
 
The Catholic Faith in Korea Was Begun and Nurtured by Lay Persons:  

A Brief History  
 
Baptism of the first Korean Catholic 
Catholicism was introduced to Korea in the 18th century after Yi Seung-hun, who had studied 
Chinese translations of Catholic texts, joined his father on a trip to Beijing in 1784. While there, 
he sought out a Jesuit missionary and was baptized. Yi Seung-hun returned to Korea and, with a 
handful of others, founded the Catholic Church in Korea in the mid-1780s. 

The Sinyu Persecution 
In 1801, more than 300 people were killed as the ruling Joseon Dynasty, under newly ascended 
King Sunjo, staged a clampdown on the Catholic Church in Korea, ostensibly because the 
religion clashed with ideals of Neo-Confucianism and threatened the social hierarchical system. 
Yi Seung-hun was among those executed. 

Korea's First Catholic Priest 
Kim Tae-gon Andrew was from a family of Catholics that had suffered in the persecutions. He 
became a deacon in China in 1844. A year later he was ordained as Korea's first Catholic priest. 
He returned to Korea and traveled around Catholic communities teaching, mostly at night. He 
tried to get French missionaries into the country, but was arrested on June 5, 1846, and beheaded 
on Sept. 16. He was 25. 

Freedom of the Faith 
The freedom to practice their religion was officially granted to Korean Catholics in the 1880s, 
100 years after the church was founded in the country. In that time, about 10,000 Catholics were 
killed in persecutions. 

An Official Hierarchy 
In 1962, the Catholic Church in Korea restructured into three archdioceses and eight dioceses, 
formally making it an autonomous local church rather than mission territory. The ordinaries of 
Seoul, Taegu and Kwangju were promoted to archbishops. At the start of the 21st century, there 
were about 4.5 million Catholics in South Korea, or roughly 9% of the population. 

Bicentennial Canonization 
In 1984, Pope John Paul II visited South 
Korea as the Catholic Church in the country 
celebrated its bicentennial. During the visit, 
he canonized 10 French missionaries and 93 
Koreans, including the first priest, Kim Tae-
gon Andrew. It was the first time a 
canonization ceremony had been held 
outside the Vatican since the Middle Ages 
and gave South Korea the fourth highest 
number of Catholic saints in the world. 

Pope John Paul returned to South Korea for 
the World Eucharistic Congress in 1989. 
Pope Francis made a five-day visit to 
South Korea in August 2015. It was his 
first visit to Asia as pope.  


