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Currents of Christian Nationalism and Internationalism: 
Yun Ch’i-ho and the Korean YMCA in the 1920s

The  Korean  peninsula  during  the  interwar  period  of  the  1920s  was  embroiled  with
heightened  Japanese  colonialism  and  the  onset  of  Russian  bolshevism.  The  March  First
Independence  Movement  in  1919  changed  the  course  of  the  Japanese  colonial  policy  from
militaristic occupation to Saito Makoto’s cultural rule, yet economic regulations stifled Koreans
in more restrictive means of surveillance. The most notable victim of the two alien forces was
Korean farmers who supplied over 80 % of the national  economic GDP. By the late  1920s,
Japanese proprietary right had claimed control of approximately 20 % of the land, especially the
most profitable plots of the Korean peninsula. Over 80 % of Korean farmers, estranged from
their farmland, became tenants and peasants with the result of 1.5 million Korean immigrants in
Manchuria and 2 million in Siberia by 1925.1 To rescue those impoverished farmers in captivity
of colonial exploitation and Communism, the International Missionary Council (IMC), through
the consultation of the Jerusalem meeting in 1928, collaborated with nationalists of the Korean
Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) which  launched a nation-wide program of rural
reconstruction. 

Park Myung-rim, professor of political science at Yonsei University, has argued that rural
reconstruction,  nationalism,  and  democracy  have  served  as  three  keywords  to  interpret  the
modern history of Korea.2 Tong-gŏl Cho, the late director of Korean Studies Institute,  as he
constructs the modern history of Korea, contends that the appeals of Korean nationalists in the
1920s  were  entirely  dismissed  by  international  organizations;  no  humanitarian  aid  was
dispatched  from the  world  powers  for  Koreans’  independence  movements;  Korean  farmers’
movements were turned down under the post-war depression of the West.3 Cho’s arguments
seem to be corroborated by western academics. Bruce Cumings reveals the general dearth of
Western interest in Korea before 1945: “This ancient nation, so critical to the peace of Northeast
Asia in any era, was little more than an afterthought, or a minor ganglion to a secondary enemy
for most Americans.”4 Neither a study on cultural nationalism, nor a key textbook for a study of
the history of Korea, mention the YMCA, the reservoir of cultural nationalists.5 Corresponding
to the dominant perspective, Korean scholars who produced histories of agricultural movements

1 Ki-Baik Lee, A New History of Korea, Translated by Edward W. Wagner (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1984), 356-361; The General Government, Chosun Yoram (Almanac) 1922-1932; The Institute of 
Korean Church, A History of Korean Church, Vol. II (the Christian Literature Press,1990), 223.
2 Myung-rim Park, Han’guk chŏnjaeng ŭi Palbal gwa kiwŏn (The Origins and Rise of the Korean War), (Seoul: 
Nanam, 2003).
3 Tong-gŏl Cho, Singminji chosŏn ŭi nongmin undong (The Peasant Movements in Colonial Korea) (Yŏksa 
Konggan, 2010), 160. 
4 Bruce Cumings, The Origins of the Korean War: Liberation and the Emergence of Separate Regimes 1945-
1947 (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1981), 101.
5 Michael Edson Robinson, Cultural Nationalism in Colonial Korea, 1920-1925 (Seattle and London: University 
of Washington Press, 1988); Ki-Baik Lee, A New History of Korea, Translated by Edward W. Wagner 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984). 
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and peasant  movements  have  bypassed  Christian  internationalists  who collaborated  with  the
nationalists of the YMCA in colonial Korea.6 

This paper complements those studies by investigating the interstices of Korean studies,
in which an interplay of Christian nationalists and internationalists created a space for diplomatic
negotiations within the peninsular off limits to Koreans’ state diplomacy. It will demonstrate that
the IMC and the YMCA responded to Korean initiatives to resuscitate  rural  communities in
captivity of colonial exploitation and infiltration of Communism, and thereby experimented a
new world order ruled by Christian internationalism. The collective enterprise of the Korean
YMCA is investigated through the lens of Yun Chi’-ho (1865-1945), without excluding other
nationalists.  The  author  of  Korean  national  anthem,  Yun  assumed  vice-minister  of  Foreign
Affairs, vice-minister of Ministry of Education, and president of the Independence Club until
Korea’s annexation by Japan.7 In the YMCA, he served as the first Korean general secretary and
Chairman of the National Council of the YMCA throughout the colonial period. The pioneer of
agro-industrial education for the youth, Yun serves in this paper as a liaison between cultural
nationalists and Christian internationalists and provides a Korean perspective on the challenges
of Korea in the 1920s. 

Nationalism  in  this  paper  is  used  as  a  term  interchangeable  with  patriotism  and
differentiated from nationalism of the imperial powers. Cultural nationalism, distinguished from
militaristic nationalism in the context of colonialism, is defined as an aspiration for protecting
national sovereignty and empowerment of the nation amidst imperial powers which compete for
supremacy  through  subjugating  foreign  nations.  Christian  internationalism  is  defined  as  an
impulse of disinterested benevolence in service towards foreign nations as the fellow creation of
God and distinguished from an internationalist motif of expansion for control as displayed in the
modus operandi of colonialism, unfettered capitalism, and Communism. Major sources used in
this paper include Kautz Family YMCA archives, periodicals, and correspondences. This paper
moves  in  the  following sequence:  first,  the  emergence  of  Korean Communist  Parties  in  the
colonial  context  of  the  1920s;  second,  the  convergence  of  the  Christian  internationalists  in
colonial Korea; third, the preliminary efforts for the masses in agro-industrial education; fourth,
the rural reconstruction by the Korean YMCA; and finally, the IMC’s collaboration for rural
reconstruction and its ramifications.  

The Emergence of Korean Communist Parties in the 1920s. 

 The  colonial  exploitation  of  farmers  laid  a  fertile  ground  for  the  infiltration  of
Communism among farmers  and laborers  in  the  1920s.  The Japanese Oriental  Development

6 Yong-dal Kim, Nongmin undong (Farmers’ movement)(Seoul: Han’guk tongnip undongsa p’yonch’an 
wiwonhoe, 2009).
7 Chŏn Taek-pu, 359. Chon corroborates Yun’s authorship of the national anthem.  
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Company’s project of registering Korean land with the use of legal codes from 1908 succeeded
in transferring massive plots of land to the hands of Japanese farmers and businessmen. Land
survey in 1912 and the following Rice Increase Plans from 1920 transformed Korea into a vast
land of  tenants  and peasants.  By the late  1920s,  approximately  240,000 acres,  20 % of  the
peninsula, became Japanese possessions. While farmers accounted for 85% of national economy,
80 % of those farmers cultivated their land as tenants. These farmers returned over half of their
crops  to  their  absentee  landlords.  The  tenant  farmers,  responsible  for  seeds,  fertilizers,  and
machines, subsisted on loans, the interest rate of which reached 48 % of its principal and caused
a vicious cycle of debt and poverty. Farmers’ children worked in the fields from daybreak and
only 20 % of the children in the nation were enrolled at schools. Robbed of their own land and in
pursuit of new lives, Koreans crossed the northern borders, which resulted in 1.5 million Korean
immigrants  in  Manchuria  and  2  million  in  Siberia  by  1925.8 In  the  peninsula,  farmers  and
peasants responded to desperate circumstances of destitution in revolts. Farmers’ riots increased
from 124 incidents in 1922, to 726 incidents involving 13,012 farmers in 1930.9 From 1927 to
1931, farmers’ uprising broke out in 3,681 villages in the country, precipitating suppression by
the Japanese police.10 The figures of riots, seemingly negligible  in the country of 20 million
people and 27 thousand villages, critically portended the imminence of Communism in Korea. 

The  First  Korean Communist  groups emerged in Irkutsk and Khabarovsk in 1918. A
Korean Socialist  Party,  Hanin Sahoedang  was founded in Khabarovsk on June 26, 1918 and
sprawled its  operation in the branches of 8 regions to the point  of convening a  congress of
Korean socialists in Shin-han-ch’on (New Korean Village) near Vladivostok on April 25, 1919.
Yi Donghwi, the head of the Korean Socialist Party sent its members to the First Congress of the
Communist International held on March 2-6, 1919 and the Second Congress of the Comintern in
July  1920,  where  Communists  with  Vladimir  Lenin  discussed  the  issues  of  national
independence,  colonialism,  and  the  role  of  Communism in  the  East.  In  the  First  Congress,
Koreans were enlisted as the “Korean Workers League” and in the Second Congress, Pak Chin-
sun, representing the Korean Socialist Party, delivered a speech on July 28,1920.11 This group,
invigorated  by  Lenin,  moved  its  headquarters  to  Shanghai,  renamed  its  title  to  Koryŏ
Kongsandang (Korean Communist Party) on January 10, 1921, and declared the party bylaws its
official allegiance to Marxism.12 During this time, Korean appeal for national independence by
Cho so-ang, the representative of Chosun Sahoedang (Chosun Communist Party) in the Second
International  on  August  9,  1919,  garnered  “unanimous  endorsement”  from  24  countries,
exhibiting a radical contrast to the apathetic response of the Paris Peace Conference.13 Koreans
signed the  Russo-Korean  Communist  Agreement,  translated  the  Communist  Manifesto,  the

8 Cho, Gi-jun, Iljeui kyongje chongch’aek (Economic Policy of Japanese Imperial Government) (1978)
9 Lee. 360.
10 Chosun Ilbo [Chos n Daily], Editorial, March 8, 1928.  Tong-A Ilbo [Tong-A Daily], editorial, November 22, ǒn Daily], Editorial, March 8, 1928.  Tong-A Ilbo [Tong-A Daily], editorial, November 22, 
1926; L. C. Haworth to Walter W. Head. June 16, 1935. YMCA Archives.  
11 Pak Chin-sun, “The Revolutionary East and the Next Task of the Comintern,” Communist International, nos, 
11-12 (June-July 1920), 2315-20. 
12 Dae-sook Suh, The Korean Communist Movement 1918-1948 (Princeton, New Jewsey: Princeton 
University Press, 1967), 8.10, 15. 26, 27. 
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Russian Political Platform, and the Russian Constitution into Korean in May 1921. Distributing
pamphlets  such  as  “Sae-seang  I  doemyŏn-nŭn  (If  it  Becomes  a  New  World)”  or  “Chijŏp
haengdong  (Direct  Action),”  these  Koreans  voluntarily  spread  Communism.  The  Korean
delegates from Iskutsk, Shanghai, and Korea formed the largest group among 125 participants of
the First Congress of the Toilers of the Far East held in Moscow in January 1922.14

The  apocalyptic  circumstance,  where  laborers  and  farmers  possessed  nothing  to  lose
under  the  Japanese  suppression,  precipitated  the  embrace  of  Communist  revolution. When
Vladimir Lenin’s Bolshevik Revolution terminated the centuries-old Czarist rule in 1917, what
Suh Dae-suk called a “magic torch” gripped the hearts of Korean students, laborers, farmers, and
peasants.  Suh  explains  the  impact  of  the  Communists  and  their  relationship  to  Korean
nationalists in the 1920s. 

[The communists]  succeeded  in wresting control  of  the  Korean revolution  from the
Nationalists;  they  planted  a  deep  core  of  Communist  influence  among  the  Korean
peoples, particularly the students, youth groups, laborers, and peasants. Their fortitude
and, at times, obstinate determination to succeed had a profound influence on Korean
intellectuals  and  writers.  To  the  older  Koreans,  who  had  groveled  so  long  before
seemingly endless foreign suppression,  communism seemed a new hope or a magic
torch from which they hoped to gain revolutionary strength. To the young, it was a new
approach to the solution of age-old social problems and stratification, from which their
forefathers had suffered so long.”15 

Not only Korea’s geopolitical proximity to Russia, but also the socio-economic conditions of
extreme poverty fueled the spread of Russian Bolshevism. What appealed to  suffering Korean
farmers and laborer was an image of self-sacrifice for national  independence by the Korean
Communists, if not Communism, with their “haggard appearance” and “suffering from torture”
in fighting the “common enemy,” that is, Japanese colonialism. 

Overseas Korean Communists returned to their motherland with a mission to emancipate
the exploited from 1920. First,  the members of the Iskutsk faction and the Shanghai  faction
entered the peninsula, joined later by Korean students in Japan who were inspired by Japanese
Socialists. They helped organize socialist groups such as Sinhŭng ch’ŏngnyŏn tongmaeng (New
Young  Men’s  Alliance),  Musanja  tongjihoe  (Proletarian  Comrades  Alliance),  Puksunghoe
(North  Star  Society),  Hwaŭnhoe  (Tuesday  Society),  and  Sahoejuŭija  tongmaeng  (Socialists
Alliance).  In  1923,  a  socialist  group  with  the  name of  the  Young  Men’s  Alliance  (YMA),
analogous to the Young Men’s Christian Association with no central element of Christianity, was
organized  as  a  national  socialist  organization  in  Seoul,  which  developed  into the  Chosun
Communist Party in 1925.16 

The  groups  in  Korea,  coalescing  into  a  formation  of  the  united  Communist  Party,
transmitted  the  skill  of  organization  to  farmers  and  peasants  who  had  no  experiences  of

13 Dae-sook Suh, The Korean Communist Movement 1918-1948 (Princeton, New Jewsey: Princeton 
University Press, 1967), 25.
14 Dae-sook Suh, Ibid., 34, 35;  Michael Edson Robinson, Ibid., 113.
15 Dae-sook Suh, Ibid., 132.  
16 Dae-sook Suh, Documents of Korean Communism 1918-1948 (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1970).
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collective  resistance.  Korean  Communist  groups,  despite  Japanese  repressions,  persisted,
collided, split, fragmented, and regrouped in and around Korea in the 1920s.17 The characteristics
of their  activities  evolved from anti-colonial  movement  to anti-American,  anti-Christian,  and
anti-capitalist rallies. One of these groups rallied right opposite the meeting of the World Sunday
School Association criticizing Christianity in 1922.18 They denounced Christianity as a religion
for imperialism, the running dog of American capitalism, the opium that injected premillennial
eschatology,  the  killer  of  the  combatting  spirit  for  social  change,  and a  barrier  to  scientific
progress. The Korean YMCA, unlike its British and American fraternities, had to grapple with
these challenges and recalibrate itself within the uncharted territory of emerging Communism. 

The Space for Internationalists in Colonial Korea

The YMCA missionaries landed in Korea during the reign of Japanese colonialism. The
Protectorate of Japan in 1905 effectively terminated Korea’s diplomatic right and suppressed
further diplomatic activities for the nation-state. The period of Japanese annexation from 1905 to
1945, thus, is marked by blank parentheses in the Korean history of diplomacy. Into the land of
barren diplomacy, the internationalists of YMCA entered from North America. The first step of
Phillip L. Gillette in 1901 was followed by that of Frank Brockman in 1905, and George Gregg
in  1907.  After  a  period  of  observation,  Korean  nationalists  who  had  conglomerated  in  the
Independence Club, yet suffered its dissolution, channeled their nationalist aspirations into the
YMCA. Yun Chi-ho, the former-minister-turned editor of the periodical,  Independent, and the
president of the Independence Club along with its vice president, Yi Sang-jae joined the YMCA.
Prominent  nationalists  including  former  Independents  who  would  later  become  presidential
candidates for the first Republic of Korea such as Syngman Rhee, Kim Kyu-sik, and Cho Mansik
subscribed to the YMCA. These nationalists solidified the image of the Korean YMCA as the
fortress of social reform.  

What was the attraction of the YMCA which originated in the squalid corners of London
with  its  devotion  to  desperate  young  laborers  in  1844?  Korean  nationalists  found  the
internationalist  aspiration  of  disinterested  benevolence  in  contrast  to  the  contemporary
imperialism  in  the  YMCA.  While  powers  of  the  world  competed  for  subjecting  nations,
exclusive resources, concessions, and cheap labors, decades of ruptures in the Korean cabinet
were incurred by imperial contestants. It was Korean peninsula that turned to the battlefield of
Sino-Japanese  War  and  Russo-Japanese  War  in  the  late  19th century.  Korean  nationalists
experienced  the  loss  of  national  sovereignty,  land,  national  language,  government  offices,
industry, and trade. In view of the international affairs in the late nineteenth century, the Korean
nationalists found a marvel in disinterested benevolence of the YMCA missionaries toward the
strangers of the beleaguered nation. 

The YMCA distinguished itself with its devotion to equipping the rising generations, the
young  people,  then  an  anonymous  and  invisible  class  in  Korea’s  agrarian  society  which

17 Dae-sook, Suh, Korean Communist Movement 
18 “Chuil hakkyo taeheo hanŭnch’ung ŭi pan-kidokkyo undong,” Kaebyok (1925, 11), 40. 
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prioritized the aged in every field. For the restless youth, the YMCA set a model of Christian
leadership ready to enter various sectors of society. A lay movement, the YMCA presented a
kingdom centric  worldview, seeking to plant  Christian values  into all  sectors of society and
positioning  itself  distinct  from church-centric  missions  and ministries  in  Korea.  The holistic
worldview which encompassed heart, mind, and soul of human life attracted Korean nationalists
who were politically desperate and keen for modernization.  The international  network of the
YMCA in particular constituted a unique window to the world for Koreans who had lost national
sovereignty and admittance to the venues of international affairs. Into the peninsular, the YMCA
secretaries transmitted resources which had been accumulated from their experiences in the U.
S., China, and Japan. The YMCA emphasized that the international secretaries should function
as liaisons trained in the wealth of American resources, yet with a readiness to learn from the
locals “de novo.” This attitude in particular increased YMCA’s effectiveness in Korea with its
geopolitical  conditions  which  are  distinct  from  other  Asian  countries  and  conditioned  the
constituencies of the Korean churches. Willard Lyon, the YMCA secretary, discovered from his
field  expedition  that  Korean  Christians,  unlike  those  in  other  Asian  countries,  were  living
scattered all over the peninsula and mostly in small villages.19 Connecting local expertise with
international resources, yet staying rooted in the Christian impulse of disinterested benevolence,
while adapting to changing international relations, the Korean YMCA made itself as a prominent
organization  which  attracted  Korean  luminaries.  These  Korean  nationalists  channeled  their
resources towards the distressed masses.   

National Initiatives for the Rural Reconstruction 

The YMCA’s program of rural reconstruction was preceded two decades earlier  by a
local initiative to raise the living standard of the destitute masses. When Korea’s diplomatic right
was severed in 1905,  Yun Chi-ho, the author of Korean National Anthem and vice-minister of
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Education, resigned his government positions and
poured his nationalist aspirations into founding the Anglo-Korean School and Songdo Christian
Village in 1906, although he had been a member of the YMCA  in the U. S. A.. The Anglo-
Korean School and the Songdo Village concentrated singularly on an agro-industrial education
that offered on-site practices on experimental farms and communities, and raised the youth to be
Christian lay leaders with an internationalist vision. Yun founded the Anglo-Korean school in
partnership with Warren Candler of Emory College and the Southern Methodist Churches in the
U. S.. Unlike other mission schools in the peninsula, the Anglo-Korean school exhibited a unique
scene of Holstein Cows kept adjacent to vegetable gardens and orchards filled with hundreds of
fruit trees and pecan and cotton plants grown from seeds shipped by Candler at Yun’s request.
Yun was the first in the country to advocate the use of dairy products for food and trade. He
stated in 1911, 

19 Willard D. Lyon to Jenkins and Herschleb, March 16, 1923. YMCA Archives.  
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Some may object to dairy on the ground that Koreans neither know, nor care for, the use
of dairy products. A similar objection was once raised to teaching the Koreans the art of
making foreign shoes. The introduction of the dairy will give the Korean a new food of
the  best  kind  and  a  trade  which  he  may  start  without  a  great  strain  on  his
jumoni[pocket].20                               

Yun’s rationale for agro-industrial education was based on two observations. Most of students
attending mission schools came from poor farm families. While 85 % of the Korean economy
relied on agriculture, poor students deserted their rice paddies, Yun deplored, for education at
mission schools which taught courses as estranged from their  daily lives as Chinese classics
which were exclusively taught for the civil service examinations of the Chosŏn Dynasty. The
emphasis  on  agro-industrial  education  contrasted  with  the  curriculum  of  Sungsil  Academy
founded  by  William  Baird  in  Pyongyang  in  1897,  which  offered  courses  in  the  Bible,
mathematics,  Chinese,  music,  gymnastics,  morality,  geology,  astronomy,  logic,  biology,
geography and history, using Homer Hulbert’s Geographical Gazetteer of the World and Davello
Z. Sheffield’s Outlines of General History. 

What concerned Yun was that students, after receiving commendable diplomas, would
have to “either beg or dig” with no means for living. The kind of subjects that students learn at
the mission schools and their subsequent careers would naturally affect the students’ economic
and religious lives, thereby the national strength. He argued that students ought to learn skills of
small industry with materials available in their homeland, such as sericulture for cotton and silk
products, rather than woolen clothes which depended exclusively on imports.21 Even in 1930, the
first issue of Nongmin (Farmers) echoed the voices of Yun to persuade Koreans on the benefits
of dairy and sericulture. 

Yun’s pragmatic approach to education for the benefits of the masses, or proletariats to
Communists, reflected the legacy of Practical Learning by Shirhak Scholars in Chosun Dynasty.
It also reflected his compassion for the poor people that he witnessed through his experience in
fringe villages of Korea for several years when the Independence Club dissolved. The emphasis
on agro-industrial education in Christian institutions including mission schools was uncommon
in colonial Korea, where the churches in the 1920s poured their desperation into evangelism and
revivals  for  otherworldly  faith  and  premillennial  eschatology.  The  focus  on  personal  piety
essential for Christian living, however, gave free pass to rampant colonial projects to undermine
the economic life of farmers, who made up large constituents of the Korean churches.  Yun’s
idea for empowering the masses through agro-industrial education had been shared only by a
handful of missionaries, including William Cram, who was Yun’s coworker at the Anglo-Korean
school. A Presbyterian missionary Dexter N. Lutz also paid full attention to destitute Korean
farmers and opened a farm school in Pyongyang in 1923. The article of Lutz in 1921 introduced
the benefit of dairy as Yun did in 1911.22  

20Yun Ch’i-ho, “A Plea for Industrial Training,” The Korea Mission Field (July 1911), 186. 
21 Yun Ch’i-ho, “What Shall We Eat?” The Korea Mission Field (January 1918), 11, 12.
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When Yun became the general secretary of the YMCA in 1915, the YMCA with the halo
of international secretaries which had attracted Korean elites now channeled their resources to
the youth in industrial education, the first step to empowering the masses. As the Korean general
secretary aligned the orientation of the YMCA with the need of the poor in industrial education,
the American secretaries  followed the Korean initiative.  Seoul  YMCA was equipped with a
separate  industrial  plant  next  to  the  main  building,  a  building  for  boys,  and  a  gymnasium.
Industrial education became the signature program of the Korean YMCA and its association with
former Independents solidified the image of the Korean YMCA as the fortress of social reform
by the cultural nationalists. 

The strengths of the YMCA with its international connections, focus on the youth, and
uplifting the lives of the masses, however, coincided with the concerns of Communists. Min
Kyong-bae argues that the aforementioned Young Men’s Association of a socialist stand was
organized at the conspicuous YMCA building in the heart of Seoul.23 In 1924, the Seoul YMA
celebrated  its  anniversary  and developed  into  the  Chosun Communist  Alliance  in  1925 and
joined the Communist International in 1928. The YMCA had to bear the brunt of Communist
activities. 

In 1920, when Hugh Cynn succeeded Yun to be the general secretary of the YMCA, it
was incumbent for him to address the Communist activities which targeted students, farmers, and
laborers. Since the March First Independence Movement, scores of strikes had occurred at high
schools and colleges every year, demanding student self-rule and right to study socialism and
Marxism. In the city  of Taegu, the Student  Red Comrade Association led street  strikes.24 In
March  1923,  Rev.  Bruen  of  the  city  YMCA in  Taegu  indicated  that  the  Student  Comrade
Association  in  Taegu owned a  fine  new building,  conducted  strikes  and  entered  churches.25

Bruen’s correspondence with D. W. Lyon, Frank Brockman, Fletcher Brockman, and William
Nash indicated  that  the  international  secretaries  of  the  YMCA had been aware of  the  “new
thought,”  which  they  had  never  experienced  in  their  home  countries. Frederick  Shipp,  the
secretary of Sherwood Eddy and Fletcher Brockman, after having compared the conditions of the
YMCA in three countries over two years, stated that China had developed an acute anti-Christian
movement, while Japan had developed numerous secular institutions which replaced the benefits
of the youth movement of the YMCA. By the mid-1920s, Korea displayed similar trends to those
of the neighboring countries. 26 

22 Lutz landed in Pyongyang in 1921 with degrees of bachelor’s in agriculture and Master of Science and Arts 
from Ohio State College of Agriculture.  John H. Reisner, “A Study of Rural Conditions and Problems in Korea 
and Their Bearing on the world of the Young Men’s Christian Association and the Church,” YMCA Archives. 10.
23 Min Kyong-bae, 222. Kodung kyongch’al yŏnp’yo, 157.  Chon Take-bu. 222
24 Suh, Dae-sook, 138. 
25 Henry M. Bruen, to W. D. Lyon, Taiku, Korea, March 5, 1923; D. W. Lyon to Henry M. Bruen, April 25, 1923; 
Fletcher S. Brockman, to Hugh Kennedy, “Crossing the Tsushima Straight,” Strictly Confidential, December 31.
1925. YMCA Archives. 
26 Frederick T. Shipp, “The Young Men’s Christian Association in China, Japan, and Korea,” The Korea Mission 
Field (November 1925), Vol. 20, 245-247.  
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As a general secretary, Cynn spent a few months in farm villages in the winter of 1923
and announced the shift of YMCA focus from cities to farms. The YMCA rural reconstruction
was officially launched in February 1925. By 1923, the Union Committee of the Korean YMCA
comprised 5 city associations in Seoul and Taegu in the south, and Hamheung, Pyongyang, and
Sŏnch’ŏn in the north, in addition to 21 student associations across the peninsula.27 With the start
of the rural program, a rural department was added to the existing city departments respectively
with 5 Korean secretaries. The rural department with its director Hong Pyŏng-sŏn orchestrated
the unified program with city associations and student associations throughout the peninsular.
The table of association secretaries, members, and budget for the fiscal year of 1922 as follows
indicates the parameters and scale of rural reconstruction operating in the peninsula.28 The rural
work of the YMCA would mobilize its members to serve in the remote farm villages. 

City Y
(beginning
year)

Korean
Population

Japanese
Population

Christian
population

Y Building Staff Budget 
(yen)  /
program 

Member
ship
total
3,118 

Active
memb
ers
745

Seoul 
(1903)

181, 829 68,393 Main
building,  a
boy’s
building,
gymnasium,
industrial
plant 

19 Korean
secretaries
/  3
American
secretaries

97,600/
fourfold
program

2300 210 

Taegu 32,458 12,249 A  part  of  a
mission
building

1  Korean
secretary

450 218 97

Hamheung
(1920) 

15,268 3,157 Loan  of  a
small  2  story
building  of
Canadian
Presbyterian
Mission)
loaned

2  Korean
secretaries

1,700
Night
school/
industrial
department 

113 68

Pyongyang
(1920)

54,643 24,060 13
churches/
8200
members 

A  part  of  a
mission
building

1  Korean
secretary

994 187 145

Sŏnchŏn 6,000 none 3,000 The  first
building
erected  by
local funds

1  Korean
secretary

1,700/  night
school  &
athletics 

300 225

Student Associations: 16 associations with 3,175 members (822 baptized)

City School Staff/ Activities 
Seoul Chosun  Christian  College  (a  union  institution  of  all  the

Protestant Missions)
none

Paeje Academy (the largest Methodist Boys School) None/ a room set apart for activities
Kyongsin Academy (the Presbyterian Boys School) none

Songdo Anglo-Korean School (Songdo Higher Common School)  

27 Frank M. Brockman, to Charles Heschleb, April 8, 1923. YMCA Archives. 
28 Ibid. 
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Hamheung TYongsaeing School (The Canadian Presbyterian Academy) 208 members 
Kongju Yongmyong School (Methodist Academy)
Masan The Australian Presbyterian Church Excellent  association  work  with  the  former

secretary of the student movement in England
Taegu The Presbyterian Academy 156 members 
Pyongyang The  Sungsil  Christian  College  &  Kwangsung  Higher

Common School
Organized in 1922

Sŏnch’ŏn The Presbyterian Academy Organized in 1923
Chŏnju The Southern Presbyterian Academy
Kunsan The Southern Presbyterian Academy
Mokpo The Southern Presbyterian Academy
Kwangju The Southern Presbyterian Academy
Soonch’ŏn The Southern Presbyterian Academy
Tokyo A modern building shared by the Korean Union Church The social center for all Korean activities 

The  Foreign  Committee  of  New  York  commissioned  two  secretaries  for  the  rural  work:
Frederick  Shipp  (1898-1992),  the  former  secretary  and  accountant  of  Sherwood  Eddy  and
Fletcher Brockman, and Gordon Avison(1891-1967), son of Oliver Avison, a medical missionary
of  the  Severance  Medical  School.  Both  secretaries  had  neither  expertise  nor  experience  in
agricultural work prior to their arrival in Korea respectively in April and August 1925.  From
February 1925 to September 1926, the rural work operated in 154 villages with 3 staff and 159
volunteers from 16 associations, with classes for 3,500 farmers. The rural work from September
1926 to May 1929, was extended to 358 villages and offering classes for 10,647 farmers. 29  

The YMCA first provided basic education of Korean literacy so that farmers could get
information  on farm improvements  from books,  pamphlets,  leaflets,  and periodicals.  Then a
course on basic arithmetic was added, before the provision of instructions on improving farming
methods, technical aspects of agriculture,  and village industry. The rural program went on to
encourage farmers to take on part time jobs during the labor-free winters. In addition to helping
farmers  to  develop  agricultural  products,  complementary  lessons  were  offered  on  relieving
starvation,  adopting  chemical  soil  fertilization,  restoring  family  life,  thrift,  sanitation,  and
temperance, thereby supplying farmers with means to build sustainable economic futures. The
rural work also addressed the issues of deforestation, which was seriously hazardous to villages
through floods and inundation of productive fields with sand rubble from the mountains.30 The
rural  reconstruction  of  the  YMCA  thus  touched  on  varied  facets  of  rural  communities,
stimulating regeneration of human life on the peninsula. 

29 1926 nyŏn che 5 hoe kidokkyo ch’ŏngnyŏn yŏnhaphoe chŏnggidaehoe hoerok (Minutes of 5th meeting of 
the Union Committee of the Young Men’s Christian Association) 15.; 1929 nyŏn che 6 hoe kidokkyo 
ch’ŏngnyŏn yŏnhaphoe chŏnggidaehoe hoerok (Minutes of 6th meeting of the Union Committee of the Young 
Men’s Christian Association) 14-16.
30 Reisner, "Exhibit I: A Study of Rural Conditions and Problems in Korea and Their Bearing on the Work of 
the Young Men's Christian Association and the Church." 8.
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Internationalist Collaboration for the Rural Reconstruction in Korea

From December 27 to 29 in 1925, a historic ecumenical convention was held in Seoul.
The first Korean ecumenical meeting with 20 representatives of the Presbyterian churches and 20
of the Methodist churches formed the Federal Council of Churches in March 1918 at the YMCA
building. This Council was renamed as the National Christian Council of Korea in September
1924.  The  1925  convention  was  international  and  ecumenical,  attended  by  30  western
missionaries and 30 Korean delegates who Frank Brockman carefully selected in consultation
with the Presbyterian missionary, Samuel A. Moffett and the Methodist Bishop, Hebert Welch.
The delegates represented all denominations, missions, and interdenominational organizations in
Korea.  Delegates  were  American,  Canadian,  Australian,  English  missionaries  who served in
medical, literary, and educational missions, forming one of the largest transnational meetings of
the Korean Church. The most notable for Western attendee was Yun Ch’i-ho, an intimate of
Fletcher Brockman at Vanderbilt University.31 This meeting was organized by the YMCA with
John R. Mott, the general secretary of the International Committee of the YMCA, and Fletcher
Brockman of the Foreign Committee of the YMCA to prepare the IMC’s Jerusalem meeting in
1928. The convention, however, proceeded to discuss the tragedy of Korean farmers. Brockman
quoted three paragraphs of Yun’s words verbatim. One follows.  

the economic conditions lend wings to Bolshevism. Every Korean now faces economic
destruction. Korean used to have four ways of living; official life, industry, trade, and
farming. The first three of these are already eliminated, and the fourth is rapidly becoming
so. It is estimated that seven tenths of the farming land have gotten out of Korean hands;
and the Koreans are being pushed into Manchuria and Siberia to find their graves.32

Under  the  safe  of  canopy,  Chosun  Hotel  chosen  to  evade  the  government’s  suspicion,  the
“economic  destruction”  incurred  by  the  colonial  government  was  unpacked.  John  R.  Mott,
looking at 2,500 people who were packed in an auditorium for his lecture on his first visit to
Korea in 1907, exclaimed, “Korea will be the first nation in a non-Christian world to become a
Christian nation.”33 Now the changed condition startled him so sharply that he uttered. 

The  question  in  Korea  is  between  Christianity  and  atheism.  ---  The  Young  Men’s
Christian Association must meet the demand of the church leaders. How can one fail to
see the hand of God to bring it, with its trained leadership and its marvelous prestige, into
Korea for this crisis? We cannot wait for men to learn the language or get experience. We
must  get  men  with  the  habit  of  victory  and  men  who  have  already  proved  their
leadership. --- I wish I could drop everything and get free to help.34     

31 C. Howard Hopkins, History of the Y.M.C.A. In North America (New York: Association Press, 1951). 649.; C. 
Howard Hopkins, John R. Mott 1865-1955. 308. 
32 Fletcher Brockman to Hugh Kennedy, December 31, 1925. YMCA Archives.
33 C. Howard Hopkins, John R. Mott 1865-1955 (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1979), 307-
308. 
34 Fletcher Brockman to Hugh Kennedy, December 31, 1925. YMCA Archives. 
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The venue brimmed with compassion of the international  secretaries of the YMCA. Another
international conference ensued in April 1926. The conference minutes show the key drivers of
the rural work: Yun Ch’i-ho, Yi Sang-chae, Hugh Cynn, Koo Ja-ok, Hong Pyong-sun, Frank
Brockman, B. P. Barnhart, William Nash, Frederick Shipp, Gordon W. Avison, George Gregg,
Fletcher Brockman, and D. Willard Lyon. Except for Fletcher Brockman and Willard Lyon who
were the secretaries from the International  Committee of the YMCA, the ten members were
deliberately chosen to represent Korea and the West, through the five Korean and five Western
participants. Here they confirmed the objectives of the rural work, relationship of the YMCA to
the churches and to the government, and proposed the procedure of the rural work. 35

The imagination and feasibility of such international partnership rested on the members’
common understanding of the primacy of Christian values to govern all programs of the YMCA.
The committee clarified the shared value before setting the objectives of the rural work: “We
shall seek first to help men live in right relationship with God and each other and to realize the
spiritual values in their daily tasks.”36 The YMCA’s secretaries reinforced that their programs
arose from their conviction in the centrality of Christianity and in seeking right relationships with
God and people, which would undergird their relationship with the Church and the government.

 For the YMCA secretaries,  right relationship with God should be expressed in right
relationship  with  the  Korean  churches  which  in  fact  had  a  tension  with  the  YMCA  and
downplayed the role of the YMCA as an organization which pursued secular modernization in
little faith. The YMCA defined its role as a movement called to “aid and supplement,” not to
supplant the Church.37 For a collaborative relationship with other missions, the YMCA followed
the principle of comity agreed upon by Western missionaries in Korea, as it conducted rural
work only in villages lacking Christian work, or where their Christian leaders had invited the
YMCA. The YMCA also clarified its stance toward the colonial government. One illustration
was  Lyon’s  report,  which  carefully  eschewed any criticism of  the  colonial  government  and
commended the government’s service for the development of agriculture through Agricultural
College and Experiment Farms in Suwon and Taegu, although he did not mention their limited
proximity  hardly  benefitting  Korean  farmers.38 The  colonial  government  did  encourage  the
development of rice and cotton culture, sericulture, and cattle, but most of the rice crops were
exported to Japan, to the shock of John Reisner who tried to show sympathy to the Japanese
government. The government office did exhibit literature on farming improvement, yet entirely
in the Japanese text.39 This circumstance necessitated the rural work to begin with a rudimentary
work of a literacy program and translating literature into Korean.  

35 D. Willard Lyon, “Notes of a Conference on YMCA Rural Work in Korea, held in Seoul, April 5-9, 1926. 
Kautz Family YMCA Archives.
36 D. Willard Lyon, “Notes of a Conference on YMCA Rural Work in Korea, held in Seoul, April 5-9, 1926. 
Kautz Family YMCA Archives.
37 Chon Take-pu, 372. 
38 Ibid. 
39 John H. Reisner, “A Study of Rural Conditions and Problems in Korea and Their Bearing on the world of the
Young Men’s Christian Association and the Church,” YMCA Archives. 9. 
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Insomuch  as  the  YMCA valued right  relationship  with God and people,  its  supreme
importance  was  placed  on the  vital  networks  of  the  International  Committee  in  New York,
Korea’s national council, city associations, student associations, district committees, and regional
committees. In this vein, the main task of the YMCA secretaries was to maintain conciliatory
relationships with various sectors of society, including the colonial government, rather than to
provide professional skills of farming improvement. Both the Foreign Office and field secretaries
shared this  understanding of the responsibility  of secretaries  in the rural  work.  This position
defined the identity and roles of the secretaries: “Association engineer” to keep the principles
and policies of the YMCA, a “cooperator in administration,” a “liaison between the Association
and the missionary group,” and a “friend” with the local people to be led to “become Christians”
and get “better international understanding.”40 The Foreign Office emphasized the importance of
the attitude  of  learning from and listening to  local  leaders  to  bring genuine vitality  to  rural
communities, which facilitated mutuality between the Western and Asian secretaries. More than
rice increase, these approaches of the YMCA helped to operate in a way conducive to moral and
ethical reform and the formation of international communities. 

Kingdom characters expressed in the attitude of partnership and mutuality went on with a
scientific research on rural problems in the YMCA in collaboration with the IMC. The IMC
commissioned  a  Lutheran  scholar,  Edmund  de  Schweinitz  Brunner,  to  conduct  an  in-depth
research  of  Korean  farmers’  economic  and  social  conditions.  Brunner,  American  sociology
professor at the Institute of Social and Religious Research at Teachers College, presented his
research noted as the first sociological study of Korea’s agriculture and rural churches in the
history of Korea. Brunner conducted research also on agricultural conditions in China and India,
but his research on Korean villages in over 70 pages was handed out in advance to facilitate a
focused  consultation,  not  only  to  participants  of  the  Jerusalem  meeting,  but  also  to  4000
missionaries,  ministers,  and statesmen  all  over  the  world.  Brunner’s  exposé  caused “serious
consternation,” evoking earnest discussion and “new lines of thinking” about the condition of
Korean  farmers.41 Bruner’s  report  was  translated  into  Korean,  which  was  given  to  Korean
ministers and teachers.42 It is noteworthy that the first sociological analysis of the rural churches
and Korean farmers  was made neither  by the Japanese colonial  government,  nor by Korean
scholars, but by an American Christian scholar commissioned by the IMC. 

According to the decision of the ecumenical convention of 1925, 6 representatives of
Korean  churches  attended  the  Jerusalem  meeting  in  1928:  3  Korean  Methodists  and  1
Presbyterian (Hugh Cynn, Chung In-gwa, Ryang Chu-san, and Helen Kim) and 2 missionaries
(William Noble and Samuel Moffett). At the Jerusalem meetings, Hugh Cynn and Helen Kim,
both  Methodists,  gave  talks  on  national  initiatives  for  Korean  farmers.43 All  these  Korean
participants and Hong Pyong-sun, the director of the rural department of the YMCA investigated

40 D. Willard Lyon, “Notes of a Conference on YMCA Rural Work in Korea, held in Seoul, April 5-9, 1926. 
Kautz Family YMCA Archives. 
41 Edmund de Schweinitz Brunner, “Chapter IV, Rural Korea: A Preliminary Survey of Economic, Social, and
Religious Conditions,” 84- 172.   
42 “Recommendations for Korea,” Kautz Family YMCA Archives, University of Minnesota. (KFYMCA)   
43 Among 231 participants from 50 countries in the Jerusalem meeting, 42 were Asian. Yun Ch’i-ho was the only 
Korean delegate to the 1910 Edinburg World Missionary Conference. 
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the  highly  acclaimed  rural  work  of  Denmark  and its  farmers’  cooperatives.  Afterwards,  the
documents  of  the  Jerusalem World  Missionary  Conference  were  translated  into  Korean  and
published as Kidookyo ŭi segyejŏk samyŏng (Christianity’s  mission for the World) in 1929.
After the Jerusalem Meeting, a change took place in the YMCA’s approach to rural work: a
recognition of the importance of professional rural secretaries to bring a practical improvement
of farming. Accordingly, before the end of 1928, the International Committee of the YMCA in
New  York  commissioned  A.  C.  Bunce  who  graduated  Saskatchewan  Agricultural  College,
followed by F. O. Clark who served as Dean of Agriculture Department at Berea College from
1914 to 1925 and manager of the J. C. Penny Farms from1925 until his departure to Korea in
1929. 

The Jerusalem meeting prompted a formation of a rural department in September 1928,
within the Presbyterian Church which had shown reluctance toward the church’s engagement
with  social  reform.44 The  Presbyterian  Church had an attitude  toward  the  rural  work of  the
YMCA different from the Methodist Church whose leadership guided the work of the YMCA by
figures such as Yun Ch’i-ho, Hugh Cynn, Hong Pyung-sun, and Ryang Chusam. The turning
point of the Presbyterian Church took place when its delegate Chung In-gwa returned from the
Jerusalem meeting. Enlightened by the meeting, Chung encouraged the board of the Presbyterian
Church to  establish  a  rural  department,  where he volunteered  to be its  first  director.  As the
largest denomination of Korea, the Presbyterian Church’s engagement in the rural work caused a
meaningful change of direction in Korean Christianity. Chung set an aspiring goal to train 100
farm leaders each month for four years, aiming to provide service to 90,000 farmers in 45,000
villages. With a motto, “Love of God, Love of Farm, and Love of Labor.”45The Presbyterian
Church held three-month intensive courses in farmer institutes, in which reform of customs was
combined with information for farming improvement,  indirectly  facilitating modernization of
rural life in Christianity. The change of the Presbyterian Church’s attitude after the Jerusalem
Meeting was noteworthy. In 1925, D. N. Lutz and Charles Allen Clark attempted in failure to
mobilize  the  board of  the  Union Christian  College  in  Pyongyang,  the  pillar  of  conservative
Christian faith and theology.46  The Chosun Christian College in Seoul and the Union Christian
College in Pyongyang, two major Christian colleges in Korea, assisted in the rural work with
their facilities and student volunteers. It showed a gradual change in the Church’s understanding
of social accountability. 

What Kenneth S. Latourette called “the outstanding and the most successful feature of the
rural  program” was  Farmer’s  Institute  or  Folk  High School,  which  was  devised  to  provide

44 The Jerusalem meeting in 1928 coincided the beginning of rural work by the YWCA, suggested by Helen 
Kim and Hong Pyong-sun, who attended the Jerusalem Meeting in 1928. 
45 Min-soo Bae, Cho opposed a church affiliation, probably because of the bureaucratic attitudes of the 
Church administration or the influence of Kagawa Toyohiko who was critical of a church which tended to set 
a myopic focus on evangelism instead of social transformation. Unlike Uchimura Kanzo who drove Nonchurch
Movement in complete break with Western missionaries and mission churches, Kagawa maintained 
ecumenical and international networks. As a result, Kagawa had benefitted from the sponsorship of 43 
missionaries by 1929. Mark Mullins, “Kagawa Toyohiko (1886-1960) and the Japanese Christian Impact on 
American Society,” Encountering Modernity: Christianity in East Asia and Asian America. Ed. By Albert L. Park 
and David K. Yoo (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2014),162- 193.        
46 Charles Allen Clark to Reisner. May 13, 1926. YMCA Archives. 
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extensive  education,  while  farmers  continue  their  work  on  the  rice  paddies.47 The  intensive
courses  were  given  for  a  week  or  months,  which  attracted  an  “overwhelming  number  of
farmers.”48 In the winter of 1929 and 1930, 21 Farmer’s Institutes offered classes to 4280 farmers
in the day schools and approximately to 40,000 farmers in the night schools. The American
secretaries administered these Farmers’ Institutes, serving 4280 farmers in day schools and over
40,000  students  at  night  schools  during  the  winter  of  1929  and  1930.  Every  evening,  the
secretaries conducted meetings for the public, preached at church services, held prayer meetings
at  schools  and  other  local  events,  seeking  to  transform rural  communities  into  modernized
Christian  towns.  Korean society  was highly  conscious  of  the  importance  of  self-support,  so
agricultural schools charged 5 sen (about 1.5 cent) a day as tuition, but night meetings were open
to the public. 

As the YMCA established a conciliatory relationship with the church, education for rural
work  was  initially  conducted  in  the  seminary  and  the  church,  despite  Korean  Christians’
misgivings on the provision of rural education at such places. As ministers were mostly from
rural villages,  commuting to cities,  their familiarity with rural life could have made the rural
work more effective  and far reaching.  What  struck Reisner  in  his  survey,  however,  was the
disinterest  of the churches in what the YMCA was about to do in collaboration with and in
support of the local churches. The Church understood its role as saving individuals from sin,
relegating such an issue as the farmers’ plight to the estate of the secular government. Rural
reconstruction thus entailed reexamination of world views, application of biblical lessons, and
indigenization of the Gospel message into Korean contexts.  When missionaries  attempted to
teach  at  the  schools,  Korean  Christians,  especially  in  northern  regions,  noted  for  their
evangelistic fervor, were hesitant to allow a course on rural problems in the seminary or at the
church. The Church and seminary were regarded by Koreans as a place for spiritual training, not
for rural  reconstruction.49 This  made the YMCA begin to teach the relationship between the
church and society, the secular and sacred, the temporal and eternal.50 Christianity was to be
diffused into the entirety of human life, seeking Christianization of industry, farming, and family
beyond the walls of the Church. 

By 1931 ten western missionaries were devoted to rural work. The Presbyterian North
provided, through the Union Christian College the services of Dexter N. Lutz and Kim Sang-gŭn
who graduated from the Agricultural School in Japan and specialized in rice, horticulture, and
field crops. The Southern Methodist Church furnished the service of Pak Y. K., a graduate of
Worcester College,  who specialized in Science of Agriculture.  Francis O. Clark; Gordon W.
Avison(son of Oliver Avison); Byron P. Barnhart; O. V. Chamness who majored in Horticulture
and poultry at University of California; E. L. Campbell in farm engineering, F. E. C; Williams of
Northern Methodist in dairy, crops, and gardening; E. Emmerich; W. A. Burbidge of the United
Church of Canada with cattle raising and farm crops, A. C. Bunce who will be addressed later in

47 Kenneth Scott Latourette, World Service: A History of the Foreign Work and World Service of the Young 
Men's Christian Associations of the United States and Canada (New York: Association Press, 1957).195.
48 Ibid. 13.  At Jerusalem Meeting of the IMC, Cynn also pointed out the problem. Yun Ch’i-ho, Diary, 
November 15, 1932. February 4, 1933.
49 Reisner, "Exhibit I: A Study of Rural Conditions and Problems in Korea and Their Bearing on the Work of 
the Young Men's Christian Association and the Church."YMCA Archives. 
50 Clark.
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this paper.51 Each of these international rural secretaries partnered with Korean YMCA members:
Hong  Pyong-Sun  who,  having  made  an  investigation  tour  in  Denmark,  became  a  vigorous
proponent of rural credit organization and organized 30-40 farmers’ cooperatives; Lee Ki-tae,
who  studied  agriculture  at  Cornell  University,  organized  agricultural  clubs,  farmers’  night
schools,  and rural  credit  societies;  Cynn Heung-Woo,  a  graduate  of  University  of  Southern
California, having visited the Danish farms with Hong, became instrumental in promoting rural
credit organizations.52        

Ramifications of the YMCA’s Rural Reconstruction

The attention to Korean farmers by international organizations, especially expressed in
Brunner’s  scientific  research,  prompted  Korean  Christians  who  had  disregarded  church’s
engagement in social reforms to take collective action. The Christian Rural Research Association
(Kidok  nongch’on  yŏn’guhoe,  hereafter  CRRA)  was  one  Christian  effort  for  that  purpose.
Founded in 1929 with the leadership of Cho Man-sik, general secretary of the city YMCA in
Pyongyang, the city of the 1907 Great Revival, the CRRA now spearheaded Christian endeavors
for agricultural research. Scores of Korean pastors, including the famous revivalist Chu Ki-chŏl,
were  charter  members  of  the  CRRA,  which  worked  outside  of  the  hierarchy  of  ecclesial
institutions. Chu’s work in the CRRA signaled his theological position as diverging from that of
other revivalists such as Kim Ik-du, Kil Sun-ju, and Yi Yong-do who had dominated Korean
churches in otherworldly faith in the 1920s. The CRRA, conscious of student riots criticizing
Christianity,  adopted  the  YMCA’s  threefold  approach  to  rural  problems  in  research,
collaboration,  and  mass  communication.  As  the  title  of  the  CRRA,  the  Korean  ministers
cooperated for agricultural research, farmer’s institutes, literacy programs, farmers’ cooperatives,
and spread information of farm improvements by using mass communication for the public.53 

The CRRA’s stance toward Socialism contrasted with that of the YMCA, while both
addressed the rural problems.54 As the youth were increasingly instigated by Communism and its
critique  of  Christianity,  the  CRRA  adopted  Christian  socialism  to  reconcile  increasingly
polarized ideologies  between the progressives  and conservatives  in  Korean society.55 Korean

51 John H. Reisner, “Agricultural Missions Foundation, Strictly Confidential for use of board of directors, 
Report on Stanby of Certain Agricultural and Rural Projects in China and Korea, February to July 1931. 
KFYMCA.  
52 Ibid. 72-78. 
53 Man-sik,  Cho,  Kodang  Cho  Man-sik  charyojip,  ed.by  Man-chun  Hong  (Seoul:  Han’guk  Kidokkyo  yoksa
yon’guso, 2008); Kyo-sik Kim, Cho Man-sik (Seoul: Kyesong Ch’ulp’ansa, 1984)
54 Jung-min Suh, Yi Tong-whi wa Kidokkyo (Lee Tong-Whi and Christianity:  Study of the relations between
Korean socialism and Christianity) (Yonsei University press, 2007) 490; Kyo-sŏng Ahn, “Kŏnkuk kwa han’guk
kidokkyo  kwan’gye  ŭi  yŏksa,  chŏngch’i,  sahoechŏk  maengnak  [Historical,  political  and  social  context  of  the
relationship between Christianity and Korean nation-building], Taehan nin’guk kŏnguk gwa kidokkyo [the Republic
of Korea, nation-building and Christianity](Bookorea, 2014) 377.  
55 Kyu-sik Chang, “1920nyŏndae kaejoron ŭi hwaksan gwa kidokkyo sahoeju ŭi ŭi suyong [Spread of the 
Reconstruction Discourse in the 1920s, and the Acceptance of Christian Socialism]” Critical Studies on Modern 
Korean History 21 (2009:4) 111-136.Christian socialism of the CRRA corresponds to agape socialism promoted 
by a Japanese, Kagawa Toyohiko (1888-1960). Kagawa, a “Gandhi of Japan,” maintained that the core doctrine
of Christianity was Christ’s incarnation and redemptive sacrifice of the cross for sinful men. What made the 
subversive doctrine of agape socialism powerful was the combination of Kagawa’s radical action of serving 
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nationalists of the CRRA were focused on national unity in consideration of the social conditions
that fueled the spread of Communism. In contrast, Yun Ch’i-ho and the international YMCA to
Communism was to stay clear of it entirely. Yun and Cho Man-sik diverged in their approach to
the challenge of Communism. 

Brunner’s research on Korean rural churches,  the first  sociological  treatise  in Korean
history, and other studies by Reisner and Kenyon Butterfield galvanized research on agriculture
and land use. The Institute of Pacific Relations (IPR) that was founded in 1925 and the YMCA
were connected by their common memberships, internationalism, and advocacy of trans-Pacific
cooperation for exchange of intellectual resources with a view to building a new world order.56

The IPR made an extraordinary invitation to Korean YMCA delegates apart from the Japanese
YMCA in the 1920s.57 Although the strength of the Korean YMCA led to its autonomy, the
IPR’s invitation to Korean YMCA under the colonial government  was something to be reported
several times in Korean newspapers. The IPR sponsored Yi Hoon-ku, who would be the first
Dean of the newly installed department of agriculture at Sungsil University in 1931 and the first
minister of the Ministry of Agriculture in the new Republic of Korea. The IPR sponsored Yi for
a two-year research on Korean farmlands in 1929 and published Yi’s work in 1932.58 

The YMCA’s rural work provided an opportunity to prepare rudimentary knowledge for
Korean farmers and the just division of land for the farmland reform in the Republic of Korea. A.
C. Bunce was commissioned, immediately after the Jerusalem meeting, to be the YMCA rural
secretary in 1928. Through his five-year experience in the northern region of Hamhung, Bunce
accumulated practical knowledge of rural life and economic nationalism,  which provided the
basis for his doctoral dissertation at Wisconsin University. Bunce returned to Korea in January
1946,  commissioned  by  President  Harry  S.  Truman,  while  he  worked  in  the  U.  S.  State
Department, during the reign of the United States Army Military Government. He drafted the
farmland reform in the South Korea in February 1926, as director of Economic Mission and
advisor to the Commanding General John R. Hodge. His draft was the product of years-long
experience in Hamheung with the rural work of the YMCA and reflected his deep concern for
land justice for farmers. His draft of the farmland reform was ridiculed immediately as “Bunce’
folly” by Korean landlords, but ultimately adopted and implemented by the Korean government
over the period of a decade. During the period between his departure from and reentrance to

the poor through organizing labor unions and farmers’ cooperatives, and spreading the idea of agape 
socialism through “Peasant Gospel Schools” and the periodical, ‘The Kingdom of God Weekly.’ Both the 
CRRA’s Christian socialism and Kagawa’s agape socialism reflected a transnational commonality in their 
efforts to reconcile ideological polarities in East Asia facing the challenge of Communism.  Kagawa’s doctrine 
of agape socialism stood in stark contrast to Japanese drive for political supremacy. The subversive concept of
agape socialism underscored the importance of social reform for the marginalized, a key to overcome 
Communism.   
56 Yeonseung Lee, "Korean Christianity and Civic Diplomacy under the Constraints of Colonial Korea," Journal
of the Church History Society in Korea Vol. 52. (May 2019); Tomoko Akami, Internationalizing the Pacific: The 
United States, Japan and the Institute of Pacific Relations in War and Peace, 1919-45 (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2002); Constitution of the Institute of Pacific Relations, Appendix III, in J.D. Condliffe, ed., Problems 
of the Pacific, 1927 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1928)
57 Yeon-seung Lee, “Collaborative Autonomy: The Yokohama Agreement of the YMCA and Yun Ch’i-ho in 
Colonial Korea,” The Journal of Korea Church History Society, 45 (December 2016): 327-369.The Korean YMCA
secured autonomy of its administration and name.
58 Yeonseung Lee, "Korean Christianity and Civic Diplomacy under the Constraints of Colonial Korea," 
Journal of the Church History Society in Korea Vol. 52. (May 2019).
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Korea, Bunce continued his research with IPR. Bunce received trust of President Truman as an
“extremely effective” minister. Truman’s high view of Bunce concurred with Mark Gayn, who
touted Bunce as a man of “tremendous background in world-and Korean- rural economics” and
with  “genuine  affection  of  Koreans.”59 Bunce  served  as  Chairman  of  the  Civil  Service
Representation, one of five representatives of the U. S. at the U. S.-U. S. S. R. Joint Committee,
Chairman  of  the  Economic  Cooperation  Administration’s  Special  Mission  to  Korea  on  24
September 1948.60 The spirit of the YMCA’s rural work for Korean farmers, that is, speaking
through actions on behalf of those exploited by imperial forces, was applied to the government
policy of the Republic of Korea with inclusion of the farmland reform Bunce had drafted. On
behalf of farmers, Bunce suggested a just division of agricultural products between tenants and
landlords and a reasonable way of securing land ownership for farmers in democracy. Reisner
also  viewed  that  the  fundamental  solution  of  rural  problems  rested  in  “just  division  of  the
products of the land” and the return of land to Korean farmers.61 Both of his solutions were
partially  realized only after liberation,  briefly by the Communist  revolution in the north and
through the gradual farmland reform after the Korean War in the south.

John  R.  Mott  said  in  the  Ecumenical  Conference  of  December  1925,  “To  save  the
situation is now or never. You cannot pick things up ten years from now.” Before ten years
passed, his word was realized in a frightening way. The YMCA’s rural work was taken over by
the Japanese government with its Rural Revival Movement in 1933, while Western missionaries
were driven out of the Korean peninsula.62 Without the presence of missionaries, the bridge of
Christian internationalism between the East and the West, the Japanese government conscripted
the youth into the battlefield of the Sino-Japanese War. Christian internationalism was replaced
with  Asian  alliance  for  Japanese  political  supremacy  in  Pan-Asianism,  a  pervert  form  of
nationalism. The rural work, the culmination of the YMCA programs in colonial Korea, marked
history with cooperation between Christian internationalists  of the IMC and the YMCA with
Christian nationalists of Korea.  

Conclusion

A close  examination  of  the  international  currents  of  Communism and colonialism in
Korea  in  the  1920s  indicates  that  both  forces  concentrated  their  influence  on  laborers  and
farmers. Communism sought a new world order of egalitarianism through revolutionary social
reform for toilers, while Japanese colonialism sought supremacy through acquisition of land and
labor  forces.  Mutually  antagonistic  forces  of  Japanese  colonialism  and  Russian  bolshevism
operated in Korean peninsula under an internationalist impulse of expansion. At the same time,
both  Japanese  colonialism  and  Russian  Communism  utilized  a  nationalist  motif  of  self-

59 Mark Gayn, Japan Diary, (Rutland, Vermont, Tokyo, Japan: Charles E. Tuttle Company, 1981), 360.
60 The position of Minister was commonly granted to the succeeding chief of the ECA in 1950, Harry S. Truman
File. 
61 John H. Reisner to Fletcher S. Brockman, May 27, 1926. YMCA Archives. 
62 Ki-Baik Lee, A New History of Korea, Translated by Edward W. Wagner (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1984). 358. 
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preservation. The former utilized a convoluted form of nationalism in Pan-Asianism, and the
latter appealed to militaristic nationalism in anti-Japanese movements. The Korean YMCA stood
at the crossroads of these two currents. Focusing on Korean farmers, Korean nationalists and the
world  ecumenical  movement  created  a  space  in  which  international  connections,  focus  on
communities  and  the  youth,  and  uplifting  the  lives  of  the  masses  resolved  the  appeal  of
Communists. In Korea robbed of diplomatic right, the YMCA missionaries in collaboration with
the IMC partnered with Korean nationalists, as they held international ecumenical conferences
with an effect of civic diplomacy and a result of mobilizing Korean students and churches to
resuscitate rural communities.  For the amelioration of sufferings of laborers and farmers, the
Korean YMCA shifted its priority from urban elites to rural communities and education of the
working classes, binding the increasingly polarizing sectors of society en route to modernity.
Whereas the Communists operated in social gaps between the bourgeois and the proletariats with
an attention  to  students,  the  YMCA and the  IMC with the  youth  channeled  the  benefits  of
international  resources  for  farmers.  The  IMC  through  the  Jerusalem  meeting  in  1928  was
instrumental in mobilizing the conservative Korean churches for rural reconstruction to the effect
of unifying the progressives and the conservatives of the Korean Church. Rural reconstruction
orchestrated by the Korean YMCA in partnership with the IMC provided a space in which the
youth  gained  a  wholistic  view  of  Christianity  and  Christian  professionals  were  raised  in
compassion and justice for building of the Republic of Korea. The interplay of internationalists
and nationalists in colonial Korea bears critical importance not only for the religious history of
Christianity,  but  also for  the  subsequent  course of  sociopolitical  and diplomatic  orientations
which have been embedded into the contemporary institutions of Korea.
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