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Bias toward new religious movements: Why the Family
Federation's finances require context, not prejudice

The South Korean daily Segye Ilbo carried on 17th December an
opinion piece which in English would be headlined "After Faith, Is
Finance the Next Target? Another Narrative Frame Around the

See also S. Korea: What Happens When Faith Becomes a Crime?
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The article written by religious affairs correspondent Jeong Seong-

su (‘84 =), points out that in recent months, the Family

Federation — formerly the Unification Church — a religious
movement founded in Korea but now active worldwide, has once
again become the subject of public controversy in South Korea.
The immediate trigger was a police search of the Federation's
headquarters, during which authorities discovered approximately
28 billion South Korean won in cash — roughly 19 million US
dollars.

Once this figure was reported in the media, it quickly became the
centerpiece of public debate. Headlines and commentary focused
less on the legal details of the investigation and more on a broader,
emotionally charged question: why would a religious organization
hold that much money at all?

For many observers, particularly those already skeptical of the
Family Federation, the number itself seemed self-evidently

problematic. Questions followed almost automatically: Is it normal for a religious group to have such
financial reserves? Could this money have been used for political influence? Does the mere possession of
large sums indicate wrongdoing? These reactions, the article argues, reveal less about proven facts and
more about deeply ingrained assumptions surrounding the Family Federation's identity and legitimacy.

The central claim of the article is straightforward but controversial: the financial figure, taken on its own,
does not justify moral outrage or suspicion. In the context of large religious organizations, 28 billion won
is not an extraordinary amount. To illustrate this, the author points to more familiar examples.

The Vatican, which governs the global Catholic Church, operates on an annual budget exceeding one
trillion won — ca. 680 million US dollars.



Even within South Korea, the Jogye Order of Buddhism — the country's largest Buddhist denomination —
has publicly disclosed annual operating budgets in the range of 100 billion won (ca. 68 million US
dollars). In these cases, substantial financial resources are generally understood as a natural consequence
of large-scale religious, cultural, and social activity.

St. Peter's Square and the Vatican. Photo (August 2024)

Yet the Family Federation is treated differently. Its finances are often framed not as functional resources
but as inherently excessive or suspicious. The article suggests that this double standard arises from how
the Federation is perceived in Korean society. Despite its international presence, many Koreans still see
the Family Federation as a marginal or fringe group —a "cult", a small sect, or a religion confined to its
country of origin. When such an organization is imagined as minor or illegitimate, any significant
financial capacity is interpreted as inappropriate or undeserved.

This perception gap is crucial for Western readers to understand. In practice, the Family Federation
operates far beyond the scale typically associated with small religious movements.
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After delivering donations of ca. $ 62.000 for flood victims at the end of July 2025, Seo Tae-weon,
Governor of Gapyeong County (second from the left), Lee Ki-seong, Director of the Family Federation's
HJ Cheonju CheonBo Training Center and Cheonshimwon (third from the left), Kim Yeong-seok, Senior
Vice President of the Family Federation (fourth from the left), and Park Jeong-hoon, Head of
Management at Segye 11bo (first from the left), pose for a commemorative photo.

It functions in many countries as both a religious body and a civil society organization. Over the decades,
it has organized interfaith dialogues, international peace forums, and global conferences that have drawn



participation from former heads of state, diplomats, scholars, and religious leaders. It has also supported
education, healthcare, and infrastructure projects in developing regions, funded scholarships and welfare
programs for marginalized communities, and sponsored international awards recognizing contributions to
peace. More recently, it has engaged in global discussions on climate change and sustainability.

Activities of this scope are not financed on a year-to-year basis alone. They require long-term planning,
multi-year budgets, and financial reserves that can sustain projects across countries and political cycles.
From this perspective, holding substantial cash assets or dedicated funds is not unusual but rather a
practical necessity. Correspondent's Jeong's article emphasizes that focusing solely on the size or form of
these assets, without examining how they were accumulated or used, leads to misleading conclusions.

The author also addresses a deeper ideological tension that often shapes public reactions to religious
organizations. When religious groups engage actively in social or international issues, they are frequently
criticized for being "too political".

On-the-ground Family Federation volunteers in Gapyeong, South Korea after the floods 20th July 2025.

When they withdraw from public life, they are accused of being irresponsible or indifferent to social
problems. According to the article, the Family Federation has consistently chosen engagement over
silence, grounding its actions in a theological interpretation that emphasizes responsibility not only to
individual believers but to society and the world at large. This outward-looking approach, however, has
also made the Federation more visible — and therefore more vulnerable — to criticism.

At the heart of the controversy lies a confusion between two distinct issues. One is the legitimate question
of legality and transparency: how funds are raised, whether donations are voluntary, and whether money
is used in accordance with the law. The other is a more subjective moral judgment based purely on the
amount of money involved. The article argues that these two are often deliberately conflated. If unlawful
fundraising methods or expenditures are proven, criticism is justified. But absent such proof, condemning
a religious organization simply for possessing large financial resources reflects prejudice rather than
principled oversight.

The article ultimately poses a provocative question: what is the real problem people have with the Family
Federation? Is it concrete evidence of unlawful behavior, or is it discomfort with the idea that a religion
originating in Korea has grown into a global movement with significant influence and resources?
Implicitly, the author suggests that the latter plays a substantial role. As long as the Federation is viewed
through the lens of being a "cult” or a "minor sect", it will be denied the legitimacy routinely granted to
older or more familiar religious institutions.

The conclusion emphasizes the importance of fairness. Transparency and public accountability are
essential standards for any religious organization, but they must be applied consistently and without
prejudice. If the Family Federation's funds are built through voluntary donations, they fall under
protections commonly associated with freedom of religion and property rights in democratic societies. In
that case, the existence of large financial reserves should not automatically invite condemnation. Instead,




the debate should shift toward verifiable facts, the actual scale of the organization's activities, and the
long-term vision guiding its work.

A donation of 10 million won (ca. 6.800 US dollars) by the above-mentioned large Buddhist Jogye Order
to Busan Metropolitan City in February 2020 to combat the Corona virus. Photo: Busan Metropolitan
City.

In short, the article calls for a more rational and even-handed discussion — one that replaces emotional
reactions and inherited stereotypes with contextual understanding and evidence-based judgment.

See also S. Korea: What Happens When Faith Becomes a Crime?
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