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Tapestry of Korean Biblical Interpretations in the Making

Won W. Lee

Translatability of the Christian Gospel

Texts about Christianity reached Korea in 1603 when a native emissary returned from the Chinese capital. Initially, this had little impact since these texts were written in classical Chinese and circulated only among the neo-Confucian elite of Korean society. Christianity did not spread more broadly in the country for another century and a half when portions of the Gospels and several doctrinal books were published in vernacular Hangul. This cultural openness to a new faith is not surprising since Korea had long accepted complementary beliefs of Shamanism, Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism. Once Western missionaries arrived in Korea, two centuries of indigenous and foreign translation of texts and the Bible into Korean followed. Some biblical translations found complementary meanings in the context of traditional Korean beliefs. Other translation work was more opposed to traditional Korean beliefs since it drew upon the textual interpretations, catechisms, and practices of missionaries.

From this combination of both internal and external textual interpretations, a distinctive Korean understanding of the Bible emerges. The Oxford Handbook of the Bible in Korea examines the interrelationship of these two textual roots—one sprouting from Korean culture and the other grafting Western sources onto Korean society. While this religiocultural encounter has opened up Korean interpretations of biblical texts, the question remains whether this has led to an expansion of complementary Korean beliefs or a contraction borne of Western orthodoxy? Collectively, the papers in this Handbook depict a reciprocal interpretative encounter in which Koreans appropriated the Bible for themselves, their country, and their global diaspora without subscribing to any single position.

Christianity, in its essence, allows for such a both–and interpretative encounter since it is tied to no single language, people, or culture. Unlike Judaism and Islam, which derive authority from a particular language and culture, Christianity is translatable across borders and identities. The Bible itself speaks to the adaptability of the Christian gospel in its accounts of Israel’s and early Christian encounters with God. Church historian Lamin Sanneh studied the centrality of translation in Christianity.1 Based on his conviction that translation and theology are contextual to this religion, Sanneh argued that Christianity sees all languages and cultures as equal in expressing the Word of God. The centrality of translation to Christianity means far more than parsing vernacular and indigenous meanings. Rather, translation allows space for the Gospel to be read, understood, and practiced anew. Translation begins a process of rethinking that affects personal and collective scriptural interpretation and theology construct.2 While Sanneh’s work concerned the interpretation of Christianity in Africa, his thesis can be tested elsewhere, including Korea.

Applying Sanneh’s thesis to Korea, this Handbook presents four waves of reciprocal interpretative encounters that shape Korean appropriation of the Bible and Christian practices. First, there is the hermeneutical challenge to translate the Bible into the Korean language and then interpret its worldview and concerns. Second, domestic interreligious encounters within Korea hone biblical understanding. Third, this project examines the impact of Western missionaries, Japanese occupiers, and Korean sociopolitical struggles on the interpretation of the Bible and Christian practices in Korea. Fourth, this Handbook considers the biblical interpretation work of the Korean diaspora and its worldwide influence. As a result, Korean biblical interpretations continue to emerge. They are diverse and complex. Some conservatively align with received Western orthodoxy. Others embrace a sense of complementarity that informs Korean Christianity, the long-standing religious traditions of Korea, the diversity of Korea’s global diaspora, and the learning of non-Koreans who are attentive to the impact of the Bible in Korea.

Translation, Authority, and Reading Strategies

In Korea, biblical translation emerged distinctively among Catholics and Protestants. Over several centuries, Korean appropriation of the Bible led to both classical and vernacular translations and teachings. The former was a more elite endeavor of early Korean Catholic translators. They presumed the superiority of the Chinese language and Idu, which applies Korean phonology to Chinese characters. The latter translated work was a collaboration of Koreans and foreign Protestant missionaries, whose reliance on Hangul (phonetic Korean alphabet) reached out to commoners. In his paper, “Translation of the Bible in Hangul,” Min Suc Kee3 chronicles the history of this collaboration. These two bases for translation are as much linguistic-cultural as sociopolitical, and consequently, they birthed profoundly different results. While reliance on classical Chinese and Idu reified prestige, the more vernacular Hangul approach revolutionized society. With different linguistic, cultural, social, and political agenda, these Catholic and Protestant Koreans sowed the seeds of Christianity by translating into Idu and Hangul the Gospel, catechisms, and devotional materials, even before the advent of foreign missionaries to Korea.

Translating the Bible into Hangul did more than just propagate Christianity. It was a vehicle for indigenous cultural development, even revolutionary steps. Prior to this time, Confucian classics and sacred Buddhist texts were only available in Chinese to the elite literati. They disparaged use of Hangul altogether. Meanwhile, commoners in Korean society accessed vernacular Hangul biblical texts. And the result of extensive dissemination of Hangul copies of the Bible was that vast numbers of commoners gained literacy and knowledge.

Increased literacy had a lasting impact most especially on Korean women. From the nineteenth century onward, women advanced in Korean society despite a stratified patriarchy. Tradition yielded to more egalitarian modern norms. Reading biblical teachings of justice and equality legitimized more inclusive ideas and practices in the organization of local and national faith communities. Moreover, the promotion of vernacular translations into Hangul supported antielitist populism. The simplicity, practicality, and comprehensibility of Hangul was recognized and appreciated. Whereas the literati elite undermined the value and use of Hangul since its origin in 1443, Protestant missionaries challenged this bias and adopted Hangul for all their translation work. The latter effort awakened a Korean consciousness that seized upon the usefulness of Hangul in building national pride, solidarity, and identity in the first half of the twentieth century. The Hangul movement served as a bulwark against Japan’s occupation, militarism, and presumed cultural supremacy in Korea and across Asia.

Additionally, Korean biblical translation spawned cooperation among Protestant missionaries regardless of theological training and denominational affiliation. The Board of Official Translators, which included Koreans and foreigners, formed in 1887 to improve upon the work of John Ross, John McIntyre, and Lee Soo-Jung. This ecumenical Board collaborated on the entire process of translation, publication, and distribution. It prompted a movement in Korea based on “one Bible and one Church.” From 1900 until the present, all Protestant denominations join in celebrating “Bible Sunday” on the first Sunday of May.4

As the impacts that the translation of the Bible in Hangul has shown, translation is not a simple, inflexible transposition of words from one language to another. Rather, language is an intimate expression of culture. It is alive. People receive new ideas. They build upon what they already have and know. Translation of scripture into the vernacular opens up multiple ways of receiving sacred meaning, ideas, and values. The Korean Bible speaks to Koreans with form and content that resonate with their context, culture, and tradition. Translation reveals a long and complex history of pluralism.

For example, how do Korean Christians accept the authority of the Bible in the pluralistic religious traditions they inherited? Since all religious traditions in Korea possess their own scripture, could early Korean Christians adhere to the singular Sola Scriptura authority of the Bible yet acknowledge the validity of other Korean religions and scriptures? In “The Authority of the Bible in the Multiscriptural Context of Korean Christianity,” Yoon Kyung Lee finds that this question is understudied because inspiration and revelation are foreign concepts to Korean religiosity. She asserts that Korean Christians accepted the Bible as the authoritative word of God a priori because they were already familiar with the redemptive powers of Buddhist and Confucian scriptures. Historically, both maintained a “mystic-redemptive power” in the face of constant threats from outside forces. Moreover, both had “ethical-redemptive power” in establishing the nation’s underlying bureaucracy, educational system, and interpersonal relations. Whereas the Christocentric theology of Western missionaries tended to repress other sacred texts and impressed upon Korean churches a certain idolatry of the Bible, Lee calls for a renewed appreciation of other traditions alongside Christianity. She argues that revitalizing centuries-old Korean religious traditions could help liberate the Bible from idolatry, and help Christians realize the impact of Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism on Korean biblical interpretation.

There is, for example, a Korean tradition of reading aloud the sacred texts of various religions. Korean Christians follow suit. They tend to read the Bible repeatedly, memorize it, recite it, and align their lives accordingly. They affirm the transformative power of deliberative scriptural reading. People hear their own voices and commune with the authors of sacred texts when they read scripture aloud—whether it be Buddhist, Confucian, Daoist, or Christian.

Tai-il Wang examines in “Scripture-logy and Scriptural Performance in Canonical Criticism and the Theistic Confucian Thought” how this mode of reading is grounded in the communal identity of a religious community. He builds on the scholarship of Brevard S. Childs and James A. Sanders, who concluded that historical-critical analysis of biblical texts missed the inseparability of reading scripture aloud, formation of communal identity, and affirmation of community. Wang argues that “scripture-logy and scriptural performance” are core to Korean biblical interpretation. He draws upon the example of Dasan Jeong Yak-Yong’s theistic interpretation of Confucian texts. Dasan (1762–1836), an eminent Confucian and Catholic scholar, viewed the Confucian “Lord of heaven” and the Creator in the Bible as comparable. With this perspective, Dasan reread the Confucian texts not as abstract and impractical literature from the past but as personal and applicable voices of heaven for his present world. Scriptural study reveals the authentic teaching of Confucian texts for self-enlightenment. Scriptural performance shows how individuals, communities, and society relate to each other and the world. Dasan found that scriptural study and performance led to revelation, not excavation. This, in turn, led to obedience, not obligation.

Wang argues that scriptural study and performance continue to shape norms within Korean churches. He cites, for example, sagyeonhoe (collective intensive Bible study meetings modeled after Confucian schooling), saebyoek gido (dawn prayer meetings that resemble Buddhist rituals), and tongseong gido (collective audible prayer as practiced by Buddhism and Daoism). Furthermore, Wang finds that scriptural study and performance have motivated Korean Christians to confront injustice and suffering. They have called for social reform during Japanese occupation, opposition to military dictatorships, and renewal of a Korean spirit amidst globalizations. Wang concludes that scriptural study and performance help to restore the Protestant legacy of Sola Scriptura. This remarkable step, which began with early Korean Christians, continues to emerge from thoughtful interreligious encounters.

Along with Lee’s and Wang’s arguments for Korean Christians’ acceptance of the authority of the Bible and their reading principle, Sung Uk Lim asks how they have applied biblical teachings to a particularly tumultuous Korean political history since the nineteenth century.5 In “Mapping Korean Biblical Interpretation in the Shadow of Powers: Anticolonial, Liberationist, and Postcolonial Reading Strategies Revisited,” Lim singles out God’s liberating power to be the dominant biblical teaching, which in turn allows him to trace Korean Christian resistance against unjust powers. Dividing modern Korean history into three eras—Japanese colonial occupation from the late nineteenth century through World War II, domestic military authoritarian regimes following the 1950–1953 Korean War, and expansive and penetrative neoliberal globalization—Lim characterizes the ways in which Korean Christian intellectuals have interpreted the theme of divine justice as anticolonial, liberationist, and postcolonial, respectively. These three responses to power underscore that the military-socioglobal context of modern Korea is an essential reference point for biblical interpretation. This context dictates a selection of biblical themes and texts, drives explicative meaning, and addresses the needs of readers. Just as the translation of the Bible in Hangul yielded a revolutionary impact for the early Korean society, so too this modern hermeneutical application shows the relevance of biblical appropriation for a specific period of Korean sociopolitical history.

Interreligious Engagements

This part of the Handbook investigates interreligious encounters in Korea that have shaped biblical interpretations with implications far beyond the church. Throughout their history, Koreans have experienced the alternating dominance of Shamanism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Daoism, and new indigenous religions.6 These traditions have appeared sequentially. Across the centuries, they have assumed official status under different dynasties. For instance, Buddhism was introduced in the fourth century and became the official state religion six centuries later during the Goryeo Dynasty (918–1392). This status lasted until the Joseon Dynasty (1392–1910) when Confucianism and Daoism flourished. More recently, Christianity has affected sociopolitical readings and norms, though it is not an official state religion. Still, over time, no one religion supplanted the others. They have coexisted. Together, they penetrate a Korean ethos. They are thoroughly integrated into every aspect of life, creating a multilayered religiosity. Adherents of different faith traditions lived peacefully as neighbors. Their mutual regard is more than mere tolerance.

Prior to the arrival of Western missionaries, the concept of “religion” as a separate and distinctive sphere of life grounded in the observance of one particular belief system was an alien concept to Koreans. Historically, traditional practices such as praying to the spirits of natural objects, hiring shamans to appease benevolent and malevolent spirits, visiting Buddhist temples to pray for physical and material well-being, and honoring familial ancestors were not thought of as “religious.”

When western Protestant missionaries arrived in the nineteenth century, they disparaged traditional Korean religiosity as being superstitions. Even the Japanese colonial regime dissed Korean traditions as “pseudo-religion” and enforced obeisance to the Japanese emperor and Shinto rituals. Koreans saw these foreign activities as the tangible “teachings” of sacred traditions of others. Whereas Westerners categorized religions, Koreans saw teachings as something more fluid and pervasive across every part of life. For Koreans, teachings seamlessly penetrated social, political, and religious boundaries. In fact, Koreans labeled Christianity Suh-hak (Western learning). They translated the term “religion” as Jong-gyeo—the teachings of the lineage—for there was no uniform notion of religion in Korea.

Clearly, the introduction of Christianity and Western religiosity challenged the Korean ethos to its core. It transformed Korean religious culture altogether. Initially, Jesuit missionaries insisted there was only one God who demanded exclusive loyalty. This belief inevitably clashed with multiple approaches to the spirits, the dead in shamanism, and nontheistic orientations of Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism. Even in devotional Buddhism, believers pray to several Buddhist deities—Amitabha, Maitreya, or Bhaishajyaguru—depending on their needs. Even more tolerant are the personal meditative practices of Buddhism, whereby one aims to cultivate within oneself a Buddha nature. Similarly, Confucianism seeks self-awaking or self-enlightenment by following ethical virtues and rituals that honor ancestors.

Not surprisingly, early Catholicism endured a century of harsh persecution before finding its place in the Korean religious landscape. On top of Catholic monotheism, Protestant missionaries introduced participatory rituals and active proselytizing as part of a believer’s commitment. They aligned their mission with modernity. They established schools and hospitals. They impressed upon Koreans that to be modern, even to be Christian, one ought to be religious, practice rituals with others, and join a religious community. As a result, Koreans became conscious of the need to affiliate and identify with a particular group. This accounts for the numerical surge of religious groups, especially Protestant denominations.7

Accounting for this dramatic cultural shift, the five essays in Part II examine the diverse ways that Korean religious traditions have interacted with Christianity. Soo Kim Sweeney articulates aspects of Korean Shamanism that encounter Christianity. Based on two core attributes of Korean Shamanism—all-connectedness and the active agency of shamans—Sweeney traces their influence in biblical interpretation. First, she compares Shamanism and biblical texts, underscoring the impact of these two attributes on biblical interpretation. Second, she examines how interpretations may illuminate or distort textual meanings, which has led to pseudo-Christian as well as inclusive theological movements.

Similarly, Myung Soo Suh compares the virtues of archetypical Confucian and Judeo-Christian figures. Suh attributes to Abraham five essential aspects of Confucianism. Abraham is portrayed as a Gunja, an ideal human in Confucianism. He exhibits five Confucian virtues in his dealings with God and others, including In (benevolence), Lye (manner), Chung-seo (genuine sympathy for others), Geuk-gi-bok-lye (self-discipline and stoic respect for poverty), and Yeok-haeng (exertion). The question remains whether and how this interreligious proximity influences Korean Christian and Confucian textual interpretations and normative behavior.

Eun Kyu Micah Kim chooses a different path of inquiry within comparative studies. He begins with the biblical text of creation in Genesis 1, and notes its similarities with Christianity, Daoism, and Buddhism in terms of the origin of the universe, creation, nature, and humanity. Christianity holds no monopoly on creation thoughts. The benefit of interreligious textual study is that similarities and differences hone a fuller understanding of theology and thought. For instance, Christianity describes the precondition of creation as a negative state, expressed in four negative words—formless, void, darkness, and deep. But Daoism and Buddhism view the precondition as an absolute positive state as these four words are related to “one” and “emptiness” in Daoism, and “unity” and “absolute nothingness” in Buddhism. For Korean readers, the creation account is less about establishing order from chaos and more about illuminating the already existent harmony of all things. This, too, has a parallel to “all-connectedness” in Shamanism.

Going a step further than Sweeney and the two Kims, Guen Seok Yang places the Bible and Confucian sacred texts on equal footing. This interpretative decision yields a dramatic conceptual change in both texts. Relying on the seminal work of Yi Byeok (1754–1785), “The Essence of Holy Teaching,” Yang argues that Yi followed the literary pattern of the Confucian Book of Odes to portray Jesus as an ideal person according to typical Confucian scriptural themes. Jesus fulfills human relationships completely. His teachings are a new way of “self-cultivation and governing of people.” Yi thereby recasts the biblical theocentric image of Jesus as a Confucian anthropocentric image of master. At the same time, Yang contends that Yi alters the notion of Shang-je (Lord on High) as “the totality of virtue and a personal God” and Confucius’s understanding of the Ultimate Principle as an encounter with a person, not an investigation of things or accumulation of knowledge. Since these notions deviate significantly from traditional Confucian beliefs, Yi effectively transforms a Confucian anthropocentric image of Shang-je and the Ultimate principle into a theocentric form.

Furthermore, Heup Young Kim argues that Daoism can bring forth the meaning of biblical texts and draw us closer to their original intent. He explains that the Western construction of Christian theology is strongly influenced by Hellenistic thought, which distinguishes between being (logos, knowledge) and becoming (praxis, action). Ironically, the Christian tendency to focus primarily on logos separates learning from living what a person learns. Kim proposes, therefore, a theology that is grounded in the concept of do in Daoism. For do cannot be reduced to either logos or praxis. Rather, do is the unity of both. Do demands that a person participate completely in the dynamic movement of the truth. This unity compels readers to take Jesus’s saying, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life” (John 14:6) more seriously than “the word (logos)” in the Johannine Christology of John 1. With this understanding, logos accentuates the cognitive side of the truth rather than simply stating theoretical knowledge apart from the truth. Whereas the early church recognized this nature of Christ, the dualistic Greek framework was suppressed by the dominant Western thought system. In other words, turning to the concept of do recontextualizes the limited meaning of logos in the Johannine context. It reclaims the Christological tradition of the early church. It reimagines the nature of Christ in Korean and Asian religious traditions.

Self-Theologizings through the Sociopolitical History of Modern Korea

The third wave of the appropriation of the Bible in Korea addresses the tension of external influence upon and internal self-theologizing of the emergent modern Korean church. Intrusion and conflict—both foreign and domestic—shaped Korean self-theologizing through biblical interpretation, ecclesial music, hermeneutics, and faith-driven social and political activism. In the late eighteenth century, Jesuit missionaries arrived as the long-standing Joseon Dynasty was crippled by internal discord. Confucian scholars, through the Sir-hak (practical learning) movement, sought to reform the nation by reinterpreting foundational Confucian ethics of self-cultivation and virtuous governing. Pro-Christian Confucians contributed to the Sir-hak movement by exploring biblical texts for understanding Korean identity. But they could not stand up to the power of Western modernity.

In “Reception of the Bible During the Eighteenth Century,” In Hee Park demonstrates the impact that a biblical idea—the Children of God—has on Confucian values, such as filial piety and the Will of Heaven. She finds that the first generation of Confucian-Christian scholars in eighteenth century understood the concept of “the Children of God” as honoring God as the heavenly Father. They changed the object of honoring while keeping the action of honoring. Moreover, they proclaimed the “heavenly Father” to be the Lord of heaven who ruled and related to his children equally. This understanding led these early Confucian-Christian scholars to envision a society in which all people were to perform social and moral duties for the benefit of all, regardless of class. It altered substantively the concept of the Will of Heaven, which provided the mandate for the ruling class and king to structure the nation in a highly regulated hierarchy. Early Confucian-Christian scholars called this society “the Village of Friends.” In this case, the interpretation of biblical texts transformed the concepts of filial piety and the Will of Heaven. It clearly subverted the political structure of Joseon Dynasty.

A century later in the late nineteenth century, Protestant missionaries advanced this earlier attempt to apply biblical interpretation to the formation of a modern Korean identity. Their teachings used vernacular translations of the Bible in the launch of literacy campaigns among commoners. Social, educational, and health institutions flourished. They combined textual interpretation and a social gospel. In general, Protestant missionaries helped Korea embrace modernity. In particular, they helped shape a “Bible-centered and mission-oriented” modern Korean Church. Despite these advances, the Church soon faced the tsunami of Japanese economic-militaristic-cultural hegemony. This culminated in Japan’s 1910–1945 occupation of Korea. During these oppressive decades, most missionaries stressed faith formation. This focus ensured the survival of a conservative Korean Church, whose dominant ethos remains today.

Responding to political instability during and following the Japanese occupation, the Korean Church defended itself with a policy of self-propagation, self-government, and self-support. This three-part nationalist strategy contributed to the explosive growth of Korean Christianity. This movement relied on biblical literalism, maintaining that the Bible is “the single source of authority for Christian faith and ethical integrity.” Biblical literalism applied to all contemporary concerns. A representative leader of biblical literalism was Gil Seon-Ju (1869–1935), who initiated the Great Revival Movement of the early modern Korean Church. He preached an eschatological message of the final judgment and the second coming of Jesus in the context of the national struggle against Japanese occupation. Relying principally on the book of Revelation, he laid the basis for twentieth century Korean biblical interpretation and theological conservatism.

In his wake and among many proponents of biblical literalism, Park Hyung-Ryong (1897–1978) advocated even further for the theological adoption of verbal plenary inspiration. This position raised tension with a small but growing number of scholars, who embraced historical-critical methods. The scholarly conflict that emerged applied to social concerns. For instance, under Japanese occupation, the Church debated whether Christians could bow before a Japanese Shinto shrine. Tensions between historical-critical methods, biblical literalism, and verbal plenary inspiration continue today within the Korean Church, especially among Presbyterian denominations.

Less noted and understood is the tapestry of “self-theologizing.”8 By this interpretative method, one uses the Bible creatively for constructing Korean subjectivity. In the tumultuous political climate of twentieth-century Korea, self-theologizing has helped the Church steer clear of western imperialism. It guarded mission-oriented churches from overt politicization during an epoch when other mission fields were engulfed by the Cold War. For example, Gil Seon-Ju advocated biblical literalism alongside national independence, an awakened national consciousness, and anticolonialism.

Self-theologizing has also allowed for a mosaic of biblical appropriations. In his paper “During Japanese Colonization (1911-1945),” Jungsik Cha explores two major threads of this mosaic: the non-church movement and spiritual mysticism. First, the non-church stance sought “independence from all institutionalized church organizations and Western theological influences.” It developed in opposition to the mainline Korean Church compliance (albeit reluctant) with the Japanese policy of compelled worship at Shinto shrines. Shown in the works of Kim Gyo-Shin (1901–1945) and Ham Seok-Heon (1901–1989), the non-church movement’s lasting effect is active resistance against colonializing oppression.9

A thoroughly different response to Japanese violence was spiritual mysticism, which totally avoided ecclesiastical strife. Lee Yong-Do (1901–1933) cultivated spiritual internalization of Jesus’s suffering and crucifixion to renew the true nature of the church. In another vein of mysticism, Lee Se-Jong (1880–1942) called on believers to imitate Christ to realize an ideal family of God. The radical nature of this mysticism was characterized by sharing all things in a fully egalitarian community.

To be sure, neither the non-church nor the spiritual mysticism movements were escapist. Rather, they tapped into the power of the Bible at a time when the Korean Church felt powerless before Japanese might. Still these two movements in no way displaced the high standing of the mainline Korean Church, which held firmly to biblical literalism and conservative social norms.

Samuel Cheon confirms in his paper, “Post-Korean War Era (1945-1970),” that the self-theologizing Christians were just a few among many schisms affecting the Korean Church. Notably, there was an ongoing odious conflict between fundamentalist and neo-orthodox approaches to biblical interpretation. And throughout the 1950s and 1960s, there were numerous sectarian splits in the established churches. At the same time, Choen chronicles the concerted effort to bring the masses of Christians back to biblical foundations for reshaping their social life and work ethic, to construct distinctive Korean theologies, and to promote biblical evangelical missions within Korea and beyond.

Self-theologizing emerged, as well, in Korean hymnology and preaching. No doubt, the dominant conservative ethos of the modern Korean Church has disparaged the introduction of authentic Korean musical genres to avoid syncretism. Still there is a small yet steady effort to sing the scriptures in more Korean ways. For example, in “Self-Theologizing in Hymnology,” Jayhoon Yang traces the history of Catholic and Protestant use of the Korean music style of gasa to make biblical themes more acceptable to Korean Christians. In addition, he discusses how Park Dong-Jin uses Bible Pansori to tell Gospel stories through a traditional musical genre of a singer and drummer.10 Sunggu A. Yang, in “Self-Theologizing in Preaching,” explains how Korean preachers use five interpretative codes to reach congregants in a culturally and meaningfully hermeneutic sense. Preachers effectively interpret texts through pertinent “dialogical windows” suitable to the Korean Church.

Taking the Bible as an important reference point (among others), and not as the sole subject shaping the thought and practice of Korean Christianity, a number of Korean theologians confirm that sociopolitical context is another key text to be read and interpreted. In this case, minjung becomes the subject of interpretation. Minjung are “the common ordinary people who are socially isolated, economically exploited, politically oppressed, and culturally alienated in Korean history.”11 This shift occurred necessarily during Korea’s period of postwar rebuilding. On the one hand, there was exponential economic growth. On the other hand, this prosperity for some came at horrific cost to others. Deplorable minjung working conditions, pervasive political corruption, rapid urbanization, and ruptured traditional values led to recurrent civil unrest. Minjung theology and biblical hermeneutics is read from the perspective of and with oppressed people.

Historically, the suffering and liberation of ordinary people has been a serious biblical interpretative norm for Korean theologians long before the 1970s. While the concept minjung was neither used nor systematized, there are many instances of similar concepts in biblical interpretation, theological construct, and hermeneutical ministry. For instance, in the midst of Japanese occupation and the Korean War, Ham Seok-Heon (1901–1989) introduced the concept of “see-ahl” (seed people) to draw attention to the suffering of the common people, who had recurrently been the catalytic agents transforming Korea across five millennia despite perennial oppression. Later, Suh Nam-Dong (1918–1984), a founding voice of minjung theology, traced see-ahl events in modern Korean history from the Dong-hak Movement (peasant uprising against landlords, the government, and foreign powers in 1894), to the March First Independence Movement (1919), and to the April 19 Student Revolution that toppled the autocratic regime of Rhee Syng-Man (1960). From the late eighteenth century until now, sociopolitical tumult has made reading the Bible from the perspective of time and place essential to self-theologizing.

Furthermore, the multidimensionality of minjung changes in the context of contemporary tumult. Its hermeneutic relates the Gospel story to unfolding events in the lives of congregants. During the 1970s and 1980s, the exegesis of Ahn Byung-Mu, another founding representative of minjung theology, identified Korean minjung in the first-century crowds of Galilee. As highlighted in Jae Won Lee’s paper, “Minjung Biblical Hermeneutics: Jesus and the Ochlos,” this insight led Ahn to argue that the ochlos (the multitudes) in the Gospel of Mark were the socially marginalized and outcast. These ordinary people witnessed and grasped the Jesus event. They transmitted his radical sayings and life in the form of storytelling. They expressed their own suffering and hope through his passion. Naturally, Jesus accepted them unconditionally and included them in his ministry. For Ahn, such a relationship between the ochlos and Jesus repeats itself in the presence of Christ among Korean minjung. Ahn’s interpretative work is commendable since it lays the exegetical foundation for reading the Bible from a minjung place. As Lee argues, Ahn’s hermeneutical legacy must continue by resignifying the minjung in the changing context of Korea today.

Not surprisingly, over the last four decades, minjung interpretations have proliferated. A number of theologians correlate minjung with han. The latter is an enduring concept in Korean ethos referring to “the deep-seated anger and sadness that rises from prolonged oppression and exploitation.” Minjung is identified as both sociopolitical and sociocultural. Yoon Jong Yoo, in “Minjung and Han,” records that han is historically associated with the suffering of ordinary Korean people, but it could become a “universal term expressing the internalized pain” of readers of biblical texts and modernity. He makes this sociocultural shift from investigating the golah community in the exilic prophetic literature through han.

Other theologians pay particular attention to the minjung of the minjung—the women of Korea. Given the profound effect of Confucian ethics on Korean society, there are deeply engraved sexist hierarchical injustices in the Korean Church. Women bear a double burden of han. From their sociocultural-biological context, Korean women creatively and courageously interpret and expound biblical texts. They go beyond conventional feministic readings of scripture, aiming to empower all minjung, not just women.12

Still others perceived limitations in any particular sociopolitical contexts of minjung. Confronting societal and Korean Church comfort with materialism, political stability, and spiritual well-being in the 1990s, they draw on Marxist theory. They identify the working class as minjung who challenge the structural inequity of material production. In the context of globalization, JiSeong J. Kwon wrestles with the universal identity of the “minjung of Korean society in the 21st century.” His paper, “Minjung in Global Context,” elucidates the story of Job, whose character evolves from a “pious man” (chapters 1–2) to “the one who makes hatred” (30:1–8) after being “the object of hate and mocking” (chapters 4–28). Similarly, the Korean Church experienced being minjung during the Japanese occupation and the Korean War. And yet to this day, it resists conscious efforts to form a more equitable and democratic society for all citizens. The Korean Church was co-opted by the powerful military dictatorship of the 1970s. Kwon posits that the church continues to ignore the needs of vulnerable religious, political, economic, and sexual minorities in society.

Ironically, the current political leadership follows a familiar pattern. In the past, they fought for the minjung, but now that they occupy the center of power, their policies for supporting the weak do not extend to foreign migrant workers in Korea. These workers are identified as minjung in the current context of globalization. Kwon’s lament on the changed character of Job is acutely applicable to both the Korean Church and the current political leadership. He asks, “Who else in the world could understand the pain of life as much as Job [the oppressed minjung in the Korean society] did?”

Job’s pain and lament relate to all of Korea—the people of the North and the South. All Koreans suffered and can be identified as the minjung. In the modern history of Korea alone, they were invaded, dominated, occupied, divided, and manipulated by foreign powers. Korea was divided into two after the Korean War, a casualty of Cold War ideology. People of the North and South continue to face off against each other. In his paper, “Reunification of South and North Koreas: From Division to Unification,” Kyung-Taek Ha evaluates extensive studies that use various biblical concepts, such as remnant, oneness, and jubilee, to argue for peaceful reunification. Drawing on four hermeneutical models, he draws a parallel from the conception of biblical “Israel” to Korea today, for the former was divided into the nations of Northern Israel and Southern Judah and also in need of reunification.

Finally, Koog P. Hong takes issue with Ha’s optimism. For Hong, South Koreans neither consider the issue of Korean identity critically nor take the persistent stalemate of two Koreas seriously. The people of both Koreas are merely one in an idealistic, simplistic sense of ethnicity. In reality, Hong contends, they are separated, not differentiated, into two political entities with mutual distrust and hostility. Like the complex historical enmity between Northern Israel and Southern Judah, so too Koreans are “brothers and enemies” at the same time. Hong concludes that this dual nature of their identity would provide a more realistic framework for Korean reunification discourse and action.

Interpretations from Korean Diaspora Contexts

This final part of the Handbook addresses the challenges and resulting biblical interpretation of Korean diaspora populations. Unique to the diasporic voice is the emergence of new identities and insights that emerge from living in between two worlds. With the exception of Koreans living in China, the largest Korean diaspora community is in the United States. Remarkably, 71% of Korean Americans profess Christian faith. Here four authors examine the Korean American context, navigating the multivalence of Korean biblical interpretation in the dominant culture of a newly adopted home. A fifth contributor addresses the Australian context, which poses a southern hemispheric experience of more recent decolonization that still confronts globalization as mapped by northern hemispheric cartographers and scholars.

As seen in the many dimensions of minjung theology, identity is fluid and contingent. Depending on religious, social, cultural, and political situations, one may construct an identity that is still tethered to being Korean. Or one may identify in a new way, accommodating profound change and cultural impact. While the Korean diaspora takes their present location as a point of reference to reconceptualize inherited traditions, there are still few Korean American scholars who contribute to biblical interpretation by reading “place”—migration, globalization, gender, decolonization, and change—into their scholarship.

Wongi Park, in “Korean American Biblical Interpretation,” surveys the current state of Korean American diaspora biblical criticism and concludes that it is minimal. By contrast, there are significant works of biblical criticism by Korean nationals and Asian Americans. Park finds that the small amount of emerging Korean American publications in biblical criticism do not differentiate their methods, provide new substantive theories, or show the effect of diasporic identity, history, culture, and social location in the interpretative process.

While Park’s survey is provisional, three other contributors show that this differentiation is underway. First, Hyun Chul Paul Kim and Honam Kim rely on exegesis and hermeneutics to examine how diasporic learning in the United States and Australia, respectively, read the Abrahamic and Jacob narratives. They identify key aspects of first-generation diasporic experience and thought. In “’Forever Strangers on the Margin’ in the Context of the United States,” Paul Kim compares the sojourn and resettlement of Abraham and Sarah to that Korean Americans. These “first immigrants” left home and country; endured the trauma of physical, material, and spiritual separation; struggled with internal strife; and faced external hostility. This first generation must wrestle with the stigma of being a marginalized community. They are called strangers, foreigners, hyphenated aliens, and outsiders. While they may be considered model minority people, they clamor for full residence and recognition in their new lands. Unlike Abraham and Sarah, this diaspora has not yet attained a transformative new identity. For the present, they identify with the second-born Jacob, contesting with whomever they meet. Like the limping Jacob/Israel, they must strive for the divine justice for all marginalized victims and neighbors.

In “Double Marginality in the Context of the Southern Hemisphere,” Honam Kim goes further in his decolonizing reading of the justice of God. He contends that Korean Australians experience diasporic challenges even more acutely than Korean Americans. Although Australia boasts diversity and aims to amend its nationalistic policies, the country falls short of full inclusion of immigrants. Its subtle discriminatory practices force diasporic populations to face a false confidence in legal and societal safety nets. They must press further for postcolonial justice.

Second, Jin Young Choi shows how biblical texts may be read from a Korean American feminist perspective. In “Korean American Feminist Interpretation: A Diasporic Journey across Boundaries,” Choi examines concepts of marginality, liminality, heterogeneity, temporality, spatiality, and cultural memory. She describes the triple marginalization of Korean American women, who simultaneously confront a dominant White society that discriminates on the basis of ethnicity, Korean patriarchy that sexualizes them, and their own home country that heaps trauma upon ethnicism and sexism. Historically, this triple marginalization begins with Korean women being objectified as “picture brides” for male laborers in Hawaiian sugar plantations, and then as GI brides of American soldiers in the tumult of the Korean War. Once in America, these women sacrificed everything to sustain family businesses. Indeed, they earned the label of “model minority” women. But their resilience, persistence, and sometimes defiant objection to triple marginalization have not yet realized liberation. Choi intercontextually compares their struggle to that of the named/unnamed women in the gospel of Mark, who travel from Galilee to Jerusalem. They “continue their journey across boundaries between the past and the present, between the margin and the center, toward the resurrected life for all.”

While Choi acknowledges that several studies and intercontextual feminist readings take the diasporic experience of Korean Americans seriously, she voices an important caveat. The experience and biblical interpretation of Korean Americans and women, in particular, must differentiate from other diasporic readings. As minjung cannot be simply subsumed under liberation theology, so too Korean American biblical interpretation cannot be categorized by the West as just another Asian American reading.

Finally, in “Diversity within the Korean Diaspora: Toward Solidarity,” Boyung Lee amplifies Choi’s warning. On the one hand, Lee finds that Korean American women find advantage in relating to the liberation struggle of other minority people in the United States—that of Asians, Native Americans, African Americans, and Latino/a Americans. On the other hand, Lee draws on the “interstitial integrity” concept of Rita Nakashima Brock and arrives at a self-critical awareness. In interpreting the parable of the laborers in the vineyard (Matthew 20:1–16), Lee acknowledges the unintentional Korean American participation in the Western system of “heteropatriarchal White supremacy.” Korean American women are victims as well as oppressors. Lee delves into the complexity of their “interstitial space.” Rejecting a traditional binary interpretation of good and bad, or generous and contentious characters, who are for or against God, Lee instead searches for “the solidarity of all people … a community of ‘WEs’.”

Questions emerge, such as, “Who in the parable of the laborers in the vineyard constitute ‘all people?’ ” Is the owner part of this inclusive community? Should Korean American women aim to bring together minority female and White oppressive male populations? After all, both live and struggle to identify in an interstitial space. Given Lee’s theological understanding of the gospel of Matthew, she aligns with marginalized and oppressed people. “God’s vision for justice and compassion” prioritizes care and dignity for the downtrodden. Still her reading is self-critical. She ponders the raw realty of what “model minorities” can actually do with their interstitial identity. Like Jin Young Choi, so too Lee is “searching for home from the margin.” At this time and in this place, biblical interpretation for Korean Americans reveals a perennial struggle and journey “looking for a country of their own” (Hebrews 11:13–16).

Korean Biblical Interpretations in the Making

This Handbook identifies three prominent features of interpreting the Bible in Korea. To begin with, reciprocal interreligious interpretative encounters between the Bible and Korea are complex. In one direction, an external force dynamically affects a recipient Korea. Western translation of the Bible into Hangul underscored biblical themes of justice, the children of God, oneness and unity, peace, and reconciliation. In these readings, the Bible is the acting agent. It shapes Korea. The Bible is assumed to be complete, static, and unchangeable. Missionaries and Western scholarship conveyed essential biblical messages to form the minds and hearts of Koreans.

By contrast, another direction of inquiry argues that Korea, Korean nationals, and the diaspora are the hermeneutical starting point. The religious traditions, sociopolitical milieu, long-standing historical and cultural context, and underlying ideological identity of Koreans negotiate, relativize, and appropriate the Bible to meet emerging concerns. Prime examples of this in the Handbook are contributions on minjung and interstitial space feminist readings. Here the Bible is a reference, not the subject. It is one among many resources, albeit an important one.

However, the consistent modus operandi of all contributors to this Handbook is the coexistence of both lines of inquiry. Still the assumed dominant direction is the “Bible shaping Korea.” In seriously considering both directions of inquiry, these contributors address how the Bible—a Semitic/Greek scripture formed in and through entirely different geographic, historical, cultural, and Western interpretative contexts—has been used by faith communities in Korea and the Korean diaspora. They consider the impact of the Bible in Korea and the appropriation of the Bible by Koreans.

For instance, when Korean Christians faced the interrelationship of multiple religious traditions, they were neither triumphalist nor relativist. Instead, they have walked cautiously between either of these extremes. Generally speaking, Korean Christians hold the Gospel in constructive tension with Korea’s traditions and its forced opening to Western modernization. This tendency is congruent with the tradition of peaceful coexistence of multiple religions throughout the long history of Korea. Beyond mere tolerance, these religious traditions have respected each other. Interreligious complementarity permeates every aspect of life in Korea. Christianity—the most recent addition to this cultural milieu—is no exception. It becomes integral to a Korean ethos.

The second prominent feature of interpreting the Bible in Korea is the “contentious reality” of this endeavor. Ironically, the contributors to this Handbook show themselves their struggle in walking the fine line of complementary Korean beliefs and Western influences. The tasks assigned to them were straightforward: Investigate an interpretative survey of your assigned topic; consider judiciously the reciprocal impact of the Bible and Korea; and explicate representative literary works, issues, and figures. In sum, all the writers were asked to reorient themselves for engaging the reciprocal interpretative encounter of the Bible and Korea. Yet reorienting themselves from their previous training in historical criticism is challenging. A number of authors begin with their grounding in what biblical texts say in their own contexts. Then they search for thematic or situational contact points with Korea. Indeed, without their inclusion of some relationship to Korea, several papers could be regarded as “traditional” or “conventional.” Reorientation is not easy, particularly for scholars working in Korea, for churches disagree strongly on multivalent biblical interpretations. Their interpretations, however, stretch from creative inculturation to strong conservatism.

Scanning this spectrum of biblical interpretation in Korea, it is still assumed that arguments from the perspective of any reciprocal interrelationship of the Bible and Korea is “second-class” scholarship. Nonetheless, Korean church communities and biblical scholarship acknowledge the necessity and benefit of an emergent scholarship that values interreligious encounters and interpretations. In this regard, the several diasporic papers are an encouraging sign. Although the immigrant church communities tend to be conservative in their beliefs and practices, the diaspora scholars must daily face the reality of living in between two worlds. This hybridity is part of diasporic identity. It legitimatizes creative inquiry into how people of a particular faith and culture can bridge new realities. This is an opportune time for more concerted collaboration among more traditional scholars in Korea, those engaged in interpretations based on reciprocal exchange, and the interstitial reality of scholars in the diaspora. Together, they may discern an authentic Korean voice with “foreign” notes of the Bible.

Third, this Handbook identifies distinctive elements of Korean-ness in the inevitable appropriation of the Bible in the context of Korea and its diaspora. For certain, the Gospel is “infinitely translatable,” including in Korea. Hence “the Bible in Korea” stands in line with efforts across continents and in many cultures to explain what it means to be missionized, colonized, occupied, and globalized. Yet more than this, “the Bible in Korea” can proclaim new insight, hermeneutic interpretation, and lessons for a listening world.

Thus, many contributors employ a range of well-established methods for interreligious study, such as “dialogical imagination,” “cross-textual hermeneutics,” and “inculturation-evaluative comparison,”13 even if they do not explicitly name these methods. Other contributors more clearly state their dependence on concepts of “canonical approach,” “postcolonialism,” “marginality and heterogeneity,” and “interstitial integrity.” Regardless of epistemology, all these contributors underscore a certain Korean ontology—their starting point for interpretative exposition is Korea. For instance, it is true that minjung hermeneutics shares similar methodological traits with other liberation theologies. Its “reader-in-context” perspective prioritizes oral over written sources. Minjung is descriptive and bibliographical in its narrative of oppressed people. But minjung is not just another liberation theology. This is precisely because minjung addresses the particular experiences of oppressed people in Korea. The distinctiveness of minjung hermeneutics does not depend on methodological originality but rather on its relevance to particular Korean experience. Essential to minjung is its localized and nationalistic realty. It is no mere variant of indigenous theologies.

While the “Bible” and “Korea”—each standing alone—constitute enormous academic fields beyond the scope of a handbook on the Bible in Korea, this resource documents Korean Christian self-theologizing of the Bible. Building on this basis, it is appropriate to look ahead to a richer tapestry of Korean appropriation of the Bible. Other disciplines and members of Korean society and the diasporic communities—including nonchurch, nonreligious, nonacademic voices—can explain how the Bible affects their specific settings. How might Buddhists, popular entertainers, North Koreans, and the third or fourth generation of Korean diaspora read the Bible? With the centrality of translation in Korean Christianity, how does this religion avoid polytheism and/or syncretism? Is it acceptable to find that the translatability of the Gospel warrants rehabilitating the negative connotation of syncretism? To speak the Word in one’s own tongue is legitimate. It is integral to the intercultural threads of biblical literature and interpretation. These considerations may form an exquisite tapestry of Korean biblical interpretation. They may advance the full inclusion of Korean textual interpretation and practice at the table of biblical hermeneutics.

Notes

1.Lamin Sanneh, Translating the Message: The Missionary Impact on Culture (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2009). Andrew F. Walls makes the same point in comparison with Islam: “The divine Word is the Qur’an, fixed in heaven in Arabic, the original language of original revelation. For Christians, however, the divine Word is translatable, infinitely translatable.” The Cross-Cultural Process in Christian History: Studies in the Transmission and Appropriation of Faith (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2002), 29 (emphasis added).

2.Lamin Sanneh, “The Significance of the Translation Principle,” Global Theology in Evangelical Perspective: Exploring the Contextual Nature of Theology and Mission, ed. Jeffrey P. Greenman and Gene L. Green (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2012), 43.

3.Unlike English practice, a Korean name places the family name first, followed by the given name. This Handbook uses Korean practice for Korean scholars whose work are well known in Korean context and English practice for those who work actively in the English context (e.g., scholars in diaspora). To distinguish from each other, the former uses a hyphen for the given name. For example, Gil (the family name) Seon-Ju (the given name) in the Korean manner.

4.Unfortunately, this ecumenism fell short by not including the Catholic Church. To this day, Korean Catholicism uses a different translation of the Bible. One telling example is the translation of the very name of God into Korean. While Catholicism prefers Hanenim (Heavenly Lord), Protestants insist on Hananim (One Lord) because it refers to the Korean indigenous god that is superior among all supernatural beings. Also, Hananim connotes the monotheism (hana meaning one) of Christianity. Although hana is grammatically incorrect and particular to one dialect, it serves to unify the Korean Christian Church. Given the polytheistic culture of Korea, Min Suc Kee proposes in his paper the use of Hananim as “a brand-new word … completely un-associated with ‘heaven’ (original meaning) and (now) simply mean[ing] ‘One Lord.’ ”
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Part I

Methological Inqury


Chapter 1 

Translation of the Bible in Hangul

Min Suc Kee

Hangul is the official Korean alphabet and writing system created in the fifteenth century. With its simple writing system, Hangul was created by Sejong, the fourth king of the Joseon Dynasty, and a group of scholars supposedly under his commission. Before Hangul, the Korean language used Chinese characters; in other words, Koreans were speaking Korean but without their own writing system. Previously, because Chinese and Korean are not that similar, most of the poor and uneducated were largely illiterate.

However, Hangul was reluctantly used by the elites, who much preferred Chinese. Even in the late nineteenth century, after the first Korean Bible translation was issued, the situation remained the same. The translation, therefore, was an inspirational and innovative attempt by the leading translators, including the Western missionaries; the translation mainly targeted the common people, not only the privileged upper class, as the readers of the Word of God. The Hangul translation greatly assisted the Korean Christian movement and somehow propelled the linguistic development and systematization of Korean grammar.

This chapter has two main concerns. First, the history of the Korean translations of the Bible is summarized.1 The (South) Korean Christian population is largely composed of two bodies: The Protestant and the Roman Catholic. Unfortunately, their versions of the Bible differ. The former is larger in population with an estimated population of 9,800,000 in 2015, while the latter number roughly 3,800,000. Therefore, this section gives more energy to the Protestant translations, seeing as their Bible is more familiar to Koreans. In addition, the linguistic problems and issues that deserve particular attention in the historical development of the Korean Bible are summarized. In the second section the notorious debate concerning the translation of “God” in the Korean Bible is addressed.

Translation History and Linguistic Problems

The essential information and anecdotes in the making of the major Korean versions of the Bible, from 1887 to present, are addressed below, and, in the last part, the linguistic problems deserving attention in the study of Bible translation are noted.2

Korean New Testament Ross Version (1887)

The very first Korean copy of a book of the Bible, Luke, was published in 1882 and was made by the hand of a Scottish Presbyterian missionary to China, John Ross. Three thousand copies were issued. Five years later, in 1887, Ross, together with another Scot, John MacIntyre, and several other Korean translators, completed the translation of the whole New Testament: the Korean New Testament Ross Version. Ross, a graduate from the universities of Glasgow and Edinburgh, was sent to Manchuria in Northwest China in 1872. In China, he was inspired by his encounters with Korean traders, which created his desire to translate the Bible into Korean. In 1876, Ross began learning Korean with the help of Lee Eung-Chan, a learned Korean trader. In 1877, he started translating the Gospels with Lee, and three years later MacIntyre baptized Lee.

In a way, because John Ross had to learn English as a foreign language, with Gaelic being his native tongue, he was well prepared to work as a missionary and translator. His experience learning English provided him with adequate training for learning foreign languages like Korean. He had his own principles in translation, which are reported in one of his letters to William Wright. He preferred literal translations rather than paraphrasing. He also insisted that the source texts must be from Greek, not English translations. Finally, paraphrasing was only an option when the Korean expressions did not fully account for the cultural differences.3

His primary source was Edwin Palmer’s text from 1881, The Greek Testament with the Readings Adopted by the Revisers of the Authorized Version. There were two other competitive Greek New Testaments published at that time, the Cambridge version and Westcott/Hort version, but, as said in Ross’s own claim and revealed by textual analysis, he was mainly relying on Palmer’s version. The preference seems to come from his affinity for Palmer’s spelling of the biblical names when he transliterated them into Korean.4 Meanwhile, the Chinese and Japanese New Testament translations relied on the Textus Receptus. The Chinese Delegates’ Version (1852), the English King James Version (1611), and English Revised Version (1881/1885) were also open on Ross’s desk during his translation process.

Ross and his translators also introduced Korea and the Korean language for the first time to the most fundamental of Christian terms, such as “God,” “Jesus,” “Son of Man,” “Gospel,” “temple,” and “priest.” Notably, the transliterations of the names of persons and places were driven not from the English styles but directly from Greek pronunciations.

At the time, the Korean peninsula, ardently resisting foreign influences, was under a strong closed-door nationalistic policy; this made John Ross’s attempt to enter Korea impossible. Therefore, the first Korean Bible was produced outside the peninsula. However, the Korean New Testament Ross Version was successfully distributed across the whole of Korea. From Manchuria to Seoul, the colporteurs and itinerant vendors were operative in delivering the Bibles. With the help from the Japanese office of the Scottish Bible Society, the Bible also reached beyond Seoul to the southern part of Korea.

In addition to John Ross’s translation, Lee Soo-Jung, a diplomatic delegate to Japan, revised the Chinese Delegates’ Version with Idu script (a system that uses Korean phonology with Chinese characters) and published the Chinese-Idu version of the Bible in 1884. When the Korean language was without its own script, Idu helped Koreans read and learn Chinese, which had been borrowed and incorporated into Korean since the fourth century. In this situation, Lee’s version attracted Korean intellectuals who ignored Hangul out of their bias for Chinese.

It is remarkable in the history of world Christian mission that these translations took place abroad before the first missionaries to Korea, Horace G. Underwood and Henry Appenzeller, set foot in the country. Underwood and Appenzeller entered Korea, carrying the Gospel of Mark translated by Lee Soo-Jung. They evangelized by spreading the Gospel of Mark on the basis of a Korean translation that preceded the arrival of western missionaries.

Korean Bible (or The Old Version) (1911)

Although his translation was favored among Korean Christians, Ross’s Bible received several criticisms. Instead of employing a more popular dialect, he used one from “Eu Ju” (a county located in north Pyongan Province, North Korea), a dialect unfamiliar to most people in Seoul and the lower half of the Korean peninsula. Additionally, although he did not employ Chinese characters, he used words based on Chinese extensively. For these reasons, the Bible relatively failed to be popularly read even though it was well circulated.

In addition, Horace G. Underwood, one of the most prominent missionaries in Korea, pointed out multiple false translations and argued for a newly translated Korean Bible, although the exact words and phrases he specifically mentioned are unknown. Underwood was a forerunner among the missionaries in ignoring Ross’s work. His stand might stem from his own personal ambition as well as reflect a kind of “power plays” between the British and Foreign Bible Society and the American Bible Society in their intervention in Korea.5

These reasons led missionaries to consider replacing Ross’s version. Thus, in 1887 Underwood, Henry Appenzeller, John W. Heron, and Horace N. Allen recognized the need for a new translation, but this time in collaboration with the Korean Church. They organized the Board of Official Translators to revise the works of Ross and Lee Soo-Jung. After the revision, transliterations and translations were made more comfortable for the average Korean reader. The literal-phonetic transliterations of Greek pronunciations were corrected for easier pronunciation. For instance, the spelling of the Korean translation of “Ιησούς Χριστός” (Jesus Christ), yeshu chrishudos (예슈 크리슈도스), was at first difficult to pronounce, but it was revised for ease of pronunciation: yesu krisdo (예수 그리스도). This revised translation has been an official Korean name for “Jesus Christ” even up to the present. The revision replaced Lee Soo-Jung’s Chinese-Idu Bible with one with entirely Korean and applied a more advanced and organized Korean grammar.6

Since Ross’s version was limited to the New Testament, there was also a keen need for a complete translation of the entire Bible, including the Old Testament. The Northern Presbyterian Church in the United States recommended Underwood and James S. Gale as main translators; the Northern Methodist Church in the United States recommended Appenzeller and William B. Scranton; the Church of England recommended Mark N. Trollope; and the Southern Presbyterian Church in the United States recommended William D. Reynolds. Alexander Kenmure, the general manager in the Korean office of the British Bible Society, advanced the translation effort one step further. In 1885, he requested the translator’s committee to use the Greek and Hebrew texts and the English Revised Version as their source material, while their Korean assistants looked at the Chinese Delegates’ Version and Japanese Bibles. For the Greek Bible, Palmer’s The Greek Testament was chosen, although Textus Receptus was utilized for a few corrections. For the Old Testament, Daniel Bomberg’s The Second Rabbinic Bible (1524) was used, which many people believe was also the source text for the King James Bible’s Old Testament translation. In addition, the translators consulted Bible commentaries, dictionaries, and other books relating to translation methodologies in order to translate the text as literally as possible. In principle, a near literal translation was preferred. Finally, in 1911, the first Korean Bible, comprising both testaments, was completed. The name is syeong-kyeong-jyeon-syeo (셩경젼셔), also known as either Korean Bible or gu-yeok (구역; “The Old Version”).

Unlike Ross’s version, this Bible was translated and published within the Korean Peninsula. The committee endeavored to yield a translation attractive to both intellectuals and ordinary people. As a result, the vocabulary was eloquent and exquisite, while also being in the vernacular. This translation has been praised for its subtle beauty and excellence, especially for oral reading. Likewise, it utilizes an abundantly native Korean vocabulary, unlike any succeeding Korean versions. For instance, “the land I will show (ראה) you” (Genesis 12:1) is translated literally in Korean Bible, “the land […] show you” (네게 보일 땅), while the later Korean Revised Version paraphrased it based on the Chinese, “the land that I will direct you” (내가 네게 지시할 땅). In a wider context of Korean Christianity, this translation came during Christianity’s explosive expansion following the momentous Pyongyang Great Revival of 1907. Without a doubt, translation efforts helped fuel the growth of Christianity throughout the entire peninsula, as shown by the activity of the Korean Bible Society, which printed 600,000 copies of Mark at a cheap price, launching the “saving million souls” movement.

Korean Revised Version (1938, 1961)

Immediately following the publication of the Korean Bible in 1911, the Board of Official Revisers was organized. Because of the poor quality of the Old Testament translation, which was completed in a short period of just three years, the need for revision was recognized; by comparison, the New Testament translation took more than ten years. It is also said that the current expansion of the archaeological and codicological information made the need for major revision.7 Due to the hurried translation, the drastic change of the Korean language caused by the flow of Japanese and English into Korean was not well considered in the translation. For instance, “when eating” (먹을 때; Ruth 2:14) in the Korean Bible was revised to “mealtime” (식사할 때). The word “식사” (meal), now common in Korean, did not actually exist in Korean but was reportedly employed in the Korean Revised Version from the Japanese translation of the Bible.8

Hugh Miller, the executive manager of the Korean Office of the Church of England, proposed the “Rules for the Guidance of Translators, Revisers and Editors.” According to the rules, translating anew, rather than just correcting, was now permitted. The new translation had to be based on the Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek texts primarily, although the King James Version and English Revised Version were allowed for consultation. Miller’s “Rules” preferred literal translations, as opposed to abbreviated paraphrasing, and the use of the vernacular while still avoiding slang. More than this technical preference, Miller also stressed the appropriate attitude for the translators: they should first be spiritually suitable, and only then would academic and linguistic competence be considered.

With the revision of both testaments, the Korean Revised Version (셩경개역) took 26 years and finally came to fruition in 1938. According to Miller’s letter to Robert Kilgour in 1915, he was pessimistic about the completion of the revision because major translators such as Reynolds, Underwood, and Gale were all engaged with their personal matters and the revision still had a long way until finish. The matter was made worse for the revisers when Underwood passed away in 1916. Then, in March 1919, the March First Independence Movement took place, marking a historic movement towards independence from the Japanese colonizers. As a result, a few Korean revision assistants were arrested and imprisoned for more than four months. Furthermore, the leadership transition from Underwood to Gale also caused theoretical disputes. Gale later resigned as a translator because he refused to change his translation method by applying stricter literal translations. These anecdotes, a few among many, may explain why the revisions took 26 years.

The Old Testament underwent more drastic revisions than the New Testament since the New experienced multiple revisions before the Korean Bible and because the Korean Old Testament was widely perceived as a hurried translation. For this deficiency, Miller requested Kilgour in the British and Foreign Bible Society to send Christian D. Ginsburg’s editions of the Hebrew Bible (1813-1914) for the reason that, in Miller’s judgement, his editions were as literal as the Korean language could possibly capacitate.

The New Testament revision, in 1926, began much later than its counterpart. It was presumed that, with the discoveries of new codices, the extant Greek New Testament would be closer to the original. At the same time, the Korean language was undergoing significant changes under the impact of Japanese colonial rule. For these reasons, the New Testament of the Korean Bible needed further revisions. The revision team used Eberhard Nestle’s Novum Testamentum Graece (12th ed.; 1923).

During these revisions, under the influence of many Korean general publications, such as books, newspapers, and magazines, the translation team adopted a more colloquial use of language. However, the churches in the north-west area, also known as the “motherland” of early Korean Christianity, strongly opposed the change because of their conservative tendencies. As a result, the attempt failed and the translation was made with the literal approach, as proposed by the Church of England. For example, Korean Revised Version replaced the active sentence “call them sons of God,” of the previous version’s easy to read rendition of Matthew 5:9, with the passive “they will be called sons of God,” a harder but more literal translation. Additionally, the use of Chinese was more respected than in previous versions and consequently, the language became more rigid. Likewise, the Korean circulation of Japanese and English words influenced the translation.

However, 1938’s Korean Revised Version ignored the then unified spelling system of Hangul, which was revised and enacted by Korean Language Society in 1933. It prompted an urge to refurnish the biblical texts to conform to the newly established orthography. In 1949, a revision was initiated by Yim Young-Bin, the second executive manager of Korean Bible Society. Interestingly, the orthographic corrections were written down on the actual printed pages of the Korean Revised Version, not on blank papers, so as to avoid any chance or temptation for the revisers to make a completely new translation. They only allowed the spelling corrections. Following the unified spelling system, the old-fashioned words were modernized, dialectic words were standardized, and word-spacing was made more natural.

A year later, in 1950, the Korean War broke out and the subsequent bombing destroyed the printing house arranged for the new edition’s publication. The same year, the Korean Bible Society building was also burnt down, abolishing a number of Bibles and numerous printing papers. Fortunately, the manuscripts for the corrections were saved from the fire and delivered to Busan, a port city at the southern edge of the peninsula unreached by invasions from the North. The Korean Revised Version, with its corrected spelling system, was published in the middle of the war in 1952 at Busan. In 1961, a further revised version was published. This translation only featured a new typesetting. The 1961’s Korean Revised Version (성경전서 개역한글판) stands as a monumental Korean translation and has been the dominant Bible for most of Korean Christianity, particularly in Protestant churches. After the war, Korea was divided into two sovereign states: North and South Koreas. The Korean Revised Version was only available in South Korea, and thus became associated with the South.

The Korean Common Translation (공동번역성서) is another important translation. The New Testament was issued in 1971 and completed in 1977. Importantly, this translation was an ecumenical project for the Korean Catholic and Protestant churches. Starting in 1968, the project was inspired by Eugene A. Nida, who was serving as the Secretary for Translations in the American Bible Society. Nida was renowned for his dynamic-equivalent translation theory that proposed, instead of literal or verbatim translations, translators should first and foremost seek to successfully deliver the meaning and contents of the passages. Differentiated from the literal method of translation that proceeds “word-for-word,” the dynamic equivalent translation goes for a “sense-for-sense” translation. Its emphasis is laid in actual readability. For instance, the word “prophecy” in 1 Corinthian 13:2, commonly rendered as ye-eon (예언) in other Korean Bibles, is translated as “ability to deliver the words of God” (하느님의 말씀을 받아 전할 수 … ) in the Korean Common Translation.

The Korean Common Translation then yielded an easier and more acceptable text for contemporary readers, while the Korean Revised Version was viewed as more formal and dated. Consequently, even though most Korean Protestant churches were reluctant to accept the Korean Common Translation in their official use, it was popular for general readers, especially for readers who found difficulties understanding certain texts in the Korean Revised Version. In 1999, it was revised once again in accordance with the updated Korean orthography. Interestingly, the Korean Common Translation became the main inspiration for the Chosun Christian Federation in North Korea to publish their own Korean Bible in 1990, although the linguistic characteristics and expressions were revised to better suit North Korea. There have been no clear reasons yet for why the North Korean Christian Federation prefers the Korean Common Translation.

New Korean Revised Version (1998)

The Korean Revised Version enjoyed its authoritative status and popularity until 1988 when the Education Department introduced a newly revised spelling system. Additionally, consequential developments in biblical studies prompted more corrections in this version. Rapid growth of the Christian population and a flood of internationally trained biblical scholars also fed a growing interest in the textual matters of the Bible. These influences inspired another revision of the Korean Revised Version, which eventually resulted in the formation of the New Korean Revised Version (성경전서 개역개정판), the most commonly read Bible in the Korean Protestant churches of the 21st century. 80.8% of Bibles distributed in Korea during the first half of 2015 are copies of the New Korean Revised Version.

This version was not a radical reworking of the 1961’s Korean Revised Version, as it changed certain words and linguistic choices, corresponding to the then current generational and linguistic changes. When the revisions began in 1983, Korea began experiencing explosive and unprecedented economic and social advancements in Korean history. The use of the Korean language in biblical translations needed to match this progress; although, the outcome of the revision was still far behind. Generally, Korean Protestant churches preferred conserving the language in its reserved, traditional and archaic forms, and thus were not in favour of making the language more modern.

The revision procedure took 15 years. The general literary style was preserved, such as -nira (-니라) ending which sounds respectable and old fashion. On the other hand, however, outdated expressions, such as yuk-seon (육선; feasting) in Proverbs 17:1, were updated. In particular, archaic Korean expressions and difficult words based on the Chinese characters were replaced with more relevant Korean terms. The 4th editions of the UBS Greek New Testament (1983) and Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (1977) were consulted for the textual problems.

At the 200th anniversary of Korean Christianity, in 1984, there was an urge for a new translation—completely unaffiliated with the Korean Bible’s descendants. Ten years later, the New Korean Standard Version (성경전서 표준 새번역) was born, with no dependence on even the Korean Revised Version. The Korean Standard Version was directly translated from sources in the original biblical languages, i.e., the Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia and UBS Novum Testamentum Graece. Many found its language liberating and comforting. The tetragrammaton “YHWH” was translated as ju (주; Lord). This decision followed the long Christian tradition of translating the tetragrammaton as “Lord”; previously, the name had been either “Jehovah” (여호와) as in the Korean Bible and its descendants, or “Yahweh” (야훼) as in the Korean Common Translation. The New Korean Standard Version was expected to replace the Korean Revised Version in Korean Protestant churches, but, again, the conservative tendencies of the churches blocked the version from official use. Many churches found the new version too progressive. The Korean Bible Society had to launch its revision immediately in 1993 and the Revised New Korean Standard Version came to light in 2001.

The Korean Catholic Church sought a new translation of its own to possibly replace the longstanding Korean Common Translation. The new translation that began in 1988 and was completed in 2005, is simply called the seong-kyeong (성경; The Bible). As part of this translation, some titles of biblical books that were previously translated from Chinese titles were given new names. For example, jeon-do-seo (전도서, Ecclesiastes), which is from the Chinese title 傳道書, is changed to ko-hel-let (코헬렛), a spelling transliterated from Kohelet. And chul-ae-gub-ki (출애굽기, Exodus), which means “the book of departure out of Egypt” in Chinese 出埃及記, is changed to tal-chul-ki (탈출기), meaning exactly: “the book of Exodus”.

Sae Hangul Bible (tentative name) for the Next Generation

Recently, because of advancements in technology, a growing need has emerged for new translations and revision projects of the Bible in Korean. It is especially true for the younger generations. This has made a huge difference in their reading methods and habits. Paying special attention to this change, Sae Hangul (new Korean) Bible translation project by the Korean Bible Society has been in progress since 2012.

Sae Hangul Bible is unique in that it fully considers from the start the nature of the multimedia era. Personal computers, mobile phones, iPads, and the like are the inevitable communication means of most modern people. As reading habits change in accordance with the development of electronic media, many platforms and apps for Bible reading are now being provided. Modern young people especially do most of their communication through electronic media. The rapid change of communication means a rapid change of their language too. For example, the sentences they use are getting shorter and shorter. Another change is that people are becoming familiar and more actively responsive to audiovisual materials. Sae Hangul Bible seriously takes these factors as well as general needs for new versions into account, thereby trying to optimize special needs of children, young students, and young adults living in this speedily changing multimedia era.

To begin the project, the Korean Bible Society commissioned a special research committee to select source texts of the Bible and set up translation principles. The latest version of the Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia is used as a source text in translating the Old Testament. Biblia Hebraica Quinta and Hebrew University Bible are also referred to. In the translation of the New Testament, the latest edition of Greek New Testament from the United Bible (currently the fifth edition of 2014) and Nestle-Aland’s latest edition of the Novum Testamentum Graece (now the 28th edition of 2012) are used as sources. The Novum Testamentum Graece. Editio Critica Maior is also read.

The overall guidelines for translation are: (1) It should be translated from the original text but inheriting and developing the translation tradition of Korean Revised Version. (2) It should be suitable in electronic media as well as in print. When the text is provided in electronic media, it should be wrapped in semantic units for better reading. (3) It should provide richer reference material, such as cross-references, footnotes, glossary, photos, pictures, maps, videos, and so on than the printed versions.

Following the general guidelines, the long sentences of the original text are usually broken into several short sentences. One sentence does not exceed about fifty words or sixteen word segments. For example, Romans 1:1 in New Korean Revised Version, which is a long one sentence that does not end even when the verse changes, is broken into three short sentences in Sae Hangul Bible.

Words or expressions that demean women, persons with disabilities, patients, or people of a certain social class are translated into officially recognized words unless the context requires it. It is very difficult to illustrate here the Korean problems in English, but to put it simply, it is like employing “mentally ill” rather than “crazy.” In line with this, Sae Hangul Bible uses inclusive languages when it renders masculine words referring both to man and woman. For example, Sae Hangul Bible renders ἀδελφοί (brothers) in Romans 12:1 as “brothers and sisters.”

Another guideline for the translators is to respect the transliteration of the New Korean Revised Version but follow the provisions of the National Institute of Korean Language for loanwords orthography. In case of proper nouns that are frequently found in textbooks of elementary and middle schools, they are to follow the officially used transliterations. At the time the Bible was translated into Korean for the first time, there was no unified rule for the transliteration of Hebrew or Greek proper nouns including personal and place names. In fact, Hangul was not fixed in its orthography, not to mention transliteration. So, the first translators had to find out new ways to transliterate loanwords and unify spellings. Their efforts greatly contributed to the development of Hangul, and the results were reflected in Korean Revised Version. Those transliterations were closer to the Hebrew or Greek original pronunciations than English pronunciations, though not exactly corresponding to the original. As time went by, the official rules for transliterations for loanwords have been refined, but most of the old orthography in the Bible has just remained unchanged. The problem is that the older generation within the Korean Church is not yet prepared for the complete renovation of proper names, though, on the other hand, the young generation do not match the biblical names with the proper names they read in school textbooks. Sae Hangul Bible too will end up with compromise to change urgent names such as ahasuero (아하수에로, Xerxes), gaisa (가이사, Caesar), abolo (아볼로, Apollo), aegub (애굽, Egypt), gus (구스, Ethiopia), duro (두로, Tyre), desaloniga (데살로니가, Thessalonica), bilibbo (빌립보, Philippi), agaya (아가야, Achaia), gorindo (고린도, Corinth), and so forth.

Sae Hangul Bible translators are supposed to deliver theological emphasis implied in the literary features of the biblical texts so that contemporary readers may all enjoy the literary techniques and understand their theological intentions. For example, the method of inclusion, well known in the biblical texts and its neighboring literatures, is found also in Mark. Mark 1:10 introduces one of the phenomena that occurred when Jesus was baptized. In New Korean Revised Version, it is rendered as “the heaven is divided” (σχιζομένους). On the other hand, Jesus’s crucifixion is reported in chapter 15 near the end of Mark. Mark 15:38 describes an event that occurred in the temple when Jesus was crucified, and it was translated in the New Korean Revised Version as “the sanctuary curtain was torn apart from the top to the bottom (ἐσχίσθη) into two.” In conveying these two events, the author of Mark uses the same verb σχίζω to describe what happened when Jesus was baptized and what happened when Jesus died on the cross. It seems that the author of Mark was trying to suggest that there was some kind of connection between the two events. So, it would be great if Mark’s unique choice of word could be reflected in the translation. The problem is that the expression “the heaven is torn” is an unfamiliar one in Korean. For this reason, the New Korean Revised Version renders the phrase in question as “the heaven is divided” by noting only the fact that the Gospel of Mark used the σχίζω verb, unlike the Gospel of Matthew and Luke using the verb ἀνοίγω. Based on the reasons explained so far, Sae Hangul Bible decides to translate the σχίζω verb of Mark 1:10 into “torn apart,” thereby revealing the connection between 1:10 and 15:38. Although its expression does not sound natural in Korean, it is important to make clear the connection between the two scenes.

Sae Hangul Bible is to be open to include many colloquial languages, even though it may cause many traditional believers to feel uncomfortable. For many traditional Christians, colloquial languages are thought to damage the sacredness of the holy words of God. However, there was no sacred language for the Bible in the first place. The languages for the Bible were the colloquial Hebrew and Greek that ordinary persons spoke in their daily lives. If this is the case, as a corollary, a modern translation of the Bible should adopt ordinary colloquial languages, thereby making the Bible easily accessible to everybody. So, Sae Hangul Bible has to deal with honorifics. Honorifics does not require attention in Western languages. But it is an interesting and significant issue for those who translate the Bible into Korean. In particular, if Jesus had done his ministry in Korea where there were honorifics, how would Jesus have spoken to Koreans? Would he have employed honorifics or not? The thing is, the New Korean Revised Version does not employ honorifics in Jesus’s mouth. This Sae Hangul Bible is translated in a colloquial language that ordinary persons have used widely. In doing so, Sae Hangul Bible expects that anybody would hear the message of Jesus in a voice they have heard in their daily lives, in honorifics.

Conclusively, three things are to be addressed. One is that this translation is a result of efforts to make the Bible accessible to younger generations who feel it’s difficult to read the Bible. It is because they need a Bible adapted to their reading methods and habits heavily impacted by a multimedia. Second, Sae Hangul Bible tried to be faithful to the original text as much as possible. The target audience is important, but it is more important to make the audience experience God’s words in a way the first audience of the Bible would have experienced them. Therefore, Sae Hangul Bible did its best to keep the word order of the original text, highlighting the theological message implied in its literary form and technique. This is part of efforts to reflect a new development of narrative reading strategy which has never been attempted before. Finally, Sae Hangul Bible intended to be complementary to other versions so that readers would benefit from comparative readings of various versions. For that purpose, Sae Hangul Bible struggled to find new words and expressions to render the original languages and choose alternative possibilities of interpretation.

Linguistic Problems

As with any biblical translation, numerous linguistic problems are created when translating the texts. A few of the most obvious and significant linguistic problems are addressed in this section. Although many of these concerns are important considerations for translations into any language, several unique features in Korean translations are forefronted.

At the outset, the most commonly read Korean Bible, the New Korean Revised Version, is filled with archaic expressions that create divided opinions. Some prefer such a deferential and honorable style appropriate for the holy “Word of God,” and others consider it simply outdated and hindering from reading the “Word” itself. The younger generation found its linguistic style foreign, and anyone who wants to learn Korean by reading the Bible wouldn’t be able to understand many of the words. The vocabulary heavily depends on Chinese, with many terms being considered hapax legomenon.

Contemporary translations such as the New Korean Standard Version and the Korean Common Translation, though more accessible, have been ignored by Korean churches, particularly by the Protestants because of a deep-rooted conservatism. To them, the holy words of God are to sound relatively reserved in their reading and chanting, which they believe is absent in the new translations. It is probably that the particular preference comes from the Korean tradition of chanting the scriptures, a tradition that preserves archaic and reserved language. Reading the verses in the Bible with the dated language might have sounded more reverent to many Koreans generally familiar with the chanting tradition. Likewise, it seems that these churches want to retain a feeling of reverence and authority, like the archaic expressions of the (New) Korean Revised Version.

Part of the reason churches have been persistent in using the (New) Korean Revised Version is because of a respect for tradition. This version of the Bible was fervently read by Korean Christians in the latter half of the twentieth century, during the rise of Korean Christianity. Yet they constitute the majority of current Christians in Korea whose hearts are deeply anchored in their heartfelt reading of the (New) Korean Revised Version. It is hard for them to say goodbye to their dear expressions and wordings solely found in the version.

As with all other biblical translations, the biblical texts were altered for matters of fluency when translated into Korean. The following accounts a few prominent changes. First, unlike in English, in Korean it is no problem for a subject or an object to be omitted in a sentence. Instead, the omission makes the sentence more concise and allows it to read more fluently. For example, an English translation of Matthew 25:35 reads, “for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me” (NRSV).9 The Greek grammatical pattern is similar in that the subjects and objects are all noted, although some of the nouns are less individual than the English personal pronouns. In Korean, the repeated subjects and objects may be omitted for eloquence. Applying this principle to English, Matthew 25:35 would read “for I was hungry and you gave me food, thirsty and gave something to drink, stranger and welcomed.” This linguistic characteristic is found in all the major Korean Bibles. Apparently, the early missionaries took notice of this.

Another noteworthy feature of Korean grammar is that semantically plural nouns do not need to be marked as such. In other words, plural nouns can be noted as singular. Generally, in Korean the postpositional particle -deul (들) has to be added to a singular noun to make it plural. This is similar to the English “-s.” For instance, Luke 15:1-2 reads: “Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, ‘This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them’ ” (NRSV).10 Here, without exceptions, the plural nouns are indicated with an “-s.” But in Korean it is more natural to skillfully omit the postpositional particle. In English, this would be grammatically awkward: “all the tax collector and sinners” or “Pharisee and the scribes.” Deleting the Korean postpositional particle -deul skillfully in a sentence full of plural nouns, the sentence reads easier and allows for better oral delivery. However, in the case of Luke 15:1–2, this technique is only found in the (New) Korean Revised Version. The other Korean translations, such as the New Korean Standard Version and the Korean Common Version, yield more literal translations, noting the postpositional particle at the end of every plural noun. There is no obvious reason why the versions utilized different principles, but it might be mere stylistic preferences.

The trickiest problem for Korean translations is the use of honorifics in conversation. Practically, this means the younger and socially inferior person must use the strictly regulated honorific forms. This causes difficulties with biblical translations, especially with second person personal pronouns used in dialogues, monologues, or prayers. To put it simply, in Korean “you” must be avoided on these occasions. Therefore, “Nathan said to David, ‘Do all that you have in mind, for God is with you’ ” (1 Chronicles 17:2 (NRSV)) is translated in Korean by replacing “you” with “king”: thus, it may sound this in English, “Do all that king has in mind, for God is with king.” In Korean, people are not supposed to utter the personal pronounce “you” directly to a king. In another occasion, when David blessed YHWH, it reads “Blessed are you, O LORD, the God of our ancestor Israel, forever and ever” (1 Chronicles 29:10 (NRSV)). In Korean it is borderline blasphemy to refer to God, the Supreme Being, by the personal pronounce “you.” In the Korean translations, for this reason, “you” is replaced with “lord” (ju; 주) or is simply omitted. In English it may sound like this: “Blessed the lord forever and ever” or “Blessed the God of our ancestor Israel, forever and ever.” Interestingly, although Western translations usually avoid the tetragrammaton, YHWH, the major Korean translations, especially the (New) Korean Revised Version and the Korean Common Version, blatantly use the transliterated names “Jehovah” (여호와) or “Yahweh” (야훼).

Controversial Translation of “God”: Hananim (하나님) or Haneunim (하느님)

The respective Hebrew and Greek words “elohim” and “theos” are usually translated as “God” in English (or a generic “gods” in case of the Old Testament).11 Alternatively, in Korean, especially the Protestant Bible versions, they are translated hananim (하나님), which is not a common noun for a general deity but a proper noun and appellation of an indigenous Korean god. As common nouns, “elohim” and “theos” must be sin (신), which means “god” in Korean.

Hananim is composed of hana (< ha-năl) meaning “sky or heaven” and nim meaning “dear one” or “lord.” Hence, etymologically, hananim means “heavenly lord.” It is the name of an indigenous deity, presumably, who was worshiped as early as the Goryeo Dynasty (918–1392 ce). From the Joseon Dynasty (1392–1898 ce), the term was frequently attested to in the classical writings where hanăl is personalized and undoubtedly refers to the deity hananim.

Hananim is peculiar in that the god does not belong to any of the major Korean religions. Korea has been a land of religious plurality. From the middle of the seventh century, with the beginning of the Unified Silla kingdom (668–935 ce), the majority of Koreans practiced Buddhism. Following the Joseon era of the fifteenth century, Confucianism became the dominant religion. Protestantism, which first arrived in 1884, grew so rapidly that now nearly one-quarter of Koreans are Christian, together with the Catholics. Before Protestant Christianity, the Chinese imported national and institutional religions were significant religions but were practiced largely in upper-class Korean society. Many common people were more comfortable with shamanistic beliefs that consisted of many gods and spirits, among whom hananim was supreme. Hananim did not command belief but was revered in the hearts of all people, of people of all social classes and educations. Put simply, hananim was Korea’s supreme deity.

Interestingly, hananim and the Israelite deity share significant similarities. According to the respective belief systems, both gods denounce the use of images to represent them (Exod. 20:4),12 share ideas about regal divine sonship (Ps. 2:4–7),13 have no origin stories, and are often described anthropomorphically. Similarly, heaven is the much-revered dwelling place of both gods, and it may grammatically replace them when personified (Dan. 4:26). In “yong-bi-eo-cheon-ga,” the very first epic written in Hangul, praising the establishment of Joseon Dynasty, “heaven” is mostly personified as the Supreme Being ha-năl. For instance, in the epic, ha-năl revealed its commandments by means of dream (ch. 13), comforts ten persons’ minds (ch. 18), has made all the works, lights up the lightning (ch. 30), and so on. Like the Israelite god, hananim is incomparable among other gods. These similarities may have contributed to the rapid growth of Christianity in Korean soil. One could say, “hananim was baptized to be born again” in Korean hearts.

This was not the only key factor that helped the Israelite god successfully take the name hananim as his own. Previously, Chinese characters had been used to translate the biblical God, such as sang-jae, cheon-jae, cheon-ju, meaning “the Lord in heaven/above” in general, which appealed more to the upper-class society, which preferred the Chinese alphabet, than to ordinary Koreans. Such translations had unintended consequences, portraying Christianity to be something to be learned or studied, rather than a faith-demanding belief. In fact, Christianity was translated as “Western learning” in the early missionary period. However, the Korean name for God, along with the Korean translations of the Bible, penetrated into the hearts of a vast number of common people. These people found a kind of liberation, not only from “original sin” as taught by the missionaries but from their insecurities about their language. The Korean Bible translation boosted the use of the Korean alphabet. It is comparable to the influence of Luther’s German translation of the Bible on the German language. Somehow, unfortunately, it disturbed the complacency of the conservative and Confucian upper-class gentlemen or yangban (양반; aristocrats). Even the Christian yangban criticized the translation of the Bible in Hangul, which was thought to be too vulgar to represent the sacred words. Then, in 1906, the Korean Bible Society issued a translation of the Bible, in which both Hangul and Chinese are used.

As Christianity continued spreading, Korean Christian leaders became more theologically conscious and astute. They began examining the use of the divine name hananim and were concerned that using the name could promote the deity’s pantheistic and idolatrous nature. Horace G. Underwood (1859–1916), one of the most respected and influential missionaries in Korea, agonized over using the pagan god’s name for the Christian God. Despite these concerns, the use of hananim has prevailed in Protestant Bibles.

The historical survival of the name provides further insight. While all agree that “nim” means “dear one” or “lord,” not all accept the meaning of “hana.” The earliest form of this is hanăl or hanal, which orthographically developed into both hanal and haneul, both meaning “heaven or sky.” When the suffix “nim” is added, the respective spellings are “hananim” (하나님) and “haneunim” (하느님), with the phoneme /l/ being omitted, a common practice in Korean spelling. Although both mean “heavenly lord,” translators preferred hananim to haneunim, partly because of wordplay with hana. This word is a shortened form of hanăl (“heaven”), and it itself is also independent of hanăl and signifies the number “one.” Consequently, hananim, regardless of its original meaning as “heavenly lord,” can sound like a proud proclamation of “One Lord.” Particularly, the wordplay-like use of hananim was preferred by the early Protestant missionaries in Korea, apart from Underwood, who were eager to witness the monotheistic nature of the Christian God.

When Korean Catholics and Protestants launched the ecumenical translation, the Korean Common Version in the late 1960s, a problem arose. Major Korean Protestant denominations rejected this version because of its use of haneunim rather than hananim. As a result, nearly all Protestant churches today still use the older versions, while Catholics prefer the new translation.

Some scholars, Catholic, Protestant, or non-Christian, believe haneunim is the grammatically correct spelling. “Heaven” was traditionally spelled as hanăl or hanal, but under the modern Korean grammar, haneul replaced the standard word for “heaven.” Therefore, etymologically, Bibles should translate “God” as haneunim. However, hananim supporters seemed to have deliberately blocked their ears. They even refused to consider yet another grammatical weakness of hana that this noun cannot take the suffix nim (“dear one” “lord”): nim should be suffixed only to countable nouns—which hana is not.

The supporters of hananim have also ignored that its use was partially influenced by the northwestern dialects of many early Korean Christian leaders; speakers of this dialect tend to pronounce “haneul” as “hanal.” Nevertheless, support for hananim and its popularity continued because zealous Christians, with enthusiasm for monotheism, wanted to maintain hana’s wordplay as the “one.” To add to the matter, hananim supporters publicized their mistaken idea that hananim means “One Lord,” while haneunim refers to a pantheistic deity. By doing this, they ignored hananim etymology, which is associated with the worship of “heaven” and not of a monotheistic god. These Protestants despised Catholics and any other Protestants who favored haneunim.

As a consequence, the dialect-specific spelling of the divine name was maintained in the major versions of the Korean Bible, while all other words were revised in accordance with the newly established standard grammar. In the end, the word “hananim,” grammatically incorrect and dialect-specific, has survived despite its absurd peculiarity.

In sum, in the history of orthographical developments, hananim clearly associates itself with “heaven” in the earliest period. When orthography was standardized, the word for “heaven” was decidedly haneul. However, the divine name resisted correction and hananim became associated with the word for “one,” hana. Through this association, the name has enjoyed great power and is considered absolute and exclusive by serving as a theological effort to push away other deities.

It seems natural to ask whether haneunim could challenge hananim again in the future. In my opinion, this seems both unlikely and unnecessary. While the name hananim may be absurd, ironically, its inherent weakness may be an advantage when challenged. The proud oneness of the Christian God implied in the name must be left untouched. It must be admitted that hananim is a brand-new word, created and nurtured by ardent Korean Protestants. Now, hananim has become completely unassociated with “heaven,” and simply means “One Lord.” As a result, if anyone again challenges hananim because of its grammatical weaknesses, they are mistaken in believing that grammar takes priority over the meaning of words as they are actually used. Meanings are determined pragmatically, or by their use, and this comes before grammar. Therefore, it is better to accept that hananim, despite its linguistic absurdities, has been settled on as the form which lives in the hearts of Korean Christianity, particularly Protestantism.

Against Korea’s polytheistic background, it seems that orthographical disputes over hananim have only served to stir up monotheistic zeal. The formerly witty wordplay on hana, which covers both “heaven” and “one,” turned out to be the detonating fuse for a monotheistic explosion of influence in Korean religiosity. As far as the orthography of the name is concerned, the logic of correct grammar has been set aside in the face of the sheer practicality and religious fervor around the name hananim. Earlier hananim supporters overacted and revealed their ignorance. Meanwhile, haneunim’s current supporters, particularly grammarians and theologians, appear ignorant of the sheer practical nature of orthography. Unfortunately, Korean Catholics and Protestants spell the name of the same biblical God differently, and it is possible that in the future Korean Christians will want to share a name for the divine.

Conclusion

Korean Bible translations have been motivated and nurtured by Christian missionary initiatives. Inevitably, therefore, the translations have been engaged with theological concerns over the use of words and their nuances. During these conflicts, the traditional and conservative religiosity of Korean Christians became influential. This is best exemplified in the debate over the spelling of the word, “God”: hananim or haneunim.

The developments of Korean grammar have provided needs for revisions of existing Korean Bibles. Similarly, Korean cultural changes have been associated with the changes in the Korean language. When society became more open and liberated in the modern era, Christians wanted the Bible to reflect these changes. The Korean Common Translation and the New Korean Standard Version mirror these efforts. However, despite these changes, Korean language particularities still create translation problems, as exemplified by the honorific dilemma.

The arrival and development of Christianity in Korea has been met with drama and enthusiasm. And yet, the Bible has been strongly associated with the Christian movement. Thus, the Bible has been treated as the “Words of God” rather than as a work of classical literature. As the past has demonstrated, it seems likely that any changes within the Korean Christian church will shape the language of future Korean Bibles.

Notes

1.The main ideas in this part are drawn, though reevaluated and revised, from the following writings issued from Korean Bible Society: The History of Korean Bible Society I—Its Organisation, Development and Suffering (Korean) (Seoul: Korean Bible Society, 1994); The History of Korean Bible Society II—Translation and Distribution (Korean) (Korean Bible Society, 1994); The Symposium for the 120th Anniversary of Korean Bible Society Foundation—The History of Translation of the Korean Bible and Its Distribution (Seoul: Korean Bible Society, 2015) (Korean unpublished).

2.In the following, the part “Sae Hangul Bible (tentative name) for the Next Generation” is written by Dr. Lee Doo-Hee, current deputy general secretary of the Korean Bible Society. I appreciate his contribution.

3.For more details, see Korean Bible Society, The History of Korean Bible Society I, 54: for example, “πολλάς τε ἐπιθέντες αὐτοῖς πληγὰς” (they laid many stripes upon them) in Acts 16:23 is paraphrased, “터짐이 심하매” (the blows were severe).

4.Choi Sung-Il, “John Ross (1842-1915) and the Korean Protestant Church: The First Korean Bible and Its Relation to the Protestant Origins in Korea” (Unpublished PhD Thesis submitted to the University of Edinburgh, 1992): 123–132.

5.Korean Bible Society, History of Korean Bible Society I, 212–214.

6.Meanwhile, in the Korean Catholic Church, Archbishop Gustave Mutel of Korea, led a translation of the four Gospels. Four years later, they were published under the name Four Historic Books. Under Mutel’s supervision, two Korean translators worked on the Gospels, using either the Chinese version or the Vulgate for the source texts. The Book of Acts was added in 1922.

7.Korean Bible Society, History of Korean Bible Society II, 119.

8.Kim Sa-Yo, “The Influence of the Japanese Bible to the Vocabularies of the Korean Revised Version,” Journal of Biblical Text Research 8 (2001): 219–220.

9.Park Dong-Hyun, “The Significance of the Korean Revised Version in Korean Church,” in Korean Bible Society, The Symposium for the 120th Anniversary of Korean Bible Society Foundation—The History of Translation of the Korean Bible and Its Distribution (Seoul: Korean Bible Society), 21–23.

10.Ibid., 23–24.

11.This section is a revised summary of my previous publication: Min Suc Kee, “Ha-na-nim: A Korean Divine Name Taken Over for the Israelite God,” The Bible Translator (2013): 332–341.

12.Lee Eun-Bong, Religious Thoughts of Ancient Korea (Seoul: Jip-mun-dang, 1984), 259.

13.For instance, in the chapter 8 of yong-bi-eo-cheon-ga (용비어천가), the very first epic written in Hangul, praising the establishment of Joseon Dynasty, it is said that ha-năl gave rise to the birth of “divine son” in the royal blood.
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Chapter 2 

The Authority of the Bible in the Multiscriptural Context of Korean Christianity

Yoon Kyung Lee

Introduction

Following the Korean Protestant mission period (1884–1930s), Korean Protestant Christianity has tended to give scripture absolute authority. As a result, the authority of the Bible influences every aspect of Korean Christianity. Notably, Korean Christianity confers this power and authority to the Bible within the multiscriptural context of Korea. When Christianity came to Korea, the scriptural traditions of Buddhism and Confucianism had already been deeply rooted for over a thousand years. The scriptures of Buddhism (e.g., the Tripitaka Koreana) and Confucianism (e.g., the Four Books and the Five Classics) have strongly influenced the Korean people. The sacred books of Buddhism and Confucianism inscribed all areas of life from birth to death to metaphysical philosophy. The traditions of Buddhism and Confucianism call their canonical books “Gyong” (Scripture), while calling any other books “Seo” (book). Within this context, Korean Christians termed the Bible Sung Gyong (Holy Scripture), indicating that on the one hand, it is Gyong just like any of the other sacred scriptures, while on the other hand, the adjective “Sung” differentiates it from the other religious texts.

When Christianity was introduced to Korea, the Bible gained absolute authority and exerted significant influence within a very short time over the well-established multiscriptural context. This influence brings up three important questions. First, what factored into the new scriptural authority? Second, how did the Bible gain such authority within the Korean multiscriptural and polytheistic context? And third, what effect does the absolute power of the Bible in Korean Christianity have on the multiscriptural and multireligious situation in Korea?

Meaningful scholarship on the Bible’s authority within the context of the multiscriptural tradition of Korean religions has been limited. Buddhism and Confucianism’s influence on the process of the Korean acceptance of the authority of the Bible has hardly been examined. Hwang Jae-Buhm’s study uniquely examines the tradition of Korean Confucianism as a catalyst for the creation of Korean Christians’ penchant for the Bible.1 However, even in his work, the role of Buddhist scriptures is entirely overlooked.

In this chapter, first I examine Korea’s long-standing belief in the mystic-redemptive power of the Buddhist scriptures’ influence on the absolute authority of the Bible. As a result, I explore how the century-old belief of the Buddhists’ mystic-redemptive power of the scriptures positively interacted with the Korean Christian’s strong faith in the Bible. Second, I discuss the ethical-redemptive power of the Confucian scriptures to show the major impact of the Confucian mode of cultivating people with the scripture on the Bible’s influence on Korean Christians. Finally, I discuss how the absolute status of the Bible ironically harmed the multiscriptural society of Korea.

Mystic-Redemptive Power of the Buddhist Scriptures

Korean Buddhism developed in two separate orientations. In the first, Korean Buddhism strove to concentrate on studying Buddhist scriptures, especially the canonical texts of the Sam Chang or Tripitaka (the Sanskrit word for “three baskets”).2 After the introduction of the religion, demand for the Buddhist texts grew, so Koreans imported Buddhist canons from China.

In the second orientation, Korean Buddhism was a popular religion among ordinary Koreans. Ordinary Korean Buddhists believed that the Buddhist scriptures possessed mystic-redemptive power. They chanted the shortened verses from the Buddhist scriptures and mantras, “a sacred utterance (syllable, word, or verse) that is considered to possess mystical or spiritual efficacy.”3 Buddhists believed in the inherent authoritative power of the scripture, which largely went unexamined yet accepted. With this belief, the practice of Suji Dok Song, which comes from chapter 15 of the Diamond Sutra, encouraged people to receive, read, and recite the scripture to inscribe it to memory. Suji Dok Song was thus a way of performing faith in daily life. To perform “Suji Dok Song” is to become a buddha.

In another case of performing the Buddhist scriptures, Korean Buddhists rotated a Sutra case, which was designed for those who could not read the letters or those who had no time to read them, with the belief that this would be equivalent to reading the scriptures. Additionally, Koreans still have the Haeindo (a maze-like path on which the 210 letters of Hwaom-gyong [the Avatamska Sutra] were inscribed) in the Haeinsa temple. The signpost of Haeindo says, “whenever you walk on the path and meet the letters of Hwaom-gyong one by one, your sin will be deleted.”4 Similarly, during the Goryeo Dynasty (918–1392 ce), there was a ritual of carrying Inwang-gyong (Humane King Sutra) all over the capital city of Kaesung on a magnificently decorated cart in full color, followed by chanting monks, dressed-up officials, and citizens. In all these examples, Korean Buddhists put into praxis their beliefs that the Buddhist scriptures were the body of Buddha, and by living Buddha’s words, they now have the mystic-redemptive efficacy to redeem their lives from sin and suffering.5

The most representative example of Korean Buddhists’ belief in the mystic-redemptive power of the scriptures is found in the Tripitaka Koreana—a Korean collection of the Tripitaka carved onto wooden printing blocks. The reason for producing the wooden blocks birthed from the belief in the power of the blocks to provide supernatural protection of the nation.6 The first of the two versions began in 1011 during the Goryeo–Khitan War, a series of invasions of the Khitan from 993 to 1022, and was completed in 1087, only to be destroyed by a fire in 1232. The second set of printing blocks, started in 1236 and completed in 1251, were created to defend Korea from a Mongol invasion.7 During a series of continuous incursions by different foreign armies, the ruling monarchs of Goryeo turned to Buddha. The Tripitaka was believed to be a “talisman” against invasion,8 “a unique Korean invention shaped by the belief that the blocks of the canon could serve as a talisman with magical powers to dispel foreign invasions and astral calamities.”9 Koreans and even Mongols, as indicated by their burning of the first set of carved blocks, thought that the carving of the Buddhist canon had protective and redemptive power.10

The Korean church, both Catholic and Protestant, adopted the Buddhist tradition of carving the scriptures by copying the Bible by hand—a tradition that continues even today. Once completed, Korean churches bind the handwritten copy into a book and encourage their congregants to hand it down to their descendants as a family treasure. Korean Protestant Churches organized the “Bible Transcription Mission Korea” in 1991 to inspire Protestants to hand-copy the Bible. The Korean Catholic Church followed soon after in 1993, through the Diocese of Suwon, by helping make handwritten copies of the Bible to help believers in their spiritual life and to live through the Word of God.

In July 2014, CBS (Christian Broadcasting System), a Korean Christian media company, exhibited multiple handwritten Bibles. Two Bibles, in particular, were rather unusual. One was a calligraphic Bible by a 92-year-old woman; the other was written on toilet paper by a prisoner. The exhibitioners had different reasons for copying the Bible, but they all thought that copying the Bible was a performative act of spiritual reading. The performers confessed that they had come to know God better and encountered God at a deeper level than when reading silently or reciting aloud. The participants claimed that copying the Bible by hand was a redemptive experience. Traditionally, the primary reason for hand-copying the Bible is the writer’s trust in the mystic-redemptive power of the canonical texts. In other words, the performative act of copying the Bible grows out of their belief in the inherent authority of the text, which Korean Christians adopted from their experience of reciting the Buddhist mantra and copying Buddhist canons.

Ethical-Redemptive Power of the Confucian Scriptures

Historically, Confucianism, which is known for its rich tradition of canonical texts, has been closely related to educational institutions. From the period of the Three Kingdoms (57 bce to 668 ce) through the Goryeo to the Joseon Dynasty (1392–1897 ce), Koreans established educational institutions to teach Confucian scriptures. While Buddhism permeated the psychological dimension of Korean’s religiosity, Confucianism provided the education, politics, rituals, and so forth.

The Joseon Dynasty, unprecedentedly, attempted to organize every part of Korean life by the Confucian principles. Taejo, the founder of the Joseon Dynasty, and Jeong Do-Jeon, his adviser and Confucian scholar, were firmly convinced that Confucian philosophy could redeem the nation and her people from the corrupt government, kings, and monks of the preceding Goryeo Dynasty. Confucian scriptures and ideas provided the fundamental principles for the newly founded nation’s education, social, and political systems and daily life. Jeong Do-Jeon’s fundamental principle for a new dynasty was written in his book, Joseon Gyong Kook Jeon (the Book for the Operation of the Joseon Dynasty), which was founded upon the Rites of Zhou (a Confucian scripture). The book concerns the bureaucracy and administrative system in which the primary focus has been on structured relationships of differentiated roles and duties that call for filial piety, respect, and obedience. The ethical dimensions lead to a belief that the Confucian scriptures inherently contain redemptive power. The Confucian concept for an ideal human being, including a king, is an ethical being. Then, the Joseon government devised an administrative system infused with moral and political ideals scripted by the Confucian scriptures. The Confucian ideology inherent in the scriptures permeated every aspect of the Joseon Dynasty. The founders of the dynasty witnessed the corrupt bureaucracy of the preceding dynasty and found its primary cause in the absence of morality and ethics in the governing system and among the people. Thus, the new founders tried to establish “a nation of the noblemen” educated and cultivated according to the Confucian scriptures.

Subsequently, the Joseon Dynasty systematized a Gyong-yeon (Party of Scriptures), in which a king and scholars would regularly meet, read aloud, and discuss the Confucian scriptures. Under King Sejong, Gyong-yeon was officialized and held five times a month, with the confidence that the ethical-redemptive power of the scriptures would save the nation. For the education of future political and scholarly leaders, the Joseon Dynasty advanced Sung-kyun-kwan (House of the Completion of Tuning) as the foremost educational institution. At Sung-kyun-kwan, they read and recited the scriptures all day long, which was reflective of the ordinary Koreans who believed they could be better people and be more loyal to the nation by studying the scriptures. This Confucian tradition, Gyong-hak (studying the scripture), regards learning as a path of spiritual enlightenment. Within the tradition of Gyong-hak, the scriptures are not merely letters but a living lesson.

The Korean Church inherited the Confucian tradition of “studying the scripture” as a spiritual path. With the experience of the redemptive powers of other scriptures, Korean Christians accepted the authority of the Bible a priori. In fact, the acceptance of the Bible as a holy book, in and of itself, is evidence of its authority. The Great Revival of Pyongyang in 1907, in particular, created enthusiasm for Bible study and prayer meetings. Likewise, Bible studies and classes in the early Korean churches adopted the Confucian way of learning and studying the scriptures. Bible training classes, Sa-gyong-hoe (meeting for examining the scripture), lasted from a week long to a month long, and just like the Confucian students who learned the scriptures by sitting before their teachers, Korean Christians learned the Bible in front of their pastors. They began by reciting the Bible, and there are even reports about “human recorders,” who would recite the Bible fluently and loudly. Paik Sa-Kyum, who was blind, and Yang Jae-Pyung, a blind leper, were two notable recorders. The recorders believed that they encountered God while reciting the Bible, and God redeemed them from their harsh lives and made them better Christians. In this way, Korean Christians experienced the inherent redemptive power of the Bible.

However, studying the Confucian scriptures exerted another level of redemptive power in the nation’s political life. Throughout Korean history, civilians volunteered to rise and fight the Japanese army, whenever the national army deemed it necessary, in a voluntary militia called the Yi-byeong (the Righteous Army). When Japan invaded Joseon (1592–1598), the leaders of the voluntary civil armies were mostly Confucian scholars. They cultivated Keun-wang-jung-shin (a spirit of loyalty for the king or the royal family) through their years of Confucian education. Later, when the Japanese army invaded again and occupied Korea from 1890 to 1945, the Righteous Army rose again, also led by Confucian scholars, under the slogan Wi-jeong-cheok-sa (Defending Orthodoxy and Resisting Heterodoxy). The Confucian-inspired spirit of resistance and political loyalty was again derived from their scriptures.

Likewise, Confucianism teaches that human beings should cultivate five moral virtues: benevolence (having compassion and sharing the heart), righteousness (shaming injustice and rebuking iniquities), propriety (giving generously and considering other people), wisdom (knowing right from wrong), and sincerity (standing straight and being reliable). Thus, Confucians believe that whoever develops such five attributes, in accordance with the scriptures, can be an ideal human. The ideal human, called Gun-ja (a nobleman), takes responsibility for his own life and family and finally leads a role in redeeming his own country in case of a crisis.

The Confucian belief in an ideal human carries into the exemplary Christian of the Korean churches during the Japanese occupation. Korean churches were at the forefront of the Independence Movement in 1919, and Christians took leading roles in establishing both the religious identity and national identity of many Koreans. In a leaflet circulated for the Korean Independence Movement, Korean Christians were encouraged to do as follows:


Our esteemed and noble Independence Groups! Do not insult the Japanese in any way; do not throw stones; do not strike with fists. It is what the barbarians do, which only undermines the principle of independence so that each one is careful, and every believer prays three times daily, but fasts on Sundays and reads the Bible every day; on Monday read Isaiah 10; on Tuesday, Jeremiah 12; on Wednesday, Deuteronomy 28; on Thursday, James 5; on Friday, Isaiah 59; and on Saturday, Romans 8.11



The verses recited throughout the week constitute a series of messages. Contextually, the political background of Isaiah 10, the Monday reading, is set in the Syro-Ephraimite War, after which Assyria, Samaria, and Syria were destined for doom. Both Isaiah 10 and Jeremiah 12 prophesied that the remnant, who would endure the oppressive situations, would receive God’s final redemption. Deuteronomy 5, Isaiah 59, and Romans 8 extend the promise to those obedient to the divine law through their endurance of oppression. Thus, all these verses encouraged Korean Christians to remember that Japan was no different than Assyria and Babylon, which God destroyed—and that Korean Christians would be the remnant, whom God would restore. During this period of colonialism, Korean Christians were urged to obey the Word of God, and above all, to have a firm belief that “the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory about to be revealed to us” (Rom 8:18).

The leaders of the Independence Movement looked to the Bible in their daily struggles and became united in their religious passions and desires for the political liberation of the nation. In this way, Korean Christian activists found the justification and method for their national salvation within the scriptures: “If you read the Bible properly, you cannot but to love your people and your nation.”12 Korean Christians believed that reading the Bible daily would encourage them to be more loyal to both their own religion and their own nation. This allowed the Bible to become a resource of ethical-redemptive power in overcoming the colonial situation.

While many Christians actively engaged in the Independence Movement in 1919, the tendency toward millennial theology emerged in the late 1920s and early 1930s with the hope that the new heaven and earth would come and displace the Japanese rule. For example, many Koreans, like Pastor Gil Seon-Ju, favored the book of Revelation over the other canonical books. In the context of grim colonialism, the apocalyptic theology served as a theology of hope. In this regard, it should be noted that these pastors and church leaders were not altogether apolitical. For example, Gil became one of the thirty-three Korean representatives of the Independence Movement in 1919. Instead, it seems that “while Korean Christians were depoliticized, they were not denationalized.”13 Korean Christians revealed various actions and attitudes—either political or apocalyptic—in their colonized situation, but their modus vivendi was rooted in their respect of the Bible’s authority and redemptive power.

Repressing the Other Scriptures

The long and robust multiscriptural tradition of Korea paved the way for the Bible, which eventually earned a central authoritative position in Korean religious traditions, and the early Korean churches adopted Buddhist and Confucian ways of regarding canonical texts. It is, however, irrefutable that the Nevius Method, taking its name from the American missionary to China, John Nevius, was a decisive contributor to the advancement of the Bible to its authoritative position. Although his idea was not actualized in China and was even criticized in his own mission field, his plan ignited in Korea. In 1890, the Presbyterian missions in Korea invited Nevius to Seoul, where he gave a detailed presentation of his policy. Although he stayed for only two weeks, his policy was subsequently adopted and led to the growth of the church in Korea—leaving an indelible mark on Korean religion.

The Nevius Method maintained a “systematic Bible study for every believer under his group leader and circuit helper, and for every leader and helper in the Bible classes; strict discipline enforced by Bible penalties.”14 After the Nevius Method was normalized, as Blair witnessed, “the Bible is the one textbook emphasized and studied … interpretation has been taught by the missionaries and accepted by the Korean Church without reserve.”15 The Nevius Method enforced the absolute authority of the Bible in the Korean Protestant Church. In the long term, this strategy generated adverse effects on the multiscriptural context of Korea. Two aspects of the adverse effects inflicted upon the Korean multiscriptural tradition stand out.

First, the early missionaries in Korea typically acted out Christian centrism tainted with Western supremacy, which inevitably led to cultural imperialism. The following is a typical example of the description of Korea by these cultural imperialists. The very first lines of William E. Griffis’s biography of Henry G. Appenzeller, the first Methodist missionary to Korea, are as follows: “The coming of a live, typical, American Christian in 1885, into the mysterious secrecy of an inhospitable hermit kingdom, the abode of cruelty, oppression, mental darkness, ignorance and disease, was like an invincible sunbeam.”16 Griffis was careful enough to avoid using words such as “Oriental,” “Asiatic,” and “heathen,” but nevertheless, his ideas did not entirely abstain from judgmentally evaluating Korean people, culture, and religion. For the Westerners, Korea seemed to be a country “devoid of religion.” In reality, the Joseon Dynasty promulgated a policy that restricted Buddhist temples to remote mountain areas where monks served, and thus temples and monks became invisible to Western eyes. James S. Gale, a Canadian Presbyterian missionary, explained how the Westerners mistakenly thought that Koreans had no religious temples, monks, or public prayer. According to Gale, “Korea has no religion apart from her national life.”17 Koreans infused the Buddhist and Confucian thoughts and ideas into every part of daily life: education, marriage and family life, politics, philosophy, arts, religious customs and observances, work, death, and so on. Religion was inseparable from any part of social life, and because of this inseparability, western missionaries misunderstood Koreans. Buddhist and Confucian teachings permeated the visible and invisible, the conscious and subconscious, the material and mental, and so forth.

Even when the missionaries encountered Korean sacred places such as shrines to village deities and ancestors, a Korean traditional totem pole at a village entrance, or Korean religious people such as shamans, geomancers, and diviners, they degraded the folk religions and their spiritual practices to mere superstition. From the missionaries’ perspective, Koreans became people of “idolatry and superstition” without a religion. Buddhism was described as a religion of women and children, and just another kind of superstition. Generally, early missionaries disregarded the definitive scriptural traditions of Buddhism and Confucianism.

Gale recorded an episode of an unnamed Westerner who alighted to the Buddhist temple: “He poked the Buddha with a club, told all the monks that they were destined to outer darkness, and when the grey-haired abbot sat by dignified and respectful, caught him by the back of the neck, and chucking his head to the floor said, ‘Bow to the image, you old heathen, bow!’ ”18 Such an ignorant and arrogant attitude, however, was not an episodic memory. While Gale respected Korean culture, he rejected any value of Korean traditional religions; he assumed that “in the spiritual world they are all wrong, and here we discover the marks of heathenism.”19 Early missionaries called for giving up the conventional Confucian values and practices and, alternatively, living within the Christian belief system. In this milieu, Korean churches dishonored the traditional canons of Buddhism and Confucianism altogether. As the Bible’s authority grew, the authority of the traditional Korean scriptures diminished. Therefore, the authority of the Bible became a weapon to devalue the sacred books of traditional religions.

The extreme idea of despising and rejecting the authority of the Buddhist and Confucian sacred books gradually worsened the relationship between Christians and non-Christians and eventually provoked a backlash against Korean churches altogether. While throughout Korean history, Buddhism and Confucianism rivaled each other, neither ever devalued the sacred texts of the other, even though the Korean dynastic governments favored one religion from time to time. Contrastingly, the Korean churches have despised, devalued, and even rejected the worth of the multiscriptural tradition of the long-standing religions of Korea. While Korean Christians argued for the superiority of the Bible, the Christian text now barely wields positive power in Korean society. Rather, the claim of biblical authority has isolated Korean Christians from non-Christians.

The second adverse effect inflicted upon the Korean multiscriptural tradition was that the mission policy of Western missionaries, in contrast with the Korean Christians who participated in the Independence Movement, tended to depoliticize Koreans—primarily because of Japanese colonialism. The strategy of depoliticization sharply separates the religious arena from the political arena and regards politics as secular and a vice, while religion is holy and mystic. Therefore, through “depoliticizing,” religious people are to be only concerned with religion.

Korean churches proclaimed the “Principle of the Separation of Church and State” in 1901 at the Presbyterian Conference held at Jeong-dong Church in Seoul on September 20–21, 1901. There were twenty-nine missionaries from the North and South Presbyterian Church of America, the Presbyterian Church of Canada, the Presbyterian Church of Australia, and fourteen Korean representatives. The Presbyterian Conference, historically, was the first conference where Koreans participated, although they were just observers. The missionaries who gathered wrote a resolution called “Some Conditions of Communion between the Church and the Government”:


1) Pastors should not participate in the affairs of the government and public workers; 2) The church is not a meeting place for carrying out the affairs of the country; 3) Christians should be loyal to the king and obedient to the national law; 4) Do not intervene an individual Christian’s political activity; 5) Any meeting in the church should not discuss political affairs.20



Accordingly, in principle, the position of the ministers contrasts with the later Independence Movement and any political activity “to prevent the church from becoming a vehicle for political insurrection.”21 While Japanese colonial control may have significantly contributed to why the missionaries decided to depoliticize the church, we still inquire about what made the missionaries adopt such a stance. The orientation of depoliticizing the church was, I believe, derived primarily from their theological background—they were believers of Puritan piety and conservative fundamentalist theology, rather than proponents of the social gospel in America. Paek Nak-Chun commented that the early missionaries, who reinforced depoliticizing mission policy in Korean churches, had “Puritanic zeal” and “Wesleyan fervor”—that is, the Puritanism of the Presbyterian missionaries and the pietistic faith of the Methodist missionaries.22 Scholars generally agree that Japanese colonialism was a turning point for the majority of Korean churches in their withdrawal from politics. As the depoliticizing mission policy stood strong, millennial and eschatological theology consolidated Korean churches. In accordance, Romans 13, along with 1 Timothy 2:1–2 and 1 Peter 2:13–17, became the biblical bases for the depoliticization. Since Korean Christians believed in the authority of the Bible, missionaries exploited the Bible to instigate the depolitical stance. Missionaries acquiesced to the Japanese rule of Joseon and even supported it—unless their missionary works were disturbed. Here, it cannot be denied that the depoliticized Korean Christianity turned its attention to individual salvation. As a result, the dynamic religious tradition of “state protection,” implemented by the Buddhist and Confucian canons, is gradually becoming a forgotten tradition.

Conclusion

Korean churches take for granted, with very little inquiry, that the Bible maintains absolute authority. In this chapter, I traced the reason for the Bible’s absolute authority back to the roles of the scriptures of Buddhism and Confucianism. Traditionally, Koreans believed that religious scriptures had a “redemptive power” to save both the individual’s life and the nation’s. Korean Buddhists copied and carved the Buddhist scriptures into wooden blocks for the sake of national salvation, and loyalist Confucian scholars, cultivated by the Confucian scriptures, organized civilians to fight against the invading foreign armies.

Therefore, Korean Christianity is the hybrid product of Korean indigenous culture (Buddhism and Confucianism) and Anglo-American Protestantism. The hybrid origin effortlessly created the conditions under which the early Korean Christians replaced the Buddhist and Confucian scriptures with the Bible and endowed the Christian text with absolute power and authority. The multiscriptural context provided fertile soil for the Bible to take root in Korea, but the churches were inclined to conservatism to the degree that all other voices were silenced, especially those of laypeople, women, and liberals. In this situation, there was neither tolerance for other religious scriptures nor a chance for a dialogic process between different scriptures.

Koreans encountered Christianity through books, so initially members of the elite were its chief adherents. This beginning left the impression that Christians might be disenchanted with traditional Korean culture and religion. For Koreans, however, being Christian and being familiar with Christianity meant being disenchanted with all traditional customs and religions, especially the traditional Korean scriptures. In the process, the Bible became a shortcut to the disenchantment with Korea’s centuries-old religious traditions. Korean churches have re-enchanted the Bible to the point of idolatry.
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Chapter 3 

Scripture-logy and Scriptural Performance in Canonical Criticism and the Theistic Confucian Thought

Tai-il Wang

Introduction

The rediscovery of the Scripture was a harvest of canonical criticism in the twentieth century. Canonical reading or canonical criticism has shifted the horizon of biblical interpretation from the search for how the Bible was formed to the speculation of asking and answering what the final form of the Scripture testifies to. B. S. Childs and J. A. Sanders are considered pioneers to accomplish a renewed discipline of Sola Scriptura. To the eyes of Korean Christians, their work is seen as a revised version of Dasan Jeong Yak-Yong (1762–1836), a prolific neo-Confucian scholar during the Joseon Dynasty in Korea, who had rediscovered the theistic value of the Confucian scriptures. His achievements draw our attention in two ways: Not only were the Confucian scriptures read theologically, but the scriptural studies of the Confucian classics challenged the Joseon society in the eighteenth century from the perspective that scriptural study had to be transferred to scriptural practice. This chapter intends to pursue, within the heritage of canonical edifications and Confucian thought, how Dasan Jeong Yak-Yong’s appreciations of Confucian scriptures have shaped the formation of Korean Christian spirituality: The Korean Church in its early days became heir to the Confucian practice of scriptural learning that the biblical verses were to be read, recited, memorized, and appropriated as the Voice of God.

Sola Scriptura

Following the Reformation, the Protestant tradition developed a spiritual discipline, reaching back to what they perceived as the roots of the faith, based on a unique principle: Sola Scriptura. The canon, separated from popes, church councils, and the extracanonical traditions, was accepted as the legitimate “standard” for the Christian church.1 For Protestants, the Word of God in the two Testaments were read and heard as a substantial means of encountering the reality of God. Early Protestants discovered that the two Testaments could be grueling and disturbing, if they were simply read like any other literature. The two Testaments must be read in the preaching context that Scripture was alive with healing virtue that can be found nowhere else. As the community of faith began to appreciate the Scripture differently, a new article, Sola Scriptura, formed.

Conceivably, the most significant faces of Protestant scriptural discipline were the reformers themselves. Martin Luther (1483–1536), for example, was a monk, priest, and university lecturer whose attempts to merit God’s justifying grace put him into a state of agonizing depression; this was later relieved with his hermeneutical studies on the Psalms, Romans, and Galatians.2 He experienced a spiritual breakthrough that enabled him to step away from a profound anxiety surrounding his own salvation.3 He threw himself into the turmoil of the Reformation (1517) and eventually created a new type of clerical identity: a pastor who preached the Word of God during Christian worship, differing from the traditional Roman Catholic rituals in which the priest also had the responsibility of running Mass. Before the Reformation, the priests oversaw the Mass with the Eucharistic bread and wine; after it, the new pastor was not primarily a preacher who would interpret the Scripture rather than oversee the Eucharist. The preacher would have to breathe the Scripture and make it alive in his/her liturgical community. The exegetical study of Scripture, i.e. hearing the divine voice through the words of human being, entails a spirituality which illumines the rediscovery of a Scriptural Christianity, a tradition focused not only on the keeping of Scripture as canon but on its never-ending re-elucidation.

Sola scriptura is a claim to enter the Word of God, the “earthly replica of the divine Logos.”4 But the post-Reformation advancements in Western thinking toward analytical and objective methods provided a path to trace the relics of human writers, authors, and/or redactors, all of whom were believed to write or compose the texts in a distinctive style, form, and intention. This scientific scholarship, or historical critical methods, situated the biblical text to particular historical contexts; in other words, the deeming of it “word” instead of “Word,” affected how pastors read the texts. The ethos of historical-critical interpretations has long moved pastors to intellectually study the Scripture to religiously esteem the scriptural inheritance as a self-evident normative role for the faith community. Consequently, the move “from Scripture to text” would eventually bring the “death of Scripture” and the “birth of biblical studies.”5 It paved the way for offering a compelling account of rising “the academic Bible” apart from “the scriptural Bible.”6

The canonical understanding and/or the canonical criticism methods initiated by B. S. Childs (1923–2007) and James A. Sanders (1927–2020), respectively, can be perceived as a renewed discipline of Sola Scriptura, attempting to correct the rationalistic preferences undergirding biblical criticism. Childs and Sanders espoused a pioneering work for Sola Scriptura to maintain canonical authority, even though Sanders differed from Childs in paying attention more to the “how and why of canon rather than the what of canon.”7 Until canonical criticism, scholars favored historical readings of the Bible and were largely unconcerned with the final canonical form of a text, which had normative value, or with the canonical process of a text in which a sacred story came to be validated as a sacred text. Canonical understandings of the Bible see the underlying principle of Sola Scriptura, that the Bible isn’t a historical artifact but about the continual nurturing of the faith community seeking ever anew “who they are and what they should do.”8 By bringing the academic back together with the ecclesial, the work of Childs and Sanders helped save the Scriptures from interpretations separated from their spiritual significance.

Scripture and Community

Childs and Sanders encouraged a perpetual awareness of “theological claim[s]” attested in the text and cultivated a receptive mode of thought that allowed “a theology of the Spirit” to operate for the community of faith.9 They advocated a hermeneutic that emphasized the relationship between canon and community. Both Sanders and Childs became apologists for Sola Scriptura and brought the canon under the fold of biblical studies into hermeneutical discipline.

In his zeal to ward off historical interpretative arbitration, Childs arrived at concerns surrounding the final, stabilized form of the biblical text presented to the community of faith in liturgical settings. He described the final forms of individual books and divided his descriptions into “historical-critical problems,” the “canonical shape” of the book, and the “theological and hermeneutical implications.”10 To study the Bible canonically Childs moved toward a postcritical interpretation and refused to revert back to precritical considerations. Childs wrote:


Canonical analysis focuses its attention on the final form of the text itself. It seeks neither to use the text merely as a source for other information obtained by means of an oblique reading, nor to reconstruct a history of religious development. Rather, it treats the literature in its own integrity…. The approach seeks to work within that interpretative structure which the biblical text has received from those who formed and used it as sacred Scripture.11



Biblical scholars before Childs were highly suspicious of the integrity of the final form of the text. Childs urged scholars to consider that “the canon of the Christian church is the most appropriate context from which to do Biblical theology”12 and proposed a hermeneutical tool to revitalize the biblical text, unlock it from the past historical context, and devote attention to its nature of extant shape moored to “the community which treasured it as scripture.”13 Modernity and the historical criticisms that accompanied it weaned biblical scholars away from religious or ecclesial importance, bringing attention to the text itself rather than the text as a gate to God. In simpler terms, Childs dismissed historical criticism for overlooking the canon. He wanted to interpret the canonical text in connection with a community of faith and practice for which it served a specific hermeneutical role as retaining divine authority. For Childs, the biblical texts are “not a message about divine acts in history as such, but about the power of the word of God.”14

While Childs attempted to describe the value of the Bible’s final shape to its original faith community, Sanders employed a hermeneutical model that logically required understanding the canonical process through Sola Scriptura means. For Sanders, the final shape alone could not produce the delight of a canonical study if it did not touch with the “canonical process” in which the faith community adapting scriptural traditions to contemporary situation experienced its “authoritative writings being incorporated into the text itself as part of the biblical witness.”15 Sanders wrote:


The history of canon, or the canonical process, as an element in canonical criticism, includes both a particular perspective and a set of tools and techniques…. It stresses the nature and function of canon, and the process by which canon was shaped in antiquity, not solely as shaped at the end of a history of literary formation, but as shaped from the earliest moments when repetition of a “value” rendered it a tradition down to a final, ordered collection of those traditions.16



Sanders gave significant attention to the canonical process in which the biblical tradition was reinterpreted, represented or resignified in light of the current situation where the text or tradition was to be read or heard.17 Without this canonical context, the final shape could be reduced to a synchronic view on “the moment of stabilization of the several texts” because it is not the Scripture that is canonical but the process of the shaping of the Scripture.18 For Sanders, the canonical process explained the import of the final textual product because “canonical criticism not only looks for all the traditions, texts, and precursors that flow into a passage studied but it also seeks to determine exactly how that tradition functioned in the text and hermeneutics by which it did so.”19 Sanders appeared more consciously appreciative than Childs of the benefits of traditional modes of biblical interpretation. Sanders’s model for studying the canon was reckoning it “canonical criticism”; Childs wanted to remove himself from this term because it stemmed in part from the critical discipline.20 According to Childs’s thinking, he had withdrawn from traditional biblical criticism to the new shore, a renewed method to access God in the sacred Scriptures.

Childs and Sanders reestablished the Protestant tradition of seeing the Bible as Scripture, not just historical testimony. The canon was regarded, especially by Sanders, as a “paradigm” showing how faith communities may learn to hear the voice of God from adopted and adapted traditions woven together to create the extant shape of scripture. They reopened a door inspiring Protestant exegesis to participate in the Word of God and revived the spirit of Sola Scriptura within biblical scholarship, which criticism had long downplayed to favor rationalist centered modernist approaches. Rooted in the biblical canon and its relation to faith communities, Protestant exegesis on the Scripture of the two Testaments entered the spiritual discipline sphere, an experience of the divine presence based on scriptural study.

Scripture-logy

In light of this, I want to enter the sphere of scriptural study or scripture-logy (經學) which came up with the intellectual history of Joseon Dynasty (1392–1910) in Korea. The political leaders of the Joseon Dynasty saw Confucianism “as the font of truth from which all civilized peoples should draw sustenance.”21 The spread of Confucian culture looked toward the ethical thoughts of Confucius, such as being loyal to kings, pious to parents, and patriarchal in gender relationships, discarding the superstitious and mystical that negatively influenced Confucian behavior. Confucian pragmatics, who were mainly engaged in physical life and thus realized no need to escape into supernatural realms, developed the idea of moral values based on the practical concern about self-cultivation.22

Joseon became a staunchly Confucian society, particularly in the sixteenth century when Confucian scholars began participating in the central government, guiding the country’s politics to be consistent with neo-Confucian ideas, known as Rational Idealism (性理學). The vision of neo-Confucianism was rested on the conviction that “human nature can be perfected.”23 Confucian literati viewed the learning of the Confucian classics as “the gateway to the perfection of human nature.”24 Scriptural studies were ensured at the Korean peninsula where neo-Confucian ideology was adopted as the nation’s authoritative foundation. The Seven Chinese Classics (四書三經), for example, written in hanmun, Sino-Korean script, were elevated to be read as Confucian scriptures to encourage the people to live according to the lessons from Confucian ideology.25 Confucian literati favored hanmun as the academic language, as was Latin in the West, and refused hangul, Korea’s native phonetic alphabet system that was made and developed at the early stage of Joseon.

At the end of the eighteenth century, Jeong Yak-Yong (Dasan, 1762–1836), a Confucian scholar, opened his eyes to a concept of an intellectual theism.26 Dasan entered the National Confucian Academy (Songgyungwan) at the age of 21, passed the exam to enter government office at 23, and became a court official beloved by even the king, but after sixteen years he found himself exiled for eighteen years (1801–1818) because of his family members’ association with Catholicism. Dasan encountered the Christian worldview in his youth by reading The True Meaning of the Lord of Heaven (天主實義), written in Chinese by the Jesuit missionary Matteo Ricci (1552–1610). Ricci made Christianity compatible with Chinese religious views by equating the Confucian “Lord of heaven” (Sangje, 上帝) with the Creator (Tian zhu, 天主) in the Book of Genesis. Dasan, most likely emotionally impacted by Ricci’s book, revised the idea of heaven from an abstract “principle” (理) to “an actual supernatural personality dwelling in Heaven Above” in the Confucian text.27

Dasan attempted to restore value to the Korean understanding of heaven with an authentic understanding of Confucian scriptures about being “with the fear of God,” and thus making heaven an object deserving reverence.28 Dasan explicitly deprived neo-Confucian of the claim that “human beings are endowed with a nature that is innately good without a trace of evil in it,”29 instead, insisting human beings have been granted “free will” (自主之權).30 For Dasan, Heaven Above gave humans the ability to choose what is right. He expounded the verse of the Doctrine of the Mean (中庸), for example, to instruct that “A noble man’s learning begins with honoring the parents and ends with serving the heavens” (君子之學於事親終於事天)—a phrase traditionally used to describe the supremacy of heaven attested to in Confucian philosophy.

To Dasan, Confucian texts were not a dead literature from a distant past. As he pondered Confucian classics with an eye of theistic Confucianism, Confucian scriptures came alive as the voice of heaven in his contemporary context. The key word imbedded in Dasan’s scripture-logy that learning is accomplished by “serving the heaven brightly” is an interpretation of the first chapter in the Doctrine of the Mean (中庸):


What Heaven confers is called Nature. Accordance with Nature is called the Way. Cultivating the Way is called Education” (天命之謂誠, 率性之謂道, 修道之謂敎).31



In 1801, Dasan was arrested, tortured, and expelled to a hut on the southwestern seaside of Korea. During his exile, he picked up Ten Chinese Classics from the Han to the Ming and Qing Dynasty in China32 and devoted himself to writing expository works on those Confucian Classics, adding to a total or more than thirty-seven volumes.33 The extremely desperate environment where he lived in fear made him reflect on his spiritual past, finding a reason for practical hope. He advocated a concrete ethos to reform the country based on his expository works on the Confucian classics. Throughout his exile, Dasan engaged in referring not only to the words of Confucius but to the numerous opinions of the Confucian scholars on innumerable details of the Confucian classics.

This method compelled him to incorporate all the written materials into his own intertextual exegesis, now evident in his work, for example, on Old and New Commentaries on the Analects of Confucius (論語古今註). His exegetical work systematically examined the texts of Confucius, chapter by chapter, beginning with an overview of the “original meaning” (原意, 原意總括) gained from a diverse set of commentaries. He produced a deliberately controversial piece of interpretation, encircling and enriching the Confucian scriptures with devoted exegesis in order to let the context of the Confucian words communicate their own meaning. His discussion layout, consisting of “supplements” (補), “suggestions”(案), “questions”(質疑), “refutations” (論駁), and “attestations”(引證), were designed to shield readers from metaphysical thoughts coming from neo-Confucian scholars like Zhu Xi (朱子, 1130–1200), the founder of the neo-Confucian worldview. Dasan respected the commentators of the Analects before and after Zhu Xi, but saw neither tradition as inviolable. Confucius’s written words needed refreshing by an ongoing exegesis, suggesting the most esoteric meanings of Confucian’s words should be revealed before responding to the contextual insoluble problems in which the text was read.

From Scripture-logy to Scriptural Performance

The fullest meaning of scripture is not locked in the past. It has to be refined, cultivated, and enlightened for the readers of the scripture. Dasan wanted to explore the richness of this art of scriptural reading and in particular how it is that scripture is able to serve up such an abundant feast. He said:


I want to explore that laws were wrecked, institutes were collapsed, and politics were the cause of persecuting life. It was because the interpretation of Confucian classics was distorted. Therefore, the reconstruction of the state begins with the accurate reading of the classics (臣謹案, 弊法虐政之作, 皆由於經旨不明, 臣故曰治國之要, 寞先於明經也).34



The volumes Dasan left engaged in two intellectual agendas: meticulous scriptural studies of Confucian classics for criticizing neo-Confucian thought such as Old and New Commentaries on the Analects of Confucius (論語古今註) and his reformative plan for public dispensation based on scriptural readings, including Mind of Governing the People (牧民心書) and Proposal for National Reformation (經世遺表). These works verified the legitimacy of Dasan’s request for sociopolitical pragmatism (i.e., practical learning of Confucianism (實學)) for the good of the society.

Reinterpretation of Confucian classics by Dasan denoted the substantial beginning of Korean “Scripture-logy” (經學). Dasan presented a discipline of scriptural studies that not only refreshed the authentic Confucian philosophy on moral enactment but implemented its practical or reformative design for the prosperity of the people. The theoretical vindication of Scripture-logy retains the normative need for practical enactment of “Renew the country with scripture study” (經世學), namely, performing the Scripture.

Dasan explored renewed implications clarifying the Confucian scripts when asking, refuting, providing evidence, and making reading suggestions. This happened, for example, when Dasan cited Zhu Xi’s reading of the Confucian phrase “汎愛衆” in chapter 6 of the first part in the Analects of Confucius “On Learning” (學而篇 06) as “Love widely the people.” Dasan came up with an alternative construing, based on a multilayered concept of the Chinese logograph “汎”(beom) to it: “Love the people without having any interests.”35 Dasan thought that “love widely the people” was too heavy a burden to follow. Dasan’s exegetical shuttle intertwined the thread of practicality into a rigid metaphysical texture because the text was not sufficiently interpreted if he had not found a way of putting it into practice. Dasan determined that the scriptures studied must also be performed.

Dasan tried to read Confucius in response to the contextual needs (i.e., his community), noting that scriptural study alienated from “the learning of practical principle” (實理學) was vain. His innovative thinking would “integrate all transmitted Confucian philosophies” into his “synthetic system.”36 He was first encouraged by Confucian scholars specializing in “saving the one from oneself” (求諸己), “realizing oneself completely” (盡其在我), and “being satisfied with oneself.”(自足). He was later stimulated by a pragmatic dream to revive his devastated country with Western technology brought through Qing China alongside academic achievements stemming from Japan.37 To support this, he quoted the method: “Pursue the truth based on facts” (實事求是), and “Do not follow the fact without evidence” (無徵不信). He claimed a hermeneutical connection between scriptural study (scripture-logy) and its practice (scriptural performance), a connection seemingly unfitting, exposed their integral unity.

Dasan devoted himself to Catholicism, while continuing to follow the Confucian God so as to not violate the ritual demands of Confucian society.38 Nevertheless, his Confucian God made him renounce neo-Confucian speculation on cosmology and human nature.39 It is here, in the struggle to enter the world of “learning that serves the heaven brightly” (昭事上帝之學), the analogous orbit to the verse from the Hebrew Bible “Love of God and neighbor” (敬天愛人), a new understanding of “serving” (事) was requested.40 To Dasan, “serving” would undoubtedly embrace the “revering” (敬) that arose in the path to encounter with the Heaven above brightly. This has to do with Dasan’s commitment to “what Heaven has conferred is called human nature.”41 Dasan was inspired by intellectual theism similar to a spiritual awakening, in which his trust in the Lord of Heaven Above would be replaced by the belief in Christian God.

How are these theistic impulses relevant to Dasan’s implementation of Confucian texts? Taking chapter 4 of part 2 in the Analects of Confucius “On Politics” (論語 爲政篇 04) as a benchmark for distinction, Dasan seriously saw that the passage of “A man recognizes the verdicts of heaven at the age of 50” (五十而知天命) referred to the one who honored the “Lord of heaven” (上帝) so that “he would not be annoyed by any absurd voice to his ears at the age of 60” (六十而耳順). It was quite dissimilar from Zhu Xi, who judged differently while reading the same verse: “To know the voice of heaven is to know everything by reason and principle.”42

Dasan’s theistic exposition went through the following journey: reading, reciting, and chanting the scripture that was eventually steered by playing with the words of Confucius. Any meaning that he found in a text had been motivated by not his reading of but his playing with Confucian verses. He was, thus, engaged in an intractable dispute with neo-Confucian scholars about the authentic meaning of what Confucius said to his community. His task was to peel away the metaphysical shell and to hear the voice of the text within, which, accordingly, would remind us of the Jewish tradition calling the scriptures “Miqra,” the summon to action in life.43 Scripture-logy converted Dasan, clothing him with humility and perseverance, preparing him to be a truthful, upright, and spiritual figure so that everyone surrounding him would be affected by “Theistic Confucianism,”44 that is, “learning to serve the heaven brightly” (昭事上帝之學).

The Legacy of “Scripture-logy” in the Early Korean Church

The Korean Church, before the Western missionaries began evangelizing in 1885, inherited the Confucian tradition of scripture-logy that enforced the classical verses to be recited, memorized, and appropriated.45 In the case of Lee Soo-Jung (1842?–1887) of the late Joseon Dynasty, and Yun Chi-Ho (1865–1945), who experienced the distorted and humiliated years of the country during Japanese Imperialism (1910–1945), scripture-logy played a critical role in making the Korean people encounter the Christian faith in their own way. The success of missionary Christianity in Korea that K. Kale Yu described rested on its aptitude for “long-term sustainability or the native people’s ability to replicate the gospel on their own terms.”46

Lee Soo-Jung was sent to Japan as a diplomatic envoy after the military insurrection of 1882. While staying in Japan, Lee, a Confucian scholar fluent in reading Chinese classics, had a chance to obtain a copy of the New Testament in Chinese. When reading the Gospel of John resonated with Lee and awakened his impression, he plunged deeply into transferring the crux of the Christian story into a Chinese conceptual framework. On May 11, 1883, at the Third Japanese Christians Nationwide Social Gathering, Lee openly professed his Christian faith with 575 Chinese characters. He understood John 14:20 as a door to entering the faith:


“I am in my Father, and ye in me, and I in you” points to the principle of sympathy between God and man, and it verifies that it will certainly take place if one has faith…. Therefore, inspiration of God cannot be obtained without having a heart of faith. With a mere wick, one cannot be a lamp and, without being ablaze, one cannot ultimately see the light, and without believing one cannot obtain salvation in the end. (天父在我我在父我在爾爾在我卽神人相感之理有 信必成之確證.…. 故神感非由信心則不可得徒有炷則不成爲燈故不燈時終不見光不信時 終不得救).47



Lee acknowledged that the phrase in John “I am in my Father and ye in me” presented a typical example of the encounter between God and human beings; this typical encounter between God and humanity showed “a principle of God and human beings in sympathy with each other.” Lee’s Christian faith was shaped by his realization that God and humans live together in his mind, one qualifying another. That is, God is comprehensible and can express himself in terms intelligible to human being. A Korean soul, formerly reading the Confucian scriptures for self-enrichment, encountered the Christian God while reading the Gospel. By means of reflection on scripture, he could discover the spiritual sense of the Word and thus transform his identity as one dispatched to Japan into a human being to whom the Christian God enthusiastically embraced. Once Lee had committed himself to the Christian faith, he jumped deeply into rendering the Bible in Chinese into Korean idu (吏讀) script, an archaic writing system before hangul, which represented Korean phonology through its equivalent sound in Chinese.

While Lee Soo-Jung was transformed by the Bible verse, Yun Chi-Ho showed how he was converted from a Confucian elite into a believing Christian. Yun witnessed the gospel to the despair of intellectuals when the people were desperately searching for a method to renew and reform society. In 1887, Yun was convinced that Confucian texts were doomed when he read, recited, and meditated on the Christian Scripture:


I came to realize the fact that no matter how hard a human being tried to live purely, it was not possible to live without sin. Until a short time ago, I read the four books of Confucianism and I discovered great instruction there. However, no one has been bound by those words and the teaching did not satisfy the requests of the soul, and so I was not able to obtain what I was seeking there.48



Yun wanted to show that unless his soul was free from his historical, existential pressure and became a figure entering a spiritual reality, he could have no earthly freedom. The legacy of reading the Confucian scriptures prepared Yun to respond to the Christian God set in a different mode of thought. Both Lee and Yun understood the scriptures ahistorically, literally, and religiously. Christian scripture would soon replace Confucian scriptures with a faithful conviction that their revised religion was the true Christianity. In this context, they produced a religious version of scripture-logy.

The legacy of scripture-logy was revealed in “Bible Conference” (査經會) or “Bible Training Classes” that were regular somber assemblies held periodically in local churches across the country in the early Korean church.49 Bible Conference, showing structural resemblances with Confucian learning scheme for various levels and phases, contributed as a bedrock to the growth of the Korean Church into a Bible-centered church. The conference would always retain an atmosphere of expectant inquiry, just as Confucian schools scattered all over the country stirred intellectual desire among the students by expecting them to read and recite in front of the schoolmaster.

The Korean Church largely believed that the Scripture was full of “God’s story” as Sanders put it,50 or of the story of “the Lord of Heaven” as Dasan would put it.51 Early Korean Christians read the Scripture canonically: While the divine voice reminded the church of who they were, they were encouraged by scripture’s ability to “faithfully characterize an adaptable wisdom on how to live”52 in a shameful reality of Joseon under the oppression of Imperial Japan. The Korean Church’s scripture-logy evoked the scriptural performance of a real conversion that not only led to a significant spiritual growth (1903–1910) but also carried the hope for social reform within the confines of Japanese Occupation (1910–1945). The relationship between scripture and community enabled the Korean church to find meaning in the canonical construction of the Bible.

Conclusion

The legacy of Scripture-logy that has been long developed in Korea reminds us that the art of biblical interpretation has faced the challenge to make the scripture alive in its community. As Francis Young has observed, the Bible should be performed, and not simply learned. Biblical words should be played in the way a musician “plays” a classical score of music: “to uncover the original intent of the score and then to perform it in a way that it truly accomplishes that for which it was originated designed.”53

Canonical scholarship, under the traditions of Childs/Sanders and Dasan, emphasized a spiritual discipline within the scripture against customary interpretative methods. Sanders/Childs and the early Korean Christians believed that scripture-logy could help save the “Scriptural Bible” from the tragic outcome of the “academic Bible.”54 Scripture-logy explores, therefore, the spiritual quest that the Bible is to be “eaten” (Jer. 15:16; Ezek. 2:8; Rev. 10:9–10) by the one who participates in scriptural performance. Following this thread, the thought on scripture-logy moves toward a pneumatology in the sense of the Sprit being active in scriptural performance. Scriptural performance can never be accomplished unless we enter the chamber of scriptural spirituality. The scriptural spirituality brings us into a holistic implement of the scriptural word in the contemporary world. If a Christian exegete ignored the way Scripture depends and builds on its community or how community understood its Scripture, it would distort the Protestant legacy of Sola Scriptura.
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Chapter 4 

Mapping Korean Biblical Interpretation in the Shadow of Powers

Anticolonial, Liberationist, and Postcolonial Reading Strategies Revisited

Sung Uk Lim

Introduction

The current chapter looks into differentiated reading strategies in interactions with powers, in the history of Korean biblical interpretation.1 The geopolitical location of the Korean peninsula surrounded by the great powers, such as China, Russia, Japan, and the United States, is arguably the main reason why Korean biblical hermeneutics has been attuned to the ups and downs of political power. In resilient reaction to vicissitudes in power, biblical interpretation in the Korean context has navigated, negotiated, and challenged the societal, cultural, and political system on a national and international scale.

Even a brief survey of modern history would reveal that Korea has so far wrestled with the rise of new powers being colonial, military, and neoliberal.2 At the very outset of the twentieth century, Korea was under the conquest of Japanese Imperialism (1910–1945). In subtle opposition to colonial rule, Korean Christians performed an anticolonial reading of the Bible in a clandestine manner that might stay away from the surveillance of the colonizer.3 Not soon after the downfall of the Japanese occupation did Korea go through the division of North and South Korea and subsequently Korea War (1950–1953). Around the era of the Cold War caused by the jarring clashes in ideology between the Soviet Union and the Unites States, South Korea observed the emergence of military power (1961–1993) which dominated the Korean political landscape. In a circumstance where the military government placed an interdiction against freedom of expression, human rights, and labor rights exclusively for the sake of economic growth, there came into being minjung (i.e., “grassroots” people) theology, a sort of liberation theology designed to set free them from the shackle of oppression. In rebuilding democracy alongside rapid economic development, South Korea has over past years (1993–present) witnessed the presence of neocolonial powers in global settings. In the age of globalization, a conscious reader would conjure up a postcolonial reading strategy for resistance to the subjugating power of neoliberalism on domestic and diasporic scales.

To explore Korean biblical theology through a political lens, I examine a paragon of Korean biblical scholarship, including, but not necessarily limited to, professional biblical exegetes, in three distinct time periods: the colonial era, the Cold War era, and the neoliberal era.4 In the colonial era, one can bump into the greatest Christian thinkers, activists, and, most important, exegetes, such as Kim Gyo-Shin (1901–1945), Ham Seok-Heon (1901–1989), and Gil Seon-Ju (1869–1935). It is interesting to observe that as a Bible teacher, Christian thinker, and pastor, respectively, the three historical figures practiced biblical exegesis and captured the attention of many ordinary Christians to such a degree that they represented Korean biblical interpretation during the period of Japanese rule. More important, I will show that their biblical hermeneutics was covertly featured with anticolonial tones and sentiments in an attempt to escape the censorship of Japanese colonizers.

Immediately after the demise of Japanese colonialism, especially in the period known as the Cold War (1945–1991), Korea went through a series of traumatic events, for instance, the division of Korea (1945–present), the Korean War (1950–1953), the military coup d’état (1961), and consecutive military rule (1961–1993). Even though the so-called Miracle on the Han River, a phrase alluding to rapid economic development of South Korea, occurred in this period, particularly under military leadership, it is undeniable that South Korea underwent both military oppression and democracy movement against it. Such biblical theologians as Ahn Byung-Mu and Cyris H. S. Moon took fullest advantage of the authority of the Bible as a medium to fight against that of the military regimes in the name of minjung theology. A deepest understanding of minjung theology will demonstrate how the liberationist biblical hermeneutics embodied by minjung theology can empower people, Christian or non-Christian, to stand up to the injustice of military power on behalf of those on the margins.

With the appearance of democratic government, an old discourse of minjung faded away, and at the same time, a new discourse of globalization gradually occupied Korean society under the aegis of neoliberalism. More than anything else, the Korean economic crisis of the year 1997 made South Korea all the more susceptible to the values and norms of neoliberal economic globalization. In addition, this new trend induced a neocolonial environment on which South Koreans were contingent for their survival. Postcolonial biblical criticism has assisted Korean scholars to execute a scathing analysis of neocolonial mechanism. For example, Seong Hee Kim, a Korean postcolonial feminist biblical scholar, is so keenly sensitive to and critical of the patriarchal system in a neocolonial society. In a more diasporic context, Uriah Y. Kim, a Korean American postcolonial scholar, brings into focus the identity formation of ethnic minorities in the dominant society. I will suggest that Korean and Korean American biblical interpretation contributes significantly to decentering the authority of those privileged and their neocolonial powers by engaging critically with biblical texts.5

Therefore, it is my contention that Korean biblical interpretation has over the past years taken on different shapes, anticolonial, liberationist, or postcolonial, in unceasing dialogue with the political consequences of colonialism, militarism, and neoliberalism throughout history. The current enterprise will also reveal that the willingness to intervene in political crises and deliver a message of hope for those suffering from the lack of justice must be a hallmark of Korean biblical interpretation. In this way, Korean Christians deem the Bible to be the epicenter of the liberating power of God.

Interpretive Frameworks in Korean Biblical Interpretation

In tandem with a succinct overview of the history of biblical interpretation in Korean contexts, it would also be quite beneficial to present an interpretive framework to make sense of it, especially in postcolonial parlance. To borrow the terms of R. S. Sugirtharajah in a modified form, I intend to set forth only the three types of biblical interpretation germane to the matter at hand: an anticolonial (nationalistic) reading strategy, a liberationist reading strategy, and a postcolonial reading strategy.6 With these proposed frameworks, readers can grapple with the long-standing legacy of Korean biblical interpretation with a more clairvoyant vision.

First, the anticolonial (nationalistic) approach is an attempt to undermine the colonizing schemes devised to do justice to the subjugation of the colonizer over the colonized by galvanizing national consciousness.7 Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin poignantly describe the appearance of the anticolonial nationalist movement: “During the late imperial period the dominance of the idea of the nation was such that it was largely in terms of a resistant nationalism that the anticolonial movements of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries came into being, even though it was that force of nationalism that had fueled the growth of colonialism in the first place.”8 This very case can be found in the Korean history of biblical interpretation during the colonial period. In this period, Korean exegetes made the best use of the Bible and its interpretation in a way that might spur anticolonial sentiments and movements in a nationalist mode. Remember the ambivalent aspect of the function of the Bible both as a means of civilization on the part of the colonizer and as a means of resistance on the part of the colonized. Sugirtharajah reveals: “While the missionaries saw it as a tool for civilizing and rescuing the degenerate heathen, some at least of the colonized employed it as a weapon of reprisal.”9 In this scenario, the Bible must have been a pivotal instrument to prompt the entire population of colonized Koreans to stand in opposition to colonizing powers in the name of religion.

Second, the liberationist approach intends to empower the oppressed to contend with the mostly, if not entirely, military governmental agenda for economic growth and development in a subversive manner. Many, though not all, formerly colonized countries undertook to facilitate industrial development not long after achieving independence from the colonial powers.10 South Korea is no exception; she went through the rapid growth of the economy under the harsh rule of military dictatorships, specifically in the period of the Cold War well known for the heightened geopolitical tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union and their individual allies, in the bargain. Some pioneering theologians and, in particular, biblical scholars sought to unearth the vibrant message of freedom and liberation in the Scriptures in an attempt to resist the suppressive powers of military rule. The liberationist approach thus has a recourse to the Bible as a resource for emancipating those people trodden down by tyrannical rule.

Third, the postcolonial reading strategy aims to dismantle the power differential in complex relationships between the colonizer and the colonized, especially when it comes to the intersection of empire, gender, race, ethnicity, class, and so forth.11 In this respect, a postcolonial reading strategy can best be defined as an “ideological reflection on the discourse and practice of imperialism and colonialism from the vantage point of a situation where imperialism and colonialism have come—by and large, though by no means altogether so—to a formal end but remains very much at work in practice, as neo-imperialism and neocolonialism.”12 Among others, the newly emerging phenomenon of neoliberal globalization has over recent years brought to the fore the issue of identity formation related, but not limited, to gender and race/ethnicity in the patriarchal and diasporic environment, respectively. As such, the postcolonial approach is designed to enable minorities in terms of gender, race/ethnicity, and the like to restore their lost agency and identity through critical engagement with biblical narratives.

With these frameworks in mind, one can readily investigate the convoluted history of biblical interpretation in Korean contexts with ease and clarity. As can be seen in the next section, Korean biblical interpretation has incessantly been operative in struggle both with unjust powers, foreign or domestic, and for liberation from them in the Korean peninsula throughout the entire history of biblical interpretation spanning from the era of Japanese colonialism via the era of military industrialization to the era of neoliberal globalization.

An Anticolonial Reading Strategy in Japanese Colonial Reign

In the colonial era, I explore an anticolonial reading strategy surreptitiously performed by the most prominent three Christian leaders: Kim Gyo-Shin (1901–1945), Ham Seok-Heon (1901–1989), and Gil Seon-Ju (1869–1935).13 Kim was well known as chief editor of the Korean biblical journal entitled Seongseo Joseon (Bible Korea) (1927–1942) during the Japanese colonization of Korea.14 Struggling with the persecutions by Japanese rulers, Kim gave the implicit voice imbued with anticolonial nationalism to Korean people. In his magnificent work Seongseojeok Ipjangeseo Bon Joseonyeoksa (A History of Korea Seen from a Biblical Perspective), Ham, a steadfast contributor to Bible Korea, offered a type of biblical hermeneutics to look at the history of Korean and, by implication, to fathom the colonial past of Korea through the religious imagination. In a similar fashion, Gil provided an eschatological vision to look beyond miserable colonial reality. As both a key spiritual and political leader who ignited the 1907 Revival Movement and the 1919 March First Independence Movement, respectively, Gil, in a series of his works compiled and entitled Malsehak (Eschatology), in due course undertook to unravel the Book of Revelation from a political perspective. For the most part, the above-mentioned three historical figures in the colonial era hinted at an anticolonial biblical interpretation based on nationalism, albeit in a mode of indirect resistance against colonial rule.

Kim Gyo-Shin

Kim Gyo-Shin tacitly carried out an anticolonial reading strategy in a disguised manner.15 Prior to elaborating his reading strategy to read the Bible from a covertly anticolonial perspective, let us examine Kim’s basic principles of interpretation.16 Kim, as a most distinguished Christian educator and thinker in the period of the Japanese colonization, expressed his heartfelt enthusiasm for both his country Joseon, the last dynastic kingdom of Korea, and the Bible, an everlasting beacon of light for the Korean people in the darkness of the colonial world. Most of all, he manifested his nationalist zeal for Korean independence as can be seen from his vigorous involvement in the March First Movement (1919).17 In tandem, he was also so much enamored of the Bible that he determined to publish the historic journal entitled Bible Korea in collaboration with Ham Seok-Heon, Song Du-Yong, Jung Sang-Hun, Yang In-Sung, and Yu Suk-Dong, all of whom were the former members of Bible study group under the supervision of Uchimura Kanzo (1861–1930).18 Kim was thus possessed of both nationalist and biblical enthusiasm: “Rather, what occupies all our thoughts is the word Joseon, and the most precious gift for our lover is the Bible. Such a name came to be because we could not give up either. We pray that through this our passion and product of intellect will be delivered to her.”19

To illustrate further, Kim’s nationalist and biblical passion becomes the sharpest in his intention to entitle a journal Bible Korea. He accounted for its three-layered meanings in what follows: “Bible and Korea”; “Bible to Korea”; “Korea on Bible.”20 First, Kim demonstrated his national and religious identity by stating that “The best things in the world are the Bible and Joseon. Therefore, Scripture and Joseon!”21 Next, he prided himself on the Bible yet to be dedicated to Korea: “It is not only one or two things one wants to give to a beloved person….Whoever wants to give something better, go ahead and do so. We are but those who muster what strength we have to give the Word of God to Joseon. Therefore, Scripture to Joseon!”22 At last, Kim went on to assert that Joseon is to be founded on the Bible: “Therefore a permanent foundation must be laid under this old structure of Joseon, and this is none other than to teach biblical truth to the people. Study Joseon extensively and deeply to establish a new and permanent Joseon on Scripture! Therefore, Joseon upon Scripture!”23 From the implied meanings of Bible Korea, it follows that Kim construed the Bible as containing the cornerstone values of Christianity yet to be delivered to his own people.

Having said that, Kim’s hidden anticolonial intent inadvertently appeared in one of his essays contributed to Bible Korea. It is a well-known incident that the journal of Bible Korea ceased printing in the year of 1942 as a consequence of the publication of Kim’s essay entitled Jowa (condolences to frogs). The Japanese colonial empire inculpated him for setting frogs on a par with the colonized in the Korean peninsula.24 The underlying idea is that Kim, consciously or unconsciously, laid bare his desire for Korea’s liberation from Japanese rule, just as some frogs were frozen to death but others hibernated to survive the cold winter in the end:


Early one rainy spring morning, the ice chunks between the rocks finally began to melt. I lowered myself to look into the pond and see how the frogs were doing, and alas, I could see two or three dead frogs floating around.

I presume that the catastrophe happened due to the severe cold of last winter which froze the pond down to its very bottom. It is because parts of the pond froze which usually do not. After gathering the dead ones and burying them, I saw two frogs crawling around near the pond. Ah, it seems they, at least, have avoided extermination!25



This episode has enough reason to acknowledge that Kim demonstrated the battered life of Korean people by way of a metaphor in hopes of their regeneration on the day of liberation. In this connection, he in another essay clung to his tenacious hope for the bright future: “so long as precious rays of light appear from the west and the east, it is impossible for this peninsula to stay in a state of darkness. The various sufferings of the East are concentrated in this land. That which the East must produce, some noble ideology, an essence derived from the 5,000-year history of the eastern hemisphere melted in a great furnace, will surely be found on this peninsula!”26 In this way, Kim’s interpretation, biblical or otherwise, betrayed anticolonial sentiments grounded in national aspirations for liberation from colonial powers.

To cut a long story short, Kim upheld an anticolonial reading strategy in his contributions to Bible Korea, placing substantial emphasis on Korean nationalism and lending a Bible-oriented credence to divine intervention in colonial rule. The first and foremost point not to be forgotten is that his anticolonial reading of the Bible was intended to be done in such a furtive way that he might avoid notice of colonial surveillance. Contrary to his expectations, once his concealed anticolonial intent was divulged to the Japanese colonizer, the journal was unfortunately forced to discontinue publishing. This historical event bespoke the risk of an anticolonial reading strategy since it was perpetually vulnerable to colonial censorship.

Ham Seok-Heon

In a similar but distinct fashion, Ham Seok-Heon connected a Bible-oriented perspective to the colonial reality of Korea at the historical level.27 In other words, Ham accentuated the role of the Bible in understanding the history of Korea in conjunction with that of the world on a global scale. For him, this historical awareness rooted inherently in the perspective of the Bible encouraged the Korean people to construe suffering as a path to convalescing their moral formation devastated by colonial powers.28 As a consequence, his biblical interpretation turned out to be anticolonial enough to present colonial rule as deleterious to God’s justice in the historical dimension.

As one of the most committed contributors to the journal of Bible Korea, Ham proposed a biblical point of view as a paradigmatic perspective to interpret the signification of the history to Korean people. In his view, historical perspective must be, in essence, biblical on the grounds that it is God who determines history.29 He adamantly wrote in the preface of his book: “The main purpose of this book is to make sense of what is meant by the biblical view. In my opinion, writing history from the point of biblical view is not a matter of choice but a matter of destiny. The reason is that strictly speaking, the philosophy of history cannot exist without the biblical literature, not the Greek literature nor the Eastern literature. History comes into being only when seen through the biblical view, which holds time to be personal.”30 In this way, Ham emphasized the historical awareness exclusively dependent on the biblical worldview.

Furthermore, Ham suggested that Korean history was closely interlocked with world history.31 He underscored the importance of understanding the organic relationships between world history and Korean history.

It is a prerequisite for the understanding of Korean history to have an overview of world history. A long time ago, it was believed that the history of each nation stood alone. As a result, history used to be restricted only to ethnicity or state in isolation. However, it has been revealed that it is by no means true. The Bible makes sure that God created all nations as one people and they were heading to the same place. On this account, we have to look at Korea not as an isolated country but as a country closely related to the whole world in organic manners in order to get the true picture of Korea in depth. For this reason, knowledge of Korea is contingent on that of world history. Then, we can understand our position, our missions, duties imposed on Koreans, and meanings derived from Korean history.32

Ham, albeit a colonized subject, maintained that a global perspective was applicable to such a local society as Korea.33 His underlying desire was to give an explanation of the colonial context of Korea in terms of international relations.

With this in mind, Ham proposed a model of contextual biblical interpretation in the sense that biblical interpretation had incessant interactions with the life context of each interpreter.34 He claimed that the interpretation of the Bible was deeply rooted in Lebenserfarhung (life experience in German) in concrete contexts.35 In a Korean context, he focused on Korean experience of pain throughout history, adamantly stating that “Korean history features in suffering or history of suffering.”36 He went further by saying that “suffering is the crown worn by the Koreans.”37 At this point, Ham brought to mind the dreadful life of Korean people under the Japanese rule: “Let us forgive them for depriving our land away of us and killing our grandfathers. Let us cast away our rancor which seethed in our heart and made us gnaw our teeth when they took away our children. Let us wash off our toxic anger penetrated enormously to the bone when they seized our maidens as booty of war and assaults our wives and daughters in front of our very eyes.”38 Ham found fault with callous rule under the Japanese occupation in a vivid way. To his mind, when seen from a biblical perspective, the kernel of Korean experience in context was none other than suffering per se.

Nevertheless, it would be too hasty to understand Ham’s understanding of suffering solely as pessimistic. Rather, for him, suffering played a core role as a meaning maker: “Suffering gives life deeper meaning, refining history. Even man of simplicity can begin to have multifaceted faith, after having passed through suffering. A look at brutal oppression and strife through the lens of tears means no more than virtue. It is inevitable for Korea to go through the journey of tribulation to accomplish her mission. For the sake of our task, we have no choice but to live through this painful lesson.”39 It comes as a surprise that Ham had the audacity to envision that suffering escalates the human will to live with stronger will rather than falling prey to fatalism.40 Ham opined that the Korean people were inclined to foster morality through the experience of suffering and were well qualified to lead human history into the paths of justice in opposition to an unjust world.41 For Ham, suffering was the central key to making humanity more morally oriented.42 This novel understanding of suffering as a momentum to moral growth was meant to withstand the cruelty of colonial powers.

In sum, Ham drew attention to the Korean historical experience of colonial powers at the international level, giving grave emphasis to its interpretation from a biblical perspective. Historically speaking, he considered suffering both a dominant factor for constituting the life context of Koreans and a considerable chance for the oppressed to cultivate their moral growth. It is his assumption that the colonized was superior to the colonizer in terms of moral formation. In this way, Ham’s historical approach to the Bible empowered the colonized to prevail over colonial powers in a subtle but effective way.

Gil Seon-Ju

In marked distinction from the historical approach to the Bible, Gil Seon-Ju took the theological approach built upon eschatological vision in dealing with the dire reality of colonial powers. A spiritual and political pioneer among Christian circles, Gil aimed to elucidate the gruesome political reality of Japanese rule through a theological lens. His original ideas can be found in his work entitled Malsehak (Eschatology), a collection of his consecutive contributions to the journal of Sinang Saenghwal (Life of Faith).43 Gil’s works indicate that he performed an anticolonial reading of the Bible with the aid of the eschatological vision.

Before describing his anticolonial reading strategy, I make sure that Gil was based upon the conservatively oriented theology in interpreting the Bible.44 It is crystal-clear that he founded his model of biblical interpretation on literalism.45 But at the same time, his interpretation model went beyond the limits of biblical literalism adhering to the precise meaning of the word in a strict sense. As Jin Kim suggests, Gil’s biblical interpretation was also grounded in integrative thinking.46 Gil remarks: “One cannot use a partial interpretation to disregard the larger meaning of scripture … one cannot properly discuss the matter before integrating all scripture and undertaking a careful research.”47 Gil brought to the fore an integrative way of understanding the Bible in order to comprehend the meaning of the Bible in its entirety. This suggests that his integrative interpretation model demonstrated that the New Testament was to be perused in light of the Old Testament. Therefore, Gil proceeded to set up a typology as a way of understanding the entirety of the Bible in an integrative manner.

Alongside his cardinal principles of biblical interpretation such as literalism, integrative analysis, and typology, Gil turned his attention to an eschatological vision in the context of the Korean people under the reign of Japan. Drawing on an eschatological dualism, Gil had a negative description of the colonial world replete with wars and conflicts everywhere.48 It is his belief that an eschatological point of view enabled the colonized to hold fast to an unswerving hope for the future in spite of the wretched reality of colonial rule.49 Kim Jae-Hyun adeptly writes: “But this interest in the end times did not arise from an escapism provoked by Korea’s position of defeat against the invasion and oppression of Japan. Rather, Gil’s belief and assurance in Christianity, a belief that had planted a new hope in his life, gave him the strength and the attitude to pass through and transcend the suffering of his time and his people.”50 Confronted with the turmoil in the Japanese colonization, Gil thus came up with an eschatological vision for the Korean people to endure and overcome suffering in the colonial milieu. In a sense, Gil’s eschatological thinking served as an anticolonial reading strategy, which had much to do with from Korean nationalism, in wrestling with colonial powers.

As a result, Gil kept up a conservative stance in interpreting the Bible by employing a literalist, integrative, and typological method. An exemplar of conservative biblical exegete, Gil approached the Bible with an emphasis on an eschatological vision in hopes of enabling colonized Koreans to withstand the ruthless rule of Japanese colonizers. Put otherwise, Gil’s eschatology played the anticolonial role of counteracting colonial powers through the religious imagination.

So far we have reviewed the three Christian leaders and their anticolonial strategies for biblical interpretation within the colonial context. Kim established Korean nationalism on the authority of the Bible. Ham applied the biblical perspective to a comprehension of Korean history on a global scale. Gil made use of an eschatological vision in order that colonized Koreans could cope with the brutality of colonial powers. By and large, the anticolonial reading strategies rooted in Korean nationalism were implemented in such a clandestine manner that they were able to escape colonial control and surveillance.

A Liberationist Reading Strategy under the Military Dictatorship

In the Cold War era, I inquire into a liberationist reading strategy conducted by the two minjung theologians in the New Testament and Old Testament: Ahn Byung-Mu (1922–1996) and Cyris H. S. Moon. Right after the end of Japanese colonialism, the Koreans experienced consecutive political crises—division of Korea, Korean War, and military dictatorship, to name but a few.51 Of these crises, this section is mainly concerned with military dictatorship. The governments ran by military power exploited and suppressed the powerless in the name of anticommunism and economic growth alike. In response, such biblical scholars as Ahn and Moon called special attention to the liberating nature of the Bible on the part of those oppressed named minjung.52 Minjung theology, a type of liberation theology in Korean context, played a significant role as a political theology devised to participate in the dismal suffering of minjung, prominently in the period of military dictatorship between the 1970s and 1980s.53 Let us see how a liberationist reading strategy assisted minjung in resisting the military tyranny with a view to establishing God’s justice.

Ahn Byung-Mu

A forerunner of minjung theology, Ahn Byung-Mu, created a reading strategy for liberation in oppressive military regimes. Arguably, the greatest benefit of minjung theology would be the discovery of minjung, equivalent to the oppressed, as agents of the kingdom of God in opposition to the kingdom of the Satan. By identifying Jesus as minjung and, as a consequence, the Jesus movement as the minjung movement in clash with the Roman Empire (as an embodiment of the kingdom of the Satan), Ahn called on the Korean minjung in imitation of Jesus and his movement to challenge the unjust political system, or the military tyranny in his time, with the ultimate goal of liberation.

In Jesus of Galilee, Ahn laid the foundation for Korean biblical theology in critical conversation with and opposition to Western biblical theology, concentrating his focus on the lived experience of Korean minjung in the political turmoil caused by the military dictatorship in 1960s and 1970s in South Korea.54 Interestingly enough, Ahn set off his career as a historian in search of the historical Jesus, exploring biblical criticism in 1960s Germany. However, to his disappointment, he recognized the unfeasibility of reconstructing the real Jesus in the historical dimension through the Western framework: “My attempt to search for search for Jesus with the Western theological paradigm brought me nothing but agnosticism toward historical Jesus.”55 It is his encounter with minjung (or, “grassroots people”) that he started to break out of Western biblical scholarship by launching into Korean biblical scholarship: “When I met minjung on the road of suffering, I was finally liberated from the web of the western thought frame that coiled around me for such a long time and began to read the Synoptic subjectively. I newly met Jesus whom I had never truly met until then (xii).”56 As Sugirtharajah describes well, Ahn found a clue to reconstructing the historical Jesus by realizing him as a minjung who went through suffering and resurrection with minjung.57

To formulate minjung biblical theology, Ahn first undertook to probe into the historical Jesus through the eyes of minjung.58 He averred that the Jesus movement was, in essence, a minjung movement on the grounds that the Gospels retained the memories of the minjung movement inaugurated by Jesus as minjung. Next, he posed a set of inquiries stemming from the life contexts of the Korean minjung. Finally, he endeavored to reinterpret Jesus’s movement in a way that it might shed new light on the contemporary world. In this way, Ahn devised a hermeneutical circle incessantly switching back and forth between the life contexts of the minjung in the past and the present.

In more concrete terms, Ahn looked deeply into the Gospel of Mark to proceed with his minjung biblical theology. Alongside the line of reasoning induced by minjung theology, Ahn construed ὄχλος, which had conventionally been translated as “crowd,” as minjung in the Korean context. He went so far as to denounce the hero-centered framework to depict Jesus as a main figure and ὄχλος as a peripheral one.59 He was adamant that “minjung are the subjects who direct the action of Jesus.”60 It is crucial to remember that for Ahn, Jesus himself was minjung, simultaneously influencing and being influenced by the minjung. As a consequence, Ahn successfully deconstructed the boundary between Jesus and minjung, uniting them within a broader concept of minjung. He went further by stating that “Jesus is precisely the minjung, and the minjung is precisely Jesus.”61 It is through the participation in the suffering of the minjung that such boundary broke down. By identifying the historical Jesus himself as minjung, Ahn blew up a Western dualistic opposition between the self and other.62 With this enlightenment, Ahn thus created Korean biblical hermeneutics to ascertain the union between the historical Jesus and Korean minjung: “In the Korean context, I encountered historical Jesus freshly and vividly. Minjung theology emerged in this process; in short, it was formulated through discovering minjung and Jesus in unity.63 Ahn compellingly paved the way for Korean biblical theology in such a way as to underscore the significance of practically engaging in the life context of minjung in a mode of solidarity.

The key point here is that Ahn highlighted the resistant aspect of minjung theology against the unjust political system.64 It is his assumption that the kingdom of God is the diametrical opposite of the kingdom of the Satan (which is embodied by the Roman Empire) and, furthermore, Jesus, as agent of God, opposes the Roman emperor as agent of the Satan. In Ahn’s view, the ultimate goal of the minjung movement was to subvert the Roman Empire: “Jesus’ minjung movement had expanded to become an anti-Roman movement.”65 The implication in the contemporary society is that the minjung movement is, in essence, a resistant movement for the sake of liberation of minjung from unjust power and its political system.

In short, Ahn heralded Korean biblical theology in critical conversation with Western biblical theology. He tackled Western biblical theology profoundly obsessed with objectivity by deconstructing the marked distinction between self and other. Revolving around the experience of the oppressed people called minjung, he zoomed in on the event of encountering Jesus as a minjung and minjung as Jesus.66 This illuminating insight pushed him to probe the Gospel of Mark afresh from the perspective of minjung, acclaiming ὄχλος as minjung and their dynamic relationship with Jesus in a spirit of solidarity. Clearly, Ahn’s minjung theology as a theology of resistance aims to emancipate minjung from the unjust social structure and political power.

Cyris H. S. Moon

Following in the footsteps of Ahn, a pioneer in minjung theology, Cyris H. S. Moon labels the leitmotif of minjung theology liberation from oppression.67 To come up with minjung theology in the field of biblical studies in general and Old Testament Studies in particular, Moon proposes that one first should elucidate the advent of minjung embodied in the modern history of Korea and then probe the sociohistorical, political, and economic context of the Bible from the perspective of the minjung.68 Interlocking the account of minjung in Korean history with the specific context of the Hebrew Bible, Moon, as an Old Testament scholar, presents his doubled project both to uncover the minjung embedded in the Old Testament and to give the minjung of Korea the insight yet to be gained from the Old Testament.69 As a consequence, Moon envisions the Old Testament as eventually emancipating the Korean minjung from systems of oppressions in an invigorating manner.

On the one hand, at the sematic level, Moon expounds minjung—“the mass of people” in a Korean literal sense—as “those who are oppressed politically, exploited economically, alienated socially, and kept uneducated in cultural and intellectual matters” in a broader sense.70 To put it simply, minjung can be reckoned as “the victims of social injustice.”71 What is more, he characterizes minjung as being possessed by han, which is translatable as rancor or resentment in confrontation with a variety of injustice, whether it should be political, economic, social, or cultural.72 While dubbing minjung han-possessed people, Moon accentuates the agency of the minjung in resisting the world in need of justice and human dignity in the history of Korea, both ancient and contemporary. Moon historically illustrates the presence of the minjung throughout history in a Korean milieu, laying stress on their hardship and resilient power alike. Moon makes sure that minjung theology is a Korean version of theology arising from their agony but aims at their liberation.73

On the other hand, Moon takes the term habiru, equivalent to Hebrew, to mean “rebels standing in defiance of the prevailing social or power structure.”74 Furthermore, he goes on to depict habiru as “the minjung of their time, driven by their han (grudge or resentment) to act against what they felt to be injustices imposed on them by those in power.”75 Expanding this theological thinking, he understands the Exodus story as a story of emancipation. The crucial point to be emphasized is that Moon sees God as a main agent in the history of salvation, and equally importantly, humanity as a collaborator lending a hand to the liberation movement run by God.76

Taken together, Moon reconstructs the Old Testament stories through the lens of minjung theology by reconfiguring habiru as a type of the minjung defying the oppressive systems in antiquity. Assuming that there runs a close parallel between the Hebrews and Koreans, Moon takes the liberty of applying the hermeneutical model drawn from the Old Testament to Korean context.77 Moon patently observes:


The minjung of Korea, like the Hebrews, had to assume responsibility and strengthen their awareness of the depths of their bondage in order to rise up against the system in rebellion. In other words, the minjung in Korea were actively participating in the process of their own liberation, fully aware that God stood with them and for them.78



In Moon’s view, God empowers the Korean minjung—as “subjects of history”—to fight against social injustice on behalf of their liberation.79 Hence, Moon reinforces the Korean liberation movement of the minjung by dint of the theological imagination.

We have thus far explored a liberationist reading strategy of minjung theology in the reign of military dictatorship within the Korean context. Ahn and Moon in the area of the New Testament and the Old Testament studies, respectively, shed insightful light on the liberating aspect of the Bible from the structure of social oppression. Both of them endeavor to discover a primordial form of minjung in the biblical world and their resistance to social injustice and to apply this interpretative framework to the life context of Korean minjung with the aim of promoting divine justice. Nonetheless, with the recent experience of democratization and economic growth, minjung theology has been practically in decline in terms of its impact on the field of theology and Korean society.

An emergence of neoliberalism and globalization has over the recent decades increasingly diversified the interests of Korean exegetes still more extensively than minjung biblical scholars ever imagined.80 As Andrew Eungi Kim adeptly suggests, minjung theology has recently incorporated such contemporary issues as gender, sexuality, environment, and neoliberalism as part of the ecclesiastical intervention in politics.81 However, it is indeed correct to state that the term minjung is no longer valid to the majority of the ordinary people who are not as interested in social issues as before. Related to this, it is observable that the discourse of postcolonialism has lately taken the place of the long-standing position of the discourse of minjung. The reason is that the former is more dynamic, elastic, and fluid than the latter in the sense that it goes beyond the toolbox of minjung. With this in mind, let us reconsider the evolution of Korean biblical theology in the form of postcolonial biblical theology in the global and neoliberal era.

A Postcolonial Reading Strategy in the Context of Diasporic Globalization

With the emergence of neocolonialism accelerated by global neoliberalism, I examine a postcolonial reading strategy by Seong Hee Kim and Uriah Y. Kim in Korean and Korean diasporic—say, Korean American—contexts, respectively. Among other events, the abrupt experience of the 1997 Asian financial crisis alerted Koreans (in diaspora) to the neocolonial powers dominating Korea and other countries in the shape of neoliberal globalization. Under these circumstances, social issues have become all the more complex and complicated than minjung theology had ever imagined. As an alternative to minjung theology in the political realm, postcolonial biblical criticism has recently embraced a broader range of issues, such as, gender, sexuality, race, and ethnicity, economy, environment, and the like beyond the limits of geographical boundaries.82 Remember that postcolonial biblical criticism has assisted Korean and Korean American scholars in executing a scathing analysis of neocolonial mechanism. For instance, postcolonial scholars raise their oppressed voices related to their gender and racial/ethnic identity in the patriarchal and ethnocentric society on a glocal scale. It would be no exaggeration to state that the recovery of the marginalized voices and presences in the Korean diaspora has contributed significantly to a diversity of social and cultural matters in such a fragmented way that may decenter the authority of the privileged in terms of identity formation, gendered, racial/ethnic, or otherwise.

Seong Hee Kim

Drawing on the postcolonial agenda of both decolonizing biblical interpretation from the legacy of the Western male-dominated tradition and liberating those marginalized, particularly women, from the shackles of colonialism and imperialism in Korean contexts, Seong Hee Kim gives an outstanding example of Korean postcolonial feminist biblical interpretation in her work.83 To strive for a Korean way of reading the biblical text, Kim, first and foremost, avers that the Bible does not have to be opened solely to the Western tradition but also to non-Western traditions, especially Korean tradition by stating that “the Bible does not have to be Western scripture, but can be read and utilized as Korean scripture for Korean people.”84 To take one step further, she aspires to take considerable account of the subjugated experiences of Korean women under the authority of patriarchal social and cultural structures within and without ecclesial settings.85 Falling back on the draconian experiences of Korean women spawned by the patriarchal and hierarchical structures from precolonial via colonial to neocolonial times, Kim advances a postcolonial framework in alignment with the standpoint of Korean women in a dialogical manner that may unearth their story in the Bible and make sense of it for the sake of their lives.86

Most crucially, Kim presents a Salim reading of the Bible as a Korean postcolonial feminist interpretation.87 Salim in Korean means to restore life or imbue the dying with abundant life. In confrontation of the life crisis generated by the process of industrialization, Kim Chi-Ha, a well-known poet and playwright in South Korea, initially endorsed the so-called Salim movement.88 This movement has subsequently entailed an ecological and/or feminist movement in the field of theology. Utilizing the notion of Salim, Kim constructs a Salim biblical hermeneutics designed to put new life into all suffering creatures in general and oppressed women in particular by oscillating back and forth between the biblical world and the real world in a dialogical way. It is beneficial to remember that “Ultimately, Salim hermeneutics, as its meaning indicates, aims to give life and meaning to ordinary tasks, to restore broken things, to make peace, to ensure justice, and to participate together in the new creation of God.”89

Kim’s Korean postcolonial feminist hermeneutics demonstrates how the lived experience of Korean women evolves into a new biblical interpretation empowering those oppressed to the rule dominated by patriarchal and hierarchical social structures, especially in the (neo)colonial and (neo)imperial context. In stark contrast to minjung theology tending to homogenize the oppressed and universalize their brutal experiences, a Korean postcolonial feminist biblical hermeneutics first brings into focus the ruthless experiences of women and then gives life back to them by crossing a bridge between the biblical world and the contemporary world.90 That being the case, this engendered reading ultimately turns out to be relevant to today’s society in which the readers’ experience becomes all the more variegated and diversified.

Uriah Y. Kim

Among many others, Uriah Y. Kim, as a postcolonial Korean American, cogently sets up a hermeneutical model to interpret his hybrid experience of living in a diasporic world.91 Kim draws his attention to the lived experience of “being both guests and hosts” in the history of Korean immigration into the United States.92 Kim construes the lived experience of Korean Americans as a paradoxical experience of “being both guests and hosts,” detached from homeland and settling down in a foreign place. Korean Americans, on numerous occasions, go through the dual refusal of belonging to neither world, old or new, and dual acceptance of belonging to both worlds, old and new.93 In Kim’s view, it is the state of being located betwixt and between two planets that constitute Korean American identity.94 As Kwon Pui-Lan adeptly notices, the place called homeland may be an unfixable and unstable place.95 In addition, Korean Americans as an ethnic minority group can easily fall into the victimhood of identity politics in the society dominated by the White supremacy, undergoing the experience of being otherized or marginalized. In response to the concealed process of minoritization, they have no choice but to navigate negotiations in search of their own identity in the White dominant society and culture.

Having recourse to the minoritized experience of Korean American immigrants in America, Kim endeavors to create a hermeneutical model to explore the biblical stories pertinent to the politics of identity by deploying postcolonial theory. He first traces the original experience of diasporic identity in the Hebrew Bible back to the experience of Adam and Eve of being expatriated from their place of residence (i.e., the homeland).96 For Kim, Abraham can also be seen as a diasporic figure living simultaneously in two different worlds. Kim proposes Abraham as an exemplar nomad of leading a paradoxical life in “the situation in diaspora where they were perceived by the people of the land as both strangers and citizens.”97 In tangible terms, he applies the political mechanism of othering to some characters in the book of Judges. In the process, he tackles the binary cognition based on the scheme between “us” and “them” through the ambiguous characters encompassing the intricacy of identity formation. In the final stage, Kim puts forward the biblical ethics to embrace the marginalized or minoritized strangers as our friends, outstripping the mechanism of politics of othering.

Thus, Kim sheds deepest insight into Korean American identity in a diasporic context. The postcolonial hermeneutic model proposed by Kim suggests that a pan-Korean interpretation on a global scale revolves around the issue of ambivalent identity betwixt and between home country and foreign country, wrestling with the politics of identity and otherness. In his view, the Korean American experience of being treated as an other paves the way for a new theological model to welcome strangers in a wholehearted way, especially in a rapidly globalizing society. In this way, Kim opens up a possibility of escalating Korean American biblical interpretation into the cosmopolitan level of hermeneutics.

When all is said and done, we have reconsidered how a postcolonial reading strategy can interact with the newly emerging phenomenon of neocolonialism combined with global neoliberalism. Distinct from minjung theology focused mainly on domestic political issues, postcolonial biblical hermeneutics expands its scope of interests into the sociocultural issues closely connected with gender, sexuality, race/ethnicity, class, environment, and the like, especially on a global scale. Seong Hee Kim’s Korean postcolonial feminist approach indicates that reflections of Korean women’s experiences can lead to the recovery of their agency in the midst of patriarchal and hierarchical social and cultural systems in the neocolonial environment. In a diasporic context, Uriah Y. Kim’s postcolonial Korean American hermeneutics suggests that hybrid identity betwixt and between Korean and American contexts gives rise to an inclusive theology tolerant enough to embrace others in a globalizing world.

Concluding Remarks

In a nutshell, up to this point we have seen the three biblical interpretation models, which are featured in anticolonial, liberationist, and postcolonial reading strategies, in ongoing interactions with disparate forms of powers, colonial, military, and neocolonial, throughout the modern history of Korea (from period of Japanese colonialism to period of military rule to period of global neoliberalism). In the colonial era, Kim Gyo-Shin, Ham Seok-Heon, and Gil Seon-Ju performed an anticolonial reading strategy profoundly rooted in both the authority of the Bible and ethnic nationalism in such a clandestinely resistant manner that might evade colonial surveillance. Such minjung theologians as Ahn Byung-Mu and Cyris H. S. Moon under military regimes conducted a liberationist reading strategy in the belief that the Bible could and should liberate the oppressed people called minjung from political repression in a mode of resistance. As postcolonial biblical scholars, Seong Hee Kim and Uriah Y. Kim in Korean and Korean American contexts demonstrate a postcolonial reading strategy in wrestling with neocolonial powers in command of gendered and racial/ethnic others in patriarchal and ethnocentric societies. All things considered, it is, therefore, my contention that biblical interpretation in Korean contexts has historically evolved in ceaseless interactions with various forms of power, representing inexplicit or blunt resistance or negotiation. This present theological venture brings to light the fact that Korean biblical interpretation has the inclination to disrupt the exercise of unjust power in such a way as to empower the oppressed to contend with social evils. In other words, Korean (American) biblical exegetes within the pan-Korean context have turned out to demonstrate the liberating power of the Bible in search of divine justice.
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Part II

Intercutural/Religious Engagements


Chapter 5 

Shamanistic Influence on Biblical Interpretation

Soo Kim Sweeney

Introduction

When Korean Christians think of the Bible, especially the history of biblical interpretation, they can hardly deny shamanism’s influences. Regardless of our (un)awareness, shamanism, because it is one of the most pervasive forms of Korean religiosity over the centuries, has formed a certain agenda in Koreans’ reading of the Bible.1 Ironically, because of this pervasiveness, shamanistic influences on biblical interpretation remain relatively unrecognizable to the public.

To the public, these influences are mostly reflected in Korean (shamanistic) Christian culture. From church worship services to individual religious styles, the examples are numerous. Worship leaders often encourage their congregation to shout the catchphrase “LORD, LORD, LORD!” before starting the concerted prayer. When shamans perform a Kut (the grand ritualistic performance), they also call on the name of the spirits in the invocation. When Christians open or relocate their businesses, because of the influence of the Korean shamanistic worldview, they often request their pastor to bless/consecrate the space or even expel any residual evil spirits. The shamanistic impact on Korean Christian culture also appears in the timing of certain holidays. On New Year’s Day, pastors often become exhausted with the expectation of their congregants to lay hands upon their heads, one by one, and to pray yearlong blessings. Hostile views of this syncretized culture have become widespread in evangelical circles, who argue that Korean Christianity should overcome the shadow of shamanism. This view thinks shamanism focuses too much on the material well-being of humans, which is a selfish attempt to control the spirits.

This negative view of Korean shamanism was not a one-day product. The vast spectrum of Korean shamanism’s identities has influenced the underlying attitudes of comparative studies on the two religions. Since the 1900s, the history of Korean shamanism has been rife with oppression and misjudgment. This denigrating attitude continued when the early Protestant missionaries evaluated it according to their Western and imperialistic perspectives. Korean shamanism’s indifference to national issues, therefore, should not be understood as its inherent nature but the result of a long history of misunderstanding. Indeed, Korean shamanism has demonstrated historical consciousness and played a pivotal role in Korean history by strengthening national ties.

The second wave of shamanism study started approximately in the late 1960s with the founding of the Korean Association of Korean Culture and Anthropology. Scholars of Korean literature and anthropology have approached it as a branch of Siberian shamanism or folk religion. Whereas early mission-oriented comparative studies showed Western biases and prejudices, anthropological studies seemed satisfied with etic descriptive or analytical comparisons.

The third wave, in the 1970s, was another religious approach, this time connected to minjung (people) theology. With the rise of the democratic movement, perspectives shifted on comparative studies to address positive connections to the democratic cause, such as using shamanistic spirituality as a source of liberation, especially in relation to the release of the minjung’s han (a long-term embedded deep sorrow or sense of helplessness due to the unresolved resentments against various injustices). The efforts of minjung theologians are a good starting place, but they need to extend their horizon to see the whole picture of the two religions. If the perspective doesn’t expand, many existing parallels between the religious traditions will only be read in terms of resistant or liberating discourses. The two religions have more significant contact points than just the han-healing ministry.

In summary, previous scholarship on Korean shamanism shows that Westernized Christians and scholars have been involved in defining and critiquing the characteristics of Korean shamanism. Most comparisons have focused on the cultural similarities, rather than reviewing the biblical interpretations behind a said culture or pondering the hermeneutic principles underneath the shamanistic interpretations. This study aims to fill this gap by focusing on the latter and inquiring what hermeneutics would save various parallel religious and cultural phenomena.

There are several noteworthy works of biblical scholarship that make use of shamanistic lens. Rhie Yong-Chi’s dissertation examines several prophetic figures with Korean shamanistic perspectives as a case study of authentic Korean biblical reading.2 Acknowledging the different formats—the Bible as written material and shamanism as a religious culture—Rhie opts for a character comparison between shamans and prophets. Her comparative model is legitimate because it is convenient and reasonable to compare the biblical accounts and the accounts regarding Korean shamanism. However, the parallels regarding the divine messenger between the two religions would have been a more suitable comparison, especially if the comparison’s limitations were not only placed on the office of the prophet and the shaman but also were expanded to any biblical character and any various witness in the shamanic recordings, documents, and pictures.

The use of character comparison also comes up in New Testament studies, mainly by focusing on Jesus’s shamanic characteristics. From the Gerasene demoniac story (Mark 5:1–20), Chun Se-Jong recognizes Jesus’s healing as a shaman’s exorcism through communicating with restless spirits.3 His text-based interpretation is appropriate, making readers think of Jesus as a shamanic figure who can communicate with invisible spirits, control them with the power of the supreme deity, and finally bring peace to the community.

Meanwhile, Park Hye-Kyung shows the possibility of intertextual readings between the Bible and non-bookish texts of Korean shamanism. Her article focuses on the female characters and their sacrifices for the han-givers in each text.4 Although her study does not directly mention shamanistic influences, it elaborates a potential hermeneutical bridge between the two religious traditions through the concepts of han and the ironic reconciliation of the oppressed.

As demonstrated, shamanistic readings of the Bible await our attention. As Boudewijn Walraven argues, making pinpoints on each religion or religious influence might be a tall order because they are constantly moving.5 Because of this constant change, it would be unwise to identify a unanimously consistent characteristic of Korean shamanism. Furthermore, scholars are not always successful in distinguishing between the shamanistic similarities and other ancient Near Eastern cultural reflections in biblical texts.

Accordingly, to make valid comparisons, I set up my analysis in two-way directions. First, I examine two core attributes of Korean shamanism, which can be traced in several biblical interpretations as evidence of shamanism’s influences. Then, in the opposite direction, this article uses those attributes as a hermeneutical bridge in a shamanistic reading of the David-Gibeonites Story in 2 Samuel 21:1–14.

Two Attributes of Korean Shamanism

Two defining attributes of Korean shamanism stand out for my interpretative purposes: all-connectedness and the active or overactive roles of the human mediator. Neither are these characteristics exclusive to Korean shamanism nor do they provide a complete representation. Nonetheless, their particular accents provide fruitful contact points with the biblical texts.

All Connectedness

The all-connectedness worldview is a basic premise of shamanism. If the active roles of shamans on various occasions are the most striking phenomenon of Korean shamanism, the ground to make it possible is rooted in the concept of all-connectedness. In Korean shamanism, this is observed in three distinct areas: a transcendent connection between heavenly deities and earthly human beings, a horizontal connection with nature, and a vertical connection with one’s ancestors.

Transcendent Connection

Korean shamanism is a harmonious amalgamation of polytheism, animism, pantheism, and even henotheism. Although the celestial god is the most venerated deity as the highest authority, all other deities can coexist without conflict. In Korean shamanism, all spirits are free to possess whomever they choose.

Early Christian missionaries used this worldview when they explained the Trinity as well as the Holy Spirit to Koreans. For example, Homer Hulbert sought connections between the main characters in the Korean Dangun (the legendary founder of Gojoseon, the first kingdom of Korea) creation myth with the Trinity: Hananim (Korean word for God) or Hwanin (the Lord of heaven) to the Father, Hwanung (supreme divine regent and the son of Hwanin) to the Holy Spirit, and Dangun to the Son of God.6 In this way, missionaries in the 1900s attempted to overcome the disparity between Korean folk religion and Western Christianity.

In another case, the shared concept of the power of spirits in Korean shamanism is equated to the biblical Holy Spirit. Samuel Moffett, a second-generation Presbyterian missionary and scholar, points out that Korean Christians’ earnest prayer with expectations for miraculous answers through the Holy Spirit is a critical connection with Korean shamanism.7 As he argued, many Koreans assume that healing, exorcism, blessing, and even curse are possible through the shaman’s ability to talk with the spirits. Thus, they could easily reconcile the works of the Christian Holy Spirit with Korean shamanistic culture.

However, it is also true that the relationship between the deity and his human agent, especially regarding divine possession or the control of the deity, is understood differently in the two religions. In biblical accounts, divine possession or the embodiment of God depends upon the deity not the summoned person. For example, the Spirit repeatedly possesses Ezekiel (1:3; 2:2; 3:12, 22, 24; 8:1–2; 37:1), but the prophet never initiated or resisted. Indeed, biblical discourses emphasize a person’s total dependability on God, regardless of their conscious or unconscious status. On the contrary, shamans can control the meeting with the divine by voluntarily calling the spirits. Mudangs or Mansins (Korean terms for shaman) often testify that they are fully or partially conscious when speaking with gods or ancestors on a given occasion.8

Despite the Bible’s solemn warnings about manipulating God’s power, readers notice that people use the Holy Spirit for their authoritative leadership. Various pseudo-Christianity sects, such as Huh Ho-Bin’s Inner Body Church, Hwang Guk-Ju’s Neck Change, or Moon Sun-Myung’s Blood Change, have used messianic imagery for their own doctrines. Modifying the Nativity story, Huh Ho-Bin argues that one day Jesus came to her womb, making her become the permanently divine embodied person. By interpreting Eve’s meeting with the Serpent in Genesis 2 as the moment of blood corruption through their sex, Moon Sun-Myung develops his theory for eternal life (i.e., one must have a “blood change” through him). Hwang Guk-Ju, senior of Moon Sun-Myung in the 1930s, claimed that he became like Christ in every single action after his neck was cut off and Jesus’s head was attached in its place. With this mysterious unification with Jesus, he urged people to regard whatever he did as Christ’s holy action.9 From these examples, we see that the Pseudo-Christian leaders’ interpretations of these biblical passages are rooted in Korean shamanistic culture, which contends that a shaman does not merely deliver the spirit’s message but becomes an embodiment of the spirit by being unified with it.

Horizontal Connection

The Shamanistic horizontal connection with nature is reflected in people’s perception of natural phenomena as well as their inquiries of ways to deal with them. To begin with the perception, shamans read the divine wills from the various abnormal natural phenomena and eventually acquire the operational principles of the universe from this awareness. The Bible also introduces stories reflecting nature’s reaction to the human events: the murdered Abel’s blood cries from the land in Genesis 4:10; the earth is said to vomit out the residents when people defile the land by committing the abominable sins (Leviticus 18:28); suffering creatures long for the appearance of God’s children for healing (Romans 8:19). As such, both religions believe that nature is not an inanimate object but a living entity that reacts to human action.

Meanwhile, in searching for a harmonious life with nature, people have developed geomancy or feng shui (a body of knowledge to create the most harmonious places for any human activities). In this venue, most self-made shamans acquire professional interpretation skills and mechanical techniques for physiognomy, fortune telling, and geomancy by studying sacred books, such as the Book of Changes. A similar connection with nature is evident in the Bible as well. Based on the traditional geomancy, King Ahab called his servant Obadiah to search for the water source (1 Kings 18:5–6). Following the divine directive, King David searched and negotiated with the owner of the place for God’s appointed sacred city and the temple site at the threshing ground of Ornan (1 Chronicles 21:1–27; Ps. 132:6). These examples, in a positive or neutral tone, suggest that biblical authors and their contemporaries shared common wisdom through the study of authoritative traditions.

Junggamlok (Prophetic Book of the Jung Family), a well-known prophetic/apocalyptic book from late seventeenth-century Korea, has another helpful example. Rooted in traditional geomancy, it prophesied the fall of the Joseon Dynasty governed by the Yi family in Hanyang (the capital city of Joseon Dynasty) as well as the coming of the new Jung family era at mountain Kyeryong.10 The popularity of Junggamlok shows the strong influence of shamanism or shamanistic thinking at the national level in ancient Korea. This book was not just a prophetic and mysterious book to ancient Koreans; it was a resource for the philosophical logic and emotional attachment of the unprivileged class.11 The book even provides detailed directions on survival during the potential turmoil period caused by the transition. No known studies explore the influence of Junggamlok on Korean biblical interpretation. However, because of the structural and thematic proximity between the Bible and Junggamlok, it is possible that readers of the latter would read the passages “calling for repentance” in the biblical prophetic literature, for example, as warning calls to the corrupted ruling class rather than to themselves. They thought eschatology applied to the arrival of the new era—when the Jung family would eventually rule—rather than to the complete end of the universe.

The third example is “Prayer-walking,” a shamanistic interpretation and practice in the contemporary (pseudo)-Christian cultures. The term comes from Steven Hawthorne’s book Prayer Walking: Praying on Site with Insight,12 and several groups and denominations in Korean Christianity support the idea and practices. With the conviction that the local spirits govern the land and their prayer-walking can bind the evil spirits, believers go to the sacred sites of other religions in an attempt to make the sites holy. They walk around the territory according to the prepared spiritual map and shout, “Fall the evil spirits! This land is ours!” This practice combines Korean shamanistic tradition and shamanistic biblical readings. For biblical justification, two passages in the Book of Joshua are cited in this prayer-walking: the destruction of city Jericho when Israelites marched around it (Joshua 6) and Caleb’s speech with the quotation of God’s promise through Moses (“Surely, the land on which your foot has trodden shall be an inheritance for you and your children forever.” (Joshua 14:9)).

Meanwhile, this practice seems to be also related to Jisinbalggi, the Korean agricultural folk tradition of treading the spirits on the local ground in the first month of the lunar calendar. As a rite of passage, when people with the leading expert walk around a designated area, they believe that they are suppressing any potentially rising evil spirits, demons, or ghosts for the well-being of the specific house, area, or village. This village event contains festival characteristics of a kick-off gathering for the New Year.13 With (un)intentional confusion between metaphoric and literal interpretations, this practice turns into a more aggressive campaign under Christian conquest missiology.

Vertical Connection

The third area of all-connectedness is in the shaman’s relationship with previous generations or the deceased ancestors. The wandering ghosts of the dead in a family, combined with the Confucian authority and Buddhist transformation ideas, are a significant issue in Korean shamanism. For example, a famous ancient Korean folk literature, Janghwa Hongryeon (A tale of the two ghost sisters Janghwa and Hongryeon), shows the wandering ghosts’ attempts to appeal to their unsolved problems in the world. Nonetheless, their mere presence as ghosts often engenders great fear in the living. At this point, the involvement of the shaman’s mediating role meets with her clients’ necessity to communicate with the wandering spirits. This vertical connection concept has been transformed by the demand for exorcism by Korean Christians. Among leaders in pseudo-Christianity, Kim Ki-Dong is well-known for founding the Berean Bible Society and his book Cut off the Curses in Your Genealogy. His shamanistic definition of demons gives a glimpse into his understanding. Based on the interpretation of מֵתִֽים in Psalm 106:28 as “the dead” (NAS), not “the lifeless gods” (NIV), Kim defines the demon as the nonbelievers’ wandering souls,14 a similar concept to the wandering ghosts of Korean shamanism. Accordingly, believers should invite the authoritative exorcism experts to cut off the curses from their ancestors. This is an example of the shamanistic worldview’s influence on biblical interpretation as well as practical culture.

Active or Overactive Role of a Human Mediator

Shamans are healers and managers of universal, social, and personal disorders. They make chaos meaningful. They heal the community by letting all members share this new meaning. In their consultation, shamans are intimate with their clients as counselors, mentors, or priests.

In both Korean shamanism and Christianity, the role of the human mediator is decisive in overcoming various crises. In biblical accounts, this performer includes prophets, priests, kings, sages, and even patriarchs. In Korean shamanism, the mediator includes Manshin (a shaman who embodies the spirit), Tan’gol (a shaman who inherits priestly authority through the family), Atrium or Simbang (a collective term, mainly from Jeju Island, for the shamanistic priests who can communicate with the spirits without embodying the deity), and even fortune tellers.15 Thanks to the shared worldview of all-connectedness, human actions toward the invisible deity (the investigation of the cause of the problem, repentance, proper rituals, etc.) are readily acceptable to shamanistic readers of the Bible.

The initiating action or reaction from the human side is sometimes crucial to break the impasse situation and move on to the restoration or rectification. Kut in Korean shamanism is the most striking feature for this turning point and core event to boost the shaman’s activity because ordinary people cannot dare to do so. With the conviction that all the ominous elements will be removed through it, people regard Kut as a transformative solution from a curse to a blessing. Moreover, if it is the community Kut, the village members expect the recovery of shalom in the sense of wholesome restoration.16 As Rhie points out, the proper ritual in Korean shamanism is the key to reworking the invisible benevolent power for the community.17 H. K. Kim Hogarth also expresses the same notion that Korean shamanism is a humanist-oriented cult to maintain harmony and unity by temporarily abolishing current social codes and structures.18 This shaman-centered tendency indeed comes from a serious recognition or feeling of the obligation to help rectify something wrong in the invisible world.

On the other hand, however, this (over)enthusiastic attitude often appears as an attempt to control the spirits with an overemphasis on the leader’s active role. The theology of Cho Yong-Gi, a founding pastor of the Yoido Full Gospel Church and the Korean Pentecostal denomination, gives us a case study of this in history. Cho strongly urged his congregation to dispose of any negative attitudes when encountering life’s problems; instead, he wanted them to proclaim with the assurance that the problem has been solved already. Moreover, in-line with the Prosperity Gospel, he opines that long-term poverty is a curse of Satan. In his book The Fourth Dimension, Cho explicitly expresses that Jesus is bound to our speech so that we can release his power or make him present at any moment. According to him, tapping the unlimited heavy resources will allow us access to all resources, just like clicking an icon on the computer screen. In a similar vein, if we do not take action, he warns that it will never happen.19

Ironically, although his church’s name contains the words “full gospel,” Cho’s theology fails to reflect the “full” gospel as represented in the New Testament teachings. His hermeneutics contrast with the challenging questions on suffering and faith relation posed by the Book of Job. The background of his theology might have come from the desire to incite hope in those severely suffering people from poverty in the 1950s and 1960s. Harvey Cox acknowledges that Cho’s theology and worship services resemble shamanistic worldviews, especially regarding the shaman’s controllability of the spirits.20 Cox is correct that Cho’s biblical interpretation agenda shares key attributes with Korean shamanism.

Generally, the sociocultural impacts of unorthodox or pseudo-Christian biblical interpretations become more serious when the interpretations incorporate shamanistic features. For example, Sohn Ki-Chul’s Prayer movement resembles the Proclamation prayer of the New Apostolic Movement and Kim Ki-Dong’s Berean ghost theory. According to Sohn, all misfortunes come from evil spirits, which we can expel; therefore, the use of proclamation prayers during spiritual battle is absolutely necessary to bind them.21 On the one hand, this active response encourages believers to be sensitive to the spiritual world by having them engage as Christ’s soldiers. On the other hand, this hermeneutical framework of triumphalism weakens the balance between the “cross” and the “resurrection” in the teaching of Jesus Christ.

Moreover, this aggressive agenda leads their readings of the biblical text to make somewhat weird interpretations. For example, the marching of “his army” in Joel 2:1–11 is understood as the “Jesus Army” or the “King’s Army” in the eschatological sense. On the day of YHWH, this very army will march to prepare the King’s return and destroy Satan’s camp.22 According to this interpretation, this Christian army should work even now to reverse Satan’s power. The military language helps incite emotions of in-group members with the hope of gaining their participation in the important mission to expel evil forces, a mission similar to that of the shamans. However, as Joel 1:6 reveals, their identity is a summoned foreign nation by YHWH to judge God’s people. In other words, that army is neither the people of God nor Christians in a broad sense but the enemies of ancient Israel. Using the locust image to produce the counter-Exodus imagery of the plague, Joel indeed encourages repentance rather than marching for the spiritual battle, as Choi argues. Choi’s interpretation is the combination of the overactive human role and the strong desire to manipulate God’s will.

As demonstrated, a mediator’s overactive involvement in both Korean shamanism and (pseudo) Christian shamanistic cultures is not irrelevant to the clients’ high expectations to see their wish fulfilled immediately. This preoccupation prevents shamanistic readers from thinking in a broader framework and from learning about other biblical virtues, such as sacrificial love, long suffering, and the passion of God. Moreover, once the problem is solved, the significance of the shaman to the client is remarkably reduced since the meeting with the shaman would occur irregularly according to the follower’s demand. Shamans and clients are neither teacher-students nor mentor-mentees—both of which require long-term intimate relationships. Accordingly, shamanistic readers of the Bible should be careful to avoid (forced) triumphalism.

A Shamanistic Reading of the David-Gibeonites Story in 2 Samuel 21:1–14

In this study, I have addressed the essential attributes of Korean shamanism along with their various realizations in Korean society. Korean shamanism claims that shamans are the mediators with the invisible spirits so that they can diagnose and solve the encountering problems, which are interdependent with the invisible spiritual world; then, they can finally bring peace back to the community. These are essential aspects to use for Korean shamanistic biblical interpretation. In applying the characteristics of Korean shamanism to biblical interpretation, I offer two basic cautions: Don’t be distracted by the extreme views of Korean shamanism but keep a critical and respectful attitude; don’t use the text as a proof text but closely and carefully read it. Even when we use the Korean shamanistic lens as a hermeneutical tool, we should not forget that we read the text.

The David-Gibeonites story in 2 Samuel 21:1–14 shows the complicated relationships among God, nature, and competitive parties through the long-term famine in Israel. According to my shamanistic reading, this text provides a way to restore shalom in the community. It teaches that returning peace cannot be achieved by the directly involved parties but requires the participation of everyone in the universe. Once they realize the all-connectedness of the universe, participants can overcome individual, familial, tribal, national, and international self-focused boundaries. In other words, they recognize that this world is inevitably connected to invisible entities at all levels—horizontal, vertical, and transcendental. King David, Rizpah, and even the Gibeonites, who required the seven innocent lives from the house of Saul, are to be read as a role model in this holy task. Along with the plot development (Beginning, Development, Climax, and Conclusion), I will unpack how the awareness of the shamanistic aspects can enhance our understanding of the David-Gibeonites story, which traditional and feminist readings have failed to recognize.

Beginning [21:1]

The story straightforwardly introduces the problem facing the country: the long-term famine. Famine was considered a typical sign of divine wrath, and all ancient shamanic kings were expected to overcome it. This task is given to the house of David at both the national and familial levels. Due to the text’s expression of David seeking the face of YHWH (21:1), he resembles an ancient shaman-king, who would have communicated with the wandering ghosts and other spirits. The text delivers YHWH’s oracle promptly and directly to David, revealing the unknown factor—that is, the attempted genocide of the house of Saul against the Gibeonites. In v. 1, we see all-connectedness in all three areas: a transcendent connection with God, a horizontal one with nature, and a vertical one with the late generation.

Development [21:2-9]

In the Development, David seems to return to his position as king and summons the Gibeonites. Interestingly, the narrator sets up the reading direction with a parenthetical interruption. The narrator confirms that Saul’s motivation to strike the Gibeonites (v. 2) comes from his zeal for his own people. This is striking because, according to the passage, Saul is not a “fundamentally” bad king. He is depicted as unable to recognize the all-connectedness—both on the transcendent level by asking God and on the horizontal level by considering the possible natural disaster later—even though it is an essential qualification for a good leader in both the biblical and shamanistic traditions. In retrospect, Saul’s policy is not only inadequate according to his own standard of zeal for his people, but it also turns out to be dangerous to bring evil into the country knowingly.

Dialogue resumes in v. 3 and continues up to v. 6. Two things are worth discussing in the shamanistic reading. First, the Gibeonites diagnose the problem, surprisingly, not as a matter of silver or gold but of blood guilt. If they wanted a genuine apology with appropriate compensations, actual monetary negotiation would have been appropriate. However, contrasting expectations, the issue is not the deep sorrow or grudging emotion (han if we use the Korean term) of the Gibeonites, which can be subsidized in the world of the living. Rather, the text alludes that the Gibeonites might think of the blood-vengeance duty (Goel Haddam in the Pentateuch) as the slaughtered relatives.

Second, the fact that the law of all-connectedness also applies to the Gibeonites’ community leads shamanistic readers to consider the Gibeonites as a collaborative party rather than antagonists. Ironically, this long-term famine must have also affected the living conditions of the Gibeonites because they shared the same land. Likewise, “blessing” or “make atonement” (v. 3) in David’s question about how to reconcile with the Gibeonites lies in the satisfaction of the slaughtered and wandering ghosts of the Gibeonites. Therefore, the real issue is not the remnants’ well-being within Israel society per se but the fulfillment of the ritualistically proper treatment of the dead since the famine lasted for three years when these wandering ghosts incessantly cried out to the highest deity, YHWH. Accordingly, the text does not report the Gibeonites’ blessing as a turning point, although the ritualistic seven deaths started from David’s request for blessings. Readers now realize that the key to appealing to YHWH to stop the famine was in the “hand” of the wandering ghosts. A shamanistic reading, with the concept of the wandering ghosts, gives a more reasonable answer to the slaughtered ancestors of the Gibeonites in this case.

Climax [21:10-14a]

In my shamanistic reading, the climax or turning point of the story falls in Rizpah’s reaction episode. After the death of the seven men from the house of Saul, Rizpah keeps protecting the corpses from the birds and beasts until the rain falls. People often compare Rizpah’s actions with Princess Antigone of the Greek tragedy, who took care of the bodies while resisting the current ruler, Creon.23 Joseph Blenkinsopp gives another angle, arguing that the death of Mot at the beginning of harvest season and the exposure of its corpse might have parallels with the fertility myth in the Ugaritic Baal and Anath cycle.24 The Korean shamanistic lens provides us with an even more logical understanding of Rizpah, her mourning, and the overall thesis of the text. Shamanistic readers would read Rizpah as a female shaman standing between heaven and earth, between the living and the dead, and between the spiritual and material worlds. She stays with the dead until the wandering souls of the seven men could find peace in the underworld. Thus, her actions resemble ritualistic performances to appease the resentfulness of innocent deaths rather than a simple political resistance.25 The unburied and killed people’s souls wander and may cause ongoing problems until properly buried.

Therefore, Rizpah plays a more significant role than David, who initiated the reconciliation but failed to finish it. According to 1 Samuel 31:11–13, Jabesh-Gilead people took the bodies of Saul and his sons and burned and buried their bones. Our text now reveals that those were stolen by the Gilead people, which implies that the proper rituals may not have occurred under David’s reign, either. Interestingly, even using the prolepsis device, the text provides the good news of rain in Rizpah’s episode (v.10), entailing that more credit is given to Rizpah. If David can be compared to the interpreter and inquirer as the hereditary shaman, Rizpah would be analogous to the spiritualistic shaman who suffers again and again for her clients.

Korean shamanism has a parallel tradition to Rizpah’s ritualistic performance. Ssikkim Kut (a cleansing ritual) is usually performed the night before a funeral by the spirited shaman.26 Keith Howard explains its primary purpose as “to ensure that the spirit of a recently deceased person would leave this world and travel to the next.”27 In a loose manner, we can say that Rizpah’s performance—in wearing the sackcloth before the innocent dead bodies until King David reacts for the appropriate funeral rituals and God responds to it—is enough to recall the shaman’s performance of Ssikkim Kut to Korean shamanistic readers. Koreans see the two kinds of wandering souls of the dead in this text, respectively, produced by Israel’s first and second kings. With elaborate plot development, characterization, images, and language, 2 Samuel strongly suggests community peace is impossible until both problems are resolved.

Feminist readers often focus on the characterization of Rizpah as the exemplified sufferer under Saul and David.28 Although this is a legitimate reading, a shamanistic reading provides another dimension for Rizpah; she is the shaman who overcomes her own suffering, stands up for even the oppressors, and understands how to achieve the restoration of shalom. David was ignorant in these respects. According to v.14a, David was able to act further only when he learned from Rizpah’s actions. Likewise, we often observe self-made shamans and deity-appointed shaman’s cooperating for the maintenance of community peace.29

This shamanistic understanding begs further pondering because the whole community—David, Saul’s women, sacrificed male offspring, and the Gibeonites—are all cooperative in appeasing the wandering spirits and YHWH to return shalom to the community. In other words, the shamanistic lens opens the interpretation that this story does not have a distinct antagonist. All sufferings, in the past, present, and even future, come from the lack of (shamanistic) knowledge of how to coexist with the self, family, neighbors, and God in harmony. Overall, both Korean shamans and the biblical authors must have had an extraordinary perception for keeping the peace and security of their communities.

The Conclusion [21:14b]

This final statement interestingly shows all-connectedness again by not depicting God as pouring the rain or finishing the famine; instead, he was entreated (עָתַר in a niphal form) for the land.30 This suggests two things. First, YHWH sets the universal standard of all-connectedness in his ruling; therefore, all parties should cooperate to restore the wholesome world. Until then, he will not be entreated. Second, humanity’s position is not the highest rank among the creatures, even though humanity has a part in managing the world. However, as Korean shamanism proposes, the active initiation from the human side is necessary to reenact the universal order on earth.

Final Remarks

First, the story of David and the Gibeonites shows that blessings and curses are not the consequences of the two-way relationship between the inquirer and his deity. Unless both horizontal and vertical relationships become transparent, the problem with the transcendent connection, the shadow of the divine curse, will remain.

Second, the solid bond for traditional familial relationships of this ancient tribal story illustrates that readers of Korean shamanism can appreciate the various leading motives of the biblical story. For example, Rizpah’s performance can be read not only as an expression of political resistance but also as the indissoluble familial bond under a shamanistic worldview.

Third, most Western commentators, without a Korean shamanistic lens, have missed that wandering ghosts were improperly buried or treated with the appropriate ritual even after death.

Fourth, community peace is the final task of the divine messenger in dealing with the problem/crisis of an individual, community, or nation. Both David’s and Rizpah’s actions shall be understood according to this effort. Likewise, the purpose of Kut is to restore brokenness through the unification of heaven, earth, and people.31 Overall, in the framework of Realpolitik,32 a shamanistic reading of the David-Gibeonites-Rizpah story enhances the understanding of the specific expressions and the logic of the plot development.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have surveyed the attributes of Korean shamanism and its historical implications for reading the Bible. Despite many positive values in Korean shamanism, Korean Christians have unconditionally criticized it as syncretism. However, they have still been surprised at the proximity of the two religions. As explored in this chapter, the benefits of reading the Bible with a shamanistic lens are twofold. First, it makes us more aware that we are influenced, biased readers, even if we believe that our Bible readings are guided by the Holy Spirit. This approach helps us recognize and admit that the shamanistic worldview has been deeply rooted in Korean ontology and epistemology. Second, it gives us a better understanding of specific biblical passages, which would otherwise remain incomprehensible to Western scientifically trained minds.

As Rhie proposes, freeing readers from the still-influential “traditional” reading, which Western missionaries have introduced, is the first step to level the ground.33 With the recognition and evaluations of Korean shamanism’s influences on our biblical interpretations, I believe we now stand at the threshold, which reveals more directions for the future. Francis Clooney’s “including theology” urges us to reconsider the basis of the genuine Christian identity.34
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Chapter 6 

Confucian Readings on Abraham

Myung Soo Suh

Introduction

It is hard to find anyone who has had as much influence as Confucius (551–479 bce) in the history of education and thought in Northeast Asia (China, Korea, Japan). Perhaps Confucianism has consistently ruled over 2,500 years of history in China except during the Emperor of Qin Shi and the establishment of the People’s Republic of China. Confucianism is a major ideology that has dominated the politics, education, and ideas of most Chinese. Since the introduction of neo-Confucianism (so-called Sung-li-hak (性理學), a study of the nature of humanity and things) in the ages of Goryeo Dynasty (918–1392 ce) in Korea, the ideology of neo-Confucianism has had a strong influence on the state and social life in general, especially in the Joseon Dynasty (1392–1910 ce). Neo-Confucianism had an impact on the principles of national operation and governance during the more than 500 years of the Joseon Dynasty. In the ages of the Joseon Dynasty, neo-Confucianism was mainly accepted by the intellectuals as an ideology of governance and national management. These intellectuals were called Sadaebu (士大夫). Sa (士) was a kind of scholar who eagerly learned Confucian classics and devoted his heart and soul to personal training according to its teachings. Daebu (大夫) was a title for Sa who became a bureaucrat to build a Confucian ideal society after passing various state tests and participated directly in the affairs of the state. Most Sa wanted to be Daebu. As a scholarly bureaucrat Sadaebu were versed in Confucian classics and history. They found ethical foundation and guidelines in the instructions of Confucianism and regarded history as a mirror to judge and reflect on things in reality, especially affairs of state.

Another title for such Sadaebu was Sunbi in the Joseon Dynasty, a more upright, honest, human, and clear-minded person. Such people were willing to take the path of righteousness for the community based on Confucian teachings. Sunbi is still an ideal human figure who Koreans respect the most. In the figure of Sunbi, the figure of a Gunja (“Junzi” in Chinese)1 as an ideal human figure presented by Confucius was projected. Thus, it can be said that Sunbi is synonymous with a Gunja. Without a doubt, Sunbi means a Gunja, and vice versa. Sunbi pursued the life of a Gunja in considering it the most ideal life. Sunbi/Gunja is a general title for Sa and Daebu. In Korean history, neo-Confucianism was accepted without any refraction in the ages of Joseon Dynasty because the sociopolitical ideology of the Joseon Dynasty was to build an ideal Confucian society. Sunbi is a product of the neo-Confucian cause.2

A Basic Understanding of a Gunja

Because a basic understanding of a Gunja is necessary, this section provides a brief explanation of a study of a Gunja before finding the figure of a Gunja in Abraham in the next section. For Confucius, the primary function of education was to provide an appropriate way to make an ordinary Gunja. Gunja has been translated into various meanings such as “a superior man,” “a gentleman,” and “a noble person.” Confucianism is nothing other than Gunja-hak (君子學, a study of a Gunja). At the heart of Gunja-hak, Sushin (修身, to cultivate one’s moral character, moral training) and Hakduk (學德, learning and virtue) are important measures. In relation to a Gunja, the core of Confucius’s teachings is condensed into the teachings of In (仁, benevolence, goodwill, humaneness, charity).3 Confucius suggested In as the fundamental way of restoring disorganized morality and presented some important virtues to practice it. Confucius’s thought of In provides the way and meaning of being human, a basic principle of “personality training” for personal perfection.

In accepting the idea of Confucius’s In, which reflects an existential aspect to reach noble spirit and internal supremacy, Mencius added Ui (義, righteousness) which reflects a practical aspect to Confucian In. For this reason, Mencius’s thought is concentrated in In-ui (仁義, benevolence and righteousness). In other words, on the basis of Confucian In, Mencius emphasized Ui which provides the principle of social activity. The thought of Mencius’s In-ui is fundamentally rooted in the Mandate of Heaven (天命, Cheon-myung). Once Confucius suggested the idea of a perfect human/wholehearted person through the thought of the Mandate of Heaven. According to him, it is In that characterizes a perfect human. Thus, it is imperative that a Gunja is a man who respects the Mandate of Heaven and benevolence and righteousness.

The first ethical practice of a Gunja based on Confucius’s In and Mencius’s In-ui is filial piety, which is the source of all virtue and all deeds. Filial piety is rooted in the Way of Heaven (天道), the way of benevolence (仁道, In-do) as the starting point of righteousness on earth, and the way of a human (人道, In-do) as the basis of the people’s behaviors. Thus, filial piety is not an option that one should or should not do but an ethical practice that human beings must practice. According to the Confucian instructions, filial piety toward parents leads to loyalty to the country, and loyalty to the country leads to one’s successful career, which raises the parents’ name. It was regarded as a kind of filial piety. And filial piety inevitably leads to brotherhood and further to kinship, because brotherhood and kinship are what parents want. As such, an ideal human behavior begins with filial piety and ends up as filial piety. For this reason, Confucius even regarded filial piety rooted in in as the basis of rule. The chapter on rule based on filial piety (孝治章, Hyo-chi-jang) in the Book of Filial Piety (孝經, Hyo-gyeong)4 tells this. The second ethical practice of a Gunja is Lye (禮, rite, courtesy, manner, etiquette). Overcoming a self (克己, Geuk-gi) through moral training and respecting manner (復禮, Bok-lye) is the duty of a Gunja. A Gunja is those who respect Lye and act according to Lye in rituals and relationships. Virtues of a Gunja are basically rooted in In, which contains three important themes: genuine sympathy for others (忠恕, Chung-seo); self-discipline and obedience to manner/a stoic respect for propriety (克己復禮, Geuk-gi-bok-lye); and exertion (力行, Yeok-haeng). Chung-seo means understanding and covering up other people’s problems and faults. It is a generous heart. Geuk-gi-bok-lye means cracking down on oneself with social norms and respecting manners. Yeok-haeng means working hard on Chung-seo and Geuk-gi-bok-lye. These virtues of a Gunja inevitably presuppose courage (勇, Yong). A Gunja practices his virtues with courage and conviction in order to realize public interests, not private interests. Such courage is called Ho-yon-ji-gi (浩然之氣, vast-flowing spirit/great morale), whose roots are fundamentally rooted in In. In is revealed as a form of courage, and courage is based on In.

Abraham and a Gunja

Based on what we have seen so far, it is time to compare a Gunja with Abraham. For this, it would be more effective to find the figures of a Gunja or Sunbi in Abraham. The next section will be focused on the similarity between Abraham and a Gunja from a synchronic and cross-cultural perspective. As already mentioned, a Gunja is synonymous with Sunbi of the Joseon Dynasty.

Abraham’s Filial Piety and Fraternal Duty (孝悌, Hyo-je)

In the book of Genesis, genealogy (2:4, 5:1, 6:9, 10:1, 11:10, 27, 25:12, 19, 36:1, 9, 37:2) has its own narrative function. The genealogy from Shem to Abram: Shem to Terah (11:10–26), and Terah to Abram (11:27–32) plays the role of a bridge between primeval history and patriarchal history. Beyond the information about blood ties, Terah’s genealogy clearly shows that the migration from Ur to Haran was led by Terah. Terah “took” (v. 31) Abram, Lot, and Sarai,5 and they all left Ur and went to Haran. But literally “and they left with them” in Mesoretic Text seems to be an obvious error. Some texts such as the Samaritan Pentateuch, LXX, Old Latin, Vulgate have “he brought them out,” and the Peshitta renders “he went with them.” This is idiomatically the same as “he took them.”6 Thus we can conclude that the migration might be carried out by Terah’s initiative. And it can be said that Abram was willing to comply with his father’s decision. There is no mention in the text that Abram hesitated to move. The text contains no clue as to the reason for the migration. But from a historical point of view, the great migration of the Amorites caused by sociopolitical upheaval during eighteenth-century bce is often referred to as the historical background.7 A famous Jewish historian Josephus in the first century mentioned in his The Antiquities of the Jews that Terah decided to migrate from Ur to Haran because of the sorrow caused by his son Haran’s death in Ur.8 The migration seemed to be accomplished in two stages. Initially Terah conducted the migration from Ur to Haran, and Haran to Canaan was resumed by Abram.9

Abraham’s obedience to his father’s will reminds us of a Gunja who values filial piety. Some scholars include Terah’s genealogy in the call of Abraham. This classification connotes that Abram gladly agreed to his father’s decision with a sense of God’s calling and the will of father. If so, it corresponds to Gunja’s thinking and behavior. According to the Confucian idea of filial piety, a Gunja who obeys the Will of Heaven also follows the will of his parents. In this respect, filial piety is presented as a mediate value that connects the Will of Heaven and the will of man.10

The figure of Abram as a Confucian Gunja leads us to focus on Abram’s going with, or taking, Lot, the only son of the youngest brother who unfortunately died early. Even though the text doesn’t explicitly state the reason of taking/going with Lot, Abram’s taking or going with Lot apparently reflects his heartfelt affection for his dead brother, Haran. In the narrative of Abram’s response to the divine call and promises (Gen 12:1–5) Abram assumed the guardianship of Lot, the son of his dead brother, which is clear again in his rescue of Lot (Gen. 14:14–16).11 As an uncle, taking care of nephew, especially the only son of his youngest brother who died early, is natural anywhere, at any age. It is especially true in seminomadic societies, which emphasize a close tie among kinship. Confucius also thought that based on In, the close tie between relatives in a chaotic social atmosphere can lead to the restoration of a humane social order. The basic mindset of a Gunja is to fear Heaven and to love a human (敬天愛人, Gyong-cheon-ae-in). The basis for the fear of Heaven is obedience to the Will of Heaven, and love to parents, family, and relatives is a starting point of the love for a man. In this respect, Abram’s conducts are consistent with that of a Gunja.

Abraham’s Obedient Following the Will of Heaven (順命, Soon-myong)

In the narratives of Abraham, the reader can see that he has been absolutely obedient to God’s commands twice. The first is God’s command to Abram to leave hometown, specifically “your land, your kindred, and your father’s house” (Gen. 12:1–3). God’s command means a complete break with his immediate environment.12 And the divine command (“go to a land which I will show you”) is suggested in vagueness. He does not know when, where, or how promises will be achieved, Even though for a nomad it was easy to leave land and family, the divine imperative (“go forth”) to Abram can be regarded as a test of faith.13 Apart from the nomadic lifestyle, it is necessary to note that most of the patriarchs are uprooted from their native land and their family (cf. Jacob, Joseph). To leave home and to break ancestral bonds was almost impossible in an ancient nomadic or seminomadic society,14 because leaving the fraternal community means facing numerous difficulties and death threats in the worst case. This is why God puts a protective label on Cain’s forehead. God gives a comprehensive set of promises that contains seven elements15 to Abram who has to leave the closest family unit (“father’s house”) and go to the land where God will direct. Above all, of those, the first promise, “I will make of you a great nation,” may be a promise entirely unconvincing to Abram. Sarai’s barrenness is already mentioned in passing (11:30). The narrator prepared to make the reader conscious of the paradox of God’s initial speech to Abram.16 Thus the promise for “a great nation” can only sound like an empty promise. Unlike “people” (‘am) “nation” (gôy) requires a territorial base. It is a political unit with a common land, language, and government. But Abram obeys God without saying any a word, “and he set out.” Here, we can see the Abram’s consciousness of following the Mandate of God as a Gunja does. Abraham believed in God’ promise and practiced his commands with life, regardless of the feasibility of promises. In any case, a Gunja considers and follows the will of heaven first, regardless of real interests or gains and losses.

The second is Akedah (Gen. 22:1–19), in which God commands Abraham to “go forth” to the land of Moriah and offer his son Isaac as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that I will point out to you (v. 2). This command reminds the reader of the first command (12.1): “go forth” to the land that I will show you. It is only given a command to go, but no final destination of trek is given. The Hebrew phrase “lekh lekha” only occurs in these two commands in the Bible. As God bade Abraham to take leave of father’s house and to cut himself from his past, now God asks him to offer his son as a sacrifice. It means abandoning all hope of being a great nation. This command is tantamount to negation of the first commitment. There is also a parallel between the descriptive epithets: “your land, your kindred/homeland, your father’s house” (12:1) and “your son, Isaac, your only son whom you love” (22:2).17 The correspondence between them encases Abraham within a framework of unwavering faith.18

Despite Abraham’s being given God’s self-denial command in Akedah, he obeys blindly and without objection. He proves his unwavering faith with unquestioning obedience and steadfast loyalty. Yet we should at least once think about whether Abraham was blindly obedient without any internal conflict. At first, as a Jewish commentator noted,19 what we should pay attention to is that the petitionary participle nā’ is added to the imperative: “take your son” (qah-nā’ ’eth binkā). The petitionary participle nā’ softens the command. That is, it implies that freedom of choice is given to Abraham.20 Compulsory obedience is not true obedience. Thus, Abraham could have refused an unreasonable demand or argued. Above all, if Isaac is being sacrificed, Abraham could have pointed out that your promise to make a great nation will be ruined. As for the internal conflict that Abraham would have experienced before his choice, the Jewish commentator Rashi dealt with it as follows:


Abraham said to God, “I have two sons.”

“He answered him, “Thine only son.”

Abraham said, “This one is the only son of his mother and the other is the only son of  his mother.”

God then said, “the one whom thou lovest.”

Abraham replied, “I love both of them.”

Whereupon God said, “even Isaac.”21



In the conversation between God and Abraham, we can see Abraham who does not readily say “yes” and does not try to offer Isaac while delaying as much as possible. But Isaac who was well aware of the situation says as follows:


“If the Holy One, blessed be He, were to tell me, “Sacrifice yourself to Me” I would not refuse.”22



Abraham hesitates at first, but later also he entirely obeys God’s command to offer Isaac as a burnt offering, and early next morning sets out the place of which God had told him (22:2–3).

At any rate, Abraham appears to be hesitant and agonizing at first about God’s command, which is difficult to handle as a human being, but ultimately willing to comply with it. Just as a Gunja values his obedience to the Will/Mandate of Heaven, Abraham willingly obeys God’s commands. He had the freedom of choice to object to God’s commands, but he exercised it for obedience. In this respect it can be said that Abraham took the way of a Gunja. According to Confucian sayings, “those who obey the Mandate of Heaven will prosper, and those who disobey it will perish.” In any situation a Gunja follows the Mandate of Heaven obediently. As we saw, Abraham successfully obeys the commands of God twice. In some ways Abraham is an important partner of God. The relationship between God and Abraham reminds us of Ju Hui’s metaphor on being a counterpart of Heaven. A true Gunja is a counterpart of Heaven. As a partner of God (配天, Bae-cheon),23 Abraham is faced with various difficulties. Yet except in one case where he slightly complained about not having a child of his own (Gen. 15:2), he never complained. Rather, he immediately believed God’s assurance that he would have a son. So, God credited it to him as righteousness (15:6). Abraham who was recognized by God as the righteous resembles a Gunja who is called as a partner of Heaven.24 From this image of Abraham we can see the consciousness of a Gunja’s obeying the Will/Mandate of Heaven. Confucius taught in the Doctrine of the Mean that a Gunja does not complain against Heaven above or blame men below (上不怨天 下不尤人).25 Abraham did not complain except in one case (Gen. 15:2). Even when he was asked to offer Isaac as a burnt offering, he did not complain or object. By his obedience to the Mandate of Heaven, Abraham had passed the test of God.26 So the angel of the Lord said as follows: “Now I know that you fear God, because you have not withheld from me your son, your only son (Gen 22:12).”27

Abraham’s Caring for Others Like Oneself (推己及人, Chu-gi-geub-in)

The increase in number of family and livestock made it impossible to continue living together. So, Abram said to Lot, “Let’s not have any quarreling between you and me, or between your herdsmen and mine, for we are brothers” (Gen 13:8). “Between you and me” in conformance with English usage is not original order in Mosoretic Text in which the order is reversed. Apart from an idiomatic usage, as the older man in a clan and erstwhile guardian, he first suggests a solution to resolve the strife between relatives in a peaceful manner (v. 8). The situation reflects the relations of tribes and quarrels about pastures and watering places being a nomadic life and frequent cause of separation.28 In a nomadic society, it may be true that pastures and watering places are the cause of the conflict. But viewing it as a conflict between tribes is an excessive expansion of scope. In verse 8 Abraham clearly defined the relation as “we are brothers.” Here, it is more reasonable to say that “brothers” are not mentioned as diplomatic rhetoric but actually mean kinship. Abram as an elder in a clan offers a solution first but gives Lot a chance to choose first. Abram surely does not insist on seniority or priority of rights. In this respect, he displays great nobility of character.29 Because of worries about the future, Abram had previously even deceived the Egyptian king as if his wife were a sister; then, paradoxically he allows his nephew Lot to choose first without any worries about the future. As a result, Lot selfishly chooses the most attractive land without consideration for the uncle and erstwhile guardian. Abram is now alone in the rough land. At that very instant God comes to him and reaffirms the promise of the land in a full fashion (13:14–17). Here, the separation narrative of Abram and Lot reaches its climax.30 He didn’t expect this to happen and just showed magnanimity to his nephew. Then reaffirmation of the promise is given to him as the reward of his self-effacing generosity.31 Also, in Akedah, Abraham obeys God’s command without knowing the consequence of obedience, and a ram is prepared as the substitute for Isaac. As such, the promise or solution always lies outside the purview of the person of faith.32

At any rate, from Abram’s words and attitude, we can find his generosity, composure and wisdom to protect the fraternity of the blood at the most opportune/proper time (時中, Si-jung) before things get worse. Abram put more emphasis on consideration for his subordinates/nephew without putting forward the order between the old and the young and the order of “the elder shall preside”(長幼有序, Jang-yu-yu-seo), which was one of the important virtues of Confucian practical ethics. Especially in the patriarchal society it was important because the result of it was bound to be more favorable to an elderly person. Yet contrarily, Abram gave Lot a chance to choose first. On the other side, Abram might have been sought by his dead brother, Nahor and thus let Nahor’s son Lot choose first, even though the text doesn’t state it. Abram could have chosen the land first from the point of view of Jang-yu-yu-seo. But he didn’t. It is surely a mind of consideration (配慮之心, Bae-ryo-ji-sim). Abram’s considerable conduct is certainly more of a Gunja’s.

It is human nature for everyone to want something good. Abram also needed “the whole plain of the Jordan [which] was well watered, like the garden of the Lord, like the land of Egypt toward Zohar” (Gen. 13:10) and would have wanted it. But Abram did not insist on the order of “the elder shall pride” in order to take over first. Abraham allowed Lot to go where he wants to take over first. He would have thought that Lot would want as he would. This is obviously caring for others oneself as well as the mind of consideration. In fact, care for others like oneself is the mind of care itself. In the mind of consideration, selfishness is overcome. What makes a Gunja different from a narrow-minded person (小人, So-in) is the mind of consideration. These two are the virtues that a Gunja should have.

Abraham’s Vast-Flowing Spirit/Great Morale (浩然之氣, Ho-yon-ji-gi)

In Genesis, chapter 14 seems to stand alone among all the accounts without connection to any of the sources or traditions found in the Pentateuch. The setting is international; the approach is impersonal; the narration is notable for its unusual style and vocabulary.33 It contains some of most difficult and debated materials. In addition, it exhibits an unparalleled story and contents. But it is placed here because of reference to Lot in verses 12–16 which follows Lot narrative and chapter 13. Chapter 14 consists of three segments: a report on international war (vv. 1–11); an intervention of Abraham for the sake of Lot (vv. 12–16), and an encounter with Melchizedek, king of Salem (vv. 17–24).34 Here, first of all, what attracts our attention is that it projects a remarkable image of Abraham as a military chief and hero.35 In Genesis Abraham’s main image is obedience. But in chapter 14 his image appears to be completely different. The reason seems to have come from the narrator’s intention to show an aspect of Abraham’ character.

When Abram heard that Lot had been taken captive by other tribal kings, he called out the 318 trained men born in his household and went in pursuit as far as Dan without hesitation. Abram divided his men to attack them and routed them, pursuing them as far as Hobah, north of Damascus. As a result, he brought back Lot and his possessions, together with the women and the other people (Gen. 14:15–16). From this event, which shows Abram’s resoluteness, we can find his brave/courage (勇, Yong), which is one of the important virtues of a Gunja. Abram’s courage stems from his broad mind for nephew. In fact, Lot chose the best part of the land, but now his choice turns out to have been disastrous. But Abraham acts firmly to rescue him without being tied to an unpleasant memory of his nephew who was in crisis. From a Confucian point of view, Abraham’s mind and behavior are like those of a Gunja. He is a broad-minded (大人, Dae-in) and brave man (勇人, Yong-in). If Abraham had turned a blind eye to Lot’s misfortunes, he would not be dae-in but so-in (a narrow-minded man), which is the opposite of a Gunja.

After Abram’s defeating the kings, Melchizedek, the King of Salem blesses him, and Abram gives him a tenth of everything very politely. It shows good manners (禮以行之, Ye-e-haeng-ji) as the code of conduct of a Gunja. Contrarily, he flatly rejected the offer of the King of Sodom as follows: “I will accept nothing [that] belongs to you, not even a thread or the thong of a sandal, so that you will never be able to say, ‘I made Abram rich’ ” (Gen. 14:23). It is a sign of Abram’s mettle. His emphatic refusal shows his great morale (浩然之氣, Ho-yon-ji-gi). Abram’s Ho-yon-ji-gi is not different from one who shows modesty/polite refusal (辭讓之心, Sa-yang-ji-sim). Resolution is implicit in the former and modesty/polite refusal in the latter. According to Confucian instructions, these virtues are two sides of the same coin. Courage/bravery (勇) without modesty (謙讓, Gyom-yang) is only foolhardiness, and modesty without courage/brave is only submission or meanness. In Abram’s conduct we can see the conduct according to a Gunja’s virtues. In addition, Abram’s polite refusal reminds us of another Confucian mention: “Wealth and honor obtained through unrighteousness are but floating clouds to me” (不義而且貴 於我如浮雲).36 Abram did not deny wealth itself, but he was adamant about what he thought was unjust. Sunbi of the Joseon Dynasty also believed that a life of poverty was worth pursuing.

Abraham’s Self-Discipline and Obedience to Manner (克己復禮, Geuk-gi-bok-lye)

Abraham near the great trees of Mamre was sitting at the entrance of his tent in the heat of the day. When he saw the three men standing nearby, he hurried from the entrance of his tent to meet them and bowed low to the ground. And he asked the strangers as follows:


“If I have found favor in your eyes, my Lord, do not pass your servant by. Let a little water be brought, and then you may all wash your feet and rest under this tree. Let me get you something to eat, so you can be refreshed and then go on your way – now that you have come to your servant.” (Gen. 18:3–5)



Abraham again hurried into the tent to Sarah and asked her to bake some bread with fine flour. He ran to the herd and selected a choice, tender calf and gave it to a servant for cooking. Also, he hurried into the tent and ran to the cattle almost simultaneously. The feeling of Abraham’s hurry also comes through in the Hebrew syntax. As Wenham properly points out, Abraham’s commands to Sarah are snapped out in four clauses, one of them, “three seahs of fine flour” lacks a verb. And there is only single “and” linking the clauses.37 Other evidence is that Abraham’s action is described by the verb (rûts) which represents a rapid movement. “Ruts” is not just a movement but a verb used to run accurately and quickly toward specific goals. With the same etymology, “ruts” is used in the Hebrew Bible to designate runners, messengers, and a king’s gendarme who run fast with a certain mission (I Sam. 12:17; II Sam. 15:1; I Kgs. 1:5, 14:27f; II Kgs. 10:25, 11:4–6; Ps. 19:5–6, 119:32, etc.).38 At any rate, in this short scene, movement is dominant: Abraham hurrying to be of service; Sarah and servant join in; in the quiet attention Abraham’s waiting on and standing near the guests under a tree while they eat, just as their standing near Abraham when he first looked up and saw them. It is noteworthy that there were no patriarchs who had been in such a hurry except Abram in the patriarchal stories.39 An atmosphere of a quiet silence in the beginning, hurry in the development, a calm wait in the end seem to be created for understanding or expectation of something unexpected and peculiarly important about to happen.40 Accordingly, the story leads to a preview that the barren Sarah will have a son next year (Gen. 18:10) Also, what is noteworthy here is that he called strangers “my Lord” and called himself “your servant.” Abraham kept himself as low as he could and respected the guests. Abraham’s sincere hospitality seems to reflect that of the nomad sheik. Even today, the custom of nomadic life in the desert recalls the hospitality rites of the patriarchal period.41 Abraham may have only welcomed guests according to the custom of the time, but that does not diminish the meaning of his hospitality. A Gunja is always a person who respects social customs based on benevolence (In) and courtesy (Lye). This aspect of Abraham as a kind of Jewish Gunja is line with a Gunja who humbles himself and is polite. Just as a Gunja controls himself with social norms and respects social manner, Abraham welcomed the strangers in accordance with a custom of hospitality in those days. In this regard, this corresponds to Abraham’s self-discipline and obedience to manner (克己復禮).

Conclusion

It seems to be perceived as skeptical to find the historical figure of Abraham in the narratives of Abraham in the book of Genesis. But the tradition of Abraham has occupied an important position in the faith and history of ancient Israel, and in the three monotheistic religions. In this respect, Abraham is reminiscent of the weight of Confucius in the spiritual culture of Northeast Asia. As an archetypal figure of life and faith Abraham and Confucius stand at the intersection of the cultural sphere.

Based on the five virtues which were suggested by Confucius as the virtues of a Gunja, the comparison of Abraham with a Gunja leads us to the following conclusion: Abram is a kind of an Israelite Gunja. Abraham lived a life of poverty, despite God’s abundant promises of the land and his descendants. What mattered to him was a life of faithful relation with God more than any abundance. The poor became synonymous with the pious after the Babylonian captivity, and Abraham was recognized as a model. Similarly, in Confucian cultures, poverty tended to be understood not in economic but in spiritual terms. For this reason, a Gunja was understood as a symbol of a man who lived in good faith but respected the Will/Mandate of Heaven. Ultimately a Gunja regards the courage, humility, brotherhood, courtesy, and consideration for others as an important virtue, depending on the circumstances, because he wants to respect and practice the Will/Mandate of Heaven. Abraham sees this as well. During the Joseon Dynasty, where the state was run based on the ideals of Confucianism, Sunbi, another name of a Gunja respected the Will/Mandate of Heaven and pursued a poor but righteous life.

Notes

1.There is a phonetic difference between Chinese and Korean. In this chapter, Korean pronunciation of Chinese letters is used in italics.

2.Jeong Og-Ja, Our Sunbi Whom We Should Know (Korean) (Seoul, Korea: Hyunamsa, 2002), 21–39.

3.A clearer meaning of In is well suggested in the conversation with his disciple Bunzi. Confucius answered his question about the meaning of In as follows: “It is to love men.” And he answered the question about knowledge as follows: “It is to know man.” According to him, love is a core value of the grand solidary society (大同社會 Dae-dong-sa-hoe), which is a society in which members voluntarily harmonize with each other in social solidarity and mingle each other. For Confucius, to love men is to practice In and In is a value medium that connects between heaven and person, person and person. Therefore, the way of benevolence goes to the way of a man and also the way of a man to the Way of Heaven.

4.The Book “Hyogeong” describes in depth filial piety that is the source of morality, from personal discipline to the order of the world. It has been frequently said to have been written by Confucius himself, or by his disciples.

5.Only three chief actors in the subsequent stories are mentioned. Nahor and his wife are not mentioned because they play little part in the narrative. Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 1-15 (WBC1; Waco, Texas: Wordbooks, 1987), 273. They are later mentioned in Nahor’s genealogy (Gen 22:20-24), which has preparatory function for the move from Abraham to Isaac. It attests that Rebekah is a daughter of Bethuel, granddaughter of Nahor.

6.E. A. Speiser, Genesis (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1982), 79.

7.Haran is situated about 550 miles northwest of Ur, 10 miles north of the present-day Syrian-Turkish border on the left bank of the Balikh River. According to the Mari archives, Haran in the eighteenth-century bce was a center of seminomadic Amorite tribes, and also a center of the moon-god cult. Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis (The JPS Commentary) (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 87.

8.William Whiston, Josephus Complete Works (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 1981), 32.

9.John Skinner, Genesis (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1939), 238.

10.The position of filial piety as a medium of value is similar to the placement of the fifth commandment (“Honor your father and mother”) in the Decalogue (Exod. 20:12). It plays a role of a bridge connecting the obligations toward God in the first four commandments with those toward parents in the last five. Reference to “your God” mentioned four times (vv. 2, 5, 7, 10) in the first four commandments is also mentioned in the fifth commandment. The Ten Commandments can be divided into two large parts (1–4; 5–10), and the fifth commandment belongs to the latter. The former sets forth the principles of Israel’s relationship to God, and the latter to the covenant community. However, in terms of the transitional position in the Decalogue, the fifth commandment has another meaning, which functions as the logical link from the relationship of Israel to God to the relationship of Israel to humankind. As God is honored for his priority to all life, so parents must be honored for their priority to the lives of their children. Parents are God’s instrument.

11.Sarna, Genesis, 90.

12.Speiser, Genesis, 87.

13.Wenham, Genesis 1–15, 274.

14.Gerhard von Rad, Genesis (London: SCM Press, 1972), 161.

15.According to Sarna’s classification, there are: (i) I will make of you a great nation; (ii) I will bless you; (iii) I will make your name great; (iv) You shall be a blessing; (v) I will bless those who bless you; (vi) And curse him that curses you; (vii) And all the families of the earth/shall bless themselves by you. For a detailed explanation, see Sarna, Genesis, 89.

16.von Rad, Genesis, 158–159.

17.According to C. Westermann, Genesis 12-26 (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg, 1985, 357, the purpose of the additional term (“only son whom you love”) for Isaac is to underscore the difficulty and harshness, which are not directed to Abraham but to those who are listening to the narrative. And it emphasizes the relationship of the father to his son, Isaac. Thus, from the perspective of reader response criticism, we can understand his difficulty and harshness and interpret the text with the reader’s mind.

18.Sarna, Genesis, 150. For the similarity and difference between two verses, see Yair Mazor, “Genesis 22: the Ideological Rhetoric and the Psychological Composition,” Biblica 67 (1986): 82–83.

19.The word נא is used as a request: God said to him, “I beg of you, stand firm for me in this trial, so that people may not say that the previous trials were no real tests” (Sanhedrin 89b).

20.Sarna, Genesis, 151.

21.Genesis Rabba 55:7

22.Sanhedrin 89b.

23.God gave Abraham two promises: land and descendants. Yet as properly noted in Davis J. A. Clines, The Theme of the Pentateuch (Sheffield, UK: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 34–37, based on Gen. 12:3, the promise of the relationship between God and Abraham as a partner of God needs to be added.

24.For some parallels between a Gunja and the Jewish Zaddik including Abraham, see Rene Goldman, “Moral Leadership in Society: Some Parallels between the Confucian “Noble Man” and the Jewish Zaddik,” Philosophy East and West 45, no. 3 (1995): 329-365, esp. 333–338.

25.The Doctrine of the Mean 14, in Wing-Tsit Chan, A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1969), 101.

26.According to Josephus, Abraham loved Isaac, who was born late, so much and Isaac was not only very fond of his father but also very enthusiastic about the work of worshiping God. Abraham became immersed in self-satisfaction and happiness. So, God tested Abraham. Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, 36.

27.The Akedah is organically connected with the narrative of the expulsion of Hagar and Ishmael (Gen. 21:8–21), in which Abraham’s other son, Ishmael, is dramatically revived by the intervention of angels in the crisis of death. Similarly, Isaac also is dramatically revived by the angel of God at a critical moment. In both narratives, a well of water and a ram are supplied as the substitutes for two sons who stand on the verge of death. Cf. Sarna, Genesis, 150. For a detailed discussion about the structural similarity between the story of Ishmael and that of Isaac, see Gordon Wenham, Genesis 16–50 (WBC2) (Dallas, TX: Word Books, 1994), 90–103.

28.Skinner, Genesis, 251.

29.Sarna, Genesis, 98.

30.von Rad, Genesis, 173.

31.Wenham, Genesis, 299.

32.Walter Brueggemann, Genesis (Atlanta, GA: John Knox Press, 1982), 133.

33.Speiser, Genesis, 105.

34.Brueggemann, Genesis, 134.

35.Sarna, Genesis, 102.

36.Analects 7:15

37.Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 45–47. A “seah” is a third of an “ephah,” or approximately thirteen liters.

38.Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament, III (Leiden, The Netherlands: E. J. Brill, 1996), 1207–1208.

39.Claus Westermann, Genesis 12-36 (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg, 1985), 277–279.

40.Walter Brueggemann, Genesis (Atlanta, GA: John Knox Press, 1982), 158. According to Wenham, Abraham’s exceedingly warm hospitality is rewarded by the reaffirmation of the imminent birth of a son to Sarah (Genesis 16-50, 45).
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Chapter 7 

Daoist, Buddhist, and Christian Readings on Creation

Eun Kyu Micah Kim

Introduction

The Korean Peninsula, next to China, has always been embedded in geopolitics, and in just the fourth century bce, ancient Koreans had developed a complex philosophy. It had names for the concepts of god, and ki (氣), which was recognized as the source of all materials with an objective form of existence. They had a Gyeong-cheon (敬天, worshipping heaven), an idea from China’s Confucianism. Buddhism was also introduced from China and helped shape fourth-century Korea. Early Korean Buddhism appeared in two forms. First, it penetrated every aspect of society which had already been influenced by shamanic tendencies. As a result, it carried distinctive national characteristics, displaying magical powers and looking eagerly for good fortune.1 Second, Buddhism was used as the governing ideology of the state in the ancient three Kingdoms dynasties. It, combined with Confucianism, helped create loyalty to the king and the ruling class, and also maintained a disciplined military power. However, after both Korean and Chinese monks continued in dialogues, Korean Buddhism transcended the limitations of nationalism.2 Won Hyo, the famous seventh-century Korean Buddhist thinker, constructed the concept of “one mind” (一心) as the essential part of his philosophy—waters of the valleys of the many mountains flow into the sea and become one. Simply put, this idea is that various ideas of different colors do not conflict with each other but unite in the sea and peacefully share one mind.

Daoism was also introduced from China in the second century ce. Daoism’s feng shui geography theory (風水地理), which is understanding and utilizing the principles of wind and water in life, has greatly influenced Korea until today. Feng shui theory, which originated from Dao having the concepts of the first origin, ultimate reality, the beginning of the universe, is a system of faith and principle of life that works in various ways between universe and people, land and people, things and people, and ancestors and descendants. In the seventh century, a similar concept emerged: “The wind is flowing” (風流). Its literal meaning, “wind is blowing, and water is flowing,” goes beyond “one mind” by stressing free movements exemplified in harmony among divine reality, the universe, nature, and human beings together. These ideas provided a foundation for the virtues of Shamanism and Buddhism, as well as Confucianism. The Goryeo Dynasty, from the tenth century until the fourteenth century, also proceeded with Buddhism like their predecessors. While enjoying its status as the national religion, Buddhism became corrupt through its entanglements with political power.

Next, the Joseon Dynasty suppressed corrupted Buddhism and continued with Confucianism as a ruling religion from 1392 until 1910. For the Joseon Dynasty, the idea of Ri (理, reigning according to Heavenly will) became a royal ideology, which was seen as the basis and source of all created things. The elite class understood Ri as a divine concept of the spiritual entity that exists before heaven and earth. But, throughout the dynasty, there were numerous power struggles surrounding Ri ideology. When the Joseon Dynasty became corrupt at the end of the nineteenth century, it oppressed and exploited peasants who suffered at the hands of the government and fought against the corrupt Joseon Dynasty and Japanese Imperialism. The peasants, called the minjung (the oppressed people), rallied around the Donghak (東學, the eastern learning) religion, whose thoughts are rooted in traditional and indigenous ideas. Donghak had a term, Jigi (至氣), for the original source of all things in the world, and the root of heaven and earth.

As seen above, Koreans have embraced the multiple religious traditions which have developed in extensive fusions and convergences throughout Korea’s long history. This gave Koreans naturally substitutable religious terminology: Dao, the first origin, ultimate reality, creation of the universe, the highest being, the absolute nothingness, the sky, nature, human virtues, and so on. These religions have been irreplaceable in forming the mainstream life of Korean thought for two thousand years leading up to the present. When Christianity arrived in Korea from the West in the middle of the 19th century, there was not much difficulty in accepting it because Koreans already possessed the various notions and beliefs required. No wonder Koreans readily enculturated Christianity in their thought system without much wrestling with theological thinking.

For the efforts of meaningful dialogue with the Korean religious traditions, a few Christian theologians should be mentioned. In modern Korea, Yu Young-Mo (1890–1981) tried converging Confucianism, Buddhism, and Christianity.3 He found the truth in “Nothing” instead of “Being.” Here, “Nothing” infers “God is without”—God is an absolute being who occupies a part of space in the universe. He saw “Nothing” of Buddhism. Byun Sun-Hwan (1927–1994) saw that using God as the universal basis for the universe is the same as Buddhism’s “Gong” (空, the absolute emptiness).4 Kim Heup-Young (1949–) sees Christianity as being originated in Palestine and matured by wearing Western clothes; then, Korean Christianity should take off the Western clothes and replace them with Eastern ones. He argues for a “Theology of the Dao” to be a new paradigm for Korean Christians since their identity has been intricately integrated with Confucianism.5 Lee Chan-Soo (1962–) thinks that Buddhism and Christianity are completely different religions on the surface but similar in the inner layers. He suggests Buddhist enlightenment and Christian salvation by God are no different.6 Previously, I tried contributing to the religious dialogue about them, “the life and eco” in Genesis 1, and searched a common ground through the interscriptural hermeneutical dialogue of “the suffering” between the Hebrew Bible and Buddhism.7 As an Old Testament scholar, I could only participate in the realm of religious dialogue if I look past two of the Ten Commandments: “no other gods” and “the prohibition of idolatry.” I reinterpreted them in the context of being surrounded by empires.8

Dialogue between Christianity, Buddhism, and other religions, however, is very limited because Christianity is locked in its prohibition of other religious idols and gods. Unfortunately, when a few courageous theologians dialogued with Buddhism, they were expelled from the seminaries and university.9 Some theologians want to dialogue with Buddhism and hesitantly try but then give up because of the conservative restrictions. Although there are many resources and accumulations about religions in Korean history, it is very difficult for theologians to research Buddhism and other religions freely. In spite of the difficult conditions, religious dialogues of Christians, ministers, and theologians tend to increase and engage in the common issues of salvation, virtues, human nature, life, ecology, environment, human rights, justice, peace, unification of Korean peninsula, and so on.

In this chapter, I wrestle with the respective etiological concerns of the creation myths, the origin of the universe, nature, and humanity through these various religious traditions. In the process, I note similarities of thoughts concerning the creation in Genesis 1 and those of Daoism and Buddhism in their understandings of the universe, nature, and humanity.

God and Universe

An Absolute Beginning: Nameless (無名), Absolute Nothingness (絶對無), In the Beginning (1:1)

The creation account in Genesis 1 begins with the word “bereashith” (in the beginning). The same phrase remains absent in the Babylonian creation myth, the Enuma Elish. Genesis’s “bereashith,” when compared to other ancient Near East texts, makes a unique cosmogonic claim.10 This is God’s proclamation from the beginning of creation. During the Babylonian exile, the Priestly writer (P) of Genesis 1 intended to speak of an absolute beginning. It seems the intention of P was to emphasize the sovereignty of Israel’s God in the context of the Babylonian exile. “In the beginning” then expresses God’s entering into finitude from infinity, as it refers to an absolute beginning,11 the creation of the universe, and the beginning of all things.

The same concept also appears in Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching 1 from the seventh century bce: “The Tao that can be told is not the eternal Tao. The name that can be named is not the eternal name. The nameless is the beginning of heaven and earth. The named is the mother of ten thousand things.” “Nameless” refers to the origin of all things of heaven and earth, while the “named” better reflects our reality and limitations. If it can be named, it isn’t the Dao; Dao transcends the named world as if God is formless. Buddha, speaking about the universe, said “there is no beginning, no ending.” Known as the concept of “Absolute Nothingness,” it presents “the ultimate reality” as the first origin unknown period of time. Absolute Nothingness contains an understanding of creation as it expresses the active negative to existence, but paradoxically, the active positive to existence itself. Absolute Nothingness cannot be defined as something. It refers to the state of the universe before being divided into heaven and earth, the subject and object. Time is not perceptible to our senses. Thus, “in the beginning” can be defined as the origin of time, just like Eastern thought’s Nameless and Absolute Nothingness. It’s not that different from the Christian understanding of God.

God: Dao (道)

God Created the Heaven and Earth (1:1)

P depicts God (Elohim) as a being who created the heavens and the earth. Here, P used the verb “to create” (bara), which has a connotation of ex nihilo or arising from nothing. P saw that God transcends being, “nothing” (i.e., intrinsically indeterminate).12 When P takes up this old meaning and uses it to express the transcendence of the creator, its meaning contains strong cosmogonic undertones of the exilic period. P, because of his emphasis on God speaking, acting, and making, used the verb to highlight the uniqueness of God’s creative act. Thus, he elevates God as the highest and original creator.13 The heavens and earth are then depicted in the vast picture of the world. In this sense, ex nihilo thinking can relate to the namelessness of Dao, which derives from the Ultimate of Non-Being.

Dao, as the origin of the universe, is a creative being. Edward Slingerland, speaking on Dao, said, “There is something, an undifferentiated whole, that was born before heaven and earth. It has only abstract images, not concrete form. It is deep, dark, silent undefined. We do not hear its voice. Assigning a name to it, He calls it the Way (Tao).”14 Dao ceaselessly affects the movement of heaven and the stability of the earth. Lao Tzu thought Dao is the beginning and end of things, the ultimate Being, cosmological life creating all things, and the law of heaven and the earth—ruling over the universe, earth, nature, and humans. Dao is also the vain, unrestricted, formless, limitless nature with endless actions. Dao is the essence of life and the origin of all things. He theorized that Dao has existed since the foundation of time and embraces all things. Therefore, Dao is the most fundamental principle, absolute existence, making it completely beyond human conception and the creator of everything and the ultimate reality from the beginning until the end. Korean Buddhist monk Sung Chul also thought, “Tao is the root of the universe and is itself of all things. Tao transcends time and space and is the absolute existence including time and space.”15 Lao Tzu’s Dao, according to the cosmological essences, is not too far off from the P’s conception of God: the ultimate, Origin, and creator of heaven and earth. Additionally, Lao Tzu thought Dao included Wuwei (無爲), which means “the right way to live in naturalness with the relationship between the universe, nature and humanity.” It also means that human thinking and acting do not cross the line of nature’s Dao (Tao Te Ching 27). Rather, it means the integration of “presence” and “absence,” “I” and “other,” and “goodness” and “badness” (Tao Te Ching 2). He perceived the world as an already-integrated entity, unseparated and without distinguishable elements. Instead of “not trying” or “not doing,” Wuwei prefers “spontaneous action.” It is the state of being a perfected part of a greater whole that is embraced by others. Therefore, if Dao is the ultimate, cosmological being, it is like Elohim who creates and rules over the universe.

Formless, Void, and Darkness: Dao’s “One,” The Emptiness (空, Gong)

The Earth Was a Formless Void and Darkness Covered the Face of the Deep (1:2)

The condition of precreation is expressed as formless, darkness, and a deep void. Why did P employ these words? Do they collectively imply a negative state or simply point to the difficult circumstances that preceded creation? Here, “formless” means ruin, vacancy, and without form. “Void” or “emptiness” creates images of deep waters to describe the state of chaos. Subsequently, “darkness” (hosheq) and “deep” (tehom) are combined. P uses literal technique to achieve a rhetorical climax, making the power of expression stronger, higher, greater, and deeper. Most interpretations about this sentence understand darkness and creation as the dichotomous notion of precreation influenced by Persian dualism.

Phenomenologically, these interpretations are correct. However, I contend that P intended to express “the absolute Nothingness,” which means the same as “the absolute Positiveness,” philosophically by using rhetorical climax. P may have intended for the four negative words to escalate and express a stronger negative. He emphasized “tohuwabohu” and “hoseq tehom” as poetic expressions of nothingness preceding creation. Thus, I interpret that here “formless” means the openness to all things before creation; “void” expresses the absolute nothingness and the absolute positiveness; and “darkness” is the ultimate existence in the vast and boundless universe.16 In other words, before God began to speak in verse 3, the earth was only in a state that the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters. P seems to consider the next strong positiveness (creation) as relating to the occurrence of the universe through the absolute nothingness. As a result, P may have used these words as an antithesis to the expression to name the existence of the universe’s creation.

Lao Tzu also thought, “Tao is void, formless, is the highest of all things, and the deepest. Then Tao is the essence of existence, the first origin which creates all things in the world.”17 In the Tao Te Ching 42, the order of Dao’s creation is depicted as follows: “the Tao begot one. One begot two. Two begot three. And three begot the ten thousand things. The ten thousand things carry yin and embrace yang. They achieve harmony by combining these forces.” Here, “One” refers to the state before creation, the void and formless, a king of chaos, and unity as opposed to division. “One” is like the formless, void, and darkness of Genesis 1:2. Thus, we can see the two aspects of Dao. One is the void and formless conditions of the precreation; the other is as the creator of all things. Lao Tzu’s Dao shows the creating role and the intervening role in all things of the universe, nature, and humans in the process.

This verse also can be related to the concepts of Emptiness (Sunyata) and Absolute Nothingness in Buddhism.18 “The emptiness” is the void and implies “Nothingness.” The void is both an absolute concept and nonconceptual and cannot be obtained by reason or will.19 It refers to an endless openness with no specially fixed center, free from self-centeredness as well as humanism, and as having a cosmopolitan bent. The void is not oriented toward any centralism.20 Therefore, there is no leading subordinate relationship in the universe.

From the Buddhist perspective, the chaos, emptiness, and darkness expressed by the Priestly writer also refer to “absolute Nothingness” or the concept of “the void” before heaven and earth were divided. In the end, the absolute separation of chaos, emptiness, and darkness in the beginning is an expression of absolute positivity because in Buddhism “the absolute Nothingness” means the same thing as “the absolute Positiveness.”

Nature

Creation Process: Division, The Causal Law (緣起法)


The order of creation proceeds: the light (1st day), the firmament (2nd day), the earth, plants and seas (3rd day), sun, moon, star (4th day), birds, fish (5th day), animals, and humans (6th day). For in six days God made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that in them (Ex. 20:11).



Genesis 1 is interested in knowing the time of the creation. P repeated the literal expression “and there was evening and there was morning, the first day,” until the seventh day. This scene depicts the constant process of creation, where God never misses a moment. Moreover, God continuously separates his creations. For example, God said, “let there be light. And there was light … God separated the light from the darkness … And there was evening and morning, the first day.” This literary form of day-creation-day-creation continues for six days, although we don’t need to calculate this according to science because Genesis 1 is a work of ancient mythical literature. Genesis 1, however, repeatedly depicts rational sequences throughout the creation week on the basis of cause and effect. Although one could think that the creations of the third and fourth days would scientifically change each other, the firmament of the second day infers that the rain came from a window on the roof of heaven. This is the Hebraic cosmic worldview. P might also have thought that water was more important than the sun, moon, and stars of the fourth day. It seems that P thought it would be possible for the earth, plants, and seas of the third day to exist prior to the creation of the sun, moon, and stars of the fourth day. This closer examination of the creation order reveals that it follows the principle of cause and effect as well. For example, God’s proclamation, “let there be light” is the cause, and “there was light” is the effect of creation. P continues to show the literary structure of cause and effect in the order of creation. Eastern ways of thinking also have names for this principle. Taoism refers to it as the split and division, and Buddhism calls it the causal law.

The literal structure of Genesis 1, which follows the continuous process of creation, is an example of the cause-and-effect principle. Now, I will interpret this in accordance with Buddhism’s causal law, with the following basic formula: “Because there’s this thing, and there’s that one. This is what happens when it happens. There’s no such thing because there’s no such thing. As this disappears, that disappears.”21 In Buddhism, the causal law is the principle of how all things are related. The origins and changes of the universe are based on the principles of the causal law, and all things, even in the human mind, take place as a result of another. In Buddhism, all beings are codependent and understand that they exist in relation to each other. The causal law draws influences from the universe, nature, and the human mind, and refers to the objectivity and justification of these principles by linking them to each other. Buddhism defines the casual law theory as “all beings including universe, nature, and human beings are relying on each other and are related to each other, so the theory of a contributory cause is that any being cannot develop by single force. Then all beings require the combination of cause and effect to relate to each other.”22 Even a single plant influences the whole of the planet. In this regard, P decreed that all things, including plants, animals, and humans, are codependent and interrelated in his literal expression of creation in order.

As seen above, the continuous creation order processes by division and categorization. Dao’s “one” refers to a kind of void, formless, chaotic, and undifferentiated state before the formation of heavenly beings. The creation of two from one entails the creation of heaven and earth—a yin-yang processing of creation. Dao is the First Origin of everything; in Dao all things are unified. Using the common denominator of split and division, the First Origin appears similar to the Christian God’s creation order. After Lao Tzu, Zhuangzi (369–286 bc) also thought the origin of the universe to be a void of nothingness. He thought that all shaped things came from Tao out of nothingness and then Ki—which is expressed as “a vital breath,” the positive energy—appeared. Lao Tzu and the Daoists also pondered the origin of the universe and process of creation.

God’s Great Satisfaction: Non-Doing to Nature (無爲自然)

God Says That It Was Good (1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31)

Through the statement “God saw that it was good,” God affirms all of creation by bringing to mind a situation similar to a craftsman completing a work, observing it, and making a judgment. That this sentence recurs constantly after each day of creation in Genesis 1, except the second day, indicates that God’s assessment of his own creation belongs to the very process of creation. This also infers that God’s “good” expression is an important part of the created order. The expression “God saw that it was good” represents the beauty and harmony of the perfect, created order of God. This is not only about the emotional expression of creation but also about the dignity of every creation’s organic connection to the universe: the sun, moon, stars, earth, plants, and animals. Therefore, I see, rather than being a relative concept to make comparisons with, the expression “God saw that it was good” means an absolute “the best.” The descriptions of God’s creations, including humanity (v. 27), culminates with the word “good” (tove) after God had created all things (v. 31). God’s expression is a declaration of witnessing the complete beauty of nature between organisms and inanimate objects. According to this expression, humans are responsible for all of creation, even the smallest patch of grass.

A similar expression also appears in the Tao Te Ching. Lao Tzu referred to it as “Non-Doing to nature,” which is, namely, “nature without any manipulation, and nothing of its nature to be artificial.” This word is sometimes referred to as the “Dao,” which recalls Lao Tzu’s understanding of nature. In other words, Dao and nature are the same. God’s satisfaction with creation, inferred from “God saw that it was good,” is the common state of all living things. This entails a relationship of complete equality. Thus, we aren’t to act on nature, or as Lao Tzu words it, this is “Non-Doing to nature.” These two expressions seem intended to maintain nature ecologically with human’s responsibility to preserve the creation.

The Creation of Humans

Image and Likeness of God: The Enlightenment (Bodhisattva, 菩薩)


God created humankind in his image, according to our likeness … male and female he created them. (Gen. 1:26–27)



P turned upside down the context of the ancient Near East where kings ruled with divine authority over the slave society by creatively introducing the dignity and rights of all humans through the concept of imago dei. Specifically, the “image” of God was made in a human “likeness.” God as a creator differs from his human creations. Humans, however, through the image and likeness of God in Genesis 1:26–27, are elevated above other creatures. Clines interprets it from a functional perspective, in which the image of God in humanity is the visible corporeal representative of the invisible, bodiless God.23 On the contrary, Westermann sees the image and likeness of God in Genesis 1:26–27 as consisting of the relationship between God and humans. He writes, “humans are created in such a way that their very existence is intended to be their relationship to God.”24 He argues that humans have an interactive relationship with God. Humans are God’s counterpart, a creature that corresponds with, speaks, and listens to God.25 Agreeing with Westermann, I see the major concern of Genesis 1:26–27 to be the relationship between God and human beings. The image and likeness of God include personality, understanding, the will and its freedom, self-consciousness, intelligence, and spiritual being. Then, we, humans, were created in God’s image physically and spiritually. Importantly, concerning human rights, P imagines humans, who were once the slaves of gods in Babylon and Egypt, as being elevated to God’s image and likeness in Genesis 1.

P established connections between God, nature, and humans by making humans in God’s image. The image of God allows limited humans to meet the infinite God. Hence, humans desire God’s attributes so that they can know the true God. A human is “a spiritual, soul being” who communicates with God. Namely, humans have sought answers about life’s great topics: truth, the ultimate, human nature, everlasting life, suffering, and death. The creation P in Genesis 1:26–27 reveals human nature, the ultimate (God or Dao, Absolute Nothingness), truth, and the meaning of life, among other truths.

And like Genesis, Buddhism also deals with human nature. Buddhism teaches that every human is a member of the unenlightened and only when they are enlightened (buddha-to-be) can they reach the ultimate goal: an awakening, emancipation, inconceivable liberation, and a release from the suffering of birth and death. An enlightened person would have a wide range of human spirituality. Similar to enlightenment, awakening is the state of fully realized oneness with the absolute essence. In other words, enlightenment/awakening is the transformation from the selfish ego to the Buddha-nature.

“The image and likeness of God” and “the true self of human—Buddha-nature” share the same orientation. These concepts refer to the human being—the nature of the true self, self-restoration, self-esteem through self-denial, true life in the image of Bodhisattva and God. In the end, in Western philosophy and theology, the themes of “Being” and “Existence” recur; in East Asian religious traditions, “Being” and “Nothingness” are a more likely pairing. In this regard, P transcends beyond “Being” and “Nothingness.”

Conclusion

In this chapter, I attempted to read the first creation account of Genesis through the creation concepts of Daoism and Buddhism. My intention is to establish that biblical studies extend beyond the borders of historical criticism to the horizon of interreligious dialogue. Through comparative religious methods, it is clear that Genesis 1 and East Asian religions have similar etiological concerns. Buddhism denies God, but the concept of absolute Nothingness is able to connect to the absolute affirmation that God exists. The concept of Dao’s “One” also teaches about a vast universe and creation. The comparison of God and the “One” of Dao shows that Christianity holds no monopoly on creational thought, for Daoism and Buddhism render meaningful thought and foundational myth. Further research can place Christianity and East Asian religions in meaningful dialogue.
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Chapter 8 

Eighteenth-Century Joseon Confucian Readings on Jesus

Guen Seok Yang

The Background of the Intertextual Encounter

In China, from the end of sixteenth to the end of the eighteenth century, Western missionaries and Chinese scholars translated or wrote books about Christianity and European culture, technology, and science. These books are collectively known as the Books on Western Learning, since Koreans regarded Christianity as an aspect of Western learning at the end of the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644). Some major books on Christianity were made in close cooperation with Chinese Confucian scholars. Chinese scholars wrote more than 350 books, which were both dialogical and critical responses to the Western learning introduced by missionaries. At the beginning of the seventeenth century, these books were introduced to Joseon Korea through official and unofficial routes. Although, the academic and intertextual approach to studying Christian and Confucian texts did not surface until the later part of the eighteenth century. A group of reformist Confucian scholars initiated an intertextual experiment even before the first Chinese Christian missionary, Zhōu Wénmó, set foot in Korea in 1794. This sequence of events indicates an encounter between Christianity and Confucianism in Korea before the direct involvement of Roman Catholic missionaries.

Although the complete translation of the Bible was not included in the Books on Western Learning, a considerable body of biblical texts were included in Chinese prayer books based on lectionaries and commentaries. Hence, even without a Bible translation, Joseon Confucians were still relatively familiar with biblical texts. For example, Manuel Diaz (1574–1659), a Portuguese Jesuit missionary in Peking, wrote Sung-kyung-jik-hae (The Literal Interpretation of the Bible) in 1636, which contained his Chinese translation of the Vulgate with expository explanations. Altogether, 30.68 percent of the gospels were included in Diaz’s book. Between the Korean translation of Sung-kyung-jik-hae, which began in the 1780s and the biblical content of other prayer books, it is possible that nearly half of the four gospels were introduced into Joseon Korea.

Confucian scholars, belonging mostly to a seventeenth-century reformist movement called the Sir-hak (practical learning), initiated intertextual readings of the Bible, and studied Christian theology. The Sir-hak thought the foundational cause of all social and political problems in Joseon could be found in contemporary neo-Confucians’ failure to explain the right way of “self-cultivation and governing of people.” For the restoration of self-cultivation and virtuous governing, the proponents of Sir-hak demanded a radical reinterpretation of Confucian scriptures in an attempt to return to the real Confucianism of Confucius and Mencius; they also ventured into biblical texts and Christian theology in a search of a new method of the two pillars of Confucian society: self-cultivation and virtuous governing. In the Sir-hak hermeneutical quest, Confucian scholars develop both anti- and pro-Christian interpretations.

Anti-Christian Readings

On the surface level, the anti-Christian writers thought that the biblical God, who was named “the Lord of Heaven” by missionaries, is “just Shang-je (the Lord on High or Supreme Ruler) in Confucian scriptures,”1 and that the root of the Christian understanding of God “was not different from the teachings of old Confucian scriptures like the Book of Odes and the Book of History.”2 These initial thoughts, however, do not bring them to see any deeper compatibility between Christianity and Confucianism. Among numerous critics, Shin Hu-Dam stands out. He argued that Christians have erroneous understandings of God. First of all, the Christian biblical understanding of God does not differentiate the creator from the ruler. Matteo Ricci, in his first chapter of Chon-ju-sil-ui (The True Meaning of the Lord of Heaven), explains that there is one creator for all things in the world and he makes all things, like a carpenter making a house.3 This image of God could not be correct, Shin contended, because Shang-je, the Confucian equivalent to the biblical God, is not like a carpenter. For Confucians, Shang-je did not create everything; instead, creation exists by the reality of two forms (yin and yang) based on the truth of the Great Ultimate. Shang-je is only the ruler of heaven and earth after the creation. Therefore, the Christian biblical understanding of God is erroneous for him, since it chaotically mixes the creator and the ruler of heaven and earth.

Second, Shin criticized the biblical understanding of God in terms of the willfulness of the creator and ruler. The biblical God is so willful and preferential that it is difficult to expect fairness. The story of Sodom and Gomorrah is a good example for him. It depicts a God who mercilessly destroys the entire city and kills all its inhabitants, including innocent children and the elderly. This God possesses too much willfulness, as if He could do whatever He desires regardless of any moral considerations and consequences. In the New Testament, he argued that Christ, the incarnate God, who came to a particular time and place, demonstrates a preferential, rather than universal attitude. This God in Jesus Christ performed miraculous healings and signs, instead of exemplifying a model of sage-king as the fulfillment of self-cultivation, whose foundational virtue is practicing impartiality.4

These criticisms on theology naturally move to the way of worshiping God and its ethical dimensions. He wrote, “The reason why they [Christians] revere and stand in awe of Heaven is because they see that the greatest or least happiness and misery depends on Heaven. Therefore, their reverence and awe of Heaven is not true reverence coming from a truly sincere mind.”5 In other words, as Sin Hu-Dam sees it, the willful God of Christianity distorts the true way of revering and worshiping Heaven. This willful God makes people search for happiness, fear misery, and seek profit. The biblical understanding of heaven and hell is clear evidence that Christian worship is based on fear of hell and the selfishness of seeking personal benefits rather than virtues benefiting all society.

This distorted worship of God conflicts with the goals of self-cultivation and virtuous governing—the ultimate goals of Confucianism. In Confucianism, the goal of self-cultivation to be an inner sage and outer king is the realization of true self-harmony with the heavenly principle. But Christianity, as understood by Sin Hu-Dam, is learning based on selfishness; and this selfishness fundamentally prevents one’s reaching the true self or sincerity.

Overall, four hermeneutical points of the anti-Christian readings can be summarized. First, the anti-Christian readings of biblical texts constitute voluntary readings by Sir-hak. This is significant for the hermeneutical understandings of biblical readings in nonbiblical, non-Christian, or multireligious contexts; critically, in these contexts, it is assumed that the Bible is being read by subjects of non-Christian religious and cultural orientations. This intertextual or cross-cultural reading necessarily includes critical and, sometimes, sweepingly negative readings. These readings have to be understood, however, as a necessary part of the process through which the Bible is appropriated by people of different religious and cultural orientations. The encounter between Christians (and the Bible) and people of other religions (and their texts) is never unidirectional. If an equal and free interaction between those texts is possible, it is very natural that both texts can face unexpected challenges and criticisms.

Second, these anti-Christian writers did not read the Bible and engage with Christian theology just for the sake of criticism or to diabolize and conquer another religion. Instead, they were rather honest in recognizing both the positive and the negative potentials of Christian teachings in their own hermeneutical goal of finding a new way of self-cultivation and virtuous governing. For their purposes, they voluntarily engaged with religious texts beyond their own—and thus, reading the Bible was motivated by their own hermeneutical crisis, not by the projects of Christian missionaries.

Third, the anti-Christian understanding of Christianity, by nature of coming from another perspective, is ordinarily negative. However, the differences they discovered inform us of the distinctive theological and hermeneutical context in which the Bible was first read in Joseon Korea, and in which the first Joseon-Confucian Christian theology was born. Furthermore, various theological and interpretative issues raised by those anti-Christian writers continue to have significance in the Korean biblical interpretative context, where Confucianism still maintains a strong influence. The points of conflict between the two systems of truth, Christianity and Confucianism, discovered through their intertextual reading, are issues that must be considered by today’s Korean biblical interpreters.

Fourth, the anti-Christian readings of Christian texts force us to reconsider critical readings of the Bible in Korean and Asian contexts. In other words, the critical reading of the Bible in a nonbiblical and multireligious context is not confined to the criticism of political, ideological, or class relations among protagonists of biblical stories. In my view, those sociopolitical criticisms—or more accurately, social-scientific and politicoeconomic criticisms—are modern criticisms that presuppose the bourgeois capitalist society of the West as the basic unit of social analysis. Inasmuch as Western capitalism increasingly globalizes, it might be assumed that Western social-scientific and politicoeconomic criticisms will be needed even more than before. But if we assume that the questions raised by Western modernists set the agenda for those outside the West, then we have assumed a colonial attitude. The Sir-hak criticisms of biblical texts are cultural and anthropological by being in the context of a cross-cultural and intertextual encounter. For example, their criticisms on Christian concepts like God, creation, judgment, heaven and hell, savior and salvation, and worship focus on anthropology and the human relationships suggested by the framework of those biblical concepts. They investigate and evaluate whether the anthropological implications of Christianity are really helpful for societal reformation. As I see it, these anthropological concerns and reactions are very natural and are expected whenever the Bible is read in non-Christian contexts. If Korean hermeneutics of the Bible can be related with the critical reflections on the contextual relevance of questions and responses given by interpreters, the particular anthropological concerns of a context should be very carefully considered in reading practices.

Pro-Christian Readings and the First Joseon Christian Theology

For the positive intertextual readings of Confucian scholars on the Bible and theology, a careful analysis of the “Essence of Holy Teaching” (hereafter EHT) will provide an excellent example. Even though the disputes on the authorship of the EHT continues within the Korean Catholic Church, Yi Byeok,6 the founder of the first church community and representative of early Joseon Christian theology, has been understood as the one who penned this apologetic work. Several features are particularly notable.

First, the EHT follows the literary style of the Book of Odes, a Chinese scripture: a poem of which each stanza is composed of four Chinese characters to create a poetical rhythm. Confucians have bestowed philosophical or religious meanings on this collection of poems, and Confucius himself even taught his disciples to learn the Book of Odes for self-cultivation. The whole text of the EHT is divided into forty-nine chapters, and in each chapter, Yi sang about different stories or issues, while writing footnotes to explain the chapter’s theme. Moreover, the chapters are divided naturally, without any exegetical endeavor, and the themes are drawn variously from biblical and Confucian texts. Using the literary form of the Book of Odes, he tried to demonstrate that biblical teachings could provide a new way of self-cultivating and virtuous governing.

Second, the literary structure of the EHT reveals the author’s intention. Two Korean Catholic scholars, Sister Kim Ok-Hee and Rev. Ri Song-Bae made headway in interpreting its literary composition.7 Both agree that it was composed of three parts, but they differ in what belongs to these parts. While Kim differentiated three parts according to the orderings of the Old Testament, Gospels, and Epistles, Ri contended the division was based on the biblical, Confucian classical, and poetic knowledge of nature. However, both scholars seem to fail to incorporate specific contents of these parts in consideration of EHT’s literary divisions. Integration of form and content would reveal more clearly Yi’s intention for the EHT.

Part 1 introduces the work as a whole. In this part, Yi mentioned biblical stories selectively in order to narrate the overarching theme of the entire Bible. After following the general order of creation (ch. 1) and corruption (ch. 2), he introduced the coming of Jesus by highlighting his characters (ch. 3). For him, Jesus is the clear main topic of part 1. Importantly, he describes Jesus in Confucian terms, like “the King (Jesus) is gentle and perfect,” and uses statements like, “there is singing about all things.” In other words, for him the Bible is about the exaltation of the appearance of a sage-king, Jesus Christ, who is portrayed as an ideal Confucian ruler.

Part 2 is divided into two major sections. The first is a summary of the gospels: the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. The first subsection, in particular, clearly follows the order of the Gospel of Matthew. The second major section deals with the typical Confucian themes of self-cultivation and governing of people. In fact, many chapters in this section, if put in a different literary context, could be regarded as typical Confucian writings, with no relation to Christianity. By orienting these two different scriptures in one section, Yi achieves two hermeneutical goals. From a biblical perspective, the connection of these two sections can be regarded as a theological connection to Jesus and his mission. From the Confucian scriptural perspective, it can be regarded as the connection of a sage-king and his way of self-cultivation and governing of people. At the same time, while trying to explain Christianity within his Confucian context, he seems to give priority to the Confucian perspective, rather than the Christian perspective, in his compositional intention of putting two different scriptural texts together. Take, for example, the summary of the life of Jesus in chapter 12. In the biblical tradition, the life of Jesus is the fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy, but he interprets the fulfillment of prophecy rather differently from the biblical tradition:


In the book of the prophet Isaiah, …

He says, “I will rebuild the demolished house.”

This is the word of preparation and planning for the last day.

The desert will become a fertile ground.

There is no falsehood in the exchanging of words through singing.

The street will be full of songs, and the valleys will respond.

His virtue is more than the virtue of a ‘superior man’ (Gun-ja in Korean)

who is always thinking “nine things” for virtue. (ch.12)



The fulfillment of prophecy lies in the rebuilding of the demolished house. The rebuilding is connected with the virtue of superior man in the seventh stanza through the biblical images of the spreading of good news in the third to sixth stanzas. Thus, the fulfillment of prophecy is the evangelizing of virtues to all corners of the world. In other words, Yi summarized the life of Jesus as the full substantiation of the virtue of Gunja, the fulfillment of the ideal Confucian humanity and the model of true humanity. Therefore, the new way of self-cultivation and governing of people must be learned from him. In this way, he relates the Jesus of the gospels to the Confucian scripture. As he gives priority to the Confucian perspective and connects the Confucian expectations with biblical anticipations, Yi makes a hermeneutical bridge between two different scriptural traditions.

In chapter 16, the intertextual relationship between the Bible and Confucian scriptures becomes more evident. Yi wrote:


Jesus entrusted different talents to his disciples

So, they protected and kept the Tao of the country.

Learning the laws and teaching others,

they follow him day and night without ceasing.

As the children read sentences from books,

they must choose poems or prose and learn them.

According to age,

if adults study to investigate principles,

The Tao will be spread into all corners near and far. (ch. 16)



As seen clearly here, he combined the discipleship of Jesus with the Confucian way of self-cultivation; they are also the same way of spreading Dao (Truth). First, the self-cultivation of discipleship lies in personal relationships with Jesus, and thus the emphasis is put on unceasingly following him day and night. Second, reading, learning, and investigating—the traditional ways of self-cultivation in Confucianism—are also noted. In the juxtaposition of these two ways, Yi accepted their own validity. One does not replace the other.

In Christian terms, the theme of part 3 is the exaltation of God or Shang-je; in Confucian terms, it’s the “investigation of things and the extension of knowledge.” Chapter 31, the introduction of part 3, represents the themes appropriately:


Everything in the world tells of the work of God.

But since they lost their first purity, they are full of faults and errors.

Everything has been given to everyone’s disposition.

With all our efforts and all our devotion,

We have to investigate the principles of creation to the depths of the secret.

Even in those confused situations like weeds and trees of the jungle,

although they are like the blind and the deaf,

let all of them recover from mistakes. (ch. 31)



This is more than an exaltation hymn, however. Phrases like “to investigate the principle of creation” and “recover from mistakes” are familiar and important phrases in Confucian studies of “self-cultivation,” which is also an effort to know the principle of the world and the cosmos in Confucianism. “The investigation of the principle of creation” is an essential aspect of self-cultivation. Therefore, chapter 31 of the EHT is not only an exaltation but an invitation to an investigation of principle through creation. This combination is rather natural for the author or the reader of the EHT, who have thought that the true exaltation of God or Heaven is coming from the happiness of knowing the commandments or principles of Heaven.

In short, the literary structure of the EHT shows an active intertextual dynamic. Whereas the Christian and Confucian scriptural teachings are always interacting, the Christian understanding of Jesus and the Confucian understanding of sage meet: Jesus is described as a new model of self-cultivation and a virtuous governor of people.

Third, Yi used Shang-je to describe the image of the biblical God, although he understood the term differently from Confucianism. Therefore, the image of Yi’s Shang-je is a new perception of God, not a combination of the two. Notably, in ancient Chinese beliefs, Shang-je is an anthropomorphic supreme deity who reigned over a host of natural deities, like a king ruling over his court. Eventually, this belief evolved into the image of a personal God, evident in the names of Chou (Lord), Shang-je (Lord on High), Je (Lord), Chon (Heaven) or Shang-chon (Heaven on High). These names, as Matteo Ricci thought, “contained the very rudimentary forms of analogous concepts to the Christian idea of God.”8 But in orthodox Confucianism, Shang-je is only one of the various aspects revealed by the Great Principle. The Great Principle itself cannot be identified with the personal God. However, the Great Principle is combined more intimately with the image of the personal God in Yi’s work. He asserts that what is discovered at the highest stage of the “investigation of things” is not Tae-guk (the great ultimate) but Shang-je—the totality of virtue and a personal God (ch. 48). At the same time, he was critical of the tendency to equate Chon or Shang-je with the Tae-guk or li (principle). In other words, he was moving toward a more personal understanding of Shang-je, which deviates significantly from traditional Confucian beliefs.

Yi Byeok selected various biblical images of God. The three chapters (chs. 1–3) of part 1 of the EHT are the only ones in which he used Old Testament stories to explain God. In the first chapter, accounting creation, Yi chooses the Yahwistic story of creation, paradise, and the fall (Gen. 2:4b–3:24), instead of the Priestly narrative (Gen. 1:1–2:4a). This choice may infer his understanding of God as a deity who has relationships with human beings. In his second chapter, the story of Cain and Abel (Gen. 4) is connected with contemporary fallen people who “look for nothing but pleasure in what will profit and bring them fame” (ch. 2:6) and “who love only themselves and luxury and display their horse and gold” (ch. 2:7–8). This anthropocentric stress is also clearly reflected in the story of the flood. As Joseon Confucians read this story, they must have recalled the story of the Chinese legendary sage-king Yu, the great flood-controller who delivered his people from the disaster. Since legendary sage-rulers served as a prelude to the appearance of later Confucian sage-rulers, Yi seems to select the story of Noah and the flood to function as a prelude to the coming of a sage-king, Jesus Christ. Thus, Yi Byeok’s Shang-je is the creator God who allows a special relationship with human beings through creation, judges, and rules in this world, and sends the sage-king for the people in this world. He is discovered in all things in this world and in the realization of the true way of “self-cultivation and governing of people.”

Fourth, Yi Byeok introduced Jesus as a Confucian Sage who teaches the right way of “self-cultivation and governing of people.” As a result, his understanding of Jesus was intimately related to Confucian concepts of sage-hood, kingship, and Gunja. His third chapter ends part 1 with the account of God the Father sending the Son Jesus into the world. In this conclusion, Yi begins by introducing dogmatic statements about Jesus: the true savior, the second person of the Trinity, sent to the world by Shang-je, and on a mission not to help others escape this world but to give happiness to the life of the world. Moreover, he states that Jesus “is born a member of Five Relationships.” This stems from the basic human relationships through which Confucian society is ordered: ruler and minister, father and son, husband and wife, elder and younger brother, and friend and friend. Thus, born into all these relationships, Jesus perfected his humanity as well as modeled what it means to be a human being. Furthermore, Yi added characteristics to Jesus of a Confucian scholar or teacher who studies to be a sage and teaches his disciples. Confucian scholars set their heart on learning and following the example of Confucius. Jesus, as Yi described, set his heart on learning at a very early age, and he taught his disciples. In Yi Byeok, the difference is that Jesus’s teaching is done mainly through his disciples, rather than through people on the street. Jesus “gathers wise or unwise people” to teach them (ch. 2), and he “gathers people who are good and intelligent and teaches them to reject idleness and to control their hot blood” (ch. 9.6–7). His teaching, moreover, has a newness that differentiates it from contemporary Confucian teachings. His teaching sought to erase the distinction between political factions and people (ch. 10.1). He writes, “Workers, civil servants, rich or poor, everyone has to be in intimate fellowship. If you follow the sincere words, all people in all classes will be called” (ch. 13.1–4). Then, in Yi Byeok, Jesus’s teachings are completely new, like the Sir-hak who sought to reform society.

It is also evident that the Jesus of the EHT is a noble man who respects propriety, rites, and traditions transmitted from ancestors. This allows Jesus to sometimes be described as a traditionalist. For example, the baptism of Jesus is described by traditional rites (ch. 7), and the magi’s bowing down to the child Jesus is in accordance with societal rules and orders (ch. 10). Moreover, even in the crucifixion stories, the focus is not on the suffering of Jesus but on the priest, who prepares and practices the rite of sacrifice. The last moment on the cross is described as follows: “In the graceful rain and benevolent cloud, the thunder showed the power and the sign of God. He made an altar, carrying the cross on his back. He offered the ark of the covenant and all ritual instruments” (ch. 14). But this isn’t the only way Yi adapted texts about Jesus to Korean culture to emphasize Jesus as a good Confucian man.

Later, in chapter 13, Yi writes about the Lord’s supper. The anointing of Jesus with perfume (Matt. 26:6–13) is changed into the preparation of incense and wine for ancestral rites. As Ri Song-Bae points out, Yi, by combining the story of Jesus’s anointing in Bethany and the Lord’s Supper, depicts an ancestral rite of Confucian society.9 Through these examples, the image of the suffering Christ is deemphasized in favor of the image of a priestly, noble man who respects propriety, rites, and traditions.

Relatedly, the EHT also depicts Jesus as a sage-ruler of a king. A Chinese philosopher, Fung Yu Lan wrote:


Most Chinese philosophical schools have taught the way of what is called the “Inner Sage and Outer King”. The Inner Sage is a person who has established virtue in himself; the Outer King is one who has accomplished great deeds in the world. The highest ideal for a man is at once to possess the virtue of a sage and the accomplishment of a ruler, and so become what is called a sage-king, or what Plato would term the philosopher-king.10



Since the political leadership is an integral part of sage-hood, the spiritual and political dimensions are realized simultaneously. Tung Chung Shu (179–104 bce), of the yin and yang school, interpreted the term wang (king) like this:


Those who in ancient times invented writing drew three lines and connected them through the middle, calling the character ‘king’. The three lines are Heaven, earth and man, and that which passes through the middle joins the principles of all three.11



Therefore, a sage-king cultivates and establishes virtues at the highest stage and knows the principles of all three traditional dimensions: heaven, earth, and man.

For Yi, Jesus is the new sage-king that Confucianism has longed for. Yi concludes his understanding of biblical history by depicting Jesus as a youthful dragon emerging on the stage of history, while King Herod stands in opposition by being described as an old beast. Contextually, the dragon was primarily a kingly symbol that extended to all aspects of kingship. Yi chooses this symbol for Jesus: he describes Jesus’s face as the “face of dragon,” his clothes as the “clothes of a dragon,” and his kingship as the “flying over of the dragon.” Thus, the coming of Jesus is the appearance of a new sage-king. In this sense, Yi has used the primary figure of the Christian texts for his own Confucian hermeneutical goals.

Conclusion: Implications for Biblical Hermeneutics

The basic motivation for this intertextual encounter between Christian texts and the Sir-hak came from the hermeneutical crisis of Joseon Confucianism. Contemporary interpretations of Confucian scriptures lost their ability to cope with sociopolitical problems, which created strong demand for new interpretations and interpretative principles, rules, and methods. The basic motivation for reading the Bible in the non-Christian Joseon context was made not by the initiative of missionaries but by Sir-hak Confucians to attempt to ameliorate their hermeneutical crisis. This forces us to reexamine our presumptions about the readers of the Bible. Individuals and church communities formed and established by missionary enterprise are not the only possible readers and interpreters of the Bible in this non-Christian society. There could be many readers motivated not by missionary hermeneutical frameworks but by their own hermeneutical demands. There could also be another way of being a confessional Christian, a way not confined to the narrower faith of the missionaries.

The intertextual reading of biblical texts by Joseon Sir-hak Confucians was not simply an attempt to understand another religion, nor was it a temporal crossing into another religion’s texts in order to return to their own religious texts with new insights; rather, they were ready to go beyond their religious cultural boundaries. Their norm for deciding the validity of interpretation was not a religious identity or boundary but the hermeneutical goal of finding a better way to self-cultivate and govern the people. Their place as interpreters was between biblical texts and Confucian texts, and between the Jesuit interpretation of biblical texts and the neo-Confucian interpretation of Confucian texts. Although they had their own Confucian texts, they were not subjected to one fixed interpretation of their scriptures. Rather, their interpretations were consciously creating a hermeneutical distance from conventional norms, principles, and presuppositions of interpretation. This did not mean throwing away their texts. On the contrary, it was an attempt to redirect their texts toward their goal. Therefore, they were not restricted to prior interpretations of Confucian and biblical texts. Their clear hermeneutical center let them consciously put themselves between the given interpretations of both texts. In this way, Joseon Sir-hak Confucian intertextual readings of Christian texts became one of the most creative readings in Korean hermeneutic history.

It is true that many of these writers found the Bible unhelpful for their hermeneutical goal; I referred to these as the “anti-Christian” writers. But the writers who perceived the Bible positively accepted the Christian text as offering new possibilities for the right way of “self-cultivation and governing of people.” These negative and positive readings of biblical texts are on a continuum of interpretations. Yi Byeok himself had not only considered negative criticisms of the biblical texts, but even seemed to agree with them, especially the anti-Christian writers’ criticisms of “heaven and hell”; Yi clearly expressed his objection to good deeds for reward. He also recognized that Christianity could betray basic human relationships, including parental and kingly relationships. His Jesus, then, never escaped from the basic “five relationships” of Confucian society. Therefore, it is correct to say that his acceptance of the Bible was not a simplistic acceptance of biblical text but an insightful discovery of a positive meaning of the Bible in and through critical engagements with it.

The Jesus of the EHT is differentiated from both Christianity and Confucianism. Through critical engagement with Confucian teachings, Jesus is rediscovered. He is neither a Jesus who is transmitted by Jesuit missionaries nor a Confucius who is revealed by the contemporary interpretations. He is an entirely new Jesus, discovered in the distinct Joseon intertextual context. His God, Shang-je, is neither simply identified with both of the two scriptural images nor the commensurable image of both. In other words, the first Joseon Christians create the new images of Shang-je and Jesus within their intertextual encounter. Sadly, the newness and creativity of the first Joseon Christians were not accepted by orthodox Confucians or Christians. As a result, missionaries in Peking regarded the creative interpretations as profane, and the orthodox Confucians of Joseon condemned them as heretics. The creative intertextual experiments were suppressed by both orthodox cultural and religious hegemonies.
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Chapter 9 

Biblical Readings on a Theology of Dao

Heup Young Kim

Do (도 道 dao/tao, the way)

Like the logos of Western thought, the do is the crucial concept in Korea and East Asia (traditionally Neo-Confucian countries). Generally, the Chinese character (道) is romanized as “dao” (Pinyin) or “tao” (Wade-Giles), according to Chinese pronunciation. However, this chapter, in the context of Korean biblical interpretation, uses “do” as its romanization in the Korean pronunciation (도). The holistic notion of the polysemic word do is challenging to understand for modern people with analytical dispositions. They often misunderstand do as only related to Daoism. But other East Asian traditions widely use do, including Confucianism, Buddhism, and even Christianity.

Although Westerners, Herbert Fingarette and C. S. Lewis presented helpful English descriptions of do. Fingarette defined the do in a Confucian way:


Tao [Do] is a Way, a path, a road, and by common metaphorical extension it becomes in ancient China the right Way of life, the Way of governing, the ideal Way of human existence, the Way of the Cosmos, the generative-normative Way (pattern, path, course) of existence as such.1



Lewis understood it in a more ontologically Daoist way:


The Tao [Do], which others may call Natural Law or Traditional Morality or the First Principles of Practical Reason or the First Platitudes, is not one among a series of possible systems of value. It is the sole source of all value judgments. If it is rejected, all value is rejected. If any value is retained, it is retained.2



First and foremost, the do is inexplicable as God. If it is defined with any intention, hence, it can be idolatrous. Dàodéjīng begins with the following saying:


The Tao (Way) that can be told of is not the eternal Tao;

The name that can be named is not the eternal name;

The Nameless is the origin of Heaven and Earth;

The Named is the mother of all things.3



On a similar note, the first biblical commandment also said, “You shall not make yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, that is on the earth, or that is in the water under the earth” (Exod. 20:4). These definitions of the do will be helpful in understanding and using theologies of the do.

Theo-dao (a Theology of Do)

The do mode of thought has a long history in East Asia and crucially contributed to the development of Korean thought. In Korea, therefore, the Christian faith and biblical interpretation has been characterized through the interpretative lens of do and the subsequent do mode of theology. Despite the strong sense of do, Western missionaries transmitted the logos mode of Christianity that exclusively focuses on Western doctrinal, historical, and intellectual aspects to Korea. Korean Christian leaders, theologians, and scholars uncritically followed in adopting the Western theological education system, while ignoring their contextualities and rejecting their indigenous religious and cultural traditions.

I experienced these educational shortcomings during seminary. And as a twenty-eighth-generation descendant of a Korean Confucian family, after my conversion to Christianity, I wanted to engage these shortcomings. So, I argued for the study of Confucianism as a theological task and engaged in a dialogue between Christianity and Confucianism to produce Wang Yang-ming and Karl Barth: A Confucian-Christian Dialogue (1996).4 This Confucian-Christian dialogue brought out a thesis that “in the light of Wang Yang-ming and Karl Barth, self-cultivation and sanctification are thickly resemblant views of a common issue; how to be fully human, or the Tao [Do] of radical humanization.” It also showed that not only did Wang Yang-Ming (1472–1529), a seminal Confucian scholar, use a do mode of thought but also did the crucial twentieth-century Christian theologian Karl Barth (1886–1968), who used a do mode of theology, namely, “in search for the Tao [do] of new cosmic humanity.”5

Historically, theologies have been developing through continuous paradigm shifts with changes in their relating cultures. Theology is inevitably contextual. However, Western theologies have been divided basically in two macro-paradigms, the classical logos paradigm (theo-logos) and its antithetical liberationist paradigm (theo-praxis). This dichotomy resembles leftovers of the Greek dualism (form and matter, soul and body, theory and practice, etc.). However, God can be reduced neither to logos (Word or doctrines) nor to praxis (Deeds or actions). God cannot be fully grasped with these two Western root-metaphors. God transcends Greek dualisms such as form and matter, body and soul, divinity and humanity, and logos and praxis. Thus, the holistic do (dao) articulates God more appropriately than these two Western metaphors. I call this theological paradigm theo-dao (theos + dao), because it is constructed with the root-metaphor of dao (do), in contrast to theo-logy (theos + logos) and theo-praxis (theos + praxis).

As it consists of two ideographs, meaning “head” (體, being) and “vehicle” (辶, becoming), do (道) entails both the source of being (logos) and the way of becoming (praxis). Thus, do can be reduced neither to being nor to becoming. Instead, it is the being in becoming or the logos in transformative praxis. Do does not force a person to stay at the crossroad of logos (being) and praxis (becoming), but it actualizes participation in a dynamic movement to unite with the trajectory of the truth. The do as the ultimate way and reality embodies the transformative praxis of the sociocosmic trajectory of life in the unity of knowing and acting. While theo-logy is the perspective from above and theo-praxis that from below, theo-dao is the perspective from an entirely different dimension, a theo-anthropo-cosmic intersubjectivity of God, humanity, and the cosmos.

Theo-dao suggests that Korean and East Asian theology cannot be only logos-centric (knowledge) or only praxis-centric (action); it must be dao-centric (in the unity of knowledge and action). Korean theology as a theo-dao can aim neither only to an ortho-doxy (a right doctrine of the church) nor only to an ortho-praxis (a right practice in history) but should embrace holistically the right way of life (ortho-dao) or the transformative wisdom of living in a theo-anthropo-cosmic trajectory. Theo-dao is not just an orthodoxy or only an orthopraxis, but an ortho-dao; namely, it’s concerned with whether Christians are in the right way of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and live under the direction of the Holy Spirit. In fact, the Greek word hodos (the way, also meaning path, road, route, journey, march, etc.) was the original name for Christianity (Acts 9:2; 19:9; 22:4; 24:14, 22).

Hence, the fundamental issue is whether Christians are correctly participating in the gracious process of theoanthropocosmic (theos + anthropos+cosmos) reconciliation and sanctification. In terms of the three cardinal virtues of 1 Corinthians 13, faith is for theo-logos, whose classical definition is a faith-seeking-understanding (fides quarens intellectum) that focuses on ortho-doxy. Hope is for theo-praxis, a hope-seeking-action, focusing on ortho-praxis, the right liberating action for the Kingdom of God. Love is for theo-dao, which is a love-seeking-dao, focusing on ortho-dao, the right way/wisdom of life. To summarize, if the primary theme of the traditional theology (theo-logos) is the epistemology of faith, and the theme of modern liberation theology (theo-praxis) is the eschatology of hope, the cardinal theme of the Korean do theology (theo-dao) is the pneumatology of love.

Christo-dao (a Christology of Do)

To more fully flesh out a theo-dao, the principles of do should be extended to Christology. Applying the do mode of thinking, such as the Great Ultimate (太極 Taegŭk), theo-dao can construct a Christology of do (Christo-dao)6 that can overcome the enduring impasse of Western Christologies due to the inherited dualism between divinity and humanity. The Confucian/Daoist onto-cosmology of do is directly related to Taegŭk (the main symbol on the Korean national flag). In An Explanation of the Diagram of the Great Ultimate, Zhou Dunyi (1017–1073) states:


The Ultimate of Non-being and also the Great Ultimate! The Great Ultimate through movement generates yang. When its activity reaches its limit, it becomes tranquil. Through tranquility the Great Ultimate generates yin. When tranquility reaches its limit, activity begins again. So movement and tranquility alternate and become the root of each other, giving rise to the distinction of yin and yang, and the two modes are thus established.7



Taegŭk, symbolized by a circle consisting of yin and yang, denotes the unity of complementarity of opposites (also, tranquility and activity). By the notion of the Great Ultimate, Christo-dao can articulate the cosmic Christ as the ultimate do (Christo-dao) by thinking in terms of both-and (both yin and yang) and neither-nor. The Nicene-Chalcedonian formulas of Christology had already articulated the ultimate and cosmogonic (do) nature of Christ beyond the Greek dualistic framework. Christian faith empowered fourth-century Christians to transcend the either-or logic of Greek dualistic thinking. On the one hand, the Nicene Creed (325) used the both-and (complementary opposites) mode to confess Christ as both vere Deus and vere homo. On the other hand, the Chalcedonian formula (451) utilized the neither-nor mode to express that Christ’s two natures are neither confused, changed, divided, nor separated. Thus, the early Church had recognized the do nature of Christ as the supreme paradox of the Great Ultimate (total affirmation of the both-and) and the Non-Ultimate (total negation of the neither-nor).

This do-mode of paradoxical thought had appeared in early Christian theologians such as Gregory of Nyssa (c. 395) and Dionysius the Areopagite (fl. 500), in Christian mystics such as Francis of Assisi (1182–1226), Meister Eckhart (d. 1327), and Julian of Norwich (b. 1343). Most explicitly, it appears in the principle of coincidentia oppositorum formulated by Nicholas of Cusa (1401–1464). However, this early church tradition and effort have been suppressed by the dominant Western ways of thinking that epitomized the Enlightenment, such as scientific historicism and linear progress. Thus, through theo-dao, I want to revive the suppressed integral view of the early Church, while connecting it with do thinking. In short, with the integral thinking of the do as witnessed in the early Church, Christians can better comprehend the foundation of the Christian faith, the mystery of the supreme paradox: The Crucifixion and Resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Do and the Bible

On at least a Christological level, do is more biblical than logos because it is profoundly more homologous to the biblical Greek term hodos (“way, road, highway” as a place; “way, journey” as an action; “way of life, way of acting, conduct;” “the whole way of life”).8 In this respect, Jesus never called himself the logos, but the hodos, by saying, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life” (Jn. 14:6). A text that must inevitably be dealt with here is John 1:1, where John directly uses logos. But here, it does not refer to its modern logo-phono-centric reductions but has a closer connotation with the Hebrew dabar, which underlines action. Although both terms express “the Word,” dabar focuses more on the deed (wisdom) and logos on reason (knowledge and order).9 By using logos as the central concept, Western theology became doctrinal, intellectual, and theoretical, overlooking the importance of praxis (deed and action), which was a hermeneutical root-cause for the rise of liberation theologies (theo-praxis). Even in the case of John 1:1, hence, do, with the meaning of the unity of knowledge and action, seems more appropriate than logos, a Johannine interpretation.

In the first Korean translation of “the Gospel according to John” (1882), moreover, John Ross (1842–1915) translated logos in John 1:1 as do, following the Wenli version of the Chinese Bible (dao).10 Korean Bibles, such as Korean Revised Version (KRV, 1961) and New Korean Revised Version (NKRV, 1998), continuously translated Jesus’s teachings as “the do (way)” of the Lord (Acts 18:25, 19:9, 22:4) and “the do of the cross” (1 Cor. 1:18). Koreans even called the first Christians “followers of the do” of Jesus Christ (Acts 24:14). From the beginning, the Korean biblical hermeneutical key of do has been operative in the translation of Korean Bibles (KRV, NKRV), such as the do of God (2 Sam. 22:31; Ps. 18:30; Matt. 22:16; Mark 12:14; Luke 20:21; Acts 18:26), the do of the Lord (Ps. 25:4, 51:13, 67:2, 77:13, 86:11, 119:3, 119:15, 119:37; Jer. 32:23, Acts 18:25), and the do of Jehovah (Gen. 18:19, Judg. 2:22, 2 Sam. 22:22, 2 Ch 17:6; Ps. 18:21, 138:5, Prov. 10:29; Hosea 14:9). Thus, the do mode of Christian thought (theo-dao) has been operative from the beginning of Christianity in Korea.

Theo-dao in History

Theo-dao, hence, is justified in at least three ways: contextually, constructively, and biblically. Theo-dao theologies were also visible from the start of the short history of the Korean indigenous theology. Notably, it appeared among autogenous Christian thinkers who were not affected much by the influence of Western missions and theological education. The models of Yu Yǒng-Mo, Lee Jung-Young, and Pyǒn Chan-Lin are examples of Korean theo-dao theologies that are rather divorced from Western influences.

Indigenous Scriptures as the Old Testament

Yu Yŏng-Mo (1890–1981), who, although being unpopular among mainstream Korean churches, was a forerunner of indigenous intertextual interpretation, multifaith hermeneutics, and comparative theology. He was convinced that “After Confucianism, Buddhism, and Christianity illuminate each other, they also know themselves better.”11 Deeply embedded in East Asian scriptures, Yu developed a fascinating interpretation of Christian faith in the light of East Asian thoughts. All scriptures of East Asian religions, he argues, should be regarded as the Old Testament for Koreans. Accepting the theory that the Old Testament plays a preparatory role for God’s plan for the creation and the New Testament fulfills such a plan, he regards Christianity as a New Testament. Thus, for him, the New Testament has completed all the truth revealed in East Asian religious thoughts, so to speak, the East Asian Old Testaments.

Yu was not as particularly interested in the epistemology of religious pluralism per se; he was more concerned with a constructive hermeneutic of his faith in and through (not out of) the profundities of multiple Korean traditional, indigenous religions. He freely employed scriptural resources of Korean indigenous religions to understand the Christian Bible better and more appropriately in the Korean context. Through more than one millennium with Korean people, the East Asian scriptures of Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism have profoundly influenced and been deeply embedded in Korean modes of life and thought. By reading the Bible in and through these indigenous scriptures, he conceived his new faith in Jesus Christ more clearly, intelligibly, and practically.

Using John 14:6, Yu also conceived Jesus as the do, the way of the truth toward life in God. Christ is the brightest way on which we can walk safely (the truth) to attain unity with God (the life). It is the way to achieve the goal of Confucianism, the anthropocosmic unity of Heaven and humanity, as the Doctrine of the Mean begins with saying, “What Heaven imparts to man is called human nature.”12 Yu wrote:


Then, what are “the way (道 do), the truth (眞理), and the life (生命)” Jesus envisioned? He seems to understand them as follows. The way refers to ascending again to Heaven after having descended from Heaven to the earth. The truth means walking brightly along the way, and life means that the Father and the Son become one as the brightest light. The Son of Man came from Heaven and returned to Heaven. There is no brighter way than this. Going straight along this way without error is the truth. Finally, meeting with God is life. Compare it to the railroad! The railroad is the way, the train is the truth, and arrival is life.13



Yu thought that human beings are constantly on the road or the way until they enter the heavenly kingdom in search of heavenly nature, which is true human nature. As explaining the path, the route (do), the Bible is the way to Heaven and true human nature, to the do of self-cultivation, and to the recovery of original selfhood in the process of restoring true humanity

Furthermore, Yu conceived that Jesus is ultimately the true “I.” “The way, the truth, and the life,” after all, refer to this real “I.” Yu writes, “The way is eternally coming and eternally going. However, ‘I’ come and go on the way. If I come and go on the way, I become the way. Just as a silkworm’s cocoon makes thread and as a spider spins a web, I produce the way.”14 This is an ingenious East Asian interpretation of Paul’s passage, “it is no longer I who live, but it is the Christ who lives in me” (Gal. 2:20). From his East Asian perspective, he concludes that this Pauline passage means that the Christ who lives within a Christian (“me”) is the true “I” (true humanity). Then, Neo-Confucian insights on true humanity, such as the mind-and-heart (心), original human nature (性), and the principle (理), can be profoundly resourceful for biblical interpretation and theology. In doing this, Yu unfolded a thick Confucian (do) interpretation of the Bible.

Yin-Yang (陰陽) Hermeneutics of Change (易)

Lee Jung-Young (1935-1996), a Korean American theologian, formulated his theology with East Asian metaphysics of Change (易). Lee argued for a paradigm shift in theological thinking from both substantialism (being) and process (becoming) to Change (being and becoming). Modern physics, such as Einstein’s theory of relativity and the growing field of quantum physics, demonstrated that the ultimate reality is likely both ‘being and becoming’ (Change). This stands in opposition to an ultimate reality as either ‘being’ (substance) in Greek metaphysics (Aristotelian logic, Euclidean geometry, and Newtonian physics) or ‘becoming’ in (Whiteheadian) process metaphysics. Change is related to the Neo-Confucian metaphysics of the Great Ultimate in the complementary opposites of yin and yang. Lee applied it to a theology of Change.

The either-or logic, deeply rooted in Western thought, is often uncritically applied in Western theology and biblical interpretation. However, the either-or option is incomplete, as Wilfred Cantwell Smith said: “In all ultimate matters, the truth lies not in an either-or, but a both-and.”15 Lee argued, the both-and logic of Change is more theologically accurate (God as the Change): “Change in the I-Ching [易經] is certainly beyond categorization. It is simultaneously personal and impersonal, male and female, immanent and transcendent.”16 This total affirmation (both-and), furthermore, is complementary to total negation (neither-nor). The supreme paradox of Change is that the Great Ultimate is the Non-Ultimate (無極而太極). Here, the Great Ultimate signifies the total affirmation and the Non-Ultimate total negation. Change refers to the Great Ultimate, which is the do in successive alteration (一陰一陽謂之道). From this vantage point, God, as the Ultimate Do, is simultaneously personal and impersonal, male and female, immanent and transcendent. At the same time, God as the Ultimate Do is neither personal nor impersonal, neither male nor female, neither immanent nor transcendent. This persists with the Incarnate person of God, Jesus Christ, who is the perfect realization of Change or the Great Ultimate (yin-yang), and therefore, Jesus is both personal and impersonal, male and female, and individual and communal.17


In Jesus as the Christ, man and God are in perfect harmony. Jesus’ identity does not preclude his humanity but presupposes it, just as yang presupposes the existence of yin. Furthermore, perfect humanity presupposes perfect divinity. In his perfect complementarity of divinity and humanity, or of the change and the changing, he is both perfect man and perfect God. Being the symbol of perfect harmony between the change and the changing, Jesus Christ is the ultimate reality of change and transformation.18



Lee’s proposal for a theology of change, though it has many brilliant points, is metaphysically positivistic and excessively rhetorical, as if it is making a universal claim for Change as an alternative metaphysics for a new theology. His hermeneutics of retrieval is admirable, but romantic, without applying the necessary hermeneutics of suspicion to his own tradition. His theology is a good model for Asian theo-logos of religions, but not for Asian theo-praxis of liberation, since it lacks a sufficient consideration of historical situations. In a passionate polemic against the Western metaphysics of contradiction, Lee, contrary to his intention, also fell into the trajectory of theo-logos, though he began from a theo-daoian perspective. He forgot that do, by definition, cannot be described objectively but only heuristically. The do, as the constant change, has no fixed face; its many faces change constantly from context to context and from person to person. Hence, in the dynamic hermeneutics of do, the context and the role of an interpreter are mutually constitutive. The do hermeneutics requires a creative and holistic engagement consisting of an interpreter (a community of interpretation), the context, and the trajectory of do. At the same time, it is a do (skill) for interpreters to discern how they can participate appropriately in the cosmic movement of Do (or the Way of God) at any given time.

The Paths of Do (道脈 Do-Maek) in the Bible

If Yu Yŏng-Mo and Lee Jung-Young Lee read the Bible in Confucian ways, Pyŏn Ch’an-Lin (1934–1985) made a creative interpretation with Daoist imaginations. Daoism here does not refer to the organized Chinese religion but to an ascetic tradition (Sŏndo) that transmitted through Korea’s long history, such as with the thoughts of Mountain Immortal (Sinsŏn) and elegant culture (Pungryu). However, his idiosyncratic interpretations are much beyond traditional theological frameworks and so much arguable and subject to careful scrutiny. This treatment is only to introduce a further example of autogenously unique interpretations of the Bible in Korea, withholding my theological view on Pyŏn’s thought.

Pyŏn argued that “the Bible is not a document for any particular religion; it is a document of the Great Do (大道).” He wrote:


The authentic path of the Great Do that stretched out in the Bible was the path of Sŏn (仙脈). The Bible is a document that hides the mystery of Sŏn. The paths of Do leading up to Enoch, Melchizedek, Elijah, Moses, and Jesus were undeveloped golden paths until this day. Sŏn, the spiritual path of the living person, is a mysterious revelation that cannot be deciphered without East Asian wisdom.19



In this text, Pyŏn believes that the Bible reveals “the paths of Do,” which have remained elusive to Western theologians and scholars. The core of the Old and New Testaments is cultivating the do through Sŏn, the development of one’s mind-heart field. As the Garden of Eden refers to the symbolic name for a place of cultivating the do, the Old Testament recounts diverse methods for cultivating the do. In contrast, the New Testament explains the principles of cultivation. Together the entire Bible, for him, shows broadly the two paths of do: one for the living and one for the dead. Ordinary humans could only proceed on the path of the dead, as Adam and Eve failed to attain the do of the living by eating the unpermitted fruit of good and evil. Instead, they should have eaten the fruit of life that could lead to the paths to eternal life, the paths of the living, which are the central, and still hidden, pillars of the Bible.


The biblical paths of do form the paths of the living, which are the undeveloped treasures not yet been discovered. Enoch, Melchizedek, and Elijah were not the dead whose souls only went to Heaven. They ascended without dying and with the complete transformation…. The paths of the living refer to the path of Sŏn, lively ascending to Heaven. They are the original paths of do and the true nature of the living, attaining without death.20



Pyŏn considered that the paths of the living represent the historical accounts of attaining the do (道通). He used Enoch, Elijah, and Jesus as the representative biblical figures who attained the do. In the Bible, a person can accomplish it in two ways: transformation and resurrection. Enoch and Elijah accomplished it in the path of transformation. But since ordinary people cannot do it by transformation, Jesus developed and perfected the path of resurrection by executing death and raising from the dead. Further, he said, “The paths of the dead are those of blood and flesh, and the paths of the living are born again with the blood of Christ,”21 Therefore, he explained, Jesus was incarnated into the human body not by a fleshly conception in blood relation but by a spiritual conception (of do) with no human father.

As such, Pyŏn’s biblical interpretations move beyond traditional hermeneutical horizons by centering on the notion of do in an exceedingly allegorical way. However, his uncharacteristic exegesis of the Bible needs careful scrutiny. Korean Biblical scholars and theologians need to carefully review his interpretations in order to analyze his theology systematically.

Some Suggestions for Constructive Korean Biblical Hermeneutics of Do

The discussions of a theology of Do may shed some lights on how to conduct a Korean biblical interpretation influenced by the concept of Do. First is to pay attention to contextual literacy. Influenced by Western missionaries, theological education in Korea has focused on textual literacy to “catch up” with Western biblical studies and theology. As a result, Korean theological education has neglected and ignored the studies of their contextual literacy, such as Korean and East Asian cultures, religions, concepts, and metaphors. In this context, indigenous Korean Christian thinkers such as Yu Yŏng-Mo, Lee Jung-Young and Pyŏn Ch’an-Lin are significant and their work functions as an antidote to Western-dominated Korean theological education.

In the history of Korean Christian thought, for example, in his well-known book, Ryu Dong-Shik summarized three figures as representing Korean theological landscape: Park Hyung-Ryong (1897–1978, Evangelical Presbyterian), Kim Jae-Joon (1901–1987, Ecumenical Presbyterian), and Chung Kyung-Ok (1903–1945, Liberal Methodist).22 Park Hyung-ryong founded the conservative, dogmatic school (presently, Chongshin University), and his Calvinist fundamentalism contributed to two major schisms among Korean Presbyterian churches; the schisms were related to biblical inerrancy and the World Council of Churches. Kim Jae-Joon established a progressive theological school with active social participation, which developed minjung theology (Hanshin University). Chung Kyung-Ok initiated the liberal theological school that has promoted Korean theologies of indigenization (Methodist Theological University).

All three received Western theological educations (Park, Princeton Seminary and Southern Baptist Seminary; Kim, Princeton seminary; Chung, Garrett seminary) and shared the task of transmitting their learning to Korea. Therefore, Ryu’s book regrettably showed that the veins of Korean theology were essentially just American and Western theologies. Hence, in other places, I argued that Korean indigenous theological thinkers like Yu Yŏng-Mo must be included in the list of veins since they offer authentic indigenous resources for the formulation of bona fide Korean theologies.23

Second is to consider hermeneutics of retrieval and multiple textual hermeneutics. Yu Yŏng-Mo’s claim to regard East Asian Scriptures as the Old Testament was a warning against the cultural illiteracy of Korean Christians; it was also a rhetorical statement that Korean Christians should now confess Christian faith genuinely as Koreans, while acknowledging our cultural and religious traditions. Yu called this approach chesori, a voice out from the gut (whole mind and body), not just from the brain (cognition). Chesori demands a radical contextual theology, namely, as seeking Christian wholeness by owning up to our own metaphors. This task involves in-depth hermeneutics of retrieval in and through multitextual hermeneutics or interpreting our multireligious scriptures and traditions with Western biblical and theological resources. It also entails hermeneutics of restoration of our own theological, cultural, religious, and spiritual resources, much of which unfortunately have been destroyed by anti-indigenous and hostile Western Christian missions and evangelism.

Third is applying the hermeneutics of suspicion. Because of the West’s negative effects on Korean theology, the hermeneutics of suspicion must be an integral part of an effort to unearth and restore a theology with Korean-ness. Western Christianity itself is a translated and altered religion; correspondingly, Chinese Buddhism is an “altered Buddhism.” Chinese Buddhism was introduced through the Daoist conceptual framework and was significantly shaped by Daoism. Similarly, Western Christianity was translated and altered in and through Greek philosophy to develop in the form of logos theology. Hence, Western theology is not universal but only contextually legitimate for the West. Therefore, Korean theology and biblical hermeneutics must decontextualize Western theology and hermeneutics from the Western context by employing hermeneutics of critique and suspicion. The hermeneutics of suspicion is a significant discovery of twentieth-century theology, as David Tracy stated, “There is no innocent interpretation, no unambiguous tradition, no history-less, subject-less interpreter, no abstract, general situation, no method to guarantee certainty.”24 After this process, Korean Christians can recontextualize with a good understanding of our contexts (contextual literacy) in support of the hermeneutics of retrieval and restoration. Modern biblical scholarship has various developed tools that can be an essential in this rehabilitation and reconstruction of Korean biblical hermeneutics and theology.

Further Thoughts

By the adoption of do as theological root-metaphor and hermeneutical principle, theo-dao and do biblical hermeneutics can move beyond the limits of Western dualistic theologies (theo-logos and theo-praxis) and analytical-historical hermeneutics to produce more biblical interpretations through Korean/East Asian thoughts. To construct a solid biblical hermeneutic of do, first of all, theologians must improve our contextual and textual literacy with adequate hermeneutics of suspicion. Then, we can develop constructive Korean Biblical hermeneutics of retrieval and restoration in the application of multiple textual hermeneutics by reading the Bible with our indigenous multireligious scriptures. For this, valuable insights can be found from creative Korean Christian thinkers, such as Yu Yŏng-Mo and his intratextual hermeneutic, Lee Jung-Young and his yin-yang hermeneutic of Change, and even a modified form of Pyŏn Ch’an-Lin’s do hermeneutic.

Furthermore, Koreans have an excellent language (Han’gŭl) for the interpretation of the Bible. Note how Yu Yŏng-mo employed Hangul to express an intention of biblical terms. For example, mal-ssum (말-씀), the Korean translation of the Greek logos (Jn. 1:1), is more biblically relevant than its English term, the Word, or even the Greek logos itself. The Korean term implies both the word (mal) and the deed (ssum) like do (道). Similarly, Korean has a unique naming of the Triune God (하나님hananim) which means both one and many at the same time, a translation hardly found in other languages. However, there has been a tendency (anti-indigenous taboo) to emphasize differentiation rather than to utilize such excellences of Han’gŭl for translating and interpreting the Bible. Although the more homologous term to ruach in the Old Testament and pneuma in the New Testament would be ki (氣 qi in Pinyin), a unique East Asian term connoting the wholeness of breathing, wind, and spirit, Korean Bible translations avoided it and instead used yǒng (靈); this may have been to make a clear distinction and emphasize the spiritual dimension.

Another example would be a Korean translation of John 12:24. It includes miral (밀알), which is a translation from an altered English translation (“a grain of wheat”) from the original Greek (kokkos tou sitou), which means more likely “a seed of grain.” Yu Yong-Mo changed it to “ssial” (씨알) which means literally “a seed of grain” that would be both biblically and contextually (where the main food is not wheat but rice) more appropriate. To read the Bible more appropriately and thoroughly as Koreans, Korean Christians should further retrieve, recover, and restore such excellences of Han’gŭl in translating and interpreting the Bible and doing theology, with the fullest freedom of “owning up to our own metaphors.”

Although a Western, Bede Griffiths (1906–1993), a British Benedictine monk who lived many years in Indian ashrams, shared a prophetic insight:


This may sound very paradoxical and unreal, but for centuries now the western world has been following the path of yang—of the masculine, active, aggressive, rational, scientific mind—and has brought the world near destruction. It is time now to recover the path of yin, of the feminine, passive, patient, intuitive and poetic mind. This is the path which the Tao Te Ching [Do] sets before us.25



This passage agrees with my thesis: the paradigm of Yang Christianity (Western theo-logos) has become problematic and is waning, and it is time to restore the paradigm of Yin Christianity (Eastern theo-dao), which is waxing. Finally, therefore, it is time now to read the Bible freely through our interpretative metaphors such as do for recovery and rehabilitation of harmony, peace, and the wholeness of the polarized and broken world.
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Part III

Self-Theologizing


Chapter 10 

Reception of the Bible during the Eighteenth Century

In Hee Park

With the remarkable cultural advantage of interreligious dialogue, Korean culture provides a good example of the peaceful coexistence between the world religions of Buddhism, Confucianism, and Christianity, along with the native religious traditions of Shamanism. These Korean religious resources, and Korean knowledge of these respective religions, especially regarding ethics and communal visions, have accumulated over many centuries. Each religion respectively enjoyed its privileges as the national religion over many centuries. In the case of Confucianism, it has pervasively affected the entire society since the foundation of the Joseon Dynasty in the fourteenth century. This dynasty’s foundation and development was accomplished by bureau-scholarly endeavors that complied with neo-Confucian political philosophy and is the predecessor of modern Korean norms and values. The Confucian ideal of “virtuous ruling,” as it corresponded to the Confucian creed of the Will of Heaven (Decree of Heaven), served as the fundamental guideline for elite scholars who shaped Joseon society. Another foundational Confucian ethic was filial piety, which was required both for the rulers and the ruled. These basic concepts were articulated by Confucian scholars as a political philosophy and the highest human virtues. They functioned effectively to make a valence of political power within the ruling class and to systematically control the entirety of society as a nation akin to a family.

This distinctiveness of the scholarly effort of the first Confucian-to-Christian scholars, who brilliantly displayed these two Confucian concepts as they established the first Korean Christian community in the eighteenth century, even before having contact with Catholic missionaries, is especially notable. They contributed to create the conditions for a robust Christian community founded by laypeople, an exceptional situation that coincided with the Catholic mission history unfolding throughout Asia. A group among progressive Confucian elite scholars willingly adapted Confucian teaching to open a Christian community that considered elites equal with the lower classes of people, even though it operated amid the hierarchical Joseon Confucian society. As Confucian political philosophers, through their struggles with the biblical concept of the Children of God, these scholars enabled the transformation of the political connotation of filial piety that originally benefited the ruling elites into a communal vision of social equality. In so doing, they significantly shifted the paradigm in the understanding of the Confucian concept of the Will of Heaven. This chapter clarifies the origins of this shift and highlights the understanding of the reinterpretation of Confucian concepts through the first Korean Christians’ biblical understanding in their sociopolitical contexts, and how their understanding eventually contributed to create the first Korean Gospel, the Sung-kyung-jik-hae-gwang-ik (The Interpretation of the Bible and Its Meaning), that so richly influenced the early Korean church. This chapter will help readers understand how Korean Confucian thought systems influenced biblical interpretation to inspire societal change and how this provides an example of interreligious biblical interpretation within the context of Christianity and Confucianism.

Confucian Meanings of Filial Piety and the Will of Heaven in Joseon Society

Confucianism is an ancient religion that developed as a moral and a political philosophy. Its great masters, like Confucius himself, were all political bureaucrats; interestingly, in Confucianism, a man of ultimate virtue is designated as Gunja which literally translates as “political ruler.” Thus, it is fair to say that moral discussions in Confucianism are basically equivalent with political ideals.

In this respect, the appropriation of the ethical concept of filial piety for the ruling elites is representative. Filial piety has been and continues to be one of the most important and fundamental human virtues of Confucian societies. It had effectively functioned as a ruling method in Confucian monarchies. Morally, the duty of filial piety was expected to be performed by all individuals, including kings. Politically, the king, as the Son of Heaven, ideally ought to follow Heaven’s Will by ruling his subjects based on the accepted moral principles. In the political application of Confucianism as a ruling policy, it tended to be used as ideological support for strong kingship by articulating that the king is a benevolent father of the state. Following the Han dynasty (207 bce–220 ce) in China, the orientation of filial piety’s hierarchical trait was emphasized more by political necessities, and the reciprocity in the father-son relationship gradually reduced while the son’s obedience strengthened.

As the king ought to set an example of filial piety toward heaven, his subjects ought to obey their king to complete Heaven’s Will. Following this example, in a household, the father must be honored by his sons and, especially, the father should be venerated because upon death he will be an ancestor god of the household. Therefore, the father-son relationship was expressed more as a king-subject relationship.1 In this way, filial piety played a significant role ideologically constructing the rationale for the absolute authority of the king as well as the father, thus contributing to maintaining the social order in many Asian Confucian monarchies, including the Joseon dynasty.

The Will of Heaven, a foundational Confucian concept, demonstrates the matter of politics being integrated with ethics. Originally, it connoted ideological support for the sovereignty of the king as the Son of Heaven, in accordance with Heaven’s Will (or mandate) and the emphases of the Chou Dynasty (1111–249 bce). Confucius (551–478 bce) and his successors like Mencius (390–305 bce) significantly advanced the Will of Heaven to emphasize the reciprocity of the king-subject relationship by exploring the concept as a human virtue. According to Confucius, both king and king’s subjects must perform morally correct behaviors revealed in Heaven’s Will. As such, the concept has been enlarged to encompass the ethical perfection of Heaven beyond political power. This expansion of thought by scholars created the conditions for sage-subjects to become equal to a ruler in moral worthiness, and the literal meaning of ruler (Gunja) had been elaborated as a sage-lord or a virtuous sage. Confucius said, “He who exercises government by means of virtue may be compared to the north Polar Star, which keeps in its place and the stars turn toward it” (Analects 2:1).2

The Will of Heaven, which originally directed the king’s lineage to validate their reign, was to become both an ethical and a political obligation for individuals. This concept had empowered individuals to contribute to the larger goal of peace and order for the nation, and thereby for the entire world. In The Great Learning, an essential of the traditional Confucian canon, especially for Joseon elites, states: “From the Son of Heaven to the mass of the people, all must consider the cultivation of the person the root of everything besides” (The Great Learning 2).3

The methods of self-cultivation and transformation in the direction of pure goodness eventually become related to the process of building a moral society. While this excessive idealism seemed too naïve to project into the political domain as Richard Madsen indicates,4 the Joseon Dynasty actualized this political vision by adapting neo-Confucianism to political domains. Although Joseon culture had taken for granted the acceptance of the monarch and paternalism, since its foundation in the fourteenth century the political systemization was controlled by scholar-bureaucrats based on the reciprocity of the king-subject relationship.

These new scholar-bureaucrats detested the violent and irrational leadership of the former Goryeo dynasty’s military powers, inspiring them to take up the political cause of self-discipline for virtuous ruling as essential for the survival of their nation. This is the meaning of Soo-gii-chi-in (being disciplined by virtue to rule), the political creed of Joseon, as corresponding to the Will of Heaven. The scholarly elites’ sociopolitical responsibility was also emphasized. The elites were required to display their qualification as ruling elites through their scholarly achievements. Political matters were to be discussed among the king and bureaucratic scholars prior to decisions being made. Even so, for the purpose of restraining the dictatorial power of the king, the kings’ words and deeds were recorded regardless of their approval; this sparked power struggles between kings and subject-bureaucrats.

This bureaucratic system was organized entirely in a scholarly fashion; national offices were assigned to selected intellectuals who had passed two levels of strict national examinations, since their qualifications for political engagement were based on the neo-Confucian way of discipline through studying classics. This criterion was due to neo-Confucian discussions that the endeavor to seek the Will of Heaven was surmised in the scholarly pursuit of the Ultimate Principle that is attained by one’s discipline and learning; thus, the studying of Confucian classics was unconditionally required for the ruling class.

This practice eventually resulted in giving greater authority to the teacher or master that was equal to that of the king and father. Even kings showed respect to their masters, just as a son does to his father, even though they were still his subjects. The power shift toward scholars consequently had a great impact on the concept of filial piety in Joseon society. It was intensified and expanded to include another father, the masters who were mostly from bureaucratic or scholarly groups. This ultimately served to strengthen the power of elite society. Metaphorically, it can be designated as a Joseon trinity, a sociopolitical trinity of father, king, and master, which greatly differs from the original meaning of “king as a father and a master.” Because of this traditional scholarly view, Koreans still celebrate Teacher’s Day as a national holiday along with Parent’s Day. In this way, the entirety of Joseon society resembled a massive family constructed through the strong filial piety for the trinity of father, king, and master.

Introduction of Christianity to Joseon Society and Its Response

Often deemed a remarkable monarchy for its implementation of virtuous ruling, the Joseon Dynasty maintained itself for five hundred years by prioritizing intellectual capacity and individual virtue over military power and national wealth; however, this came with consequences. After many devastating invasions from Japan and China in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Korea was seriously weakened, and its government couldn’t adequately engage in reconstruction or provide defense. People began to doubt its efficiency and the functionality of actualizing neo-Confucian’s political vision.

The long practice of prioritizing intellectuals by neo-Confucian culture eventually brought a general attitude of contempt toward military power, a contempt that was also directed at the productive classes consisting of farmers, craftsmen, and merchants, the very groups needed as the most foundational components to the survival of the nation. Moreover, the stifling fixation of social hierarchy brought political corruption among the ruling and scholarly groups. It made the government weaker, suppressed society, and caused many peasants to abandon their fields to avoid the increasing taxation and exploitation from the upper class.

To confront these issues, a new program of thought, the school of “Practical Learning,” was initiated by progressive scholars in the seventeenth century that attempted to renovate society to contribute to societal welfare. These progressives thereby studied Western culture known as “Western Learning” through Chinese books introduced by Catholic missionaries in order to gain new knowledge especially about Western scientific technology for their pursuits of the reformation. Through this inquiry, the study of Christianity initially took place as a scholarly interest about Western civilization in general. As this learning continued, considerable numbers of scholars among the progressives acquired knowledge about Christianity through books like Chon-ju-sil-ui (The True Meaning of the Lord of Heaven), the outstanding Christian catechism by Matteo Ricci (1552–1610).

From this study, the younger generation of this “Practical Learning” discovered a Christian alternative uninfluenced by any direct contact with Western missionaries. With this alternative, they had started an inclusive and equal Christian community in the center of Seoul (Myung-rae-bang) with diverse people and no care for social rank. This new social acceptance was not accepted in Confucian Joseon society, which strongly resisted change. These scholars were eventually exiled or executed as revolutionaries.

When this Christian community was initiated by these prominent scholars with their self-identity as the Children of God, Joseon Confucians regarded this Christian type of new filial piety toward the Heavenly father as blasphemous. Most Joseon elites directly recognized the sociopolitical danger embedded in the Christian metaphor of the “children of God.” It was regarded as a threat to ruin their sociopolitical system by attacking the ideological foundation which had sustained Joseon society for centuries. It harmed their original filial piety by positioning the invisible Heavenly father in the highest rank over their king, fathers, or masters.

According to their accusations in the petition to King Jung-Jo, many elites had severely attacked Christians claiming that the Christians had abandoned their loyalty to the king, fathers, and even society. For them, Christians were deemed rebellious for worshiping an immoral heresy. This is exemplified through the accusation of “neither father, nor king” which had become the most notorious epithet for the first Korean Christians. A Christian scholar, Yoon Ji-Chung, had also committed what was considered a terrible crime by offending ancestral worship. In his final statement before execution, he proclaimed his prioritizing of filial piety toward God above any others. Because of this rebellious event in 1791, Christianity was officially prohibited by the government.

Discussions on Christianity: The Lord of Heaven and the Will of Heaven

At first, scholarly opinions on Christianity as “the Western Learning” were divergent in the “Practical Learning” group; however, for most scholars the Christian doctrine raised doubts, especially because the idea of a Christian God was seen as a total contradiction to neo-Confucian metaphysics and raised controversy as seen from their criticisms on Chon-ju-sil-ui (The True Meaning of the Lord of Heaven).

During the long history of Joseon Confucianism, scholars built an elaborate metaphysical knowledge about the Ultimate Reality—variously called Principle, Way, or Heaven—which could never be replaced by a personal deity as found in Christianity. This Ultimate Reality is completely a metaphysical idea and the most fundamental ordering Principle of the entire cosmos, which generated all things in the world including human nature. This philosophical cosmology totally excludes the concept akin to a personified deity in its logical structure. In Joseon, this Confucian metaphysics was prominently developed by scholars such as Lee Hwang who strongly asserted the moral concept of the Principle.

Although The True Meaning of the Lord of Heaven was composed under the aim of accommodating Christianity with Confucian teachings, Matteo Ricci evidently distinguished God from the Heaven (or the Principle) in neo-Confucianism. When he translated the Latin Deus into the “Lord of Heaven” in Chinese characters, he also referred to the term as the “Supreme Emperor.” He employed this term from earlier Confucian classics as an effort of cultural accommodation; however, he accurately distinguished the Christian deity from the ultimate Principle in neo-Confucianism and clarified the creation doctrine of Christianity from neo-Confucian metaphysics. Based on Aristotle’s metaphysics, Ricci argues that the Principle of neo-Confucianism acknowledged the universal creative principle to generate everything by itself should be neither the origin of the universe nor human nature. Correspondingly, this importance is seen in “All things cannot be generated by itself” as the second chapter title of Jou-gyu-yo-ji (The Heart of Christianity), the first Korean Christian catechism by Jeong Yak-Jong (1760–1801).5 Moreover, the first Korean Gospel, Sung-kyung-Jik-hae-gwang-ik (The Interpretation of the Bible and Its Meaning, SJG) clearly introduced the Lord of Heaven as the creator of the Universe in its introductive volume. “The Lord of Heaven is self-existent … who is the Lord of Heaven and Earth and all, who creates the heaven and earth and humankind …” (SJG vol.1-1.1).6

In his criticism of The True Meaning of the Lord of Heaven, Yi Ik, who initiated the “Practical Learning,” criticized this Christian concept of God. Even though he agreed with Matteo Ricci’s reference of the Christian deity with the Supreme Emperor of classical Confucianism, he opposed the veneration of God as a personal deity, as well as the doctrines of incarnation and salvation. His disciples more severely attacked Christianity because they deemed it irrational and superstitious to believe in God as the creator. They also opposed the doctrine of the salvation of individuals’ souls because they thought it was self-interested and ethically inferior, even to Buddhism.

However, the first young Christians seemed enraptured by this new fascinating framework. For these young scholars, the Christian perspective provided an awareness of a new possibility to bring societal renewal and to oppose the old-fashioned neo-Confucianism structure. Jeong Yak-Yong (1762–1836), one of the great Korean thinkers and an initial member of the first Christian community, wrote of the very moment of his contact with Christianity:


In a boat on the Han river, on our way back home after the family memorial rites for Yi Byeok’s sister, firstly he (Yi Byeok) talked about the origin of creation, life and death and the matter of the soul and body (of Christianity), I was fascinated, as in a trancelike state seeing the Milky Way galaxy.



Unfortunately, his awakening to the Christian God during this beautiful springtime moment eventually drove his life into tragedy. For him and other scholars, this learning about God was the beginning of their sufferings; ironically, it would also fulfill their life purposes as disciplined Confucian scholars. As Confucius says, “If a man in the morning hear the right Way, he may die in the evening without regret” (Analects 4:8).7 In fact, for these Christian scholars the ideas of the Lord of Heaven and God’s creation of the universe would not be limited to the scope of speculative philosophical or religious debates. For them, these new concepts enabled the creation of a new paradigm to initiate a renewal of Joseon by shaking neo-Confucian’s absolute authority of the Ultimate Principle, which was thought to firmly hold together the unified foundation of nature, human beings, and Joseon society.

As prominent Confucian scholars and political philosophers, the young Christian scholars were able to recognize the deep sociopolitical implications in the biblical teachings that contribute to creating more equal societies. This is because the concept of the children of the Lord of Heaven implied sociopolitical equality regardless of one’s social status in terms that all are equal as the Children of God. By prioritizing this biblical teaching, they were empowered to break the Confucian barrier of social discrimination. Ultimately, as described in Jeong Yak-Yong’s writings, the recognition of Christian social teachings brought significant changes to the meaning of the Will of Heaven, the matter of the elite’s obligation toward society in terms of their virtuous ruling.

In his discussions in On Five Studies, Jeong Yak-Yong negatively criticized the hypocritical scholarly attitude of his contemporaries.8 As a responsible scholar, he deeply empathized with the sufferings of his people, but these Joseon Confucians were disinterested in the people’s predicament and took advantage of neo-Confucianism’s ethical doctrine as an excuse to avoid their duty as sociopolitical leaders. They were disinterested even though they still deemed themselves as completing their moral perfection and obeying Heaven’s Will simply by examining and meditating on the Principle in mind, which they believed to exist in human nature and in the universe.

On this point, Jeong Yak-Yong argued on the theory of neo-Confucianism about human ethics. Related to pureness or the level of having knowledge of the Ultimate Principle, the theory of human ethics determines the roles of human beings and their attendant responsibilities. Accordingly, the Will of Heaven, which means both the virtuous ruling and the moral perfections of individuals, is inclusively absorbed into the concept of the Principle. Consequently, this political obligation becomes a speculative idea to be contemplated and examined in the human mind. For Jeong Yak-Yong, however, one’s knowledge of the Ultimate Principle cannot guarantee one’s moral perfection, since human goodness was accomplished by good actions for the people and not by solely knowing the impersonal Principle.9 In his discussions in Doctrine of the Mean, he asserted that human goodness must be activated from the awareness of the Lord in Heaven, the Supreme Emperor, along with being spiritual in perceptions, and then properly performed when interacting with people.10 Only the awakening to the Lord’s presence by the Lord’s revelation could enable people to achieve truthful goodness through spiritual interactions with God and with Heaven. This eventually could urge irresponsible intellectuals to return to their duty, the Will of Heaven.

Evidently Jeong Yak-Yong’s idea of divinity, or the Ultimate, had been primarily constructed by his socio-political perception and deeply influenced by both Christianity and Confucian teachings.11 With these conceptual developments, his political concept of the Will of Heaven was no longer a scholarly obligation accomplished by examining the Principle; in other words, it was no longer a privilege for being considered qualified members of the ruling class. Rather, regardless of one’s social position or scholarly achievement, the Will of Heaven could be pursued by the deeds of individuals. Consequently, the political obligation for the elite regarding the concept of the Will of Heaven had newly obtained a concept of equality through Jeong Yak-Yong’s interreligious dialogue with Christianity.

In this way, the first Christians, as innate political philosophers, were able to perceive political insights from biblical narratives, through which they had restated the ideals of virtuous ruling and the Will of Heaven. For example, Jesus was recognized as a king who fulfilled his Will of Heaven, which is well demonstrated in Jou-gyu-yo-ji (The Heart of Christianity), where Jesus is metaphorically portrayed as a virtuous king who sacrificed himself to stop endless war.12 In addition, the beautiful epic The Essence of Holy Teaching (聖敎要旨), attributed to Yi Byeok, who had initiated the Christian community, displays how the author was captivated by Jesus’s earthly mission and teaching. The author presents his expectation of an ideal and equal society realized in Joseon society under Jesus’ teaching—where all subjects are able to perform Heaven’s Will and thus complete their social and moral duties. In doing so, they become equal as members of society regardless of their social class. These ideas originate from their understanding of Jesus’s teachings and mission described in the Gospels, which consequently led these elite scholars to make a Korean Bible translation for the lower classes of people, a Gospel entitled Sung-kyung-Jik-hae-Gwang-ik (The Interpretation of the Bible and Its Meaning, SJG).

The Birth of the First Korean Gospel

The first Christian scholars endeavored to comprehend and translate Christian books into the Korean language to provide Christian understandings for the poor and less educated. While the use of difficult Chinese characters was common within the upper class, Joseon had an easier Korean script called Hangul; however, it was only used by the lower classes of people and women. Thus, the compositions and translations in Hangul by the first Christian group had primarily been for lower classes of people to provide access to Christianity and enable them to study the religion. According to the assumed documentation by the government during the Christian persecution in 1801, Sa-hak-jing-yi (Righteous Punishment against Heresy), 128 of the 200 books that the government confiscated were in Hangul.

Due to the persecutions, only a few of these scholars’ original writings remain. Those that remain demonstrate that the scholars’ knowledge about the biblical message was sufficient enough to educate the lower classes, who became leaders of the Christian community. This is especially true of The Heart of Christianity, the first Korean language catechism. Esteemed by laypeople, it was far easier to read and understand than The True Meaning of the Lord of Heaven by Matteo Ricci. The most important translation was the first Korean Gospel, entitled The Interpretation of the Bible and Its Meaning (SJG), from around 1790. It was translated and compiled by Choi Chang-Hyun and is assumed to be a collaboration with the first Korean Christian scholars, such as Jeong Yak-Jong.

Since the Roman Catholic Church had not yet officially permitted a Chinese translation of the Bible, there were only handwritten forms of personal translations by respective missionaries in China. While this makes it difficult to find accurate information about the extent to which the first Korean Christians had access to biblical materials, nevertheless, this SJG, which was translated earlier in Hangul, demonstrates that the first Christian scholars had prioritized biblical teachings and had attained considerable knowledge about the Bible.

The SJG, an edited and compiled translation of two Chinese books by Jesuit priests, comprises about twenty volumes of Gospel translations. One book was Sung-kyung-jik-hae (The Interpretation of the Bible) by the Jesuit priest Emmanuel Junior Diaz (1574–1659). It contained biblical excerpts from the four Gospels accompanied by an interpretation of the referenced verses in accordance with the Catholic calendar and feasts. The other was Sung-kyung-gwang-ik (The Bible of Meaning) by the Jesuit priest Joseph François Marie Anne de Moyriac de Mailla (1669–1748), a work of biblical interpretations and extortions.13 Both works, as can be seen from their interpretation of Christian faith in God as a type of filial piety, reflect an attempt to employ Confucian concepts. They also dealt with traditional Catholic teachings and references about significant saints like St. Augustine.

The translators of SJG did not simply translate these original versions but also edited them to provide an easy understanding for Korean readers.14 It contains approximately one-third of the Gospel verses, and it contains most of the Passion and Resurrection narratives. It also refers to Jesus’s earthly mission, including the feeding and healing narratives. Many teachings of Jesus are also recorded, including the Sermon on the Mount and parables like the Parables of the Seeds (Matt. 13:24–30, 31), the Vineyard (Matt. 20:1–16), and Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25–37). Despite the brutal persecutions, laypeople copied this Bible by hand and learned it by heart for over a hundred years. In the nineteenth century, it was published in printed form under the charge of the foreign missionary G. Mutel and retitled The Interpretation of the Bible (Sung-kyung-jik-hae); this version was polished and easier to read for modern readers, but the original version of SJG is evidently more valuable in terms of the historical and linguistic importance.

The Role of SJG for Christian Community

Many of the early Christians were reported as being able to memorize considerable parts from the SJG.15 For decades, the SJG had been the only Bible for Korean Christians and it substituted for authorities in their absence. Because the hostility and persecutions against Christians by the ruling class in 1785, 1791, 1793, and 1801 had demolished scholarly leadership, Christian communities were rapidly established among lower classes of people. Even after foreign priests came into Korea, the Christian communities continued to be managed by laypeople because the persecutions and language problems continuously prevented foreign priests from doing their pastoral work. In these circumstances the SJG made up for this absence of leadership by guiding laypeople in keeping their Christian faith. It even enabled Sunday worship for lay communities without resident priests. For these laypeople, the SJG was crucial in understanding the essence of Jesus teachings and guiding them in their lives as true Jesus followers.

Unlike scholarly leadership, Christians from lower classes assumed that it is not necessarily link the Christian faith to the concept of the Will of Heaven; instead, they were inspired to enact a new Christian identity as the Children of God and regarded their faith as a filial piety toward the Heavenly father by following the biblical teachings (SJG vol. 1–1.1). Coming from Confucian culture, this Christian form of filial piety was familiar to them even though Western Christianity was alien. In a sociopolitical view, it totally differed from conventional filial piety by giving them a sense of liberation from social status since all are deemed equal as the children of God. They also deemed one another friends regardless of social boundaries, thereby following Jesus’s example of calling people as friends (SJG vol.1–1.2); they called their Christian community of friendship “the Village of Friends.” For Christians, this way of new life was prioritized above other social norms and practices.

Furthermore, the SJG emphasized the themes of love and a virtuous life for the children of God; it empowered them to live a respectable and altruistic life as attested by many historical records. The SJG even accounts for the love of one’s enemy as a Christian virtue as demonstrated through the interpretation and exhortation of the parable of Good Samaritan (SJG vol. XI.1). From their reading of this Bible, despite severe oppression, Christians attempted to follow the example of Jesus, who suffered in poverty but was always merciful toward the vulnerable (SJG vol. 1–1.1).

The Sociopolitical Impact of Biblical Teaching in Joseon Society

Due to brutal persecution, Christian scholars were impeded in implementing the biblical teaching that would have been helpful for national recovery as a radial social reformation; however, in the middle of neo-Confucian Joseon society, where every individual was required to strictly belong to their own class, Christian scholars initiated a belief of human equality as the Children of God. Although this belief would not accurately mirror the Western modern concept of the equality of sociopolitical rights, the hope for a more equal society could not be quenched once this idea came to Korean society. Ultimately, it affected the huge social movement initiated by Dong-hak (the East Study) in late-nineteenth-century Korea.

Despite Catholic regulations by priests who had accommodated social hierarchy,16 a new form of an equal Christian society was being actualized in various types of local communities of “Villages of Friends” for over a hundred years by laypeople. According to Sa-hak-jing-yi (Righteous Punishment against Heresy), there were many violations of the fundamental social class order in these Christian communities. For instance, Hwang Il-Gwang, a butcher from the lowest and most likely a member of the “untouchable” group, testified that he had been treated equally as a decent person in the Christian community, and that for him, this treatment was heaven. Moreover, Yoo Guen-Myung from the ruling class, who was arrested in 1801, had liberated his slaves after becoming a Christian. These cases reflect a complete departure from the totally hierarchical society of Joseon.17

As Cho Gwang points out, the various testimonies about the first Christian communities sufficiently demonstrate that those Christians had constructed equal and reciprocal Christian communities regardless of their former social ranks or occupations.18 The learned people among them mostly became pharmacists to help the population, and many became pottery sellers who could visit other villages freely by being less constrained by governmental control. While they were forced to live in secretive social groups apart from the general public, among the lower classes they were appreciated and respected. In their communities there was no class discrimination or lord-slave relationships, and as well, women carried out leadership roles. Even though they were in a perilous predicament within society, they helped each other and consistently accepted vulnerable people, and they even provided proper funerals for the impoverished or homeless. In this way, they actualized the examples of the Christian gospel as presented in SJG.

Conclusion

In Catholic mission history, this Korean Christian community is evaluated today as an outstanding ecclesiastical model by laypeople who were greatly in debt to the Bible translation of their mother tongue, the SJG. Even brutal persecutions could not prevent the number of people becoming Christians from increasing. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, thousands of women and men were executed because of their faith and new identity as the children of God. This Christian identity was not only because of a religious expression but also was the result of an urge for a more benevolent and equal society as illustrated by Jesus’s teachings about the kingdom of God. Strikingly, the Confucian scholars’ struggle to seek the Will of Heaven through biblical teaching became the realization of laypeople’s voluntary community of friendship, which ultimately contributed to creating a new communal vision in Korean society.

This was possible by the solid belief in humanity embedded within both the Gospel and Confucian teachings that was a primary condition for opening their interreligious dialogue. As Mencius appealed to kings to be benevolent to their people during the cruelest period of ancient China, with Jesus’s teachings of “Love your neighbor as yourself” (SJG vol. VIII–1.5), the earliest Korean Christians were encouraged to build the community of friends in the darkest time of the late Joseon Dynasty. This “Basileia (kingdom) of friends” not only functioned as a religious refuge but also served as an alternative for the oppressed as a communal vision of a more inclusive and compassionate society.
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Chapter 11 

During Japanese Colonization (1910–1945)

Jungsik Cha

Korean history during the first half of the twentieth century was characterized by Japan’s outright intrusion and colonization, which started with the suppressive Japan-Korea Treaty of 1876. Gradually infiltrating the Korean peninsula, the Japanese military government accelerated their colonial invasion after consecutive victories in their wars with China (Qing Dynasty) in 1894–1895 and Russia in 1904–1905. Taking full advantage of the shift in the international power structure and diplomatic dynamics, the Japanese government deprived Korea of her diplomatic rights in the Korea-Japan Treaty of 1905 and annexed Korea in 1910, which launched the preliminary project of colonially exploiting Korea. In this process, the Scottish Society of the Bible and the British Society of the Bible offered financial support to enable the Korean Bible translation project; despite the support from the Western biblical societies, the British and American governments sided with Japan, thereby sharing in the political and diplomatic interests of worldwide colonization.

 The Rise of Bible Study Rallies

In the early period of Japanese colonization (1900–1919), Korean Christians, in their enthusiasm to learn the Bible, created Bible study rallies. These rallies were then typical of the way in which the Korean church was eager to organize and develop its body, motivating the members’ spiritual enlightenment through Bible study. This is somewhat differentiated from the later revival rallies or revival/Bible study rallies, which emphasized the fullness of the Holy Spirit in light of the first Pentecostal event in the Acts of the Apostles. With the accumulated energy committed to Bible study rallies, the epoch-making Pyongyang Great Revival Movement of 1907 took place—a climactic point for the nationalistic reform movement. Most Christians overcame their bitter sentiments surrounding the loss of national sovereignty by responding proactively to the biblical message of equal salvation of all nations, especially in empathy with the nationally liberating biblical heroes. Through this movement, the Korean Church achieved a holistic convergence in many respects by creating an intersectional space for the Bible and the Holy Spirit, and thereby offering a melting pot of repentance for all classes of people.1 The movement, during the historically and culturally turbulent times, also led Korean Christians to confront their mission. The movement also led many Korean Christians to repent, which many thought was related to the loss of the nation’s independence. The Great Revival Movement dramatically transformed all areas of Korean Christian life, both spiritual and ethical, by providing Christians with an intense catharsis to the painful reality of Japanese colonialism.

Rev. Gil Seon-Ju, a representative leader in this movement, is remarkable for a variety of reasons with respect to biblical interpretation during this period. As an elder of the Jang-dae-hyun Presbyterian Church, he led the Pyongyang Great Revival Movement to its explosive scale by his charismatic preaching. His emphasis on biblical interpretation relates to his interest in the eschatological messages of the final judgment and Jesus’s second coming. These apocalyptic concerns, normally relying on the Book of Revelation, led him to write on the eschaton. Gil’s apocalyptic eschatology was formed and accelerated with various influential factors such as his innate religious sensibility, his critical consciousness of the contemporary historical situation permeating the era, personal experiences of frustration including his illness, business bankruptcy, imprisonment, the death of his elder son, and the failure of the March First Movement of 1919.2 Most important, the textbook of his seminary teacher, W. L. Swallen, on Revelation had a crucial and detailed impact on his eschatology.

His key message, delivered many times at the revival rallies, promoted salvation according to faith in Jesus, which reveals his direct focus on spiritual conversion and internal faith discipline with an ascetic orientation. However, his sermon was not confined to the salvation of individual souls, but it also emphasized the invitation to salvation for all people. He was firmly convinced that Jesus’s public life, death, resurrection, ascension, and second coming were fully devoted to this very salvific purpose. And for him, the good news of salvation being available to all people went hand in hand with the eschatological message of Jesus’s second coming and the final judgment of all people. His interpretation of the final day of divine judgment in the Bible has been criticized as being associated with dispensationalism. Whether he had dispensationalist leanings or not, he directly prophesied that Jesus would come again along with the millennial Kingdom in either 1939 or 2002. As one of the first ordained pastors in Pyongyang Presbyterian Theological School (PPTS), Gil was listed as one of the thirty-three representative leaders of the March First Movement of 1919—the greatest protest movement against the Japanese colonial regime. Because of his participation in the struggle for national independence, he was imprisoned for two years. He seems to have adopted the theological orientation that put him in this situation from the American missionaries who taught the earliest Korean Church leaders at PPTS. Some of the theological faculty members introduced students to fundamentalist doctrines and dispensationalist dogmas. For this reason, Gil could not overcome the theological limitations of conservative biblical perspectives because he steadily maintained inerrancy and verbal inspiration. According to Ahn Soo-Gang’s study, his eschatology was closely linked with the dogmatic assumptions of American fundamentalism and dispensationalism at that time, and it was more distinguished from the traditional Reformed theology, especially that of the Calvinist traditions. Nevertheless, Ahn argues, his dualism between this secular world and the other heavenly world seems occasionally overcome by the spirit of national transformation. In this respect, more recently, Gil’s apocalyptic eschatology has been reevaluated not simply as escapist but as another way of transforming the national reality during Japanese occupation.3

Through literal readings of the Bible, church pastors, evangelists, and seminary teachers, in general, concentrated on the Bible’s spiritual power as the single source of authority for Christian faith and ethical integrity. Their literal readings led to a greater emphasis on evangelizing. Therefore, the early Christian movement was not particularly interested in “interpreting” the in-depth meanings of the biblical texts but in “applying” them. In spite of some positive revisionist views, Gil’s dispensationalism-oriented biblical eschatology, problematically, is not a far cry from the voices of the sectarian movements of apocalyptic eschatology, which remain influential in the modern Korean Church.

Collision with Historical Critical Methods

Unlike Rev. Gil and seminary professors at PPTS, Methodist pastor Rev. Yang Joo-Sam showed a little distance in his hermeneutical perspective. In fact, he is known as the first Korean theologian to practice historical criticism. Like many early Korean pastors, Yang was academically interested in East Asian thoughts and religions such as Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism before converting to Christianity. Yet, unlike other Korean pastors, Yang received an advanced theological education from Yale University and Vanderbilt University. His most important biblical work was the General Introduction to the Old and the New Testament, where he harmonized conservative claims of biblical inspiration with the more liberal historical criticism as methodological perspectives. In his view, the biblical canon contains the fullness of the divine will and the selectiveness of our human will as integrated by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Thus, he rejected the either-or proposition between the divine will and human intelligence; instead, he modeled his response on typical scholarly attitudes of contemporary Korean elites toward Confucian texts. In a similar manner, concerning the hotly debated issue of the authorship of the Pentateuch, Yang also took a neutral position to avoid controversy and argued that the chief aim of reading the Scripture is not to confirm its author but to acquire a spiritual lesson. Thus, being receptive to and inclusive of the basic conceptualities of biblical inspiration and historical criticism, he was attentive to the pragmatic uses of the Bible with a focus on how it could help nourish souls and build up the Church. While he recognized the positive aspects of understanding the historical background and literary context of the texts, he showed further scholarly interest in biblical archaeology as a helpful tool to illuminate biblical truths with more precision. For him, the purpose of biblical archeology wasn’t to destroy the Scriptural authority or to weaken the doctrine of biblical inspiration; the purpose was to warrant more reliability and trust for the biblical texts. His perspective on biblical interpretation, approaching a neo-orthodoxy tendency rather than liberalism or fundamentalism, offered him the same yardstick applicable to the issue on the authorship of the Pentateuch. That is, in his view, relevant archeological excavation results could have strengthened the authentic value of the biblical records.

Conversations surrounding various interpretations of scripture culminated with the publication of the Abingdon Bible Commentary in 1935. In commemoration of the 50th anniversary of the Korean Protestant Church, the Presbyterian Church and the Methodist Church came to a decision for the translation and publication of the commentary series. Tinged with an evangelical orientation and accepting findings from historical criticism and biblical archeology, the Abingdon Bible Commentary was originally written by sixty-six biblical scholars from the United States, Canada, Austria, and India, and after publication it gained recognition from a wide range of Protestant churches in the United States and Europe. As a result, the commentary was welcomed into the Korean church, and fifty-two Korean Presbyterian and Methodist theologians and pastors joined the translation project. After publication, the commentary was used broadly by Korean pastors and church leaders in the 1930s, partly to promote Bible studies.

Immediately, harsh attacks were leveled against the project by those conservative Presbyterian Church leaders influenced by American fundamentalism and dispensationalism. In their eyes, the commentary was susceptible to higher criticism, which they associated with theological liberalism. The Korean Presbyterian Church conducted an extensive boycott against the commentary and required translators and editors to apologize for their participation. The 24th General Assembly of the Joseon Presbyterian Church (1935) even stipulated that the commentary violated traditional Presbyterian doctrines, and thus it should not be purchased, and the project’s participants should publicly apologize for their wrongdoings. Ironically, the Korean Presbyterian Church condemned the commentary, even though it was used widely in the Scottish and the American Presbyterian Church, which historically supported the Korean mission. But this divisive strife is quite understandable; most Korean Presbyterian theologians and pastors were influenced by the Presbyterian Church (United States), which was also debating the merits of historical criticism. Therefore, this conflict reflects the factionalism of its peer Presbyterian seminaries in the United States.

In subsequent reactions to the growing popularity of historical criticism, conservative scholars tried dismantling the following wave of various liberal perspectives on biblical interpretation. For instance, Byun Hong-Gyu (1899–1976), a Methodist professor of the Old Testament, rebuffed higher criticisms on Old Testament texts, including the documentary hypothesis. Instead, favoring literal readings, he firmly advocated that God spoke directly to his people and Moses recorded God’s words. In the Presbyterian Church, Park Hyung-Ryong (1897–1978), a systematic theologian, adamantly insisted the indisputableness of Moses’s authorship of the Pentateuch, the verbal inspiration of the Bible, the historical reliability of miracles, and the inerrancy of the biblical texts. Setting his theological identity within the Calvinistic Reformed tradition, he championed the antihistorical criticism movement of the 1930s and continued his work in later decades. He most thoroughly rejected the Abingdon Bible Commentary by requiring all the editors and translators to repent of their errors; he even led a boycott against any actions in favor of the commentary.4

In response to this fierce antihistorical criticism campaign, other scholars refuted conservative positions on biblical interpretation. For example, Kim Young-Joo (1896–1950), pastor of Nam-dae-moon Presbyterian Church, published a Sunday school textbook in 1934. In his textbook, he argued, following form-critical analysis, that Genesis was not written by Moses but was a combination of diverse ancient myths and legends edited in a narrative frame. His view generated serious debate but was immediately condemned for insulting Jesus Christ and destroying biblical authority in the 23rd Presbyterian General Assembly (1934), where fundamentalist scholars and pastors seized the ecclesiastical hegemony. Although he may have originally been open to the newly emerging biblical criticism because of his studies abroad at Kansai Theological School in Japan, the General Assembly’s condemnation eventually forced him to abandon his more liberal argument and to comply with the denomination’s decision.

Another advocate of historical criticism, Kim Jae-Joon pioneered Old Testament scholarship and opened a new chapter in Korean biblical scholarship. Having studied at the liberal institutions of Aoyama Theological School in Japan, Princeton Theological Seminary, and Western Theological Seminary (later renamed Pittsburgh Theological Seminary), Kim grounded his own theology in the neo-Orthodox camp of Karl Barth and the Reformed theology of Abraham Kuyper because he considered them the most applicable in the intellectual soil of Korea. After returning to Korea, he served as a Bible teacher and chaplain at Pyongyang Soong-in Business School and was invited as a special contributor to Shin-hak-ji-nam, the theological journal of Pyongyang Presbyterian Theological School. Having been fascinated with Old Testament prophetic literature, especially with the minor prophets, Kim helped translate and produce a commentary on eleven of the twelve minor prophets (excluding Jonah), in collaboration with Song Chang-Geun, Han Gyung-Jik, and Chae Pil-Geun. In this work, primary Western biblical scholarship on the Old Testament was greatly condensed and widely reflected, including Julius Wellhausen’s documentary hypothesis, Hermann Gunkel’s theory of oral tradition, and William F. Albright’s approach to biblical archeology. He was even involved with the Abingdon Bible Commentary and later publicly apologized for his involvement, even though he seemed to have maintained his progressive position on biblical criticism. Hence, he was consistent in spreading progressive theological ideas relating to biblical criticism throughout the Korean Church and criticized the narrow-minded dogmatism embedded in the faith of pastors influenced by fundamentalism and dispensationalism. In his view, their dogmatic claim to orthodox theology and rejection of all historical critical perspectives must be “scriptural idolatry” and “substantial anthropocentrism more cunningly disguised than new liberal theology.”

Serving as a special contributor to Shin-hak-ji-nam, Kim wrote several inflammatory articles. In one he argued that the author of Job, in some passages, not yet being immersed in the Greek concept of immortality, reflects the more realistic understanding of death in Hebraic religious culture. In his view, ancient Hebrews took an extremely realistic position without any promise of a future or afterlife; this view reflects contemporary Western scholarship within the historical critical perspective. However, this position was faced with a rigorous counterattack by fundamentalist theologians and pastors like Park Hyung-Ryong, who understood Job 19:25–26 as evidence demonstrating the soul’s immortality. In another article, Kim polemicized the conviction of Immanuel in Isaiah 7:14 by arguing it had nothing to do with a prophecy of the birth of Christ by the Virgin Mary as fulfilled in Matthew 1:23, according to the precritical interpretation.5 His various challenges to biblical interpretation were condemned as heretical and immediately rejected by the church authorities. This conflict, which culminated in the scandalizing condemnation of the Abingdon Bible Commentary, later offered a political matrix for ongoing splits within the Korean Presbyterian Church. Although most of the partakers in the complications and conflicts stood for theological orthodoxy in biblical interpretations, they were consciously or unconsciously immersed in political struggles for ecclesiastical power. In addition, the year 1935 was a deviant point in the history of the Korean Protestant Church. The Japanese Imperialistic government promulgated an edict ordering all Korean people, including Christians, to make a regular visit and to bow before a Shinto shrine; in response, the General Assembly of the Korean Church eventually accepted it and interpreted it as an act of cultural ceremony—not idol worship. Of course, some pastors rejected this edict and dared to resist, with some eventually becoming martyrs. Moreover, this edict made all Western missionaries return to their countries, leaving the Korean Church to govern itself in an autonomous environment, without any support or political interventions from Western missionary bodies.

The Search for Korean Subjectivity

With the majority of denominational churches in Korea submitting to Japanese Imperialism, especially in regard to the Shinto ritual, new theological movements and experimental spiritualism emerged in pursuit of an independent church community. Apart from the denominational churches, several Christian leaders developed nonchurch movements attached to activist struggles for national independence or religious pluralism. Others escaped into spiritual mysticism, in which they tried to discipline themselves to divine spiritual union and give up worldly values like material possessions, family relations, and their authoritative statuses gained from their association in denominational institutions. In the stream of the former orientation, prominent names include Yu Young-Mo (1890–1981), Ham Seok-Heon (1901–1989), and Kim Gyo-Shin (1901–1945), whereas the latter category covers figures like Lee Yong-Do (1901–1933) and Lee Se-Jong (1879–1944).

One of these Christian sages, Yu Young-Mo, grew up in a commoner’s family and became an educator in multiple settings, including teaching the Bible at a YMCA, after converting to Christianity. His studies exceeded Christianity and extended into Asian philosophies and religions. His studies on the texts of Confucianism, Buddhism, Taoism, and Hinduism led him to contemplate religious pluralism, in which he explored theological and religious ideas in terms of intersectionality. Moreover, he was deeply influenced by Leo Tolstoy’s discipleship to imitate Jesus, particularly his practice of nonpossession, and by Mahatma Gandhi’s nonviolent resistance. In his pluralistic view, all religious truths are fused into a single principle within the relationship of mutual consilience, mostly in search for the true self.6 He identified the true self as the “spiritual self,” while understanding the superficial self as the “physical self,” which is stuck to all kinds of animalistic desires. He often interpreted the Gospel of John to illuminate that every human being is to be saved by awakening the true spiritual self, and thus by abandoning the physical, instinctive self.

For instance, Yu understood the following Johannine statements to indicate the context in which one is enlightened and discovers their authentic spiritual self (John 3:3–7; 4:14; 5:24, 30; 6:63; 7:3–5, 28–29; 8:28, 31–47; 10:30; 12:49–50; 14:9–12; 17:5). From this perspective, he further considered the historical Jesus as a metaphor for the physical self, whereas Christ is compared to the authentic spiritual self. He further argues that while only Jesus is claimed to be a “Christ,” Christ is not only Jesus but the Paraclete. This spiritualizing tendency extends into his doctrine of God. According to his doctrine, all creatures, including humans, are manifestations of the divine, and every human is capable of attaining God by awakening their authentic self. Thus, because Yu joined the Spirit with the authentic self, his followers regarded him as being equal in rank with Christ and Buddha. In the same perspective, he consistently interpreted the most important theological themes of the New Testament, such as the resurrection, Parousia of Christ, rebirth, eternal life, and salvation, as transitions from the formal, physical self into the authentic, spiritual self. In terms of a theological pattern, this Christology and soteriology seem somewhat similar to that of the ancient Gnostics who differentiated the levels of Christian faith and spirituality into three dimensions: the somatic, psychic, and pneumatic. It is true that he showed pioneering insights into religious pluralism seventy years earlier than Western theologians by combining some biblical concepts with meditations on Asian religious traditions. In spite of intriguing arguments regarding how to review his religious thinking and Christian theology, his philosophical and theological legacy has more recently been positively evaluated for paving a creative way to indigenize Christianity in Korea, influencing his followers to construct indigenous theology in a Korean cultural context beyond the dogmatic theology delivered by Western missionaries. However, his use of the Bible was fragmented and partially pieced together from various texts that were separated from their appropriate contexts. At this point, for Yu, the Bible could be an inspirational resource for personal meditation, but it was unlikely to have been an object of proper interpretation.

One of his important disciples, Ham Seok-Heon, renowned for being the most representative Korean religious thinker of the twentieth century, was far more advanced than Yu in combining Asian religious texts with biblical themes and reconstructing them as the bedrock of indigenous theology and in the setting of activist movements transforming Korean history. Because he was influenced by the former leader of the nonchurch movement in Japan, Uchimura Kanzo (1861–1930), Ham, along with Kim Gyo-Shin, led the nonchurch movement in Korea, seeking independence from all institutionalized church organizations and Western theological influences. After returning to Korea, he engaged the national independence movement with ardent teaching activities at Ohsan School. In the meantime, he submitted a series of essays in the famous monthly magazine Bible Joseon initiated by his companion Kim Gyo-Shin in 1927. Ham’s articles were later collected into a single volume titled Korean History in Light of the Biblical Perspective. In this volume, he used a narrative style to review 5,000 years of Korean history from the perspective of God’s providence based on biblical instructions. This historical perspective, applied to Korean history, highlighted the perpetuity of human suffering and the ultimate victory of God’s justice as evidenced in Korean history. For an additional and apologetic purpose, he retrieved biblical events and themes like the Exodus, Babylonian exile, the Suffering Servant of Isaiah, and the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ as common denominators to lead Korean people into the divinely providential salvation history. With these interpretations he went beyond the literal meaning of particular passages by perceiving the overall theological messages communicated with other classical religious scriptures in East Asia as he reconstructed them in the literary frame of the grand metanarrative. As important elements driving history, Ham noted the following biblical elements: God as the principal driving force in human history, the cosmos and life as God’s creations, God’s sovereign rule, moral responsibility, and the eschatological goal. He names yet another driving factor of history, see-ahl (literally “seed people” referring to a multitude of people who have been continuously oppressed and yet persistently rose up to transform history). Moreover, similar to Yu, Ham’s understanding of Jesus’s redemption was a far cry from the dogmatic understanding of the West; he considered it to be achieved by spiritually uniting God’s cosmic mind and one’s personal mind in the way that one’s historical subjectivity is cultivated and enhanced to its fullness.

Voices of Outsiders

Kim Gyo-Shin (1901–1945), the editor and publisher of the monthly magazine Bible Joseon, was perhaps the most important biblical expositor during the Japanese occupation. Along with Ham Seok-Heon, Kim was one of the disciples under the tutorship of Uchimura Kanzo, the master of the Japanese nonchurch movement. After returning to Korea, he served as an educator, social activist, and Christian reformer in various ministries. His work was free of any specific denominational ties and operated within the nonchurch movement. In his view, institutionalized denominational churches lost their vitality, according to biblical teachings, because they were deeply absorbed in schismatic strife for ecclesiastic power, which is still to say nothing of their submissiveness to the idol worship for imperial Shintoism. In an attempt to follow biblical instructions, he chose to struggle with Japanese Imperialism for national independence by means of intellectual enlightenment and educational ministry. Thus, he organized the Joseon Bible Study Group with his nonchurch movement members, and, subsequently, he published the Bible Joseon and worked as the editor-in-chief until the magazine’s closure by Japanese enforcement (1927–1942). After Japan’s forced discontinuation of the magazine, he volunteered as a manual laborer in a nitrogen fertilizer factory where he would later die in 1945 of typhus, like many lower-class Koreans.

In 1933, Kim published various biblical expositions in Bible Joseon.7 Of these, his exegetical commentary on the Sermon on the Mount is his most extensive and elaborate in terms of intellectual ingenuity and academic achievement. He first translated the Greek texts of the Sermon into Korean and then illuminated each segment of the text using grammatical analysis and historical-critical speculation. His exegetical analysis is far more sophisticated than those of his contemporaries, both inside and outside the denominations. For instance, in his exegetical comment on the Greek “makarios” in the Beatitudes, he compares it to the English words “happy” and “blessed,” and he gives an account for why “blessed” is preferred in this case.8 According to him, there is no little conceptual discrepancy between “happiness” and “blessedness” in that the latter is far more superior to the former in its value. For him, happiness is highly influenced by circumstantial factors while blessedness is like a fountain of exultation gushing out of the deepest part of one’s soul, untouched by any external circumstance. In interpreting the phrase “poor in the spirit,” he contrasted it with the Lukan parallel “poor,” without “in the spirit,” to conclude that it includes both the economically poor and the mentally or spiritually poor. In his argument, even the materially poor can be psychologically rich by enjoying pure poverty. Therefore, the Matthean “poor in the spirit,” like the Lukan “poor,” commonly refers to those who have nothing to recognize with pride in scholarly knowledge or virtues. He cites the apostle Paul and Jesus as models who embodied poverty itself through their lives. Because of this, Kim defines the genre of the Sermon not as a theoretical speech of scholarly idealism or a genius’s intuitive discourse but as an autobiographical writing of his entire life. As a social activist and educator, he noticeably did not limit the instructions of the Sermon and other biblical teachings to his words; he put them into praxis.

Furthermore, he highlighted particular concepts and themes by citing a wide range of Old and New Testament passages in light of dialogical intertextuality. In this process, he draws some insights from the history of religion method by comparing the message of the Sermon to Asian scriptures. For example, in his exposition of Matthew 7:1–5 and 7:12 (the Golden Rule), he cites Confucius’s famous saying “Do not do unto others as you would not have them do unto you” in such a way that highlights the reciprocity of Jesus’s ethic of the Kingdom of God. In his Matthew 6:2–4 exegesis, he uses the Confucian virtues of “the hidden merit” and “the accumulated merit” to illustrate that Korean people had been already familiarized with doing almsgiving in secret before being Christianized. In exposing the meaning of the fulfillment of the Mosaic law, he further paraphrased various philosophical insights, albeit on a superficial level, including social evolution theory based on Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, Copernicus’s heliocentric theory, and Immanuel Kant’s understanding of the moral law. For example, in interpreting Jesus’s words in Matt. 5:17, “I have come not to abolish [the law or prophets] but to fulfill it,” he used social evolution to reject the monolinear process (social moral progressed from primitive moral to nomadic moral, medieval moral, and to modern moral, etc.) and to support Jesus’s position of fulfilling the old law into the new dimension.

Another important outsider voice comes from Lee Yong-Do (1901–1933), a contemporary of Kim Gyo-Shin. He was originally a Methodist pastor committed to the March First National Independence Movement and had been imprisoned four times for a total of several years as a result. While committed to parish ministries, he had powerful experiences of spiritual ecstasy in encounters with Jesus, so he devoted his career to spreading the gospel and became the most popular speaker in 1920s–1930s revival rallies. Like Kim Gyo-Shin, Lee was critical of the denominations for their lack of belief in the essential power of the gospel, but he never got involved in the nonchurch movement even though he was favorable to Kim’s Bible Joseon. Instead, Lee and his followers created a new denomination, called the Jesus Church, as an alternative to the mainstream Korean Protestant churches. He criticized the power struggle and spiritual powerlessness of the denominational churches, and thus his message was deemed as being too oriented to mysticism. Consequently, he was condemned as a heretic by the Chosun Presbyterian Church in two Presbyteries (1931) and in the General Assembly (1933) just before his death.

In a strict sense, Lee was neither a biblical scholar nor a theologian; he was a mystic pastor and an enthusiastic revivalist. His theological propensity is usually labeled as falling under mysticism because of his focus on spiritual meditation of Jesus’s suffering and crucifixion. The Korean church historian Min Gyung-Bae, with negative connotations, characterized Lee’s theological orientation and spirituality as “mystical.” Subsequently, Min’s prejudice has significantly influenced later scholars. However, unlike the traditional concept of mysticism, some scholars argue that his mysticism should be distinguished as a Christocentric mysticism, centering on the internalization or sanctification that results from faith in Christ. But because of Lee’s mystical inclinations, nearly half of his New Testament citations come from the gospels. According to statistics, in his personal diary and letters Lee cited 113 biblical passages (twenty-three from the Old Testament and ninety from the New Testament).9 In the Old Testament, he focused on Exodus, and particularly on its correlation to the possibility of Korean independence and revival. Historically speculating, he understood the dictatorial Egyptian power as an embodiment of Japanese Imperialism on the one hand, and its implication as analogous to the spiritual enforcement of Satanic powers on the other hand.

The most interesting point in Lee’s biblical interpretation is his obsession with the aesthetic spirituality embedded in the Song of Songs and its correlation to the spiritual message of the infinite and universal love of God manifested in Jesus’s suffering. He often preached from his own exegetical work and personal meditations on the Song of Songs, occasionally paraphrasing and expanding the texts according to his literary imagination. He expressed eagerness to be a bride of Christ by embodying the suffering of crucifixion through a spiritual vision of deep fellowship and union with God. For this reason, his faith pattern and biblical theological perspectives are normally referred to as “erotic mysticism” because he analogically used sensual and erotic language to talk about the divine love culminated in Jesus’s suffering. It is assumed that his erotic mysticism may have been influenced by Origen, Gregory of Nyssa, Augustine, and Bernard of Clairvaux, all of whom used the Song of Songs as a manifestation of the erotic love relationship with God.

Although Lee seems to have found historical criticism to be useful for biblical interpretation, like when he dated the life of Moses around 1578 bce to 1459 bce, he did not delve into the academic area much further. He was mainly interested in capturing the more significant message of Moses’s public ministry. In addition, his biblical insights seem agreeable with the indigenous flavor of Korean theology, especially in the liturgical invocation where he identified the title “God” with the “Heaven” of the Korean tradition. For this identification, he simply cites the passage “The Hebrew tribes cried out towards heaven.” Thus, if heaven is a symbolic metaphor for Yahweh God, according to Lee, the Korean heaven also could have been the abode for the same God. Whereas Lee found the cause of Korean liberation movement from Moses’s exodus event, he adopted nonviolence and nonresistance as the methods of the liberation from the way Jesus developed the movement of the Kingdom of God.

His most powerful legacy regarding biblical interpretation came from his persistent enthusiasm for spiritual intimacy with Christ. This mystical spirituality ran throughout his lifetime and arrived at the erotic ecstasy in the stirring combination of extreme pain or sorrow and paradoxical joy, for instance, by intertextually reading Isaiah 53 (plus the Passion Narrative in the Gospel as its fulfillment) with the Song of Songs. From a religiosociological point of view, this type of mystical faith pattern is criticized for reflecting the failures of the March First Movement of 1919 despite the enormous sacrifices by pandering to defeatism and escapism. Yet, Lee’s legacy should not be disregarded because of this. His combination of biblical instructions with self-embodiment refreshed the Korean Church in a serious plight, fully consoling “the flock of sheep wandering without the shepherd.” In this sense, because he tried to renew the powerless Korean churches, he could be acknowledged as a pioneering church reformer with a proactive missionary mind.

In the trajectory of biblical interpretation during the occupation, Lee Se-Jong (1880–1942) should be mentioned for his pioneering of Korean indigenous spirituality. Having been born into a poor family and losing both parents in childhood, he was illiterate and desired wealth. He realized his ambition with a successful business and by practicing usury; but, to his sadness, he was childless. To turn his luck around, he became devoted to superstitious methods of shamanism with the hope of a blessing of childbirth; these devotions ended in vain. This experience of vanity finally led him to the Christian faith and spiritual discipline after a dramatic conversion. Having quickly learned the Korean alphabet, he was able to read the Korean Bible and became a great advocate of Bible Christianity. He studied the Bible by reading it repetitively, to the point where he would memorize important passages that he would then meditate on. Awakened by Jesus’s radical message of nonpossession in Matthew 10 and his critical stance toward materialistic greed, Lee gave up his material wealth and donated it to civic organizations, a local presbytery, and the peasant farmers who lost their land from his usury business.

He was neither a pastor nor a biblical scholar but a lay leader, independent of the denominational churches. Therefore, his biblical interests focused not simply on the intellectual analysis and historical-critical interpretation of the Bible but also on applying its teachings to enrich his spirituality in the enthusiastic pathos of imitatio Christi. Yoo Eun-Ho evaluates Lee’s indigenous spirituality as integral and ecumenical to the extent that it conflates the diverse spirituality traditions of Catholicism, Orthodoxy, and Protestantism.10 In particular, his zealous endeavor to imitate Christ concentrated on actualizing the ideas of familia Dei and nonpossession by sharing everything with his Christian brothers and sisters in an egalitarian community. In seeking to make sense of the messages from Jesus’s life, he tends to interpret the related passages literally. For example, he insisted on literal interpretation on some subject matters such as Jesus’s pursuit of voluntary poverty, nonpossession, and new family in God. This is mostly because of the characteristic feature of his biblical study to practice immediately what he has learned and realized in the Bible. No doubt, this immediacy in determination and action became the pivotal resource of his spiritual formation.11 However, elsewhere, he attempted to make an allegorical interpretation in an evangelical context by applying biblical lessons beyond the anachronistic gap between the biblical era and his contemporary era. For instance, he understood the fish Jesus ate with the disciples after resurrection to be “the divine law and moral,” not just any corporeal fish. Likewise, he interpreted the two fish along with five loaves of bread a young boy brought to Jesus not just as the real bread but as “human freedom of eternity.” Although he considered this manner of reading to be spiritual, most of the examples do not extend beyond allegorical readings. Overpacing in the allegorical perspective occasionally resulted in erroneous interpretations in the following cases: “the elemental spirits of the world” (Col. 2:22) are identified as “physical instinct of obscene human beings;” “let him who has no sword sell his mantle and buy one” (Luke 22:36) is interpreted to mean “lay down your lie and buy the cross”; the fish Jesus ate after resurrection (Luke 24:42–43) are allegorically interpreted as “human freedom”; the wise woman and foolish woman (Prov. 14:1) are respectively analogous to the “true Christ” and the “anti-Christ.”

Like the other Christian leaders mentioned earlier, he also expressed critical concerns for the denominations since they were dependent on Western missionaries and deprived of spiritual vitality. For this reason, the mainstream church suspected that he and his followers were pseudo-Christians. Because the mainstream church thought his movement was pseudo-Christian, and because his group settled in the midst of neighboring mountains and resided in a small hut with minimal participation in the denominations, they labeled his group a seclusive mountain sect. Lee and his members settled in such an isolated place partly because they wanted to detach their daily life from the secular world and aspire to an adjustable ascetic style; they also, albeit passively, wanted to resist the Japanese enforcement of Shinto worship.

Most remarkably, like the medieval Saint Francis of Assisi, Lee embodied ecological spirituality and showed extraordinary mercy to all creatures by being keenly aware that all living plants and animals groan together with humans (Rom. 8:22). He compassionately enjoyed communicating with these living creatures, while seeking to be set free from the bondage of decay until the final redemption. In spite of his great enthusiasm to put the gospel into praxis, his spiritual interpretations exposed allegorical limitations and erroneous expositions. In the compendium of his sermons summarized by his disciple, his interpretative method resembles the Jewish midrash or Qumran pesharim intertextual interpretations by often drawing on multiple passages in dialogical connection. This perspective reflects his intention to illuminate the practical messages throughout the Bible. Consequently, he either followed its literal meaning as the ipsissima verba of God or took it to contain secret revelatory implications. For instance, in a sermon note entitled “the Lord’s Prayer,” after presenting a passage from the Lord’s prayer on the topic of forgiveness of sins (Luke 11:4), which is called “lemma” in the midrashic text, he cites 1 Cor. 3:18–23; Rev. 11:4, 18:17–19; Matt. 13:43; Rom. 7:12, 23, 5:12–13, 7:1–3, 7:23; Eph. 2:15–16; Col. 2:14-15; Heb. 7:11; 1 Cor. 9:20-21, and so forth, almost in a spontaneous mode, without any proper or detailed expositions.

Conclusion: Steppingstone for Future Biblical Scholarship

During the Japanese occupation (1910–1945), the Korean Church was characterized by “Bible Christianity” and its great enthusiasm for learning and practicing biblical lessons. After the Pyongyang Great Revival Movement of 1907, an increasing number of Korean Christians paid enormous respect to the Bible and vitalized Bible study rallies across the country. In the early period, church pastors and seminary professors led biblical interpretation in Korea under the influence of Western missionaries. As revealed in the Abingdon Commentary scandal (1935), this period was characterized by dogmatic disputes over higher criticism. On the conservative side that rejected liberal biblical scholarship, many Korean interpreters were deeply immersed with the dogmatic assumptions borrowed from American fundamentalism and dispensationalism. Particularly after the failure of the March First Movement of 1919, Korean biblical interpreters were more inclined to the eschatological vision or soul-caring mysticism to escape the suppressive enforcement of the Japanese colonial government. Making matters worse, the final agreement on the Shinto ritual in the Korean Church (1938) deprived Korean pastors and lay members of the biblical vitality that empowered their Christian life. Nonetheless, creative biblical interpreters emerged from outside denominations with a fresh perspective and spiritual power by merging biblical instructions with personal meditation and intertextual readings of Asian religious scriptures. Thus, bringing up the vital source of Korean subjectivity, this period of biblical interpretation in Korea paved the way for the future development of dynamic biblical scholarship at the expense of numerous conflicts within and outside the denominational churches.

Notes

1.Kim Jung-Woo, “Biblical Interpretation in the Pyongyang Great Revival Movement: Hermeneutics of Holistic Convergence” (Korean), Canon and Culture 1, no. 2 (2007): 75–111.

2.Ahn Soo-Gang, A Study on the Eschatology of Rev. Sun-joo Gil (Baekseok Theological Research Center PhD dissertation series, vol. 1) (Korean) (Seoul, Korea: Yeyoung Communication Press, 2008), 68–95.

3.Ahn, Study on the Eschatology of Rev. Sun-joo Gil, 270–315. On this point, Ahn highlights the interconnection of Gil’s Christian faith and his historical view of the so-called national covenantalism (276ff).

4.For a more detailed description and critical analysis of this biblical theological scandal, see Samuel Cheon, “Biblical Interpretation in Korea: History and Issues,” in Ways of Being, Ways of Reading: Asian American Biblical Interpretation, ed. Mary F. Foskett and Jeffrey Kah-Jin Kuan (St. Louis, MO: Chalice, 2006), 31–44; Choi Hyo-Eun, “An Analysis of the Translation Process with a Focus on the Main Disputes as Reflected in the Abingdon Commentary Incident in 1930s” (Korean), Journal of Korean Scholarship 75 (2019), 333–371.

5.Kim Jae-Joon, “A Study of Isaiah’s Prophecy on Immanuel,” (Korean) Shin-hak-ji-nam 16, no. 1 (1934/1), 10–17 (recited from Samuel, “Biblical Interpretation in Korea”). Thus, Kim and Park confronted each other in almost every issue regarding biblical interpretation. Later, this hermeneutic discrepancy became the crucial reason for their separation into two different Presbyterian denominations.

6.As the single integral principle to embrace all religious truths, Yoo conceptualizes “Gaon” (one dot) to pinpoint the essential meaning of life. See Park Jae-Soon, Dasuk Ryoo Young-mo: A Creative Philosopher of Life Who Integrated East and West Thoughts (Korean) (Seoul, Korea: Hongsungsa, 2017), esp. ch. 5.

7.Noh Pyung-Goo, Collection of Kim Gyo-Shin’s Writings, vol. 4 (Korean) (Seoul, Korea: Booki, 2001).

8.Noh, Collection of Kim Gyo-Shin’s Writings, 29.

9.Park Jong-Soo, “Rev. Lee Yong-do’s Understanding of the Bible,” in Lee Yong-do’s Life, Theology, Spirituality (Korean), ed. The Editorical Committee of the Centennial Anniversary of Rev. Lee Yong-do’s Birth (Seoul, Korea: Handle Press, 2001), 151–172, esp. 153.

10.Yoo Eun-Ho, “A Study on the Life of Lee Se-Jong and His Spiritual Thoughts” (Korean), Journal of Theological Studies 74 (2013): 87–118.

11.Cf. Kim Su-Cheon, “A Study on Sejong Lee’s Spiritual Formation through Biblical Meditations” (Korean), Theology and Practice 63 (2019): 189–211.
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Chapter 12 

Post-Korean War Era (1945–1970)

Samuel Cheon

Following Liberation

The Korean people were liberated from Japanese occupation on August 15, 1945, when Japan surrendered to the Allied Forces. The Koreans had fought ceaselessly for independence ever since they lost sovereignty in 1910. They organized the Provisional Government of the Republic of Korea on April 11, 1919, in order to confront the Japanese. Some pioneers established schools to teach their young people the Korean Spirit, which was destroyed by Japanese Imperialistic education. Thus, although their liberation was realized by the collapse of Japanese Imperialism, it was also the result of Koreans’ constant struggle to obtain independence.

The situation did not improve after liberation, as the Allied Forces divided the peninsula into two Koreas: South and North Korea. The former was occupied by the United States, and the latter was controlled by the Soviet Union. This territorial division also affected the Korean Church, which recovered with the peninsula’s liberation but found itself divided along the partition. Most churches in the North were Presbyterian and were organized into a single denomination, which was severely persecuted by communist leaders in succeeding periods. The churches in the South, on the other hand, were reestablished according to their denominations before the Japanese forced all Korean churches into Japanese Christianity at the end of the occupation, including the Presbyterian, Methodist, Salvation Army, Baptist, Holiness, and Catholic. Unfortunately, some Southern denominations found themselves internally split following the liberation due to their disagreements on participation in the Japanese Shrine cult and around certain Christian leaders’ pro-Japanese actions during the occupation, especially regarding their interpretations of the Bible.

During the Japanese occupation, some pro-Japanese Methodist leaders, following Japanese Imperialist policies, preached only from a handful of non-Gospel New Testament books. The entire Old Testament, the Gospels, and the Book of Revelation were prohibited for preaching, and some pro-Japanese Methodist leaders even expelled seminary students for reading these books. They knew that these books taught liberation, social justice, the afterlife, and the resistance against injustice. They did not want to intensify Japan’s worry that Christian resistors to her rule would not only spread these biblical ideas but would also cease to fear death with their faith in the promise of afterlife following their persecution. Moreover, the pro-Japanese urged their congregations to participate in the Japanese Shinto Shrine, resulting in a syncretism of a cult with Christianity, in accordance with the direction of the Japanese colonial government. Anti-Japanese Christians regarded this practice as idol worship, and the opposing Methodist group and other critics believed the pro-Japanese decimated the people’s perception of biblical authority and ignored the first commandment of the Decalogue.

The Methodists were not the only tradition that faced internal conflict. Some dissenters of the Presbyterian Church established their own seminary in 1946 after suffering imprisonment for rejecting Shinto Shrine worship. These ministers claimed unable to unite with the pro-Japanese ministers who assimilated Christianity with the Shinto cult. Additionally, the dissenters had theological animosity toward Chosun Theological Seminary, the official theological school of the Presbyterian denomination and a home to neo-Orthodox theology. Their grievance with the Presbyterian Church resulted in the establishment of their own denomination, the Koshin, in 1951. They intended for their theological positions to closely resemble those of Westminster Theological Seminary in the United States. This intention infers that the split was related to matters of biblical interpretation, including the understanding of the first commandment of the Decalogue. The Koshin shared with Westminster repulsion toward neo-Orthodox biblical interpretations and instead accepted the biblical fundamentalism supported by some American Presbyterian missionaries.

After the split of the Koshin, theological conflict continued in the Presbyterian Church with different ministers taking opposing sides surrounding Chosun Theological Seminary’s teaching of “Higher Criticism.” This method of studying the Bible shocked many theological students educated by their churches to read the biblical text within a fundamentalist tradition by taking its content literally, without criticizing it. One of the critical issues was to understand the text of Isaiah 7:14, “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Look, the virgin will be with child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel.” The students believed that the “virgin” in the biblical text translated into the Korean language should be understood as Mary, Jesus’s mother, in accordance with Matthew 1:23 which mentioned the Old Testament text. They learned such doctrinal biblical interpretation from their fundamentalist ministers who were trained by American missionaries. However, Chosun Seminary, which was led by Kim Jae-Joon (1901–1987), taught that the “virgin” should be read and translated as the “young woman” in accordance with the Hebrew Bible.

For these students, this “Higher Criticism” of the Bible destroyed biblical authority and rejected its authorship of the Holy Spirit. Some students, unwilling to accept this new method of studying the Bible, appealed to their pastors and presbyteries to monitor the theological thinking and confessions of the seminary faculty. In response to the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in 1947, Kim Jae-Joon wrote the following:


The New Testament as the Word of God is the correct and infallibility principle in the faith and the text. This is my faith. Yet its meaning is correct and infallible in the perspective of carrying out the experience and knowledge of God …There are diverse things in it, including mythical one, history, parable, proverb, prophet, poetry, lesson, and ritual. Therefore, I confirm that the correct and infallibility of the Bible is accomplished within the area of “the faith and the text.”1



Kim’s response showed his conviction that he found salvation within the Bible, even if the text included questionable content. Reviewers from the Assembly found his theology unacceptable and wanted to replace the existing seminary faculty with fundamentalist ministers, including Park Hyung-Ryong (1897–1978). Some fundamentalists insisted upon a verbal inspiration theory of the Bible, absolutizing their theological perspective. They insisted that the biblical text should not be criticized by any scholarship, being literally accepted as the truth. As they regarded the Old Testament as the foretelling of the future, they related the textual content to the Jesus event and narratives in the New Testament. The conflict of biblical interpretation between Chosun Seminary and the General Assembly resulted in another split among the Presbyterians in 1953. The supporters of the former established an independent Presbyterian denomination, the Presbyterian Church in the Republic of Korea, while the latter’s founded the Presbyterian Theological Seminary.

Like Chosun Seminary, the College of Theology in Yonsei University, revived in 1945, taught “Higher Criticism” under the dominion of neo-Orthodox theology. As the school pursued interdenominationalism, its faculty called several denominations home, including the Presbyterian, Methodist, and Evangelical churches. All faculty members were educated in foreign theological institutes, including schools in Japan and the United States. In 1954, the school awarded its first two Korean master’s degrees for theology, one in the Old Testament and one in the New.

The first Korean master’s degree of Old Testament theology was given in 1954 to Kim Chan-Kook, a graduate student; his thesis was titled “A Study of the Salvation’s Righteousness of Covenant’s God in the Old Testament.” Following the covenantal theology of Walter Eichrodt, he argued that God’s righteousness could be provided to sinful humans through their salvation in God’s covenant. It meant that the realization of God’s righteousness was the result of God’s grace through the divine covenant with human. Likewise, the first Korean master’s degree in New Testament theology was given in the same commencement to Moon Sang-Hee for his thesis “Historical Jesus and Christology in the Criticism of the Gospels.” Studying views of scholars such as Martin Dibelius, Emil Brunner, and Karl Barth, he argued that the quest for the historical Jesus was not simply a historical concern but was intimately related to Christology. Therefore, according to these thinkers, we could not mechanically separate between the historical Jesus and Christ in faith, even though the historical Jesus was not a dogmatized Christ.

These two theses are important, because, even though biblical fundamentalism dominated mainline denominational seminaries, they went against the grain, reflecting “Higher Criticism” and neo-Orthodoxy tendencies, thus showing the primacy of neo-Orthodoxy in a handful of schools, chiefly Chosun Seminary and Yonsei University. Following the first two graduates, these schools continued to produce scholars with high criticism tendencies.

Despite the Korean Church’s instability, in 1945 the Korean Bible Society was re-established in Seoul, with the function of printing and supplying Korean Bible translations. With the introduction of the new Korean spelling system, Bible translations needed to undergo revisions to meet the language’s new standards. These revisions were completed in February 1950, but because of the ongoing Korean War (1950–1953), the Bible could not be printed until September 20, 1952, when the society moved from Seoul to Busan, providing a safer printing environment. Fortunately, that Bible was used by all the Protestant churches in Korea.

Post-Korean War

After the division of the Peninsula, the two halves became politically and socially unstable. Even though both nations found support from either the USSR or the United States, they faced poor economic situations and internal conflicts. The leaders of both sides often demonstrated intentions to unite Korea by militarily conquering each other. Eventually, on June 25, 1950, as the North invaded the South, the Korean War began. The war devastated the peninsula. The church also endured tremendous loss, as the communist government killed countless Christians and destroyed hundreds of churches. Though the war was stopped with the ceasefire agreement in 1953, South Korean society remained largely restless and the church also experienced severe split over a debate concerning neo-Orthodoxy and fundamentalism with Christian sectarian movements.

First, as a result of their continuing conflict surrounding biblical interpretation, the Presbyterians split again in 1959. An established Presbyterian group, the Tonghap, participated in the World Council of Churches (WCC), while their new dissenters, the Hapdong, became members of the International Council of Christian Churches (ICCC). The Tonghap was open to biblical criticism, while the Hapdong forbid it in their seminary. The former tried to find out the meaning of the biblical text in the historical and literal context, while the latter did so in their fundamentalist doctrinal lessons. To some, this debate was a distraction from larger issues in the unstable society just after the war. For example, both groups were criticized for continuing their doctrinal disagreement without biblically or theologically reflecting on the ongoing war’s violent toll. The conflict discouraged churchgoers and led many to leave their churches.

Second, while Presbyterian dissension continued in the postwar unrest, Christian sectarian movements grew. These movements included the Mt. Youngmun Prayer House of Na Un-Mong, Unification Church of Moon Sun-Myung, and Mission House (JeonDoKuan) of Park Dae-Sun. The sectarian movement was characterized by distrust in traditional conceptions of faith expressions like the church and pastors, instead favoring a pursuit of their alternative types, including mysticism and Pentecostalism. This movement, which was caused from the collapse of the relationship between traditional pastors and church members, resulted in differing methods to read the Bible.

Regarding the treatment of the Bible by sectarian movements, Na Un-Mong, a Methodist elder and establisher of the Mt. Yongmun Prayer House and Bible Institute, presented his method for biblical discernment, which serves as an intriguing case study. He argued the following:2


1. Confucius and Buddha were Oriental prophets, sent by God, and revealed the divine will. For example, Confucius taught that those obedient to the Heavenly God would prosper and that the disobedient would be destroyed. He also taught that human life depends on the Heavenly God. Na believed that these teachings of Confucius were in accordance with the biblical teachings. He also believed that Korean ancestors lived in this pre-Christian salvific path.

2. Christianity’s “the resurrected,” Buddhism’s “Buddha,” and Confucianism’s “virtuous man,” are different expressions of the same truth. Na believed that these figures would fully realize and fulfill the divine will of the truth. He also regarded Dangun, the original Korean ancestor in Korean mythology, as the descendent from Shem in the book of Genesis, believing that Dangun’s god was the same as Israel’s.

3. History will end 6,000 years after creation, which, by his judgment leaves humans with approximately forty years. Subsequently, the Sabbath would continue for the next 1,000 years, replicating the original creation story and bringing the world to a conclusion.



Na’s biblical interpretation method combined fundamentalism with his unique perspective trying to connect Christianity with the Asian religions. Additionally, as a sectarian, he drew sharp distinctions between the body as an object of evil and the soul as the object of divine salvation; this distinction created a dichotomy between the spiritual and the material, the heavenly and the earthly. Such dichotomy made his followers focus on the afterlife rather than the present life on earth, abandoning their secular daily living.

Na’s friendly approach to ancient Korean traditions is not entirely unique; he was not the only one to draw connections between legendary Asian wise men and Christianity. Just as Kim Chan Kook noted, H. H. Rowley made a similar proposition that reconcile Christianity and Chinese traditions. Rowley insisted that Confucius, Mencius, and Mozi, the three wise men of ancient China, were comparable to the Old Testament prophets.3 While Na regarded these Asian wise men as prophets awaiting the Messiah, Rowley thought of them as social revolutionists concerned with justice and peace.

As Rowley did so, Na sought to reconcile Christianity and Asian teachings, but other sectarians focused on biblical stories to support their doctrines. For example, following their unknown predecessors, Moon Sun-Myung and Park Dae-Sun considered the temptation story of Genesis 3 as an expression of sexual corruption. This corruption culminates in the transferal of blood from the serpent to humankind via an adulterous act, the original sin, between Lucifer and Eve, which is then replicated in Eve’s relationship with Adam. Here, in the story, they regarded not only the serpent as a symbol of Lucifer but also Eve eating the fruit of good and evil as the description of her sexual behavior with him, the corrupted archangel. It is interesting that “picking and eating the fruit” in the biblical text is interpreted as an expression of a sexual relationship, as it means in Korean slang. This wrong interpretation was the base of a practice; these sectarians insisted the effects of this sin could be eradicated by performing a secret sexual act within their communities. Through this distorted understanding of the biblical story, the sectarians wanted to establish and maintain their communities in a secret way. Such reading of the biblical text is still continued in their followers or imitating cults.

In the 1960s

In the 1960s, South Korea experienced drastic political, economic, and cultural shifts that the church was forced to confront. Politically, Rhee Syng-Man’s governmental power with the church’s support for almost twelve years collapsed with the April 19 Democratic Movement in 1960. The Democratic Movement culminated in the establishment of a short-lived democracy, which was quickly overturned on May 16, 1961, by General Park Chung-Hee’s coup.

Economically, Park’s despotic government policies forced Korean society to experience the effects of industrialization and urbanization, causing farmers to migrate to urban areas in pursuit of industrial jobs. These farmers became members of the urban lower class and faced inequality as the gap between the rich and poor widened, resulting in a human rights issue for South Korea. This and related economic policies, in close combination with the dictatorship, produced additional social injustices and corruption.

Culturally, attempts to rebuild the Korean self-consciousness and rediscover traditional values, culture, and religions, which have been suppressed under Japanese and American influences, became more frequent. Such movement was supported by the military government to maintain its power and system. For example, the government depended on the traditional religion of Buddhism, which taught that the religion should exist for the nation, and its population rapidly grew up. It also relied on Confucian instruction, according to which the three kinds of people such as king, teacher, and father, should be respected at the same level.

In this social atmosphere, the Korean church was forced to confront international movements and to respond to Korean culture. Practically, this entailed the Korean Church experiencing new theological and evangelical movements in the 1960s, including the laity movement, a growth in indigenous theology, and the evangelization movement. These movements, each greeted with an accompanying biblical interpretation, represent Korean Christians’ responses to the world church movement, social changes in Korea, and the internal struggles of the church.

The Laity Movement

One way the Korean Church addressed these cultural changes was through the laity movement. The movement, driven by the Christian Academy founded by Kang Won-Yong, occurred primarily in progressive churches and denominations under the influence of the Ecumenical Movement of the WCC. The movement was not necessarily aimed at allowing laity to more faithfully serve their church but was concerned with the Christian life in the workplace and worldly community. Traditionally, the church taught the laity to abstain from the worldly lifestyle and to evangelize non-Christians in the society. This understanding of Christian life could not be maintained in modern society because the approach ignored individual identities and convictions and instead focused on groups. Therefore, to avoid isolating itself from the surrounding world, the church needed to rediscover its mission of the laity.

For this renewed mission to the laity, Ryu Dong-Shik proposed a mode of biblical interpretation as a theological base. He argued that the Bible should not be used to interpret dichotomously between the holy and the worldly, but that both should be regarded as a unity ruled by the Holy Spirit. For example, the Incarnation (Jn. 1:14; Phil. 2:6–8) was a holy event of salvation that occurred within the corrupt world. To Ryu, Jesus was not a lofty religious person like John the Baptist but a true human being who ate, drank, associated, and lived with workers and sinners. Because of this Christological event, Ryu argued humans were not to escape the world but to live within it. Additionally, Ryu interpreted the “Great Commission” in Matt. 28:19 against the grain of the traditional interpretation as a call to evangelize. For him, this meant that just as God sent Christ as the divine emissary to the world, Christ sent his disciples. Ryu suggested the mission of Christians as Christ’s emissaries was to serve the world, not simply through the deliverance of a salvific message but by living a life demarcated by reconciliation and peace. Ryu’s contribution to the laity movement was to emphasize the importance of the Christian social life and work within this world, providing its biblical and theological bases, unlike the contemporary church which focused on its inner community and the afterlife.

This movement reflected a church-centered ministry. Contextually, this movement was challenged by the social environment. In the 1950s and 1960s the South Korean Church had an intimate relationship with the government but was unconcerned with the country’s social problems. This produced “Sunday Christians”—Christians who separated their social lives from their faiths. Yet the movement let the laity participate in church innovation and in the social reformation toward justice and peace, allowing a new perspective for reading the biblical texts: The Bible should not be read simply to nourish the church and the faithful but it should also be read to find out a path for the social life and actions of the Christians. This methodology, originally from the European church, provided the laity with a new identity as Jesus’s emissaries for his social mission and activity; in other words, the Korean laity was to be the hands and feet of Christ in the world. This movement became a way to prepare an active social participation of the Christians in the next decade.

Indigenous Theology

The laity movement was not the only way the Korean Church was forced to address cultural shifts. As a response to the sociological trend of positively reevaluating traditional cultures and religions suppressed because of colonial interests, a support for Korean indigenous theology grew up in the early 1960s. This allowed Christians to discover their religious identities through Korean culture and overcome the heritage of Western missionaries. As Kim Kwang-Shik indicated, some Methodists, including notable early converts like Choi Byung-Hun and Jeon Duck-Gi, already tried relating their Christian faith with traditional Korean religions. Although they advocated for Christianity’s superiority to native religions, they affirmed relative truths found in these non-Christian traditions. This interest in indigenous theology influenced trends in biblical interpretation.

Ryu Dong-Shik argued that the gospel and the Hellenized Jewish culture of the New Testament should be distinguished from each other and that only the former should be considered essential.4 Here, Ryu acknowledged Rudolf Bultmann’s project to demythologize the biblical text, distinguishing between the gospel and its form of expression, which included mythological elements. Ryu’s application of Bultmann’s theory inferred that the gospel should be understood in an oriental way, and in Ryu’s case, by focusing on Korean culture. In other words, the indigenization was not a syncretism between gospel and culture but a theological translation of the former within the latter. Practically this entailed identifying the Incarnation as presented in Phil. 2:6–11 as the essential element of the gospel. This biblical text, Ryu argued, did not only describe the self-denial of God but presented indigenization; as the Word of God became incarnate in Christ, the gospel should become indigenized into Korean culture. For Ryu, the indigenization of Christianity simply meant a uniquely Korean understanding of the gospel.5

But everyone did not agree with Ryu. Yun Sung-Bum criticized Ryu’s concept of indigenization, indicating that the gospel should not be indigenized into culture but translated according to it.6 Citing Matt. 9:17, he claimed the gospel was new wine and its Korean recipients were the new wineskins. For Yun, understanding culture was merely a pre-requirement for understanding the gospel, through which Korean Christians would come to understand who they, the recipients, are. He argued that Christianity should change culture rather than reevaluate it, like Ryu argued. Citing Jn. 12:24, Yun thought the gospel could be reformed to better fit these recipients. He thought Ryu’s desire to resettle the gospel into Korean culture could corrupt the Christian message.7 However, Yun insisted that in spite of this danger, the task to bear proper fruit remained a Christian duty. Therefore, the indigenization of the gospel should not result in a special Korean fruit but the original fruit of Christ.

Ryu’s indigenous theology was widely debated by theologians; most rejected it, favoring their own negative perspectives of Korean culture and tradition. Nevertheless, Ryu contributed to a rediscovery of the gospel through Korean culture. The theologians who debated the issue used biblical texts to make their cases, but, using the texts homiletically, rarely advanced the development of Korean biblical interpretation. Despite the objections, Ryu’s understanding of Phil. 2:6–11 and Jn. 1:14 remain valuable in the study of Korean biblical interpretation because he suggested that the Incarnation could relate to the concept of self-denial within traditional Korean culture and religions.

The Evangelization or the Secularization?

By focusing on evangelism, instead of indigenous theology, the Church could give an alternative response to Korean culture. To memorialize the one hundredth anniversary of English missionary Robert J. Thomas’s martyrdom and the eightieth anniversary of the first American missions to Korea, in 1965, Christian leaders began the Evangelization Movement, with the motto “30,000,000 Koreans to Christ!” Most Korean churches, including conservative and progressive protestant traditions as well as the Catholic Church, participated in this movement. The movement evangelized beyond church divisions, presenting a vision for Koreans despondent with postwar social unrest and poverty. Though the opinions of the movement’s mission varied, Hong Hyun-Sul, chairperson of the committee, provided a valuable definition:


This movement is not using a brilliant, new and fresh method of evangelism…. It does not only try to use the oral method, through which the gospel has been traditionally delivered, but also to utilize mass communication for its reaching more widely and effectively into personal, collective, and cultural life … Christians need to interpret their faith worldly in the world, which is called by theologians as “the Secularization of the Gospel.”… The Christian languages being used from the ancient time within the church are very popular among us and make us alienated from the people. We should fill this gap for contacting between the gospel and the people.8



Hong inferred that the work of the Christian should not concern itself with merely the evangelization of the spirit but should do the whole of humanity: how we act and live in the world, moving toward the social and cultural responsibility of the Church. Hong further indicated that this movement should be concerned with the self-renewal of Christians, the renovation of churches, the unification of the Church, and of course, the deliverance of the gospel to the world. Interestingly, Hong comprehensively reinterpreted the concept of mission and evangelization. He included the secularization movement in his project, which had been actively introduced by theologians. He rejected the masking of apologetic preaching as evangelism, and instead argued for incarnational evangelism, the act of being a witness to Christ’s presence through the Christian life. Yet unfortunately he did not present biblical interpretation for this movement.

On the other hand, theologians influenced by neo-Orthodoxy presented the secularization movement in the midst of the evangelization movement. Although they did not overtly criticize the “all Korean people to Christ” motto, they worried that the movement intended to separate the Church from the world. They argued that the Church, if it devoted all its energy on salvation and the afterlife, would find itself isolated from the world; therefore, Christianity should not be secularized and the world cannot be Christianized.

For example, in mentioning Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s concept of secularization, Hur Hyuk indicated that the Christianization of the world was the opposite of Christianity’s subjugation over the world.9 Likewise, introducing Wolfhart Pannenberg’s theology of “revelation as history,” Suh Nam-Dong indicated that a dichotomy between salvation history and worldly history was improper; universal history, an alternative term, existed as the collective meaning of all history.10 On Suh’s terms, the Israelite God in the Old Testament produced universal history through election and covenants, creation and reconciliation, and promise and fulfillment in cooperation with human beings, unlike the Persian god who struggled with them.

Both of the evangelization movement and the secularization movement did not provide fresh Korean biblical interpretations. However, like the laity movement, they contributed to Korean biblical interpretation, deemphasizing dichotomous readings of the Bible. This perspective broadened Christians’ biblical horizon to include society and social life. In a similar manner, it also became a seed for the social participation of the church and Minjung theology in the 1970s.

Conclusion

Korean biblical interpretation of 1945 to 1970 was a response to the contemporary social and ecclesial situation. The society was at unrest because of the Korean War, military coup, industrialization, and massive migration of farmers to the cities, in which the traditional Church emphasized the afterlife, ignoring this worldly living. However, advanced theologians tried to present the importance of the Christian or ecclesial role within this world, providing its biblical or theological bases. Their concern about the present history and society made them read the Bible as a mirror through which they could see their contemporary society. Such reading of the Bible contributed to the establishment of Minjung theology in the 1970s.
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Chapter 13 

Self-Theologizing in Hymnology

Jayhoon Yang

Introduction

Since the biblical texts were produced, they have always been interpreted, retold, and reproduced in various ways. The earliest itinerant evangelists reenacted the Jesus stories by traveling from one village to another continuously reproducing the stories for each audience’s respective backgrounds and situations. The biblical stories and the apostles’ epistles were narrated during the gatherings of the early post-resurrection Jesus movement supporters; early Christians reproduced the biblical stories and expressed their faith in visual arts (such as stained glasses, icons, altarpieces, religious sculptures, and statues inside and outside the church) and in various kinds of church music (the Gregorian chant, passion, mass, hymns, liturgical music, etc.).

When missionaries brought Christianity to Korea, they followed the same route set forward by the Christian mission work in other countries. In order to deliver the gospel in a manner that contemporary Koreans would be able to accept and understand, the missionaries needed to adapt their message to Korean culture. This process, usually termed “inculturation,”1 helps us uncover how Koreans understood the Christianity they accepted because it includes reception, interpretation, and re-presentation. I will examine how Korean Christians have received, interpreted and re-presented the Christianity they accepted in music.

Catholic Gasa in Eighteenth-Nineteenth Centuries and Protestant Gasa in 1910 to the 1920s

Gasa is a Korean traditional genre of lyrics that first appeared at the end of the Goryeo Dynasty (fourteenth century). Most gasa works were originally physically long, taking up a Korean tetrameter (3.4 or 4.4 feet).2 Due to their length, they were often “read” as literature. However, they are musical pieces that were “sung,” even if most of the tunes are lost now, in the form of Song-Seo-Youl-Chang (a Korean traditional style of singing; note both letters of “Song” and “Chang” connote “to sing”). Song-Seo-Youl-Chang covers various themes, including the spirit of Sunbi (a nobleman), the love of nature, loyalty to the king, praise of virtue, and exhortation of morality, all of which are closely related to the dominant Confucianism ideology. Buddhism, Daoism, Christianity, and Chun-Do-Gyo (a Korean indigenous religion) adopted this musical genre for didache and evangelism.

Korean Catholics of the eighteen and nineteenth centuries and Protestants of the early twentieth century composed and sung many gasa works, which are respectively known as Catholic gasa and Protestant gasa. The Catholic gasa first appeared in 1779 and marked the beginning of the first period of Korean Catholic music. The representative works of this stage are Yi Byeok’s Chun-Ju-Gong-Gyeong-Ga (song of respecting Heavenly Lord, 1779) and Jeong Yak-Jeon’s Ship-Gye-Myung-Ga (song of the Ten Commandments, 1779). During this period, Christianity was first introduced to Koreans as a scholarly interest and later as a serious religion. Therefore, Catholic gasa of this period tends to be educational, scholarly, apologetic (about basic theological themes), and exhortative as they encourage the faith of novice Christians.

Yi Byeok and Jeong Yak-Jeon had a seminar at Ju Eo Temple in 1779 to discuss Christian theological issues, and they composed the gasa works under consideration at the meeting’s end. Chun-Ju-Gong-Gyeong-Ga begins with “Ye dear my friends of the world, come and listen to my word,” indicating its apologetic and educational/evangelical intention. The song deals with five topics: (1) the existence of God, (2) a defense against false accusations to Catholic belief, (3) the immortality of the soul, (4) criticism against idolatry, and (5) the existence of heaven and hell. In particular, the second topic addresses the concepts of Hyo (honoring parents) and Choong (loyalty to the king) in order to defend their refusal to perform traditional memorial services for the ancestors. Since this service involves an act of bowing down to dead ancestors, non-Christians regarded their refusal as an act committing Mu-Gun-Mu-Bu (having no respect for one’s king or parents), and not honoring one’s parents was equal to not showing loyalty to the king. Against this accusation, the song stresses the importance of Hyo and Choong, and by so doing it defends that Christians are not against the Confucian traditions, even if they do not worship their dead ancestors. In other words, honoring one’s parents and being loyal to the king are not rejected but are subordinated to honoring God. “Respect parents, be loyal to the king; let’s stick to Sam-Gang-O-Ryun (three and five key virtues of Confucianism), but honoring God is the first.”3

Besides the apologetic and educational purposes, this song never forgets its evangelism role. It argues for God’s existence and heaven and hell, which connote the final judgment, and concludes by arguing that one should believe in God. For example, it says “Just like a head of a family is in the house, there is a king in the country; just like your spirit is in your body, there is the heavenly Lord in heaven.” Likewise, another verse reads “Have you seen a man born without parents? Even if you’ve never seen the king’s face, you cannot say there is no king; even if you’ve never seen heaven and hell, how can you claim that there is no heaven and hell?” And perhaps most explicitly, it says “like we live by human virtues of Hyo, we should honor the heavenly Lord.” Finally, the song exhorts the audience that “While you know there is the heavenly Lord, if you do not honor Him, you are piling up your sins; So, ye, a sinner afraid of judgment, never argue there is no God.” In this light, the Chun-Ju-Gong-Gyeong-Ga interprets sin as dishonoring God (i.e., giving no Hyo to God).

Jeong Yak-Jeon’s Ship-Gye-Myung-Ga is another early Korea Catholic gasa. Jeong, trying to reinterpret the scripture for the eighteenth century, reiterates the Ten Commandments using the vernacular. For instance, he uses many Korean idioms, such as “a full life is mostly up to 70” and “boys and girls should not sit together at the age of seven on,” in order to validate the keeping of the Sabbath on the seventh day. In this rather arbitrary allegory, the only logic used is the references to the number seven. Moreover, he interprets the Ten Commandments through a Confucianism perspective. For example, the commandments on adultery and theft are interpreted in terms of “face-losing,” an aspect of shame and honor cultures that comes from the assertion that the face is identical to the person themselves; in “face losing,” when one goes against the community’s moral beliefs, they have brought shame to themselves and their community. Rather than adultery being interpreted as an act against God’s creation order, it is prohibited because it makes the adulterers and their children lose their faces. While generally stealing is considered evil because theft brings harm to others, in Confucian culture, stealing is evil because it is antithetical to the Confucian teaching that one should bring honor to their family. In addition to the losing of face in the eighth commandment, even the intent of stealing is sinful because it is against the spirit of Sunbi that values contentment and thrifty living. Thus, a person losing their face would lose their honor.

Ship-Gye-Myung-Ga’s interpretation of honoring parents is also interesting. One should honor their parents because it subsequently leads to honoring God (i.e., Hyo to God). The logic goes as follows: One should honor their parents; God is the Father of all creation; thus, God should be honored more than one honors their parents. This logic proved beneficial for the early Korean Catholics, as they unceasingly honored their worldly parents and the heavenly Father. Honoring one’s parents is a tangible way to honor God, and at the same time, honoring God strengthens one’s moral/ethical obligation to honor their parents. Interestingly, Jeong, unlike the fifth commandment (Exod. 20:12; Deut. 5:16), adds the judgment of hell to those who fail to keep this commandment, possibly reflective of the contemporary folk religion belief of In-Gwa-Eung-Bo (one shall be punished if one does wrong).

One selection of Jeong Yak-Jeon’s Ship-Gye-Myung-Ga exhibits a syncretic nuance in understanding God that seems to exist for evangelism purposes. Jeong clearly condemns idolatry in his section on the first two commandments. He lists the names of gods such that are adored in Shamanism, Daoism, and Korean indigenous religions and denounces their worship as idolatry: Chun-Ji-Shin-Myung (Ghosts of Heaven and Earth, i.e., the gods of the Korean shamanism), Jo-Mul-Ju (the Lord of Creation), Sang-Je (the Most High Emperor), and Sang-Shin (God on High). However, he states that the mentioning of these deities within other religions actually refers to the biblical God (Chun-Ju, the Heavenly Lord). Jeong seems to try to explain Christian beliefs by using the languages of other contemporary religious groups so that Christianity could be more readily accessible.

As seen above, the Catholic gasa works were more or less explanatory and apologetic because of the context of Christianity being understood as a scholarly subject, Seo-hak (Western Learning), in the late eighteenth century. However, Christianity moved from the scholarly arena to the realm of faith in the early nineteenth century. Jung Jo the Great King (1752) relayed an openness toward Western studies, aiding the rapid growth of Christianity. Unfortunately, the powerful patron’s demise brought the first great persecution of Korean Christians: The Shin-You Persecution in 1801, where more than a hundred Koreans were martyred. The consecutive great persecutions (the Gi-Hae Persecution in 1839 [over a hundred martyrs] and the Byung-In Persecution in 1866 [over eight thousand martyrs]) show that Korean Christianity was not simply an interesting topic for scholarly debate anymore; it was now regarded as a serious religion that could challenge the traditional religious traditions—the same traditions that served as the basis of the character of the Korean nation and the fabric of Korean people’s lives.

Important Catholic gasa works of this period include St. Lee Johannes Moon-Woo’s Ok-Jung-Je-Sung (song of reflection in captivity, c. 1839), Choi Yang-Up’s Catholic gasa pieces, and St. Min Stephano Geuk-Ga’s Sam-Se-Dae-Eui (song of three generations and great righteousness, c. 1840). Lee’s Ok-Jung-Je-Sung discusses Christians’ attitudes during moments of persecution, as it compares the endurance of persecuted Christians to those taking the state examination. Passing this examination was considered the most effective path to the highest position in the hierarchical society of the Joseon Dynasty; hence, anyone who aspired to a successful life would have endured the hardship for taking the examination. Similarly, Lee states that anyone who wants to enter the heavenly Kingdom must endure suffering and persecution. His gasa praises martyrdom by allegorically interpreting it as a gate through which one can pass the state examination and obtain the highest position.

While the persecutions forced Korean Christians to encourage each other in keeping the faith, on the other hand, the persecutions also induced some Christians to defend themselves against false accusations and misunderstandings. Of Choi Yang-Up’s many gasa pieces, Sa-Hyang-Ga (song of homesick) stands out. It exhibits both of these repercussions of persecution. Choi begins with a discussion on heaven and hell, understands that Christians are strangers to this world (lines 1–32), sympathizes with those ignorant of Christianity (33–55), and criticizes the folly and irrationality of nonbelievers (98–149). Afterward, it continues with an overarching apologetic section that begins by introducing nonbelievers’ common criticisms of Christianity (150–185) and ends with stern counterarguments (186–234). This song also encourages Christians to armor themselves with various spiritual virtues for spiritual warfare (56–97), rebukes people for debauchery (276–333), and warns them of its consequences (334–384). Additionally, it explains basic Christian doctrines and therefore introduces people to ways to avoid the impending judgment (235–275). Sa-Hyang-Ga concludes with an exhortation persuading people to accept the Christian teachings on obtaining eternal life (385–416).

Min Geuk-Ga’s Sam-Se-Dae-Eui is unique in that it demonstrates the well-known biblical timeline. After providing a summary of the Bible chronologically in the introduction (lines 1–5), its main part is divided into three generations, the First Generation (6–107), the Second Generation (108–257), and the Third Generation (258–273), which are followed by a succinct conclusion (274–283). As the title, Sam-Se (three generations) signifies, Min’s gasa sees human history as consisting of three generations. The first refers to the Old Testament period, and its contents include the following themes: the creation of the world, the origin of Satan (expulsion of rebellious angels), the creation of humans in a perfect state, the sins committed in the garden by Adam and Eve/the humans while being deceived by Satan, the expulsion from paradise and their subsequent servitude to Satan, God’s judgment via the Great Flood and the embodiment of hope for the new world in Noah, Abraham’s service as a model for Christians, and the Ten Commandments’ status as a guide for Christian life. The New Testament era belongs to the second generation and contains the following themes: the annunciation as God’s salvation plan, the infancy narrative, Jesus’s ministry (temptation, baptism, and miracles), the passion narrative, resurrection (resurrection and appearance to disciples), ascension, and the Pentecost event. The third generation represents the present world and states Catholic key teachings, while also deploring the sinful world.

In essence, Sam-Se-Dae-Eui teaches the story of salvation history, as it selects key stories and characters of the Old Testament and interprets them in light of God’s salvific work. Additionally, the gasa explains Satan’s original appearance and how it directly led to the Fall, serving as a foreground to God’s salvation story. Noah’s story recalls the judgment and successive hope of a fresh start. Likewise, Abraham and the Ten Commandments tell of God’s plan to lead people to salvation. The New Testament story, with a total of 165 lines, pertains to God’s salvific ministry. Jesus is the incarnated God of salvation, and Jesus’s story expounds on God’s salvation scheme. Therefore, the coming of Christ (annunciation and birth, 50 of 165 lines), his death (passion, crucifixion, death, and burial, 55/165 lines), and the post-resurrection stories (26/165 lines) constitute the main portion of the gasa whereas Jesus’s ministry takes only fifteen lines (and the miracles taking only four lines). This proves that Min understood salvation in terms of the coming of Christ (the incarnation) and the death of Jesus (atonement) rather than the realization of the Kingdom of God in the world (realized eschatology).

In addition to these Catholic gasa, Protestant Christians also composed their own gasa in the 1910–1920s. There are currently about 170 pieces of Protestant gasa works known to us, mostly by J. S. Gale and Yi Chang-Chik, with additional works by, for example, Gil Seon-Ju, Go Ryo-Wi, Na Jun-Su, Ju Byung-Ho, Baek Sa-Gyeom, and Byung Chon.4 The Protestant gasa first appeared around 1910 to 1920, and many foreign missionaries and Korean Protestants introduced hymns to Korean Christians. The lack of appeal of Western music to Koreans created a problem, especially for the aged and for those introducing the music to the Koreans. For instance, Eli M. Mowry, who led the Jang Dae Hyun Church choir in Pyongyang, complained that he had difficulties teaching Koreans Western hymns because they found it hard to follow the music. Lillas H. Underwood, one of the first Presbyterian missionaries, also recalled how it was difficult to teach Western tunes to the older generations and men, whereas younger students and women found the music more appealing. Because many aged Koreans felt uncomfortable with the hymn’s musical style, it seemed natural for Protestants to begin producing gasa.

Gale and Yi Chang-Chik’s gasa works are collected in Yon-Gyung-Joa-Dam (1923, performing the Gospel like storytelling) with the translated English title The Gospel as Sung, containing 149 gasa. Its preface explains the purpose of the works: “to help even uneducated people easily understand and remember the truth of the Saviour” so that they may “sing in hard times and be comforted …, sing in good times and be happy, [and] get help with deepening their spirituality.”5 There is no doubt that the works in this collection have both educational and religious purposes. Since Gale and Yi found specific barriers that prevented many Korean Christians from comprehensively understanding the Bible, they consequently made this collection to help people easily understand the Jesus story. They “selected important and necessary parts out of four Gospels,” “re-arranged them in chronological order,” and “composed in storytelling and performance style.” Perhaps, their preface could function similarly to that of Luke’s Gospel (1:1–4).

The Gospel as Sung deals with the life of Jesus from birth to ascension, enclosed with songs for a prologue and an epilogue. The main part (147 songs) entails Jesus’s birth (4), ministry (110), passion (20), resurrection (12), and ascension (1). The songs about Jesus’s ministry (110 songs) include his baptism (1), temptation (1), miracle stories (24), teachings (36), conflicts with crowds and Jewish authorities (29), and other ministry episodes (19). The passion songs (20) cover the farewell narrative (8), betrayal and plotting (2), arrest and trial (7), crucifixion (1), and burial (1). The gospel sources for these songs are from Matthew (54), Mark (23), Luke (39), and John (33).

In particular, Mark’s Gospel served as the primary inspiration for the songs about the miracle stories (9 songs) with the other three gospels splitting the songs evenly (5 songs each). The teaching stories are most frequently derived from Matthew’s Gospel (21), followed by Luke (14), with none coming from Mark. The teaching stories mostly deal with the parables, while Gale and Yi allotted nine songs to the Sermon on the Mount. The gospel source material for the conflict stories and resurrection stories are split evenly from all four Gospels; however, of the twenty passion songs, only one comes from Mark, while the source material from the other three Gospels are evenly split. Gale and Yi remarked on the chapter and verses of their source Gospel in the title of each song.

In terms of style, some elements of Pansori appear throughout the works. Pansori is a traditional Korean musical genre where a performer, surrounded by the audience, tells a story by singing (Sori), telling (Aniri), and performing (Balim) to the beat of a drum. In particular, Aniri is used extensively. Gale was very interested in Korean culture and even translated Pansori novels such as Shim-Chung-Jeon (the Story of Lady Shim Chung), Chun-Hyang-Jeon (the Story of Lady Chun Hyang), and To-Byul-Ga (a Song of the Rabbit’s Farewell) into English, which suggests that he was familiar with the Pansori genre and that he wanted to employ this musical style in this collection.

The first seven songs are specifically titled Byul-Gok (a type of gasa), and they all end with the phrase “Let’s sing praise, Hallelujah,” assuring us that they are musical pieces. On the other hand, the songs after the first seven somehow resemble paraphrases of biblical texts and verbatim Bible stories rather than the artistic musical creations. Additionally, the authors’ thoughts are more readily found in these seven songs than in the others. The authors recognize that human beings hopelessly suffer under the law, and they understand the coming of Jesus as the termination of this problem (Sungbo-ga, Sungtan-ga 1, 2, and 4). They maintain a high Christology by suggesting that Jesus is God Himself: “God of no beginning and no ending” (Sungbo-ga); “that Jesus is the Messiah the Son of God is witnessed by human beings, the Holy Spirit, and God Himself” (Sungse-ga). They also accepted Luke’s Christological emphasis on Jesus’s solidarity with the poor (Sungtan-ga 2).

Interestingly, The Gospel as Sung resembles the Diatessaron. On the one hand, it tries to harmonize the four Gospels; and on the other hand, it attempts to include all the stories as frequently as possible. This phenomenon sometimes confuses the audience. For instance, all the Easter morning episodes in the Gospels are introduced without harmonization despite their inconsistency. It seems that the authors just wanted to tell as many stories in the Gospels as possible, rather than to deliver their own theologies. Therefore, the authors’ particular theology is unclear, except for the first parts of this collection examined above.

Several other Protestant gasa pieces composed in 1910 to 1920 show us how Korean Christians interpreted and used the biblical texts. Sang-Je-Ae-Se-Ga (song of God’s love for the world, 1915) and Nak-Won-Ga (song of paradise, 1920) are noteworthy. The former mentions key beliefs of Christianity: sins, God’s love, the helplessness of human beings, the forgiveness of sins through the salvific work of Jesus, salvation, judgment, and so on. Interestingly, it understands the teachings of ancient Confucian teachers in the same manner that Paul approaches the Law in Galatians 3:23–25, where he perceives the Law as a tutor anticipating faith. On the other hand, the latter is an allegorical song about a journey to heaven. The author states that the teachings of Buddha, Confucius, Mencius, and other Confucian wisdom teachers are useless because their teachings are far beyond human beings’ ability to achieve. Rather, he suggests that the atoning power of Jesus’s cross is able to solve the problem of sin. This is quite similar to Paul’s understanding of humans and atonement theology mentioned in Romans 3–5 and 7.

Jeon-Do-Ga (song of evangelism, 1913) discusses essential theological themes like the repentance of sinners, faith, forgiveness of sins, atonement, Christ’s resurrection and ascension, the second advent, and the final judgment—making this gasa look like a paraphrased Apostle’s Creed. The famous blind evangelist Baek Sa-Gyeom’s Hoi-Shim-Hang-Do-Ga (song of conversion, 1920?) was a collection of his gasa pieces, but only two of his works, number two (God Created the World) and 44 (Poor Is Our Soul) survived. The former recalls the perfect status of humans before committing sin, whereas the latter describes the poverty of their sinful souls under the wrath of God (Rom. 1:18–3:20).

Most Protestant gasa pieces were interested in the question of salvation, and thus exhort the audience to stay steadfast in faith and often explain how one can go to heaven. They often use allegories to help the audience understand the path to heaven. For example, Protestant gasa composers sometimes borrowed motifs and language from John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress. This was the case for Go Ryo-Wi’s Ji-Ro-Ga (song of directing the way, 1915–1921) and Shim-Ro-Ga (song of searching for the way, 1915–1921), and the anonymous work Jeon-Do-Ga. The narrators of these works take metaphorical trips to heaven and describe it by using references to John’s vision in Revelation 21:10–22:5. In Shim-Ro-Ga, Go quotes multiple biblical texts when exhorting the audience to follow the heavenly way, including the parable of the vineyard laborers (Matt. 20:1–10) which he considers to be an open invitation to heaven.

But this was not the only interest of Protestant gasa; practically, some gasa were more concerned with the obligations of living a Christian life. Go Ryo-Wi’s Pal-Bok-Ga (Beatitudes, 1916), Pal-Duk-Ga (eight virtues, 1916), and Byung Chon’s Pal-Bok-Si (Beatitudes, 1920) deal with this matter by retelling the Beatitudes of Matthew 5:3–12 in an allegorical manner. Pal-Bok-Ga illustrates the Christian life as a journey to heaven via a train ride, comparing being poor in spirit to receiving the ticket, and the mourning to a rail station on the way to the Heavenly Kingdom. Pal-Bok-Si, likewise, writes about the necessities for Christians to go to heaven, suggesting that the Beatitudes are an answer to this question. It allegorizes the Beatitudes as a voyage on a ship, finally reaching the “garden of eternal life.” Furthermore, Pal-Duk-Ga is similar to the metaphor of putting on the armor of faith in Ephesians 6:11–17 because of its allegory of building a house (cf. Matt. 7:24–27; Acts of Thomas 18–24), and compares eight spiritual virtues to the ground, a post stone, a crossbeam, roof tiles, and a hall. The author suggests that one can come near to the glory of heaven and be far from this world as the construction of the spiritual house is completed.

Go Ryo-Wi was not the only Protestant to use allegories in their gasa works. Na Jun-Su’s Ship-Gye-Ga (song of ten Tao’s, 1912) used allegorical exhortation to teach Christians about the path to heaven. He suggests ten key virtues of love, the fulfillment of the Holy Spirit, evangelism, faith, and devotion among a few other concepts, to encourage his audience to be prepared for receiving heavenly rewards. He interprets the parable of the ten virgins (Matt. 25:1–13) as an exhortation to be ready for the Lord, Jesus’s teaching about looking back with his hand to the plough (Luke 9:62) as encouraging evangelism, sowing and reaping (Gal. 6:7) as encouraging devotion to God, and Peter’s receiving the keys of the heavenly kingdom (Matt. 16:19) as the completion of the Christian duty. Byung Chon’s Sa-Ak-Si (four evils, 1920) likewise provides four evils (jealousy, disputing, evil-speaking, and enmity) that Christians should shun to go to heaven. He presents the Jewish elders, Herodians, and Cain as symbols of these evils, thereby also demonstrating how he understood these biblical characters.

Hoe-Bul-Geup-Ga (song of exhorting to repent, 1915–1921), on the other hand, focused on the impending judgment for those who failed to follow the path to heaven. First, it critiqued “many turn away from the narrow path and to follow the easy way of this world,” which would remind readers of Matt. 7:13–14. The gasa then warns the audience about God’s judgment by quoting John the Baptist’s remarks in Matt. 3:12 and Jesus’s parable of the wheat and tares (Matt. 13:24–30, 36–42). It shows us that the author shares Matthew’s theology that emphasizes the practice of proving one’s faith (cf. Matt. 7:16–27).

Korean Protestant Hymns and Traditional Korean Christian Music

While the gasa may represent the meeting of Korean and Western religious traditions, the Protestant missionaries brought completely Western-style hymns with them. The tunes the missionaries brought were Western and the lyrics were Chinese or translated from English into Korean. This hindered Korean Christians from feeling the music or grasping the meaning of the lyrics. As J. C. Gale well noted, the Western music did not fit into Korean and the translated hymns did not emotionally resonate well. This made some missionaries seriously consider the possibility of making hymns in Korean that would make more sense to the Korean Christians. The missionaries learned that the syllabic style difference between English and Korean was the culprit and that translation could not solve this problem. They tried making the hymns more acceptable for Koreans, and suggested that, as the preface of the Methodist Chan-Mi-Ka reads, “the hymn writers of the Korean Church must rise from her own midst.”6

The earliest Protestant hymns were used not only for religious purposes but also for music textbooks. Schools such as Underwood Hak Dang (1886), Jung Dong Yeo Hak Dang (1887), and Young Hwa School (1890) used hymns for music, Korean, and English courses. Hymns had fulfilled this role until they were banned by the Imperial Japanese Government General of Korea in accordance with the Private School Regulation in 1911. This resulted in the separation of church and secular music. The earliest Protestant hymns included patriotic songs, together with six hymns that were sung on the king’s birthday service, which ended with a hymn tuned to “God save the Queen” that pleaded for God to take care of the king and nation. The second edition of Yoon Chi-Ho’s Chan-Mi-Ga (song of praise, 1908, 1st edition in 1905), the first hymn book compiled by a Korean, contained “Ae Guk Ga” (song of loving the nation), the future national anthem of the Republic of Korea.

With the exception of the Methodist Chan-Mi-Ka (song of praise, 1892, edited by G. A. Jones and Louis C. Rothweiler, now lost), the earliest surviving Korean Protestant hymn book is Underwood’s Chan-Yang-Ga (praise songs, 1894), with only 8 of 117 hymns being Korean. Their topics include God’s creation, the sins and fall of human beings, God’s showing of love through Jesus, atonement, the redeeming power of the cross, the grace of Jesus, rebirth, and the judgment of hell. This demonstrates an interest in salvation history. Manguk Bangon Da Jalhago (If I speak in the tongues of men) and Naneun Mitne (I believe) are noteworthy. The former paraphrases 1 Corinthians 13, and unlike Paul’s application of love toward others, this lyricist interprets this love as a love toward God. The latter is a reiteration of the Apostle’s Creed. The writer omits the passion and adds the blessings from Jesus and our receiving whatever we ask of God (cf. Luke 18:1–7), which reflects the traditional Korean culture of “Bok” (blessing or fortune, as understood how ordinary Korean people yearn for through their hardship in life).

The second edition of Underwood’s Chan-Yang-Ga (1895) adds five more hymns by Koreans. These hymns include theological themes such as an understanding of the Holy Spirit like Paul’s understanding in Romans 8 and Galatians 5:16–25, the free gift of saving grace from Jesus on the cross (Romans 3:21–31), the mode of asking and receiving from God (Matt. 7:7–11), the helplessness of human beings, and justification (Rom. 1:18–3:25). The Methodist Chan-Mi-Ka editions of 1897 added two new Korean hymns, and the 1900 edition added another—all of which were written by Korean students. One song in the edition of 1897 concerns human sins and the redemptive grace of Jesus on the cross, while the others in 1897 and 1900 editions are Christmas songs. The former’s Christmas hymn talks about the love of God that appeared in the Incarnation, while the latter describes the infancy narrative in Matthew by exhorting the audience to join the magi.

The third edition of Chan-Shung-Si (1900) includes two Korean hymns, both praising the caring love of God the Father who looks after his children and provides (Matt. 6:25–34). The fourth edition added three more Korean hymns confessing Jesus as the Almighty King and the Prince of Peace (Isa. 9:6), and the suffering servant messiah (Isa. 53). Chan-Shong-Ga (song of praise, 1908), published together by the Korean Methodist and Presbyterian Church, added two new hymns by Korean writers. One hymn quotes Acts 7:49, Matthew 18:20, and Ephesians 2:20, while confessing God as their caretaker and protector. The other hymn praises Jesus’s sacrifice and redemption. In total, the hymns by the Korean writers between 1900 and 1910 tended to confess Jesus or God as a strong protector and provider, reflecting the contemporary Korean political situation. These hymns appeared during the fall of the Dae Han Empire (1897–1910) and preceding the colonization by Japan (1910), and they function as a hope and prayer for Korean Christians because of the cultural moment the hymns originated during this tumultuous time. The patriotic hymns in Yoon Chi-Ho’s Chan-Mi-Ga (1905, 1908), as mentioned above, support this argument.

The earliest missionaries wanted Koreans to make more hymns in their own tunes and languages, but the Korean committee members ironically opposed it. The preface of Shin-Jung-Chan-Song-Ga (New praise songs, 1931) reads: “we discussed to use Korean traditional tunes but we decided not to because Korean committee members were against it.”7 This opposition began in 1910 when J. S. Gale wrote a hymn inspired by Matthew 6:26–34 using Yangsando Taryung (a Korean folk music), causing strong opposition in the Korean Church. Early Protestant Koreans were repelled by traditional Korean tunes because they thought the gospel would be damaged and corrupted by Korean traditional culture. Additionally, many Japanese officials wrongly convinced Koreans into thinking that the traditional Korean tunes were the music of the lower class and the courtesan, discouraging them from playing their traditional music. Therefore, Korean hymn writers’ pieces in both Catholic and Protestant circles were scarce in the official hymn books compared to their Western counterparts. However, a few Korean hymns appeared outside the official hymn books during the Japanese occupation. The Christian music during this period is distinguished by certain characteristics. Chiefly, it was patriotic. For instance, the music encourages Christians to live good lives to save the country, contains confessions from the writer about their resolution for martyrdom or to join the fight, pleads to God for freedom from Japanese rule, and laments for the loss of the nation. As seen, many Christian songs from the occupation exhibit a gloomy or nihilistic color.

Interest in the hymns with Korean traditional tunes revived in the 1960s after Minjung (ordinary people) theology emerged and the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) concluded. Korean Christians began turning their eyes to “Korean” Christianity, and both Protestant denominations and the Catholic Church tried to make more hymns with Korean tunes. The major Korean Protestant denominations published Gaepyun Chansongga (revised praise song book, 1967), with an editorial principle to include many Korean hymns. However, only twenty-seven songs of the six hundred total used Korean music, and the problem seemed to accelerate with the next edition, Tongil Chansongga (united praised song book, 1994), which contained only 18 Korean songs of its 558 hymns. This shame drove Korean Christians to publish an additional edition with 138 Korean hymns (1994). Sae Chansongga (new praise song book, 2006), the current Korean Protestant hymn book, contains 128 Korean hymns. This edition tried including as many Korean hymns as possible in an effort to make Christianity more “Korean.”

Besides hymns, the interest in “Korean” Christianity in the 1960s encouraged Christians to search for a way to make Christian music more “Korean,” resulting in the Bible Pansori. Park Dong-Jin, a Pansori maestro, composed a series of Bible Pansori pieces, Yesu Jeon (the Life of Jesus, 1969–1972), Palryogan Yosep (Joseph the Sold, c. 1975), and Mose Jeon (the Story of Moses, c. 1980). Yesu Jeon consists of two parts: the infancy and the passion narrative. It resembles the Diatessaron and makes it difficult to pick out a particular theological stance when interpreting the biblical text. Palryogan Yosep is based on Joseph’s story from Genesis 37, but Park significantly changed the story for dramatization, which accordingly changes its message. The Joseph story in Genesis maintains the Deuteronomistic theology that God rewards Joseph for holding his faith firmly. Additionally, Genesis tells the reconciliation, acceptance, forgiveness, and the possibility of change of an evil person. Instead, Park depicts Joseph as a narrow-minded and cunning person who is then punished, which reflects a traditional Korean belief of retributive justice. Mose Jeon covers stories from Exodus 1–16. Here, Park depicts God as the good heavenly Father in the same way that Jesus speaks of him in Matthew 6:25–34. God is patient with people who go astray or ignore him. Park makes God a Korean grandpa full of Jung (a traditional Korean term for a feeling that is a mixture of love, compassion, and hatred, but still of lingering affection).

Conclusion

Christianity has been interpreted and represented in the respective contemporary cultural context since its introduction to Korea. Christian music is one way to introduce the gospel and foster faith in Korean Christians. Therefore, exploring Korean Christian music helps us understand how Korean Christians interpreted the Bible and expressed their beliefs.

The earliest Christian music, from the late eighteenth century by the earliest Catholics in the form of the Catholic gasa, reflected their cultural situations through the adoption of traditional Korean music to convey their beliefs. At first Christianity was of scholarly interest and the early Korean church interpreted the Bible in light of Confucianism, the contemporary dominant ideology, and in relation to other contemporary religious beliefs. However, their Christianity moved from Seo-hak, a form of Western learning, to a religion; and as Korean Christians experienced consecutive persecutions, the gasa works changed their color. These Korean Christians demonstrated interest in key Christian themes such as salvation, atonement, redemption, and spiritual warfare, and so on, resulting in a shift from the educational, explanatory, and debating tenor to an encouraging and exhortative posture.

Protestant gasa appeared in the early twentieth century for those unfamiliar with the Western-style hymns. The Protestant gasa are mostly concerned with salvation (the manner of entering the heavenly Kingdom) and encouraging believers to remain firm in faith. Therefore, Pauline texts such as Romans and Galatians that discuss the problems of sin, grace and the Law, and redemption were interpreted in order to explain, and hopefully practice, this theological idea. They are also interested in the question of Christian life as one of the processes in the journey to the heavenly Kingdom. In addition, in order to explain this process, Protestant gasa often borrowed motifs and language from The Pilgrim’s Progress.

The Korean Protestant hymns, since the earliest appearance of Protestant hymns in the nineteenth century, mostly deal with key theological themes such as faith, sin and forgiveness, redemption, salvation, and heaven. These gasa appeared during early Protestant mission work as Western missionaries experienced difficulties adapting Western music with Korean music. This encouraged Korean lyricists to write their own hymns, resulting in a small number of Korean hymns. As it was the beginning period of mission work, many hymns deal with the basic key theological themes—“the core of the gospel” from the Pauline epistles.

During the dark period under Japanese rule, Korean Christian music reflected their cultural situation. They write about Christian life under persecution, their resolution to fight, the asking of God for help, and the lamenting of the loss of nationhood. After Japanese rule, Korean Christians began valuing their own culture and tried making a “Korean” Christianity. They produced numerous Korean hymns and other forms of Christian music, especially within their traditional music style (Kuk-Ak); Park Dong-Jin’s Bible Pansori works are a significant representative of these musical adaptations, which tried to capture Korean emotions and ideologies such as Minjung theology, and interpreted the biblical texts from Korean perspectives.

Korean Christianity, despite its short history, has become the biggest and most powerful religion in Korea. However, shamefully, little interest has been shown in Korean biblical criticism, and this chapter is meaningful as it will foster further research on the Korean Bible and its interpretation. This chapter merely explored the relationship between Korean Christian music and the Bible; further research should include the Bible’s relationship with many other musical genres such as rap, contemporary Christian dance music, and CCM.

Notes

1.For a discussion of “inculturation,” “enculturation,” “adaptation,” “acculturation,” “contextualization,” “indigenization,” “incarnation,” “revision,” and so on, in relation to Korean hymns, see Kim Seong-Dae, “A Study on the Hymnals of the Churches in Korea in Terms of the Adaptation” (Korean), Theology and Praxis 18 (2009): 337–370; Kim Seong-Dae, “The Past, Present and Future of Korean Church Music based on the Changes of the Term of ‘Tochakhwa’” (Korean), The Quarterly of the Korea Theological Study Institute 114 (2001): 48–82.

2.The Korean syllabic system is different from the English one; in Korean, two consecutive consonants cannot form a syllable and they should always be separated by adding a vowel. For instance, “elephant” consists of three syllables (el-e-phant), but it is four syllables in Korean (엘-리-펀-트, el-i-phan-te). It is quite easy to find how many syllables a Korean word has because one syllable forms one unit of character like we see 엘/리/펀/트 above. For example, Jung Geuk-In’s (1401–1481) Shang-Chun-Gok (Ode to Spring, thirty-nine lines), one of the famous gasa works, reads as follows: 홍진에(3)/뭇친분네(4)/이내 생애(4)/ 엇더한고(4); 천지간(3)/남자 몸이(4)/ 날만한이(4)/ 하건마는(4); … 엊그제(3)/ 겨울 지나(4)/ 새 봄이(3)/ 도라오니(4); … As we see, each line consists of 3.4 feet or 4.4 feet, and most gasa works are longer than Shang-Chun-Gok of thirty-nine lines.

3.Ha Sung-Rae, “Jung Yack-jeon’s Ten Commandments and Lee Byuck’s Chun-Ju-Gong-Gyeong-Ga II,” (Korean)Theological Perspective 23 (1973): 157–170 (159).

4.For the full text of their gasa pieces, see Lee Bok-Kyu, “The Original Text of 21 Protestant Gasa Pieces,” International Association of Language and Literature 41 (2007): 1–35.

5.James C. Gale and C. C. Yi, “Preface,” in The Gospel as Sung (Seoul: Christian Literature Society of Korea, 1923).

6.G. H. Jones and L. C. Rothweiler, Chan Mi Ka (Gyung Sung: Korea Mission of The Methodist Episcopal Church, 1895).

7.“Preface,” in Shin Jung Chan Song Ga (Gyung Sung, Korea: Jo-Sun-Ya-So-Gyo-Gyo-Hoi, 1931).
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Chapter 14 

Self-Theologizing in Preaching

Sunggu A. Yang

Introduction

Pulpits of different cultures convey their unique multifold hermeneutical orientations—in other words, unique interpretative perspectives on Christian faith and the Bible. For instance, in North America, the Anglo-American pulpit is built upon the puritanist, revivalistic, and neo-platonic ethos, while the African American pulpit is grounded in holistic (i.e., nondichotomy of sacred and secular), liberationist, and celebrative religiosity, and the Latinx American pulpit is embedded with festive, communalist, and postcolonialist spirit. The Korean pulpit is no exception. With its rich cultural, religious, and historical background and through inculturation of Western Christianity, the Korean pulpit has formed its unique multilayered hermeneutical perspective, or a set of hermeneutical codes as will be discussed, that preachers utilize in biblical interpretation toward sermon construction. This hermeneutical perspective is not a predetermined set of interpretative goals. Rather, it is an interpretative dialogical partner with the Bible, which helps preachers come up with genuinely meaningful interpretations of biblical passages for their own people living through their unique cultural reality. In that sense each culture’s unique hermeneutic is an interpretative guide, not an absolute master of it.

The analytical sermon survey that I conducted on (prominent) Korean preachers shows that there are at least five interlocked hermeneutical codes widely adopted and practiced by the Korean pulpit: the eschatological pilgrim code, the evangelical mission code, the Confucian egalitarian code, the Buddhist Shamanistic code, and the Pentecostal liberation code.1 What follows explores the five codes and each code’s style variations. Sermon examples from each code style will demonstrate how these codes have been fused into biblical interpretation and resultant preaching. In order to present as clearly as possible how different codes and their styles can be used as creative interpretative lenses, this chapter will specifically exhibit sermons that exegete the same text (Gen. 12, especially vv. 1–3, the call narrative of Abraham’s pilgrim journey), one of the most favored and recited texts among Koreans, along with other relevant texts.

The Eschatological Pilgrim Code

Key to the Korean faith is the eminence of the second coming of Jesus.2 This puts faith in an ultimate reality beyond this world, which led to the adoption of the biblical concept of Christian pilgrimage. This pilgrimage refers to the idea that Christians are pilgrims on earth walking toward the Kingdom of God/God’s Promised Land that is coming in the future.

The pilgrim motif runs throughout scripture (e.g., Adam and Eve, Abraham, Exodus, Jesus, Jesus’s immediate followers). To begin with, the Genesis story accounts for the loss of paradise, throwing Adam and Eve into the wilderness where they are to “till the ground from which [they] were taken” (Gen. 3:23). As Genesis recounts, the humans in the wilderness are not alone. God prepares clothes for Adam and Eve and he cares for fallen humanity, something that their descendants remember when they “invoke the name of the LORD” (Gen. 4:26b). Despite this love of God, humanity lives in a lifetime pilgrimage toward the lost, perfect reality.

Likewise, Abraham’s story of traveling to another land, in Genesis 12, reflects the theme of spiritual pilgrimage. The surface of the text reflects a faithful historical person’s journey, showing his obedience to God. A symbolic reading, as Dyas points out, shows this story to represent humanity’s lifetime of pilgrimage to a reality prepared by God experienced outside of human history.3

The pilgrim motif runs through the New Testament as well. Especially, the Gospel of John depicts Jesus as coming down to earth, living as a stranger or pilgrim, ignored by his own people, eventually returning to his homeland and sitting at the right hand of God.4 John shows Jesus’s understanding of what’s happening in the world (human suffering/injustice) but that these events don’t have the last word: God does. Until then, humans can only strive for partial achievement of God’s Last Day, living as purposeful pilgrims who continue what Jesus began as a fellow pilgrim.

It is easily observable that the disciple Peter reflects a pilgrim ethos similar to Jesus in his teaching to Christians, “Dear beloved, I beseech you as strangers and pilgrims, abstain from fleshly lusts, which war against the soul; having your conversation honest among the Gentiles: that, whereas they speak against you as evildoers, they may by your good works, which they shall behold, glorify God in the day of visitation” (1 Peter 2:11–12, KJV, emphases added).

Finally, the Book of Revelation summarizes all pilgrim themes and describes the eventual end of spiritual pilgrimage. The author of Revelations writes:


Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. (Rev. 21:1–2)



John the Seer recognizes faithful Christians are temporary residents/pilgrims who live “the first heaven and the first earth,” which will pass away sooner or later.5 John envisions that at that time, all human sin and suffering will cease. This particular faith orientation or code around the concept of pilgrimage is often deployed in the homiletical interpretation of the Bible and adopted by the Korean pulpit. The following three style variations of the code seem to be most prominent.

The Typological Narrative Style

This style uses a one-to-one typological match. Korean preachers see the Abrahamic biblical narrative as a typological story for Koreans, which is able to be repeated literally here on earth today. Preachers practicing this style believe that like Abraham, Koreans are called by God to live distinctly as pilgrims/strangers/exiles on earth today. Yet they are called to live in hope and take literally the original promise to Abraham: “I will make you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.” The sermon excerpt shows this pattern, in particular regarding the purpose of Koreans being a blessing to other nations:


When God called Abraham, what purpose did God have for him? God told him, “I will bless you. You will be a blessing to the nations.” God not only called Abraham, but also all his descendants for the same purpose of blessing all nations … Hence, there are always worldly or spiritual fruits after calling when we obey God’s calling to leave. God has called each and every one of you for the same calling … We will be a source of God’s blessing to all people around us.6



The preacher is unapologetic for his stance on theological materialism; that is, the preacher materialistically takes what God tells Abraham as a promise from God for Koreans too, “I will bless you and make your name great … there are always worldly or spiritual fruits.” However, there is the counterpoint of this sermon to the appearance of being prosperity-gospel. The snippet at the end states that, like Abraham, these Korean pilgrims are here on the earth for the benefit of others. Just as Abraham was a blessing for all nations, so too are the Koreans. As we shall see in the section “The Evangelical Mission Code,” this typological perception of being a blessing for all nations has led to the Korean church’s diasporic evangelical mission work to other nations—the foreign mission understood as a concrete practice of blessing the world.

The Eschatological-Symbolic Narrative Style

Koreans adopting the eschatological symbolic narrative style are convinced that Koreans, like Abraham, are called to live as pilgrims, but they understand this more eschatologically than literally. They tend to pursue and practice the spiritual meaning “behind the text.” For them, Abraham’s pilgrim journey becomes a model for people’s faith journey to a better reality. Preachers would not focus on what Abraham would have enjoyed in the new land as a stranger but on his growth of faith as he goes on God’s spiritual calling. Abraham’s journey is interpreted as a departure from idol worship or unjust secular culture to God’s prepared realm. This journey is culminated when the preachers use Heb. 11 as an interpretative lens for Gen. 12 and accept Heb. 11:8–16 on its face value.


By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to set out for a place that he was to receive as an inheritance; and he set out, not knowing where he was going. By faith he stayed for a time in the land he had been promised, as in a foreign land, living in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise. For he looked forward to the city that has foundations, whose architect and builder is God … But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God; indeed, he has prepared a city for them. (Heb. 11:8–10, 16)



Based on reading Genesis 12 in light of Hebrews, Korean Christians would perceive their pilgrimage in earthly wilderness as a spiritual discipline that guides to the eternal heavenly home, where they are no longer strangers in the wilderness. A sermon piece is a fine representation of this eschatological ethos:


And, above all, spiritually, we are the heirs of Jacob who trusted in God’s promise of the land. We are pilgrims who continue to struggle until the day when all people belong to the promised land of God.7



The Illustrative-Utilitarian Narrative Style

According to Ted Smith, when illustrations in a sermon are used in a utilitarian or pragmatic way, (1) they do not necessarily convey truthful points, (2) they may be used as tools of persuasion, and (3) it does not matter if they really happened.8 The illustrative-utilitarian narrative style of the pilgrim code is one that pragmatically uses the Abrahamic pilgrim story to promote other key faith lessons. Particularly, Korean preachers use the story as a key illustrative material to strengthen the spiritual, social, or political agendas. In the following sermon excerpt, the preacher employs the given pilgrim code in this utilitarian sense:


Pioneers are people who don’t go back to their homeland when they face problems and troubles in the new land. Pioneers are those who have made up their minds to stay for good in the new land. They have the faith of Abraham. They are not conformists but cultivators of a new land. We have to cultivate the wilderness if we are pioneers. Our wilderness is a society of injustice and prejudice, like a desert that is hot in the day but cold in the night. Just as the California desert was transformed into a rich soil, where many fruit trees and vegetables grow, we can and must cultivate this society to be a truly loving and caring place to live.9



The sermon does not depict Koreans as pilgrims in the literal sense or as symbolic pilgrims in a spiritual sense. The preacher uses the pilgrim metaphor in support of the sociopolitical lesson, “We have to cultivate the wilderness if we are pioneers. Our wilderness is a society of injustice and prejudice.” The Abrahamic story functions as a critical illustrative and metaphorical narrative for a sociological point, not necessarily as a typological or symbolic narrative.

The Evangelical Mission Code

Ever since the Western Christian church touched contact with Korea, the evangelical mission work among Koreans and overseas has been one of core individual and ecclesial faith practices. The evangelical zeal cannot be avoided, as a result of the Korean life perceived as the eschatological pilgrimage explained above. Jesus is going to return soon as both a Savior and a Judge, and accordingly we need to harvest more souls. It comes nature, therefore, that one of the most preached passages among Koreans is Matt. 28:19–20, known as the Great Commission, alongside Gen. 12.

Churches that are initiated through missions in Korea typically adopt biblical conservatism or fundamentalism which was brought to them by premillennial evangelical missionaries during the formative years of the Korean Church.10 Two notions are prominent among Koreans who define biblical fundamentalism: the inerrancy and the verbal inspiration of the Bible. Fundamentalists believe that the Bible needs to be without errors in order for it to be inspired by God. As a result, it must be accepted as absolute truth and carried out literally. Thus, texts like Matt. 28:19–20, Isa. 40:3, and Acts 1:8 become a very serious business—urgent mission work—for Korean Christians and preachers.

All that being said, it was a natural transition for Korean preachers to use the Evangelical Mission code as an integral part of regular preaching. From the very first indigenized preachers appearing at the end of the nineteenth century through the twentieth century and in the present, Korean preachers have been almost always synonymous with evangelists. A theme throughout many of their sermons is to be dedicated to the evangelical mission cause.

The Ironic Reverse Style

Korean Christians operating in this style believe that God brought the Western missionaries to Korea in order to equip future Korean diaspora Christians going out to the non-Christian world.11 In this respect, Koreans living a diasporic life in foreign countries tend to self-identify as missionaries sent out to the world. They especially view themselves this way when they are in North America because many missionaries to Korea originated from there, and now they think the secularization process there is very grave. As a result, it is common to meet Korean Christians who consider North America to be “a [continent] that needs missionaries who can usher in religious renewal and revival.”12

Under this mission style, Korean preachers would present biblical figures as dedicated missionaries. For example, when they deliver a sermon on Abraham, he and his family become “foreign missionaries” to nonbelieving secular Canaan and the broader world. The following sermon excerpt exemplifies this missional interpretation of the Abraham story (Gen. 12:1–3):


Abraham was called by God to a foreign country, Canaan [he and his family settled in Canaan in v. 5…. God changed his identity…. God chose Abraham to save the fallen, sinful people around the world…. I encourage you to remember your own calling and blessings from God and proclaim the good news out to the world [just as Abraham did].13



In this sermon, Abraham’s specific calling from God, which resulted in his missional life, is correlated one-to-one with that of Koreans. Overall, the sermon asks and answers the question, why have we as Koreans been called to America? The answer: because of this special purpose of the evangelical mission. The preacher’s missional perspective is broad enough to perceive the whole world as the mission district. Further, the preacher invites the congregation into this perception of the world and mission work commissioned directly by the missional God.

The Internal Mission Style

Despite evangelical norms of reaching out to foreign countries and other races through the Ironic Reverse style, most Korean missions occur within the Korean peninsula boundary. The reasons for this are the language, cultural, and geographic boundaries. However, they believe that it still forwards foreign missions because of the relationship between internal and foreign missions. Internal missions help the church strengthen itself internally through attendance and financial growth that would be useful for foreign missions. Therefore, in their minds, both styles of mission work maintain equal significance.

Most sermons crafted under this mission style would praise the pilgrim Abraham’s future achievement of founding a faithful nation in the Promised Land, officially started by his descendants, later called “the People of God.” Hence, the sermons encourage the Koreans on their own pilgrim journeys to develop more than individual converts, but a faithful family, church, community, and possibly nation through a lifetime evangelical effort. Lee Dong-Yeol’s sermon is a quintessential example of the effective use of this style. Toward the end of the sermon, the establishment of the believing family becomes a very important issue for the future of the Korean Evangelical Church:


Our college kids are being ruined by the secular ideology of America. Do not buy them sports cars because of their successful college admissions to fine schools. They are so spoiled. Parents, it’s not too late. Encourage (or even entice) your kids to attend the Bible study meeting. I’m serious. How about giving them $100 for their church attendance rather than buying sports cars (laughter)? These days our churches are being emptied, especially with no considerable presence of young adults … Ask them to come to our mission field for a short mission trip. They will be literally transformed … Only will the Word of God guide our children.14



In summary, it is likely that preachers like Lee would present evangelical mission sermons which emphasize both the external mission and the internal mission, claiming the two as interconnected. But in reality, individual preachers would accentuate either with a little more weight depending on their unique ecclesial contexts and use (the same Abrahamic) biblical passages accordingly for preaching.

The Confucian Egalitarian Code

Confucianism is practiced on three levels in Korea, either as a religion or as social ideology (or both).15 First, formal institutionalized Confucianism is performed as an ancient tradition by a variety of loosely connected Confucian institutions. Second, Confucianism is practiced by individual households through patriarchal ancestor memorial service, keeping with the Confucian notion of family. Third, individuals who practice Confucianism practice the general value system, mentality, and religiosity of Confucian culture. In a practical sense and in terms of sociocultural norms, the third level is the most influential Confucian social and religious factor that affects the ordinary Korean mindset today.16

Reflecting on the third level practice of Confucianism, Eunjoo Kim summarizes four fundamental Confucian influences on the Korean church. First, the church affirms conservative and family-oriented moral values (which led to the theological development of a “household of God” or “the family of God”), along with the Confucian values of self-cultivation, education, honesty, diligence, perseverance, and hard work. Second, filial piety deeply permeates the church’s faith practices with such values as respect, obedience, and benevolence. Thus, young church members are supposed to show respect to and obey the church elders as if they were the elders of the family. In return, the elders are supposed to provide care for and admonish the younger generation if/when necessary. Third, Confucian patriarchy sustains and conserves sexual and gender inequality in the church. It silences women’s voices in the church and pushes them to the ecclesial realm of the domestic. Entering into the 21st century, feminist manifestation and liberal democratization are lessening these inequalities, but they are still present. Finally, due in part to the cultural norms described above, congregants feel a strong exclusionary sense of belonging to a community under the Confucian leadership of the male elder pastor.17

Although traditionally there has been one patriarchal form of the Confucian practice in the Korean Church that was represented by a top elderly male leadership, in recent decades a more egalitarian form of the Confucian practice has emerged. For example, young pastors in their late 30s or early 40s are hired as senior pastors, which was rare before. More changes are coming in the Korean Confucian society and the Church, with the following two noticeable code styles affecting Korean preaching practice. In this section, two leading styles of this Confucian code are introduced that have had impact on the Korean preaching practice and related biblical interpretation.

The “God the Father” Style

This style originates from the conventional Confucian patriarchal understanding of life, community, and God. God will be referred to only as the Father or He within preaching and worship. And this notion of God being the Father or sole authoritative male figure affects congregational practices. For instance, both within domestic and ecclesia contexts, the elderly male figure, as he resembles God’s maleness, becomes prominent in decision-making, church planning, and religious leadership (like the role of father in a family). The congregation will only extend the invitation for an elder male pastor to become the senior pastor of the church. They are also likely to avoid ordaining women as church elders and giving women or anyone from the younger generation an important leadership position. And when it comes to preaching or religious teaching, the message will be authoritative and deductive with “rigid, simplistic, and humorless prescriptive and imperative language” as typical in Confucian education.18 Finally, instead of having a focus on the individuality of the congregants, they will focus strongly on the collective life of the family and the church as an extended family of God the Father (again, mostly under the elderly male leadership).

In the following sermon example on Abraham, the preacher depicts Abraham as the good and faithful father who fathers today should model themselves after. Abraham, for the sake of the family and generations to come, chose to leave for the Promised Land and follow God’s calling. Eventually, he became the father not only of his own posterity but also of all future Christian believers from West to East. The sermon was preached on Korean Parents Sunday, and reflects this theological logic well:


Today is Parents Sunday. I pray that we may all glorify God and please our parents by following the fifth Commandment, “Honor your parents.” Honoring your parents respectfully is a way of glorifying God the invisible. Honoring our parents is a way for us to be blessed by God…. Joshua the Israelite leader summoned all his people—the third generation in the wilderness—to Shechem and taught them the Hebraic history from Abraham. What was Shechem? That was the place where Abraham arrived from Ur and where he was blessed by God with the promise, “I will give this promised land to you and all your descendants.” … Joshua himself professed that he was the heir of the [Abrahamic] ancestral faith…. We must become not only the blessed heirs of the same faith, but also faithful ancestors of our later generations and also of all other unbelieving tribes around the world.19



Kim points out that “The God the Father” style is now being chastised by insiders themselves.20 The more democratic generations, especially young women, are raising their voices against the church’s domineering Confucian patriarchal culture. Yet this current resistance will by no means instantly change the “God the Father” style. Many Koreans still begin their faith journey and maintain their faith through this style. This brings us to the question of how they will maximize the benefits of this style while wisely and gradually overcoming its disadvantages. The second style of the code below provides a clue for that potential self-overcoming of the first.

The “Mother as Good Mentor” Style

Democratic education and gender equality movements have influenced women’s perceptions of gender and the Confucian Korean culture and church. Theologians such as Sang Hyun Lee and Grace Kim call for democratic decision-making within the ecclesial administration and ordination of women.21 A considerable number of Korean churches have started recruiting or are considering recruiting female pastors, now occasionally at the senior pastor level. According to Jung Ha Kim, women themselves have already found and practiced a variety of “subtle and indirect actions” of resistance (e.g., canceling a male-dominated decision-making meeting) which help break down the androcentric leadership to provide room for egalitarian leadership.22 Pak et al. also found that in terms of more direct action, some Korean Christian disciplines have served as an effective way of spiritual and practical protest (e.g., tong-sung-ki-do or praying aloud, through which women’s voices and desires are heard in public).23 Scholars who lean more toward the progressive, like Chung Hyun-Kyung, have found it helpful to share the liberative feminist interpretation and practice of the Christian faith, both within academia and the ecclesia (e.g., confessing Jesus as the caring mother or healing shaman) in pursuit of rediscovering the positive biblical female image.24 In a similar vein, Choi Hee-An has pursued the recovery of the feminist-liberative aspects of traditional Korean religions, along with nonpatriarchally interpreted Christian faith.25 Even though Chung and Choi realize that their efforts and, along with the efforts of others, have not gained considerable movement or traction in most Korean churches, they also know that there is a growing concern in the church on issues that they propagate.

Kim acknowledges the growing egalitarianism in the Korean Church and proposes a more liberative practice of Korean preaching, or, I would say, preaching practice done in the “Mother as Good Mentor” style:26


• A theological perspective and practice that is inclusive of gender, welcomes women into the center of the community, and perceives women and men as equals both in the congregational and in the ministerial levels.

• A homiletic approach that is more conversational, instead of didactic unilateral, by which women’s daily experiences and theological questions are seriously considered. It is within this space that the women elicit new meanings from the biblical texts.

• Descriptive and indicative language rather than authoritative, judgmental language.



The sermon excerpt well reflects Kim’s proposal:


What do you think of God? As the father? The best analogical understanding of God is God as being both the father and mother. The Bible speaks of God as the father only. But that is not a perfect understanding of God. God plays not only the father’s role, but also the mother’s role. Is there a child who does not have a mother? Even though we do not use the term “God the mother,” I believe that God plays both parental roles. God is the perfect parent(s) … It is hard to live as [an Asian] woman [in the church]. We men should support them in many ways, so that women can accomplish their callings and visions in faith.27



This sermon would be a little provocative for the conservative Korean mind, because it is very gender-inclusive. The preacher states straightforwardly that God can be both father and mother. He more exactly says that God is a parental figure instead of only a father figure. Most Korean churches would consider his interpretation of the Bible too progressive or radical. The preacher brings an egalitarian cultural context “as a catalyst for the discovery of new [gender-inclusive] implications for trajectories of meaning within the biblical text.”28 Based on a gender-inclusive understanding of God, it is not a surprise that at the end of the sermon, the preacher admonishes Christian men to support Christian women who suffer under the general Confucian culture which is alive in the Korean church.

In summary, the “Mother as Good Mentor” style is gaining gradual momentum within the Korean theological area and the ministerial field. As the sermon shows, male preachers have joined the cause of biblical egalitarianism in their ministry of preaching.

The Buddhist Shamanistic Code

Existing over thousands of years as key religions in Korea, Buddhism and Shamanism have often intermingled with each other which generates certain widely accepted religious practices.29 Most of Korean’s everyday practice of social relations, popular mindset, and religious thinking are under the influence of these religions, even if people would not self-proclaim being active practitioners of these religions. As a result, it was ineluctable that Protestant Christianity had to go through an inculturation process when it arrived in Korea, around a century ago.30 Basically, religious aspects of Buddhism and Shamanism have been integrated into Korean Christian faith. For example, Kim realizes, Buddhism’s teaching on compassionate sacrifice leads people to easily accept the theology of the incarnation and the sacrificial love of God for humanity. On top of that, “the Buddhist disciplines of prayer, meditation, and the practice of love through charity”31 have become key disciplines in the church. Kim also notes that the Shamanistic idea of ancestral spirits helped people acknowledge “the existence of the Spirit and believe in its power in their daily lives.” People also believe, she continues, “that their present suffering and problems are caused by evil spirits and that the divine power of the Holy Spirit is the means of overcoming them.” Finally, the Korean Christian faith has been highly “realistic and concrete rather than metaphysical and abstract” thanks to their everyday understanding of the Spirit.32 Certain practical aspects of the two religions have been integrated into Korean preaching which can be represented by the two styles shown in this section.

The Eco-Rhythmic Community Style

This style reflects the Buddhist and Shamanistic eco-rhythmic understanding of everyday faith practice and their meditative prayer habit. In this context, “eco-rhythmic” means following the way (or time) or nature and continuously being in harmony with it, as in the teaching of any good Buddhist monk or shaman.33 When combined, these two elements create a unique Korean faith practice that is beneficial for their pilgrim life. For example, most Korean churches hold a prayer meeting early in the morning every day (Monday through Saturday, sometimes on Sunday depending on the church). These services, which include the preacher’s short homily each morning, start at 5:00 am or 6:00 am according to different regional customs. This time of dedicated actions of faith is an evidence that Koreans understand Christian faith as a daily lived praxis within their life. Their relationship with the Divine does not end on Sunday, even though this day is deemed an important day of worship. The daily prayer meetings demonstrate the sacredness of each day in a week full of prayer. Lee suggests that this sort of eco-rhythmic practice of Christian faith is grounded in “the profundity of the Buddhist philosophy of life, which is practiced every moment of life.” In Buddhism, he continues, ordinary life becomes “sacred through mindfulness, which is the fruit of meditation, and eventually every act [becomes] a meditation.”34

A major theme and focus within the eco-rhythmic view of the Christian lifestyle is the communal life. Ecological life in both Buddhism and Shamanism represents harmony or togetherness with nature and other human beings. Koreans who live out this style tend to be more concerned for the whole church’s welfare, especially the well-being of the poor and those who are marginalized inside and outside the church. The positive influence of the Buddhist practice of compassionate love through charity and the Shamanistic emphasis on communal good lead to the church’s healthy community-building effort and its diligent care for people in need. As a result, Korean Christians enjoy meeting in multiple different small and large groups. For example, many churches encourage a five- to seven-family cell group meeting once a month, Wednesday evening worship service, Friday night Praise and Prayer meeting, Sunday afternoon Bible study, weekday discipleship training either in the morning or evening, and so on. In addition, they hold various charity events on a seasonal basis.

Preachers who use this style often take the last phrase of Gen. 12:1–3 as the most important, “in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” The preacher would emphasize this phrase as the sojourner Abraham’s spiritual and material blessings have been shared by all people living on the earth. They connect this to the Korean’s everyday faithful pilgrim life as a source of God’s love and care for others as well as their daily pilgrim journey. Therefore, the preacher presents the Korean Christians as Abraham’s spiritual children, and it is their task to share their spiritual and material blessings from God with the less fortunate around them. These material blessings should especially be shared amongst the poor and helpless living inside and outside the faith community. The sermon excerpt exemplifies the central idea of sharing blessings:


God called Abraham and said to him that all tribes of the world would be blessed by him. God’s blessings would flow through him. Friends, that was a purposeful calling of God for Abraham! … In 2010 how are we going to live? We are called to serve and share as well. When we serve and share, God’s blessings will get richer and more bountiful for us and around us. We are the blessed reservoir and gateway through which God’s blessings will flow abundantly. So, go out, give away, and take care of your neighbors. Be blessings for the world.35



This sermon literally and metaphorically encourages compassionate love for others and the communal way of living in their everyday lives. The phrase “give away” implies a symbolic and/or practical means of being compassionate for the sake of others, while the phrase “take care of your neighbors” calls for the establishment of communal living.

The Buddhist Shamanistic Supernatural Style

People who embody this style express individual supernatural wishes (physical healing, exorcism, financial success, divination, political gain, etc.) and practice certain spiritual performances (make considerable donations, participate in hundred-day prayer relays, attend special prayer meetings, etc.) in order to bring their wishes to fruition. Decades ago, people with special wishes went to the Buddhist temple to practice the Three-Thousand-Bow performance before the Buddha statue. Others sent for the shaman to have a special spiritual prayer meeting at home. The “spiritual logic” within this concept of supernatural Buddhist Shamanistic spirituality is that the mysterious supernatural power of the Buddha or the spirit(s) will make our wishes realized once they appease or placate the spirituals by giving a special performance. In a sense, it is a “give-and-take” deal with the spirits.

Without a doubt, religious supernaturalism has been a significant part of Korean Buddhist Shamanistic Christianity, especially with the purpose of providing healing and material blessings. For blessings, instead of the animistic or ancestral spirits, they now try to appease God or the Holy Spirit. Kim worries that the overemphasis on miracles and worldly blessings might generate the wrong “impression that the gospel itself is [always] a present-centered and success-oriented message.”36 As a result, she encourages the Korean preacher to be vigilant and to help the congregation “feel the presence of God within a proper understanding of the Christian doctrine of the Holy Spirit and to guide them in the right direction on their spiritual [pilgrim] journey.”37

The Korean preacher who implements this style tends to preach that Abraham might have had a supernatural, spiritual experience before his departure (after all, in Gen. 12 God appears to be speaking directly to Abraham out of nowhere); that his spiritual, supernatural experience resulted in worldly blessings. The preacher would emphasize that Abraham left his home soil at a time when one’s clanship and tribal religious affiliation were the most significant for one’s social success, or even survival itself. His behavior was supernatural and would have been impossible without this great spiritual experience. The conclusion drawn, thus, would be that Abraham’s special spiritual experience with God brought success and blessings upon his life and his descendants. The sermon example illustrates this tendency on supernatural faith and resulting worldly blessings:


God wants us to pray with our eyes lifted toward the sky. Do not have your eyes fixed on the earthly ground; the earthly ground could mean humanism, technology, science, secular ideology, etc. Abraham now 75 years old, getting out of his earthly tent, looked up to the sky and prayed to God for a child. I want you, just like him, to have a dream, pray, and believe in God. Indeed, the Bible itself is our sky. So, when we believe in the Word of God in the Bible and pray, miracles will happen to us … Abraham believed in the promise of God, and God was very pleased with him … Have a dream, like business success when your business is down and good health when you are unhealthy, and pray on it, and believe in the promise of God [for protection], and then eventually the dream will come true. According to Romans 4:17-18, when Abraham believed in God, who can even revive the dead, God did something miraculous for him [that is, gave him a legitimate son].38



The sermon promises that miracles will surely happen when God is pleased with the believers. What is notable is that what pleases God, the preacher contends, is none other than firm belief in God’s promise and work; thus, it is not what the believer does or performs. In light of the conventional Shamanistic “give-and-take” formula, the “give” part appears to be spiritual (i.e., belief) while the “take” part worldly or materialistic.

The Pentecostal Liberation Code

The majority of Korean churches are either evangelical Pentecostal in faith formation or have been largely influenced by the Pentecostal movement since 1980s, beyond denominational boundaries.39 As a result, one can easily see a great number of “the Spirit-led” churches across the board. Their Pentecostal characteristics appear most vividly within the communal worship services. In these services, the worshippers emphasize and seek the strong presence of the Spirit through a variety of liturgical mediums. These mediums depend on their particular contexts and congregational needs, such as audible prayer, the Praise and Worship band, speaking in tongues, the charismatic leadership or preaching of the pastor, and the like. The most intriguing aspect is that the people’s Pentecostal spirituality takes on a strong aspect of spiritual liberation. This is intriguing because of their historically oppressing reality, which is best represented by the concept of han (deep suffering or sorrow, both individual and national). Throughout this code there are two noticeable styles.

The Pure Spirituality Style

Korean preachers who practice this style of Pentecostalism commonly insist that a core value of being a faithful Christian is “pure” spiritual or ecstatic experiences. This creates an atmosphere where such Pentecostal experiences as speaking in tongues, prophesying, exorcism, healing, or seeing visions are an important aspect of congregational worship services, other weekday services, individual prayer, and small group meetings. They tend to stress that all Christians need to continuously resist the evil spiritual influence upon their pure pilgrim life until the last day. They stress this because they believe that the surrounding secular culture aggressively attempts to invade the pure Christian mind. Therefore, the aforementioned spiritual practices are not only evidence of people’s full embodiment of the Holy Spirit but also the effective armor that they (must) wear into the spiritual battle every day. The Last Day is viewed as on the horizon, and the victorious one will be rewarded with the “crown of righteousness” by “the Lord, the righteous judge” (2 Tim 4:8).

A result of the preacher emphasizing the individualistic, ecstatic style of Pentecostalism when delivering a message on the Abraham story is an emphasis on Abraham’s individual faith being considered hyperspiritual or esoteric enough to listen to God’s special calling. The preacher perceives Abraham’s spiritual life as pure enough to cast down the temptation of the secular culture’s evil spirit in Ur. Accordingly, the preacher would stress, that Abraham fled the sinful city of Ur for a faithful journey to the Promised Land. The sermon then would end offering moralistic advice, encouraging Christians as present-day Abrahamic pilgrims to become more spiritual and resistant to the evil spirit of the culture. The following quote from a sermon shows this semisectarian sentiment:


We all come to know that Abraham walked with God and stayed close to Him. In that way, Abraham was sanctified and considered a righteous man [or spiritually pure person] before God … Sodom and Gomorrah did not have even ten righteous men like Abraham and was doomed to hell-fire. Do you know why sinful cities like New York or Las Vegas have not been destroyed yet? I believe there are certain righteous people praying for America in those cities. Because of that, the two cities still stand safe, unlike Sodom and Gomorrah. I pray that you all and I myself become the righteous people who would fervently pray for and save the (sinful) world.40



In sum, the Pure Spiritual style demonstrates other-worldly spiritual life here on earth. Preachers encourage Christians to live through this paradox with discernment. Christians will not completely submit to the ecstatic and ascetic urge and completely retreat from the earthly pilgrim life. They are still in their spiritual journey here and now (toward the heavenly reality), sometimes sinning yet at the same time enjoying the mightier-than-sin-and-evil power of the Spirit. Therefore, their said “pureness” is not really pure in the practice of faith; it is only within their theology and practical theory. As a result, the paradox remains, and always will remain.

The Liberative Style


The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,

because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind,

to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. (Luke 4:18–19)



Korean Pentecostals who live under a liberative style often experience the robust presence of the Spirit, which then leads to the worshiper’s spiritual, psychological, and even sociocultural liberation. This is an expected result because when they worship they want to celebrate the powerful healing Spirit descending upon the Korean pilgrim worshiper’s broken heart and confused mind due to the surrounding secular and evil culture. Then, they want to further experience the liberating Spirit that can transform the oppressive cultural, economic, and political “principalities and powers” that always loom over their “pure” spirits.

For example, Pak et al. acknowledged that tong-sung ki-do, a key Pentecostal prayer practice for Koreans,41 has successfully given Korean women a voice of liberation. This is significant because, due to social pressure of Korean Confucian patriarchy, their voices are normally silenced both within and outside the church context. However, women can, and are allowed to, pray out loud in the ecclesial and domestic setting. Through those “loud” prayers, they not only experience a spiritual catharsis but also fill a social space with their unique, dynamic voices that would normally be filled with those of men. This act of voicing symbolizes women’s spiritual leadership in spiritual matters.42 Furthermore, once audible praying voices, coming from both men and women, include serious concerns of social or political problems, their voices can become countercultural and prophetic. David K. Suh, from the Minjung theological perspective, succinctly observes a Korean sociospiritual phenomenon with similarities, although his main focus is not Pentecostal spiritualism. He realizes that in the religious mindset of Koreans there is “a liberating spirituality, a powerful political exorcism acting upon the evil spirits of oppression and alienation.”43

The preacher who takes on this style normally would teach that Abraham demonstrated his own liberative action against the surrounding evil spiritual and political powers. The preacher would be quick to emphasize Abraham’s cultural context and his countercultural action—denying pagan worship and leaving that land was considered a critical political action against the dominant powers that relied heavily on the worship of pagan gods. Abraham, while led by the Spirit of God, the preacher would continue, took that bold action and broke the yoke of all the evil powers’ oppression on his spiritual life. Korean Christians who, out of their Pentecostal fervor, pray for the exorcism of the evil spirits holding control over the immoral society, would find this presentation of Abraham so appealing. Besides, this liberative Spirit-led preaching would help people see present day’s neo-imperialism, materialism, capitalism, misogynist ideology, and so on, fundamentally as spiritual affairs that demand the Holy Spirit’s historical intervention for tangible transformation to occur. Through this humanitarian, Pentecostal-spiritual, and liberative respect, Kim’s following sermon pieces hold truth:


I had the honor of teaching a group of these international women, who came from Myanmar, China, and Thailand. Our theological conversations in class were global—multilingual, multi-perspectival, and definitely multi-contextual. And surprisingly, during each class we all felt the rich, stimulating, and provoking energy of the Spirit! The Spirit of God freed us from the coercive, controlling power of the tower of Babel and empowered us to envision a “different world” for the present and future.44

We are pilgrims called by God to continue struggling until the day when all immigrant people, not only Koreans but also other ethnic groups, fully belong to this new land and equally inherit this promised land of God.45



Conclusion

This chapter explored the five cultural hermeneutical codes of Korean Protestant preaching that preachers utilize for biblical interpretation and sermon writing. The survey shows that Korean preachers typically intertwine all five codes and their styles and use them at the same time as an integrative interpretational framework. When used together as exemplified in Goh’s and Kim’s sermons, it provides space to gain maximum effectiveness out of preaching. Within the Korean context, effectiveness looks like traits as spiritual identity formation, motivation for mission, family-like community building, multifaceted faith building (through Confucian, Buddhist, and shamanistic integration), and ethical and social discipline. In moments where the preacher cannot use all five codes, they use at least two or three codes. It is rare that a preacher only uses one code for the entire sermon.

As discussed throughout, each code has strengths and weaknesses, which is why most preachers implement multiple codes at once. It allows the preacher to develop a specific sermon content that best serves and fits their own local congregation and its particular contextual situation.
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Chapter 15 

Minjung Biblical Hermeneutics

Jesus and the Ochlos

Jae Won Lee

It is no exaggeration to say that Western theological society came to know about Korean theology and Korean biblical studies mainly through minjung theology. In the 1970s, Korean minjung theology emerged primarily as a theological response to and reflection on the minjung (social) movements which erupted to resist the notorious dictator Park Chung-Hee’s military regime, coming to a full-blown development through the first-generation of minjung theologians in the 1980s. As a leading biblical scholar, Ahn Byung-Mu pioneered minjung theology. As a New Testament seminary professor, he raised his voice against the oppressive government while also being temporarily dismissed from his teaching post by the government. Ahn’s biblical interpretations are replete with hermeneutical insights, historical imagination, and theoretical practice toward the liberation of the minjung that it is difficult to discuss his work in systemic or theoretical ways.

This chapter critically reviews Ahn’s work by focusing on three core themes in his biblical hermeneutics: the relationship between the “Jesus Event” and the minjung, Mark’s Gospel as a minjung story, and his ochlos-minjung theory. In particular, I reassess (1) Ahn’s political hermeneutics of the Jesus event in consideration of both the Galilean minjung of history and the Korean minjung of the 1970s and 1980s; (2) Ahn’s characterization of Mark as the ochlos’ social memory of resistance and liberation, especially by means of “political rumors” transmitted orally; and (3) Ahn’s unique conceptualization of ochlos in Mark as a reference to the collective socially lowly and marginal, rendering it analogous to the Korean minjung. In addition, I address the enduring challenge that Ahn’s biblical hermeneutics poses for ongoing Korean biblical interpretation.

The Jesus Event and Minjung

Ahn’s theological response to the reality of the Korean people in the 1970s, like that of other first-generation minjung theologians, did not derive from academic interests in theological ideas or biblical notions regarding minjung and related themes but from his theological commitment to minjung struggles and their movement against political domination and economic exploitation in Korean society. In other words, the concrete social realities of the minjung in particular Korean historical moments was the crucial starting point for Ahn’s biblical hermeneutics. This hermeneutical point can be epitomized as “from minjung’s perspective.”1

The term “minjung” is not an invention of minjung theology, but it is a term that has long inhabited the history of Korea and its people. As a technical but common term, the word “minjung” has generally referred to the politically, economically, and culturally oppressed people in contrast to the privileged, elite, and ruling classes. In the face of unbearable social realities of the exploited, oppressed, and afflicted in Korean society in the 1970s, minjung theologians critically questioned the ideological positions and functions of Korean mainstream churches, theologians, and biblical scholars. What does Jesus or the Christian faith have to do with the reality of the minjung? Minjung life enabled theologians to undertake a self-critical reorientation toward existential theological conversion in doing theology from a minjung perspective rather than an academically objective and nonpartisan perspective. In this sense, minjung theology cannot be attributed to a variant of the indigenous theologies among non-Western countries, which a Western multicultural audience might like to see. Doing theology from a minjung perspective involves a radical epistemological and theological commitment to the struggle and liberation of the minjung. For scholars like Ahn, this commitment meant rereading biblical texts in light of the sufferings of the minjung, then and now, in order to investigate the contexts of the people behind the texts and discover the voices of the suffering minjung desperately yearning for liberation from political oppression, economic exploitation, and social/ideological marginalization.

In an essay entitled “The Transmitters of the Jesus Event,” Ahn made the remarkable statement that “in the beginning, there was no kerygma but only the event. This event, of course, is the Jesus Event.”2 Clearly, this statement concerns not a chronological but a methodological priority; it intends to problematize the methodological assumptions and procedures underlying Western studies of the historical Jesus and the Gospels. A general consensus in historical-critical scholarship was that the formation of Mark and other Gospels was not based on reconstructable events. Rather, they were determined and shaped by the kerygma of the primitive church concerning Jesus’s death and resurrection. Post-World War II Bultmannian scholars were especially influenced by idealist kerygma theology and historical positivism. As a result, historical skepticism dominated epistemology and methodology of historical Jesus scholarship during the mid-twentieth century. This ideological context gave methodological priority to the Christological kerygma over the historical events of Jesus. Thus, it is important to recognize Ahn’s interpretation of “the Jesus Event” in Mark as a significant challenge to the dichotomy between the historical Jesus and the kerygmatic Christ at the center of German biblical scholarship, where he conducted his doctoral work.

What does Ahn mean by “the Jesus Event”? This terminology has been commonly used by Korean minjung theologians and biblical scholars. Given the unmistakable influence of Ahn’s work on the common use of “the Jesus Event” and its centrality in his work, it is surprising that the notion of the Jesus Event has not been discussed substantially by the minjung theologians. Actually, Ahn does not provide a clear definition. For him, the term is generic, ambiguous, and elusive. Thus, I want to examine some characteristics of the Jesus Event in Ahn’s interpretation.

First, in terms of the Jesus Event Ahn primarily refers to activities of Jesus in history—including his deeds, actions, sayings, and teachings—that are integrated into the Gospels. He refers to the events that happened with Jesus and the people surrounding him in first-century Galilee and Judea. In this sense, Ahn presupposes a generic meaning of history regarding what happened in the life of Jesus. This implies his intention to link “the Jesus Event” to the historical Jesus beyond Bultmann’s individualistic understanding of the Jesus Event as God’s salvific event for the believer, then and now, through the proclamation of the Word of faith.3 However, Ahn is not essentially concerned with access to the historical events from the Gospels, which has long been a methodological plague in the historical Jesus study. Instead, he challenges the presuppositions underlying such historical positivistic approaches by focusing on the political significance of Jesus’s practice. Ahn attempts to relate the Jesus Event to the Jesus tradition to avoid methodological difficulties involved in the study of the historical Jesus and the Gospels. More importantly, he constructs hermeneutical connections between the Jesus Event in the past and contemporary minjung events.

Second, Ahn underscores the political nature of the Jesus Event by focusing on Jesus’s trials and crucifixion. The “historicity” of the Jesus tradition centers on the “political,” as Ahn sharply differentiates the narrative tradition of Jesus’s crucifixion as political from the earliest Christological traditions (e.g., 1 Cor. 15:3–8 and Phil. 2:5–11). Ahn regards the latter as theological dehistoricization of Jesus’s crucifixion by Judean rulers and Roman imperial power.4 At this juncture, Ahn questions:


Was the community (the church) the only body that exclusively collected all the passages of the Jesus event? Was there a group that was a part of the community and yet opposed the powers that were more interested in the preservation of the institutionalized church rather than the Jesus Event? Is it not possible that there was a group less concerned with the doctrines and dogmas of the church and remained affected by the impact of the Jesus

Event?5



One may object to Ahn’s construction of this kind of political-theological divide: In order to highlight the political significance of Jesus’s death, do we have to construe such Christological traditions as reflecting the earliest church’s apologetic tendency to dehistoricize Jesus’s political activities and death as Ahn argues? In my view, Ahn’s preoccupation with the divide between the historical Jesus and the kerygmatic Christ embedded in the form-critical and historical-critical studies of Jesus led to another divide between the historical/political and the religious/theological, which is equally problematic when considering that the two dimensions were inseparable in first-century Greco-Roman contexts.

Third, by prioritizing historical/political events over theology Ahn seeks to make connections between the traditions of the Jesus Event and their transmitters. On the one hand, he wants to establish relationships between memories about Jesus and those who spread the stories, particularly those about the terror of his crucifixion. At this point, Ahn draws on Gerd Theissen’s hypothesis concerning the existence of so-called wandering charismatics within the early Jesus movement. Adopting basic presuppositions underlying the sociology of literature, Theissen postulates analogies between social behavior in a written or oral text and the subject of the social behavior, such that social practice is influenced by conditions related to the subject of the social practice.6 Simply put, he assumes interdependence between the content of the text and its practitioners, and between such practice and its social context. Therefore, Theissen investigates selected sayings of Jesus that represent radical ethical practices, namely, sayings in the Synoptics that are hard to follow such as renouncing family or not depending on bag, money, or staff for itinerant preachers and healers.7 According to Theissen, these sayings targeted a certain group, indicating that this group must have practiced the sayings, therefore inferring it is this group that passed on the traditions related to these sayings. Through this analogical analysis, Theissen proposed that there were groups of “wandering charismatics” who lived in accordance with such sayings, like the wandering cynics in Hellenistic society. These wanderers transmitted Jesus’s radical sayings.

On the other hand, Ahn is skeptical of equating Peter and the other apostles with the wandering charismatics that Theissen postulates. Rather, Ahn considers Peter and the other apostles to be leaders of the established institutionalized churches, including the Jerusalem church. Ahn takes Theissen’s insights further to imagine groups that transmitted the Jesus Event in the Synoptics differently from kerygmatic traditions reflected in 1 Cor. 15:3–8, Phil. 2:5–11 and some traditions in Acts. Thus, Ahn investigates the differences between these two types of traditions noticing descriptions of Jesus’s death.8 According to Ahn, the kerygmatic tradition does not bear witness to the realistic, political event of Jesus’s crucifixion in relation to “when, where, why, and by whom” Jesus was crucified.9 The passion narratives in the Gospels, in contrast to “Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures” (1 Cor. 15:3–4), recount historical details.

From this contrast, Ahn reads different intentions or interests underlying these disparate traditions.10 According to him, ruling leaders of early Christianity were interested in protecting the communities from outside suppression, both Jewish and Roman imperial, related to Jesus’s crucifixion as a political rebel.11 Thus, he conjectures that such an apologetic purpose resulted in the dehistoricization of the historical event of Jesus’s crucifixion.12 It seems that Ahn’s apologetic explanation begs the question, especially considering the formation of the kerygmatic tradition at the early stages of the Jesus movement. However, it is understandable why arguing that point is important for Ahn: He wants to distinguish the Jesus Event tradition from the kerygmatic tradition in order to connect the former with the ordinary people (minjung) of first-century Galilee as its main transmitters.

At this juncture, Ahn supposes that the synoptic traditions consisted predominantly of “stories” and that telling stories was the main form of communication among ordinary people in most historical societies. Thus, events such as Jesus’s passion and death narrated in Mark must have been transmitted first by unknown witnesses among the people (minjung) through oral processes, and those who resonated with the stories about Jesus that they heard from the witnesses because of shared social experiences continued to pass the stories on.

Kim Jin-Ho, a third-generation minjung theologian engaged with Ahn’s biblical hermeneutics, commented on the limitation of Theissen’s methodology: “It is based on literary material rather than oral material. Using Theissen’s hypothesis about oral transmission, Ahn, however, considers the Gospel of Mark as a source of the oral transmission.”13 Without explaining how we distinguish oral from literary material, Kim stresses that “Ahn’s focus on the Gospel of Mark opens a new way of reading the story of Jesus, not focused on Jesus’ sayings, but focused on the story of the ochlos.”14 Nonetheless, we should not overlook that as the long history of the study of the historical Jesus and the Gospels has demonstrated, it is enormously complicated to deal with relations between oral traditions/transmission and written Gospels.

Mark as the Story of the Jesus Event

That the majority of the synoptic traditions are derived from previous oral traditions is hardly new. As is well known, it was the very presupposition of oral tradition that drove form-critical scholars to methods of identifying allegedly original oral forms from the Gospels as we now have them. Recent scholarship has given serious attention to the issue of oral communication in ancient societies, thus suggesting radically different approaches to understanding the formation of Mark as a story, its characteristics, and its audience. Ahn’s interpretation of the Jesus Event, in connection with the story as “the language of minjung,” is remarkable because it developed without much interaction with the recent narrative approaches to Mark. I do not mean to say that a kind of originality should be valued; I want to stress Ahn’s distinctive efforts to register a story in connection with the minjung struggle. We can see this clearly in his “rumor theory” to explore memory and oral communication from a minjung perspective. Ahn summarizes this in his own words:


We should first examine the political situation following the Jesus Event. As already mentioned above, because the Jesus Event took place under political authority, the stories about the event must have been handed down privately. Thus, it would make sense that the method of transmission remained oral, not in written form, for some time. This method of submission can be called rumor. Rumor, for the minjung of Jesus, is an effort to ascertain their position by correctly recognizing the historicity of that event. However, for the authorities, it can be regarded as a form of rebellious and riotous movement.15



Although this statement may seem general and overly simplistic, Ahn rightly makes a rough distinction between two categories of rumors: One is covertly spread among victims and the other is publicly manufactured by oppressive ruling authorities. The linkage here between the Jesus Event, rumor, and minjung is remarkable and undoubtedly reflects the significance of social memory, rumor in particular, as a form of Korean minjung resistance under politically oppressive situations. For instance, the truth about the Korean people’s experience of the 5.18 Gwangju Resistance Movement and the resultant massacre (1980) carried out by Jeon Du-Hwan’s military regime under the imperial military umbrella of the US government surfaced a little more than a decade later. This was made possible because during and after the historical event stories continued to spread, via rumor, among the people and against the government’s forceful suppression of the historical truth. Ahn’s historical imagination captures a resemblance between what happened to the Korean minjung and what might have happened to first-century witnesses to the Jesus Event. His approach also presupposes similar situations between the social experience of Jesus and the first-century Galilean minjung. (I will discuss Ahn’s articulation of ochlos-minjung in Mark in the following section.) To put it more simply, people who live and suffer under political conditions similar to Jesus’s situation transmit the Jesus Event, in particular, the story of his passion and death. In this way, Ahn argues that the Jesus Event in Mark was transmitted within the context of oral communication among the people (minjung) with whom the message, actions, and death of Jesus resonated in their lived social context.

Ahn’s hypothesis regarding rumor as a communication medium among first-century Galilean minjung anticipates and bears unexpected and noticeable resemblance to the recent studies employing James C. Scott’s theory of “hidden transcripts” as the arts of resistance to explore the significance of New Testament texts as strategies of resistance against Roman imperial domination.16 Recognizing the dynamics between the “public rumor/transcript” manufactured by powerful authorities and the “hidden rumor/transcript” passed on by the oppressed minjung of Korean society, Ahn argues for an analogous probability that first-century Galilean minjung likely passed on the historical event of Jesus as a form of resistance and a social memory of struggle. Nonetheless, it seems that Ahn’s rumor theory finds itself overly concerned with the problematic dichotomy between the tradition of the Jesus Event and the kerygmatic tradition and thus reinscribes it. This opens space for reconsidering the early kerygmatic tradition reflected in Paul’s message as another form of hidden transcript against the public transcript of Roman imperial propaganda.17

Further, Ahn proposes Mark should be read as a story about Jesus and minjung, while giving particular attention to the sociohistorical reality of Galilean minjung, “story” as the minjung language, and Jesus’s solidarity with the minjung. He understands the suffering of the Galilean minjung and their aspiration for liberation as part of the larger “social biography” of Israelites under various empires.18 He connects this social biography with a Korean minjung perspective that considers “story” primarily as the language of “body,” accessible to the powerless and voiceless.19 This leads him to claim that Mark is a minjung story about the Jesus Event. Mark is not a biography of Jesus so much as a sociobiographical story about Jesus and the Galilean minjung. In other words, Mark is a story about the movement that Jesus spearheaded with and among the peasants in Galilee and its neighboring villages.

Here I recognize the confluence between Ahn’s perspective and Richard Horsley’s thorough exploration of Mark as a story. According to Horsley, Mark is not “a pacifying and comforting story” but “a disturbing story,” that is, “a story about resistance to an ancient imperial order composed from within and for a movement among peoples subjected to that empire.”20 Thus, Mark’s story is about a “submerged people’s history.”21 In Ahn’s words, it is about a minjung history. Ahn and Horsley both recognize communicative interactions involved in the oral origin of the Jesus tradition, its transmission, and its communal reception to demonstrate continuity between the oral transmission from the historical Jesus to the production of Mark and similar social situations between the transmitters of the Jesus tradition and the Markan community. Whereas Ahn treats such “a hermeneutical genealogy from Jesus to Mark”22 in a rather simplistic way narrowly focusing on selected episodes concerning Jesus and the minjung (ochlos), Horsley’s reading of Mark as a whole story deserves serious consideration for enhancing Ahn’s biblical hermeneutics. However, it should be noted, Horsley concerns himself with the ordinary modern reader as his main audience, while Ahn was committed to the contemporary minjung as his hermeneutical starting point. This distinction should not be underestimated.

Jesus and Ochlos-Minjung in Mark

Until this point, I intentionally delayed my discussion on Ahn’s “ochlos-minjung” thesis, which focuses on Jesus and the surrounding people in Mark. I delayed this discussion because the thesis was more fully shaped in his article “Jesus and Minjung in the Gospel of Mark.”23 In other essays, Ahn simply, in a sense rightly, assumes the ontological existence of the oppressed (minjung) on the basis of sociohistorical studies of first-century Palestine under Roman domination. As Kim Jin-Ho observed,24 Ahn’s notion of “minjung” is more affiliated with the “ontological” minjung discourse than with the “transformative” minjung discourse—both of which have been vigorously discussed and contested among social theorists and minjung theologians since the 1970s. In theorizing the minjung and the historical project for the liberation of the minjung, the former discourse concerns the phenomenon of “alienation,” while the latter concerns the structural problem of social “class.”

Ahn’s “ochlos-minjung” thesis, as the nomenclature insinuates, is his attempt to identify people in Jesus’s time who might be equated with the contemporary minjung as the subject of minjung theology. Ahn pays particular attention to the use of ochlos in Mark and argues that “ochlos” was Jesus’s “minjung,” and thus “ochlos” was indispensable to Mark’s portrayal of Jesus and his mission. Ahn’s thesis is determined by two methodological approaches: One is a linguistic approach to Mark’s use of ochlos and the second concerns Mark’s characterization of Jesus’s attitude and behavior toward the ochlos.

First, Ahn follows the observation of Genzo Tagawa,25 a Japanese scholar who studied under French biblical scholar Étienne Trocmé, that the term “ochlos” occurs more frequently in Mark (thirty-eight times) than the term “laos,” which appears only twice. The rarity of laos, interestingly, rather than the frequency of ochlos common to the Gospels, is taken as a clue to interpreting Mark’s adoption of ochlos. Laos is frequently used in the LXX to translate the corresponding Hebrew word to “people,” the people of Israel in particular. Ochlos is used to refer to a band of unspecified and anonymous people: crowds. Noticing Luke’s general preference for laos over ochlos, with occasional changes of Mark’s ochlos into laos in parallel passages, both Tagawa and Ahn argue that Mark’s use of ochlos reflects his intentional composition.26 For Tagawa and Ahn, laos signifies a collective group as a unified formation with a certain degree of self-identity among members, while ochlos refers to simple crowds, or multitudes, without a sense of group-identity. Tagawa delimits the social implication of oklos to Mark’s redactional intention to contrast Jesus’s sympathetic attitude toward ochloi with his criticism of the misunderstandings of Jesus’s disciples and his opponents toward Jesus and ochloi.27 Ahn takes Tagawas’s linguistic and redaction-critical reading to develop further sociological implications of Mark’s use of ochlos by identifying who the ochloi are in Mark and examining their social location. This is a significant move. However, Ahn’s reading strategy still remains within the framework and limitations of redaction criticism from which he tried to distance his work, especially given his emphasis on “story” as “the most essential characteristic of the language of minjung.”28

Now I turn to Ahn’s social description of ochlos in Mark. Above all, based on his redaction-critical reading of Mark 2:13–17 where the word ochlos occurs for the first time, Ahn argues that sinners, tax collectors, and the sick were the major constituents of ochlos. From this episode in which Jesus eats with sinners and tax collectors, Ahn deduces Mark’s intention to associate ochlos (v. 13) with sinners and tax collectors. Thus ochlos is characterized as the socially marginal and outcasts. Jesus’s association with and attitude toward these people challenged the social, cultural, and religious restrictions that compelled their marginalization.29 The outcasts often came to Jesus, and he was surrounded by them as he taught and healed them.30 His attitude toward the marginalized was unconditional, sympathetic, and inclusive.31 This sympathetic and inclusive Jesus is a recurring image of the historical Jesus study from liberationist perspectives, while recent work has shifted, correctly (but not exclusively), its focus to the ordinary poor peasants of Galilean villages as the main people whom Jesus and his disciples addressed. The ingenuity of Ahn’s work, however, lies in that he gave the name “ochlos” to the nameless who surrounded Jesus. Here one may suspect a tautological argument because ochlos is essentially a simple linguistic reference to an unspecified gathering of nameless people. It seems that Ahn’s naming and understanding of the ochlos-minjung is predicated more on his own presupposition of the minjung as socially alienated and marginalized people than on theoretically well-grounded social historical analyses of first-century Galilee and Judea under Roman domination.

Ahn’s ochlos thesis is crucially linked to Theissen’s hypothesis on wandering charismatic prophets in the Jesus movement and the significance of “social uprooting” related to home, family, kinship, possessions, and protection as a widespread social phenomenon in first-century Jewish-Palestinian society. This context was ripe for the emergence of various social movements, including the Jesus movement.32 We see this linkage clearly in Ahn’s rather simplistic statement:


The ochlos always gather around Jesus and follow him. If Jesus was a wandering missionary (wanderprediger), they were a wandering band, wander-ochlos…. This fact demonstrates that they did not have recognized social positions nor were they economically established.33



The social reality of the wandering crowds is unclear, and there remains doubt about whether Ahn’s characterization of ochlos as socially uprooted can adequately explain the relationship between Jesus’s behavior toward them and the political character of Jesus’s death. Theissen’s sociological investigation of the Jesus movement has generated scholarly criticism regarding a set of important issues. For example, Louise Schottroff and Wolfgang Schottroff point out that Theissen’s analogy between Jesus’s radical sayings and the practice of wandering radical charismatics is made “too directly from text to situation without considering the intention and social function of the text, or else he uses ambiguous words to describe the intention of the text (e.g., ‘poverty ethos,’ ‘afamilial ethos’); it is not clear what ‘ethos’ means here.”34 Horsley assesses Theissen’s “rather abstract” sociological analysis of Jesus’s sayings as “based on an often-superficial reading of gospel texts” and lacking “a sense of concrete social context.”35 John Elliott questions the inadequacy of “a structural functionalist theory of conflict” that Theissen uses in analyzing and explaining the phenomenon, aim, and function of the Jesus movement.36 These critical points need to be taken seriously by minjung theologians seeking to develop a minjung biblical hermeneutics in continuity with Ahn’s work.

Ahn’s ochloi are marginalized and excluded as sinners and unclean people for having despised occupations, being illiterate, contracting physical diseases, and being poor by the ideological apparatus that functioned to distinguish between the pure and polluted in order to sustain first-century Jewish society with the Jerusalem temple at the center. Here he pays close attention to the conflicts between Jesus and a group of scribes and Pharisees concerning issues related to the Sabbath, dietary laws, and priestly purity regulations.37 In this regard, Jesus’s practice toward the marginalized is interpreted as being radically inclusive and subversive. Although the marginalization of ordinary minjung/peasants in first-century Galilee and Judea was affected by the articulation of political, economic, and ideological instances, ideological marginalization stands out in Ahn’s ochlos thesis. It is not accidental that there exists a certain degree of affinity between Ahn’s interpretation and the interpretations of non-Korean liberationists on this issue,38 given their commitment to the struggles of the minjung (in different historical contexts) as the starting point for biblical hermeneutics.

This hermeneutical emphasis may be susceptible to the criticism of anti-Semitism so far as it underscores that such marginalization was predominantly caused by the logic of exclusion, and that the politics of exclusion was essential to the law system of Israel. Indeed, such an interpretation has been in complicity with theological claims of Christianity’s superiority over Judaism. Ironically, Jesus’s inclusive practice within first-century Jewish society has been interpreted to facilitate later Christian exclusive politics against Judaism by deeming religious and ritual practices of Judaism as exclusive. This irony seems to suggest the insufficiency, though not inadequacy, of the category of inclusion versus exclusion in dealing with the vexing issues concerning Jesus and Jewish law in the Gospels. On the other hand, modern Western sensitivity, or political correctness, to the issue of anti-Semitism shows a proclivity to avoid any meaningful criticism toward Jewish law in Jesus’s time. This is equally problematic, one-sided, and thus essentializing if it pays less attention to the ideological force of Jewish law upon the nonelite people living in Roman-Palestinian society, for it was inseparable from political and economic interests of the Jerusalem-based ruling classes.

Recently, Kim Jin-Ho highlighted the theme of “involuntary deprivation of belonging” as the main thrust of Ahn’s ochlos-minjung when exploring its social and hermeneutical implications for the reality and suffering of the contemporary Korean and global minjung. With keen awareness of “the tightly knit power net of social exclusion” that brings about “endless deprivations of belonging and sense of self-respect” in the age of global capitalism, Kim identifies Ahn’s ochlos-minjung with those experiencing social pain and suffering from multilayered institutional and social mechanisms of dispossession, displacement, and deprivation.39 These minjung are mainly comprised of part-time laborers, young “floating subjects,” delinquent borrowers, international migrant workers, refugees, fugitives, and “endless” others. Thus, Kim claims that “the task of minjung theology is phenomenology of pain or suffering,” using the term “phenomenology” to prioritize the task of witnessing the concealed phenomenon of social pain, rather than theoretically analyze the structural problems causing the social pain.40 Here we notice a shift of focus from the political-economic to social-cultural level in defining both the conception of ochlos-minjung and the task of minjung theology. Categories of class and nation-state receded into the background in favor of terms such as “otherness,” “center-margin,” and “mobility,” the key terms in various Western discourses using the prefix of “post,” particularly postmodern, poststructural, and postcolonial discourses. Stories of the minjung as memories of collective resistance give way to memories of irreducible traumas. Although it is undeniably important that minjung theology should heed the suffering of the forgotten minjung, a minjung liberation theology should not withdraw from reimagining historical projects for the liberation of minjung and from recognizing minjung as the historical subject, no matter how uncertain such prospects appear to be under the overriding power of global neoliberal capitalism.

Concluding Remarks

Recognizing the enduring legacy of Ahn Byung-Mu’s biblical hermeneutics for continuing Korean biblical scholarship and to move beyond his work, I conclude this chapter with the following comments.

First, Ahn’s interpretation of “the Jesus Event” challenges us to ask how and where we encounter the presence of Jesus in our time. Ahn’s conceptualization of the “event” affirms that the Jesus Event in the past has repeatedly occurred in many events of suffering, struggles, and resistance of minjung. It is in and through these minjung events, not in institutionalized churches co-opted by the privileged minority, that the crucified and resurrected Jesus can be encountered, experienced, and witnessed today. It remains questionable, however, whether Ahn’s elusive “Jesus Event” helps us better grasp the complexity of the Jesus tradition and, more broadly, other early Jesus movements, including the Pauline movement.

Second, Ahn’s innovative use of “political rumor” is integral to his thesis regarding ochlos-minjung as the transmitters of the Jesus Event. Ahn sought to demonstrate that the minjung witnessed Jesus’s crucifixion and transmitted the story orally in the form of hidden rumors. Yet, crucifixion was the very form of execution that Roman rulers officially deployed to punish political rebels and popular messiahs who opposed the imperial domination and to publicly display it as a form of terrorism as a deterrent against similar activities of resistance. Given the nature of crucifixion as a form of “public transcript” for the Roman imperial power, it seems not inevitable that the event of Jesus’s crucifixion would have been transmitted through rumors. Would it have been dangerous and forbidden to tell an event of execution itself? Would it have not been more so to tell that Jesus was resurrected from the crucifixion? Perhaps more disturbing to tell the whole story of Jesus and minjung? The unfinished task of reading Mark’s story as a minjung story challenges minjung biblical scholars to move beyond Ahn’s theory of rumors and critically engage recent theoretical perspectives on oral tradition, social memory, and narrative as oral performance.

Third, Ahn’s identification of the ochlos with the social marginal reveals ambivalence and internal tension in his work. On the one hand, Ahn affirms that Mark’s ochlos-minjung are transmitters of the Jesus Event and that the participants of the Jesus movement are the subjects, not the objects, of making history together with Jesus and his disciples. On the other hand, Ahn’s emphasis on the marginalized ochlos as deprived of belonging seems to overlook many poor peasants as the larger constituent of the minjung in first-century Galilee and Judea, and to undermine the role of peasants as social agents that participated in the Jesus movement.

Last, the indispensable premise of minjung theology regarding minjung as the subjects of history has become more complicated in conjunction with the question of who the minjung are in the changing context of present Korean society. Korea is almost fully integrated into the political-economic structure and ideological discourses of neoliberal global capitalism with its unprecedented universalizing and disintegrating effects upon the majority of global populations. How to deal with, theoretically and biblically, the problem between minjung as the victim of history and minjung as the subject of history is an urgent task not only for Korean biblical scholarship but also for global scholarship.
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Chapter 16 

Minjung and Han

Yoon Jong Yoo

Introduction

Han, even though its exact meaning is difficult to translate, may be the best word to express the Korean ethos. The Korean term stems from a Chinese word that is a combination of two characters, “heart” and “stay,” thus it connotes “something stays in the heart.” According to a dictionary of ancient Korean, it means “deep sorrow, lament.” Putting these aspects together, it could represent Korea’s collective feeling of unresolved resentment, pain, grief, and anger that stays in the hearts of all Koreans. Without acknowledging its presence, there can be no successful understanding of Korean people’s soul, culture, art, literature, and so on.

Many literary critics have attempted to locate the origin and define the concept of han. Cheon Yi-Doo, a representative of this effort, classifies han into two diametrically opposite sides: darkness and light. From the dark side, the terms connotes won (怨 grudge), won (寃 chagrin), tan (嘆 lament), via (悲哀 grief ), while from the light side, it is related to the concepts of Jeong (情 affection) and won (願 petition). Based on this classification, he construes five types of han. The first is jeonghan (情恨), a yearning that is never filled. It stresses the sentimentality and passion of han and represents the lament of the self’s helplessness caused by disappointment or loss. This understanding tends to focus on the experience of womanhood and is oriented to the past. The second type of han is wonhan (願恨), in which han is formed by the struggle between the limited self and unlimited hope. This type of wonhan expresses one’s lament at the failure to realize an unrealistic hope. As it centers on the struggle between frustration and hope within the self, it is oriented to the future and hope. The third type emphasizes han as the emotion coming from the heart based on Freud’s psychoanalysis. According to this type, han represents grief and has strong tensions between enmity coming unconsciously from the heart and the guilt for having enmity toward people who should be an object of respect. The fourth type focuses on a heart being filled with a grudge. This state of heart must be restored by dissolving the grudge. After resolving han, merriment and affections follow; conviviality finally comes up from the heart. The fifth type highlights the han as experienced by the minjung (ordinary common people), who have endured oppressions in all aspects of life, especially the political and economic spheres. This type is connected closely with the 1970s political and social contexts of Korea.1

In addition to literary efforts, han has been studied historically. Suh Nam-Dong identifies four dimensions of Korean history where the concept could be distinctively formulated: (1) colonization and invasion by regional powers such as China, Japan, and Mongolia that threatened the very existence of the Korean nation and people; (2) the tyrannical rulers who inflicted great suffering on the Korean people; (3) neo-Confucianism’s strict subordination and oppression of women, so that “the existence of women was considered as han itself”; and (4) the overwhelming number of Korean peasants who were officially registered as hereditary slaves, and were thus treated as government property throughout Korean history.2 His consciousness of historical situations leads him to articulate a theological response to the minjung’s experience of brutality and injustice from the Korean government in the name of industrial growth; Cheon demonstrated this in his fifth type of han. From the literary perspective, Kim Chi-Ha, a renowned minjung poet, states that han is the minjung’s experience of oppression, and it also carries the energy for social transformation. He insists that the “accumulated han is inherited and transmitted, boiling in the blood of the people,” and possesses “the emotional core of anti-regime action.” It is “a people-eating monster” and “a ghostly creature” that “appears as a concrete substance with enormous ugly and evil energy.”3 Such a negative portrayal of han, however, can be misleading. It also historically refers to a force that creates a complex beauty with transforming energy. It denotes not only the accumulation of wounds and traumas but also a hope to overcome them. Suh Nam-Dong employs biblical and theological insights to tackle the issue of minjung comprehensively. He interprets that the Bible provides Christians with the traditions of witnesses (i.e., the concept of minjung). After God created humanity, he made a covenant with the humans, not with a king or ruler but with Adam and Eve. The partner of the first covenant is a minjung, not a ruler. Suh calls the covenant the beginning of democracy and the first archetype of the witnessing tradition of minjung. He also finds the tradition of witness in the stories of Cain and Abel, Noah, Abraham, and Jacob in Genesis, as well as the stories of the prostitute Rahab, Gedeon, Barak, Samson, Jepthah, Samuel, and prophets like Daniel in other books of the Bible. He regards these stories as histories of the minjung movement.4 In addition, Suh proposes that the exodus event in the Old Testament and Jesus’s crucifixion on the cross are paradigmatic events for the salvation of the minjung. He maintains that all other biblical witnesses can be understood by these two kernel historical events. He also contrasts Moses to Jesus through the relationship with the minjung. He interpreted Moses as the heroic liberator, and Jesus as the co-walker of the minjung (prophets are interpreted as the spokesperson of the minjung). It could be interpreted that Moses was the person who responded to the minjung’s voices and Jesus was the one who represented the voice, symbol, and personification of the minjung.5

Beyond Suh’s use of han in the Korean political context of the 1970s, other theologians employed the concept of han creatively. Andrew Park defines han within Christian theology as the relational consequence of sin that separates God and humans, humans from each other, and humans from nature. Because of other human sins, han is formed by victims’ scars and wounds. He suggests that the scars and wounds can be healed through the forgiveness and reconciliation of perpetrators and victims. He also remarks that “the han of nature” also becomes the wounded victim that needs to be healed and liberated.6 Chung Hyun-Kyung noted the han of women and pointed out that the han of women is the more severe but mostly overlooked. Because of the Korean patriarchal society, women are the most saturated with han. She connected the han of women with shamanism, which aided an activity of han-pu-ri (a shamanistic ritual for releasing the experience of han) to remove women’s han. She shows how women become the victims in the male dominant social structure.7 Using a feminist perspective, Choi Young-Sil argues that the women, through their suffering and subsequent healing in Korean folklore of the Miyalhalmi, represented a fight against the ruling and oppressive upper class, as well as the reconciliation of the minjung han with the traditional Korean Miyalhalmi dance (Bongsan talchum).8

On the other hand, Hellena Moon criticizes the mythologization of the Korean theological concept of han within the cultural-postcolonial nationalist narrative of Korean theological discourse. She argues that adopting han as the core of Korean spirituality is to internalize the beliefs of the colonizers that Koreans suffer from “the beauty of sorrow” expressed by Yanagi of Japanese because of the country’s unfortunate geopolitical situation bringing about a log of foreign aggressions. This idea of sorrow as an aesthetic guiding principle for Koreans was part of the justification for colonizing Korea. Thus, this embracing of han reinforces colonialist opinions about colonized subjects.9 She also argues against the existing paradigm of han as a theological concept that is unique to Korean culture and that is considered a characteristic of the Korean people. Instead, she proposes that han is a transcultural, intercultural, and universal concept to all human communities. Thus, she concludes that han describes the multifaceted dimensions of suffering that are pervasive in all cultures and histories because of the human vulnerability to suffering.10 Building off these other postcolonial ideas, Sandra So Hee Chi Kim departs from the typical discussion of han and examines how han originated under the contradiction of coloniality, how it evolved from a colonial construct to its adoption into Korean ethnonationalism, and how it travels into a completely new context through the Korean diaspora. Kim defines han as the memory of past collective trauma.11

As seen above, the issue on minjung’s han starting from the 1970s sociopolitical context of Korea has been extended with definition, literary theme, genealogy, feminism, postcolonialism, psychology, and so on. In summary, historically, the han has been accumulated in the heart of the minjung’s for a long period of time, but it is not possible to pinpoint the exact concept or historical background on the formation of han. Traditionally, han has been represented as the minjung’s identity, as well as the national ethos. Han becomes a more universal term referring to human psychological wounds, and the subsequent healing, caused by oppression. As a result, the issue of han is closely concerned with the emotional, psychological, spiritual power formed by the internalization and accumulation of suffering, national identity, and the driving forces of transformation in Korean history. Its influence is expanding throughout Korea and the world. Regarding the Bible as a story of suffering people in the salvation history of God, it is, therefore, justified to connect the concept of the minjung’s han with the suffering of exiles in biblical Israel and Judah. Here, two notes on the exile must be made. First, it is more applicable for exiles than those remaining in homeland to form han since their situation is perceived as being punished and humbled. Generally, life in a foreign setting can be more humiliating than life in one’s native country. Second, the theme of exile inevitably brings the concept of migration, which was not a major factor in composing han, into Korean history. In this chapter, I deal with the voice of the exilic prophetic literature of the Bible with a perspective of han in exilic and post-exilic Judah, and I try to apply the issue to the contemporary Korean context.

Han in and through Exilic Prophetic Literature

While introducing the witness traditions of the Bible, Suh offers that Christians should be the priests of han by healing the minjung’s han in the place of a priest or biblical prophet. He maintains that the priests of han should reveal oppressed voices such as the voice of Abel crying from the ground (Gen. 4:10) and the moaning of the neighbors beaten by a robber in the story of a good Samaritan (Luke 10: 29–37). The role of the priests of han is declared in Proverbs 31:8: “Speak out for those who cannot speak, for the rights of all the destitute.” This is the role of the prophet in the Hebrew Bible. In ancient Israeli society, the common people suffered tremendously from social and psychological troubles. After the destruction of Judah, leaders and special technicians of Judah were exiled into Babylon. The minjung’s han in Judah was transferred to the han of the fallen Judean leaders. The golah community in Babylon experienced han by suffering and oppression, the traditional marks of the Judean minjung. The golah community, exiled leaders of Judah, became minjung by having han in Babylon. The golah community, as minjung having han, could confess “a covenant to the people and a light to the nations” (Isa. 42:6) as their mission and could have the transforming power as the chosen people of YHWH. Thereby, the golah community, after sublimating the experience of han, was called as prophets to deliver God’s message for the nations as well as their own people by confessing universal God.12

Han in Exilic Prophetic Literature

After being conquered, many Judean leaders were deported to Babylon where they were degraded to prisoners of war (minjung). As a chosen people, they refused to accept their exiled situation as a serious disaster. The prophet Hananiah delivered a message from God that the exilic life would end within two years (Jer. 28:3). The prolonged exile made exiles abandon hope for return and accept the oppressed situation as common life. As explained above, conditions were ripe for exiles to form han in Babylon. It is well attested in Lamentations and the prophetic literature. Thus, it is reasonable to suppose the exilic prophetic literature contains messages of how the exilic leaders of Judah, who became minjung, strove to overcome han in Babylon. The scholarly consensus is that Ezekiel (592–571 bce) and a portion of Isaiah (Isa. 40–55, around 540 bce) are the prophetic literature from the exilic period. Jeremiah witnessed the fall of Jerusalem and the Babylonian exile, though his historical activity is disconnected from the exiles. Yet, the book of Jeremiah contains significant prophetic oracles and historical documents concerned with the last years of Judah and the Babylonian exile, which were collected and redacted later. Thus, the book of Jeremiah is concerned with the exilic context.

The geographical focus of the exile is centered on Babylon where the exiles lamented their loss of home and the temple at the rivers of Babylon (Ezek. 3:15; Ps. 137). Because Nebuchadnezzar carried the leaders of Jerusalem into exile, only the poorest people were left behind (2 Kgs. 24:14, 25:12; Jer. 39:10, 52:15). In addition, the land of Judah itself was desolated and was deprived of a serious population from 597 to 539 bce. However, it should be noted that studies on the exilic period have been reconfigured dramatically over the past three decades. A group of scholars raised questions on the historicity of exilic events portrayed in the Bible. The debate is titled “The Myth of the Empty Land,” which argues that life in Palestine did not undergo a drastic change during the exilic period.13 The proposal that all Judeans were deported to Babylon and that the land remained desolate as portrayed in the Bible is an unsustainable myth. The Bible itself contradicts this: It says Nebuchadnezzar left poor people (2 Kgs. 24:14, 25:12; Jer. 39:10, 52:15), who would have taken and maintained the land. It is likely that the deported people were limited to elite groups, craftsmen, and warriors. Through three invasions and deportations, Jeremiah recorded 4,600 total deportees (Jer. 52:28–38). Archaeological evidence also shows that the land of Judah was not empty, though there is disagreement about how devastated the land was.14 Furthermore, more emphasis has been made on the first invasion of 597 bce and the Assyrian annexation of northern Israel in 722 bce because the term golah, referring to the deportation of Judeans (2 Kgs. 24:14, 15; 25:11, 12), occurs eight times in the story of the destruction of Samaria (2 Kgs. 17:6, 11, 23, 26, 27, 28, 33; 18:11). Assyria used cross-deportation as an imperial policy; Babylon did not. In exilic prophetic literature, the ideal restoration of the kingdom is connected with the reunification of Israel and Judah (Ezek. 37:15–23) and the ingathering of the remnant from both nations.15 The fact that the term golah was employed for the deported Israelian,16 as well as the Judeans living in the foreign land, expresses symbolic significance in that the entire people of the restored community experienced the minjung’s han.

Before the 1980s, scholars maintained that the life of the golah in Babylon was not as harsh as portrayed in the bitter tone of Psalms 137. Rather, they estimate that exilic deportees had great freedom in Babylon. The deported king Jehoiachin was treated specially (2 Kgs. 25:30; Jer. 52:31–34), which is proven by Babylonian records where captive kings and high officials received monthly rations of grain and oil.17 Other deportees were not treated as slaves but as freed men. The texts from Nippur include theophoric Judaean names, such as a patriarch Murashu who participated in economic activities like banking or brokering. The texts from Nippur imply that some of the Judeans made great economic success.18 Even in the later Persian court, the theophoric Judean names are found in the lists of royal courtiers or royal merchants. Accordingly, many Judeans who achieved success in Babylon did not return to the land of Judah in 539 bce. Even after a group of returnees came back from Babylon, many Judeans lived well under Persian imperial control. However, since the 1980s, scholars have reassessed the nature of the lives of Judean exiles in Babylonia by refuting the prior consensus that Judean life in exile was a relatively benign existence. They emphasized the Judean experience of the exile as severely traumatic and destabilizing to their social and theological identity. Under Persian power in Judah, the exilic condition remained. In the Persian period, the Jews were scattered and lived as a diaspora in Assyria, Babylon, Egypt, Susa, and Elephantine as well as in the province of Judah. Wherever they lived, the exilic condition persisted. It can be pointed out that the colonial strategy and environments had continued after Assyria colonized northern Israel in 722 bce and southern Judah in 586 bce. As described above, the term “exile” is not restricted to a specific period, geography, or people. The term “exile” is also concerned with issues associated with han, such as personal trauma, national destiny, and the transforming power among Judeans’ living scattered throughout the imperial powers of the ancient Near East and Judah. Accordingly, han affects the themes of understanding God, national identity, and transformative power.

First of all, the exilic community experience of han changed its understanding of God. Defeated by Babylon, YHWH-centered religion may have faced a crisis. To the exiles in Babylon, it was not easy to think that God abandoned Judah and its people. Faced with the fall of the Davidic kingdom, the destruction of the temple, and the deportations, deportees may have been shocked by disappointment and helplessness. The belief in the eternal Davidic kingdom (2 Sam. 7:14–16) also collapsed. The lamenting of the fallen Jerusalem and Judah is well described in Lamentations. It should be impossible for people to avoid physical suffering and mental agony for the collapse of the kingdom. The pain and trauma caused by the destruction wounded the hearts of people. To these broken and wounded hearts, the prophets delivered a message of hope that the exile is not the dusk but the dawn of a new history. Thus, Jeremiah proclaimed a message of how to survive in Babylon for future generations of Judeans (Jer. 29:1–14). Toward the end, Isaiah proclaimed that the exile was winding to a conclusion (Isa. 40:1–2, 44:23, 48:20–22). In these dark times, the exiled people became a community of han, and they believed that God could transform the dark side of history to the light by confessing monotheism. Some people may have questioned the power of Yahweh, in comparison to the Babylonian Marduk, to deliver his people. During the exile, the prophet Isaiah brought up the intense polemic against the gods of Babylonia (Isa. 40:18–26, 41:6–7, 21–29, 44:9–20,46:1–7, 48:3–5), which indicates that the exiled raised serious questions about the power of Yahweh. To answer these questions, Isaiah proclaimed monotheism as a polemic against the polytheistic world of the Babylonian empire. It is noteworthy that the monotheistic proclamation would be considered the confession of Judeans’ psychological and theological victory to overcome their theological trauma against Babylonian imperial powers. Han is formed by the accumulation of suffering and oppression and then is internalized. Once han is internalized, it is not wavering easily, but it is transformed into the enduring power of the minjung. It is supposed that the exilic suffering positively influences the internalization of the minjung’s han, which has a potent and enduring power. The exiles, after having achieved a minjung’s spirit, could tolerate with internalized faith toward YHWH.

Second, han can be formed under two major circumstances. One is through internal matters like poverty, the oppression of a tyrant, tribal conflict, and so on. The other is through external matters caused by war and a subsequent exile. The internal han in the dynastic period was changed to an external han during exilic times. The exiles inevitably brought forced migration. The term “forced migration” is contrasted with “voluntary migration” for those seeking better economic conditions. Forced migration is the result of war or enslavement. Concerned with the recent study on forced migration, Ahn demonstrates three more diverse forms of forced migration.19 The first derivative of forced migration occurs by the result of geopolitical rearrangement. Through the foreign conquest, there was no geographic movement and Judah lost its autonomy after being placed under imperial control. After the first conquest of Babylon in 597 bce Judah remained, even though it lost political power (2 Kgs. 24:10–17). In the post-exilic period, Judah had limited political autonomy under Persian authorities (Neh. 5:1–19, 9:36–38). Judah’s political autonomy was handed over from Judah to Babylon and Persia. The second form of forced migration is purposive forced migration, which refers to the physical relocation of people as captives for the purposes of the imperial power. This is attested in Judah’s destruction and exile (2 Kgs. 25:8–21). The third form, responsive forced migration, refers to the displacement of people after escaping from the threats of political oppression, tyranny, and poverty. Jeremiah’s escape to Egypt after Gedaliah’s assassination is an example of this form (Jer. 41:16–43:7). Whatever type of forced migration, the circumstances caused by migration itself brought serious psychological impact and broken hearts (han). In addition to the three forms, there are three reasons for forced migration. First, there are people who migrate for economic reasons. To overcome poverty, some migrate to foreign lands. Second, some people are forced to migrate because of religious or political persecution. Third, some people are forced to migrate as slaves or war prisoners. Those who have been forcibly migrated necessarily possess han, since it would be impossible for low social class foreigners to survive without forming a heart of han.

Third, exiles also created many types of diaspora under imperial power. Because of forced migrations ten tribes of northern Israel were scattered into Assyria, and southern Judah was dispersed into Babylon, Egypt, and Persia. Jeremiah gives a lesson for the Babylonian diaspora community: “But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare” (Jer. 29:7). It is probable that living as a diaspora under an imperial power inevitably formed troubled spirits, with hearts filled of sorrow, lament, and disappointment. The exilic and post-exilic community of YHWH was vulnerable to surrounding imperial circumstances. They were forced to shrink from their weakness. Isaiah provided a vision of restoration with the ingathering of diasporas (Isa. 49:11–13). While living as a diaspora, they also wondered how to keep their Jewish identity and how to serve YHWH in the foreign land. The books of Esther and Daniel are classified as Diaspora literature where the struggle for identity under imperial circumstances is a dominant theme. In forming national and religious identities during the exile, the strong confidence in YHWH based upon deep sorrow and trauma (han) played an essential role. The han’s internalizing power and transformative energy are important in inquiring about establishing an identity.

Han through Exilic Prophetic Literature

As Moon stated above, the concept of han transcends specific geographies, nationalities, and ethnicities. The experience of suffering inevitably comes with wounded and broken hearts, which create the potential of developing into han. Under Israel and Judah’s exilic circumstances, it is reasonable to suppose that the disappointment and lamenting described in the Bible were developed into han. The experience of han caused by the exile appears in multifaceted forms. Because the power of internal reflection during the exile resulted in han, it is reasonable that the han in the exilic prophetic literature brought with its drastic changes to theology, socioeconomic life, and diasporic identities. The han has been the major driving force of these changes.

Because of the collapse of the kingdom and the temple, exiles in Babylon and Palestine could not serve YHWH by the official rituals. The emphasis on religion was not through worship at the physical temple or the observation of the Torah but the Torah’s inward character. Jeremiah declares that God would one day make a covenant with his people by the heart, not a covenant of stones and rituals (Jer. 31:33). The heart of individuals played a significant role in the religion of YHWH. The wounded hearts of the exiled migrants were also internalized. According to the principles of han, the heart should expand the space of suffering where han is accumulated. The description of the extreme suffering and the theological polemic caused by the exile could be found in both Lamentations and Job.20 Likewise, the prophet Ezekiel proclaimed the message of individual responsibility as a new theology in exile, contrasting with an old theology of collective or corporate responsibility (Joshua 7). Ezekiel 14:14 reads, “Even if Noah, Daniel, and Job, these three, were in it, they would save only their own lives by their righteousness, says the Lord God.” Accordingly, the prophet dissociated the sins of ancestors from those of the descendants (Ezek. 18:2). With the collapse of the kingdom and the temple, individuals in Palestine and Babylon became responsible for their religious lives. The increased individual responsibility under the exile indicates that the lives of individuals became heavier, tougher, and more stressful than when the nation and official religion was stabilized. The individualization and internalization of the religion created the circumstances in which peoples’ han intensified and multiplied. With confessing monotheism, the exiled Isaiah community meditated on a suffering servant considered as a type of incarnation of han (Isa. 53:1–12) by which they could recognize their sins and purify their hearts.

The exilic experience continued even after some groups returned to Judah under Persian control, including some of the scattered diaspora groups that returned. It was nominal, not complete liberation. Another empire, Persia, controlled the Ancient Near East and Judah was still colonized. Hope for the restoration of the nation lingered and fostered bitterness. Though returnees were allowed to have limited autonomy, they were still under exile. The individualized and internalized consciousness as migrants is well attested in the confession of the post-exilic community: “For we are aliens and transients before you, as were all our ancestors; our days on the earth are like a shadow, and there is no hope” (1 Chr. 29:15). Wherever they live, in Judah, Babylon, or in other districts, they confess before YHWH that they are aliens and transients. In the post-exilic Judah society, the individualized and internalized han extended to the collected consciousness of han that eventually became recognized as a form of collective memory.

Through the exilic experiences, the Judeans could see God in a wider context. Notably, they better understood God’s sovereignty. By confessing monotheism, they maintained that God created the world, controlled history, and rejected imperial powers (Isa. 45:4–7, 46:8–11). On behalf of God’s sovereignty, they longed for a vision of restoration and a hope for the future. Though their hearts were wounded and broken under the dismayed conditions, they tolerated suffering, like the han, in the absence of God by rejecting the governing imperial ideology with the hope for future restoration by believing in YHWH’s sovereignty over the universe as declared by the exilic prophets. The han’s enduring and transformative power forced a totally new perspective on the concept of God. While battling with the imperial power, the people of Judah discovered the essence of God, monotheism, and confessed God’s control over the world.

Korean Biblical Interpretation on Han in and through the Exilic Prophetic Literature

As Korean diaspora scholars Moon and Kim state, the current concept of han emerged during Korea’s colonization by Japan as a colonial stereotype for constructing Korean ethnonationalism.21 It is noteworthy that Judah’s exilic experience also played a crucial role in forming ethnonationalism in the exilic and post-exilic society. Though there is a geographical and chronological gap, Marvin Chaney compared Korean history and Israeli history by using dynamic analogy. He compiled similarities such as the agrarian setting, neighboring imperial powers (China and Egypt), the mountainous geographical settings, factionalism and elitism, and so on.22 By sharing the trauma of exile, Moon and Kim suggest modern Koreans and ancient Israelites share the process of forming ethnonationalism. Despite the chronological and geographical gap between the two nations, they share similarities through han. The ethnonationalism for the establishment of national identity was sought throughout the exilic and post-exilic periods. Many scholars suggest that most of the Bible was collected, edited, and written during the Persian period. As people of Yahweh under colonial control, Judah experienced a crisis of identity and pursued ethnonationalism through the temple and religious rituals, the unification of disparate groups, as well as writing historiography.23 In Korea, similar works echoed the national crisis of Japanese colonialism. Shin Chae-Ho and Park Eun-Sik were representatives of rewriting Korean history through the nationalistic perspective. They emphasized excellences and spirits of ancient Korean history and supposed a common ethnic origin for Koreans through the myth of Dan Gun.24 Accordingly, the colonized Judah and Korea pursued national identities by rewriting ancient history. In addition, the exile created many diasporas. In Israel, from the Assyrian invasion to northern Israel to post-exilic times, many people were deported and scattered over neighboring countries. This explains why many prophetic messages are delivered to scattered diasporas. In Korea, from the end of the nineteenth century until now, 6.8 million Korean diasporas have lived in 170 countries with strong national identities as “Korean,” like the resilient biblical Judeans.

South Korean society has experienced great challenges because of the large influx of immigrants, which has subsequently made Korea multiracial and multicultural. Because of the increase in the number of foreign immigrants and refugees from North Korea since the 1990s, South Korea is no longer regarded as one race. As of 2020, more than two million foreign immigrants are living in Korea. It is probable that they have wounded hearts (han) because of the globalized world economy. Korean Christians wanted to see how the Bible could help in understanding the perspective of these new residents. The condition of life for the foreign workers is extremely poor, and many are outside the network of social care. They are people who are forced to immigrate to Korea because of economic poverty, political environments, and the authoritarianism of North Korea. Their lives and rights as a diaspora need to be protected. Many scholars have connected the Hebrew ger with foreign workers in Korea and to apply the Torah to the concerns of the contemporary Korean Church that deals with this new influx of immigrants.25 While Korea has experienced an influx of immigrants, there are 6.8 million Korean diasporas in 170 countries. The migration of Koreans has been driven by different historical factors. Korean migrants have experienced disadvantages and discrimination in many host countries, but many Koreans overcome such obstacles through their distinct aspiration to upward mobility. The han built in the souls of Koreans has played an important role in tolerating suffering and oppression, overcoming obstacles in making success, and maintaining their identity in their host countries.

Division causes a further effect of han. After the United Kingdom of Israel under David and Solomon was separated, northern Israel was conquered by Assyria in 722 bce, and the southern Judah by Babylon in 586 bce. In the exilic period, prophets dreamed of the reunification of the two nations. Ezekiel, an exilic prophet, prophesied the reunification of Judah and Israel with symbolic action (Ezek. 37:15–23). He says, “I will make them one nation in the land, on the mountains of Israel; and one king shall be king over them all. Never again shall they be two nations, and never again shall they be divided into two kingdoms” (Ezek. 37:22 (NRSV). The topic of reunification is brought up again in Isaiah 11:13; Jeremiah 3:18; Hosea 1:11, and so on. With the Korean Peninsula being divided by imperial political interests, Koreans have dreamed of a reunification beyond ideology, imperial oppression, and enmity. Moreover, the reunification of the North and the South would contribute to world peace and denuclearization, while also reducing enmity. Due to the division, families divided by the split have no communication with each other, often not even knowing whether each other are alive or dead; the han of the divided family has remained an open wound for sixty-five years. Moon Ik-Hwan, a Korean poet, theologian, and reunification activist, wrote a poem called “A Heart Praying for a Dream.” Here is a section of the poem:


Friends,

What about this dream?

155 miles’ truce line

While crossing over the sun rising East Sea

Reaching the top overlooking the blue sea

A shovel of earth from North Korea mixed with South Korean soldiers’ blood

A shovel of earth from South Korea mixed with North Korean soldiers’ blood

Making one mound of grave.



As long as the division lasts, the troubles and trauma formed by colonization will never heal. After the division, the han of Koreans caused by colonialism transformed into the multifaceted forms of han in contemporary Korea. Under the neoliberalism global market economy, neocolonialism featuring dependence upon the economy and politics of imperial powers has pervaded Korean society. Thus, the condition that caused Korean han continues. The great gaps between classes, generations, and genders produce new groups possessing han. The younger generations call the contemporary situation “a hell Korea,” since there is too much competition for economic success. This competition starts from the age of 5 and persists through college admittance, with less than 3 percent of younger people being admitted to college which they want. After college graduation, job competition is even tougher. The failed young people are considered losers and holders of han. Some are forced to leave Korea and become migrants. With the retirement of the baby-boomer generation (1955–1963), many older people are suffering from poverty. In the industrial field, temporary workers face labor discrimination. As the middle class collapses, the lower class grows. The younger generation that experienced the International Monetary Fund (IMF) economic crisis in 1997 suffers from the side effects of the neoliberal global market system. There are some novels dealing with the issue of Kangnam which represents the summit of human desires in Korea since the 1990s.26 Due to the pursuit of these desires, Korean society has been filled with disappointment and wrath created by inequality, the Haves and the Have-Nots, and violence on the poor.27 Therefore, the issue of han is not limited to ancient Korean history, but it continues in contemporary Korea.

Conclusion

Most Korean Christians have deep concerns and favors for Israel people and history. Many comparisons have been made between the two. The two countries share common traits by being located between strong imperial powers and having a history of suffering. The suffering allows for empathetic feelings between the two. Koreans have the concept of han, which represents the core idea of Korean suffering. In the prophetic literature of the Old Testament, it is attested well that the common people (minjung) suffered through the exploitation and oppression by the upper class and imperial powers. Thus, it is notable that the experience of colonization of Korea and of the Israelian and Judean exile have allowed them to share the spirit of han.

The discourse on han can be traced through the entire history of Korea. Folktales and stories from ancient Korean literature reveal how han was expressed, released, and healed. However, it developed from the Japanese colonial period while dealing with the modern concept of ethnonationalism. It connects the concept of han with the exilic and post-exilic period of ancient Israel.

To conclude, “the concept of han in and through exilic prophetic literature” reveals that ancient Israel and modern Korea are closely connected through han. The negative aspects of han have been experienced and controlled by both people. In the prophetic literature, the divine message of hope played an important role whereas in postcolonial Korea, respect for the education of home in the Korean people played the same role. Respect for education can be traced back to the scholarly tradition of the ancient Joseon Dynasty. Similarly, in post-exilic Judah, scholarly traditions recommended the studying of Torah and wisdom literature. The han, as shared by both ancient Judah and modern Korea, can be useful in transforming and overcoming the imperial powers of the world.
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Chapter 17 

Minjung in Global Context

Jiseong J. Kwon

Introduction

While the book of Job has been interpreted as protesting the traditional notion of the retribution theology in Proverbs,1 in many hermeneutical views, the figure of Job has been interpreted as a pious model.2 Yet, Job’s submissive character in Job 1–2 is transformed into a form of radical insurgent throughout the poem of dialogue, whether this was caused either by different redactions or by the literary diversity by an author. As discussing the sociohistorical setting centered on the figure of Job in the Hebrew Bible, this chapter concentrates on the varying process of a sufferer outside his country to the figure of an oppressor in his community. Then, Job’s hateful words toward the social underclass in Job 30:1 shocks us, in that they are heterogeneous from the established characters of Job before Job 28, who represent all the sufferers in the world. Korean interpreters on the side of minjung3 theology often proposed the experience of Job’s suffering as compared to that of minjung,4 but they were not concerned with the radical change of Job’s character in Job’s final speech (Job 29–31) before Yahweh’s theophany. With Job’s character change, I will show that it is not possible to designate the sociohistorical category of minjung of South Korea5 in the twenty-first century through cases of democratic forces and Christian churches. The phenomenon in which Job’s identity is indicated as an oppressor against the marginalized is specifically explained with the emergence of the new paradigm of minjung in Korean society. Of course, one could to some degree tell the sociocultural location of minjung, but my argument is that any attempt to delimit the notion of minjung would make us embarrassed in the new challenge of globalization.

Changing Characters of Job

The Pious Man, Job (Job 1–2)

With the evidence that we have had until now, it is not easy to conclude whether the setting of the Book of Job is inside or outside Palestine and to decide whether Job was Israelite or non-Israelite.6 The question is: “Can we know his ethnic origin through the Hebrew name Job אִיּוֹב and whether he was Hebrew or Gentile?” Interpreters based on the philological knowledge of the name אִיּוֹב argued several possibilities.7 If finding it at the Ugaritic origin, it means “Where is the father?” and in Semitic origin, the Hebrew verb איב implies in a negative connotation “to be attacked, hated” or “to be an enemy, assailant” (HALOT, DCH).8 In Arabic origin, it could mean the man “to be returned” or “to be repented”. In details, the addition ending of Septuagint in Job 42:17 (cf. Gen 36:33) says that Job was Iobab, one of the kings who reigned Edom.

Because there are several possibilities of the meaning of the name אִיּוֹב, it is not possible to assume that when readers of the book were heard of the name אִיּוֹב, they regarded him either as a non-Israelite or as an Israelite. However, the reason why it is hard to see Job as a non-Israelite is that he externally appears as a man close to a priest of Yahweh (יהוה) the God of Israel (1:5; 42:7-9), although the author of Job does not take any elaborate terms of the priesthood,9 and that Job’s name is frequently called as עבדי (“my servant”) by Yahweh (1:8; 2:3; 42:7-8) like Moses (e.g., Exod 14:31). Furthermore, the expression which represents his pious life, “blameless, right, fearing God, and turning away from evil” (1:1b) implies that he has the socioethical backdrop which cannot be separated from the Israelite tradition. This is also affirmed in the prophetic tradition where the book of Ezekiel regards Job alongside with Noah and Daniel as Israelite heroes who would be delivered by their righteousness, though they cannot deliver Jerusalemites (Ezek.14:14, 20).10 Therefore, there is little reason for us to consider him a non-Israelite.

In my view, when considering that the Semitic origin of אִיּוֹב is a passive participle that is close to the verb איב (“to hate”), seeing אִיּוֹב as “the one to be hated” seems to be the most valid translation.11 Probably, as the name Job is used in the book, readers would think how much he became the object of abhorrence from his family, community, and deity. The figure of Job in a certain divine purpose does not only embody physical, social, and national suffering but also experiences the absence of his personal deity, though seeking God during all of his agonizing days and nights. Thus, the name of Job is most probably described as an Israelite who is hated.

Then, what does the land Uz in 1:1 specify to us? In general, the probable geographical location of Uz has been argued as Edom by Robert Pfeiffer and John Day.12 In particular, Pfeffer insisted that the author of Job was heavily influenced by and probably knew the conception of a deity as “a force of nature” in Edomite wisdom literature that is not concerned with human affairs, and in the hypothesis, Edom, where descendants of Esau lived for centuries, becomes the setting of Job’s tale and even the figure of Job could be viewed as an Edomite.13 However, although the book of Job could have a link with ancient Edom or Edomite civilization, Pfeiffer’s hypothesis about the origin of Job’s composition has hardly been accepted by scholars until now, since there is little clue to suppose that Edomite wisdom literature existed and a circle of Israelite elite was aware of such Edomite texts.14

More precise research of Job’s origin has been done by Ernst Knauf who suggested that the setting of Job is not Palestinian territory but the region of Transjordan, which is of the Southern Levant;15 for instance, Knauf supported his claim by noticing the heterogeneity observed in dialogues between Job and his friends and by indicating features of foreign names of Job’s three friends—“Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite, and Zophar the Naamathite” (Job 2:11). These figures and geographical places where they used to live seem to be far from Hebrew names and Palestinian locations, and they could likely appear as being associated with non-Israelites who have a Transjordanian background.16 Thus, the figure of Job could most possibly be an Israelite who was not living in Palestine but in a foreign land, possibly in a Transjordanian region.17 The probable meaning of his name as “the one to be hated” (איב) reminds us of how Yahweh will deal with adversaries of Israelites: “I will be hostile (ואיבתי) to your enemies (את־איביך)” in Exodus 23:22:


כי אם־שׁמע תשׁמע בקלו ועשׂית כלאשׁר אדבר ואיבתי את־איביך וצרתיאת־צררך

Indeed, if you pay attention to hearing his voice and do all that I speak, I will be hostile to your enemies and will attack your attackers. (Exod. 23:22)



This passage has been supposed to be part of the oldest law code in the Hebrew Bible, so-called the Covenant Code (Exod. 20:22–23:33) which describes the covenantal relationship in Mt. Sinai including cultic laws, civil laws, and feast laws.18 Because they were sojourners in the land of Egypt, they should not “oppress” foreigners (22:21, 23:9) and should practice social justice as not “mistreating” widows and orphans (22:22–24), not being “like a moneylender” to debtors (22:25), and not “cursing” their leaders (22:28). Israelites should not “divert משׁפט” for the poor in a lawsuit:


לא תטה משׁפט אבינךבריתו

ου διαστρεψεις κριμα πενητος εν κρισει αυτου. (Exod. 23:6)



If Israelites reject these divine laws, God’s wrath will come to them and they will be His enemies (איביך) (23:20–33; esp. v. 22). At last, after the failure of Solomonic monarchy due to the apostasy following other gods, they were treated as God’s adversaries who take the punishment as the consequence of their sins. Ironically, Job’s name, “the one to be hated” externally in the prose-tale, informs us that he is under divine punishment, but in dialogue, Job acknowledges that the personal deity considers him as his enemy (אויב), although he is innocent:


למה־פניך תסתיר ותחשׁבני לאויבלך

Why do you hide your face and think of me as your enemy? (13:24)



This irony strengthens the theme of an innocent sufferer in the book of Job beyond the theology in the Covenant Code.

Job as the Object of Hate and Mocking (Job 4–28)

The suffering of Job should not only be analyzed by physical perspective but also by psychological and spiritual perspectives around his personal and communal relationships.19 No doubt, the most substantial pain is the absence of divine presence (Job 23:8–9) and the enmity from his deity (16:11–16). However, another cause of Job’s pain is the despair experienced in personal relationships or community. Then, in the abyss of his suffering, saying more hatred words, Job gradually seems to feel despair due to the words of his fickle friends (6:14–30).


He who withholds kindness from a friend forsakes the fear of the Almighty. My brothers are treacherous as a torrent-bed, as torrential streams that pass away. (Job 6:14–15)



Also, Job sarcastically criticizes his friends who do not support the innocence of their friend and who tell a lie:


As for you, you whitewash with lies; worthless physicians are you all. (13:4)



Job became the object of the mockery even in his society:


I am a laughingstock to my friends; I, who called to God and he answered me, just and blameless man, am a laughingstock. (ESV; 12:4)



Eliphaz who was a prudent advisor at the beginning of dialogue (Job 4–5) came to blame Job:


But you are doing away with the fear of God and hindering meditation before God. For your iniquity teaches your mouth, and you choose the tongue of the crafty. (15:4-–)



God’s hostility toward Job is line with the shame emerging from the enmity of his neighbors and people in his society:


Men have gaped at me with their mouth; they have struck me insolently on the cheek; they mass themselves together against me. (16:10)

Surely there are mockers about me, and my eye dwells on their provocation. (17:2)

He (God) has made me a byword of the peoples, and I am one before whom men spit. (17:6)



The sentiment of abhorrence of his society toward Job who virtually lost everything has reached its peak in Job 19 (vv. 2–3). Job’s friends agonize over his mind and ten times put him to shame (19:2–3). He laments that his “brothers,” “relatives,” “close friends,” “guests,” “maidservants,” “servants,” “a wife and children,” “intimate friends,” “people whom he loved” turned away from him and mocked him (19:13–19). Speeches arisen from his deepest despair returned to suspicion, verbal violation, exclusivistic condemnation, not understanding, and sympathy. Why did Job’s community, in particular, his three friends, denounce him as sinful as a worm? Can we deduce a certain sociohistorical context behind this? There is little certain evidence of what kind of social circle produced this literature and at least it would be assumed that the literati or the intellectual élite in the late Persian period manufactured the entire content of Job.20 Then, there is the theological conflict between Job whose words are skeptical of old teachings and his friends whose speeches are based on traditional doctrine and at some points Deuteronomic ideology, although no one can delimit what their distinctive theological ideas are counting on.21 The frame of the Deuteronomic ideology based on the Mosaic covenant, that the disobedience of Deuteronomic laws causes curse and punishment, and the obedience of those laws causes rewards and blessings in the promised land, is not so far from God’s justice that Job’s friends believe.

By saying “but ask the beasts, and they will teach you; the birds of the heavens, and they will tell you,” Job argues that the retributive principle of the world is such a prevalent idea that anybody can know (12:7) and that such a traditional dogma cannot be applied to himself and there are other aspects behind the truth that his friends cannot realize.

Job laments that the moral system in the world has been broken for him, the compensation of labor has not been given fairly, and oppressors and rulers extort the poor (24:1–17), and this is contrary to the theological frame of friends (22:1–11). By saying, “Why are we counted as cattle? Why are we stupid in your sight?” (18:3), Bildad vehemently responds to Job and this seems to be due to a sense of unease, that their theology could have misjudgment.

When thinking that a personal belief system and the fortification of moral order is collapsed, it operates as an aggressive mechanism to others. While Job demoted friends’ traditional dogma to inhumane dimension (12:7), Bildad reacts excessively to him as falling into the fallacy to see the world as the realm of moral illusion (18:1–21). Ironically, what Job representing suffering minorities desired to his friends was the unconstrained trust for their friend. The traditional theology of friends being a slave to a dogma which is packed with errors takes a violent formula, but his friends have no intention of changing their view of God.

Job, the One who Makes Hatred (Job 30:1–8)

Animalization (30:1)

Interpreters of Job frequently mention the alienation between Job’s piety and victory over the test from the heavenly council in the prologue (Job 1–2) and Job questioning the origin of his suffering in dialogue (chs. 3–31). Further, the protest against the moral order of God and community in Job’s final speech (chs. 29–31) transforms into a completely different direction in Job 29–31. In chapter 29, Job suffers from nostalgia for what he has lost in Prologue and for the friendship with his deity (29:2–6), when Job as the highest authority and ruler in his community was respected from people in all social classes in the center of business and court (29:7–10). Then, he performed his duties as a political leader (29:25) as doing justice for the marginalized and providing hospitality for others (29:11–24). Here, although his deeds for social justice (chs. 29–31) could be interpreted as something motivated by a genuine morality, he in many ways appears as a complacent ruler (29:14, 21–24). Then, stating his present plight, Job in chapter 30 reveals his grief due to the lowest class outside his community who laughed at him:


ועתה שׂחקו עלי צעירים ממני לימיםאשׁר־מאסתי אבותם לשׁית עם־כלביצאני

But now they laugh at me, men who are younger than I, whose fathers I would have disdained to set with the dogs of my flock. (30:1)



Of course, one of the things that made him the harshest in dialogue was the ignominy he received from others, and likewise, here his anger is directed at those who treat him as a virus in the world and hate him (30:9–10). The literary form of Job 30:1–15 is “lament,” but it is little help that such a classification tells us. Rather, the context and nuance of Job’s final speech in 30:1–15 is quite different from what Job uttered. He lost control over himself and was blinded by the desire to go back and find everything he had lost. What is hard to bear with his self-righteousness is the insult he received from the social classes that seem to be incomparable to him.

In Job 30:1, the significant point is the antagonism of Job toward the youth who poured ridicule at him. In ancient Israel, the youth was considered to be lacking in wisdom compared to elderly people and, likewise, the social position of the youth in Job’s community (Job 29:8) was quite regarded as insignificant. However, it is likely shocking to readers as hearing that Job names the unknown young people “whose fathers” he has disdained “whom (he) did not deem worthy of (his) shepherd dogs” (NETS).

Then, what nuances did the Hebrew term כלב or the Greek term κύων, which means “dog,” use in the given context? According to John Hartley, the imagery of “dog” that searches and gobbles garbage or eats corpses has been used as having negative tonality.22 Yet, a dog was not mostly treated as a contemptible creature in late Jewish literature like the book of Tobit (6:2, 11:4) as well as in the Hebrew Bible, and it was dealt as a human companion like a pet dog or a valuable animal that protects property.23 Yet, what can be confirmed in the given context of Job 30 is that he designates a group of wanderers abandoned in the wilderness as being less than the value of a useful animal under a master’s control (30:2–8). No doubt, degrading humans to the position of dogs itself is an act of extreme insult against an individual (1 Sam .17:43; 2 Sam. 3:8; 2 Kgs. 8:13).24 Furthermore, what Job is comparing is the degree of serviceability and availability of dogs which is necessary of for managing a herd of livestock. Namely, children whose fathers are not worth dogs, they cannot provide the required working force for the economy of his society but are a surplus group, children of the poorest who seriously threaten its order. Job who was an outcast derisively scoffs at the weakness and the low productivity of fathers outcasted in the wilderness:


What could I gain from the strength of their hands, men whose vigor is gone? (ESV; 30:2)



What Job’s speech tells about their poverty does not seem to be far from the avaricious character of “robber barons” who evaluate humans by commodity value. Ironically, while Job (24:5–8) pitied desert-dwellers who are neither protected nor rewarded, though working so hard for their employers,25 his stance here is not quite contrary to that of wicked oppressors whom he disapproved in Job 24:2–12.

The detailed description of the marginalized group wandering in the wilderness is specified in Job 30:3–8. They belong to the most poverty-stricken class in poverty and hunger, eating “the dry ground” (v. 3b) and “the roots of the broom tree for their food” (v. 4b), and living “in waste and desolation” (v. 3b). Outcasted wanderers were forced to be driven out from city-dwellers, who are yelling, “Thieves,” and to be isolated from coming to the community (v. 5). Marginal people are dwelling “in the gullies of the torrents,” “in holes of the earth and of the rocks,” “among the bushes” and “under the nettles” (vv. 6–7). Here, the animalization of those outcasts occurs in v. 7:


בין־שׂיחים ינהקו תחת חרוליספחו

Between the bushes they bray, under the nettles they gather.



The verb נהק in Middle Hebrew and Jewish Aramaic means “braying of a donkey” (HALOT; DCH5, p. 631) so that the cry of animals’ “braying” between bushes is metaphorically compared to that of desert-wanderers. As Clines mentions that “this is the only place in Job 30:2–8 where they would have been likened to animals,”26 this animalized expression implies that Job’s misbehavior idiosyncratic from what he had done for social justice in Job 29:12–16 was unright.27 In v. 8a, Job calls themבני־נבל גם־בני בלי־שׁם (“foolish and nameless children”) and here the term נבל could have three related meanings: (1) נבל I: “foolish” (Deut. 32:6; Prov. 17:21; Sir. 36:5); (2) נבל II: “outcast, sacrilegious person” (Ps. 74:18); (3) נבל IV: “low-class, ignominious” (DCH5, pp. 593–594).28 It is unclear that the word “foolish” implies their “moral,” “unintellectual,” defection,” “religious” fault, or “social class.” However, Job’s word בני־נבל (“the foolish troop”) appears as assuming that the outcast in the wilderness have substantial moral misbehaviors: “the one who begets a fool has grief; the father of a fool (אבי נבל) does not rejoice” (Prov. 17:21). Furthermore, nameless wilderness-dwellers were ones who “were cast out from the land” (נכאו מן־הארץ) in v. 8. The original form of the verb נכא (in Niphal form, “be cast out”) also has the sense of “injure” or “slay” (HALOT). Then, why were they outcasted from their society? Was their banishment due to the legal punishment of their moral failure or due to the unrighteous maltreatment of their righteous act? There is no clue as to why the marginalized group has been wedged in the abandoned land and whether they have engaged in immoral behaviors. They could be outcasts who were defeated in the war, who were punished for violating the laws of the community, who could not live in the community because of severe disease, who went into bankruptcy because of excessive debt, or who were falsely accused. In my opinion, the fact that there are none of the blameworthy statements about the outcast seems to be intentional highlighting that they were other innocent victims irrespective of their morality.

Certainly, Job’s hate speech—“to set with the dogs of my flock” (לשׁית עם־כלבי צאני)—embarrasses readers, since Job in a previous chapter (29:11–25) appears as a ruler helping the poor, orphans, widows and the sick, judging the wicked, and being praised by city-dwellers. In the extreme form of hatred comparing the productivity of shepherd “dog” with the value of human (30:1–2), we witness the cruelty of dehumanizing humanity. Humans have irresistibly treated as parts of the machine to improve productivity in society, just as animals were domesticated for agricultural productivity. Such an animalization from Job’s hate speech (30:1–8) is not different from the view that humans are regarded as one of the mechanical parts by capitalism.

Job as an Oppressor

As discussed above, although Job living in a foreign land would have a different ethnicity, he could have finally been in the top leadership position and would have lived as an insider, not an outsider in society (Job 29:7–10). Yet, the innocent sufferer losing all properties, suffering from skin disease, and being exposed to considerable mental problems29 was crucially humiliated by all kinds of shame in the dialogue with his three friends (17:6, 19:16). Moreover, Job in 30:1–8 heard mockery from those who were expelled like a flock of cattle from his community, from useless people who had no support, protection, or minimum help for survival. Nevertheless, although Job was harshly ridiculed by the abandoned in the wilderness, it is not easy to understand why he pours hate words toward other socially weak, even more so if one recognizes his incredible patience so far. Did not he have the experience to care for their sorrow, to understand their wound more, and to protect them? Who else in the world could understand the pain of life as much as Job did? Although Job has lost his social honor and privilege, he could still have interacted with friends and people in his city who are inside the high social class. If he is fortunate, his possession would eventually be recovered and he would enjoy the old glory and honor again (29:2–6, 42:10–17). However, those who have been abandoned outside the community have to end their lives miserably.

In Job 29–30, one may find a slight motive for his shocking hateful speech. First, the basis of his hate speech (30:1–8) is the feeling deprived coming from the fact that he no longer has what he owned in the past. While he overcame the challenge of the Adversary and confessed that he would gladly receive whatever his deity allows (1:20–21, 2:10), he has nostalgia dissatisfying with his current life (29:2–6). While he, on the surface, seems to be a heartfelt person who fulfills his responsibilities for his community, he appears as a king or the political leader (29:25), deciding the fate of people and making everyone silent and attentive only to Job’s words (29:11–25). Second, although Job could withstand the insults received from the city’s neighbors and friends (6:14–23, 19:13–22), he has no patience for derision received from desert-dwellers who are nothing more than shepherd “dogs” (30:1–2). A reason to explode with his repressed emotions is that they are the powerless abandoned outside the city, and the most extreme pain he suffers now is not the pain of the body but the insult of the abandoned.

What Job wanted in his speeches (Job 6–28) was justice in individuals and communities. Thus, he hoped that his innocence is explained in the heavenly’s court and is interested in the suffering of others in an oppressive social system (Job 23–24). However, his limit is that such recognition does not escape from the sympathy of those who are related to Job’s community, those who face unfair situations within the system, and those who can no longer live there. Aside from that, Job realizes that the moral system has been collapsed; he has no will and positiveness to actively reform the social order in the current situation.

Changing Notions of Minjung

Job’s hateful attitude of attempting to animalize abandoned humans without names outside the community gives us a sudden shock. Since his initial damage in the prologue, his character has been deliberated as an innocent victim and a representative of all the sufferers in Job 3–37, but it has radically been changed as an anomaly in Job 29–31, as an oppressor against the lowest class in the wilderness. Such a vigorous character is quite different from what old interpreters of the book of Job have understood until now (cf. Jam. 5:11). Job does not seem to be a representative of all the sufferers in the world by reaching the final speech of Job 29–31 but appears as a monarch who desires to regain his past wealth and glory in self-satisfaction and self-righteousness (Job 29), an individual who hates others with the sense of disgrace felt by those who socially are much less than himself (ch. 30), and an accuser who is confident about his morality and ethics, but in reality, his statement reveals that he is only a flawed person (ch. 31).

Then, what implications can the dynamic change of Job’s character that has been discussed so far have for the discussion about who minjung of Korean society in the twenty-first century is? Can groups that have been considered minjung and minjung’s representatives in the past still be accepted the same at this time? Here, I would like to think about democratization/democratic forces and Christian churches (esp. the extreme-right Protestant Church) as a religion for the minority people.

Do Democratization Forces Represent Minjung?

Democratization has in most cases resulted from the sociopolitical conflict between ruling forces and oppressed forces, whether the change of the regime system is derived from political revolution or compromise.30 In general, after democratization, civil societies including related interest groups, which have been a hostile force that holds the power of the state in check, on the contrary, transform into strong supporters of government power. This is what happened after the current democratization movement in Korea.

Democratic civil forces, which have represented the right of minjung who had been suppressed for decades in the past, gave birth to the presidency of Kim Dae-Jung (1998–2003) and Roh Moo-Hyun (2003–2008) through difficult times of the democratization movement. Those who have fought against the dictatorship in the past have attempted to democratize every field of society as protecting the rights and lives of workers through the labor movement, defending the properties of citizens from the threat of capital against the monopoly status of chaebol,31 and representing the abandoned people in the welfare blind spot. Although they unexpectedly handed power over to the right-wing regime (2008–2017), democratic forces regained the political power and produced the president in 2017, and the Democratic Party (DP),32 the current ruling party in Congress won an overwhelming majority in the parliamentary election in April 2020. No doubt, the democratic forces have become the mainstream in politics as moving their power from the frontier to the center of Korean society. Further, the current president of Korea, Moon Jae-In was a human rights lawyer and activist who worked for the rights of laborers, and the administration of Moon has made more working-class friendly policies than any other previous leaderships and has continued to pour out plans for welfare and human rights. Because of the huge desire for democracy caused by Korea’s Candlelight Revolution (2016–2017),33 and the impeachment of the president Park Geun-Hye, the current political system is sensitively listening to civil opinions and is about to reflect them in their public policies immediately. As an example, national disasters such as failures of the Park Geun-Hye regime—such as “Sinking of MV Sewol” (April 16, 2014) and “2015 MERS (Middle East Respiratory Syndrome) outbreak”—have not been repeated in the Moon Jae-In regime (since May 2017–). Certainly, the current regime has proved the value of democracy as the most exemplary antivirus country in the world by joining the government with medical experts in global disasters such as COVID-19. At the center of this change, there is the full support of civil power, and the liberal ruling party in the National Assembly seems to be more and more attempting to implement policies for the working class.

If so, is it enough to say that the liberal ruling party and its government as the primary democratization forces are representing general rights of minjung? The governing DP is far from a progressive party that thoroughly aims at European socialism and importantly advocates rights of laborers. The ruling party is standing on the traditional economic order amicable to chaebol and Western capitalism, and it remains only in a liberal force with a weak will concerning reforming the fundamental injustice of society. Furthermore, most conscious democratization forces in the past have now secured a class of middle-class status, and the civil power that supports this ruling party does not seem to want to eliminate the competition system based on neoliberalism. Most supporters of the ruling party are interested in forming property through real estate, and are somewhat passive in radical education reform, because they to some degree are beneficiaries of the entrance examination education system, and they generally take a moderate line on the critical issue of irregular workers in Korean labor markets. Of course, features of supporters of the current ruling party cannot be evaluated by the theory of simplified social and economic class. After the Candlelight Revolution, the multidimensional lifestyle and way of thinking of Korean society made this conventional distinction impossible. However, few would consider that Moon’s government and the ruling party and its primary civil forces are political parties exclusively for minjung who actively implement policies for the socioeconomically weak.

Do Korean Churches Represent Minjung?

Korean Christianity did not take part in mainstream society from the beginning but rather had to endure decades of countless persecutions. After Karl Gützlaff’s ministry (1832) who was the nineteenth-century German missionary, there was a martyrdom by Robert Thomas who visited Korea as a Welsh missionary (1866), although Christianity afterward spread rapidly in the entire generation throughout various ministries such as the translation of the Bible, the establishment of schools and hospitals, as seen in the ministry of Horace Underwood and Henry Appenzeller who came to Korea in 1885. Substantial persecutions in the early Christian ministry were caused by the Joseon Dynasty’s policy of seclusion toward Western civilization (esp. 1866, 1871). Through the Japanese colonial period, Korean churches had to face enormous oppression as they fought with minjung for the desire for independence of Korea (e.g., the 105-person event of 1912). When Korean churches opposed the shrine worship of Shinto gods forced by the Japanese government, the antimissionary policy of Japan was then implemented, many Christian schools were closed, and Christian leaders were mercilessly imprisoned.

The glorious history of the Korean Church with minjung was completely reversed after the liberation from Japan’s colonial rule (August 15, 1945). Protestant fundamentalist churches, which resisted foreign powers as a minority religion, especially joined the dictatorship under the name of anticommunism and protection of liberal democracy in the confrontation of extreme ideologies of divided country after the liberation and Korean War, and consequently, Protestant churches became a mainstream religion alongside with rapid quantitative growth through the industrialization.

So, in line with that position, can one confirm that Korean churches have represented and endeavored to protect marginalized minorities and the common Koreans in society? Not really. For instance, the massacre of the Jeju 4.3 Incident (April 3, 1948) which caused approximately 30,000 deaths among civilians was led by the military commanded by the Christian president Rhee Syng-Man and by Seobuk Cheongnyeonhoe (서북 청년회) centered on the Youngnak Church of Han Kyung-Jik.34 Kim for this issue argues that the violent anticommunism of the Jeju 4.3 Incident was firmly expanded to all the regions of Korea and “becomes the origin of violent order that designates all the beings that consist of Korean society.”35 More important, recent phenomena of hatred and exclusion within the Protestant Church are on this extension line. Especially, the extreme-right fundamentalist Protestant churches are rather pouring out hateful feelings and remarks about sexual minorities, refugees, women, and the disabled, who are the weak in society. Besides, it is moving toward reforming the power structure of academic cliques, wealth, and wealth, and strengthening secularity in the church, while absorbing the social elite-class centered on mega-churches. With the beginning of the democratic civil regime, whenever sensitive issues such as the revision of the “private school act” and the “taxation of pastors” arise, activists have been carrying out political protests with strong criticism against the government. Recently, when the National Assembly attempted to pass the “Discrimination Prohibition Act” to prevent unequal actions from going through due to individual social position and sexual orientation, the fundamentalist Protestant Church vigorously opposed it, treating it as “a law of homosexuality” and distorting the interpretation of the Bible.

Job’s transposed character from innocent sufferer to oppressor is very similar to the behavior of fundamental churches with extreme right-wing political tendencies in Korean Christian history. Protestant churches in the past represented the general public being persecuted by the dominant power of Korean society. However, they have cooperated with a cartel of power with the military dictatorship to create a virtual enemy of anticommunism. Some extreme fundamental and right-wing churches that wanted to seek and enjoy that power at present appear as dismissing migrant workers, Muslims, refugees, and sex minorities as enemies of God.36 The fact, that a few Korean Protestant groups, which took advantage of xenophobia in Korean society with pure bloodism, do not regard refugees as objects of love for their neighbors but as objects of exclusion, is spreading to the general public, and because of this, all Protestant churches in Korean society have recently been branded as religious people who do not care for the weaker classes of society.

The Problem of Defining the Category of “Minjung”

Minjung of ὄχλος

Then, what does Job’s distorted character tell us? These subtle features of text require the new recognition of the oppressed not only within the text but also beyond the text. These are, in fact, long-standing questions of theologians who have opened up a unique theological horizon in Korea. What kind of insight can this give us in understanding the new notion of “minjung” in twenty-first-century Korean context? How can minjung as the object of “neighborhood love” be comprehended?

Lee Young-Mi says before the exegesis about the book of Lamentations in the Old Testament that minjung should not be limited to referring to the group of “the pressured, the exploited, and the marginalized in socioeconomic aspects” but is recognized as “the subject of history, and further that it is not only impossible to distinguish minjung as a social entity in the multidimensional age where we live but also such categorization itself makes a mistake of labeling the weak by the Western paradigm.37 When defining minjung as the subject of history, the question should be concentrated on individual events or situations rather than the social class or the identity of minjung. For this issue, Kim Jin-Ho has argued that it is meaningless to consider its identity as the subject of history and that it should be distinguished from designating them as the “bearer of suffering (pain).”38 It, however, is also quite problematic to delineate the exact social location of minjung as the “bearer of suffering” in that the notion of the “bearer of suffering” cannot help involving a single-lined distinction such as social class, nationalism, ideology, and gender either. For example, when one is in the position of a potent manager who suppresses women and is a hierarchically lower-class human being representing the poor working class, what kind of minjung should we call them, and can we think of them as one of the minjung? Kang Won-Don claims that the meaning of minjung as the subject cannot be described from the viewpoint of sociobiological, social class, or civil-society movement, and should be freshly understood in the context of capitalism of globalization.39

Then, how can the notion of minjung be stated in our diverse contexts? Ahn Byung-mu who most clearly established the notion of minjung for the marginalized people explains through the study of the Gospel of Mark the minjung theory of ὄχλος, a term contrasted with λαός which refers to the people of God in the Gospel of Luke.40 Recently, Kim Jin-Ho, presenting Ahn’s “ὄχλος Minjung,” points out that the memory of Jesus’s case cannot be separated from minjung of the surrounding area while insisting the continuity in three layers of “ὄχλος memory around Jesus,” “ὄχλος memory of Mark’s community,” and “ὄχλος memory as a messenger.”41 At this point, Kim argues that λαός—twice in Mark’s Gospel—means those who belong to the order of the state, society, or religion as referring to “people of law” and “people or citizens,” while ὄχλος—thirty-eight appearances in Mark’s Gospel—means “excluded public” outside λαός.42 Kim through Ahn’s claim highlights those “whose nationalities are deprived” and “the nonparticipation” of “the internal border which non-nationalises impure people branded by elements such as illness, sin, sex as well as refugees and migrants,” and argues that “ὄχλος is individuals who have been denied attribution consciousness by society or system, and who have internalised its rejection, as “outsiders of the inside.”43 What the distinction between ὄχλος and λαός implies is that in the challenge of globalization it is necessary to deal with the definition of minjung flexibly. In other words, it requires new designations of groups that cannot belong anywhere by conventional social norms—for instance, legal/illegal migrant workers and North Korean or Muslim refugees.

However, once again one should not commit to standardizing in any way the demarcation of ὄχλος minjung. As regarding minjung as “the bearer of suffering,” both “the asymmetry” and “the twofold layer” of suffering make it almost impossible for us to divide the category of minjung.44 As discussed in Job 30:1–8, those problems are suspected in Job’s unexpected distorted characters (Job 29–31, esp. 30:1–2). Certainly, Job is regarded as the advocate of ὄχλος (esp. Job 24), but in the situation of facing those abandoned in the wilderness, he turns into an oppressor who hates others (Job 30:1–8).

Then, does this mean that Job cannot be regarded as one of minjung? It is necessary to be aware of that although Yahweh condemns his arrogance in Job 38:2 and 40:8, Yahweh’s speech which talks about the sympathetic care for the animal world (Job 38:39–39:30) seems to have the hidden purpose to instruct Job45; although it is very skeptical whether Job finally accepted Yahweh’s instruction. More important, the correction of Yahweh, that Job’s words concerning the interpretation of his suffering were right (42:7–8), affirms his innocence about disaster and loss in Job 1–2, and dramatically tells that his position for social justice (e.g., Job 24:1–17) was confirmed by the divinity (42:7–9). Nevertheless, whether Job was the advocate of minjung who is oppressed by any social system (24:1–12, 29:11–16, 31:13–23, 29–34, 38–40) is an open question. No doubt, they all, including Job, the marginalized in his city, and wilderness-dwellers could be witnesses to innocent suffering in the world and victims of distorted social structures.46 However, it is important to notice that the innocent victim like Job could foolishly act like an oppressive capitalist (Job 30ff).

Thus, this is a reason why the meaning of ὄχλος cannot exclusively be defined as a social, political, economic, and racial identity. Since it is also complicated in individual situations and social symptoms, the concept of minjung should be loosely defined in arbitrary and unsettled connections.

Migrant Workers as a New Minjung

Then, where is minjung in Korean society where the democratic forces that were once suppressed in the dictatorship regime are flourishing? As we have already seen, any effort to categorize minjung in a set of unified and consistent elements are virtually impossible in the emergence of different social groups operated by contemporary networked “multitude.”47 If “multitude” developed by Hardt and Negri is a more suitable notion than “peoples” designated as one of the social classes, the conventional description of minjung to define it as “identity” or “uniformity” is pointless and it is useful for us to appreciate it as unidentified plurality and collectivity of having different interests and thoughts concerning ethnicity, nationality, sex, religion, geography, education, lifestyle, and labor.

If that is the case, where can one see the new mode of minjung in Korean society? Can one tell a sort of minjung who independently communicate, organize, and act without any rules or directions established by authorities? There is an example that best indicates such features of minjung. The advent of “neoliberalism” that attempts to earn high profits at low cost in the wave of globalization has created a new group of minjung who have never been before. They are foreign “migrant workers.”48 Unlike the old days, migrant workers are not restricted to their resident geographies and nationalities, and they can voluntarily choose to work abroad not only because of their poverty and hunger but also because of their well-being and opportunities to educate their children. The increase of migrant workers is a global phenomenon, and they are protesting against the unfairness of employers in various kinds of companies and factories and insisting on fair compensation in international conjunction with other workers.

Migrant workers in Korea usually come from undeveloped countries in Asia and the Middle East. After the successful industrialization during the 1970s, with the reorganization of the industry due to the high-wage labor structure, many manufacturing-based companies in Korea have attempted to achieve cost saving and high productivity by preferring migrant workers who can be hired cheaply. Since the continuous growth of the Korean economy has led the labor market to demand high wages and job security, which has left a burden on entrepreneurs, the overseas labor forces have rapidly begun to flow into the country, as they meet the needs of medium and small-sized businesses for an increasing cheap labor force.49

That migrant workers are our helpers in rough labor fields that Koreans cannot afford to manage is an irresistible fact. According to the immigration statistics of the Ministry of Justice at the end of 2018, it was reported that the number of foreigners living in Korea almost reached 2,367,600 and 4.6 of 100 people are foreigners.50 Then, is there enough social security for them and is the Korean government developing policies for their well-being and rights as laborers? One cannot say that there were no national policies or attention for migrant workers until now. Nonetheless, extreme social discrimination, disadvantages, and indiscriminate hatred toward them have been pushing them into despair. Whether legal or illegal, most migrant workers have to work in atrocious labor environments and extremely dangerous industrial sites, where human rights are unethically violated.

During the Kim Dae-Jung and Roh Moo-Hyun administration, the “industrial training system” (ITS), which became notorious for the so-called modern slavery, was heavily criticized, and laws in terms of the “employment permit system” (EPS; 2003) for migrant workers have been enacted. Yet, what migrant workers have been demanding ironically is the abolition of the EPS that still contains elements of unfairness. Apart from the regime’s common-class policy, the Roh government was forced to expel unregistered migrant workers for the successful settlement of the EPS, and human rights of foreign workers were easily ignored. The enforcement of the EPS might have seemed to recognize them as normal workers, but in reality, movement of workplaces has still been prohibited, and problems such as restrictions on stay periods have not been resolved at all.51 Migrant workers have been protesting for many years, but the law has astonishingly been revised in a way for companies due to economic deterioration. Currently, migrant workers do not have the freedom of choosing their jobs, employers must hire them, even a retirement lump sum grant can be given to them only after leaving Korea, and unreasonable rules like deducting accommodation expenses from wages have been added. Even after the Moon Jae-In administration, legislative agencies and public officials have not resolved these problems. Rather the number of nonregistered migrant workers who died from industrial accidents outside the boundaries of the law has reached as many as 557 over the past five years (2014–2019 August).52 Both the Labour Standard Act” and the “Minimum Wage Act” for migrant workers are neutralized in actual sites, and they are dying without proper treatment due to unfair contracts with employers. Even after their death, legal funeral procedures and compensation procedures are not available.

The reason why these poor environments are not improved is that voices of migrant workers are not large. If the liberal ruling party and the current democratic government provide freedom of occupation for migrant workers at the same level of Koreans, it would be obvious that they would be criticized by the middle class that is the base of their primary support for depriving hard-hit domestic laborers of employment opportunities. Yet, what we need to remember is that difficulties of Korean economy are not the responsibility of migrant workers but the contradiction of neoliberalism itself, and it is necessary for Koreans to perceive that migrant workers are our neighbors who are helping alleviate some of the difficulties Korean scarce labor market face.53 Furthermore, unless laws for these migrant workers are urgently amended and their rights to work freely anytime, anywhere legally are protected, the same evil that was unjustly made by the dictatorship of the past will be put on migrant workers suffering from “outsourcing of risks.” Alongside this, citizens and churches need to find ways of stopping the fear of migrant workers, accepting them as neighbors surrounding us, communicating with them, and coexisting as part of our community.54

Conclusion

The new perception of minjung suggested by Ahn Byung-Mu is similar to the changing character which the sufferer in the book of Job indicates, and it would be beneficial for readers to comprehend how Job is a new model of minjung. We have little knowledge of whether Job’s life was voluntary or involuntary migration, and how, until he reached the highest leadership, permeated foreign society. However, he, throughout the dialogue (Job 4–28), is a symbolic representation of minjung and stands as a subjective human being of transformation and resistance. Nevertheless, by longing for his lost possessions and the social status he enjoyed and by animalizing others who God created delightfully, he is obsessed with his undeserved suffering (Job 31) and exclusively claims his self-righteousness (30:1–8).55 While Job as a righteous sufferer has most likely made Jews acknowledge him as the representative of Israelites who experienced national trauma,56 Job is a complex man, even being configured as one of the oppressors to advocate his distorted social system (esp. Job 30).

Likewise, Koreans experienced the national trauma of losing their country under Japanese rule (1910–1945), and subsequently suffered the huge disaster of the Korean War (1950–1953), the unwanted division of Korea, and military regimes during the twentieth century. Until Korean liberation from Japanese oppression and the regime of President Rhee Syng-Man, Korean churches were usually persecuted by political powers, fought with the Japanese government for the independence of the country, and became a strong shelter for minjung. Also, in the second half of the twentieth century, Koreans have recognized democratic forces as the protesting minjung to advocate the social and legal justice for the marginalized. However, in the wave of neoliberalism and globalization throughout the twentieth–twenty-first century, it has been highly doubtful that democratic forces can be regarded as advocating the weak and the marginalized in the society. Furthermore, Korean Protestant churches have pursued its interests by walking the path of extreme privatization centered on privileged pastors and have changed its Christian belief into a pro-government ideology, while cooperating with the military regime after liberation during the 1960s.

In the end, the changing notion of minjung today requires us to reconsider its meaning and limit in the world order where the role of human beings is lost by globalization and neoliberalism. The connotation of ὄχλος, as discussed above, should not be classified as a set of simplified and conventional identities. As an example of a new minjung and a victim of neoliberalism, I presented migrant workers who did not get much attention from the liberal ruling party and the Moon Jae-In’s administration who have been supposed to receive the absolute support by minjung of Korea. Migrant workers in Korean society might be compared to the abandoned and animalized people in the wilderness and outside the city, who Job as the leader of the city disregards and hates (Job 30:1–8).
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Chapter 18 

Reunification of South and North Koreas

From Division to Unification

Kyung-Taek Ha

Introduction

After World War II, many countries like Vietnam, Germany, Yemen, and Korea were divided. Now, the first three countries have been reunified, but the Korean peninsula remains divided. The unification of the peninsula is an important issue for Koreans, who have lived in divided countries for roughly seventy years following the liberation in 1945. It can be said that the interpretation of the Bible is a process of “Horizontverschmelzung,” as Hans Georg Gadamer noted.1 A meaningful interpretation can be achieved only when the historical horizon and the present horizon, that is, the Bible’s horizon and the reader’s horizon, fuse together. This chapter introduces and evaluates biblical/theological studies attempted by Korean scholars to justify Korean unification. These are various results of the fusion of horizons attempted by Korean biblical scholars relating to unification on the Korean Peninsula. I also offer suggestions for future studies. Through this chapter, I survey the biblical theological achievements made in Korea, confirm the biblical foundation for unification, and provide impulses for new attempts of unification theology.

Limitations and Possibilities of Research

Framing Korean unification on biblical foundations has certain limitations. First, ancient Israel and modern Korea have differing political situations. Israel was under the control of an empire and hadn’t been an independent state outside of the monarchy. After David and Solomon, Israel was divided into the Northern and Southern kingdoms; both nations were respectively destroyed by Assyria and Babylon in 722 and 587 BC. Following destruction, Israel was controlled by the surrounding empires, including Babylon, Persia, Greece, and Rome, with the exception of the Hasmoneans’ 80-year rule from 143 B.C. Thus, after 587 BC, the restoration of Israel’s sovereignty became a more urgent issue than the reunification of the divided nations.2 In addition, ancient Israel, a monarchical nation, showed a marked difference from the working principles and social institutions of modern Korea.

Second, the two nations have differing religious situations. Ancient Israel was a community based on Yahweh’s religion and the “chosen people” mentality. The king was required to act as a representative of God’s rule in the theo-political period, such as the case of the judges and the kings of the monarchy. Ancient Israel was a theocratic society inseparable from its politics and religion. After the fall of the dynasty, it became a religion-centered society, where the temple became the center of society and maintained the identity of the people. However, 21st century Korea is a modern democratic state with a complete separation of politics and religion. In Korea, the church has a limited social role and cannot be the decisive agent in the system or policy of the whole nation. In this respect, it is difficult to make the Bible a source for modern Korean unification.

Ancient Israel and modern Korea also have meaningful similarities. First, the two countries have similar geopolitical positions because both are influenced by neighboring countries in the gaps created by the great political powers.3 Both countries have experienced interference and invasion by the surrounding powers, and they also share a history of colonization. South Korea is surrounded by the great powers of the United States, Russia, China, and Japan, while Israel was surrounded by Assyria, Babylon, and southwestern Egypt. Thus, for both countries international factors were important.

Second, both biblical Israel and modern Korea have experienced division. After Solomon, Israel experienced a period of divided kingdoms, split into the Northern and Southern kingdoms; after captivity, Israel suffered internal division, which is represented by the conflict and antagonism between Judea and Samaria. After Japanese colonialism, Korea was divided, and still is, into South Korea and North Korea. Israel’s status as one nation divided into two kingdoms and Korea’s status as one people with two political systems force comparisons between them. Historic division and conflict inevitably lead to attempts for unification and integration for a community. In this regard, finding the task of unification in the history of Israel would not be too difficult.

As such, using ancient Israel creates both possibilities and limitations in providing a biblical foundation for Korean reunification. Thus, a biblical/theological approach to reunification is neither easy nor impossible. Although it is difficult, there are adequate starting points for a biblical basis for reunification, such as the stress on the geopolitical location of the territory of Israel, the emphasis on the twelve tribes, and the discourse of the Prophets concerning the oneness of northern Israel and southern Judah.4 Moving beyond these broad shared characteristics, numerous biblical/theological studies for the reunification of the Korean Peninsula have been conducted. The next section surveys these approaches and their implications.

Models for Unification Theology

The various approaches can be divided into four models: conceptual approaches, historical approaches, missionary approaches, and theological approaches.5

Conceptual Approach: Peace, Reconciliation and Forgiveness, and Oneness

Peace (Shalom)

The first word that comes to mind when discussing unification is “peace.” Unification should be realized peacefully, and this applies to the Korean peninsula. This section discusses three articles that introduce examples of unification theology through the concept of peace.

Min Young-Jin finds the meaning of the Hebrew “shalom” above all in the concept of “correct relations.”6 According to Min, this correct relationship can be applied not only to human relationships but also to relations with God. It can also refer to a perfection without lack as well as situational satisfaction (in light of peace relations being interrupted by war). These various meanings, which have been maintained throughout the various tensions, are the first elements required for inter-Korean relations on the peninsula.

Kim Ea-Gon analyzes the concept of shalom from an Old Testament perspective.7 He understands the term connotes a situation that deviates from chaos and alienation; hence, it is defined in a sense of salvation that leaves no room for chaos and stays out of isolation. Such peace is the result of God’s plan for faith communities. When peace is understood in and through Yahweh’s holy war, it is triggered by the cry of the righteous and is established through absolute trust in Yahweh. Thus, shalom is a combination of God’s plan for peaceful human existence and humanity’s persistent outcry for expecting this peace. Kim’s analysis proves meaningful in that it requires the efforts of both parties to achieve any sense of peace between the divided Koreas.

Kang Sa-Moon deals with the theory and practice of war and peace in the Bible and the Qur’an.8 He classifies three kinds of Old Testament wars. The “war of kings” refers to a war of conquest, waged by kings of strong nations, and the “war of Yahweh” refers to a war that Yahweh not only initiates by his command but directly participates in. More important, the “holy war” is a war that has been theologically cultivated by narrators and is presented, restrictively, when Israel occupies the land of Canaan. The latter is related to the ritual context of praising and commemorating Yahweh God, the Lord of war, and is expressed in herem. In contrast, the Qur’an’s jihad refers to believers struggling for Allah. According to Kang, jihad originally had the characteristics of defensive and liberation wars, but it was transformed into an offensive battle to expand Dar al-Islam. He argues that although there are several theories of war, no war theory can replace the necessity to achieve peace. He emphasizes the priority and necessity of shalom through various theories and practices of war. It lends an impetus to strive for a true shalom in which the basic rights of all people on the earth are guaranteed and the rights of the weak are protected.

Reconciliation and Forgiveness

Reconciliation and forgiveness are essential to resolving hostilities. Here particular attention is paid to the various stories of reconciliation and forgiveness among brothers in the Old Testament because, in the terms of the Korean people, South and North Korea are analogously brothers. Park Dong-Hyun discovers the concept of “reconciliation” in Jacob and Esau’s reconciliation in Genesis 33 and in the reconciliation with Joseph and his brothers, and then applies it to inter-Korean unification.9 Park’s article comes from the content of the Bible study presented at the 4th Tokyo Conference on Peaceful Unification and Mission held in 1994. Park uses Jacob’s meeting with Esau to present the following principles of conduct:


1. For reconciliation, the parties must meet in person.

2. Next, they must overcome their anxiety after a long breakup before meeting again.

3. The parties must also go forward facing each other.

4. When they meet, they must show grace to forgive and reconcile.

5. After meeting again, the parties should discuss and practice how to get along with each other.



Park uses Jacob’s encounter with Esau to improve inter-Korean relations and reconcile on a practical level.

Building from the themes of reconciliation and forgiveness, Bae Hee-Sook proposes that unification theology must necessarily deal with the relationship with Edom; this refers to the external problem in unification.10 In the Old Testament, Edom is described as a neighboring nation of Israel that is more hostile than any other despite being a brother nation. Yet, the General Assembly Act articulated in the book of Deuteronomy provides that, unlike Ammon and Moab, the general assembly may be admitted after a certain period of time (Deut. 23: 7–8). Bae pays attention to this difference and attempts to read the story of Esau-Jacob in the context of conflict and acceptance. Israel and Edom, with their historically hostile relations, could have made further efforts for reconciliation and forgiveness by affirming their brotherly origins. This reading offers hermeneutical implications for Koreans suffering from division today. These first two studies provide a meaningful model of inter-Korean kin relations through the reconciliation of the patriarchal brothers.

Instead of just relying on the Old Testament, Cho Hun-Jeong tries to read the entire Bible in the context of division.11 Unlike Ezekiel’s vision (Ezekiel 37:15–28), the exclusivism prominent in the times of Ezra and Nehemiah lasted for more than five hundred years, until the time of Jesus, according to Cho’s assessment. He contends that the gospels exhibit multiple models demonstrating the efforts to break the exclusivity of the Jewish people and the misguided thoughts of the chosen people, two examples being the four women in Jesus’s genealogy (Matthew 1) and the parable of the Good Samaritan of Luke 10. Similarly, the stories of Nicodemus (John 3) and the Samaritan woman (John 4) illustrate the determination and will of Jesus to break down the barriers of division created by the Law and to open reconciliation. Cho meaningfully reminds us of the spirit of Jesus who lived a life for reconciliation and unity.

Oneness

One perspective to view unification is “becoming one” again. The following two New Testament scholars give examples of studies of unification theology on the theme of oneness.

Kim Deuk-Joong claims that Luke’s strategy is revealed in Luke 4:16–30 for “the gospel of peace” in pursuit of oneness.12 Based on scholarly consensus on Luke 4:16–30 functioning as a programmatic passage exposing the purpose of Luke’s documents, Kim focuses on the significance of a quotation from Isaiah 61 and the retelling of the story of Elijah and Sarepta’s widows and the story of Elisha and Naaman. For him, these two stories serve as predictive functions for future events. First, it becomes the model for Jesus’s saving the son of a Nain widow, and second, for Peter’s encounter with Cornelius to expand his worldview for the gospel. With this connection, Kim contends that Luke expresses a coherent theological concern that goes through the Old Testament, Jesus, and the Early Church: the relationship between Jews and Gentiles and their “oneness.” In conclusion, Kim asserts that this oneness is the “Gospel of Peace” (Acts 10:36) that Peter emphasized at Cornelius’s house, and it would be an appropriate justification for Korean unification theology.

Like Kim, Cha Jungsik examines Paul’s thought on oneness from a sociocultural perspective and explores the historical meaning of oneness.13 According to Cha, Paul’s idea of oneness is rooted in Jewish monotheism; this becomes expanded and transformed into the concept of one “Christ” and one “Spirit.” He argues that this doctrinal presupposition of one God and one Lord is the basis for the “horizontal oneness” found in the Baptism Proclamation (Gal. 3:28; I Cor. 12:13). This declaration seeks unity to overcome racial and cultural, social class, and gender differences in Christ. This theological principle of unity peaks in ecclesiology and extends to the cosmological dimension (Col. 1:20; Eph. 1:10). Paul emphasizes oneness for the following reasons: (1) to maintain Christianity’s continuity with Judaism; (2) to argue for the unity of the church community of various races and classes; (3) to establish mutual solidarity and common identity among local churches; and (4) to cultivate a world citizenship that does not separate the church from the world. Cha’s study of Paul’s theology of unity provides the foundation and basis not only for the church’s internal unification but also for the external unification, which encompasses social, national, and universal dimensions.

The conceptual research model highlights the essential contents for constructing a unification theology. Peace, reconciliation and forgiveness, and oneness are not only values necessary for achieving unification of two Koreas but they are representative of what the Korean society should pursue after unification. But these studies, as helpful as they are, are just conceptual; there is a need for effective reunification. Here, I turn to possible plans of action for the present era.

Historical Approach: Jubilee and Israeli Historical Theology

The second model indicates cases of studying unification theology from a historical perspective. There is a limit to applying Israeli history to the Korean situation, but there are also possibilities in its many connections. Examples of unification theology attempted from a historical point of view include the instructions on Jubilee and Israeli historical theology.

Jubilee

In 1988, the Korean Christian Council declared 1995 as the fiftieth year of Jubilee of peace and unification on the basis of Leviticus 25:11–55 and Luke4: 18–19. In addition, the council published the Declaration of the Korean Christian Church on the Reunification and Peace of the Korean People. In the interim, Jubilee research has been very active since 1988 and many papers have been published applying Jubilee to the issue of peaceful unification of the two Koreas.

Notably, Lim Tae-Soo argues that the Korean Peninsula should be unified according to the Jubilee spirit.14 Lim focuses on the spirit of the jubilee law in the Old Testament: Israeli society should achieve an equal community without wealth gaps. Although it wasn’t executed concretely in Israel, he insists that it could still prove fruitful in modern times because of the drastic economic disparities evident in the two Koreas. Thus, it is necessary to carry out land restoration, house restoration, fallow, interest ban and debt relief, slave liberation, and the goel spirit. He emphasized that the proclaiming Jubilee of the Korean Church should not only end in reunification but should aim at the realization of the contents and spirit of the Jubilee law for life together after unification as well.

Moving beyond the socioeconomic implication of the Jubilee law, Kang Sa-Moon expressed his desire for 1995 to be a Jubilee of liberty and liberation.15 After examining the contents and origins of Jubilee law, he highlighted its theological meanings into the following three aspects.


1. The Jubilee law shows that the owner of the earth is God and human beings are only managers.

2. A cyclical manumission of economic complaints should take place every fifty years when the restoration of the inheritance from God and the human rights of the servants are accompanied.

3. It provides a chance to experience eschatological hope and joy as the beginning of a new life that reproduces God’s salvation.



Park Dong-Hyun evaluated the 1995 Unification Jubilee Movement and offered practical suggestions based on his critical reading of Leviticus 25. Park points out that the Jubilee could occur at the forty-ninth year, since it was the seventh sabbatical year, or at the fiftieth year, after celebrating the seventh sabbatical year.16 This observation allows him to contend that focusing on the exact year of occurrence is less important than adhering to the theological meaning. In other words, the seven repetitions of “seven” infers perfection. The repetitions can be interpreted as “the year [in which] liberty and liberation comes in the perfect time appointed by God.” Based on this theological insight, he proposes three principal directions and four practical necessary steps for Jubilee unification:


1. Jubilee movements should be under God’s sovereignty.

2. Jubilee movements should begin with penitentiary movements.

3. The land of the Korean peninsula should be well cared for. In order to implement these directions, the following items are necessary:


 free transportation and fair land distribution,

 the establishment of a righteous national economy,

the right housing policy, and

the hope of a unification Jubilee to capture everyday life.




Differing from Park’s comprehensive proposal, Cho Hun-Jeong explored a specific issue in Jubilee law, namely, land ownership.17 In 2018, the two Koreas met three times to discuss diverse issues, including the possibility of finding pathways for reunification. These attempts generated excitement and an atmosphere of peace, which raised the possibility of reclaiming former land for those who possessed land in the North. This hope is part of the larger picture of what and how the people are supposed to live in the unification age, and it stems from a literal reading of the Jubilee law. Cho argued that the forty-nine years between jubilees guaranteed the individual’s right to buy and sell land, but by the time of Jubilee, all rights had to be forfeited. Thus, this relinquishment of legal claim should be honored to allow for the redistribution of wealth and to prevent the transfer of poverty from the current owner to the former owner. Cho insisted that this spirit of Jubilee has become the core of Jesus’s understanding of God’s kingdom, of which Christians emulate.

A significant contribution to these studies is that they ground unification to a certain point in time. The first three studies above declared 1995, the fiftieth year of liberation, as a “Jubilee of peace and unification,” and they took that year as the starting point for unification as the realization of Jubilee. As a result, the unification movement is given a targeted and specific time. Yet, this specific timing isn’t just positive: Jubilee studies for reunification should not be limited to any particular period. The year 1995 is a symbolic one set in the sense of actively and earnestly promoting the Peace and Reunification movement as if it were a Jubilee year, but it should not be an end of itself, as if no more effort is necessary after 1995. Therefore, it is more important to examine the significance of Jubilee law than to set a specific time. In that sense, Cho Hun-Jeong’s research is meaningful because it exemplifies what sort of life is based on the Jubilee law. As the Jubilee law emphasizes, the reunification of the Korean peninsula should aim at the realization of the spirit of Jubilee, in which the master of all land and man is God alone, and God wants all to live in freedom and liberation as his servants (Lev. 25:56).

Theology of Israeli History

Israel’s history provides many implications for the unification of the divided Korean peninsula. The history of Israel, recorded especially after the division, reveals many desires and efforts for unification. Following are representative examples of attempts at unification theology from Israel’s historiography.

Kim Chan-Kook focused on Israel’s desire to achieve freedom, independence, reunification, and peace.18 Based on the similarities of the geopolitical circumstances and the dreams of reunification of both Israel and Korea, Kim focuses on the policies and dreams of David and Josiah. David established political unification among twelve politically independent tribes and achieved religious unity with centralized worship in Jerusalem. After David’s kingdom was divided, Josiah temporarily fulfilled political and religious unification. In particular, Josiah made an effort to restore the northern territory that was under Assyrian control, and he dreamed of a unified state by reforming measures to break down the Assyrian religious heritage. Kim says that the work and intentions of the Israeli historians who inherited this history can be an important foundation for Korean unification theology.

Also using historiographic methods, Lim Tae-Soo examined the unification theology of the Chronicler, presented in Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles around 400 bce.19 He sees that the Chronicler was critical on the kings and rulers of the Northern Kingdom, not the abandonment or rejection of the people and territories of the North. This evaluation is clearly evident in the Chronicler’s repetition of “all Israel.” He contends that “all Israel,” which appears in Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah, reveals the vision of the unification of both kingdoms. In this sense, the Chronicler is regarded as a unificationist, not a separatist. For him, the Chronicler’s unification principles could be crystalized into three elements: Yahweh-centered faith, an authentic Davidic Dynasty, and a commitment to the holy seed. Based on these principles, he argues that the Chronicler proposed a concrete plan for unification requiring faith in Yahweh, the application of force, and public mobilization. In order to achieve this plan, he points out the Chronicler’s emphasis on the role of the unnamed people. Thus, for him, the theology of the Chronicler allows all people to be recognized as agents of unification.

Instead of using the work of the Chronicler, Ha Kyung-Taek uses the work of the Josiah Reform Movement as described in the Deuteronomistic History to provide a theological basis for Korean unification.20 Recalling that Josiah’s reform was presented as an ideal model in the Deuteronomistic history, Ha sums up the significances of the Josianic reforms in the following three points: (1) it attempted to achieve the reunification of Israel through the centralization of the cult, (2) it was a nationwide reform movement that encompassed the various classes of people, and (3) it sought social integration through establishing laws for protection of the weak. This understanding leads him to stipulate three implications for the reunification of the Korean Peninsula analogous to the Josiah Reform Movement. First, Josiah’s centralization of the cult shows that for the reunification of Korea, the two Koreas must seek to concentrate on a shared spirit and honor their values without insisting on built-in prejudices. If North and South Korea with their differing systems and ideologies can share the spirit of the Gospel, it will become a powerful engine in unification and social integration. The second implication is that the independence from the Assyrian empire was somewhat successful, but Josiah being killed in battle with the Egyptian army before he completed the reform shows that proper responses to international politics and dynamics are necessary for Korean unification. Since the Korean peninsula is surrounded by world powers, it is necessary to have complex diplomatic politics that utilize various channels to maximize influence, rather than having diplomacy tied to a specific neighboring power. And third, in order to complete unification, laws and instruments for social integration are needed, such as the Deuteronomy Code. In particular, the index of social integration is evaluated by how societies care for the weak. In this sense, it is essential to prepare a basis for all members of united Korea not only to be guaranteed the right to live but also to be able to participate actively in society.

Unification theology through the perspective of the history of Israel is helpful in the cause of unification because Israel and Korea have similar geopolitical conditions: they are both surrounded by the great powers and share histories of ethnic divisions. Efforts made by various figures who worked for Israel’s unification in Israel’s history (such as David, Hezekiah, Josiah, etc.) or historians who made clear the vision of unification through the historiography of Deuteronomist and the Chronicler become an important foundation for Korean unification. These studies are limited, however, because all these statements reflect only the views of the Southern Kingdom. The perspective of Northern Israel is rarely found in Israel’s historiography. Like the Northern Kingdom, North Korea’s perspective has been completely excluded from the discussion on Korean unification.

Missionary Approach: Restoration of Israel Embracing Gentiles

In contrast to the previous two models, Park Jung-Su conceives unification theology differently. His missionary approach begins with a contention that the restoration of Israel is the dominant theological issue during Israel’s post-exilic religious history.21 In the prophecy on the restoration of Israel prophesied by the post-exilic prophets (Isa. 49:5–6, 56:1–8, 60:37, 66:18–24; Ezek. 34, 37:15–23), three key features surface: (1) the restoration of the twelve tribes, (2) the restoration of the Davidic Dynasty, and (3) the participation of the Gentiles in the restoration of Israel. Park argues that this theme of the restoration of Israel strongly influenced later ages and formed an important worldview in Jewish Hellenistic literature.

According to Park, Israel’s relationship with the nations is critical to their restoration. In Isaiah 60:1–9, for example, the glory of Israel shines upon all nations, and the people return to Yahweh through Israel. Israel’s judgment and salvation are not separated from the judgment and salvation of the nations but are joined in the eschatological restoration of Israel. Moreover, Gentile participation is allowed and expected in Israel’s recovery. Such participation is what the early Christians experienced, as they witnessed the spread of the gospel to the Gentile world and the widespread influx of Gentiles through the Church to God’s people. From this, the early Christian Church concretized the eschatological restoration of Israel in their own historical context. In other words, they understood the proclamation of the gospel of the kingdom of Jesus in the light of the worldview of eschatological mission and realized it in the realm of Samaria and Gentiles.22

Early Christianity’s existence as a Jewish sect that transformed and practiced restoration and missionary theology can be a model for unification mission theology, according to Park. Samaritan and Gentile missions were not simply extensions of theological aspiration; they showed a path to sociocultural integration beyond Judea-Samaria regional conflicts. This concrete directive entails a unification theology in which all boundaries and conflicts are resolved in the Gospel. In this understanding, he defines the unification mission as “the practice of the church and Christians to restore the ‘community spirit’ in the Korean Peninsula based on the biblical-theological concept of the restoration of Israel.”23

Park’s unification mission theology shows the theology of action attempting to overcome unpracticality implied in the above two models. However, his unification mission theology limits the task of unification only to the Church. Perhaps, this may be an inherent weakness for all biblical/theological studies, but since Israel’s recovery is a national concern, unification must be achieved in and through all Koreans.

Theological Approach: Theology of Remnant, the Kingdom of God, and Paul’s New Creation

Numerous studies could be classified as theological approaches since they deal with theological themes constructed from the imprinted images that exist independently and are not bound only to an individual text. Three studies are chosen as representative. They focus on three different theological themes: the Remnant, the Kingdom of God, and Paul’s concept of the New Creation.

Kim Hae-Kwon concentrates on the concept of the remnant that Isaiah developed in his early ministry.24 He argues that Isaiah’s messianic oracles (chs. 9–11) and the early mentions of the remnant are theological, pastoral, and political responses to holding refugees, captives, and dissidents after the Assyrian destruction of Northern Israel in 722 bce. His construction of theology of the remnant was meant to comfort as well as to incorporate the politically disenfranchised into the Davidic kingdom. Specifically, Isaiah provided two prophetic prospects for the remnant of Northern Israel: the subjugation under the Davidic Dynasty of the remaining Israeli citizens, and the restoration of the Northern Israeli refugees. Kim assesses that Isaiah prophesied about the day when the remnant of the North would unite under the rule of the Davidic monarchy and restore the old kingdom.

Kim’s theology of the remnant provides a helpful insight that establishing unification should be based on theological, rather than political, terms. The Old Testament uses of “the remnant” point to accurately the economic/political hardship that North Korea experiences at present and moves beyond to provide the theological justification for the reconciliation and integration of the two Koreas. Yet, this proposal seems to disregard the seriousness of the current situation of North Korea and fails to consider the difficulty that South Korea may encounter to include the remnant of the North.

Once again, Kim Hae-Kwon shows an interest in the theology of national reconciliation based on how Chronicles reconstructs the history of Israel for the post-exilic community.25 He argues that Chronicles’ characterization of post-restoration Israel as a depoliticized and ritual community not only broadens a horizon for the theology of national reconciliation but also functions as a theology of God’s kingdom. To corroborate his claims, Kim summarizes the three key theological and ideological tenets that seized the heart of the Chronicler: (1) “all Israel” is characterized as a worshipping community assembled together around the national center, the Jerusalem temple; (2) divine governance is depicted as God’s unending care, which overshadows human kings and other divine agents; and (3) universal salvation provides a positive and favorable attitude toward the control and rule of the Persian Empire over Yehuda. These tenets were results of a theological laborious work of the exilic community trying to reconcile with the golah community and the people who remained in Judah and Samaria; simultaneously, these tenets functioned as survival strategies during Persian colonial rule by harmonizing the Divine rule with the reality of Persian hegemony.

This Chronicler’s theology, which reconstructs history from the perspective of reconciliation, provides important implications for inter-Korean reconciliation. The Chronicler’s theology gives Israel its identity under the vision of “Mammreket Yahweh,” the kingdom of Yahweh, rather than putting forward any political ideologies. It provides a theological basis for reconciliation between the exiles in Babylon and nonexiles in Judah. Importantly, Israelites weren’t a people of the kingdom of David, but they were citizens of the Kingdom of God. A replication of this effort is necessary for the reunification of the Korean peninsula. Such an effort would generate a beneficial discourse for inter-Korean reconciliation and coexistence. What is required now is not division or conflict but the vision of unification that provides a pathway for common prosperity and peace.

Moving to a New Testament theological approach, Cheon Se-Jong discusses peaceful unification in terms of Paul’s new creation theology.26 Cheon explores the implications of the phrase “new creation” in Pauline theology mainly from the texts in Gal. 6:15 and 2 Cor. 5:17. New creation is a new perspective of seeing the world—it’s what Christian experience when in Christ. However, it is not simply limited to an individual’s internal change. It also refers to creational or eschatological changes, where God’s eschatological order replaces the corrupt world. The Church plays a significant role as the community that constitutes the eschatological order of God; although, the Church is not a new creation itself. Accordingly, the Church is charged with a new mission of the ministry of reconciliation (Gal. 5:18). This understanding of the new creation and the role of the Church are productive models of peaceful reunification.

The idea of the remnant, the theology of the Kingdom of God, and Paul’s New Creation are important biblical theological themes. They all provide productive theological perspectives for more than Korean unification. Theological perspectives advantageously pursue ideals that do not detract from partisan interests but have unification visions. They transcend partisan interests and enable everyone to be together. However, these theological themes are unfamiliar to the general public, and they are difficult to share. Therefore, the task to be solved in the theological approach is to explain these theological concepts and themes in a more comprehensible way to the general public. One solution would be to find and explain traditional Korean thoughts and the corresponding understandings of other religions.

An Evaluation and Suggestion for Korean Unification Theology

Taken together, the significance of unification theology can be viewed in various ways. First, unification on the Korean Peninsula should be done peacefully, and the two Koreas should be united as a result of reconciliation and forgiveness. After unification, Korea should become a community that practices peace and reconciliation. Unification on the Korean Peninsula should ease tensions between neighboring powers and build a peace regime to promote peace and stability in Northeast Asia; it should also form an economic community that benefits all through the exchange and cooperation of human and physical resources.

Second, the unification of the Korean peninsula is a restoration movement of the national community spirit—like the restoration of Israel, which was directed to unite all twelve tribes of Israel, not just a liberation from the oppressive imperial powers. Unification of the peninsula entails that two Koreas, which were torn into two by the great powers after liberation from Japanese occupation, are to be united by the Korean people. Just as Israel dreamed of restoring “all Israel,” attempts at Korean unification try to fully restore the Korean people.

Third, the reunification of Korea provides a mission opportunity. North Korea is currently one of the world’s hardest countries to evangelize. Religious activities of the inhabitants of North Korea are limited, and there is no free access to the outside world. North Korea, in these respects, can be said to be the nearest and the farthest country from its brother nation, South Korea. In this sense, unification can carry “the mission to the end of earth.”

Biblical theological studies for Korean unification are important because they provide the most important foundation for unification theology and movement. For more effective research, the following points are suggested.

First, there is a need for clear recognition of the subject of unification. Israel is recognized in the Old and New Testaments as an entity with multiple identities. On the one hand, “Israel” was a unified nation, as in the days of David Solomon (Samuel); on the other hand, “Israel” referred to the Northern Kingdom after the Davidic kingdom was divided (Kings, Hosea, Amos, and Jeremiah). It is sometimes recognized as a nation, and sometimes as a community of faith (Israel in the nations). Sometimes people are separated in Israel by being divided into the objects of judgment and salvation, while the remnant refers to true Israel (“remnant” thought [different from Kim Hae-Kwon’s thesis]; “all Israel” in Chronicles). Furthermore, Israel is restored in the eschatological sense (eschatological prophecy, Revelation).

Therefore, in order to establish biblical justification for unification of the Korean peninsula, it is necessary to clarify the subject of the unification movement. As a result, one must recognize whether biblical Israel is a political reality or a community of faith as a theological reality. Through this process, the task of the unification movement can be clarified. For example, reunification as a movement of peace and reconciliation and reunification as a national restoration movement are tasks at the level of nation and state. Therefore, the subjects of the unification movement should be the government and the national community. In contrast, it is the Church’s job to fulfill the mission of reunification. However, the two subjects need not be confrontational or exclusive; they can cooperate with each other. Through the mutual cooperation of the government and the Church, the gaps of each can be filled.

Second, North Korea, the partner of unification, must be considered. In the various approaches to unification, one must consider that the historical understanding of Deuteronomy and Chronicles reflects the view of Judah. In Israel’s history of the Old Testament, the perspective of North Israel is hardly recorded. The historical bias is reflected in the conflict between Judah and Samaria, where the same history is differentiated from the point of view. Possible North Korean interpretations should be considered when North Koreans want to provide their own ideological reasons for unification. If we, South Koreans, do not anticipate an absorption unification or a unification by war, we need to understand North Korea’s position as an equal counterpart to unification. Therefore, we need to explore North Korea’s unification ideology (theology) seriously. This mutual understanding and dialogue will widen the way for unification.

Third, biblical/theological studies are needed to embrace the Old and New Testaments. So far, most research has been done separately. However, as can be seen in Kim Deuk-Joong’s and Park Jung-Su’s examples, an integrated study of both testaments can provide a holistic perspective. For example, the Church in the New Testament is the image of Israel in the Old Testament depicted as Zion/Jerusalem and a restored eschatological community (Isa. 54:1, 65:17–18; Gal. 4:24–28; Rev. 21:1–2). This new Israel encompasses Gentiles (Isa. 56:1–8; Joel 2:32; Eph. 2:19) and transcends racial, social, and sexual differences (Rom. 10:12; Gal. 3:28). As a new Israel, the Church can be used as a reference for social integration in a multicultural society. Through this connection between the testaments, clearer and broader theological insights into unification can be obtained.

Fourth, we need to discuss the practical issues required to achieve unification. Currently, North Korea is isolated from the international community. Unification requires North Korea’s exchange and cooperation with the outside world; here, South Korea will play a crucial role because South Korea is the closest country, is able to provide effective aid, and would benefit the most after unification. Therefore, research and suggestions on achieving theological/ideological exchanges and cooperation with North Korea are needed. Through exchanges and cooperation between the two Koreas, the relationship between the two countries can be improved, and the conditions for unification can be established.

Conclusion

Biblical/theological studies for the reunification of the Korean peninsula are meaningful in spite of their limitations, and these studies are important for laying the foundation of unification theology. The reunification of the Korean peninsula is quite difficult because it involves various tasks. These tasks include the realization of the various values and ideologies of the Bible (such as peace, forgiveness, and reconciliation), oneness, the “all Israel” concept, the remnant, the Kingdom of God, the mission to the end of the earth, and the new creation. Reunification can be accomplished through various processes of exchange and cooperation, coexistence and compatibility, unification, and integration—but it must start with the relaxation of tensions between the two Koreas. Biblical theological studies for the reunification of the Korean Peninsula can provide insights into the responses and actions necessary for these various processes. We hope that new biblical studies will continue so that the vision for the Korean unification can be realized.
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Chapter 19 

United yet Divided

Reading Judah and Israel in the Context of Two Koreas

Koog P. Hong

The people of Korea boast more than a thousand years of unity, but they have been severed to become part of two hostile independent political entities. However, the political split has not yet entirely erased a sense of ethnic unity. The sense of tragedy inherent in this ongoing political standoff offers South Korean biblical scholars a unique viewpoint to approach Israelite history, which features its own north-south division—that of Judah and Israel. Informed by the Korean context, this chapter stresses the duality in Judah’s relations with Israel: one, an ideal; the other, reality. Too often biblical scholars assume “oneness” as a default framework for addressing vexed north-south relations, but it is critical to distinguish the ideal of unity from the reality of division. Arguably, the biblical presentation of one Israel is a Judean invention that reveals more of the desire for Judah’s supremacy than the reality of a divided people. To be sure, facing historical facts is challenging. It means acknowledging the dual nature of their relations, questioning how their mutual understanding changed over time, discerning the trajectory of that change, weighing what it meant to carry a dual identity in realpolitik, and identifying the more salient parts of this duality. Competing conceptions of Israel in biblical literature is not a problem but rather the very proof of the ambivalent nature of Judah’s relations with Israel—a brother and an enemy at the same time. This chapter does not look for practical lessons from biblical history to resolve the current political conflict in Korea.1 Instead, it finds sensibility in facing ambiguous relations to better navigate a complex identity struggle.

Two Conceptions of Israel

Two different conceptions of “Israel” coexist in the Bible. As a whole, the biblical literature presents “Israel” as “one people.” “Israel” is descended from common ancestors: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. The collective memory of Exodus and their unique covenantal relationship with the one God YHWH, consummated at Sinai, bond them together as YHWH’s people. The land to which YHWH has led them presents an enduring sense of belonging, and a shared dynastic legacy puts them on firm historical ground. Moreover, ancient Israelites shared a common language and culture. Cumulatively, this “Israel”—both north and south—has almost every criterion that social scientists use to define an ethnic nation.2 This textual presentation has been remarkably successful such that even critical readers have rarely questioned its veracity.

However, biblical texts also present another, more discordant image of “Israel.” Biblical history depicted in Samuel-Kings, for instance, presents “Israel” as synonymous with the distinct political entity of Israel, which opposed a rival kingdom, Judah, for most of its monarchic history. Outside the rather idealistic depiction of initial unity, the two have never achieved true political unity. In biblical literature, “Israel” is conceived either as a unity, originating in the twelve-tribe league of a common ancestral root and shared experiences, or as nomenclature for the northern kingdom set against the southern Judah of Jerusalem. Judah is within Israel in the former and against it in the latter. Judah’s ambivalent position, either within or against Israel, questions the origin of such dissonance and its implications for its relation to northern Israel.

The formal answer to this duality provided by the primary narrative of the biblical text is clear: One people split into two polities when the northern tribes seceded from the United Monarchy. It is the secession of the northern tribes, a tragic moment in Israelite history, that ultimately ruined the innate unity of YHWH’s people. This explanation may appear quite familiar to most readers of the Bible, but it is important to recognize what this explanation actually achieves. It provides a discursive logic that harmonizes the above-mentioned two conceptions of Israel by categorizing one in ethnic and the other in political terms. Despite the ongoing political division, it argues, the two were still “one people.” Most readers process this categorization historically: one in the distant past and the other in the more recent past. The present division is an anomaly and ought to be temporary until the past unity is restored in the future.

If one gives it some thought, however, it becomes evident that this explanation does not quite resolve the problem. If unity was original, one would expect that after the division one finds two “Israels,” one in the north and the other in the south, much as in the case of Korea. But what we find is quite different. One maintains the name, while the other, Judah, is left outside “Israel.” Despite this, the formal explanation has been tremendously successful in persuading most readers of the Bible. This includes critical scholarship. In a sense, traditional scholars were more vulnerable due to their dominantly historical frame of reference and their penchant for historical origins. The predominant mode of inquiry for critical scholars has thus generally been whether Israel and Judah were originally one or two. Their questions therefore centered on debating the historical veracity of the United Monarchy, the tribal confederacy, Exodus, and the Patriarchal age. Alternatively, others have asked when different concepts of Israel formed to trace the trajectory of how “Israel” has evolved over time.3 Although I do not underestimate the significance of such historical inquiries, it is certain that the underlying political dynamic is frequently overshadowed by the dominant historical interests.

Any claim of ethnic unity has a primordial look by nature. It takes a form of a historical and factual claim, but the claim goes too far back in time—usually to the mythic past—that it quickly loses historical validity. No two groups in society own or can demonstrate a biologically and historically verifiable common origin. Instead, social scientists illuminate that ethnic identity is a social product.4 People happen to live together, and out of that social coexistence emerges a necessity to search for and reinforce a sense of cohesiveness, for which a story of a common origin of the constituent groups—families, clans, even kingdoms—is useful. Simply, ethnic unity is never something factually proven. It is something claimed, which, when enough people accept it, elevates to the level of “fact.” However, it is essentially a “shared belief,” a constructed reality.5 People make use of ethnic claims to maintain and justify their political realities. What is factual is the sociopolitical reality that requires people to make such claims of ethnic “oneness.” People evoke a sense of unity due to its enormous efficacy to erase more recent histories of real division, which is often forced by common external threats.

The biblical texts’ claim of Israel’s one origin apparently belongs to the space of the mythic past. It is a political ideal that must not be mistaken for a historical fact. That is, to claim an ethnic unity of two groups is as much a political act as describing and justifying their political separation. Understanding how the ideal and reality work together, or how we draw the past and use it for the present, is the first step to better understand the nature of the biblical presentation of Judah and Israel.6 For complex social entities like Israel and Judah, as I argue in the next section, asking if they were historically one or two is helplessly simplistic. A brief review of the Korean context makes this point clearer.

One People, Two Nations?

Korea boasts of thousands of years of history, and Korean people today, both North and South, maintain a remarkably high sense of homogeneity. We Koreans have a distinct language. We have occupied a relatively segregated land for thousands of years. We have successfully defended our land, despite innumerable invasions that have continually threatened our autonomy, for centuries. We share a concrete history of political unity, featuring only one change of royal dynasty over the entire millennium up to the dawn of the modern era. All these have contributed to producing and maintaining an indestructible sense of ethnic unity. Indeed, Korea is one of few cases that can successfully demonstrate a case of a premodern “nation.”7 However, the present state of division in Korea demonstrates that such a strong sense of unity does not trump political reality. Only five years after Koreans’ hard-fought independence from Japanese colonial rule (1945), the two Koreas were forced into a tragic war (1950), which perpetuated a division of the land that was meant to be temporary. This division was initiated when the Soviet Union and the United States occupied the northern and southern parts of the peninsula immediately after the end of the Pacific theater of World War II. Efforts to establish a unified regime have been thwarted by political decisions largely influenced by the interests of outside powerhouses, which endures as yet another tragedy in modern Korean history. In the space of a few years, a people of arguably more than a millennium of unity were separated and remain unable to restore unity today. Koreans have vividly witnessed how ideological conflicts eclipsed a centuries-old sense of ethnic unity, how helpless “we” were in the wake of war, and how useless the rhetoric of ethnic unity was in the face of a hostile political reality.

This experience provides Korean biblical scholars a concrete sense of the futility of claims of ethnic unity and the shared belief in “oneness” before the political reality of conflict. As soon as political unity is breached by a military conflict, hostilities quickly overrule any sense of ethnic unity. Of course, this is not to say that the sense of division is now fixed and permanent, or that it completely dominates the former sense of unity. There is a yearning for reunification, which may remain a potential force that might, I hope, restore unity. Yet the current state in Korea clearly indicates that a sense of ethnic unity on its own is hardly enough to defend “oneness” from political tensions.

Let us return to biblical Judah and Israel. First and foremost, one should not anachronistically impose a claimed archaic unity onto their realpolitik when the two were politically divided. During the divided monarchy, Judah’s relation with Israel must have been dictated not by the alleged ethnic unity but by their often-conflicting reality, or uneven political power dynamic. Granted, mutual sentiments between two parties like Judah and Israel is a complex one. Yet even during ongoing political confrontation, this complexity is suppressed by immediate political threats.

If the sense of unity among Koreans, sustained by more than a thousand years of political union and social commingling, was so vulnerable to a political conflict, much more so would have been true for the case of Judah and Israel. Their claim for unity includes, like Korea, a purported common ancestry, a common experience of conquest and liberation, and a common culture. However, the period in which Judah and Israel were politically united lasted only about a century, after which the alleged union was never restored. Outside of Benjamin, which was apparently later incorporated into Judah, other northern tribes—including the powerful northern clans Ephraim and Manasseh—largely disappeared from Judeans’ postmonarchal life. We know little of what happened to the northern tribes after the fall of Samaria, other than the Judean texts’ claim that most were scattered and the remnants were defiled. It is furthermore important to stress that the alleged union occurred at the very beginning of the monarchic history, which raises questions of whether this history of union is an idealistic imposition from the later period. This calls for a much more realistic approach when it comes to reconstructing historical relations between Judah and Israel, especially when we have to rely heavily on a depiction of Israel and Judah that may well carry more of Judeans’ later imagination than the contemporary reality. Take Jehoshaphat for instance. One often comes across a remark that Jehoshaphat’s military aid to Ahab (1 Kgs. 22) or his son Jehoram (2 Kgs. 3) reflects Judah’s brotherhood with Israel. One may take the expression employed by Jehoshaphat, “My people are your people, my horses are your horses,” in his assent to Ahab and Jehoram’s calls for a mutual campaign as an indication of their kinship tie, but it can just as easily be interpreted as a diplomatic language. A weaker ally’s desire to stress kinship with the stronger partner is a gesture common in diplomatic settings. The fictive relationship between David and Israelites is a case in point. The Israelite elders claimed, “We are your bone and flesh” (2 Sam. 5:1) when they needed David’s assistance, but later on they said, “What share do we have with David?” (1 Kgs. 12:16). Jehoshaphat’s language might indicate his position as a vassal to Israel, but it need not indicate their kinship tie.8

Reunification?

An interesting topic to discuss in this regard is reunification. After the division, reunification has been an important collective agenda in South Korea despite ongoing political tensions. As a biblical scholar in Korea, I often get inquiries from colleagues who research reunification plans in Korea from social, political, and administrative points of view. They ask if there is any practical lesson that the Bible teaches for how to achieve reunification. It is only natural for them to assume that such lessons would be available in the Bible when they see that there is a similar case of division of “one people” in biblical history. They think Israelites and Judeans would have yearned for restoration of unity as the collective descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. The motif of reunification is certainly present in biblical literature. One finds sporadic remarks that hint at such yearning, mostly in prophetic literature (e.g., Isa.11; Jer. 3; Ezek. 23, 37). Yet it is important to note that most of these are ideological claims. I cannot think of any clear instance in which Judah and Israel ever made a real attempt for reunification. Additionally, those idealistic calls all come from Judean prophets. As far as I recall, no single claim for such restoration is made from the northern side. I take this seriously because it is distinctively possible that the idealistic longing to restore the archaic unity, particularly in terms of the Davidic reign, sprang out of the late Judean circle as a political ideal, with which northerners had no share.

In this regard, the battle between Amaziah and Jehoash is intriguing (2 Kgs. 14; 2 Chron. 25). Amaziah, the king of Judah, challenges Jehoash, the king of Israel. Jehoash prevails, captures Amaziah, breaks down the wall of Jerusalem, and returns after looting the temple and palace. The text does not hide the magnitude of the defeat. We rarely hear of the breach of the invincible city wall of Jerusalem. It would seem that there was no better moment in the history of the divided kingdoms to restore their ancient unity, if only the victor wanted it. Jehoash could have proclaimed the restoration of the legacy of the United Monarchy and promoted him as the first king of a united kingdom since Solomon. In addition, it would have been a golden opportunity for Jehoash to return the ark of Moses to where it originally belonged to. Would that not have decorated his legacy more than anything and earned him enormous political support? This, however, would require reunification and restoration of Davidic glory to be part of the northern Israelites’ collective yearning. Jehoash shows no such interests. The text says nothing of the ark in Jerusalem, the most prized booty from the city, even when the plundering of the temple is specifically mentioned (2 Kgs. 14:13–14). Even at a moment when the north appears to be strong enough to overpower the south, one hardly gets the sense that reuniting the two and restoring unity was a pressing agenda for the north. Did Jehoash miss a golden opportunity of restoration, or are we reading into the text expecting something that was simply not there?

I think it more likely that northerners had a very different self-understanding from Judeans in terms of what it means to be “Israel.” Restoring the glory of the Davidic kingdom was unquestionably a Judean vision that had very little to do with northern Israelite identity. Take Hezekiah’s invitation to the north, for instance, which has been often interpreted as an indication of Judean aspiration to restore ancient unity (2 Chron. 30:6–9). In a sense, Hezekiah’s call is a false invitation that the northerners cannot willingly accept. Behind the invitation for a communal worship lies the demand for them to accept Jerusalem’s renewed authority. For Judeans, this scene may be taken as a symbol for their revived authority, but for those in the north, it may well have been quite humiliating. To interpret Hezekiah’s call to common worship solely as a call for reunification misses the residual tension between the two groups. In the same way, both Koreas today call for reunification, but there is a reason why they continue to fail to realize this goal. What each side envisages as a proper union differs drastically, and they can never come to an agreement. The disagreement is not on whether or not it is possible but on who will lead a unified Korea. Unless one party cedes control to the other—which may be possible only when a common enemy brings about a dire threat to both—reunification talks will always hit this deadlock. Furthermore, the way the past and future are envisaged may look drastically different. That is, the way Hezekiah and other Judeans imagine “one Israel” may not be identical to the “one Israel” northern Israelites would imagine. After all, Hezekiah would not simply have restored a fixed reality of the past. It would be a particular version of “Israel” that Judeans had intentionally carved into the space of the past.

Northern Refugees?

Another critical moment that requires attention is the aftermath of the fall of Samaria in 722 bce. Biblical scholars have largely assumed that refugees from the north migrated into the south after the fall. Granted, there is a material ground that may support this theory. Scholars have pointed to the archaeological evidence of the westward expansion of Jerusalem by the time of Hezekiah in support of such a migration.9 This theory of northern refugees is wide-ranging and its effect in biblical scholarship is tremendous. Nevertheless, one cannot deny the fact that behind this theory lies a common assumption that this was the moment their sense of “ancient brotherhood” would have kicked into action. One frequently hears biblical critics and historians ask, “Where else would they turn to other than their brethren?”

There are several problems here. First, historians and archaeologists have debated whether such migration is empirically demonstrable.10 Second, even if the two groups shared a sense of a common origin, the specific political environment under Assyrian power makes it uncertain that such migration was possible.11 Third, north-south relations must be assessed based on their contemporary history. One must not simply assume that Judah’s relationship with Israel was amicable during this era. Regardless of what they believed of their origin, they behaved as two independent polities.12 Only a half century prior, after all, northern Israel threatened the very existence of the Davidic Dynasty by plotting to remove the Davidic monarch and replace him with a puppet king (Isa. 7:6).

It is not my intention here to definitively disprove such a migration. My claim simply is that we possess too little material evidence to prove it either way.13 One must stay away from the erroneous consequences into which an uncritical acceptance of the mass migration theory might lead. Scholars often resort to such migration to make sense of the ambiguity in north-south relations. Such a theory allows scholars to presume that those migrated northerners or the resulting amalgamated population played a critical role in the merger of northern and southern traditions and forming the hybrid identity therein.14 Too often, scholars have taken it for granted that those few remnants of the northern elites drifted south with endangered manuscripts that they protected from extinction and passed the torch to their brothers and sisters in the south, who successfully carried on the sacred duty. The unintended consequence of this romantic narrative is that one underestimates not only the role Judeans played in this situation but also the deep-seated divisions between the two groups. Instead, of being passive recipients of a movement mainly driven by immigrated northern religious elites, Judeans may have been more actively involved at this pivotal moment of their history, completely reimagining their past, present, and future.

Two Became One: Judah’s Invention of One Israel

It is therefore important to take note of how Judeans reinvented their identity as “Israel” in the wake of the fall of northern Israel. An invention of identity is usually achieved by rewriting the past, myths, and histories.15 The mythic past is a malleable space that often is reimagined in reflection of a current political state. In any nation that boasts a long history, like Korea, one can identify a mutual dynamic between the mythic past and the present reality. Over time, competing political entities may merge into a larger whole, or, later, may divide into separate entities. The mythic past is then redrawn in response to the changing reality. For instance, the formation of a unified entity results in a twofold program on the mythic past of gods, heroes, or ancestors: first, to bolster the unity of the coalition, and second, to ensure the legitimacy of the leading party. When mythic figures are aligned in a particular order, as in genealogy, one may safely judge that their order reflects the contemporary political topography. We must therefore note the nature of Judah’s reimagination of the past that became possible when their northern counterpart lost control of political autonomy. It was entirely up to Judeans how to imagine the past.

Tradition-historical and redaction-critical scholarship, in fact, has left much to chew on in terms of assessing this Judean reformulation, the clearer implications of which have been too often obscured by an uncritical assumption of Judah and Israel as brethren. Judeans’ reinvention of the past involved both the ancestral and monarchic past. The establishment of Israel’s ancestral triad is a symbol of this invention. Before this invention, Israelite ancestry looked different, most likely based solely on Jacob’s lineage. As is now well-established, the Jacob story is a well-crafted narrative that supported northern Israelite identity.16 The narrative is grounded in notable northern regions including Shechem, Bethel, and Penuel. Within this heavily northern setting, the original tale served as a typical ancestral saga that depicted how this ancestral figure emerged as the recipient of divine blessing amid his struggles with Esau and Laban. The latter two represent Edom and Aram, respectively, which, not incidentally, shared Israel’s southern and northern borders. In contrast, Judah’s status is minimal within this narrative. The Jacob narrative’s basic plot structure, through Jacob’s love for Rachel, stresses and justifies the prominence of Joseph among the twelve. One must take it seriously that the Joseph narrative, not Judah, then follows the Jacob narrative.17 Judeans may have conceived themselves part of this Israel, but it is questionable if the leading clans of Israel also did so, or how strongly so if they did. At the very least, it is clear that Judah’s position in this early vision of Israel is hardly central.

One can therefore understand that Judeans later did not find this northern version of an identity narrative terribly desirable. The way the subsequent Judean revision transformed the original Jacob narrative demonstrates how Judeans implanted these changes. First, the revision ensures Judah’s position within Jacob’s lineage. The birth reports of the eleven sons of Jacob (Gen. 29–30) appear to have been updated to reflect the Judean perspective.18 It is difficult to reconstruct the exact paths in which the present birth report has been formed, but that this list corresponds with other tribal lists, which mostly are related to P, suggests its late origin. Given Judah’s minor status within the tribes of Israel, firmly securing Judah’s place in Jacob’s lineage appears an essential first step for them to bolster their status. Second, the Judean revision expands the ancestral history by adding the Abraham and Isaac traditions, which are apparently of southern origin. Adding new traditions inevitably results in a change to the existing group identity. But this move signifies more than a mere integration of traditions. By adding the Abraham tradition ahead of the Jacob story,19 the Judean redactors paved the way for one of the most radical reformulations of Israel’s past. Abraham, the southern ancestor, placed ahead of Jacob in the ancestral past of Israel, has gradually taken over Jacob’s original leading role as “the father of Israel.”20 As such, the Judean revision’s two-track program ensures Judah’s membership in Israel and, at the same time, justifies Judah’s leading role in it.

One finds a similar program in Israel’s monarchic history. The Deuteronomistic History (DtrH) presents Judah as the sole and legitimate remnant of Israel that must carry on the cause northern Israel left unfulfilled. The Deuteronomist (Dtr) deliberately depicts northern Israel as rejected by YHWH, who punished them for their unfaithfulness to YHWH’s covenant. Dtr utilizes the vassal treaty motif to label northern Israel as a failed vassal of YHWH, a position then claimed by Hezekiah and Josiah in their faithful deeds. At the same time, David plays a paramount role as a prototype for the Judean identity, functioning similarly to Abraham in the ancestral history.21 The kingdom of David serves as the golden age that orients Judah and Israel in a common root, while the divine choice of David serves Judean interests to secure Judah’s leading role. David may have been a historical figure, but the real David and his kingdom were most likely much more modest in scale and grandeur, as most scholars admit today. The minor chiefdom in the south has been reimagined as a mighty kingdom that ruled over the entire area, definitely fed by an imperial image in the later era. It is furthermore important to realize that the Davidic monarchy, as envisioned in the present text, was hardly a golden age for northern Israel. It was only for Judeans. In other words, Judeans invented the golden age of David only to claim their right to inherit the legacy of both southern and northern kingdoms: Israel was originally one and ruled by Our king. This means that Judeans’ invention of the new identity involved both ethnic and political dimensions based on the two important figures of Abraham and David. If the northern Israelite identity had been rooted in Jacob and Jeroboam, the reimagined Judean identity is oriented in Abraham and David. Judeans thus appropriated what originally belonged to northern Israel and eventually emerged as the new “Israel.” It is the enormous success of this program, which continually evolved afterward, that gave a lasting impression that Israel was originally “one.” What this means for the formal biblical answer to one people being temporarily severed for political reasons is clear. To accept unification as historically factual can be misleading. The “one Israel” is a product of Judeans’ political ideals; in other words, it is fiction.

Exclusive Inclusivity and Multivalent Identity

I now want to highlight the rhetorical nature of “one Israel.” By making an appeal to “one Israel” in antiquity, Judeans hardly intended to restore the actual twelve-tribe union. The twelve-tribe union merely functions as a symbol for the “imagined community” in which Judah’s predominant status is granted.22 What is going on here essentially is the politics of inheriting, or Judean supersessionism. The claim that Judeans inherited the old “Israel” in its entirety necessitates the annexation of its original members. In reality, therefore, this inclusive-looking rhetoric of “one Israel” entails just as much exclusivity—perhaps not very different from the “exclusive inclusivity” Rom-Shiloni has pointed to in the Persian-period Judean identity.23

By exclusively identifying themselves with “Israel,” Judeans hardly gave up their Judean identity, nor were they willing to embrace northern Israelite identity without reservation. Again, it is important to remember that this “one Israel” did not come out of the actual union of Israel and Judah but out of Judah’s invention. The remnants of a northern Israelite worldview are essentially erased by identity projects of exclusion, such as the Deuteronomistic program. This is nothing surprising. For anyone who had appropriated the identity of the Other, the most dangerous opponent is none other than that identity’s original owner. By stereotyping northerners as mix-blooded idol worshippers, Judeans repressed, both in genealogical and religious terms, a potential revival of the true original and unified Israel.

In both Korea and Israel, the way the sentiment of rejection is aroused shows the essential nature of their division. In each case, commonality is aroused by means of appealing to a fictive kinship, but the way their difference is highlighted differentiates them and shows the essential nature of their group identity. Korea and Judah, the North must be distinguished mainly by means other than bloodline because the other side claims the same lineage. In the case of Korea, the Korean War is continually evoked to arouse the sentiment of hostility. It is the ideological difference that continues to function as a force that maintains their separate existences. Anticommunism has been a decisive identity-defining force among the right wing in South Korea. For Judeans, religion or faith played the role that ideology now plays in Korea. Northern Israelites are continually rejected for their perceived religious impurity. Furthermore, Judeans refer to ethnicity for negative means. The northern remnants are portrayed as being further defiled by their mixed blood. Any future attempts by northern Israelites to reclaim the ownership of “Israel” would be treated by the same mechanism of multiple channels of stereotyping.

I argue that Judah’s sentiments against Israel are much more complicated than the biblical text wants us to believe. Judeans’ identity, at any point of their history after the invention of this “one Israel,” must be addressed within the continuum of Judah’s two selves: the represented self as “Israel” and the ever-changing real self. After 722 bce, it became increasingly common for Judeans to identify themselves as the “whole” Israel. This was their represented self whose boundary was broad and inclusive. Yet this purported inclusive boundary was often fictive. The real Judean self was more exclusive and limited than the represented self, which was invoked only when their core identity was threatened. Thus, depending on the opponents, the salient boundary of the Judean identity changed like a living organism, constantly adapting to the immediate circumstances and social encounters.

Like individuals behave in multiple personas without problem in their social lives, social groups can take multiple personas at the same time. To illustrate, I am a father to my daughter, professor in theology to my colleague in the English department, and Korean when our national soccer team plays against Japan in the World Cup. That is, the level at which I am identified is situational. When my national identity is optimized, divisions that belong to the lower levels of identity are suppressed. Social psychologists call this an optimal identity theory. During the exilic era, the pan-Israelite identity may have been a default mode of identity for most Judeans. That was because Judeans now lived in an international setting, in which the usual social contact is made at a higher level, against Babylonians, Persians, Greeks, and so on. As soon as they return to Yehud, their core identity is challenged, and the real self emerges and defends its strict boundary. Take Ezra, for instance. Facing the challenge of the ‘am ha’aretz in Yehud, the returnees immediately restrict the boundary of Us to the golah community. They still represent themselves as “Israel,” but its membership is restricted to the golah. Note the radical nature of this self-conceptualization. It is claimed that what constitutes “Israel” (i.e., its core value) is nothing but the shared experience of suffering in the foreign land. The suffering of those remaining in the Judean homeland was willfully ignored. Of great importance is recognizing the contextual and situational nature of this identity adjustment. It is not permanent but reactionary to a particular identity crisis. Social location and political dynamic matter greatly because they introduce new opponents against whom Judeans activate the most salient level of their identity.

The Judean community in Babylon may have had no problem identifying themselves with “Israel.” It is only that the specific social contact of the returnees with ‘am ha’aretz that triggered this particular level of identity to remain distinct from and superior to “the people of the land.” Since They remained in the “land,” the more distinctive feature of Us became Our exclusive experience of exile. As such, the golah community’s collective suffering has been assigned mythic and theological significance, which emerges as the prototypical value of Israel against those remaining in the land.

Scholars have noted the surprising degree of hostility the golah community maintained against ‘am ha’aretz because it goes against the usual universalistic character of the exilic era. Yet, it would be misleading to take this as something historically fixed, a general sentiment among the entire Judean community in Ezra’s time. Instead, this sentiment should be viewed as contextual, temporary, and contingent upon the returnees’ encounter with the people of the land. Since the Other here claimed the same membership to “Israel” in lineage and faith, the most restricted level of self-identity has become salient for the returnees in order to exclude Them from it.24 For Nehemiah, however, the restricted golah identity is not as salient. “Israel” in Nehemiah is defined more broadly, mostly identified with “Judean.” Did historical circumstances change drastically between the two texts? Given the enormous uncertainty involved in the historical settings of these two figures, it is difficult to make any definitive answer. A simpler answer is available in terms of its major social encounters. In Nehemiah, the main threat comes from opponents like Sanballat, Tobiah, and Geshem (e.g., Neh. 2:19).25 Since the text identifies them as Horonite, Ammonite, and Arabic, the most salient identity boundary against them was “Judean.” Since Sanballat was most likely Samaritan, who claimed Israelite origin, Nehemiah must restrict his “Israel” to Judeans. The “real self” of the Judean community is therefore never a fixed one but changes in response to the immediate context. How they identify themselves is part of an unconscious behavior as a group depending on the opponents of each setting.

Scholars have been puzzled by changing conceptions of “Israel,” which they had difficulty cataloging and tracing on the historical trajectory. However, it is a mistake to try to trace its evolution in historical terms. In many cases, the confusion is due to the discrepancy between Judeans’ represented self as “Israel” and their real self in particular social settings. Judeans may have represented themselves as “Israel” but the specific persona to which their real self was projected changed in each circumstance. Simply, Judeans had many faces of identity, which were dictated by the particular social location and setting of the moment.

Concluding Remarks

How does the Korean experience of division help better understand the complexity of the north-south relations in biblical history? Koreans’ bitter experience of political division provides Korean biblical scholars a heightened sensibility to the duality and ambiguity involved in Judah’s relations with Israel. The contrasting conceptions of “Israel” in biblical literature need not be taken as a problem but as the very proof of the ambivalent nature of Judah’s relations with Israel—brother and enemy at the same time. Some voices in biblical literature call for unity, while others take for granted the deep-rooted divisions between them. Like the two Koreas’ complicated mutual sentiments, Judah’s relation to Israel is inherently ambiguous. The ideal of being one and the reality of being two constantly clash with each other. The biblical text attempts to harmonize them as a convenient scheme that one people has been separated into two polities. However, to accept this as historically factual introduces more problems than it solves. Instead of seeking to uncover the real or original relations between Judah and Israel as something fixed, it would be better to embrace the dual nature of their relations, asking how their mutual understanding has changed over time, what affected the trajectory of the change, what it means to carry such a dual identity in realpolitik, or which side of the duality is more salient in a given setting. What this means is clear and important. The way Israel is represented in biblical literature may not be as useful as biblical historians have used them; that is, as direct evidence of the historical reality of Judah and Israel, whether they were of the same or separate origins. Instead, it more reflects Judah’s social reality, in which many different faces of “Israel” compete with each other in their identity discourse. The way such competing discourse plays out in the Korean context may not be exactly analogous to that of Judah and Israel but provides a helpful frame of reference to more correctly assess the complexity in which Judeans’ discourse and identity interacted with each other in the making of the biblical text.
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Chapter 20 

Korean American Biblical Interpretation

Wongi Park

Introduction

The first two decades of the twenty-first century have witnessed a significant growth in Korean1 and Asian American biblical scholarship.2 By contrast, scholarship arising from the Korean American diaspora is minimal. Although there is an emerging body of work in Korean American religion, theology, and practical theology, the same cannot be said for biblical studies.3 John Ahn and Hyun Chul Paul Kim are two notable exceptions. Both are Korean American and are distinguished scholars of the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament. Moreover, both are among the first to address Korean American biblical interpretation as a critical method.4 Building on the work of Ahn and Kim, this chapter examines the methodological issues involved in defining a Korean American approach to biblical interpretation.

What is Korean American biblical interpretation? The question is deceptively simple but enormous in scope. The history of Koreans living in the Americas began in the early twentieth century, and the history of modern biblical criticism in the Americas emerged in the eighteenth century. However, the relationship between the two is not immediately obvious. In order to address the question, then, it is necessary to identify salient features of Korean American history and identity in relation to biblical hermeneutics. Here, the methodological link to biblical studies vis-à-vis racial/ethnic and minoritized approaches (particularly, Asian American biblical criticism) is crucial. Consequently, the crux of the argument defines and situates Korean American biblical interpretation in the current landscape of biblical studies. Four questions guide the examination that follows: What is biblical criticism? Who are Korean Americans? What makes biblical interpretation Korean American? Where is it located in the field? Addressing these questions, in turn, is necessary for arriving at a suitable definition that highlights the promise of Korean American biblical interpretation.

What Is Biblical Criticism?

Biblical criticism is shorthand for the academic field dedicated to the critical study of biblical and related literature including Hebrew Bible/Old Testament, Ancient Near Eastern literature, Pseudepigrapha, Apocrypha, Second Temple writings, New Testament, and Christian writings. It is comprised of various disciplines and is regarded as one of the oldest academic fields of study in the humanities.5 One of the overarching aims of the field is to situate biblical texts in their respective historical, literary, and social contexts of antiquity. Biblical criticism of this variety stands in sharp contrast to a devotional or religious-theological reading of the Bible one might find, say, in a synagogue or church.

Currently, the field of biblical studies involves several academic societies, the largest and most prominent of which is the Society of Biblical Literature (SBL). The SBL website states: “SBL, a membership organization with over 8,000 scholars, is the oldest and largest learned society devoted to the critical investigation of the Bible from a variety of academic disciplines. Through its work, SBL supports scholarly research and fosters the public understanding of the Bible and its influence.”6 Originally founded in 1880, SBL’s mission statement is: “Foster biblical scholarship.” In pursuit of this mission, the society hosts yearly regional, national, and international meetings and sponsors three major publication venues: Review of Biblical Literature, SBL Press, and the flagship journal of the field, Journal of Biblical Literature.

The history and origins of biblical studies are profoundly Eurocentric as are its primary tools of analysis. Historical criticism is guided by four methodological canons attributed to Ernst Troeltsch.7 The first canon is methodological doubt. This canon resists making historical inquiry absolute but contingent on relative degrees of probability. Furthermore, it maintains that the results of historical inquiry are subject to revision in light of new evidence. The second is the principle of analogy, which posits a relationship between the ancient and modern world. The natural laws that govern the modern world are in fact the same laws that govern the world of antiquity. These laws provide the basis for historical inquiry and make the pursuit of historical knowledge possible. The third is the principle of correlation, which holds that historical phenomena are interrelated and interdependent. All historical events occur within a logical pattern of cause and effect; no event happens outside this sequence. The fourth is the principle of autonomy. John Collins describes this canon as follows: “Where medieval culture had celebrated belief as a virtue and regarded doubt as sin, the modern critical mentality regards doubt as a necessary step in the testing of knowledge and the will to believe as a threat to rational thought.”8 The conclusions of academic biblical criticism should not be influenced by or subordinate to an external authority such as church or state. In effect, the relationship between faith and knowledge was reversed for the historical critic: Faith no longer facilitated but hindered the production of knowledge.

Historical criticism was and remains foundational to the field of biblical studies. However, recent trends in identity-based hermeneutics have gained prominence with the advent of new practitioners, particularly feminist and minoritized scholars of color. Katharine Doob Sakenfeld captures the current climate of biblical studies succinctly with a rhetorical question: “Whose Text?” She describes the state of the field in the following way: “Perhaps the widest fissure in method lies between those who are committed to focusing on identity hermeneutics and those who are disinterested in this broad approach or continue to question its academic value.”9 The demographics of SBL have shifted dramatically over the last thirty years in terms of race/ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and national origins. But in spite of these changes, the Eurocentric center of the field continues to dominate. The majority of SBL members are based in North America, Western Europe, and Israel. According to a recent SBL Membership Data survey, 85.62 percent of members identified as European or Caucasian and 75.11 percent male. The underlying Eurocentrism of the field is also expressed in terms of preferred method; the single most cited interpretative approach is historical criticism.10

In sum, biblical criticism is one of the oldest academic fields of study. It comprises multiple disciplines employed in the academic study of biblical literature. Although there has been a recent influx of new practitioners, the field of biblical studies is predominantly Eurocentric in history, method, and practice.

Who Are Korean Americans?

Korean Americans are natural-born or naturalized US citizens of Korean heritage living in North America. Immigration, diaspora, and cultural hybridity are vital aspects of Korean American identity formation. The first wave of immigration to the United States occurred during the early twentieth century inspired by American Protestant missionaries during the late 1800s.11 The first group of Koreans (consisting of fifty-six men, twenty-one women, and twenty-five children) arrived in Hawaii on January 13, 1903. Shortly thereafter, a second wave of approximately 7,500 Koreans arrived between 1903 and 1906 by way of San Francisco.12 These numbers pale in comparison to 50,000 Chinese immigrants who arrived during the period 1853–1900 and 180,000 Japanese immigrants from 1885 to 1907.13 Hawaii was ideal for Korean immigration not only because of the need for laborers, as many Koreans were peasant farmers, but also due to the influence of Protestant American missionaries.14 Strictly speaking, however, the very first Korean immigrant to the United States is Philip Jaisohn who arrived a decade or so earlier. In 1890, Jaisohn became the first Korean naturalized US citizen. In 1892, he received a medical degree from Columbia Medical College (now George Washington University). He later returned to Korea and founded the first Korean newspaper in the modern era.

The early history of Korean immigration to the United States is closely tied to discriminatory and racist immigration policies. Asian immigration to the United States was severely limited during the 19th and early 20th centuries. The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 was the first law of its kind barring entrance of a specific ethnic group. Indeed, it was this very law that created the need for Korean laborers in the first place. The Immigration Act of 1924 enforced a national origins quota further excluding immigrants from Asia. This ban was reinforced a few decades later with the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952, also known as the McCarran-Walter Act. With the end of the Korean War in 1953, the US government granted an exception with approximately 15,000 Koreans immigrating to the country. However, the national origins clause was not ultimately removed until the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965. Historically, this was a watershed moment for Asian, and particularly Korean, immigration.15 The Korean American population in the mid-1960s was marginal with “Korean” not appearing in the US census until 1970. By 1980, the Korean American population spiked to 290,000 and later quadrupled to approximately 1.2 million by 2000. To mark the significance of Korean immigration to the United States, January 13 is celebrated as Korean American Day in commemoration of the very first Korean immigrants to the United States.

Presently, the United States is home to the second largest Korean diaspora community, second only to China.16 According to the 2010 Census, Korean Americans represent .6 percent of the US population or approximately 1.8 million people. Koreatowns are established in most major US cities: Atlanta, Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, Dallas, Honolulu, Houston, Los Angeles, New York City, Oakland, Philadelphia, and Washington, DC. The states with the largest Korean American population are California, Georgia, Illinois, New Jersey, New York, Texas, Virginia, and Washington. The two regions with the highest concentration of Korean Americans are Southern California and the New York City metropolitan area. The vast majority of Korean Americans identify as Protestant with Korean American churches functioning not only as discrete religious communities but also as interdependent social and economic networks.17 First-generation Korean American communities function as ethnic enclaves that tend to be exclusive in character, resist cultural assimilation, and operate independently of dominant American culture—at least more so than other Asian American groups. These dynamics are changing, however, among second- and third-generation Korean Americans as communal boundaries and identities become permeable through cultural assimilation.18 In this way, Korean American identity is forged at multiple intersections of religion, class, gender, migration, and race/ethnicity.19

Korean Americans are gaining more visibility in mainstream culture in sports (Chloe Kim), culinary arts (David Chang), business (Do Won Chang), art (David Choe), entertainment (Steven Yeun), comedy (Ken Jeong), music (Jay Park), education (Elaine H. Kim), and medicine (Jim Yong Kim). They represent the fifth largest Asian American group behind Chinese Americans, Filipino Americans, Indian Americans, and Vietnamese Americans. As a collective, Asian Americans are “the best-educated, highest-income, fastest-growing race group in the country.”20 They represent 5.3 percent of the US population or approximately 17.3 million people. Despite the many successes of Asian Americans, racist stereotypes of the model minority and forever foreigner persist.21 The lack of representation in some professions and upper-management positions have led some to theorize structural barriers impeding progress such as “the bamboo ceiling.”22 Likewise, a double standard facing Asian Americans is revealed by a recent admissions lawsuit against Harvard University, exposing the American myth of meritocracy.

What Makes Biblical Interpretation Korean American?

This question proves difficult for three reasons. The first challenge is practical: How does Korean American identity, as previously outlined, affect the critical practice of biblical interpretation? Only a handful of scholars have addressed the question explicitly. As Ahn observed in 2006: “Korean American biblical approaches have remained largely unexamined to date.”23 Even among those who have addressed the topic, there is no agreement. A second issue of concern is methodological: How does Korean American biblical interpretation relate to other scholarly methods of biblical criticism? In 2012, Kim wrestled with the tension of distinguishing Korean American from Korean approaches: “Inasmuch as it is difficult to cultivate what ‘Korean’ biblical interpretation is, it is all the more daunting to label what ‘Korean-American’ biblical interpretation is or should be.”24 The third and perhaps most difficult challenge is theoretical in nature: If dominant biblical criticism is profoundly Eurocentric in history and method, how does a Korean American approach to biblical interpretation differ and what does it entail? Is there a single methodology that dictates and governs Korean American biblical interpretation? Is Korean American biblical interpretation defined by the identity of the interpreter? Or is it constituted by a complex of themes, orientations, and motifs with respect to Korean American identity, history, and culture? What makes biblical criticism—or anything else for that matter—Korean American? Addressing these questions is imperative for defining Korean American biblical interpretation. But they are also pertinent to other racial/ethnic and minoritized approaches to biblical interpretation.25

How Korean American identity intersects with biblical interpretation differs depending on who you ask. For Jung Ha Kim, the community of readers is of paramount importance. Experience, habits, reading practices, communal interaction, popular readings—these varied elements animate a Korean American hermeneutic. Kim arrives at a communal definition, having conducted a sociological analysis of two Korean American focus groups. She concludes, “By placing Korean American experiences of reading the Bible at the center of analysis, this study shifted the narrative focus from the biblical hermeneutics to the hermeneutics of communal reading that transforms the Bible as a sacred text in Korean America.”26 John Ahn comes at the question from the other end of the spectrum. Rather than positing the experiences of the reader as a starting point, Ahn prefers a narrow approach to the biblical text. In fact, he is wary of any methods that are “too inclusive and expansive” and are thus no longer congruent with “biblical interpretation or even biblical studies.”27 His central question is: “What’s in it for the biblical text?”28 For Ahn, the value of an approach lies in direct proportion to its ability to generate new insights into the ancient world of the biblical text.29

The spectrum of reader-based and text-based approaches comes into sharper focus in Hyun Chul Paul Kim’s 2012 history of scholarship. Kim is explicit about the need to differentiate Korean American from Korean, Asian, and Asian American biblical criticism. Kim’s review of scholarship is organized into three categories: nonconforming Korean hermeneutics; indirect use of Korean hermeneutics; and direct use of Korean hermeneutics. The third category is further divided into two subcategories: Korean hermeneutical contexts and Korean American hermeneutical contexts. In his treatment of the first subcategory, Kim identifies scholars such as Ahn Byung Mu, Young Chan Ro, and Samuel Cheon who use Korean concepts (jangjanup, shimcheong, domi, minjung, han) to interpret biblical texts. These concepts are historically significant, stem from ancient Korean folktales, and therefore fit the parameters of Korean hermeneutical contexts. But in his treatment of the second subcategory, the boundaries of what counts as Korean American biblical scholarship become blurry and diffuse.

To illustrate Korean American hermeneutical contexts, Kim cites the work of Uriah Kim, Seung Ai Yang, Jae Won Lee, and James Kyung-Jin Lee. All four scholars are Korean American. However, these examples have arguably more to do with Asian American biblical criticism. For instance, the two monographs by Uriah Kim employ reading strategies informed by Asian American studies and postcolonial theory.30 Seung Ai Yang addresses Asian American liberation theology.31 While Jae Won Lee’s concerns come closer, she seems more attuned to South Korea than the Korean American diaspora.32 Finally, James Kyung-Jin Lee is not a biblical scholar but a professor of Asian American Studies. Strictly speaking, these examples are perhaps better suited as forms of Asian American scholarship (Kim, Lee, Yang) or Korean scholarship (Lee). While Kim’s review is optimistic in tone and outlook, his broad survey illustrates the difficulty of defining what constitutes Korean American biblical interpretation.33

A very similar tension emerges in the 2019 collection of essays edited by Ahn.34 The volume is a landmark achievement as the first compendium on Korean and Korean American biblical studies. Despite being the first book of its kind, discussion of theory and method is minimal.35 Ahn’s introduction briefly outlines a “locative textual approach.” His proposal broadens and improves his earlier suggestion for a purely sociological approach as a controlling method for Korean American biblical interpretation.36 Nevertheless, several essays in the volume do not reflect his proposal in a meaningful way.

Some of the essays in the volume are explicit about foregrounding Korean and Korean American hermeneutics, but others are not. For example, the first chapter by Hannah S. An examines the Instructions for Priests and Temple Officials (CTH 264). Her thesis is stated as follows: “I argue that the performative and prohibitive regulations regarding the sancta in CTH 264 illuminate one of the significant legal assumptions underlying the biblical laws that specifically address a suspected crime—the inescapability of the divine retribution in the Israelite jurisprudence in the case of a sancta trespass.”37 After introducing her claim, An provides a close reading of CTH 264 in juxtaposition with a case where a woman is suspected of adultery in Numbers 5:11–31. But it is unclear how this argument—an excerpt from her Princeton Theological Seminary dissertation—qualifies as Korean American biblical interpretation. For one, there is no single mention of Korean American history, identity, culture, or social location—let alone how they inform a reading of the texts under consideration. The only inference the reader is left to draw on how this reading qualifies as Korean American biblical interpretation is the bare fact of An’s identity. But even so, her identity does not affect her engagement with the text in a compelling way. Therefore, how the essay exemplifies Korean American biblical interpretation is unclear and underdeveloped.

A similar assessment can be made of the contributions by John Ahn, Seehee Kim, Eunyung Lim, and SuJung Shin. For example, Ahn’s chapter presents a lengthy and meticulous analysis of ancient Near Eastern law collections ranging from Ur-Nammu (2100–2050 bce) to Middle Assyrian Laws (1400–1000 bce)—all in specific relation to the Decalogue and 2 Samuel 11–12.38 Moreover, his exegesis is pursued in conversation with rich theoretical insights from Anthony Giddens and sociological case studies from Africa, Bangladesh, China, Australia, and the United States. But a similar issue emerges: How his reading embodies Korean American biblical interpretation is unclear. Given Ahn’s introduction outlining a locative textual approach, one might expect greater sensitivity to Korean and Korean American contexts. But a sustained treatment is curiously absent in his theoretical framework, sociological case studies, and reading of the biblical text.

Ultimately, the essays by An and Ahn raise an interesting theoretical question that is relevant for our purposes. Both essays are more or less rigorous displays of biblical criticism performed by Korean Americans. But is that the same as Korean American biblical interpretation? In other words, is the identity of the reader, Korean American or otherwise, sufficient in constituting a racial/ethnic or minoritized approach to biblical criticism? I, for one, am not persuaded that it is. Biblical scholarship produced by Korean Americans is not the same as Korean American biblical interpretation. In the same way, not every work produced by a female, queer, or Latinx scholar should be classified as feminist, queer, or Latinx American biblical interpretation. The identity of the interpreter, though vital, is far from sufficient. Something more is required.

In this respect, the essay by Roger Nam is exemplary.39 Nam is explicit about drawing on Korean American identity as an interpretative lens. He provides a creative interpretation of the linguistic variation between Hebrew and Aramaic in Ezra-Nehemiah as a strategic form of code-switching. The fluctuation, he argues, does not merely signal the composite nature of the text as frequently noted by previous scholarship. It is also evidence of competing Judean interests inscribed in the historical development of the text: “the shifts between Aramaic and Hebrew signal an expression of a complex identity marker that encapsulates the self-perceived origins of Ezra’s repatriate community.”40 This reading is informed by a hermeneutic that derives from the hybrid nature of the Korean American community itself: “Bilingualism is a direct concern for Korean American communities, and consequently, the concept of code-switching may serve as a powerful prefigurative reading strategy.”41 Nam’s interpretation of Ezra-Nehemiah is simultaneously shaped by his social location as a Korean American, even as it enhances his imperial reading of the politics of code-switching and bilingualism in Persian Yehud.

Hence the question remains: What constitutes Korean American biblical interpretation? The identity of the reader offers a starting point, but it is a partial answer at best. To use Kim’s threefold classification, the essays by Kim and Nam are fitting examples of the third category of Korean American hermeneutical contexts. By contrast, the essays by Ahn, An, Kim, Lim, and Shin would fall under the first category of Korean American scholarship that is nonconforming. The former is contextualized, hermeneutically explicit, and based on social location; the latter, not unlike traditional historical criticism, is unmarked, universal, and decontextualized. Indeed, there is no discernible connection between Korean American identity and interpretation. My intention in raising this point is to clarify the definition of Korean American biblical interpretation. In and of itself, the identity of the interpreter does not constitute biblical interpretation as Korean American. Korean American biblical interpretation is defined by a combination of factors: the identity and social location of the scholar, whose theory, method, and contextual reading of the biblical text are informed by Korean American identity, history, and culture.

Where Is It Located in the Field?

The definition of Korean American biblical interpretation can be further appreciated by identifying its location and relation to other methods.42 There are a number of reference works on biblical methodologies that would be helpful for this task.43 Fernando Segovia maps the field in terms of seven major models of biblical criticism: historical criticism, literary criticism, sociocultural criticism, ideological criticism, cultural criticism, religious-theological criticism, and global-systemic criticism.44

The order of the seven models is largely chronological, beginning with historical criticism and ending with global-systemic criticism. Moreover, within each model there are further subcategories. Most relevant for our purposes is the fourth model of ideological criticism, which includes feminist, womanist, queer, racial/ethnic, and minoritized biblical criticism. Minoritized biblical criticism includes African, Asian, Indigenous or Native, and Latinx American forms of biblical criticism. Within Asian American biblical criticism, there is a further subset of specific Asian American groups. Korean American biblical interpretation fits best under the model of ideological criticism since it is an interpretative approach that highlights the history, culture, and social location of a racial/ethnic group.

To be clear, Korean American biblical interpretation may utilize any major model or method of biblical criticism. For instance, sociocultural criticism is mainly concerned with understanding social and cultural institutions in the world of antiquity that biblical texts reference and presuppose. Nam’s imperial reading of Ezra-Nehemiah as code-switching in Persian Yehud is a good example of how sociocultural criticism and Korean American biblical interpretation are compatible. But in terms of its location as a critical method of interpretation, Korean American biblical interpretation fits best under ideological criticism, and specifically Asian American biblical criticism, as illustrated in figure 1:

[image: image]

There are several advantages for mapping Korean American biblical interpretation in this way. The first advantage is its logical organization—a grouping of similar methods according to common aims and organizing principles. Hence, minoritized criticism is paired with other ideological approaches (womanist, queer, feminist, etc.).

Second, it locates Korean American biblical interpretation in constellation with other racial/ethnic and minoritized approaches (African, Asian, Latinx, Native, and Indigenous). Highlighting the relationship between minoritized groups is both historically significant and logically necessary. There are overlapping issues and similar themes across each collective. For example, the location of Korean American biblical interpretation as a subfield of Asian American biblical criticism would be parallel to, say, Mexican American biblical interpretation as a subfield of Latinx American biblical criticism.

A third advantage is highlighting the global dimensions of Asian and Asian American biblical criticism. There are myriad Asian ethnicities, languages, cultures, customs, and traditions represented in the forty-nine Asian countries recognized by the United Nations: Afghanistan, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Brunei, Cambodia, China, Cyprus, Egypt, Georgia, India, Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Japan, Jordan, Kazakhstan, North Korea, South Korea, Kuwait, Kyrgyzstan, Laos, Lebanon, Malaysia, Maldives, Mongolia, Myanmar, Nepal, Oman, Pakistan, Philippines, Qatar, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, Sri Lanka, Syria, Tajikistan, Thailand, Timor-Leste, Turkey, Turkmenistan, United Arab Emirates, Uzbekistan, Vietnam, and Yemen. Korean and Korean American biblical interpretation—alternatively understood as Korean biblical interpretation at home and in the diaspora—simply represent a single pairing within the Asian American collective.

Finally, mapping Korean American biblical interpretation in this way particularizes racial/ethnic and minoritized approaches. “Asian American” is a politically contested category that covers enormous ground. Juxtaposing Korean American, Chinese American,45 South Asian American,46 Indian American,47 and Japanese American48 approaches gives greater visibility to the particularities of Asian American and Pacific Islander groups. Furthermore, naming specific racial/ethnic approaches within African American, Asian American, Latinx American, Native, and Indigenous American communities decenters the Eurocentrism of the field and pluralizes racial/ethnic approaches to biblical interpretation globally.

Conclusion

This chapter has explored the theoretical and methodological foundations of an emerging approach of racial/ethnic and minoritized approaches to biblical interpretation. Korean American biblical interpretation is a contextual approach that ascribes and asserts the relevance of Korean American identity in the practice of biblical interpretation. Korean American biblical interpretation is constituted by an explicit, intentional, and self-identifying claim. Conversely, biblical scholarship that does not foreground some aspect of Korean American identity, history, culture, or social location (or works that are nonconforming to use Kim’s typology) is best understood as traditional biblical scholarship performed by Korean Americans. This understanding implies that non-Korean Americans can contribute to the discourse, but only Korean Americans can claim to be doing Korean American biblical interpretation.

Korean American biblical interpretation is a logical development of several factors. First, the fact that the earliest Korean immigrants were inspired by Christian missionaries provides a natural connection for developing Korean American biblical interpretation. Second, as home to the second largest Korean diaspora community, the Korean American community in the United States is in a unique position to contribute to a nuanced understanding of diaspora, immigration, and identity formation in biblical texts that originate from exile and diaspora. Ezra-Nehemiah in the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament and the Gospel of Matthew in the New Testament are two such examples. Both texts emerge from communities in flux that were negotiating the tension between ancestral and adopted languages, traditions, and cultures.

There are two important resources for those who may be interested in further pursuing Korean American biblical interpretation. The first resource is by Rachael Miyung Joo and Shelley Sang-Hee Lee.49 This volume50 contains twenty-one essays on issues ranging from Korean American history, migration, globalization, adoption, food, literature, music, sports, race, mixed-race, class, gender, ethnicity, panethnicity, diasporicity, religion, beauty, marriage, politics, and activism. The second resource is by Uriah Y. Kim and Seung Ai Yang.51 Part Two contains methodological essays on the relationship between Asian American biblical criticism and historical criticism (Mary F. Foskett), social-scientific criticism (D. N. Premnath), literary criticism (Jin Young Choi), theological interpretation (Bo H. Lim), feminist criticism (Seung Ai Yang), liberationist hermeneutics (Julius-Kei Kato), postcolonial criticism (Uriah Y. Kim), and queer hermeneutics (Dong Sung Kim). Engaging in dialogue with Korean American studies and Asian American biblical criticism acknowledges the wider Asian Pacific North American context. Korean American biblical interpretation is not confined to a single interpretative approach but is open to any and all reading strategies that suit its aims and ends.

Many scholars in the field of biblical studies, as Sakenfeld notes, may question the value of employing identity-based approaches such as Korean American biblical interpretation. Some may even question its legitimacy and call into questions its status as biblical scholarship. Transforming this perception is the challenge and promise for all future practitioners of Korean American biblical interpretation. But there is a real possibility for redefining the dominant standards for which methods count and why. For if all readings, reading strategies, and reading locations are contextual practices, then Korean American biblical interpretation represents one way to name, identify, complicate, counteract, particularize, ethnicize, diversify, and deracialize the field of biblical studies.
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Chapter 21 

“Forever Strangers at the Margin” in the Context of the United States

Hyun Chul Paul Kim

Introduction

Several weeks before the outbreak of the Korean War, on June 25, 1950, a lay elder told my father, “You must immediately escape to South Korea because war is about to break out.” My father, the youngest of three sons to Christian parents in Pyeongyang, packed a small bag and said to his mother, “Good-bye, I will come back.” The Korean War would continue for three horrific years, resulting in many deaths. Meanwhile, my father, in South Korea, lived out life as a refugee and a Presbyterian minister but would never see his parents again or visit North Korea. He died at the age of 86 in 2012.

I share my father’s story as a case of resilient faith and vision amidst relocation, war, and trauma which have generated continuous impacts upon his descendants, including me, just as Abraham and Sarah’s relocation and hardships testify to the comparable underlying concepts.1 Similar painful histories filled with war scars and (forced) migration have impacted Korean families and communities generation after generation.2 For example, in Free Food for Millionaires, Casey Han—a second-generation Korean American and a daughter of Joseph Han, a survivor of the Korean War and eventual US immigrant—has to grapple with the preceding generation’s hidden and tormenting experiences that would frequently impact her own multicultural and multigenerational dinner table. The book reads, “She was in Queens [New York], and it was 1993. But at the table it was 1953, and the Korean War refused to end.”3

The Korean American experience and the hardships that come with it can be revelatory for (re)reading the Abraham stories. The intention of this chapter is to read the Abraham narrative in dialogue with the experiences of Korean Americans.4 From the canonical placement of the ancestral narratives in Genesis, I consider Abraham (and Sarah) as the first “migrants” who moved out of their home to another unfamiliar place.5 To do so, I will review three broad topics within the Abraham stories—his leaving home/Babylon, hospitality to “Others,” and solidarity with victims, neighbors, and future generations—and explore their thematic and interpretive intersections with pertinent Korean American stories.

Leaving Babylon

The whole family of Terah, including Abram and Sarai, leave the Chaldean city of Ur (11:31). Even though this departure may be considered “return migration” for the golah communities, we can take it as a symbolic concept of “(im)migration” of all diasporas from their rooted places.6 To them, the promises to Abram for land and descendants remain theirs to hold and yearn for, regardless of the geographical locations in which the diasporas may reside.7

First, Abram’s migration from the known to the unknown signifies his severing of the ties and familiarities of his livelihood. His leaving Babylon encompasses departure from various physical, emotional, and symbolic constituencies. The command to “go forth” (12:1) includes the spatial dimensions of departure “from the more general (‘your land’) to the more distant relatives (‘your kindred’), followed by those close at hand (‘your father’s house’).”8 Getting out of the comfort zone, diaspora readers would readily identify with Abram, Sarai, and Lot, who were uprooted from their homes in exchange for a foreign destination.

Although the Genesis narrative does not provide specific reasons for Abram’s leaving Babylon, there have been various attempts to fill in the gaps. One hypothesis is the breaking off from the idolatrous traditions of pagan gods (cf. Jubilees 12), as some scholars posit that “Abram’s original name was linked with Mesopotamian idolatry.”9 Against those who believe that their exile is the well-deserving punishment and the end of it all (Gen. 15:1–2), Megan Warner opines that unlike the conditional Sinai covenant (or even the conditionalized Davidic covenant; 1 Kgs. 2:4), the unconditional promises to Abram offer his descendants hope because God was faithful for fulfilling God’s promises (Gen. 15, 17).10

Second, Abram’s migration was not an aimless wandering but a divine commissioning to deliver hope and meaning in the diaspora communities. The divine call reveals the promise of blessing as a pivotal purpose, which Gerhard von Rad regarded as the “programmatic traditional paragraph” and significant “far beyond the scope of the individual verses for understanding the larger whole” of the Hexateuch: “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing” (Gen. 12:1–2; cf. Ezra 1:1–5; 2 Chron. 36:22–23).11 Deutero-Isaiah declares, “Look to Abraham your father and to Sarah who bore you; for he was but one when I called him, but I blessed him and made him many” (Isa. 51:2; cf. Ezek. 33:24-29). To the dejected diasporic communities, Deutero-Isaiah’s reminder of their first patriarch and matriarch would have bolstered the hope of rebirth and regrowth.12 This sense of purpose accompanies the divine promise of blessing. In the opening call of Abram (Gen. 12:1–3), the term associated with “bless” occurs no less than five times, with emphatic allusions to the divine blessing of the creation account (1:22, 28). Alternatively, the literature’s repeated mention of the blessing may contrast with the opposite reality. Abram’s (im)migration departure encompasses the hope of blessing that aspires a purpose far greater than any adverse reality (15:5, 22:17).

Third, Abram’s departure and attaining a new subversive name and identity reflect the diaspora communities’ getting out of their bondage and incapacity under imperial hardship. Consider the dramatic name changes from Abram to Abraham and Sarai to Sarah (17:5, 15). As in the cases of Joseph, Daniel, Daniel’s friends, and other figures in the Hebrew Bible, name change signals a change of allegiance and identity.13 Thus, Abram (“exalted father” of a tribe, or of the empire; cf. in Isa. 2:11, 17, the “exalted and haughty” refers to the Assyrian/Babylonian empire) becomes Abraham (“father of many nations”; cf. Isa. 2:3–4 projects an inclusive, peaceable community), and Sarai (“my princess”) becomes Sarah (“princess,” “mother of many kings,” or “the one who contends/perseveres [with God]”; cf. Gen. 32:28 [Matt. 32:29]; Hos. 12:4–5). Accordingly, these name changes can connote the dramatic shift of their identity from the (self-serving or empire-serving) parents of a small clan to the (transformed, all-embracing) ancestors of many people.

Moreover, in the literary flow, Abraham’s great “name” (12:2) is an “antithesis” to the “name” the empire schemes to make for itself (11:4).14 Joseph Blenkinsopp suggests that Shinar, in the Tower of Babel story (11:2), alludes to Babylon, “the embodiment of imperial control,” where many Judeans were forcefully taken as captives (cf. Isa. 11:11).15 This anti-Babylonian or anti-imperial motif may signify subversive reconceptualization against the dominant ideology: “Go forth from Babylon, flee from Chaldea” (Isa. 48:20; cf. Jer. 50:8).16 New names, in Abram’s and Sarai’s cases, would thus symbolize (re-)discovering one’s own identity and dignity, over the dominant culture’s hegemony and ideology. New names operate similarly in the identity struggles between Zaphenath-paneah (Egyptian) and Joseph, between Belteshazzar (Babylonian) and Daniel, between Esther (Persian) and Hadassah. That this ethnic minority “Abram” can become “Abraham,” who became a channel of blessing to many nations and led a family with promise and hope, would thus buoy a renewed identity to disenfranchised colonial subjects.

These initial episodes correlate to the Korean American experiences of the Korean War, refugee status, and (forced) migration. Peter Kim, chief executive officer (CEO) of Hudson Jeans and a son of Korean War survivors who immigrated to Los Angeles in the 1960s, recollects the stories about his parents, Sang Hoon and Eunice Kim: “They were born in what is now North Korea and were brought down in their childhoods to South Korea. It was not an easy passage…. My father never knew his father, who went missing or killed in the war. My mother lost some siblings in the process of getting from North to South Korea.”17 Jihee Huh, whose husband owns Pacific American Fish Co., likewise reminisces about her father’s story—a common story to many Korean American immigrants of the 1960s and 1970s: “My father came with $50 to the 1962 World’s Fair in New York…. He opened a wig shop on Broadway in Manhattan, one of the first Koreans to have a store there.”18 Sarai Koo, the CEO and founder of Project SPICES and MAPS 4 College, considers her own family story: “The family arguments were much deeper than our rice wars. When dad got upset with me, his verbal responses and treatment of me stemmed from the hidden issues that had accumulated from his wartime hunger and pain…. This was a battle that I had to overcome—to fight against receiving my dad’s sorrow as if it were mine.”19

As Abram’s own personal journey from Babylon reveals, these Korean American stories demonstrate the hardships and devastating impacts of uprootedness, loss, and relocation. Pains of severed family ties remain palpable in the memories of Korean immigrants and their children.20 Nevertheless, Korean Americans, like Abram’s family, have discovered a sense of calling and future dreams, while struggling to preserve their cultural heritage and ethnic identity. For the first time in their lives, many discovered their new marginal identities—strangers, foreigners, hyphenated aliens, outsiders, and minorities. This change from the center to the margin has been, and remains, heavily intertwined with heartache and humiliation. However, Korean Americans have joined the struggles of fellow immigrants in overcoming these obstacles. Being on the margin, or being in solidarity with the marginal, can enable us to see and live according to new perspectives and, thereby, more holistically.21

At least in recent decades, as Nazli Kibria observed, more ethnic or hyphenated Americans are asserting their distinctiveness and “connection to the heroism and honor of an immigrant past … of distinction, vigor, and morality.”22 Another study by Sumie Okazaki and Nancy Abelmann similarly asserts that amid the ongoing distress over racial stereotyping and cultural belongingness, many Korean American immigrants have preserved “a healthy sense of identity as Korean Americans…. Weathering various moments of self-doubt and anguish and settling into their distinctive, if somewhat unexpected, places within … America.”23 Thus, for Korean Americans, their ethnic marginal status can provide positive visions and resources to heal and transform society, just as Abraham and Sarah as the not-so-extraordinary aged couple were called to become a blessing to others.24 The traumas and agonies of the Korean past have been carried onto the American soils through these Korean Americans.25 Yet, instead of insisting on their past, new purposes and dreams have spurred among them as well.

Hospitality to Others

Abram’s leaving Babylon is associated with his ongoing journey toward and within the land of Canaan, through which the readers encounter repeated stories of both intraethnic and interethnic struggles. Diaspora readers would recall what it means to return to Yehud and struggle residing alongside the “people of the land” (Ezra 4:4; cf. Gen. 23:7, 12–13, 34:1), let alone ever-present empires. Precisely here, the election concept of the divine promise is intricately tied to these relational encounters: “I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (12:3). As the subsequent plots exemplify (Gen. 12:10–19:29), this blessing encompasses those within the chosen community and those outside it. In other words, how Abraham treats others and how others treat Abraham, especially relating to hospitality, will significantly impact the manifestations of divine blessing.

The first incident occurs when the relations get tense between Abram and Lot, between the herders of Abram’s livestock and Lot’s livestock (13:1–2). Both members of the clan of Terah now own many great possessions, the ironic result of which is that instead of jointly building a great tribe, “they could not live together” (13:6). The picture gives an intraethnic dissension eerily similar to the post-exilic Yehud province during and after the time of Ezra-Nehemiah. This tension relates to the possession of land property and is resolved by Abram’s virtue of yielding the land to his nephew Lot: “Let there be no strife between you and me, and between your herders and my herders; for we are kindred” (13:8; cf. Exod. 2:13). This act of solidarity leads to the divine reassurance of Abram’s blessing: “All the land that you see I will give to you and your offspring forever” (13:15).

The next episode (14:1–16) immediately follows and complements the preceding episode (13:1–18) in that Abram’s proactive rescue of his kindred augments his previously reactive yielding of the land. In the tribal war, Lot and his household were taken captive (14:11–12) and Abram musters his own trained soldiers to rescue his far away kindred to the north of Damascus (14:14–15). Jonathan Grossman points out that the theme of reciprocity of blessing and curse (12:3a) is illustrated already in the passages following the great call. For example, when Abram flees to Egypt because of the famine, God’s plague on Pharaoh demonstrates one component of the reciprocity: “Even those who wish to harm Abram inadvertently are severely punished” (12:10–20).26 Alternatively, Abram becomes a channel of blessing not only to his kindred in Lot’s household but, as King Melchizedek of Salem blesses him (14:19–20), also to the people of Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, Zeboiim, and Bela. Abram’s sacrifice led to the rescue of not only Lot’s household but also other nations.

The third episode (18:1–8, 22–33; cf. 19:1–11) addresses the visit of “three men” and the issues of justice and righteousness as relevant to the fate of Sodom and Gomorrah. Offering hospitality to these visitors “in the heat of the day” (18:1), Abraham’s (random but genuine) act of hospitality to these passers-by subsequently leads to the promise of an heir (18:9–15). Upon learning the impending fate of Sodom and Gomorrah from these visitors (18:16–21), Abraham wrestles with YHWH concerning human righteousness and divine mercy (18:22–33). Here keeping the “way of the Lord” (17:1, 18:19; cf. Isa. 40:3; Ps. 1:5–6) is directly associated with “doing righteousness and justice” (Gen. 18:19). And executing justice and righteousness means extending acts of hospitality to strangers, especially the vulnerable and disenfranchised (Lev. 23:22; Deut. 24:17–22). Contrarily, outnumbered by the entire male population of Sodom, “both young and old, all the people to the last man” (Gen. 19:4), Lot’s defense seems useless, nullified by the citizens’ overwhelming taunt: “This fellow came here as an alien, and he would play the judge! Now we will deal worse with you than with them” (19:9). The sin of Sodom is defined by the deliberate failure to extend hospitality to the weak and vulnerable immigrants.27 The citizens of Sodom’s hostility toward others contrasts with the hospitality Lot offers to the two visitors (19:1–3). Despite the miraculous deliverance of Lot and his family, the rampant threat and peril resulting from injustice and unrighteousness in the two cities bespeaks the prevalent issues of theodicy with which minority groups must grapple. Hospitality can beget more hospitality. Yet, hostility, the opposite of justice and righteousness, has far-reaching devastating impacts, especially to vulnerable communities.

These quests for solidarity and hospitality prevailing against strife and hostility ring loudly to many Korean Americans. First, the cases of internal division evident in the Abram-Lot accounts also linger in the disgraceful stories of many Korean Americans. Internal strife is a common phenomenon in any group, but for Korean Americans, whose ancestors had to endure incessant wars and oppressions, such records serve as grave threats against any sense of unity or harmony. The biblical expression that “they could not live together” (13:6) is a painfully accurate description of some Korean Americans who frequently defraud and backstab fellow Korean Americans, often newer migrants. Abram’s plea for mutual trust would thus resound with many Korean Americans (13:8).

Second, despite the recurring rivalries and discord, the positive cases of Abram’s virtuous and courageous care for fellow clans have lived as examples within Korean American history. For example, in the aftermath of the nonviolent March First Independence Movement of 1919, the first wave of Korean immigrants in Hawaii toward the end of the nineteenth century worked in the sugar cane fields and “collected $5 from each adult in the Korean population to support the nationalist activities…. Assuming each Korean family consisted of 4 members with 2 adults [for 4,950 Koreans in Hawaii as of June 1920 by US Army report] who donated $5 each, we come up with a figure of $12,500 as the possible amount collected.”28 Moreover, some Korean immigrants were “ready to lay down their lives to achieve their homeland’s freedom from Japanese rule.”29 Among them, Dosan Ahn Chang-Ho, who studied and worked at Riverside, California in the 1900s, became a great leader for the Korean diaspora people during those dark decades; Ahn was arrested in 1937 by Japanese police force, tortured in prison, and died on March 10, 1938—he continues to be remembered as an ancestor of courage and uprightness (cf. Gen. 15:6, 17:1).

Third, if the March First Independence Movement (March 1, 1919) confirms the legacy of the courageous camaraderie of the Korean Americans, the Los Angeles riots of 1992 (April 29, 1992, the “Sa-I-Gu” in Korean, denoting “April 29th”) expose the disturbing realities of vulnerability of many Korean Americans as US minorities. The injustice of the Rodney King beating and the resulting verdict sparked nationwide outrage, which rapidly grew to encompass the widespread riots in the Los Angeles area. Caught in the “racial triangulation,” Asian Americans were treated as a “buffer zone” between Whites and Blacks.30 Tragically, this case of strife between Whites and Blacks caused devastation to buildings and stores in Koreatown.31 Many victims—and scapegoats—of the Los Angeles (L.A.) riots felt the discrimination and powerlessness that Lot and his family may have experienced when surrounded by the mob of massive attackers. Sarai Koo, whose father owned a gas station in South Central L.A., recounts “I grew up on those streets and couldn’t believe that my former neighbors would damage property and steal.”32 The taunting rebuke of the citizens of Sodom and Gomorrah sounds troublingly similar (19:5, 9), as the assault by the men of Sodom would be recognized as an outright denial of hospitality toward strangers.

Conversely, it took the L.A. riots for the American public to realize there were Koreans in America. In analogy, Edward T. Chang opines, “The Korean American was born or reborn on April 29, 1992…. [The L.A. riots incident became] a catalyst to critically examine what it meant to be Korean American in relation to politics, race, economics and ideology.”33 While Korean immigrants arrived in the United States hoping to attain the “American dream,” for many victims of L.A. riots, dreams turned into nightmares. The story of Lot’s traumatic escape points to the reality of theodicy amidst unfulfilled divine promise. Like Lot’s daughters, the L.A. victims have to live with the social and psychological fear that no one is there to protect them. “The sense that ‘it can all be taken away’ continues to haunt many even as they hope for the best in the future.”34

Just like the story of Lot’s family, many Korean American stories are strewn with heartaches and disappointment. In the collective pursuit of the American dream, people must not turn a blind eye to those in hardship. At the least, it would take more than an individual or group to heal the wounds and carry another’s burden. It would take a diverse community, just as Abraham interceded for Lot’s family and people. Chang Lee, whose gas station was burned down during the riots and now serves as an L.A.-area planning commissioner, recalls that “he managed to come back from the ashes because of one act by the community, a day after the fire that destroyed his business. Lee remembers that for some reason, perhaps out of shock, he began to pointlessly sweep the debris around the shell of the gas station. ‘One by one,’ said Lee, ‘neighbors came out to help. They were black, Korean, and Latino. 30 people. They gave me hope. They are my community. And it’s time again to stay bound together.’ ”35

Solidarity with Victims, Neighbors, and Future Generations

Although Abraham is the central character, he is also an outsider. Likewise, alongside Abraham’s virtuous acts of hospitality, there are portrayals of his frailty and even abuse of others. Ironically or remarkably, the whole story in Genesis gives ideal and questionable depictions of him. Like kaleidoscopic depictions, the text suggests that Abraham too should cope with “others” and eventually learn from the agonies and virtues of the “other” victims and neighbors.

First and foremost, Sarah, the wife of Abram, deserves our attention. Immediately after the divine call, in the “wife-sister” episode (12:10–20; cf. 20:1–18; 21:22–34), we learn that Abram and Sarai’s first encounter was during a famine (cf. Ruth 1:1). As they head toward Egypt (12:10; cf. 42:1–5), one wonders whether this action is a sign of unbelief on Abram’s part or a sign of the unfulfilled divine promise (cf. Gen. 12:7). Abram asks Sarai to hide her identity as his wife, and in turn Abram avoids any potential threat and gains wealth from Pharaoh at Sarai’s expense. Readers wonder why Sarai complied, but the text leaves her silent. On the one hand, even though Abram’s cowardly begging could be hyperbolic, the phrases, “they will kill me” and “my life may be spared” (12:12–13), imply that the potential danger may have been a life-or-death situation, at least for him (cf. Exod. 1:16, 22; 2 Sam. 11). His ploy cannot be condoned, as the text emphatically describes that “the woman was taken into Pharaoh’s house” (12:15). Nevertheless, the text’s ambiguity leaves open the possibility that Sarai may have chosen to sacrifice and lie in solidarity or compassion for her kindred (12:13, 16; cf. 39:5).36 On the other hand, it is undeniable that Abram is taking advantage of Sarai, a female member of a patriarchal household.37 Abram’s plan and action flagrantly explain why some interpreters deem him a con artist or a pimp, as he cold-heartedly disregards his own wife. Rather than being willing to sacrifice himself for the sake of Sarai (which Sarai was willing to do for Abram), Abram acts as if Sarai’s life is expendable and God’s promise is flexible. Abram’s story is easy to condemn, but we often repeat it. To survive and succeed, we often take advantage of other members of our communities, especially those who we view as more vulnerable.

Second, Abram’s relationship with Sarai complicates when considering Sarai’s relationship with Hagar (literally, “the immigrant”) and Ishmael. Abram and Sarai, the sojourning migrants in Canaan, turn to oppress other outsiders. To summarize the plot concisely, having almost given up on the promise of an heir, Sarai opts for the surrogate custom. Hagar, an Egyptian slave woman, gives birth to Ishmael, and Sarai abuses her. Abram remains an indifferent accomplice (16:1–6), and the couple eventually banishes the outsiders (21:9–21)—“the oppressed when liberated becomes the oppressor.”38 In terms of the insider-outsider dynamics, especially against the post-exilic setting of Ezra-Nehemiah, the Abrahamic group’s sending away of the foreigners is telling.39 Minority groups have the capacity to be inhospitable to those even more disadvantaged than themselves.

At the same time, this story highlights not only the acts of injustice by Abraham and Sarah (the insiders) but also the divine provision and blessing given to Hagar and Ishmael (the outsiders). Just as God intervenes to rescue Sarai from the Pharaoh’s house, God answers Hagar’s cry from Abraham’s banishment. On the verge of starving to death in the desert, God hears Hagar’s cry and reassures the divine promise to Ishmael, “for I will make a great nation of him” (21:18; cf. 17:20), analogous to the promise God made to Abraham (cf. 12:2, 18:18). That Ishmael and Esau receive similar blessings and genealogies suggests, as Albert de Pury avers, that “the Priestly writer obviously thinks that all the tribes that practice circumcision are the children of Abraham and belong to the covenant established by Abraham’s God.”40 Furthermore, conversely, elsewhere we learn that Abraham exhibits a way of negotiating and living together with others. Reviewing Abraham’s mutual relations with Lot, the ancestor of the Moabites and Ammonites, and Abimelech the Philistine (21:22–34, 26:1), Joseph Blenkinsopp claims that “Abraham’s relations with these neighboring peoples [sans Egyptians], and especially with the indigenous populations of Canaan among whom he lived as a resident alien, are respectful and friendly.”41 To put it another way, despite the ugliness and shortcomings, the Abraham story conveys the importance of ideal co-dwelling (Gen. 23).

Third, Abraham’s relationship with Isaac is as complex as any of the issues addressed above. In a nutshell, Abraham’s story is framed by two divine commands to “go forth” in Genesis 12 and 22—bracketed by the journey of leaving Ur of the Chaldeans (12:1) and the journey on the road to Moriah (22:2). The Akedah (“binding” of Isaac) narrative is one of the most difficult texts and traditions in the Hebrew Bible.

On the one hand, the silence of many characters and textual issues poses the question of theodicy, disclosing Abraham not completely without fault. That Abraham did not question God thus remains a hermeneutical dilemma, especially in contrast with Abraham’s earlier confrontation (18:22–33). The question supposes fidelity to God, as Marvin A. Sweeney poses:


But then such questions are appropriate in Jewish tradition, when one considers the continued hardships of the Jewish people throughout history, such as the Babylonian exile, the destruction of both the first and second Temples in Jerusalem, the modern experience of the Shoah or Holocaust, etc. Judaism maintains a dialogical relationship with G-d, in which G-d speaks to and makes demands of the Jewish people, and the Jewish people speaks to and makes demands of G-d.42



Reading the narrative as a resistance text via “hidden transcript,” Ronald R. Krebs inquires: Could the text portray Abraham’s passing of the test “not because he is utterly obedient, but rather because he rebels [such that] God wants Abraham to resist injustice, not perform it”?43 Or, to use another intertextual comparison, whereas Abraham almost kills his son, Moses’s mother defiantly saves her son.

On the other hand, the underlying concepts of the text present indomitable faith and obedience amidst seemingly divine absence. In the plot, Abraham’s expelling of Ishmael in Genesis 21 is followed by God’s command for Abraham to bind Isaac in Genesis 22. Albert de Pury writes, “In the sequence of Gen. 21 and 22, it appears that Abraham has to forfeit both his sons, Ishmael by letting him get lost in the desert, and Isaac by offering him on the altar. Both are miraculously saved by God.”44 Both incidents are risky and dangerous. Yet, in both incidents, both sons are given divine deliverance and blessing (22:14, “Yhwh yir’eh”). As Walter Brueggemann remarks, despite the divine test (22:1), God relies on human faith (as God acknowledges, “Now I know” (22:12)) inasmuch as Abraham’s action hinges on his faith in God.45 Read in the post-exilic environment, Abraham and Isaac may have represented intergenerational survival amid the fear of the loss of heirs. Through studies of trauma and disaster that mirror Judah’s fall to Babylon, Kathleen M. O’Connor expounds that “Abraham’s offspring, the book’s audience, are in danger of becoming extinct themselves after the Babylonian destruction and occupation of their nation…. If the book’s audience lives with their eyes on God, they too may see offspring [22:17].”46 To them, this story displays how Abraham “faced and overcame just such a challenge” and it ensures that “God would bless and protect every future generation of his heirs.”47

To Korean Americans, as in any community, these stories represent the vicious cycle that the oppressed can still oppress—that is, unless the cycle is stopped or transformed. Readers find such a cycle, albeit symbolically, in the double depictions between the faithful and courageous Abraham and the questionable and abusive one. Sarah too suffers at the hand of her husband and yet oppresses her Egyptian slave. Likewise, Abraham’s near-sacrifice of Isaac depicts an example of faith and an intergenerational relationship that may have become suspect, if not damaged.

Many Korean Americans have created victims inside and outside their communities. In particular, concerning intergenerational conflicts, between parents and children, the Korean American tendency for industriousness is well-known, as they often extend the traditional daily work hours of “seven-eleven” to “six-twelve,” frequently resulting in educational and financial success for their children. Thus many first-generation Korean Americans do not spend much time with their second-generation children.48 As a result, generational gaps in terms of ethnic, cultural, and religious identities have widened between the generations and contributed to the consequent wounds and scars many first-generation Korean Americans have inflicted upon their children, as Jung Ha Kim elucidates, “[Second-generation Korean immigrants] are the descendants of hard laboring first-generation Korean immigrant parents who constantly drill their children to become Il-Deung (‘number one,’ in Korean), ‘to excel’ and ‘to be successful in whatever they do.”49

Outside the ethnic constituents, as the oppressed would also oppress other disadvantaged groups in the “divide and conquer” strategy, Korean Americans have on numerous occasions mistreated other ethnic minorities (and vice versa), especially African American and Latinx/a neighbors. Even before the outbreak of L.A. riots, hard-working Korean Americans often became the “middlemen” between large corporations and other minority customers. The Korean Americans often end up taking advantage of the latter, such as the African American customers in South Central L.A.50 As Hagar and Ishmael were disenfranchised, these Korean American store owners discriminated against other ethnic minority customers, which ironically caused Korean American themselves to face isolation.

Nevertheless, despite these victimizing cycles, Korean American stories may also contain testimonies that heal wounds, build bridges, and mutually help the “others.” The disheartening L.A. riots incident pulled some Korean Americans out of “their reverie to the realization that they must become informed and responsible to the community around them.”51 Myung Shim Lee, who lost her clothing store and eventually foreclosed her home after the L.A. riots, recounts “the tremendous assistance she received from her neighbors and those around her. She participated in community dialogues following the unrest and realized how little she knew about the African American community. This experience is why she and other [Korean American] store owners made a contribution to the local community for the first time, why her daughter became a public-school teacher in Watts, and why she is now a senior activist today.”52

Likewise, many second-generation Korean Americans not only empathize with the toil and sacrifice their first-generation parents have made but are also regaining pride in their ethnic heritage. Although we ought not to overgeneralize this by any means, second-generation Korean Americans, who have experienced the unreliable confluence of inclusion and exclusion by being “a part yet apart,” resolutely discover “positive identification with the experience of other racial minorities: their histories, predicaments, and worldviews.”53 Having fought with racial stigmas and intergenerational conflicts, the second- and third-generation Korean Americans are treading the uncharted water of sociopolitical affairs, extending hands to the wider multiethnic neighborhoods, and helping the local and globally needy.

Conclusion

Looking back, I now understand a little better why my parents were willing to send me away at such a young age to study in the United States. My father went through the experiences of leaving home, struggling to make ends meet, and he still lived with trust and hope. It is his visions of the Abraham-like search for hope and his practice being a channel of blessings to all that I as a Korean American member of the diaspora aspire to honor and carry on.

If the Pentateuch is a document of compromise, the ubiquitous double and often conflicting episodes in the Abraham narrative may entail not only the tension but also the legitimacy of different redactional sources or contending ideologies.54 Abraham, an ancestor of faith and a symbol of God’s blessing, has been a crucial figure for Judaism, Christianity, and Islam throughout their histories. This study has focused primarily on the complex depictions of this heroic character in terms of his intraethnic, interethnic, and interpersonal relationships. Reading the Abraham narrative as it stands, the implied readers would find both ongoing challenges and inspiring messages, which share common denominators with Korean American immigrant contexts.

Analogous to the pertinent Abraham stories, many Korean Americans left their home to pursue the American dream, to find freedom, and to become channels of blessing to others. In their struggles as a socioethnic minority group, Korean Americans have journeyed with virtue and frailty, amid failures and successes, through pains and laughter (cf. Gen. 21:6–7). Their pressing responsibility includes the challenge to inspire and nurture the subsequent generations. The task also involves living and building shalom together with other ethnic groups in and beyond this multicultural land. While counting our blessings, we should not be solely concerned with our success and power, but rather we should be far more concerned with how much respect we will receive, how much trust we will build, and how much hospitality we will demonstrate.

The visions and purposes seem too overwhelming for Korean Americans, or for that matter, for any other minority or disenfranchised group. A diasporic reading of Abraham’s story should not merely linger on the feel-good episodes and motifs. Perhaps this practice is why the open-endedness of Abraham’s story—as opposed to the power-attained happy ending, with pomp and circumstance (e.g., like that of Joseph or Esther)—can be all the more inspiring.55 A diasporic person would easily feel lost as perpetually marginal, as a Korean American who returned to Korea confesses, “I don’t belong to either Korea or America. When I was in the U.S., I didn’t feel that I really belonged there. Here, I don’t feel that I belong either. I’m perpetually marginal. But if you look at it from the positive side, you belong to both.”56 Amidst and despite these daunting challenges, if the legacy of Abraham’s journey of faith may encompass not only the model faith of indomitable obedience but also the solidarity with the weak and the needy (cf. Heb. 11:8–9), it remains the meaningful task for each generation of Korean Americans to cherish and carry on the stories of heartaches and heroics of their forebears.

Here, God’s question to Abraham and Sarah resounds loudly: “Is anything impossible for the Lord?” (18:14; cf. Matt. 17:20; Luke 1:37). May Korean Americans, along with their fellow Asian Americans and “all the families of the earth” (Gen. 12:3), pursue the call to be blessings onto others, sojourn in humble solidarity, and build communities together. And, in such a collective journey, may we carry the legacies of our own virtuous heroines/heroes and discover our own Abrahams, Sarahs, Hagars, Ishmaels, Isaacs, and Rebekahs.
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Chapter 22 

Double Marginality in the Context of the Southern Hemisphere

Honam Kim

Introduction

Standard maps place the Arctic Circle at the top above Europe, Asia, and the United States. But, of course, planet Earth is a globe. There is neither up nor down, and apart from the perspectives of early cartographers, imagine, instead, a flat map of our global planet laid out with different identifying features, say with Antarctica at the top above the continent of Australia. A fresh perspective can usefully defamiliarize accepted assumptions and arguments.

Undoubtedly, an upside-down reorientation can also bring needed fresh perspective to biblical criticism. For instance, ideological criticism and reader-centered criticism helpfully critique historical criticism and canonical criticism methodologies. This does not mean that we should accept Deleuze’s concept on “similitude” and “resemblance,” which he emphasizes in Difference and Repetition. Modern hermeneutics should not ignore the intention of the author but rather plumb the context and intent of biblical interpreters.1 We may accept Umberto Eco’s points on the reader’s ability to interpret and the reader’s contextuality in order to accommodate the richness of the scope of textual interpretation.

Once the recorded text leaves the writer’s hand, accurate transmission of the intended meaning depends entirely on the reader’s ability to interpret, and the responsibility of interpretation is also up to the reader.2 In modern biblical criticism, the tendency to emphasize the role of the readers naturally brings into consideration the locality of the community in which reader belongs. In other words, understanding the sociocultural context and position of the reader has become a reference point for interpreting the text.

As an immigrant in Australia, I am keenly aware of my double minority status, a diasporic ethnic minority within a multicultural society. Living in Australia demands my attention to the history of European colonialism, and, at the same time, being an immigrant forces me to see more critically how Australian society, which pushes itself against colonialism to be a more inclusive and multicultural community, treats other ethnic minorities in its midst.

Such a duality in my social-cultural context brings me to the postcolonial approach to the text with a particular focus on the diasporic experiences of displacement and resettlement. Aspects concerning displacement and resettlement, social memory, and interest in how the immigrant communities remember and narrate their collective experiences profoundly affect my reading of biblical texts. This chapter explores such perspectives based on the Jacob narrative in Genesis 27–35 in consultation with Fernando F. Segovia, R. S. Sugirtharajah, and Jeffrey. L. Staley, whose works have discussed the possibility, meaningfulness, and propriety of this kind of study.3

Before we begin the main part of this chapter, it makes sense to briefly mention the importance of the Jacob narrative. It is the longest of the patriarchal narratives because the author of the Pentateuch places supreme importance on Jacob as the actual head of the twelve tribes of Israel. Although the author began the history of the chosen people with Abraham, it is through Jacob’s life that the author intended to reveal how the twelve tribes of Israel originated. The two main goals of this chapter are to read the Jacob narrative from a postcolonial perspective and to apply it within the context of a minority immigrant in a Western society in the Southern Hemisphere.

To this end, this chapter demonstrates a contextual reality of absolute monarchy in the ancient empire, and displays the minority national tendency of constantly looking toward the eternal kingdom of God despite the contextual reality. This chapter reads the Jacob narrative of Genesis from both a postcolonial perspective and the perspective of Korean immigrant in Australia, in order to attain a clearer understanding of an approach to the character of God which would be missed by traditional readings. As we will see, there are many parallels between Jacob’s life in Badan Aram and the Korean immigrant experience in Australia.

Thus, in order to fully understand the intention of this chapter and the overarching theme of the text, a postcolonial perspective must be applied to the reading and interpretation of the Jacob narrative.

Methodologies Applied

Importance of the Locality

To understand my minority situation, a basic understanding of Australia’s multicultural policy is necessary. Initially, when it comes to the Southern Hemisphere, one might immediately picture South America or Africa with their liberation theology; however, what I am referring to is slightly different. South America and Africa differ significantly in their social characteristics from the locality I want to emphasize. Though there are slight differences in biblical interpretations between the regions, the perspective of Westernized Australian immigrants is very similar to the legal, hidden discrimination experiences experienced by North American and European immigrants. Despite also being in the Southern Hemisphere, it is argued that the kind of discrimination and oppression by Western imperialists experienced in Australia is quite different, as it is coated as democratic. This difference is so subtle and detailed that if you do not take a closer look at the society, the contextual location of Australia in the Southern Hemisphere could be considered almost the same as the location of Europe and Northern Europe. Australia is a country where the vast majority of people are immigrants, except for the indigenous people who first lived on this land. Therefore, it is generally known as a country that implements desirable multicultural policies with relatively little discrimination against other minorities.

As mentioned earlier, although Australia is known as one of the leading multicultural countries, along with the United States and Canada,4 in fact, Australia’s multiculturalism and antidiscrimination policies are different from those in Europe and the West, and they are implemented in a different form than those policies in other suffering countries in the Southern Hemisphere.

Historically, Australia has long been the country of the infamous “White Australian policy.”5 With Federation in 1901, Australia became independent from the British colonies and was launched into becoming part of the Commonwealth, despite the fact that there were already more than 30,000 Chinese settlers in Australia due to the gold rush. At that time, a consensus was formed that non-White people, such as Asians and Africans, should be excluded from the society as an inferior race.6 The White Australia policy put in measures to deliberately limit the intake of immigrants from other cultures.7 After World War II, displaced Europeans fleeing war-torn Europe were welcomed to relocate to Australia. It was only in 1973 that Gough Whitlam’s Labour government officially abandoned the White Australia policy and moved toward developing a multicultural country.

However, this multicultural policy was considered a kind of fairy tale policy, in which immigrants needed to assimilate to a society centered on English-Whites.8 These policies were not beneficial to immigrants; rather, they were used for the political interests of those in power.9 Australia’s multicultural policy has since had considerable ups and downs, and when all seemed settled and racism forgotten, immigrants were subjected to unforeseen violent events.10 Such a limited multicultural policy further revealed its insincerity with a special tolerance policy from the National Sorry Day in 2007 declared in accordance with the historic Mabo case that overthrew the so-called Tera Nullius state of the land.11 There is still a general nostalgia for the White Australia policy among the older generations, those living outside major cities, and those who are not exposed to migrants personally. In addition, a survey where more than 85 percent of respondents actually agreed that there is racial prejudice in Australian society is a striking example of Australia’s current status of multiculturalism.12

This means that the social situation in Australia, another country in the Southern Hemisphere, is different from the situation in other Southern Hemisphere countries, meaning that, legally and apparently, immigrants in Australia are not subject to open disregard or discrimination from public authorities such as the police or courts. However, they live with a level of anxiety that at any time they can be exposed to emotional neglect and concealed violence. This means that immigrants like myself who live in such a society are always concerned about the outbreak of far-right nationalists.

Although the fear of latent violence and neglect as described is the first factor13 in the psychological anxiety of immigrants in the Southern Hemisphere, the other is that immigrants, despite such inherent threats and fears, struggle to secure a foothold in life in spite of being hard-working people building their own new identity. In other words, generally immigrants can be said to work harder than locals as they display a unique will to strive to enter mainstream society. Fernando F. Segovia describes this phenomenon as “unsettlement, travel, resettlement.”14 These two regional perspectives are similar to the perspective of Jacob in Genesis, who lived, without expressing his rights, with invisible threats and unfair treatment. This chapter emphasizes the consideration of locality in the interpretation of the narrative text of Jacob. As such, Australia’s multiculturalism, which boasts diversity and equality, has subtle and internal discriminatory aspects that conceal the oppression that causes immigrants to live with anxiety.

A key difference between imperialist awareness and the consciousness of immigrants in the Southern Hemisphere is a broad awareness of respect for diversity and equality. Indeed, in most Australian universities, the Orientation Guidebook for International Students emphasizes this spirit of Australia as equal and expects respect for other traditions and cultures.15 This, of course, is a phenomenon of postmodernism, but it can also be said that it is a consensus on the multiculturalism of Australian immigrants, as it was an immigrant nation to start with. So, the locality of Australia is consistent with the spirit of Genesis, teaching coexistence with other traditions and cultures, and the immigration phenomena of the Southern Hemisphere, looked at in many ways, are remarkably similar to the ways of life of the ancestors of faith.

Of course, although this emphasis on diversity and equality is a phenomenon of postmodernism, it can also be said that there is a consensus on the multiculturalism of Australian immigrants. My emphasis on immigrant identity and significance of locality is ultimately expressed in the following features in the biblical text. Immigrants and minorities are characterized as living with constant anxiety, failing to claim or demand appropriate rights in the face of unfair power assertions by mainstream forces. They work hard beyond their strength to secure a place to live within their adopted land. Another trait they display is that they live with real opposition and pressure, causing them to pursue the spiritual land. In the next section, we look at how these things are revealed in the narrative of Jacob.

The Postcolonial Perspective

The second goal of this chapter is to argue that the narrative text was written from an ancient imperialistic point of view and to grasp, by applying a postcolonial criticism method, what the author intended under the circumstances. In order to grasp the imperialist tendency in a text, it is necessary to first sort out the characteristics of imperialist expression. From the perspective of postcolonial interpretation, which belongs to the ideological critique, there are several emphases on expressing imperialistic features. As explained by Musa W. Dube, “Imperialism tends to dominate other spaces in pursuit of power, especially military power and violence.”16

In addition, because the narrative text was written according to an imperialist ideology based on military power, it brings new sources of knowledge and influence to such a power structure. In other words, those in the powerful position exercise their physical strength without any ethical guilt. That is why a postcolonial interpretation should be applied to ask about the latent intentions within such a domination by physical force. According to Young’s explanation, such postcolonial interpretations attempt to change the thoughts and actions of those living with such imperialist worldviews and attempt to produce a more just and proper relationship between them.17 The structure of the whole story is also described as “moving from the centre to the periphery and then from the periphery to the centre.” This concept of “central movement”18 is always visible on the surface level as a movement to pursue a better life. According to N. W. Thiongo, however, at the core of the story is the emphasis on spiritual strength and centrality, not on secular might or a secular king. Also, another characteristic is movement from a kingdom of secular power to an eternal kingdom. The secular king is a symbol of concrete power that controls the region and the people in it. The king is sometimes described as the king of the Great Empire, or as a ruler over a region alone. The secular king is sometimes portrayed as a subject who exercises his power with justice or at his own will. Therefore, the author of the biblical text tends to pursue the kingdom by drawing out ironically the inner image of the spiritual king who always pursues justice and peace.19

The manifestation of the ideology of imperial power in reality is revealed in the text by the social structure and tendency of oppressing strangers and powerless people.20 However, in their writings, the author appears to be free from the dangerous reality and complaints felt by the marginalized protagonists, opening a way to live as an independent personality, due to the direct or indirect intervention of a transcendental person.

Fernando F. Segovia defines postcolonialism as “a sense of conscientization which pursues independence from imperialism.”21 He understands this as “a process of decolonization and liberation.”22 To summarize the above points, the imperialist expressions include “arbitrary execution of power,” “central mobility of story structures,” “the intervention of the supernatural God in the midst of crisis,” and “equal enforcement of God’s justice.” The next section analyzes how these highlights are expressed in the Jacob narrative, and what topics the author sought to emphasize.

New Interpretation of the Jacob Narrative

The author of the Pentateuch’s anti-imperial view is very symbolic at the beginning of the Jacob narrative in Genesis 27. This attitude can subtly be seen through God, portrayed as one who hates the violent use of worldly powers, who chooses Jacob. The text begins with a conversation between two of the main characters of the narrative. However, this setting itself is a statement that embodies the exercise of imperial power. Isaac knows that his death is near, and he requests Esau to prepare a delicious delicacy. So, he said that he would bless Esau with all his heart (27:1–4). This is a typical imperialistic expression of a person with power who casually considers those around them. Why didn’t Isaac call the twin Jacob? This is contrary to Genesis and other Old Testament precedents, because it was the custom at the time that the father of the family clan would gather all the male descendants and either bless or curse them (Gen. 49, 50).23 Nevertheless, Isaac breaks that tradition and declares that he will bless only Esau. From the standpoint of his twin brother, Jacob, it is clear that this was quite disappointing and painful.

However, the conversation between the powerful father and the powerful eldest son is overheard by Rebekah, a woman who is a symbol for weakness. This is the author’s hidden turning point for solving this case.24 Fallen humans are free to use their powers without any restrictions, according to the habits of the time. However, in the two patriarchal narratives preceding this, God has been continuously portrayed as one who cares for the weak and does not stand for injustice. Here in Jacob’s narrative, this signal can be seen through Rebekah who overhears the conversation between the powerful.

In the previous two patriarchs’ narratives, when the underdog was in trouble, God rescued the covenant fathers or the underdog Hagar through supernatural intervention. Such supernatural God’s intervention is portrayed here through the mother Rebekah. There is no way to confirm whether Rebekah hated Esau, who disappointed her with his marriage to a foreigner, and still loved Jacob, who was still single, or whether it was because of the dream of the twins during her pregnancy,25 but our reading leads us to the intent of the Genesis author, who consistently depicts God on the side of the weak, and thus to the conclusion of choosing Jacob through his mother, Rebekah. Genesis 27 begins with the father Isaac talking to his son Esau and ends with his wife Rebekah talking to Isaac. So, the story flows not as the father Isaac intends but as the mother Rebekah does. After hearing Rebekah’s story in the following narrative (chapter 28), Isaac calls Jacob and sends him to the house of his uncle Laban, where he is blessed to choose his wife.

From the perspective of modern readers living in the postcolonial era, when considering Jacob, it is not easy to explain why God pushed away Esau, who relied on his own strength to live, and chose Jacob, who lied and acted deceitfully. However, looking at this text from a postcolonial point of view, it is not difficult to understand that choosing Jacob is the result of God’s consistent character beginning with Abraham, namely, the care of the weak. Faith in this God who is on the side of the socially weak is driving immigrants’ lives to be more spiritual and religious. It seems that the reality that Korean immigrants form a much more faith-centered community26 in their regional distribution is the result of their realizing that they are socially weak before God and need to rely on him who cares for them.

The highlight of the later colonial point of view in the Jacob narrative is the narrative about the outcome of his twenty years of service in his uncle Laban’s home (Gen. 29–30). This narrative portrays the pain of immigrants living in mainstream society, so it is also a story that garners considerable empathy from immigrants. As briefly mentioned in the introduction, this text is similar to the situation of Korean Christians as a minority settling in Australia in a few successful European communities in the Southern Hemisphere. Of course, this is set in the Australia that removed the White Australia policy and adopted multicultural policies. Unlike other European countries, Australia is considered a country that has adopted a relatively generous policy for immigrants and refugees. It is similar to the warm greeting and welcome Jacob received from Rachel’s whole family when she led him to her house after he met her at a well in his uncle’s dwelling area, Paddan Aram: “As soon as Laban heard the news about Jacob, his sister’s son, he hurried to meet him. He embraced him and kissed him and brought him to his home, and there Jacob told him all these things. Then Laban said to him, ‘You are my own flesh and blood’ ” (Gen. 29:13–14). In this similar way, the mainstream European immigrant society, who were fleeing their war-torn homes and in search for a better life, were welcomed into Australia and given social security and fair policies to settle into Australia.

However, from the point of view of the time, Laban, the uncle, was the leader of a powerful region, and Jacob was only a refugee. Laban did not hesitate to act as a powerful man with an imperialistic tendency. So, Laban unfairly exploited Jacob’s work, and it wasn’t until Jacob said he would return to his hometown (30:25) that Laban said, “name your wages.” The problem is that Jacob, who was under the tyranny of his uncle, lived silently for twenty years without speaking out. Koreans who settled in Australia also went through the early stages of their immigration without being able to claim their right as legitimate workers. They lived this way without claiming or insisting on the legitimate powers and rights that Australian workers take for granted. In the meantime, these immigrants worked hard and struggled to secure a place for life. It was not simply their lack of English but also because many parties with vested interests in trying to take advantage of the weak silently condoned their treatment. However, the host nations of European immigration will still provide hospitality and tolerance as long as they feel immigrants like Jacob are in a relatively weaker position, and for as long as they can maintain a superior position from which they can enjoy the grandeur of giving and providing. However, by the grace of God, Jacob secured the young as his share from Laban’s flock, and Jacob “grew exceedingly prosperous and came to own large flocks, male and female servants, and camels and donkeys” (30:43). Just as Laban and his sons changed their attitude toward Jacob after this (31:1–2), and though Australia’s policy doesn’t discourage immigrants or enact repressive laws like immigration bans, it seems that Australia oppresses immigrants by racial tension and a volatile social environment.

After perceiving the hatred of these privileged residents, Jacob decides to return to his hometown. Jacob’s position of being hated and legally oppressed can be clearly seen in the pleas of Laban’s daughters who married Jacob. We can hear this clearly in their words: “Do we still have any share in the inheritance of our father’s estate? Does he not regard us as foreigners? Not only has he sold us, but he has used up what was paid for us” (31:14–15). Even though the privileged with power have made this immigrant a son-in-law, they treated him as a kind of tool for their own wealth. Laban’s deception of Jacob ten times (Gen. 31:7, 41) seems lights compared to this treatment. Even though Jacob decided to return to his home in this unstable situation, the key difference for Australian immigrants is that they need to settle down to survive. Through their hard work, like Jacob in Paddan Aram, Korean immigrants have set up a solid foundation for themselves that local residents envy. Rather than returning to their hometown, they live here, desiring their spiritual home more and praying for the reduction of legitimate discrimination against the weak in this land. Australia’s multicultural policy is such an unstable one that immigrants here are always wary of the fact that the privileged parties and their interests can turn them away and change as they did for Laban. If one is unaware of this imbalance of power dynamics, he will just suffer through it, but if one is aware, wouldn’t he at least be prepared and not be taken off guard by it? That is the real benefit of this postcolonial interpretation. It is clear, however, that Jacob’s return to his homeland can be credited to the command to return (31:3) by the God with whom he had a spiritual encounter at Bethel. From a postcolonial point of view, as Westermann pointed out, “When the danger of overpowering justice reaches a certain level, God’s intervention takes place.”27 It can be interpreted that God established justice for Jacob, the weak.

When Laban and his sons later realized Jacob’s intention to return to his homeland, they chased after Jacob who had secretly fled from them. As they almost caught up to Jacob at the edge of the hill country of Gilead, God intervenes and restrains Laban (Gen. 31:24). Laban’s words testify to this: “I have the power to harm you; but last night the God of your father said to me, ‘Be careful not to say anything to Jacob, either good or bad’ ” (Gen. 31:29). This can also be understood from the perspective of divine intervention in the abuse of unjust power. But what draws our attention in Laban’s pursuit is the interpretation of the fact that Rachel had stolen her father’s household god. Some scholars claim that Rachel stole the household god for her or her husband to claim the rights of her father’s family, but Gunkel and Greenberg claim that Rachel concealed their escape so that her powerful father wouldn’t notice (i.e., she was afraid of his retaliation).28 In the overall context, especially from a postcolonial point of view, the latter argument is much more persuasive. It seems more appropriate that Rachel’s motive was the fear of Laban’s retaliation, given she was touching the nerve of a powerful person in an ancient imperialistic situation. In Jacob’s narrative, God is consistently portrayed as a God who takes care of the weak and hates the use of unjust power.

In addition, the righteousness of God is firmly recorded in Jacob’s narrative. Even though God hated the imperial tendency of relying on one’s own strength to live like his older brother Esau did, and therefore chose and blessed Jacob, it can be considered that the author’s way of expressing the God of justice is that Jacob received the price for his deception over the next twenty years. The fact that he was actually deceived ten times by his uncle Laban, who had greeted himself as true flesh and blood, and even though Jacob was in a position to continue the line of the chosen people, it also reveals the God of justice, who pays for the dishonest work he has done.29

The following narrative of the rape case of Dinah (Gen. 34) directly shows that the ancient imperial society is a society dominated by strict logic of power. Also, it can be seen that the culture of the Near East during the patriarchal era was an alliance culture between tribes. It is sadly recorded that even though their daughter and sister was raped by Shechem, they helplessly had no choice but to agree to the offer and conditions of Shechem and his father’s household as the more powerful chief settler. So, when this case is also seen from a postcolonial point of view, in the patriarchal narratives, when the weak underdogs were persecuted, the problem was always solved through divine intervention. However, Simeon and Levi’s scheme seems to replace God this time. But their strategy to replace God returned rather as the great concern for the shrewd father, Jacob. Although they proclaim righteousness and justify their retaliation, Jacob, knowing that righteousness in the ancient society dominated by the logic of power only leads to death, hastily leads the family and goes to Bethel to worship God. Then God’s divine intervention led them to experience a special kind of salvation: “Then they set out, and the terror of God fell on the towns all around them so that no one pursued them” (35:5). This aspect is an expression that requires a more postcolonial perspective compared to the previous two patriarchs. In other words, one of the postcolonial perspectives presented in this passage is to desire and seek the spiritual land over the lands of this earth and regard it as superior. Though this narrative portrays how both sons’ human strategies brought strife on them, relying on God as the spiritual way can be seen to be the author’s meaning. After this incident, Jacob was blessed with a covenant blessing: “And God said to him, ‘I am God Almighty; be fruitful and increase in number. A nation and a community of nations will come from you, and kings will be among your descendants’ ” (35:11).

Conclusion

Modern biblical criticism allows access to the narrative text from many different perspectives. It is hard to get new and creative insights only by looking at standard maps. This chapter analyzed the text by applying two perspectives simultaneously to Jacob’s narrative in Genesis: the post-imperialist perspective and the identity as an immigrant from the Southern Hemisphere.

As a result of applying these two viewpoints to the reading of the text, it seems that this narrative of Jacob was written under the influence of the imperialistic viewpoint. Also, through Jacob’s experience of immigration, it is understood that this text clearly reveals how God’s people, who must live in this land as strangers, must live. The narrative of Jacob begins with the conversation between the worldly strong and the worldly weak. And this text also vividly pictures the life of immigrants who cannot fully assert and claim their personal rights. So, when the text is read through the perspective of the socially underprivileged, immigrants can learn realistic and practical lessons.

The biggest fruit of this reading is the understanding of the God of Justice, which penetrates not only the Jacob narrative but the whole patriarchal narratives. In traditional readings, the understanding is that no matter how wrong God’s people acted, they were not punished or disciplined. This thinking is not only incorrect but does not align with the text’s themes and emphases. In the text, the author specifically shows God’s reaction to the unjust implementation of the powers of worldly rulers. It should be noted that in the narrative of Jacob, God is described as a God who hates the misuse of worldly power, not just by the corrupt kings of the empire but also by his chosen people.

This is because the God in Jacob’s narrative appears to be a God who executes his justice fairly, and this is an interpretation that harmonizes with the core lessons of the Old Testament. God hates the exercise of excessive power by those who have power, which shows that the weak also have a right to live safely and peacefully in God’s land. In addition, the author of the text delivers not only to readers of their time but also to modern readers an influential challenge to oppose and resist unjust power.

However, this text highlights the characteristics of God’s people who believe and follow this God of justice, that despite the oppression and injustice of this world, they continue to strive to live safely and securely on earth while keeping on seeking and desiring the eternal kingdom. That is another insight gained through this study, and consequently, the reader of the Bible needs to unpack the main ideologies of the text and take advantage of his locality to read the text faithfully. We praise God who renews minds every day.
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Chapter 23 

Korean American Feminist Interpretation

A Diasporic Journey across Boundaries

Jin Young Choi

Korean American women’s reading of the Bible is distinguished from other readings in terms of both reader and context. However, defining who is “Korean American” is complicated due to such factors as generation, legal or socioeconomic status, and language proficiency.1 Adding the term “women” makes things more complicated. The double marginality concept used by some Asian American theologians to explain Asian American women’s status also applies to Korean American women. Marginalized by mainstream White society on the one hand, and by both Korean and American patriarchal cultures on the other, Korean American women also feel abandoned by their home country. The layers of marginalization suggest that Korean American women’s identity and social formation must be explained by engaging the women’s experience without essentializing it.

After discussing general concepts defining Asian American women’s experience such as marginality, liminality, heterogeneity, and Korean American women’s historical experience of immigration, I focus on two sets of themes dominant in Korean American feminist interpretation: woman, nation, and colonialism and racialization/ethnicization of Korean American women. These themes may illuminate Korean American women’s experience and subjectivity. Their experience and subjectivity in turn function as the lens through which I read the Gospel of Mark in the Korean American context.

Korean American Women’s Experience

Asian American Experience of Marginality, Liminality, and Heterogeneity

The experience of Asian Americans in the United States is often described in terms of institutional and structural racism, as well as daily marginalization. Whereas Asian Americans are viewed as “model minorities” because of their hard work, investment in education, and upward mobility, they are contradictorily stereotyped as “perpetual foreigners” even after multiple generations of citizenship.2 In addition to these racist inscriptions, race is cast into the Black-White paradigm making Asian Americans almost invisible. Asian American women’s marginalization is doubled and multiplied by racism and patriarchal sexism. In addition to traditionally imposed responsibility for the household, Asian immigrant women work outside the home for the survival of their families.

Some argue that for Asian American men and women, living in a liminal space between America and Asia can be a “potentially creative condition” because, by gaining critical knowledge of oppression, they can bring about change.3 If liminality functions as the site of resistance, Rita Nakashima Brock’s “interstitial integrity” suggests a critical vision of transforming unjust gender relationships and discourses by consolidating disparate identities of Asian American women into the whole in cultural and spiritual communities.4

Contrarily, Lisa Lowe maintains that situating Asian Americans in the margin as opposed to the dominant complies with mainstream society’s racist discourse, which constructs Asian Americans as homogeneous through exclusion acts.5 Instead, Asian Americans recognize heterogeneity in culture, class, gender, and national differences among themselves, facilitating their own discourse. Thus, exploring the distinctiveness of Korean Americans counters the dominant racializing logic lumping all Asian Americans into a single group. Moreover, for this chapter, a brief overview of Korean immigrant women’s particular experience in history reveals how such experience informs Korean American women’s interpretation.

Korean American Women’s Experience of Immigration and Racialization/Ethnicization

Early Korean immigration (1890s–1950) officially started with male laborers without families replacing striking Japanese laborers in Hawaiian plantations. Between 1910 and 1924 the “picture bride” system brought 1,006 women to the United States. These immigrants in exile had no hope for return to their homeland under Japanese occupation, while being treated as enemy aliens at the outbreak of World War II.6 Mary Paik Lee, who left Korea in 1905, depicts early immigrants’ life on Hawaii’s sugar plantations as “quiet” because their presence was hardly recognized in America.7 In the midst of their daily struggle as invisible immigrants, Korean women not only sustained families, thereby establishing a stable Korean community in the United States, but also participated in church activities, women’s organizations, and nationalist movements, going beyond traditionally assigned domestic roles and demonstrating a higher level of social consciousness.8

The first major conflict of the Cold War, the Korean War (1950–1953), was the main impulse for the second phase of immigration (1951–1964).9 The majority of post-Korean War immigrants were brides of American servicemen and war orphans. Grace M. Cho’s ghostly figure of the yanggongju (“Western princess”) represents over a million Korean women who worked in prostitution for the US military. Cho notes over 100,000 GI brides and their kin make up about half of ethnic Koreans in the United States. Embodying the collective traumas of the “forgotten” war and sexual violence, the absence of the war bride figure from the official history enables the national narrative of America as the benevolent liberator.10

The third phase of immigration after the Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1965, which repealed the earlier quota system based on national origin, welcomed urban, middle-class family immigrants. The Korean American community grew to the extent that “Korean” appeared as an ethnic category in the 1970 US Census.11 Additionally, more women than men immigrated, pursuing occupational opportunities and sponsoring the immigration of their kin. Women played a central role in the success of Korean American family businesses.12 Thus, instead of the “yellow peril,” a new narrative labels Asian Americans as the “model minority.” However, the model minority stereotype disguises racism and racial dynamics, as seen in the 1992 Los Angeles riots targeting mainly Asian, particularly Korean, Americans and their properties. Younger-generation Korean Americans must deal with complex issues of identity and representation, as well unresolved traumas unconsciously transmitted from the first generation.13

Korean American Feminist Reading of the Bible

Although one can assume that Korean American women’s experience influences their Bible reading, Jung Ha Kim’s interview with primarily Korean American women (thirty-six of forty-one total interviewees) discovered that even the religiously unaffiliated read the Bible.14 Thus, the Bible is the sacred text of Korean American, not just of Christians. While read communally, their readings are not driven by the collective experience of immigration but rather pragmatically.

Whereas Kim’s study discloses Korean Americans’ general perception of the Bible and practice of reading, I focus on readings by Korean American feminist biblical scholars who engage specifically with Korean American contexts or experiences. However, undertaking this task is challenging because there are few Korean American feminist biblical scholars and even fewer who publish.15 Just as female biblical scholars are not necessarily feminists, Korean ethnicity does not necessarily make one’s interpretation “Korean” or “Korean American.”16

Women, Nation, and Colonialism

Interestingly, the topics of woman, nation, and colonialism recur in a small number of Korean and Korean American feminist interpretations from diverse postcolonial perspectives. Jean K. Kim interprets the Samaritan woman in John 4 as victimized at textual and interpretative levels, an experience that parallels that of Korean women who married American GIs.17 Kim’s feminist intercontextual interpretation illumines how colonial power impacted women’s lives in ancient and modern times.

In her essay, “Paul, Nation, and Nationalism,” Jae Won Lee opposes the view that Paul abandons Judaism for his Gentile mission, arguing that Paul is committed to his mission to the “nations” (ethnē) in the condition of his commitment to the restoration of his nation Israel (Rom. 9:3, 11:23–26, 15:25–31). Lee’s postcolonial interpretation preserves nationalism, as she longs for the reunification of her homeland Korea. For Lee, therefore, nationalism and transnationalism are not mutually exclusive. However, she does not consider the place of women in the nation in her reading of Paul’s letters.18

SungAe Ha interprets the prophets of exile, Deutero-Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, who prophesy the fall of the Babylonian empire and the peoples’ return to their homeland in light of Korean Christians’ yearning for liberation after Japanese colonization (1910–1945).19 Just as the Babylonian and Persian emperors are depicted as God’s universal instruments in the prophetic writings, the conservative Korean Protestant church, influenced by American missionaries, holds the Christian imperialist view of the United States as God’s agent to liberate Koreans from Japanese colonization. Moreover, pro-American biblical interpretation, combined with anticommunist and patriarchal ideologies, reinforces the subordination of the people, particularly of women, to authoritarian regimes.

In her essay, “State, War, and Women,” Kyungmi Park similarly engages with Korean colonial history, reading the stories of Jephthah’s daughter and the Levite’s Concubine in Judges 11 and 19, as well as the women in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus. Park correlates these biblical women’s experience with that of Korean “comfort women” who were exploited into forced sexual service for the Imperial Japanese Army between 1930 and the end of World War II.20 While arguing that these ancient and modern stories unveil violence and war as integral to the formation of the state, Park also stresses the roles of the US and Korean governments in condoning Japan’s refusal to apologize and make reparation for the war victims.

I include Korean feminist biblical interpretations by Ha and Kim because of the close relationship between Korean women’s immigration experience and Japanese colonization and the war. Korean and Asian American women writers contend that when Asian immigrants leave behind the material legacy of the repressed history of US imperialism in Asia and “return” to the imperial center, they, as US national subjects, encounter “alienations and disidentifications out of which critical subjectivities emerge.”21 Therefore, what is immediately noticeable in Korean American women’s reading of the Bible is how they negotiate matters of identity construction, representation, and subjectivity.

Stereotypes and Identity Construction

Janette H. Ok, a second-generation Korean American, reads 1 Peter, dealing with the perpetual foreigner stereotype and its psychological and political impact on Asian Americans.22 She argues 1 Peter’s identification of Gentile Christians as aliens and exiles (1:1, 2:11) to promote “cultural homelessness” and disengage the audience from hostile pagan society cannot be applied to Asian Americans, who are not choosing to remain separate but who have the perpetual foreigner stereotype imposed on them. This causes dissonance between their ethnic (Asian/Korean) and national (American) identities. In another essay, Ok juxtaposes the Gentile Christian wives in mixed marriages (1 Pet. 3:1–6) and Asian immigrant women in interracial marriages in the US context, while observing these women are essentialized and ethnicized in different ways.23

While Ok discusses racialization/ethnicization of Asian American women on cultural and familial levels, Jung H. Choi argues that strategies of feminization and paganization used to suppress women prophets in early Christianity—particularly in Origen’s texts—are similarly used in the Korean and Korean American churches.24

Korean Americans, along with other Asian Americans, resist and reconfigure the stereotypes and representations imposed by dominant culture and media, while negotiating their own collective and heterogeneous identities. Korean American women’s experience of marginalization is entrenched in their historical experience of colonialism, war, immigration, exclusion, and patriarchy. Korean American feminist interpretation needs to engage this history more by remembering “life sources that are deeply rooted in the stories of one’s ancestors and the legacies of one’s community,” in the midst of cultural amnesia that the official history demands.25 My reading of the Gospel of Mark emerges as such an act of remembering the experiences and stories of Korean women immigrants.

Reading the Gospel of Mark from a Korean American Woman’s Perspective

Women Journeying from the Margin

Sang Hyun Lee’s reading of the Gospel of Mark highlights the “liminal marginality” of Galilee. Whereas the religious establishment in Jerusalem rejected the Messiah, the peripheral Galilee welcomed him. Lee often personifies Galilee as the followers of Jesus, who are actually women: “Galilee was with Jesus at his burial”; and “Galilee did not leave him alone in his death” (Mark 15:41, 47, 16:1–8).26 When the risen Christ commissions his disciples to spread the good news to all nations, the previously despised Galilee is empowered, and marginality is transformed into liminality. For the disciples, however, returning to Galilee remains an unfulfilled dream in the narrative. Rather than seeing Galilee as the fixed place for the marginalized, which is antithetical to Jerusalem as the center of power, my reading focuses on journeys of named and unnamed women from Galilee in Mark’s narrative.

The first Galilean woman in the Gospel is Simon’s mother-in-law (1:29–31). Her support of the Jesus movement, and her domestic labor, is highlighted by her “serving” (diakonei) Jesus and his company immediately after her healing. The Passion narrative also describes the presence of the women from Galilee who have followed and served Jesus (15:41). Their service is more than gendered work (feeding and caring), as it aligns with Jesus’s example of “serving” others (10:45). Moreover, the term “following” (akolouthei) implies a discipleship equal to that of their male counterparts.

These women know that Jesus called the disciples “to be with him” (3:14). In his third foretelling, Jesus says, “we are going up (anabainein) to Jerusalem” (10:32–33). Unlike the male disciples who argue about their privilege and power on the way, the women from Galilee are depicted as “going up with” (synanabainein) Jesus (15:41), as if they know the inevitable suffering that awaits him in Jerusalem. Korean American women writers’ similarly quiet journey from and for home, unacknowledged by the mainstream, is made possible by their persistent presence, which builds homes, communities, and Asian America.

Politics of the Unnamed

Korean women are familiar with the tradition that a woman is called not by her own name but in relation to a male (so-and-so’s mother or daughter) or her place of origin. Most women in Mark are similarly named, such as Simon’s mother-in-law, Jairus’s daughter, and the Syrophoenician woman.

Exceptionally, some women have their own names in the Passion narrative. Salome’s name appears only in Mark with no further information (15:40, 16:1), but she is depicted as an important disciple of Jesus in extra biblical literature. Mary Magdalene becomes the first witness to Jesus’s resurrection (Matt. 28:8; Mark 16:9; Luke 8:1–3, 24:10–11; John 20:18), and accordingly, noncanonical writings preserve traditions of her as a prominent apostle of the early Christian community. Unfortunately, her name was conspicuously omitted from Paul’s list of resurrection witnesses (1 Cor. 15:5–8). Moreover, in later churches she was conflated with other women characters in the Gospels, and finally her reputation as a penitent sinner or prostitute was cemented in the tradition of Western interpretation.

“Mary, the mother of Joses” who watches Jesus’s burial (15:41) and Mary “the mother of James” who visits his tomb (16:1) may be the same Mary described as “the mother of James the younger and of Joses” (15:40). This Mary may be the mother of Jesus (cf. John 19:25) because people in Jesus’s hometown identify him as “the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses” (6:3). But then why is she not simply referred to as the mother of Jesus? Why is Mary the mother of James, Joses, and Jesus, as well as from Bethany, Magdala, and elsewhere?

Despite their central roles in families, communities, and nationalist movements, Korean immigrant women’s names were easily forgotten. When remembered, it is as wives, daughters, or mothers. When our names are called, our foreign names are misspelled, mispronounced, and insignificant. We are all Marys, sometimes exoticized or sexualized, and other times viewed as submissive and absent. Jung Ha Kim’s reflection on her grandmother, whose life was constantly uprooted and resettled, nuances the subjectivity of Korean American women regarding their identities and representations:


If I had forced her to answer these questions or to name herself as a Buddhist or a Christian, a Korean or a Korean American, she would have resisted, I am sure. For her, a self-understanding is not so much a matter of how or what to name one’s self, but how one experiences life…. And even after our death, different people will remember and resurrect selected memories about us based on their own political agendas at a particular time.27



Asian American women’s identities are fluid and more than how they are stereotyped. When Kims, Lees, and Chois signify simply foreignness, we are more than how we are named or unnamed.

Women, War, and Nation

Victimization of women in nationalist and colonial discourses, as well as traumatic events, forces women to be further silenced. Mark, who has firsthand knowledge of the Jewish War, only alludes to the traumas of the war and the destruction of the Jews’ entire life as a people. Large-scale Jewish peasant revolts occur in 4 bce and in 67–70 ce in Judea, Galilee, Samaria, and the Transjordan. These messianic movements emulate the popular traditions of the young David as their anointed king leading struggles against invasive foreign rulers, and the prophet Moses delivering the people from bondage under foreign rules.28 Such nationalist impulses are palpable in Mark’s narrative (11:9–10).

In Stephen D. Moore’s reading of the Gospel as a national allegory, the Gerasene demoniac represents the colonial subjects occupied by imperial power and forced to internalize the colonizer’s logic (5:1–10). Armed resistance, the colonized’s only option, inevitably brings about self-immolation, inciting other insurgencies. Jesus’s symbolic action of “cleansing the (com)promised land of unclean occupants” in Mark 5 is reenacted in his “symbolic destruction of the temple precipitates his own destruction, however, his public annihilation on the colonial cross” (11:15–18).29

However, postcolonial feminist interpretations also find a national allegory in the hemorrhaging woman’s body, symbolizing the colonized nation of Israel (5:25–34),30 as exploited by both the empire and patriarchy (represented by physicians) and socially stigmatized as impure due to her bleeding. In contrast to Jesus’s self-demolition in the national-allegory reading, the hemorrhaging woman chooses survival and restoration. Her determination to “make (herself) well” (sōzei), as well as Jesus’s acknowledgement of her agency to heal herself by her faith (5:28, 34), represents women’s struggle for the liberation of both women and the nation.

Heterogeneity and Resistance to the Dominant Discourse

Heterogeneity (especially in class and social status) of Korean American women, who share in colonial and patriarchal oppressions, leads to examination of two other women in the Gospel. One is the poor widow who donates her last two copper coins, her entire living (bios), to the temple (12:41–44); and the other, of higher economic status, who “wastes” an expensive alabaster jar of ointment anointing Jesus (14:3–9). Both women’s gestures are the same—extravagant expenditures.

Again, these two stories in the larger narrative context can be read in light of nationalist discourse. Between the two women’s giving to the temple and to Jesus, Jesus declares the destruction of the temple, which signifies the approaching demolition of his body (13:1–2). In the first story, the disciples are impressed by the magnificence of the temple building, reflecting their interests in status and power (cf. 10:35–45). They may have in mind a social program for the poor in the restored nation (14:5), but the poor widow is not in their view. In contrast, Jesus’s grand project of restoration is not achieved by a revolution but finally by his death. Do these two women’s giving, regardless of socioeconomic status, align with or even encourage Jesus’s action of self-giving?

Moore argues that the widow does not prefigure Jesus’s self-divesting investment on the cross as “a bold entrepreneurial wager that yields an eschatological empire” but figures a radical apocalyptic ethic by practicing “the expenditure without reserve.”31 Still, this alternative apocalyptic imaginary of “gifting beyond reciprocity” is too lavish for the colonized and gendered subjects. Rather than imagining either a retributive or superfluous future, the women’s actions can invoke the cultural memories of subjected women.

On the surface, the women seem to represent the model disciples: “Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the treasury” (12:43); “Truly I tell you … what she has done will be told in remembrance of her” (14:9). Women’s contribution to nationalist movements often exceeds obstinate masculinist nationalism (14:4–6). Nevertheless, history fails to remember or name the women. When all the disciples are restored in the Gospel’s extended ending, the anointing woman is absent. She is not remembered. She still remains a second citizen in the text and in the history of interpretation. While feminist scholars attempt to elevate Mary Magdalene and other women disciples as modeling discipleship, they resist being model minorities, responding with terror and silence as an alternative form of knowledge of unspoken histories.

Temporality and Spatiality of Unhomely Diaspora

If Korean American women, along with other Asian Americans, are forced to be a model minority silently enduring the effects of trauma, where is the subjectivity of these women? Wonhee Anne Joh argues that feelings like terror does not lack reason: “The aftermath of a traumatic event continues to whisper and hover through to the next generation … as it seeks/demands suturing, re-membering. The more we maintain silence, the stronger its whispers grow in the next generations.”32 Furthermore, Cho’s argument of transgenerational haunting in the Korean diaspora illustrates the connections between women in early Christianity and Korean women immigrants:


One of the temporalities of trauma is an anxiety in which there is a sense that a trauma from the future is about to arrive. Just as a new trauma can trigger an older one, inducing a flashback, it can also flash forward, projecting itself into a future haunting.33



This kind of futurity distances Korean Americans from the American dream fabricated by the model minority myth. Instead, Korean American women join the early Christian women after the Jewish War by way of flashback. The singular act of the poor widow’s throwing her bios into the temple whose destruction in the Jewish War spells out the subjected women’s fate, as well as signifying Jesus’s state-sponsored execution.34 The anointing woman’s symbolic act of burial in preparation for crucifixion can be read as an inarticulable grief for loss of the loved one. And Jesus is buried within her, not in the tomb.35 The Gospel’s ending with the women’s fear and silence conjures a trauma from the future where Korean American women are affected by violence and injustices in the modern history of immigration and racialization.

The hybridization of the colonial past (Jesus’s execution and the war) into the present (Mark’s time) is similar to the haunting of Korean women who experience exclusion and oppression in the nation of freedom and opportunity—the experience which overlaps with occluded memories of the brutal colonization and war. The obliterated colonial past is repeated not in the form of objective interpretation of the biblical text but in the form of cultural memories—the memories of the women who served the Jesus movement in Galilee, accompanied him on his way to Jerusalem, and were present at his death, burial, and absence. Women were there all the time and all the way.

An Unending Ending

The women who followed Jesus were with him when he had compassion for the migrating multitudes some of whom came “from a great distance (makrothen)” (8:2–3). Leaving their homes behind, the women walked with Jesus from Galilee to Jerusalem, up to his death seen from afar (makrothen, 15:40). The actual distance from Galilee to Jerusalem is only about eighty miles. Yet, in the aftermath of the war early Christians in the diaspora in Mark’s time cannot imagine home as a source of life—it is far and close at the same time. Their final destiny is neither Jerusalem, where the movement develops and expands, nor Galilee, where their relationship with the risen Christ may be renewed. Haunted by the crucified Jesus, whose violent death repeatedly intervenes into the present, they feel they belong nowhere.

Korean American women resist quickly moving forward to the resurrection story that has not been fulfilled in their lives yet. Whereas names and voices of the women from Galilee in Mark have been obscured, their resolute presence, even without saying any word, at the end of the story, haunts Korean American women, uprooted and ceaselessly finding—and searching for—home. As Kwok Pui Lan argues, for Korean immigrant women “home is not a fixed and stable location but a traveling adventure, which entails seeking refuge in strange lands, bargaining for survival, and negotiating for existence.”36 When official history erases their presence in North American life, Korean American women tell stories of their journey from and for home, transmitting memories through the generations. These women, along with the women in Mark, continue their journey across boundaries between the past and the present, between the margin and the center, toward the resurrected life for all.
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Chapter 24 

Diversity within the Korean Diaspora

Toward Solidarity

Boyung Lee

Writing about distinctive Korean American women’s biblical reading principles and showcasing a reading example is a joyful and daunting task. It is a joyful opportunity to lift the voices and lived experiences of Korean American women as they are still marginal in US society and in the theological academy, including progressive theological and feminist/womanist circles. It is also daunting because there are no single “unified Korean American women’s voice and experience” that I can base on. Thus, writing about Korean American women has an embedded danger of universalizing, essentializing, and orientalizing who they are. They bring rich and diverse voices and experiences to biblical readings formed by their various immigration histories, political views, theological perspectives, gender identities and orientations, educational backgrounds and economic statuses, and other life experiences. Being keenly aware of the dangers of universalizing such diversities, I use the term “Korean American women” strategically, and I read the Parable of the Laborers in the Vineyard (Matt. 20:10–16) from that perspective.

I draw the strategic use of Korean American women from Gayatri Spivak’s notion of strategic essentialism. Spivak is extremely critical of any universal meta-narratives and essentialist identity markers. However, she suggests that systematically minoritized people, like Korean American women, may temporarily and strategically present their widely different identities as a cohesive group to the public for political actions, social actions, and creating solidarity among themselves.1 While being highly differentiated internally, in other words, it is temporarily to accept the essentialist notion for solidarity and justice action with the intentionality of persistent internal critiques and examinations.

To read the Parable of the Laborers in the Vineyard as a Korean American woman theologian with strategic essentialism in mind, I will first share a vignette that shows my reading location, which resembles the larger story of many Korean American women. Through this vignette, I name my social and reading location an interstitial space, while drawing from an Asian American feminist thinker, Rita Nakashima Brock’s seminal work on interstitial integrity.2 Reading from an interstitial space sets my interpretation slightly apart from other liberation oriented Korean/Asian American readings. I highlight solidarity with non-Korean American women in other interstitial spaces as a reading principle, ethics beyond equal rights, and the liberation of Korean women articulated through double marginality, the model minority, perpetual foreigner syndrome, and other identity makers of Asian/Korean American women.

Korean American Women’s Reading Principles from an Interstitial Space

A Personal Vignette as a Part of the Larger Korean American Women’s Story

With my appointment as the academic dean of Iliff School of Theology in Denver in July 2017, I became the first Korean American woman dean of a school in the Association of Theological Schools in the United States and Canada, an organization comprising more than 250 schools. This milestone position comes with a lot of power and visibility, and I am often surprised by the authority that people are willing to bestow on me. I have received highly respectful treatment that I did not experience before receiving my dean title, including being featured by multiple major news outlets such as NBC Colorado and receiving front-page coverage from the Denver Post.

However, around the same time, I also struggled with two incidents that contrasted with the above experiences. A Korean American minister couple told me that the Bible commands women to be silent and subordinate, and thus what I am doing as an ordained clergy and as the dean of a theological school is against God’s teaching. Although I have been given similar “instructions” on women’s places ever since starting my theological journey in the early 1980s, this incident was still painful as it was a reminder of where many Korean American churches are. While I was processing this sexist encounter within the Korean American community, I also had an unforgettable racist confrontation. Not long after my installation ceremony, I was driving to a work-related meeting destination. I noticed a White person trying to jaywalk the street, and out of kindness, I stopped my car so that she could cross. To my surprise, as soon as she walked by my car, she turned around and started cursing at me with racist slurs: “go back to your country!” and “go to hell!” Although racism has been part of my daily context and experiences, this incident was incredibly jolting because it happened while I was extending kindness.

This vignette from my life shows the multiple centers and margins I occupy in American society. I possess and exercise considerable power and authority as an academic administrator at a prestigious school, while affording a middle-class lifestyle and having an upper-class education with access to people and resources that many ordinary people, particularly Korean American women, do not have. Additionally, as an ordained clergy of a large mainline denomination, I carry religious authority and respect that most Korean American women lack. Moreover, as a cisgender straight woman in a heteronormative society, I live with enormous privilege that is not afforded to Korean American gender and sexual minorities. Despite being in multiple centers, I dwell at multiple margins of a racially and sexually hierarchical society: a woman in a patriarchal Korean American community, and an immigrant woman of color speaking with accents in a sexist and racist American society where I only appear to be a perpetual foreigner regardless of my immigration history and status. Asian/Korean American scholars have articulated similar experiences to mine with various concepts, such as double marginality, liminality, perpetual foreigner, model minority, and so on. Utilizing these concepts, biblical scholars, such as Gale Yee, Jeffrey Kuan, Seung Ai Yang, Uriah Kim, and others in this particular volume, have also provided unique Asian/Korean American biblical interpretation models and examples.3 Largely agreeing with their analyses of the Asian American status and relying on their unique hermeneutical principles, I present a slightly different reading principle in this chapter.

As a nonbiblical scholar, but a biblical pedagogue whose scholarly interests include transracial/ethnic feminism, I want to explore biblical reading strategies that aid the liberation of all minoritized people as well as Korean American women. It is true that Korean American women are doubly marginalized and live within liminality, as reflected in our experiences with the model minority and the perpetual foreigner syndrome concepts. However, in US society, where racial hierarchy frames socioeconomic-political policies and practices, Korean American women cannot solely focus on our marginalization and equality. According to Korean American studies theorist Laura Hyun Yi Kang, even among Asian American women there have been hierarchically structured differences along the line of race/ethnicity, class, and nationality ever since the era of Japanese imperial expansion at the end of the nineteenth century.4 That hierarchy continues to exist in various forms in both Asia and the United States. As Korea’s economic status has improved, so has the status of Korean American women in the social hierarchy. In this context, if Korean American women’s readings only emphasize the bettering of its own people or the uniqueness and differences of Korean American women, the readings may reinforce inequality and contribute to the further marginalization of others at the bottom of the hierarchy. As many feminist theorists have proven, the powerful of any society maintain dominance by emphasizing the differences as social virtues to justify economic, political, social, and cultural disparities, and to strengthen the normativity of classism, colonialism and racism, and heterosexism.5

According to Andrea Smith, irrespective of race, immigration history, economic class, and other statuses, every American is entangled in the system of heteropatriarchal white supremacy, and without working through solidarity, minorities continue perpetuating others’ sufferings.6 Korean American women are victims of the orientalism that discriminates against immigrants of color, and yet they are a part of an anti-Black racist structure while also being inhabitants of the land stolen from Native Americans. Korean American women’s lives are inherently connected and intertwined with others, especially other minoritized people. Their privileges and oppressions, resistance and healing, self-reflection and solidarity are concurrently formed and evolving in tangled, interwoven, and overlapping locations—which I call interstitial space.

A Korean American Women’s Reading Principle from an Interstitial Space

Rita Nakashima Brock, an Asian American feminist theologian, observes that the intertwined connections distinctively mark who and what Americans of Asian heritages are.7 Brock likens the word “interstitial,” a biology term that describes tissue situated in vital organs to “hold together and nourish many diverse body parts even as it is neither the parts nor separate from them,”8 to the lives of Asian Americans. Metaphorically and literally, it is what myriads of experiences of the crossing of cultures, boundaries, and borders come together. Asian/Korean Americans have survived and thrived in connective, flexible, and restorative ways, while living in interstitial spaces, worlds between Asia and America, centers and margins, home and foreign land, and floating in and out of them while creating more spaces along the way. Brock emphasizes that interstitial integrity is more than things come together. In the interstitial space:


Many APAs, women and men, cope with marginality, the experience of feeling peripheral to the dominant, malestream culture. But interstitial integrity is more … by refusing to disconnect from any of them, while not pledging allegiance to a singular one. It allows space for the multiple social locations of identity in a multicultural context…. Interstitial integrity allows us to evaluate our behavior and exercise moral discrimination and self-evaluation. But because we live in the interstices, we must also engage in solidarity with others who also live in the interstices.9



Living with interstitial integrity means not subscribing to binary and dualistic approaches to life, the world, and theologies. Personally speaking, it is to recognize my own privilege and power as a Korean American woman so that I do not emphasize my oppression as the only theological loci. Interstitial integrity mandates those of us living in various interstices to be critically aware of the well-being and rights of other marginalized people, as well as my/our own. As Nami Kim, a Korean American religion scholar, argues, we cannot gain our justice and rights at the cost of somebody else’s.10 It requires building solidarity with others living in interstitial spaces. Otherwise, we unintentionally participate in perpetuating racially, economically, sociopolitically, hierarchical systems by putting minoritized people against one another.

The liberation of all people requires Korean American women to bring ethical reading lenses to the Bible. In other words, Korean American women’s reading principles should challenge readings that further oppress Korean women and other marginalized people. It should also advocate all people’s equal rights by creating equity for the most marginalized. With this reading principle, I now turn to the parable itself.

A Korean American Feminist Reading of the Parable of Laborers in the Vineyard (Matthew 20:1–16)

The Landowner as the God of Generosity?

This parable could not be more incisive about the subject of equality. The owner of the vineyard hires workers early in the morning with an agreement to pay them a day’s wage, a Denarius. At about nine in the morning, the owner goes out again and hires more people. Interestingly, the owner does that two more times, at noon and three in the afternoon, recruiting more workers for his vineyard. The owner continues his somewhat strange hiring practice even when the day is almost over around 5 p.m.

His unusual hiring pattern has led many preachers, who liken him to God, to regard God’s generosity as the story’s main theme.11 His equal payment to every worker, irrespective of their hiring time, has been equated with God’s generosity, compassion, and fairness to all people. This interpretation, however, leaves a puzzling question about God’s fairness regarding the wages to the first-hired workers. It is safe to assume that the last-hired workers were surprised by the full-day of pay they got and were grateful for the landowner’s generosity. After watching the interaction between the last hired and the owner, the ones who worked all day must have expected a similar level of kindness extended to them as well. However, to their disappointment, they received no more than a Denarius, and thus grumbled against the landowner about the unfair wages. To their challenge, the landowner responds by reminding them of the hiring agreement, and invokes his freedom to exercise his property rights.

These disgruntled workers contrasted with the generous landowner have been the object of criticism of many Christian preachers and exegetes since the early church. A reading from a Korean American women’s interstitial space begins with challenging such dichotomous readings. J. M. Tevel, who analyzed writings and sermons written between the first and the fourth century, provides five different interpretation patterns of this parable in the early church.12 Among them, he names the anti-Jewish polemic, one strongly upheld by Augustine and his intellectual followers including Martin Luther, as the most popular interpretation. This interpretative line identifies the last-hired workers with gentile Christians like themselves, and the first-hired ones with Jewish people who are dissatisfied with God’s generosity to the Gentiles as the landowner is with his property rights. They equate the one Denarius with God’s law or the prophets’ teaching to which the Gentiles did not have access and thus provide a symbolic reason for the last-hired workers’ idleness.13 This interpretative approach has contributed to the long-lasting development of anti-Semitic readings of the Bible by many Christians, including many contemporary preachers’ teachings, including those of Korean pastors.

This parable has also been used to support the foundational soteriology of Protestantism, that is, the justification by faith alone, not by human work and efforts. Martin Luther, following Augustine’s reading,14 equates the first-hired workers with those who pursue moral perfection for salvation and the landowner with God who justifies humans irrespective of our sins and efforts for salvation through good works.15 Both Augustine and Luther condemn the first-hired workers for challenging God’s salvific plan that has nothing to do with human efforts; therefore not being able to rejoice with the last-hired workers, the underworked to whom God’s grace and mercy are equally offered. Luther portrays the first-hired as rigid, uncompassionate, and legalistic, while the last-hired as those who are humble and grateful for God’s mercy and recognize God’s will for humanity and live by grace.16

This interpretation, along with the anti-Semitic interpretation, has prevailed in today’s pulpits. In particular, the hired workers are lifted as a model for Korean Americans by certain preachers who twist the traditional interpretation even further. According to them, these workers agreed to work at the vineyard, while assuming that they might not be paid for the work given the hiring hour. But they worked anyway and received an unexpected award. Based on this interpretation, Korean Americans are taught to follow the example of these workers and give their service and care even more effort without expecting anything in return.17 Since the text does not have any female figures, most teachings on this text by Korean American preachers do not concern women and their roles. Given the status of Korean American women in the church, it can be safely assumed that they are expected to be like the last hired workers who received God’s grace that they did not deserve, and thus worked without expecting compensation. However, when some Korean American women advocate for their equal rights and status at their churches, they are reprimanded by being likened to the first-hired workers. Like most denominations in Korea, many Korean American churches still do not recognize women’s ordination and eldership. When women ask for equal rights and voices, they are often reminded of Bible verses that when literally interpreted seem to be about God’s will for women to be subordinate to men. Those who challenge them are considered to be resisting God’s plan like the first-hired workers. In other words, these traditional and anti-Semitic interpretations, which liken the owner to God, have repeatedly been used to discriminate against Korean American women.

An assumption about the landowner being the persona of God is commonly found even among more cautious exegetes who try not fall into the trap of anti-Semitic or other discriminatory interpretations. For example, Daniel Harrington, who challenges allegorical readings of the parable by many traditional theologians like Luther, still reads the landowner as a God figure.18 In fact, he renames this parable as “the Parable of the Good Employer,” in contrast to the commonly called “the Parable of the Laborers in the Vineyard” to highlight the landowner’s central role in the story. Although he claims to depart from allegorical readings,19 he only does so with limits. Harrington argues that the central theme of the parable is God’s freedom to be generous, and it defends Jesus’s special concern for the marginalized in Jewish society, as reflected in the last-hired workers.20 In other words, to Harrington, this parable shows a balance between God’s justice and mercy: “Those who were hired first receive a just reward, one to which they had already agreed (20:1-2). The fact that the latecomers received the same reward can be credited to God’s mercy (20:13-15).”21 However, unlike traditional interpreters who condemn the first-hired ones, Harrington is more sympathetic to the first-hired and argues “those who bear the burden of the day and the heat” should have pastoral care provided.22 Although Harrington’s tone is much softer than the anti-Semitic readings, he still utilizes dichotomous and binary perspectives that put the landowner, the God figure, and the first-hired ones in tension, if not in conflict. Reading strategies represented by Harrington are also found in Korean American church pulpits, including more liberal congregations. The first-hired workers are seen as those who do not fully understand God’s will and grace yet but still need to be embraced, taught, cared for, and tolerated by the church. For example, I witnessed a group of young Korean American women challenge their first-generation church leader’s indifference to racial discrimination against people of color, including Korean Americans. Whenever they raised concerns, they were told that Christians should pray for racial reconciliation and are not to be politically involved. As the young women persisted, they were eventually met with a rebuke that they should put their Christian identity before their Korean/Asian Americanness. These women were likened to the first workers, who, according to the male elders of the church, did not have any generosity and grace in their hearts but instead were hindered from seeing God’s larger plan because of their legalism. These particular church leaders are highly educated Korean American first-generation men, who insisted on the separation of the church from the state as their main reason for abstaining from racial justice work.

In sum, the prevailing views of the parable, with some variations, share a few foundational reading principles: (1) equating the landowner with God whose freedom and generosity is the central theme; (2) reading the parable through Christian salvation historical lenses; and (3) putting the first- and last-hired workers on opposite sides to contrast God’s generosity with human disgruntlement. Consequently, because these reading lenses are overwhelmingly used by Korean American preachers, the majority of Korean American Christian women learn about the text from these perspectives.

Although many Christians have embraced these traditional interpretations for centuries, I believe the interpretations teach more than what’s on the surface: they explicitly and implicitly teach readers to have binary perspectives that divide the characters and the world itself into good and evil—for and against God. This reading method is especially problematic when the characters like the first- and last-hired workers are deprived, minoritized, and systematically oppressed people. Yet, they are used to express and promote dichotomous worldviews that traditional interpreters themselves may hold to. Such interpretations implicitly encourage people to take a side and compete with each other, rather than creating a system that works for all of them through collaboration.

For Korean American women who live in an interstitial space, these binary interpretations of the parable hardly help them strive for multicultural, political, social, and religious solidarity with others for the common good. Instead, such reading strategies teach them to continue focusing on Korean women’s concerns, without realizing the possible costs for other marginalized people. Korean American women need different and ethical reading lenses than the traditional ones to create equity for themselves and others through solidarity.

For reading principles fueled by solidarity, I turn to postcolonial hermeneutics, which aims at critically reviewing various influences of Roman imperial policies on the “whats,” “whys,” and “hows” of the Bible beyond locating any given text in its historical contexts for “the decolonization and liberation of the oppressed.”23 Understanding the Roman Empire’s economic policies, particularly its land ownership and the status of day laborers such as the first- and the last-hired workers, is critical to understanding the parable accurately. I hope to understand how Rome used its economic system as a governing strategy, particularly the managing of the complicated relationships among the various subjugated groups and within the same group. It is a known fact that one of the critical governing methods of Rome was divide et impera (divide and rule).24 This policy was used to prevent different subjugated groups from uniting. The same policy, coupled with the co-opting of the native-elites approach,25 also played an important role in Rome’s management of each group. The two policies further complicated the existing internal hierarchical system as it created even more sociopolitical-economic classes, such as the underemployed and day laborers.26 Using divide et impera, the Roman Empire pitted people, especially the marginalized, against each other. Divide and rule has been a fundamental colonizing strategy not only in Rome but in modern imperialism.27 Therefore, it is possible that the power and relationship dynamics between the owner and workers, as well as between the various workers, might have been a common dynamic in the ancient Palestine territory of the Roman Empire.

Investigating such dynamics formed in or influenced by the Roman imperial economic policies, I hope, will provide important insights for the proposed Korean American women’s interstitial reading strategy. According to the 2018 Report on the Gender Wage Gap by the Institute for Women’s Policy,28 women of all major racial and ethnic groups earn less than men of the same group and less than White men. Among women of all races, Asian American women’s earning power is the highest, being the third among all groups and just after White men and Asian men. That is, while Asian and Korean American women experience racism and sexism, in the economic ladder of the US society, they are better off than other women and non-Asian racial minority men. This factual data should challenge Korean American women to be more conscious of how divide et impera is at work in contemporary society. It urges them not to subscribe to the model minority myth, which is a tool to further marginalize others. Without such critical consciousness, it is easy for them to fall prey to biblical readings that hinder them from developing a reading strategy for the common good that is just to all people. With these reasons, I now turn to the works of several postcolonial biblical scholars to explore an ethical reading strategy for Korean American women in an interstitial space.

Not a Generous Owner Like God but an Urban Elite Landowner?

William Herzog emphasizes the importance of understanding the latifundialization phenomenon of Galilee during the first century ce as a crucial background for the parable.29 The latifundialization is “the process of land accumulation (large estates, hence latifundia) in the hands of a few wealthy landowners to the deprivation of the peasantry.”30 One of the core governing methods of the Roman Empire in its subjugated territories was through the reorganization and redistribution of land.31 Rome awarded the conquered land to native dynasties and aristocratic collaborators who then paid their tributes to the emperor with lavish goods and harvested products from the land. The latifundialization resulted in a large number of displaced people who eventually became day laborers. Wealthy Jerusalem elites who monopolized pilgrimage businesses, like temple supplies and the service industry, even expedited the increase of day laborers.32 They invested their wealth in land and small farms growing grains and converted them to vineyards to produce higher return. The rich also made loans to the peasants who needed more money to pay for the increasing expenses for farming and taxes. Those who could not pay back their loans had their property and land forfeited and initially became tenant farmers and later day laborers like the workers in the parable. As defaults on loans and foreclosures increased, so did the number of day laborers; this caused the depression of their wages,33 and their wives and children often had to work at the home of their lenders as contingent workers.34

As the latifundialization process intensified, it created a new social class that was destined to be day laborers from birth: former small farm owners reduced to day laborers, those who were born to be day laborers, and struggling peasants were competing with one another for the small pool of employment opportunities.35 Regardless of their origins, day laborers were even lower in status than the slaves of the social hierarchy. To the Roman Empire’s landowners, slaves were significant economic assets. Their lack of well-being was a cause of lower profits; therefore, owners provided necessary protection for slaves with food and housing. Day laborers, on the other hand, were a kind of slaves with no protection who had to work at their own risk.36 Knowing the extreme vulnerability of day laborers, many landowners exploited them and came up with brutal employment conditions: an agreement on wage-fixing, a refusal to hire the same worker for two consecutive days, and barring workers from demanding high-quality food or overeating harvested produce, and so on.37 The petty and ruthless employment conditions kept them in a weak position, with no possible negotiation power.

The typical daily wage for male day laborers was one Denarius. If a worker was consistently hired, one Denarius might be barely enough to sustain themselves. However, since their employment was sporadic, and most day laborers could not survive on their wage, they had to wander around different regions looking for more work. Their living condition was below the subsistence level, and many of them “were eventually forced to beg before dying from malnutrition.”38 Moreover, since the pool of laborers was larger than needs, landowners often offered lower than a subsistence wage, shutting down any wage negotiation demands as an employment condition. The desperate workers would accept the offer with hopes “to receive some portion of a Denarius to maintain their precarious existence.”39

The Generous Landowner and Protesting Workers?

The above background information sheds a very different light on the text from traditional interpretations. Far from being generous, the landowner acts as a typical urban elite estate owner who accumulated wealth at the cost of poor laborers. As it was standard among the estate owners, without a wage agreement he hired day laborers as they were desperate for any amount of money. Surekha Nelavala, a Dalit scholar, points out that traditional interpretations fail to consider the power disparity embedded in this story. The text presents that one is a landowner and the others are laborers. One has a large accumulation of property and is in a position of power to hire people and pay their wages according to his wishes. The others desperately need work to survive. The wealth and power disparity is neither challenged nor reversed in the story itself or in traditional interpretations. At the conclusion, the owner remains master who benefited from the hard work of a group of people from the lowest class with a minimum wage. This parable, as it is, implicitly teaches its audience that inequality between the owner and workers and among workers is normative. Considering this irreversible disparity in the story, Warren Carter warns readers not to assume the owner is God: “Intertextual clues such as his large accumulation of land and subsequent inconsistent behavior are not addressing the inequality of his own wealth that that identification would be inappropriate.”40 Modern-day readers should not misunderstand the owner’s privilege to exercise his property rights as his generosity.41

The above background information also demonstrates how large estate owners managed their wealth. While generosity is illustrated in the payment to some workers, the landowner is inconsistent. Instead, he puts the lowest-class people against each other. The last-hired workers were probably the most marginalized people of the society, the left-out crowd of workers whom no one hired for days, weeks, or months. They probably were the ones who were wandering around, looking for work and begging for survival. The first-hired ones might have been small farm owners who were looking for extra work to pay high taxes and to feed their family. They also might be the ones who lost their land to large estate owners and loan lenders. They might be a group of people who were shamed and threatened by the ruling class and Roman officials for their foreclosures, and thus protested and were punished as a result.

Regardless of their work hours, all of them, as day laborers, come from the lowest economic class of the society. However, most traditional interpreters portray the landowner, an elite ruling class member, as the only righteous person while condemning the longest-working laborers. Such readings further victimize the most vulnerable victims of the Roman imperial system. If the owner is as genuinely generous as he claims, Carter argues that he should have come up with different criteria to dispose of his wealth for maximum benefit.42 Instead, he provokes protest and shames them, which causes division. According to Herzog, the landowner is using a typical divide et impera approach here to protect his own interests.43 By reversing the order of the payment so that the last hired received a wage equal to that of the first hired, the owner has effectively told them that he values their daylong work in the blazing heat no more than the short work of the last-minute laborers. In other words, he has deliberately humiliated, degraded, and insulted them.

Although the text indicates that the group of first-hired workers complained, the owner chose to speak to only one of them. Herzog says that this was a common tactic used by the ruling class to intimidate and put people in their places.44 Since there was no cohesion among the workers, the laborers seemed to accept the owner’s devalued judgment of their labor rather than protest individually or as an organized group. This is a typical phenomenon of what contemporary scholars call internalized oppression, the acceptance by the oppressed people of the negative societal beliefs and stereotypes about themselves as a result of discrimination and oppression over a period of time.45 Although unjust social structures and discriminatory cultural biases hinder them from achieving equal social standing, many marginalized communities can turn the experience of oppression inward, and take for granted their lower status and unworthiness engineered by the oppressors.

Internalized oppression at the group level can result in further harmful consequences for the oppressed. Rather than working in solidarity with others to challenge unjust situations and systems, marginalized groups tend to perceive each other as the enemy with whom they have to compete to achieve their own justice. Loretta Pyles, a scholar of social welfare, argues that when one marginalized group turns against another marginalized group, projecting internalized oppression onto other people of similar social status, it results in horizontal hostility, fighting between oppressed groups.46 Horizontal hostility and internalized oppression together have the effect of divide et impera, which pits people against themselves and one another.

Although the day laborers in the parable did not speak to one another, the parable implies elements of internalized oppression and horizontal hostility as well as the owner’s successful utilization of divide et impera. The generous landowner, as portrayed by many traditional interpreters, is, in fact, a typical urban elite of the Roman Empire who is far from the just and fair God. The parable, as it is, does not promise justice in all aspects, fails to address power disparity, and appears to endorse socioeconomic and political hierarchy. It does not promise a liberating hope that is in alignment with the reign of God.

The parable from this perspective teaches Korean American women about the importance of reading from an interstitial space. In our readings, we should consider the urgency of solidarity with other marginalized people, the critical awareness of our location in the hierarchical US society, and the danger of subscribing to the myth of model minority which has been used as a tool for horizontal hostility. When we are only focused on the bettering of our own status, Korean American women unintentionally participate in the perpetuation of the status quo at the cost of other marginalized people.

For the Kingdom of Heaven Is Like a Landowner?

Then what do we do with the first verse of the parable: “For the Kingdom of Heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard”? Luise Schottroff argues that along with interpreting this parable against the context of the Roman Empire, it is crucial to know how to read the genre of the parable itself. She says that there are two different ways to read parables: as correspondence and allegory, or as a contrast.47 Most parables in the Gospels are correspondent and explain what God and God’s reign is like. However, some others should be read as contrast parables, focused on what God is not like. Schottroff insists that this particular parable is an antithesis to God’s vision rather than an allegory:


It shows the world of imperial landowners and its flip side, the misery of the unemployed and the day laborers. The generosity of this landowner offers only a weak hint at what God’s generosity means…. A landowner who on one occasion pays unemployed people a denarius is a counter-image to this God… the parable with its sharp analysis, illuminates economic misery and its causes at the time of the Gospel of Matthew. Private property in the sense of Matt 20: 13-15 directly contracts God’s Torah. When God’s Torah secures the freedom of a free man who owns land, it does so only in order that life in this land may be blessed, when everyone—the unfree, women, foreigners—has a share in that blessing.48



This parable is not about the generosity of the landowner who is like God but about the imperial politics of Rome and their impact on the most marginalized, which is opposite to God’s vision for the reign of God on earth. Matthew’s audience was very familiar with misery and injustices toward the poor because they were the very victims of that social, economic, and political reality. In this parable, Jesus contrasts God’s vision and mercy for them and others who were living under the threat of ongoing and systematic foreclosures and was counting on his listeners to identify with the victims of the system in the story. Jesus was inviting his listeners to rethink the norm by which exclusion, dehumanizing, exploitation, and other forms of oppression were justified.

Then what is the picture of God’s reign on earth that Jesus is teaching through this parable? According to Schottroff, it is summarized in the last verse: “the last will be first, and the first, last.” Many exegetes have regarded verse 16 as Matthew’s misinterpretative addition to Jesus’s parable.49 Some identified the last-hired workers as the last who will be the first, namely, Gentile Christians, while equating Jewish people with the first who will be the last. Sharply disagreeing with these two options, Schotroff argues that the last are the all marginalized people of the time, including both the first- and last-hired workers. She instead insists that the parable and verse 16 should be read in the broader context of the Matthean Gospel, which depicts a very tender picture of the marginalized living in Palestine of the first-century and their suffering:


The statement in 20:1-16 is a promise for the whole people, as are the Beatitudes in Matt 5:3-10…. In the Beatitudes the kingdom of God is promised (5:3) to those who suffer from poverty, sickness, and the destruction of their relationship to God. For them, there is already a way out of their misery: the way of renunciation of violence (5:5), of hunger for (God’s) righteousness, of mercy (5:7), of purity of heart (5:8), and of peacemaking. This people will “inherit” the earth and dwell on it in righteousness. Matthew 20:16 invites all the hearers to join in following this way. But it is not only in Matt 19:30 and 20:16 and the Beatitudes that the Gospel of Matthew expresses hope for the oppressed people.50



To people living with extreme poverty and misery, Matthew’s Jesus is boldly and publicly proclaiming that they will be first in God’s reign. Unlike the hierarchical society of the Roman Empire which only works for people like landowners at the cost of their own lives, Jesus invites them to join him in fulfilling God’s reign on earth where the poor, the sick, the hungry, the pure, and the ones loving peace can live righteously. Jesus is invoking the vision of shalom of their ancestors where God’s presence should be reflected in its character: a harmonious community as a whole where the untrammeled and free growth of every soul is guaranteed; where fidelity to God and compassion for each other is embodied.51 Completely the opposite to the landowner of the parable, Jesus was not dividing people based on their suffering and poverty level that leads to horizontal hostility and divide et impera. In sum, unlike many popular interpretations’ metaphorical treatments of verse 16 that dematerialize God’s preferential option for the oppressed, the parable, including the last verse, is laying out God’s vision for justice and compassion where the oppressed and colonized are cared for and their dignity is prioritized.

The above interpretation of the parable against Roman imperial policies and practices challenges Korean American women to overcome dichotomous teachings of various traditional readings that make divide et impera via horizontal hostility succeed. If we only identify ourselves with the last-hired workers or aspire to be as we have been taught, we are contributing to the misery of other minoritized hard-working people like African Americans, Native Americans, Latina/Latino immigrants, and other people struggling because of systemic injustices. If we choose to remain to be grateful for the owner’s generosity despite our lateness to work (i.e., be Americans), we end up subscribing to the model minority myth, a racist logic that uses Asian/Korean Americans to further discriminate other non-White Americans.52 We must also recognize that within the Korean American community, some women are like the first-hired workers who have been working hard to sustain the community but are criticized when asking for equal rights. Other women may identify with the invisible wives of the day laborers working at the landowner’s house while enduring discrimination and exploitation. Whether we identify with the first- or the last-hired workers, this parable invites us not to be trapped in binary readings that can lead to horizontal hostility, but to understand God’s vision for Shalom where my justice is not at the cost of others, but our justice is achieved together. This means that we should overcome the either/or mindset in our justice work—that is, waiting to participate in solidarity movements with others only after first gaining our own justice. Justice and equity can only be achieved when the first- and last-hired workers work together from the beginning, and are constantly collaborating, sharing and strategizing together. Along with the solidarity movement and overcoming binary worldviews embedded in hierarchical and colonial social structures, it is also critical for those of us who have power, wealth, and privilege like the landowner to intentionally use our achieved status for equity and justice. Otherwise, we can become dangerous tools controlling from a distance, like the Jerusalem urban elites who were co-opted by Rome. Both ancient and modern-day imperialism has worked partially because there have always been native collaborators who fully embraced imperial tactics to advance their own interests over their suffering neighbors. The parable not only invites the workers of the vineyard but also the landowner, since the vision of God’s kingdom is equality and justice for all.

Despite its inherent problems, these allegorical identifications with various characters expose multiple locations where Korean American women dwell. When we pass by day laborers standing on street corners, only insisting on our own equal rights is evidence of ethical and spiritual voids in our theologies. Especially because many of these modern-day laborers had to leave their homes, south of the border, after being displaced by many American corporations whose products we consume—the demand for ethical readings is even higher.53 It invites Korean American women to be Jesus’s audience, who understood his intent for the liberation of all people rather than protecting the landowner and the imperial system sustained through exploiting the most vulnerable people. The parable teaches the danger of the demands of equal rights without having equity that leads to liberation. It calls for solidarity of all people to bring forth the reign of God that the parable commands all of us to participate. Korean American women’s reading strategies should create a community of “WEs.”
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