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Introduction

Mark A. Noll's question about what Korean Christians might learn from American evangelical history is
most useful when it encourages comparison rather than imitation. Korean Protestantism developed
through missionary contact, Bible translation, revival, education, medical institutions, Japanese
colonial rule, national division, war, authoritarian politics, democratization, rapid industrialization, and
global mission. American evangelicalism followed a different trajectory shaped by voluntary religion,
revivalism, denominational competition, slavery, racial segregation, immigration, mass media, and
partisan politics. The two histories overlap through transpacific missionary networks, but Korean
Christianity was never simply an American copy. Korean believers translated, adapted, challenged,
and expanded imported forms, and later South Korean evangelical networks influenced American
Christianity in return (Kim, 2022; Kim & Kim, 2015). The most valuable lesson is therefore historical
self-examination. Churches can preserve strengths such as biblical commitment, lay participation,
education, and missionary energy while also studying how religious institutions become vulnerable to
nationalism, racial blindness, authoritarian leadership, anti-intellectualism, gender inequality, and
political captivity when confidence is not balanced by accountability.

Local Agency, Scripture, and Institutional
Development

American and Korean evangelical histories both show the importance of local initiative. Voluntary
American churches created schools, mission societies, charities, publishing networks, and
congregations without an established national church, while Korean Protestant communities
developed patterns of self-support, self-government, and self-propagation that reduced dependence
on foreign missionaries. Vernacular Scripture was particularly important. Korean-language Bible
translation expanded access to religious texts and supported literacy, preaching, and lay
participation, while also allowing believers outside elite classical education to interpret Christianity
directly. Hwang and Hwang (2016) show how biblicism became a defining feature of Korean
Protestant identity. Yet strong confidence in Scripture can become intellectually narrow if personal
certainty replaces linguistic, historical, and theological study. Noll's critique of American evangelical
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anti-intellectualism is relevant here because churches can be highly active while neglecting
scholarship that tests inherited assumptions (Noll, 1994). Korean Christians can therefore value
accessible Scripture and energetic lay leadership while strengthening seminaries, universities,
historical research, and interpretive disciplines that make confidence more accountable to evidence
and the wider Christian tradition.

Revival, Mission, and the Risk of Cultural
Superiority

Revivalism has energized both traditions through prayer, conversion, evangelism, and intense
congregational participation. Korean dawn prayer, Bible study, and revival movements created
durable forms of religious discipline, while American awakenings and mass evangelism demonstrated
how voluntary movements could reach large audiences. The danger appears when emotional
intensity, numerical growth, or charismatic leadership becomes the primary measure of spiritual
success. Institutions can then become dependent on exceptional personalities and resistant to
criticism. Missionary history adds a related lesson. American missions contributed schools, hospitals,
translation, and organizational resources in Korea, but missionary work could also carry racial
hierarchy, paternalism, or assumptions that Western culture represented Christianity itself. Korean
churches, now major missionary senders, can avoid repeating that pattern by treating local Christians
as theological partners rather than subordinate assistants. Walls (1996) and Sanneh (2009)
emphasize that Christianity repeatedly crosses cultures through translation rather than simple
replication. Mission is strongest when local communities gain genuine leadership, contextual
authority, and the freedom to distinguish the gospel from the customs of the sending church.

Race, Nationalism, and Political Captivity

American evangelical history offers especially important warnings about race and national identity.
White Christians often defended slavery, tolerated segregation, or treated racial inequality as
secondary to church unity, even while other Christians participated in abolition and civil-rights
movements. Emerson and Smith (2000) show how evangelical individualism can make structural
racial inequality difficult to recognize because prejudice is interpreted mainly as a problem of
personal attitudes. Korean Christians can draw a broader lesson: doctrinal sincerity does not
guarantee social justice, and religious institutions need to examine how ethnicity, class, migration,
and national identity shape access to power. Nationalism creates a similar risk. South Korean
Protestantism was deeply affected by colonialism, war, division, and anticommunism, just as
American evangelicalism developed within powerful national narratives. Kim (2022) demonstrates
how Cold War alliances shaped transpacific evangelical networks. Churches can participate
responsibly in civic life while preserving enough independence to criticize governments, parties, or
national myths. When political loyalty becomes a test of religious faithfulness, short-term influence

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 2



@ ’ACADEMIC

can weaken long-term moral credibility.

Gender, Authority, and Institutional Accountability

Both American and Korean Protestant communities have relied heavily on women’s prayer, teaching,
fundraising, education, caregiving, and mission work while often limiting formal authority. Chong
(2008) shows how South Korean evangelical women have negotiated patriarchal expectations rather
than simply accepting or rejecting them. Historical comparison therefore encourages churches to ask
whether leadership structures recognize women'’s contributions, respond adequately to abuse, and
separate theological conviction from cultural habits that protect male authority automatically. The
same concern applies to governance more broadly. Megachurches, mission agencies, seminaries, and
media ministries can accumulate money, prestige, and influence in ways that make internal criticism
difficult. American evangelical scandals involving celebrity leadership, financial misconduct, and
institutional self-protection demonstrate the danger of confusing the reputation of one ministry with
the reputation of Christianity itself (FitzGerald, 2017). Korean churches can preserve strong
organizational capacity while using independent audits, safeguarding procedures, transparent
succession, shared boards, complaint mechanisms, and meaningful lay participation. Accountability is
not a secular intrusion into ministry; it is a practical way of limiting concentrated power.

Religious Liberty, Sexuality, and Pluralism

American evangelical history also illustrates the difficulty of maintaining strong convictions in a
religiously and morally plural society. Disputes involving education, sexuality, marriage, public
services, and institutional autonomy can create genuine conflicts of conscience, but not every legal
disagreement constitutes persecution. Religious liberty is most credible when defended consistently
for minorities and opponents as well as for one’s own community. Korean Christianity operates in its
own plural context and can learn from American polarization by distinguishing criticism from coercion
and by protecting pastoral care for people whose lives become subjects of public debate. Churches
may hold traditional or revisionist positions on sexuality and family ethics, yet neither position
justifies humiliation, misinformation, or refusal to listen. Marsden (2006) shows how American
Protestant identity became entangled with cultural conflict over modernity, while FitzGerald (2017)
traces later political mobilization. Historical awareness can help Korean churches preserve theological
integrity without allowing electoral strategy, media outrage, or culture-war identity to define the
whole Christian mission. Pluralism requires both conviction and restraint.

Two-Way Transpacific Learning

The comparison should not end with Korea learning from the United States. Korean Christianity has
developed practices of prayer, congregational participation, rapid institutional building, missionary
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commitment, and endurance through national crisis that have influenced Christians abroad. Kim
(2022) shows that Cold War evangelical relationships were reciprocal and politically complex rather
than a simple flow of American ideas into a passive Korean church. Noll’s wider work on world
Christianity likewise argues that the center of Christian demographic and institutional energy has
shifted beyond the North Atlantic, requiring American believers to learn from other traditions rather
than assume permanent leadership (Noll, 2009). A mature transpacific relationship therefore treats
both histories as sources of insight and warning. Korean churches can study American failures
involving race, partisan captivity, celebrity leadership, and anti-intellectualism, while American
churches can study Korean experiences of prayer, communal discipline, rapid modernization, division,
and global mission. Historical comparison becomes useful when it reveals blind spots rather than
when one country is treated as the universal model.

Conclusion

Korean Christians can learn from American evangelical history most effectively by examining
consequences instead of copying organizational forms. American experience demonstrates the
creativity of voluntary churches, education, revival, publishing, and mission, but it also shows that
sincere belief can coexist with racial injustice, political captivity, cultural superiority, anti-
intellectualism, gender inequality, and weak institutional accountability. Korean Christianity has
developed through its own history of translation, colonialism, war, democratization, industrialization,
and global mission, so lessons must be interpreted within Korean conditions rather than imported
mechanically. The strongest principles are therefore transferable rather than specifically American:
local leadership, serious biblical interpretation, intellectual humility, protection of vulnerable people,
financial transparency, political independence, and willingness to hear marginalized Christians. Noll’s
comparative question remains valuable because history can expose patterns that institutions do not
notice while they are expanding. Churches that practice critical memory can honor faithful
achievements without idealizing their past and can use institutional strength to serve communities
rather than defend prestige, national identity, or concentrated leadership.
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