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From the demonstration in front of the national parliament in Seoul, S Korea, April 1, 2026

South Korean demonstrators protesting expanded state
powers over religion as 7,000 believers gather in front of
national parliament

Segye Ilbo The South Korean daily Segye Ilbo published on 1st April a
report by religious affairs correspondent Jeong Seong-su
(-d) about a large public demonstration the same day in

Seoul.

See also South Korea's Slide Toward Authoritarianism

The event drew significant attention to an ongoing debate about
religious freedom and state authority in South Korea. The
demonstration, attended by an estimated 7,000 persons according
to organizers, was organized primarily by Protestant Christian
groups who are opposing a proposed amendment to the Civil Act
- commonly referred to by critics as the "Religious Corporation
Dissolution Bill". The gathering was held outside the National
Assembly building in Yeouido, the political heart of the country,
underscoring the seriousness with which participants view the
issue.

Religious affairs reporter Jeong

Seong-su of Segve Ilbo The proposed legislation would grant the government expanded

authority to dissolve religious organizations under certain

conditions. The current left-leaning Lee Jae-myung (O] X F) administration that has introduced the bill

argue that it is necessary to address controversial or what they call "harmful" religious groups. However,
critics - including those at the rally - believe the law is overly broad and could open the door to state
interference in religious life. They fear that it may not only target fringe or widely criticized groups, but
could ultimately be applied to mainstream religious institutions as well.

The Segye Ilbo reports that at the demonstration, participants expressed their concerns through speeches,
placards, and chants. Many carried signs accusing the bill of undermining constitutional rights,
particularly the freedom of religion and protection of property. Some slogans suggested that the



legislation could function as a "gag law", silencing religious communities by giving the state excessive
power to shut them down. Others argued that the bill is being justified under the pretext of regulating
specific controversial groups, such as Shincheonji or Unificationism, but in reality poses a broader threat
to all religious organizations.

The presence of political figures added weight to the event.

Among them was Jo Bae-sook (ZH{ =), a sitting lawmaker

from the conservative People Power Party, who publicly
criticized the bill. She argued that any law must be consistent
with the constitution and reflect universal democratic values. In
her view, the proposed amendment risks violating both religious
freedom and property rights - two principles that are strongly
protected under South Korean law.

Religious leaders who spoke at the rally framed the issue not just
as a legal or political matter, but as a broader societal concern.

Pastor Kim Un-seong (42 4) of Yeongnak Church (& 11 2)

described the bill as a seemingly small step that could have far-
Jo Bae-sook September 7, 2023 reaching consequences, likening it to a seed that might grow into
something much more expansive and potentially harmful. He
emphasized that internal religious issues - such as disputes over doctrine or the classification of certain
groups as heretical - should be handled within the religious sphere, rather than through government
intervention.

Another speaker, Pastor Lee Tae-hee (O|E S]) of Jinri Church (2! 2|11 2]), drew on international

examples to illustrate the risks of increased state control over religion. He argued that in China,
government oversight of religious organizations began with administrative measures but gradually
expanded to include control over teachings and sermons. Such developments, he warned, demonstrate
how easily regulatory frameworks can evolve into mechanisms for deeper interference in matters of belief
and conscience.

Pastor Kim Un-seong of Yeongnak Church speaking at the demonstration in Seoul April 1, 2026

References to global cases were a recurring theme throughout the event. Speakers pointed to countries
like China and Russia, where religious regulation has been criticized as a tool for political control.
Germany was also mentioned as an example of a country that, after experiencing the negative
consequences of such policies, moved away from them in the postwar period. These comparisons were
intended to highlight what protesters see as a potential slippery slope: once the state gains the authority to
regulate religious organizations extensively, it may gradually expand that authority in ways that erode
fundamental freedoms.

The principle of separation of church and state was another key point of contention. Pastor Son Hyun-bo

(£ &) of Segyero Church (M A 2 1 2]) in Busan argued that the proposed law reverses this principle



by allowing the state to intervene directly in religious affairs. He warned that, if passed, the law could
enable the government not only to dissolve religious institutions but also to seize their assets, raising
concerns about abuse of power. He and others stressed that religious freedom is not merely a policy
preference but a constitutional right that must be protected.

Historical references also played a role in shaping the narrative
of the protest. Some speakers invoked the 1st March
Independence Movement of 1919, during which religious leaders
were prominent in resisting Japanese colonial rule. By drawing
this parallel, they framed the current situation as part of a longer
tradition of religious communities standing up against perceived
injustice. In this context, opposing the bill was presented not only
as a defense of faith, but as a broader civic responsibility tied to
national identity and the protection of future generations.

According to the Segye Ilbo report, the rally concluded with
Pastor Choi Kang-hee (%|Z 8]) of Happy Church (=2t 3])
reading a formal statement that outlined the protesters' main
objections to the bill. Among the concerns listed were provisions
that could allow government investigations and oversight without
judicial warrants, the potential confiscation of religious
organizations' assets upon dissolution, and vague criteria for
determining what constitutes inappropriate political involvement by religious groups. Critics argue that
such ambiguities could lead to arbitrary or inconsistent enforcement.

Pastor Son Hyun-bo, August 2025

The statement also challenged the framing of the bill as a targeted measure against specific controversial
groups. Instead, it described the legislation as a comprehensive regulatory framework that could apply to
all religious organizations, effectively placing them under administrative control. This, the protesters
highlighted, represents a fundamental shift in how religion is treated by the state - from an independent
sphere of civil society to an object of government oversight.

Organizers made clear that this demonstration is unlikely to be the last. They indicated plans to continue
holding rallies and to build broader coalitions, potentially involving other religious traditions such as
Catholicism and Buddhism, as well as civil society groups. Their goal is to maintain public pressure until
the bill is withdrawn or significantly revised.

The 1st April rally reflects an important development in South Korea after the current Lee Jae-myung

(O X ) administration introduced measures to regulate religious groups and even dissolve them. While

the outcome of the proposed legislation remains uncertain, the scale and intensity of the opposition
suggest that it will remain a contentious issue in the country's political and social landscape.
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