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Abstract

A Study on the Upasaka Monks of Korean Buddhism with a Focus on
Hamgyeongbuk-do Province

Lee, Soo-chang(Ven. Ma-seong)
(Director, the Research Institute for Pali Literature)

This paper examines the historical and ideological backgrounds of the
emergence of Upasaka or lay monks, who have already existed on the
Korean Peninsula for a long time, from the perspective of the history of
Buddhist Sangha. The first record of Korean lay monks in literature is
Samguk yusa (Memorabilia of the Three Kingdoms —1B5E4%) compiled by
the Buddhist monk 11 Yeon. On top of that, fragmentary comments on the
lay monks collectively residing in the northern region appear in Goryeosa
(History of Goryeo. ‘&), Seonhwa Bongsa Goryeo Dogyeong (& FIZE(f
EHEEIAS) written by Seogeung (i, 1091-1153), an envoy of the Song
dynasty of China, and writings of the late Joseon Dynasty courtiers and
Confucians. However, most of these records, for the sake of arousing
interest to draw worldly people’s attention, emphasized the fact that the
lay monks, presumably displaced Jurchen people, lived in groups in the
northern area and ‘married and meat diet (Z2ZEA£2).

During the Japanese colonial period, the social services department of
North Hamgyeong Province conducted a survey on the current status and
actual conditions of the lay monks including Imanishi Ryu (414fg) living
within the jurisdiction. However, their investigation report was not much
different from those of officials and Confucian scholars of the late Joseon
Dynasty. They were mainly concerned with the ‘origin of the lay monks’
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and any discussion about the ‘identity of the lay monks’ has not been
found. They overlooked the positive aspect that the lay monks did not
give up their belief in Buddhism despite all sorts of social contempt and
persecution and inherited the Dharma Lineage (i) through their own
flesh and blood from generation to generation.

In the Buddhist academic circles in Korea, there has been little
research on the Upasaka monks of Korean Buddhism since Korea’s
liberation from Japan. This paper is only the first academic work on the
Upasaka monks of Korean Buddhism. Starting with this paper, it is
expected that full-scale studies on the lay monks in Korean Buddhism will
be conducted.
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