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Abstract

Self-Help and Social Welfare in Neo-liberal Age: A Focus on
the Prosperity Gospel in Korean Protestantism

Lee,Jin Gu

The Korea Institute for Religion and Culture

The paper examines how the Prosperity Gospel that emerged after the
IMF crisis had an impact on Korean Protestant view of social welfare. The
emergence of a “neoliberal welfare state” in late 1990s encouraged self-help
movement at the whole social level in Korea, and in Protestantism, the
Prosperity Gospel in the form of “mystical self-help movement” has emerged.
The best-selling self-help books that carried the Prosperity Gospel were four
books, that is, The Prayer of Yabez, Your Best Life Now, The Fourth
Dimension, and King'’s Finance. The Prayer of Yabez recommends ‘The
Prayer of Yabez’ as a kind of spell to get wealth and social success. Your Best
Life Now presents a path to worldly success through positive ideology. The
Fourth Dimension teaches how to get health and wealth through the self
technologies that change thoughts, beliefs, dreams and words. King’s Finance
teaches the way to become a rich man by using the law of doubling.

Since the IMF crisis, Korea’s conservative Protestant Church has
participated in various forms of relief and volunteer work, but has been
estimated for staying on a level of charity. The Prosperity Gospel is a main
factor which prevents them from going beyond the charity dimension. This is
because the Prosperity Gospel tends to approach serious problems, such as

unemployment and poverty, deepening polarization, and a surge in
ploy p Y, p gp ) g



homelessness and suicide rates, not on a social level but on a personal level.
The Prosperity Gospel seeks solutions to the problems of social crisis and
suffering from individual abilities rather than from structural dimensions. A
case in point is the resolution of the psychological dimension through the
technology of “mysterious” self-help, such as magical prayer and
visualization.

The road of Prosperity Gospel based on the technology of mystical self-
help is incompatible to the road of Social Welfare based on the principle of
solidarity. In other words, the Prosperity Gospel is an obstacle to social
welfare. Therefore, Korean Protestantism must firstly be liberated from the
prosperity gospel in order to move forward on the path for the social welfare

based on the principle of solidarity.

Key Words: Protestantism, social welfare, Prosperity Gospel, self-help, neo-

liberalism, the technologies of the self, the IMF crisis
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