
Abstract

This study focuses on the history of regional solidarity among Catholic churches in 
East Asia as civil society organizations within the axiological frame of peace and social 
order. This paper endeavors to show the significant role of the Korean-Japanese Catholic 
bishops conferences, which have developed over 20 years, not only in contributing to 
civil and social solidarity but also to congeniality between the Korean and Japanese 
people. The cooperative activities of the Korean and Japanese bishops, which have 
their origins in efforts to deal with the historical issues between Korea and Japan, are 
considered purposeful undertakings in support of peace and order in the East Asia 
region. With the passage of time, the solidarity of the bishops has developed toward 
solving diverse regional social dislocation issues. The thrust of the bishops’ unified 
action can be seen in two aspects. The first is the bishops’ view that society, to become 
peaceful and mature, requires structural changes, and thus the cooperative efforts of the 
Korean and Japanese bishops have a socio-political orientation. The second aspect is its 
role as social charity, that is, volunteer work on behalf of the impoverished and social 
minorities. When regional peace and cooperation are threatened by the self-interests of 
nation-states, the case of regional cooperation by a religious organization demonstrates 
how civil society is able to contribute to the progress and peace of a given region beyond 
the efforts of national governments.
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Introduction 

Since the end of the Cold War, unbridled neoliberalism has been generating 
new conflicts and violence around the globe. Such conflicts and violence are 
prominent in the domains of finance, energy, and trade. Further, interracial 
and interreligious conflicts, as well as the historical legacies of the Cold War 
era, are recognized as stumbling blocks toward global development and 
peace. These are recognized as problems not just for one country, but for 
many countries and regions. In turn, shared concerns over both internal and 
external threats and confrontations has also led to a new political trend of 
solidarity between countries sharing a socio-geographical region.1 

The 1997 Asian financial crisis sparked the need for cooperation 
between the countries of East Asia in particular. In the wake of the financial 
crisis that began with the collapse of the Thai Baht, Japan asked Western 
nations, including the United States, to grant currency stabilization funds 
to Asian countries to assist with financial recovery, but the International 
Monetary Fund, which was under the influence of the United States, 
opposed Japan’s proposal and demanded instead reforms of financial 
systems and the implementation of austerity measures (Ohashi 1999, 17–
30). Such a series of events also triggered Asian solidarity movements in a 
variety of domains, including economic ties (such as Asian Monetary Fund), 
environmentalism, and human rights, for the future prosperity of East Asia 
(Satou 2006, 1–16). 

However, for more than 20 years, implementation of the ideas and 
policies of these government-led East Asian solidarity initiatives in the 
social, economic, and political spheres has been irregular, with many are 

  1. The emergence of modern East Asian solidarity dates to approximately the second half of 
the 19th century. This tendency did not emerge spontaneously and intrinsically, but rather 
as a reaction by East Asian countries to the extrinsic factor of imperialist incursions by 
Western powers. However, as Japan openly exposed itself as an imperialistic nation, Asian 
transnationalism transformed into a violent fascism in the form of East Asian cooperativism 
and the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere (K. Kim 2011, 27–102). More recently, the 
need for a regional solidarity that can mediate between national interests and the economic 
development so vital to the neo-liberalistic world system, has led to the establishment of 
intergovernmental apparatuses, such as the EU, NAFTA, and ASEAN.
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still lost in abstractions or mired in political stalemate. Thus, an alternative 
solidarity movement, beyond the realm of national governments, is required 
to overcome the problems commonly faced by countries in the East Asian 
region (Baik 2000, 13–47). From the viewpoint of regional peace and human 
development, in particular, this hope for solidarity cannot be abandoned. 
In this regard, for the East Asian community Tanaka Hitoshi has advocated 
a valued community, which is based on the functional solidarity to ensure 
security on such issues as regional conflicts, the environments, and 
inequalities (Tanaka 2005). In this view, the economic community of East 
Asia will be able to achieve its goals when each country shares common 
humanist values based on mutual trust (Wada 2003). 

In this context, this paper seeks a social model of solidarity at the civil 
society level within the axiological framework of such values as peace, social 
order, and the human environment in the East Asian region. The history of 
and reality of cooperation between the Catholic Church in Korea and Japan 
as helping to secure the values of peace and human dignity in East Asia is 
the particular focus of this paper. Thus, I pay close attention to the Korean-
Japanese Catholic bishops conferences, which manifest the axiological 
meanings of such solidarity. 

Through a literature review and interviews, this paper establishes the 
Korean-Japanese Catholic bishops conferences as a case of solidarity by an 
element of civil society in East Asia, and analyzes the history, issues, and 
axiological implications of this solidarity. For its literature review, the study 
analyzes Catholic newspaper articles and bishops conferences publications 
from both countries. Qualitatively, I have supplemented this with an analysis 
of speeches by early members of these gatherings, notably those of Bishop 
John Jang Ik2 of Korea and Bishop Paul Kazuhiro Mori3 of Japan. 

  2. John Jang Ik was born in Seoul in 1933 and graduated from the Universität Innsbruck in 
Austria. In March 1963, he was ordained as a priest, and worked as a chief secretary of the 
bishop, archdiocese of Seoul and a parish priest of Sejongno Catholic Church. From his 
ordination as bishop in 1994 to his retirement in 2010, he worked as bishop of Chuncheon 
Diocese and served as president of the Catholic Bishops Conference of Korea. 

  3. Paul Kazuhiro Mori was born in Kanagawa Prefecture, Japan in 1938. He graduated from 
Sophia University in Tokyo and was ordained as a priest in 1967. From his ordination as 
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This paper begins by delineating the critical approach and methodology 
of this study. It continues by exploring the historical background of the 
Korean-Japanese bishops conferences. Next, it moves on to analyzing the 
social contribution of the Catholic Church within the context of the bishops’ 
solidarity. Following this, the bishops conferences as a political movement 
and social charity are reviewed. Finally, I endeavor to identify and assess 
the religious implications and civil-social meaning of the solidarity 
demonstrated in the bishops’ gatherings.

  
Background to the Korean-Japanese Bishops Conferences 

The exchanges between the episcopates of Korea and Japan can be 
considered a civil case model of East Asian solidarity. The Korean-Japanese 
bishops conferences have their original impetus in private exchanges 
between Bishop Stephen Fumio Hamao, then vice-president of the 
Catholic Bishops Conference of Japan, and Archbishop Paul Lee Moon-
Hee, president of the Catholic Bishops Conference of Korea, at the general 
meeting of the 6th FABC (Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conference) in 
Manila in 1995.

The Korean-Japanese bishops conferences began with a critical 
mindset: with historical conflicts and national interests beginning to 
threaten regional peace, the bishops of Korea and Japan, animated by 
a friendship and solidarity based on faith, considered that cooperative 
activities and communion among them could contribute to the peace and 
order of the East Asia region.4 On February 16, 1996, Paul Lee Moon-Hee, 
the Archbishop of Daegu, along with Peter Kang U-Il (Auxiliary Bishop of 
Seoul) and Ignatius Park Seok-Hee (Bishop of Andong), paid on unexpected 
visit on Bishop Stephen Fumio Hamao in Japan, and together they held a 
meeting on Korea-Japan issues, especially historical disputes.5 This was the 

bishop in 1985 until 2000 he worked as an auxiliary bishop in the Archdiocese of Tokyo and 
as secretary-general at the Japanese Catholic Bishops Conference. Since his retirement, he 
has been conducting rehabilitation and prevention activities for suicide attempters. 

  4. Catholic Weekly of Japan, December 26, 1996.
  5. Archbishop Lee Moon-Hee presented three directions for the Korean-Japanese Bishops 

Union 1) The episcopates of Korea and Japan shall begin efforts to seek a common historical 
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beginning of the Korean-Japanese bishops conferences. Bishop Mori well 
delivers the thoughts of Bishop Hamao on the intent behind the gatherings: 

The late Bishop Hamao raised the need for cooperation with the Korean 
Catholics. Because the two countries had strong ties both historically 
and culturally, and were geographically proximate, he thought that 
solidarity between two Churches would be able to contribute not only to 
the development of the Churches but could ease the historical conflicts 
between the two countries.6

 
From the outset of the conferences, solidarity between the Korean and 
Japanese bishops was based upon the common conviction that through 
historical reconciliation, regional peace could be achieved. From the 1990s, 
criticisms began to be strongly raised in Asian countries that Japan needed 
to take greater responsibility for its imperial past, and the Japanese Catholic 
Church reacted to this in the form of historical reflection. For Japan, 
Korea was perhaps the most suitable subject of its self-reflection due to its 
geographical, cultural, and historical proximity. 

The bishops of Korea and Japan were in accord that mutual 
understanding and reconciliation between their two countries could be an 
important impetus for the development of both the religious mission and 
humanity in general in East Asia. Worth noting, not many years before the 
inauguration of these bishops conferences, the Japanese Church confessed 
to Japan’s historical wrongdoings in Asia. In this regard, Bishop Mori also 
criticized the Japanese mindset:  

Japan is an island, so the Japanese have never experienced the pain of 
being invaded by other peoples or nations. But Korea and China are 
continental countries so they feel pain, such as the overthrow of dynasties 

perception; 2) circles of youth from both countries shall be organized so that they may 
develop common historical perceptions; and 3) the creation of a common history textbook 
to be used in Catholic schools in both countries. See Catholic Weekly of Japan (February 25, 
1996).

  6. Bishop Paul Kazuhiro Mori, interview by author, the Society of the Divine Word Center, 
Tokyo, Japan, January 14, 2017.
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or the invasion of other countries. Japan has not experienced this. Not 
once. ... However, the efforts by Japanese to view the past straightforwardly 
and frankly does not exist in the Japanese gene. This is a huge defect of the 
Japanese.7

According to Bishop Mori, although the Japanese Catholic Church was itself 
a victim of Japanese nationalism in the era of imperialism, from the early 
1990s, upon witnessing the historical and political conflicts between Japan 
and other East Asian countries that were occurring in the long process of 
decolonization, the Catholic Church of Japan recognized the role it could 
play in reconciliation and alleviating such turmoil.8 Such reflections and 
concerns found sympathetic ears at the Japanese Bishops Conferences, and 
the need for understanding the Churches of neighboring countries and 
undertaking exchanges with them was naturally broached. In this context, 
the Korean-Japanese bishops conferences dealt with the historical problem 
of Japan’s occupation of Korea up until the publication of the history 
auxiliary textbook in 2004.9 

  7. Bishop Paul Kazuhiro Mori, interview by author, the Society of the Divine Word Center, 
Tokyo, Japan, January 14, 2017.

  8. In this spirit, the Japanese bishops released, Resolution for Peace: On the 50th Anniversary of 
the End of the War (Catholic Bishops Conference of Japan, 1995). In this text, the Japanese 
Church faces the historical tragedy of World War II straightforwardly, offering self-reflection 
as a participant of the Japanese Empire, realizing its role in leaving indelible scars on the 
peoples of the Asia-Pacific region, and vowing to spare no efforts in the realization of future 
peace.

  9. The publication of this textbook was suggested at the first conference in February 1996, but 
when, in 2000, Japan’s Ministry of Education, Science, and Culture granted its approval to 
a distorted history textbook published by the Japanese right-wing group, Rekishi gyoukasho 
kaiseikai (Society for History Textbook Reform), diplomatic relations between Korea 
and Japan were harmed, and the bishops’ plans to publish an alternative textbook were 
accelerated. The bishops of Korea, suggested that the history Japanese students should 
know be put into a book to serve as a new history guide, a plan for which the bishops of 
Japan showed their hearty approval. After a two-year effort, under the leadership of Korean 
professors Lee Won-Soon, Jung Jae-Jung, and Seo Eui-Sik, the alternative textbook was 
published for use in Catholic schools in Japan. In 2004, a junior history supplementary 
textbook was published at the 10th Korean-Japanese Conference. For this text, the advisors, 
including Prof. Kazuhiko Kimishima of Japan, cooperated actively. Lee Won-Soon, Jung 
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The bishops of both countries thought that a common historical 
perception at the civilian level was necessary to alleviate the historical 
conflicts between former colonies and colonizers, and the need for a 
history textbook for young people was raised. From the first conference in 
February 1996, Korean and Japanese bishops discussed the issue of historical 
awareness seriously and sought to form a common sense of history by 
promoting the interchange of historians, visiting historical sites, and holding 
seminars and lectures.10 

The fact that the first task of the Korean and Japanese bishops was 
the arrival at a mutual understanding of Korean-Japanese history and the 
development of an alternative textbook can be regarded as a significant 
event from the viewpoint of regional solidarity at the civil-social level. This 
is because the Churches of the two countries addressed not internal religious 
issues, such as a religious revival or a sharing of religious resources, but 
rather points of contention between their countries that threatened peace 
in East Asia. The fact that as a civil society element—the Catholic Church—
took the initiative for historical peace, transcending national interests, may 
serve as both encouragement and inspiration for national governments and 
academic circles. 

Jae-Jung, and Seo Eui-Sik, Gakkap godo gakkaun nararo: Hanguk-gwa Ilbon (To Close 
and Near Countries: Korea and Japan). The Japanese version of this text is, Wakaimononi 
tsutaetaikankokuno rekishi (The History of Korea that We Want to Tell to Young People).

10. At the Korean-Japanese bishops conference held on December 18–19, 1997, Korea’s Prof. 
Lee Won-Soon and Prof. Lee Je-Jung first met with Prof. Kazuhiko Kimishima of Japan to 
discuss the publication of a supplementary textbook for history. Currently, although Japan’s 
15 varieties of history textbook tend to break away from the historical view of Japanese 
imperialism and colonization of Korea as an effort at modernization, and to describe it in 
terms of aggression, it is the textbooks with conservative tendencies that are cited in the 
actual college entrance examination. In this context, as an alternative or a supplementary 
textbook, the joint Korean-Japanese effort to write a history textbook was officially launched. 
See Catholic Times of Korea (January 1, 1997).
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Realization of Social Contributions of the Bishops Conferences

The bishop exchanges between Korea and Japan that started with discussions 
of historical issues have continued to this day, the meeting locale alternating 
between the two countries each year and with participation by the bishops 
strictly voluntary. These meetings seek out new Church agendas in the 
context of the current state of affairs of East Asia, determining how the 
Church might contribute to the peace and order of larger society.11 That is, 
through episcopal solidarity the Church hopes to make a social contribution 
that will produce sustainable social advances and also have a synergy effect 
in the both the religious and secular realms. 

These days, with the acceleration of secularization, the Catholic Church 
concentrates more on its social contribution. Figure 1 depicts the trend in 
Korean perceptions of religion’s influence on society. The situation is similar 
in other countries.12 It seems that the perceived weakness of religion’s 
social influence is a result of the secularization of consciousness or the 
marginalization of religion, not a decrease in the religious population (H. 
Choi 2015).13 In the context of secularization, the Catholic Church’s effort 
to make social contributions may be interpreted as a counterstrategy to this 
secularization. Put another way, the Church’s pursuit of a social contribution 
may be regarded as a missiological way adapted to a secularized society. 

11. The Korean-Japanese bishops conferences have three main aspects. First, aware of the 
problems that Korean, Japanese, and East Asian societies are facing, there are group 
discussions for learning in pastoral and civil social contexts. Second is their aspect as an 
experience of mutual cultural understanding. Third, they are opportunities for strengthening 
ties of personal friendship. See the personal blog of Bishop Kikuchi Isao for a more detailed 
description of an exchange. See Kikuchi (website).

12. There are 443,721 Catholics in Japan, or 0.35 percent of the population. The growth rate in 
numbers of Catholics has been stagnant for quite some time. It has even been said that there 
is no difference between the number of Catholics today compared to the Sengoku period, 
some 400 years ago (Catholic Bishops Conference of Japan 2017, 188). 

13. According to Gallup Korea, the population considering themselves deeply pious is in decline, 
from 41.2 percent in 1984 to 33.7 percent in 2004 (Gallup Korea 2015, 23).
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Figure 1. Social influence of religion in Korea (1984–2014)
Source: Gallup Korea (2015).
Note: A survey of 1,500 men and women aged 19 and over across South Korea (excluding 
Jeju) who replied “no” to the question, “Has religion’s social influence increased compared 
to the past?”

The trend toward social activism on the part of the Catholic Church 
ministry began with the Second Vatican Council (1961–1965).14 The 
Catholic Church before the 1970s was highly conservative and only pursued 
the status quo, distancing itself from politics. But in contrast to the period 
under Popes Pius XI and Pius XII, who emphasized a conservative anti-
communism, from the Second Vatican Council, social participatory ideas 
deemed part of a new way of religious mission came to hold sway in the 
Catholic Church led by Popes John XXIII, Paul VI, and John Paul II.  

In this regard, the Korean Catholic Church supported the establishment 
of liberal democracy and respect for individual human rights, with many 
priests agreeing that the Church should actively intervene in social issues. 
During the 1980 Gwangju uprising and the June 1987 democracy uprising, 
the Catholic Church, as a pioneering civil society organization, contributed 
greatly to the democratization of Korea. And these efforts by the Korean 
Catholic Church on behalf of democratization have helped gain it the trust of 
Korean society (Chu 2009). Since democratization in the 1990s, the number of 
new Catholics in Korea has greatly increased, in great part due to the Korean 
Catholic Church’s social contributions. Therefore, after the democratization of 

14. On the theological aspects of actual participation of the Catholic Church in social issues after 
the Second Vatican Council, see Emeis (1996, 31–35). 
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Korean society, the Korean Catholic Church has continued to concentrate on 
social welfare, ever looking for a new social sphere for its efforts. 

On the other hand, ever since the Meiji Restoration (1868), the Japanese 
state has kept Japanese Catholics out of the public sector. The particularly 
negative attitude towards foreign Christians has hindered Catholic Church 
growth in Japan (Huzimoto and Sukata 2011). Traditional proselytizing 
methods did not work in Japanese society, which displayed a negative social 
consensus towards Christianity and a tendency toward secrecy when it 
comes to one’s religious beliefs. Therefore, the Japanese Catholic Church 
has done its ministry in the fields of social charity and school education 
without explicitly promoting the religiosity of the mission. From the 1970s 
in particular the ministry of the Japanese Catholic Church began to tend 
towards social contributions. As Bishop Mori remarked, “The social interest 
of the Japanese Church began in 1970s, due to influence from the [Second 
Vatican] Council.”15 The spectrum of social involvement also broadened: 
community movements, environmentalism, minority activism, and issues of 
socio-political justice, as well as conventional charity.

 In this context, it is not surprising that the bishops conferences have 
dealt with questions of the Church’s potential social contributions. The 
bishop’s solidarity seen in the Korea-Japan history issue was extended to not 
only internal problems of the Church, but also various social issues faced 
by East Asian countries and societies. Indeed, as time went on, the themes 
and focus of the bishops conferences have become increasingly social in 
nature.16 In its early days, only a small number of bishops participated in the 

15. Bishop Paul Kazuhiro Mori, interview by author, the Society of the Divine Word Center, 
Tokyo, Japan, January 14, 2017.

16. From 1996 to 2016, these themes have been, in order: 1) Korea-Japan historical conflict; 
2) compilation of a history textbook; 3) Korea-Japan historical issues; 4) historical issues 
and pastoral exchange; 5) East Asia evangelical mission; 6) characteristics of Korean and 
Japanese cultures; 7) atomic bomb and peace, small Christian community movement, etc.; 
8) Korean delegation and Okinawa history; 9) family in the Diocese of Suwon; 10) pastoral 
solidarity; 11) history and culture of Okinawa; 12) current status of priestly formation in 
the Churches of four Asian countries; 13) martyrdom in Korea and Japan; 14) immigration 
issues and pastoral care; 15) life and vision of the late Cardinal Stephen Kim Sou-Hwan; 16) 
each man has to be responsible for his own life; suicide problem; 17) ecological theology; 
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meetings, but from 2000 the majority of active bishops in Korea and Japan 
have participated.  

These conferences between Korean and Japanese bishops, with 
historical reconciliation as a medium, naturally helped foster mutual 
understanding and trust, and this in turn created bishop’s solidarity not only 
for attaining religious goals, but also for goals in non-religious spheres. The 
Catholic Church recognizes social activism as embodying its own identity. 
Such social interest is defined as a specific act that also embodies a religious 
aspect. The Church feels it has been endowed with conscientious authority 
to defend the freedom that is a gift from the Absolute (God). The Church 
teaches that when the individual is threatened with the loss of liberty, 
impoverished, or made powerless, the Church must give them priority. 
Church acts always contain a social element, and they serve as a constant 
reminder that these acts are in accordance with service for the Absolute 
(Zerfaß 1996, 87–88). In this sense, the bishops’ solidarity is a religious act 
to protect the freedom and dignity of both the individual and society.

The interests of the Korean-Japanese bishops lie not only in the realm 
of the neo-civil movement, but also in tackling local political and economic 
issues, such as nuclear weapons, security, and poverty.17 In this sense, the 
bishops of Korea and Japan have turned their eyes to the social problems 
facing their two countries and East Asia more broadly from the mindset 
that helping mend the dislocation of a social environment accords with 
the Church’s larger mission. As one of the institutional authorities of civil 
society, the Church should regulate the order of society and champion those 
norms and justice that match Christian ethics (Furger 1991, 140–189).

18) denuclearization and nuclear power phase-out; 19) peace: focusing on bylaw “peace 
on earth”; 20) efforts toward social peace beyond the hedge of religion and the realization 
of universal values of mankind; 21) how have the Catholic Churches in Korea and Japan 
lived the Gospel in society during the 70 years since World War II? and 22) the munitions 
industry and media that threaten world peace.

17. For neo-civil movement, refer to Milbrath (1984). The idea behind and activism produced 
by the bishops conferences is no different from what J. Habermas said was the aim of 
civil movements on behalf of humanistic, egalitarian-based liberal values against capital 
and power. It is an important task of civil society (the public sphere) to defend personal 
autonomy and humanistic values of life from their colonization by state power and money 
logic (Habermas 1981, 2:469–618).
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Features of the Bishops’ Solidarity toward Social Activism

The consolidated approach to social issues by the Korean and Japanese 
bishops can be generally divided into two features or perspectives. One is its 
political aspect (macro) and the other is its aspect as social charity (micro). 
The political movement aspect take the perspective that there is are problems 
in the structure of society that produce security issues (conflicts between 
countries), environmental destruction, and inequalities among minorities. 
And further, that solving (changing) these structural contradictions and 
problems is a fundamental religious mission of the Catholic Church.18 Thus, 
the bishops conferences may be considered the politicization of religion, or a 
civil movement.19 

On the other hand, from the social charity point of view, the mission 
of the Church is to comfort the poor and to focus on solving the urgent 
problems they face. However, the political movement perspective and social 
charity perspective need not be seen as mutual antipodes. The political 
movement and social charity perspectives are more meaningful than value 
orientation. Of course, these two sometimes overlap, and there is room for 
controversy depending on the point of view, but I will view and analyze each 
of these points of view.

First, let us examine the political movement view. The fact that the early 
Korean-Japanese bishops conferences focused on historical conflicts between 
Korea and Japan contains a certain message aimed at the political and civil 
societies of both countries. Actually, these historical conflicts have threatened 
peace between Korea and Japan, while interlinking with regional conflicts 
related to issues of international security following the Cold War (Y. Choi 

18. In particular, civil society is a space that does not belong to a formal state apparatus and 
where political interaction with the state takes place. It functions to check capital and power 
and to maintain the common good and the dignity of the individual. The Church as a part 
of civil society does not insist upon its identity, but calls for structural changes to state and 
capital power within the boundaries consistent with evangelical values. See Catholic Bishops 
Conference of Korea 1991; 2014; 2015.

19. However, the neo-civil movement aims for new values within the system, while not 
questioning the system itself, whereas a civil movement by nature aims for radical system 
change.
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2017c, 244–255). Here I introduce some representative cases. 
The 7th bishops conference in Hiroshima (2001) held seminars and 

discussions on conflicts surrounding nuclear weapons and security that 
threatened peace. This point can be seen as a fork in the road, where 
the theme of the bishops’ meetings started to bear more on political and 
social enlightenment. The 11th conference was hosted by Naha Diocese in 
Okinawa, Japan (2005), where lectures and discussions were held under 
the theme of “separation of religion and politics in Japan.” The bishops 
criticized Japanese politicians’ visits to Yasukuni Shrine to pay tribute to 
Japan’s war dead. In Gyeongju (2012), the bishops decided the theme of 
the exchange to be denuclearization, with the shared recognition that 
after Fukushima nuclear power plants were threats to life and peace in 
East Asia.20 Meanwhile, the 21st Korean-Japanese bishops conference in 
Yokohama (2015) dealt with issues related to environmental destruction 
and regional security. In Yokohama, a city located near a large-scale naval 
base that threatens the security of East Asia, the sacrifice of the region for 
the US military’s housing construction and military support emerged as 
sensitive issues. The Japanese Catholic Church developed a movement for 
establishing peace through political campaigns and demonstrations with 
local civil groups.21

Meanwhile, ecclesial solidarity is more imperative for Japan than Korea 
because of differences in the social context of each country. Christianity 
and Buddhism have developed in Korea through secret coalitions with 
political power. Politics needed the power of religion, religion also needed 
the support of political forces for institutional expansion. Because religion is 
very useful for politics while politics is very helpful for religion, unlike Japan, 

20. See Catholic Peace Times (November 25, 2012); The Catholoic Bishops Conference of Japan 
(2011).

21. The support and solidarity of the Korean Catholic Church has always been emphasized 
through concrete comparisons with Korean society: “Korea is also pursuing the construction 
of a US military base on Jeju Island. We are having a hard time fighting with authorities 
and opinions are divided among believers [Catholics]. We are going through the same 
experiences as those of Mr. Iwa, a civil campaigner who lectured at the bishops conferences. 
The structure in which government power suppresses citizens is similar,” said Bishop Peter 
Kang U-Il (Catholic Weekly of Japan [November 18, 2015]).  
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religion in Korea has belonged to the public realm (sphere) rather than 
the private (Jeon 2013, 75–101). Thus, Sirahase insists that the solidarity 
with the other (Korean Church) can function as a strategic enforcement 
of the Japanese Church’s social influence (Sirahase 2012, 74–89; 2013, 
55–63). Accordingly, the Japanese Catholic Church has conflicts with the 
government over issues such as shrine worship, foreigner issues, which have 
prompted the Japanese Church’s cooperation with the Korean Church and 
other religious and non-religious organizations (Hayasi 2011). 

From the political movement perspective, however, ideological 
confrontation becomes the factor making solidarity difficult, as in secular 
society. According to Bishop Jang Ik, ideological conflict between the 
political left and right, not only in the episcopate of both countries but 
also in the body of believers, is very serious. Bishop Jang Ik remarked 
that differences in opinion or ideology were natural in any society or 
organization. Thus, the role of the Church is to recognize these differences 
and compensate for the conflict and repression that arises from such 
differences:

If there are several siblings in a family and two fight, the other members 
of the family should understand both sides without bias. But they are 
usually at either extreme …. There should be a neutral compromise. It is 
important to keep a middle course. There is no middle side when they 
blame the opposite side. Punishing others cannot make us righteous. We 
can be righteous when we are merciful. Can you believe certainly that you 
are on the right side? It depends on how you think. ... Jesus Christ doesn’t 
discard you. So, let’s embrace others, not scold them.22

Realistically, however, formulating concrete strategies for coordinating and 
integrating the ideological segments of their respective societies surrounding 
the issues they address, and how best to deliver a religious voice (justice), are 
the real challenges facing the Korean and Japanese bishops’ solidarity.23 

22. Bishop Jang Ik, interview by author, Namchuncheon, South Korea, March 4, 2017.
23. The focus of the bishops conferences on social issues has gradually increased. One key 

factor in this trend has been Pope Francis’s tenure and his emphasis on social causes, but 
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Let us take a look at this solidarity in the realm of social charity. 
Historically, social welfare has been the conventional realm wherein religion 
could take an active part. The participation of the Church in social welfare 
as a function of the modern state has made positive contributions to the 
economic and social expenditures of the state. The Church could realize 
its ontological aim, that is, the practice of love, in the area of social charity. 
The Korean-Japanese bishops conferences have also been focusing on social 
charity in Japan, Korea, and the greater East Asia region. 

Here, social charity refers specifically to small-scale, volunteer activities 
on behalf of those in need. Notably in Japan, because the charity functions 
of the Catholic Church were reinforced with the enactment of the NPO 
(non-profit organization) Act in 1998, societal views of the Church have 
been changing positively as the Church developed social charity and social 
education efforts on behalf of the impoverished, foreigners, and the mentally 
ill.24 These activities have also attracted major attention to the bishops 
conferences (Y. Choi 2017c, 247).

I present here two examples of cooperative activities by the Korean 
and Japanese bishops in the area of social charity. During the 17th bishops 
conference in Sendai (2011), the bishops observed the destruction of 
the Fukushima disaster of March 2011 and offered physical and spiritual 
support to relief activities. Bishop Jang Ik related his memory of Sendai as 
follows:

other factors include the acceleration of economic competition among East Asian countries 
and the rise right-wing nationalism worldwide, which have pushed the bishops toward 
emphasizing universal values of order and progress.

24. When the Great Hanshin earthquake occurred in 1995, the damage was exacerbated by the 
inadequate management of government organizations. Voluntary citizen services greatly 
mitigated this situation. At that time, the Japanese government became convinced that the 
participation of citizen organizations in the public sphere could be a factor in reducing social 
costs to the government. Consequently, the NPO Act was legislated in 1998, and aid and 
support for civil society groups engaged in social volunteer activities came to be guaranteed 
within the framework of NPO law. The Catholic Church has also strengthened its own social 
identity within this system. Because of Japanese sentiments, the Catholic Church (as well 
as Protestants) has avoided practicing its own religiosity and conducted volunteer work in 
a variety of areas for its value as social contribution. Since the 2011 Fukushima earthquake, 
Japanese Christianity has been strengthening its missionary identity in the arena of social 
activism (Sakurai and Inaba 2012, 3–4). 
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Soon after the earthquake in northeastern Japan, I visited the place. We 
paid our respects to the deceased, as well. [silence] The bishop of Sendai 
is a very good person. I emptied my purse [in support of relief work]. 
Churches all over Japan also provided support. ... I viewed sites all over 
the place soon after the earthquake and tsunami had occurred. ... It seems 
that [being with them on the spot] is more important than just giving 
money to them. The Japanese Church is small but it does a lot of volunteer 
work in the event of earthquakes.25

According to Bishop Jang Ik, all the Catholic Dioceses of Japan came 
together to volunteer, and these activities by the Church improved its image 
in Japanese society.

The 16th bishops conference in Cheongju, Korea in 2010 was themed 
“the pastoral response to the suicide issue.” Korea and Japan have the highest 
suicide rates in the world.26 Sociological analysis of the suicide phenomenon 
in the two countries, and discussions on the pastoral consideration of suicide 
victims and the families of suicide victims, were the main contents of the 
lectures. Discussed were not just religious interpretations and judgments on 
suicide, but the structural problems of society that contribute to suicide, and 
also, from a pastoral perspective, consideration was given as to how to care 
for the bereaved families of suicide victims as well as strategies to prevent 
suicide (Y. Choi 2017c, 249). Currently, Bishop Mori’s ministry is focusing 
on suicide prevention and counseling families of those who have committed 
suicide. In terms of the praxis of the Church, he stated.

25. Bishop Jang Ik, interview by author, Namchuncheon, South Korea, March 4, 2017.
26. In 2009, there were 15,400 suicided in Korea, making it the fourth leading cause of death. 

With 31 suicides per 100,000 population, Korea has the highest suicide rate among OECD 
countries. In 2009, Japan had 32,800 suicides, or 25.8 per 100,000 population. The economic 
downturn and the resulting unemployment rate has caused an especially dramatic rise in 
suicide rates for those in their 20s and 30s and became the highest among those in their 
40s. The bishops urged that in the end, the Church needs to help in reconstructing social 
values and views of life. In one interview, Bishop Mori also singled out “suicide prevention 
and healing programs for the families of suicide victims” as the pastoral area to which the 
Japanese Catholic Church should pay the most attention (Catholic Weekly of Japan [December 
5, 2010]). See also, Mori (2009, 42–50).
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According to Pope Francis’ thinking, there is a rank to ecclesial doctrine. 
The most important role of the Church is the understanding and 
acceptance those who have undergone pain and grief on account of the 
sin [of suicide]. Pope Francis is teaching, “We never consider the rank of 
the doctrine, just pay attention to the essential doctrine [mercy].”27

As Mori’s own statements reveal, the essence of the Church ministry is to 
stand by the poor and marginalized.28 The identity of the Catholic Church 
may be understood as maintaining solidarity with the poor through 
religious values beyond secular social power. The leaders of the Catholic 
Churches in both countries should stand for social justice, but the essence of 
this should be mercy and love.

Conclusion

The Korean-Japanese bishops conferences have promoted the notion 
that the Church as a member of civil society can contribute to Korea-
Japan harmony for the sake of peace in East Asia. With this awareness, the 
bishops of Korea and Japan focused on issues of historical attitudes and 
reconciliation in the hopes of decreasing social conflict and the antagonism 
between their countries through cooperative history-writing projects and 
cultural exchange. 

Beyond historical issues, the bishops have worked together to establish 

27. Bishop Paul Kazuhiro Mori, interview by author, the Society of the Divine Word Center, 
Tokyo, Japan, January 14, 2017.

28. The Korean and Japanese bishops have had differences in their views of suicide. The Japanese 
bishops have been more compassionate about suicide, whereas the Korean bishops tend 
to think such a compassionate approach will not help prevent suicides. Korean bishops 
assert that it is more effective to hold on to the more decisive and ethical position because 
the compassionate approach is not helpful for suicide-prevention it that it can create the 
perception that the main agent of life is not God but the individual. Of course, it is valid to 
think that this distinction results not from the issue of values but from divergent experiences 
and strategies for decreasing suicides and improving the social environment. For differences 
in the opinions of Korean and Japanese bishops on suicide, see Catholic Weekly of Japan 
(December 5, 2010).
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pastoral policies and visions on issues concerning politics, the economy, 
the environment, security, and minority rights. This paper has focused 
on the social contributions of the Korean and Japanese bishops working 
in solidarity. The social activism of the bishops may be categorized into 
two aspects. The first is its characteristic as a movement with a political 
orientation for structural change in both societies. The second is its social 
charity aspect, which is defined as the practice of charity and volunteer 
work for the poor or marginalized. From the viewpoint of civil society, this 
may considered the actions of a non-government organization for the order 
and progress of society. In other words, these solidarity activities based on 
Christian social ethics aim at changing the social structure for the integrity 
of humanity (Steigleder 1989, 242–247).

The Catholic Church, by maintaining an ethically just perspective 
on and action towards the specific social and historical problems facing 
the East Asia region—a stance consistent with the Church’s missiology in 
terms of justice and peace—creates solidarity among regional churches, 
which in turn may serve as inspiration for larger civil society. Firstly, from 
the viewpoint of civil society, geographical proximity, race and cultural 
homogeneity can be very helpful in finding a deeper understanding and 
solutions to the Church’s current challenges related to social dislocation. 
The sharing and accumulating of the networks and resources of each 
local church can contribute to the enforcement of ethics and the social 
order within East Asia. In other words, whereas regional solidarity may 
be deadlocked at the state level, the solidarity of the bishops may be able 
to stimulate the possibility of solidarity at the level of civil society. Prior to 
regional solidarity for economic prosperity, it is more important to achieve 
values such as peace, reconciliation, environmental sustainability, mutual 
care, and human dignity if one is to have authentic regional prosperity, and 
this possibility could be awakened through episcopal solidarity.  

Secondly, in terms of the Church mission, when the solidarity of local 
churches focuses on social contributions, this will have a tremendous 
missionary effect and is itself perhaps the best way of representing the 
Church and its mission. It reveals that the Church as a member of civil 
society is a concrete manifestation of Christian identity in that it can also 
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contribute to the development of secular societies in the region. Such social 
contributions will contribute not only to social development, but to the 
formation of positive images of the Catholic Church.

The solidarity of local churches, as with the Korean-Japanese bishops 
conferences, aims at ethical universalism beyond the norms of particularism 
based on culture and nationality. Therefore, I claim that this universalism 
may be discovered in the moral ethos of humanity and the acme of religious 
conviction. Further, in the present day, where any treatment of regional 
issues becomes deadlocked by national egotism, I believe the Korean-
Japanese bishops conferences have established the belief that activities of 
East Asian solidarity can contribute to some extent to the peace and worth of 
the region. In other words, with the growing skepticism that any East Asian 
community can realistically be realized at the national or governmental 
level, successful solidarity efforts at the civil and social levels help confirm 
that East Asian solidarity has some practical possibilities.

The Catholic Church is actively expressing its identity not only within 
the transcendental realm but also within the secular. The religious faith of 
the Catholic Church can cover both sanctity and mundanity, and the social 
can also be the subject of understanding and field of action of faith (Bader 
1991, 107). According to Catholic social teaching, solidarity implies sharing 
the pains that individuals and communities experience, such as when justice 
is ignored or denied. Further, it includes protecting communities from 
misfortune and actively assisting them, even if it means accepting the risks 
of a community in certain situations (Sesboüé 1991, 416). 
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