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Which Christianity?
The Gospel, Culture, and the Problem of Cultural T‘ransformation'in Korea

_ Chai-sik Chung

The rapid ex?ansion of Christianity in Korea in the lasf half of the twentieth century has
‘been a remarkable ?henomenon in the récént history of Chri‘stianify. Thls expansion is especially
notable because, with its: shamanistic, Taoist, Buddhist, and Confueian legaci’cs,y Korea was for many
years a country culturally quite rémqtc from the West. Untll the 1880s, the faét that Korea was the
last remaining Confucian socicty’?ﬁiore :orthédox than China was thé pride of the country. Bccause‘it
‘was tucked away fro&x oceanic trade routes, Korea was xﬁorc belatedly ekpo.sed/ to Chtistianity than
China and_]apan, but since the initial cqhtact; Christianity has had a fér greater impact in Korea than
in China ot Japan: What can we make of this remarkaﬁle_phenomenon lookiﬁlg at it from a long-
tange, holistic petspéctivc? In deiiﬁeétihg the broad outlines of ‘the expansion of Christianity in
Ko'rcah socicty, the central question I ask is whether Koréan Chris\tianity has manifested the
authentic prindple of Christi;n transcendcn?e, and whether all is well on the much touted front of
thriving expansioﬁ, Thls is to ask whether,:ber’lcath outward imptressions of phenomenal growth,
Korean Chris"tiani‘ty‘_is infected v?ith soinc problems that adversely impact’ thé quality of witness to

the authentic truth of Christianity.



The Faith of the Pioneer Christian Leaders

- The Pioneer Protestant missioﬁaries - American Methodists and Presbyterians — first artived
in Korea in 1884, whereas Catholicism (called ChOnjubak ot Teaching of the Heavenly Lord) was
introduced in 1784 when Yi Sting-hun (1756-1801) brought the new faith to his country after being
baptized in Peking. When Catholicism arrived in Korea (then known as the “Hermit Kingdom”
because of its age-old seclusion policy), the alien religion immediately became embroiled in a
collision cou.rse with the Confucian state and was condefnned\ as a “barbarous” and “heterodox”
religion allied with a foreign force that threatened the state and the family. Unlike the inauspicious
tiﬁliﬂg of the atrival of Catholicism, Protestantism (called Yes#gyo, Teaching of Jesus) came to Korea
when the country had been increasingly exposed to foreign demands for diplomatic and tradc
telations and a handful of progressive leaders and high govémmeﬂt officials had begun to transform
the hackneyed Korean tradition by accommodating Western civﬂization. By this time the Korean
people were just beginning to I,eafn that the Protestant missionaries were the “American teacher [s]”
who represented the “American religion” (American Protestantism), which wasdif%crcnt from
Catholicism.’ |

To avoid the sad experience of Catﬁoﬁqism’s arrival involving the factional poiitics of the

country, iconoclastic deﬁancc of Confucian ancestor worship, and other alleged acts of subversive
activities, the Protestant missionaries went out of their way to /markct their public image as those
who came t0 aid the Kotean people. In a way, Catholicism had “in many respects done a preliminary
work” for the Protestant missionaries by showing the Protestants the difficulties involved in moving
into Korea.? Through services such as mcdicine; nursing, and education rather than “distinctly

religious teaching,” the missionaries managed to convince the Koreans of their “philanthropic

"18. F. Moore, Seoul, to F. F. Ellinwood, no. 21 (3 May 1894), Archives of the Board of Foreign Missions of
the Presbyterian Church of the United States of Ametica, New York, N.Y. (hereafter cited as “P.USA”).
2D.L. Gifford, Seoul, to Ellinwood, no. 60 (November 2, 1892), P.USA.
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motive.”” To avoid giving the impression that they were forerunnets of Western imperialism, as was
the case in so many other places in thé wortld; -they refrained from resorting to diplomatic force and

_ treaty enfotcemént as much as Possible. Thanks to such cordial attitudes, a law-abiding spirit, and an |
unobtrusivé way, the missionaries managed by 1888 to impress the Koreans that they were “the only
friends” Koteans had in their own land.*

From the 1880s, the first decade of the Protestant movement, to the ;ventful period that
culminated in Japan’s conquest of Korea in 1910, the yangban elite were divided between the vatious
progressive reformers and the rigid traditionalists on the question of how they should cope with the
rapidly changing world. First, the recalcitrant conservative voice that defended the social order at
any cost was mufﬁcd by the progressives’ batt‘le'cry for power and wealth. Much like the Chinese
“Self-Strengtheners” and the Japanese “Civilization and Enlightemﬁent” advocates, these reformers
advocated the accepting of merely workable funcﬁonél means such as science and technology from
the West (sg7) that were compatiﬁlcwith Confucian valu\c"s and institutions (fongdo). But in time,
enﬁghtcnmcnt ot kaehwa advocétes came to discover that the West’s superiority really lay in its
¢ducaﬁon, science, and technology, which, in turn, réstcd_ upon the cultural foundation of Western
| culture, namely, Christianity. Among others, such men as Kim Ok-kyun (1851-1893), Pak Ydng-hyo
1861-1939), S6 Kwang—Bém (1859-?), and S6 Chae-p’il (Philip Jaisohn in English, 1864-1951) were
most famous among those who were inclined to accomrﬂodate Chiisdarﬁty because it offered a

convenient means for modernization.” The missionaries’ primary goal, however, was to proclaim

3 Allen, Legation to Korea, Washington, D.C., to Ellinwood, no. 30 (11 June 1888), P.USA).

4 Ibid.; Allen, Yokohama, Japan, to Ellinwood, no. 58 (20 December 1889), P. USA; HL.N. Allen, Seoul, to
Ellinwood, no. 58 (October 24, 1892). P.USA..

"5 Chai-sik Chung, “Tradition and Ideology: Korea’s Initial Response to Christianity from a Religious and
Sociological Petspective,” Asia munhwa 4, 1988, pp. 134-140. See also “Nonsd),” Taehan maeil sinbo, 1
December 1905; Allen to Ellinwood, Seoul no. 33 (4 July 1885), P. USA..
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“the Gospel of Jesus Christ.””® They were eager for the conversion of heathens.’ The missionaries
openéd schools, orphanages, and hds:i)iéals, and other useful undertakings in Korea, all of which
were geared to help achieve the “evangeﬁzation of the natives.”

The missionaries were uncomfortable with the Korean enlightenment leaders’ pragmatic
perception of and motive to accommodate Christianity, which was incompatible with the
consecrated principles and motives of the missionaties. Despite their willingness to appear interested
in philanthropy, the fundamental policy of Ametican foteign missions in the 19* century was
focused upon the gospel alone, regarding social development merely as a by-product of
evangelization. This was evident in the stances taken by Rufus Anderson (1796-1880) and his
followers such as Robert E. Speer and John L. Nevius, who were criticali of the paternalist, cultural
imperialist attitude of identifying the spread of Christian civilization with wotld evangelization. They
emphasized evangelism and the policy of encouraging local autonomy. While this was a laudable
policy, unwittingly it was 1iable‘ to neglect the dimension of social justice and social concerns that is
integral to the gospel.” Also, despite the declaration of the Methodist missionaries that “we preach
ﬁot medical skills, nor English, nor Western learning, but Christ Jesus and Him crucified,”" the
missionaries were the unwitting bearers of American culture, social institutions, and political ideas.
Thanks to the general trend of _thought characteristic of their time, they themselves proudly

associated Western civilization and progtess with Christian beliefs. Because of its cultural

6 Minutes of the Ninth Annual Meeting of the Korean Mission of the Methodist Episcopal Church, held at Seont; Angust 31,

September 8, 1893, ed. George Heber Jones (Seoul: Trilingual Press, 1893), p. 36.

7 F. Ohlinger, Seoul, to A.B. Leonard, 1889, Archives of the Methodist Episcopal Church, ed., George Heber Jones,

p- 36.

8 W. W. Rockhill to Bayard, no. 58 (5 Febtuary 1887), IV, Korea Despatches, The United States Department

of State National Archives.

9 David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission Maryknoll: Orb1s, 1991), pp- 298-302; Ok Séng-ditk [Oak Sung Deuk],

“Han’guk changno kyohoeui ch’ogi sdn’gyo Chdngch’aek (1884-1903) [The early missionary policy of the

_ Korean Presbyterian Church}, Hanguk kidokkyo wa ySksa [Korean Christianity and history] (The Institute of
" Korean Church History Publication Seties vol. 9) (Seoul: Han’guk kidokkyo y&ksa yon’guso, 1998), pp. 117-

123.



identification with the West, the eatly Chrlsuan movement in Korea changed its course as national
feelings toward things Western either rose of fell ' An cspecxally important variable was the
fluctuation of the direct influence ot presence of the West (particularly the United States vis-a-vis
Japanese, Russian and Chinesé influences) in the country. For example, church growth during the
petiod between 1945 and 1961 was facilitated by the presence of the American military force and the
military govetnment, which was associated by Koreans as a power friendly to Christianity. It was
also during the period of rule by the Methodist President Syngman Rhee since 1948 and the
subsequent brief tenure of the Roman Catholic premier John Chang Myun, who was ousted by the
- military coup d ‘éat of 1961, that Christianity found a climate quite favorable to growth. The story of
the decline and fall of the Christién church in Nor;h Korea under Soviet Russian influence and
North Korean communist rule is too self-eﬁdent to feitcratc here.

The definite turn of the tide for Christianity was the dedinc of the Chinese influence on
Korea in the wake of thc Sino—]apanese war and the kabor’tcd attempts of the Tox;xghak (Eastern
Learning) movement to challenge the old order, both of which had paved the way for the so-called
Kabo Reform Movement (1894-1 896). The missionaries did not operate in isolation but happened to
be involved with the pro-Ametican progressive leadcrs, reformist high government officials, and
Arncricén diplomats; such mutually éxpcdicr;t“rglations helped the marvelous success of the initial
' Protestant missions in Korea."? B’l‘.lt the’ipricc they paid was the danger of poﬁﬁciiation and an
image the? displaycd that “the Christians ate partisans of the West and of Western civilization, and
are not true Koreans any more.”™ Since the end of the nineteenth century, has persisted the imdge

that Christian communities are segmented ghettoes of imported Western cultures standing in sharp

10 Minutes of the Ninth Annual Meeting of the Korean Mission, p. 36.

11 HN. Allen to Ellinwood, no. 108 (December 17, 1900), P.USA.

+. 12 Young Ick Lew, Kabo kyOngjang yongu [Studies of the Kabo Reform Movernent] (Seoul: Ilchogak, 1990),
‘Chap. 1, 2, 4, 5; Allen to Ellinwood, Seoul, no. 35 (19 July 1885), P.USA.



contrast to hackneyed but rnain]ine‘ ways of life associated with shamanism, Buddhism, and
Confucianism.

Anti-Christian ctitics reviled Christianity as a barbarian religion and Christian converts as
dependents of a foreign power who lost their independence. In reality, however, many of them
converted to Chtistianity because they believed Christian faith could help them find a dynamic and
refreshing alternative to their @oribmd religioﬁs tradition and a true Wa}; to a new strong Korea.
They were nationalists who were eager to emulate but not sﬁbject themselves to the West. The
evidence of the political character of conversion of eatly nationalistic Korean Protestant leaders and
their followers is plentiful. Among the best-known Protestant worthies were S Chae-p’il, Yuun Ch’i-
ho (1865-1945), and Yi Slng-man (Syngman Rhee, 1875-1965), who wete all educated in America
and played leading roles in the Independence Club. Despite their eatly education in Confucian
classics, all these men attacked Chu Hsi Confucian orthodoxy and the old Confucian society as passé
and turned to Protestantism, apparently in an ;.ttempt to find an alternative means to revitalize and
modernize their beloved country.™*

First, let us look at SO Chae-p’il, the founder of the Independence Club (Tongnip hySphoe,
1896-1898), a modern movement which promoted the ideas of independence, self-strengthening,
and democracy. In becoming a Christian SO believed tﬁat “the Protestant form of Christianity”
would be “best suited for the devéloi:ment of the moral and spiritual initiatives of the Korean
people” and for inculcating 2 new civic morality and love of freedom, justice, and rights among his
people. This came from SO’s conviction that Christianity had played a crucial role in the historical
evolution of Western civilization. Accordingly, exposing the Korean folly of pursuing merely the

branches (i.e., Western functional means) by forsaking the roots, that is, Christianity, which was the

"13 Robert E. Speet, “Repott on the Mission in Korea of the Presbytetian Board of Foreign Missions” (New
York: The Board of Foreign Missions of the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A., 1897), pp. 33, 34-35.




foundation of Western civilization,ySc‘; made a plea to his compatriots to sttive to accept Christianity
as the new ideological foundation of the nation.' |

For Yun Ch’i-ho, the prominent Christian lay leader, educator, and modernizer, and the first
baptized Korean Methodist (in 1887), America reptresented the height of Protestantism and fotces
associated with modernity such as caiaitah'sm, science, technology, education, and civil society.
Perhaps he was the foremost of the reformers in consciously following a Western model.
Establishing easy continuities between Protestantism and modernization, Yun could not distinguish
thé authentic Christian message, or the “kernel,” from the “husk” of Western cultural accretions.
‘The question of de-Westernization -- extracting the kerﬁel of the Chtistian message from tilﬁ husk
of Western culture by translating the essential message into his inherited language, culture, and
society -- was not a problem for him. His ultimate concern was to introduce “peaceful self-
reformation” and “internal revolution” in corrupt government and decrepit social institutioné by
dialectically confronting his inherited tradition, patticulatly fossilized Confucianism,'® which he
condemned as “powerless and therefore useless.”"’ “Only Protestantism,” not the corrupt
9 18

government, he declared, was ﬁt to assume the task of “restoring the moral fibre of the people.

Yun found in particular the Confucian teaching of “the inferiority of women, of the absolute

14 See the Enlightenment (Kaehwa) Party’s view of Protestantism in Yi Kwang-nin (Lee Kwang-rin) in Han guk
kacehwa sasang yOn gu [Studies on Korean enlightenment thought] (Seoul: Ilichogak, 1979), pp. 199-238.

15 Philip Jaisohn, My Days in Korea and Other Essays, ed. Sun-pyo Hong (Seoul: Yonsei University Press, 1999),
p. 207; see also pp. 180, 184, 269-270; idem, “What Korea needs most,” The Korea R,epo.rztoy 3, March 1896;
“Nons6l,” Tongnsp sinmun, 12 September 1899.

16 Chai-sik Chung, “Confucian-Protestant Encounter in Korea: Two Cases of Westernization and De-
Westernization,” in Confucian-Chrsitian Encounters in Historical and Contemporary Perspective (Lewiston, N.Y.:
. Edwin Mellen Press,1992), pp. 399-433 and Ching Feng XXXXIV, no. 1 (January 1991): 62-67.

1712 December 1893 in vol. 3 of Yun Ch’-bo ilgi [Yun Ch’i-ho’s diaty] (Han’guk saryo ch’ongsd, no. 25), 7
vols. (Seoul: Kuksa P’ydnch’an wiwdnhoe, 1973-86).
18 30 Mdrch 1889 in vol. 1 Ibid. See also, 24 September 1893 in vol. 3, Ibid.
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submission to kings, of its evetlasting ‘go-backism™ and the oppr‘cssi#c moral obligations based on
the hierarchical traditional ‘status soéicty distagté;fﬁl and outmoded.”

Yun lashed out at the lack Qf interest in “public spitit” (res pub/i?a) and “altruism” in
Confucianism where such spirit is confined to the “supreme” duties of the Five Relations “within
the four walls of ohc’s house.”™ Yun also condemned Confucian mpra]ity for admittedly no “vox

populi” [the voice of the people] and because “the Kotean [Confﬁciaﬁ] officials barter away the
dearest interest of their country just to enrich their airty selves«.",’21 When he thus criticized

- Confucianism and the Korean religious tradition for their prevalént tendency to privatize religion by
submerging sdcial consciousness, he was iijl efféct introducing a new awareness of sin in its Western
historical context, alternative Worldvicws and values, and a nc§v concept of political theology. In the
soul of this pioneer leader we find not oni’y the conflict between the inherited past and the learned
new values, but also the problem of baiandng the virtue of cultural continuity énd the virtue of -
liberating the people from opprcyssion and injustice. These twin questions would challenge the
creativity of modém theological t}ﬁnking in the years to come and continue so to do. -

’Sy‘ngman Rhee, the first President of the Republic of Koi:ca and a committed lifelong
nationalist leader, was baptized in 1905 just before his matriculation into George Washington
University in America. At about this ime young Rhee made his pledge that he would devote himself

to spreading Christian education “to raise the moral standard of the Korean people.” # He believed

1912 December 1893 in vol. 3, 14 February 1890 in vol. 2; 11 March 1894 in vol. 3; 27 May 1904 in vol. 6,
Ibid. : :
2018 and 27 September 1894 in vol. 3, Ibid. It is interesting that as late as 1909 in its editorial The HwangsOng
sinmun [The Capital Gazette, 23 March 1909] extolled Christian universalism and the spirit of self-sacrificing
love manifested in Jesus. Highly pralsmg the spitit of public setvice, universal philanthropy, and mutual help
which some Ametican Protestant missionaries had exemplified in their lives, it criticized that East Asian
Confucians metely paid lip service to the Confuaan morality of humanity and righteousness without actually
. putting them into practice.

'.21 6 April 1902 in vol. 5; 11 March 1894 and 27 September 1894 in vol. 3, Ibid.
22 Yj Stingman, Ch'sngnyon Y7 Siing-man chas®idn [The autobiography of young man Syngman Rhee], trans. with
notes by Yi Chdng-sik (Lee Chong—sxk) in Sin Tong'a (September 1965): 425-426. Quoted in Yu Yong-ik (Lew
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that with its “dynamism for reform (pjéryék hanOn him) Christianity would help his people to gain “a
power to do new things out of their own aé:co;:d” so that his country might regain independence.”
Like his seniors 56 and Yun, Rhee found in the new dynamic teformist spirit inherent in Christianity
symbolic resources which would help shape new values and aftitudcs needed for the reconstruction
of the Korean nation.‘With a strong faith in the non-violent, evolutionary philosophy of progress,
growth, and becoming, he believed in the power of education to teform the moral condition of his
people. Rhee, as other pioneer Christian nationalist leaders, determined that building an independent
and modern Korea and answering the question of individual self-reform through Christianity were
tandem concerns that could not be thought of or resolved in isolation from one another.

These Protestant cultural reformers lived in times of tremendous change and unrest marked
by uncertainties and anxieties, but they tried fo keep their faith in the future of their country and in
the formative power of religion and education to assist the gradual but steady progress of their
society. They thought such an aPproach was more becoming to their Christian understanding of -
human beings and history than resorting to either violent military tesistance or suffering a
courageous martyrdom for faith, As Yi Kwang-su (1892-7), a prominent intellectual and writer in
modern Korea, declared, “Christianity brought to Korea the dawning light of [Western or modern]
civilization.” For him, especially noteworthy“ were Christianity’s promotion of civil morality and of
democratic ed'uéation, its uplifting of women’s position, and its discovery of the usefulness of the
vernacular Z;an %)% The Protestant reformers were certainly the hatbingers of the dawn of hope,

and they committed themselves to forging a new path in the wilderness of their modern history. To

Young-ick), Y7 Stng-man Ui sam kwa kkum [Syngman Rhee’s life and dream] (Seoul: Chung’ang-ilbosa, 1996),
p. 218. ' , ’

2 Yi Sling-man (Syngman Rhee), “Yesugyo ka tachan changnae Ui kich’o” [Christianity is the foundation of
Korea’s future), Sinbak wlbo (August 1903). Quoted in Yu, Yi Slng-man, p. 218.

*. 20 Yi Kwang-su, “The benefits which Christianity has conferred on Korea,” The Korea Mission Field, trans. Yun
‘Ch’i-ho, 15 (February 1918): 35. See the Korean vetsion, “Yasogyo tii Chosén e chun tinhye” in Chu Yo-han



these men who recognized that “the one hope of the country lies in the power of Christianity and
Christian gducation,” Christianity was “éssenti_ally an emancipating religion” that “leads inevitably to
the desire fér free government and pute and popular institutions.”*
Which Christianity?: A Tale of Two Christian Ways

'Has the promising Christian begiﬁning in Korea had a happy ending? Has Korean
Protestantism been able to re‘ach the promised land after wandering in the \xdlde;ness for a century?
Have Protestants realized their dreams of applying the “principle of reform” that theybhad |
discovered in Christianity? It appears at this time that a2 good ending is more difficult than a good
beginning and that it is hard to find the convincing evidence of the fulfillment of the early dreams.
So, what went wrong?

In delineating with a large brush the structural forces that have impacted the development of
Christianity in Korea, we are sure to miss their subtle shades. Yet, it is helpful to look into the way in
which the patterned cultural Wayé and social institutions influence present cultural and social
patterns. First, let us look at the inherited cultural and social charactetistics. Take the case of Neo-
Confucianism, the state ideology of the Chos6n dynasty with its sacrifices to the altar ofland and -
grain (sajik) and the cultural values symbolized by paired éymbols — “father” and “king.” It extolled
the twin virtues of filial piety and loyalty rooted in an inviolable nature that could not be challenged
by human choice but which were only to be obeyed for social integration. As we have seen, deeply
embedded in such “natural groups” as the family, village, schools, and the royal system of rule,
Confucianism has predominantly supported the social status quo and c;ncouraged harmonic

adjustment to the wotld, rather than a prophetic challenge to change it. Buddhism, too, which had

been bereft of its potential for universal transcendentalism under the Kory0 state’s patronage,

" etal, eds., Y7 Kwang-su chOnjip [The compléte works of Yi Kwang-su], 20 vols. (Seoul: Samjungdang, 1962-64),
17:16-19. See also entties of 19 January, 9 April, 19 December 1893 in vol. 3 of Yun Ch'i-ho ilg. ‘
2 Robert E. Speer, “Repott on the Mission in Korea of the Presbyterian Board of Foreign Missions”,
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further suffered a setious adultcratlon and 111 fated destiny during the ChosOn era by accommodating
superstitious and 'Z}us-worldly folk behefs The Buddhist karmic conccpts of reward and punishment
also ended up producing Buddhists who dutifully supported the priesthood and obeyed the powets-
that-be. Shamanism has been at the cote of popular teligion for centuties, but like the two Historical
religions in decline, it was in no shape to give spiritual nourishment and social directive to the people
who wete caught in a difficult and cohfusing agé of transition. With its prcdonﬁnantly this-worldly
secular mentality, it became a helplcssly blcssings-bounci religiosity reminiscent of the Korean
proverb, “Eat the pheasant and have its eggs t0o,” for no one can setve God and worldly goods
together.

* The religious situation thus characterized led Forezén Missions to conclude in 1923 thé.t the
Korean “ancient religions are moribund ‘and form but feeble barriers to the progress éf the
Gospel.”* Yet the composite traditional religious culture made up of diverse elements of the
inherited religions persisted and would ievcntually overshadow the nature and the pattern of
Christian development in Korea.” | | |

The Christian progressives were a relatively few intellectuals out of touch with popular
opinion who wete painfully conscious of their self-assigned rqle to salvage their coimtry from its sad
plight. To them, the Christian cohcept of the free and responsible individual, its transcendental
message, and creative energy seemed to pfomise a convincing theory and effective methods for
social reform and the modenization of Korea. But their reasoned voices were almost drowned out

by a general clamor of the masses for the mundane and habitual.

- 28 Foreign Missions, Chosen 1923, P.USA., p. 113. It is interesting that Yi Kwang-su’s evaluation of the

_ contemporary Korean religious situation coincided with the missionary’s, see “Sin saenghwalnon” [On New
" Life] in Y7 Kwang-su chSnjip, 17:-546-549.

27 See Chai-sik Chung, Korea: The Encounter between the Gospel and Neo-Confmmn Culture (Gospel and Cultures

Pamphlet 16) (Geneva, Switzerland: World Council of Churches, 1997).
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As time advanced, missionaries bcgan to reach out to the non-literate peasant stock and
women to 1ncreasi members, who soon comprlsed the malonty of the converts. One of the most
important contributions missionaries made was the rejuvenation of the neglected vernacular hangsi/
so that all believers could read the Bible and hymns more easily rather than through difficult Chinese
characters. This came from the missionaries’ conviction that “genuine education lies with the many
rather than with the few.”” Using the Bible as “the text book,” the education of the whole Christian
population was “undertaken systematically,” and the whole population was “saturated with a
knowledge of the Bible.” Thus, Bible study and Bible training classes constituted “the most unique
and ‘most important factor in the development of the Kotean Church.”” Thanks to this effort for
common education, the level of literacy among Christians was incomparably higher than that of the
non-Christian population.

Nevertheless, the Korean converts were usually lower class and very much used to
superstitiéus propitiation of ubiquitous spirits out of fear and the worship of ancestors. While the

'Japanesc traditional elite samurai became Christians, giving Christians status and prestige, in Korea
this was not the case. In Korea many Christian converts were of peasant origin and many native
clergy were relatively undereducated and unqualified with only crash coutses in the Bible.”” The
problem with Korean Protestantism and even Catholicism was that because of this particular social
attribute the churches became 2 hotbed to perpetuate the religious cultural habits of the people --
firmly embedded in folk religious tradition, which waé a curious blend of shamanistic, Confucian,
and Buddhist elements -- in Chﬁsﬁan disguise. To win the heafts of the commoners serving their

needs and wants the church had begun to make Christianity mote acceptable to them,

28 “The Educational Needs of Korea,” The Korea Review 6 (1904): 450; Yi Kwang-su, “The benefits which
Christianity has conferred on Korea,” p. 35; George Heber Jones, What Koreans Say about Our Use of Their
. Language (Seoul: The Ttilingual Press, 1894); S.A. Moffett, The Boys’ School Report, 1892-93, p. 4, P.USA.
29 The Korea Mission, 1910, p. 279, P.USA.
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accommodating various characteristics of popular religious beliefs and practices. The common folks
found in exogenous Christianity an intriguiﬁg alternative to their inherited, old religions, but not at
the expense (?f their traditions. Having been deeply immersed in traditional cultural ways, it was
difficult for them to grasp the true meaning of Christianity with essentially different views of the
wotld, humarikihgs, a1;1d morality. Therefore, they basically continued to live according to the
cultural codes of their society even when outwardly they learned to accept and follow in a
petfunctory and Pharisaic manner the tenets and rules laid down by the missionaries such as
abstaining from smoking,’drinki’ng, adultery, and Sabbath breaking.

This led Yi Kwang-su to regret asv early as 1917 that Korean churches’ over-subscription to
the belief in heaven and hell, blessingh loriented prayers, and the otherwotldly belief in life after death
w;:re little different from the time-worn irrational and superstitious beliefs and practices of socially
disinterested traditional religions.” Missionaties tried to conveft Koreans in their own image, but
they would chntually discover, with some disillusionment, that the products of their conversion
were much different. If we were té fail to notice the nature and extent of this tenacious symbiotic
relationship beéween‘the traditional popular religious culture and Korean Christianity, especially
Protestantism, we WOuld come short of grasping the essential characteristics of Korean Christianity.

One of the hallmarks of folk belief is its conspicuous eudemonistic character with its
emphasis on right action to produce happiness or the sétisfacu'oﬂ of human natural inclinations.
Accordingly, virtué that obeys moral law becomes insignificant before naturé. What folk belief seeks
at all imes and places is not such a thing as the universal salvation of the lone individﬁal soul before

the remote, single, high God with-whom it seeks to be one -- the kind of union that leads them to be

30 Irwin Scheiner, Christian Converts and Social Protest in Meifi Japan (Berkeley: University of California Press,
. 1970), pp. 107, 100-126. /
", 31 Yi Kwang-su, “KUmil ChosdnYaso kyohoe Ui kyOlchOm” [The flaws of the contemporary Korean
'Christian churches] in Y7 Kwang-su chSnjip, 17:20-26;idem, “Sin saenghwalnon” in Y7 Kwang-su chSnjip,17:515-
554, especailly see pp. 544-554. ”
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ethically responsible and honest to God. Rather, what matters in folk religion are utilitarian ends
such as happiness, heaith, prosperity, and security. Religion is good so long as it brings happiness,
money, health, male children, and good hawegts thré)ugh such means as"'weather-magic, ancestral
cults, and animistic magic. Popular religion is unabashedly “this-worldly” and utilitarian in
otientation. Crude economic and calculating motives to manipulate spiritual powers to obtain
practical ends are common to popular religion. In the world of popular religion “ethical rationalism”
based upon the responsive action of the human person is a rarity.”

Deeply steeped in such tradition, the common folk were not as socially awate and politically
conscious as the elitist progressives. Despite theil/: warm acceptance of Christianity, the commoners
as a whole found the reasoned ideals of the intellectual reformers who had mapped out a path for
progress somewhat unfamiliar and implausible. Thus, under the overwhelming weight of the
restrictive local cultural tradition, the transcendent call for creative cultural and social transformation
in the fledgling church failed prcfrlaturely. As a result, the church has gradually learned to be content
with supporting the status quo, simply to survivc, prirnaﬁly by catering to private needs of the
people. This means that the church is itself now something of a this-worldly,’folk-likeﬂinstitution.
This set the stage for Korean Protestantism at largc. to become parochially self-absorbed and socially
disinterested, as the Kory0d Buddhist community had before it. The reformers had the will and
capacity to commit themselves to the historical role of fundamentally reforming their society and
their compatriots, but theyv were to remain through the ensuing decades only a small coterie of
conscious minority set apart from the rapidly éxpanding rural and workihg class Christian
popu‘lation.‘ The voice of the reformers was too weak against the clamor and scream of those who

were guided by blind habits.

'+ 32 Max Weber, Economy and Society, ed. Guenther and Claus Wittich, 3 vols. (New York: Bedminster Press,
1968), 2:400, 424; Gustav Mensching, “Folk and Universal Religion,” Religion, Culture and Society, ed. Louis
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Chrlstlamty had already brought hope to those who had fallen victim to the chronic evils of
early rhamage polygamy, the mequahty of women, illiteracy, class segregation, and the trauma of the
decline and fall of the nation. It also awakened Koreans to liberate themselves from drinking,
smoking, superstitious practices, and othe social ills. The dream of reforming Korea through
Chrisu'anization, however, went through another phase‘of growth. This was the rise of a peculiatly
Korean form of revivalist movement niarked by millennialisitic faith, fervent dawn prayer meetings,
and Bible study with a literal interpretation of the Scriptures, known as’ the Great Revival or “Save A
Million Souls for Christ.” This movement had begun in 1907 as a large Bible study conference in
P’yBngyang and lasted wcll/ over several years. Especially appealing to all of those who had been
looking for a way out of their hopelessness on the eve of the loss of the nation, it spreadthroﬁgh
the country like Wd fire. The Korean church‘, which by this time had become a self-supporting and
self-governing community encouraged by what was called the “Nevius Method,” came to develop its
own indigenous form of revival movement, The leadership of native clergy (especially Kil Sdn-ju)
who by this ﬁmc had been on “coopasto: relationship” with missionaries and were burning with an
ardent patriotism geared to an eschatological hope, set the tone for the subsequent dew/:elopment of
mainstream vconservative Protestanﬁsm. Enambred by the explosive chutch growth, a Protestant
missionary James S. Gale wrote: “The new Korea‘wiﬂ be a Christian Kotea and that within a
comparatively short period‘“of time. Chutches aré multiplying in all ditections.” **

In time, however,'what had ‘é start in thé*early Szears a‘s the mission of national regeneration

drurﬁming up enthusiasm for saving the country by turningr to Christian faith had become

Schneider (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1964), p. 254-261; idem, ”The Masses, Folk Belief and Universal
Religion,” Ibid., pp. 269-273.

3 Underwood, Seoul, to Ellinwood, No. 37, August 25, 1888. P.USA,; John L. Nevius, Methods of Mission
Work (New York: Foreign Mission Library, 1895); D. L. Gifford to Ellinwood, No. 43; October 21, 1890,

.. P.USA; C. C. Vinton, Missionary Sectetary to Korea Mission, Minutes of the Annual Meeting, No. 4, January 17,
°1893, P. USA., 21-22; Seventy-Fifth Annual Report of the Preshyterian Church, U.S.A., 1912, pp. 44-46. See the
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something other than what the leaders had ’ori’ginally intended. Té borrow the words of Max Weber,
it had become more and more é movement that was characterized by “an increased tendency toward
flight into the irrationalities of apolitical emotibnalism,” self-absorption, and otherworldly |
withdrawal from 2 rational ethical concern for public affairs, dichotomiz{ng the spiritual from the
social-political.** This tendency to split the soul from the body in which it dwells comes from the
primitive idea of spiritual bgings. This in turn results from elcrngntary religious reflections on such
experiences as death, trances, visions, and dreams. The belief in the soul detachable from its
“material home” develops into the beliefs in fhc gods or ghosts of remote ancestors, of supetior
persons becoming divinities, and the Pnactice of offering foods and drink to them as sacrifices and
libations to pl;opitiatc them. This kind of animism that is at the basis of ancestor-worship forms the
roots of Korean religion. It has persisted for millennia and is still held dear by many Korean people
even today. It is this prhnofdial rcligioﬁs cﬁltﬁrc that accounts for the predominant Korean Christian
tendency to separate the realm of faith and spirit neatly from the domain of cve;ryday life fraught
with ethiéal and social responsibilities.” In short, Christianity in Korea was privatized and de-
politicized and lost its potential to act as a force for social change.

Interpreting the péwer relations in this world in a language of privatized personal devotion
and millennial hope, initially the Korean Christian fcvivalists came to formulate the problem of
salvation more in terms of either othcrworldly redemption or a sudden chiliastic or millennialistic
intervention of Christ in hisﬁiry to save them. Accordingly, most rﬁissionarics and conservative
Kotean church leadets interpreted the intent of Christ’s injunction “to render unto Caesar the things
which are Caesar’s” as an encouragement’éf, if not indifference to, all the politico-social affairs of

this world; thus they countenanced a passive apolitical endurance of Japanese colonial rule. As a

" firsthand narrative of the movement in James S. Gale, Korea in Transition New York: Laymen’s Missionary
‘Movement, 1909), p. 229, and chap. 7, 8.
3 Weber, Economy and Society, 2: 600-601.
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result, the great 1mperat1vc of bemg Christian by pracncmg the prophetic nnmstry of the church was
displaced by privatized, ntuahsnc devot:on and ﬂlght to an emotlonal petsonal expetience of one’s
relationship to God passwcly endunng the oppresswe rule of the Japanese.

About this, the followiné 1919 Annual Répc'rt of the Presbyterian Church, U.S.A. is
rcvealihg. 'Beforer the Japan¢se annexation in 1910, “the life of the Koreans was an iﬁoléted one”
without any knowledge of the outside wotld and “the lives of the Christians were centered vin their
churches.” In addition, thci‘f‘major‘i\ty of the eatlier missionaties represented a siﬁgle type of fhcology
and religious Vexperi‘cncesﬁ,"’ and “the inlitati\;e Korean’ Christians natﬁtall'y reproduced that type.”
But with f‘the tides of modern life” sweeping through Korea, the church had come to “‘compete
with many secular interests,” aﬁd the Korean Christians came to “fregly recognize a wider variety of
theological thought and BibECal interpretation than the simﬁl&mindcd Koteans have ever known.”
The Korean Christian chukrch‘bwasl “passing through éperidd of i&ansitioﬁ” which had “many
pronﬁsing characteristics but also fnany dangeroﬁs ones.”* Especially, as the “rising revolutionary
spirit” linked to the Wilsdtlian i&éa of “the right of self-determination” 'hady begun to stir the
imaginatioﬁ of young Koreans in the wake of World War I, the missionaries found themselves “ina |
position of peculiar difﬁcqlfy and delicacy.”yb They \faccd a dire dilemrﬁaﬁ “If tvheyr évow sympathy
with the Koreans thcy incur the wrath of Japan and the danger of expulsion from the éountry; If, on
the other hand, they avowéympéthy wuh the Japanese théy desttoy their influence with the -
Korcans;“ Consequently, Wha,tc?vcr their individuél iﬁclinations mlght have been, the missionaries in
general cér;le to fsd that “they shouldbe"careful not to idcnﬁfy the cause of missions with a political

movement” for independence,”” maintaining “strict neutrality on political subjects.”

35 E. E. Evans-Pritchard, Theories of Primitive Rels igion (Oxford Oxford University Press, 1965), pp. 23-27.

3 Eighty-second Annual Report of the Presbyterian Church of the United States, 1919, pp. 27-28.

.37 Ibid,, pp. 25- 27; Elghty-thlrd Annual Report of the Presbytenan Church of the United States, 1920, pp. 29-
32.

38 Exghty—fourth Annual Report of the Presbytenan Church of the United States, 1921, P 32
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This generalization, however, should not be reduced to simplistic notion that thanks to the
missionary’s position all the mainstream conservatives that included a wide spectrum of Christfans,
from lay people with evangelistic pietism to ﬁ}ﬁdamentaﬁst ministers, ended up tacitly collaborating
with the Japanese authorities. On the contrary, an exceptional few of these conservatives with a
single-hearted, Calvinistic, confessional faith dared to go to prison and even chose death before
patticipating in compulsory Japanese Shinto rituals. The Presbyterian minister Chu Ki-ch’d1 (1897- |
1944) who willihgly died for his faith and patriotism was thé best known martyr.” But it is true that
- most Christians, however, had to conform, and even socially committed prominent Christians who

had become the target of brutal Japanese persecution wound up collaborating with the Japanese.

Under the harsh, Japanese colonial rule, most Christians in majbf denominations were forced to

observe the Shinto rituals, rationalizing their compromise matter-of-factly that it was like follo{ving
| trequisite social ritual‘s.40 _

In a way, we can understand the dynamics of thc Protestant movement in Korea as an
ongoing contest between a minority of éocially conscious Christians and a variety of consetvative
majorities who held contrasting vi’ews of what Christianity was all about. Among those eatly, socially
conscious‘Christian’ nationalist leaders were (besides $6, Yun, and Rhee about whom we have |
already discussed) such men as Yi Sang-jae, Nam King-8k, and most of those Protestant leaders
who assumed principal roles in the March First Independence Movement in 1919.

The increasing apolitical tendency among Korean Christians deeply bothered the intellectual
reformers, who saw their conservative compatriots’ tutn to é personal and otherworldly pietism as
an irresponsible escape from the principle of living up to the divine imperative to do God’s work in

the wotld. The ctitique by An Ch’ang-ho (1878-1938), a prominent nationalist leader who lived for

%9 Yi Man-y0l, “Chu Ki-ch’6l moksalli sinang” [The faith of the Rev. Chu Ki-ch’0l], Hanguk kidokkyo wa
yOksa, pp. 255-303. .
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the cause of the reconstruction of the Korcan nation through education, was typical. An was a
humanistic Christian who preachcd a kind of ethical civil religion broadly dedicated to the ideals of
freedom, human rights, nonviolence, and altruistic lové, but without being narrowly confined to a
particular sect. To him, the renewal of his people for the cause of independence and freedom was
what really mattered. Christianity and, for that matter, Gandhi-ism and other religions and thoughts,
might have been acceptéble so long as they helped the cause of transforming the nation and people.
He lamented the lapse of his contemporary Christians into what seemed to him age-old religious
habits of the emotionalism of religious expressions, mystical quest for comfort, and egotistic self-
absorption: “How in the wotld could we ever awake this stupid people!”* For him, to be holy was
nothing other than to experience the presence of God within by loving others and the nation ## deed,
not just in words alone.*

7 Another blistering critique of evahgehst-fundamentaﬁst stances was presented by Kim Kyo-
sin (1901-1945), the leader of the so-called Non-Church Christian Movement (mngyohoe undong) that
had begun in 1927 as an indigenous, voluntary religious’movemcnt to controvert the ways of the
established Protestant denominational churches. Searching for an indigenous theology and authentic,
informal Bible-centered faith community, the new movement severely criticized the natrow
sacerdotal principle of extra ecclesiam nulla salus that held that salvation is not available apart from |
membership in a specific denominational chﬁrch that controls the di"s,tribution of grace. It also
criticized the fact that churchgders had strayed from the authentic Christian way and that the

hierarchically oriented and authoritatian clergy had sold out to American missionaries and their

4 Min KyOng-bae, Kyohoe wa minjok [The church and the nation] (Seoul: Taehan kidokkyo ch’ulp’ansa, 1981),
pp- 270-279.

41 Chu Yo-han, ed., An Tosan chOnjip [Complete works of An Ch’ang-ho], Seoul: Samjungdang, 1963), p. 28,
see also pp. 26-28.; for the idea of reconstruction, see pp. 102, 544-549; for the renewal of his people, see pp.
.71-73; 828-839.

42 Ibid., pp. 549-552; For An’s emphasis on activism that seems to have an affinity \Vlth the theory of the
unity of knowledge and action emphasized by Wang Yang-ming, see p.102.
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whitewashed ecclesiasticism to safeguard their vested interests. The original leaders of this
movement wete the disciples of Uchimura Kanz6 (1861-1930), the founder of Japanese Non-
Church Christianity. Like their Japanese mentor, they all emphasized the intensive study of the Bible
rather than mindlessly’follow‘ing the ecclesiastical doctrjnes, rituals, and duties of the church. They
were all well educated and skeptical of the uninhibited, Pentecostal, emotional expressions of
religious feelings of the evangelist-fundamentalists. Unlike the blessings-bound religion of non-
privileged classes, theirs was a rehgxous movement of virtuosi or intellectuals attemptmg to attain
grace through autonomous and rational ethical achlevement based ona partlcular belief in a
transcendental God. Deliberately shunning the ecstasy and the emotional piety of the lower classes,
they’held on to an intellectual re]jgio’us attitude that took the ethical and social requirements of
everyday life more seriously.

Kim and his associates such as Ham SOk-hon (1901-1989) and the Christian nationalists and
liberals respectively pursued a different dream. Yet they shared a great vision and penetrating insight
that Koreans were in‘dirc need of awakening from centuries of ignorance, superstition, and selﬁsh
Waywardness to the stark necessity of an independent free, and just Kotrea. Ham, who succeeded
Kim as the movement’s leading figure, was a maverick who took a stance mdependent from his
associates by developing the idea of ssa/ (hterally ‘seeds’). The word ss7a/ had originally been
conceived by Ham’s associate, Yu Y&ng-mo, to render the Chinese exptession chin-min (loving the
people) in the Great Learning into Korean Yu d1d not take chin-min in the sense of hsin-min (renewing
the people) as the twelfth-century Neo-Confucian thinker Chu Hsi had. Rather, like Wang Yang-

ming who had contended against Chu, Yu interpreted it to mean not only the ideas of educating but

43 No P’yOng-gu, ed., Kim Kyo-sin chOnjip [The complete works of Kim Kyo-sin], 6 vols. (Taegu: Ilsimsa, 1981);
Kye Hun-je et al., eds., Ham SOk-hOn chOnjip [The complete works of Ham SOk-hdn], 20 vols. (Seoul:

" Han’gilsa, 1983-1988); see especially vol. 3, which covers Ham’s views about Christianity and the task
confronting Korean Christianity, and vol. 8 for Ham’s view of ssza/. For a general introduction of this
movement centering on Kim Kyo-sin, see Min Kydng-bae, Kyohoe wa minjok, pp. 310-332.
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also feeding and caring for‘ the people, fully identifying oneself with the underprivileged. It was
Ham who developed this idea by 5pcﬂiﬁg ‘Oil,ylt' the fneanin’g of the native Korean word, ssis/as one
that meant the oppressed people who had long suffered tyrannous oppressions and yet were
conscious of their rights and abie to stand up against a tyrannical rule in the spirit of non-violence.
With this Korean word which indicates the oppressed people, Ham meant to eradicate min, the more
familiar word of Chinese oﬁgin that had a pejofad‘}e meaning. The idea of ssia/ had engendered seed,
germinating into Minjung Theology, which for a while seemed to be 2 promising political theology for
the undetside emerging iﬁ the crucible of the struggles for human rights in the 1960s and 1970s.*

It is in the context of this historical origin of kthe ideological splits within Korean
Protestantism that we shouid understand the later outgrowth of the rivalry between such liberals as
Kim Chae-jun (1901-1987) and extreme conservatives like Pak Hyéng—nyong (Hyung Nong Park,
1897-1978) and his fellow travelers. Pak came under the influence of the American fundamentalist J.
Gresham Machen under whom he had studied at Princeton Theological Seminary and became his
representative in Korea. Upholding thc‘ idea of Scriptural infallibility, Pak took an adamant stance
against any manifestations of liberal modernism such as th¢ Social Gospel movement, Neo-
orthodoxy, higher criticism in the study of the Bible, evolutionism, Marxist views of religion,

mysticism, and non-Church Christianity. He had a calling to transmit what he thought was the

# An PyOng-mu, “Ham SOk-hOn Ui kil” [The way of Ham SOk-hon)], Ssia/ 4i sori [The voice of people] (March
1989), 22-27; idem, “Sunsu wa chOhang Ui kil” [Purity and the way to resistance), in Ssia), in'gan, yOksa [Ssial,
human beings, and history], ed. Ham SOk-hdn sdnsaeng p’alsun kinyOm munjip kanhaeng wiwdnhoe (Seoul:
Han’gilsa, 1982), pp. 15-23; idem, ”Ssial Un sangja” [$5ia/ means commoners], Ssial }ﬂadaﬂg [Sssial forum]1, no.
1 (November 1994): 5-12; see especially three articles on the meaning of ssial, minjung, and the merger of two

" stoties, written, respectively, by Ham S8k-hOn, An PyOng-mu, and S6 Nam-dong in Minjung kwa Hanguk
sinhak [Minjung and Korean theology], ed. NCC Sinhak yOn’gu wiwOnhoe (Seoul: Han’guk sinhak y6n guso,
1985), pp. 9-14, 19-26, 237-276.
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correct teaching that he had received from the pioneer missionaries and his teacher Machen to his
contemporary Christians."g |

s IQ contrast, Kim Chae-jun, who also had studied at Princeton Theological Seminary, was
more in line with the march of history. Claiming that Pak’s fundamentalism was out of touch with
thé times, Kim supported the ecumenical movement led by the World Council of Chgrches. For
him, Christianity was 2 rcality‘ situated in real histofy and society; any religious experience of the holy
that was not connected to a history-transforming, experience-based “redemptive ethic (songnyang
_yulli) or the spirit of prophetic social criticism committed to transforming his beloved country was
pointléss.“ |

Dcépite the active engagement of the liberal wing of Korean Protestantism in reforming the

conventional attitudes and practices of the popular chutch, the conservative evangelical and
extremely fundamentalist faith oriéntations are still typical of the Korean church. In addition, the
Japanese domination of Korea duting the formative stage of growth, the division of the country
'since1945, and the process of industrialization ana urbanization had powerfully influenced the
shaping of the particular characteristics of Korean Christianity. Particulatly the confusion of values
and social networks in the wake of these changes and the struggles for democracy and human rights
since the 1960s forced upon the Christians a difficult task. It is not possible here for us to delineate
even the outline of the more recent development of Korean Protestantism, but let us point out
some of the basic forces that influenced the speci'f‘ic‘shape of the Protestant development during the

rest of the century.

4 Yu Tong-sik (Dong Shik Ryu), Han’guk sinhak Ui kwangmaek [The mineral vein of Korean theology]
(Seoul: Chénmangsa, 1982), 186-199. ’

46 Ibid., pp. 208-209, 199-212; see also Kim’s essays on the theological movement in the Korean church,

" theological thought and theological education, and the problem of the freedom of belief in Korean history in
Han’guk sinhak taehak ch’ulp’anbu, ed., Changgong Kim Chae-jun ch®njip [The Complete works of Kim Chae-
jun, 5 vols. (Seoul: Changgong chdnjip ch’ulp’an wiwdnhoe, 1971), 1:174-181, 245-252-252-259.
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After the Japanese annexation of Korea, the nationalist movement developed along several
discordant lines without any common ideology ot leadcrship to provide a united front. The major
division was between more extreme groups, such as militant ﬁationalists, the nihilists, and -
revolutionary Marxists on one hand, and more moderate, gradualist nationalists on the other. The
moderates wanted to raise the general standard of national consciousness, education, and economic
strength in the society to develop a popular foundation. Of course, this was an outgrowth of eatlier
nationalist ideology that had originated from the Independence Club, the March First Independence
Movement, and other similar culturéxl national movements. As new tides of Western thought such as
socialism, anarchism, nationalism, and the home-grown Ch’dndogyo (’I"he Teaching of the Heavenly
Way) were claiming adherents from among the people, the Christian community was faced with a
baffling choice bethen its ideological direction and “apologeﬁc necessities.” Despite its intramural
ideological or doctrinal differences, Protestantism in general found its way out of this difficulty in
the works that concern “the sphérc of education,” whether by way of academic or religious
education. Thus, unwittingly Pro-tcstantisrp found itself at the center of the “cultural nationalism”
movement.” |

‘The Government-General that was set to consolidate its rule over Korea (1910-1945)
perceived Protestantism as a »th?eat because it was prone to enéourage the individual conscience,
national consciousness, civic morality, and social consciousness of the people. Accordingly, while
the Japanese authoritiés had four;d Korean Confucianism and Budfihis‘m more or less innocuous,

they were particularly suspicious of the Christian church, especially Protestantism, allied with the

47 For the usage of the term “cultural nationalism,” see Sallo Wittmayer Baron, Modern Nationalism and Religion
(New York: Meridian Books, 1960), pp. 4-5; for cultural nationalism in Korea, see Michael Edson Robinson,
Cultural Nationalism in Colonial Korea, 1920-1925 (Seattle and London: University of Washington Press, 1988);
for the general ideological alignments during this petiod, see Chai-sik Chung, “Confucian Tradition and
" Nationalist Ideology in Korea,” South Korea’s Minjung Movement: The Cuiture and Politics of Dissidence (Honolulu:
Univetsity of Hawaii Press), p. 85. See also Foreign Mzmoﬂ.r, Cbo.ren 1923, P.USA, pp. 112-120; Foreign Missions,
Chosen 1927, P.USA, pp. 95-96.
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United States and Korean nationalist movement, eventually ystrangling it.*® The so-called Conspiracy
Case (1911-1913), fabricated by the ]épancse authotities to indict leading Korean Christians,
especially Yun Ch’i-ho and his associate such as Yang Ki-t’ack and Yi Séng—hun in the alleged plot
to assassinate Governor General Terauchi, was a good case in point. Thesé Christian leaders
involved in the New People’s} Society (Sinminhoe) -- a secret society organized by Yun and An
Ch’ang-ho for the cause of Korean independence through education and self-reform -- were “active
men in a passive race” and thetefore they became “objects of suspicion to an over-zealous
[Japanese] police.” The Japanese attempts to contain Christianity became more vigorous esPCCially
after the March First Independence Movement (1919) in which Protestant leadcfs pla};éd a leading
role.”* Since the 1930s, as Japan had consolidated its rule over Korea to use it as a frontier base for
its expansion throughout East Asia, the Japanese control of Protestantism has become more severe.
During the darkest years as’the Japanese assimilation and mobilization efforts for world
conquest became more intense, a1l liberal and international ideals and institutions came into
disfavor.””* By the end of 1940, Japanese pressure made evangelistic work by missionaries and their
teaching in classes and Bible institutes impossible; Christians were forced to accept Japan’s emperor
wortship and Shinto rituéls, By 1941, the Christian mission withdrew from the field of secular
education, and the churches were at best holding their own; there were “very few signs of real

spiritual life and growth.”” During these difficult days, some Christians sought to sustain and revive

48 This kind of antipathetic attitude was already visible as early as 1895. See W.M. Baird, Fusan, to Ellinwood,

no. 84 (March 13, 1895), P.USA; W.M. Baird, Fusan, to Ellinwood, no. 88 (April 8, 1895, P.USA; W.M. Baird,

Fusan, to Ellinwood, no. 99 (June 27, 1895), P.USA.

4 Seventy-eighth Annual Report of the Presbyterian Church, U.S.A,, 1915, pp. 38-39; see also

Seventy-seventh Annual Report of the Presbyterian Church, U.S.A., 1914, pp. 43-44; Kang Chae-6n, Hanguk

U7 kaebwa sasang [The enhghtenment thought of Korea] trans. Chong Ch’ang-ny0l (Seoul: Pibong ch’ulp’ansa,

1981), chap.6.

%0 Eighty-third Annual Report of the Presbyterian Church of the United States, 1920, pp. 29-32, 193, 196-
“197.

51 Foreign Missions, 1942, p. 60.

52 Ibid., pp. 60-63; Foreign Missions, 1941, pp. 57-58.
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their faith through eschatdlogical, millennialistic hope ora mjstic spirituality focused upon the
salvation of individual souls and ?ersonal piety without any reference to 2 theology of inqgrnation
and God’s work in history. A good case in point is the in\x};lrd mystical revivalist movement with a
tinge of shamanism led by the Methodist poet-mystic Yi Yong-do (1901-1933) that had a substantial
following,* | |

This form of contemplative and world-fleeing mysticism continued even duting the post-
liberation yeats (1 945-1961) that were marked by the division of the country, iaolitical upheaval, -
ideological confusion, and the war that was followed by great social dislocation. During this
turbulent period many tutned to cvangélical revivalism as well as Pentecostalism and millennialism
for an escape from the seemingly hopeiess cénditiqns of life; such movements offered the
immediate experience of God’s help. This drift to%vard errio,tionally cathartic spirituality continued
«during( the ensuing tumultuous decades (1961 to the present) of rapid social change matked by

-authoritatian military rule, industrialization, political and social protest, democratization, and:
globaliéation.

The vibrant feelings and emotional energies behind behaviors that one can easily observe in
revival meetings, such ‘as incantatory prayers, weeping, ecstatic raptutes, and the fluttering of arms, |
are traceable to shémanic as well as Christian spirituality. This kind of subterranean, primeval
spititual energy helped people not only to éurvivc th¢ hard times of the Japanese suppression of
Christianity and to cope with the difficult realities of moderﬁizing changes, but also helped fuel the
explosive bursts in membérship in the Korean church»d‘uxing the lasf several decades. We can also
suspect that the fundamentalist and conservative mentality that impels people to argue rigidly and
self-righteously about doctrinal orthodoxy and purity -- a strain patticularly marked in Korean

Christian personality and ecclesiastical practices -- can be associated with the particular legacy of

53 See Yu Tong-sik, Han uk sinbatk 7 kwangmaek, pp. 120-132; Min Kyéng-bae, Kyohoe wa minjok, pp. 280—
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Korean Neo-Confucianism. Thus, depending on one’s viewpoint, one could positively or negatively
evaluate the way Korean‘P:rotestaritisﬁl has drawn on th_é various resources from the deep recesses
6f indigenous religious tradition. Broadly speaking, however, by decisively turning toward
charismatic Pentecostal revivalism, evangclicél prayer movements, otherworldly milennialism, and
dc;ggedly conservative fundamentalism, Korean Protestantism has forsaken its eatlier dreams of
creatively transforming Korean society and culture.

‘Toward the Histotical Struggles for Justice and Peace:

One could maintain that elitist, socially conscious, and humanistic Protestants with their
preoccupations with abstract principles, idealistic values, and institutions have been timid to tread,
for example, a real wotld of the downtrodden and the oppressed. On the other hand, what
characterizes the cvéngelicals and Pentecostals is their down-to-earth affirmation of this world,
tender consideration of the real, diverse human needs‘of the parish, attention to intimate personal
relationships and social networké, and exuberant initiative empowcrcd by the spirit of positive
thinking. These traits have led them to listen with sensitivity to the deep groans of the oppressed:
souls and the anguished cries of women. Giving vent to the sorrow of the trouﬂed life experience
through spontaneous and warm or even festive hymn-singing and fervent individual or group
prayets so prominent in the ,patfern of worship of these groups also have helped the underside to
easily relieve their wounded feelings and theﬁ injured hearts (hanp ‘uri). Thé depth, intensity, and rich
imagination of popular religiosity, which attribute character to Korean religious culture in its own
way, in 'par;, account for the dynamism behind the phenomenal growth of Christianity in Korea. But
this growth defies easy generélization. :

What, then, are the problems overshadowing the evangelical- Pentecostal-fundamentalist

Christian churches in Korea? In sum, the trouble is that the experience of the power and presence of

309.
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the Holy Spirit often does not result in a tra’nsftom;a‘donv of life, a life consecrated to authentic
Christian service. Inst¢ad of the Pentégoé‘tal gift of the Spirit producing a religion that really works in
‘everyday life, it is too often confused as a quick and effective means to attain mairﬂy individual |
religious consolation and such wotldly goods as' money, success, and healing. When mammoth
ch\;rches predominantly emphasize legalistic tithing, growth in membership and income, and serving
primarily the vested interests of their particular ecclesiastical enterprises, despite their token
participation in alms-giving and §ocial service, they quickly lose credibility and draw feelings of
disappointment and a mockéry toward the ’churc}\‘l. How can one account for the ill-reputed
authoritarian leadership style of some ministers of mammoth churches that are geared to perpetuate
their domination of them through the manipulation of creed, ritual, and organization? Worse, how
could thesé leaders justify their noﬁtransparent management of the church finances and the
outrageously disteputable nepotism which is so common?**

The trouble with the Korean chui:ch is that it has largely forsaken its prophetic function and
the public good‘for the cultural code of the capitalist marketplace. Everything is:thus reckoned in
terms of buyi’ngy and selling, quantity rather than quality, and crude functional utility, giving priority
to meeting the customer satisfaction ‘rather than responding to the call of moral responsibility and
obligations to society. The cult of big church (the philosophy that money is church’s supreme gdod),
cxcessivé emphasis on the Phariéaic duty of tithing, queéﬁonable motivations for sending large
numbers of missionaries overseas beyond the call of need — these are soﬁle of the ills associated with
the Korean preoccupations with the capitalist market mentality. What feeds this marked tendency in

modern society toward privatism and entrepreneurial mentality is the indigenous cultural wellspring

54 S8 Kwang-sOn, Chdng Chin-hong, Han Wan-sang, Kim Kwang-il, Hanguk kyohoe sOngnyOng undong Ui
hyOnsang kwa kujo [The phenomena and stryucture of the Pentecostal movements in Korea] (Seoul: Korea

*. Christian Academy, 1982); see also Chong Chin-hong [Chin Hong Chung], “Changing Structural
‘Characteristics of a Large Rapidly Growing Church in Korea: The Case of the Youido Full Gospel Church,”
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of this-worldly shamanistic folk religious mentality, 2 distorted notion of Confucian family values
that forsakes public good for family egotisrn; and a global capitalist culture.

Against considerable odds, a relatively small minority of the well-intentioned church leaders,
theologians, and lay people have brought issues of ethics, morality, and the public good to a level of
v visfbility in the decades since Korea’s exposures to authoritarian political control, compressed
industrialization, and urbanization. These are the leaven of reform working in an immoral and
apathetic society for the causes of “justice, peace, and integtity of creation,” and they can be
considered the latter-day followers of the pioneer Christian reformers in terms of their moral
imagination and sense of responsibility. The great imperative for the Korean church in this new
century is to rediscover the dreams of the earlier pioneer Christian leaders, learning to mobilize the
rich resources of charismatics, evangelicals, and liberals for the authentic service of the living God of
justice and peace. The Korean church, especially its conservative mainstream Protestantism, is in
great need of the emancipating and transforming presence and wotk of the Holy Spirit as it faces a
new millennium.”® The long march of the Korean people’s struggles for a better future depends to a
great deal on the spiritual encounter of Korean Christians with the historical challenge of

regenerating themselves, their faith community, and their society for a new order of life.

paper read at an International Conference on “Korea: Toward an Industrial society, Part I1,” held at the

" University of British Columbia, May 17-18, 1997.

35 See Chai-sik Chung, “Global Theology for the Common Good: Lessons from Two Centuries of Korean
Christianity,” International Review of Mission, 85,n0. 339 (October 1996): 523-538.
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