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THE PROTESTANT CHURCH AND RELIGIOUS SYNCRETISM IN SOUTH
KOREA

Abstract

This study offers an analysis of how Protestant Christianity in South Korea
incorporated many beliefs and practices of Korean traditional religions in order to
make the new faith more appealing to the masses. The paper also examines the way
in which specific Protestant doctrines and practices were modified or accentuated to
suit the disposition of the Korean people. In agreement with Confucianism, for
example, Protestant churches in general emphasized the values of diligence,
self-cultivation, righteous living, and, most importantly, filial piety. By overtly and
subtly permitting ancestral rites to be conducted by Christians, moreover, Protestant
Christianity evaded successfully the potential alienation of the tradition-bound Koreans.
From Buddhism, Protestant Christianity syncretized such elements as the daily dawn
prayer and all-night prayer as well as the practices of baekilgido ( “a hundred-day
prayer’ ) and chunilgido ( “a thousand-day prayer’ ). Hundreds of prayer centers that
exist deep in the mountains also manifest a Buddhist influence.

Shamanistic influences are also evident in Korean Protestantism, replete with the
latter’s emphasis on this-worldly success (health, prosperity, long life, etc.), faith
healing, and conceptualization of God as being merciful and generous. What all of this
reveals is that Christian conversion in South Korea did not involve an exclusivistic
change of religious affiliation, meaning that it did not require the repudiation of
traditionally held beliefs. Instead, millions of South Koreans eagerly embraced
Protestant Christianity precisely because the new faith was advanced as an extension

or continuation of traditional religious practices.

¥ Key Words: Korean church, Protestantism, religious syncretism, traditional religion,
Confucianism, Buddhism, ancestor worship
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2) Hulbert, Homer, < 7he Passing of Korea>, Seoul: Yonsei University Press. 1909/1969, p.403.
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