
Christianity In Korea:
Why It Grew

Samuel Hugh Moffett
Professor Emeritus, Presbyterian Theological Seminary and of Princeton Theological

Seminary

If it is difficult to measure the numerical growth of Korean
Christianity, how much more difficult is the task of trying to

determine why it grew? Statistical Quantification at least deals
with measurables, however ambiguous and irregular the statistics

may be. But what is the measure of a vigorous, volatile religious

faith and its intricately complex relationships to a national culture,

initially hostile, and in constant, rapid change?
In 1934 my father, Samuel Austin Moffett^^, in whose territory

the first quickening of Protestant church growth had broken out
forty years earlier^^ looked back over fifty years of Protestant
missions in Korea and summed it all up in one memorable
sentence, For fifty years we have held up before these people the

Word of God, and the Holy Spirit has done the rest.”^^ It was
true, theologically speaking, but is that enough of an explanation

for the growth ? In 1896, two years after the flood of conversions

in the northeast began, Moffett’s seminary classmate and fellow

missionary, Daniel Gifford, traveled north from Seoul to see what

was happening. The work, he wrote, “has spread like wildfire."^’

But Gifford’s letter added some less theological and more

geographical and anthropological conjectures about reasons for

the growth. The people are different in the northeast, he suggest-

ed. The men there are bright, spirited, agressive in Christian work
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and not dominated by a Confucian aristocracy to the same extent

as farther south.

Roy Shearer’s classic study, Wildfire ; Church Growth in Korea, takes

its title form Gifford’s letter and uses it to call attention to the

regional unevenness of Korean church growth.®^ Two earlier

studies had already pointed out its chronological unevenness. A.

W. Wasson in 1934 divided Southern Methodist growth into six

irregular periods of alternating growh and decline.®^ That same

year, H. A. Rhodes’ fiftieth anniversary Presbyterian statistics

revealed a roughly parallel series of early rise, rapid growth,

intermittent recessions and resumed growth.^^

These studies focussed on the growth up to 1934. The trend

since then has continued to spiral upwards, save for a third

recession in the five war years( 1940-45). In fact, despite consider-

able persecution during world War II, the total Christian commu-

nity has almost doubled in every decade since 1940 tripling the

prewar rate of growth from a 100% increase in thirty years to a

100% growth about every ten years.®^

But granted that the growth was uneven, what made the church

grow or not grow in different places and at different times in

Korea? Was it the grace of God, as Moffett acknowledged? Then

how significant is the human factor which Gifford pointed out?

Was the growth due more to regional differences, or to changing

times ? Wise mission methods or Korean leadership ? Personal

evangelism, revivals and conservative theology, or radical protest

and social service, Christian truth or cultural environment ? All

these factors have been persuasively put forth at one time or

another as the basic secret of the spread of Korean Christianity,

yet no simple explanation quite satisfies.

Theological and Missiological Factors

Consider first some of the religious ecclesiastical reasons Chris-

tians advance to explain the “church growth explosion” in
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Korea, noting also the questions raised by every explanation.

Suppose we argue, as many missionaries including myself have

done, the Great Korean Revived that swept through the peninsula

from 1903 or 1904 to 1908 was a primary reason for church

growth.®^

In the five years of the revival, membership of Protestant

churches increased four-fold^®\ But did not the rapid growth

begin in 1894, not 1903 ? Shearer is persuasive on this point. The
revival he wrothe, peaked in 1907 and “Sat in the center of a

period of amazing church growth... [it] was not the cause of

it.”^*^ But the revival did make its impact. It accelerated and
cleansed the growth.

Many observers have credited the remarkable rise of Chris-

tianity in Korea to another factor, the missionary policies of the

Protestant missionary pioneers. As early as 1890 the northern

Presbyterian mission(U.S.A.) adopted what is called “the

Nevius method”, named for a China missionary, a Princeton

seminary graduate of the class of 1850 who in turn dervied from

Henry Venn and Rufus Anderson the famous “three-self princi-

ples” of a mission strategy. It stressed a quick transition from

mission leadership to self-goverment in the national churches,

self-support and self-propagation. To these original emphases on

ecclesiastical indenpendence, lay evangelism and self-reliant finan-

cial responsibility, the Korean missionaries added a strong foun-

dational program of Bible study through systematic winter and

summer Bible classes, not just for the leadership but for all

believers. This in turn led to a widespread literacy campaign in the

churches to ensure that all Christians could read the Bible.

Out of these Bible classes came the primary agents of the

advance of the faith in Korea. Not the foreign missionary, though

missionaries did the early planting. Not even the national church

leaders, though they were faithful evangelists and pastors. But the

laymen and laywomen of the Korean church.

The Nevius Plan, however, is not without its critics, and docs

not by itself account for the growth of the Korean church, though
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Presbyterians who practiced it with the most discipline have

sometimes pointed to it as the reason why Presbyterianism in

Korea so rapidly outstripped the growth of Catholicism and

Methodism. But as Shearer gently notes Presbyterians did not

always grow best where they practiced the method, and sometimes

grew where they didn’t.

Some of the severest critics of the Nevius Method have been

Korean Christians. The method has been accused, for example, of

impoverishing Christians intellectually and economically by the

withholding of scholarships and financial support. It has been

criticized for so over-emphasizing lay leadership and popular Bible

study classes that it undercut the development of mature critical

judgement and broader theological perspectives in the profes-

sional leadership of the churches.***^

But whatever defects the method may have had, the one

denomination that officially adopted the plan is the one which can

now claim as adherents two-thirds of all the Protestants in

Korea.

All due credit should be given to the wise but fallible Protestant

pioneers and their Nevius Plan, but Korean church history

reminds us that, as one missionary put it, “The Koreans have

always been one step ahead of the missionary.” In Korea, as in

few other parts of the world, the first to bring the prohibited

Christian faith into the country were insiders not outsiders,

Koreans not missionaries.

For the Catholics, in 1784, it was Yi Sung-Hun, a Korean

Confucian scholar, 27 years old, who went to China for books on

science and mathematics from Europeans at the Chinese capital,

and came back the same year, converted and baptized, with the

books he sought, but also with a determination to start a church.

Within five years he had a community of a thousand. The reasons

suggested for such rapid growth in a closed land are interesting.

The Catholic historian. Father Andreas Choi gives four : the open

hospitedity of the Korean sarang (visitors’ room), Korean love of

conversation, their intense curiosity about the outside world, and
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prior information about the new religion through Christian litera-

ture brought from China. This all started the years before the

first foreign missionary, a Chinese, was able to enter forbidden

Korea.

So also with the Protestants. A Korean ginseng merchant, So
Sang-Yun, converted by Scottish missionaries in Manchuria,

brought back into Korea gospel portions he had helped them
translate into the Korean phonetic. He returned to his home
village and a whole year before the arrived of the first Protestant

foreign missionary in 1884 had formed a Christian fellowship in

his home village. This was self-support, self-government and
self-propagation before there was any Nevius Plan in Korea.

A corollary to this is that when the Protestant foreign mission-

aries did come, they came without the stigma of western colonial-

ism adding to the burden of their foreignness, for in Korean

history colonialism has been Asiatic and Japanese not western.

Since the later years of the 19th c., Korean attitudes to the

introduction of Christianity have been markedly friendlier than in

most of Asia and Africa. The introduction was by Koreans, and

the missionaries were not conquerors.

Non-Theological Factors : cultural, religious, political

Not all the factors contributing to church growth have been

ecclesiastical or thelogical or the consequence of mission policies

and practice. Secular and non-theological elements have often

furthered the progress of the gospel. This was particularly true in

the history of Protestantism.

Protestant Christianity came to Korea at a time of total break-

down in the social, political and religious life of the nation. The

500-year-old Yi dynasty( 1392- 1910) was tottering to its fall and

Korea was slowly but inexorably losing its indepenence to the

rising empire of Japan. In the process Confucianism, as the official

faith and social foundation of the doomed dynasty, was becoming
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discredited. Buddhism had been declining even longer. It had lost

its hold on the nation in the fall of an older dynasty which was

Buddhist (the Koryo dynasty, 918-1392). The traditions of cen-

turies were falling in clusters. Set adrift from the old landmarks

and numbed by despair, many Koreans not surprisingly turned

with hope to the new, self-confident faith of the Christians.

In this time of weakening religious faith, and loss of national

identity, when Christians spoke of their religion as “glad tidings

(pokum) many were eager to hear more. They were told of a God

above all gods, named HananiTn{or Hanunim) which sounded famil-

iar and comfortably Korean. With a rare sensitivity for cultural

contextualization the missionaries and their Korea colleagues had

decided to call the God of the Bible by the name of an almost

forgotten and no longer widely worshipped god of a very old

Korean tradition. Depending on how it was spelled or pro-

nounced, it literally menat “the One”, or “Heaven". As for the

Bible, they deliberately chose to put it not into the difficult Chinese

characters loved by the intellectual elite but into the simple,

authentically Korean phonetic (Hangul) which, though invented by

a 15th century Korean king, had for centuries been dismissed by

Confucian scholars as fit only for women and children.

Thus Protestant Christianity seemed to the people to come not

so much as the denial of all things Korean but as an ally in

recovering forgotten of long-disused treasures of the old traditions.

Even non-Christians came eventually to recognize unanticipated

benefits of the impact of Christianity upon Korean society. In a

turbulent transitional period it helped to form bonds of social and

intellectual unity while the nation’s political integrity was

dissolving.

The relation of Christianity to the old religions was not so

accommodating. On the surface Christians rigorously and forth-

rightly refected them all as pagan. But they were not so inflexible

as to forbid accommodation wherever it could be theologically

justified, and as actually practiced, this uneasy tension between

condemnation and adaptation promoted growth. The insistence
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on separation demanded decision gave to the new faith thauthority of total commitment. Accommodation provided bridgesor more comfortable passage from the old to the new Sommdeed attributed the success of Christianity to its becoming tmuch lilte the old religions, not too much opposed to
Confucianism Christianity taught righteousness and revered letn

and Wee shamanism it accepted without secular doubts a world ofpints beyond the world of matter. More critical observers accused

as1
Confucianism, and as superstitiousas Buddhists or shamanists.^^*

eWistians did indeed respect learning. Education became a panf the church s plans for expansion as early as 1884, when R SMcaay, Methodist superintendent of the Japan Mi.ion again!,
all odds persuaded the isolationist Korean court to grant permis-Sion for the opening of a school.-) The first Christian school wasopened by AppenzelJer in 1886.
By 1908 missionaries were writing, “We are in the midst of an

educational revolution. The old Confucian scholars lose theirproud seats to those who know both Chinese and Western learn-
ing. So strong has been the leadership of the churh that ... the
course of study used in Christian schools has been the pattern for
unbelievers’ schools as well

Matching the revolutionary impact of Christianity upon educa-
bon in Korea was its introduction of western medicine. Shamanist
romises were no match for the demonstrated healing powers of

missionary doctors and mission hospitals and the medical schools
they founded. Christians offered service to the poor and the

neglected with the same sincerity as to the king and queen. Bui
what the coming of Christianity did for Korean women n-as

perhaps the most radical revolution of all. No catalogue of reasons

for the growth of Christianity can be complete which ignores its

contributions to the modernizing of the Korean social fabric ; its

shattering of class barriers, and its liberation of women from the

restraints of a male-dominated Confucian culture. It is no accidem
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that the world’s largest women’s coUege is in Korea, and that it is
a Lihristian institution.

Two final factors must be mentioned, factors that on first
thought would be expected to hinder the growth of Christianity
ut which surprisingly have sometimes had the opposite effect,
hese are church schism and government oppression
It is Mth no pride that I list church division among the causes

of chruch growth. I would prefer to think that Christianity has
grown m Korea in spite of the bitterness of its fractures. But there
are too many depressingly discernible instances of correlation
etween division and growth, fission and energy. Presbyterian, for

example, are by far the largest Protestant community, and also the
most divided. They are split into 32 different denominations, five

There are four divisions in
ethodism, seven among Pentecostals, four among Baptists.
Some say Korean Christians grow faster the less ecumenical

they are. I would disagree, but must admit to some truth in the
observation. The Korean National CouncU of Churches, originally
representative of all but a small fraction of Korea’s Protestants
today represents only about a third. In Korea when churches split’
in an amazingly short time each side of the schism seems to be as
arge or larger than the sum total of the united body before
division.

In much the same puzzling way opposition by governments has
both hindered and fostered church growth. Persecution of Chris-
tians in the northwest under the local Yi dynasty magistrates
precedes the first explosion of church growth in 1894.26> Later the
ordeals and persecutions of the Japanese period slowed, but c^uld
not stop the growth.

When persecution is intense and prolonged it can for a time
^pe out the organized ecclesiastical structure as it has in North
Korea since 1945. Two-thirds of the Christians of Korea were oncem the north, but there are now no regularly-meeting, organized
congregations left, though reports persist of possible changes
^eady taking place.
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In the Japenese period, however, oppression only strengthened
the fiber of the church and laid the groundwork for future growth

Christians were the backbone of the great, non-violent Korean
demonstrations of 1919 and were brutaUy repressed. Again in th
years before World War II Christians fought against compromise
with Japanese-imposed worship at Shinto shrines and were per-
secuted for their resistance. Ultimately, however, these incidents
only served to identify the church in the popular mind with
national patriotism and anti-colonialism. This helps to explain the
enormous popularity of Christianity after the war.

In a somewhat similar fashion, the current widespread involve-
ment of Christians in movements for human rights and labor
reforms and democratic iieedom have again won the respect of
significant non-Christian elements of the population, particularly
in the universities.

Undoubtedly this accounts for a part of a strong rise in the
number of young people who now identify themselves as “believ-
ing in Christianity", a higher percentage than among older people,
as noted above.

But thes argument cannot be carried too far. There is a consid-
erable difference in the popular appeal of the protest in 1919
against a foreign, colonializing military power, and the anti-

government demonstrations of students today against their own
government. Observers admit that the portion of Korea’s Chris-

tians who seem to be actively involved in tne current protests are

comparatively small, even when a Catholic cardinal and the

National Council of Churches support the protests.

One other fact suggests caution in placing too much emphasis

on the link between nationalism, politics and church growth. If

participation in the national independence movement of 1919 was

so much a factor in the growth of Christianity, why has Chundo-

kyo, the indigenous Korean religion which in some respects was

even more actively reponsible for the 1919 demonstrations than

Christianity, virtually disappeared from the religious charts . Both

were highly visible and equally active and probaly about eve®
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numerically in 1919. Both won the gratitude and admiration of the

people for their patristism and courage. But today a government

survey reveals that there are more than 100 Christians to every

follower of Chundokyo in Korea.^®^

What, then, made Korean Christianity grow ? All the above, of

course. And in a deeper sense, none of the above. Even the most

seculau* of historians must admit at times to the mystery in history,

and the church historian, mindful that the more decisive areas of

Christian growth are beyond the reach of statistics, finds himself

at the end of a paper like this quoting scripture : “I [Paul]

planted, ApoUos watered, but God gave the growth."(I Cor. 3 : 6).
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Begriff und Aufgabe der Eschatologie— Theologische und philosophische tJberlegungen

Prof. Dr. Gerhard Sauter,

LochnerstraBe 76, 5205 St Augustin 1 bet Bonn

1. Was heiBt >Eschatologie<?

(1) Der BegrifT >EschatoIogie< ist seit der Mitte des 17. Jahrhun-
dens nachweisbar. Der funfle und abschlieBende TeU der Dogmatik
des Stralsunder Lutheraners PhUipp Heinrich Friedlieb heiBt >Es-
chatologia seu Florilegium theologicum exhibens locorum de morte,
resurrectione mortuorum, extremo iudicio, consummatio seculi,

inferno seu morte aeterna et denique vita aeiernaf*>(erschienen

1644). Er enthSlt die Lehrstiicke, die bei Johann Gerhard unter
dem Xitel >De novissimis< erstmals als selbststSndiger, die Dog-
matik abschlieBender Komplex zusammengefaBt worden waren.
Abraham Galov tiberschreibt 1677 den zw6lften und letzten Teil
seines dogmatischen Hauptwerkes >Systema locorum theologicor-
um€(1677) mit >E2XATOLOriA Sacrac.^^ Dieser SchluBteil der
Dogmatik eines Hauptvertreters der lutherischen Orthodoxie
handelt ebenfalls von den detzten Dingenc (de novissimis) : vom
Tode und vom Zustand nach dem Tode, von der Auferstehung
der Toten, dem Jilngsten Gericht, der VoUendung der Welt, der
HdUe und dem ewigen Tod, schlieBlich vom ewigen Leben. Den
begnfT >Eschatologie< definiert Calov ebensowenig wie Friedlieb.

Beide erklSren ihn auch nicht durch ihre Darlegungen
; cr bleibt

ein Kunstwort. Offensichtlich bezieht es sich auf das >Eschaton<,
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