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Restriction on Religious Freedom in North Korea

Challenges to Religious Freedom

THE NORTH KOREAN GOVERNMENT
Very little is officially known concerning the North Korean regime’s stance on 
religion due to it being a closed state. All accounts of religious persecution are 
collected from refugees and defectors of the Democratic People’s Republic of 
Korea (DPRK). According to escapees, North Korea only allows religions that the 
government can personally oversee and control the agenda of their literature. The 
regime has created a cult of personality around their leader, Kim Jong Un, and 
essentially promote worship of the leader. In recent years, the regime has become 
more threatened by religious groups coming into the country and runs sting 
operations to find people practicing their faith.2  

BUDDHISM
Few official accounts are made public pertaining to the practice of Buddhism in 
North Korea. Defectors and those who have visited the nation describe Buddhism 
as being non-existent. Though there is one dilapidated monastery accessible to the 
public, it is abandoned and marked as being a museum. It is likely that as happened 
to other religions, Buddhism was eradicated as a practice by the regime and is 
treated as a relic by the people.3

EVANGELICAL CHRISTIANITY
In recent years, the growing number of Chinese Christians that are coming into 
North Korea has worried the regime because Christian groups prove difficult to 
control. According to accounts from defectors, the regime began hosting fake 
prayer meetings to lure underground Christians to attend and then detain them.2  
In April 2017, Tony Kim was arrested. Kim is an American teacher at a Pyongyang 
school run by Evangelicals. The officials claimed that Kim was evangelizing in the 
school, however U.S. officials state that this is merely retaliation for heightened 
American military presence in the area.4

CATHOLICISM
Catholicism, much like other denominations of Christianity, is prohibited in North 
Korea. During the inception of the regime that runs the government, every Catholic 

 → Government:   
Communist State  
 

 → Chief of State:   
Kim Jong Un 

 → Population: 25,115,311

 → Ethnic Groups:   
Racially homogeneous; 
there is a small Chinese 
community and a few 
ethnic Japanese

  
 → Religions:  Traditionally 

Buddhist, Confucianist, 
some Christian, syncretic 
Chondogyo1
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Priest residing in the country was 
either exiled or executed. Practicing 
Catholicism in any capacity is grounds 
for execution or imprisonment in a 
labor camp, according to North Korean 
defectors.5
 
Testimony of Persecution
Kim Sang-Hwa  
When Kim was a small child, she saw 
her parents hiding under the covers 
while listening to a Christian radio 
station and felt compelled to report 
them to the authorities. However, 
before reporting them, she spoke with 
her father who explained Christianity 
to her. She converted and assisted 
her father in evangelizing. When she 
became an adult, spies in her prayer 
group began to report on her family. 
Kim and her husband escaped to 
China but were unable to bring their 
son. Years later, Kim was able to pay 
a smuggler to retrieve her son and 
immigrate to South Korea. Kim hopes 
to someday return to North Korea and 
share her faith with her people.6

Myong-Hee 
When Myong was young, she saw 
horrific persecution: her uncle and 
other family members were executed 
for being Christians. Desperate to 

[1] https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/kn.html 
[2] https://www.cato.org/publications/commentary/religious-persecution-north-korea 
[3] http://www.refworld.org/pdfid/4689198e0.pdf 
[4]http://www.dohi.org/2017/04/2758/  
[5]https://www.ncronline.org/news/catholicism-north-korea-survives-catacombs 
[6]https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/young-girl-north-korea-afraid-even-touch-bible/  
[7]https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/myoung-hees-labor-camp-experience-north-korea/ 

escape the repressive regime after 
high-school, Myong crossed the 
Chinese border and was captured by 
human traffickers who sold her to a 
farmer. She befriended the farmer’s 
mother who brought her to Christ. 
Myong re-entered North Korea with 
the hopes of telling her family she was 
now a Christian. Unfortunately, she was 
arrested and put into a labor camp, 
but through miraculous circumstances 
she was able to escape and reunite 
with her family. Myong-Hee now resides 
in South Korea with her husband and 
son and supports missions in North 
Korea.7

Call to Action
STUDY

Reflect on these passages pertaining 
to persecution in light of religious 
freedom in North Korea... 
• Romans 8:35
• Acts 14:22
• 2 Corinthians 4:8-12

PRAY

• That the North Korean regime will 
release religious prisoners from 
labor camps

• That the people of North Korea 
will stand together to shield each 
other from punishment

• That Kim Jong Un would grant his 
people the freedom to practice 
their beliefs

LEARN

• Read: These are the Generations 
by Eric Foley

• Read: Escape from North Korea by 
Paul Estabrooks

STAND
Stand in solidarity with these people 
of faith by becoming informed 
and subscribing to Wilberforce’s 
e-newsletter at 21wilberforce.org, like 
us on Facebook or follow us on Twitter 
@21Wilberforce

As religious freedom advocates, 
we mobilize and equip partners, 
including Christians, activists and 
people of other faiths, to promote 
global protections and reforms 
through Advocacy, Capacity 
Building and Technology. 
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