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Religion and state in South Korea: The danger of policing belief. lllustration: ChatGPT

South Korea's current danger of state overreach: The need

kll 7‘.' E to protect religious freedom by limiting state power

Debates about the proper relationship between religion and the

Segye llbo state are not unique to Korea. Western democracies, from the
United States to France, have long struggled to define where
religious freedom ends and state authority begins. What makes
the current Korean debate noteworthy, however, is that it is not
being driven primarily by culture-war rhetoric or partisan
hostility toward religion. Instead, it reflects a growing, sober
reassessment of constitutional principles, historical experience,
and the dangers that arise when the state begins to treat religion
itself as an object of suspicion.

See also Current Korean Situation: Context and Key Issues

See also Court: Prosecutors' Overreach in Politicized Case

See also S. Korea's Troubling Pattern of Selective Probes

The 30th January article "Signs of Hope Revealed Amid the
— - Debate over the Separation of Religion and State", written by
Segye llIbo Religious affairs

reporter Jeong Seong-su (2025) religious affairs reporter Jeong Seong-su (‘S 43 =) for the daily

newspaper Segye llbo, argues that South Korea has entered a
new phase in its public conversation about church-state relations. Rather than asking whether specific
religious groups are "good" or "bad", recent media commentary has begun to ask a more fundamental
guestion: does the government have the constitutional right to investigate, regulate, or judge religion as
religion? This shift - from moral judgment to constitutional boundary-setting - is the author's central
reason for cautious optimism.

A Changing Public Conversation

In January 2026, several major Korean newspapers published reflective articles examining the limits of
state intervention in religious affairs. What distinguishes these articles from earlier coverage is their tone
and focus. Instead of framing religion primarily as a social problem to be managed, journalists
increasingly asked whether state power itself might be overreaching.



For Western readers, it may help to understand that South Korea has no established state religion and
formally guarantees religious freedom. Yet in practice, tensions frequently arise when religious groups
become politically visible or socially controversial.
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Recent investigations into certain new religious movements - often
labeled "cults" in popular discourse - have reignited fears that the
state could move from prosecuting illegal behavior to scrutinizing
belief systems themselves.

Jeong's article emphasizes that the new debate is not about
defending any particular religious group. Rather, it is about
protecting a constitutional principle: the separation of religion and
state exists to limit government power, not to silence religion.

Separation of Church and State: What It Really Means

One of the article's key contributions is its clarification of what
"separation of church and state” actually means in the Korean
constitutional context. Drawing on a column in the prominent
newspaper Hankyoreh titled "Render unto Caesar the Things That
Are Caesar's," the author explains that this principle is often
misunderstood.

In popular discourse - both in Korea and in the West - separation is

sometimes interpreted as requiring religion to stay out of public life or political discussion. The article
firmly rejects this interpretation. Historically, the separation principle was designed to prevent the state
from interfering in religious belief, organization, and expression. It is a shield for religious freedom, not a

gag order.

In South Korea, this principle entered constitutional law during the post-World War Il period, influenced
by American constitutional ideas during the U.S. military administration. Its original purpose was to
reject the idea of a state-endorsed religion and to ensure that citizens could practice their faith without
government coercion or discrimination. The author stresses that this history matters: separation was never
meant to marginalize religion, but to protect pluralism.
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Lessons from History: When the State Overreaches

To underline the dangers of state interference in religion, the
article turns to historical examples. One particularly painful
episode occurred during the authoritarian rule of Chun Doo-hwan

(M52} in the 1980s. Under the banner of "purifying Buddhism"

(2 11°83}), the regime carried out mass arrests, forced detentions,

and acts of violence against Buddhist clergy. Decades later, the
government formally apologized.

This episode serves as a warning: even when state intervention is
framed as reform or public order, targeting religion itself leaves
deep social scars. Once the government claims the authority to
define what counts as "authentic"”, "healthy", or "acceptable™
religion, abuse becomes almost inevitable.

The article also cites an international example that will resonate
with Western readers: the United States' response to the 11th
September terrorist attacks. While the U.S. government
aggressively pursued those responsible for the attacks, it
deliberately avoided treating Islam as a suspect religion. Criminal

responsibility was assigned to individuals and organizations, not to a faith tradition. This distinction -
between prosecuting crimes and policing belief - is presented as a cornerstone of democratic governance.

Concerns from Within Religious Communities

Importantly, the article notes that concern about state overreach is not limited to religious conservatives or
those directly affected by investigations. Voices across ideological lines - including progressive media
and mainstream Christian outlets - have expressed unease.

Some Christian commentators worry that once the state becomes comfortable labeling certain religious



groups as "heretical™ or "social evils", that logic could eventually be extended to other forms of religion.
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Religious affairs correspondent Jeong writes,

"On January 26, the Christian media outlet 'News and Joy' raised
concerns that, amid accelerating investigations into Shincheonyji
and the Unification Church, this logic could easily spread to
Christianity as a whole. When expressions labeling specific
religious groups as "heresies” or "social evils" are repeatedly
voiced through the mouth of state power, no one can guarantee
how far that blade will extend.”

The issue is not theological agreement or disagreement; it is
institutional precedent. If the government begins to define religious
legitimacy, no group can be certain it will remain protected.

The article is careful to emphasize that this is not a defense of
controversial doctrines or abusive practices. Rather, it is a
pragmatic concern about safeguarding religious freedom as a legal
principle. Today's unpopular religion could become tomorrow's
test case for broader repression.

Religion's Moral Voice Is Not the Enemy

A symbolic moment highlighted in the article is the selection of a
Bible verse - Matthew 22:21, "Render to Caesar what is Caesar's,
and to God what is God's" - as the "Verse of the Year" by the
Christian Academic Society, a major Christian sholarly body. For
the author, this choice captures the heart of the current debate.

The verse is interpreted not as a call for religious silence, but as a
reminder of proper boundaries. The state governs law and order;
religion speaks to moral conscience. When these domains are
confused - either by religious domination of politics or by political
domination of religion - both society and faith suffer.

The article argues that a healthy democracy allows religious voices
to speak ethically and prophetically, while firmly rejecting any
attempt by the state to regulate theology or belief.

A More Mature Democratic Moment

In its concluding sections, the article suggests that Korea's current
debate marks a step toward democratic maturity. Earlier
controversies over religion and politics often devolved into
ideological battles or expressions of religious hostility. By contrast,
the present discussion is increasingly grounded in constitutional
law, historical memory, and comparative democratic practice.

The author is clear: illegal acts must be punished without
exception. Religious organizations and individuals are not above
the law. However, punishment must occur within existing legal
frameworks - criminal law, election law, campaign finance law -
not through ad hoc judgments about religious legitimacy. The
moment the state begins to rule on doctrine or orthodoxy,
separation of church and state collapses into a tool of governance.

Why This Moment Matters

For Western readers, the article's ultimate message will feel
familiar yet timely. A society is healthiest when religion does not
fear state control, and the state does not view religion as something
to be managed or corrected. The emergence of a broad, cross-
sector conversation - spanning media, religious communities, and
academia - suggests that South Korea may be rediscovering the
original meaning of church-state separation.

Given the country's history of authoritarian rule and religious persecution, this reassessment carries



particular weight. If the current debate leads to a renewed respect for constitutional boundaries, it may
serve as a turning point - one that helps ensure both democratic integrity and genuine religious freedom in
the years ahead.
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