
history of christianity in korea

history of christianity in korea is a fascinating journey that reflects the
complex interplay of culture, politics, and faith. From its beginnings in the
late 19th century to its significant growth in the 20th century, Christianity
in Korea has evolved into a major religious force. This article explores the
early introduction of Christianity, the challenges it faced during Japanese
colonization, its rapid growth post-liberation, and the current state of the
Christian community in Korea. We will delve into various denominations, the
impact of Christianity on Korean society, and its role in contemporary
issues. This comprehensive overview aims to shed light on how Christianity
has shaped and continues to influence Korean identity and culture.
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Early Introduction of Christianity in Korea

The history of Christianity in Korea began in the late 18th century,
primarily through the efforts of Korean scholars who were exposed to Western
ideas and religions during their studies in China. The first recorded
introduction of Christianity can be traced back to the arrival of Catholic
missionaries in the late 1830s. These missionaries, including the French
priest Pierre-Jean de Smet, played a significant role in establishing the
Catholic Church in Korea.

The Role of Catholic Missionaries

Catholic missionaries faced considerable challenges as they attempted to
convert the Korean populace. Despite initial resistance and persecution,
which included the martyrdom of several early converts, the faith began to
take root. The establishment of the first Catholic diocese in Korea in 1831
marked a significant milestone. By the end of the 19th century, the Catholic
community had grown, albeit slowly, laying the groundwork for future
expansion.



Protestant Introduction

The Protestant movement arrived in Korea in the late 19th century, primarily
through American missionaries. Notable figures such as Horace Allen and Henry
G. Appenzeller introduced not only Christianity but also modern education and
healthcare, which resonated with many Koreans. The establishment of schools
and hospitals played a crucial role in gaining acceptance and respect for
Christianity in Korean society.

Christianity during Colonial Korea

The Japanese colonization of Korea (1910-1945) presented both challenges and
opportunities for the Christian community. During this period, the Korean
Church underwent significant changes, leading to both persecution and growth.

Persecution and Resistance

During the colonial period, many Christians faced persecution as the Japanese
government sought to suppress Korean identity and promote Shintoism. Churches
were closed, and many Christians were forced to choose between allegiance to
the Japanese state and their faith. Despite these challenges, the Christian
community often became a hub for resistance against colonial rule, advocating
for Korean independence.

Growth of Christianity

Interestingly, the adversity faced by Christians during this period also led
to growth. Many Koreans were drawn to Christianity as a symbol of resistance
and hope. By the end of the colonial period, the number of Christians in
Korea had increased significantly, setting the stage for a post-liberation
explosion of the faith.

The Growth of Christianity Post-Liberation

The liberation of Korea in 1945 marked a turning point for Christianity in
the country. With newfound freedom, the Christian community began to
flourish, leading to substantial growth in both the number of adherents and
the establishment of new churches.

Church Growth and Denominations

In the years following liberation, both Catholicism and Protestantism
experienced rapid growth. The 1960s and 1970s saw the emergence of numerous
denominations, including the Presbyterian Church, which became one of the
largest Protestant denominations in Korea. Factors contributing to this



growth included:

Increased missionary activity

The establishment of educational institutions

The rise of charismatic movements

Active engagement in social issues

Christianity and Modernization

The rapid economic development of South Korea in the late 20th century also
influenced the growth of Christianity. As Korea modernized, many citizens
found hope and purpose in the Christian faith, which was often associated
with progress and moral values. This period saw the construction of large
megachurches that became central to community life.

Current State of Christianity in Korea

Today, Christianity remains one of the major religions in South Korea, with a
significant percentage of the population identifying as Christian. The
landscape is diverse, with a multitude of denominations and movements,
including both traditional churches and new religious movements.

Challenges Facing the Church

Despite its growth, the Christian community in Korea faces several
challenges, including:

Declining church attendance among younger generations

Internal divisions among denominations

Public perception issues due to scandals

Continued Influence and Role in Society

Christianity in Korea continues to play a vital role in social and political
issues. Many churches are actively involved in humanitarian efforts,
education, and social justice movements. The church's influence extends to
various aspects of daily life, including culture, politics, and social
values, making it a significant force in shaping contemporary Korean



identity.

Impact of Christianity on Korean Society

The impact of Christianity on Korean society is profound and multifaceted. It
has influenced various aspects, including education, healthcare, and social
justice.

Education and Healthcare

Christian missionaries established many of the first modern schools and
hospitals in Korea. This legacy continues today, as many educational
institutions and healthcare facilities are affiliated with Christian
organizations, contributing significantly to the country's development.

Social Justice and Reform

Christianity has also played a role in advocating for social justice in
Korea. Many churches are involved in movements aimed at addressing issues
such as poverty, human rights, and environmental concerns. The church's
involvement in these issues has helped shape public discourse and policy in
South Korea.

Conclusion

The history of Christianity in Korea is a testament to resilience,
adaptation, and growth. From its humble beginnings to its current status as a
major religious force, Christianity has significantly influenced Korean
society and culture. As it continues to evolve, it faces both challenges and
opportunities, ensuring its role in the ongoing narrative of Korean identity.
The future of Christianity in Korea will undoubtedly reflect the changing
dynamics of a society that remains deeply intertwined with its historical
roots.

Q: What is the origin of Christianity in Korea?
A: Christianity in Korea began in the late 18th century with the introduction
of Catholicism by Korean scholars and later by Catholic missionaries. It
gained significant momentum with the arrival of Protestant missionaries in
the late 19th century.

Q: How did Japanese colonization affect Christianity
in Korea?
A: Japanese colonization (1910-1945) posed significant challenges to
Christianity in Korea, including persecution and suppression. However, it



also led to growth as many Koreans turned to Christianity as a form of
resistance against colonial rule.

Q: What denominations are present in Korea today?
A: Today, South Korea is home to a variety of Christian denominations,
including Catholicism, Protestantism (with major denominations like
Presbyterianism and Methodism), and newer movements such as Pentecostalism.

Q: What role does Christianity play in contemporary
Korean society?
A: Christianity plays a vital role in contemporary Korean society by
influencing social values, engaging in humanitarian efforts, and shaping
public discourse on social justice and political issues.

Q: Are there any challenges facing the Christian
community in Korea today?
A: Yes, the Christian community in Korea faces challenges such as declining
attendance among younger generations, internal divisions, and issues related
to public perception due to scandals.

Q: How has Christianity influenced education in
Korea?
A: Christianity has significantly influenced education in Korea by
establishing many of the first modern schools, which continue to provide
quality education and contribute to the country's development.

Q: What impact has Christianity had on healthcare in
Korea?
A: Christianity's impact on healthcare in Korea is notable, with many
hospitals and healthcare facilities being established by Christian
organizations, which continue to play a crucial role in providing medical
care.

Q: How does Christianity engage with social justice
issues in Korea?
A: Many Christian churches in Korea are actively involved in social justice
issues, advocating for the poor, human rights, and environmental concerns,
thus shaping public policy and discourse.

Q: What is the future of Christianity in Korea?
A: The future of Christianity in Korea will likely involve navigating
challenges such as secularization among younger generations while continuing



to engage actively in social and political issues, ensuring its relevance in
Korean society.
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