
American Missionaries, Korean Protestants,
and the Changing Shape of the World

Over the past decades, American missionaries and Korean Protestant churches
have played a significant role in shaping the religious landscape of not only Korea
but also many other parts of the world. From the early 20th century to the present
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day, this collaboration and exchange of ideas have transformed the way we
perceive global Christianity.

The Beginnings of American Missions in Korea

The journey of American missionaries in Korea can be traced back to the late
19th century when the first Protestant missionary, Horace G. Underwood, arrived
in 1885. Underwood's arrival was significant as it marked the beginning of a new
era for Korean Protestantism and the of Western Christian ideas.
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Underwood's mission was met with both excitement and skepticism from the
Korean population. The of Christianity brought forth a new way of thinking and
opened doors to education, healthcare, and other Western influences. However, it
also faced strong opposition from local Buddhist and Confucian followers who
saw it as a threat to their traditional beliefs.

The Growth of Korean Protestantism
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Despite the initial challenges, Korean Protestantism started to flourish as more
American missionaries arrived and established churches and educational
institutions. The missionaries' dedication to preaching the Gospel and their efforts
in building schools and hospitals gained the trust and respect of the Korean
population.

The growth of Korean Protestantism was further fueled by a series of events such
as the 1907 revival known as the Pyongyang Great Revival, which witnessed an
unprecedented number of Koreans converting to Christianity. This spiritual
awakening laid the foundation for the rapid expansion of Protestantism
throughout Korea.

Impact on Korean Society

The influence of American missionaries and Korean Protestants extended beyond
religious matters. They played an instrumental role in shaping various aspects of
Korean society, including education, healthcare, and women's rights.

Establishing schools was a central aspect of the missionaries' agenda. They
introduced a modern curriculum and educational system that revolutionized
Korean education. As a result, a large number of elite Koreans received their
education in Protestant-run institutions and went on to become influential figures
in various fields.

The missionaries' efforts in the healthcare sector were equally significant. They
opened hospitals and medical clinics, providing medical care to Koreans. Their
emphasis on medical professionalism and the of Western medical practices
saved countless lives and contributed to the development of modern healthcare
in Korea.



In addition, American missionaries and Korean Protestants played a crucial role
in advocating for women's rights and gender equality. By promoting education for
girls and supporting women's social and economic empowerment, they
challenged the traditional Confucian norms that limited women's roles in society.

Global Reach of Korean Protestantism

While the primary focus of American missionaries was on spreading Christianity
within Korea, the influence of Korean Protestantism has extended far beyond the
nation's borders.

South Korean Protestant churches have become increasingly involved in
missionary work worldwide. Their commitment to evangelism has led to the
establishment of churches, schools, and humanitarian projects in various
countries. They have become vital players in global Christian missions.

In recent years, the success of the Korean Wave, referring to the global popularity
of Korean culture, has also introduced Korean Protestantism to new audiences.
Church-related activities and events have become elements of the Korean
cultural experience, attracting both domestic and international interest.

The collaboration between American missionaries and Korean Protestants has
had a profound impact on the religious and social landscape of Korea and the
wider world. From the early days of their arrival to the influential presence of
Korean Protestantism on the global stage, this partnership has changed the way
we view the dynamics of modern Christianity.

The legacy of American missionaries and Korean Protestants will continue to
shape our understanding of religion as a catalyst for societal progress. Their story
serves as a testament to the transformative power of intercultural and
interreligious exchange.
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This book examines the partnerships and power struggles between American
missionaries and Korean Protestant leaders in both nations from the late 19th
century to the aftermath of the Korean War. Yoo analyzes American and Korean
sources, including a plethora of unpublished archival materials, to uncover the
complicated histories of cooperation and contestation behind the evolving
relationships between Americans and Koreans at the same time the majority of
the world Christian population shifted from the Global North to the Global South.
American and Korean Protestants cultivated deep bonds with one another, but
they also clashed over essential matters of ecclesial authority, cultural difference,
geopolitics, and women’s leadership. This multifaceted approach – incorporating
the perspectives of missionaries, migrants, ministers, diplomats, and interracial
couples – casts new light on American and Korean Christianities and captures
American and Korean Protestants mutually engaged in a global movement that
helped give birth to new Christian traditions in Korea, created new transnational
religious and humanitarian partnerships such as the World Vision organization,
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and transformed global Christian traditions ranging from Pentecostalism to
Presbyterianism.
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