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Stigma and Charisma: The Political Theology of Shincheonji Amid the COVID-19 Pandemic Crisis
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Abstract
This study examines the processes of public stigmatization and strategic response involving the
Shincheonji Church of Jesus, the Temple of the Tabernacle of the Testimony (commonly known as
Shincheonji), a new religious movement in South Korea, during the COVID-19 pandemic from 2020
to 2022. Following the revelation that South Korea’s 31st confirmed COVID-19 case was a
Shincheonji member, the Korean media portrayed the group as a non-cooperative, secretive, and
socially dangerous entity, labeling it a “social virus.” Drawing on Erving Goffman’s theory of
stigma, this paper analyzes how media discourse constructed Shincheonji as a public threat, and
how Shincheonji countered this stigmatization through a series of religious and political strategies.
Focusing on Shincheonji’s internal newspaper Cheonji Ilbo, the study explores the group’s narrative
framing, which depicted itself as a victim of irrational persecution, emphasized divine providence in
the face of adversity, and reinterpreted rising membership as eschatological evidence. Shincheonji
also adopted conformist tactics such as cooperating with public health authorities and organizing
large-scale plasma donations, while simultaneously reframing rival Protestant groups as socially
deviant. This case study illustrates how stigmatized new religious movements deploy complex

religious mechanisms to maintain legitimacy and cohesion in hostile social environments.

key-words: Shincheonji, Political theology of NRMs, COVID-19, Social stigma, Cheonji Ilbo
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