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Social involvement by Korean Catholic Women Religious :
Focusing on The activities against the construction of the

Gangjeong naval base in Jeju

Kim Ju Hyun
Department of NGO Studies
Graduate School of NGO Studies

For the recent 10 years, the Korean Catholic Church has actively
promoted progressive social involvement activities similar to the period
of democratization movement before the uprising in June 1987. This
period was especially prominent in the social involvement activities of
women religious, along with the priests. This is because the lay groups
that have been progressive since the democratization movement have
become conservative and the progressive laymen have left the civil
activist group and their activities have been sluggish recently. On the
other hand, it was due to the change of the women religious
congregations and their members, supported by 'The Association of
Major Superiors of Women Religious in Korean(below ‘Association of
Major Superiors’)

In this paper, I examined the factors that influenced the transition of

Korean Catholic women religious from the existing function to the
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'prophet role’ and the background of 'expansion of JPIC (Justice: Peace

- Integrity of Creation) activities’ or 'expansion of social involvement’'.

First, their transition to the 'prophet role’ helped them recognize their
essential mission : the prophetic role. and the various backgrounds and
motives that influenced this change of perception were as follows. The
Catholic Church has emphasized its social role and responsibilities since
the Second Vatican Council and provided religious values and norms for
social participation through social teachings. In particular, the Korean
Catholic Church has committed itself to popularizing social teachings
through the translation of social teachings, the establishment of social
doctrine week, and the establishment of social teachings schools in each
diocese.

The prophetic role of a charismatic spiritual leader creates great
repercussions in society as well as in the church. In particular, Pope
Francis and Bishop Kang Woo-il promoted social involvement of Korean
Catholic Church and women religious through their social remarks and
participation. Pope Francis's special concern to the incident of the
sunken Ferry Sewall and the bereaved families during his visit to Korea
made great impression on the Korean people.

And Bishop Kang Woo-il, the Ordinary of the diocese of Jeju, has
been in solidarity whit the local residents in the activities against the
construction of the Gangjeong naval base there. He made every effort to
make known the pain of Jeju 4.3 unfairness of naval base construction

In many ways.
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As the JPIC World Congress was held in Seoul in 1990, the
ecumenical christian social movement, JPIC, became known to the
Catholic Church. This congress helped the existing justice and peace
movement in the Catholic Church make a paradigm shift to ’justice,
peace and ecology’ by adding the value of environment. However, the
JPIC movement has only recently been activated as women religious
started to take part in social activities.

Since the mid-1980s, the Korean Catholic Church has increased its
appeal and social credibility in society due to the influence of the
democratization movement, and the number of new Catholics has
increased rapidly and the church has expanded. The number of women
who joined the religious communities increased sharply during this period
and many of them were sent out to meet the demands of the church
and society. Recently, however, the number of women who are interested
in religious life has diminished shaply and many of the members are
aging, which leads a crisis to the religious communities.

The Korean women religious congregations have sent out their
members at the request of the Church at the time of the expansion of
the Church, and they have played a role of middle administrators or
assistants of priests, placed in between priests and laypersons. However,
the number of priests increased and the laypersons grew in their
capacity in the Church, blurring the position and role of women religious.
As a result, has emerged a need for adjusting their role in the church.
On the other hand, the hierachical structure of the church is getting

stronger, which also makes the church’s inequal culture stronger and the
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role and place of the women religious is getting narrower. Accordingly a
lot of issues were raised about women religious, and Association of
Major Superiors and each religious congregation strated to reevaluate the
existing ministries through the works of renewal and discernment and to
develop other ministries that needed the service of women religious and

helped them actualize their charism.

With the awareness of their prophetic role, the women religious could
realize that the ministry of this time in Korea was social involvement,
that is, JPIC activities. For about 10 years since 2008, a series of serious
political and social problems has emerged in Korean society, causing the
civil activists to raise social issues and the government to intensify
oppression and violence. The expansion of JPIC activities of women
religious was made mainly by ’the Life and Peace office’ of Association
of Major Superiors, which was the result of strengthening network
among women religious and organization of JPIC in each congregation.

As various social problems emerged in this period, needs for solidarity
increased rapidly in the religious communities, especially in the
Association of Major Superiors, and a sister was assigned to the ’Life
and Peace office’ in 2013 in order to meet the needs. This committed
sister was in solidarity with social activist groups within the Catholic
Church and jointly responded to the social problems. They created
networks among religious congregations to respond quickly to urgent
needs and shared information smoothly. According to the resolutions of

the General Assembly of the Association of Major Superiors, each
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religious community selected JPIC coodinator, formed and activated JPIC
meetings, which also helped to facilitate the social involvement of women
religious.

Especially the activities against the construction of the Gangjeong in
Jeju are the result of this network and JPIC committees in each religious
congregation. 'The Life and Peace office’ has recruited and sent women
religious who volunteered to join, and supported the air expenses so that
they could stay in Gangjeong village. And the program was designed to
help women religious stay in the village and collaborate with the

Catholic team there

Key words : Prophet Role, Social involvement, JPIC, Pope Francis,
Bishop Kang Woo-il, 'Life and Peace office’, and The activities against

the construction of the Gangjeong naval base in Jeju
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