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Note from the Translator

The main text of this volume is a translation of the second edition of Min-
jung Shinhak Iyagi, by Ahn Byung-Mu (Seoul: Korea Theological Study
Institute, 1988). The profile written by Rev. Jin-ho Kim, the introduction
written by R. S. Sugirtharajah, and the footnotes supplied by the transla-
tors are not part of the original Korean text.

With the names of the translator and editor, “Hanna” and “Wongi” are
first (given) names, and “In” and “Park” are last (family) names. This dif-
fers from the way names in the translation are represented. For example,
with “Ahn Byung-Mu,” “Ahn” is the last (family) name, and “Byung-Mu”
is the first (given) name.
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A Profile of Ahn Byung-Mu

Rev. Jin-ho Kim

Ahn Byung-Mu (1922-1996) was a person of faith and an intellectual who
fought against injustice.

He started three churches, established four journals, and successfully
ran one of the most prominent institutes of theological study in Korea.
These churches, journals, and institutes made a significant contribution in
the advancement of Korean democracy and human rights.

Since 1975, Ahn led the minjung theology movement together with
Suh Nam-dong and others. Minjung theology was at the forefront of the
progressive movement of liberal intellectuals. In 1980, after being expelled
from his university post for the second time, he organized a minjung stud-
ies workshop with other professors who were also dismissed from their
position. This workshop invigorated minjung studies in economics, his-
tory, sociology, literature, and education.

Ahn started teaching at Hanshin University in 1970 and retired in
1987. Due to his resistance, however, he was expelled from his university
position two times for a total of nine years, which included a period of
imprisonment. While in prison between 1976 and 1977, he developed a
heart condition. In 1985 his health deteriorated and became life-threaten-
ing. This made him unable to write. Out of approximately one thousand of
his writings, several hundred were dictated orally to his students. The texts
produced by his pupils were reviewed by Ahn before publication.

Stories of Minjung Theology is a book based on Ahn’s conversations
with his students when his health was very poor. However, in this book,
more than any other writing before or after, his original and provocative
minjung theological insights shine. In this respect, despite its humble
origins, this book represents one of Ahn’s most important writings on
minjung theology.
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Introduction

R. S. Sugirtharajah

Stories of Minjung Theology is an unusual volume. It is a rare autobiography
that combines the personal story of Ahn Byung-Mu (one of the leading
biblical scholars of his time), his hermeneutical awakening, the Korean
nation’s history as it went through political upheavals in the 1980s, and the
birth of the minjung movement that Ahn helped to shape as it struggled to
define its theological purpose and political vision. Such autobiographical
reminiscences suffused with profound theological and exegetical reflec-
tions are rare in Asian Christian discourse. Readers might find anger, pain,
and disappointment in Ahn’s recollections, but his message was ultimately
rooted in love for the minjung.

Stories of Minjung Theology narrates how a Western-trained aca-
demic scholar was forced to rethink his hermeneutical presuppositions
in the light of the dramatic social, political, and cultural upheavals that
Korea went through in the 1970s. What is clear from reading this volume
is that Ahn loved his Bible, Bultmann, Jesus, and minjung—but not nec-
essarily in that order.

I see this book not only as a valuable record of minjung theology, one
of the vigorous theologies to emerge in Asia, but also as an excellent testi-
mony and introduction for twenty-first-century readers about the life and
theological legacy of Ahn and the resistance movement he helped to shape
and develop.

This fascinating story is not told through the conventional method of
straight-forward narrative but through several conversations that Ahn had
with his students. As he says in the introduction, it was a “product of the
collaboration” between him and his young colleagues. The process took
nearly two years to complete, and the book came out in 1987. The volume
was published at a time when minjung theology was at its peak, and there
was a serious lack of a substantial book on its basic theological orientation.

-Xi-



xii Sugirtharajah

It provided for the first time, in an orderly way, the key elements of min-
jung theology and a reinterpretation of stock Christian doctrines such as
God, creation, the fall, redemption, and salvation from a minjung perspec-
tive. One could call it a minjung dogmatics based on a traditional Christian
framework.

A number of Korean theologians have considered Stories of Minjung
Theology to be one of the best works in minjung theological thinking.
The Korean version of the book sold more than ten thousand copies.
Granted, these figures are not in The Da Vinci Code league, but con-
sidering the Christian population of that country, it is an enormous
achievement. This was one of the rare Christian books that had a wider
appeal outside the church, especially among Korean intellectuals. Now,
for the first time, the book is available to the English-speaking world,
thanks largely to the efforts of the Ahn Byung-Mu Foundation who
financed the translation project.

This book devotedly conveys the spirit and the core of minjung the-
ology as a witness to the minjung way of doing theology. It manifestly
shows the critical perspectives of Ahn and his students who were living
through the exciting and at the same time frustrating years of the minjung
movement. It provides answers to questions that Ahn himself, his junior
colleagues, and Korean Christians were struggling with and looking for. It
adopts an animated form of storytelling, the very method adopted by the
minjung to convey the truth and reality of both their wretchedness and
their hopes.

This Korean version came out at the height of contextual theolo-
gies. This was the golden age of liberation theologies and emancipatory
movements. The Americas had the Latin American liberation theolo-
gies in the South and the Black theology of liberation in the North. The
Caribbean created the theology of emancipation. The Filipinos worked
out their theology of struggle, and the Taiwanese, yearning for a home-
land, came up with their homeland theology. South Africa produced the
Kairos Document, which offered a stringent theological critique of the
Apartheid regime. This was the time when identity hermeneutics burst
upon the scene. Feminists, Indian Dalits, the Japanese burakumins, and
indigenous peoples were engaged in articulating their identities, which
were denied and debased. This was also the time when doing theology
was seen as a dangerous business, and theologians were jailed, tortured,
and even killed. Liberation theologians like Camilo Torres of Columbia
and Michael Rodrigo of Sri Lanka were murdered by government forces.
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Then there was the brutal killing of six Jesuit scholars and nuns in El
Salvador. Their crime was helping the Salvadorian peasants. Ahn himself
was imprisoned and psychologically tortured.

These resistance theologies questioned the hegemonic and univer-
salistic tendencies of Western discourse and power politics of the time.
Some of them were thinly disguised Marxist influenced discourses. In
almost all these writings, Karl Marx’s famous words were quoted as a
kind of rousing hermeneutical exhortation: “The philosophers have only
interpreted the world in various ways; the point, however, is to change
it” But minjung theology was different in that it was not only political
but also an intensely cultural discourse. Minjung are not the proletariat
in the Marxian sense but much more than this socioeconomic descrip-
tion allows. They are cultural bearers. Korean minjung theologians,
especially Ahn, who were consistently adamant in refusing to define
who the minjung were, have come up with hazy descriptions, such as
minjung as “politically oppressed,” “economically exploited,” “socially
alienated,” “culturally and intellectually uneducated,” but crucially as
agents who change society and history. They are, essentially, subjects of
history—a phrase that minjung theology made famous. Minjung theol-
ogy had another noble cause—the unification of Korea. The minjung
was the rallying power for those who were manipulated by the small elite
in the name of proletariat dictatorship and for those who were deprived
by the capitalist system in both North and South Korea. As Ahn told his
interviewees, his concern was how to “overcome the reality of the min-
jung groaning in a divided country? This question has brought minjung
theology into being” For Ahn, the minjung was the rallying power to
unite the Korean peninsula.

This volume has three parts. In the first, Ahn narrates how his passion
for the historical Jesus led him to Germany to study under Rudolf Bult-
mann, how on his return he quickly realized that Western learning was
totally inappropriate for Korea, which was suffocating under military rule,
and how he discovered the minjung. The pivotal event that changed Ahn
was the self-immolation of Jeon Tae-Il, who died for the cause of workers’
rights. The second part consists of the conversations between Ahn and
his students, in which they discuss wide ranging issues from the birth of
the minjung movement to how Ahn’s readings of the Bible were shaped
by the minjung experience. The third part contains lectures Ahn gave in
Japan, which further explicate Ahn’s understanding of the minjung and
the refinement of his theological thinking.
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There are three things that are fascinating about this volume. First,
the level of theological literacy of the Korean readership. The fact that
the names of dead Western philosophers like Immanuel Kant, Georg
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, and Friedrich Schleiermacher and theologians
like Bultmann and Ernst Kdsemann, who reigned supreme at the time
when Ahn was pursuing his studies, were introduced without patronizing
readers shows a high standard of theological proficiency among Korean
Christians. I cannot think of any comparable Asian vernacular theo-
logical writings that have references to Karl Barth and Bultmann in one
paragraph, at least not in Tamil, my mother tongue. Reading about these
theologians gives a retro feel for a generation like mine who were raised
on their writings and are now considered and condemned as “male,”
“pale;” and “stale”

Second, we come to know the human side of these very Western masters
whom we normally encounter largely through their often dense writings.
We see Bultmann, the initiator of demythologization, who spurned any-
thing supernatural, joining in prayers, and how he took it unflappably
when he was rebuffed by a pastor who took issue with the German’s view
on resurrection. We see how Kédsemann and Giinther Bornkamm urged
their colleague Herbert Braun to answer seminar questions that he tried
to avoid.

Third, the sensitive side of Ahn, who in his courteous and gracious
way, points out where he both aligns with and distances himself from his
fellow minjung theologians and from Western theologians, especially his
mentor, Bultmann, and those who espoused kerygmatic theology.

The nature of this volume does not permit a lengthy evaluation of
Ahn’s theological contribution. Moreover, it should be undertaken by a
person who is more competent than me, who has access to all his Korean
writings. It suffices to say that Ahn will be remembered for two herme-
neutical achievements: his exegetical work on the ochlos and his search for
the historical Jesus. For Ahn, the gospels were about people. While bibli-
cal scholars at that time were strenuously arguing about the apocalyptic
components of the gospels or about the imminent arrival of or postpone-
ment of the kingdom, or were engaged in prophetical predictions fulfilled
in Jesus, Ahn reminded them that the gospels were about the people—
the minjung. For him, reading the New Testament is to read the lives of
the ordinary people. Ultimately, you have to care about the people you
encounter daily. He took ordinary, everyday people as the center of the
gospels and to the life of Jesus.
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The second contribution is his relentless search for the historical
Jesus.! He undertook this pursuit at a time when the quest for the historical
Jesus came to a dead end, especially in Germany where he went to do his
research. As he said, the search for the historical Jesus for him was a life-
long ambition and task. His search was distinguished in three ways. First,
he retrieved Jesus from the kerygmatic language in which he was couched.
Ahn’s constant mantra had been that “in the beginning there was the event,
not the kerygma?? This event was, of course, the actual suffering and resur-
rection of Jesus. Ahn even blamed the neoliberal theologians for putting
blocks to such a search and for making historical events related to Jesus
into an abstract idea. Second, Ahn’s distinction lay in his rescuing of Jesus
from the single savior narrative and making him a collective persona whose
identity was inseverable from and entwined with that of the minjung. While
Bultmann argued for an “existential solidarity with Jesus,” Ahn insisted on
experiencing Jesus “socially” and “collectively”® Ahn asserted firmly that
such a collective concept or what he called the “sociability” of Jesus, was
found in christological titles such as the “Son of Man” and “Son of God.” The
search for the historical Jesus is part of the social biography of the minjung.
His repeated refrain had been: “Where there is Jesus, there is the minjung.
And where there is the minjung, there is Jesus* In other words, Jesus
needed the minjung as much as minjung needed him. Third, for Ahn one
encountered Jesus only in and through minjung events and not through
preaching as the existentialist and individualistic theology of the Word of
the time insisted. What was encountered was not the Word demanding
existential decision, as the German theologians advocated, but the histori-
cal and material life experience of the minjung. He disputed Bultmann’s
claim that one experienced Jesus through the proclamation in the pulpit.

1. For a detailed analysis of how Ahn’s quest for the historical Jesus differed from
those of the Western endeavors, see R. S. Sugirtharajah, Jesus in Asia (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2018), 198-223.

2. Ahn Byung-Mu, “Minjung Theology from the Perspective of the Gospel of
Mark,” in Reading Minjung Theology in the Twenty-First Century: Selected Writings
by Ahn Byung-Mu and Modern Critical Responses, ed. Yung Suk Kim and Jin-ho Kim
(Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2013), 85.

3. Ahn Byung-Mu, “Jesus and People (Minjung)” [Korean], CTC Bulletin 7.3
(1987): 10.

4. Yong-Yeon Hwang, “ “The Person Attacked by the Robbers Is Christ’: An Explo-
ration of Subjectivity from the Perspective of Minjung Theology,” in Kim and Kim,
Reading Minjung Theology in the Twenty-First Century, 224.
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The context out of which Ahn’s exegesis emerged does not exist any
longer. Current Korean theologians do not have the experiential advan-
tage of living through harsh political and economic realities. The agitated,
confrontational, and campaigning environment that enabled Ahn to
work out his hermeneutics is sadly no more. The present Korean exegetes
suddenly find themselves in the wealthier, prosperous, and neoliberal
phase of Korea. They fail to grasp or relate to what it feels like on the
underside of history. After the democratization of Korea, the new crop of
theologians talk not about minjung but about “national people” or “citi-
zens” who compliantly incorporate national aspiration for the realization
of their own ambitions. This postminjung, postapartheid, and postlib-
eration-struggle exegesis looks tame and stale by comparison. Suffering
and wretchedness do not inherently yield better exegesis, but the political
force and vigor that marked these earlier expositions are woefully miss-
ing in the current expositions.

Some of the exegetical insights that sounded stimulating and gripping
and made Ahn an inspiring and an important biblical scholar may not have
the same invigorating purchase now. His views on Galilee and the ochlos
will come under heavy scrutiny. His blatantly one-dimensional reading of
Galilee as the land of poverty and protest may not have the same fascinat-
ing appeal. Current scholarship views the region with far more skepticism
and in complex terms. Similarly, the ochlos would be seen as a wide-ranging
collection of people composed of both oppressed and oppressors liable to be
lured by the enticements of the empire and not as a single group consisting
of victims and the poor, as Ahn would have liked to portray. Recently, show-
ing solidarity with Ahn’s work, a new generation of Korean interpreters have
offered internal criticism with a view to strengthening his ideas. Jin-Ho Kim
has remarked that the sufferings and powerlessness of the minjung have to
be better nuanced than Ahn conceived and envisaged.> Approaching from a
feminist perspective, Keun-Joo Christine Pae has shown how gender analy-
sis would further elevate and enhance Ahn’s understanding of the ochlos.®
Postcolonial critics would find that the kingdom of God that Ahn comes

5.Jin-ho Kim, “The Hermeneutics of Ahn Byung-Mu: Focusing on the Concepts
of ‘Discovery of Internality’ and ‘Otherness of Minjung,” in Kim and Kim, Reading
Minjung Theology in the Twenty-First Century, 13-26.

6. Keun-joo Christine Pae, “Minjung Theology and Global Peace Making: From
Galilee to the U.S. Military Camp town (Kijichon) in South Korea,” in Kim and Kim,

Reading Minjung Theology in the Twenty-First Century, 164-83.
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up with ignores numerous biblical passages that reinscribe the colonial
impulses of the kingdom. They point to clear signs of power and dominance
associated with and exercised by the kingdom (Matt 19:28; Luke 22:29-30).
What Ahn fails to notice is that buried behind the anticolonial oratory of
Jesus there lurks an imperial thinking which speaks the language of control,
supremacy, and judgment. Ahn’ insistence that any recurrence of a liberat-
ing movement is a minjung event and in these emancipatory occurrences
one finds the presence of Jesus is condescending and insulting to people
who are not within the paradigm of the Christian faith.

Postcolonial criticism was at its infancy when Ahn was engaged in
his theological activities. David Sanchez, in his study of Ahn, has shown
that Ahn’s deliberate liberation hermeneutic was couched in postcolonial
impulses and tendencies.” In the first part of the book, Ahn describes viv-
idly the horrors of Japanese colonialism and its impact on the nation and
on his own family. Had he had the postcolonial tools at that time, he would
have used it profitably. Ahn himself gives examples of how the Bible was
used to read against the Japanese occupation. Another clue is found in
the way he articulated who the minjung were. Ahn, who was reluctant to
define who a minjung was, came up with the following description, which
bears potential hallmarks of postcolonial tendencies: “Indeed, the phrase
‘minjung-like people’ refers to the minjung and people who were grief-
stricken under the colonial rule, are exploited by the foreign powers, and
are oppressed and deprived by the ruling class of their own country; and in
this regard, the word minjung comprehends all three ideas.”

At least one of Ahns hermeneutical aspirations has come true. He
was tireless in his attempt to reunite both Koreas. As he remarked in this
volume, “Minjung theology was born for the unification of the people, and
the ultimate purpose of this theology must be nothing but the unification
of the people” Although the meeting of the two heads of Korea would have
delighted him, he would have preferred that this unification be led by the
minjung.

Ahn would be the first one to admit the changing nature of the sit-
uation, and, as he says in the volume, the minjung could not “ever be
stagnant within a certain form.” He would be as keen as ever to find out

7. David Arthur Sanchez, “Ambivalence, Mimicry, and the Ochlos in the Gospel
of Mark: Assessing the Minjung Theology of Ahn Byung-Mu,” in Kim and Kim, Read-
ing Minjung Theology in the Twenty-First Century, 134-47.

8. See further p. 28, below.
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the latest progressive developments in biblical scholarship and if it could
be harnessed to repurpose the cause of the minjung. He would be more
than happy to rectify some of his exegetical conclusions. More impor-
tantly, he would be searching for the new minjung who were made outcast
and powerless by the new liberal economy and newer forms of colonial-
ism. Ahn was not helping to find the voices of the minjung. He was aware
that it would be arrogant on his part to say that he was in the business
of raising the consciousness of the minjung. His conviction was that the
minjung already had a voice, which was purposely unheard or intention-
ally silenced. They need to feel empowered to use it, and others around
them need to be encouraged to listen. Reading his story confirms my view
that Ahn has a lot to say. I hope this volume will introduce him to a new
generation of readers and allow them to hear his voice again, and more
pertinently, as Ahn would have wished, to look out and hear again the
voices of the minjung in their midst.

Ideally, this introduction should have been written by a Korean scholar. I
undertook to do this after persistent requests from Ahn Byung-Mu Memorial
Foundation.



Preface: An Apology

By now, minjung theology has gained an international stature. Many
European universities, especially in Germany, are offering seminars in
minjung theology. Korean students studying there frequently ask minjung
theologians back home for assistance. Also, some professors and students
from the United States are studying minjung theology in Korea, and some
of them frequently visit Korea Theological Study Institute. Already sev-
eral PhD dissertations have been written on minjung theology, and a fair
number of theses are in progress at the moment. The authors of these dis-
sertations include both Koreans and foreigners. The demand of minjung
theology is increasing. But regretfully, Korean minjung theologians do not
seem to be meeting the need properly.

In this context, some of my younger colleagues, who have been work-
ing hard for the progress of minjung theology, came up with a plan to
interview me with a number of questions raised in the process. They set
out on, in their language, “the squeezing-out information operation.” They
forced me to answer questions they jointly prepared based on a critical and
clearly defined agenda.

The questions were scrupulously prepared, but the answers were given
off the cuff. The dialogues were recorded and transcribed, and I reluctantly
revised the text. Additionally, there are the four lectures I gave on minjung
theology in Japan in a storytelling format last year. The Japanese organizers
recorded the lectures and sent me a booklet of their transcriptions. After
translating it into Korean and revising the translation, I have included the
lectures in this book. This accounts for the format of the book.

Minjung theology is the work of theologically examining the min-
jung event. For this reason, it marches together with the minjung event
but cannot ever be stagnant within a certain form. Therefore, imposing
a system or frame turns it into a stuffed animal or an antique, namely,
another golden tiara on the head of Jesus. So I had no intention at all to

-Xix-
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publish anything like a textbook in the first place. Could this be an apology
from a person who puts out a story theology like this?

The main participants in this project were Park Seong-jun, Yi Jeong-
hee, and Kang Won-don; and other participants include Park Jae-sun, Kang
Mak-sil, Park Gyeong-mi, Yi Jae-won, Yi Gang-sil, Kim Seung-hwan, and
Choi Hyeong-muk. We originally intended to identify the person asking
each question but decided against it for editorial reasons.

Therefore, the texts in this book are not my sole authorship but a
product of the collaboration between me and my younger colleagues and
former students. I offer my sincere appreciation to them.

May 5, 1987
Ahn Byung-Mu
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1
Until I Discovered Minjung

1.1. Childhood in Jiandao: Discovering the Nation! and Christ

Q: I am aware that you pioneered an original approach to biblical interpre-
tation, and especially that you proposed minjung theology in the 1970s,
attracting a great amount of attention from Third World and Western
theologians. If, as is often said, a person’s thought is connected with his
or her? life, I am curious how your life bears on your unique theological
thought. I am aware that you spent your childhood in Jiandao. Would you
please begin by sharing a few stories from those early years?

A: I was born in Shinanjoo, Pyeongannam Province. But even before my
first year was up, my family moved to Jiandao, which became my real
home. My family had no associations with Christianity, but I was deeply
immersed in an atmosphere heavily influenced by Confucianism. My
father was a scholar in Chinese classics and a doctor in Eastern medicine.
Since age four, I was forced to study Chinese classics. While studying the
Four Books and the Three Classics,® I thought Confucius and Mencius
were both Korean.

The footnotes (written by the translator) are not part of the original Korean text.

1. The English word nation can refer to both a country and a particular type
of people. The latter is meant by minjok, the Korean word Ahn uses here. The same
applies to other uses of nation in this book.

2. Personal pronouns do not have gender in the Korean language. Therefore, the
issue of inclusive language does not arise in Korean. For the purposes of this English
translation, inclusive language is used throughout where possible.

3. The Four Books consist of Great Learning, Analects, Mencius, and Doctrine of
the Mean. The Three Classics are comprised of Classic of Poetry, Book of Documents,
and I Ching (Book of Changes).

-3-
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Looking back now, Jiandao was my true home. As my physical body
grew in stature, the fundamentals of my sensibilities and thoughts were
formed there. In the days before I entered elementary school, the Japa-
nese army ruled us by day and the Korean Independence Army by night.
Perhaps since I was five, I grew up hearing the legends of General Kim
II-seong—stories of using magic art to shorten distances, fleeing from one
tree branch to another when under attack from the Japanese army, and so
on. When I was five or six, he was already a mythical figure, and the name
“Kim Il-seong” was deeply engraved in my young mind. I doubt that Kim
II-seong of North Korea today is the real Kim Il-seong because he is only
about ten years senior to me.* Also, I grew up hearing songs about General
Nokdu?® all the time.

My father became a doctor in Eastern medicine and moved up to Jian-
dao with his family.® But it wasn’t because he had a particularly strong
national consciousness, but rather he found it difficult to eke out a living
in Korea. About five miles away from the famous Myeongdong of Jian-
dao, there was a town called Dalaze. About a mile and a quarter further
in from there, there was a village called Deulmidong. It was here that my
family settled down. There was an elementary school in this village, and
my father took a position similar to chair of the board of the school.

4. The name Kim Il-seong is associated with two different persons: General Kim
II-seong, a legendary fighter for Korean independence whose true identity has yet to
be established; the other is the first leader of North Korea (1912-1994). The real name
of the North Korean Kim Il-seong was Kim Seong-ju. He appropriated the name of
the highly respected independence fighter in order to steal his fame. General Kim II-
seong is considered to have been much older than the first North Korean leader. This
is consistent with what Ahn says about Kim II-seong here.

5. General Nokdu is the nickname of Jeon Bong-jun (1855-1895), the Supreme
General of the peasant army that fought in the Donghak Peasant Revolution of 1894.
The Korean word nokdu means “mung bean,” and it is said that it was associated with
Jeon due to his small body size. The Donghak Peasant Revolution was a peasant move-
ment of enormous scale that took place in Jeolla Province (the southwestern region
of Korea) against the extreme exploitation of peasants by government officials. Desig-
nated as a revolution to honor its great significance in Korean history, the movement
was subdued by the allied military forces of Joseon and Japan and so failed to attain
to its aim. General Jeon Bong-jun was arrested and executed along with other leaders.

6. Jiandao refers to the southeastern part of Jilin-sheng in Manchuria. Beginning
in the late nineteenth century, many Koreans crossed the northern border to Jiandao
in order to find a better economic situation or fight against Japanese imperialism.
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In those days, the Korean communists and Independence Army
were fighting concertedly against the Japanese army, and I often saw
the corpses of Japanese soldiers killed in a battle with Korean guerillas
coming into the village. At that time, there were a whole lot of leftists.
They wore a red armband, and I found it truly admirable for the igno-
rant, uneducated sons of farmers to be working hard for the country and
the nation. I learned songs from them and still remember one that goes,
“Our nation under the claws of the eagle-like Japanese army.” I sang along
without understanding what it meant. From time to time, while sleeping
at night, I heard people murmuring in the room across from mine. I once
opened my eyes and saw my mother treating strangers very courteously
and giving them something she had obtained for them. Later I asked her
what it was, and she said it was long underwear. My uneducated mother
was doing remarkable things. I also remember a night when two young
men were visiting wearing shabby uniforms and carrying rifles. They
placed me on their laps and said, “Oh, what a good-looking boy you are!
Grow up to join the Independent Army” My mother treated them to a
meal, and they ate with such relish. They looked so admirable. I spent
my childhood in such a climate. I grew up always hearing such words as
imperialism, capitalism, bourgeois, proletariat, individualism, and words
with the suffix -jeok in them.” I didn’t know what they meant but had a
vague inkling of the atmosphere they created.

As Japanese police surveillance and persecution worsened, Indepen-
dence soldiers disappeared from the village. Printed pira (leaflets)? started
appearing at every home of the village. Mimeographed copies were rolled
up tightly into a cone and poked in the changhoji® door. At dawn, adults
saw and carefully opened them to read. When I tried to have a look, they
wouldn’t let me, saying it’s not for me. But sometimes, out of curiosity, I
secretly pulled them out and read them. I still remember vividly the sight
of the black ink smudges on the edges most likely due to the poor quality
of the mimeograph.

7. Jeok is a Sino-Korean suffix meaning “of,” “-like,” and “in terms of” Words
including this suffix do not occur often in an everyday colloquial speech and therefore
sound rather formal and intellectual.

8. Pira is a Japanese word originating apparently from the English word “bill”

9. Changhoji is traditional Korean paper made from mulberry bark for doors
and windows.
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Q: They were socialists, weren't they?

A: Yes, they were. It was the socialists who did it. They were a step ahead in
the ideological warfare. And in those days, as for the leaders of the nation,
I only heard of Kim Il-seong. At the time, socialism was the strongest ide-
ology, I believe.

One of the things I remember with particular clarity is organizing a
strike against the principal of my school when I was in the fourth grade.
The Korean principal was given to drinking and neglected teaching;
during vacation we devised a plan to oust him. Three representatives were
elected, and I was one of them and the youngest. I was most likely chosen
because my father was chair of the board. As soon as the new semester
started, the principal obtained the intelligence before we acted and called
me in first and beat me. I was scared but resisted him yelling, “What’s bad
is bad!” Finally, the parents of the students were called together, the prin-
cipal became the defendant, and we denounced him for his twenty-one
misdeeds. The three of us never buckled, standing our ground to the end.
A week later, when the notice came for the conference between the police
chief and the three of us, I could not help but think I was finished. In the
end, I got kicked out of the school as a fourth grader.

Around that time, I had a negative experience. As I wrote somewhere
before, the communists came to the village and held the people’s court. A
bushy-bearded old man was beaten to death for the charge of criticizing
the communists. I liked him, and the way they killed him was so cruel, so
I began to feel bad about the communists.

Q: I heard you became a Christian as a young boy. When did you start
going to church?

A: About three months after being expelled from school, I happened to be
staying at a relative’s home in a small town with the population of about
three thousand. And it was there that I became a Christian. Previously, I
saw a cross and felt shock after hearing the story behind it. A little further
up from Myeongdong, there was a Catholic village. There I saw a cross on
a hill and asked a boy from the neighborhood what that was. He answered,
“Someone died for us” The story that someone died for us struck me in
a strange way. And in the small town of my relative’s, I saw a cross again.
“Oh, in this place, too, a person died for others!” So I visited the place vol-
untarily. That’s when I started going to church.
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Church was truly a formidable place, for it was there that my national
consciousness killed by the Japanese education at the elementary school
was revived. The dawn prayer meetings always included prayers for Korean
independence, and interpretations of the Bible were guided by a yearning
for the independence of our country and the awakening of a national con-
sciousness. For example, the passage in Acts 1:6, “Lord, is this the time
when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?,’1? was interpreted as “Lord,
will you at this time restore again the kingdom to Joseon?” Diligent church
attendance revived my national consciousness and brought home the real-
ity that our nation was robbed by the Japanese.

My father adamantly disapproved of me going to church. But my
father had a mistress at home and drank heavily. My disapproval of these
behaviors motivated me to attend church more diligently. As a child, I was
confronted with the problems of drinking and having a mistress, and the
first reason for my going to church was perhaps that churchgoers stayed
away from this kind of behavior. Nevertheless, some of the things my
father said were reasonable. I still remember these words: “You believe in
Jesus? Learning Jesus and becoming like him makes sense, but believing in
him? We have many great figures in the East, but why should it be Jesus?
What is believing in someone?” Also, “You reject our own things handed
down for generations from our own ancestors and believe in a Western
religion!” As I reflect on these remarks later on, I have to give him credit
for rational thinking. At that time, however, I turned a deaf ear to him.
Since I began to go to church, the question of how it was acceptable for
two women to live in the same house became even stronger. And when a
conflict arose at home toward the end of my sixth year in school, I said,
“Mother, we must no longer live in such a squalid way. I will not go on to
middle school. I will make money and take care of you. Let’s move out of
this house right away” This was how my mother, my younger sibling, and
I left my father and began to live in a separate home. But for the church’s
influences, this would not have happened.

After graduating from elementary school, I didn’'t go to middle school.
Instead, I worked as a clerk, helping my mother and getting more involved
in church. My mother was not formally educated, but she was an extraor-
dinary person. She saved every penny I gave her out of my earnings and

10. Biblical citations come from the New Revised Standard Version unless indi-
cated otherwise.
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used it to send me to middle school. In those days, there were six schools
in Longjing of Jiandao, and only three of them were private schools: one
associated with the Independence Army, one leftist school, and one mis-
sion school. With no hesitation at all, I chose Eunjin Middle School, the
mission school. Daeseong Middle School and Donghun Middle School
turned out many figures who were very active in North Korea up to the
Korean War. Eunjin Middle School produced many Christian leaders.
Some graduates from Gwangmyeong Middle School were pro-Japan. They
joined the Manchurian Army, went on to the Japanese military academy,
and went into politics. Included in this group are Jung Il-gwon and Kang
Mun-bong.

Q: Which school did the poet Yun Dong-ju go to?!!

A: He went to Eunjin. When I chose Eunjin, my teacher and many other
people around me advised me against it, saying the school offered no good
future prospects, but I stuck to my decision. Kang Won-ryong and Mun
Dong-hwan were my schoolmates. Rev. Kim Jae-jun taught at the school
at that time.!?

Officially, Japanese was the only language of instruction, but there was
a teacher who secretly taught the history of Korea. The school had a Reli-
gion Department. Its members went out to five preselected neighborhoods
on Sundays to evangelize, educate, and promote literacy. Sometimes they

11. Yun Dong-ju (1917-1945) is a beloved Korean poet. He was born and grew up
in Jiandao, and this is why the interviewer asks Ahn the given question. Yun was study-
ing English literature at Doshisha University in Kyoto, Japan, when he was arrested in
1943 on the charge of being involved in activities for the independence of Korea and
promoting Korean culture. He died in prison in February 1945, six months before the
liberation of Korea. It is suspected that he died from an illegitimate medical experiment.
For a fictionalized version of his life, see Lee Jung-myung, The Investigation (London:
Pan Books, 2014). The novel was originally published in Korean in 2012 and has numer-
ous references to the Bible, which Ahn would have approved and appreciated.

12. Kang Won-ryong (1917-2006) was a Presbyterian minister who played an
important role in democratic movements, peace movements, and interfaith dialogue
in Korea. Mun Dong-hwan (b. 1921) is a Presbyterian minister, theologian, and politi-
cal activist. He suffered imprisonment for fighting against the dictatorship of Park
Jeong-hui. Kim Jae-jun (1901-1987) was a Presbyterian minister, biblical scholar, and
political activist who engaged in democratic movements during the military dictator-
ship in Korea.
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took up residence in villages to teach evening classes, among other things.
In Jiandao during those days, such activities were all the rage. In my
second year in the school, I taught a women’s evening class at my church.
In my third year, I worked for a church about two and a half miles away.
Working as the junior pastor and teacher for the evening school, I was
able to influence the neighborhood. Come to think of it now, I was part
of a church-based national movement. One day during my second year, I
handed out a piece of paper to each of my classmates. The note asked them
to come to school an hour earlier so I could teach them a song for the inde-
pendence movement and how to draw the Korean national flag. Almost
everyone in the class came. I wrote the Korean national anthem on the
blackboard: “Until the East Sea dries up and the Baekdu Mountain wears
down?” I taught them how to sing the song and how to draw the national
flag. Even though the teacher and the students were young, it was a very
touching moment when we were of one spirit in the fervor of teaching and
learning. I don’t clearly remember where I had learned the song myself,
but it must have been an influence from church.

Q: You might not have been aware of it at the time, but perhaps we can say
that your experiences in Jiandao as a young person played a decisive role in
shaping your Christian faith and thought with a strong national character.

A: Both the church and my father were my influences. Jiandao was deci-
sively important for the formation of my national emotions and thoughts.
Every Christmas we performed a play about Moses at church. Crying out
in an anguished voice, “Oh, the son of the people of Israel!,” we exalted
Moses as the leader of his people. We also dramatized the story of Esther,
who fought to win her country back. Every Christmas we staged a play with
the theme of national liberation drawn from the Old Testament. The hope
for our nation was dramatized through a play about Moses, the leader of
his people in their struggles for liberation. Here, I want to emphasize that
nationalism and Christianity can never be considered separate from each
other. Since its inception, the Korean church has maintained a national
and patriotic form of Christianity. Apart from this perspective, we would
never have an accurate understanding of Korean Christianity.



10 Stories of Minjung Theology
1.2. The Roots of Minjung Theology

Q: Now, let’s move forward to the present day. It is generally said that your
theology took a significant turn to what is now referred to as minjung the-
ology during the course of the 1970s. How should we make sense of this
turn? Was it in continuity with your earlier thinking or an exploration into
new territory?

A: Certainly, minjung theology was born under the Yushin (Revitalizing
Reform) system,!3 and it is not possible to speak of minjung theology with-
out mentioning how the Korean minjung found themselves under that
system. However, my heartfelt thoughts about minjung trace back to my
experiences in Jiandao under Japanese colonial rule. The life of Koreans
there during the colonial years was typical minjung life. The experience
has stuck painfully in my heart as a reminder of my mother’s life. Ever
since then, minjung has been a deep-seated and fundamental concern for
me. Why do the minjung have to live so miserably? Why do they have to
be oppressed and deprived like this? I experienced a bitter han'* in my
heart for my nation living in Jiandao in exile, unprotected, completely
abandoned, extremely poor, and powerless. At the time Jiandao, like Gali-
lee during Jesus’s time, was a site of minjungss life, a land of gentiles. This is
the root of my interest in minjung, and I believe this interest theologically
blossomed under the Yushin system in the 1970s.

Q: Was it right after the liberation of Korea that you returned to Korea
from Jiandao?!> Would you please tell me about that period of time?

13. The Yushin system is a name for the Fourth Republic, the republic after the
third constitutional amendment. It started in October 1972, about two months before
the constitution was officially changed. In this system, the three powers of administra-
tion, legislation, and judicature were all at the president’s discretion. The new consti-
tution did not respect the basic rights of citizens and allowed the president to serve
unlimited consecutive terms. Therefore, it was criticized for being the instrument of
president Park Jeong-hui’s permanent dictatorship. The Yushin system came to a prac-
tical end when Park was assassinated on October 26, 1979.

14. Han is a deep feeling caused by sustained experience of injustice and is con-
sidered one of the characteristic emotions of the Korean people.

15. The liberation of Korea from the Japanese colonial rule took place on August
15, 1945.
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A: It was in 1946 that I returned to Korea, escaping a conflict with the
leftists in Jiandao. Right before the liberation, I sought refuge from the
Japanese police in a countryside village in Jiandao. Privately, I exerted
influences on the village. After the liberation, I began to work openly as
chair of the village self-government committee and chair of the board of
the elementary school despite my young age. It was inevitable because it
was a time of limited resources. When the Soviet army arrived, the whole
village went out with placards to welcome them. But seeing the soldiers
raping women at random, I fell into despair at the tragic reality that, even
after the liberation, a weak nation could not escape exploitation. So I left
Jiandao and crossed the Duman River in tears.!® I had no set itinerary,
only a desire to study, and so I came to Seoul. Coming down through the
regions north of the thirty-eighth parallel, I experienced difficulties. But
something worse was waiting for me in Seoul, where I finally felt free of
life-threatening dangers: the unbearable humiliation from the fact that the
American soldiers were treating Koreans like pigs—not as human beings.
That rekindled my anger from childhood: “To the bitter end we are a
nation that is trampled down!”

Q: You studied sociology in college, didn't you? What made you turn from
sociology to theology?

A: Though I was a Christian, I had no intention of studying theology. I felt
deeply troubled about the poverty of my nation and considered studying
economics. But in order to study in a more comprehensive discipline, I
chose sociology. Another reason for choosing sociology was that I thought,
“Christianity is not enough. I have to engage in some kind of social move-
ment” But I wasn't thinking in political terms but dreaming of building a
new community. In pursuit of this dream during my Seoul National Uni-
versity years, some Christian friends and I formed a social group called One
Faith Society. We pronounced, “We are neither left nor right,” and met often.
We continued to meet even after graduation until the Korean War broke
out. While taking refuge from the war outside of Seoul, I had a sobering
realization: “The present church doesn’t work. I have to start a community
that can give birth to a new movement.” So I looked up the members of the

16. The Duman River starts on the southeastern slope of the Backdu Mountain
and flows downward into the East Sea. It currently forms part of the border between
North Korea and China and the border between North Korea and Russia.
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society scattered around by the war one by one and persuaded them to come
together. We designated Jeonju!” as our base and met as often as possible.

Q: I remember hearing that you published a magazine.

A: Yes, it was a magazine called Yaseong. It means “the voice from the wil-
derness.” I was the publisher, and the eleven members of One Faith Society
were the writing staff. None of us had studied theology. I wrote an essay
entitled “The Meaning of Suffering” for the first issue, and it was my first
published writing—a baby’s first cry at birth, I'd say.!® There was no print-
ing house in Jeonju because it was during wartime. So the printing of the
magazine had to be done in Busan,'® but after publishing twelve issues we
quit for lack of funding.

Q: What were the main points of the essays you wrote for the magazine?

A: T argued for simple points. It’s not right to sell Jesus for a living. Let’s do
a church for the people and by the people with no professional ministers.
Partial relationships don’t work. A multidimensional community is the
answer. This is a summary of my claims.

Q: I understand a church made up only of lay people with no professional
ministers. But what is a multidimensional community?

A: The members of our society at the time were all in different lines of work
and had diverse jobs. What I meant by “multidimensional community”
was a monastery-like community formed by these people, whose activities
would include studying and offering to people counseling in various areas
from various angles.?’ At that time, there was a house named Hyangrin-

17. Jeonju is located approximately 210 kilometers (130 miles) south of Seoul and
belongs in the Jeollabuk Province.

18. Ahn Byung-Mu, “The Meaning of Suffering” [Korean], Yaseong.

19. Busan, the second largest city in Korea, is located about 400 kilometers (250
miles) southeast of Seoul. During the Korean War, it belonged to a small area that
was never occupied by the North Korean army and served as the temporary capital of
South Korea.

20. The Korean word that renders the word “multidimensional” is ipchejeok. A
literal translation is “three-dimensional” The nature of the community Ahn wanted
to build was supposed to be a church that consisted solely of lay people who had their
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won at the foot of the Nam Mountain, which was an upscale restaurant
under Japanese ownership during Japanese colonial years. Someone gave
it to me telling me to turn it to good use. I repaired it with my own hands,
hammering nails and all, to prepare it as a residence for the community. I
was the only unmarried person. Family is such a strong unit of egoism that
it hampers community. At first, ours was a worship community for mem-
bers only. But one by one the members got married and started families.
As our community grew, we started attracting people from outside and
eventually developed into a church. That was the precursor of Hyangrin
Church. I struggled and struggled in order to maintain a strong sense of
community to no avail. I felt deeply sad and despaired, so I decided to
escape from church and the very idea of society itself. I declared myself
to be an existentialist. As I wrote in Yaseong, I said, “I will go my own way
alone,” and left for Germany to study there.

1.3. German Theology and the Historical Jesus

Q: You went to Germany to study theology at Heidelberg University. At
first, you worked for a laity’s community, but what made you decide to
study theology?

A: Before I left for Germany, some comrades and I reopened Jungang
Theological Seminary. At first I taught sociology, then Greek, and not long
after, theology. In those days, my most important theological interest was
the historical Jesus. This after all has been the theme of my life, and back
then I was already in its firm grip. At the time, I was a mere amateur in
theology but really enthusiastic for a better understanding of Jesus. I had
no intention of studying theology, but my interest in the historical Jesus
was so strong as to eclipse all the other interests and fill me up with the
determination to “know the historical Jesus himself by all means.” The life
Jesus lived appealed to me and was very compelling. I said to myself, “T will
search for who he is even at the expense of my life!” That’s why I went to
Germany to study theology.

own jobs and contributed to the community according to their capacities. Members
were expected to play multiple roles. There was supposed to be no distinction between
the church life and everyday life. For Ahn, this was the ideal of a laity’s church.
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Q: In Germany you were deeply influenced by Rudolf Bultmann, weren’t
you? But your theology appears to lean towards sociological hermeneu-
tics or political theology rather than Bultmann’s existential hermeneutics.
How did the transition happen? Would you please also comment on the
kind of atmosphere you studied in in Germany?

A: As I said earlier, before going to Germany I developed a keen inter-
est in the historical Jesus and already differed from Bultmann. He didn’t
quest after the historical Jesus. As for this difference, I never once con-
ceded to him. However, his hermeneutics (Hermeneutik) for the Synoptic
Gospels was very important for me as a scientific method of analysis.
And his existentialistic thinking was significant for me because I had long
been immersed in Seren Kierkegaard whose negation of the world was
influential to me. The same can be said of Karl Barth. So I thought to
myself, “Just stop everything. There’s something wrong with your way so
far” In this respect, the idea of an immediate refusal of everything was
a seminal insight I learned from crisis theologians. In terms of scholar-
ship, indeed Bultmann’s influences were definitive as I had to study the
Synoptic Gospels. However, I wouldn't give him an inch when it came to
the historical Jesus.

In spite of having enrolled myself in the university—enrollment was
a kind of social security in Germany—I took few classes and never even
dreamt of getting a degree. By then Bultmann had already retired and was
no longer at the university, but his former student Giinther Bornkamm
had just published a book, Jesus of Nazareth.?! That’s why I went to that
particular school. I learned Bultmann’s ideas, methodologies, and their
backgrounds—including, existentialism. I became an avid reader on
everything about the historical Jesus—whether it was a thesis or book.
But the further I went, I reached the conclusion that Western method-
ologies would not lead you to a knowledge of the historical Jesus. When
I came back to Korea from Germany, I declared, “I have come back only
with the conclusion that I can’t know the historical Jesus.” However, it
was impossible for me to give up the quest. Without taking the histori-
cal Jesus seriously, how could Christianity possibly overcome docetism??

21. Guinther Bornkamm, Jesus of Nazareth, trans. Irene and Fraser McLuskey
with James M. Robinson (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995). Translation of Jesus von Naza-
reth (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1965).

22. Here the original Korean text gives a in-text note that says: “Docetism claims
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Doesn’t discarding the historical Jesus leave us only with ideas? This was
my conviction.

Speaking of my interest in political theology, while I was in Germany,
the problem of my nation never left my mind. I always worried about my
nation and the situation of Korea and made an occasional contribution to
the journal Sasanggye.?3 In the meantime, I couldn’t get out of my mind the
question, “Why do I have to ask Westerners’ questions and give Western-
ers answers?” So I renewed my interest in the East and began in Germany
to study the Four Books and the Three Classics, which I had learned from
my father in childhood. As for Confucius, I reached the point of form-
ing my own understanding of him. The problem of my nation was still
a concern deep in my bones. All of the introductory materials for Korea
available in Europe was penned by Japanese writers during the years of
Japanese colonialism and depicted Koreans as barbarous. Koreans were
said to belong to neither Buddhist nor Confucian culture. They were por-
trayed as an uncivilized nation devoid of culture. Many of the books in
the West were of this nature. Whenever I ran into such a book, I felt so
ashamed that I bought and destroyed it in secret. Perhaps such an interest
in my nation formed a strong undercurrent for my theological thinking.
In this respect, I also differed from Bultmann. He was not political. He
could not see Jesus politically. The event of Jesus’s cross was clearly a politi-
cal event to my eyes, and this point of view has consistently informed my
quest for the historical Jesus. Yet, Bultmann’s scholarship was so vast and
profound that I could not challenge his scholarship. And even though I
was unable to overcome his theology and stayed with it even after coming
back to Korea, my questions remained unanswered.

that, since matter and the body are inherently evil, Jesus Christ as the son of God
did not become a person with a body. Instead, he came to the world temporarily in a
bodily disguise. When he was crucified on the cross, he shed his body and his spirit
went up to heaven. Christianity considers this view a heresy.”

23. Sasanggye, which means “the world of thoughts,” was a monthly periodical
started by Jang Jun-ha (1918-1975) in 1953. The journal dealt with philosophy, litera-
ture, and social and political critique. It received contributions from first-rate intel-
lectuals of Korea and was influential on Korean society. The journal was discontinued
in 1970 due to political oppression by the Park Jeong-hui government.
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1.4. A Theology Based on the Reality of Minjung

Q: To sum up, while in search of the historical Jesus, you were greatly
influenced by Bultmann in the hermeneutics for the Synoptic Gospels, but
you maintained a political view of Jesus out of your interest in the Korean
nation. Seen in this way, your proposal of minjung theology in the 1970s
was not an accidental occurrence or an abrupt shift in direction, but funda-
mentally in continuity with your national interests and political concerns.

A: Right. It was not the case that my theology made a sudden change of
direction in the 1970s. Going over my old writings, I see myself beginning
to use the word minjung often already in the early 1960s. In those days,
although minjung was not my main focus, topics such as the sorrow of
minjung, the nation-like minjung, and the minjung-like nation held my
attention as inseparable entanglements with one another. Indeed, our nation
and minjung are inseparable from each other, for our nation is simultane-
ously minjung. We are a nation who has always been trampled down and
exploited by powerful countries. Therefore, the sorrows of this nation are
precisely the sorrows of minjung and vice versa. The han-filled sorrows of
the minjung, oppressed and robbed by the ruling class, overlap with the sor-
rows of the nation. The two are inextricably tied together.

Q: If you took part in or criticized the political realities in a concrete way,
would you please share that experience with us?

A: Yes. In 1962, when Mr. Ham Seok-heon?* came to Germany, I placed
a newspaper about the situation in Korea before him and said, “Sir, is this
a time for you to be travelling like this? You have to return quickly!” Mr.
Ham, in the middle of having lunch, cried tears, packed up immediately,
and returned to Korea. As soon as he arrived in Seoul, he gave lectures

24. Ham Seok-heon (1901-1989) was a renowned and influential Christian
thinker and social critic in twentieth-century Korea. Ham upheld the values of non-
violence and resistance against authority. He participated in the anti-Japanese move-
ment under the Japanese occupation and engaged in the antidictatorship movement
in postliberation Korea. He followed the nonchurch movement, the northeast Asian
understanding of Quakerism, and his book, The History of Korea Seen in Terms of Its
Meaning, has become a modern classic.
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jointly with Mr. Jang Jun-ha?® on topical issues at Daegwang High School
in Seoul. He also lectured in many locations outside Seoul. That was his
debut as a political critic. He jokes that I ruined his life and recalls with
laughter that I made him start drinking beer. I have always been inter-
ested in politics. But the decisive moment was the constitutional change
in 1969 for Park Jeong-hui’s election for the third successive term.?° I
was the eleventh person to join the campaign for a million signatures for
preventing the change, and it happened at the encouragement by Mr. Jang
Jun-ha. He insisted that I dive into politics. He pulled out all of the stops
to involve me in political movements. I still don’t think he really knew the
kind of person I was.

A little before that, I was arrested for the East Berlin Affair?” and suf-
fered a crushingly inhumane treatment. It was my first experience of
such savagery and made me think that this should not ever happen to any
human being. But after giving my signature to the campaign for blocking
the constitutional change, I got arrested and underwent exactly the same

25. Jang Jun-ha (1918-1975) served in the Independence Army before the lib-
eration of Korea in 1945. He subsequently worked as a journalist, social activist, and
politician for the democracy of Korea. He started the journal Sasanggye in 1953 (see
fn. 3). He was engaged in the movement against the Yushin system when he died from
an accident. He was severely persecuted by the Park Jeong-hui government. It is sus-
pected that his sudden death was an assassination by the government.

26. Park Jeong-hui (1917-1979) came to power through a military coup on May
16, 1961. He became president of Korea in 1963 and went to great lengths to stay in
power as long as possible. His dictatorship came to an abrupt end when he was assas-
sinated by one of his trusted subordinates on October 26, 1979. Park is praised for
his contribution to the rapid economic growth of Korea but is criticized for his brutal
suppression of democracy.

27. The East Berlin Affair refers to the incident that began some time before
July 1967 and ended on August 15, 1970. The Korean Central Intelligence Agency
announced that some Korean students and residents in East Berlin had interactions
with the North Korean embassy in the city and that some of these people worked back
in Korea as spies for North Korea. Two hundred and three individuals were investi-
gated, and twenty-three were accused of espionage or attempted espionage. In this
process, the suspects were illegally hauled to the police station and were subject to
torture. The truth of the matter was that the Park Jeong-hui government imposed false
charges on the interactions between South Koreans and the North Korean embassy in
East Berlin. Of all who were convicted, two were sentenced to death. The others were
released thanks to the protests in West Germany and France based on the principles of
territorial sovereignty and human rights.
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kind of humiliation again. These incidents turned out to be the beginning
of my history with the intelligence agency.

Q: In the 1970s, you suffered your first imprisonment, and this experience
gave your theology a clear definition as minjung theology. I wonder what
were the theological connections in which your quest for the historical
Jesus came to fruition as minjung theology?

A: My first writing with minjung as a theological theme dates back to 1972,
when I wrote a short piece titled “Jesus and the Minjung (Ochlos)”?8 It was
three years before I went to prison. I viewed the suffering of the minjung
not as an individual but as a collective suffering. Even when a single person
is suffering, she or he is suffering on behalf of the collective, that is, serving
as the sacrificial offering for the collective. Since the institution of the mili-
tary dictatorship, there were political outbreaks and incidents that caused
many people to be arrested, jailed, and tortured. When this was happening,
I thought of everyone under the dictatorship as minjung. Their suffering
pierced me in the heart; and thinking that maybe this was the han of the
nation, the han of the minjung, I looked for the solution to this problem in
the Bible. There I discovered the ochlos. In the Bible, there are two Greek
words for minjung: laos and ochlos. The former, equivalent to the national
citizenry of today, designates the people who have the right to protection
within a certain group boundary. The latter refers to those who are outside
the boundaries and are therefore denied this right. The Gospel of Mark, the
earliest written gospel, calls those who unconditionally followed Jesus and
put their hope in him not as laos but as ochlos.

Westerners have failed to take interest in ochlos because they compre-
hend everything, including God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit, as a personality
(persona). They only ask, “Who is Jesus?”—inquiring only about personal
and individual identity. And they get the answer that Jesus is a “such and
such personality” and are satisfied. But I thought differently: “Jesus is an
event! God is an event, too!” I realized, “You are wrong to see Jesus as a
persona—a wrong view!” This realization was the turning point in my the-
ology. Why should Jesus be a persona? Why not an event? What does Jesus
as an individual who lived in Galilee two thousand years ago matter? It’s

28. This essay was officially published in the December 1979 issue of Hyeonjon
(the present existence).
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the event that matters! Belatedly but blessedly, this realization came to me.
Jesus as an event—this served as the link between my quest for the histori-
cal Jesus and minjung theology.

Previously, I was on the quest for the historical Jesus as an individual
from my fascination with his personality. However, once I reimagined Jesus
as an event—namely, the Jesus event—I felt like a new avenue opened up
leading to the historical Jesus. Western theologians do what they call the
“theology of the Word” and so see Jesus as the event of the word. However, it
was not Jesus’s word but the event of the cross that brought Christianity into
being. Paul proclaimed Jesus as Christ in numerous sermons, but his evan-
gelism made significant progress after the event of his suffering in prison.
Based on this understanding, I came to propose the “theology of event”

I view Jesus as a minjung event and a collective event. This event (Jesus
event) was never completed in a single occurrence two thousand years ago
but has been recurring both within the church and in history in general.
In this way, the theology of event connects itself very naturally to the the-
ology of minjung. The German theologian Jiirgen Moltmann challenged
me to a debate because he disagreed with my claim that “Jesus is precisely
minjung” He disagreed because he took Jesus for a persona, not an event.
Jesus is an event. The Jesus event is still taking place in history again and
again as the minjung event. It is just like the volcanic lava that repeatedly
erupts, while streaming below the surface of the earth. That is, Jesus is the
great volcanic lava of the minjung event!

Q: Why is minjung theology strongly opposed to conceptualizing minjung?

A: When asked “What is minjung?,” I refuse to give a short and simple
definition. Western sciences understand everything through conceptual-
ization. I don't do that. Once born, a concept becomes estranged from its
substance. Then we are left with not a living substance but an empty con-
cept. This is why I was disillusioned with Western scholars. So I insist on
not conceptualizing minjung no matter what. In addition, minjung theo-
logians are criticized for glorifying minjung, but that is not true. We just
see minjung as they are. One aspect of minjung I pay particular attention
to is the fact that they have the ability of self-transcendence. I have seen
many instances of minjung self-transcendence in our history, especially in
the 1970s and 1980s. Look at laborers, students, and their mothers. They
didn’t have to bear the suffering themselves but dove into it, right? Those
were the events of self-transcendence. Take, for example, the Donghak
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Peasant Revolution. In terms of the intellectual history, it was far from
possible, but the event took place. Such a power could not be born of indi-
vidual farmers in Korea. But they rose up with such an immense power. I
think that is exactly minjung’s ability of self-transcendence. I cannot say
anything else of minjung nor do I want to say anything more about them.

Q: Minjung as a collective can transcend themselves; the event caused by
minjung who have transcended themselves is the Jesus event. This is your
view. Can you tell us about the distinct feature in your method of doing
theology? For instance, you always discuss the Bible in connection with
our own current situation, don't you? Don’t you think this is one of the
characteristics of your method of biblical interpretation?

A: Well, I wouldn’t call it so much as a distinct feature. But I can say one
thing: when I discuss biblical texts, it is always in the context of our life
setting.?’ I read the Bible from this perspective without fail. And naturally,
the interpretation goes in that direction, too.

Recently, I was reminded again that, for Western and Japanese theolo-
gians, theology itself is the context. For example, Barth said this, Bultmann
said that, then Bornkamm said this, and then Tillich said that. This has
become the context in which they do theology. Words and opinions
oppose other words and opinions—this is their theology. And this opposi-
tion, in turn, becomes the context for their scholarly work. When real-life
circumstances are excluded, the science itself has become its own context.
While visiting Japan this year, I saw it again and felt at once really amused
and surprised. I sensed it while talking with Professor Arai Sasaku of
Tokyo University, a New Testament scholar. I told him that the difference
between him and me was that, while I did theology with the reality of the
Korean minjung, he didn’t have that kind of context. He admitted it. He is
a fairly liberal theologian and holds similar views to mine. In the conclu-
sions of some of his writings, he mentions the Korean minjung theology,

29. The Korean word used for “life setting” here is hyeonjang, which literally
means “present site” and refers to a specific place where a particular action takes
place. This is one of the most frequently used words in this book and also an impor-
tant concept in minjung theology. In this translation, hyeongjang is variously trans-
lated as “site;” “field,” “reality;” “life setting,” “actual location,” and “real life context,”
among others. The expression minjung hyeongjang is rendered as “the site of the min-

jungs life”
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occasionally quoting my words in particular. This is because he doesn’t
have a real-life context for his theology.

1.5. Theology of Event and Theology for Theology

Q: Then we could say that Western and Japanese theology, in stark terms,
comes out of its own theology and not from a lived context. Their theology
works deductively, drawing logic from logic, instead of working induc-
tively from specific life experiences, facts, and events.

A: After observing them, I felt very happy with doing theology in Korea.
I realized, “T am doing theology at the site of real life!” This feeling grew
stronger when I was in conversation with them. So here is my advice:
Always identify questions from the sites of real life, the sites of current
history, and the sites of present events and put them to the Bible. And
when you draw the answers from the Bible, again, do it always in a way
that offers fresh insight on the Bible from the sites of real life and therefore
reveals the truth of the Bible anew. That’s it. No big deal.

Q: You like quoting Bultmann concerning the Bible that the question
determines the answer. That applies to what you just said, that the ques-
tion from the site of real life determines an answer from the Bible, right?

A: Right. To put it straightforwardly, Western scholars still locate their
theology and thought in the context of what Plato said, what Kant said,
what Hegel said, and so on. Day and night, they go around and around in
the world of concepts, never going out to reality.

We don’t have that kind of habit. In the past, I thought it was our
weakness. So I even thought that Eastern thinking could not engender sci-
ence. But now I don’t think so. There is no wall between the site of real life
and science. I realized this is the best condition you could possibly ask for,
something truly fortunate.

Western scholars tend to monopolize the truth in the name of sci-
ence, build a thick wall between the site of the reality and the world of
science, and ban the entrance of ordinary people into their exclusive
realm. They have to break this wall down. Mr. Suh Nam-dong?® deliv-

30. Seo Nam-dong (1918-1984) was a Presbyterian minister and theologian who
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ered a critical remark that theology should become anti-theology. But in
actuality it has to become anti-science. Science in the Western sense of
the word (Wissenschaft) has to be broken up. Isn't it the case that scholars
have turned trivial and everyday things—things that are so common in
ordinary people’s lives—into their own scholarly language unfamiliar to
minjung? And in so doing haven't they constructed a strange castle inside
which they enjoy fame and privileged status? Isn’'t that what scholars do?
I think the same is true of theology. They think it is only they who can do
science or theology.

Q: It seems to me that it is right there that your minjung theology, namely,
your theology of event, your theology of the site of real life, departs pro-
nouncedly from the Western ivory-tower theology. Now, in order to
understand this difference better, I would like to ask you for a concrete
illustration with a particular Bible passage in which your hermeneutic dif-
fers from that of Western theology.

A: Let me give you an example then. In the Gospel of Mark, there is the
story that, while Jesus and his disciples were going through a wheat field,
the hungry disciples pluck and rub ears of wheat to eat the grains, right?
At that moment, the Pharisees attack Jesus, “Why are your disciples doing
what is not lawful on the Sabbath?” Jesus answers, “The Sabbath was made
for humankind, and not humankind for the Sabbath” (Mark 2:23-28).
Western theologians classify this passage as an instance of apo-
phthegma. This is originally a Greek literary genre that centers an anecdote
of a philosopher or saint around their words. Bultmann used this term
for New Testament studies. This approach considers the words of Jesus
as the kernel and the setting as a story-format addition made during the
transmission of the words. It therefore relativizes the historical setting in
which Jesus’s words were originally spoken. With the story of the disciples
eating wheat on the Sabbath, Western theologians, especially form crit-
ics, focus only on the words of Jesus rather than on the event itself. They
think that Jesus’s words “The Sabbath was made for humankind, and not
humankind for the Sabbath” existed first, attributing primary importance
to them. In the process of transmission, a circumstantial explanation for

introduced Western progressive theologies to Korea and worked as one of the early
founders of minjung theology. In 1975, he was expelled from his university post and
was imprisoned the following year due to his antidictatorship activities.
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these words was added, and the story as we now see it came into being.
Form critics view the gospels as a mere frame that contains the meaning of
Jesus’s words or the kerygma that Jesus is Christ. Bultmann even claimed
the gospels were an expanded kerygma.

However, I flatly reject this view. It’s the other way around. What counts
is not the words but the event. It was not the words but the event that
existed first. That is, in my view, prior to Jesus’s words, there was the event
of the hungry minjung of Jesus eating ears of wheat. I pay attention to the
actual site of the hungry minjung and place it at the center of the story. The
hungry minjung could not restrain themselves from plucking and eating
the wheat, despite knowing it was the Sabbath. The Pharisees saw through
the eye of the law of the existing system and accused them of violating
the Sabbath laws. Jesus defended the hungry minjung in response, saying,
“The Sabbath was made for humankind.” This is the understanding that
properly reveals the meaning of Jesus’s words. These words can be seen as
a declaration of the human rights of the minjung. So, in a more general-
ized expression, I used the term “the first declaration of human rights”
Anyway, it is only when the story comes under the light of event that the
great declaration in the passage reveals itself. Any system, institution, or
law, must exist for minjung—not the other way around. There is a world
of difference between the focus of Western theologians on Jesus’s words
in total disregard of the reality of the hungry minjung and my method of
placing the event first and giving it central importance.

1.6. Jesus Is Minjung, and Minjung Is Jesus

Q: Listening again to your hermeneutic of the theology of event, I again
find it original and impressive. Your hermeneutic can be said to consti-
tute a hermeneutical revolution that launches a direct challenge to form
criticism, a challenge powerful enough to shake the foundations of West-
ern theology.

Western theology fails to understand the story of the minjung eating
ears of wheat as an event at the actual site of the hungry minjung, since
they have never been hungry. Instead, you construe it as the locus of the
Jesus event, where Jesus and the hungry minjung become one. There you
see the total unity between the two: Jesus is precisely the minjung, and the
minjung is precisely Jesus.

When you discuss the equation of “Jesus = minjung,” you often men-
tion the words of John the Baptist in the Gospel of John 1:29, “the Lamb
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of God who takes away the sin of the world.” And I am of the opinion that
this passage makes your theory of minjung known in a profound way.

A:I offered my interpretation of the verse during a debate with the German
theologian Jiirgen Moltmann, and we still have not reached an agreement.
I said, “This Jesus is precisely minjung!” and Moltmann gave a feverish
“No!” Since minjung is an object of salvation by Jesus Christ, he protested
arguing that identifying him with them made no sense at all. Concerning
this disagreement, Moltmann wrote to me twice insisting that I clarify the
point by means of a thesis or a letter. Someday when I get a chance, I will
discuss this question with him.

What is crucial to my debate with Moltmann is that he accepts that
“Jesus is minjung” but rejects that “minjung is Jesus.” So I would like
to ask him, “Then is it right to say Jesus is the messiah’”? It is wrong
to identify Jesus with anything else, whatever it may be. Does it make
sense to say, “Jesus is the son of God”? Is it right to define the living Jesus
by analogy (analogie) with anything else? Moltmann contended, “Min-
jung is not Jesus,” and this conveyed his assumption that he already knew
who minjung were. But the knowledge of minjung is exactly the same
as assuming the knowledge of Jesus. In fact, I believe that not knowing
minjung is not knowing Jesus and that not knowing Jesus is not knowing
minjung. That’s where I stand. It is the same as Bultmann’s logic when he
said, “Not knowing God means not knowing humankind, and not know-
ing humankind means not knowing God.” I'd like to apply this reasoning
to minjung.

“Behold! The lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” Why
is it not acceptable to say these words concerning those who are suffering
in our land of Korea today? Who are those people who refuse to? I don’t
understand. Taking away the sin of the world does not carry a religious
meaning. “The sin of the world” means just what it says literally, “the sin
of the world?” It is not just the sin of the dictator but the sin of those who
cannot stop the dictator—not only those who commit corruption and
injustice, but also those who allow them are sinful. For me sin is nothing
peculiar. Political and economic contradictions, I believe, are also sin. We
all need to bear sufferings due to structural contradictions of this world,
but it is the minjung of today in this country who sustain the injuries,
isn’t it? Going to prison, getting fired, getting beaten, going hungry—do
they deserve all of these? Aren’t these sufferings caused by the flaws of
Korean society? Aren’t the minjung who bear them the victim? Aren’t
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they “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world”? Why on
earth could we not use this description for these victims? Why do we
refuse to see such a plain truth but grant Jesus a special and exceptional
status by using trivial theological concepts? This stems from the stereo-
type of interpreting sin and the lamb of God within the sole confines of
the religious realm.

I brought a painting with me when I returned to Korea after finishing
my studies in Germany. It was a piece by a Polish or Romanian painter:
a laborer is carrying a big cross, his back hunched over by a heavy load
with a dark silhouette of the city in the background. On the cross a priest
was sitting dozing off, a pot-bellied entrepreneur was sitting, a scholar was
reading, a young man and woman were making love. All of these people
were on the heavy cross carried by the laborer. This picture depicts a young
Jesus who is walking towards Golgotha, and in this case, he is depicted as
alaborer. He is carrying the sins of this world on his shoulder. He labors as
the agent of production, and everyone else fares along sitting on his back.
That picture was so impressive that, while in Germany, I had it hanging on
the wall of my room and brought it back home with me. But Reverend Suh
Nam-dong snatched it out of my hands. I came by that picture in 1961, and
so it seems like I already had the minjung consciousness back then.

Q: I have already heard of that picture from you many times. And every
time I hear of it, it never fails to touch me. It seems to me that the image
of the young man in the painting is the very image of today’s minjung. It is
consistent with the biblical image of Jesus as the Lamb of God who takes
away the sin of the world.

A: That’s right. What’s the matter with such a view? Isn’t the young man
taking away the sin of the world? What else could agree more with the
words of the Bible than that?

1.7. Jesus Who Is Present outside the City Gate
Q: Illuminating specific Bible verses based on minjung theology helps me
understand your unique theological methodology. Can you give another

example that you frequently discuss?

A: In my reading of the Bible, I don’t see Jesus, Christ, messiah, and the
like merely as a religious figure. The Jesus event and the messiah event are
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not the exclusive property of Christianity. It is only because I am a biblical
scholar, not a scholar of political science or economics, that I understand
the event with reference to the Bible.

I compare the minjung event to a single great stream of volcanic lava
that flows through many ages and erupts in different historical situations.
It is my view that this lava erupted with colossal volcanic activity in the
Jesus event and that this same lava is flowing ceaselessly below the crust of
history in this age as well. Therefore, the minjung events in today’s Korea,
I believe, are not isolated and independent but are in continuity with the
Jesus event two thousand years ago. This is important—I pursue the Jesus
of present existence, namely, how he manifests himself in this very age.
He is manifesting himself in the minjung event here today! Therefore, it
is nonsense to pursue the Jesus of two thousand years ago or the doctri-
nal Christ. What matters is where and how the Christ of today—the Jesus
event of today—is taking place. It is happening neither within the existing
system nor within the existing church. Rather, it is taking place where you
find yourselves after being alienated, deserted, and expelled from these
places, that is, “outside the city gate” where Jesus was executed. This is how
I'see it.

The author of Hebrews said, “Jesus suffered outside the city gate....
Let us then go to him outside the camp and bear the abuse he endured”
(13:12-13), and these are truly profound and beautiful words. A laborer’s
church took its name from this passage and calls itself The Church Out-
side the City Gate. I am not sure if I influenced the church’s name, but I
spoke about this passage early on. “Outside the city gate” is a residential
area for the alienated, and there the Christ event is taking place. Even now,
here in Korea, whether or not they confess the name of Jesus, the fight for
building a minjung-owned society or the Jesus event is ceaselessly taking
place. As a biblical scholar, unlike a political scientist or an economist, I
see it clearly.

Q: In the name “The Church outside the City Gate,” I sense a possible con-
flict between “outside the city gate” and “church.” If “outside the city gate”
refers to an alienated space, or the so-called periphery, then its location
differs from the church. Aren’t most churches actually located inside the
city gate? Whether in an urban or rural area, regardless of its address, the
church in essence appears to be within the existing system, that is, inside
the city gate. In this sense, the designation “The Church Outside the City
Gate” does not sound harmonious. In actuality, of course, churches exist



1. Until I Discovered Minjung 27

outside of the city gate, and small communities endure many struggles in
order to go outside the city gate. But isn't it obvious that the church is an
enormous city now?

A: If I happen to be in Germany again someday, the first question I would
ask theologians is, “What is your reason for doing theology?” I would
add, “Do you have any other reason than preserving the status quo?” The
existing church has property, and this—and nothing else—maintains its
Christianity. There is no other reason for its maintenance. The church
system has ossified, and the more people who cannot enter it (= minjung),
the more the church tries to protect its vested interests. Therefore, the
movement is from “outside the city gate” to “inside the city gate” Similarly,
regarding Korean churches, are prostitutes welcome to enter? What about
beggars? Isn't it the case that these churches are structured in such a way
that none of the followers of Jesus, namely, the ochlos, are welcome or fit to
enter? Isn’t it true that this structure has become hardened resulting in a
new system and hierarchy? Hasn’t the church become a selfish group and a
social gathering of this age? It has become a place for self-preservation and
self-expansion rather than a place for others.

However, the word ekklesia (church) originally had a simple mean-
ing. This Greek word simply means the gathering of believers—a different
image than the church as a sacred realm. In present day Korea, minjung
churches (or “basic communities”!)—are forming in residential areas of
laborers and the urban poor. An ekklésia that is established outside the
city gate, at the site of the minjungs life where the principle, “Everyone is
welcome here!” is alive and well. These are churches that have no form at
all, no precondition at all, despite borrowing the word church for its name.
They are communities that share in the anguish of the minjung. They live,
fight, pray, and worship together with the minjung. This is the true church
of Jesus Christ. And this is the church of the minjung. Existing churches
must aim to be like this church, and, even if unable to fully conform to this
radical ideal, they should begin by supporting minjung churches.

31. The Korean word Ahn uses for “basic” is badak, which means “bottom.”
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1.8. The Yearnings of Minjung and the Path
to the Unification of the Nation

Q: Now let’s turn to some issues concerning current affairs. Recently,
young Christian activists suggest that Korean theology should focus on
the sammin (three min’s) ideology. Here, sammin means “nation (minjok),
minjung, and democracy (minju)”3> We can say that sammin ideology
aims at the realization of a democracy in which the independence of the
nation and the subjecthood of the minjung are guaranteed. As a person
who has often discussed nation-like minjung and minjung-like nation,
what do you think of this suggestion?

A: T haven't given it much thought, but it seems to me that proposing these
three ideas together under the name of sammin has been motivated by the
realization from struggles on the field. Using less than these three ideas,
whichever word or words they tried, does not adequately convey the full
meaning intended. But I think that a proper usage of minjung includes
the other two ideas. The word minjung represents all of the sorrows in
the bosom of our nation. And it is only natural that the word minjung-
like means a democracy with the minjung as the sovereign. Democracy is
authentic only when the minjung are sovereign. The word sammin might
be necessary as a temporary strategy, but I believe that the single word
minjung comprehends all three ideas. Therefore, I feel no need to revise
my theology with reference to sammin.

Minjung is a concept unique to Koreans. Westerners cannot say, “We
are also minjung” Indeed, the phrase minjung-like nation refers to the
minjung and nation who were grief-stricken under colonial rule, exploited
by foreign powers, and oppressed by the ruling class in their own country.
For these reasons, the word minjung comprehends all three ideas.

Q: The notion of sammin has the weakness of listing three separate ideas.
I understand you saying that the meaning of minjung, when fully under-
stood, naturally includes the other ideas. I agree with you here. However,
when we try to grasp the Korean minjung as a concrete historical reality,
doesn't this require the category of nation for those who have been ruled
and exploited by foreign powers?

32. The three words have in common the syllable min, which means “people”



1. Until I Discovered Minjung 29

A: Well, I first addressed this issue in my 1975 lecture, “Minjung, Nation,
and Church.” The gist of the lecture was that “Minjung is a more significant
category than nation in defining the history of Korea. What has true real-
ity is the minjung, whereas nation is nothing more than a relative concept
formed with respect to international relations. But while the idea of nation
has always been lifted up, the minjung as the substance of the nation has
been neglected in a state of oppression and exploitation for the apparently
beautiful cause of serving the nation or the country. This is an on-going
situation. It is time now to listen to the groans of the minjung that are
drowned out by slogans for the nation.” That was the basic point of the
lecture. Our term minjung does not refer to the proletariat. The prole-
tariat exists in all industrial societies all over the world. But that is not the
case with minjung. Our concept minjung does not refer to any world-wide
entity. We are talking about the minjung of Korea now. Therefore, I don’t
think that we have to begin to use the word nation in order to grasp the
meaning behind minjung.

Q: I agree that the rhetoric of nationalism has often served as means of
preserving the regime and that the designation nation has made invisible
the minjung who are the immediate victims of oppression and exploita-
tion. Recently, however, unlike in the 1970s, true nationalism, which seeks
independence from foreign powers, is gaining more traction. Other ideas
that are gaining currency include independence from foreign powers as a
prerequisite for the minjung’s liberation and the inseparability of minjung
and nation as sharing the same concerns.

A: It means the same. It is the minjung, not the upper class, that are subject
to exploitation by foreign powers. Once the minjung come to power, such
a problem resolves itself naturally. I stand my ground on this.

Q: Recently, some Christian university students are wrestling with the ques-
tion of whether or not to accept social science as a tool of understanding
this reality and whether or not to accept violence as a means of transform-
ing this reality. Please tell me what you think of the question of violence.

A: If T am allowed to use the qualifier “in principle,” I think nonvio-
lence is the right course to take. But the boundary between the Christian
and non-Christian view on violence could turn out meaningless in
real-life situations. The difference in principle might sometimes lose its
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meaning when it comes to acting in a concrete situation. Violence and
nonviolence are neither metaphysical universals nor are they subjectively
made choices. They are, I suppose, contextual ideas that presuppose a
relationship and are defined in response to a given situation involving
other parties in the relationship. For example, when we are working out
strategies for a certain goal, I don’t think there are different strategies
for Christians and non-Christians. The unity of ends and means, as a
principle, is right. But I don’t think being locked up in either violence or
nonviolence is biblical. It is evident that nonviolence is not a biblical con-
cept. The Old Testament depicts Yahweh as a God who goes to war for the
Israelite people. In church history, countless holy wars were waged in the
name of faith. Nonviolence is often advocated based on Jesus’s Sermon
on the Mount in the New Testament, but even here we need to consider
how violence is defined. The peace Jesus mentioned in the Sermon on the
Mount is shalom in the Hebrew language. It is not a concept that signifies
an absence of fighting, but a very dynamic one that aggressively creates
peace by confronting the forces that hinder or destroy it. Originally, the
language of violence belongs to the strong. The weak do not know it. His-
torically, the strong wield violence and make the weak not use violence.
As for the weak, the expression self-defense does not apply to them. When
the weak act with violence, it is a conditioned reflex; it is a response after
countless afflictions when they are at the end of the rope. But in this case,
the designation violence is not befitting.

When it comes to the question of violence, I think, we have to consider
both strategic and moral aspects. Concerning the former, one has to be
level-headed and consider whether a violent means would be effective, that
is, whether it would bring the end result you want. To determine whether
this is a good strategy, you have to make a scientific assessment. For exam-
ple, Heinz Eduard Todt, who is a theologian friend of mine at Heidelberg
University, wrote a thesis that evaluated the student power movement in
Europe in the 1960s. In this much-acclaimed work, he concluded that a
peaceful means would have yielded more fruitful results because the use of
violence strengthened the bureaucracy even further. Therefore, when the
end is moral, I think, we have to weigh in strategic terms which means are
more conducive to success. Yet, I don’t think there exists the problem of
violence in Korea yet.
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Q: What tasks can theology pursue towards reunification of the two
Koreas? If you have any thoughts about this question, please share them
with us.

A: Of course, I have thoughts about the question! I think about it day and
night. Minjung theology itself would not have come into being if it were
not for the division of the two Koreas. The central question that motivated
me to found Korea Theological Study Institute was how to construct a the-
ology for Korean reunification. Back in those days, Korean theology was
not interested in the question of ideology, and so the institute’s first atten-
tion was confined to this question.

Some time ago I went to a meeting held by the Presbyterian Church
in the Republic of Korea3? and listened to a presentation on the status of
North Korea given by an official from the National Unification Ministry. It
was his assumption that North Korea would never give up their ideology
and that the same was true of South Korea. So I asked him what would
have to be done. He said that the two Koreas would have to acknowledge
each other’s ideology, write a unification constitution, and then take a
gradual approach. Isn't it ironic to say “make no compromise at all” and
“write a unification constitution” in the same breath? How can unification
be achieved when North Korea remains committed to communism and
South Korea to capitalism? For unification to occur, both sides must make
concessions and compromise.

The word minjung expresses the yearnings of the nation living in an
age when the two Koreas are divided. How can we overcome the real-
ity of the minjung groaning in our divided country? This question has
brought minjung theology into being. Frankly, we neither advocate the
proletariat dictatorship nor acknowledge the capitalist system. The word
minjung came to us while we were searching for a way for both Koreas
to flourish. The goal is to empower the minjung who are oppressed by
the capitalist system and manipulated by the elite in the proletariat dic-
tatorship. In other words, the goal is to rally the power of the minjung in
South Korea and North Korea in order to unify the nation—a minjung-led
reunification. The word minjung signals all of these yearnings. Without
this, I think, we would have no path towards unification or liberation of

33. The Presbyterian church in the Republic of Korean is a liberal Protestant
denomination founded by Kim Jae-jun in 1953. Hanshin University, where Ahn
taught, is affiliated with the denomination.
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the Korean nation. The minjung occupy a place precisely in between the
two systems of communism and capitalism. From the old days to now,
one stratum of the Korean people has refused to change their thoughts
whatever foreign influences came their way. Immune to the influences of
foreign cultures, they have maintained purity. But educated people have
been subject to foreign influences—the more a person was educated, the
more they were influenced. This is true of both Koreas. I am working for
the minjung under the assumption that, beside the communist and capital-
ist force, there is a genuine self-reliant force of our nation. In other words, I
propose that we explain the already-existing minjung. The word minjung
was not discovered by minjung theologians nor did it come into being
by accident. It came into being with a special meaning in the division of
Korea. In this regard, minjung theology was born for the unification of the
nation; therefore, the ultimate aim of this theology must be nothing but
the unification of the nation.

1.9. The Tasks of Korean Christians
Q: What do you hope to accomplish in the future?

A: I firmly believe that Korean people have to turn back to being Korean.
They have to be Korean before being Christians. They need to overcome
Western influences. Korea is likely to continue to become a Western civi-
lization. Patterns of thinking and ways of asking and answering questions
are all becoming westernized. How do we fight against this? Christianity
has been highly influential in the westernization of Korea, and it is Chris-
tian theology itself that is changing Korean tradition and ways of thinking.
How do we confront this problem? How can we renew Korean Christian-
ity into a Christianity of our Korean minjung?

Faced with these major tasks, theology cannot be scientific or remain
aloof as in an ivory tower. It must be a theology undertaken at the site of
the minjungs life, a theology as a movement of the minjung. Theology
has to be released from the monopoly of scholars to the hands of the laity.
It has to become alive and working, providing lay people with directions
in life and ministry. I alone cannot come up with all the visions of such a
theology. This is a task for all Korean Christians. I believe it is the central
task of Korean theology and churches to create a model of theology as a
movement—an exemplar of Christianity of the Third World and, further,
of the entire world.
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The Bible as the Book of Minjung

Q: I would like to hear your views on the Bible as the book of Minjung
and, specifically, how to read the Old and New Testaments in the right way.
Our topic is divided in four rubrics: (1) the traditional understanding of
the Bible in the Korean church; (2) a critical examination of Western bibli-
cal hermeneutics; (3) biblical hermeneutics of minjung theology; and (4)
recurring themes in the Bible. But we don’t have to follow this order in our
conversation. I will also ask other questions as necessary. For starters, can
you talk a little bit about how Korean churches interpret the Bible?

2.1. The Conventional Understanding of the Bible in the Korean Church

A: How is the Korean church reading and understanding the Bible? I dealt
with this question long ago in an essay, “The Korean Church’s Understand-
ing of Jesus”! In short, the Korean church presupposes doctrine before
reading the Bible. Specifically, it presupposes the Westminster Confession
of Faith and reads the Bible in order to justify it. Therefore, the Bible is
simply a prooftext (Referenz) for the Westminster Confession of Faith. The
Bible is nothing more than a tool for confirming what one already knows.
For this reason, to an alarming degree, doctrine has become an ideology
that subjugates the very meaning of the Bible. The resulting danger is that,
despite emphasizing sola scriptura, the church uses the Bible as a tool to
justify certain doctrines with biblical authority. And I judge that this kind
of practice carries the possibility of spawning many different sects. For
once you have submitted to a certain doctrinal system, you can alter the
meaning of the Bible to conform to any system. Paradoxically, the more
that biblicism flourishes, the more the Bible is abandoned and ignored.

1. Ahn Byung-Mu, “The Korean Church’s Understanding of Jesus.”

-35-
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The term conservative is often used to mean preserving orthodoxy, but
in the Korean church the label means, “Our doctrine is victorious.”

A characteristic element of Korean Christians’ attitude towards read-
ing the Bible is an indigenous method of scriptural reading. With this
method, you just recite the text without attempting to understand it. As
with Confucian and Buddhist scriptures, the Bible is read in a manner
exemplified by the maxim, “Read the text one hundred times, and its
meaning will come to you of its own accord.” As a child, I was forced to
read and memorize Analects. The idea is that repeated readings will bring
about awakening or salvation, but the act of reading itself is granted pri-
macy over the awakening. This tradition has influenced the way Korean
Christians read the Bible. Reading the Bible uncritically and by memory
is itself a blessing.

This attitude of the Korean church was also shaped by early missionar-
ies. Many of the first American missionaries to Korea were fundamentalists.
Certainly they did not use historical criticism at the time. And in fact, their
first and foremost concern was Christian mission. Above all, they took
interest in how to propagate Christianity in a way that did not conflict
with state power. Their basic premise was the separation of church and
state. Since the last years of the Joseon Dynasty,? they taught that Korean
Christians should be loyal to the state and that faith should not interfere
with political or social problems. They taught Christianity in the form of
simplified doctrines and used the Bible as a prooftext for these doctrines.
The Bible simply confirmed the doctrines they taught.

However, the weakness of this approach became clear in the March
First Movement.® It was revealed that many Korean Christians, deep
down, did not accept teachings that advocated a separation of church and
state or prohibited interference with social issues.

2. The Joseon Dynasty started in 1392 and ended in 1910. The first missionary of
Protestant Christianity came to Joseon in 1884. The Catholic mission in Korea started
much earlier. The first Catholic priest sent to Korea, Zhou Wenmo, was Chinese and
entered the country in 1795.

3. The March First Movement was a nonviolent independence movement that
started on March 1, 1919. Participants waved the Korean national flag shouting,
“Daehan dongnip mansae!” (“Long live the Korean independence!”). It was the big-
gest national movement in Korea under Japanese colonial rule and the first large-scale
independence movement that took place in a colony of victorious nations from the
First World War.
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Another major influence on the Korean church’s understanding of the
Bible was the revivalist movement. After the March First Movement failed,
the Korean church moved in the direction of cultivating an inner spiri-
tuality. A great Bible study movement swept the country, and you could
hear Christians shouting, “Bible! Bible!” everywhere. But the Bible played
a small part in the sermons of the revivalist preachers. I myself attended
many revivalist meetings and remember what they preached in a theatrical
manner: a few doctrines as the frame for whatever they wanted to say. In
terms of content, Confucian ethics were repeated, and the pathos was sha-
manistic. Certainly, dualism served an important function here. Whether
the preachers preached the separation of church and state or humiliating
ethics, there was an underlying dualism.

The doctrine of verbal plenary inspiration dominated the Korean
church’s understanding of the Bible. It claims that we must believe the
Bible literally because every letter or stroke of it was inspired by God. This
theory is directly related to biblical inerrancy. It didn’t start in Korea, but
it was a powerful tool that leaders in the Catholic church wielded and pos-
sessed. The pope monopolized the right to interpret the Bible and denied
the same right to the laity. Church leaders asserted that the Bible itself was
inspired by God, and this was, of course, intended to protect the author-
ity of the Bible—and, more importantly, the authority of the interpreter.
The word inspired here applies to the interpretive act; the interpreting
act by the person with the interpretive right is inspired. Therefore, what-
ever interpretation is produced claims total authority and leaves no room
for criticism. In Korea, biblical inerrancy was taken a step further. It was
asserted that every iota and stroke in the Bible was dictated by the Holy
Spirit, and therefore the Bible was to be believed literally as it was writ-
ten. But in reality each denomination interpreted the Bible as it pleased,
according to its own doctrines. As a result, ignorance of the Bible was
rampant. For example, the Korean church set Paul up as the standard
and made Romans and Galatians a hermeneutical key for interpreting
the entire Bible, including the Synoptic Gospels. The gospels were read
in a way that merely confirmed doctrinally formulated Christology. How-
ever, a closer reading of the Synoptic Gospels reveals problems with this
approach. Comparing the Synoptic Gospels immediately reveals discrep-
ancies. But since digging these out creates serious problems, the Korean
church maneuvered around these difficulties and emphasized even more
verbal plenary inspiration.
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The same applies to the Old Testament. For instance, the Pentateuch
has many problems. But the Korean church is unwilling to acknowl-
edge the Documentary Hypothesis* and puts forward the verbal plenary
inspiration theory. Let me emphasize again that the primary purpose of
upholding this theory was to protect the right to interpret. In Catholicism,
the pope had the right, and in Protestantism each denomination had the
right. And if a new denomination branches off, the doctrine made by the
denomination’s founder takes the seat of the pope.

In the Korean church, the Presbyterian church stubbornly maintained
its authority. It was Rev. Kim Jae-jun who finally stood up against it. He did
not see anything new but could have a new perception when he became a
little distant from church authority. For example, people like Han Gyeong-
jik and Song Chang-geun studied in the United States at around the same
time as Rev. Kim Jae-jun.” But when they returned to Korea, those who
joined the mainstream became prisoners of church authority. Rev. Kim
Jae-jun failed to join the mainstream and remained on the periphery. So
he was able to say the right things freely. Human beings are all limited, and
so our outlook is shaped by where we are situated. After returning from
studying abroad, Rev. Kim Jae-jun worked briefly as a minister for a com-
mercial school and was driven out to Jiandao. That is to say, he suffered
harsh treatment by church authority and was pushed out to the margins.
This created an opportunity for him to speak the truth. Rev. Kim cried out
less for the freedom of biblical interpretation than the freedom of science,
which meant freedom from church authority. Every reasonable person
knew that the Pentateuch was not written by Moses. In the Pentateuch
you read about Moses’s death and his funeral, so it is nonsense to say that

4. Here, the editor of the original Korean text gives an in-text note to say, “The
Document Hypothesis is the theory that the five books known to have been written
by Moses are not in fact his works but later redactions of documents from various
traditions, which include P, E, ] and D and contain different contents and thoughts”

5. Han Gyeong-jik (1902-2000) was a Presbyterian minister who exerted great
influence on Protestant Christianity and the culture and education of Korea. He was a
conservative Christian leader who contributed to the remarkable numerical growth of
Protestant churches in Korea from the liberation of Korea in 1945 through the 1980s.
Song Chang-geun (1898-1950/51) was a Presbyterian minister who participated in
and was persecuted for the movement of Korean independence from Japanese colo-
nial rule. Later, in 1938, he became a collaborator for Japan. He was critical of legalis-
tic faith and advocated internal, inspirational, and transformative faith. He cared for
orphans in the red-light district of Busan.
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Moses was the author. Anyone could say that much, but no one dared.
Why? It wasn’t because they didn’t know, but because they wouldn’t chal-
lenge the mainline church.

Q: During this time, church authority was visible and played a prominent
role. But now, as with the Presbyterian church, individual congregations
have a degree of independence. Still, when it comes to biblical interpreta-
tion, they are not free from traditional understandings. Isn't it possible
that something else other than church authority is at work?

A: Absolutely, it’s church authority. Korean Christians would not dare
read the Bible beyond the doctrines taught by church authority. Since the
Bible is our story, we have to be honest about where we currently stand.
But we have not done that yet. The practice of reading the Bible is over-
powered by church authority that tells you to read and believe doctrines.
Even if they find the answers to their questions in the Bible, reading the
Bible means nothing more than confirming the doctrines. Doctrines are
extracted from the Bible, but the criteria for the extraction comes from a
particular period of time, mixed with other motivations. Why should we
be subordinate to such doctrines? The Bible consists mainly of stories and
was written for over a thousand years. How could you possibly turn it into
a timeless book of doctrines?

If we had a direct encounter with the Bible beyond the church author-
ity, we would have already discovered its unique content. We would have
discovered minjung facts in the Bible. For the core of the Bible is the min-
jung event, and we were standing right at the site of the minjung’s real life!

2.2. The Unity of the Bible and Its Minjung Theological Meaning

Q: Then let’s discuss the topic of the unity of the Bible. Do you see any
unity in the Bible? If so, what could be its minjung theological meaning?

A: While studying in Germany, I was in great admiration of Bultmann. I
read his thesis, “What Does the Old Testament Mean to Us?,” and his con-
clusion was “It means nothing” He thought lightly of the Old Testament
as secondary material for understanding the New Testament. So follow-
ing his view, I didn’t study the Old Testament. It was Bultmann’s position
that the Old Testament deserved our attention with reference only to Jesus
Christ and that we didn’t have to worry about Judaism or the history of
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the Jewish people. But Bultmann says that there is an unbridgeable gap
between the historical Jesus and the Christ of faith. He says, “The preacher
of the kingdom of God became the content of the preaching in the Chris-
tian church”® According to Bultmann, although the New Testament says
that Jesus is the very Christ, the event of the historical Jesus and the Christ
confession are two different things that have no relation with each other.
Here, Bultmann seems to contradict himself when, with respect to Jesus
Christ, he takes seriously the New Testament and thinks lightly of the Old
Testament. For in order for him to be consistent, he has to recognize the
significance of the Old Testament at least to the extent that is relevant to
his claim.

At a conference on Bultmann, I heard a presentation by a New Tes-
tament scholar, Herbert Braun. He combed through the whole New
Testament to identify representative passages in four categories: Chris-
tology, soteriology, ecclesiology, and pneumatology. He argued that there
was no continuity or unity in any of them. In the end, he concluded,
“Before God you are a possibility!” (Vor Gott du darfst, du kannst).” At
that moment, I asked a question: “You teach at state universities and so
can make a living with such ambiguous words. But we are living in the
middle of a pluralistic religious setting and cannot afford to respond with
ambiguity. We must have a definite answer. We must make a decision. As
for such words as you have just uttered, Confucianism, Buddhism and
Daodejing can say them very easily” That evening, after the conference,
several scholars including Ernst Kisemann and Giinther Bornkamm gath-
ered around Braun and asked him to answer my question. At Bornkamm’s
request, Kdsemann joined in and offered his critique. When the young
people around joined, Braun lost his temper. Even in that situation, I asked
him, “Then can you deliver to people of other religions a Christian sermon
of evangelism?” He was reluctant to answer. Bornkamm urged him saying
that it was an important question, and after a while he said, “Preaching a
sermon of evangelism? I don’t know but I can preach” (Missionspredigt? Ich
weifS nicht, aber ich kann predigen). This was an important remark. There is
a difference between evangelistic preaching and preaching as such. These
words have long since remained in my memory, and I think he was being

6. Here I translate Ahn’s direct quotation of what Bultmann said, but whether
Ahn is quoting him verbatim in the first place is not certain. The same assessment
applies to many of Ahn’s direct quotations in this book.

7. Literally, this German sentence means, “Before God you are allowed to, you can

1
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conscientious. Anyway, Braun’s conclusion was that there was no unity at
all in the Bible as a whole.

Here we need to reflect on what it means to inquire about the unity of
the Bible. I suppose Bultmann would say that what matters is not whether
or not there is unity in the Bible, but whether or not the Bible requires us
to make a decision. It’s an easy step from finding unity to systemizing the
Bible. After all, the important question is what kind of unity is at stake
here and why. Doesn’t what we call doctrine come from what someone
perceived as unity in their own judgment? When we are looking for unity,
we have to be very cautious. Finding unity runs the risk of leading to sys-
temization, organization, or unification. The Bible itself is a record of life
that contains rich diversity. And if we make it monolithic by means of a
certain doctrinal system, the Bible loses its vitality as a record of life. It is
like capturing something living in a still frame.

If the unity we're talking about is not unity in this sense, but a certain
tradition in the Bible, it is possible to see it. As Braun said, we are free to
act before God. To use Bultmann’s language, we can make a “decision”
before God. His claim, “theology is anthropology,” means that theology
deals with the Bible as a record of life. The history of humanity is very
long and diverse, and so is the history of the Bible. And just as our lives
are complex and filled with contradictions, so the Bible has in it many
contradictions that defy logical resolution. All the same, just as there is
consistency in life, so there is in the Bible a wide flowing current. In this
sense, we can point to one steady stream that runs through both the Old
and New Testaments.

What consistency does minjung theology see in the Bible? When I
speak of the Bible, I do not say “In the beginning God said” but “In the
beginning an event took place” Take the exodus for example. First, there
was the event of persecution by the powerful pharaoh, and then the event
of the Hebrews’ resistance and escape. The Hebrews suffered inhumane
treatment and were groaning under the oppression of the powerful Egyp-
tians. Finally they escaped. Similar events take place throughout the New
Testament. In looking at this matter, Norman Gottwald’s hypothesis on
the revolution model of ancient Israelite society or George Pixley’s per-
spective in God’s Kingdom is very helpful.® After the Hebrews escaped

8. Norman Gottwald, The Tribes of Yahweh: A Sociology of the Religion of Liber-
ated Israel, 1250-1050 BCE, Biblical Seminar 66 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1999);
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Egypt, a monarchy was in place where those in power made people serfs
in order to rule and exploit them. The oppressed minjung rebelled and
connected with the Hebrews from Egypt to form amphictyony under the
ideology of “God only” (mono-Yahwism). Here, mono-Yahwism indicates
the position that, in addition to lifting up God above God’s counterparts
in the competing religions, rejects the human desire for taking the seat of
God. Even though scholars in religious history view mono-Yahwism as
the proclamation of the supremacy of one religion over other religions, the
faith of “Yahweh only” expressed the notion that human beings must not
absolutize themselves with power over others. The faith of mono-Yahwism
and the event of having escaped from unjust rule are two sides of the same
coin. I would like to highlight this as very important. The Yahweh faith of
the amphictyony (what is called the twelve-tribe alliance) in ancient Israel
was, I think, never purely religious and otherworldly, but contextually spe-
cific to concrete situations and events in life.

The system of this amphictyony lasted for about two hundred years
until the Davidic dynasty, when things started to take a wrong turn. That
is to say, another event happened. Saul before David was not much of an
absolute monarch. With David, the monarchy was firmly established, and
mono-Yahwism practically disintegrated. He virtually crushed mono-
Yahwism by making Jerusalem the royal city, building palaces there, and
enshrining the ark of covenant. The temple built by Solomon, the most cor-
rupted king, functioned as a prison that incarcerated Yahweh. Here, Yahweh
was degraded by the ideology of the Davidic dynasty. With the establish-
ment of the Davidic dynasty, the history of the ancient Israel ended. It was
the end of mono-Yahwism. Now the age of the prophets began.

2.3. Jesus—the Peak of the Prophetic Tradition
That Maintained Mono-Yahwism

There were true and false prophets, but it was prophets such as Elijah,
Isaiah, Amos, and Jeremiah that constituted the mainstream group. An
important representative of this group was Amos. The mainstream proph-
ets tried to restore the Yahweh faith debased by the royal power. Their
faith in Yahweh was inseparable from the Hebrew social consciousness.

George V. Pixley, God’s Kingdom: A Guide for Biblical Study, trans. Donald D. Walsh
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1981).
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The measure of a prophet, I think, lies in the power of the Hebrew social
consciousness he or she had. According to this criterion, Jeremiah and
Isaiah were fairly weak, and Amos was indeed the prophet of prophets.
For example, Elijah defiantly stood up and cried out that God kept hidden
seven thousand people who had not bowed down to Baal. These seven
thousand belonged to the tradition that runs throughout the Bible. People
like them preserved the laws of Deuteronomy and Leviticus, which handed
down the commandments for the poor and oppressed. Although partly
distorted by historians of the Davidic dynasty, the tradition that strove to
preserve mono-Yahwism continued all the way through.

A similar understanding can be seen in Genesis. In my interpretation
of the story of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, privatizing the
public was the sin and the beginning of the fall of humankind. The pat-
tern continues in the stories of the Tower of Babel and of Cain and Abel,
though in a considerably weakened form.

I think that the tradition of the prophets who preserved mono-
Yahwism ran through the genealogy of Hasidim, the Essenes, and John
the Baptist to reach Jesus. When we make a distinction between Judah and
Israel, Galilee belonged to Israel geographically. Spiritually, it was insepa-
rable from the Yahweh faith of ancient Israel. At the time of Jesus, Galilee
was a region where the minjung lived, and Jerusalem was the region where,
since the time of David, the wealthy had abducted God and swindled the
minjung in collusion with the corrupted regime. It was in Galilee that Jesus
first appeared and announced, “The kingdom of God has come!”

Jesus said nothing new about God—nothing at all indeed. But his life
and actions were an expression of faith in God. I think Jesus restored the
mono-Yahwism faith in its original sense. It showed itself in his life together
with the Galilean minjung. He took Galilee seriously, living together with
the Galilean minjung. He designated Galilee as the place to meet his disci-
plesafter his resurrection. These are things we can only correctly understand
in terms of the mono-Yahwism tradition. In my view, the words in Mark
10:42, “among the Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord
it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them,” are an important
piece of evidence that Jesus denied a monarchic system. Another important
reference is that Jesus rejected the view of Christ as coming from Davidic
ancestry, which Mark first mentions. “If the coming messiah is the son of
David, how could David have called him Lord?” (Mark 12:35-37). These
words are very important. In this connection, Jesus going to Jerusalem was
inevitable. You don’t need to say something vague as Bultmann did. Jesus
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spent the last days of his life in Jerusalem with a definite purpose. Unlike
the Essenes who wept for the Jerusalem temple, Jesus acted in whatever way
suited him for the termination of the system that Jerusalem stood for. The
Jerusalem built by David and the temple must end! This is the meaning of
the last act of Jesus. We have to look at Jerusalem and Galilee from this per-
spective. After all, mono-Yahwism is embodied again in the days of Jesus.
After Jesus, mono-Yahwism developed under the leadership of the Gali-
lean minjung, who were inextricably linked with the faith of “Jesus Christ
only” and the social liberation of the minjung. For at least two hundred
years, until Christianity became the state religion of the Roman Empire, the
Hebrews of ancient Israel appeared in history again. In this regard, I think
we can speak of the unity between the Old and New Testaments.

Q: In one of your books I read your analysis of the antithesis between
Galilee and Jerusalem, which looks into political history and socioeco-
nomic history. The social relation between the Galilean minjung and the
Jerusalem authorities was both political (rulers and subjects) and eco-
nomic (exploiters and exploited). Therefore, with respect to the Galilean
minjung, Jesus opposed the power of the political elites as well as socio-
economic exploitation. Some Old Testament scholars such as Gottwald
employ a socioeconomic and historical method. They suggest that the
mono-Yahwism faith began with the exodus, continued through the times
of amphictyony and the judges, and disintegrated during the monarchy.
They further propose that an uninterrupted series of movements arose
to recover the ideology and the social system of the amphictyony. These
movements were motivated by both political and socioeconomic visions,
the latter recovering the egalitarian ways of production of the past. Earlier,
you discussed mono-Yahwism with a political focus, but I suppose you
also included a socioeconomic meaning in it, right?

A: That was certainly implied. Back in those days, too, power and econom-
ics were not separated. They are two sides of the same coin.

Q: Allow me to return to a previous point. Earlier you said that the unity
of the Bible should not be pursued under the assumption of a certain doc-
trinal formula. How should we evaluate tools that biblical studies have
employed so far, such as the formula of promise and fulfillment or typo-
logical interpretation? The names Old Testament (old promise) and New
Testament (new promise) themselves imply theological assumptions.
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A: Well, the formula of promise and fulfillment is not viable. I have no
interest in reading the Bible through such concepts as promise and fulfill-
ment or redemptive history. I don’t accept the view that the Christ event
was given in the abstract in the Old Testament as a promise to be fulfilled
by the arrival of Jesus. The Christ event did not take place once two thou-
sand years ago. It also occurred in the Exodus, the amphictyony of ancient
Israel, the work of the prophets, and in Palestine during the time of Jesus.
It is taking place now, too. I do not see it as a unique event that occurs
once. The Christ event continues in the flow of history like a current of
volcanic lava constantly erupting. Clearly, it had a decisive eruption in the
Jesus event and therefore has great significance for our faith.

2.4. The Ideological Nature of Traditional Biblical Hermeneutics

Q: What are the hermeneutical contributions and limitations of historical
criticism in Western theology?

A: Historical criticism is a very broad term for redaction criticism, form
criticism, source criticism, and so on. Textual criticism is a method that
was used everywhere for ancient documents. We do not have the auto-
graphs but only copies of ancient documents. There are many differences
among these copies, and it has to be established which of them is clos-
est to the original. And there is often lack of clarity due to lacunae and
incomplete letters. So efforts have been made to reconstruct the original
text. Textual criticism is not done only in biblical studies. But we can say
it has been done most thoroughly in biblical studies. It was motivated by
scholarly interests and religious fervor linked with the belief that the Bible
is the Word of God.

In using the term historical criticism, the emphasis is placed on his-
torical. A recent critique is that historical criticism is not entirely objective
but rather involves the context of the critic. Even though it takes a his-
torical orientation and a critical approach, it is not a neutral or objective
methodology since criticism naturally involves the critic’s standpoint and
value judgments. There used to be the tendency to put blind trust in the
social sciences as an objective discipline. There was a similar tendency with
historical criticism. But that is no longer the case now. There are diverse
methods under the name of historical criticism. However, a majority of
them function as a way of justifying the basic premise set forth by the crit-
ic’s subjective view. For example, consider the history of religions, which
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stemmed from historical criticism. Scholars in this area viewed the Bible
as religious literature. They defined the linguistic expressions and concepts
in the Bible under the assumption that religious language differs from the
general language. By doing so, they were trying to discover the world that
lies behind the biblical texts. But their problem was that the premise of
viewing the Bible exclusively as religious literature made them look for
the world picture in religions alone. They looked into Greek religions and
the religions of the Middle East, Iran, Iraq, Babylon, Egypt, and so on. The
research was fairly comprehensive.

Form criticism advanced beyond the history of religions approach.
Form criticism classified units of biblical texts into different forms such
as parables, epistles, sayings, and legends to identify what they had in
common. It was the form itself, rather than its content, that mattered to
scholars of form criticism. A prime example is apophthegma, a Greek lit-
erary genre that Bultmann used in his analysis. He perceived a story of a
Jesus event in the form of apophthegma. Since he attributed importance to
the words of Jesus, the meaning of the event itself became diluted. When
this happens, the study of the Bible becomes estranged from its original
meaning. After identifying certain forms, scholars debated which texts fit
in these forms, forgetting that they came out of life itself.® They empha-
sized the words of Jesus and maintained that the church transmitted these
words. But they did not inquire into the church’s social status, class, or
interests. They only viewed the church as a religious entity. That is, they
upheld the church as a religious body but ignored the church as a socio-
logical group.

Another step forward was redaction criticism. Though based on the
achievements of form criticism, redaction criticism attempted to take a
holistic view of biblical texts. Redaction critics examined the theological
motives and intentions of the gospel writers. Yet, they do not give a clear
answer to the question of whether the redactor was an individual or the
church. For they only ask about the theology of Luke or Matthew without
accounting for their social implications. Recently, biblical hermeneutics
informed by sociological insights have emerged. This approach draws
on form criticism and redaction criticism and complements these with

9. According to the editor of the original Korean text, Ahn here discusses in detail
how form critics distorted the meaning of Jesus’s disciples eating ears of wheat. The
material was omitted because it was previously discussed in Part 1, Chapter 1, Section
5, “Theology of Event and Theology for Theology”
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a sociological perspective. Gerd Theiflen is the leading figure of this
approach. Concerning the church, he does not speak of the church as a
simple and unified entity but points out that there were several groups
in the church. One of them was that of wandering preachers (Wander-
charismatiker), who, following the radical teachings of Jesus, abandoned
their homes and everything else to spread the gospel wandering from vil-
lage to village. In the past, teachings of this nature were only understood
as eschatological demands, but it is TheifSen’s understanding that Jesus
demanded that they be followed literally in everyday life. He believes
there were people who practiced them and that it was they who transmit-
ted the teachings in question. In his understanding, the transmission of
the radical teachings was possible because the transmitters really lived
out the teachings.

The sociological approach became more thorough in what is com-
monly called material interpretation (materialistische Auslegung). It is
an open question how to define material, but anyway this method is a
product of Karl Marx’s influences. Teilhard de Chardin thought that in
the beginning God created the material world and thereby created the
possibility of development in the world and human history. Also, Fer-
nando Belo, a lay believer, interpreted the Gospel of Mark by means of a
material methodology. Interpreting the Bible from a material perspective
is less urgent for us Easterners. However, it is a very important task in
German-centered circles of Western theology. For because they have a
tendency to see everything ideally, an emphasis on material realities is
radically different.

Thus far, I briefly surveyed the historical-critical method of interpreta-
tion. We must not overlook the fact that each interpretation is influenced
by the ideological background of the interpreter. Without exception, the
historical-critical method justifies the interpreter’s own point of view and
is not the exclusive way to objective truth. Here, we begin to feel skepti-
cism. Do we necessarily have to follow in the steps of Western scholars?
But we Korean theologians have already learned the method and so cannot
help but work through it to overcome it. However, we have to consider
whether we will pass this method onto the laity.

Q: You said that historical criticism is not an objective tool, but that the
ideology of each age underlies it. But when it comes to form criticism and
redaction criticism, isn't it the case that they are ideologically neutral in
themselves? For example, the Japanese scholar Tagawa Kenzo uses redaction
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criticism for considerably minjung-oriented interpretations, whereas some-
one else uses the same method for right-wing interpretations.

A: No. Every method has an ideology. The historical-critical method as
such is not an objective tool. The word historical itself means looking at the
history of the given time period from a certain standpoint. The word criti-
cal means criticizing on someone’s side. Therefore, it is not an objective
tool, but there is a tendency to view it in that way. In historical criticism
both optimism and dogma are involved. Historical criticism started as
the effort to be objective and neutral. But what can ever be neutral in
this world? For the claim to neutrality itself is taking a side. Neutrality
has never been and will never be. It is impossible. We don’t set out with
partiality (Parteilichkeit), but in the end we cannot keep ourselves from
taking sides.

This Bultmann knew, too. Trying to overcome historicism, he declared
loud and clear, “Being part of history, we can never objectify history.”

I am sidetracking a little bit, but I am of the opinion that historical
criticism holds less significance for Easterners than for Westerners. The
Eastern way of reading is quite different. There were times when the
thinking of scholars in Confucianism and Buddhism came across to me
as unorganized and unscientific. But later I came to a better judgment. At
around the same time that I started Korea Theological Study Institute, Pro-
fessor Yi Gi-yeong started Buddhist Study Institute in the same building.
We were on close terms and sometimes talked about the Bible or Bud-
dhist scriptures. On one occasion, I gave Professor Yi a passage from the
Gospel of John, saying, “Please try interpreting this” His reading was not
historical-critical. So I gave him an explanation from the historical-critical
framework. But he never seemed to feel a need for this approach.

Let me give you another example, one from the days when I was under
the influences of Mr. Yu Yeong-mo.!? In contrast to a historical-critical
interpretation, his understanding of the Gospel of John was more subjec-
tive. Concerning the verse, “I am the way and the truth” (John 14:6), he
said that “I” referred to himself, that is, Mr. Yu himself. I said, “Sir, even

10. Yu Yeong-mo (1890-1981) was an educator, religious philosopher, and com-
parative religionist. He is regarded for developing a unique synthesis of Christianity,
Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism. Influenced by Tolstoy, he was a non-orthodox
Christian. He identified himself with the nonchurch movement. He influenced Ham
Seok-heon and Kim Gyo-shin (1901-1945), a renowned historian.
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if such an interpretation could be acceptable, the text explicitly refers to
Jesus himself. Don’t we have to make this distinction in the first place?”
He responded, “I am a person who interprets the Bible now before an
impending death” With this response, he stopped me from saying any-
thing more. He meant, “I am not joking. I don’t need historical criticism.”
So I thought to myself, “Aha! He has no need of it!” The same was true of
Mr. Ham Seok-heon. I talked with him about a Bible passage, “Sir, these
are not the words of Jesus. They were made up according to the need of
the church” Mr. Ham responded, “Could it have been really the case? Do
we really have to think so?” Then I realized, “He, too, has no need of it!”
So I came to think carefully about why we needed historical criticism. The
conclusion is that we use historical criticism because we have been forcibly
taught Western methods. Otherwise it may be possible to develop non-
Western hermeneutics. The West needed that particular method. With the
rise of the Enlightenment, a rational interpretation of the Bible based on
reason became very important. But it’s different for us. Words such as do
(way) and hak (learning) do not correspond to the Western science (Wis-
senschaft). Hak is always hak and not Wissenschaft. Therefore, using the
historical-critical method is an unnatural thing for Easterners to do. We
do it because we have no other choice when we try to connect with the
traditions of the Western science. But if we look at our problems with our
own eyes, there is no need to adopt the method. That is not the only way!

2.5. Tension between Text and Context

Q: The issue of scholarly methods is closely related with the development
of modern science and historiography in the West. For this reason, it is an
extraordinarily complex matter. The ideological nature of Western meth-
odologies warrants closer inspection. Recently, Latin American liberation
theology and North American black theology have helped bring about
new approaches to biblical hermeneutics. A central feature is starting with
the context of the interpreter. Please tell us about the hermeneutical con-
tributions and problems of this approach.

A: Let me first talk about something tangentially related to that topic. When
I was in Germany, I met Heinz Eduard Todt and then Giinter Brakelmann—
both were Christian social ethicists. Later I became close with Moltmann,
a systematic theologian. Tédt and Moltmann opposed one another herme-
neutically and criticized each other at every opportunity. Todt said that the
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method of proceeding from the text to the context didn't work because the
former was too narrow compared to the latter. As a result, he changed his
field of study from biblical studies to social ethics in order to move from con-
text to text. As a biblical scholar, he received his degree under Bornkamm
with an important and well-received study on the Son of Man. In spite of
being an important New Testament scholar, he changed his area of study
in order to begin with the context. Brakelmann thought in the same way as
Todt. However, Moltmann said that, despite claiming to move from context
to text, Todt and Brakelmann never did so. They began with the context,
but never fully came to a sufficient analysis of the text. Meanwhile, Todt
derided Moltmann saying, “Moltmann’s text is dogma. There is a genealogy
of dogma in systematic theology, isn't there? He is imprisoned in that frame-
work and cannot escape” Some time ago, when Moltmann came to Korea,
he repeated the same criticism: “When did Todt ever engage the text?” So
I said to him, “They say you are held captive by dogma and so can never
address the context, the site of real life. I agree with them. Hearing what you
say feels like scratching the shoe while feeling an itch in the foot”

This kind of conflict is not new with liberation theology or black the-
ology. From antiquity to the Medieval Age, allegorical interpretation was
mainstream, wasn't it? The allegorical method employed symbolic lan-
guage and was therefore useful during times of persecution. Later when
the church became the supreme authority and monopolized the right to
interpret the Bible, this method became a weapon to render the laity pow-
erless. No matter how the priest interpreted the Bible, he could say, “This
is an allegorical interpretation. It contains a spiritual meaning that you
do not know.” In other words, they used symbolic language to advance
their own agendas on the Bible. Martin Luther emphasized sola scriptura,
believed that anyone could read the Bible, and rejected the allegorical
method. The belief that anyone that can read can understand the Bible
played a significant role in liberating Christians from church authority.
Luther said that anyone can interpret the Bible and that the right to inter-
pret the Bible is granted to everyone—not just the privileged few. But is it
true that “the meaning of the Bible is self-evidently revealed by its letters?”
No. We may think we read the Bible with an open mind and take the words
of the Bible as they are. But that is not what really happens. We inter-
pret the Bible based on preconceived beliefs and assumptions. The Bible
is called a sacred text, but in reality, the doctrinal assumptions I already
possess function as the sacred text. This, in turn, shapes my criterion for
selecting certain passages from the Bible over others. Here, it would be
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helpful to think about the expression “from the context to the text” Your
Christology comes from outside the Bible, that is, from the doctrines or
inclination of your church. Therefore, when it is considered in relation to
the Bible, it is not the text but the context, right? Merely putting this con-
text into the Bible and pulling it back out, you mistake it for the words of
the Bible, namely, the text. Going one step further, we can say this: “ From
the context to the text’ is nothing new at all. In fact, it is correct to say that
the allegorical interpretation and Luther’s approach took this path. They
also set out from the context (Sitz im Leben) as the church or the context as
the doctrines and proceeded to the text of the Bible. However, we can say
conversely, ‘My Christology, Jesus Christ as I know him, I have received
from the text, and therefore I have come from the text to the context.” This
is a classic example that illustrates what came first: the chicken or the egg?

Concerning the question of the text and context, some people speak
of the difference between Rev. Suh Nam-dong and me. They say that Rev.
Suh moves from context to text, whereas I begin from text to context.
Recently, some German theologians have sent me a list of questions on
minjung theology and made the same observation about Rev. Suh and me.
When Rev. Suh was still alive, we promised not to speak of our differences
for the time being. We agreed that now was the time to talk about our
commonalities, rather than talk about our differences. We didn’t want to
weaken the strength of our concerted efforts. Now I regret that we didn’t
discuss our differences and criticize what deserved criticizing or clarify
what needed clarifying.

Professor Song Ki-deuk recently wrote an essay on Rev. Suh’s minjung
theology in the Hanshin Daehak Hakbo (Hanshinn University Newspa-
per). He said, “The object of minjung theology is not Jesus but minjung.”
If Rev. Suh had said the same thing, it would be one of the differences
between him and me. At an earlier occasion, Professor Song said that,
even though both Rev. Suh and I did minjung theology, I stressed theol-
ogy while Rev. Suh stressed minjung. Rev. Suh said at a meeting one day,
“Why should the Bible be the text? Why not us?” His question suggested
that we ourselves were the text and that the Bible was in fact the context.
Now I believe the time has come for me to clarify my position on this
question. Where do I stand now? I am concentrating my attention on the
Bible for the time being. My work is grounded in the Western theology in
the historical-critical tradition, and so I study the Bible, if only to break
away. Rev. Suh started with nonbiblical sources in the first place. But this
does not mean that his analysis of legends and folktales was done with



52 Stories of Minjung Theology

no connections to biblical texts. Although he did not cite biblical texts,
his perspective was deeply influenced by the Bible. That is to say, biblical
texts informed his perspective on the minjung. Rev. Suh did not think
that my reading of the Bible was separated from our context. He thought
that I foregrounded context as a lens for my reading of the Bible. Rev. Suh
knew this. If the question determines the answer, it is only natural that the
questioner’s standpoint shapes how she or he views the Bible. Minjung the-
ology insists that it arises from the site of real life. When we fully embrace
this idea, it would be no problem to say that my theology goes from text
to context. Even if I adopted the context-to-text approach, someone might
ask, “Why do you see the context in that way?” I would respond saying,
“Because I know the text” Therefore, it is my conclusion that it is wrong
to divide the context and text as two polarities. How can you tell the two
apart? Even as we cannot objectify history while living in history, I cannot
objectify the context or text when I am reading the text from my context.
We see in Bultmann a pattern of thinking that separates and opposes text
and context and then bridges the two with a third entity. In his thesis col-
lection, “Contact and Contradiction” (“Ankniipfung und Widerspruch”),
Bultmann addresses the possible frictions and connections between the
Bible and some other entity.!! But I think we have to renounce this kind
of question as such. My own experiences tell me that the text and the con-
text are impossible to separate. These two are a single indivisible reality.
Trying to separate them, I think, is artificial. So I oppose the subject-object
scheme that separates context and text.

When the Swiss theologian Fritz Buri visited Korea, we had a long
conversation. He said the reason he travelled to Korea and Japan was to
see if there was any solution in the East to overcome the subject-object
dichotomy. I said to him, “We don’t have a clear distinction between the
subject and the object as you do. Western influences have made us make
the distinction, but it was not the case in the past. In the East, hak (learn-
ing) does not objectify things in that manner. The distinction between
text and context does not exist in the East. “You’ and ‘T are not sharply
differentiated as it is in the West. More important than the singular T
is the collective ‘we Perhaps our family system is responsible for that.
In the same way, in the everyday language, it is not subject or object

11. Rudolf Bultmann, “Ankniipfung und Widerspruch: Zur Frage nach der
Ankniipfung der neutestamentlichen Verkiindigung an die natiirliche Theologie der
Stoa, die hellenistischen Mysterienreligionen und die Gnosis,” TZ 2 (1946): 401-18.
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but the verb that matters. We do not say, ‘I love you” but simply, ‘Love;
and then it is understood. Germans say, ‘I come out of your house and
go to my house, but we say, ‘Go. It is not necessary to make the subject
and object explicit. However, the dichotomy became a bigger issue after
Western influences. Dividing context and text into two separate entities
and debating which comes first is a Western question, not ours.” That is
what I said to him.

Q: You criticize separating text and context as coming from a Western
dichotomy in contrast to Eastern ways of thinking. If we take one step
further, is it possible that the Bible itself is not purely a text but a state
of fusion in which the context and the text are indivisibly one? Take for
example Jesus’s actions. They are not distinguishable from their situations.
And to use your language, they took place as a single event. With the Old
Testament, too, the history and law of covenant are not two but one. In
this regard, even if we look at the text only, we cannot speak of the text as
separated from the context. Making this distinction seems to stem from a
misunderstanding of the text.

On the other hand, however, it seems worthwhile to pay attention to
the context-to-text method. Historically, text-to-context was upheld as the
orthodox position until the modern age. Here, the context-to-text method
served as an iconoclastic function against traditional biblical hermeneu-
tics. This contributed to a new way of reading the Bible. When we look
at the Korean church, however, text-to-context is still maintained as the
orthodox position. For this reason, in the Korean church, the context-
to-text method is a new approach to biblical interpretation. So I think it
worthwhile to emphasize this method for its enlightening and iconoclastic
function. Although Western theology is said to have already addressed
the question of the text and context, the context that Western theology
assumes seems to differ from what is assumed in the Third World. In our
case, simply taking up the context-to-text method is not sufficient to solve
our problems. So we are trying to answer other questions such as, “What
is the nature of the context?,” “Whose life setting?,” “In which life setting
did Jesus live?,” and “At which life site is the event taking place?” For this
reason, I believe we need to lift up the context-to-text method in our own
church situation in our own way.

A: That’s right. Biblical hermeneutics of the Third World is qualitatively
different from that of Western theology. Biblical hermeneutics of minjung
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theology and liberation theology involve a fundamental question that
cannot be incorporated in its entirety into the text-context framework of
Western theology. The statement that minjung theology did not begin in
an armchair means that it began on the site of real life. This site is neither
a religious site nor the inside of the church. The context minjung theol-
ogy looks into is the very life and context of the minjung. At a theological
symposium, Professor Jeong Jin-hong said that minjung theology had
a strong pathos, and this is only natural. Minjung theology is all about
pathos. It is never about objective science. It is a struggle. It is a fight for
overcoming something on the site of history. Therefore, the deep pathos of
minjung theology is to be expected. The context minjung theology speaks
of is different from Western theology. And employing the expression, “the
convergence of two stories,” Rev. Suh Nam-dong speaks of the encoun-
ter between the minjung tradition in Korean history and in the Bible.
But I don’t intend to pull the minjung event into the text—an apparently
unnecessary move. The events of the Bible are already taking place in the
minjung events. We only need to testify to them.

2.6. What Is the Context of Minjung Theology?

A: That’s right. They are impossible to separate. For example, there is a
debate on if the Gospel of Mark was written before or after the Jewish War.
But I believe that the ochlos appeared while the Palestine minjung were
wandering after the war. Therefore, there was no separation between the
life setting of Jesus’s minjung and that of the gospel writer. In other words,
Mark was now writing his own stories, and they were at the same time
Jesus’s stories. In a different kind of life setting, Mark would not have been
able to write what he wrote about Jesus. Mark’s own life situation helped
him see Jesus’s life situation accurately. The same applies to us. Our life set-
ting enables us to see clearly the life setting of the text. Without one, you
cannot see the other.

Q: Is it accurate, then, to identify Jesus’s life setting with that of today’s
minjung?

A: I don’t want to use the word identify. As a minjung theologian, I focus
my main attention on interpreting the Bible. But when I witness an event,
I don't try to go back to the Bible. So reflecting on and writing about the
event produces a writing on the Jesus event. But I have no conscious inten-
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tion to connect the event with Jesus, although I would eventually link the
two in a future scholarly work.

Q: If we adopted the position of taking the story of the minjung event to be
the story of Jesus, wouldn’t the canonicity of the Bible break down?

A: It’s a question of whether the Bible is the only canon, right? When Rev.
Suh Nam-dong was at his most radical, he stated emphatically, “Canoniza-
tion itself is a problem. Why should the Bible alone be the canon?” This
was his question. He was not happy with me going back to the Bible all
the time. He freely made his own assertions without seeking agreement
with the Bible. Compared to him, I am likely to come across as a biblicist
or a canonist. Let me give you my opinion on this matter. What we call
the canon—the sixty-six books we have of the Old and New Testaments—
are these alone the truth? Are these alone the criterion of the truth? First,
when we set the contents of these books aside and only consider exter-
nal authority, doesn’t historical criticism break down all of this authority?
Next, we need to consider internal authority. The canonicity of sixty-six
books of the Bible is established when you acknowledge church authority.
But since I don’t acknowledge this authority, I don't recognize the existence
of the canon itself. Only sixty-six books became the canon not because
they alone were the truth, but because church authority drew a line to
that effect. It was through a long process that the list of canonical books
as we know it now became fixed. Here, Athanasius played a significant
role. Pope Damasus I fixed the New Testament canon at the twenty-seven
books, no more or less. For example, the Syrian church still has only
twenty-two canonical books. Does the Egyptian church have thirty-eight?
Having twenty-seven books for the New Testament canon holds only for
the Eastern and Western Churches. Until this final decision was made,
Hebrews was constantly in flux, and the canonicity of James was always
called into question. The same happened to Revelation, and 2-3 John were
always a source of trouble. Additionally, 2 Peter, Titus, and Philemon were
problematic. After a complex historical process the church authority put
an end to the controversies. But later Luther excluded Revelation from the
New Testament when he challenged church authority. James stayed in the
canon, but Luther said its contents did not belong in the Bible. Such is the
true nature of the canon, which Christians hold as an absolute.

Rev. Suh Nam-dong and I do not acknowledge the concept of the
canon. For me, the external authority of the Bible is not important. All the
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same, we basically have to respect the history that has developed around
the canon. We cannot bring this history to naught.

It is true that historical criticism has done a lot in tearing down the
external authority of the canon. However, it has failed to show that the
dominant ideology covered up or distorted the original meaning of the
Bible.

Minjung theology is successful in this regard. It reads the Bible
through the eyes of the minjung. This statement is consistent with Luther’s
remark that he criticizes the Bible with the Bible. From the perspective
of minjung theology, the essence of the Bible lies in the minjung event.
This constitutes one current that runs throughout the Old and New Testa-
ments. Reading the Bible in reference to this current helps us to identify
what the dominant ideology of each age covers up. What Westerners fail
to see, namely, the minjung-centeredness of the Bible, Korean minjung
theology clearly foregrounds. This is truly miraculous. I often think that
minjung theology in Korea is a special gift from God. It amazes me how
perfectly the perspective of the minjung aligns with the Bible. This is a gift
we have acquired on the site of the Korean minjungs life. The meaning of
the Bible is clarified through this perspective. It feels like the wall between
the Bible and the site of our life breaks down, and a whole new vista opens
up before our eyes. Even though I am pained by the distance between my
own reality and that of the minjung in the Bible, I am no longer afraid
when the things I hold dear break down.

Q: Regarding the question of canonicity, Rev. Suh Nam-dong mentioned
“the Bible as a reference” How does that differ from your view on the matter?

A: Sure. I should address that question before going on to other ones.
That Rev. Suh calls the Bible as a reference doesn’t mean that the Bible is
the only reference for him. He treats other materials such as the history
of Korean minjung and church history as references. However, the Bible
is my sole reference. I seek agreement with the Bible on every occasion.
This is where I stand. Whether I read the history of Korea, see the events
of the minjung, or look into the history of the Korean church, the refer-
ence I use is the Bible. That’s why I am not a scholar in minjung studies
but a minjung theologian. This does not mean that I am against studying
or developing thoughts on the minjung with a different method. Such a
work is possible from the standpoint of minjung studies, and I can discuss
minjung studies with those who do that work. As a theologian, however,
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I consider it my duty to make theological contributions by utilizing the
Bible. However, if a certain minjung event conflicted with the Bible, I
might try to explain it by means of another kind of reference. In that case,
I would be doing that not as a minjung theologian but as a scholar in min-
jung studies. I am a minjung theologian because, whether I deal with the
history of Korea, church history, or any other type of material, the Bible
serves as the reference for my reflection and agreement. In this respect,
Rev. Suh and I clearly differ.

Q: Then what about this case? There is a diversity of areas in theology, and
it is possible to approach the question of minjung in terms of systematic
theology or church history. Is this not minjung theology?

A: Any theological pursuit, whether in systematic theology or church his-
tory, is only possible when your eyes have been opened anew by the Bible.
Whenever I hear a Korean systematic theologian or church historian, it
worries me that their perspectives sound too Western. I come to think,
“The Bible doesn’t see it that way” or “Minjung traditions of the Bible do
not say so.”

Q: What do you think of the views advanced by Juan Luis Segundo in
Latin America? He says that, although revelation is absolute, it says noth-
ing specific about the concrete problems of our lives. Therefore, we need
something to function as a bridge between our problems and the Bible as
the source of absolute revelation. He also says that ideology functions as
a bridge. Ideology alone helps illuminate concrete realities and thereby
allows us to reflect on political and social experiences. What do you think
of his claim?

2.7. The Bible Only Asks Us to Make a Decision

A: I don't like the premise that revelation is absolute. Is that really so? I
am not sure. Perhaps we need to use another expression for what Segundo
has in mind. This is what I know. The Bible does not give specific direc-
tives for specific situations. There is a temporal distance, and it is not really
possible. It is not possible to draw behavioral or ethical guidelines directly
from the Bible. On this point, I agree with Bultmann. The Bible demands
that we make a decision. It does not allow us to be indifferent. It demands
a response. However, it is silent about what specific actions we have to
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take. It is I who must decide. In what ways do we fight? What kinds of
strategies and tactics do we employ? How do we protest? Looking for the
answers to these questions in the Bible is a laughing matter. I am the one
who must find the answers in my own real-life situation. Does this mean
becoming estranged from the Bible? No, it does not. The Bible continues to
require me to act with love and justice. There can be no estrangement. Let
me repeat: Carrying out a labor movement in a biblical way or solving the
problems of farmers in a biblical manner is nonsense. You must protect
the rights and interests of laborers and farmers—the Bible says this much.
But when it comes to organizing a movement for laborers or farmers, we
all, Christian or not, must decide for ourselves.

For instance, suppose two people interested in organizing a labor
movement are talking at the same table. One is a Marxist, the other a
Christian. The two are sitting face to face. They can talk all they want with
one another. Which method is the best? Is the use of violence permitted?
We are not supposed to put these questions to the Bible. Making a choice
about policy is up to people. In the words of the German theologian Braun,
whom I mentioned earlier, “Before God you are allowed to, you can” (Vor
Gott du darfst, du kannst). Nothing more or less than this.

Q: Segundo says exactly the same thing. You cannot look for policy pro-
grams in the Bible.

A: T haven't read Segundo, but that's what Bultmann says. Jesus doesn’t
propose programs.

Q: So far you have deferred giving answers about what specific strategies
to use, responding as though you were not concerned. Even in the theo-
logical dimension, you have not given definitive answers on the use of
strategies. But those who are doing ministry or fighting together with the
minjung in the field are urgently asking for Christian guidelines.

A: Here is the deal. As I say repeatedly, I do not distance myself from these
issues on purpose. I simply don't believe I have all of the answers. If any-
thing, I think that those in the field are better positioned to come up with
strategies and policies based on minjung theology than I myself could. So I
am being humble in this regard. It is those who are in the field that have to
do this work, but I have the feeling that they are putting it off. I don’t think
that theologians should monopolize the work.
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2.8. The Consistent Theme Minjung Theology Sees in the Bible

Q: Lastly, please point out the essence of and the consistent theme in the
Bible from the perspective of minjung theology.

A: In my view, the essence of the Bible is the event of liberation. Bible pas-
sages that minjung theology has mentioned most frequently belong to the
consistent theme of the event of liberation.

Luke 4:18-19 is a passage that attracted our attention from the very
beginning. Mark thought of the essence of Jesus’s proclamation as the
advent of the kingdom of God (Mark 1:15). But Luke understood it pre-
cisely as liberation. The word aphesis is used in the expressions “proclaim
release to the captives” and “let the oppressed go free” (Luke 4:18). The
word comes from the verb aphiémi and means “to set free a slave,” “to
exempt from a debt,” and “to forgive sin.” In short, it means liberation.
Verse 19 says, “to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” This refers to
the institution of jubilee. So it would be appropriate to say “the year of
the Lord’s favor” is the year of liberation. Jubilee is the year when you
are set free through releasing prisoners, liberating slaves, and returning
the extorted lands. By the way, this passage is a quotation of Isa 61:1-2.
Isaiah actually reflects the historical situation when the people of Israel
were released from Babylonian captivity, returned to their lost land, and
built a new country. We used this passage again and again. We lifted it
up like the flag of our fight for human rights at sites where many people
were executed.

Making liberation central naturally led us to see in the exodus the
foundation of the biblical value. (Only later did I learn that liberation the-
ology does the same.) The significance of the exodus became all the greater
for the knowledge that the exodus was the Hebrews’ liberation movement.
When we took “Hebrew” to be not the name of a people but the name of an
oppressed class, the meaning of the escape from Egypt became clear. The
exodus was precisely the event of liberation from economic exploitation
and oppression by the powerful.

Also of importance is the nature of the alliance of the Canaanite tribes.
As another dimension of the Hebrews’ liberation event, this points to the
serfs who were subject to the Canaanite monarchs and fought success-
fully for independence. Since they achieved this precisely through forming
an alliance, the community rejected monarchy as a form of government.
The claim, “There can be no human being above a human being,” found
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expression precisely in the mono-Yahwism faith. This amphictyony in
ancient Israel lasted for two hundred years.

However, this form of ancient Israel degenerated. The one who was
responsible for it was no one other than David. Although Saul is called
the first king, he was not yet an absolute monarch, and the foundations
for an absolute monarchy were set up during David’s reign. He was the
enemy of ancient Israel. David joined together Israel and Judah, but the
latter did not belong to ancient amphictyony. David joined these two
into the nation of Israel. In order to install a centralized government, he
robbed the Jebusites of their city Jerusalem, placed it under his personal
rule, and built palaces there. And in order to support his royal author-
ity, he obtained the ark of covenant, the symbol of liberation, by force
and placed it in Jerusalem. By doing so, he turned Yahweh into an ideol-
ogy bound to a certain place and royal power. The story culminates with
Solomon, the son of his adultery, who built the temple in the style of a
palace chapel subordinate to the palace and imprisoned Yahweh. Then
the priestly aristocracy emerged. During the Davidic dynasty, the histo-
rians for David’s royal family contaminated the traditions of Israel. The
glorification of David, his covenant with Yahweh, and drawing a direct
connection between the messiah, the Davidic family, and Jerusalem—
these events set in motion antiminjung violence. This history influenced
the New Testament, and so there remains an attempt to link Jesus to the
bloodline of David. Minjung theology has been diligent to fight against
this ambush in the Bible.

In addition to putting up this fight, minjung theology detects the
legacy of the Hebrews in the prophets’ struggles. Some prophets defended
the royal power, and others absolutely denied it. But one thing was clear:
they always proclaimed ancient Israel as the true meaning of Israel and
therefore insisted on God’s sovereignty. They fought unrighteous power
and passed judgment on the exploitative forces against the poor. The legal
codes they revised were important for us. Genesis, I believe, consists of
folktales set in the time before the Davidic dynasty but convey interpreta-
tions of the issues since the dynasty.

Next, minjung theology has concerned itself with the history of the
intertestamental period, which is not included in the Protestant canon.
This interest originated in the awareness that understanding Jesus requires
background knowledge of the intertestamental history. I taught a class
called “The History of Jesus’s Age” repeatedly, and this effort was based
on an ongoing interest in political, social, and economic dimensions. The
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greatest benefit of this work, I believe, was that I developed an interest in
the region of Galilee and uncovered the antiminjung nature of Jerusalem.

It was inevitable for minjung theology to reconfirm the importance
of the Gospel of Mark in the New Testament. Not only is Mark important
as the earliest gospel; it is also significant because of its minjung-centered
character.

Discovering Mark had a profound influence on me personally. On the
one hand, the discovery helped me to reject the perspectives of Western
theology. On the other hand, and more importantly, it played a decisive
role in my understanding of current minjung events.

The first words I paid renewed attention to were “the beginning of the
gospel” at the opening of Mark. This phrase does not refer to the gospel
as a discrete idea but to the entirety of the Jesus event—all of the minjung
events in which Jesus participated.

The next passage that caught my attention was Mark 1:14. Western
biblical scholars ascribed importance to Mark 1:15 as a summary of Jesus’s
preaching. But they dismissed verse 14 as the work of redaction. But this
verse was riveting: “Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee”
Why did this expression strike me like a bolt of lightning? It was our situ-
ation. At the time, the Yushin (Revitalizing Reform)!? government was in
a period of political unrest, which made me read the Bible with a sense
of urgency. I read about the arrest of John the Baptist in parallel with the
imprisonments that were taking place all around us. Simultaneously, we
could not help but ask, “Where can we go in this situation? Is not Gali-
lee, the scene of the arrest, the only place we can go?” And right then the
words, “Jesus came to Galilee,” was decisive. Galilee was the region ruled
by Herod Antipas who arrested John the Baptist. Against this background,
Jesus proclaimed, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come
near; repent, and believe in the gospel!” (Mark 1:15). As I made this con-
nection, I regretted what form and redaction criticism made us blind to.
Adherents to the so-called theology of the Word analyzed the Jesus event
scene by scene by appropriating the Greek literary genre of apophthegm.
They contended that the event in each scene was no more than the frame
(Rahmen). They refused to give it any more meaning than as a set up to the
saying. For example, with the Sabbath controversy, Jesus and his hungry
disciples are described as plucking and eating ears of wheat on the Sabbath.

12. See above ch. 1, n. 13.
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The opponents criticized them for violating the Sabbath. In response, Jesus
declared, “The Sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind for
the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27). These words are truly important. But when seen
against the background of eating ears of wheat out of hunger, they do not
convey a universal truth. They become a proclamation to protect those
who are treated as sinners for being hungry as well as a proclamation of
protest against the evil forces that degrade and exploit people.

By entering the territory of the ruler who arrested John the Baptist
and proclaiming that the kingdom of God has come near, Jesus makes a
declaration of war.

When I looked at the Bible from this standpoint, the notion of
ochlos became prominent, and I began to part ways with Western bibli-
cal hermeneutics. Jesus did not preach into the thin air. He lived among
and together with the minjung. In short, the gospels do not intend to
develop a formal Christology; they intend to report the event of Jesus’s
minjung movement. Jesus and the minjung are not in a subject-object
relationship. They are we who make the event happen together. They do
not appear in a peaceful scene but at the site of minjung’s life, which is
like a cauldron of white hot anger—the anger of the deprived, destitute,
and corruption-resisting minjung. I picture it this way: Many angry min-
jung set up footholds in mountain caves and are preparing for a final
battle. Young men in every village are participating and come under the
surveillance of the authorities. Those who wander aimlessly on the streets
are stopped and interrogated. In a situation like this, Jesus moves together
with the minjung—they were hungry minjung. Someone said that it was
the honeymoon days of Jesus and the minjung, but they never enjoyed a
bed of roses.

At last, the minjung charge into Jerusalem together with Jesus. There,
the event of Jesus’s execution takes place. This event constitutes not the
fate of Jesus as an individual but the minjung event. If you do not join the
event, you cannot comprehend its meaning.

The core of Christianity is a theology of the cross. But this theology
must accurately view the cross as a political and minjung event. Then the
present-ness of that event will reveal itself, enabling us to join in it. Res-
urrection was not experienced or recognized by those who had nothing
to do with the Jesus event. This is a recognition that makes possible the
experience of the present manifestation of the cross event. In the same
vein, only participants in the Jesus event experience minjung events that
occur in the present.
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Seeing the stories of the Bible as an event opens up new angles and
perspectives for reading the Bible. We have tried to understand Paul in this
way. Above all, we paid attention to the “advance of the gospel” Paul men-
tions in the Epistle to the Philippians (1:12). We discovered this notion in
the flash of light created by the meeting between Paul’s imprisonment and
our imprisonment. It surprised Paul that the fact of his imprisonment, not
his preaching, helped to advance the gospel. Here, he is referring to the
theology of event, not the Word.

The event precedes the Word. It is like “the owl of Minerva” that Hegel
mentions. The event happens by day, and the owl recognizes the site of
the event by night. But why do people turn the event into the Word? This
is like hiding the event beneath a cotton blanket. Paul’s arrest in Jerusa-
lem and transfer to Rome was also an event. Indeed, Paul’s life was full of
events. Why do people exclude them from an attempt to understand Paul’s
thoughts? While discussing Paul’s so-called prison epistles, why do they
not mention the reason for his imprisonment? We are having a similar
experience as Paul. We are not free to publicize the events we know and
experience. So they are communicated in the form of a rumor.!> We have
to pay attention to Paul’s life and think earnestly about why the cross was
central to his faith. He emphasizes the cross—not Jesus’s death. As a mech-
anism for executing political criminals, the cross represents the political
event that led to the execution of Jesus.

And we continued to take interest in the question of where and how
Christ’s presence exists. It is our conclusion that Jesus is present in the
suffering of the minjung. In this regard, the parable of the last judgment
in Matt 25 and Heb 13:12-13 are two crucial texts. Hebrews says: “Jesus
suffered outside the city gate in order to sanctify the people by his own
blood. Let us then go to him outside the city gate and bear the abuse he
endured.”

Christ suffered outside of the city gate! This was the Christ I met while
I endured all kinds of humiliations and pains in prison. The early Chris-
tians, like Paul, were challenged by numerous sufferings: they were put
into prison, beaten, robbed of their property and the lives of their family
(Heb 10:32-34). According to Heb 11:36-37, they “suffered mocking and

13. The Korean word Ahn uses for “rumor” is yueonbieo, which literally means
“flowing language and flying language”” It refers to a groundless and widespread rumor
and usually bears a negative connotation. Here, Ahn reclaims the word and uses itin a
positive way as a truth-bearing medium of minjung’s communication.
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flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. They were stoned to death;
they were sawn in two; they were killed by the sword; they went about in
skins of sheep and goats, destitute, persecuted, tormented.” This was the
state of suffering Paul endured, and I believe that enabled him to achieve
such incredible insight on the presence of Christ.

Lastly, if you ask what then is the key to reading the Bible, I will answer,
“Being on the side of the minjung!” More specifically, it is looking at every-
thing through the perspective of the afflicted. I believe the main current of
the Bible is exactly this. And I believe the liberation of those afflicted is the
essential purpose of the Bible. True interpretation is only possible through
participation in this event of liberation.



3
The Minjung Jesus

Q: Today I would like to ask you to do the following three things in the
given order: (1) offer your critique of Western Christology, (2) examine
Christology as shown in the Bible, and (3) discuss minjung Christology.
Western Christology focuses on the person and work of Christ, that is,
who Christ was and what he did, the latter being a soteriological question.
There seems to be a one-sided emphasis on his divinity, though Jesus is said
to possess both divinity and humanity. His humanity functions more like
a safety net that prevents him from becoming a mythical being. Recently,
this tendency has found acute expression in kerygmatic Christology. Con-
sequently, the question of how Jesus actually lived, which is important for
minjung theology, has become insignificant. So to begin, I would like to
hear your thoughts on Western Christology of this nature.

A: In my judgment, the Christology that has been dominant up to this
point has not developed from the conclusions of interpreting the Bible.
Apologetic demand has preceded the need for conveying Christ as he
appears in the Bible. Discussions of Christology have been shaped by this
demand and continue to serve as the basis of Christology. This Chris-
tology produced a Christ from the Hellenistic world for those who are
philosophically inclined. But it was a Christ who is foreign from the Christ
of the Bible. In the Greco-Roman world, Christ was depicted in a way that
demonstrated how superior and special he was. For this reason, the doc-
trine of the dual nature of Christ was put forward. This doctrine attributed
humanity and divinity to Christ as the God-human (Gott-Mensch). The
image of the God-human was never Christian, but a tradition common
in the Greco-Roman world was placed on Jesus. Bultmann also acknowl-
edged that this process occurred in the formation of Christology. For this
reason, I wonder whether this Christology is even biblical.

-65-
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This Christology persisted for so long in the Western world. It set the
stage for the development of Christianity as the Greco-Roman system
and worldview dominated the Western world. Now, since this system has
diminished, there is no longer a place for such a Christology. Nevertheless,
this Christology is still maintained to preserve the institutional church
that is built upon it. Because such a Christology has less appeal, we only
have the exterior of a church, which is being ignored at the real-life sites
of history. I believe that there is no reason to accept and repeat this kind
of Christology. But this Christology was planted in the Third World in a
different environment under the sway of other religions, such as Korea,
where diverse religions such as Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism
already took deep root. And so it ended up being something very disparate
and unappealing. But surprisingly, this Christology has become the basis
for preaching and dogmatic theology. Earlier, I mentioned the divinity and
humanity of Christ, and this notion was intended to answer the question
“Who and what is Christ?” However, I don't believe this question exists in
the East. Western theology drew a dividing line between God and human
beings. It then struggled with the dilemma of identifying Christ as divine
or human, before finally reaching the mistaken conclusion of calling him
the God-human. Now it contends that denying the divinity of Christ is not
Christian, but there is no such representation in the East.

3.1. The Christology of Western Theology That Must Be Overcome

Q: Western Christology has focused its attention on the personality of
Christ neglecting the actual life of Christ. It understands his death in
terms of the doctrine of atonement. Concerning the resurrection, it has
been debated whether the resurrection was a historical fact and what it
means. Can you tell us about how the doctrine of atonement understands
Christ’s death and resurrection?

A: First of all, Western Christology has omitted the life of Jesus, namely,
his deeds and words. As Bultmann said, “Jesus preached the kingdom
of God, but the church has preached Jesus is Christ” That is to say, the
content of preaching has changed. Among the events of Jesus, only the
death on the cross is included in Christology. The cross is defined as the
event of atonement. Behind this definition lacks the Greco-Roman way of
thinking—though it is not confined to Greece and Rome—the so-called
legal-ritual (juristisch-kultisch) paradigm. The thought that sin must be
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punished, even vicariously, underlies the legal thinking and plays a central
role in the ritual religion. Blood is a symbol of life. This is true not only of
Greco-Roman society but also of religion in general. Legal and ritual think-
ing serves an important function in Western Christology. But we have to
ask if interpreting Christ in this frame is the only way to understand him.
In Christianity, even God is confined by this frame. This God is also said to
punish a sinner without fail. A person who has made someone shed blood
must shed blood, and a person who has killed must be killed. In the Old
Testament, God appears as a God of vengeance. Therefore, Ernst Bloch
says that the God of Christianity is bloodthirsty. The belief that someone
must shed blood for the sinner constitutes the essence of Jesus’s cross.
Does such a legal-ritual thinking fit with Jesus’s life? Jesus never said such
a thing. But this legal-ritual frame of thinking has become the foundation
of the established order. Surprisingly, this thinking constitutes the core
of Western Christology. The ritual thinking in Judaism relates to Jesus’s
death as a sacrifice for atonement. However, this kind of understanding
only explains a part of the issue. It is surprising that Christology of this
nature has virtually become the criterion of the Christian faith. We must
inquire whether the legal-ritual view of God was accepted as such in the
life and teaching of Jesus. I don’t think it was from Jesus’s point of view. If
we respect his point of view, the event of Jesus’s cross has to be understood
from a different perspective, and there has to be a significant change to the
current expression of Christology.

Another issue that dominates Christology is messiahship in the Jewish
tradition. Western theology did not designate Jesus as the messiah after
looking into his life; they fit him into existing ideas about messiahship.
In Jesus’s days, there were various representations of messiah, but none
of them fits particularly well with Jesus’s life. The word messiah means
“anointed,” and this was translated into the Greek word Christ. But Greek-
speaking people could not understand the meaning of anointed, and so
Christ became the proper noun for Jesus in the end. If the original mean-
ing of messiah was preserved, Christology as we know it would not have
been formulated. Turning Christ into the proper noun for Jesus resulted in
great confusion. All of the Jewish representations of messiah were bound
up with Jewish nationalism. Since the salvation of the Jewish people was
the primary concern, there was no representation of messiah separated
from power. Therefore, a messiah was thought of as a powerful person, a
judge. But Jesus does not match this description. For this reason, the early
church fit elements of Jewish messianism into Christ who was to arrive.
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They explained Jesus’s existence using Greco-Roman language and the
cross using legal-ritual ideas.

During a lecture given a long time ago, Braun caused a stir by saying
that there is no unity at all in the Christology of the New Testament. He
was right: New Testament Christology, as a whole, is inconsistent. There
were many attempts to explain Jesus through ideas from Judaism and the
Greco-Roman world, none of which corresponded to Jesus’s actual life.
According to traditional Christology, God in the passion of Jesus is under
the bondage to legal-ritual rules and is not a God of grace or freedom.

An understanding of the resurrection depends on an understanding
of Jesus’s passion and death. Since the resurrection and the cross are two
sides of a single event, a different interpretation of the cross means a differ-
ent interpretation of the resurrection.

Q: You have discussed the legal-ritual thinking in a negative light. Are
there any positive considerations? Does it have any historical validity? A
community requires order for its existence, and order requires restrictive
force. So shouldn’t the legal-ritual thinking have any validity for minjung?

Protestant evangelical theology explains the death of Christ in the
doctrine of atonement. But it considers Christ as having overcome the
ideas of atonement and retribution from Judaism. We would like to hear
your opinion on the claim that Christ becomes the sacrificial lamb but
forgives all of humanity freely and unconditionally.

A: I acknowledge the existence of legal-ritual reality. But if it explained
all of life, we would have no need of God, grace, or Christ. Legal-ritual
thinking plays an absolute role in maintaining the existing order. Even the
church is made to support this order. We need to think seriously about
whether Jesus’s role is to confirm this order or to liberate people who are
bound to it. In some respects, the evangelical doctrine of atonement is
self-contradictory. It says that God killed Jesus instead of punishing the
sinner and that Jesus was the substitute for God. If that is the case, God is
also bound by the law of retribution. The God that has to kill God’s son for
the requirement of killing someone is not the God of Jesus. I don’t know
about the people who are immersed in doctrines, but I myself do not find
such a God believable.

Another issue is distinguishing between good and evil—that is, the
question of who defines sin and how. The definition of sin, in legal or ritual
terms, determines the way it is punished. So what is sin? If it is an action
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that violates something, then what is this something? Ritual sin would
be violating a regulation on rituals. The criteria would be something like
temple, and a priestly class would declare what is sin. The legal paradigm
would view sin as anything that disturbs the social order. So who made
the social order and for whom? The social order is created by the power-
ful for themselves. They define sin and impose punishments for their own
benefit. There is little debate regarding some sins. For example, everyone
accepts that murder is sin. However, while some forms of murder are pun-
ished, others are not. For example, it is not considered murder when the
ruling class starts a war resulting in the deaths of the multitudes.

Q: Preaching based on the doctrine of atonement is very difficult. Still,
when you are feeling very troubled after committing a moral sin, you sense
an underlying comfort from the knowledge of being forgiven through
Jesus bearing our sin.

A: Having a sense of moral or ethical sin is a problem. Your attitude
towards a sinner is a crucial key here. Jesus stood up against the legal-rit-
ual reality condemning people in absolute terms. Traditional Christology
does not bother to see Jesus’s resistance. In fact, it is not resistance against
such a reality but obedience to it.

3.2. Christ the Suffering Servant

Q: Now we need to address Christology as it appears in the Bible. First, I
would like to ask you about the relationship between the Christ event and
the Old Testament.

A: Bultmann treated the Old Testament merely as secondary material. I
used to think this way for a while. But engaging in minjung theology led
me to take the Old Testament more seriously. I resolve to read it anew. The
whole Bible is a stream of volcanic lava, and the Jesus event is the climac-
tic explosion of the lava. If the Old and New Testaments flow in the same
direction, I think their deepest origin is suffering. The history of Israel
begins with suffering—a suffering that is caused by structural power. In
the narrative of the exodus, the pharaoh of Egypt was not an individual
but a symbol of state power. The Hebrews groaned under this power, and
the history of suffering caused by the powerful has persisted. This is not a
natural suffering like birth, aging, illness, or death. It is a political suffer-
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ing. Liberation from political suffering is presented as the supreme goal in
the Bible. Fighting for liberation and freedom from this suffering occurs
in a fragmentary way. The Old Testament legal codes attach considerable
importance to the suffering of the poor in particular. The Ten Command-
ments are a summation of the legal codes, which apply to those who are
afflicted by the powerful. The ulterior motives of the Ten Commandments
are to prevent the exercise of absolute power in the name of God and
to alleviate the suffering of those suppressed by such a power. What the
escapees planned to achieve in the land of Canaan after the wilderness
was a communal life not ruled by a single power. But it was not achieved.
Instead, the powerful regime of the Davidic dynasty was established and
brought about a lot of suffering. The prophets resisted. Ever since, the min-
jung continued to endure a double suffering at the hand of foreign powers
and at the hand of the ruling class that served as a pawn to the empires. At
last, Jesus was born under the reign of the Roman Empire. The relationship
between the Roman Empire and Jesus is no different from the relationship
between the Egyptian Empire and the Hebrews or the Davidic dynasty and
the poor people oppressed by it. Jesus stood against the problem of suffer-
ing caused by state power. How Jesus opposed state power should be the
starting point in our efforts to develop Christology.

Specific images of the messiah are found in the apocalyptic literature.
But I don't think there are any in the Old Testament. It was only natural
that the minjung who suffered oppression by the powerful were longing
for someone who would save them. It is inevitable that persecuted people
have a picture of the messiah. Some sects deemed Moses the messiah,
others the prophet of their time, and for others even David. There were
many ideas of the messiah, but most of them reflected the idea of those
under oppression that they themselves must possess power for liberation.
It is natural that those who suffer at the hands of the powerful desire lib-
eration by someone more powerful. This person must be the messiah.

However, there was an exceptional image of the messiah that appeared
in Deutero-Isaiah: the suffering servant in Isa 53. It is imaginable that the
Jewish people, after a long history of being trampled on by foreign powers,
were boiling with a desire for revenge. This expressed itself in the thought
of judgment. Eschatology and messianism went hand in hand; the end of
the world meant the end of Israel’s enemies. The people of Israel believed
that the end would bring judgment for the gentiles and the arrival of a
new world where Israel would take the center stage as the chosen and true
people of God.
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Was the suffering servant the messiah? In fact, this notion of mes-
siah didn't play a notable role in Judaism. But Jesus’s minjung saw in the
suffering servant Jesus as Christ. This was an event like a revelation, and
how could it have been possible? I believe that it was not theology but
the life and death of Jesus before theology that made this possible. Above
all, Jesus’s suffering reminded the minjung of the suffering servant. There-
fore, it is not the case that the narrative of the passion of Jesus was created
according to the preexisting image of the suffering servant, but vice versa.
The image was connected with Jesus retrospectively.

Jesus’s passion was not a heroic death in the Greco-Roman world.
The Jewish messiah who was supposed to judge the whole world was not
expected to undergo such a death. And you cannot just interpret Jesus’s
death away in the legal-ritual terms.

By the way, the minjung of Jesus inherited something important from
apocalyptic literature. It was eschatology and it served as a framework for
understanding and explaining the event of Jesus’s cross. This move of inter-
pretation, I think, made it possible for the apocalyptic image of the messiah
to be called for again. However, because such an image never conformed to
the life of Jesus of Nazareth, they came to project it onto the one who would
come again. For this reason, the image of the messiah from apocalyptic
literature shows up only in a fragmentary way. The Christ of kerygma was
formulated in Greco-Roman society for a missionary purpose. But the min-
jung tradition carried an image of Jesus that was the closest to the actual
fact. It differed from the Jewish image of the messiah, the Greco-Roman
idea of the God-human, and the legal-ritual view of the world and history.

Q: Inasmuch as suffering makes up the deepest undercurrent in the his-
tory of Israel and the Old Testament, we can see the link between Jesus
and the suffering servant. We could say that the minjung are able to save
themselves and others through suffering, but do they have to suffer all the
way to the end?

A: Let me defer answering this question. But I want to make one thing
clear. The suffering servant is an image of Israel who kept suffering and
was met with contempt and disparagement. When you keep taking beat-
ings, it is a common response for you to grow stronger by all means or
wish for a superhuman messiah’s vengeance. The people of Israel, how-
ever, went beyond this kind of response. They came to understand that, in
the middle of suffering, they were fulfilling the role of the messiah in the
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world. In terms of spiritual history, the response is worthy of a king. And
the minjung realized that Jesus’s execution, an absurd defeat, was for the
sake of all humanity; and through this realization they became resurrected
themselves. Here, the continuity between Jesus and his minjung was cre-
ated. This was a great event and a continuous movement.

As the Marxist Mihailo Markovi¢ said, if Jesus’s minjung had acted in
vengeance or joined forces with the Zealots, the Jesus event would have been
interrupted. For in reality they would be unable to withstand the Roman
Empire. Most importantly, it would not save the world from evil; instead, it
would repeat the vicious circle of taking vengeance against others.

In his study of the commandment for loving the enemy, Gerd Theiflen
examined cases of loving the enemy in Jesus’s time. He discovered without
exception that loving your enemies was an expression of generosity and
magnanimity by a kingly being to display his kingliness. Therefore, “Love
your enemy” was in the language of the time, “Act like a king” It was not
the expression of nonviolent resistance by the cowardly or weak. It actu-
alizes another level of self-consciousness: “We who are beaten are on a
higher dimension than you?”

This is a conclusion consistent with the understanding of Jesus’s pas-
sion. It is of a higher dimension. That is to say, the true messiah is the kingly
messiah who seeks to break the vicious cycle of evil by eliminating the
persecutor’s sin and evil through being beaten and killed. Jesus’s minjung
brought about a similar outcome of saving themselves from their weakness
and saving others, because they prided themselves on their membership
in Jesus’s messiah movement despite persecution. With this understand-
ing, we see continuity in the suffering of Israel, the passion of Jesus, and
the suffering of his minjung. Therefore, the messiah we have here is not
powerful and invincible but minjung-like. This contrast accords well with
the contrast Mr. Kim Yong-bok makes between the messianism of power-
driven domination (political messianism) and the messianic reign fulfilled
with peace and koinonia (messianic politics). The suffering minjung begin
to break the vicious cycle of vengeance by thinking that they are suffering
for the world. By doing so, the ultimate kingdom of God, the rule of the
messiah is fulfilled. In this sense, the suffering minjung is the messiah.

3.3. Salvation Comes through Minjung

Q: Now, please tell us about the representations of Christ and the minjung
in the Bible, especially in the gospels. We would like to know how the work
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and passion of Christ can be interpreted in relation to Christ designations
and messianic self-consciousness.

A: T dealt with this question in the thesis, “The Subject of History Seen
in the Gospel of Mark”! First, we should presuppose that Jesus himself
didn’t have a messianic self-consciousness. There are a variety of mes-
sianic designations for Jesus: Christ, the Son of God, the Son of Man, the
Son of David, Lord, and so on. Of these, Jesus used “the Son of Man” to
refer to himself, but I don't believe this description carries a messianic
significance from the book of Daniel or elsewhere. This designation, as in
the book of Ezekiel, means that he was a mere human. Therefore, as Bult-
mann says, it is just a designation of humility. If Jesus considered himself
to be the messiah, I would not think of him as the true messiah. Based on
his behaviors, he does not appear to fit himself into a traditional under-
standing or preexisting image of the messiah. In fact, the life of Jesus as
narrated in the gospels does not fit neatly into any understanding of mes-
siah during his time.

William Wrede characterized the Christology of the Gospel of Mark
as the messianic secret.? But we don’t have to think that Jesus concealed
his messiah identity. Perhaps Wrede came up with the concept in order
to explain the discrepancy between Jesus’s behavior and existing images
of the messiah. I hope you don’t take it that I am underestimating Jesus
by saying that he was not the messiah. I am not! If anything, we should
believe that he was so full of life and of a higher dimension that he could
not be limited to such a frame.

As for the Son of God title, Jesus did not apply it to himself alone
but to all true human beings. Above all, Jesus called God the “Father of
human beings” Western scholars claim that Jesus put the expression “my
father” in the plural when he was using it for people in general, but this
point is far-fetched. We have to ask again who is the Father in the Lord’s
Prayer (Matt 6:9). Anyway, I don’t think he performed miracles with the
consciousness that he was the Son of God. It is undeniable that those who
transmitted the facts about Jesus described his miraculous acts to demon-
strate his supernatural powers. But it doesn’t make sense to draw from this
the conclusion that he was the messiah. Above all, from whatever angle

1. Ahn Byung-Mu, “The Subject of History Seen in the Gospel of Mark” [Korean].
2. William Wrede, The Messianic Secret, trans. J. C. G. Greig (Cambridge: James
Clarke, 1971).
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you see the narrative of Jesus’s passion, you cannot ever fit it into the idea
of the divine Son of God or the Son of the Almighty One.

Then how can we characterize the life of Jesus as Christ? Interpreting
his death merely in reference to vicarious atonement is an over-simplified
dogma. At least Jesus himself did not center his attention on sin. For him,
there did not exist what you call a sinner. Who on earth defines sin? You
are a sinner if you get caught up in the net cast by the existing order, or
strictly speaking, the ruling class. Jesus didn’t see them as sinners but as
the people he had to liberate. And he leveled his criticisms at exactly those
who criticized sinners.

Since it is always the case that the strong ascribe sinfulness to the weak,
a sustained emphasis on sin leaves the weak with the short end of the stick.
Those who were groaning under those who controlled and dominated
the legal-ritual system came rushing to Jesus in large numbers. Jesus pro-
claimed to them, “Blessed are the poor, for theirs is the kingdom of God”
and “You are sons and daughters of God” He didn’t try to instill these ideas
into their minds. He just perceived the weak people in this way. He did not
see them as sinners but as human beings and formed together with them
a community of sharing. Jesus did not respond with deliberate plans or try
to save the downtrodden with a messianic self-consciousness. He lived in
their midst and gave all he had. Of course, Jesus shared his consciousness
with them too. With no strings attached—or like Li Taibo who plunged in
for the moon forgetting about the water®>—Jesus entered among the min-
jung who were sinners in the eyes of the legal-ritual order of the time. He
befriended and shared with the minjung; and to them, who were caught
up in the legal-ritual net and treated as subhuman, he said, “You are the
master. Yours is the kingdom of God. You are the true sons and daugh-
ters of God.” These are not expressions for changing the consciousness of
the minjung; they are his honest beliefs. He did not merely stand on their
side; he believed that they were the only source of salvation (the king-
dom of God.) He repeatedly told the elites to take note of them because he

3. Li Taibo (701-762), whose real name was Li Bo, was a Chinese poet from the
Tang dynasty (618-907). He and Du Fu (712-770), another Tang poet, are regarded
as two of the best poets in Chinese history; they are often jointly represented by the
designation Li Du. His poetry bore the Daoistic influence in their fantastic elements of
transcending humanity and seeking freedom. He was a wanderer throughout his life
and is known to have been a lover of wine. Legend has it that he drowned diving into
a river while drunk in the hopes of catching the reflection of the moon on the water.
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believed salvation could only be opened through the minjung. Jesus lived
in exactly the same way as the minjung. He died on the cross in order to
proclaim that the salvation of all humanity could only be achieved through
them. And this death on the cross indicated the height of the minjung’s
suffering. The death of Christ on the cross signifies not the death of an
individual (individium) but that of the minjung who were being crushed
to death by the rulers. And those who are killing the minjung can afford to
be saved only when they properly recognize the meaning of Christ’s death
they have caused. No other path to salvation is available.

At the risk of sounding abstract, let me bring up these words of Jesus,
“All who take the sword will perish by the sword” (Matt 26:52). This means
that those who wield power will perish by power. Jesus did not think that
all of the problems created by power could be solved with a greater power.
There is a different solution: the suffering minjung, instead of buckling in
resignation or in the sense of defeat, are finally able to end the tyranny of
the powerful through suffering in the awareness that they are the masters
of history. The minjung of Jesus were a group of people who had, instead of
the sense of sin, the awareness that they themselves, despite being thrashed
in this way, were truly the sons and daughters of God. Salvation comes
through the minjung who are abused and dying on behalf of the world.

Q: Then it is liberation of consciousness and not liberation of real-life suf-
fering, right?

A: Confucius found his ideal government in the rule of Emperors Yao and
Shun,* for they did so little that their people didn't even know they gov-
erned. In other words, they used so little power as to create this impression.
The more you try to create order by means of power, the more despotic
you have to become. The fallacy of utopian ideas is that they involve dic-
tatorship. To rule, to dominate, or to govern has been the cause of pain,
and so the salvation of humanity is only possible when we do away with it.
For this reason, Confucius sought not a rich and powerful country but a
benevolent royal government implemented by means of virtues.
However, Lao-tzu and Juang-tzu, especially the latter, criticized Yao
and Shun, for their way was simply another way to rule people and there-

4. Yao and Shun are legendary sage kings in Chinese history who are supposed to
have been active between the 2300s and 2100s BCE. Shun succeeded Yao. Their virtue
and wisdom serve as a model for later Chinese rulers.
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fore unnatural. That is to say, harboring the intention to make people
happy in such-and-such a way is a wrong thing to do. The idea of helping
someone itself originates in the consciousness of those in power. You have
to be liberated from power as well as the hope to change the world for the
better. This is doing nothing, and even doing nothing is harmful if you
are conscious of it. Think about it this way. In relation to the liberation of
minjung, you have wondered if liberation is not of consciousness alone
but also for life of the minjung. I don’t think that is the case. If the minjung
persevere in suffering and realize in their consciousness that they are the
master of history, power will lose its place in the end. Power loses its force
and meaning. Then the world changes. We have thus far intended to use
a sword to take out the sword-holding power, but now I am talking about
ignoring the sword in the first place. By ignoring the sword, you incapaci-
tate it. Usually, we dismiss it as an idealistic fantasy, and this is precisely
our limitation. We usually think that, dictated by economic principles,
people will not voluntarily lower their standards of living or that the pow-
erful won’t give up their power of their own accord. Gandhi of India came
closest to realizing this ideal. He didn’t hold a needle to drive away one
million British troops. His disciple Vinoba witnessed that, despite politi-
cal liberation and driving out the foreign power, the economic problem
remained. So he decided that the first priority was to distribute the land to
the minjung and set out on a pilgrimage. He travelled all over the country
inquiring into people without land and pleading with landowners to share
their lands. The communists criticized him, saying, “Why are you wast-
ing your efforts on what could be done overnight by legislation and land
reform?” He responded, “To reform society by means of violence is not
true revolution. You cannot expect a good new age to come about from
such a revolution. I believe in the human heart. When we touch exhausted
hearts and turn them into gladly-sharing hearts, there is true sharing, and
this ushers in a new world?” It is not material alone that matters. Material
distribution must be accompanied by sharing. Therefore, Vinoba appealed
to the human heart for voluntary sharing. But I don't speak of doing noth-
ing. Suffering does not merely refer to humiliation due to powerlessness
and cowardice. True suffering comes to the one who says that what is
wrong is wrong and that what is right is right. Resistance against injus-
tice is both a right and a duty. I cannot give up the belief that this kind of
resistance will bring an end to injustice. Wasn't Jesus’s passion a form of
suffering from this kind of resistance?
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However, it is hard for us to maintain this belief. We are stuck with
the thought, “What kind of a ruler would voluntarily give up his or her
power?” or “Isn’t taking the ruler’s power away the only viable option?” I
am not an exception. But Jesus was different. He didn’t appeal to violence
but shared himself and looked forward to such a world. Jesus’s minjung
believed so. They never meant to continue to live in affliction just believing
themselves the children of God. They were expecting the transformation
of the world. Jesus’s minjung didn't think of Jesus’s death as a miserable
defeat. They believed, “Jesus died for the whole world. He is transforming
the world. God’s eschaton event is taking place now.” The eschaton event is
a complete transformation of the world. So Jesus’s minjung never took up
weapons or thought of organizing in order to avenge themselves and con-
quer the world. This was true of Jesus’s minjung. Even though they were not
immune to the infiltration of the will to power, most thought of themselves
as being on the frontlines for reforming the world, even while acknowl-
edging their lack of power. It was a peaceful movement. This movement
gradually changed the world until it toppled the Roman Empire. Although
it was not the reality yet, Jesus’s minjung believed he had already brought
about the end of the world. Jesus himself concentrated all of his strength
on preaching the kingdom of God. While in reality violence was rampant
and the Roman Empire was in power, he proclaimed, “The kingdom of
God has come near. Blessed are the poor.” He was really convinced of it.
That the poor are blessed does not mean they will become rich; it means
the poor will be the masters of a new order. The poor can become agents
of change and transform the world. Since the early Christians had this
belief in the experience of resurrection, they took no arms in their hands
and formed a community that, unlike the existing power system, brought
Rome down to its knees through service.

Q: What is the difference between sharing and showing solidarity?

A: Westerners often use the word solidarity. They are unable to take
another step beyond this. As far as I know, the Third World began to use
the word sharing at an assembly of the World Council of Churches. Here,
the emphasis is specifically on the sharing of material. As a matter of fact,
we cannot really expect the First World to use the word realistically, for
they cannot share. Instead, they like using the word solidarity, and I believe
this word is an abstraction of sharing material goods.
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Q: In the minjung movement, we do not see the minjung unquestion-
ingly sharing and being afflicted, but rather claiming and fighting for their
shares. Do you think what you've just mentioned can account for such an
aspect of the minjung?

A: First, I would like to make this point clear. What I have been discussing
so far is the picture of Christ in the Bible. Above all, it is important that we
acknowledge this picture of Christ. For the way things are in real life cannot
ever change the picture of Christ in the Bible. Samuel Brandon’s interpreta-
tion that links Jesus to the Zealots does not explain this picture.® True, the
minjung of today do what they can to take their share. They can succumb
to instincts and be selfish, and sometimes they go astray. I don't glorify the
minjung. But I view them in a different light. The minjung can transcend
themselves. We only have to remember recent events we have witnessed.
A young man, Jeon Tae-il,® not minding his own hunger, pleaded for help
about the unfair treatment of his coworkers. But in 1970, after hitting a
dead-end wherever he turned, he burned himself and stunned the world.
This turned our full attention to the working conditions of laborers in the
Pyeonghwa Market” where Jeon worked. He offered himself as a sacrifice.
To say it another way, he shared himself. We have witnessed a series of
martyrdoms that have been taking place at an accelerating rate over the
last fifteen years. We have seen countless events in which laborers sacrifice
themselves for their coworkers’ rights and interests. I am confounded that
these events of self-transcendence are not taking place in the church but

5. Samuel G. F. Brandon, Jesus and the Zealots: A Study of the Political Factor in
Early Christianity (New York: Scribner’s Sons, 1983).

6. Jeon Tae-il (1948-1970) had to quit school in the fourth grade due to poverty
and started working to provide for his family. In 1965, at seventeen years of age, he
began to work in the Pyeonghwa Market in Seoul as a tailor’s assistant. The next year,
he became a tailor and later a garment cutter, a relatively well-paid job. The Pyeong-
hwa Market belonged to a garment-manufacturing complex. Working conditions at
approximately five hundred small factories were very poor. Young female laborers had
to work fourteen hours a day in a crowded and unventilated room with no natural
light. Jeon made efforts to improve the working conditions of the laborers by pressur-
ing employers to meet the Labor Standards Act. At a rally in front of the Pyeonghwa
Market on November 13, 1970, Jeon set himself on fire and shouted, “Observe the
Labor Standard Act!” and “We are not machines!” At the hospital, before passing away,
he said to his mother, “Please accomplish for me what I have failed to accomplish.”

7. Pyeonghwa means “peace”
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in the midst of the minjung. Isn't it the continuation of the fire that Jesus
started?

3.4. Jesus’s Presence in the Lives of Minjung Today

Q: Now let’s turn to minjung Christology. Traditional Christology holds
that Christ is present in the sacraments and preaching, but minjung Chris-
tology holds that Christ is present in the suffering minjung and in the
robbed person of the Good Samaritan story. I'd like you to tell us about
minjung Christology with a focus on how and where Christ is present
today.

A: Representative biblical texts are the Parable of the Last Judgment in
Matt 25 and the passage about Christ outside the city gate in Heb 13. Prior
to discussing the question of where Christ is today, let’s think about the
problematic nature of the proposition that Jesus is Christ. In his last lecture
at Heidelberg University, Bultmann criticized his disciples’ writings in dif-
ferent aspects, to the effect that there was no continuity between Jesus and
Christ. This does not mean that the early Christian mention of Christ did
not presuppose Jesus, but that there was no substantial (sachlich) continu-
ity. For while Jesus preached the kingdom of God, his disciples preached
Jesus. Therefore, it was not Jesus himself but his disciples that made him
Christ. In this sense, the continuity was superficial. I don’t agree with Bult-
mann, however. True, an autobiographical account differs from someone
else’s account of you. The emphases would be different, but I believe the
fundamental facts remain the same. I think the messianic stream of the
volcanic lava erupted in the active volcano of Jesus of Nazareth. The Christ
event did not take place only once in Jesus of Nazareth. So we don’t need
to go back to the event two thousand years ago for the messiah experience.
Even as the stream of volcanic lava continues to erupt, the Christ event
continues to take place in history. In this sense, I don't think the Jesus
event is qualitatively unique and unrepeatable. The Christ event did not
take place only once in Jesus of Nazareth but keeps taking place.

Jesus died. If he was resurrected, then he disappeared from the realm
of history. Here a problem emerged. Jesus’s minjung were not content with
missing Jesus and waiting for the messiah. Here, they had a present-time
experience of Jesus largely in two forms. One was the Holy Spirit, which
signified the presence of Christ. In the Gospel of John, the expression “spirit
of Christ” appears. Although Trinitarianism keeps blurring it, I'd like to see
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the Holy Spirit as the mode of Christ’s presence. If the Holy Spirit indicates
that Christ is present in a supernatural manner, the other experience indi-
cates that Christ is present in everyday life. The Christ event is taking place
all around us. This experience appears in Matt 25, and Christ is present in
the actual life site of the imprisoned, the naked, the hungry, the poor, the
captive, and so on. In my opinion, a thought like this was not formulated
overnight but grew out of the minjung’s own experiences. Hebrews 13:13
says, “Let us then go to him outside the city gate and bear the abuse he
endured” The expression “bear the abuse” says something very important
and is open to multiple interpretations. Visiting him outside the city gate is
a shameful thing to do. But right there, where they are deserted and alien-
ated from the world, Christ is present. Let’s go there. Christ is not within
the city gate now. This means that Christ is not in the realm this world
acknowledges. By the way, at first I described the Holy Spirit as supernatu-
ral; but I don't consider that the activity of the Holy Spirit and the everyday
occurrence of Christ’s presence are two separate events.

Let’s take another step and look into the Gospel of Mark. This gospel
was written approximately forty years after Jesus’s ministry. But its loca-
tion was certainly the actual location where the minjung of MarK’s time
were living. It recognized the site of the minjung’s life as the site of Jesus’s
presence. After a sound defeat in the Jewish War, the people of Israel lost
their country and wandered around hungry and naked like a colony of
ants scattered after losing their tunnel. Mark took note of these people.
According to the Gospel of Mark, Jesus took pity on the crowd who had
been hungry for three days and wandering around like sheep without a
shepherd (Mark 6:34). This could describe the minjung forty years earlier.
But it refers to the minjung where Mark was now standing. Mark portrays
Jesus sharing bread and his own self with the hungry minjung. Likewise,
the scene of Jesuss death on the cross is a representation of the darkest
place of divine absence where God does not answer the endless cries. It
describes both Jesus’s suffering and the suffering of the minjung in MarKk’s
day. The life settings where Jesus of Nazareth was situated forty years ear-
lier and where Mark was writing his gospel are inseparable. Therefore, I
believe that Mark was writing his gospel in view of the Christ present in
the lives of the minjung, the site of God’s absence, where they were dying
a helpless and undeserving death and wandering hungry.

In this way, Mark saw Jesus standing in the life setting of his own age.
He saw Jesus’s suffering and death not as an individual but as the minjung.
By portraying Jesus, he portrayed the life of the minjung.
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Q: Should we stop with identifying Jesus’s suffering and death with the
realities of today’s minjung? MarKk’s preaching only comforts the minjung
and doesn’t lead them to active resistance, does it?

A: We are indeed left with that question. Whereas the Zealots fought and
died in the Jewish War, Mark preached to the minjung as if to say, “As Jesus
said, ‘My God, my God why have you forsaken me?’ at the moment of his
death, you should trust only God all the way to the end. As the children
of God, call God Father, and there will finally be a time when Rome will
throw away the sword.” If Mark preached to us like this today, we would
not be able to accept it. But Mark actually preached in this way. In the
midst of the suffering reality of the minjung, he presented a picture of
Jesus who was dying in a helpless way. The Marxist Markovi¢ responded
favorably to this depiction of Jesus. As I said earlier, he held that if Jesus
had done as the Zealots did, he would not have had any success and would
have disappeared from history. He took a wise course of action. Even in
social-scientific terms, Jesus fought a strategic fight. The Zealots simply dis-
appeared from history. All things considered, they were responsible for the
premature demise of Judah. It is true that they were meaningful, impres-
sive, and well-received. But they accomplished nothing. In contrast, Jesus’s
movement, or Mark’s portrayal of Jesus, would have been hard to accept
at the site where people were dying an unfair death fighting against Rome.
In such desperate circumstances, MarK’s preaching may have resulted in
stoning. Not every church held the belief that Jesus was fully present in
the lives of the minjung. If we look at church history, some churches main-
tained this conviction. Others contended that you could only experience
the presence of Christ in official church organizations during corporate
worship. Of these, the latter gained ascendency and gave rise to the idea
that the church was the body of Christ. This idea eventually developed into
the idea that the church fulfilled the role of Christ’s representative—a far
cry from the minjung Christology as presented in Matt 25, Heb 13, and the
Gospel of Mark. Perhaps the notion that Christ is present for those who
are suffering in the site of minjung’s life is inconceivable for those who are
not Jews.

Let’s think about two anecdotes from history. The Nazis ferreted out
Jews upon entering Poland. A group of Jews were hiding at a Jewish cem-
etery. Under the circumstances a woman in the group gave birth to a baby
in the midst of the graves. No one was able to help her but the old grave
keeper who took up the baby and looked up to the sky. The grave keeper
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prayed, “Oh, God, are you sending us the messiah only now? Otherwise,
how could a new life be born in the midst of graves?” This is an experi-
ence of the messiah’s presence that was possible for the Jews who had
lived a history of suffering for thousands of years and were now facing
death. The child itself could not be the messiah. However, the messiah
experience took place at the site of the minjung’s suffering, a place of
graves in this case.

The other anecdote comes from the novel Night by Elie Wiesel, this
year’s winner of the Nobel Peace Prize.8 It is about the execution of Jews
in a concentration camp. The Nazis were habitually hanging a few Jews
at a time. On one occasion, they hanged two adults and one young boy
at the gallows. The two adults died immediately, but the boy was writh-
ing in anguish. One of the Jews watching the scene whispered in despair,
“Where is God now?” Then someone behind him answered, “God is dying
at the gallows there now.” God was not outside of the killing. He was right
there in the scene. The answer does not mean that the dying boy himself is
God, but that God is there where he is dying an unfair death, that the God
event is taking place there. This is an observation which it is impossible
for a non-Jew to make. The Jews were capable of such a confession of faith
because they had always lived in the suffering of this kind. I believe that
experiencing God in Jesus’s death is made possible due to the existence of
a deep spiritual tradition.

3.5. The Institutional Church Has Rejected Christ among the Minjung

Institutionalized Christianity has given up on the claim that Christ is pres-
ent in the suffering of the minjung. So there was an increasing emphasis
on the church. Protestantism maintains that Christ is present only in the
proclamation of the Word and the administration of the sacraments. For
example, in the Eucharist it is said that the bread and wine are the living
blood and flesh of Christ. But this is wrong. This is nothing other than a
religious ritual designed to avoid the difficulty of following Christ.

Is it the case that Christ is present only in the administration of Word
and sacrament? Not at all. Christ is present at the site of the minjung’s
suffering, even where the name of Jesus is not known. The theology of

8. Elie Wiesel, Un di Velt Hot Geshvign (Buenos Aires: Central Union of Polish
Jews in Argentina, 1956), translated as Night (New York: Hill & Wang; London: Mac-
Gibbon & Kee, 1960). The author won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1986.
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the Word is possible when someone witnesses to the presence of Christ
in the minjung’s suffering. It is our task to witness to this. Our task is not
repeating what the Bible says or preaching but saying that Christ exists at
the site of the minjung’s suffering and that he is speaking at this site. In the
works of Dostoevsky, we hear words of truth pouring out of the mouths of
drunkards. In the same way, we find and bear witness to Christ in unex-
pected places. It is precisely Christians who bear this kind of witness, and
only by witnessing can you recognize Christ. However, the witness of a
mere observer of the minjung event cannot be a true witness; a correct
interpretation of the event alone would never suffice. Witnessing is con-
nected with martyrdom. By sharing in the suffering of the minjung, a true
witness will eventually bring about the event of Jesus again.

Q: You say that we Christians have to testify that Christ is present in the
suffering minjung. But are we actual witnesses? Are we bearers of such a
witness? For example, I would like to ask if Jeon Tae-il or the poet Kim
Yong-taek, who wrote The Seomjin River,’ is not a much greater witness
than those who do theology, believe in Jesus, or go to church.

A: Your view is not different from mine. Testifying that people like Jeon
Tae-il and Kim Yong-taek are true witnesses to Christ is what theology
is supposed to do. The word Christ itself is not important. But we have
to say it. That’s exactly what theology has to do. Merely describing facts
about the minjung is nothing more than minjung studies. We must show
that Christ is present in the minjung facts. That is the primary goal of
minjung theology.

Q: Up to this point, we have discussed Western Christology, Christology in
the Bible, and minjung Christology. Western Christology developed the doc-

9. Kim Yong-taek (b. 1948) was born in Imsil, Jeollabuk Province, an agricultural
area in the southwestern Korea and has lived in this region all his life working as an
elementary school teacher. He made his literary debut in 1982 with a series of poems
each entitled “The Seomjin River” His poetry links traditional values of the agricul-
tural region with changes of the modern day. The poet’s first book, The Seomjin River,
was published in 1985. One of the major rivers of South Korea, the Seomjin River
flows from a southwestern region of the Korean peninsula southward into the South
Sea. This river serves as an important natural element for the people of Kim Yong-
taek’s home region. Kim’s early works faithfully represent the lives of the farmers of
this place and voice criticism of the injustices the farmers face.
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trine of the dual nature of Christ under the influence of the Greco-Roman
idea of the God-human. Western Christology also depicted the Christ-
to-come under the influence of messianic ideas in Jewish apocalyptic
literature. However, Christ in the Bible is different from the Greco-Roman
God-human and the messiah of Judaism; he led a life full of suffering and
shared his life with the minjung. Jesus did not see the poor as sinners or
intend to atone for their sins. He saw them as the children of God and pro-
claimed that salvation for all of humanity comes through them. It is the task
of Christians and theology to testify that the Jesus event is not a singular
event but continues in the life of the minjung today. Christ is not so much
present in the church, the Word, or the sacraments. Rather he is present
most fully where the minjung live. The Christ event is taking place at the
site of the minjung’s life. Next, we would like to present three facts or events
related to the minjung and focus our subsequent conversation on them.

Case 1

To consider Jesus’s presence in the minjung event, we must first attend
to the cries of minjung farmers of this land. Like the Psalms of the Old
Testament, The Seomjin River is a book of poetry by Kim Yong-taek that
contains the laments of today’s Korean farmers. The farmers identify
numerous problems: the government purchases agricultural products at
a price that falls short of the production costs, various kinds of taxes, and
farmer’s household debts. Approximately 60 percent of the lands tilled by
the farmers are tenant land, 46.4 percent of farming households are tenant
farmers, and the rate of tenant farming is 50 percent. Additionally, farm-
ers are plagued by pollution-related diseases caused by industrial sewage
and agricultural pesticides. Faced with these problems, the farmers began
a movement to gain reasonable purchase prices. If successful, the move-
ment will develop into a land reform movement. However, in the current
situation of the division of the two Koreas, various laws prevent these basic
demands being met.

The problems that trouble farmers are well represented in The Seom-
jin River. Reading a representative piece of this book would allow us to
hear the voice of Jesus Christ crying out together with today’s farmers.
Among the several representative works of this book are “The Seomjin
River 20 (A Chronicle of the Persimmon),” a description of how the farm-
ers felt when they earned a low wage for persimmons in good harvest;
“The Stage is Crooked, but Beat the Drum Right” and “The Meal Prices,” a
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testimony to society’s responsibility for the farmers’ misery and a criticism
of unfair policies dependent on foreign countries; and “The Seomjin River
16 (Moving House),” a moving portrayal of a farmer’s family moving out
of their home village and the gloomy and tired farmers who deal with the
loss. I will read the last example:

After an early dinner we all gathered together and helped the family pack
for the move. A mirror, a broken wardrobe, a few rope-bound crocks, a
bundle of used clothes, and dirty cashmere blankets. It was absurd that
these household goods, more fitting for life on the countryside, without a
common thing such as a black-and-white TV, would be in Seoul. But we
silently packed and loaded them on the three-wheeler in the yard of the
community hall. The wife of the head of the leaving family was in tears,
wiping her nose with her skirt hem. Other women in the neighborhood
tried not to look at one another in the face or talk to one another. She hast-
ily sold other items to the neighbors or gave them away for free—things
like a hwakdok,'? a used deokseok,!! a mangtae,'? and a jeolgutong,'® often
forgetting herself as if from having a lump in her throat.

The land where the fathers of our fathers and their fathers lived
working hard; the rice paddies and the dry fields and all kinds of fruit
trees; the several-hundred-year-old zelkova tree on the rear mountain;
the flat field and the flower field across the river; the Temple Valley; the
Duru'* Rock and the Lightening Rock at the boat mooring—these are
places that are familiar to our eyes and whose names are familiar to our
bodies. There we cut firewood and caught fish and played while grow-
ing up. These places filled with memories crossed our minds mixed
with unfamiliar names in Seoul such as Gurodong, Seongnam, Shingil-
dong, and Myeongdong.

The small bonfire in the yard was dying away, and the Saemaul
slate-roofed house!® was completely emptied. In the yard of the village

10. A mortar for grinding grains or pounding things such as chili.

11. A straw mat used for covering an ox’s back.

12. A straw rocksack.

13. A large stone mortar for grinding grains or making rice cake.

14. Duru seems to mean “overall”

15. The expression “the Saemaul slate-roofed house” suggests that the house was
built during the Saemaul Undong (New Village Movement). This movement started in
1970 by the initiative of then president Park Jeong-hui for the development of local
communities. In its early stage, the movement centered on environmental improve-
ment with cooperation from local residents. Included in this undertaking were mend-
ing fences, revamping village roads, and replacing thatched roofs with slate or gal-
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community hall the whole neighborhood had come out to bid farewell.
The women were not able to hide their sorrow: they were in tears and
took out crumpled notes from their skirt pockets and said, “Buy your
kids some bread or something on the road” This incident didn’t feel like
just someone else’s concern. Whenever it happened, we became fewer in
numbers and felt very sorry. Now, everyone that had to go back home was
gone. In the yard of the community hall was a dim light. Some old folks
and kids were standing around with nothing to do, their faces fallen and
tired. After exchanging farewell wishes with the village folks, the head
of the moving family drank with us. He was wearing an old-fashioned
dress shirt stained with rice-paddy water and grass sap, a crumpled suit
custom-made for his wedding, and worn shoes. His kids were happy,
sat behind the wheel, and pestered him to leave soon. But we silently
emptied our cups of rice wine, awkwardly shaking hands cut by a sickle
and torn by thorns and thumped by a shovel or pick; at a loss for words
and so only saying, “Wish you the best,” “Safe travels.” From time to time
we saw the pitch darkness beyond one another’s shoulders. As if tearing
himself away, he hopped in the rear seat of the loaded car and looked
away from us. The women in tears picked up the ends of their skirts
to wipe their tears. The kids were standing holding onto their mothers’
skirts. I felt my throat tightening thinking that his family would be in the
cramped space surrounded by the household goods throughout the eve-
ning. When the car was pulling slowly out of the yard of the community
hall, a loud sound of rushing water turned around the river bend in the
distance ahead. The headlights threw a brief light on the Stepping-stone
Street. The howl of the river swept through our hearts as a wide current.

The land with which he mixed his blood and sweat and flesh; the
land on which he, while deserted and despised, did everything he was
told to do by the state; the land that he nevertheless loved and lived on—
this is the land he was forced out of at age thirty-five.

Having passed the pavilion tree at the entrance of the village, the
car ran smoothly on the wide Saemaul road shooting its lights here
and there. Even after the red tail light of the car was out of sight on
the path leaving the village, the people remained forlorn in the yard
of the community hall—looking away from one another, brightening
their cigarette lights while sitting or standing, looking ahead at the black
mountain or looking down at the ground, and thinking of the days when
they had lived with him rubbing fleshes against one another. Unable
to help their hollowed hearts, clearing their throat, they broke away in

vanized iron sheets. The phrase “the wide Saemaul road” that appears later is also a

product of the New Village Movement.
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dark forms one by one. The lights of the community hall went off one
after another behind our backs, and a deep and large darkness filled the
neighborhood. We passed the empty house with our eyes consciously
turned away. Thinking of this neighboring home that was blackened
and unlighted that no one will ever move in now, hearing the tweeting
of a scops owl and the sound of the river, we will be turning and tossing
and sleeping only fitfully for some nights. Someone else will leave, too.
Someone else will leave, too.

The sound of the Seomjin River’s water stopped with a big sigh and
breathed again with difficulty.!®

Case 2

I am going to tell you a story of a woman who is a little over forty. Since the
1960s the economic development plans were the single most important
factor for the economy as a whole. A serious problem arose for those who
lost their land in agricultural areas but were unable to adapt to urbaniza-
tion. This woman was one of those people. She left her hometown for an
urban area at a young age but couldn’t settle down in any particular place.
After a period of wandering, she temporarily settled down in the vicinity
of a US Army base near the Imjin Pavilion!” of Paju, Gyeonggi Province.
She got married, and, after the death of her husband, she married again,
this time to a man who was good for nothing. Her husband was jobless,
drank too much, and beat her. She had no choice but to work as a dog
dealer and live like a beggar for five or six years. Upon the withdrawal of
the US Army from the area, she lost her means of living there and came to
Seoul. In Seoul, living in a tent hut, she and her husband barely eked out a
living. Her husband worked as a construction worker on a daily contract,
and she worked at a bottle-stopper factory. She was illiterate and didn’t
have an elementary school education. This made it even harder for her to
make a living, and she began to run into debt. She took out usurious loans,
ending up with a debt of ten-million won and going to a detention center
for failure to pay. In this bottomless pit, she struggled with whether to live

16. Kim Yong-taek, “The Seomjin River 16 (Moving House),” in The Seomjin River
(1985). Translated into English here by Hanna In.

17. The Imjin Pavilion is located about fifty-four kilometers (thirty-four miles)
northwest of Seoul right below the demilitarized zone. It was built in 1972 for the
South Koreans who had come down from North Korea before or during the Korean
War who could not return home after the war.
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or die before falling asleep. In her sleep, she had a mystical experience:
something like a red fireball grazed her face. Later on, after being released
from the detention center, she had the same experience again and decided
to press forward. Then, at a revival meeting she attended, she saw a vision
of her family members suffering pitifully. And then she began to speak in
tongues. Afterwards, she began to attend Full Gospel Church,!® became
actively involved in the church activities, and confessed Jesus as her savior.
Going through these experiences, she became a new person, and her rela-
tionships with her mother-in-law and sister-in-law improved. In addition,
she led some people in her neighborhood to her church. She worked hard
to reduce her debt down to four million won or so. I think we can gain new
insights for creating a different order if we take seriously the experiences
of this woman’s change grounded in social-scientific thinking.

Case 3

I would like to mention a case in relation to poor people. This story was
shared by a pastor. It is about the death of a man who was hired as a day
laborer in an agricultural region. The laborer lived in abject poverty with
a wife who had a speech impairment for fifty-three years before becoming
bedridden with a serious illness. He was barely surviving on government
provisions. One month before his death, the pastor visited him. After
seeing him in critical condition, the pastor took him to the community
health center. But the doctor refused to treat him because he didn’t pos-
sess a yellow card for the destitute. The pastor got the card issued and had
the doctor treat him. The doctor said he needed to go to a bigger hospital,
so the laborer and the pastor walked twenty kilometers to the hospital.
But the ill man was denied treatment because he was visiting past eleven
oclock, the cut-off point for receiving patients who could not afford to pay.
They had to walk twenty kilometers back home. Later on, they went to the
hospital again, but the sick man was denied treatment again because he

18. Full Gospel Church here refers in all probability to Yoido Full Gospel Church,
a Pentecostal church located on the Yeoui Island in Seoul. It belongs to the Assembly
of God of Korea. It was founded by Jo Yong-gi in 1958 and has achieved a remark-
able numerical growth. The current membership is approximately 500,000 members,
which is the largest church in the world. YFGC offers its own Full Gospel Theology,
which emphasizes blessing in the worldly dimension. Among Korean Christians,
YFGC is often criticized as a champion of the prosperity gospel.
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had no identification card. While the pastor was acquiring the card, the
ill person passed away. His wife told him to believe in Jesus before death
if only in consideration of the pastor’s help. But he said, “Who the hell is
Jesus? There’s no Jesus” Who could possibly say to this man, “You are not
saved,” only because he didn’t believe in Jesus?

A: I read Kim Yong-taek’s book of poetry. The poet not only suffers, but
also speaks on behalf of the minjung in the place of the minjung. I have
no problem taking his poems to be a contemporary version of Psalms. The
poet is an individual but at the same time not an individual. A witness
does not merely complain of what they have suffered as unfair. The instant
you recognize what you have suffered as the concern of the whole human-
ity, you become the messianic minjung in the true sense of the term. When
you see a certain hardship of the minjung, you should not define it with
existing ethical, religious, or legal notions. Rather the proper response is
to experience in sadness something totally different, something you don’t
have yet—a messianic experience. This experience is something that goes
beyond you on the individual plane. I refer to this experience as a messi-
anic cry. In the poem of Kim Yong-taek, the problem does not remain an
individual’s problem alone but becomes a problem of all farmers. He utters
their agonized cry; therefore, this cry becomes a messianic cry. In the case
of the latter two stories, we should consider them beyond ordinary con-
siderations, beyond ethics or law, or even religious norms. We should view
the sorrows and pains of the people in question to be those of all humanity.
This in itself is a messianic experience.

On the contrary, if we only place these stories on the personal plane,
the woman’s story could easily receive an ethical judgment. For being in a
debt of ten million won could be an ethical problem. The life of the woman
as an individual doesn’t move me at all. Only when the uneducated woman
takes a stand with the utmost tenacity, I experience power from her life
and feel, “Wow! She has a power that I don’t have at all!” If experiencing
power from her situation is salvation, then we can say that salvation comes
from minjung. In Crime and Punishment by Fyodor Dostoevsky, this kind
of messianic experience or messianic witness is evident.!” According to
the memoir by a woman who was like a sister to him, Dostoevsky was a

19. Fyodor Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment, trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa
Volokhonsky (New York: Vintage Classics, 1993).
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person who was cunning, doubtful, and fond of drinking and gambling. In
spite of not being an exemplary person, he was capable of looking beyond
the realm of his own life. He saw the problems of one class or the whole
humanity and reported them. In so doing, he was bearing witness to Christ
beyond ethics, law, and even religion. Sonya was a quiet, uneducated girl
and registered prostitute. By letting her represent the quintessential Christ
minjung, I have long since thought, Dostoevsky was the witness to Jesus
who knew him best in the era prior to the communist revolution. In mis-
erable poverty, Sonya’s father lived in the past in a drunken stupor. His
second wife was a proud and harsh woman, who tried to keep up the old
life even in near-starvation. In this hopeless situation where they could
only expect to starve to death, Sonya became a prostitute and brought
some money home. At the same time, she held the Bible in one hand yet
felt no pang of conscience. She finally overpowered Raskolnikov who was
an intellectual. In this way, Dostoevsky lets Sonya embody the Christ min-
jung who escapes religious and legal measures. In other words, the story of
Sonya illustrates that Christ is present in the minjung.

The same goes with Kim Yong-taek, the poet we read earlier. He is
not a farmer who tills the land, but he is doing important work as a wit-
ness. It is not easy to connect the single issue of persimmon to the broader
concerns of farmers in general as a critique of the flawed social structure.
Similarly in the case of Jeon Tae-il, it is not important that he personally
went through a lot of hardships. It is not important, either, that he found
money someone else had dropped to buy a pear to eat instead of returning
it to the owner. What is important is that Jeon Tae-il with little schooling
felt the need to report the reality of the laborers and, having no success,
burned his own body as a sacrifice to bring attention to the issue. He didn’t
confine the problem of his pains to the personal level but sublimated it
into the collective plane of all laborers. Here the image of the minjung-like
messiah emerged. We don't need to say that Jeon Tae-il is the messiah. But
we can say Christ is present in Jeon Tae-il in this way.

Once again I feel how vastly different the attitude is from that of Jesus—
the attitude that tries to define or criticize the life of the minjung religiously,
ethically, or intellectually. Jesus unconditionally received the sick—espe-
cially the mentally sick—prostitutes, and tax collectors as friends and the
children of God. Prostitutes are in actuality sacrificial offerings, but the
church today defines them as bad, licentious women. But Jesus befriended
these women and embraced tax collectors, who were branded as traitors
from a nationalistic and political standpoint. This is difficult and not easy
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to digest. Jesus’s life was remarkable. We can say that an enormous stream
of volcanic lava erupted in Jesus. Earlier there have been some appear-
ances of smoke and some earthquakes, but the eruption took place for the
first time with Jesus. And later, the same kind of eruption took place in
various forms even if not necessarily related to the name of Jesus. So we
say that the event of Jesus Christ keeps on exploding even now.

3.6. The Minjung Event Is the Jesus Event

Then how does the event of Jesus Christ, namely, the minjung event, take
place? I heard Mr. Ham Seok-heon once went to the tuberculosis sanitar-
ium in Masan and said rudely to the patients there, “You sick bastards!” He
meant to say, “Cry the pains in yourselves somehow. Pierce the hearts of
us healthy ones with that cry. Our hearts are dried up, and their spring of
love is exhausted. And your cry could make something come out of them.”
This rude language is a prophetic expression. I also say to patients not “You
pitiable ones” but “Cry from your deepest pain. Your cry can save those
who are healthy” Out of the pain comes poetry. The cry itself becomes the
answer. The cries of farmers become the sound of salvation to those who
are not farmers, that is, the city dwellers of Seoul. Christ is not a problem
solver who single-handedly solves complicated problems. Rather, he is a
person who cries out. His cry pierces our hearts and breaks us out of our
comfort zones and breaks up our own logic. Christ is someone who liber-
ates us in doing so. Reading a poem like the one we read earlier shakes me
at the core. Stories of exemplary and reasonable people pose no problem to
me. I can rationalize around these stories, dodging this way and that. But
a stark cry of the minjung confounds me and throws me for a loss. What
confronts you in such a situation makes you cry, “Indeed you are more
capable than I am. I am really ashamed. Now I must do something.” This
is the messiah movement. This is what may be called the winds or waves
of the messiah that continue to take place. For example, with the student
movements, young people who worked hard to gain admission to college
are throwing away their lives. How is it possible that young people are pre-
senting their bodies as a living sacrifice in that way? Paul’s words, “Present
your bodies as a living sacrifice” (Rom 12:1), are being realized right now.
The church is failing to live up to them. But with students, miracles are
happening now. We have to take them as a truly touching messiah experi-
ence. Now the Christ event keeps exploding, but the church has clouded
our eyes. Doctrine has blinded our eyes and deafened our ears, so we must
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be liberated. This liberation is not possible through preaching but only
by the minjung event. We should be able to say to those who are having a
worship service at church, “Let’s go out to the site of self-transcendence.
Christ is present there” But the atmosphere of the church never allows
that. Can we say that Christ is present for those who are suffering now, for
Jeon Tae-il or Song Gwang-yeong??’ Jesus’s minjung already did so two
thousand years ago. As a matter of fact, Matt 25 is not Jesus’s story; it is
the confession of Jesus's minjung. This is the confession searching for the
Christ of presence. The presence of Christ has been estranged from us
because of the church’s brainwashing.

Q: You say that the experiencing and witnessing to Christ do not take
place individually but collectively. However, in hymns and in the faith con-
sciousness of believers, Christ is thought of in very individual, religious,
and personal terms. I would like to hear what you think of the reality that,
while many Christians of our country, including members of Full Gospel
Church, are minjung, they by and large experience Christ individually and
spiritually. You have also said that theology should not stop with describ-
ing the life and suffering of the minjung but testify that Christ is present
there. If Mr. Suh Nam-dong and you differ by any chance on this point,
can you please elaborate?

A: Let me answer this question by saying what I intended to say earlier but
couldn’t. The cries in the Psalms differ from the cries of the poetry book
we read from earlier. In the Psalms such words as “my enemy,” “evil,” and
“injustice” appear frequently, and this probably has to do with the social
structure of their times. Words like these have a thick political connotation.
There must have been a lot of hunger at that time, too. But there are many
spiritual, rather than economic, concepts expressed then. Today, however,
it appears that an increasing number of material expressions are used. This

20. Song Gwang-yeong (1958-1985) was born in Gwangju and entered Gyeong-
won University in Gyeonggi Province in 1984 to study law. As a college student, he
actively participated in the democratic movement against the Jeon Du-hwan dictator-
ship. On September 17, 1985, he set himself on fire and ran shouting, “Abolish the evil
laws about the universities, and down with the dictatorship!” and “Jeon Du-hwan, be
responsible for the Gwangju slaughter and resign!” before collapsing. He was trans-
ported to the hospital and died on October 21. Ahn speaks of Song in more detail in
part 3, chapter 12.
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change is only natural in the modern society. It is not an accident that we
see the emergence of materialist interpretation (materialistische Auslegung)
these days. Because modern people are bound by material, a language that
reflects material concerns is fitting. Since language reflects the worldview
of the given age, it is an authentic approach to use the language of the age.
Now we can change even God into a material expression without difficulty.
But the church today would not understand. It thinks that only singing
the sorrows of the psalms two thousand years ago is religious; otherwise
you have gone astray. But the lives of Christians themselves are completely
bound up with materials, and therefore their faith and life are separated.
Given these circumstances, we must come up with material interpretations.
I don't mean that we need to be slaves to material, but that we must inter-
pret materially because modern language is material.

3.7. Salvation Must Be Expressed in Material Language

I am still thinking about the first question. I don't have a definite answer
yet. In this age dominated by a material worldview, our task is to find
material language to express the idea that the messiah saves us. We have
to express the word salvation in a material language. However, to do so is
nothing really new. Even though spiritual language was used in the past,
there was contained in it material liberation, the liberation from famine or
economic plight. Never were the spiritual language and material liberation
separated from each other. Now it is being revealed that even God is this
way. Now that our eyes are more open in material terms, we are able to see
the Old Testament with more clarity. The same applies for the minjung,
who are viewed by modern people in material terms.

Ironically, the traditional church uses spiritual language even though
it has become enslaved to material goods. On the contrary, at a church like
Full Gospel Church, they are boldly using material language to convey
the gospel. But the problem is that their motivation is misguided. The
material desires of those who gather at that church are thoroughly of a
personal nature. And the church’s witness to personal material difficul-
ties does not connect to the collective plane of humanity at large. It only
defines the problem individually and personally. Therefore the members
become increasingly enslaved to personal desires—this is wrong. The
church should say not only “You can live well by doing this. You can be
rich by doing this” but also “If you alone are rich, other people will be
poor.” They must turn their eyes from addressing individual poverty to
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collective poverty. Preaching so that an individual person would turn his
or her eyes collectively to all of humanity is the messianic testimony. Those
who gather at Full Gospel Church do not follow the community of Jesus in
sharing a meal but go in the opposite direction of individualism. The result
is division among its members and the Jesus community.

I cannot say anything definite about the second question. I don’t think
Rev. Suh Nam-dong said all he had to say. The poverty of our generation
was greater, which I experienced mostly in Jiandao or in my own home.
The farmers of Jiandao were in a truly miserable situation. So it takes
much more than a typical description of poverty to shock me. During and
after my college years and up to the point of going to Germany, I made
a lot of efforts to help poor people around me. “I could end my own life
here for the fate of this one person” was the attitude I had. “Living for you
as a single person is living a qualitatively good life, and living according
to a plan is not right” was the philosophy I lived by. I strove to embody
the principles of sharing, nonpossession, and participation. I didn’t do
such things as saving money, buying furniture, and obtaining two sets
of clothes. Therefore, having a family made no sense to me. This was my
experience. Looking back, this kind of experience originated from Jesus.
Even though I experienced many tragedies as a young boy, it was only
through Jesus that I was able to experience them poignantly as something
public and collective. Through the Jesus event I came to see everything
anew, and I think of this as my new birth. It was my original experience
(Urerfahrung) and original revelation (Uroffenbarung). I can never leave
this. Poverty does not become salvation for us. Being poor by itself does
not provide salvation. Salvation is bestowed when my poverty is subli-
mated as our poverty and our problem. This is something I experienced
in Jesus. In this sense, the doctrine of atonement back in those days gave
me an increasing assurance about “we.” If it wasn't for my encounter with
Jesus, I would have taken what I experienced not as the Christ event but
just as an everyday event. I would have thought “Well, why don’t I make
money, too?” The attitude of seeing the poverty of one person as a problem
of humanity and recognizing your own involvement in it; the attitude of
not escaping from the painful site of the minjung’s life for worldly gain; the
attitude of changing my perspectives after hearing this experience—this is
precisely the evidence of believing in Christ. If I had not known Christ, I
would not have been able to testify that Christ is present at the site of the
minjungss life. I am pretty sure Rev. Suh thought so, too. But he didn’t say
so for some reason. Possibly he agreed on the post-Bonhoeffer view that,
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since words such as “God,” “Christ,” and “Jesus” became so common as to
lose meaning and value, it was better not to use these words for the time
being. People with this view were perhaps afraid that uttering “Jesus” and
“the Christ event” too easily might exclude the reality of the minjung and
take us back to where we used to be. I have the same concern. But I still
think I must say these expressions. Perhaps this is all the difference there
is between Rev. Suh and me. I don’t think there is any essential difference
between us.

8. The Role of the Holy Spirit Is to Liberate Humanity

Q: At a place like Full Gospel Church, they use experiences of the Holy
Spirit and other supernatural experiences as tools of evangelism. If these
experiences were used to raise and spread the awareness of collective
pains, how would you assess that?

A: Let’s think about the language of the Korean minjung. Take shamans
for instance. If we call Jesus a shaman, the most important reason is his
exorcism. Today’s exorcism differs greatly in that Jesuss exorcism was
eschatological in character. Jesus believed that exorcism signified not
merely curing the disease of one person but expelling the devil or the
old force that keeps humanity in structural subjugation. We must keep
in mind Jesus’s words, “If it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out demons,
then the kingdom of God has come to you” (Matt 12:28). These days, the
church’s exorcism and curing of illness just satisfy the personal desire to
be cured of one’s illness.

We can say the same to speaking in tongues. Jesus didn’t speak in tongues.
Paul said, “In church I would rather speak five words with my mind in order
to instruct others also, than ten thousand words in a tongue” (1 Cor 14:19).
This is practically an exhortation against speaking in tongues. Speaking in
tongues is something private: “What is the use of saying unintelligible things
in a personal ecstasy? It is meaningful when publicly shared” Therefore,
Paul’s injunction to make what is received communicable to others through
interpretation is a warning against speaking in tongues remaining private.
Although Jesus was a healer, how many sick persons could he actually have
cured? Jesus treated the problems of individuals in terms of the social struc-
ture. For Jesus, the person in question is not an individual. The role of the
Holy Spirit, too, has bearing not merely on individuals but on the liberation
of all humanity. That the role of the Holy Spirit is eschatological, in today’s
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language, means that it entails the transformation of the whole system. The
word eschatological means that all humanity should liberate itself from the
current system that is interwoven with ethics, religion, law, and so forth, by
overturning it. The role of the Holy Spirit lies in the transformation of the
system and the liberation of humanity.

In reevaluating shamanism today, we have to keep the same point in
mind. Shamanism is short-sighted because it stops with relieving a per-
sonal han. Jesus never relieved the han of individuals but tried to relieve
the han of humanity or of a certain class. In our reevaluation of shaman-
ism, we must rethink its self-centeredness. To some, communication
through a shamanistic (religious) language is effective, while for others a
material language is more effective. Either way, it doesn’t matter.

Q: Lastly, please tell us about the relation between cosmic Christology and
the minjung Christology. Do you think minjung theology can accept the
cosmic Christology or theology of culture?

A: T once said that the God of the Bible is not the answer to a cosmic riddle.
By and large, a metaphysical God functions as the solution to the riddle
of the universe. That is to say, God had to be postulated as a hypothesis
that solves the unsolvable problems of the world. However, the Bible never
mentions such a God. For this reason, I think the idea of the cosmic Christ
is not biblically grounded. This doesn’t mean, however, that the cosmic
Christ is absolutely impossible to conceive. Although we find it urgent to
expect salvation from the minjung event, I don’t think it is an eternal and
unchanging truth. I only mean that, for those of us who are living in this
age, salvation through the minjung event is the truth.

Q: Then do you mean minjung theology loses its utility when playing
becomes the main activity of life as futurology claims?

A: No, that has nothing to do with it. What I mean is that I don't believe
my current experience is the eternal and unchanging truth. The only thing
I have the right to do is to bear witness in our age. The language of theol-
ogy of culture is not born of labor but in currency in an intellectual group
disconnected from labor. Theology of culture is, it seems to me, what priv-
ileged people do who have no connection with the land or labor. They
simply enjoy music and talk about God, the world, and Christ to come up
with logical explanations for intellectual problems. Someone who lives in



3. The Minjung Jesus 97

this kind of atmosphere could use theology of culture. But even for these
people, it would be beneficial to read them Kim Yong-taek’s poems and
tell them about the minjung. But explaining the cultural or cosmic Christ
would not lead them to salvation. Music was originally connected to the
rhythm of labor, but the current classical music is either royal music or
church music. This is music from a totally different world separated from
labor. Since we are now far removed from the site where labor produces
things, we may be more inclined to this music. The cosmic Christ belongs
to a theology advocated mainly by elite Indian intellectuals of high social
status who studied abroad in Britain. I am skeptical that these people
would be saved by upholding such a theology. If anything, it seems they
have an even greater need to listen to minjung Christology for their salva-
tion. Conversely, I am not sure if those bound up with the harsh reality of
life would need the cosmic Christ. If you take people who feel sorry about
one persimmon into the cosmic realm, they might be liberated only a little
bit. However, the cosmic Christ wouldn’t make much sense to them as
they would only see the persimmon at this very moment. Moreover, since
they don't understand the language employed for such an explanation,
they would not be able to understand that theology anyway.

Q: According to the minjung Christology you have expounded thus far,
Christians and theologians can recognize the presence of Christ at the site
of the minjung’s life and attain salvation by participating in that site. But
how can the suffering minjung themselves be saved? Who can save them?

A: Moltmann once asked, “If Christ and minjung are identical, who saves
the minjung of that description?” What underlies this question is the
presupposition that the savior of minjung should come from somewhere
out there. I believe that minjung save themselves in the minjung event.
But even if we leave out the doctrine of atonement, the term salvation
becomes problematic. If you view poverty and pain as negative and con-
sider breaking free of them, then transforming pain into joy and poverty
into wealth would be salvation. But I think we have to be liberated from
this kind of logic. Jesus didn't fall for this logic. The words “Blessed are
the poor, for theirs is the kingdom of God”?! do not mean that the poor

21. This quote is based on Luke 6:20, “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is
the kingdom of God”
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will become rich. If I use the word liberation instead of salvation, which
is vague, liberation is achieved by the minjung themselves. The minjung
obtain power for liberation when they recognize their own pains and
realize that their pains are not unique to themselves but are shared by
others—and so carry their burden together. I don't think that people who
are not minjung should discuss the strategies of liberation for the minjung.
Minjung liberation is what minjung do for themselves, and they identify
strategies for themselves, too. Turning individual sorrows of poverty into
collective sorrows of poverty will naturally lead to a movement of salva-
tion and liberation. Kim Yong-taek and Park No-hae?? are engaged in the
salvation movement right now. This movement differs from communism,
in which the ideologists develop strategies, present certain visions, and
lead campaigns for liberation. It appears to me that arrogance lurks in
this way of thinking. Minjung theology claims that the messiah event and
salvation event are taking place in the midst of the minjung right now. No
one standing apart from the minjung ought to discuss salvation with their
own prescription.

The poet Kim Yong-taek is an elementary school teacher. He is not a
farmer who tills the land. Although he has keen observations, bears wit-
ness diligently, and participates in the experiences of the farmers, there still
appears to be some distance between the farmers and him. Jesus, in spite of
traveling around agricultural areas, was not a farmer who worked on the
land. A person who does not participate in and suffer with the minjung is
unable to fully understand. In this sense, I agree with the basic observation
in theological language that salvation is not what you create but what arrives.

Let’s go back to Moltmann. When he was asking who would save the
minjung if they identified with Jesus, he was evidently assuming that he
knew the minjung. But we had not yet discussed with each other who the
minjung were. I don't view minjung merely as the pitiable, the miserable,
and the exploited. “The minjung are miserable, but I am well off. So I feel
sorry”’—I don’t think in just this way. It is important to change the under-

22. Park No-hae is an alias for Park Gi-pyeong (b. 1957). Here, nohae is a refer-
ence to nodong haebang (labor liberation). Park started to work as a laborer in Seoul
at age sixteen, and later worked on the frontline of labor movement and democratic
movement. He published his first book of poetry, The Dawn of Labor, in 1984 and
organized the Socialist Laborers” Alliance of South Korea in 1991. In the same year, he
was sentenced to life in prison on the charge of heading an anti-national organization.
He was granted pardon in 1998.
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lying value system. It would be more appropriate to say, “If anything, I am
such a nobody. I am pushed to the periphery. The minjung are standing
at the center of history. They are the agents of production” Minjung are
pitiable only in the sense that they are alienated from participation in
the outcome of production. They are great when they are recognized as
agents of production. From this viewpoint, it is the exploiters who are
pitiable. It is problematic to disregard this aspect of minjung and only
take pity on them and view them merely as the object of salvation. We
need to take a different perspective and see the minjung in the position of
the messiah who saves. But Moltmann objected by saying that the passage
“the Lamb of God that takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29) refers
to Christ and not to the minjung. Nevertheless, it seems unwise to define
minjung simplistically.??

Q: The minjung of Jesus’s day and the minjung of today suffer in pain.
As long as there are minjung, there will be pain. I believe that it is right
to say that we see the messiah in the pains of minjung and that by par-
ticipating in their pains we are saved. However, even though Jesus can be
identified with the pain of the minjung, isn’t it possible to perceive Jesus
as the liberator who brings the joy of community to the minjung buried
in their own pains and desires and causes them to start a movement for
liberated community?

A: So far I have been discussing the liberation of Jesus and the minjung as
the same event. Jesus’s life itself was the minjung’s liberation, and through
Jesus the event of the minjung liberation is taking place. In Jesus’s pains and
death on the cross, the minjung suffered and died on the cross. But we do
not possess sufficient language to adequately express this idea. We should
find the right language. If we are trapped in the subject-object frame, we
cannot build a bridge between Jesus’s death and the minjung. We might
even say that what takes place in the identification of the robbed person in
the parable of the Good Samaritan with Christ is the minjung event and
messiah event. There is no separate messiah. We say this in order to avoid
the separation of the two. It is not just that Jesus liberates the minjung, but

23. For Moltmann’s account of the debate with Ahn, see Jiirgen Moltmann, Expe-
riences in Theology: Ways and Forms of Christian Theology, trans. Margaret Kohl (Min-
neapolis: Fortress, 2000), 249-67; trans. of Erfahrungen theologischen Denkens: Wege
und Formen christlicher Theologie (Giitersloh: Giitersloher Verlagshaus, 1999).
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also that the minjung in a way liberates Jesus, too. It was not the case that,
despite being self-sufficient, Jesus made a plan and started a movement for
the minjung. Rather, his life itself became a life that liberates the minjung.
Jesus was not a strategist. Indeed, like a person of incarnation, he lived life
to the fullest, so his life was precisely the life of the minjung, and his death
was precisely the death and liberation of the minjung. In this sense, in
claiming that minjung save themselves, we are not leaving Jesus out.



4
The God of Minjung

Q: In the past, the existence of God was taken as a self-evident premise.
But these days we encounter the opinion that the assumption of God’s
existence is not necessary. This way of thinking is exemplified by the per-
spective that God is dead. How can we recognize God and the meaning of
God in this age?

4.1. “God Is Dead?

A: The existence of God was taken for granted in the past. Now this belief
is no longer self-evident. People think they can live without God, and
this is a problem. This is a problem that originates in the West. Friedrich
Nietzsche is famous for declaring “God is dead”” Prior to Nietzsche, Jean
Paul already talked about a similar phenomenon. But their declaration was
inseparable from the collapse of the traditional Western worldview.

Theism is a worldview. That is to say, God was a hypothesis designed
to explain the world, life, and so forth. Theism expressed answers to life’s
most difficult problems by means of the concept of God. Therefore, God is
a product of contemplation. But once such a worldview has broken down
due to the development of science, the concept of God automatically has
lost its place.

Of course, the God of contemplation is a philosophized God. In the
West, faith in God is transmitted through the Bible. This philosophical-
biblical faith in God came to form the Christian culture. This culture is the
product of the Christian system. This system was supported by the West-
ern worldview with God at its zenith. Therefore, the death of God only
applies to intellectuals, not ordinary people who have not incorporated
the Christian faith in God into their worldview. Such a God explained
this world. But this God, who was only intelligible within a particular
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worldview, became subject to the very same worldview. Therefore, this
God had to share the same fate with it.

There is another aspect to the declaration that God is dead. It derives
from the realization that the traditional idea of God cannot solve the prob-
lems arising out of the reality. Internationally, the Cold War came into
being between East and West, and subjugation of the South to the North
intensified. Dictatorship arose in the national or ethnic units, thereby
causing a clear division and intensified conflict between classes. However,
past experience led to the judgment that physical power alone was a viable
solution. This judgment has, I believe, led to the rejection of even the God
of Christianity.

However, this is a problem of how God is represented, not a problem
with God as such. Christian doctrine has used expressions such as “God
is omnipotent,” “God is omniscient,” “God is ubiquitous,” and “God is the
arbiter of the human destiny.” But did Christians believe in such a God in
reality? No. If they really had believed, their lives would have been differ-
ent, and so would the course of history. In other words, their concept of
God and their faith in God were different.

Then, either of them had to be corrected. Do these expressions really
describe the God of the Bible properly? These expressions seem to convey
human values in the name of God. But such a God does not really exist.
Therefore, before discussing the omnipresence of the Christian God, even
within theistic Christianity, it should be stated that such a God does not
exist. So “God is dead” is a funny thing to say. For such a God never existed!

Perhaps Martin Heidegger was right when he said that “God is dead”
is not so much a factual declaration as the cry, “God, where are you?” Marx
considered that the removal of God was the precondition for destroying
the existing order because it would eliminate what forms a class-based
society and justifies exploitation. On the contrary, Nietzsche envisioned
that he would experience total chaos in which every distinction disap-
peared since the death of God would lead to the collapse of the existing
value system. He pictured a person searching for God with a lamp in broad
daylight. Before Nietzsche, Jean Paul crafted a story as follows: After the
execution of Jesus, people flocked to the church because they believed that
the Second Coming of Jesus would happen in the church. (Based on this
traditional belief, cemeteries were installed in the churchyards. Big abbeys
became a cemetery for the bodies of famous persons.) Those who gathered
at church were expecting Christ to come, and sure enough the executed
one descended to the altar of the church. So the people rushed there in
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a crowd with joy and expectation. But Jesus, his face pale and dejected,
confesses that there was no God anywhere in the other realm beyond
death—nothing but a void. At that moment, the corpses that had been
waiting for resurrection in the graves died again—that is, forever. But after
mocking theism in this way, Jean Paul ends the story with the following
words: “I woke up startled and realized it was a dream. Oh, what a relief!”

These last words are similar to Nietzsche. Since the death of God
destroys the existing order—and this in turn means exactly the end of the
world—he hoped reality would be otherwise.

Doubts such as “Where is God?” and “God is dead” come up because
of a discrepancy between the representation of God and the reality of life. A
worldview with God at its zenith was designed and used to explain every-
thing away. But it turned out unable to answer the questions of life, incapable
of solving anything. Even worse, this view of God turned out to be serving
the superstructure that placed people in chains, which caused rebellion.

4.2. Western Theology’s View of God

Regarding notions of God we have had up to now, I believe the sub-
ject-object frame is the greatest fallacy. Both theism and atheism have
mistakenly objectified God, turning God into an object of contemplation.
Can something that has become an object of human contemplation be
God? Here, the fundamental fallacy was to postulate God as the answer to
the riddles of the world. And the idea itself is problematic that we are the
question and that God is the answer.

Human beings automatically took the seat of God, or God came to
serve for human beings’ ideologies or institutions, in the wake of the over-
flowing optimism in the infinite progress of humanity. This happened
because human beings were confident in solving all the riddles of the
universe. However, after World War I, optimism in humankind rapidly
gave way to pessimism. At this point, works like The Decline of the West
by Oswald Spengler came out, and they were like a dirge for the age of
reason.! At this time, young theologians proclaimed “No!” (Nein!) to all
of the efforts to rebuild civilization on the foundation of human power.
It was declared that the God based on human religiosity was an idol. The

1. Oswald Spengler, The Decline of the West, ed. Arthur Helps and Edward Werner,
trans. Charles F. Atkinson (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991). Translation of
Der Untergang des Abendlandes, 2 vols. (Munich: Beck, 1918, 1922).
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assertion, “God is an absolute other!” (Gott ist ganz Anders!) sums up their
point. This is at once a cry about the crisis and a confession about human
limitation. They held that, in the ruins of destruction, human beings must
not set out on any project but wait. It meant that they had to hand the ini-
tiative over to God and wait for God’s command.

The names given to the theologians who advocated this view—the
school of crisis theology, dialectical theology, and Neo-orthodoxy—reflect
the characteristics of their age. Barth, one of these theologians, claimed
that “God said” (Gott hat gesagt) had to be made the new starting point,
and this means a dialectical return to orthodoxy. Their discovery of
Kierkegaard was not an accident. Kierkegaard was a Christian thinker
who opposed the Hegelian view of God, was thoroughly conscious of the
limitations of human existence, and proposed unconditional obedience to
the God of the Bible.

However, the emerging theology failed to become the answer of the
age. A solution to the problem was in demand, but this theology advocated
silence and waiting. It prevented access for those who were seeking God in
a new way. It eliminated any possible contact between God and humans.
God was useless. If God is the only actor on the stage of the world, what on
earth are humans supposed to do?

Barth’s proclamation of God as an absolute other, against his intention
to unify everything under the sovereignty of God, intensified the Western
dualistic thinking. God’s reality and human’ reality existed independently;
each was used to explain the other. But Barth exploded the bridge between
them. He thought that reason could be neither human religious representa-
tion nor the bridge between God and human. He destroyed what deserved
to be destroyed. But since he placed God outside the human realm, he cre-
ated the possibility of being able to say God is dead or absent.

Bultmann, who made the same shock his point of departure, refused
to identify God with reason or religious representation but did not accept
a faith that forced the sacrifice of reason. Even though God is the object
of faith, this faith has to be something that human beings can understand.
He stood by the human capability of understanding. Faith is a religious
concept, but he thought it could be explained in ontological terms. It was
his belief that faith was religious language for the ontological view that
“Humans are relational beings” and “Humans are limited beings.” Bult-
mann believed that Heidegger’s definitions of Being-in-the-world and
Being-towards-death were fitting because they expressed exactly what
theology tried to state about humanity. However, even Bultmann failed
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to escape from the dualistic frame of thinking. In his thesis, “What Sense
Is There to Speak of God?,” he confessed that you cannot speak of God
because speaking of humans requires speaking of God and vice versa.? The
inability to speak of God leads to the inability to speak of human beings
and vice versa. What underlies this view is his claim, “Theology is anthro-
pology;” or “Humans are relational beings.” But even as Western ontology
failed to escape from the dualistic frame of thinking, Bultmann’s view of
God failed to overcome the subject-object frame. In this regard, I believe
Western theology has something to learn from Eastern thinking. It has to
look at the Bible with different eyes. Even though Eastern thinking and the
Bible are different in their nature, I think they can come together in not
dichotomizing the world.

4.3. The Eastern View of God

Q: In the East, we do not perceive division in conceptualizing God. Instead,
God is expressed in terms of truth, the Buddha nature, and Dao, which are
understood as the universal reason, a psychological level, and the natural
principle, respectively. However, in the Bible, God appears as an object
you yearn for and cry out to, personified in language that is personal and
individual. God is depicted as capricious, angry, and quarrelsome just
like humans. Since God appears this way in the Bible, Christianity later
accepted the view of God as object and person. Please share your opinion
about this matter.

A: Eastern thinking either does not mention God or, when it does, refrains
from speaking of God as an absolute other or absolute transcendent.
There is no dichotomy in which God and humanity run eternally in par-
allel. Buddhism does not mention God. But we would be wrong to view it
as nontheistic. Confucianism uses words such as “heaven” and “the High-
est Deity” to refer to God. However, this God, unlike in the West, does
not develop into a persona. For this reason, Confucianism does not fall
neatly in the category of theism. Christian evaluations of these religions
based on linguistic expressions should be seriously checked. Christianity
has committed the great fallacy of defining religion mainly in terms of

2. Rudolf Bultmann, “What Sense Is There to Speak of God?’ The Christian
Scholar 43.3 (1960): 213-22; translation of “Welchen Sinn hat es, von Gott zu reden?,’
in Glauben und Verstehen (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1933), 26-37.



106 Stories of Minjung Theology

theism. For example, Buddhism does not have the word God. But Buddha
stands in its place. Confucianism has a conception of heaven and the
Highest Deity, and Daoism has Dao in the place of God. But technically
they are not theistic or atheistic. Confucius is judged to be nonreligious
based on the following examples. When asked about the spirits of the
dead, he answered, “If you are not able to serve humans, how can you
serve their spirits?”® He did not discuss “extraordinary things, feats of
strength, disorder, and spiritual beings”* This judgment, however, is made
after putting him in the category of atheists. Confucius was sincere about
sacrificial rites. According to Analects, “He sacrificed to the dead, as if
they were present. He sacrificed to the spirits, as if the spirits were pres-
ent. The Master said, ‘T consider not being present at the sacrifice, as if I
did not sacrifice’ ” Also, the Chinese character iig (li) is a pictograph that
represents the two-way interaction between above and below. This iz is
a religious act and one of the central elements of Confucianism. What is
even more important than this is Confucius’s idea of heaven or heavenly
calling.® When his most beloved disciple Yen Yuan died, he wept, “Alas,
heaven has forsaken me, heaven has forsaken me!”” On another occasion
he says, “I do not complain against Heaven, nor do I blame humans. I
study what is lowly and so get through to what is exalted. Only Heaven
knows me”® Confucius knew his heavenly calling at the age of fifty and
took this calling as his fate. The simple reason Confucianism of this nature
is not acknowledged as a religion is that it contains no faith element. Yet,
we need to be critical about this from at least two points of view. First, to

3. Confucius, Analects 11.11.1. Translation by James Legge, Confucian Analects,
the Great Learning, and the Doctrine of the Mean: The Chinese Classics, vol. 1, rev 2nd
ed. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1893). Legge’s translation has been slightly revised for inclu-
sive language.

4. Confucius, Analects 7.20.1.

5. Confucius, Analects 3.12.1-2.

6. This idea appears in Analects 20.3.1. James Legge translates the same idea into
“the ordnances of Heaven”; Robert Eno translates as “your destiny” in The Analects of
Confucius, version 2.21 (Bloomington: Indiana University, 2015), http://tinyurl.com/
SBL3812b.

7. The given sentence appears in Analects 11.8.1. The English translation is my
literal rendering of Ahn’s Korean representation of the Chinese original. James Legge
translates the sentence into “Alas! Heaven is destroying me! Heaven is destroying me!”

8. Confucius, Analects 14.35 [trans. Eno] (37.2 in the Legge translation). Eno’s
translation has been revised for inclusive language and harmony with Ahn’s diction.
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define the meaning of faith only in Christological terms narrows the bib-
lical faith and distorts our understanding of other religions. Second, the
emphasis on faith is the tradition of the Western Church. But the Eastern
Church emphasizes experiences. A similar emphasis is found in the Bible.
The pistis of the Bible not only has the narrow christological meaning, but
also signifies a commitment to an Absolute. In this regard, for example,
the Buddhist attempt to escape the self is an act of surrendering one-
self. The Daoist emphasis on nothingness and doing nothing is a way of
removing all reliance on human functions or techniques. This could be a
form of faith construed in different terms. I am of the opinion that Eastern
attitudes of faith deserve a higher evaluation than Western approaches
since it is free of the subject-object dichotomy. “Believe” or “surrender”
is better than “believe in” or “surrender to” something. Buddhism and
Daoism do not refer to God as an object! Judging them to be atheistic is
based on a superficial understanding.

4.4. How Does the Bible Speak of God?

There are various descriptions of God in the Bible, but essentially they
point to a God that causes an event to occur. An event takes place in his-
tory. More specifically, it takes place in life. Therefore, the God of the Bible
is never estranged from life. Since God is the power that makes an event
happen in life, God cannot merely be an object of contemplation. Since
people live in the event, they cannot objectify it.

God does not exist as a responder or problem-solver in another realm
beyond this world where humans are groaning and crying out in the
middle of life and events. God exists right here in the midst of the crying
out. Therefore, the God of the Bible is not the answer to a riddle of the
universe or life but is the question from the conflicts and contradictions
of life itself. The God of the Bible is not perfection and harmony but con-
flict and contradiction. Rather than harmonizing the world, God causes
problems. God keeps making events happen. And God takes contradic-
tion to extremes. Every story is full of contradictions beginning with the
stories of Adam and Eve and Cain and Abel. The God of the Bible abounds
in prejudice, anger, pleasure, even sadness—in this sense, God is conflict
itself. Here, I think we have to notice how Yahweh and human beings or
the world resemble each other. At the same time, God is not dependent on
human values or ethics, but is free from them. Why did God allow Abel
to be killed? Why did God love Jacob more than Esau? Why did God let
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the Israelites wander in the wilderness after liberating them from Egypt?
Why did God let the history of Israel be full of tribulations? It is diffi-
cult to explain these questions by means of traditional ethics or values.
But these qualities of God began to morph after the establishment of the
Davidic monarchy. It is not the metamorphosis of Yahweh as such, but
that of the view of God. This was explained in the age of the New Testa-
ment in terms of the Greek thinking. It became the God language that
constitutes the base of the dogma. As a result, instead of a God who is or
reveals God’s self in conflict and contradiction, God became the object
of our ought-to (Sollen)—a being who always achieves peaceful harmony
and resolves conflicts. For example, we read in Matt 5:48, “Be perfect as
God is perfect” This is an expression rooted in the Greek cosmic view of
God and cannot be understood in Hebrew. (In Luke, instead of “perfect,’
“merciful” is used.) I think it is our task to shed away the view of God that
has degenerated due to the Greek way of thinking and to understand the
original God of the Bible anew.

Q: This seems to be suggested in what you have already said. But if we
believe that the God of the Bible is conflict and contradiction and that this
reflects contradictions in history or society, does this mean that this view
of God reflects the characteristics of social class? In other words, do you
think that the God of the Bible reflects the social position of the people
who spoke of God in that way?

A: Yes. Yahweh of the Old Testament reflects the contradiction and conflict
of the people of Israel. The Yahweh God was not formed in the contem-
plation of Israelites but reflects their very history. Therefore, it is neither
possible nor desirable to understand Yahweh apart from the history of
Israel and its social conditions. This does not mean, however, that God
can, according to Feuerbach, be treated according to the simple formula
that God is a reflection of human hopes.

Yahweh is active, not passive. As I said before, the premise that Yahweh
is the answer to human questions is wrong. Yahweh is not a being who
responds to the questions of the universe arising from human intellectual
interests. Neither is Yahweh a being who listens to the stories of humans
and hands out solutions when they cry out from the corruptions and con-
flicts in the midst of their lives. We do find these descriptions of God in
the Old Testament. But there is no fantastic description of Yahweh in the
other realm. Yahweh is not an omnipotent genie in a lamp or a being like
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an unchanging principle. If these are the attributes of God, the Old Testa-
ment could be characterized as more atheistic than theistic.

Modern people do not simplify life as people of the past did. They do
not attempt to explain life with simple logic. They don’t think life is only
possible when they overcome conflicts and contradictions because these
are an anti-peace and anti-divine reality. On the contrary, they believe that
conflicts and contradictions themselves are part of life, perhaps even an
important impetus for the formation of life. That is to say, they don't take
a passive view. In order to speak to modern people about God, we have to
explain that God exists in this very reality, in conflicts and contradictions.
I believe this is possible.

Q: Still, the Old Testament shows God as a liberator who constantly goes
beyond contradictions and conflicts to save and liberate. Can we gather
any clues from this representation of God as savior or liberator?

4.5. The God of Liberation

A: Certainly, Yahweh of the Old Testament can be characterized as a God
of liberation. The exodus is the original starting point of the Old Testa-
ment. It speaks of Yahweh precisely as the God of liberation. Yahweh beats
Egypt, the powerful dominator, and liberates Israel, the weak party groan-
ing under the dominator. It was not until the exodus that Israel had its first
collective encounter with God. A recent Old Testament study offers new
insight about Hebrew: that Hebrew was the name of a class, not a tribe.
In opposition to the Canaanite conquest theory, it proposes the theory of
the insurrection by Canaanite farmers (Gottwald).” Either way, it seems
to be an established theory that ancient Israel started with amphictyony
as an autonomous community built by Syrian-Palestinian Hebrews. The
Yahweh faith has to be reassessed based on this premise. That is to say,
the Yahweh faith is the driving force for an antimonarchy revolution. We
should not view mono-Yahwism in terms of rivalry between Yahweh faith
and other religions but as a declaration of an absolute denial of the rule
by a deified human. From this point of view, Yahweh was the God of
the Hebrews, namely, the minjung, from the very beginning. It is not an
accident, therefore, that the central conception of Yahweh is as one who

9. Gottwald, Tribes of Yahweh.
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always sides with the weak. This is a God that cannot be conceived in
the East or in the Hellenistic worldview. A God that makes the exodus
happen and takes sides with the Hebrews—this kind of God is partial
and so fails to be a God for those who seek a universal God. This God
is extremely crude. This God is conflict. Why does this God suppress
Egypt and stand on the side of the Hebrews? This itself already exposes
the contradiction. This is not a solution. The exodus is liberation for the
Hebrews, but it is loss and defeat for the Egyptians. A universal God is
good for you and me both, but Yahweh is not such a God. Liberation is
not a solution under the assumption of the existing order. Liberation is
an event that simply destroys the existing order. In this sense, Yahweh
is not a solution. Could the liberation of the Israelites as one people be
the solution to the problems concerning the whole world? That Yahweh
loved the people of Israel in particular does not conform to the notion of
a universal God. Such a God cannot be the answer to the questions about
the world and the cosmos.

4.6. The God Imprisoned by Temple Religion

Q: Then what is the difference between the God who appeared in the Old
Testament and the God who appeared in Jesus?

A: You are asking about the difference between the God of the Old Testa-
ment and the God as shown in Jesus. To answer this question, I think we
need to expand our scope by surveying the Old and New Testaments.

First, w