
Meanwhile, his father-in-law Peter was also tortured and interrogated; a total 

of seven times in his seven months of captivity. As he was taken to the site of 

his execution, he told the guard, “Go and tell my wife and daughter in the 

female cell not to mourn my fate. It is a feeling that is too human, so it is not 

fitting for a true believer. Instead, praise the Lord and give thanks to the Lord 

for giving me such great grace, and don’t forget to tell them to follow (come 

with) me.” He continuously prayed on the journey to the site. On December 

29, 1839, Peter was beheaded at the Small West Gate of the city, where 

prisoners’ severed heads were displayed. 

 

In this grim place, plans were underway for the Lunar New Year festival, and 

merchants expressed concern about the effect of the executions on their sales. 

The execution site was moved to Danggogae, a traditional Buddhist temple 

site, where Magdalena was beheaded on January 31, 1840. 

 

Adding to the mental torture of having lost her family members, Barbara’s 

execution was delayed until the next day due to a law preventing family 

members from being executed on the same day. She wrote in a letter, “My 

parents and husband have all died as martyrs, so how can my mind be 

peaceful? However, when I think of heaven I am greatly consoled and I 

thank God for this grace.” 

 

Barbara was executed at Danggogae, which is often referred to as the 

Mothers’ Shrine; six women were martyred there, among them three who 

had borne children. Most of the saints martyred there were related by family 

to one another or to the saints who perished at the Seosomun (Small West 

Gate) Martyrs’ Shrine. Today, Danggogae Martyrs Shrine tells the story of 

its martyrs by growing wild roses which—in Korean flower symbolism—

signify ‘longing for loved ones,’ as well as fragrant plum blossoms which 

signify courage amid hardship, purity, and renewal. 

 

The Catholic Church in Korea continues to grow, and has been a main 

driving force behind activism for social justice and against government 

corruption. South Korea provides the world’s second-largest number of 

Christian missionaries (second to the United States). 
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St. Barbara Ch’oe Yeong-i (최영이) 
Martyr 

 
Born: 1819 in present-day Seoul, South Korea 

Died: February 1, 1840 in Danggogae, Seoul 

Feast Day: February 1; also celebrated on 

September 20 as one of the Martyrs of Korea 

While most people outside the Middle East have 

adopted the Christian faith due to missionary work, 

there is one nation that did not need missionaries; 

Korea. How did this happen?  

Korea’s rich cultural history is marked by its roots in 

the teachings of Chinese philosopher and politician 

Confucius. One may argue that Confucianism is less 

of a religion and more of a secular social morality 

teaching, although it does refer to heaven and the afterlife. A very basic 

presentation of its major principles would include five concepts: the virtue of 

consideration for others, the virtue of benevolence, the virtue of honesty, the 

virtue of propriety and ritual, and the virtue of learning. 

Education has played an essential role in traditional Korean society. As 

opposed to Japan, whose traditional power structure (shogunate) was based 

upon war and the might of a clan, the Korean ruling class for centuries were 

the Yangban—deriving from the Confucian scholar.  

Another aspect of Confucian and Asian culture is the centrality of family, 

known as the virtue of filial piety—respect for one’s parents and ancestors, 

and for the hierarchies within society. Korean names are presented with the 

family name first (such as Ch’oe, sometimes spelled Choi) and then the 

individual person’s given name, which itself is often a generational family 

name (ex: Yeong-i). 

Diplomat and scholar Yi Su-gwang 이수광 first encountered Christianity 

while in nearby China. He returned to Korea in 1603 with several theological 

books written by Fr. Matteo Ricci, a Jesuit missionary to China. As was the 

Yangban custom, Yi passed on to his fellow scholars the interesting 

information that he had obtained about Christianity. By 1758, the king 

declared Christianity to be an “evil practice.” 



Later, in 1783, a Yangban named Yi Seung-hoon 이승훈 traveled to Beijing 

with his father on a diplomatic mission. While on the trip, he made contact 

with Catholic priests, about whom he had read. He chose to be baptized in 

1784, and returned to Korea with books, crucifixes, and other Catholic 

artifacts. Once his Yangban elder Yi Byeok 이벽 was fully convinced, he 

allowed Seung-hoon to baptize himself and others. Seung-hoon, still a 

layman, soon established the first Catholic houses of prayer. 

At the time, Korean class structure was clear. Even today, the Korean 

language’s historical roots are evident in its honorific terminology; 

addressing someone who is older or more distinguished than oneself with 

different grammar than someone who is an equal or younger. Gender adds an 

additional level of linguistic complexity. 

Therefore, meetings of Korea’s early Christians were astonishing to behold; 

sitting in the same room together were scholars, tradesmen, women, and even 

slaves, regarding each other with equal dignity. Koreans’ search for truth led 

them, not only to a surprise meeting with Jesus, but to radically alter the 

ways they lived norms which were the very fabric of their society. 

Women and commoners were among the grassroots leaders of the early 

Korean Christian movement. Christians in larger numbers also began 

rejecting the Confucian ancestor rites which regarded ancestors as akin to 

gods. The first martyr, Thomas Kim Beom-woo 김범우, was killed in 1785. 

It wasn’t until 1795 that the very first ordained priest arrived in Korea from 

China, at the request of Korean Catholics. Even though it had been a 

relatively short time since the first Korean had been baptized, the local 

Church had grown to over 4000 members—without a single priest! 

 

In 1801, a Christian named Ch’oe Chang-hyeon 최창현 was martyred. His 

brother, Peter Ch’oe Chang-hub 최창흡, was heavily burdened; the two had 

lost their father when Peter had been thirteen years old. After his brother’s 

martyrdom, the family went bankrupt. Peter left the practice of Christianity 

and lived apathetically for many years. However, around 1815, he returned to 

the Christian community and grew in his faith. He wondered whether 

martyrdom would be the only way that he could make amends for his former 

ways, and he desired to die for Christ. 

 

At age thirty, Peter married Magdalena Son So-byok 손소벽, whose family 

had also been affected by Christian persecution. They gave birth to their 

firstborn, a daughter, in 1819, and named her Yeong-i. Her Christian name 

was Barbara. Afterward, Magdalena bore nine more children who all died in 

infancy. The family survived a cholera epidemic, and amidst all these trials 

gained a reputation as a faithful and holy family. Finally, after about twenty 

years of hardship, Magdalena bore another baby girl. 

 

The Ch’oe family had Catholic objects in their home, discovered by local 

authorities in the summer of 1839. By this time, Magdalena’s miracle baby 

was just two years old. Barbara had married, and was nursing a newborn son. 

 

Her husband, Charles Cho Shin-chol 조신철, had been a great match for her 

zealous faith and desire to marry an intelligent man. He had contributed 

much to the spread of Christianity by helping priests enter the country, 

serving as an interpreter, and teaching the faith. In the spring of 1839, while 

away from home, he had seen Christ in a dream, who twice told him, “This 

year, I will give you the grace of being martyred.” 

 

As he arrived home from his trip, he discovered that his family had been 

captured. He immediately went to declare that he had been the leader of the 

recently-seized Christians, and that it was he who had brought Catholic 

objects into their home from Beijing. Authorities bound his arms and legs, 

hung him from a crossbeam, and beat him. Yet, he remained steadfast. 

 

Magdalena and Barbara were jailed together, having kissed their little 

children goodbye and entrusting them into relatives’ care. The jail conditions 

were filthy, without sunlight or adequate food. The women were beaten with 

canes more than 260 times and tortured by churae; a practice of tying 

together prisoners’ knees and feet, while pulling apart their shinbones. This 

was done in hopes that they would betray Christianity and give up the names 

of fellow believers. They both refused. 

 

“I would rather die than betray the Lord,” Barbara told officials.  

 

“If God did not give me help,” said her mother, “with my own strength I 

would not be able to endure even the bedbugs or fleas which burrow into my 

flesh and eat it. Only God can give the strength to endure pain.”  

 

Her brave son-in-law Charles, along with a local bishop and priest, were 

jailed together and tortured for three more days before receiving the death 

sentence. As it was time for Charles to board the cart that would transport 

him to his execution site, he told the jailer, “Please tell my family that I will 

go to heaven first and wait for them, so everyone must be brave and follow 

me.” As he was unloaded from the cart, he noticed some relatives among the 

crowd, and smiled at them. He was beheaded on September 25, 1839. 


