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Family Life Center opens on Yongsan

YONGSAN ARMY GARRISON, South Korea – For the first time in more than 15 years, a chaplain will be in charge of a counseling center in Korea.

“Bringing families half-way around the world to a foreign country is a major family event,” said Chaplain (Maj.) Carleton Birch, Area II Family Life chaplain. “We need to do all we can to strengthen and encourage those families; the Chaplain Family Life Center fulfills part of that role.”

A June 25 ribbon-cutting ceremony marked the grand opening of the new center that will serve as a resource and training center for the 25 chaplains serving in Yongsan Garrison.  

The center will also be available for services such as marriage counseling, family crisis issues, premarital counseling and individual counseling needs.

“This is just a start to meeting family needs in Korea, both for unaccompanied and accompanied personnel on the peninsula,” said Birch.

Birch has seen the project through from start to finish. 

“I guess you could say the fourth time is a charm,” he said, referring to the difficulty experienced in finding a suitable location for the center. But once the renovation of the center, which used to be low-density barracks, began, it only took 45 days to complete. With a price tag of a little more than $150,000, the center now boasts new everything – from new wall studs to a new roof. 

Initial planning for the project began three years ago when Chaplain (Col.) Robert Jenkins, U.S. Forces Korea Command chaplain, approached the chief of chaplains to request a family life chaplain be assigned to the peninsula.

“Unlike the families in Europe, where eight family life chaplains are assigned, the army chaplaincy recognizes that families in Korea face additional stresses,” said Jenkins. “This is the only place in the world where we live in a real threat of war. Therefore it is critical that we provide a preventative crisis management ministry.”

The role of a Family Life chaplain fits into this role perfectly. All hold master’s degrees in marriage and family counseling. Their mission is to train other chaplains to become better counselors.

  The Chaplain Family Life Center, located beside the 34th Support Group Family Care Center near Collier Field House, houses a counseling room, library and classroom for all Area II chaplains. Books and tapes are available at the center for chaplain-led retreats and training. 

“The Chaplain Family Life Center will be a vital asset to the Yongsan community,” said Col. Steve T. Wilberger, Area II commander. “It will provide a facility with qualified staff for family counseling. Our Area II Family Life Chaplain and our great servicemembers deserve nothing less.”

Wilberger, who served as a driving force behind getting the center built, also pointed out that the confidentiality of the family will be retained because of the location, which is also easily accessible.

The classroom is outfitted with video and teleconferencing capabilities for those families who are geographically separated. 

“This center isn’t just for families located in Korea,” said Birch. He described how families can resolve issues or work through a crisis with the help of a chaplain located either here or back in the United States. 

Birch completes anywhere from 50 to 100 counseling sessions per month, but he said that his commitment to the couples or families seen is more important that the numbers. 

“I work for the clients,” said Birch. “I don’t have an agenda to convert them to Christianity.”

The Family Life Center Chaplain also pointed out that the need for a center of this type in Korea is even more important since families don’t have the off-post resources that they might back in the States. 

For more information on the services provided by the Chaplain Family Life Center or to schedule an appointment, call 736-3065.
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