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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION 
AND ACTUAL APPLICATION

The Constitution of the Republic of Korea (South Korea), 
first introduced in 1948 and revised in 1987, guarantees 
freedom of conscience (Article 19) and freedom of religion 
(Article 20) for all citizens. It stipulates that there shall be 
no discrimination in political, economic, social or cultural 
life on account of religion. There is no recognised state 
religion, and Article 20 officially upholds the principle of the 
separation of Church and state.1

Constitutional freedoms may only be restricted by law 
when necessary for national security, law and order, or 
public welfare, and any restriction must not violate the “es-
sential aspect” of freedom (Article 37, 1). 

The law does not require religious groups to register; from 
an organisational point of view, they are completely auton-
omous. Such groups can register as legal persons with 
permission from local authorities. Registration papers cer-
tifying the status of a religious group may vary depending 
on local bylaws. 

To be recognised, religious groups with assets valued at 
over 300 million won (US$260,000) must publish their 
internal regulations, define their purpose, describe their 
activities, release the minutes of their first meeting, and 
provide a list of their leaders and staff.2

Religion cannot be taught in public schools but there is to-
tal freedom in private schools.3 The only religious statutory 
holidays are Christmas and the Buddha’s birthday.4

Under South Korean law, all able-bodied South Korean 
males were required to perform military service between 
the ages of 20 and 30, for 21 to 24 months depending on 
the service, with no exemption for conscientious objection. 
This was struck down in 2018 by the Supreme Court and 
the Constitutional Court, which ruled that an alternative 
service had to be offered. In December 2019, the coun-
try’s National Assembly passed legislation outlining an 
alternative.5 The new law requires objectors to work for 
three years in a correctional facility.6 

A week after parliament passed the law, President Moon 
Jae-in pardoned 1,879 conscientious objectors.7 Despite 
this, individuals who refuse military or alternative service 
can still be jailed up to three years. In addition, according 
to the 2019 Report on International Religious Freedom by 
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the US State Department, while the government stopped 
all new cases involving conscientious objectors, it did not 
drop pending cases.8

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS

The National Human Rights Commission of Korea 
(NHRCK) reported 13 alleged cases of religious discrimi-
nation in 2019, down from 21 in 2018.9

In January 2019, 30,000 people from various civil society 
organisations and religious groups took part in a protest 
rally demanding the closure of the Christian Council of 
Korea (CCK) over allegations of corruption and coercive 
conversion.10 In July 2019 a group of NGOs and academic 
organisations sent an open letter to President Moon Jae-
in urging him to end “coercive conversion” in the country.11

Hundreds of Yemenis who arrived in 2018 as asylum 
seekers12 continued to report incidents of discrimination, 
including in employment.13 

Practitioners of the Buddhist-inspired spiritual movement 
Falun Gong have reported restrictions on their activities. 
According to the US State Department, the “Korean Falun 
Dafa Association” claimed that the Shen Yun Performing 
Arts group, a Falun Gong-affiliated troupe, was unable 
to book certain venues in the cities of Seoul and Busan 
because of opposition by municipal authorities “to avoid 
conflict with the Chinese government.”14

In August 2019 the application for refugee status by an Ira-
nian Catholic convert was rejected, on the grounds that his 
conversion was not sincere. The applicant had arrived in 
the country with his then-six-year-old son, Kim Min-hyuk, 
in 2010, and both converted to Catholicism five years lat-
er. Kim received refugee status in 2018.15 In August his fa-
ther was granted a one-year extension to his humanitarian 
stay permit, to allow him to remain in the country with his 
underage son.16

Covid-19

When the COVID-19 pandemic broke out, South Korea 
responded quickly and efficiently to the crisis.17 After an 
initial spike in cases in January and February 2020, the 
number dropped significantly thanks to large-scale testing 
and contact tracing.18 This changed by the summer when 
the number of coronavirus cases jumped considerably.19 

In both cases, the blame fell largely on megachurches.

At the start of the pandemic, fingers were pointed at the 
Shincheonji Church of Jesus.20 Reputed secretive,21 half 
of all initial cases were linked to it.22 The Church did apol-
ogise23 and pledged to cooperate with the authorities. A 
petition to have the Church banned reached 1.3 million 
signatures.24 Seoul municipal authorities filed a complaint 
with the Prosecutor’s Office against several Church lead-
ers, including its leader, for wilful negligence.25

When a second outbreak occurred, a very high number 
of cases were associated with the Sarang Jeil Church in 
Seoul;26 in this case however, the Church’s leader, Jun 
Kwang-Hun, opposed government health restrictions and 
is now the subject of separate criminal cases in connec-
tion with his opposition.27

In reporting the situation, the US Commission on Interna-
tional Religious Freedom (USCIRF) noted that South Ko-
rea’s Deputy Health Minister Kim Kang-Lip “publicly stated 
that the Shincheonji church had cooperated with authori-
ties and that punitive measures against Church members 
could complicate efforts to contain the outbreak.” 

Prime Minister Chung, Sye-kyun met on 24th September 
2020 in his office with the members of the Korean Con-
ference of Religion for Peace (KCRP), created in 1965, 
in order to agree on cooperation with the government’s 
quarantine measure. The official names of the members of 
the KCRP are: the National Council of Churches in Korea, 
the Jogye Order of Korean Buddhism Confucianism, the 
Catholics Bishops’ Conference of Korea,  Won Buddhism, 
Chondogyo, and the Association for Korean Native Reli-
gions.

PROSPECTS FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM
Korea is a well-established democracy with constitutional 
safeguards for freedom of religion or belief. Despite a few 
issues, the country’s track record on protecting freedom 
of religion or belief is good. Prospects for the foreseeable 
future are therefore positive.



 | ACN - Aid to the Church in Need

SOURCES / ENDNOTES

1  Korea (Republic of) 1948 (rev. 1987), Constitute Project, https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Republic_of_Korea_1987?lang=en 
(accessed 10th December 2020).

2  Office of International Religious Freedom, “Republic of Korea,” 2019 Report on International Religious Freedom, U.S. Department of 
State, https://www.state.gov/reports/2019-report-on-international-religious-freedom/south-korea/ (accessed 10th December 2020).

3  Ibid.

4  “Public Holidays,” Korea Tourism Organization, https://english.visitkorea.or.kr/enu/TRV/TV_ENG_1_1.jsp (accessed 24th December 
2020).

5  “South Korea to pardon 1,800 conscientious objectors,” BBC News, 30th December 2019, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
asia-50943442 (accessed 24th December 2020).

6  “South Korea: Alternative to military service is new punishment for conscientious objectors,” Amnesty International, 27th December 
2019, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2019/12/south-korea-alternative-to-military-service-is-new-punishment-for-conscientious-objectors/ 
(accessed 24th December 2020).

7  “South Korea to pardon 1,800 conscientious objectors,” op. cit.

8  Office of International Religious Freedom, op. cit.

9  “Embrace people value human rights,” National Human Rights of Korea, https://www.humanrights.go.kr/site/main/index002 (accessed 
10th December 2020).

10  “GCHRC leads international demand to shut down the Christian Council of Korea (CCK),” PR Newswire, 4th February 2019, https://www.
prnewswire.com/news-releases/gchrc-leads-international-demand-to-shut-down-the-christian-council-of-korea-cck-300789020.html (accessed 24th 
December 2020).

11  “Forced conversion in South Korea should be put to an end: An open letter to President Moon Jae-in,” European Interreligious Forum for 
Religious Freedom, 18th July 2019, https://www.eifrf-articles.org/Forced-Conversion-in-South-Korea-Should-Be-Put-to-an-End-An-Open-Letter-to-
President-Moon-Jae-in_a234.html (accessed 24th December 2020).

12  Josh Smith, “South Korea denies refugee status to Yemeni asylum seekers,” Reuters, 17th October 2018, https://fr.reuters.com/article/
us-southkorea-yemen-refugees-idUSKCN1MR123 (accessed 24th December 2020).

13  Bryan Harris, “South Koreans outraged as 500 Yemeni refugees flee to island,” Financial Times, 30th June 2018, https://www.ft.com/
content/3388f37a-79ae-11e8-bc55-50daf11b720d; Faras Ghani, “Yemeni refugee on escaping war and life on South Korea’s Jeju,” Al Jazeera, 18th 
August 2018,https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2018/8/18/yemeni-refugee-on-escaping-war-and-life-on-south-koreas-jeju (accessed 24th Decem-
ber 2020).

14  Office of International Religious Freedom, op. cit.

15  Kim Jae-heun, “’We will both die if my father fails to earn refugee status’,” The Korea Times 14th June 2019, https://www.koreatimes.
co.kr/www/nation/2019/06/177_270611.html (accessed 24th December 2020).

16  “Iranian man denied refugee status unlike his son,” Yonhap, 8th August 2019, https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20190808004500315 (ac-
cessed 10th December 2020).

17  Laura Bicker, “Coronavirus in South Korea: How ‘trace, test and treat’ may be saving lives,” BBC News, 14th March 2020, https://www.
bbc.com/news/world-asia-51836898 (accessed 24th December 2020).

18  Dennis Normile, “Coronavirus cases have dropped sharply in South Korea. What’s the secret to its success?” Science, 17th March 2020, 
https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2020/03/coronavirus-cases-have-dropped-sharply-south-korea-whats-secret-its-success (accessed 24th Decem-
ber 2020).

19  Laura Bicker, “South Korea on brink of nationwide virus outbreak, officials warn,” BBC News, 24th August 2020, https://www.bbc.com/
news/world-asia-53888219 (accessed 24th December 2020).

20  Hooyeon Kim, “South Korea warns of ‘massive’ coronavirus risk,” Bloomberg, 23rd August 2020, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/arti-
cles/2020-08-23/jump-in-seoul-s-covid-19-cases-sparks-fear-of-nationwide-spread (accessed 24th December 2020).

21  Hyonhee Shin and Hyun Young Yi, “Secretive church at center of South Korea’s explosive coronavirus outbreak,” Reuters, 27th February 
2020, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-health-southkorea-church-idUSKCN20L0Q8; Anthony Kuhn, “Secretive church sect at the center 
of South Korea’s coronavirus outbreak,” NPR, 24th February 2020, https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2020/02/24/808914718/secretive-
church-sect-at-the-center-of-south-koreas-coronavirus-outbreak (accessed 24th December 2020).

22  “COVID-19: South Korea’s big churches reopen with designated seats, size limits,” CNA, 26th April 2020, https://www.channelnewsasia.
com/news/asia/covid-19-south-korea-churches-reopen-limits-12678214 (accessed 24th December 2020).

23  “South Korea church leader apologizes for coronavirus spread,” Deutsche Welle, 2nd March 2020, https://www.dw.com/en/south-ko-
rea-church-leader-apologizes-for-coronavirus-spread/a-52613891 (accessed 24th December 2020).

24  “[DEBRIEFING] What is the Shincheonji Church of Jesus and who are its members? And more importantly, what are its links to the 
coronavirus?” Korea JoongAng Daily, 17th March 2020, https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/news/article/article.aspx?aid=3075027 (accessed 24th 
December 2020).

25  “Coronavirus: South Korea sect leader to face probe over deaths,” BBC News, 2nd March 2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
asia-51695649 (accessed 24th December 2020).

26  “South Korea church coronavirus cluster causes alarm,” BBC News, 17th August 2002, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-53803011 
(accessed 24th December 2020).

27  Justin McCurry, “South Korea warns it is on brink of new Covid crisis as church linked to outbreak,” The Guardian, 18th August 2020, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/18/south-korea-warns-it-is-on-brink-of-new-covid-crisis-as-church-linked-to-outbreak-seoul (accessed 
24th December 2020).

SO
UT

H K
OR

EA

https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Republic_of_Korea_1987?lang=en
https://www.state.gov/reports/2019-report-on-international-religious-freedom/south-korea/
https://english.visitkorea.or.kr/enu/TRV/TV_ENG_1_1.jsp
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-50943442
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-50943442
https://www.humanrights.go.kr/site/main/index002
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/gchrc-leads-international-demand-to-shut-down-the-christian-council-of-korea-cck-300789020.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/gchrc-leads-international-demand-to-shut-down-the-christian-council-of-korea-cck-300789020.html
https://www.eifrf-articles.org/Forced-Conversion-in-South-Korea-Should-Be-Put-to-an-End-An-Open-Letter-to-President-Moon-Jae-in_a234.html
https://www.eifrf-articles.org/Forced-Conversion-in-South-Korea-Should-Be-Put-to-an-End-An-Open-Letter-to-President-Moon-Jae-in_a234.html
https://www.ft.com/content/3388f37a-79ae-11e8-bc55-50daf11b720d
https://www.ft.com/content/3388f37a-79ae-11e8-bc55-50daf11b720d
https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/nation/2019/06/177_270611.html
https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/nation/2019/06/177_270611.html
https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20190808004500315
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-51836898
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-51836898
https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2020/03/coronavirus-cases-have-dropped-sharply-south-korea-whats-secret-its-success
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-53888219
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-53888219
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-08-23/jump-in-seoul-s-covid-19-cases-sparks-fear-of-nationwide-spread
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-08-23/jump-in-seoul-s-covid-19-cases-sparks-fear-of-nationwide-spread
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2020/02/24/808914718/secretive-church-sect-at-the-center-of-south-koreas-coronavirus-outbreak
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2020/02/24/808914718/secretive-church-sect-at-the-center-of-south-koreas-coronavirus-outbreak
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/covid-19-south-korea-churches-reopen-limits-12678214
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/covid-19-south-korea-churches-reopen-limits-12678214
https://www.dw.com/en/south-korea-church-leader-apologizes-for-coronavirus-spread/a-52613891
https://www.dw.com/en/south-korea-church-leader-apologizes-for-coronavirus-spread/a-52613891
https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/news/article/article.aspx?aid=3075027
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-51695649
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-51695649
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-53803011
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/18/south-korea-warns-it-is-on-brink-of-new-covid-crisis-as-church-linked-to-outbreak-seoul

