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Abstract 

 

 

This article explores how Catholicism underwent a process of negotiation and 

interpretation when it arrived in Chosŏn Korea in the late 18th century. It was 

introduced to the country by Korean diplomats who came into contact with 

western clergy during visits to Qing dynasty Beijing. My contention is that 

Catholic doctrine took on some of the distinct characteristics of peninsular 

culture, despite its self-professed nature as immutable. The very earliest Korean 

Catholics were drawn from the country’s yangban class—aristocratic literati who 

were rigorously educated in orthodox Eastern classicism—and they necessarily 

transmitted some of their education and background within their practice of the 

incoming religion. This article seeks to explore this process through an analysis 

of the Chugyo yoji 주교요지(Essentials of the Lord’s Teachings) by Chŏng 

Yakchong (丁若鍾, 1760-1801). Chŏng was a member of a celebrated family, 

which included his younger brother Chŏng Yagyong (丁若鏞 , 1762-1836), 

famously known as Tasan (茶山). The Chugyo yoji is the first full treatise on the 

Catholic faith written by a Korean, and this essay uses direct examples from the 

text to demonstrate how Chŏng created a unique form of Catholicism indelibly 

suffused with influences from his cultural context. This article also discusses 

previous Korean and Western academic scholarship concerning the work. 
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Introduction 

 

This paper situates the Chugyo yoji 주교요지(Essentials of the Lord’s Teachings) by 

Chŏng Yakchong (1760-1801) as part of a continuum of many centuries of classical 

thought in Korea. During Chŏng’s era, the late Chosŏn dynasty (朝鮮, 1392-1910), Neo-

Confucianism orthodoxy dominated; Catholicism was considered to be a repugnant 

doctrine: of untrustworthy foreign provenance and espousing ideas which were anathema 

to the dominant thought-modes of the time.
1
 Chŏng was executed in 1801 after several 

years of official persecution, having refused to renounce his beliefs until the end, and his 

family—including his younger brother Chŏng Yakyong, most well-known as Tasan
2
—

were tarnished forever by his heresy.
3
  

The Chugyo yoji is of vital importance to our understanding of Korean Catholicism. 

When we read it we can see firm evidence of Yakchong’s deep immersion in the orthodox 

philosophy and thought of his age, despite the controversy surrounding his beliefs; the 

book is a compelling symbol of the early Korean Catholic church as a whole—

underground, hidden and heretical, persistent and tenacious, and deeply rooted in classical 

orthodoxy. Published in 1798 or 1799, it was the first indigenous Catholic treatise written 

in the native Korean hangŭl script—and was thus the first full explanation of the Catholic 

faith available to Korean society at large, what Han defines as the sŏmin (서민), “ordinary 

people”.
4
 Previously available works were written using Chinese characters and so were 

only accessible to educated ‘male’ aristocrats. Chŏng’s text left a huge impact on Korean 

Catholicism of the period: as late as 1864 a copy of the work made by Daveluy, a French 

Jesuit missionary to Korea, was “widely disseminated”.
5
  The Chugyo yoji comprises two 

Books made up of numerous short chapters, with Book One being made up of thirty-two 

sections, Book Two comprising eleven (somewhat longer) chapters.  

                                            
1
 Ahn, Dae-ok, “18 segi chŏngjogi chosŏn sŏhak suyong-ŭi kyebo” (18 세기 정조기 조선 서학 수용의 

계보) [18
th

 century Korea’s king Chŏngjo’s acceptance of Catholicism]. Tongyang charhak yŏn’gu 

(동양잘학연구) [Journal of Eastern Philosophy], vol. 71( 2012), 55-90.  
2
 Tasan himself, at the very least, showed interest in Catholic ideas, and academic debate to this day remains 

lively as to whether he was at any point a Catholic (Baker 2007 and 1998; Cawley, 2012 and 2014; Kim, 

2010; Kim, 2013). Although Tasan’s epigraph for another brother, Yakchŏn, would seem to have been 

written from a position of sympathy to Catholic ideas, Baker (1998) describes how Tasan later denounced the 

faith, having estranged himself from Yakchong due to his important but problematic role in the early 

Catholic Church vis-à-vis the authorities. Additionally, Yakchong wrote at least one letter explicitly pointing 

out that his brothers were not Catholic, though this letter may have been an effort at protecting his siblings 

from certain torture and/or execution. Conversely Kim (2013) asserts that Tasan took baptism in 1784—

actually before Yakchong—and Cawley (2012; 2014) points out that the family’s lives were at stake, and 

Tasan’s declarations were therefore  made under psychological duress of a kind, and even contradicted in his 

own writings. Kim (2010), meanwhile, is uncertain as to his Catholicism one way or another. The truth will 

never be definitively known, but a circumspect reading of Tasan’s writings on the matter alongside an 

awareness of his family’s precarious situation is wise.  
3

 Donald Baker, “Tasan and His Brothers: How Religion Divided a Korean Confucian Family”, in 

Perspectives on Korea, edited by Lee Sang-oak and Park Duk-so (Sydney: Wild Peony Press, 1998), 172-

197. 
4

 Han Gun, “Chŏng yakchong-ŭi sinhaksasang – Chugyo yojirŭl t’onghan sillon punsŏk” (정약종의 

신학사상 - 주교 요지를 통한 신론 분석) [Chŏng Yakchong’s theological ideas – analysis of the doctrine of 

God through the Chugyo yoji]. Han’guk sasang sahakhoe (한국 사상 사학회) [Journal of Thought], vol. 19 

(2002), 137. 
5
 Sŏ Jongtae, “Philological Review of Chŏng Yakchong’s Chugyo yoji”. Korean Society for the History of 

Ideas Journal, vol. 18 (2002), 200. 
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Tonally the Chugyo yoji is somewhere between polemic and missal, combining 

moral instruction and Christian doctrine with intellectual debate intended to prove the 

correctness of its message.
6
 The first book lays out the basic tenets of Catholicism and 

presents arguments extolling its correctness; the second book re-tells elements of Catholic 

teaching. Both parts are densely thicketed with Eastern classical references while directly 

confronting Catholicism’s clashes with Korean orthodoxy.  

There were, naturally, a significant number of sites of conflict between Chŏng’s 

beliefs and his milieu. Baker (1998) situates him as an extremist, operating on the margins 

of Korean society, and this is a fair summary of the man in many respects, but his work is 

still deeply rooted in orthodoxy, in method if not in message.  

Work on Korean Catholicism to date has focused on its history as a process 

whereby an alien cultural element was introduced into a host culture, more or less as a 

whole. But the Catholicism which emerges in work like the Chugyo yoji is not simply a 

reproduction of Vatican teachings—it is a unique and rich phenomenon inherently suffused 

with Eastern classical ideas. Tasan himself wrote in his Tongoron 東胡論 [Discussion on 

the Easterners and Barbarians] that Korea creates its own distinctive culture, quite different 

from anywhere else: 

 

Chosŏn, as it is a land situated directly east, applauds good etiquette in its 

customs [...] ah, already one cannot live in China – [Chosŏn] is the only place 

one can live in the East.
7
 

 

 

The Chugyo yoji: Language and Style 

 

Chŏng used a number of deliberate techniques to make his ‘Lord of Heaven’ appealing to 

his audience, not least his consistent conflation of Ch’ŏnju (천주), the Lord of Heaven 

(who is God), with earth-bound royal dynasties. In Korea “kingship was a conspicuous site 

of tension between ascription and performance”,
8
 and from at least the founding of the 

Chosŏn era, Korean kingship was supposed to embody both inherent moral superiority 

through a royal bloodline, and individual greatness expressed in superior feats of prowess, 

both intellectual and physical. Chumong (朱蒙 , r. 37BC-19BC), Koguryŏ’s legendary 

founder, was a “warring hero”
9
 in Chosŏn representations, while Silla’s progenitor Pak 

Hyŏkkŏse (朴赫居世, r. 57BC-4AD) possessed divine royal heritage; and a century after his 

tenure, Chosŏn’s founder Yi Sŏnggye (李成桂, r. 1292-1398) was being depicted as both 

divine ruler and possessor of “astounding”
 10

 military ability.
11

 Han discusses the 

“totemistic faith basis”
12

 of Korean belief and argues that Chŏng sought to ensure that his 

                                            
6
 Kevin Cawley, “Deconstructing Hegemony: Catholic Texts in Chosŏn’s Neo-Confucian Context”. Acta 

Koreana 15 :1 (2012), 15-42. 
7
 Chŏng Tasan, Tongoron (東胡論) [Discourse on the Easterners and Barbarians] in Chŏng Tasan chŏnsŏ (丁

茶山全書) [Chŏng Tasan’s Complete Works], 1:12:7b-8a, accessed via the online Database of Korean 

Classics, date unknown: www.db.itkc.or.kr [accessed on 06.06.2015]. 
8
 JaHyun Kim Haboush, The Confucian Kingship in Korea: Yŏngjo and the Politics of Sagacity (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2001), x. 
9
 Kim Haboush, ibid., 2001, x. 

10
 Kim Haboush, ibid., 2001, x.  

11
 The Koguryŏ dynasty lasted from 37BC – 668 AD; the Silla from 57BC – 935AD; and the Chosŏn from 1392 

– 1910. 
12

 Han Gun, “Chŏng yakchong-ŭi sinhaksasang”, 147. 

http://www.db.itkc.or.kr/
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depiction of Jesus would be taken literally, not dismissed as an allegory or non-literal 

legend, as was the contemporary attitude towards the Tan’gun myth:
13

  

 

From the beginning of the creation to the Second Coming of Jesus Christ, 

Chŏng Yakchong summarises the entirety of the salvation of the Word, and 

then in the second volume paragraph 8 again supplements this information. 

[Chŏng] has already rejected the myth of Tan’gun in the second volume; the 

human-as-God, namely, the details of Jesus Christ’s birth, are held as 

traditional tenets without deviation. Through the premise of human sin and 

death, along with the Lord of Heaven’s mercy, the relation between divinity 

and humanity is restored and, moreover, the assertion identifying Jesus [as 

the son of God] is disseminated […] to a readership soaked in a traditional 

way of thinking about faith, the truth of the Lord of Heaven becoming human 

through the divinity and humanity being united in one, had a lot of potential 

for collapsing. And there was a danger that the mystery itself would [merely] 

be regarded as a legend or myth. For a representative example we can look at 

the myth of Tan’gun, the founder of the [Old] Chosŏn dynasty.
14

 

 

King Yŏngjo (英祖, r. 1724 – 1776), a contemporary of Chŏng, devoted his reign 

to doomed attempts at embodying the perfect Confucian monarch. In a similar vein, 

literally, Chŏng’s Lord of Heaven also represents a royal bloodline, saying:  

 

I have been given a complete mandate in heaven above and the earth below; 

you all, then, must follow my orders and go out into the world, teaching the 

proper Way of the Lord of Heaven to all people.
15

  

  

 The fourth king of Chosŏn, Sejong (世宗, r. 1418 – 1450), ordered the composition 

of the Yongbi ŏch’ŏnga 龍飛御天歌 (Songs of the Dragons Flying to Heaven), an epic 

poem detailing the deeds and provenance of Sejong’s royal forebears. The first document 

written in han’gŭl, the Yongbi ŏch’ŏnga holds a prominent place in Korean literary history, 

and it continued the representation of the early Chosŏn rulers as utterly appropriate in 

every dimension: through their bloodline, their moral virtue, and their intellectual and 

physical prowess. The relevance of the Yongbi ŏch’ŏnga here is that it illustrates a direct 

link between the most orthodox and correct panegyrics of early Chosŏn—the regime so 

closely tied to Neo-Confucianism—and Chŏng’s much later work, anathema to Korean 

Confucianism yet indelibly suffused by it. Compare this stanza from the Yongbi ŏch’ŏnga: 

 

 The tree with deep roots does not tremble in winds; 

 its flowers are perfect, its fruit abundant.
16

 

                                            
13

 The Tan’gun myth is considered by many as Korea’s ‘origin’ myth, which presents Tan’gun as the first 

ruler of the first Korean state, Kochosŏn (古朝鮮, literally ‘Old Chosŏn’), founded in 2333BC (according to 

the myth). This particular myth became important during the colonial period to counteract Japanese attempts 

to undermine Korea’s rich cultural and long historical legacy and was used to bolster a more nationalistic 

identity among Koreans. 
14

 Han Gun, “Chŏng yakchong-ŭi sinhaksasang”, 147 – 148. 
15

 Chŏng Yakchong, Chugyo yoji (주교요지) [The Essentials of the Lord’s Teachings], (Seoul: Han’guk 

Kodŭng Sinhak Yŏn’guwŏn, 2012 (reprint of 1798 edition), 62. 
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and this excerpt from Book One of the Chugyo yoji: 

 

Typically when we look at all of the Lord of Heaven’s creation we come to 

know that the width and height of the sky, the shining sun and moon, the 

thickness and depth of the soil and the sea, the blooming profusion of the 

trees and all the wild animals, the sublime colours and sounds, the various 

extraordinary tastes and smells.
17

 

 

Han describes Chŏng’s style as chŏnghwanhagye (정환하게) “wordy” or 

“rambling”
18

, but his distinctive voice ultimately “gives an impression of the firmness of 

his attitude through his faith towards the Lord of Heaven’s omnipotence”, and we can 

unpack Chŏng’s linguistic choices to further probe how he represented Catholicism to his 

audience.
19

 Yongbi ŏch’ŏnga is full of four-syllable phrases (with additional Korean 

particles), derived from what Su calls “the solemn tetrasyllabic meter […] the classical 

style for eulogy”,
20

 while the Chugyo yoji is also full of these evocative and poetic 

representations of nature and geography.  

To give another example, McCann writes that the word ttŭt (뜻), “doing”, can be 

interpreted in the Yongbi ŏch’ŏnga as “intent”, “meaning” or “significance”, “the 

reframing of historical narrative as prophecy”.
21 

 

[Yi Sŏnggye] moved to Lofty Mountain, 

and this was part of heaven’s doing […] 

he moved to virtue’s source, 

and this was part of heaven’s doing.
22

 

 

Chŏng uses ttŭt (뜻)—in this excerpt, in the form bonttŭt (본뜻) (“real 

intention/meaning”)—to describe the Lord of Heaven’s wishes:  

 

If He were to punish sinners straight away […] it would not be in accordance 

with His real intention for humanity to ascend to heaven.
23

  

 

Chang (1983) also discusses the role played by semi-mythical figures such as the Yellow 

Emperor in bestowing legitimacy on Eastern regimes. Chŏng’s Lord of Heaven can be 

placed in the same continuum, as a work blurring the lines between history, mythology and 

prophecy, in exactly the same way as Chosŏn’s rulers, poets and historians did, and for 

exactly the same reason: to bolster the legitimacy of a ruler’s claim.  

 

                                                                                                                                    
16

 Yongbi ŏch’ŏnga (龍飛御天歌) [Songs of the Dragons Flying to Heaven], Canto II, in McCann, David, 

Early Korean Literature: Selections and Introductions, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2013), 

(McCann’s translation), 125. 
17

 Chŏng, Chugyo yoji, 11. 
18

 Han, “Chong Yakchong’s theological ideas”, 149. 
19

 Ibid., 149. 
20

 Su, Jui-lung, “Shi Poetry: Music Bureau Poems (Yuefu)”, in How to read Chinese Poetry: A Guided 

Anthology, edited by Cai, Zong-qi (New York: Columbia University Press, 2013), 85. 
21

 McCann, David, Early Korean Literature: Selections and Introductions, (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 2013), 130. 
22

 Ibid., 42; emphasis added: ttŭt (뜻) [doing; intent; meaning] 
23

 Chŏng, Chugyo yoji, 43, emphasis added: bonttŭt (본뜻) [real meaning, real intention]. 
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A Disturbing Doctrine: How a Confucian Became Catholic 

 

The fit is not perfect. As mentioned, there were significant areas where Christianity came 

into irresoluble conflict with the dominant thought-modes of 1798 Korea—not least with 

Chŏng’s claim that while Jesus embodied the purest and most noble bloodline in existence, 

this bloodline is shared by every single person on the face of the earth: 

 

As Jesus had already chosen human form, so He became the originators’ 

descendant, sharing the same bloodline as the rest of us.
24

 

 

Clearly this idea of equal bloodlines is in direct opposition to everything late Chosŏn 

Korea prized. Chŏng also criticised ritual ancestor worship, probably an even more toxic 

position for him to take at the time. But he had no choice—Catholic doctrine is 

unequivocal: all are equal before God.
25

 Chŏng attempted to present Jesus to his audience 

in a way which was acceptable in the milieu of late 18
th

 century Korea, but only so far as 

that representation did not conflict with his view of the foundational tenets of Christianity.   

Yet, however troublesome his provenance, the Jesus/God of the Chugyo yoji is 

firmly embedded in a Confucian tradition of example, study and self-criticism. Chŏng, 

quite fittingly, had only come to believe in Catholicism after deep reflection, what Kim 

(2013) calls “many years” of “casting his gaze”
26

 over the new religion. His background 

was rigorously classic, if rooted in a faction of Korean aristocracy which had suffered 

attacks on its perceived propriety: Chŏng “encountered the Catholic faith armed with 

Southerner thought” and an “inclination towards Daoism”
27

. He had eventually “reached 

the conclusion”: Catholicism was the correct way. Han (2002) expands on his background. 

Chŏng Yakchong came from “the house of a good clan”
28

 and “had studied Confucianism 

according the scholarly atmosphere”
29

 of his family home. This further explains 

Yakchong’s frequent use of historical examples and allegorical comparison of Catholicism 

with Confucian filial piety: he was a Confucian.  

 

 

Confucianising Christ: Examples from the Text 

 

Examining the Chugyo yoji bolsters Cawley’s argument that Jesus Christ as understood in 

Eastern Asia performed Confucian functions with Catholic supplementation.
30

 There are 

myriad examples in the text of Chŏng’s Chŏnju being refracted through the lens of Eastern 

classicism. From the beginning of the work, Chŏng seeks to draw explicit comparisons 

between his Catholicism and the very foundations of Korean society. A long-established 

belief in Eastern classicism held that a ruler’s behaviour directly influenced the natural 

                                            
24

 Ibid., 76. 
25

 Kevin Cawley, “Deconstructing Hegemony”, 2012. 
26

 Kim Taeyŏng, “Chŏng yakchong-ŭi ch’ŏnju kyori ihae” (정약종의 천주 교리 이해) [Understanding 

Chŏng Yakchong’s Catholic Doctrine]. Yŏksawa kyŏngje (역사와 경제) [History and Economy], vol. 89 

(2013), 111. 
27

 Ibid. 
28

 Han, “Chong Yakchong’s theological ideas”, 126.  
29

 Ibid., 127. 
30

 See Cawley, “Deconstructing Hegemony” and Cawley “Dis-assembling Traditions: Deconstructing Tasan 

via Matteo Ricci”. Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 24:2 (2014), 297-313. 
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world: a righteous ruler gained heaven’s blessing and bountiful crops followed; an 

unworthy ruler subjected his people to floods and drought. The first paragraph seeks to 

democratise and personalise this belief, situating Korean Catholic worship within a 

familiar framework: 

 

In general, when people gaze upon the heavens, they know that there is an 

owner [of the earth] above them, so that when they face the suffering of 

illness, they look up to the heavens and plead, hoping for an escape; when 

they come across thunder and lightning, they call their sins to mind, and 

become startled and fearful; if there were no owner above, how could every 

person’s heart become like this?
31

 

 

A central preoccupation of Korean propriety at the time was one’s place amongst one’s 

ancestors. Proper observation of rites of remembrance and treating one’s forebears with 

reverence was crucially important. In the second paragraph of the book Chŏng leverages 

the Korean’s awareness of their ancestry to draw what he sees as a logical conclusion: the 

first ancestor must have been something more than human, an entity with the ability to 

spontaneously generate sentient life:  

 

If we were to go back step-by-step, there would definitely be a person who 

started everything, and who then would the person be? If we say that this 

person had earlier parents, who would they be? There must, then, have been a 

person in the first place who did not have parents, but who, then, gave birth to 

him? If it is said that that he became born from his parents, who gave birth to 

his parents? Did this first-born person give birth to their own body, since he 

would surely have been born without parents? […] as I see it, there must have 

been a first person who not only gave birth to people but also brought about 

not only people but the first wild animals, plants and trees […] there is one 

who ultimately brought about the trees, plants, animals and people. He is 

called the Lord of Heaven.
32

 

 

Yet this approach also marks perhaps the first of the many times Yakchong’s work flouts 

convention: traditionally Eastern classicism had little interest in considering the beginnings 

of creation.  

Book One, Chapter 12 is devoted to the Lord of Heaven’s intellectual prowess. 

Here we can see for the first time a theme which Yakchong returns to again and again: the 

omniscience of God. This is another method by which the Catholic God is drawn into a 

frame of reference open to the common Korean reading the Chugyo yoji. The elite layer of 

Korean society most readily apparent to Yakchong’s audience, the local yangban 

aristocracy, owed their position (ostensibly at least) to their learning. Therefore, to 

properly impress his readership, Yakchong’s supreme ruler of the universe would have to 

be the most knowledgeable entity in it too:  

 

The Lord of Heaven knows everything in its entirety. He is already infinitely 

mighty so He surely knows everything in its entirety. Through His infinite 

power He can make heaven, earth, and all things, by knowing through His 

infinite wisdom the sublime principles of making them. If He were not to 

                                            
31

 Chŏng, Chugyo yoji, 1. 
32

 Ibid., 1-2.  
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know things infinitely, how could He have bestowed His infinite power? 

Therefore we must say that His knowledge is infinite; He perceives sharply 

and clearly the greatness and smallness, the purity and impurity, and the 

depth and shallowness of all things; He knows the inner thoughts of myriad 

spirits and the hidden intentions of billions of people, so there is not even the 

slightest chance of concealing anything from Him; furthermore, the countless 

generations of past and present stand unconcealed before His eyes.
33

 

 

Subsequently, Chŏng’s Lord of Heaven is everything an 18
th

 century Korean might 

look for in a ruler:  

 

The Lord of Heaven is supremely wise, supremely able, supremely virtuous, 

supremely strict and supremely just.
34

  

 

Equally powerful is the Lord of Heaven’s representation as the bringer of order—the 

search for order in the universe being a central preoccupation of Korean Neo-

Confucianism: 

 

There was chaos and no order. Hereupon He brought order: on the first day, 

with one command, in an instant He created light.
35

  

 

Consistently throughout the work, Chŏng draws direct comparison between the 

Lord of Heaven and orthodox earthly government:  

 

To make a comparison, the chief ministers’ glorious fortune and the 

pleasurable wealth and honour enjoyed by provincial governors and 

commanders of the military all come from the hands of the king… just as we 

can know a king’s great wealth by observing the prosperity of his hundred 

ministers, when we see the beauty of all things in heaven and earth we come 

to know that the Lord of Heaven is infinitely beautiful.
36

  

 

 A single village has a single official: a single province has a single governor; 

and a single country has a single king. There could not be a greater wrong, 

then, if the people of a village were to serve two officials, or if the populace 

of a province were to serve two governors, or if a country were to serve two 

kings.
37

  

 

Chŏng reinforces the reader’s earthly obligations to their monarch while discussing the 

reverence and fear the Lord of Heaven inspires. Simultaneously he bolsters classical 

propriety and legitimises Ch’ŏnju: 

 

When the people look at the royal palace, their hearts feel naturally fearful 

[…] they are afraid of the king in the palace.
38

  

                                            
33

 Ibid., 10-11. 
34

 Ibid., 18. 
35

 Ibid., 36. 
36

 Ibid., 12. 
37

 Ibid., 17.  
38

 Ibid., 14-15. 
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Chŏng’s Lord of Heaven also embodies and reinforces the other Five Relationships: 

 

The Lord of Heaven’s love for humanity is like a parent’s love for their 

children.
39

  

 

The female was born from the male so that the wife could properly obey her 

husband.
40

  

 

Chŏng even seeks to situate Catholicism’s rejection of ancestor worship within a 

context of classically-correct filial piety, rather than (as was the sentiment at the time) its 

absolute antagonist. His argument is that those who are truly enlightened will not venerate 

their ancestors as their genuine ancestor—the Lord of Heaven—deserves all of their praise: 

 

For people to turn and bow to the heavens, the sun and moon and the stars, is 

a grave sin. In other words, if parents were to present a house and its 

surrounding lands to a child of theirs, would it not be wrong for the child to 

venerate the house and its surrounding lands as if it were they who had 

provided him with life?
41

  

 

A later paragraph also presents Catholicism as the path to enlightenment—the 

ultimate goal of the orthodox scholar, while Catholics are people attempting to exemplify 

moral uprightness: 

 

The Lord of Heaven… is the source of all goodness. Therefore what 

goodness could there be in someone who does not know of Him as Lord and 

father; how could this [ignorance] be spoken of as being the Way?
42

  

 

The people spreading the Lord of Heaven’s teachings are all learned and 

well-versed in all of the knowledge in creation; their morals are a shining 

example
43

  

 

Bible figures such as Adam, Eve and Mary also embody Eastern classical virtue: 

 

Their character would be good and unattached to selfishness… their wisdom 

was bright and unclouded […] their hearts would be extremely moral and 

without prejudice.
44

  

 

[Mary’s] character was supremely pure, and her conduct was supremely 

beautiful […] her kind virtue was the greatest ever seen on earth.
45

 

 

                                            
39

 Ibid., 36. 
40

 Ibid., 37-38. 
41

 Ibid., 16-17. 
42

 Ibid. Chapter 25, which contains this reference, is missing from the 1932 numbered page manuscript. It is 

contained in a version known as Manuscript B which carries chapters 17-26. These chapters were excised 

from the 1932 manuscript. 
43

 Ibid., 82-83. 
44

 Ibid., 38. 
45

 Ibid., 45. 
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The Chugyo yoji also directly conflates mortal and heavenly law. Chŏng 

emphasises that Catholics must obey the law, and correct hierarchy, where doing so will 

not conflict with religious obligation: 

 

If an ordinary person was to sin against the manager of their villager, they 

would be given the punishment of t’aejang (태장) […] if they were to sin 

against the king they would not be able to escape death. Even, then, if the 

offence is of a single kind, if the person sinned against is of a higher station 

then the punishment will be more severe.
46

 

 

Equally, as with the Eastern punishment for those betraying an earthly king—

pulchung (불중)—so Adam and Eve’s wrongdoing is visited upon the next generations. 

Here we can see a refraction of the concept yŏnjwabŏp (연좌법) “complicity law” or 

“implication liability”. “Through complicity law, solidarity is prepared”
47

; Chŏng’s 

audience could relate to the punishments meted out by God as they were under the 

jurisdiction of similar concepts: 

 

If a person’s forbear sins against the king, generally his descendants must 

serve as conscripts on the border, according to the law; how, then, can anyone 

say that punishing descendants for their ancestors’ sins is not just?
48

  

 

Towards the end of the work Chŏng recounts a sinner’s regret at not having 

followed the law of God. In tone and style this section could be any lapsed yangban’s 

lament, minus the reference to Ch’ŏnju and the saints:  

 

Woe is me! When I was on earth if I had not lied to my conscience, and if I 

had served the Lord of Heaven according to the truthful words and made just 

a small effort, I would have gone up to heaven with the saints […] but I did 

not do what was so easy.
49

  

 

Finally, Chŏng uses several medical terms which have significance: 

 

A person’s body is made up of the five viscera, the six organs, the four limbs 

and the hundred parts.
50

  

 

Kim (2000) argues—persuasively—that these kinds of terms form part of a 

common stock of Korean knowledge, so familiar as to be fundamental. The Chosŏn 

physician Hŏ Jun had gathered and synthesised classically-influenced Korean medical 

knowledge in his 1613 book Tongŭibogam 東醫寶鑑 (Compendium of Eastern Medicine); 

Hŏ’s work retains currency even today, and its terms and phrases would certainly have 

been familiar to Chŏng’s audience—what Kim calls “a summary of foundational 

                                            
46
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principles”
51

 synthesised “thanks to the interchange between the so-called three religions: 

Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism”.
52

 

Also forming part of this common stock of terms are the words manmul (만물, 

everything under the sun),
53

 paeksŏng (백성, “the masses”) and paekkwan (백관, the 

government) which are employed extensively throughout the work, and are ubiquitous 

throughout Confucian-influenced Korean and Chinese work. Their use is yet another 

marker of the deep influence of Eastern classicism on the Chugyo yoji.  

 

 

Final Thoughts: a Response to Han (2002) 

 

In his 2002 article “Chong Yakchong’s theological ideas—analysis of the doctrine of God 

through the Chugyo yoji” Han highlights the Western influences found in the Chugyo yoji. 

Han ostensibly argues against the work representing a melding of Eastern and Western 

thought: Han’s Chŏng echoes Thomas Aquinas, the bedrock of western Catholic orthodoxy, 

using the Thomistic “mechanistic principle of causation”:
54

 

 

     Through this awe [of nature] humans come to know the absolute. For Chŏng 

Yakchong this facet of human nature proves the existence of God […] 

[echoing Aquinas] the existence of God, his general form, is revealed vaguely 

to us through the nobility of nature.
55

 

 

Certainly, Chŏng was fundamentally influenced by western doctrine. “Yakchong has still 

yet to accept Middle Ages orthodox [Eastern] theology”
56

 and challenges the traditional 

Eastern belief that heaven itself is a sentient recipient of prayer: “Through Eastern 

concepts, through the power of being imbued with life, heaven was regarded as being the 

source of all life […]. Chŏng Yakchong criticised these Eastern concepts, explaining that 

when humans sent their pleas to heaven their target was literally the sky itself […] when 

people looked towards the blue heavens, the reverence which formed by itself in their heart 

was due to the existence of God”.
57

 Han then asserts that Chŏng’s work is directly 

influenced by Matteo Ricci, further strengthening its ties to the West: 

 

Chŏng uses the concept of ‘great ruler, great person’ in his own idea of the 

living Lord of Heaven. This concept is often found in Matteo Ricci’s 

discussions of the Lord of Heaven; within the concept the attributes of a 

Lord of Heaven based on a Confucian value system and ethics are 

expressed.
58

 

  

Ricci, of course, was the innovator who first sought to present Catholicism in a way which 

would be acceptable (and comprehensible) to Confucians. Han argues that this is how 
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Chŏng (and Ricci) expressed Catholic thought: as staying relevant to ideals of ch’ung (忠), 

loyalty and hyo (孝), filial piety, which were of supreme importance in the milieu—

Catholic martyrs could dedicate their lives to their faith while staying true to these 

exemplary values, giving their obedience to the ultimate and most deserving father. Thus 

we can begin to trace a parallel Catholic/Confucian lineage in Ricci and Yakchong, but it 

seems strange to classify such a lineage as solely “Western”, as Han does.  

Han goes on to define Chŏng’s Jesus as a mediator, kŏgan (거간), between the 

Lord of Heaven and humanity; what could be more classically Eastern? Orthodox Korean 

kings and Chinese emperors were, of course, uniquely charged with a special moral 

responsibility to help their subjects fulfil the wishes of heaven. That responsibility was 

theoretically intertwined with every authoritative role in eastern society: husband, father, 

magistrate, teacher, and older sibling. Chŏng even uses the phrase changhyŏng (장형), 

“older brother”, to explain Jesus’ role:   

 

If we are to discuss the combination of heavenly and human natures [in 

Jesus], Jesus is close to the Lord of Heaven up in heaven, and he is close to 

humanity below on earth; so between the two, the Lord of Heaven and 

humanity, Jesus becomes a middleman. He is the son of the Lord of Heaven, 

and he is the elder brother of every single member of humanity. If an elder 

brother were to look at a younger sibling’s sins against their father with pity, 

and ask the father for forgiveness as if it were he himself who had 

committed the sins, the father would surely forgive the younger brother 

upon seeing how sincerely the younger brother pleads. So just in this way, 

Jesus’ one person becomes a ladder between humanity and the Lord of 

Heaven.
59

   

 

Han goes on to contradict himself somewhat; his reading is that Chŏng never accepted 

“middle ages orthodox [Eastern] theology”, but he defines late Chosŏn intellectual 

orthodoxy as seeking to impose order on the universe by defining the function of 

everything in it.
60

 This is exactly the preoccupation of much of the first book of the 

Chugyo yoji (see above). By Han’s own admission the way Yakchong’s argument is 

ordered is irredeemably steeped in Confucian concerns. Consciously and unconsciously the 

Chugyo yoji seeks to situate Catholic belief within an orthodox Korean context: 

 

[Chŏng Yakchong] often compares the Lord of Heaven to secular kings. The 

Lord of Heaven is not [just] the king of a single country. Through a great 

monarch the Lord of Heaven introduces all the things existing in the universe. 

This is how the Lord of Heaven’s church does not corrupt or fail to 

acknowledge the authority of the ruler in the social order at the time of 

writing. His awareness of one’s parents is the same. Human servitude to the 

Lord of Heaven is compared to a child’s filial devotion to their parents […] 

through human customs, creation is explained – namely, as a parent 

equipping its children with lands and a livelihood.
61
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For Han, Chŏng’s philosophy rejects his eastern milieu, but the work—evinced in 

Han’s presentation of it—displays classic Confucian reasoning methods, if not conclusions. 

Han is correct to say that the eastern classical tradition pays relatively little attention to 

theories of creation, but the Chugyo yoji sees Chŏng Yakchong turning a classical eastern 

education to precisely that problem. Chŏng’s work is still part of a Korean orthodox 

continuum (as an extreme outlier, admittedly) rather than a complete break with everything 

he has been taught. Han’s conclusions are indicative of a major flaw with much of the 

scholarship on the Chugyo yoji: focusing on its conclusions (anathema to its milieu, and 

perhaps anathema to some of the modern western and Korean scholars studying the subject) 

rather than the process by which they have been arrived at. Is Chŏng Yakchong’s work 

Korean Catholicism? Or is it Catholicism expressed by a Korean? It is both. Catholicism 

expressed by a Korean becomes foundationally “Koreanised”, for want of a better term. If 

we accept that the transmission of information is never value-free, we must accept that the 

Chugyo yoji produces something unique and new. It is one man’s attempt at faithfully 

expressing inviolate concepts, originally written in languages foreign to him, and having 

undergone centuries of translation and negotiation by numerous authors, in his own 

language and to his own people. Han uses the word t’och’akhwa (토착화) “inculturation”, 

only once in his article, to describe what he sees as Chŏng’s failure to make the creed 

acceptable. Chŏng’s doctrine was “heterogeneous and exotic”
62

; his efforts at inculturating 

Catholicism within a “Korean theology” were “only felt remotely”; Han claims that 

Catholicism was adopted in spite of its relationship with Korean culture, not because of 

it—but a critical reading of the Chugyo yoji reveals it to be foundationally influenced by 

Confucian Chosŏn. After all, the Catholic Church, somehow, endured in Korea. Perhaps its 

persistence in the face of such hostility was thanks to its unique syncretic character, a 

character which had been forged by its early adherents, who were willing to die for what 

they had come to believe in. 
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