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What is Religion as Perceived by Young Christian
North Korean Defectors?

M Z= 2} (Jooram Jun)”

ABSTRACT

North Korean-born young adults are positioned at a dual transition stage, simultaneously
undergoing defection and integration into South Korean society, during which their values and
worldviews are actively reconstructed. However, existing research on religion among North Korean
defectors has primarily focused on the functional effects of religious participation on social
adaptation and psychological stability, while relatively little attention has been paid to how these
young adults conceptualize and construct religion. Approaching religion not as an external resource
but as a cognitive meaning system through which life is interpreted, this study aims to analyze how
North Korean-born young adults define and conceptualize religion and how such religious concepts
relate to meaning-making and life choices. A qualitative case study design was employed, and in-
depth interviews were conducted from May to July 2024 with five North Korean-born young adults
who were born in North Korea and resettled in South Korea during young adulthood. The analysis
was interpreted through the theoretical lens of religious meaning construction and the symbolic
structure of religion. The findings indicate that their religious perceptions are formed within a
framework that presupposes a transcendent being while maintaining epistemic openness regarding
its existence, understanding religion as a system constituted through belief and repeated practice
as well as a moral and normative reference. Religious contact occurred mainly during defection
and migration processes or in situations of crisis, where religion was experienced as a resource
for survival and protection, shaped significantly by relational and environmental influences. Their

understanding of God demonstrated a spectrum of interpretations characterized by a separation
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** XS Ao gtal (University of Seoul) ILA 3 AL A& EHA] FHHET A-SA IR 163, ramidream@hanmail.net
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between knowledge and belief, including metaphors of the mind, interpretations of God as Creator,
and internalized conceptions of the divine. Religion also functioned as a source of psychological
stability, self-reflection, hope, and meaning-making, while simultaneously maintaining tension
with personal agency, as participants engaged in religious communities selectively and emphasized
self-determination rather than total devotion. This study contributes to the literature by analyzing

religion as a cognitive meaning system rather than merely as a functional factor in adaptation.

Key words: North Korean Defector, North Korean Youth, Christianity, Religious Concepts,
Qualitative Case Study
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