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Socia l ly  engaged Buddhism

The recent emergence of socially 

engaged Buddhism in South Korea 

Chae Young Kim 

Buddhism was not too concerned about the progress of Christianity 
in South Korea (hereafter Korea) until approximately in the 1990s. It 
simply and silently co-existed despite possible conflicts that could have 
presented themselves because of criticism about Buddhism, voiced by some 
Christ ians. The calmness of this typically Buddhist response to criticism 
naturally played an important role in the fact that religious harmony could 
exist within the confines of a common civil order in the Korean society.

However, this situation has shifted radically when, four years ago, the 
present government of Korea took office. The current president of Korea 
is a Christian. He has been brought up in a Christian family, and he has 
also served as an elder for a mega-Presbyterian church, in Korea referred 
to as the Somang (Hope) Church. In his cabinet, most ministers have a 
Christian background and only a few come from a Buddhist background. 
Evidence abound that his policies are flawed by Christian favouritism.

Korean Buddhists have traditionally adopted a policy of silence in 
matters which have to do with experiences of religious discrimination. 
However, at this time, their response is changing to one which unanim-
ously opposes the current policy of religious favouritism as practiced by 
the President. A strong feeling of unity is emerging among Buddhist clergy 
and lay Buddhists, especially the socially engaged Buddhist intellectuals 
who oppose the present government policy, and a strong political force 
is emerging alongside this unity. 

A key issue which provides a focus for this criticism is the question 
of religious education in private secondary schools. Socially engaged lay 
intellectual Buddhist groups, with the support of the Buddhist clergy, 
are questioning the propriety of government involvement that creates 
conflicts between Buddhists and Christians. 
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As is common also in the West, religiously funded private schools do 
not receive any kind of government subsidy, whether they be Christian 
or Buddhist. The fact that they teach their students according to their 
religious spirit and tradition is not a problem in Korea. The real problem 
relates to public secondary schools, established by Western missionaries 
in the early years of Korean Christianity and receiving subsidies from the 
Korean Ministry of Education. More than 70 percent of Korean secondary 
schools were started as Christian schools. They have been categorised as 
‘public schools’ and have been able to maintain their religious education 
programmes, while receiving state subsidies. In comparison, Korean 
Buddhists established few secondary schools. In addition, and as a source 
of complication, the number of secular public schools established by the 
Korean government is not sufficient to meet the educational needs of all 
students, irrespective of their religious preferences. So, a non-Christian 
student living near a Christian school has to attend this local school. 

Most Korean Buddhists used to understand and accept this situa-
tion and did not complain about the existence of religious education 
programmes in Christian schools receiving government subsidies and 
grants. However, recently, Buddhist students and teachers have been 
voicing their criticisms, complaining about the compulsory religious 
education programmes within these secondary schools. Arguments have 
been presented in judicial hearings to the effect that religious education 
programmes should not be compulsory to all students, irrespective of 
religion, as long as secondary schools are chosen according to the place 
of a student’s residence. The Christian schools were accordingly defeated, 
and most Korean mission schools are no longer free to offer any kind 
of formal religious education. Also, if students want to move to another 
school that accords with their religious identity, they are free to do so, if 
vacant seats can be found. 

The existence of religious education programmes was criticised not on 
the basis of civil rights within a diverse religious context, but on a basis 
more closely related to questions that have to do with human rights: in 
this case, the claim or the right to have a purely secular education. Many 
persons have come to accept the perspective that religious matters belong 
to a purely private sphere of life, and that there is no legitimate place for 
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religion within the public domain. The national constitution of Korea 
speaks about freedom of religion, and about a separation between religion 
and state.

Ironically, however, pushing the logic of a separation between relig-
ion and state to an extreme – and against the intentions of believing 
Buddhists – had unintentional consequences. It is now claimed that all 
forms of religious education should be abandoned in Korean schools, 
and that religion should have no place in public life. Hence, in response, 
other Buddhist intellectual groups have attempted to revise this logic 
(to temper it), although not through open criticism but in ways that 
imp licitly collaborate with it. This is especially the case with several Korean 
Buddhist professors and a well known member of the Buddhist clergy 
(monk Dobub, who leads a Buddhist ecological movement) who together 
issued a manifesto on August 24, 2011, The Twenty First Century Ashoka 
Manifesto, which argues the case for a healthy coexistence of religions in 
Korea. The drafters of this manifesto speak about the values of religious 
pluralism. In today’s Korea, these are not self-evident values, and the 
discussion continues.
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