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M ental  H ealth  N eeds 

a n d  R e so u r c e s  i n  C h r is t ia n

C o m m u n it ie s  o f  So u t h  K o r ea

The benefits of cross-cultural training are clear; 
however, the experience for international students 
can sometimes be lonely and difficult. In addition to 
interpersonal, language, and cultural challenges 
faced by international students, the question of rele- 
vanee often looms: “Am I learning the information I 
need to be an effective psychologist in my home 
country?” For those recruiting international students 
for doctoral training in North America, it behooves 
us to learn about the cultures from which students 
come in order to provide training that is as relevant 
as possible. For this particular study, we were inter- 
ested in identifying the needs and resources of South 
Korean Christians to help inform our doctoral train- 
ing of South Korean students in a Doctor of Psychol- 
ogy (Psy.D.) program housed in a distinctively Chris- 
tian institution.

Because the Christian religion has grown rapidly 
in Korea (Hur & Hur, 1988), faith communities have 
naturally become a supportive resource for many. 
This research is an effort to gain understanding of 
the preventive and supportive benefits Christian 
communities offer, as well as the types of mental 
health needs that exist within these communities. By 
understanding these needs and resources, we hope 
to be better able to provide culturally appropriate 
training to those students who will return to South 
Korea upon completing their Psy.D. training.

A s s e s s m e n t  M e t h o d s  a n d  F i n d i n g s

Various methods of data collection were used, 
providing both quantitative and qualitative perspec- 
tives on the mental health resources and needs of 
Christian communities in South Korea. Data collec­
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In an effort to understand the mental health needs 
and resources of Korean Christians, we collected 
quantitative and qualitative data through surveys and 
interviews with Korean pastors and Christian educa- 
tors. Several mental health concerns were identified: 
the high level of daily stress faced by many Koreans, 
marriage and family concerns, conflicts between 
Korean culture and the teachings of the church, and a 
tendency to keep emotional discomfort suppressed. 
Mental health resources include deep spiritual com- 
mitment to a life of prayer, high levels of commitment 
to family and community, cultural values of persis- 
tence and patience, and reliance on Christian commu- 
nities for spiritual hope and meaningful interpersonal 
relationships.

D
octoral programs in clinical psychology typ- 
ically value diversity and seek students from 
a variety of cultural contexts, and recruit- 

ment of international students to such programs has 
both internal and external benefits. Internally, doc- 
toral training programs are enriched by cross-cultur- 
al perspectives which enliven classroom discussions 
and enrich interpersonal relationships. Externally, 
international recruiting benefits students coming 
from less developed countries where it is difficult or 
impossible to receive doctoral training in psycholo- 
gy, and those countries are helped when students 
return after completing their doctoral degree.
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The ranked means for males and females are pre- 
sented in Table 1 Repeated measures multivariate 
analyses of variance (MANOVA) revealed significant 
differences within the various mental health disor- 
ders for males (Wilks’ λ = 0.12, F( 10, 30) = 212, p  < 
.001) and females (Wilks’ λ = 0.17, F( 10,52) = 26.3, p  
< .001). Profile analyses of adjacent means, using a 
conservative alpha of .01 to control for Type I error, 
revealed significant gaps between parenting prob- 
lems and dependency problems for males, ¿(51) = 
3.2, p  < .005, between panic symptoms and being 
abusive at home for females, t{71) = 4.2, p  < .001, 
and between being abusive at home and excessive 
use of alcohol for females, £(70), p  < .005. No other 
significant differences were observed between adja- 
cent means.

We also evaluated sex differences in the percep- 
tion of symptoms. Again, a conservative alpha of .01 
was used to control for Type I error. Only one signifi- 
cant difference was observed: males report females 
as having more panic symptoms than females report, 
£(58) = 4.0, p  < .001 We then computed paired-sam- 
pies t-tests to compare males and females on experi- 
enced symptoms of the various disorders, again using 
an alpha of .01. Males are perceived to experience 
fewer panic symptoms, £(44) = 3.7, p  < .005, fewer 
somatic symptoms, £(47) = 3.0, p  < .005, more alco- 
hoi use problems, £(47) = 8.0, p  < .001, more stress 
problems, £(50) = 3.0, p  < .005, and are seen as more 
likely to be abusive at home, £(48) = 2.9, p  < .01

Resource Assessment Questionnaire

A resource assessment questionnaire consisted of 
open-ended questions regarding common challenges 
facing men and women in Korea, and then requested 
information on the resources and strengths available 
to face these challenges. The questions requested 
information about cultural, spiritual, relational, 
social service, and other resources of Korean people. 
Sixteen respondents (14 male and 1 female—one did 
not report sex, average age of 38, ranging from 26 to 
51) were from the annual KCCPA meeting. An addi- 
tional 52 respondents (9 male and 40 female—three 
did not report their sex, average age of 41, ranging 
from 25 to 65) were attending the KCPE workshop.

The first part of the resource assessment ques- 
tionnaire asked for particular challenges facing 
Christian men and women in Korea. Four prominent 
themes emerged for men. First, many noted conflict- 
ing values at work and church. For example, respon-

tion began in July 1999 and continued through Octo- 
ber 1999. Three of the questionnaires (described 
below) were distributed and collected in Seoul, 
Korea at the first annual meeting of the Korean 
Christian Counseling and Psychotherapy Associa- 
tion (KCCPA), which involved approximately 120 
Korean mental health professionals. They were also 
distributed among pastors attending a training work- 
shop at the Clinical Pastoral Education Graduate 
School of Korea (KCPE), consisting of approximate- 
ly 200 pastors. Various questionnaires were random- 
ly distributed among those attending these two 
events so that each participant received only one 
questionnaire per day. Thus, the total number of 
respondents for any given questionnaire is less than 
the number attending the KCCPA and KCPE meet- 
ings. Because participation was completely volun- 
tary, and because the training schedules did not pro- 
vide extra time for completing the questionnaires, 
approximately half of the potential respondents 
elected not to return completed questionnaires.

Questionnaires were developed in English and 
translated into Korean by two bilingual doctoral stu- 
dents, one of whom works as a professional transía- 
tor. Because most respondents completed the quali- 
tative questionnaires in Korean, their responses were 
translated into English by one of these doctoral stu- 
dents. The English translations of the responses were 
then entered into the Non-numerical Unstructured 
Data Indexing Searching and Theorizing (NUD*IST 
4,1997) software package for qualitative analysis.

Mental Health Needs Questionnaire

A quantitatively-scored questionnaire listed symp- 
toms of a variety of disorders—depression, panic 
attacks, somatization problems, personality disor- 
ders, marriage and family problems, anger problems, 
alcohol abuse, dependency, and stress-related prob- 
lems—and had respondents rate the frequency of 
these symptoms among Christian men and women 
in South Korea. Twenty one completed question- 
naires were collected at KCCPA. Two of these 
respondents were male, 17 were female, and 2 did 
not report their sex. Their ages ranged from 26 to 51, 
with an average age of 40. An additional 58 question- 
naires were collected among those attending the 
KCPE workshop. Thirteen of these respondents 
were male, 32 were female, and 13 did not report 
their sex. Their ages ranged from 27 to 56, with an 
average age of 42.
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Symptoms Affecting Korean Females 

Symptoms N  Mean Std Dev

Too much stress 77 3.4 11

Parenting troubles 77 3.4 11

Depression 76 3.3 10

Somatic symptoms 74 3.2 12

Dependency 77 3.1 12

Marriage troubles 75 2.9 10

Anger problems 77 2.8 11

Personality disorders 75 2.5 0.9

Panic disorder 74 2.5 10

Abusive at home 75 2.0 10

Alcohol problems 73 16 0.9

the role of men (due to the deterioration of the 
patriarchal system).” We also identified four promi- 
nent themes for challenges facing Christian women. 
First, many women are expected to be highly 
involved in church activities as well as in maintaining 
home and family life. These roles often conflict pro- 
ducing priority conflicts and uncertainties. Accord- 
ing to one respondent, “Duties at home are neglect- 
ed due to too much time spent for church.” The 
second theme compounds this issue in that many 
Korean women attend church without their hus- 
bands. This often leads to marital distress and even 
some degree of persecution from their husbands 
and in-laws. Third, Korean women are often expect- 
ed to be in service roles. This can be difficult for 
those who feel that their value comes from their ser- 
vice to male pastors in the church and to their hus- 
bands in the home. One respondent put it this way: 
“Due to sexual discrimination, women still assume 
all the labor while men get all the credit.” Others 
noted that the emphasis on service can distract 
women from an authentic spiritual quest, as their 
degree of service becomes easily confused with per- 
sonal faith development (Kim, 1996). This relates to 
a fourth theme: Women experience significant cul- 
tural barriers to personal development. One person 
wrote: “There is no room for women to pursue self- 
actualization.” Another noted, “Due to the Confu- 
cianist idea of women’s inferiority ingrained in the 
society, even highly effective women can neither be

Table 1

Symptoms Affecting Korean Males 

Symptoms N  Mean Std Dev

Too much stress 53 4.1 0.9

Parenting troubles 53 3.9 10

Dependency 52 3.3 11

Depression 56 3.3 0.9

Marriage troubles 52 3.2 10

Alcohol problems 52 3.1 13

Somatic symptoms 50 3.0 0.9

Anger problems 52 2.9 10

Personality disorders 52 2.6 0.9

Abusive at home 53 2.5 10

Panic disorder 48 2.2 0.7

dents offered observations such as, “Social life and 
faith are disconnected,” and “Difficulty of socializ- 
ing at work setting because of Korean church’s 
emphasis on abstinence from alcohol and smok- 
ing.” A second theme related to the lack of fellow- 
ship among Christian men was indicated by respon- 
dents who noted that the Korean church often has 
programs that bring women together, but that no 
such programs are available for men. Even if such 
programs were available, it is doubtful that men 
would have time to be involved. This relates to the 
third theme: men are highly stressed and pressured 
for time. Korean men work 6 days per week, often 
putting in very long days, and have little time or 
energy left for church-related social events. The eco- 
nomic turbulence of recent years has caused job 
related anxiety for many men, adding more pressure 
to meet the high expectations of employers. One 
respondent describes “the pressure as a breadwin- 
ner and the head of the family, pressure from the 
possibility of being laid off as a result of downsizing 
or any other societal adjustment, and the anxiety 
regarding the uncertainty of the future.” Fourth, 
Korean men experience challenges with their fami- 
lies related to changing social values and differences 
between Christianity and Confucianism. Respon- 
dents offered observations such as, “Confusion 
between the traditional view of male superiority in 
Korean culture compared to the more egalitarian 
view in the church,” and “Confusion and conflict of
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devote herself to the ministry without taking care 
of her spiritual life.” Another described it this way, 
“She seems to get her sense of self-worth through 
work; exhaustion and frustration, reaching her 
physical and emotional limits.” Sixteen respon- 
dents mentioned depression as a likely cause of the 
symptoms, though this was often related to a spiri- 
tual deficit of some sort. For example, “Depression 
... The personal relationship with Jesus Christ has 
not seemed to be established”; or, “spiritual 
depression due to the lack of the personal relation- 
ship with God and his word.” Other possible 
explanations mentioned by several respondents 
included a lack of close relationships, lack of ade- 
quate recognition for her work, and being focused 
on her own strength rather than finding strength 
through God.

When asked to rate the frequency of this sort of 
situation in Korean churches, respondents tended 
to identify moderate rates of occurrence. On a five- 
point Likert scale, ranging from never to always, 
the mean score was 2.9 (standard deviation 1.0), 
with 37 of the 64 respondents circling the midpoint 
rating of 3.

Respondents were then asked how they would 
approach helping the deaconess with her problems. 
Many reported that she needs empathy, someone to 
listen to her, or individual counseling. For example, 
“First of all, try to give her comfort and then find out 
the root cause by listening to her life history from 
childhood to the current family relationships. Be her 
friend, listening to her attentively.” Most often the 
recommendations for counseling included an explic- 
itly spiritual intervention (e.g., “in-depth counseling 
through the Bible and prayer”). Consistent with the 
understanding that her problem was caused by 
exhaustion and inadequate spiritual resources, many 
respondents recommended she receive rest and 
prayer for her condition. “Take rest for a while, 
attending worship services only and filling her mind 
and heart with God’s words through meditation. 
Meet people on a one-on-one basis—not a multitude. 
Keep praying.”

When asked what resources the respondents 
use or recommend when helping people with simi- 
lar problems, many mentioned counseling or 
referring to another counselor—often indicating 
the importance of spiritual content in the counsel- 
ing. Some also mentioned self-help books, and 
explicitly spiritual interventions (e.g., prayer, 
praise, Bible study).

confident nor fully maximize their potential in set- 
tings which benefit their capabilities.”

Respondents were asked to describe resources 
for coping with these challenges. The resource of 
prayer was clearly the predominant theme in the 
responses offered. Establishing a life of prayer is 
central to Korean Christianity, including daily prayer 
meetings and personal and corporate periods of 
fasting for purposes of prayer. Those emphasizing 
prayer also tended to mention other spiritual 
resources including the value of the Bible. Other 
resources that were identified included cultural val- 
ues, family unity, and church community. Cultural 
values of “perseverance and rectitude” were noted, 
forged through many trials and periods of oppres- 
sion throughout Korean history. Family unity was 
also noted in the sense that Korean parents make 
great sacrifices for their children and foster a strong 
sense of loyalty and identity within the family. 
Church community was also identified as a 
resource, with respondents noting the importance 
of Christian fellowship and the vital role of small 
groups within the church.

Cast Study Questionnaire

Respondents were also given a case study of a for- 
merly active deaconess in a Korean church who is 
now experiencing symptoms such as a lack of energy 
and motivation, insomnia, poor appetite, and a dys- 
phoric mood. At the same time as the onset of these 
symptoms, the deaconess withdraws from her 
church leadership roles, stops attending daily prayer 
meetings, and thinks about killing herself. Respon- 
dents were asked how they understood this situa- 
tion, how often they see similar situations, how they 
might help the deaconess, and what resources are 
available to help people with similar problems. 
Eleven respondents ( 1 male and 9 female—one did 
not report sex, average age of 39, ranging from 24 to 
51) were from the annual KCCPA meeting. An addi- 
tional 56 respondents (18 male and 37 female—one 
did not report sex, average age of 42, ranging from 
26 to 68) were attending the KCPE workshop.

The primary explanations for the cause of the 
symptoms were exhaustion and depression. Twen- 
ty־three of the 67 respondents mentioned exhaus- 
tion as a cause of the symptoms, often relating the 
exhaustion to the deaconess’s work in the church 
and her own spiritual nourishment. For example, 
one respondent wrote, “Exhaustion. She seems to
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cultural phenomenon rooted in a history of oppres- 
sion, but with personal implications for emotional 
functioning. Because psychological problems or 
emotional expressiveness can easily lead to shame, 
many Koreans respond by keeping their emotions 
and concerns private. Over time, these suppressed 
emotions may result in somatic symptoms. It is inter- 
esting to note that one of the culture-bound syn- 
dromes reported in the current Diagnostic and Sta- 
tistical Manual (DSM-IV) is hwa-byung, a somatic 
disorder attributed to suppression of anger (Ameri- 
can Psychiatric Association, 1994).

Responses to Single Question

Twelve of the 13 pastors completed a written 
response to the question, “What are the most press- 
ing mental health needs seen in Christian congrega- 
tions in Korea?” These responses were later translat- 
ed into English and included in the data analysis. All 
but one of the respondents listed marriage problems 
or concerns with raising children, or both. Marital 
problems involved a variety of causes, including gam- 
bling, alcohol abuse, conflict with in-laws, religious 
value differences, managing value differences 
between the church and the larger society, domestic 
violence, the high demands of employers, and extra- 
marital relationships. Respondents also described 
behavioral difficulties with children at school or 
home and conflict over the children’s academic 
achievement.

Other problems identified included depression, 
alcohol abuse, cultural conflicts between Christians 
and the Korean culture (influenced by Confucian- 
ism), and wounded and internalized emotions. Two 
respondents also listed kleptomania as a problem 
with Korean youth.

N e e d s  a n d  R e s o u r c e s  f o r  

S o u t h  K o r e a n  C h r i s t i a n s

Perhaps the best way to summarize these findings 
is to describe four pairs of needs and resources. If 
not paradoxical, these needs and resources at least 
illustrate opposing tensions in the daily life of Kore- 
an Christians.

Daily Pressures and the Resource of Prayer

Contemporary life in Korea is filled with pres- 
sures. Men work long weeks, face financial and pro- 
duction pressures related to the crisis of the Asian 
economies that occurred in 1997, and often feel iso­

Pastor Interviews

Thirteen Korean pastors came to Wheaton Col- 
lege for training in cognitive therapy in July, 1999. 
Three semi-structured focus groups were conducted 
over lunch meetings. These discussions were con- 
ducted through an interpreter and audio-recorded. 
The focus group discussions were based on the ques- 
tion: “What mental health needs and resources do 
you see in Christian congregations in South Korea?”

Three primary themes emerged. First, pastors 
were concerned about a general confusion between 
psychological and spiritual problems, noting that 
most Korean pastors are not open to counseling and 
think that spiritual resources are sufficient for deal- 
ing with all emotional problems. This sometimes 
leads to a state of shame in which people are afraid 
to admit to psychological concerns because it will be 
perceived as spiritual weakness. In extreme cases, 
some pastors have reportedly beaten parishioners in 
order to remove evil spirits (this is not a typical prac- 
tice, but the pastors were aware of isolated occur- 
rences). Related to this, the respondents noted that 
parishioners do not have Christian counseling cen- 
ters available to them. They often go to pastors, feel 
shame for their problems, and eventually leave the 
church. The need for explicitly Christian counseling 
centers in Korea was emphasized.

Second, family issues were emphasized, especially 
by the women pastors in the focus groups. They 
noted that marital conflict due to financial stress, 
depression, alcohol abuse, and domestic violence is 
common. They related this to the patriarchal structure 
of the Korean family and to the intense time demands 
of Korean churches, which are also patriarchal. A typi- 
cal situation might involve a male pastor, with a con- 
gregation including many female parishioners, who 
has high expectations for women in the church to be 
involved in daily prayer meetings, visiting those who 
are sick, volunteering at the hospital, and so on. The 
men are also overwhelmed with responsibilities, typi- 
cally working 12-14 hour days, 6 days per week. Any 
church involvement beyond this intense work sched- 
ule further fatigues these men and separates them 
from their families. Though undoubtedly an exaggera- 
tion, one respondent reported: “The Korean church is 
destroying the family.”

Third, the pastors referred to the national phe- 
nomenon of hart (see Park, 19930, which is the cor- 
porate experience of deep-rooted anger, frustration, 
helplessness, and depression. Han is a historical and
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Family Problems and the Resource of Family

Marriage and family problems were mentioned 
in virtually every facet of this assessment. Parents are 
concerned about the conduct and academic achieve- 
ment of their children, and marital problems appear 
to be ubiquitous. The sources of marital conflict are 
varied and look very much like the sources of con- 
flict in Western countries. In addition, the patriar- 
chal nature of Confucianism, coupled with the influx 
of more egalitarian ideas from the West, appears to 
be a potential source of conflict for many couples. 
Unfortunately, the church may inadvertently con- 
tribute to family conflict at times by placing high 
time demands on people already overwhelmed with 
the various responsibilities of work and family. This 
is especially pronounced for women who often feel 
squeezed by various expectations and time demands. 
When their husbands do not attend church (70 per- 
cent of Christians in South Korea are women; Sa, 
1995), they may feel pressures from their husbands 
to withdraw from the church, which may result in 
marital conflict. Some of these husbands expect 
their wives to be available for service tasks in the 
home, and yet the wife is committed to various 
church activities that draw her away from the home.

Despite the many concerns about family life, the 
family is also perceived as an important resource for 
Korean Christians. Unlike the prevalent views in 
individualistic Western cultures, family unity is cher- 
ished and nurtured in Korea. This has been institu- 
tionalized through traditions and festivals and serves 
as the glue that holds a community-oriented culture 
together. Confucianism places high value on respect 
and honor, and these values have played a central 
role in Korean family life. Sacrifice is valued higher 
than self-actualization, which may make it difficult 
for Western observers to correctly understand the 
long work hours and drive for success displayed by 
many males and the tireless service offered by many 
females. These are not just individualistic activities 
designed to bring personal significance, but also 
community activities emerging out of respect for the 
family, the employer, and the church.

Church-Society Value Conflicts 
and the Resource of Cultural Values

Conflict exists between dominant cultural values 
and the values taught within the Christian faith in 
Korea. One indication of this is the conflict men face 
in trying to meet the social expectations of their

lated from meaningful interpersonal connections. 
These pressures should be understood in the context 
of a culture in which conformity to the expectations 
of the employer is valued above achieving personal 
satisfaction in the workplace; thus, fostering mean- 
ingful relationships at work is much less important 
than meeting the performance expectations of the 
employer. This sense of isolation may be more com- 
plex for Christian men than for non-Christian men 
because their religious values sometimes conflict 
with the values expected in the workplace.

Women also face significant pressures, as they 
often feel torn between family and church respon- 
sibilities. Women are increasingly involved in the 
workforce as well, yet without the same economic 
incentives and rewards as men. Forty-seven per- 
cent of South Korean women are in the work- 
force, but earn only about 54 percent of what men 
earn. By comparison, 68 percent of the women in 
the United States are in the workforce, earning 
about 75 percent of what men earn (Neft & 
Levine, 1997). Women in South Korea hold only 
four percent of all administrative and managerial 
positions, whereas women in the United States 
and Canada hold over 40 percent of such posi- 
tions (Seager, 1997; Neft &: Levine, 1997). Korean 
families, employers, and pastors are all shaped by 
the cultural heritage of Confucianism, which 
affirms patriarchy and sometimes leaves women 
wondering which powerful man they are sup- 
posed to please. For many centuries Koreans have 
esteemed and admired women who sacrificed 
their own development for their parents, hus- 
band, and sons (Kim, 1996). As a result, women 
sometimes have little opportunity to develop their 
gifts and interests because they are overwhelmed 
with commitments of service to others.

Yet with all these external and internal pres- 
sures facing Korean men and women, they have 
found solace in the faithful practice of prayer. 
Prayer has become an integral part of the fabric of 
life for Korean Christians. As with other activities, 
Koreans take on the task of prayer with diligence 
and discipline. Though daily prayer meetings may 
seem an extra obligation at times, the clear picture 
emerging from this research is that prayer is an 
extraordinary resource that allows Korean Chris- 
tians to cope with the pressures of their lives by 
finding solace and hope in their connection with 
God and one another.
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Suppressing Emotional Pain and the 
Resource of Christian Community

Korean Christians experience emotional pain, as 
do people in every culture throughout the world. 
However, there is a tendency in Korea to keep this 
emotional pain private as a means of preventing 
shame for oneself or one’s family, or as a way of 
showing respect for those in authority. Korean Chris- 
tians may have additional motivation to suppress 
emotional pain due to the perception that psycho- 
logical disorders are a result of spiritual deficits. For 
many Korean Christians, admitting to depression or 
anxiety might be perceived as acknowledging spiritu- 
al weakness. This tendency to hold in emotional 
pain, coupled with high amounts of life stress, makes 
some Koreans vulnerable to somatic problems and 
externalizing behaviors such as alcohol abuse and 
domestic violence. Thirty-eight percent of women in 
South Korea report being the recipients of domestic 
violence, compared to 28 percent of women in the 
United States, 27 percent in Canada, and 21 percent 
in the Netherlands. To keep these numbers in per- 
spective, it should be noted that 80 percent of Pak- 
istani women, 60 percent of Tanzanian women, and 
59 percent of Japanese women report being the 
recipients of domestic violence (Seager, 1997).

A compensating resource is the strong sense of 
community that extends throughout the Korean cul- 
ture and is especially pronounced within churches. 
Our respondents referred to the importance of rela- 
tionships with other church members, small cell- 
groups, and relationships with pastors. These com- 
munity resources help buffer the effects of 
suppressed emotional pain while providing a means 
of connection, relational significance, and hope.

C o n c l u s i o n s

Psychologists preparing to work in Korea would 
do well to master methods of stress management and 
marriage and family therapy. They should also devel- 
op the cultural and relational skills necessary to ere- 
ate a therapeutic environment in which clients feel 
free to talk openly. This sort of open environment is 
important to create in any successful therapeutic 
endeavor, but it may be particularly important and 
challenging for Korean clients who are inclined to 
value patience, endurance, and privacy while avoid- 
ing disclosures that might cause shame. The effective 
Christian psychologist in Korea will be an expert in 
understanding and encouraging appropriate expres­

employers while honoring the teachings of the 
church regarding alcohol and tobacco use. Some 
apparently resolve this by developing a dual life—one 
for the work setting and another for the church.

More evidence of the church-society conflict is 
seen in the varying messages women receive about 
their roles in family and community activities. These 
messages are increasingly influenced by Western 
ideas of individualism and self-actualization, and yet 
the longstanding cultural traditions of Confucianism 
conflict with this influx of Western ideas. It is 
unclear exactly where the Church fits in this ideologi- 
cal clash. One of our respondents, a female assistant 
pastor, suggested that the Church has introduced 
greater dignity and freedom for women. This was 
not a prominent theme, however, and others report- 
ed that the Church reinforces the Korean values that 
inhibit autonomy and self-expression. When Chris- 
tianity was introduced in Korea 100 years ago, it 
affected women’s status by giving them the raw tools 
(e.g., literacy and education) for liberation from 
Confucianism (Kim, 1999). However, in the course 
of history, the Korean church itself has absorbed 
Confucianist ideas into its system, and women are 
thus more restricted than they have been in previous 
generations (Sa, 1995).

Despite the potential for church and cultural 
value clashes, Korean Christians are also quick to 
recognize virtue in Korean culture, and to view these 
values as resources that can contribute to their 
health. Two such values are perseverance and persis- 
tence. The Korean people have learned to persevere 
under enormous oppression and military aggression 
dating back to the late 16th Century. A national iden- 
tity as a “persevering people” can sometimes foster 
fatalism or passivity, but these values of perseverance 
and persistence have been adaptive in many ways. 
The recent International Monetary Fund (IMF) cri- 
sis of 1997 created great financial hardship through- 
out the country, and yet the cultural values of persis- 
tence and perseverance have allowed Koreans to 
rapidly rebuild a functional economy. Though these 
virtues lead to long work days and conditions of con- 
siderable stress, Koreans are inclined to endure and 
persist rather than to complain. These same values 
undoubtedly contribute to Korean Christians’ capac- 
ity to pray fervently day after day, year after year. Sim- 
ilarly, our respondents wrote of moral virtue and 
compassion for others as cultural resources for Kore- 
an Christians.
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sion of emotions while respecting and valuing the cul- 
tural norms. Moreover, many Korean Christian 
clients may be inclined to view emotional problems 
as spiritual problems, and thus avoid the shame that 
comes with describing psychological symptoms. This 
calls for Christian psychologists with excellent train- 
ing in the various complexities of integrating psychol- 
ogy, theology, and Christian spirituality.

The church is an important resource for Korean 
Christians. It provides a means of connection and 
fellowship, and promotes the practice of prayer and 
other spiritual disciplines that provide hope and 
meaning. Christian psychologists working in Korea 
would do well to consider ways of collaborating with 
pastors to strengthen and support church communi- 
ties and thereby enhance the existing resources 
already available to Korean Christians. At times this 
may involve helping pastors distinguish among the 
various biological, spiritual, psychological, and social 
causes for emotional distress rather than assuming a 
direct connection between religious practices and 
psychological health.

R e f e r e n c e s

American Psychiatric Association. (1994). Diagnostic and statis- 

tical manual o f  mental disorders (4th edition). Washington, 

DC: Author.

Hur, S. V., & Hur, B. S. (1988). Culture shock!:” Korea—A 

guide to customs and etiquette. Portland, OR: Graphic Arts 

Center Publishing Company.

Kim, A. R. (1996). Women struggling for a new life. Albany, 
NY: State University of NY Press.

Kim, J. H. (1999). The labor of compassion: Voices of churched 

Korean American women. In D. K. Yoo (Ed.), N ew  Spiritual 
Homes (pp. 202-217). Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press.

Neft, A., & Levine, A. D. (1997). Where women stand: An 

international report on the status o f  women in 140 coun- 
tries. New York: Random House.

NUD*IST 4 [Computer software]. (1997). Victoria, Australia: 

Qualitative Solutions and Research Pty Ltd.

Park, A. S. (1993). The wounded heart o f  God: The Asian 

concept o f han and the Christian doctrine o f  sin. Nashville, 
TN: Abingdon Press.

Sa, M. (1995, March) Women in the Korean Church: A historical 

survey. Reformed World, 45 ,27-34.

Seager,J. (1997). The state o f women in the world. New York: 
Penguin Books.


	Digital Commons @ George Fox University
	2001

	Mental Health Needs and Resources in Christian Communities of South Korea
	Mark R. McMinn
	Sang Hun Roh
	Lisa G. McMinn
	Amy W. Dominguez
	Eunnie R. Rhee
	See next page for additional authors
	Recommended Citation
	Authors


	tmp.1460671807.pdf.cDdk9

