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1. Characteristics of New Religions in Korea

1) People Oriented Autonomous Religious Movement in Modern Times of Korea

The history of Korean new religions started from people’s movement in modern times at the end of the 19th century. It was chaotic time with internal and external troubles (內憂外患). Internally, there were the fall of the kingdom and the corruption of bureaucratic officers and externally the national sovereignty was plundered because of interference of domestic affairs by Japan and China. Moreover, heterogenic civilization of western forces compounded the sense of values of Korean people. General public came to gather to new people’s movement to find an emotional shelter, which led to an autonomous religious movement to preserve the nation, rescue people and cry for world peace. 

2) Unification (合一) of Traditions of Three Religions (三敎)

The characteristic of religious dogmas of new religious movements in the contemporary period was the consilience of three traditional religions such as Confucianism(儒), Buddhism (佛), and Taoism (道). They did not negate the sense of values of traditional religions completely. Rather, they selected advantages of each religion and integrated them to create a new religion, as they did not lead social integration from functional perspectives.

3) Posterior Dawn of Civilization and Ethnic Religions

New religions in Korea at this time claimed the ideology of ‘Posterior Dawn of Civilization (後天開闢)’ with the desire to overcome gloomy reality and get splendid utopia in the future. It can be said Korean religion specific eschatology. It means utopia comes on the earth with the changes in nature. Here, Korean new religions have strong ethnic sense of value, in that Korean people will play an important role in leading the posterior world.

4) Spell (呪文) Training (修行)

New religions in Korea excluding Christianity related ones use spells as a core of their worship. Spells are symbolical phrases summarizing the truth and aid of people that the creators of such religions have realized. It is believed that they will have mystical power as well as reach religious realization when they recite it. In the background of the popularity of spells at that time, there was a need of an easy and convenient way to fill up religious desire of people without profound and difficult doctrines and to dissolve their anxieties in social difficulties. People, who did not know how to read and write, recited spells with the belief that they could avoid all disasters and receive blessings with reciting them even though they didn’t know the ideological meaning of the spells. That is why spells got proliferated so quickly. There spells are very important training tools and are being used in all rituals and ceremonies. 
2. Various Kinds of Spells in Korean New Religions

The spells being used in various religious bodies of Korean new religions at the moment are approximately 3,500, and there are hundreds of spells even in a religious body. Most spells contain thinking system related to vision of gods, universe, humans and ethical moral and folk beliefs. I would like to introduce three examples of Korean new religions only because of time restrictions.

1) Donghak (Cheondogyo)

Donghak is the prototype of Korean new religion. It has been developed into many other denominations, out of which Cheondogyo is the most well-known and successful. The main spell used in Cheondogyo is Shicheonju (侍天呪). The following is the full text (全文) of the spell.

至氣今至願爲大降 侍天主造化定 永世不忘萬事知
The above spell can be interpreted according to grammar. The brief interpretation is as follows.

The utmost force has arrived and I pray that it will come in full scale. 

If we believe in God, all orders are fixed and if we do not forget Him forever, we will know everything.

This spell was given to Choi Su-wun (1824~1864), the creator of Donghak when he achieved the spiritual enlightenment. Choi Su-wun claimed that he heard this directly from god and he received this spell with his body trembled in his religious experience. According to his god, this spell is a kind of god’s medicine (仙藥), and it will cure all diseases and people may live forever if all people learn it. In Cheondogyo, they recite this spell in all training ceremonies and it is said that many people experience tremble that cannot be expressed in language and have religious enlightenment.

2) Daesun Jinrihoi

One of new religions following Donghak is Daesun Jinri by Gang Jeung-san (1871~1909). Jeung-san claimed (自任) that he was the Sangje (god) himself coming down to the earth and performed a great task named Cheonjigongsa (天地公事) for nine years. The core spell used in this task was Taeeulju (太乙呪). Jeunsan told, “Do not sleep much and read Taeeulju more instead. It is the king of kings. It will be recited in all the villages and in all the schools for 50,000 years.” He emphasized that it would be the spell that everybody should memorize while they lived on earth. The following is the full text (全文) of the spell.

「吽哆吽哆 太乙天上元君 吽哩哆㖿都來 吽哩喊哩娑婆啊」
This spell cannot be interpreted according to grammar. We can infer some of the meanings partially. ‘Taeeulcheonsangwongun’ means the supreme god (神格), and ‘Humchihumchi’ is known to be noise made by cows when they eat. Here, ‘cow’ is the target of truth-seeking just like in Buddhism tradition and an animal symbolizing the truth.

Today, this Taeeulju is always being used in prayer events and self-training and it is said that they experience surprising enlightenment according to their fulfillment. 

3) Won Buddhism

Won Buddhism is a new religion started by So Tae-san (1891~1943). Many spells are being used today, which include Youngju (靈呪), Seongju (聖呪), and Cheongjeongju (淸淨呪). Here is Youngju.

天地靈氣我心定 萬事如意我心通 天地與我同一體 我與天地同心正
It can be interpreted as follows; “Numinous forces in heaven and on earth are fixed in my mind and success in works depends how congruent they are with my mind. World is identical to me and I am righteous with heaven and earth.”
Won Buddhism emerged as an innovation movement against the Buddhism delivered to Korea. It claims new Buddhism as a truthful religion criticizing conventional Buddhism. In this spell, they try to know beginning and ending of everything in the world, birth, ageing, disease and death of human beings, and the principle of cause and effects by realizing the truth of Ilwon (一圓) as an ultimate presence. The purpose of Won Buddhism is to construct a utopia through believing the truth of religion and the moral training of reality. Through this spell training, many people achieve their religious enlightenment and have original religious experiences.

3. Religious Mind of Koreans shown in Spells of New Religions in Korea

We can see religious mind of Koreans through spells used in Korean New Religions. The followings are the representative characteristics.

1) Heaven-centered Religion

In the spells of new religions in Korea, transcendent concepts on heaven and earth are contained. Here, heaven does not mean an intangible universe space but numinous heaven where the supreme god stays and a sacred space where many gods interact. Korean people had traditional culture to make memorial services to heaven. Heaven, as the utmost presence without discrimination or conflicts, makes absolute orders, includes enlightenment (道) and absolute reason (理). Additionally, as humane god is communicating with humans all the time, the relationship between heaven and humans is always organically connected.

2) Relationships between Human Mind and Chi (氣)

Another characteristic of spells in Korean new religions is the concept of Chi (氣)- force. Chi (氣) is the terminology from Chinese philosophy, the matter composing all things. Although it is not visible, it is inevitable energy for anything to exist. It is said that universe is full of such Chi. There are various kinds of Chi such as Wongi (元氣), Chi of Taeheo (太虛), Jigi (至氣) and other individual Chi’s (氣). Jigi, which is used in the spell, means the basic reality bearing all things. Human body and mind can be a kind of expression of Jigi. Such Jigi dwells in all things and acts on everything to maintain a certain form, and mental and physical activities. Furthermore, it is said that all people can communicate with god through this Jigi. In other words, Chi in Korean new religions is the medium enabling communication with god and making themselves gods.

Chi acts and reacts through human minds. Human minds are acting organs that can detect and receive all the activities of such Chi. Depending on human minds, clear Chi and hazy Chi act to make Good (善) and Evil (惡). Accordingly, you need to make your mind calm before training spells. You can make your Chi righteous by cultivating and maintaining your mind stable. Though this, you can keep yourself healthy and make your doings successful. Furthermore, you may be able to correct Chi of heaven and earth.

As such, in spell training in Korean new religions, mind training of human beings acts as important element with belief in heaven. It is said that true human beings can be completed when all Chi’s are operating normally.

