In this sense, all the new religions have roots in, and may be seen as formalized expressions of, the folk religious traditions of Japan, with their close links to the needs of ordinary people and their promise to make the paths of salvation and attainment of happiness realizable to all. 

Generations of new religious movements in Japan 

The roots of many of the new religions can be traced back to ethically-based reformist movements of the eighteenth century such as Shingaku (established by Ishida Baigan). The earliest recognized new religion is usually considered to be Nyoraikyo (founded in Nagoya in 1802).  Since then new religious movements have come into being with regularity in Japan, testimony to the continuing vibrancy of the indigenous religious tradition as well as the continuing tensions and upheavals that have typified Japanese history of the past century and a half. 

The first major period of formation was in the earlier part of the nineteenth century, prior to the Meiji Restoration, an era when the structures and authority of the old feudal society were eroding and causing unrest especially in rural areas: movements of this period include Kurozumikyo (1814) and Tenrikyo (1838). 

The latter part of the nineteenth century was also a time for the rise of new movements. This was a period of rapid modernization that caused unrest in rural society and led to the emergence of a dispossessed rural peasantry and a new and unsettled urban underclass.  Movements of this era include Omotokyo founded in 1892 by the peasant woman and prophet Deguchi Nao, who preached a millennialist message of hope and salvation, in which the ills of the material world would be replaced by a new spiritual  order.

The decades from the end of Meiji to the beginning of the Showa eras (c. 1910-25) was a period of reaction to the excessive pace of modernization in the Meiji period.  Heightened interest in some of the “pre-modern” dimensions of Japanese folk religion led to a tremendous growth in new movements that emphasized magical healing: Omotokyo grew rapidly in this period,  as did other movements of a similar bent such as Taireido. 

A combination of rapid urban growth followed by economic depression characterized the late 1920s and 1930s This was an era that saw the development of a number of urban based new religions, many of them focused on the Lotus Sutra and appealing to the impoverished urban working classes.  Reiyukai (c.1925) and Soka Gakkai (1930) are movements whose origins stem from this era, while Rissho Koseikai developed out of Reiyukai in this era, emerging as a separate movement at the end  of the 1930s.  

The latter years of World War II and the immediate aftermath of it was yet another period of growth for new religious movements. They provided people with a means of support in the wake of the turmoil of war and the shock of defeat.  This was a critical period in which the older established religions, and especially Shinto, were discredited because of collaboration with the fascist war regime, and when the overarching national ethic of the 1930s and 1940s collapsed.  In this era, many new movements emerged to offer alternative voices and ways of formulating a new sense of identity attuned to the changing situation of post-war Japan. Many of these were movements that had developed in the last years of the war but that had suffered repression in that era (e.g. Tensho Kotai Jingukyo, founded in the 1940s by Kitamura Sayo) or whose leaders had spent much of the war in prison because of their refusal to go along with the ethos of wartime Japan, such as Soka Gakkai. 

The post-war rebuilding of Japan, and the period of rapid economic growth of the 1950s and early 1960s, saw a huge increase in the number of new religions and in the numbers of those who joined them. The rebuilding of a fractured economy was carried out successfully but at a heavy social cost, in terms of mass migration to the cities, the fragmentation of older communities, and the heavy emphasis on self-sacrifice and hard work for the sake of rebuilding the nation.  In this environment many new religious movements such as Soka Gakkai and Rissho Koseikai grew swiftly, especially in the big cities, both because of their ability to cater to the individual needs of followers with direct and clear messages of spiritual hope and practical help, and because they offered a new sense of community and belonging in an era in which older social structures appeared to break down.  

The period from the late 1970s on brought a new wave of religious movements. This was a period when Japan was economically successful but torn with questions of identity, reactions to the processes of modernity, and concerns about the erosion of its cultural roots, and in which widespread questioning of the materialistic mores of modern society had occurred.  Because these movements appear to represent a new era of religions, and because their “newness” contrasts with the age of some of the earlier new religions (by this era movements such as Tenrikyo had been in existence for well over a century) they have been termed “new” new religions (shin shin shukyo) to differentiate them from the “old” new religions.  This new wave of religious movements, including Agonshu,  Kofuku no Kagaku and the infamous Aum Shinrikyo, has flourished most particularly in large cities and among the young and highly educated elites. These movements are commonly seen as reflecting a reaction against the processes of modernization and cultural erosion, while also articulating concerns about the future: they all have expressed millennialist orientations and concerns about the potential end of civilization through war or environmental disasters, while offering the hope of world salvation, normally with a Japan-centered (and nationalistic) orientation.  Japanese new religions have in general had a nationalistic focus (a partial exception is Aum Shinrikyo), viewing Japan as the emergent new spiritual center of the world. 

In this pattern of wave after wave of new movements there is a readily identifiable link between the emergence of new religions and social turbulence. But it should be stressed that the development of new religions, and their appeal, cannot be attributed only or even primarily to concepts of crisis on a social level. Studies of new religions have repeatedly demonstrated how such movements have spoken directly to individual needs and provided personal assistance on a spiritual level. Indeed, the importance of the democratizing aspects of individual salvation has been emphasized as a crucial theme in the development and nature of the new religions.  At the same time, attention must also be paid to the social circumstances at different periods over the past century and a half, for these have been a critical element in the growth of new religious movements. The continuing circumstances that produce such movements, and the persistence of their appeal, indicates that they will continue to be a factor in Japanese society for the foreseeable future.

Structures, familial patterns, and conservatism  

A central organizing principle of most new religions has been the founder, who becomes transformed into a figure of veneration, often as a living deity (ikigami) or, as in the “new” new religions, a world savior or (as with Kofuku no Kagaku) an eternal Buddha figure.  Founder worship generally becomes transformed after the leader’s death into an ancestral cult of veneration, with the founder becoming a sacred ancestor of the religion and the focus of worship. In this process it is common for his or her descendants, often immediate family, to become the new leaders. Authority thus is frequently passed through the blood and descent: examples of this include Omotokyo, Reiyukai and Shinnyoen.  In the case of Shinnyoen,  also, deceased members of the founder’s family become incorporated into the movement’s spiritual hierarchy, serving as spiritual guides in the other world. 

Even Aum Shinrikyo—which with its focus on communal living and rejection of the family is arguably the most radical of all Japanese new religions—has adhered to the familial principle of charismatic inheritance.  When its leader Asahara Shoko renounced the leadership for legal reasons connected with his trial for murder in connection with the release of nerve gas in the Tokyo subways, he was replaced by his two sons, then aged 5 and 3. This boys have become the focuses of veneration in Aum: current followers believe that they contain within them the seeds of spiritual power and will develop into religious leaders in their own right as they mature.

Structures too often reflect this familial pattern: in many new religions great emphasis has been placed on patterns of recruitment, with the new convert being considered as a “child” of the recruiter.  A good example is Shinnyoen, in which new members are linked or “connected” to the movement through the agency of an existing member who becomes their teaching parent: the connected “child” becomes part of a teaching lineage in which the recruiter/parent has a continuing duty of teaching and instruction.  Successful recruiting activities thus can lead to the development of an extended network of followers owing some allegiance to the initial “parent”, whose stature in the movement rises in line with his/her successful activities.  Such structures  provide a stimulus to active proselytism, encouraging members to raise their own status through bringing in new members .

 This  hierarchical oyabun-kobun (parent-child) relationship typifies much of Japanese social structure, and as such the social structures of many new religions reflect a reiteration rather than a distancing from “traditional” social structures in Japan.  Indeed,  studies into the patterns of recruitment in Japanese new religions have shown that the most common path is to be converted or recruited by close family members or friends: in other words, the familial  nature of the recruiter-convert relationship may mirror their existing social relationship. This is frequently underpinned by a Confucian mentality of respect for elders, seniors and the existing social order:  respect for ancestors and for those who preceded one into  a movement (i.e. one’s lineage “parents”). are common features of the new religions which, it has been widely observed, tend to be socially conservative in nature.  Many, especially movements formed prior to the Second World War, tend to suggest that females should be subservient to males, for example by interpreting various personal and familial problems (e.g. the infidelity of males) as necessitating self-reflection on the part of the wife, on the principle that “other people are mirrors” (i.e. that the ways others behave towards one is a product of one’s own state of being).  While this concept operates for both sexes, it is very often the case, as detailed studies of the interpretation of problems and the dynamics of problem solution have shown, for greater emphasis to be placed on female self-reflection.  It is ironic that while the new religions have provided a new means of spiritual expression and development  and while many of their founders have been female, they have tended towards conservatism and reinforcing Japanese society’s traditional discriminatory tendencies. The “new” new religions (which have largely had male founders) appear to be a little less inclined towards this reinforcement of existing mores, and tend to place women in a more equal status relationship with men. 

Centers of faith, centers of pilgrimage

A common feature in the new religions is the construction of a sacred center (or centers) that manifests or represents the world view of the religion concerned. These centers signify that the religion stands at the hub of the universe, and symbolize its mission to bring a new truth and a new spiritual dynamism to the world.  This can be seen through the examples both of the older and newer new religions:  Tenrikyo, for example, has built a vast complex at the site where Nakayama Miki lived and had her revelations, and that site is believed to be the place where humanity first emerged on earth, produced by God the Parent.  Tenri thus is the centre of the human universe, the place of human beginnings and the center from which the new truths and spiritual salvation of the modern age, have emerged.  Pilgrimage to this centre is emphasized as an act of faith in Tenrikyo, and visitors to its headquarters are greeted with the words okaerinasai, “welcome back” to signify the belief that anyone visiting there is actually returning to the place of their origins.  The “new” new religion, Agonshu, also uses this greeting okaerinasai to its visitors, to signify that they are returning to the roots of “original Buddhism” that Agonshu propounds.  It has also constructed a huge sacred centre near Kyoto, which is the place from which its self-perceived mission to restore an original form of Buddhism to the world, spread world peace and help avoid a catastrophic end-time scenario that it prophesies for the end of the century, is to be accomplished.  

Such sacred centers may operate also as memorials to the founder, reflecting the ancestral and familial dimensions of many of the new religions. Thus, while Tenrikyo’s construction of a sacred centre graphically displays Tenri concepts of the emergence of humanity and the idea that this is the sacred center of the world to which all return, the fact that it is built where its foundress Nakayama Miki lived and received her revelations, and that the foundress is memorialized in the complex, shows the extent to which Tenrikyo is a movement centered on faith in and veneration of the spirit of Nakayama Miki.  This pattern of the birthplace or place of revelation of the founder becoming a or the sacred centre of the religion, and his/her mausoleum becoming a place of pilgrimage in the movement is found so repeatedly in the new religions that it can be discerned as a common feature of them.  

Control and secession  

The emphasis on charismatic control has often produced an emphasis on hierarchic control and strict authority within new religions.  In general terms there exists in the new religions a tension between the spiritual freedoms and “democratization” of salvation and magic proffered to lay followers, and the drive towards authoritarian control that emanates from an emphasis on personal charisma and the socially conservative patterns of familial control. 

Niwano Nikkyo, for example, was originally a successful local leader in Reiyukai, whose interpretations of doctrine and personal following led to a rift between him and Reiyukai’s leaders, and to Niwano’s secession to found Rissho Koseikai.  Various religious movements have developed out of Omotokyo as a result of the secessions of  charismatic personalities such as Okada Mokichi, who seceded after receiving personal revelations, to form Sekai Kyuseikyo.  Okada took with him some of Omotokyo’s healing techniques, which later were diversified into other movements that split from Sekai Kyuseikyo.  One such was  Mahikari, whose founder Okada Kotama, was a member of Sekai Kyuseikyo but who had a revelation of his own status as a messiah and thus left to establish his own movement, using as a prime practice the spiritual healing techniques imbibed from Omotokyo via Sekai Kyuseikyo, as well as many shared doctrinal formulations.  Mahikari has produced further secessions after Okada’s death, with a split between the claims of familial charismatic inheritance  and the rights of leading disciples.  Mahikari split into two movements, each using the word Mahikari as part of its name, one headed by Okada’s (adopted) daughter, the other by a close disciple, each claiming to have received Okada’s benediction on his deathbed.   

Not all movements have been weakened by secession, and some such as  Shinnyoen have averted these dangers by imposing a rigid control on its systems of spiritual development, in which loyalty to the family of the founder plays a crucial part.  Shinnyoen has developed a system of ordained ministers, who serve as a bulwark against the potential for secession, but it has also experienced the problem that an   over-emphasis on such centralized control can lead to stagnation and to restrictions on its potential to proselytize.  In short, then, the new religions display a continuing tension between systems of hierarchic control that hold movements together but that work against dynamism and fluidity on the one hand, and the freedom of local leaders to innovate and build followings-- which can greatly increase the numbers of faithful  but that can produce the possibility of secessions. 

Members, numbers, communities and locations  

It is difficult to say precisely who is a “member” of a new religion.  The patterns of becoming a member or being counted as a member vary from movement to movement. In general movements have assumed a rather loose and casual concept of belonging and of counting members.  An example is Seicho no Ie, which in one set of statistics in 1985 had 3 million members, and in a different set in 1989 had 80000 members: it appears that the discrepancy was not due to massive membership loss so much as to different ways in which membership figures were collated.   

In some movements simply attending a particular set of lectures or rituals or filling in a form for such a purpose, can cause one to be counted as a member.  Some movements of this type have high turnovers: Mahikari, for example, runs regular teaching seminars in which prospective members are offered opportunities to acquire the ability to heal and perform miracles through acquiring Mahikari’s talisman: many hundreds of thousands of these have been distributed, but the numbers of people who can be counted as faithful or long term members of Mahikari is perhaps less than one hundred thousand.  

Similar statistical problems are found in Kofuku no Kagaku, which claimed in the early 1990s to have become the largest movement in Japan, surpassing Soka Gakkai (generally assumed to be the biggest and with several million followers) and, at one point in 1995 claiming 10 million followers.  However, observers have noted that Kofuku no Kagaku at times had trouble filling large auditoriums for its special events, and that the movement tended to count people who had acquired copies of books written by the leader (Okawa Ryuho) or who had received copies of the movement’s newsletter. Since members are encouraged to take out subscriptions for four other people (normally friends or relatives) to whom the newsletter will also be sent, and since all those who received the newsletter were counted as members, this implies that for every person who joined four more are counted as members.  In fact in 1991  Kofuku officials admitted that 85-90% of its members did nothing except subscribe to its monthly magazine.  A more conservatively realistic estimate of the movement’s strength in the mid-1990s has been put at between 100,000 and 300,000 active members.   

While Kofuku no Kagaku is perhaps extreme in its claims about size, it reflects a continuing problem in determining the extent of active membership of new religious movements.  These problems may gradually be resolved as stricter controls on membership data collection are sought from religious groups (due to the general tightening of laws relating to religious movements after the Aum affair of 1995) but as yet it remains difficult to determine a clear picture of the numbers of those belonging to new religions.  In general terms, scholars in the field have estimated that perhaps between 20 and 30% of the population is affiliated to such movements, and it is clear that some of them can claim memberships of some millions.  In the 1994 statistics supplied to the Agency for Cultural Affairs by the various religious movements, Rissho Koseikai claimed over 6 million members, Reiyukai 3 million and Tenrikyo 1.8 million: Soka Gakkai is perhaps larger still.  Moreover these movements have a striking public presence:  Rissho Koseikai commands vast premises in Tokyo spanning several blocks, Tenrikyo dominates the town of Tenri and runs a university, hospital and numerous overseas missions, and Soka Gakkai”s immense facilities include a newspaper (the third biggest selling one in Japan) and its close affiliation to the political party Komeito, which generally takes the third largest number of seats in Japanese parliamentary elections.  

Besides the lack of coherent figures relating to membership, there is little clear data to show the geographical spread of new religions, or their age structures.  Here, however, some generalizations can be made.  The first is that many new religions, and most particularly those that developed out of Nichiren Buddhism in the inter-war eras, along with the “new” new religions of the recent period, tend to be based around urban areas.  This can be seen, perhaps, in the ways that Komeito (the political party linked  closely to Soka Gakkai) fields candidates for election.  It relies heavily on the block Soka Gakkai vote, and only puts up candidates in the small percentage of constituencies where it has a reasonable chance of success because of the existence of blocks of Soka Gakkai members.  In all it fields around 60-70 candidates in an election (most of whom succeed in being elected) concentrated in the main urban areas.  

Indeed, in many rural areas of Japan the older religions have maintained their traditional dominance and one can find many regions where new religions have barely attained a foothold: where they have done so in rural areas, it has more commonly been the older (and originally more rurally based) movements such as Tenrikyo that have done so, rather than the “new” new religions.   

Although it is thus reasonable to associate membership of new religions with urban Japan, there are also some caveats to be made. The first is that many of the older new religions originated in more rural areas (e.g. Tenrikyo in Nara prefecture), Konkokyo and Kurozumikyo in Okayama) and, although they may subsequently have developed urban bases as well, they still retain strong ties of allegiance in the regions where they originated.   Some new religions have a more clearly defined regional focus than others: thus, Ennokyo, a new religion formed in the 1920s in the rural northern Hyogo prefecture, retains a strong following and a large centre in that region, although it has not developed to a great degree beyond it.  While to some extent the new religions have remits that cover the whole of Japan, many are more clearly regionally-defined movements with little strength beyond their immediate place of development.  

Membership patterns also vary from movement to movement.  A standard generalization is that the membership of the older new religions tends to be slightly older than those of the “new” new religions that are largely considered as the preserve of the urban young.  The average age of those who renounced the world to live in Aum communes under its monastic order, was 27 years old.  However, such generalizations should not be allowed to blur the fact that even supposedly youth-oriented movements as Aum also had elderly followers, and that Japanese new religions in general have attracted a wide age span, at least in urban areas.

One further point on membership is that early assumptions made about the new religions suggested that their appeal was largely confined to the poor and the under-educated urban masses. This assumption dominated discussions of the new religions for much of the post-war period. However, subsequent research has shown a rather different picture: studies of Mahikari and Gedatuskai, for example, show they have a fairly representational cross-section of the populace in terms of employment, while in educational terms members’ levels of achievement may be at least on a par with, or somewhat above, the national average.  The  “new” new religions appear to have a high proportion of highly educated graduates from elite universities; this is a distinct contrast to the prevailing images of new religions from the 1950s and before. 

The importance of Japanese new religious movements in the study of religion

As the “new” religions age and become old, they change. Movements such as Tenrikyo, for instance, have large numbers of third and fourth generation members who have been born into the movement, rather than converted into it.  As a result the movement tends to lose dynamism, at least in contrast to the “new” new religions that are still first-generation individual conversion movements. There is evidence that some of those who have converted to the “new” new religions have done so from older new religions, and have been attracted by the enthusiasm of these movements compared to the more institutionalized religions of their birth.  

 The rise of Japanese new religious movements is an example of a global phenomenon: the relationship between religious activism and social change. It also shows the changing processes and patterns of appeal that new religions in general offer: the types of follower who join “new“ new religions today present a very different picture from those who might have joined, say, Tenrikyo in the mid nineteenth century.  Indeed, the differing patterns of appeal illustrate the need for new terminologies and terms to describe the more recent new religions. The Japanese religious world, with its capacity to continually generate new movements, provides both an example of intense religious dynamism and an arena vital to the study of religion in a global era

. 
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