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RECENT RISE OF THE KOREAN

MISSIONARY MOVEMENT

Sociological Assessment with Religious, Economic, and

Developmental Dimensions

Sangkeun Kim·

1. Introduction

Bishop Stephen Neill, an eminent historian of Christian mission, finishes

his entry on "Christian Mission" in Mircea Eliade's epoch-making The

Encyclopaedia of Religion with the following remark:

In the past, the gospel travelled across continents and oceans almost

exclusively in one direction. Has not the time come to establish two

way traffic, to have the gospel travel across continents and oceans in

many directions? If this is true, the word mission may be in need of

new and contemporary definition. I

Neill's entry was published in 1987. Some twenty years following the

savant's predictive remark, the time has come to redefine the term mission.

It is true that the gospel travels across continents and oceans in many

directions today. Traditional missionary-receiving countries are now

becoming missionary-sending countries and vice versa. Among these two-

way transactions, the trans-national missionary movement of Korean

Christianity serves as an outstanding case for a new and contemporary

definition of mission,

Sociological accounts of why the Korean missionary movement is

expanding today might directly refer to the modern history of Korean

Christianity itself, since the two developments are not separable in nature.

Several hypotheses have been offered to explain the sudden rise of the

Korean missionary movement after the 1990s, largely from historical

perspectives. Among these explanations, the revivalism factor has been the

most convincing one. According to this approach, the revivals that caused
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mission. I would like to suggest here that the new enhanced self-image of

young Koreans, based on Korea's economic development, was responsible

for the greatest missionary impulse of the last two decades. In terms of the

receiving sides, it seems Korean missionaries are being accepted since

they are delivering a tangible development model not only for economic

success, but also for spiritual growth to the people of the underdeveloped

mission-hosting countries. The positive image of the Korean economy's

remarkable success coincides temporally with Korean missionaries'

theology of prosperity at the same time. Finally, I will discuss the

relationship between the sending and receiving factors from the broader

aspect of globalization. Certainly, the globalization aspects of Christian

mission are not limited to the Korean case. If we accept Malcolm Waters'

definition of "globalization" as "a social process in which the constraints

of geography on social and cultural arrangement recede and in which

people become increasingly aware that they are receding.i" the worldwide

presence of Korean missionaries should be discussed in the context of the

following question: what is the global role of Korean missionaries for "the

intensification of worldwide social relationships'Y" The sending

determination of Korean Christianity and the receiving necessity of

Korean missionaries in the hosting countries are not separable in the era of

globalization since there are designated roles of Korean missionaries for

the intensification of worldwide social relationships with their

characteristic "evangelical" components. Moreover, Korean missionaries

are an "aggressive international sales force" for exporting American

Gospel, the theology of prosperity, to the world.i

2. Korean Missionary Movement Today

The current Korean missionary movement has been introduced as "the

second largest missionary-sending" by mission scholars and this

introduction is correct, if we consider the mere number of incumbent

Korean missionaries worldwide.8 If we also accept Philip Jenkins's

5Malcolm Waters, Globalization, London: Routledge, 1995,3.

6It is Anthony Giddens who defines "globalization" as "the intensification of

worldwide social relations." See, Donald Lewis, "Globalization, Religion and

Evangelicalism," Crux 38, 2 (June 2002), 35.

7Steve' Brouwer, Paul Gifford, and Susan Rose, Exporting the American

Gospel: Global Christian Fundamentalism, New York: Routledge, 1996, 11.

8Steve Moon, "The Recent Korean Missionary Movement," International

Bulletin of Missionary Research 27, 1 (January 2003), 11-16.
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evangelization today in terms of total numbers. As Moon points out,

however, the average growth rate, which, during the explosive period 1990

to 2000 exceeded a 35% biennial increase, is now subsiding to a level less

than 25% increase. It seems that the Korean missionary movement is

losing some of its initial enthusiasm, but the morale of sending "more"

missionary personnel to the world is not fading at all. At a recent mission

conference, held in May 2006, the conservative and evangelical Christian

Council of Korea and the Korean World Mission Association announced

that the two organizations would campaign to send 100,000 Korean

missionaries throughout the world by the year 2030.
11

The actual number of missionaries increases by more than 1,400

annually. The largest missionary-sending agency is University Bible

Fellowship (UBF) with 1,320 missionaries. The next largest missionary-

sending agencies are mostly denominational boards of mission: Global

Missionary Society of the General Assembly of Presbyterian Church in

Korea with 1,287 missionaries, The Presbyterian Church of Korea (Tong-

hap) with 849, The Methodist Mission Board with 702, and The

Assemblies of God with 555. The forerunners of the Korean missionary

movement during the early 1990s were mainly recruited and managed by

campus ministry groups, such as UBF, CCC, and IVF (InterVarsity

Christian Fellowship), but now the proportion of denominational

missionaries is increasing. More recruitment from denominational mission

boards directly indicates that more ordained pastors are getting involved in

missionary enterprises.

According to KRIM's missionary statistics, however, only 28.2% of

Korean missionaries are ordained. However, since these statistics count a

missionary's spouse as a "lay" missionary, the actual "ordained"

missionary couples constitute at least 56% of the Korean missionary

community. The increasing number of ordained missionaries is closely

related to home mission. The Korean seminaries' over-surplus of

seminary-educated ministry candidates, which far exceeds the hiring

capacity of local churches, has had direct influence upon the recent

increase of "ordained" missionaries.

In terms of hosting continents and countries, Asia (49.6%) and China

(1,482 missionaries) rank the highest. Beyond Asia, Korean missionaries

JJ"The Second Missionary Revivals: 100,000 Korean Missionaries by the Year

2030," Kuk-Min Daily, May 31, 2006.
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3. The Push Factors for the Missionary Impulse: The Sense of Calling

with Increased National Pride as a "New Nation"

During the 1980s, the Korean economy skyrocketed with an average

10,1% annual growth rate throughout the decade of economic boom.

Especially from 1980 to 1988, the Korean economy boasted the highest

increase of annual growth rate in the world. The so-called "export-driven"

economic policy worked efficiently with the Korean companies'

entrepreneurial spirit and the Korean government's rigid protective trade

policies. The business tycoons of Korea, such as the owners of Samsung,

LG, Hyundai Motors, Oaewoo Electronics, and SK, enthusiastically

expanded their market boundaries in the world. The economic prosperity

of the nation during the 1980s was unprecedented in the history of Korea,

which has existed for about 5,000 years. In the early 1960s, Korea was one

of the poorest countries in the world, following the brutal Japanese

colonialism and the bloody Korean War. At that time, Korea's GOP was

only $79, nearly the same as that of Sudan in Africa. Less than 30 years

later, however, Korea had become an industrialized country. Many

economists referred to Korea's rapid economic growth as "the Miracle of

Han River."

The symbolic climax of those affluent decades occurred at the 1988

Seoul Summer Olympic Games. After the successful hosting of the

Olympic Games, Koreans identified themselves as people of a new nation.

The shameful history of the Japanese Colonial Occupation (1910-1945),

national division into South and North Korea after the destructive Korean

War (1950-1953), the image of a war-ruined poor country, and the

memory of the long-lasting military dictatorship were finally fading away.

The self-identity of Korea as a new nation has been reproduced and

promoted by the patriotic rhetoric of political leaders ever since. In 2005,

Korea was ranked as the tenth largest economic power in the world. With

the fierce competition from other emerging countries, so-called BRICs

(Brazil, Russia, India, and China), the Korean economy is thriving more

than ever. Korea is now one of the economic superpowers in Asia, along

with Japan, China, and India.

Since the end of the 1980s, Korea has become a country with

"something to give" to the world for the first time. The Korean soap

operas, pop music, and cinema provide many neighbouring Asian

countries with Korea's cultural influence. For example, a Korean TV

drama, Winter Sonata, was a sensational hit in Japan during the early
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capitalism as it produced "sober, serious, and disciplined people who

worked hard and, anxious to demonstrate to themselves that they were

among' God's chosen people.?'" According to Donald Lewis' succinct

summary of Weberian understanding regarding the connection between

Protestantism and capitalism, the Protestants "came to equate the idea of

'calling' with 'career. ,,,17 The Korean missionaries who left Korea during

the late 1980s and the early 1990s were mostly young people who just

graduated from college. It seems they equated the sense of God's calling

with their missionary career under the broader influence of a Calvinistic

framework. It is quite astonishing to see that the major sending force of the

recent Korean missionary movement has been the conservative Calvinist

circle. The Tong-hap, Hap-dong, and Ko-shin Presbyterians, all in the

traditional Calvinistic framework, have been providing theological impetus

to the young Korean missionaries of the world by fusing the idea of calling

with career.

Their missionary impulse, however, has not been limited to the

Calvinistic framework. The national pride as a new nation and missionary

sense of calling as the people of a chosen country for world mission are

closely connected with missionary impulse among young Korean

missionaries. The connection has already been found in some speeches and

remarks of mission pioneers. For example, Dae-sun Park, President of

Yonsei University, asserted in 1980 that "God is calling Koreans to make

them the second 'chosen people'" and that's why "God protected the

Koreans from the communists' invasion from north during the Korean

War." In his article, titled, "The Light of East," Park claimed that it was

"God's watchful providence to make the Korean churches financially

prosper.t'" Chong-sung Lee of the Presbyterian College and Theological

Seminary in Seoul (the largest and "hardest-to-enter" seminary in Korea)

even encouraged Korean Christians for foreign mission in 1981 by

claiming God called Korea to be "the last witness" to the world.
19
He

claimed that splendid church growth, financial capability for foreign

mission, and a renewed national pride were providing the concrete

platform for the Korean missionary movement to the world. The prime

16Donald Lewis, "Globalization, Religion and Evangelicalism," Crux 38, 2

(June 2002), 41.

17Lewis, "Globalization, Religion and Evangelicalism," 41.

18Dae-sun Park, "The Light of East," Han-kuk Bok-um-shin-moon, March 23, 1980.

19Chong-sung Lee, "The World Is Calling Us," Shin-hak Chun-chu 33 (1.981),11.
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with these kinds of colonial or racial ramifications associated with past

Western missionary movements. Rather, the modem Korean nation-

building experience in the first half of the twentieth century was tightly

related to the Japanese colonialism that ruled Korea with an iron fist from

1910 to 1945.

It seems the Korean missionaries have been labelled by their hosting

countries as successful role models for both spiritual and economic

development at the same time. They are being regarded as the religious

symbols who could illustrate the best ways of achieving economical and

spiritual wellbeing within Christian sentiment. According to Sung-il

Hong's article, "How Does the Third World Evaluate Korean Economy,"

in The Voice of Business, the Third World sees Korea as a model country

for economic development.i" Hong cites the research reports of the Centre

of Cultural Exchange in Korea, which shows the evaluation of Korea in

276 high school textbooks in 34 foreign countries. In the high-school

textbooks for Egyptian students, for example, Korea's "Miracle of Han

River" is introduced in detail as a superior model of economic

development in the modem history of the world. Other countries, such as

Uruguay, Poland, and Mongol, regard Korea as one of the industrialized

and developed countries within the tenth size of economy in the world;

Korea is not just the second-largest missionary-sending country. Korea is

sending not only missionaries with Christian faith, but also a developing

model with the amazing amount of missionary money.

As Korean missionaries emanate throughout the world, so does

Korean money in the name of the missionary fund. If we accept KRIM's

report on the number of Korean missionaries as 12,874 as of 2004 and it is

estimated that at least $110 million per year is sent to them only for their

basic living compensation, receiving $1,000 per month. No comprehensive

study on the entire Korean mission finance has been produced to date, but

if we add ministry expenses, such as the construction of church buildings,

travel fees, insurance and pension, and education expense for the children

of missionaries who usually go to English-speaking international schools,

the total sum of missionary expenditure is beyond our imagination.

Conversion in Tagalog Society under Early Spanish Rule, Durham: Duke University

Press, 1993.

24Sung_ilHong, "How Does the Third World Evaluate Korean Economy," The

Voice of Business 86 (September 2006).
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The agents of Christian mission are coming from the southern

hemisphere. The southward shift of the Christian centre from the northern

hemisphere has been observed by numerous missiologists, including

Andrew Walls, Lamin Sanneh, and Dana Robert.
29
The characteristics of

"Southern Christianity," such as the independent, Pentecostal, and

charismatic tendencies, have already been examined by many other

scholars. It is Paul Preston, sociologist of religion, who attempts to

connect the issue of globalization and the evangelical trans-national

Christian mission from the southern hemisphere, with his particularly

interesting Brazilian evangelicals' foreign mission.i'' According to his

observation, current studies on globalization require much more interest in

the grassroot religious diffusion through the migration of evangelicals

from the Third World since there is an endless and simultaneous flow of

capital and labour in the era of globalization.

Korea belongs to the northern hemisphere where the "old" form of

Christianity is allegedly declining. It is argued that the last days of "old"

Christianity in the countries of the northern hemisphere are not so far

away, but Korean Christianity is one of the remarkable exceptions. In

terms of doctrinal emphases and denominational loyalties, Korean

Christianity is more akin to European and North American forms of "old"

Christianity. However, Korean Christianity, although belongs to the

northern hemisphere geographically, is still thriving and so does the

Korean missionary movement. Korea's missionary enthusiasm is quite

exceptional from the northern hemisphere's standpoint. It seems that

Korean missionaries are delivering the familiar message of "old"

Christianity in the form of American evangelicalism as the last enthusiastic

mission from the northern hemisphere. Korean missionaries are the

witness to the people of underdeveloped countries that shows the

29See Lamin Sanneh, Whose Religion Is Christianity? The Gospel Beyond the

West, Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2003; Dana Robert, "Shifting

Southward: Global Christianity since 1945," International Bulletin oj Missionary

Research (April 2000).

30See Paul Preston, "The Transnationalisation of Brazilian Pentecostalism: The

Universal Church of the Kingdom of God," in Between Babel and Pentecost:

Transnational Pentecostalism in Africa and Latin America, A. Corten and R.

Marshall-Fratani, eds., London: Hurst, 2001, 196-215; Paul Freston, "Globalization,

Religion and Evangelical Christianity: A Sociological Meditation from the Third

World," in Interpreting Contemporary Christianity: Global Processes and Local

Identities, O. Kalu, ed. (forthcoming).
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Recent Rise of the Korean Missionary Movement

the Korean missionaries of misconduct and even ignorance in their

mission fields in the Philippines and West Africa, are the Korean

missionaries just delivering the old and negative memories of Western

missionaries to the underdeveloped countries?34 Or, do the Korean

missionaries deliver the American neo-fundamental Gospel with "a

spiritual enterprise culture" that requires "in the top echelon, a kind of

international manager of the spirit,,?35

The recent demographic shift of world Christian populations from

the Western world to the non-Western world has been studied by many

mission theorists, statisticians, and church historians. Their statistics show

that the recent change began from the second half of the twentieth century

and is presently still occurring in the twenty-first century, if not

accelerating. This new trend is observed in the sub-Saharan Africa, Latin

America, and the Pacific Islands. What are the Korean missionaries doing

in these regions? Are they exporting the old model of Christendom of the

northern hemisphere to the southern hemisphere? Or, has "U.S. influence

in South Korea helped foster notions of a messianic Korean nation allied

with the U.S. global mission" so that the Korean missionaries are an

"aggressive international sales force" to distribute the American Gospelv "

Korea, the country that had been called "a hermit nation" by the first

band of Western missionaries, is now becoming one of the most

enthusiastic missionary-sending countries of the twenty-first century.

Korea was neglected by Western missionaries in East Asia as a mission

field about a century ago, but now Korea is becoming a new axis of the

Protestant missionary movement. The last shall be first? Or, the last is just

repeating the same .mistake as the first? Or, is the last a mere puppet

salesperson for the export of the American Gospel?

As the missionary experience has been augmented, so has the critical

self-reflection by the Korean missionary movement itself. As the former

Western missionaries did, so do Korean missionaries need more critical

34Cobbie Palm, "Toward a World Mission Tribunal," International Review of

Mission 86 (luly 1997), 289-300; Cephas Omenyo and David Choi, "Korean

Missionary Enterprise in West Africa, 1979-1999: A Preliminary Study," Exchange

29,3 (2000), 213-229.

35David Martin, Tongues of Fire: The Explosion of Protestantism in Latin

America, Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990, 143.

36Brouwer, Gifford, and Rose, Exporting the American Gospel, 255_



'9Il'/adsoQUV:J!AaWValfl;SU!IAodx:3'asolIpue'P10JJ!D'lai\\n01H,p

,:IBunqPlUO!SS!WP(loM_BP1Bi\\Ol"'UlIBdop
,,'AlOlS;)1!lU3aljllPllONocrsroqumjqlaaljS"'UlF)laas6£

,:6661
-6L6lB:lIlJYlSaA\U!as!lcUalU3AlBUO!SS!WUBal0)l"'!Olj;)pUBOAUaUlOSt

'8II-101'(666l)I'IUO!SS!YVuV!S'V
fo/vuAnOr,:SUO!SS!WuBalo)lJO~UPlu!ljlalI"'UlF)!uOOA-~UnAHi\\alpuYLt

JpS1UOUO!lB1MYUO:l:UpunojordpuaIt1J.I~ModUq1!MUO!luzHuqoI8

IUUO!lUU-SUUll~qlJOiredl::lP!MU8uPIUlS!lU~Ul::lAOUlAlUUO!SS!UlUU~lO)l

::lqllUqlls~88nsI'l~qlu~'IU!:lYl::ldnsAISno!8!pl10ss~p"ModAIlUnlP!dS

S!8Up.,AH::lP~lUS.,PUUO!SS!UlUU.,l0)l::lqlI.,dsODUU:lp.,WV::lqlluqlls~88ns

01lUUMlOUopI'UO!P~UUO:lS!ql8UP(UUlAS:,.,:llOJuopuzHuqoI8"ql

JOiredU8U!UlO:l::lqS!lU"Ul.,AOUlA1UUO!SS!UlUU~lO)llU":l~l~ql'UO!P~UUO:l

S!qlql!A\,,'vsn~qlU!~puW"p~dUlU1S'ionpordsno!8H~1pouodun

uusa"sns~flI~S"01Al!I!qU,SUU!lS!Jq;)UU~lO)l~qlSMOqSlU~Ul~AOUl

AlUUO!SS!UlUU~lO)l~qlJOosuiuooar~ql'8u!UH:l~PlOUJ!'8u!P!sqns

S!uonu[ndodUU!lspq;)oqiJO~lUlqlM018~IqU)flUUl~l~qlsv

It:U~lO)lqlnoS

U!ueqi)flOMlUuouourouoqdS!ql~.,S01~:lUldronoqOUS!~l::lq.L'ql!uJ

snO!8!plJOA:lU:lYP"ql"lUl.,P:l:lU011~P10U!poidopasmorxaqoq

lSHU1!dU:l~AUqMOU~M'srnorxeqoqlS!IU1!dU:lJOiuaurdojaxop

"qllOJ8u!MOnUursiouoosesnO!8!plUUqll"qlul.peoqS!quol"q~A\

unu01SUl~~SAlmu~:lql::lPU.,Ml~luIoqiU!mO!Auq~qlUU1S~101d

'UO!lUZ!IuqoI8JO.,8u"qlU!srnotxaqcq:lPSHU1!du:l

ql!Mdrqsuouaprsn01ioodsorql!MA1!UUpspq;)UU::llO)lJOUOPU:lHdUl!

Iu:)!80IO!:lOS~q1moqaIu:)pd.,:)sisn]lOU.,lUsraqiopucl.,MnolS:

~M1Sluqlstneosn'I~dsODUU:lP"WV::lqlJOoorojS"IUSIUUOPUUl::llU!

::lA!ss.,188uuasaAUPOlS.,puUO!SS!UlUU.,l0)l~ql8upno(0:loressooons

IUlll!l!dspUU:l!UlOUO:l~sno.,uullnUl!Sp.,A"!q:lUsuqluqlAllunO:l"qlsu

U.,l0)lJO.,8UUl!.sauiunoo8U!A!":l~1"qlqHMpojdnooUopUUM;:)UUsaopud

IUuoPUUp.,SU;:)l:lU!qHM8umU:lJO::lSU::lS,S::l!lUUO!SS!UlUU::llO)l::lq.L

'AUPOllU::lUl::lAOUlAlUUO!SS!UlUU::llO)l::lqlJO

Al!{U::llpunojord::lJOUlUMOqSsioodsauopuzHuqoI8ql!Mdrqsuonejarl!::lql

pUUS~!lUUO!SS!UlUU~lO)lJOSlOpUJ8umndpUU8u!qsndmoqnSlU~UlSS;:)SSU

IU:l!80IO!:lOS::lqlluq1'l::lA~MOq'SUl~~S1Iov'AIlu~nb~lJcrourponsrnd

puspoztsaqdurooqpjnoqssaqornqoIU:l0Iq1!MuoueaodoooIU:l!u~Ulm~

'Apsul6£'S~!lUUO!SS!UlUU~lO)lAqponsrndoqlOUPlnoqsvuva.lo)/xVd

=u8£';:)1ll:l:lPSHoqUspocus~!luUO!SS!UlUU~lO)lJOX~IdUlO:lqU!SS~Ul=u
L£'Al!IN!X~IJIumlIn:)arotnpoauosrus~!luUO!SS!UlUU~lO)l-siuomssasse-jjas

Ul!)IUn;))j~uBSIt6£


	Untitled

