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1. Introduction  

This article is about the ideas of p’ungsu3, Korea’s traditional outlook on nature and 

geography, has been used to select the sites of houses and graves. The purpose of this 

article is to analyse the ideas of p’ungsu as the method of interpreting metaphorically 

the sites of church building according to Korean folk faith and theology. 

In this article, I intend first to compare Korea’s outlook on nature, considered from the 

viewpoint of Korean folk faith, with the conception of ideal land, that is, a sacred place, 

Paradise and Utopia, seen from the standpoint of the science of religion and theology of 

Christianity.  

Of course, the ideas of p’ungsu do not have exactly the same meaning as ‘nature’ or 

‘ideal land’ in Western culture
4
 because p’ungsu is very much a folk tradition rather than 

a scientific or theological system. 

Secondly, I intend to give theological support to the ideas of p’ungsu. 

The standpoint of modern thinkers about the ideas of p’ungsu can be generally divided 

into two.   

     One is a negative standpoint according to which the ideas of p’ungsu are merely  

geomancy because of its ‘unscientific’ aspect. The other is a positive standpoint 
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valueing p’ungsu’s influence on human lives and its environmental and ecological 

aspects based on philosophy and science originating from ancient China.  

2. The Ideal Land       

2-1. Western Ideal Land 

2-1-1. The Garden of Eden 

The Jewish idea of the Promised Land and the Christian idea of the return of Christ are 

rooted in a promise given by God to his people. The ideal society is the fulfilment of 

humans hopes on earth.
5
  

The ideal space in Western thought will be paradise
6
, more recently discussed as 

Millenarianism. George Kateb defined utopia as “the vision or idea of a perfect 

society”.
7
 There is the biblical interpretation showing that “utopia exists somewhere 

between the ‘Garden of Eden’ of Genesis and ‘the New Jerusalem’ of Revelation”.
8
  

The Garden of Eden is utopia seen as a literal ‘garden, green and pleasant’. Genesis 

describes it as containing four rivers and ‘every tree that is pleasant to the sight and 

good for food’(2:9). On either side of the stream that flows from the Temple stand trees 

of wonderful fruitfulness. 

The prophet Ezekiel describes it in detail.
9
 In contrast Revelation describes Jerusalem 
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as adorned with every kind of precious stone: jasper, sapphire, chalcedony, emerald, 

sardonyx, sardius, chrysolite, beryl topaz, chrysoprase, jacinth, amethyst.
10

  

The history of God, who led his people from wilderness into the Promised Land, 

Paradise is recorded in the Bible.  

2-1-2. Utopia 

Thomas More, who first used the word ‘Utopia’ called the island of a remote country 

‘Nusguama (Nirgendwo)’ in his letters sent to his friends. His “happy island” is a non-

Christian society. Yet it is, More’s Christian inspiration that led him to project the image 

of a paradise on earth.
11

 It is connected with the meaning of the word ‘Utopia’, ‘non-

place’. It can be said to be the desire for the ‘Perfect Society’.
12

 In general, the utopian 

literary genre has been adopted primarily to imagine societies of greater virtue and 

quality.
13

 

In 18th century Britain there were many attempts to describe ideal societies featuring 

pastoral or moral visions, following upon the revolutionary debates of the 1790s.
14

 The 

character of utopia of the West was summarised as having the properties of isolation
15

, 

nature and harmony.
16

 But, the description of the land or scenery is insignificant. That is 

because the utopia of the West was not expressed as the ideal land, but was thought to 

be the ideal society and so, the substance of its description shows the supernatural 
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contents, such as the good commonwealth or the relationship between humans and 

between a human and God.  

The shape of utopia in the West is expressed variously. In general, it can be divided into 

the utopia of Eden and arcadias. The utopia of Eden is the biblical paradise in the 

relation between God and humans. After humans were banished from the Garden of 

Eden, they felt nostalgia and desired a return to utopia of Eden. Arcadia is literary and 

imaginary, and related to common political theory while Christian utopia proposes the 

realisation of common people’s dreams including amusements and sex. In a word, the 

idea of utopia in the West can be said to have been a subject of social concern mainly 

about the principle of equality.  

 

2-1-3. Church 

In the Byzantine church building the interior represents the universe. “The four parts of 

the interior of the church symbolise the four cardinal directions. The interior of the 

church is the universe. The altar is paradise, which lay in the East. The imperial door to 

the altar was also called the Door of Paradise. During Easter week, the great door to the 

altar remains open during the entire service ; the meaning of this custom is clearly 

expressed in the Easter Canon : ‘Christ rose from the grave and opened the doors of 

Paradise unto us’. The West, on the contrary, is the realm of darkness, of the dead, who 

await the resurrection of the flesh and the Last Judgment.”
17

 The centre of the church is 

the Earth. According to Kosmas Indikopleustes, the earth is a rectangle defined by four 

walls and covered by a dome. Thus the church is a representation of heavenly 

Jerusalem.  

2-2. Oriental Ideal Land   

The Buddhist ideal land is divided into two kinds. One is the ‘Pure Land’ which stems 

from the dogmas of Buddhism. In Buddhism, the Pure Land is said to have been created 

by Amita Buddha and is sometimes termed the Western Paradise.
18

 The other is an 

actual temple site. But, in Buddhism, it is believed that the Pure Land can agree with a 
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temple site symbolically in the real world. 
19

The utopias of Taoist philosophers are 

remarkably similar to that of Thomas More. For example Chuang-tzu (莊子) describes 

Nan Yueh (南越): its inhabitants live a simple happy life protected from all the cares and 

moral problems of civilisation.
20

  But, it is also the ideal society of a kind like the utopia 

of the West and is not the perfect land suitable to p’ungsu. 

2-2-1. Myongdang (명당, 明堂) in P’ungsu (풍수, 風水) 

The p’ungsu spot can function perfectly only when it is defined by physical objects 

within the territory of the p’ungsu situation. The defined territory is the Chinese version 

of ‘imago mundi’.
21

 The Azure Dragon (靑龍) to the east, the White Tiger (白虎) to the 

west, the Black Warrior (玄武) to the north, and the Red Bird (朱雀) to the south 

represent the Chinese idea of replicating the heavenly structure on earth. 

Myongdang22
 in front of the p’ungsu spot and the place enclosed by the surrounding sa 

has a specific relation to the p’ungsu spot. In comparison with utopia of the West, 

though the expression of myongdang in p’ungsu of oriental ideal land are hard to 

understand and vague, it is the distinctive feature that their sceneries are described very 

concretely.  

While utopia of the West was a fantasy of a kind, myongdang of the Orient was a 

concrete site. So, its existence was confidently believed. This is the difference between 

utopia and myongdang. But it is a common feature that harmony and balance were 

thought to be important. And especially in case of the property of isolation, myongdang 

had to be enclosed by mountains and water, and so this shows another common 

feature.  

The surrounding environment is mild and soft and makes our minds comfortable. A 

range of mountains flows long and soft. The arangement of mountains and water is not 

monotonous but ever-changing. There are also eternal dwellings of virtuous people in 

harmonious nature. These ideal lands selected according to p’ungsu are myongdang.
23

 

The ideas of myongdang in p’ungsu are applied to the selection of a good house site. 

Any nation probably has some ideas of myongdang about the spaces thought to be 

ideal places. As an example, an outlook on myongdang in Korea is complicated 
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because many things from an geographical outlook expressed in myths, legends, tales 

and pictures in the paradise in shamanism, the Buddhist Elysium of Amitabha, the 

shangrila of Taoism, the ideas of p’ungsu and Confucian outlook on myongdang of 

scholars in Sirhak, are united and appear a composite whole. But all things are unified 

into the ideas of p’ungsu. 

Selecting myongdang based on p’ungsu in the Orient is not searching for the ideal 

society made artificially like Western utopia, but is like a pilgrimage to ‘a definite place’
24

 

suitable for the conditions of p’ungsu in the world already given. In short, the ideas of 

myongdang in the Orient designates fundamentally the condition of mutual harmony 

among the heavens. After all, as the Bible leads people into the Promised Land, 

Paradise, in Christianity. 

3. Environment and P’ungsu  

On the practical side of the interaction between human and environment, Rossbach 

explained as follows ;  

“ the ancient Chinese found that a house sited halfway up a hill on the north 

side of the river facing south received optimal sun, was protected from harsh 

winds, avoided floods, and still had access to water for crops. In such 

surroundings, it was easiest to survive : rice, vegetables, and friut-bearing trees 

grew under an unhindered sun, cattle grazed on lush grass, and a house stayed 

relatively warm in the winter. The environment proved comfortable and 

harmonious, and helped inhabitants to survive and to grow successful and even 

wealthy. When that significant, auspicious, and ideal space was unattainable, 

the search for antidotes led to the study of p’ungsu.”
25

….“p’ungsu supports the 
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modern idea of ecology and conservation. Its message is : Harmonise with, do 

not disrupt, nature. Tampering with nature might disrupt its equilibrium.”
26

  

3-1. Landscape 

Landscape is a central term in geographical studies because it refers to one of the 

discipline’s most enduring interests ; the relation between the natural environment and 

human society, or between Nature and Culture. There was no p’ungsu in the West, but 

towns and villages, especially in England, grow or are planned to embody the pastoral 

or bucolic image of the countryside. Porteous divides landscape into five types: 

“mountains, wilderness, the middle landscape (rural), gardens and townscape. Between 

mountain and wilderness on the one hand, and garden and city on the other, lies the 

middle landscape of agrarian enterprise. This approximates to the pastoral or bucolic 

ideal”.
27

   

The development of the village reflects the needs and habits of humans.
28

 In conclusion, 

it is truly an issue of environmental quality and the good life.
29

 

Considered from another standpoint, the landscape of the West was used as ‘a visual 

ideology’. As Daniel and Cosgrove remark, “ a landscape is a cultural image, a pictorial 

way of representing, structuring or symbolising surroundings”.
30

 In some ways 

landscape showed the way of thinking restricted to the relations of classes.  Westerners 

especially fabricated landscape pleasant to their tastes with their landscape paintings
31

 

and gave an impression deeply in the spectators’ minds that it was the landscape of an 
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ideal society.  

A landscape painting anywhere in the world is originally the thing to evoke the cognition 

about the vast and great nature and the human environment that endlessly changes. The 

Chinese and Korean especially have thought nature as a calm world, a refuge from the 

framework of society, since ancient times.
32

 From the beginning, Taoism has developed 

the thought of seclusive life to nature to understand the universal power and spirit. 

In painting, an oriental painting, the principle is ‘ki un saeng dong (기운생동 氣韻生動).’ 

ki un saeng dong means that the spirit of the object painted has to be expressed in a 

picture according to the law of nature. While forests and trees were often personified in 

the West, forests and trees themselves expressed the universial spirit in the Orient.
33

 

3-2. Religion and landscape 

Religion has had an influence on landscape for a long time and continues to do so to 

the present time. Landscape is thought to be the product of culture. Interpretation of 

landscape needs some comprehension of how the values and beliefs of men were 

translated into the forms of architecture and how the structure of space, such as in the 

spatial organisation of residences, shows the values and beliefs of men. 

A landscape presents many interesting questions about forms, structure, organisation 

and function. In the veneration of saints the close link between worship and place is 

very clear.
34

 It is an interesting question how religious worship was reflected in 

landscape in various environments and cultures. Features of landscape which play some 

function in worship, such as churches and temples, show the most clear signs of the 

reflection of religion on the area. 

Moreover, symbols of religious worship have developed into the cultural features of 

many areas and gave them special and peculiar identities. Some elements of religious 

landscape may be local and of a small scale. Domestic altars, shrines on the roadside 

and chapels on the roadside are typical examples. 
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4. The Support of Christian Theology through P’ungsu  

4-1. Ecological Theology and P’ungsu  

Every religion has had different attitudes towards the natural environment. Yet for all the 

religions, religious life has always been the most important element in nature.
35

  

That human is master of nature is a deeply rooted view in civilisation. Those now trying 

to challenge this view have an uphill task.
36

 The earth spread wide, mountains, fields 

and rivers can be said to be the root and trunk of a tree. So, if mountains and streams 

are indiscriminately destroyed in the name of development, myongdang and its ki will be 

destroyed too. 

The thinking that human beings ought to conquer nature has its origin in religion, 

scientific technique and economic planning. In Christian thought with Augustine of 

Hippo as the central figure, the spiritual aspect of human beings (Theomorph) was 

emphasised as the analogical interpretation of domination over the earth (Dominium 

Terrae: Genesis 1: 28).
37

 In particular, it was said that ruling over the earth was a 

blessing given to human beings assuming the spiritual Shape of God.(Imago Dei: “God 

said, let them rule over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that 

move along the ground”; Genesis 1: 26-28) 

This tradition of Biblical interpretation was strengthened by developed scientific 

technique in the age of Renaissance. Francis Bacon said “Knowledge is Power.” This 

saying became the principle of pragmatic science. Though the pursuit of profits is the 

fundamental idea of industrial capitalism, the thinking that human beings ought to 

conquer nature can not be justified. 

In the past, the ideas of p’ungsu were sometimes put to political use.
38

 For example, 
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the capital city was moved according to the ideas of p’ungsu for the wealth of the 

country, and house sites were selected according to the ideas of p’ungsu for private 

success in life. So, ordinary persons still have a political or self-satisfying image about 

p’ungsu. It was an outlook on nature based on Chinese philosophy. 

The fact that human beings ought to live harmoniously with nature has a religious base. 

The key example may be St. Frances of Assisi. Yet more religions in harmony with 

nature are found in the East than in the West. Santmire says as follow: 

 “It has been alleged that Western theological tradition is ecologically 

bankrupt....As a result of this popular reading of Western Christian thought, 

many who have been concerned with environmental issues have turned to other 

traditions, such as Eastern religions or native American religions, in order to find 

theological or metaphysical resources for the new kind of inclusive thinking that 

the emerging ecological consciousness seems to require - to view humanity as 

part of nature, not as a species above or against nature, to understand God as 

immanent in the vast expanses and diversities of cosmic history, as well as 

immanent in the unfolding dramas of human history.”
39

 

Sallie McFague theologises about the organic model in the evocative metaphor, “the 

world as God’s body.”
 40

 That is, it shows that God is not unrelated to the world and 

natural lives and preferably he exists, groaning with the destroyed world ( Rome 8:18 ). 

The concept, “the world as God’s body,” implies that human beings ought to come in 

contact with the whole world as ‘Thou”. She insists on the paradigm shift of Western 

theology which is patriarchal and says as follows ; 

“Theology is an ‘earthly’ affair in the best sense of that word : it helps people to 

live rightly, appropriately, on the earth, in our home. It is, as the Jewish and 

Christian traditions have always insisted, concerned with ‘right relations,’ 

relations with God, neighbour and self, but now the context has broadened to 

include what has dropped out of the picture in the past few hundred years - the 
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oppressed neighbours, the other creatures and the earth that supports us all. 

This shift could be seen as a return to the roots of a tradition that has insisted 

on the creator, redeemer God as the source and salvation of all that is.”
41

 

Recently, the ideas of p’ungsu have become the centre of attention again from the point 

of view of natural ecology. The ideas explain the mutual relation between nature and 

humans which is how ‘ki’, the substance of this idea, has had an effect on human life. 

The ideas of p’ungsu excludes the framework of Western thinking, masculinity and 

human-centredness, and instead reflects the feminist viewpoint which is cosmos-

centric, ecological and perceives the earth as a mother. This ideas of p’ungsu can be 

said to be the theological system which perceives the cosmos and nature as God (a 

mother). 

When the position of chongjung was selected by chwahyang, the process of selecting 

chongjung’s position had the symbolic meaning of the process of finding the womb of a 

mother for songjusin. Of course, perfect myongdang is not in p’ungsu. Every 

myongdang has some fault. However, the organic attitude of p’ungsu towards the 

environment and the scientific and environmental significance of p’ungsu can be found 

in for example the protection of mountains for the sake of keeping mountains alive, as 

an act compensating for the inadequacies of myongdang.  

Moreover, the ideas of p’ungsu can offer an attitude and method for Christian theology 

of nature and be studied in the feminist theological aspect. In the ideas of p’ungsu, 

which perceives the earth as a living organism, there can be found a basis for 

alternative ideas, not only in town planning but also in coping with the  environmental 

crisis of the earth. The idea of sojugilhyung-non (소주길흉론 所主吉凶論) is applied in 

p’ungsu so as to prevent the ideas of p’ungsu from being a superstition and to 

emphasise morality. 

The theory says that unless a person possesses virtue, he can never get good land. It is 

expressed in the Bible “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth” (Matthew 

5:5). This means that unless people are religiously renewed following the requirements 

of nature (the creation), they cannot get out of the condition of ecological alienation. 

4-2. Theological Approach to P’ungsu  Ideas 

P’ungsu is an attitude toward the earth and an outlook on geography which originates in 
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Korea’s experience of life and of the idea of ch’onbu chimo (天父地母 Heavenly Father 

and Earth Mother) and the theory of umyang. In the ideas of p’ungsu, the earth was 

regarded as a earth mother (지모, 地母) conceiving and giving birth to all things. So, the 

good earth was thought to be the place where the spirit of the earth (음기, umgi陰氣) 

was in harmony with the spirit of the heavens (양기, yanggi陽氣) and there was 

prosperous vitality. The place where the heavens combine with the earth to let all things 

grow may naturally be thought to be, in its own way, the centre of the universe. And 

each place selected by the method of p’ungsu was thought to be the centre of the 

universe.   

The ideas of umyang and ohaeng means proper universal order and harmony, and a 

house has the sense of a special area having universal order and harmony. In the ideas 

of p’ungsu, a mountain symbolised sotto and was considered to be the sacred place as 

the place of theophany. The theophany in Korean p’ungsu is not onesided and vertical, 

but is based on the intercourse and reconciliation of heaven and earth. 

The theology of the relations of Christianity to Confucianism, Buddhism and Shamanism 

is continuously studied in the paradigms of pluralism and syncretism. But, as the system 

of p’ungsu which is a branch of Korean folk faith is very complicated and hard to 

understand, the meeting of p’ungsu and Christian theology has never been attempted, 

except in the field of environmentalism. When the structure of p’ungsu is examined 

theologically, it is as follows. 

Firstly, it is believed that if someone selects a good site, he and his descendants will be 

prosperous in future. Though this belief is different from the belief in the Kingdom of 

God in Christianity, such a religious element invoking a blessing in p’ungsu can be said 

to have performed a part of forming the characteristic of the blessing-invoking faith 

which shows itself in Korean Christianity of the present. 

Secondly, the theory of Sojugilhyung (소주길흉) does not reduce p’ungsu to  a 

superstition. The theory of Sojugilhyung is the moral principle that it is not until one 

cultivates virtue that one can get a good site. So, the theory of Sojugilhyung can be 

compared to the gospel in a broad sense. 

Thirdly, the vital energy (ki) signifying wind and pneuma in p’ungsu can be compared to 

the Holy Spirit.
42

 

Fourthly, the biblical meanings of wilderness and paradise have been substantially 
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interpreted in Christian history.
43

 In the ideas of p’ungsu, nature corresponds to 

wilderness and myongdang and sa correspond to Utopia. And hyol can be compared to 

Jerusalem, the centre of the universe where God manifests himself. It indicates the 

symbolical sanctuary where a human keeps in touch with, makes peace with and is in 

harmony with the heavens. After all, the concept of p’ungsu means  reconciliation, 

meaning of the heavens and human, that is, nature and human. Thus, the ideas of 

p’ungsu as the concept of reconciliation, harmony and Sangsaeng can be said to be an 

unexplored field of inculturation theology offering rich theological metaphors. 

5. Conclusion  

P’ungsu ideas as the controlling principle of planning dwellings rests on the idea that 

heavenly principles and rules are considered to be revealed through the medium of ki. 

First of all, in this article the ideas of p’ungsu were conceptually explained so that they 

might help us to understand how the folk faith interprets the sites of church buildings.  

Kim Won, an architect, who took charge of the extension work of Seoul Anglican 

Cathedral in 1966, says that the scientific rationality of p’ungsu ideas is generally 

substantiated in the domain of modern architecture from the viewpoint that most 

important conditions for the location of a building are that the location should not be 

exposed to the winds and get a lot of sun, abundant water and scenic beauty.
44

 

Nevertheless, there is no ideal land that meets all the conditions of myongdang in 

p’ungsu. The essence of p’ungsu is the wisdom to find out proper land without 

damaging it. Ultimately, the proper land does not mean the absolutely good land, but 

the land suitable for its use.
45

 

In a word, the ideas of p’ungsu are the metaphors through which is expressed the 

methodology to realise the harmony of the earth and human. A house was thought to be 

‘the centre’ of the universe and a microcosm, having universal order and harmony. So, 

the house sites selected by the method of p’ungsu were thought to be the centre of the 

universe and people made efforts to realise the ideal values of their lives by getting the 
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shape of a house suitable for the ideas of umyang and ohaeng there. Properly houses 

were their Utopia and built by imitating a model of the universe possessing order and 

harmony. P’ungsu is the important subject of research in Korean theology that can 

support ‘Justice, Peace and Integrity of Creation’ (JPIC) and environmental theology. 

In addition, it is quite within the realms of possibility that a better relationship between 

the ideas of p’ungsu and the traditional theology of the West are brought about in the 

structural aspect. I intend to look into how the ideas of p’ungsu which occupy an 

important part in the concepts of traditional architecture were or were not applied to the 

selection of sites of church buildings in the early years of foreign missions and criticise 

the attitude of Western missionaries toward p’ungsu. 

 

 

 

 

 

(Evelyn Lip, What is Feng Shui?1997, p. 

18, figure 15)



Abstract 

 

This article is about the ideas of p’ungsu, The essence of p’ungsu is the wisdom to find out 

proper land without damaging it. In a word, the ideas of p’ungsu are the metaphors through 

which is expressed the methodology to realise the harmony of the earth and human. P’ungsu is 

the important subject of research in Korean theology that can support ‘Justice, Peace and 

Integrity of Creation’ (JPIC) and environmental (ecological) theology. It is quite within the 

realms of possibility that a better relationship between the ideas of p’ungsu and the traditional 

theology of the West and the Western ideal land are brought about in the structural aspect.  
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