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Editorial

Dear Readers,

Ex oriente lux -This well known saying serves to connect Christmas and Asia, serving as itdoes in the Christmas context
to signify the arrival of the Saviour in the world and pointing geographically toward the eastern countries of our earth.
So it is well suited to the present number of the Bulletin, which is the Christmas edition of 1997 dedicated to Bible work
in Asia.

This connection - Asia and Christmas - will be especially noticeable in the Christmas themes of the Chinese artists of
the school Ars Sacra Pekinensis, which you will find in the middle of this number. Art students and young painters at
the Academy of Art, founded in the autumn of 1930 at the Catholic University of Beijing, produced works during the
following decades that translated the content of the Christian faith into Chinese picture language. These are interesting
documents for the inculturation of Christian faith. Celso Costantini, Papal Nuntius in China until 1933 and himself an
artist and art critic, wrote of the art of 'the great cultural peoples of the East': «It tends to present not so much the physi-
cal and material reality as to perceive the soul of things and then to record them in forms arising from this internalized
viewpoint.»

Such an ‘internalized viewpoint' also characterizes Asian theology and Bible reading. The first contribution in this
number about Bible reading in Korea by Sr. Maura Cho allows us to see how the Word of God penetrates the life of earlier
and contemporary Christians in Korea. However, it does not remain internal. The internalized Word of God pushes one
to action in the society and to witnessing for people - sometimes even to the final sacrifice. This also is a translation of
the Word of God into the personal and social context.

The contribution of Jost Zetzsche also concerns the translation of the Christian message into Chinese, this time not in
painting but in written and spoken (picture) language. He explains, using the concepts Aoyogand dao as examples, the
problems and the opportunities for translating Christian concepts into a language that has at its disposal highly deve-
loped religious and philosophical concepts. It is not only in China that biblical preaching and daily biblical pastoral work
raise questions about the translation of Christian concepts and the interpretation of the content of Christian belief.

In the column Follow-up of Hong Kong you will find two contributions of the President of the CBF, Bishop Wilhelm Egger.
In his explanation of the four levels of meaning, he falls back on an ancient tradition of interpretation. Only on the basis
of allegorical interpretation was it possible to count the First Testament as part of the Canon of Scripture. However,
allegorical interpretation is not a peculiarity of Christian exegesis, but characterizes all the great western lite-rary
cultures in their efforts to assure validity and meaningfulness to the classical-canonical writings after thousands of years.
On the basis of the literal and historical meaning the spiritual dimension and the ethical-moral teachings of these texts
oughtto be made accessible and fruitful for the hearers and readers. For us this means taking the step, on the solid basis
of historical-critical biblical exegesis, to an interpretation of the bible that bears fruit on a spiritual and moral level. The
many-sided efforts to translate the Word of God in the different levels of our existence are made once more clear in the
reports about the activities of our members in the section From the Federation.

This Christmas number will reach many of you only after the liturgical Christmas season. So | wish you a happy feast
of the Incarnation on Christmas Day and on every day of the new year.

Alexander M. Schweitzer

Please take note of the new subscription rates for 1998 (p. 2)!
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Feature Articles

READING THE BIBLE IN AN ASIAN CONTEXT

This contribution about Bible reading in Korea is not restricted to the
presentation of Bible work and biblical pastoral practice. Sr. Maura
Cho draws a picture of the piety of Asian Christians, of their attitude
toward the Word of God. This attitude of quiet, of reverence, and of
prayer is the basis of the lived, effective faith. The first Christians of
Korea became martyrs, today’s Christians are working for a more just
society. The contribution makes evident the connection between the
internalization of the Word of God and commitment in the faith. It
appeared in SEDOS Bulletin 28, 1996 and is being reprinted in a

shortened version.

|. PROLOGUE
How do Asians read the Bible?

| do notintend to present an empirical
study on how the average Asian reads
the Bible. Instead, | would like to exa-
mine the way the Bible was read in
Asia in its historical context. Since
Asia is so huge, and its long history
sorich, | canonly reduce the question
to much smaller ones that are easier
to handle.

First,does Asia have a different
tradition of Scripture reading
from the West?

If so, how can we characterise this
unique tradition? In answering this
question, we broaden the concept of
“Scripture” to include the Oriental
scriptures throughout history, that

have made a significant impression
on the heart of each Asian.

The history of Asian scriptures is about
2,000 years older than the history of
the Bible in Asian soil. Asia has had
its own scriptures (wisdom literature)
for a long time. Great sages have
appeared.

This tradition that is deeply imprinted
into the Asian language, culture, and
heart is not something that can be
changed easily.

Second, how did Asia pick up
and read the Bible, when it fi-
nally came to the East?

The history of the Bible in Asia began
roughly in the 16th century. There
were previous occasions when the
Bible was introduced into Asia, but it
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never lasted. Now, in dealing with
this question, | am going to limit my
attention to the case of the early
Korean Church.

The method Asian Sages used
to the Asian Wisdom Books.

These Sages have notonly witnessed
and met the Light of Wisdom, they
have also left guidelines on how to
read the scriptures.

Theirteachings are practised not only
by those who profess to be the dis-
ciples of these Asian Sages; indeed,
theirwisdom itself and their guidelines
to attain such Wisdom, eitherthrough
meditation or from study of the Scrip-
tures, have become part of the Asian
language, culture and tradition.

These Sages have taught us how to
‘meet’ the Scriptures with the entire
body. They taught that scripture
reading, as well as meditation, should
be done in‘silence’ and ‘nameless-
ness’. The exact meaning of this
claim will be clarified later.

The second part of my paper deals
with the manner in which simple
people with a child’s heart read the
Bible. ‘Reading’ is actually a misno-
mer. They ate the scrolls of the Bible
(cf. Rv 10:10).

Il. THE ENCOUNTER WITH
GOD

1. A Sound of sheer silence

The ultimate purpose of Bible read-
ing is to have an encounter with
God. Therefore the method of Bible
reading should not be too far away
from the way of encountering God.

Inthe great Asian tradition, the way of
encountering the Truth is exactly the
same as the way of reading the Orien-
tal scriptures. Thus, before we discuss
how Asians read the Bible, | should
like to refer to the story of Elijah.



Nowthere was a great wind, so strong
that it was splitting mountains and
breaking rocks in pieces before the
LORD, but the LORD was not in the
wind; and after the wind an earth-
quake, but the LORD was not in the
earthquake; and afterthe earthquake
a fire, but the LORD was not in the
fire; and after the fire a sound of
sheer silence.

When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his
face in his mantle and went out and
stood at the entrance of the cave.
Then there came a voice to him that
said, “What are you doing here, Eli-
jah?” (cf. 1 Kgs 19:11-13).

The story of Elijah is the story of each
one of us especially if very afraid,
disappointed, and sad for the sake of
God's work. Elijah had zeal for God,
but the Israelites had all forsaken the
covenantwith Yahweh. He thinks that
he is the only prophet left, and yet he,
himself, is being pursued by Jezebel.

He stood on Mount Horeb where God
in revealing Himself to Moses had
instituted the covenant with the Israe-
lites. There, although he saw powerful
phenomena Elijah saw with his inner
eye that there was no Yahweh.

In the above Scripture passage, God
asked the question at least twice:
“What are you doing here, Elijah?”
And Elijah answered it in exactly the
same manner. He repeatedly said, ‘I
have been very zealous for the Lord,
the God of Hosts... | alone am left,
and they are seeking my life, to take
it away”.

It is as if Elijah and God were not in
perfect communication. It sounds as
if Eljah was too occupied with his
own thoughts that he did not grasp
why God kept on asking him the
same question: “What are you doing?”

Actually, isn't this the type of question
parents ask children who seem to
digress the wrong way? “What are
you doing, son”?

It takes time before the son finally
realises that the mother was not ge-

nuinely interested in what he was do-
ing but was more concerned with
where he was heading. He suddenly
gets the true message and abruptly
“wakes up”.

Then, the Scripture says, there was a
‘sound of sheer silence’. The silence
here is not limited to the silence of
external noises.

As a matter of fact, all inner thoughts,
feelings, passions, and zeal itself, no
matter how well intentioned, were in
astate of absolute silence. Then Elijah
finally recognised the presence of the
Lord.

Elijahimmediately went out and stood
atthe entrance ofthe cave. The Scrip-
ture says that Elijah hid his face with
his mantle in the manner Moses had
hid his face (cf. Ex 3:6).

Hiding one’s face in Eastern culture
means that someone humbly lets
himself become ‘anonymous’, that is
‘without a name’.

| say ‘without a name’, because a
‘name’ in the Eas-tern culture, which
the Hebrew people also shared, sym-
bolises ‘own’ pride, fame, authority,
majesty, renown, glory, and self-inde-
pendence. In comparison, Christians
hide under the mantle of Jesus, and
use the ‘Name’ of the Lord instead of
their own.

Scripture says that Yahweh told
Moses, “You cannot see my face; for
man shall not see me and live” (cf. Ex
33:20).

Indeed no man can see Yahweh as
long as he tries to encounter God as
a self-independent being recognised
and respected by his own ‘name’. In
his anonymous self, with a mantle of
humility covering human ‘glory’; one
can indeed have an encounter with
God like Moses and Elijah did.

Thus, Elijah met the Lord in “sheer si-
lence” and in total humility of “name-
lessness”. Truly, “sheer silence” and
“namelessness” seem to be what
characterise the state of mind of all of
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those who have been privileged to
encounter God in person.

Buddha, Laotzu and
Confucius certainly
saw the light.
Truly they were in
the same spirit as
Elijah.

2. Three sages in Asia

For what can be known about God is
plain to them, because God has
shown itto them. Ever since the crea-
tion of the world his invisible nature,
namely, his eternal power and deity,
has been clearly perceived in the
things that have been made. So they
are without excuse; (Rom 1: 19-20).

In Asia, there have been many great
souls who have experienced the
presence of “| AM” like Elijah. “I AM”
was the ‘nameless’ Name by which
the Lord revealed Himself to Moses
(cf. Ex 3:14).

‘I AM” was not the Name Hebrew
people wanted to know and to tell the
world that this God is the God of the
Hebrew people and the Hebrew peo-
ple only.

Thanks be to God, the Asian Sages |
am going to introduce in this section
never claimed that they knew the
Name of the Nameless One.

Thus in all humility and honesty, Lao-
tzu called the One, the “Nameless”,
(‘Tao’ is not a name in Lao-tzu. It is
nameless. The first sentence in his
Tao-te-ching is that “If Tao can be
named it is not Tao”), and Buddha
addressed the One as Sunyata: the
“Void”.

With an acknowledgement to them,
Asia did not err in creating an “inner”
false image of God, orin calling upon
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the Name of the Nameless in vain (Ex
20:4-7).

To some they may look like ‘atheists’
since they do not seem to have the
temple of “God” where they worship
Him. They do not ‘define’ God, or give
any name to Him.

To others they may sound like ‘poly-
theists’ since they say theirNameless
One is everywhere.

| would sincerely recommend those
to “come and see” (Jn 1:39, 1:46,
11:34) Asia in total silence and hu-
mility before forming any opinion as
to what these Asians were saying.

The Asian Sages like Buddha, Lao-
tzu, and Confucius had never met the
Word that became flesh. But in their
utter silence and humility, they cer-
tainly saw the Light, and did not turn
away from it. Truly they were in the
same spirit as Elijah.

Buddha, Lao-tzu, and Confucius, the
three most important sages of the
East lived between the 6th and 5th
century B. C.

Itis interesting to note that the period
in which they were enlightened and
were teaching theirwisdom, coincided
with the dark age of the Babylonian
captivity forthe descendants of Israel.

Thus, atthe time God's chosen people
had turned away from God and had
became captives in Babylon, the wind
of enlightenment was blowing in the
East.

This wind was going to make anotable
impact on the manner people face
nature and the universe and on how
one relates to one’s neighbours.

Truth was waiting until there was
‘utter silence’.

But the ‘silence’ of all thoughts, emo-
tions, desires, and will is only the be-
ginning. In the state that the Buddha
reached, ‘all of a sudden’ his own self
was not there.

When the eyes, the ears, the heart,
the will, the thought stops every con-
scious activity, then there is no ‘sub-
ject' that is differentiated from the
outside reality.

This s called the state of “non-existen-
ce of self’. In that state, the high bar-
rier between the self and outside,
visible and invisible reality, no longer
exists.

And only inthis state of “non-existence
of self’, or “namelessness”, can one
truly see the invisible Truth.

It is not that the person has obtained
the Truth. Ratherthe Truthwas always
there, but now the person can see
what he could not see before.

He was blind before due to all sorts of
movement and preoccupations, but
now he can see! (cf. Jn 9:25).

lll. KYUNG (CHING, scripture)
READING IN ASIA

Wisdom writers in the Orient knew
that there was a limit in trying to con-
vey wisdom in written characters.

Wisdom, by definition, is beyond the
grasp of the normal intellect. A Wis-
dom book is calledKyungin Korea, or
Ching in China.

In Chan Buddhism, there is a parable
about people who only look at the
finger of a monk instead of at the
moon to which he was pointing.

Asian Sages understood that their
own teachings had to be transmitted
in writing, as a tool. But even then
they had the wisdom and foresight to
warn future readers in advance that
they should not confuse the writings
with the Truth itself.

The book is only a ‘finger’ pointing at
the Truth. Thus, they spent a lot of
energy on instructing their future dis-
ciples the proper way to read the
scriptures.
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How considerate they were! And what
selfless love they had for their future
disciples!

The reading method taught by the
Asian Sages is summarised below.
The first thing to note is that the
principle of reading is the same as the
principle of meeting the “Wisdom”.

One should maintain “utter silence”,
and remain “anonymous”. First, “utter
silence” means that one should calm
allone’s thoughts, emotions, desires,
and passions.

Second, they should remain “anony-
mous” and “self-less” in facing the
Truth contained in the book.

Ifonetriesto analyse the “dead letters”
in an egocentric way, one becomes
the ‘subject’, and the book the ‘object’,
there is no unity between the self and
the book. ‘Self tries to be in the driv-
ing seat, and so resists becoming
humbly ‘anonymous’.

As an analogy, we can compare this
with the critical remarks Jesus made
as regards the Pharisees’ manner of
reading.

Jesus rebuked the Pharisees saying,
“You search the scriptures, because
youthink thatinthemyou have eternal
life; and it is they that bear witness to
me” (cf. Jn 5:39).

Look whatwas happening atthe time.
There was the Wisdom, the Light, the
Truth, and the Eternal Life standing in
person in front of the Pharisees.

But the Pharisees, even with the
seemingly good intention of “finding”
the way to eternal life from Scripture,

| could not recognise the Life Himself

who was standing right in front of
them!

1. Read the Scripture with your
whole body as one eye

Your eye is the lamp of your body;
when your eye is sound, your whole



body is full of light; but when it is not
sound, your body is full of darkness.
Therefore, be careful lest the light in
you be darkness. If then your whole
body is full of light, having no part
dark, it will be wholly bright, as when
alamp with its rays gives you light (cf.
Lk 11:3436).

What is meant by the above adage of
‘reading the Scripture with the body
as one eye’ can be explained in two
steps.

First, one should notrely onthe natural
‘eye’ alone in reading the Scriptures.
Second, reading should be done in
the mannerthatthe whole body meets
the author behind the Scripture, and
the spirit behind the author.

Regarding thefirstaspect, one should
not use the natural organ alone. The
natural sight mentioned here is not
simply physical eyesight.

Rather it is the intellectual faculty of
perception. ‘Eyes’ stand for the intel-
lectual faculty of perception even in
the case of the Bible verses above.

Truly Middle Eastern culture is not
much different from that of the East!
The intellect teaches people how to
analyse.

Unfortunately, the intellectual faculty
of man is limited as it is programmed
to look at matters only from an egocen-
tric perspective.

People honestly try hard to grasp the
truthin their heart. Butas long as they
remain in the driving seat, they are
inclined to develop seriously biased
views, looking at the Scriptures only
from a ‘subjective’ angle, no matter
how hard they try to be ‘objective’.

A prejudiced view means that one
judges or discriminates between
‘good’ and ‘bad’, between ‘right’ and
‘wrong’, between ‘heaven’ and ‘hell’,
orbetween ‘life’ and ‘death’ fromone’s
own perspective, and cultural back-

ground, but, principally from egoistic
self-love.

Secondly, regarding the entire body’s
encounter with the Lord, one should
literally meet Scripture, eat, and taste
the whole content of it with one’s
whole flesh, soul, and spirit.

In the Oriental reading method, there
is nodifference between metaphysics
and ethics. Itis based upon the holistic
approach.

When the whole flesh, as well as the
soul and spirit, meet the Light - the
flesh can be awakened as much as
the soul or spirit.

When the flesh is fully awakened, it
no longer obeys the command of lust
but the command of the True Light.

Free the heart from
self-centredness,
and become
‘without name’.
Only then you can
see the truth con-
tained in Scriptures

Asian Kyung, or Ching, is literally the
warp or the vertical threads of a loom.
The warp, Kyung, alone does not
make a fabric. Fabric is woven only
when the horizontal threads, or weft,
are fed into the loom.

In this context, reading is the encou-
nter between the weft and the warp,
i.e. Scripture and the whole body.
The ultimate state of the body’s en-
counter with Scripture is the “union”
of the body with Scripture, and its
authors.

There no longer exists two because
they became one body. There is only
oneness.
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In Buddhism, this state of “union” be-
tween the two entities is called sam-
mae-kyung (samadhi). Sam-mae-
kyung is the spiritual state where the
high wall that divides the self from the
rest of the universe becomes “broken
down”.

In such a state of perfect “union”, |
becomethe universe andthe universe
becomes me. As applied to reading,
in sam-mae-kyung (samadhi), | be-
come the scripture, and the scripture
becomes me.

2. Make your heart become like
a clear mirror

The principle of scripture reading can
also be explained using different sym-
bolism.

The human heart was originally like
the clearest mirror or water that re-
flects everything in its pristine state.
But if the mirror becomes dull, then it
reflects a distorted image.

Thus one cannot see the wisdom and
truth hidden in Scripture, ifone’s heart
is not like a clear mirror or pure lake
water.

Thefirstthingtodo, then, isto “silence”
all the noise made by the faculty of
the intellect, emotion, and will. But
the most important thing to do, is to
free the heart from self-centredness,
and to become ‘without name’. Only
then can one see clearly the truth
contained in the Scriptures.

Matters of ‘the heart’ can only be
transmitted through the ‘heart’. In the
terminology of Chan Buddhism, this
is called ‘lee-sim-jun-sim’, meaning
literally ‘communicate what is from
the heart through the heart'.

Kyung has been written by the lan-
guage ofthe ‘heart’. Hence, one needs
to utilise the faculty of the ‘heart’.

Anordinary person has lost the faculty
of listening with the ears of the ‘heart’.
A person who looks at the outside
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world using only his self-centred eyes
cannot see the Truth as the Truth
would see itself.

Human beings have lost the faculty of
‘heart’ that directly understands the
heart of others because of their spi-
ritual blindness. But people who love
each other do understand the ‘heart’
language of another.

A mother understands the heart of
her baby, and the baby understands
the heart of it's mother. Even in Ca-
tholicism, there has been a tradition
of understanding scripture by f7ee-
sim-jun-sim’.

The only difference is that in Chris-
tianity, by revelation, the Holy Spirit
replaces the rather ambiguous con-
cept of ‘heart’.

Thus, the Dogmatic Constitution on
Divine Revelation says that “...Holy
Scripture must be read and interpre-
ted in the sacred Spiritin which it was
written...” (fromDei Verbum, n. 3:12).

This means that the Scripture that
was written in the Holy Spirit should
be read and interpreted only in the
Holy Spirit. Asian teachers do their
utmost to help their disciples to ‘re-
surrect’ the dead faculties ofthe heart.

They ‘opened’ the heart of their disci-
ples, in the manner our Lord Jesus
had opened the ‘mind’ of the two dis-
ciples on the way to Emmaus (cf. Lk
24:45).

3. Is the Asian reading ép-
proach too subjective, or not
objective enough?

From the Western perspective, the
Asian approach to reading the Books
of Wisdom can be criticised as being
too ‘subjective’, and lacking in ‘objec-

tivity'.

Yet from a truly Asian perspective,
the differentiation between objectivity
and subjectivity itself is the symptom
of asinful manwho lives in theillusive
realm of self-centredness.

When a man is freed from the realm
of self-centredness, there is no such
thing as the ‘subject’ or 'I'. If there is
no ‘subject’, then there is no ‘object’,
nor ‘objectivity’. To such a person,
the two - subject and object - have
truly become one.

Moreover, one should note that even
the New Testament is full of a seem-
ingly ‘subjective’ interpretation of the
Old Testament by Jesus Christ him-
self, Paul, and the other Epistle wri-
ters.

Yet Asian Sages will not call such an
interpretation of Scripture ‘subjective’.
Yes, it certainly is a “personal” inter-
pretation. ‘Personal’ interpretation is
not the same thing as a ‘subjective’
interpretation.

A person who is truly free from self-
attachment, obtains ‘personal’ under-
standing by fully experiencing the
Scripture with his entire person - the
flesh, soul and spirit.

It was exactly this kind of personal
experience toward which the Asian
teachers tried so hard to guide their
disciples.

IV. THE SEED OF THE BIBLE
THAT FELL ON KOREAN
SOIL

1. The cultural soil of Korea

The Country of Morning Calm-
ness

The ancient name of Korea was Cho-
Sunthat means ‘Morning Calmness’.

In ancient Chinese literature the coun-
try is identified by its people with
white clothes. The colour white sym-
bolises the colourless tone of the
morning sunlight.

You will go before the Lord to prepare
his ways, to give knowledge of salva-
tion to his people in the forgiveness of
their sins, through the tender mercy
ofour God,when the day shall dawn
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upon us from on high to give light to
those who sit in darkness and in the
shadow of death, to guide our feet in-
to the way of peace (cf. Lk 1:7-79).

The above verses from the Bene-
dictus of Zechariah mention the sun-
rise. They also mention the journey of
peace, the shalom (peace) that the
Light from the dawn will guide the
Israelites.

Shalom was also the first word used
by the risen Lord. It was as if he was
saying, “Look at the sunrise! Look at
this resurrection! Have no fear any
longer. The darkness of death has
finally been conquered!”

Can this be the same kind of peace
that has been experienced by Ko-
reans who have always enjoyed
watching the sunrise from a high

mountain, drawing utmost peace from
it?

The first Korean faithful must have
done the same thing. Some records
indicate thatthey wentto a highmoun-
tain during the hours of darkness for
their retreats.

The concept of peace in Korea is be-
yond the usual meaning attached to
it: namely, the reconciliation between
the opposing parties.

Their peace encompasses the inner
peace, the inner tranquillity, and the
inner joy, the kind of peace one ex-
periences watching the sunrise.

Itisamazing thatthe Korean'’s concept
of peace is very similar to the shalom
of the Israelites.

Traditional Korean Virtues

Whatever is true, whatever is honou-
rable, whatever is just, whatever is
pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever
is commendable, if there is any ex-
cellence andifthere is anything worthy
of praise, think about these things (cf.
Phil 4:8).



Koreans have traditionally honoured
and loved Truthfulness, Goodness
and Beauty. But, most important of
all, they have cherished the virtue of
‘fortitude’.

They would sacrifice their lives in
order to be truthful, good, and to look
‘beautiful’.

Truthfulness means being truthful to
what man is meant to be from the be-
ginning. It also means the obedience
to the following five commandments:
Loyalty to the superior, filial piety to
parent, trustworthiness between
friends, courage as a warrior, and fi-
nally generosity toward all people.

They respect those who sacrifice their
lives for the cause of truthfulness.
Those who practice the traditional
virtue of ‘fortitude’ until death are not
only the followers of a religious faith.

Even atheist gangsters often sacrifice
their lives simply from loyalty to their
superior, or being faithful to their fellow
gangsters.

Untilrecently, many college students,
including some Communists, have
sacrificed their lives in the bloody
fight against the military dictatorship.

The criterion of Goodness is whether
a certain type of behaviour is helpful
to the community or detrimental to it.

The ancient Korean word for ‘good’ is
‘dyot-da’ (now chot-da). The etymo-
logy of the word comes from ‘dop-da’
which means ‘to help each other'.

On the other hand, the word for ‘bad’
is ‘na-pu-da’. Its etymological root is
‘na-pun-i-da’ that means ‘to assert
only me'.

On the other hand, beauty is based
on a harmonious relationship of the
parts in relationship to the whole.

For example, when every person,
thing and nature is in harmony within
a community, it is beautiful. If every
part of a face is in perfect harmony,
then the face is beautiful.

| This traditional attitude of Koreans
toward truthfulness, goodness, and
beauty is certainly not egoistic.

Yet, inits raw form, those who practice
these traditional virtues are not ne-
cessarily ‘ethical’ or ‘holy’ from the
aspect of more advanced virtues.

When the concept of the community
towhich each person attaches himself
is limited to a small sect, then the en-
tire society can be throwninto partisan
warfare.

But when people are directed to con-
siderthemselves as part of the bigger
community, then the traditional virtue
of fortitude will benefit that larger
community.

When the bigger community happens
to be the invisible Kingdom of God,
then they will end up becoming the
bravest of warriors, who will not mind
picking up the cross and following in
the footsteps of Jesus Christ.

Inthis sense, Koreans have cherished
the idea of becoming knights for the
Lord, following the example of St.
Ignatius of Loyola, a former secular
knight who turned into the bravest
spiritual warrior for the Kingdom of
God.

Religious Background

Throughout 5,000 years of history,
Korea has been influenced mostly by
the shamanistic worship of Ha-nul
(Heaven).

About 2,000 years ago, Buddhism,
Taoism, and Confucianism -the three
main religions of East Asia - were
transmitted to Korea.

Due to the Korean characteristics of

openness and creativity, Koreans

have established their own version of
each of these religions.

i They excelled in each, and were most

| faithful to and persevering in each

| one due to their traditional virtue of

‘ loyalty, trustworthiness, and, most
important of all, fortitude.
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2. Historical perspective
Encounter with the Good News

Blessed are those who hunger and
thirst for righteousness, for they shall
be satisfied (cf. Mt 5:6).

The Good News to the Koreans was
first proclaimed to Confucian scholars.

During the late 18th century, a group
of prominent Korean scholars came
across the Christian books written in
Chinese.

They were the people who were hun-
gry and thirsty for the Truth that would
set them free.

Whenthey read the books, theirhearts
burned within them and their eyes
were opened (cf. Lk 24:31-32).

The historical background of the pe-
riod is important. During the whole
period of the Cho-Sun Dynasty (1392-
1910), the official religion (or philo-
sophy) was Neo-Confucianism.

Confucianism originally aims at culti-
vating virtues that noble men should
practice, in order to establish an ideal
kingdom.

The Confucianism in 18th century
Korea was no longer serving its ori-
ginal purpose.

Instead, it was being used as a tool to
prolong the political and bureaucratic
power of the ruling class.

Scholars were debating on ‘empty’
philosophies with no practical value
(cf. Col 2:8).

The virtues of old Confucianism were
replaced by formal rituals.

Thus, a group of prominent scholars
professed that they would pursue
knowledge and truth that makes ‘real’
sense.

All of these belonged to the highest
Yang-ban class. But they had been
cast out of the main political stream
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afteralong history of continuous poli-
tical warfare among the leading Yang-
ban class.

Those scholars in search of a new
truth were called ‘sil-hak-pa’. Sil-hak
literally means ‘study of what is real’.

Henceforth, some proceeded to study
Western science, philosophy, and
religion. This was how they came
across the Catholic literature.

Church Founded by the Lay
Apostolate

Laymen introduced the Catholic faith
into Korea, and they founded the Ko-
rean Church.

The manner Catholicism entered
Korea through laymen is unique in
the whole of Church history.

But this foundation was not different
from the foundation of the House of
God laid in Rome, in Beijing, or any
other place in the whole world. It was
Jesus Christ Himself!

The Word of God they encountered
through the Chinese Catholic litera-
ture was the very same Jesus Christ.

In 1784, Lee Sung Hoon was sent to
Beijingby the early primitive com-
munity consisting of scholarly leaders.
There he was baptised and given the
Christian name of Peter.

Thus he was to serve as one small
rock to be used in laying the foundation
of the Korean Church.

Right after Peter Lee’s return from
Beijing, the other scholars were ba-
ptised by him.

Atfter their baptism, they formed a
Christian community and began to
practice Christianity according to what
they studied from the books: they
observed Sundays and Feastdays
reading the Gospel of the day.

They spent time together in medi-
tating, praying, fasting, and in prac-
tising the Christian virtues.

The Korean lay leaders, who had
heard the Good News wanted to ex-
perience the special Gift of God called
the Seven Sacraments, especially
the Sacrament of Eucharist.

So they established a Hierarchy si-
milar to that already established in
the West. This they did solely based
upon the knowledge they obtained
from the books.

Consequently, they elected Kwon Il
Shin Francis-Xavier as their Bishop
and Lee Sung Hoon Peter and ten
other leaders of the Church became
priests.

The elected Bishop was in charge of
the overall administration of the
Church. All the unordained ‘priests’
proceeded to carry outtheir ministries.

They dispensed the Seven Sacra-
ments and preached the Good News
with great success. This they did in
good faith, and their work bore sub-
stantial fruit during the two years of
their unordained Hierarchy.

They taught catechism and baptised
more than 4,000 converts throughout
the country 11 years before the first
missionary priest ever set foot in Ko-
rea in 1795.

They celebrated Mass and dispensed
the Sacraments of marriage, reconci-
liation, and anointing of the sick, fol-
lowing the description in the Rites
book.

Meanwhile, doubts began to arise
among them about the validity of their
Hierarchy system. So they decided to
seek consultation from the Bishop in
China.

In 1789, they sent a letter written by
Peter Lee to Beijing. Init he explained
how he ended up saying Mass on
behalf of the congregation, and how
they eventually ended up with ten
more priests.

When they learned, to their dismay,
that they had erred by establishing
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their own Hierarchy, they publicly
confessed their errors in front of the
whole congregation.

The virtues of humility, and obedience
they practised are still carried on
among all lay leaders in Korea.

The Church Assisted by the
Missionary Arm of the Mother
Church

When the missionary priests finally
came to Korea, they were respected
and loved as spiritual Fathers.

Many laymen were martyred because
they had either invited, hidden or
protected foreign missionaries.

When Fr. James Chou entered Korea
as the first missionary priest in 1794,
he discovered to his amazement that
Christianity was deeply and widely
rooted in the good soil of the Korean
faithful.

By the time Fr. Chou was martyred in
1801, the congregation had grown to
more than 10,000.

In 1836 three faithful Korean boys
were chosenand sentto the Seminary
in China in order to fulfil the dream of
Korean priests.

One of the three was St Andrew Kim
Dae Kun who was ordained as the
first Korean priest in 1845.

After many attempts, he was finally
able to re-enter his country as an
ordained priest. Within a year of his
ministry in Korea, he was captured by
the Government and executed at the
age of 25.

His tremendous love for God and his
great sufferings for the faithful kindled
the love of all Korean Catholics. This
year, 1996, is the 150th anniversary
of his martyrdom.

Of the three boys, one died in China
due toillness. The third one, Fr. Choi
Yang Up, wasfinally ordained in 1849,
much later than Kim Dae Kun, but he
was able to minister in Korea for ma-
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ny years until he passed away through
illness.

Though he was not a martyr, his life of
ministry was the life of carrying the
cross of self-sacrifice.

Persecutions

The first persecutions took place in
1791, because of the refusal to par-
ticipate in the traditional ancestral
reverence rite which was regarded
as idolatry by the Catholic Church.

As a matter of fact, many of those
young scholars who initially led the
Church turned away from Christianity
at the news of the persecution.

Some had to confront and decide
whether to choose parents or an invi-
sible God.

Buteventually many young Christians
went back to the Church, and were
subsequently martyred.

There were still many others who
stayed within the Church with fortitude
and were martyred.

And they had to face the invisible God
in this utter silence.

Had they not heard the voice of the
Lord who spoke in the middle of the
uttersilence they could not have faced
death so courageously, when all that
was needed in order to remain alive
was simply to deny Christianity.

The fairly benevolent Government
was ready to forgive all the prisoners’
previous sins, only if they denied the
false religion.

Some scanty evidence shows that
the martyrs’ testimonies were almost
an exactduplication ofthe Scriptures,
homilies, or the essence of Catholic
faith, as found in the Christian books
they learned by heart.

Does this mean they were simply
mouthing what they had memorised
earlier? Absolutely not! Examine all
the testimonies made by Jesus Christ

Himself. Wasn't he repeating the Old
Testament verses in most cases?

The testimonies of the martyrs truly
reveal that the Word and the Truth as
taughtin the books had become ‘one’
with those martyrs.

They were taught by the Word of the
Lord, and the Holy Spirit recalled tho-
seteachings atthe momentthey were
needed most.

In Truth, the martyrs had been nurtu-
red by the Word of God.

There were four Great Persecutions
as well as many smaller ones all over
the country.

During such a long period of perse-
cution since the birth of the Church,
what was the main force behind the
remarkable faith of the Koreans?

As we will examine in the rest of this
paper, the Word of God was indeed
playing the most important role.

During one hundred years of perse-
cution, tens of thousands of people
were martyred.

In 1984, on the 200th anniversary of
the founding the Church, 103 martyrs
were canonised.

Among them were six French missio-
naries. There are still numerous mar-
tyrs who have not been canonised
yet.

They still remain ‘silent’ and ‘name-

less’ in the manner they carried on
their lives in the Lord.

3. God speaks in Korean

The Korean language systemis totally
different from the Chinese one.

Moreover Chinese characters are so
hard to learn that the illiteracy level
was very high even in China.

In 1492, Korean characters called
Hangul was invented by the young
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scholars specially commissioned by
King Sejong to invent phonetic cha-
racters to translate verbal Korean in-
to writing.

One ofthe purposes ofinventing such
phonetic characters was to make it
easy for the average person to read
and learn from books.

Indeed, Hangul is so easy to learn. It
was so easy that learned Koreans
looked down on people who read or
wrote in Korean.

Only women and the lower classes of
society used it in those days. But
Hangul certainly played a crucial role
in spreading the Gospel so rapidly to
all classes of people.

Whenever and wherever there were
no clergymen available, the early Ko-
rean Church could not rely on just the
Liturgy of the Word for their Sunday
service.

In addition, the Gospel was used in
daily meditation and prayer.

In the process, the early lay leaders
soon realised that access to the
Gospel and the spiritual teachings
written in Chinese was limited only to
the privileged males who belonged to
the highest social class.

Thus, they saw the need to translate
those books in Chinese, so that any
Korean could learn from these books.

Consequently, from the very beginn-
ing of the faith community, Chinese
literature began to be translated into
Korean. The translation ministry made
up of scholarly lay leaders began in
1787, only three years afterthe found-
ing of the Church.

Within two years, books written in
Korean were being distributed to out-
lying country districts.

Thisfactis corroborated by a Govern-
ment document of the time in which
the Cho-Sun Government officials ex-
press great concern at the least edu-






