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From a prayer vigil in front of Seoul Detention Center October 4, 2025

Free Mother Han and Pastor Son: A call to defend democracy in
South Korea as weaponization of law against faith is exposed

See also Firsthand Account of Ordeal of Mother Han (82)

See also Law as Weapon: Old Age and Frail Health Ignored

See also Mother Han's Arrest and Purge of Faith in SKorea

See also Court Decision to Prolong Detention Condemned

Bitter Winter, the leading online magazine on human rights and religious freedom

Dr. Massimo Introvigne, here
June 166, 2025

On 7th October, noted sociologist of religion Dr. Massimo
Introvigne published a searing indictment in Bitter Winter of what
he terms South Korea's "crisis of democracy"”. His article, "Free
Mother Han! Free Pastor Son! Confronting South Korea's Crisis of
Democracy", is both a call to conscience and a meticulous
documentation of human rights violations taking place in a nation
once celebrated as a model of democratic governance in Asia.

Introvigne focuses on the arbitrary detention of two religious
figures - Dr. Hak Ja Han, the spiritual leader of the Family
Federation for World Peace and Unification (FFWPU), and Pastor

Son Hyun-bo (£%1 &) of Busan's Segyero Church (M| A 2113 -

literally: To the World Church) - whose cases, he argues, expose a
dangerous erosion of due process, religious liberty, and political
freedom in South Korea.

Chance Son in September 2025

A Democracy in Peril

Introvigne opens with a deeply human moment: the message of
Chance Son, a son worried about his father's deteriorating health in
prison,

"My family went for a 10-minute visitation earlier today, my dad
has caught the flu, and his voice is almost gone. He won't be able to
get a prescription and medicine until about 10 days later. Please
pray that his health doesn't get worse."

The image is poignant and strategic - it reminds readers that the
issue at stake is not abstract politics but the suffering of real
individuals. Pastor Son, Introvigne explains, has been jailed not for
any proven crime, but for exercising his constitutional right to
encourage civic participation. His sermons, which reportedly urged
congregants to support candidates sympathetic to his values, have

been treated as "illegal electioneering”. This criminalization of




religious speech, Introvigne suggests, signals a chilling shift from democratic pluralism to ideological

persecution.

Pastor Son Hyun-bo, here
August 2025

The heart of Introvigne's article, however, centers on Mother Hak
Ja Han, the revered co-founder and spiritual leader of the Family
Federation. Her detention, he asserts, is emblematic of a broader
campaign to dismantle her movement through a blend of legal
manipulation and psychological pressure. He documents in stark
detail her grueling interrogations - nearly 25 hours over two weeks
- despite her advanced age and frail health. These tactics, he writes,
are not a "search for truth™ but "psychological attrition", designed
to break the will of a religious leader through exhaustion and
humiliation.

Legal Pretext, Political Motive

Introvigne's critique of the Korean authorities is scathing yet
precise. He dismantles the prosecution’s claims that Mother Han
misused Federation resources for political purposes, noting that no
credible evidence has been presented linking her personally to any
wrongdoing. Even the core allegation - that the Family Federation

orchestrated mass political enrollment into the People Power Party (PPP) - has collapsed, with inflated
figures quietly revised downward from 110,000 to 3,500, according to media reports. For Introvigne, this
unraveling case illustrates not the impartial operation of justice but a politically motivated witch hunt
targeting a faith community unpopular with certain segments of Korean society and government.

People Power Party (PPP),
currently the main opposition
party in South Korea.

He contextualizes this within international legal frameworks,
invoking the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR) and the UN Standard Minimum Rules - commonly known
as the Tokyo Rules and Nelson Mandela Rules. South Korea, as a
signatory to these instruments, is bound to ensure that pre-trial
detention is exceptional, not punitive; that interrogation is humane;
and that detainees receive adequate medical care. The treatment of
Mother Han and Pastor Son, Introvigne argues, violates all these

standards. In denying medical access to Pastor Son and subjecting
Mother Han to excessive questioning, South Korea is betraying its
demaocratic credentials and breaching its international human rights
obligations.

A Wider Crackdown on Conscience

Importantly, Introvigne situates these arrests within a larger pattern
of democratic backsliding. He notes that protesters against the
government's pro-China policies and critics of President Lee's
administration have faced intimidation and surveillance. The same
state apparatus that once safeguarded pluralism now appears to be

turning against dissenters of all kinds - religious, civic, and political. The legal system, he warns, is being
"weaponized against dissent". The implication is grave: when religion, speech, and assembly are
criminalized, democracy ceases to be a living reality and becomes merely a fagade.

Transnational Repression

Introvigne also exposes the international
dimension of this campaign. He points to the
coordinated pressure between Japan and South
Korea to weaken or destroy the Family
Federation. Japan's March 2025 court ruling
ordering the dissolution of the Federation -
currently under appeal - was widely
condemned by human rights experts and the
United Nations for violating freedom of
religion and association. Now, South Korea
appears to be following suit through judicial
harassment and arbitrary detention. In this
sense, the persecution of Mother Han is not an

China, North Korea, South Korea, Japan isolated domestic issue but part of a regional

pattern of religious repression, with chilling

implications for all faith-based organizations in East Asia.

A Call to Action



Throughout his essay, Introvigne's tone oscillates between legal analysis and moral outrage. His
conclusion - "Silence is complicity" - is a direct challenge to the international community, including the
United Nations and global human rights NGOs. He demands a firm response: investigation,
condemnation, and advocacy. The slogan "Free Mother Han! Free Pastor Son!" is not mere rhetoric but a
moral imperative, encapsulating the defense of freedom of religion, freedom of conscience, and the rule
of law itself.

Is South Korea copying China? here, from a Falun Dafa parade in Berlin in 2007, portraying persecution
of Falun Gong members in China.

For activists supporting the Family Federation and religious liberty, Introvigne's article offers more than a
report - it provides a framework for mobilization. It underscores the necessity of international solidarity
among believers and human rights defenders. The cases of Mother Han and Pastor Son highlight that
religious persecution can arise even in advanced democracies when governments allow ideology and
expedience to override justice.

Why It Matters

What makes Introvigne's analysis particularly powerful is its recognition that the persecution of one faith
endangers all. The erosion of due process for unpopular religious minorities sets a precedent that can later
be used against anyone. If an 82-year-old spiritual leader can be interrogated for 25 hours and a pastor
jailed for urging citizens to vote their conscience, then the democratic foundations of South Korea itself
are at risk. This is not merely a crisis of two individuals - it is a crisis of principle.

Conclusion

Dr. Massimo Introvigne's "Free Mother Han! Free Pastor Son!" is both a warning and a rallying cry. It
exposes the profound moral contradiction of a democracy that persecutes religious figures under the guise
of law, and it demands a global response grounded in compassion, justice, and truth. For those who stand
for religious freedom, human dignity, and the sanctity of conscience, the message is clear: now is the time
to speak out, organize, and defend the rights of all who suffer for their faith.

To remain silent in the face of such injustice is to permit the slow death of democracy itself. To speak, to
act, and to demand justice is to affirm the universal truth that faith is not a crime - and freedom is not
negotiable.

Text: Knut Holdhus, editor
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