Letters from Africa Volume 1
Coming to Know Christ

But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. To him be glory both now and forever! Amen.(2 Peter 3:18)
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Setting out again on the journey

. Preface: Taking the First Step in Missions

May I not forget the resolve I made on that day I vowed, 

"If I must die, I will die."
May I compromise on everything but the gospel.

May I be trampled by everything but the gospel.

But may I never compromise on the gospel.

May I not serve merely to set an example of service.

May I realize that I can serve through loving alone.

May I let go of the idea that I've let go of something.

May I never think I have sacrificed for the church.

And may I never think I have set an example for the Korean church.

May I never go into missions to leave a name behind. 

And may the people of the mission field never say "He was a great missionary," 

but only say "He was a person resembling Jesus.“

May there never be a time when I only teach and do not learn. 

May I give with love, but not remember it.

May I look ahead, without looking back or to the side, only looking up.

May my passion not wane due to the hardships of reality.

Even when hurt by people, may I not regard them as ignorant or foolish.

When I am tired and want to give up, 

May I remember that there is a ninety-year-old mother

who still limps down the dark dawn road to pray.

If I fall and cannot rise again, 

May I hold once more the cross that the Lord fell under at Calvary.

If illness brings me to death and I cannot rise again, 

May I quietly smile and be buried in that soil...

(February 5, 2019)
1. Inconvenience
. Living inconveniently
I was always interested in missionary work, but I never thought I would come to Africa. Africa was just a faraway country to me. A few years ago, I went on a missionary trip to the Maasai people in Kenya, but I never thought I would actually do missionary work here.

However God forced me into this place. I was a little bewildered at first, but I was fortunate to be able to obey soon. But after coming here, I realized that along with obedience, something else was needed. It was Compliance.

First of all, there is a severe lack of things here. No TV, radio, or newspapers. No bookstores, theaters, or bakeries. There are sometimes restaurants and cafes, but not much to eat. Finding a bookstore is a luxury. Most roads are covered in dust, so when one car passes by, it kicks up such thick dust that you can't see anything in front of you. You have to close your eyes and hold your breath, and then another car passes by kicking up more dust. So by evening, your whole body is covered in dust.

It's also hard to find even common hair salons or barbershops here. So my wife and I cut each other's hair. It breaks my heart to see my wife's hair, with her curls undone, turning into a gray, unkempt mess. Most of the roads here are unpaved, and turn into muddy pools when it rains. There are also few hospitals here. The ones that exist are clinic-level, so if you get seriously ill, there's nothing you can do. You have to endure minor illnesses on your own, and if you catch COVID, there are no measures to take. Most people here live in poor mud huts. When it rains, it's cold, and when it's hot, there are no fans.

I've been to many underdeveloped countries around the world, but I've never seen a country where the university doesn't have internet. But that's the case here. To use the internet, you have to search for places where it works properly. Even for someone like me who doesn't know much about the internet, it's frustrating. Even KakaoTalk, which is supposed to work well anywhere in the world, is hit or miss here. The power situation is dire, with outages occurring frequently. The water situation is also poor - often we have to bathe with rainwater because the tap water isn't running. Sometimes when I go to the market to buy food, the swarms of flies piled up everywhere make me lose my appetite completely.

It cools down a bit in the mornings and evenings, but it gets extremely hot during the day. Yet I've never seen a house with air conditioning here. Forget air conditioning, even finding a fan is difficult. At this point, anyone would think this is not really a livable place.

But before we conclude, let us look back for a moment. Isn't the problem that we have too many places to go? Isn't the problem that there are so many places to go that we often end up going to places we shouldn't go? Aren't there so many things to eat that a mountain of food waste piles up every day? Aren't you so preoccupied with eating that you end up spending a lot of money on diet? TV, movies, and the Internet are great, but aren't we addicted to some of them without even realizing it? Take away your elementary school children's cell phones. They will cry and make a fuss about not going to school for a few days. Does a child who has just entered elementary school really need a Samsung smartphone? Don't you find yourself trembling when you don't use the Internet even a little bit? If you're a housewife, don't you devote your mind to TV dramas? If you're a middle-aged man, to golf? If you're elderly, to baduk? And aren't all citizens devoting their minds to silly things? Aren't we living our lives, unknowingly (even Christians and pastors), with our minds and hearts stolen by worthless things, mistakenly thinking it's cultural living? Is living like that really right? Don't we unknowingly curse inconvenience and become slaves to convenience, without even having time to reflect on whether wasting time like that is really proper?
What is the inconvenience? What is truly the greater inconvenience? I have no intention of romanticizing underdeveloped Africa. I too live strenuously every day. But if the inconvenience of not having things only torments the body, doesn't the inconvenience of having things torment both body and soul? As Christians, shouldn't we accept inconvenience as grace and choose to live inconveniently? Didn't we, who were once so inconvenienced by not having enough, too quickly create a world of convenience, leading to the greater inconvenience we face today? No one would like inconvenience. But our problem may be that we have too little inconvenience. Might the conveniences corrupting our souls be the greatest inconvenience of all?

. One meal

There seem to be two major issues when it comes to eating for people: what to eat and how to eat. During missionary training, a foreign missionary once taught me about dining etiquette. It included bringing the chair close to the table while eating, not speaking with food in the mouth, not eating too much at once, not starting to eat before others are served, not getting up from the table before others are finished, matching the eating pace with others, and placing the fork on the left and the spoon on the right, and so on. For someone like me who has lived casually, it was something quite difficult to follow.

However, when I came to Africa, I found that almost none of these were necessary. This is because what to eat is more urgent than how to eat. It is a luxury to worry about how to eat for someone who doesn't have anything to eat right away.

Sometimes, when I go to the market for the students, there's no need to buy anything else. Only two things need to be purchased: a food called "posho," made from cornmeal, and beans. When cornmeal is finely ground and cooked like rice cakes and beans are cooked and placed on top, it becomes a meal. There are no other side dishes or desserts. Posho and beans, that's all. Even if I give students that for a whole week, no one will complain. That's because they've lived like that their whole lives. I calculated the price once. For 25 people, posho (6 kilograms for 9,000 shillings) and beans (2 kilograms for 6,000 shillings) cost a total of 15,000 shillings. That's about 5,000 Korean won(about four dollars). Divided among 25 people, it comes out to around 200 won(about $0.15) per person.

Can one really eat a meal for 200 won (about $0.15) in Korea? If someone offered you a meal for 200 won, you would protest that they are treating you like a beggar. But here, they eat a meal for 200 won. Moreover, they do it all week long. It's not that the price is cheap, but rather the food is unsatisfactory and therefore inexpensive. They also often skip breakfast. The reason for not eating is not like ours, such as dieting or being too busy, but simply because there is no food. A cup of tea is all they have. Since their diet was so meager, I started preparing bread for them to eat every morning and cooked Korean-style rice with meat stew as a special meal every Friday. Thanks to this, the students look forward to Fridays. Not because it's Good Friday, but because they get to eat rice and meat stew. When I see them gobbling it down, my eyes well up with tears.
Does it mean we shouldn't eat what we're eating now? No. It means that even when we are eating well now, we should remember that on the other side of the globe, there are people who eat a meal for 200 won. Remember that it feeds 25 people with the price of a cup of coffee. Wouldn't it be necessary to think about how I can give what I have saved to other hungry brothers? According to statistics, there is enough food in the world for everyone. However, there are still starving people because those who have don't share. 
What does Lent mean to us? As the early church father Clement said, isn't Lent a day to weep not because of the grace of the Lord who gave us everything, but a day to weep over those who cannot yet share the grace He has given us? Who will give warm rice and a bowl of meat soup to a hungry person with lots of love this Lent?
. Who will nurture these children?
Unlike the dazzling fall foliage in Korea by now, it is still summer in Africa. Red gladiolus, symbolizing the summer heat, are in full bloom right now. However, upon closer look, they are not all the same gladioluses. The recently planted, newly blooming gladioluses are proudly displaying their vibrant red colors, stretching their long necks toward the sky, carefully tended by the workers. But the older gladioluses that have been there for years seem neglected, wilting in a corner with drooping heads as if they have lost their vibrancy.

On the way home, I met a young girl I often see. Whenever I passed by, she would shyly smile and wave her hand. I walked closer, held her hand and asked, "Can I take your picture?" The girl was so delighted that I took one photo of her and we parted ways. But in the photo, the girl was barefoot, wearing tattered clothes, and smiling shyly. Suddenly, looking at her, I thought of the gladiolus flowers. What kind of flower is this girl? Is she a well-tended beautiful flower? Or is she a flower abandoned in a corner? Based on her appearance, she seemed clearly like an abandoned flower. Like other children in this country, perhaps due to her parents' or society's poverty and indifference, she may be unable to bloom the beautiful flower God has given her.
Last week, I went to a local church to give a sermon. In fact, there are many places that ask for a sermon, but it is not easy to make time during the semester. However, I try to visit local churches whenever I can. This is because if missions loses its field and remains on the table, it loses its power to save souls. Because what ruins the world is not ignorance, but knowledge without practice.

As I entered the church door, the women welcomed me with dances. Perhaps this is how Miriam danced in the Bible. Children around the age of a children's choir also welcomed the unfamiliar pastor with songs and dances. The service initially began following the British church tradition (the Church of Uganda is an Anglican province), with the pastor wearing a robe and the opening hymn being the quiet and dignified British-style hymn we know. In Africa, it is not easy to recite the Apostles' Creed and the Lord's Prayer, but they did, and there was also infant baptism. However, once the infant baptism ended and the praise began, the service quickly turned African-style. To the simple melody of the four-stringed guitar and the rhythmic clapping of hands in sync with the heavy beat of drums, people rose to sing praises. And soon, the singing turned into dancing. The service, flowing between singing, dancing, and vocalizations close to African chanting, had lasted over three hours.
The problem was the little children. At first, the children sitting among the adults did not catch my eye. But as time passed, the children seemed to grow larger. Suddenly, I wondered why these children were here. It was a heartwarming yet concerning sight every time I came to the African church. The children had no time of their own, buried in the adults' singing and dancing. The good songs and dances today felt too long and wasteful. These children dancing with the adults now, if taught, "will not depart from it even when old" (Proverbs 22:6). But when did they learn? I looked to see if Sunday school would start after the service, but after the service, all they did was sing and dance again.

Ah, what shall we do with churches that lack education? If they are not taught at home or at school, shouldn't they be taught at church? What a good environment it is! More than 70% of children are under the age of 19, every elementary school is filled with more than 1,000 children, and every street, school, and church is overflowing with children and teenagers, and the church does not teach them. Ah, who will raise these beautiful children? The Talmud says, "The world exists on the breath of young students," and "Learning, learning, learning - that is the secret of Israel's survival" (Ahad Ha'am), and through this, Israel has risen again. We too rose again through learning, parents' passion for education, and the dedication of church schools after suffering from war and poverty, so why doesn't Africa teach despite having such abundant human resources? Are they unable to teach? Do they choose not to teach? It is probably the former - having never been properly educated themselves, they do not know how to properly teach.

This is what the Korean church can help with. Are there teachers who are discouraged because they have no children to teach? Are there ministers of education who want to teach but have no church settings to do so and are agonizing over this? Are there teachers who have spent a lifetime in education and now need to rest after retiring? Don't worry anymore, just come to Africa. Africa is the blue ocean of education. When you come here, your heart will beat again, and God will rejoice and shout for joy. Is there someone with a dream for preschool, elementary, or youth education? Is there someone who believes that changing children will change the world? Are there pastors or professors who believe that raising God's people in schools is their lifelong mission? Are there no churches to send missionary teachers and ministers of education for the sake of Africa's 800 million children, youth, and the next generation? Africa is calling you. Open your ears now and listen to God's sigh: "Ah, who will nurture these beautiful children of mine? Who will teach these lovely children on my behalf and change the world? My children, as beautiful as gladioluses..."
. Why do we get discouraged? 
Why do we often get discouraged? What do we do when discouragement comes? Two weeks ago, it was time for one of this semester's classes, "Church and Spirituality." I asked the students if anyone knew about Martin Luther. Strangely, the students were quiet, and after a while, one student broke the silence and asked, "Who is Martin Luther?" I was taken aback by that question. At first, I thought it was just a joke. But it wasn't. For them, that day was the first time they had heard of Luther. It wasn't just Luther they had never heard of. Augustine, Calvin, and Wesley were also new names to them. They didn't know people they should have known if they had just listened to sermons regularly. However, I thought it could be possible. Still, I asked about general history, thinking it would be different. "Then who are Columbus, Napoleon, George Washington?" Surprisingly, none of them knew these figures either. Given their backgrounds, they would have said they knew if they knew. Some knew "Washington" as a city in the United States, but no one knew it was a person's name. More shockingly, there were some who had never heard of the famous Schweitzer, who had done missionary work in the neighboring country (Congo is next to Uganda). At that moment, I was deeply shocked.
However, the shock I received that day was just the beginning of the shocks to come. The students prepared a choir performance together for the chapel service. We started practicing the well-known hymn "How Great Thou Art" in four parts. I distributed the music scores and started the hymn, but strangely, they kept making mistakes at the same points. When I asked why they were making mistakes despite having the scores, one student said, "What is a music score?" Surprisingly, they did not know how to read music scores. Although they were holding the scores, they were not singing from them but from memory. Dots, rests, and repeat signs were just small pictures to them. Oh! What should I do? These people who want to study theology lack such basic knowledge.... When I asked if they did not learn music in middle and high school, they said music was an elective subject. Then what about history?
Until then, I had not become too discouraged by their behavior. I thought that always receiving and easily depending on others, being lazy and not taking responsibility...these were unfortunate traces of a history shaped by long colonial life and poverty (which is certainly wrong). However, their lack of common knowledge on this day greatly shocked me. The problem was that I had been dreaming of evangelizing Africa with them. I was planning to send them out to establish schools and churches. Have my dreams been too unrealistic? Is this endeavor even possible? For the first time, I found myself at the crossroads between the reality and truth of African missions and the passion and dispassion. Within a few months, I had crossed the heavy boundary between the rosy utopia and the reality of missions. After that day, I fell into deep thought. I could tolerate moral mistakes, but I could not understand the lack of common, basic knowledge. Had I misjudged them? Had I too easily believed in Africa? In fact, their greatest poverty was not material poverty. Their greater poverty was poverty of thought. Poverty of thinking, knowledge, and perspective - this was not something that could easily change. Several days of immersion brought me close to malaria. I walked the roads for several days, missing school. What hope is there for them? Is there really hope for them?

One day as my discouragement deepened, I suddenly remembered a heavy book in my travel bag. It was Oswald Chambers' book, one I had forcefully packed into my heavy bag. I rummaged through my bag and pulled out the book. As soon as I opened it, the book began with the following words: “It is a sad thing that today there are so few workers who ‘walk with’ God, and so many who work ‘for’ Him. They think they are working for God rather than believing in Him. It is only natural that those who forget what God has done for them should be disappointed in other people. That disappointment does not really come from other people, but from ourselves in our wrong relationship with God.” (My Utmost for His Highest).

The book was asking me serious questions. The fundamental question was where does the discouragement of ministers come from? His story continued, "We are not sent to work for God, but simply to be used as instruments in the battle which God Himself is fighting" (Place of Help). Quoting his story, the reason we despair in ministry doesn't come from the people we meet in ministry but from a misunderstanding of our "calling." Our calling isn't to do what we want. Our calling isn't even to do what we can do. Our calling is to do what we must do. Therefore, our calling is unrelated to the environment of the ministry site we serve. Our calling doesn't fundamentally relate to the environment of the ministry site but to the One who sends us.
A calling has nothing to do with my preferences, tastes, interests, or even love for ministry. I didn't go there because I love them, but he sent me because he loves them. If there is one thing I must do, it is to stay in that love. If I remain in His love, it is He who loves (1 John 4:16). The same goes for fruits. The fruit of a minister is not the purpose of ministry, but the result of ministry. We do not abide in Him to bear fruit, but if we abide in Him, He causes us to bear fruit (John 15:5). We want us to work 'for' Him, but He wants Him to work 'through' us. Ministry is ‘what He does through us,’ and sanctification is ‘He who is in us reveals His goodness through our weakness.’ We do not minister because we are full of our love, but because the love of Christ compels us to minister (2 Corinthians 5:14).

Yes. This book was a lifeline for me, pulling me out of the well of discouragement. The next day, I returned to school. They were still singing off-key, even with the music score in hand. I don't know how much longer I'll have to endure their off-key singing. But the song I heard that day was different from before. Their off-key song sounded strangely gracious today. There may be sudden doubts about Africa and them. Yet, I won't be surprised. Without questions, there are no answers. They won't change their selfish, lazy, and dependent ways easily. But it doesn't matter. I know I can't change them anyway. However, a few things are certain:

God loves them.

That's why God sent me here.

Through my weaknesses and obedience, God will reveal His power and love.

So, here I am today.
2. A Person Met on the Street
. Please give me some clothes

Walking the streets from morning till evening, I encounter many people. There are those bending their waists to work the fields, others carrying heavy hoes on their slender shoulders, children running barefoot, girls carrying heavy water buckets...

Was it a couple of weeks ago? As I was walking down the street in the late afternoon, a man approached me from the opposite direction. He came up close and unexpectedly asked for help. I was actually a little surprised when a stranger, whom I had never seen before, asked for help. So, I looked at him again. He was wearing a shirt that revealed his chest and torn pants, with one slipper missing a strap. After looking at him for a moment, I realized he wasn't a malicious person, but there was no other way to help him out in the fields. He pointed to his clothes and asked for help if I had any spare clothes. However, I had no spare clothes to give him on the street. Instead, I asked him where he lived and what he did. Then, I said goodbye, promising to see him again.
However, the memory of him lingered with me for the next couple of weeks. The desperate look in his eyes, despite his shabby appearance, and his face, which somehow touched my heart, stayed vivid in my mind. It bothered me that I couldn't do anything to help him, just letting him go like that. I wondered, what would Jesus have done? Surely, He wouldn't have just passed by. What if it were Saint Francis? Surely, he wouldn't have just passed by either. Although I couldn't go and help, I felt I should have helped when someone asked for it. What if he were an angel sent by Abraham? What if he were Christ in disguise? What if he were Christ appearing to the disciples on the road to Emmaus? What happens to the saying, ‘Give to him who asks, and do not reject him’? The moment I realized that I should have taken off my clothes and given them to him when he asked for them, I decided to find him. So, I snooped around several houses in the direction where he worked to see if he was there. But I couldn't find him.

But this morning, I unexpectedly met him on the street. As I was walking quickly during a busy time, he appeared from across the street. We had already met each other, so we happily held each other's hands without even thinking about who went first. And we talked. His name was Ozangole Charles, a 42-year-old man and the father of nine children. He had eight sons and one daughter, the eldest son being in S4 (equivalent to grade 10), and the youngest siblings being as young as toddlers.

He took me to the fields where he worked. He was a tenant farmer, renting other people's land to farm, harvesting, returning it to the owner, and making a living for his family of 11 with what was left over. At that time, his four sons were working in the field, so I approached them. When I shook hands with each of them, the hands of the young ones covered in dirt were cold and hard. Since the morning was busy, I invited them to my house at 5 PM.

Finally, at 5 p.m., I waited for them outside the door, and they arrived on time. They wandered around the unfamiliar missionary's house curiously. My wife, meeting unfamiliar guests, treated them with fruits and bread. They seemed hungry and ate quietly for a while. Then, we had a conversation. And when I started praying, the prayer began with thanksgiving but soon turned into lamentation.

father

Is there any hope for those who have not yet finished elementary school and are only focused on working?

The hands of those who should still be soft and gentle have become hard.

At the same time, their hearts are hardened and their future path is also set.

The father asks for help, even to strangers.

His greatest wish is for his nine children to receive a proper education in school.

Even now, please send a spring rain of grace on their families, their finances, and their future.

Please have pity on his nine siblings.
As I prayed for a long time, I found myself raising my hands over their heads unknowingly. When I placed my hands on their heads, the unpleasant smell from their unwashed bodies and clothes pierced my nose. But something astonishing happened. That smell instantly turned into fragrance for me. Suddenly, I remembered the saying that when Saint Francis embraced a leper in the fields, he felt the sweetness of the soul. It was God's grace. God had given me a bit of a heart that could embrace them.

After we finished praying, their dark faces brightened. I gave them gifts and scholarships that my wife had prepared, but what God actually wanted to give them today was a gift of grace and love. As they left, waving their hands with bright faces, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

Every day, we meet people on the journey of life. If even a few of them consider themselves sent by God, how different would the world be? If even a few of them are received as God's people, how beautiful would the world become? Today, once again, we meet people sent by God as we walk the streets unknowingly.
. The Story of Pastor John Moses

One day, a man who worked as a cleaner in my neighborhood caught my eye. Dressed in shabby clothes, sometimes without shoes, he stood out strangely to me as he swept the yard, kicking up dust. His tall stature meant he often had to bend his back while working, yet he always did his job with a smile. While it's common here to see both men and women working in others' homes, there was something different about him. One day, I gathered the courage to strike up a conversation and was surprised to learn he was a pastor. I still haven't gotten beyond the Korean mindset. I found it curious and intriguing that a pastor was working in someone's home and asked why he became a pastor and how he lives now.

He started telling his story. He, like other Africans, was born into a poor family. Even though he had many brothers, he couldn't study properly. One day, when he was spending his youth doing chores, God called him. He said that God appeared to him in a dream and told him to become a preacher. After hearing the same voice twice, he soon entered a nearby church Bible school. And he soon began his ministry. However, his path to ministry was not easy. His wife died giving birth to their fourth child, and his younger brother also died, leaving him to take responsibility for his two nephews as well. He suddenly became the father of six children.

Although he preached at the top of his lungs every Sunday, the number of church members did not easily increase. There are currently 20 people, including children, and with that number, they could never support themselves. Moreover, African churches have a strange practice of sending Sunday offerings to the denomination. Therefore, it is impossible to give stipends to pastors. Therefore, in African churches, there are almost no pastors who receive living expenses from the church, no matter how big or small. Church was difficult, he had six children to raise, and in the end, all he could do was work in other people's homes. He works four hours a day and earns 30,000 shillings a week. He earns about 40,000 to 50,000 won(about 40 dollars) a month. Even that is not enough, so he goes around to places where there is work, and his total monthly income is about 200,000 shillings (about 70,000 Korean won). With that, he is raising six children while also serving as a pastor.

I had visited Chicago, USA a few years ago. I invited local pastors to a meal, and as many as 50 people, including children, gathered. I was surprised because so many people gathered, but what surprised me even more was that some of them were driving taxis called ‘Uber’. A pastor who lived in the United States for 20 years also drove a taxi, and a pastor who completed a doctorate from a renowned university also drove a taxi. I'm not saying that driving a taxi is a lowly job. This means that ministry is not easy and churches are difficult.

It is said that an American pastor negotiated his salary when he was appointed to a good church in Korea. Isn't he a crazy pastor? If he really wanted a high salary, he should not have entered the ministry. Pastors also have families, so of course they need living expenses. But if he complains about the small salary he receives every year, he should seriously ask why he became a pastor. It's not necessarily for that reason, but while I was pastoring, I’ve never raised my salary from what was initially offered by any church I’ve served, whether in rural areas or at Hanshin Church. It was tough on my wife, but I have no regrets.

I know better than anyone else that the Korean church is going through difficult times and that pastors are also going through difficult times. However, in this materialistic world, shouldn't pastors at least live with a holy sense of honor? If you think that you are living a difficult life, remember that there are pastors who are still driving taxis in the back alleys of Chicago late at night. If there is a pastor who is causing controversy both inside and outside the church due to financial issues, he should repent and remember Moses in Africa, who happily cleaned other people's houses while raising six children on 70,000-80,000 won a month. And if the Korean church becomes more difficult than it is now and there comes a time when we need to do more work other than ministry, let us do that work as joyfully as we do ministry. The dignity of a pastor is not diminished by cleaning someone else's house.  It's not that he lacks a sense of mission just because he has two jobs. Whether we are pastoring or cleaning, being rich or poor, our greatest work is loving the Lord. Today too, as I watch Moses diligently sweeping the yard with his back bent, I pray for the pastors in this land who silently dedicate themselves amid many difficulties.
. The Story of Miriam
Among my students, there is a female student named Miriam. She is the only female in the classroom surrounded by male students. Originally, no female students were admitted this semester. Although two Ugandan female students were interviewed, it was decided to admit only male students due to dormitory circumstances. However, a female student who had started studying a few years ago appeared late, claiming she still had credits left to complete. That was Miriam.

After finishing her studies last week, she invited me to see her store, which had just opened a few days ago. Curious about how a student had opened a store, I followed a dusty road to visit her store, which was surprisingly located in the midst of the busy Kumi market. She was selling posho and beans, staples in this country. Her "store" was more like a street vendor, simply spreading a mat on the market floor and selling goods from a few sacks. I was surprised that she asked me to come see such a store, but I was even more surprised to see that she was not ashamed at all while showing me that small store.

This incident allowed me to hear her life story. Her parents divorced when she was six years old. One day, her father seemed to hate her mother, and then one day he brought a new mother. From that day on, her mother lived outside with her siblings, while Miriam had to live with her father and new mother. Miriam's hatred towards her father began then. No matter how much she thought about it, Miriam could not understand or forgive her father for abandoning her mother and siblings. The greater pain came from her relationship with her new mother. When Miriam turned over twenty, her new mother began to set her up with men. The biggest reason was that if the daughter got married, they could receive the bride price. From one of those relationships, she ended up having a son (now in 1st grade of elementary school). But that man turned out to be a con man. After the son was born, he ran away somewhere and has not been heard from since. Then, her tired mother also married an elderly man. The new father had no ability and was sickly. Miriam understood her mother's marriage out of pity, but when even her mother, whom she had depended on, got married, Miriam's wounds only grew deeper. After that, Miriam met her current husband. Fortunately, they met through the same faith and got married in church.
One day, when Miriam was living a painful life, she heard a sermon at church. ‘when we were God's enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son’ (Romans 5:10). It was that God sent his son to die for us, who were his enemies. Those words caught her ear because she was at a time when she considered her father, stepmother, and the man who had disappeared as enemies. When she heard those words, this thought came to her mind. ‘Aren’t my enemies also God’s enemies?‘, ’Doesn’t God hate the people I hate?‘. After a long prayer, she realized that God does not hate anyone she hates. Then she began to think why she had to live in misery because of people whom God did not hate.

After that, she went to find her father. And she found her new mother and her own mother too. And she forgave them in her heart for the lifelong wounds they had caused. Not only that, but she then entered seminary. Currently, Miriam goes around visiting sick patients at the church every weekend to comfort them. The reason she probably thought she should complete her theological studies was because she wanted to help people who were hurt like herself. And recently, she has also bravely opened a shop for her own livelihood.
Miriam's story was shocking, but from it, I learned an important standard about loving people. Is my enemy also God's enemy? Would God hate the people I hate? If my enemy is not God's enemy, then I should love my enemy. If God does not hate or dislike the person I hate or dislike, then I should not hate or dislike them either. This was the case with Jonah in the Bible. He and Israel did not like Assyria, which frequently tormented their nation; they probably hated it intensely. Therefore, Jonah refused to go to Nineveh, the capital of Assyria. But later, it became evident that God loved Nineveh too. “But Nineveh has more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their right hand from their left, and many cattle as well. Should I not be concerned about that great city?" (Jonah 4:11). Jonah's enemy was not God's enemy.

Yes, why wouldn't I have enemies too? However, if it weren't for one African schoolgirl who overcame countless sufferings at such a young age, I might have carried the people who tormented and troubled me in my heart forever and lived an unhappy life.

So, if there is someone who we still haven't forgiven, and merely thinking of that person reopens emotional wounds, let's ask ourselves this question: Is my enemy also God's enemy? Does God hate and dislike the person I hate and dislike? If not, then is there any reason for us to be the only one hating that person who God doesn't hate and to live unhappily?
. The Death of Sarah
Last weekend, while preparing for the start of school, news suddenly came that a student had died. When I asked who she was, she turned out to be a female student named Sarah studying at Kumi University's School of Social Sciences. He was sick for quite a long time, but she missed the opportunity to go to the hospital and eventually died of intestinal obstruction. Although I was in a hurry due to many things and I had never met her, I felt it right to at least express my condolences to the first death I encountered in Africa, so I set off.

After driving for about an hour, we arrived in Sorotí, and from there the unpaved roads began without exception. And the endless narrow mountain roads, not as high as Korean mountains but low hills and mounds connected by mango trees and tropical trees, showed that her hometown was a poor rural village. But as soon as we arrived, I was amazed. There were so many people gathered. About 2,000 maybe? I never dreamed so many people could gather in that deep valley. Where did all those people come from? Sarah is still an unmarried young student, and not even a celebrity.

They didn't just gather there. Everyone's faces were full of worry, sadness, regret, and a sense of loss. If I hadn't confirmed her family members with my own eyes, I would have thought they were all Sarah's family members. However, they weren't just sitting there sadly. Accompanied by hymns sung to the unique rhythms of Africa, they were sending their beloved family to heaven with their faith in the resurrection.

What was surprising was the burial scene. Unlike us, who climb deep into the mountains to bury, Sara was buried right next to the house where she lived. It seemed they believed that Sara was still their family in life, and even in death, she remains their eternal family member. After the funeral, one student said, 'When someone dies in our village, the entire village goes to their house and stays there for a month, eating and sleeping, to comfort them.'

Leaving behind the unfortunate death of a student, and the many people mourning them, I suddenly recalled an African folk tale. A Western missionary showed a basket of delicious fruits to African children and said he would give everything to the first person to run and grab it. However, the children did not run. They held hands and walked slowly to take the basket. The missionary asked, "Why didn't you run?" The children replied, "If one of us is hungry, we are all hungry."

This is called ‘Ubuntu’ in the African Bantu language. It means, ‘I am, because you are’ Yes. The spirit that we have lost in our busy lives is this spirit of Ubuntu. ‘I am, because you are’. I hear a pastor say that a church member died and he couldn't find anyone to attend the funeral. Is it true? If we don't grieve when the people we live amongst are struggling, or even when they have died, why do we live on this earth?

. Mbale Market
There has been a continuous task since last semester without missing a single week. It is the task of preparing food for the students. Preparing food every week for over 20 people who eat three meals a day, and 70 people on Saturdays, is an urgent task for their survival. My wife has been doing this task.

Every Monday, my wife goes to the Mbale market with another missionary. Mbale is a town about an hour away from Kumi, and it’s practically the only place around here to buy food. Fortunately, this semester I had some free time, so I drove her there a few times and realized my wife is such an amazing market warrior. On market days, she puts on pants, sunglasses, and a hat, fully geared up for battle. Once at the market, she transforms into a fearsome ajumma (married woman in Korean). Like Admiral Yi Sun-sin, she carries a large bag and starts buying food items, not just one or two kinds. There are all 11 items listed in her notebook: cabbage, tomatoes, onions, potatoes, nuts, beans, eggplants, dodo, silver fish, green peppers, carrots... On top of that, rice, posho, cassava, sweet potatoes, potatoes, and depending on the season, mangoes, apples, avocados...

Next to this entire list, she has the standard prices she has researched. If a merchant asks for more, she immediately shows the price list. She never pays what the market ladies initially ask for. She has to haggle to get the real deal. When she has done bargaining and putting things into the basket, she never misses saying this one word, 'Yongeza'. It means 'one more' in the local language, and it’s the only African word she knows. If the market lady doesn’t add more, my wife does. Even the seasoned African market ladies can't stand up to this formidable Korean ajumma.

Last week, my wife caught malaria. The unexpected happened to her, who usually fought harder against mosquitoes than against demons. She had been having a headache for a few days and had pain all over her body, so at first she thought it was a bad cold and flu. But as she continued to be sleepless, weak, and sometimes unable to digest, I became worried. While she was preparing dinner, the thought that it might be malaria rushed us to the health center. It was indeed malaria. The staff did a simple blood test and said she had malaria A+ grade. Thankfully, it was in the early stages, but just seven months after arriving in Africa, my wife was listed among the real Africa missionaries' club (those with malaria experience). She had to rest and take medication for a few days, but the problem was preparing the food. 'I have to go today... the kids will have nothing to eat...' She seemed more worried about the students having nothing to eat than about being sick herself. If I hadn’t stopped her, she might have gone there even if she had to walk. A few days passed, and when she felt like it was time that she couldn’t delay any longer, I headed to Mbale again with my wife.
But once we reached the market, my wife turned back into a warrior. She did not forget to shout 'Yongeza' again. Where does that strength come from? Once a decent church pastor’s wife turned into a market ajumma in Africa, carrying heavy loads... I unknowingly shed tears watching her for a while. It wasn’t the first time I cried because of my wife. When I was young and clueless, fearlessly leaving for studying abroad, my wife would clean someone else's house, make kimbap at the Korean market, and come back with swollen feet. Seeing her like that, I cried. When I was living in constant tension while serving as a pastor, and I saw my wife secretly lying on the floor of the church, praying and falling asleep, I cried. But that wasn’t the end. There was still a cup of suffering to drink as a missionary’s wife here. As we headed back to Kumi with heavy loads, my wife, having completed her mission, soon fell asleep.
Indeed, as someone said, I have been receiving the grace of living for others all this time. It was an undeserved blessing for a sinner like me. And maybe I will have to live for others here for some more time. But now there is just one person left here, the last person I will minister to. The person who remains until the end in the empty space, perhaps the last subject of my ministry. If God pities us, we hope to serve our best until the time comes and then go to the kingdom of God together, even offering our lives...
3. Animal Stories

. Bingki the African Dog

Except for when I was young, I haven't really had experience raising dogs. I didn't dislike dogs, but I didn't particularly like them either. If I had to say, I tended to keep some distance. However, when I first arrived in Africa and unpacked my luggage in Kumi, the first thing that greeted me was unexpectedly a dog named Bingki. While I was unpacking my luggage, I heard a creaking sound outside. When we went out, we saw a dog the size of a house barking at us. Startled, my wife quickly shut the door, but through the crack, we could see the dog wasn't a dignified breed like our native Jindo dog. Its hair was sticking straight up, its size was remarkably big, making it quite intimidating. This dog was incessantly barking at us, sniffing with its nose flaring - it was a welcoming, but also a bit of a scary welcome.
Later I found out it was a dog being cared for by the missionary next door, and it had a backstory. It was the dog previously owned by the former resident of the house I had moved into. However, when that owner moved to Kampala and had to go to an apartment, they couldn't take the dog with them, so they gave it to the neighboring missionary. A few months after the owner left, when new people (us) moved into their old house, the dog excitedly ran over, thinking the owner had returned, only to realize we weren't the owner and started barking. After that, this dog frequently lingered around our house.
Then, the missionary who was taking care of Bingki received two puppy gifts from someone and started raising them together. As the owner paid more attention to the younger siblings, Bingki suddenly became aggressive. Bingki became a very threatening presence to the puppies. As the missionary's worries deepened, the seminary dormitory opened and students came in. Bingki needed a new environment. I consulted with the missionary and moved Bingki to a dormitory. Bingki adjusted well for a while. Bingki kept the dormitory well and was loved by the seminary students.

One night, I went outside because my kakaotalk wasn't working properly in my room, and something tripped me at the front door. Startled, I turned on the light and saw Bingki crouched and sleeping right in front of the door. I was so surprised because the dormitory and our house are more than 10 miles apart, and that path has no electricity, completely dark. How on earth did Bingki come all that distance alone? Unless someone brought him, it was impossible for him to come that far by himself. Yet Bingki had walked that long distance alone to the house of his former owner. I quickly woke up my sleeping wife. She was also stunned to see Bingki. For a while, we just stared blankly. We were deeply shocked by the fact that this speechless creature had walked over 10 miles in the night to find its former owner. My wife made porridge and we fed Bingki.
After that incident, one of the seminary students named Sam coincidentally came to the dormitory with his children and they saw Bingki. The kids told their dad that they wanted to raise Bingki. Knowing Sam's family well, I trusted they would take good care of Bingki and allowed it. Then in July when the break started, Sam's family took Bingki home with them. When the break began, I also went traveling. To Egypt, South Sudan, and Kampala - I was away from Kumi for 5 weeks, completely forgetting about Bingki. However, a few days after returning from the 5-week trip, one of my neighbors told me, "I may be mistaken, but I think I saw Bingki a few times, roaming around your place and sleeping over for a day or two." I was surprised but didn't believe it at first, because Sam's home was much farther away than even the dormitory.
And the fall semester just started. Meeting Sam after a long time, I asked about Bingki's well-being, "Is Bingki doing okay?" Sam said he was doing well, but added one more thing. "But Doctor, this guy sometimes leaves home. In early August, he was gone for 3 days before coming back. Fortunately he returned, but the kids went crazy." Hearing that, I was the one who really went crazy. So did Bingki really come to our house? Sam's place is at least 15 kilometers away from our house. Did Bingki really travel that far distance alone to find us? What does the departed master mean to Bingki, making him unable to forget his old master and walk such a long distance to find him? 
Loyal dogs do not exist only in Korea. Who gave them such a heart that longs for their master? Suddenly, I recalled Isaiah's words and opened the Bible. "The ox knows his master, the donkey his owner's manger, but Israel does not know, my people do not understand." (Isaiah 1:3). With sensitive spiritual discernment, the prophet Isaiah saw a dark shadow approaching from the north against Israel. The reason for their downfall was that the people did not return to God. If they could return to their Master even like an ox or donkey, their downfall could have been avoided. So he cried out, "Return, return!" (Isaiah 55:7). That is why "return" (teshuvah) is one of the major themes of the Bible. We must not only return for salvation, but return to God daily.

There is an unexpectedly gift-like book left by John Stott of England called "The Birds, Our Teachers". It is surprising that a theologian takes an interest in birds, but even more amazing that he uses eleven kinds of birds to expound the Bible. Among them, the stork carries the message of repentance. Israel, both then and now, has many birds. This is because it lies on a major migratory route connecting the north, south, east, and west. In the fall, migratory birds living in Turkey and Europe follow the Nile to the warm climate of Africa, and in the spring, without exception, they fly north to Europe or Asia. It is one of the spectacular sights in Israel to see almost 500,000 storks stretching their long red legs behind them as they fly around 13,000 kilometers to their nests. Geographically, Galilee is one of the rest stops along the way. The birds that the Lord referred to when he said, "Behold the fowls of the air" (Matthew 6:26) were probably these migratory birds.
Seeing the birds unfailingly returning to their nests, Jeremiah said, "Even the stork in the sky knows her appointed seasons, and the dove, the swift and the thrush observe the time of their migration. But my people do not know the requirements of the LORD." (Jeremiah 8:6-7). In an era when the dark clouds of destruction were approaching, through the migrating storks, Jeremiah saw his people who had not yet returned. The storks in the sky know their season and return to their nests, and the doves, swifts, and thrush also return to their homes in due time, but my people do not return. The weeping prophet Jeremiah may have shed countless tears as he said these words.

That’s right, 

are we returning now?

Bingki, in search of the master who left him behind, walks through the dark night and travels a long way home.

The ox,

The donkey,

The stork,

The dove,

The swift,

They all return to their home.

Are we returning to God, the Master of our souls? Am I returning, and helping others return as well? North Korea? Africa? And the world? Bingki was a small African missionary who awoke my dulled senses.
. The Cat and the Stork

Where is God? I have been staying in Kampala since the end of June. Here too, I climb the hills with a view of Lake Victoria along the narrow paths morning and evening, meditate on the Word day and night, pray with a large map of Uganda, Africa spread out, and write as inspired. If Kumi is a rural area surrounded by nature, Kampala is a big city and I live amidst a flood of people. However, wherever we are, we are in God.

In the Kansanga area where I stay, there are old apartments where several Korean missionaries live. Nearby, there is an international school where young missionaries with elementary, middle, and high school children tend to gather. Among them, one missionary works at an elementary school in a place called Lugaji, about two hours away from Kampala. Although there are no classes due to the COVID19, he visits every week to maintain the school. I drove to the site two weeks ago, and as soon as I arrived, he unexpectedly started talking about cats.

When they arrived at the site along the dusty unpaved road and were unloading their belongings, there were two kitten cats inside the luggage. Surprised, they wondered, 'Why are these kittens here?' when the missionary's daughter said, 'Recently, a mother cat at our apartment had kittens; maybe these are hers. Perhaps she left them here.' The daughter had already known about the kittens through their community network. If her words were true, a stray cat had given birth somewhere in the apartment and was taking care of her kittens in what she deemed a safe place. The missionary family wrapped the kittens in a blanket and fed them milk for several days.

However, after the missionary returned and fed the kittens in a box, they disappeared. It turned out that their mother had taken them. How did the mother know her kittens were there? That evening, some children knocked on our door, saying they heard a cat's cry from my car. Finding it strange, I turned on the light and went close to the car, and I could hear a cat meowing from the hood of my car. I was tempted to open the hood immediately but refrained, fearing the kittens would be scared. It was a mystery why the cat came to my car and how it got inside such a tight space.

The next day, several people carefully opened the hood. Ah! but, a kitten was stuck in the machine inside the hood and was unable to get out. The noise I heard overnight was the kitten crying, stuck there. What was even more surprising was that the mother and another kitten were also under the hood. I was speechless for a while, overwhelmed by a surge of emotion. Usually, cats run away at the sight of humans, but these did not flee, just retreated slightly. Oh! What made them so courageous? What made them stick together in such a cramped space?

With difficulty, we took out the cub and gave it to her mother, who took it in her mouth and escaped the hood. As she left, she made a sound, but I couldn't tell if it was a sigh of relief or a cry of gratitude for her kitten's survival. Afterwards, I couldn't see the cat for a long time. Whenever I had bread or meat, I would leave it under a tree, and the next day, the food would be gone. Occasionally, I heard a cat's cry from somewhere but didn't seek them out, believing they were doing well wherever they were.

The Bible contains many stories of animals, reportedly 96 species. Of course, cats are not mentioned in the Bible. However, I see God's magnificent maternal instinct in this small cat. A motherhood that risks life for its kittens, nurtures them in the safest place, and stays with them through pain and suffering, isn't it reminiscent of God? When the kittens suddenly disappeared, how much must the mother have searched for them? When she found her kittens again after 3 days, how happy she must have been? When the kittens were meowing inside the cramped car, how ached her heart must have been? Wouldn’t the God of the Bible treat us in the same way?? He birthed and nurtured us, held us close, and let us play on His lap (Isaiah 66:11), caring for us with infinite 'compassion' (racham) from the womb.
Another animal that reveals God is the stork. Kampala is notably abundant with birds, and one in particular catches my eye: A long beak with a long neck, striding long legs, it's exactly like Korea's stork except it's entirely black in color. I realized I had seen this bird often in Israel, a place famous for its many bird species. About 350 species of birds are said to inhabit Israel, a hotspot for migratory birds due to its location at the intersection of three continents.

Especially in Galilee and the Hula Valley, there are many birds. In Galilee, there are 14 types of birds, including pigeons, partridges, quails, magpies, kingfishers, sparrows, and owls.  There are also migratory birds. The representative migratory bird is the stork. This bird is mentioned by Jeremiah: "Even the stork in the sky knows her appointed seasons, and the dove, the swift and the thrush observe the time of their migration. But my people do not know the requirements of the LORD" (Jeremiah 8:7). The "stork in the sky" mentioned here refers to the stork.
According to ornithologists, this bird is known for its long migratory journeys. The stork, wintering in South Africa, soars to a height of 1.2 kilometers before starting its journey. Once ready, it begins to fly north in flocks, covering 13,000 kilometers to reach Europe. They fly with their long legs stretched backward and their long necks extended forward. During this lengthy flight, they stop for a while at Lake Victoria in Africa, which is precisely where Kampala, Uganda, is located. Then, they resume their flight, crossing the Red Sea to pass over the land of Israel, including Galilee. Probably, Jeremiah saw these birds from his hometown Anathoth (near Jerusalem). He must have been overwhelmed by the marvelous sight of about 500,000 storks passing over Israel in the spring and then heading back to Africa in the autumn in the opposite direction.

If it is that bird, then in the 7th century BC, what Jeremiah saw in Israel and what I had seen long ago in Galilee, I saw again that same bird at the start of its long journey in Africa. What amazed me even more was not just that. When I asked the locals about the name of the bird, they told me it's called "Mpa abaana". When I asked them why they call it that, they said it's because of its cry. To me, a Korean, it sounds like "kkaak, kkaak," but that's how they hear it. When I inquired about the meaning, I was astounded once more. The meaning (in Luganda) is "Give back my children.“

Why is this bird named "Give back my children" (umpaaban)? Surprisingly, this name precisely matches the message Jeremiah intended to convey through this bird. Facing the imminent Babylonian captivity and the perilous fate of his nation, Jeremiah knew that the country had come to this because its people had not returned to God. So when he saw the flocks of storks arriving precisely in spring and departing in rows in autumn, he lamented, "Why do the storks know their appointed times, and the dove, the swift and the thrush observe the time of their migration, but My people (Ammi) do not return to Me?" That lamentation flowed like a stream of tears (Lamentations 2:18).

Therefore, the Bible's core message is "Return." The representative figure of this message is Isaiah. "Return to me, for I have redeemed you." (Isaiah 44:22). "Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters; and you who have no money, come" (Isaiah 55:1). Hosea proclaimed, "Come, let us return to the LORD. He has torn us to pieces but he will heal us; he has injured us but he will bind up our wounds." (Hosea 6:1). Amos also said, "Seek me and live" (Amos 5:4). Finally, Malachi stated, "Return to me, and I will return to you" (Malachi 3:7). The message of "return" (shuv) in the Old Testament appears 46 times as the message of "repentance" in the New Testament. The Bible is the voice of God calling His people from beginning to end.

Do we hear the voice of God speaking through nature? "The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands. Day after day they pour forth speech; night after night they display knowledge." (Psalms 19:1-2). Nature is the flame of God's creation, thus "For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities--his eternal power and divine nature--have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse." (Romans 1:20). If we can see God through the seemingly insignificant creatures like cats and storks, where can we not see God? If even cats and storks bear witness to God through their small lives, how should we live who have received God's love and calling?
. The crying of a cow

Last Thursday, I couldn't sleep a wink. It was because a cow was mooing all night within our apartment complex. At around 1 a.m., I happened to open my eyes, and my wife was awake. When I asked her why she wasn't sleeping, she said there was a strange sound of a cow mooing. Listening carefully, a cow was mooing continuously at 3-4 second intervals. The sound was exactly the same, so at first I thought someone had turned on a recording tape. My wife, who was already suffering from insomnia, stayed awake all night that night. Thanks to that, I also couldn't sleep a wink. The awaited morning seemed to take an eternity to arrive.

I got up early in the morning and went towards the direction of the sound. Ah, what was this? There was a bull tied to a tree! The cow kept mooing in a low voice. Who had tied a cow in the apartment complex? When I asked the security guard who the owner was, he pointed to Building C. I asked him to call the owner. However, the owner did not appear right away, and in the meantime, people started gathering. They were also people who had lost sleep during the night. Some families said they couldn't sleep at all because their children woke up crying due to the mooing.

Amidst the murmuring of the people, the owner appeared. Introducing himself as a Muslim from Pakistan, he looked surprisingly young. Since the apartment had not only Koreans but also people from various countries like South Sudan, Pakistan, Somalia, Eritrea, and Egypt living together, his appearance wearing an Islamic cap was not too unfamiliar. When asked why he brought a cow to the apartment complex, his response was unexpectedly confident. He said this week was one of the most important Islamic festivals called 'Eid al-Adha'. During this season, just as the ancient Abraham offered Ishmael (Muslims believe Abraham offered Ishmael, not Isaac) on the altar, they also slaughter a lamb and observe the festival. He said during this festival, they slaughter a cow, sheep, or goat, eat 1/3 of the meat themselves, and share the rest with relatives and the poor.

I was the one who felt flustered by the confident attitude of this neatly dressed man in a suit. He clearly seemed to be a devout and dedicated person in his religion. The reason was that while others slaughtered lambs or goats, he was slaughtering an expensive cow. He also mentioned that he was preparing with prayers to invite an imam (Islamic cleric) on Friday to slaughter the cow. However, I was not moved by his religious zeal that day. I was only displeased with his selfish attitude that kept people awake all night. If he had not mentioned his religion and simply apologized for his mistake, I might have briefly respected his religious dedication. Watching his retreating figure as he hurriedly left with a reluctant apology, I thought of the Korean church. And I felt like I understood why the Korean church, despite all its religious fervor, is scorned by unbelievers.
It was not an issue of doctrine or worship We think that if we just believe hard enough, others will understand. But that's not the case. It is the same as if we were not moved by a Buddhist going to a temple and doing 3,000 or 5,000 bows a day. What non-believers see is not our fervent prayers, but basic common sense, not passionate devotion, but small consideration for others. Also, it is also not moral perfection, but the humility to conscientiously apologize when wrong. To them, it is very strange that we speak of love yet pour out curses at Gwanghwamun, speak of the cross yet enforce hereditary succession which is criticized even in corporations, speak of holiness yet fail to maintain basic sexual morality.

Worship and prayer are our issues, not something that can convince non-believers. A religion without common sense, consideration, and basic morals only distances itself more from people the more fervently it is practiced. For example, during the COVID era, churches like Suwon Central Church, recognized by the disease control center as exemplary in their prevention efforts, gain more trust from non-believers than those loudly protesting church activity restrictions as persecution. The Korean church will be restored when believers maintain common sense well and ministers have a genuine faith in Jesus.

The next day, the Pakistani man took the cow to the Kampala Kassam Mosque where he attends. Since entry is prohibited for the general public, I could not know how he slaughtered the cow there. However, recalling what I had seen long ago in Jerusalem, their 'Eid' festival seems more secular than religious. By chance, while passing by the Al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem, I saw Muslims slaughtering lambs, which must have been during the same season. At that time, they were slaughtering the animals without any religious rituals, and then sitting in small groups eating the food. They mentioned Abraham, but Abraham's piety was nowhere to be seen. Although it had the meaning of sharing with neighbors, it was also nothing more than religious egoism, believing that if people give alms to their neighbors, they will go to heaven. Is it okay if I can go to heaven no matter how I treat others?? This is an aspect of the Korean church shown by Islam.
What is the unique, most significant message of Christianity alone? It is the cross. That Jesus died on the cross to save us. Everything else is also found in Judaism: creation, salvation, covenant, law, the kingdom of God, judgment, discipleship, even resurrection. However, there is one thing that is uniquely absent in all religions, especially Judaism: the story of God dying on the cross, the only message of its kind in the world, the cross! Jesus died for us on the cross. This is the beginning of salvation. Every day, we are nailed to the cross ourselves. This is the start of sanctification. We preach the gospel of the cross daily. This is the beginning of our mission. Like the cow that knew of its impending death and cried sorrowfully, its cries are the groans of all creation longing for salvation (Romans 8:22). These groans find their answer only through the victory of God’s Son who died on the cross. "It is finished" (John 19:30). From the sacrifices of primitive religions to the sacrifices in Islam and Judaism, the salvation of humanity through all these sacrifices is completed through the death of the Lamb of God who died on the cross. "Precious and priceless, there is nothing but the blood of Jesus." This is God's grace that I received because of the cow that cried all night during the Islamic festival 'Eid'.
4. Malaria (March 2, 2020)

. Ah! malaria

For the first time in my life, I am continuously engaged in a difficult struggle with malaria. Usually, I firmly believed that I was not the kind of person to get malaria, even if I was not a Iron-man. However, that was certainly arrogance bordering on delusion.

I have felt my body was heavy since I returned from Israel in early February. But I believed that this was the weight of everyday life from fatigue. But from the next week, I felt my body got weak and my tongue twisted. On Sunday, Feburary 23 I preached in the school chapel and again in the afternoon at Morikara Church. I started to feel dizzy when I started the class the next day. I managed to finish my morning class and ran to the health center for an examination, and surprisingly, the result was malaria +3. +4 is the worst, but It was +3. The fight against malaria that began then was beyond my common sense. First of all, I started to get a strong injection, and whenever I got it, I started vomiting. Lying on a bed at a health center without an electric fan, I took four pills and painkillers three times a day and I couldn’t eat anything but I continued vomiting. My body was covered with cold sweat and high fever, and I continued to talk nonsense. I didn't remember anything from Thursday. According to my wife, I was forced to move to a small hospital in Kumi because I couldn't hear anything and couldn't speak and even couldn’t walk. The hospital also has no fans and no mosquito net. I heard that I was given four more strong injections there. When I was in a situation where I couldn't recognize people, and there was no improvement, people decided to take me to a big hospital in Kampala. All I remembered was getting into the car being supported by people at 4 a.m. on Saturday, Feburary 29.

Kampala Hospital, which took seven hours to arrive, was a Bethesda hospital established by Korean missionaries. I don't remember much, but according to my wife, when the doctor gave an injection and checked for my blood as soon as I arrived, Normally, a healthy person's liver enzyme levels are around 40, but mine were at 700, and I was also diagnosed with typhoid. Fortunately, there was no risk to my kidneys, but with such high liver enzyme levels, there was a significant risk of cirrhosis or stroke. I was still unable to hear, speak, or walk. At the border of life and death, my wife's fighting spirit shone brightly. Even in a general hospital room, my wife had to catch more than 14 mosquitoes a day. It’s ironic that I was in the capital's general hospital to treat malaria caused by mosquitoes, yet still had to fight mosquitoes there. My wife helped me with toileting, and fed me meals saying that I had to eat to live but I couldn’t eat anything and my wife put the food into my mouth saying again that I had to eat to live. It was just like war, then I felt deeply how great the efforts of mothers in this land who raised a child were. And over the past week, with God’s grace, the kindness and dedication of people, especially my wife’s tearful love, I have managed to sit up like this.

I still feel uncomfortable with walking, eating, and language function, but I feel like I am passing a turning point, having crossed the raging Atlantic and now just glimpsing the Cape of Good Hope. Currently, in my homeland, everyone is suffering due to COVID-19, and I am deeply sorry to add to their worries, yet having joined in this minor suffering, I sincerely wish to offer comfort and encouragement to my compatriots and their families who are enduring hardships due to COVID-19. I want to comfort all suffering compatriots with these words of God that I love:

"When times are good, be happy; but when times are bad, consider: God has made the one as well as the other. Therefore, a man cannot discover anything about his future." (Ecclesiastes 7:14)
. From the depths
I feel the need to write a few words in a hurry so as not to forget the memories he left behind while hastily tracing the identity of the hardships that passed like a storm on the battlefield that has not yet ended. Why does suffering come to us, and how should we respond when it does? There is a saying, "If you learn about the Communist Party through books, you become a communist; if you learn through experience, you become an anti-communist." This was said by Joseph Stalin's daughter after she defected to the US embassy in the Soviet Union as an adult. Indeed, learning about suffering through books might make you a superficial philosopher like Job's friends, but experiencing it firsthand might turn you into a refined believer like Job himself. Anyone can talk about suffering, but it's not a topic that can be easily concluded in a few words. However, as long as I do not insist that my experience provides the answer to all hardships, it may be better to share my story than to remain silent.

In front of our house in Morika stands an unnamed tree. One day, its leaves began to fall, showering down to the ground unexpectedly, as it wasn’t autumn like in Korea. It was a curious sight in Africa, where it's always summer. The fallen leaves piled up thickly on cars. Yet, astonishingly, the tree remained lush with leaves. How could this be? The leaves had fallen, yet they were still there. Standing under the tree, gazing up at the leaves against the blue sky, I was captivated by a sense of mystery. What does it mean to live, and what does it mean to die? We call the falling of leaves suffering, or even death. Then, couldn't the sprouting of new leaves be called the birth of new life?
But these two were one and the same. What we see every day are the falling leaves. We look at them and speak of suffering and the vanity of life, but the tree was continuously sprouting new leaves. Who governs both death and life simultaneously? Unquestionably, it is God. Suffering is painful, death is sad, but in the larger picture, History and the universe are constantly being moved by the hands of God. Suffering and death are big things when we relate them to ourselves, but when we relate them to God, they are no problem. The problem is not that I die, but that God dies. There is no way God could die, right? Even if I die, won’t new life sprout in its place? So, why worry? Why do we only see the falling leaves and not the new ones sprouting every day? That day, the tree in Morika seemed to gift me a biblical key to the questions of suffering and death.
The suffering caused by malaria came next. After arriving at the hospital, I spent days mostly asleep, in a haze. This sleep was like a long tunnel between life and death. Every time I closed my eyes, I rushed back to my childhood home which is now occupied by others but still the same with its apricot trees and peach blossoms, and there was the well my brother almost drowned in. But around that old house, people I met in the world appeared together without time difference. Childhood friends showed up, and Kyung-ah's family, who had now immigrated far away, also showed up. My second aunt who raised me on her back, my son who was not yet born at the time, people I had never seen before but felt like I had seen them for a long time, Pastor Lee Joong-pyo, and many church members whose identities I could not tell appeared and disappeared. Even in my semi-conscious state, I was aware that I was dying, being pulled deeper. Yet, I wasn’t afraid; I felt an inexplicable peace. A scripture came to mind, "For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain." (Philippians 1:21). Ah, it was then I realized how close the gap between living and dying truly is. Death was not at all Alice's Wonderland, but was very close to us. The issue is not that death itself is scary, but that we go down that path alone.

The valleys are not for living in but for passing through in Israel (Psalm 23:4). God's people ascend to high mountains through valleys. Joseph rose to be the prime minister of Egypt after enduring life's pits. The Apostle Paul reached the third heaven through insults, hardships, persecutions, and distresses. Beware of the pseudo-Christianity that speaks only of blessings without valleys. That is why God is now severely threshing the heretical cult of Shincheonji. Although Shincheonji is entirely false, their doctrine claiming eternal life without dying in this world is the most hostile claim against the Bible. "We die. But we don't die" – that is Christianity. But they claim, "We will never die." Any claim that denies the deep valley, any doctrine that claims to go straight to heaven without passing through the depths, is a heresy. The issue is that the Lord accompanies us when we go to deep places. "Out of the depths I cry to you, Lord..." (Psalm 130:1). Let us not fear the valley. Heaven can only be reached by passing through the depths. Jesus also passed through the Valley of Hinnom, to Gethsemane, to Golgotha, before finally ascending from the Mount of Olives. When we are in the depths, the Lord is with us with His rod and staff. Let us not fear death. What is fearful is not the deep valley, but living alone for a long time without the Lord. Whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord. If we live, we live for the Lord; and if we die, we die for the Lord. So, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord, don't we?
A missionary who came on horseback
At the threshold of death, momentarily awakened, suddenly tears poured out. It was probably for two reasons. One was that I had finally found the place where I would die, and the other was that I remembered the event of grace that had led me here as a missionary.

Could it have been about 120 years ago? It was not long after Underwood and Appenzeller had come to Korea. At that time, my great-grandmother, in her 40s, had lost her husband and was raising four children as a young widow. In that exceptionally poor era, the town of Hamyang near Jirisan mountain where my grandmother lived was surrounded by mountains, with no way for a woman to make a living alone. However, with her strong survival instincts, she pondered how to raise her four children and opened a small eatery by the road connecting Hamyang and Namwon. Though it was called an eatery, it likely functioned more as an inn, selling meals and other foodstuffs, with one room roughly set up to accommodate guests.

However, one day a foreigner wearing a hat and riding a horse appeared in this quiet village. My great-grandmother warmly served food to this strange foreigner, and when it got dark, she laid out a blanket for him. The strange guest left the next morning, thanking her and leaving behind a few books. Unable to attend school, my great-grandmother could not read well, so she asked her children to read them. The children struggled but read out "Gospel of Mark", "Gospel of Luke". The stranger was an American missionary, and what he had left behind were the Gospels. Some time after the children had been haltingly reading the books whose contents they did not understand, this foreigner appeared again. My graet-randmother did not let him go and grabbed him. And she asked, "Who are you and what are these books?"

At that time, he said he was a missionary from America and that this book was the Bible, the word of God. And he preached the gospel to my great-grandmother. After hearing the missionary's words, she accepted Jesus, and her four children also began to believe in Jesus. Eventually, a mission school named Shinheung School was established in Jeonju. With a strong desire for education, my great-grandmother sent one of her children who was relatively studious to Shinheung School, and that was our grandfather. After that, grandfather built a church in his hometown and appointed his older brother as the first elder. That is how the gospel began in the Hamyang and Namwon regions.

When I was young and heard this story, I vaguely wondered what a missionary does and why they came all the way from such a distant country to Korea. Not only was it surprising that he came to Korea, but I also thought about why he didn't go to a big city like Seoul and instead traveled to rural areas like Jirisan to preach the gospel. Perhaps at that time, when people traveled inland by following rivers, he may have chosen a route where he came up along the Seomjin River from the South Sea, transferred to a horse near Jirisan, passed through Jirisan, and continued his evangelical journey to Namwon and Jeonju.

As I grew up, I have never forgotten this story. Because of him, our family and region came to know God, so he is like a giver of life to us. So I inquired about who he might have been, and so far, it has only been confirmed that he was likely a Presbyterian missionary from Georgia in the United States. A few years ago, during a sabbatical year when I visited Atlanta, I heard that descendants of the Presbyterian missionaries who had been active in Korea long ago live in Blackmountain, Georgia. But I was not able to visit them due to my schedule, which has been a constant regret.
And as time passed, I became a missionary and came to Africa. Facing death in an unfamiliar country, I found myself overwhelmed with longing for the nameless missionary I remembered, shedding tears. I had thought the history of the Gospel was easily made, but now I realized it required risking life, and I cried and cried thinking of that missionary who 120 years ago risked his life crossing the Pacific to a poor and ignorant country, traveling by horse and suffering hardships. And I asked myself again and again if the path I had chosen was really the right choice, and if I too would become a missionary that Africans would remember in the distant future.

Missionary!

I do not know you.

But I miss you. Even though you suffered so much in that faraway foreign land, we do not even know your name - what an insensitive people we are. That one grandmother you evangelized became the Lydia of our family line, and from that root came countless pastors, elders, believers, churches, schools, and martyrs - how can we repay such grace?
Now that I have come to Africa as a missionary in this strange land, I am even more curious about who you were 100 years ago, and I miss you even more. Missionary, where are your family members now? Your children must have already gone to heaven by now too, right? What I can promise you is that as long as I am alive, I will definitely find your descendants, and also that like you, I will do missionary work in Africa without any name or glory, and die a proud death like you did. This is because, as Jesus said, those who want to die will live, and those who want to live will die.

5. Nature

. With nature

What is rediscovered upon coming to Africa is the preciousness of nature. Their love and cherishing of nature is manifested in proverbs formed by listening to the voice of nature over a long period of time. Nature's proverbs mainly concern animals, as well as the heavens, the earth, the universe, and all the things in the world.

Among the animal proverbs, the most common are about lions. Why lions are such an important existence for African people becomes clear when you go on a safari. Their majestic appearance, agility, and courage are enough to make people recognize the lion as the king of animals. The first one: 'A lion and a lamb may lie down together, but the lamb cannot sleep.' Just because they lie together on the savanna does not make them the same kind. There is also this proverb: 'Do not think the lion is asleep just because it is not roaring.' This means that a lion is still a lion. They have learned through lions the principle of survival - that one must always be cautious and live vigilantly to avoid falling victim to the powerful.

Undoubtedly the greatest proverb about lions is on leadership: 'An army of sheep led by a lion can defeat an army of lions led by a sheep.' It means who the leader is matters. If the leader is a lion, he can train the sheep to be an army of lions. 'To kill a lion is to prepare for war.' Don't disturb a sleeping lion's whiskers. If you provoke a lion, be ready to fight. There is also a proverb about the nature of lions: 'No matter the economy of the jungle, the lion will never eat grass.' No matter how hungry, a lion does not eat just anything.

The Bible also has many stories about lions. "The lions may grow weak and hungry, but those who seek the LORD lack no good thing." (Psalm 34:10) In the Bible, the lion represents all that is strong. "a lion, mighty among beasts, who retreats before nothing" (Proverbs 30:30). Africans, seeing the lion, must have thought there are beings stronger than themselves in this world. So because of the powerful, they became more cautious and humble.

However, there is something that can subdue this lion. Interestingly, it is a small spider's web. "When the spider's webs unite, they can tie a lion." No matter how strong something is, if small things unite their strength, they can win. It speaks of the importance of unity. The ant is a frequent guest of wisdom everywhere. "If an ant works on foot, it does more work than an elephant lying down." It means that although small, if it works slowly and steadily, it is sure to be victorious. There is also a saying about elephants: "When two elephants fight, it is the grass that gets trampled and hurt." It means the small get hurt in conflicts between the great.

"The story of the owl is a remarkable insight. 'The owl is the wisest of all birds because the more it sees, the less he talks‘. It is truly remarkable to learn the wisdom of silence by observing an owl sitting silently, blinking in the night. It might be scary or one might ask why it only sits there, but it is wonderful and remarkable that it is regarded as an embodiment of silence that sees much and speaks little.
The goat is used in a proverb to express the unchanging nature. 'No matter how much you wash a goat, it still smells like a goat.' I know the smell from eating goat meat in Africa. Once, I went to a church to preach, and after the meal, they brought a goat as a gift, said to be for the highest guest. Eventually, it was given as a gift for the students' end-of-semester party, but the goat, even washed multiple times, still retained its distinctive smell. Would it be an overstatement to say through goats that humans are still sinners no matter how hard they try?
Proverbs are also found in everyday life, one of which involves a needle. 'When a needle falls into a deep well, many people look into the well, but hardly anyone goes down to retrieve it.' It means that knowing and hearing are different, and knowing and acting are also different. The distance between the head (knowledge) and the hand (action) is indeed far. Even from an ordinary cooking pot, such a proverb can come forth: 'Even the best cooking pot will not produce the food.' It means A pot only cooks food, but the pot itself cannot make food. Nature is greater than human skill.

There are also stories about snakes. 'While you are focused on the snake, the scorpion will sting you.' It means concentrating on one thing might lead to mistakes elsewhere. Another says, 'Do not run around the thorn bush; you will either chase the snake or it will follow you.' This means do not willingly enter into hardship. The tale of ash and flies also exists, 'Ash flies back to the person who threw it,' and 'A person who urinates on the road will encounter flies on his return.‘

Mother Nature has given them messages of awe, wisdom, and instruction. There is a story about thunder and the moon. 'Even if the moon, sun, and stars in the sky are beautiful, the sky still thunders and strikes lightning.' It is a profound proverb. The sky is beautiful yet terrifying because it contains both stars and thunder, sun and lightning. Did Africans see both aspects of God in this? As Rudolf Otto said, fascination and awe are two fundamental elements of religion. Fascination leads us to approach God, and awe makes us kneel before Him; Fascination gives rise to praise, and awe gives rise to worship.

The movement of the moon also makes one contemplate the transcendent. 'The moon moves slowly, but it crosses the town.' It seems to move slowly yet it orbits the Earth, implying the sky's vastness and grandeur. Perhaps Africans recognized the existence of God by observing the stars and the moon. Indeed, Africans believed in the Creator God before the gospel was preached to them, calling Him Ammua in West Africa and Mulungu in East Africa. The issue was they believed He was distant and the actual world was ruled by spirits, ghosts, nature deities, and ancestor spirits.

Water-related proverbs are essential too. 'Where water is the boss, there the land must obey.' Natural disasters surprise humans. When a flood overflows and wets the land, the land has no choice but to follow it. It can be interpreted differently. It means that if a leader rules with leadership like water (soft and gentle), the people will follow him well. If Jesus, the source of life, rules with living water, the thirsty world will receive eternal life from Him.

Proverbs also speak of the gap between reality and ideals through nature. Firstly, water: 'The surface of the water is beautiful, but it is no good to sleep on.' Sometimes we may wish to lie down because the sea is beautiful, but we should not. This is because what appears and reality may be different. There is another proverb., 'Do not strike the drum with an axe because it looks beautiful.' Passion must also be accompanied by wise methods. There's a proverb about prayer: 'A chicken's prayer doesn't affect a hawk’ The chick prays at the level of a chick, and the hawk prays according to the hawk's situation. they are incomparable, and God hears both prayers.

Nature is the bosom of God, God exists within nature and speaks through nature. Africans hear God's voice through nature and gain endless wisdom for life. What about us? Just as Africans needed to hear the gospel of salvation proclaimed through Jesus Christ, shouldn't we also listen more to the sounds of nature through God's creation? The wellspring of wisdom that Africans have developed over thousands of years of history, shouldn't we also cherish and inscribe it in our hearts?
. Walking the Field Paths (April 27, 2019)

There is a poem written by the poet Shin Seokjeong, titled "Standing on the Field Path."

As the blue mountain embraces the white clouds,

There is always a blue sky above my head.

How sublime it is to be able to stretch out my arms towards the sky, like a forest!

Though my two legs are feeble, taking them as the young mountain range,

And I've stepped on this round Earth that moves unceasingly.

How joyful it is to live standing firm on the Earth like the green mountain!

It's alright for life to be bitterly sad.

Standing on the field path at sunset, let's gaze at the blue stars.

Gazing at the blue stars is my sacred daily task under the heavens.
I did not expect to be reminded of this beautiful poem from Africa. In fact, Mr. Shin Seok-jeong was my mentor from my childhood days. At the time, I did not fully realize what an admirable person he was - one who rejected the sharp enticements of the Japanese colonial period with his whole being and walked the upright path of a poet his entire life. I just remember during one Korean language class, as he gently brushed back his graying hair, reciting his own poem, I thought I wanted to become a wonderful poet like him. Time has passed, and although I did not become a poet as I had thought, with hair grayer than my teacher's, I now walk the rural paths of Africa.

Truly, walking is such a joyful thing. The blue sky spread out overhead and the changing colors of the sunrise and sunset each morning and evening enthrall me daily. At first, I started walking for health reasons. The leg I had injured in an old traffic accident began hurting after coming to Africa, so in this place without hospitals, I had to start walking. If I begin walking early in the dim morning light, I can watch the red sun rise over the distant mountains.

Walking, which started out as exercise, soon became a habit and became my prayer. In this place where there is no specific prayer time, walking became a happy honeymoon time to meet the Lord. If I gather my mind and focus my thoughts, a fountain of inspiration flows. Most of what I have written these days came to mind and was written during these times.

While walking the field paths, I sometimes gaze endlessly at the cloudless blue sky or sit for a while under a mango tree, beautifully adorned like a royal court lady's hairstyle. I observe the skinny cows grazing on the path, take lovely photos of the laughing children who follow me, and sometimes gently push from behind the girls struggling with heavy water jugs weighing as much as poverty itself strapped to their old bicycles, and toss balls made of tightly wound cloth scraps to the boys playing soccer. Since I showed up at the same time, I even had little fans sitting on the side of the road at that time to greet me. I always greet them "Annyeonghaseyo?" so now they greet me "Annyeonghaseyo?" too when they see me. A free Korean language class has been formed.

The rural paths make me think of many things and also lead me to prayer. Isaac was meditating in the field waiting for his wife Rebekah at eventide. The place where John the Baptist prayed and the prophets learned to pray was the wilderness of Beersheba or the Judean desert. The places where Jesus mainly preached and performed miracles were likely the field of Bethsaida or the plains of Galilee. St. Francis was born in the countryside of Assisi, and Thomas à Kempis, St. Anthony, and Julian were all country people too. I don't mean to condemn the city, but whenever Jesus went up to Jerusalem, he always argued with the Pharisees. So a spiritualist said, "The devil dwells in the city, but angels live in the countryside."
Prayer is not about God entering into my schedule. Rather, God often crosses the boundaries of my designated prayer times. Once, a believer set aside time specifically for prayer, but when God did not respond as the time passed, he poured out his complaints. "God, why do You not answer when I pray?" After a while, he heard God's voice: "Really? Where were you when I was looking for you?" God has the freedom and right to call us beyond the times we set. This is why we need to meditate every day. Greater than God's absence is our own absence. Since we don't know when God will call us, we must always be awake.

E.M. Bounds, the man of prayer, said, "Pray with all ways and always.“

Let us learn to incline our ears to God while walking the rural paths. Let us practice walking with God along the paths. When we hear God's word (davar) in the open field (midbar), that place becomes the inner sanctuary (dbir). Pastors, I know well how busy you are. Sometimes pastors can be busier than God Himself. I know I have no right to say this living without even a Monday. But if I say it with a repentant heart, let us now walk the field paths. Our task is to walk the evening paths gazing at the blue stars. Saints, let us often leave behind the busyness of life and walk the earthy rural paths. Since our days are not eternal, let us not be overly entangled in living, but look up at the blue sky. Today again, walking the field paths...
. When the flower falls, it becomes a fruit.

In front of the house where I live, there is a banana tree. One day, I noticed a pretty banana shoot poking out from inside this tree. Having only seen the tree hung with clusters of bananas, I was amazed to watch this little shoot growing, and kept observing it as I came and went. Then one day, a petal fell from the purplish flower cluster, and in the spot where that petal had been, I saw something small. As the petals completely fell off, that thing inside began growing little by little. It was a banana shoot. This process probably continued for a month or two. As the petals fell, the banana shoot grew, and as they fell, another emerged from inside, until at one point, the form of the banana gradually became visible. Still retaining a small tail at the tip proving its roots were once a flower, the banana was growing in this way.

The bananas we always saw were fully grown bananas. The bananas nicely packaged at the supermarket, the yellow bananas on the street vendor grandma's stand - these had already gone through this entire process. The banana had never once told us the secret of its birth, yet it was always unchangingly revealing the mystery of creation bestowed upon it in that place. I did not know such a deep secret existed within that small fruit.

The Bible has a story about Jesus cursing a fig tree. Although there's a legendary story that this incident turned the young Nietzsche into an atheist, the core of the event is not the curse but the absence of fruit on the tree that should have had it. Scholars suggest that a fig tree bears fruit for up to nine months a year. However, on that day, the fig tree Jesus encountered had no fruit at all. It's not that it didn't have leaves. How many leaves must it have had for Adam and Eve to hide behind it? In painters' depictions, with just one fig leaf, Eve was sufficiently covering her body. Jesus didn't ask if the tree had blossoms. Mark 11:13, 'Seeing in the distance a fig tree in leaf, he went to find out if it had any fruit. When he reached it, he found nothing but leaves'. What did Jesus expect to find on the fig tree? Clearly, it was fruit. It wasn’t about the lush branches or fragrant flowers; His interest was solely in the fruit.

The Bible is so strange. Stories about flowers, which people love, are hardly mentioned. We love flowers, but the Bible is too indifferent to flowers. We cannot find words like "Become like flowers," "Learn from flowers," "Become a person like a flower." Flowers are mentioned, but only briefly, as a metaphor to convey the vanity of life: "Life is like a flower..." "The grass withers and the flowers fall...“

I won't talk about the Korean church like someone who enjoys gossiping about others, because my story is the story of the Korean church itself. I have been like lush branches. I didn't have much to boast about, yet I rather enjoyed boasting quite a bit. I didn't have much to show off, yet I went around showing off a lot. Talking about studies and ministry, but truly, those who have studied properly or ministered appropriately would not have spoken such words. I ministered with lush branches. I spoke of spirituality, but I conducted a ministry that looked good to people more than to God.

I wanted to become the blossom of the Korean church. Even long before pastoring HanShin Church, that was the case. If you say the Bible states that if you confess it with your mouth, you will achieve the vision, then I have nothing to say. However, in my case, it was more likely greed disguised as a "vision". I wanted to work hard at something and gain the attention of the Korean church. There were times when I felt anxious if the mass media's attention waned. Though I lacked a star's qualities and abilities, I vainly dreamed of being a star. I was lush foliage and a scentless blossom. Naturally, there was no fruit within. Then one day, I realized that the Lord solely seeks fruit. And I realized that fruit is produced through self-sacrifice and death. It was late, but still fortunate that I came to know this.

That's right.

How is fruit borne? The flower must fall off.

The flower falls off, and the seed within it breaks open, then fruit is produced.

So fruit is not borne but made to be borne.

When the flower falls off, there is fruit. The flower must fall off for there to be fruit.

To bear fruit is to die, to bear fruit is to have the husk peeled off.

As much as it is broken, so much fruit. As much as it dies, so much fruit.

Today again,

I gazed at the banana tree for a long while

Under the banana tree, as leaf after leaf fell.

The small banana was my teacher.
. star : what is man that you are mindful of him?

There are many things I miss out on while living in Africa. One of them is the stars. A verse from a poem written by the poet Yang Gwangmo moved my heart: "You who do not look up at the night sky even when autumn comes, do you have stars in your heart?“

Usually I think the stars are beautiful, so tonight I waited for evening to see them. In Africa, you don't need to climb up to a high mountain just to see the stars. You take just a few steps out into the yard and the stars of the sky are poured out. Putting on long pants and a jacket to avoid being bitten by mosquitoes, I sit on the yard rock and the breeze blows right through to my shirt. Sitting upright and taking a deep breath, soon the sky grows dark. And then the stars appear...

Oh, how big and beautiful the stars in Africa are! It’s not that such stars are only here, but because the people living in this land have less artificial light, dust, and pollution. According to scientists, the maximum number of stars visible to the naked eye is 6,000, but in reality there are billions upon billions of stars. Our solar system is also one among a hundred billion stars. The star twinkling and shining there must have pierced through hundreds of millions of light years, an eternity of time, to reach me.

There are so many stars, yet we live forgetting about them. The more we look at the earth and live, the bigger we become. But the more we look at the stars and live, the smaller we become. Day or night, the stars are the same, but we are too busy during the day and too tired at night to see them.

Stars, like they are seen in darkness, shine brighter when the heart is dark. As poet Jung Jin-gyu says, 'Stars are not seen by those in broad daylight. Only those in darkness see the stars. The background of the stars, therefore, is darkness.' Yes, stars fade in an era of prosperity and shine brighter to the robbed homeland and the impoverished poet.

Even looking at the stars from here, I feel small, but how tiny do I appear when viewed from the stars? Instead of looking at the small stars in this vast, great world and thinking we are big, let us consider how tiny we are when viewed from the vast, great stars. There has been one who gazed at the stars with such an eye.

 ‘O LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!... what is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him? You made him a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him with glory and honor." (Psalm 8:1,4-5)

you are mindful of them). 

Years ago, I was surprised to see this verse engraved on the roof of the main hall (Emerson Hall) during my visit to Harvard University. "What is man that you are mindful of them.“

That’s right. The busier we are, the more we should stop working and gaze at the stars. When we are tired and exhausted, let's lift our eyes from the ground and gaze at the stars in the sky. When human affairs seem so great, like during a pandemic, stand alone in the yard and gaze at the great and awesome stars.

There was a missionary, Gladys Aylward (1902-1970), a poor British woman who left a great mark in China's missionary history of the last century. During the fierce war between China and Japan, she crossed the Yellow River with 100 Chinese orphans she loved like her own children and walked thousands of kilometers to Thailand. After crossing many rivers of war, poverty, danger, and hardship in her life, she finally stood before God and said:

'The eagle that soars in the upper air does not worry itself how it is to cross rivers. 

Yes, rivers are obstacles we cannot avoid as long as we live on the ground. But as long as we live in the heavens, we need not worry because of the rivers. As the old poet said, let us stand on the village path at sunset and gaze up at the blue stars in the sky. Looking at the stars, let us ponder how much God loves us among all the myriad things in the universe. And let us walk silently on the path given to us. The stars in the sky shine bright tonight as well.
. Firefly; with my small Light

There is another light that brightens the darkness of Africa. It is the firefly. One evening, something twinkled at the window, and approaching closer, my wife exclaimed, 'Oh, fireflies.' Hearing 'fireflies,' I stepped outside, and the yard, deep in darkness, was twinkling with fireflies.

Ah! To see fireflies in Africa... How long has it been since I last saw fireflies? Growing up in the valleys of Jiri moutain, I loved fireflies as a child. On deepening summer nights, my siblings and I would catch fireflies, place them in a bowl, watching them with wonder. The ancient people used them to read books by their light, calling them the "brilliant study lamps."

When the time came for me to minister, I once attended the Firefly Festival held in Seolcheon, Muju County, which was a beautiful symphony of lights. I was amazed that such tiny fireflies could come together to produce such a great brilliance. It was more like an entrancing festival of light.

At that time, I did not know well that fireflies emit light for the purpose of mating between males and females. Fireflies that grow up eating snails and slugs in the water mobilize all the energy in their bodies to emit light in order to find mates after maturing. The females cling to leaves and emit a faint light, while the males fly around emitting a strong light.

What does this little light mean? When small things shine, the whole world becomes brighter. People like big things, but it is small fireflies that light up the world. It is like the poet Jo Dong-hwa's ‘I Alone Bloom’. ‘Do not say that if one flower blooms, how can it change the meadow. If you blossom and I blossom, will the meadow not become a whole field of flowers?’

Yes. What saves the world is a small but fragrant flower and small but illuminating fireflies. Moreover, when the small things join forces, the world becomes more beautiful. There is a story about a lion and a grasshopper. In a forest, a lion and a grasshopper decided to make a bet to see whose voice would be louder. First, the lion roared thunderously. The valley shook. Next was the grasshopper's turn. The grasshopper was no match for the lion from the start. When the grasshopper made its thin voice, the lion began to mock it. However, as the grasshopper started making noise, other grasshoppers began to follow suit. Soon, with countless grasshoppers joining in from mountains near and far, their sound overturned the entire mountain. In the end, the grasshoppers defeated the lion.

We live in an age where we ignore the small things and only like the big things, but it is the small light of small people that illuminates the world. The same goes for prayer. We want to pray big prayers that move the throne of heaven, but God wants to hear the everyday prayers that happen in our lives every day. In his book, C.S. Lewis introduces many of the devil's strategies to hinder prayer: "Allowing them to pray for the world's peace and human welfare, while nurturing malice towards those they meet day-to-day; or letting them pray for a mother's soul but not for her rheumatism; or implanting the thought that God, being high and mighty, would not listen to trivial prayers of an insignificant person like me." (The Screwtape Letters).

Indeed, a father does not only listen to his children's big stories. In fact, all of his children's stories are big to a father. He listens intently even to our small problems and inclines His ear to our faint groans. Prayer is not about negotiating with God over great issues but conversing with Him about everyday matters. We can "pray about anything" (Mark 9:24), and God will give us "whatever we need" (Luke 11:8).

The basics of faith are not that we become big people, but that we trust in the great God. It is not that we do big things, but that we rejoice in the great things that God has already done. God has already done great things for us (Psalm 125:2-3), and he has accomplished great salvation for us (Hebrews 2:3). Our job is not to do another big thing for ourselves, but to truly realize the great work that has already been done and to let others know about it.

Ministers, missionaries, and workers of God are those who have a high likelihood of viewing themselves as great people or as those doing great things for God. Ministers must always engrave in their hearts the question from Jeremiah 45:5, 'Should you then seek great things for yourself?' They must not set their minds on high and vain things (James 4:16), but should always strive to become little people. The smaller we become, the greater God is, and the more faithful we are in small matters, the more God will manifest His great work through us.

The little fireflies of Africa teach me daily the preciousness of small things and the humility required of one standing before God. Seeing the small lights silently illuminating the darkness each night, I recalled a song I learned back in my student days: "A small spark kindles a great fire, just as people around will melt into that blaze, experiencing the Lord's love in this way, I want to share His love with everyone." There's another one: "I will make my little light shine, I will make my little light shine, shine, shine, shine." That's right. Though my light is small, shouldn't I let it shine where I stand by receiving the light from heaven? Lord, let my small light illuminate this darkness!!
. From the shattered soil, a new sprout emerges,

As the new spring began in Korea, the new spring of missionary work began for me as well. It was starting to teach at UCU (Uganda Christian University). I thought the only reason for coming to Uganda was to teach the Kumi students, but I was surprised at this sudden new change in circumstances that unfolded one day.

Starting from the first week of March, I began teaching students in the theological department. Initially, 19 students enrolled in the class I opened, which was considered a large number, but eventually, 32 attended. There were 20 M.Div students and 12 from the theology department (B.D). Over the past two years, I have been experimenting with the mission of 'nurturing people' through both failures and successes. I have written about these contemplations several times. In Kumi, I primarily taught the Bible. I still believe this is necessary, but I realized through God's grace that it's more important for these teachings to melt into life, to be practiced and applied. At the same time, when all time stopped due to the coronavirus, the election, and the year-end holidays, I was moved and started writing a discipleship training material. As the materials were somewhat ready, face-to-face classes began.

I am grateful to teach at a Christian university representing Uganda and to train young pastors who will shoulder this country and the African church. However, what I am most thankful for is learning that much suffering accompanies the work of God.
I drive eight hours to Kumi every other week after Sunday morning service. It's so far away that I have to spend the night somewhere along the way. At the hotel I stayed at last week, I fought mosquitoes all night and killed 15 of them, losing sleep. I don't know how many times the staff came knocking in the middle of the night because of the dust-filled bed and the lack of hot water in the bathroom. Once I finish teaching until Tuesday morning, I depart again on Tuesday afternoon and return to Kampala. And on Wednesday, for my UCU class, I probably drive through the most difficult roads to drive on in the world in Kampala, like a war zone, driving for 2 hours to get there and nearly 3 hours to drive back.

At least until I read the testimonies of the UCU students, I thought I was the only one suffering. However, after reading the testimonial essays submitted by the students over two weeks, I was utterly stunned and even forgot that I was having a hard time myself. Despite appearing well-off compared to the Kumi students on the outside, the UCU students had also paid a heavy price of suffering to be there. The common theme among the students was poverty. Some had actually worried about having food for every meal while living in poverty. Many students lived without parents or with a single parent. In their culture of polygamy, the suffering of their mothers who were subsequent wives, abuse by fathers, divorce, and conflicts between siblings seemed almost inevitable. Many students spoke of going astray due to these circumstances - alcohol, sexual immorality, dancing, smoking, fighting, and wandering - the depths of despair far exceeded what we experienced in our teenage years.

Additionally, there were many students who had been hospitalized or nearly died from illness. When I read the essay of a student who had voice issues and still struggles to speak clearly, I couldn't help but worry about how he would preach going forward. A student born into a superstitious family had to forcibly make a vow to their god along with animal sacrifices in order to become a witchdoctor. I could have never imagined that these outwardly diligent students had such painful pasts.

The issue is that they encountered God through this suffering. The way they met God differed for each person. Most commonly it was through a gathering or sermon, followed by the love and mentorship of a pastor, church member, or missionary. Did the suffering lead them to meet God? Or did God come to them through the suffering? The fact that God's way of breaking the self through suffering and then working through the broken person is the same in Korea and Africa made me contemplate deeply.

After reading the testimonies, I told my students, 'No suffering, no servant of God.' I had prayed my whole life, but I am relearning prayer on the mission field. Previously, my prayer's purpose was to receive answers. However, God's answers belong to the realm of mystery. Recently, a missionary friend of my wife in Japan returned to Korea due to cancer. She had lived a dedicated single life without parents or children to care for her (she passed away last Friday). Among the siblings of a Ugandan missionary, there is one who is a missionary in the Philippines. He also contracted cancer and recently went to Korea, and I heard there is no one to care for him. Is this God's rightful answer to His servants who have sacrificed their lives for His mission? If our prayers aim only for answers, we may face the pitiful situation of leaving God at the end despite a lifetime of missions work.

I too have prayed for God's help when struggling in missions, but often there is no satisfactory answer. The long, strange silence in a foreign land forced me to change my existing thinking about prayer. It was to no longer make receiving an answer the purpose of prayer, but rather to make God Himself the purpose. Though the desire for an answer still lingers within me, after making that decision, answers have become a bonus in my prayers. We simply pray, and God provides the answers. The answer to prayer is God Himself. If an answer happens to align with my thinking, I'm grateful, but I believe we must pray "because of Him" regardless.

Yes. as one poem says, perhaps God does not love those without shadows, without tears. The soil embraces the seed, but not just any soil can sprout new life. Only shattered soil can produce new shoots. There are no weeds in the world that should be carelessly trampled. When it rains, weeds receive the rainwater and with their whole bodies, block floods. Not many can recognize a diamond before it's cut and polished. Even diamonds need 250 tons of rock shattered to obtain just 1 carat. God's people, whether pastors or not, must all go through this cutting process of suffering. "We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God" (Acts 14:22).

New spring,

Making us realize the truth that only shattered soil produces new sprouts,

That is why spring is such a beautiful season for us.
. From the Rock of Morikara (December 3, 2020)

Rarely, the night of Kumi

Pitter-pattering rain falls

The sound knocking on the window

Reaches the soul.

Rising early in the morning

Climbing up the rocky mountain

The risen sun

The endlessly stretched horizon

Where do we come from?

Where are we going?

Dew beads on blades of grass

Barefoot children running and playing

A grandmother holding a chicken

Headed towards the church

Corn and cassava grown In the fields of Kumi

Cover the sky

The path leading to the mango forest

Stretches on endlessly

Long ago,

The dream of the missionaries who came here

Blooms again,

Reborn as large trees, as a dense forest.

Rather than a global vision,

May it be one man vision,

Rather than an island floating alone,

May It be a bridge connecting continents,

Rather than a great school,

May it be God's school

The tree planted today grows,

May its branches bear numerous fruits of heaven.

Arise, Kumi,

Like ten warriors guarding the city,

Like ten wise virgins prepared with oil,

Though the righteous fall seven times, they rise again

Arise, Kumi!

On the rocky mountains of Moricara

Today, too,

The sun rises.

 (*'Kumi' means 'Arise' in Hebrew, and 'ten' in Luganda.)
. The House Built at the End of a Branch

Walking through the nearby forest early in the morning, I saw the nest birds had built at the end of the branch. The heavy nest hung from the slender branch, swaying violently in the wind. For millions of years, from whom have the birds learned to build their nests? Why do they choose to build their homes at the very tips of swaying branches?

Looking up, I saw the fluttering wings of birds atop the swaying nests. They were likely mother birds feeding their recently awoken young ones.

When I returned and opened my phone, news from around the world began pouring in. Schools in Kenya have closed again due to COVID-19. A missionary in Ethiopia, after testing positive, passed away on the way to the hospital. The president of Tanzania also ultimately could not escape COVID-19 and died. And South Korea, once a model for virus prevention, now faced a fourth major wave of the pandemic.

It wasn't just the branches that were swaying. The whole world was swaying due to a tiny virus.

In 1527, when the plague spread to Wittenberg, Luther was asked if even believers could flee to another place to escape the epidemic. At that time, he said that except for those with spiritual duties or public offices, it was not a sin for anyone to flee for the sake of preserving their life. However, now there is nowhere for anyone to flee. Wherever one goes, it is but a swaying branch; the entire world is precariously hanging from slender branches.

Why do birds not build their nests on sturdy trunks, but rather on branches? Where is the safest place for a bird? Is not the trunk more dangerous because it is safe, while the branch is stronger because it is weak? Does not suffering lead out of suffering through suffering itself? And does not death have to pass through death in order to transcend death? Does not the egg have to break to become an omelet? And must not one who wishes to wear the crown also bear its weight? Is not the opposite of the right path not the wrong path, but the easy path? And is not the one who can leave the currently safe place and fly to the farthest reaches of the outermost branches the most courageous?
Do not move the birds' nests.

Leave them be on the swaying branches.

You too, do not leave the swaying branch, just remain there.

Like the birds, sing from the swaying branch.

And if you cannot do that, then just remain there.

For now, you must sway to grow strong, and be weak to be safe.
. Too far but near

How remarkable it is

That the moon so far away

Shines brightly

Over Africa too

And that such a large full moon

Also exists within my small self

COVID-19 divided us

Through social distancing

But the true distance

Is not physical space

Distancing bred relational distance

Which bred psychological distance

Yet all distances stemmed

From an existential distance

Where is God and what is He doing now?

God is in the place where the heavens are higher than the earth,

His heavenly throne exalted high above the multitude of stars.

Before Him we lose words, like the mute,

Before Him we fall prostrate, like the dead.

Yet He who is farther than us

is closer to us.

High yet humble,

absent yet present,

Riding in a chariot of fire and radiance,

born as a baby on blades of grass

He dwells

above us,

beside us,

within us.

Who says God is distant?

God simply does not exist in just one way.

If I try to find Him, He's already over there

The moment I think I've grasped Him

He hides already in the moonlight

The moment I think I know Him

He steps outside my frame of knowledge

Abiding alone once more

God always exists in His own freedom

That we are now in this dark night Of corona

Is because we made Him A means to existence, not its purpose

And because we seek joy in what is outside existence not inside it,

Pursue sensations over truth,

Noise over silence,

Gluttony over lack,

Stake our lives on them

Yet who can separate Us from God

Nothing can hinder God and us

Nothing can sever the bond between God and us

All things pass away but God is always there

Too far but too near
. Even if the oxen plow the field and forget

While walking early in the morning, I saw oxen plowing the field. Unlike in Korea, where a single ox plows, in Africa, two or three oxen work together. Boys were following them, whipping them with tree branches to keep them moving. Perhaps these oxen had plowed the same field last year and the year before, and they will probably be plowing the same field again this year.

Suddenly, as I was watching the oxen laboring hard, I heard an ox speaking. "Ah, it's so hard. Why was I born an ox to endure this hardship? Last year, the year before, all my life, I've been doing the same work, but what has changed for me? Has the world changed because I plowed the land?“

Then, an amazing scene unfolded before me. After the oxen had plowed the field, I saw a farmer sowing seeds. The seeds sprouted sharply, and eventually grew into crops taller than a person. The crops swayed in the wind, and the farmers were dancing beside them.

I was astonished and looked back at the oxen. The oxen were still plowing the field silently. However, they were not the same oxen as before. The numerous crops that grew where they had passed were swaying like waves, and the laughter of children reached the sky.

When I looked around again, I saw people living hard lives. Doctors and nurses fighting against COVID, trying their best to heal patients; pastors praying with tears for their churches and flocks in distressing times; intercessors sweating in prayer in dark prayer rooms; mothers raising their children with tears and prayers; and missionaries fighting a lonely and tough spiritual battle against malaria and many obstacles in a strange land...

Even if the oxen plow the field and forget about it, the seed that falls on it grows, and even if we plow the field and forget about it, there is someone who causes the seed that falls in the field to grow into swaying crops and bear fruit...

"Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up." (Galatians 6:9).
. The Size of God
In this locked-down world where everything is blocked off, my small phone is my only connection to the outside, through which I hear news of what's happening in the world.

Not long ago, the news suddenly broke that someone had died. As I looked into who it was, I was startled to find out it was Lois from All Saints Church. The moment I confirmed her name at the age of 79, brief memories of her came back to me. A couple of months earlier, I had started discipleship training at All Saints Church in Kampala. Thanks to Pastor Moses' efforts, around ten of us had gathered, and Lois was among them. Since her name was from the Bible, I had asked, "Is your daughter Eunice and your grandson Timothy?" She had laughed and said yes. Though aged, her character seemed infused with a life lived in faith and service. And this Lois had suddenly passed away from COVID-19.

The suffering of Korean missionaries continues as well. Amidst people struggling with COVID-19 here and there, one missionary is fighting for their life in the hospital. A female missionary from Sunbogum Church, she is receiving treatment in the intensive care unit, clutching the thin oxygen line of a ventilator with one hand and grasping the hand of the Lord she so longs for with the other, battling between life and death.

The sounds of human suffering can be heard everywhere. If a student who was actively participating in online classes suddenly disappears, it likely means someone in their family has died or is suffering. One seminary student, already in difficult financial circumstances due to COVID-19, appealed for help as he had no food to feed his children. Most students who miss online classes do so not because of lack of faith, but because they cannot afford internet access.

One seminary student shared the story of the bishop of Kumi. The bishop of the Kumi region under the Church of Uganda had reached the retirement age of 65, so they elected a new bishop. However, it was revealed that the new bishop had falsified his age, leading the diocese to cancel his appointment. He then took the matter to court, but the court ruled in favor of the diocese. However, the student said this made the church unable to avoid moral criticism. Even if you win by the law, do you also win before God? Can a church that does not even follow the basics of 1 Corinthians 6 preach the Bible to the world? The bishop should have examined himself first before taking the issue to court. Strife, conflict, poverty, sickness, and death are problems we cannot avoid as long as we live on this earth.

A few days ago, as the day was ending and darkness began to fall outside the window, I went out for an evening walk with my wife, as usual. Due to the various news about COVID-19 and news from Korea, I was walking with my head down, feeling powerless. Then I unconsciously looked up at the sky. Ah! There countless stars were shining brilliantly like jewels. Stars invisible during the day, invisible among Seoul's neon signs, stars invisible when nothing special is happening - as the world darkened, they began to shine brightly. The vast universe where even a single coin blocks 15 million stars from view - I stood for a long time, overwhelmed by its immensity.

How vast is the sky and how small are we?

How bright are the stars and how dark are we?

A story suddenly came to mind. A 6-year-old son asked his father one day, "Daddy, how big is God?" The father was flustered by his son's sudden question. Just then, as an airplane flew across the sky, the father said, "Son, is that airplane big or small?" The son looked at the airplane and responded, "It's so small, I can hardly see it."  That afternoon when the father went to town on an errand, he took his son along. They happened to pass by the airport, where a huge jumbo jet was visible by the road. The father asked, "Son, is that airplane big or small?" The son exclaimed, "Daddy, it's huge! Wow!" Then the father explained, "Airplanes look small when seen from far away and big when seen up close. God is the same. He seems small when viewed from afar and becomes larger as you get closer.“

That's right. the stars in the sky are so vast and numerous, but from the perspective of the heavens, how small must our problems appear? As the father said, God may not be clearly visible from far away and may even seem absent, but could it not be that the closer we get, the larger God appears? The closer we get to God, the greater God appears and the smaller our problems seem? The issue is not the size of the problem itself, but from whose perspective and position we view. The philosopher Anais Nin said:

'We don't see the things as they are, we see the things as we are'.

The size of the problem is not actually the size of the problem, but our own size. We claim to view things objectively, but in reality we view them subjectively. Things do not appear to us as they truly are, but only as we wish to see them. What if, instead of fixating solely on our problems, we first looked at the stars in the sky? What if we viewed our problems through the lens of the stars in the sky?

'The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands.'(Psalms 19:1)

Sometimes, when things are tough, let's go out to the yard and gaze at the stars in the sky.

If the stars aren't visible from the yard, then let's shoulder a backpack alone and climb a nearby mountain.

How small are we before that vast sky!

How small are our problems before that great God!

The stars in the sky shine brightly tonight as well.
6. Father, Mother
. A Prayer for Father

Last week, a text from my younger sibling made me almost lose my mind for a whole week. The text said that my father who lives in the countryside tripped over the door threshold and was taken to the emergency room. Because of the pain and high fever, he was receiving emergency treatment along with a Covid test. My sibling said the doctor mentioned that with father's lungs, stomach, and kidneys all being in critical condition, not much would change even if he was transferred to a larger hospital. Furthermore, it was suggested that it would be best for the children to visit him while he was still conscious.

Finally, what I've been dreading the most as someone living abroad as a missionary has become a reality. For a missionary, the biggest worry is aging parents, and that is now my reality. My father is 96 years old, and my mother is 90. Everyone can see they are quite old, but as their child, I desperately wished they could live longer. Especially Father, who had been healthy his entire life and claimed to have no illness until recently. Oh, what should I do? With air travel restricted due to COVID-19, if Father passes away, I may not even be able to attend his funeral. There has already been a missionary here who couldn't attend his parents' final moment and funeral. We all felt sorry for him, but now I may become one of those people. That night, my wife and I prayed to God, "Lord, life is in Your hands, please extend it a little longer. Until COVID ends, or at least until flights resume, or even just until the end of the year". If I have to let Father go without seeing him one last time, it will certainly be a lifelong regret. Thankfully, my father tested negative for COVID, but father's condition has not improved much and he remains hospitalized.

Father's past life mirrored the hardships of our modern history. Born the second of seven siblings, his life took a drastic turn with the tragedy of the Korean War. After graduating high school, Father had a relatively stable life as a county clerk, but then lost his devoutly religious grandmother and his brother, a police officer, and sister-in-law during the war. Suddenly, he became the eldest son responsible for five younger siblings and two young nephews left by his brother. Soon after, with his own five sons born, he had to support twelve brothers, nephews, and sons. Unable to support the family as a public servant, he took over running someone else's rice mill, throwing himself into the grueling labor of working day and night. At that time, Father was only 27 years old - extremely young by today's standards.

Moreover, his story of being forcibly conscripted into the North Korean army, and then after unimaginable hardship, escaping through the barbed wire fence to rejoin the South Korean army, was a heartbreaking pain of our nation's history that cannot be heard without tears. That's why in his terrifying dreams, he would invariably see his mother being killed by the communists and himself risking his life to escape from the North Korean Army barracks. After witnessing his mother massacred by the communists and even his brother, who was a police officer, and his wife killed by them, seeing their cold bodies, his remaining life was destined to become that of a staunch anti-communist.

Is that why? Growing up, we heard countless stories about the viciousness and cruelty of the communists. Unlike our father, we were born in the era of democracy and could not vote straight for the conservative party as he demanded during every election. But we never argued with our father over ideological differences either. We understood that his staunch anti-communism stemmed from his tearful experiences on the battlefield, so even when he called Kim Dae-jung a "commie," we just listened without retort. In turn, our father never really commented on the turbulent resistance-filled lives we lived through in the 70s and 80s, even when we nearly gave up study due to the chaotic political situation at times.

How can we heal the divide between the so-called conservative and progressive camps tearing our society apart? It's clear that ideologies are products of the historical environment. Who among us was born with a specific ideology? Ideologies were not originally ours but were imposed on us, and we suffered tremendously because of them, yet we are still fighting over them. Father's "Commie" rants may not sit well with his younger children, but couldn't we see it as an unfortunate reality of the history created by the national tragedy of the Korean War? The claims of the youth may sound like those of North Korea and be unpalatable, but couldn't we see them as an unhappy legacy born of our nation's tragic life? Even if ideology is important, is it more important than the relationship between parents and children? Different times and environments have forced different ideologies upon us, but doesn't the fact that we are father and child sitting at the same table remain unchanged? So we must refrain from extreme dichotomy, mutual insults, and violence. Instead, we should unite our efforts for the nation with mutual trust and a sense of common ancestry.

Another lesson Father left me was not verbal instruction but teaching through his life. Father was innately a man of few words. Perhaps he didn't even have the leisure time to casually talk with his children. The father I saw as a child would leave for the rice mill early in the morning and return late at night. Occasionally when I visited the mill on my mother's errand, I could see Father working in the dusty haze wearing a mask. If our eyes met, he would just tell me to take home the red pepper powder, flour, or rice cakes he received as payment. As a teenager, I disliked this father who did nothing but work. I have no memory of going out to play with him during my childhood. If it weren't for the one or two picnics we had from church on Palm Sunday, I might never have gone out with him at all.

I only realized this side of my father within me when I started my ministry. One day, after working tirelessly at the church from dawn prayer until late night, I was suddenly reminded of my father working at the rice mill. I was shocked to realize that I was living exactly the same way as my father. He had to live like that to feed his large family of 15 including my grandfather, while I have to live this way to feed my flock - that's the only difference. Although he had no memories of spending time with his children, being focused solely on work, it was through embodying the sacrifice needed to support the family just like him that I too could dedicate the rest of my life to missions after completing my pastoral duties. About 80% of who I've become is due to my father's DNA and the lessons of sacrifice and devotion I learned from him.

The last time I saw my father was in February last year, before leaving for a mission in Africa. At that time, his body was healthy, but his mind was weak, showing frequent signs of dementia. When I went to say goodbye, saying I was leaving for a mission, he couldn't understand my situation due to his dementia. Later, I heard that when his condition improved he asked where I was, hesitantly my sibling told him that I had gone to Africa as a missionary. And I heard that from then on my father would leave the house every morning, heading to the shade tree at the entrance of the village, and there, he seemed to wait for someone from morning till evening. Could it be that he was waiting for his son who had gone far away, like the Prodigal Son? With his dementia, he probably didn't fully understand where Africa was or what I was doing there. But how tearful it is that there is a father waiting for his son who has gone far away. Because he is an image here on earth of our Heavenly Father waiting for me in heavenly home to which I will return someday when the time comes.

What if my father passes away during the COVID period? I am now wrestling with the Lord's words that one must deny themselves and leave behind their home, brothers, sisters, parents, children, and fields for His sake (Matthew 19:29), on the mission field. I'm at a crossroads, unsure of what is the relationship between my human self and my self as God's missionary, what takes priority, and what to choose when the time comes. I've come to deeply understand the difficulty of the choices made by Abraham when he left his father's house and the disciples who left their boats and fathers to follow Jesus. The history of world missions is filled with countless tearful stories on this. Missionaries who left behind wealth, security, and parents; those who could not attend their dying parents' funerals and had to cry silently in a foreign land; those who had to bury their young children first on the mission field. It is because of their tears and sacrifices that we are here today.

Still, if my father's health does not recover, I will frantically search for any available flight schedules, not knowing when they may come up. And if by God's grace, I encounter the miracle of getting a timely flight, I will fortunately be able to arrive in Korea. However, even if I return to Korea, I may not be able to attend the funeral due to the 2-week self-quarantine period. The biggest problem is that when I have to return here after attending the funeral, I may face a situation where there are no returning flights available and I just have to wait indefinitely. Therefore, unless I give up my missionary work and return to Korea permanently, there is currently nothing I can do. All I can do is kneel and pray.

Lord,

Please extend my father's life,

It would be good if after COVID

If not, at least until flights are available

I have no authority to demand this of You

I can only earnestly appeal, relying on Your mercy and compassion

May all of this be done

According to Your good will
. I entrust them into Your hands, Lord

The two-week self-isolation was peaceful, yet slightly too long a period for waiting on someone. Ever since I heard that my father had fallen and was critically ill, I had been anxiously awaiting a flight. As soon as the two-week quarantine was over, I hurried to my hometown. My heart began to race when, driving over the hill, the peaks of the Gonam mountain came into view through the car window, driven by my sibling. After years of wandering through unfamiliar worlds, I was finally returning to the warm embrace of my hometown.

As I creaked open the main gate and entered unexpectedly many family members were waiting inside. The white-haired aunts now bent to the waist, my sister and her husband who rushed over from work, and my parents - the hospitality of my hometown was warm and cozy. On the table which mother urged me to eat from at least ten times were kimchi casserole and lettuce that I love, as well as shredded radish kimchi and red cabbage kimchi piled high. These were the foods that mother had fed us from when she came to marry at nineteen years old to this valley of Jiri-san where there is not even one market.

The evening was both short and long. After giving thanks through a service, we shared this and that story. The story of father's hospital stay, mother's ailing legs, the aunts' life stories, the recently deceased cousin's story, stories of Africa, stories of malaria...

As time passed and the darkness deepened, unexpectedly a call came from my daughter in America. "Happy birthday dad!" Huh? Birthday? Sure enough, the next day was my lunar birthday. So many careless years of forgetting my own birthday - mother was the most delighted. According to mother, this was the first time since high school that I was celebrating my birthday together with her. The surprised family members hurriedly began birthday preparations. My brother went to the town to buy a cake, others rummaged through the pantry to find seaweed.

The next day during the meal, mother said, "Today is a happy day, so I'd like to treat you all." When she rustled through her post office bank book, the money sent by her children was still there untouched. When we asked why she hadn't spent it, she said, "The money given by my children is too precious to spend." My mother, offering to spend this precious money for the birthday feast, perhaps wished to compensate for the decades she couldn't hand-feed her son after sending him away to a distant place for high school.

The sad thing was that my father's dementia had progressed deeply. While his injured joints and back had improved somewhat, he could not recognize his son who had come from far away at all. Just last year when I was leaving for Africa, he would have lucid moments mixed with confusion. To him, I was merely a strange guest who had arrived from somewhere. The birthday meal began and the prayer ended, but my father just quietly ate his food.

But during the meal, my father stared intently at me and said, "Take some traditional herbal medicine before you go." I doubted my own ears. Herbal medicine for someone he doesn't even recognize? After a while, I heard my father say something again that made me question my hearing. "If you need money, let me know. I'll give it to you." After the second remark, I looked at my father. Could it be that he recognizes me? However, my father had no expression. Everyone in the family was surprised too. My mother said she had never heard him say such things before. It was clear that my father couldn't recognize me, so how could he say those things? Did he think I was someone close to him from the past that he had seen many times before? Is there an innate parental pull towards one's child ingrained in a parent's DNA?

After the meal, I went outside and sat under the zelkova tree. The old zelkova tree under which my father had waited for someone whenever he had time after I left for Africa. The person my father waited for, sitting here, was now waiting for someone else. What entered my view was the beautiful Korean autumn scenery - the fields having finished the harvest were hurriedly preparing for winter. As I sat there for a long time, I couldn't tell if my father had been waiting for me or if I had been waiting for him. But one thing was clear - people spend their whole lives waiting. Those who have left wait for those who stayed behind, and those who stayed behind wait for those who left. And this waiting becomes an "incurable homesickness" that won't end until we reach our final home.

During the few days in my hometown, I walked a lot. My younger sibling happened to visit, and we walked along the stream where we used to bathe together as children, searching for the "Gosu Rock" whose exact location we no longer remembered. The old mill we frequented as kids, the mountain trails we picnicked on, my aunt's house in the village four kilometer away that we would visit late at night - my hometown was a treasure trove of accumulated memories. Within those memories may have been my dreams, my future, and even my present life in Africa.

The day I left my hometown, I bowed down to my parents. In the past, my parents used to follow me to the zelkova tree and wave their hands toward the car I got on. But now my mother couldn't come out because of her sore leg, and my father didn't even realize his son was leaving.

At the hilltop where my hometown home disappeared from view, I suddenly had this thought. Everyone we meet is a miracle, Because it means we have survived without dying while we have been separated. And everyone meets last time when they parts. It is because we don't know if we can meet again before we die. When we meets anyone, let's be glad like it’s a miracle, and when we leave anyone, let's entrusts the one into God's hands. It will be the best miracle if I can meet my parents again in my life. However, if I can't meet, it will also be a miracle. It’s because we die and are reborn anew each day, parting and reuniting each day. After crossing over a few more mountains when the skies of my hometown were no longer visible, I quietly prayed:
 ‘Lord,

I entrust my beloved parents into Your hands.‘
. Mother, Father! (May 9, 2022)

On a Sunday morning, as I was just about to leave home for the local church, my phone rang. "Pastor, please come to the Korean church today. It's Parents' Day, you know. We've prepared gifts." Receiving a call from Deacon Jo of the Korean church, I phoned the local church and headed straight to the Korean church. It had been a while since my last visit. After the service, those parents over 60 were asked to come forward, so we did too. The congregation, mostly missionary families, stood up and sang "Mother's Song" toward us. Hearing the song after a long time, my heart felt heavy, and some people singing had tears in their eyes. After that, we received a substantial gift, which turned out to be persimmons. They were closer to hong-sh(ripe persimmon). How did they get hong-shi in Africa?

At my hometown where I was born and raised, there were two persimmon trees. During my student years studying away from home, whenever I had a chance to visit my hometown, there were no special snacks, but I enjoyed climbing the persimmon trees and picking the reddish-ripe persimmons. If I missed the timing, my mother would secretly store the hong-shi and give them to me. My diligent parents still pick the hard, unripe persimmons to make kkot-gam(dried persimmons), laying them out on the roof to dry. Kkot-gam was the most delicious snack I had shared with my mother and father during our poor days.

The reddish-ripe persimmons not only brought back childhood memories but also reminded me of my feeble parents, who are barely able to pick them anymore. Last year's end when I visited Korea, my parents were almost not of this world. My father's dementia had deepened so much that he could not recognize his son who had returned after so long. My mother was a serious patient with ailments all over, the beauty of her former face long gone

My father, who lost his mother and older brother during the Korean War at a young age and became the head of the family, spent his life in a dusty, dim mill to feed five siblings, two nephews, and his five children. Similarly, having lost her parents during the war, my mother came as a bride at nineteen and spent her life sending off twelve family members of in-laws, nephews, and her own children to their marriages, now holding on to God's last hand. If they had not traveled to the US and Israel, the two may have lived their entire lives in the Jiri Mountain valley.

Three years ago, when I told my mother that I was taking early retirement and going to Africa, she firmly said, "Yes, that's the path of a pastor." However, last winter, as I was about to leave after visiting Korea, she tightly held my hand and said, "Pastor Lee, do you really have to go?" The moment I heard those words, I was saddened, wondering if the indifference and weakness of time had taken away the faith she had. When I let go of that warm hand and turned around, I got into the car with heavy steps and couldn't even look back. The windows were covered in thick fog, and I could not see outside for a long time.

Every time I hear news of my parents through my siblings, I repeatedly question if I should continue with my mission. My mother's voice over the phone sounds so weak that I hesitate each time before calling. Fortunately, she feels somewhat better at times, but at others, she spends the whole day without energy. Sometimes, she goes back and forth between heaven and hell.

What is mission work, and what is death? Once, when I visited a foreign missionary cemetery, I saw the gravestone of Ruby Kendrick (1883-1908). It read, "If I had a thousand lives, I would give them all to Korea." This moving confession belonged to Ruby Kendrick, a single missionary from Texas, USA, who died in Korea at the age of 24. Just before her death, she sent her last letter to her parents saying,

"I spent all day thinking of home when I heard that the flowers I planted in our backyard before coming to Korea were in full bloom. Tonight, I especially long to return to my hometown.....Mother, whose face comes to my mind repeatedly as she tried to stop me until the end at the port due to the rumors that Koreans kill foreigners and hate Christianity. Mother, Father! This might be my last letter. The seed I planted in our backyard before coming here will fill the neighborhood with flowers by next year, won't it? And it will produce more seeds, and many flowers will bloom in this Korean soil, and they too will become seeds for other countries. I will bury my heart in this land. I have come to realize that this is not just my passion for Korea but God's passion for Korea. Mother, Father! I love you.“

I am well aware that I, a humble missionary in Africa, cannot dare compare myself to Ruby Kendrick, but at least her story makes three things clear to me. One is that we all will eventually go to the kingdom of God. Another is that until then, we must follow the path God has given each of us to its end. And because of the many flower seeds that have fallen on this earth, we are here, and now we too must become little seeds.

I well know that not only my mother and father, but also many whom I have loved over the past few years have already moved their place to God's kingdom, and many others are suffering from illness, awaiting God's final grace. Although it is difficult, there is consolation I can offer: "Take courage. This is not our end. You have lived well. God is alive and is with us now." On this Parents' Day that has come again after a long time, I present a small hong-shi as a gift. I am grateful and love you.

. The Heart of a Father

During Lent, I ponder father’s heart. The place where I live is a bit remote, so there are not many Korean missionaries here. But on Sunday afternoons, a few families gather for worship and fellowship. Yesterday, a missionary couple who were my juniors from school came and gave their testimony. They had come to this rural area quite a long time ago. Originally, after receiving a Ph.D., the husband started his missionary work as the dean of a theological seminary in Kenya. However, one day he heard God's voice telling him not to stay in a comfortable city but to go to a remote area. So after searching, they came to this place without electricity or running water. While praying, they felt it was important to teach children, so they started a kindergarten ministry.

One day, in the midst of this difficult ministry, he and his wife suddenly contracted malaria. It was when they were living in a small single room with their two young daughters. Suddenly, when the parents got malaria, the older daughter also got it, and a few days later, the younger one did too. The missionary couple, who were also sick, felt so heartbroken because they couldn't help at all. The younger daughter was especially critically ill, to the point of being in critical condition. With no other option, the missionary father raised his ailing body, laid his hands on his little daughter's head, and prayed. After praying for a while, all four of them were crying together. At that moment, the missionary prayed like this: "God, why did you send me here? I don't mind suffering myself, but what sin have these daughters committed? Rather than them, take my life and spare my daughters." At that moment, he heard a clear voice in his heart, "Are you pained because your daughters are sick? I too am pained because of Africa's children." He said it was then that he first understood God's heart for souls. From that day on, he abandoned any thought of leaving and focused on the mission. Now there is a big school along with the kindergarten, and he serves many local pastors through the pastors' school.

Until recently, a young African man in his 30s was working at the missionary home of Kumi University where I live. One day, I heard that this man was an AIDS patient. He apparently didn't feel well often and frequently went to the hospital. Feeling pity, I shared food with him a few times. About two weeks ago, after receiving the food, he said to me, "Father Lee" - he called me Father like a Catholic priest. With a worried expression, he said his body was in very bad shape and he didn't know what would happen. His wife was also an AIDS patient, and just thinking about his children broke his heart. He cried, saying his two children were the most pitiful in the world. Then, this past Wednesday, I received news that he had passed away. It was so unexpected. I really didn't think he would leave so soon. After school, I asked around and found his home, where his almost unconscious, sick wife and two children were just sitting there. Seeing those children, I recalled the father's words: "Father Lee, my children are the most pitiful in the world." When I held those children in my arms, tears came to my eyes without me even knowing. When a man from a strange country they had never seen before began to cry, they cried along with me. so they cried too. On my way back, I thought, what kind of heart does the father have to think of his children even as his own body is dying? What is the source of the father's love that he couldn't forget until the very end as he died of AIDS?

My father is currently 95 years old and living in his hometown. Yet by God's grace, his physical health is not too bad. However, he has dementia and often loses clarity of mind. When I left for the mission field early this year, my father had no idea of my circumstances. But recently, I heard that his mind has cleared a bit and he often asks about me. My younger sibling was worried and told him that his older brother had gone to Africa as a missionary. Since then, my father goes out somewhere every morning. He sits under the village's zelkova tree, waiting for someone. From there, he can see who comes and goes in the village. So every day he sits there, waiting for someone. Who is my father waiting for there? Perhaps he is waiting for his eldest son who went to Africa. Due to his dementia, he may not remember where Africa is, what his son is doing there, or even his son's name. Still, he will sit there today, waiting for me.

Is God the Father like that too? Is he looking at us now and crying because he pities us? Did he cry on the cross because he pitied us? Is he sitting under the zelkova tree of heaven, waiting for us to return one day?

Yes, the reason we minister and do missions is because of father's heart. And the reason we live on this earth is also because of this father's heart.
7. Covid-19
. Learn how to stop

Since last week, I have been staying here at my house in Morikara. Ever since the Ugandan President Museveni announced the closure of all schools and churches across the country on March 20th (Friday), I have been forcibly self-quarantined at home. The national quarantine status is being tightened day by day – on March 23rd (Monday), all land and air traffic was prohibited, and on March 25th (Wednesday), the last chance to return to Korea, a Qatar Airways charter flight, departed. With borders closed, the path for students to return home has been blocked, and to make matters worse, all vehicles including taxis and buses are being controlled, allowing only up to 3 people in private cars. Even then, all vehicle traffic is prohibited after 7 pm. All sports events and weddings are banned, and only immediate family members can attend funerals. At the markets, only groceries can be sold. Of course, these measures are said to be implemented only for 40 days, but the local situation seems likely to last longer. While I understand the nation's desperate response to prevent the spread of COVID-19, I was dazed for a while as if I had taken a time machine back to the era of urgent action.

The Koreans and Korean missionaries living here are refraining from activities to the utmost and mostly staying at home. What's particularly concerning is that because COVID-19 came from China, Asians need to be cautious with their behavior. There have already been reports of lynchings against Chinese people, and since Koreans look similar to Chinese, we get called 'Corona, Corona' when we go out on the streets. Reacting improperly could lead to unintended incidents, so it's best to avoid people as much as possible. When purchasing essential items like groceries, we have locals accompany us and have them make the purchases. According to an announcement on March 28th (Saturday), confirmed cases have already appeared here, with a current cumulative total of 23 confirmed cases (19 Ugandan nationals, 4 Chinese nationals). On the same day, health authorities stated that out of 2,661 potential risk cases, 1,431 have completed self-quarantine, while 1,230 remain in quarantine facilities or at home. Considering Africa's poor medical conditions and their communal lifestyle, the future looks even more worrisome.

The issue is how we view the situation of being quarantined at home. Home quarantine has become an essential living condition for families worldwide during the COVID-19 era. Whether it's an office worker in New York, an opera singer in Italy, or a missionary in Africa, everyone is just staying at home. It might be the first time since the creation that the entire world is living this same lifestyle. Being confined at home after being so active feels suffocating. In my case, I am someone who is prepared to run to the ends of the earth if someone calls me for a task, as I teach the Bible for 8 hours a day, but now I am just living in a small 100 sq ft house... After a few days of this, I thought this way of living is like the "refuge" mentioned in the Bible. So I looked in the Bible, and the word "refuge" appears 37 times in Psalms alone. Moses took refuge at Mount Horeb, Elijah by the Brook Cherith, and Paul in the Arabian desert. But the most representative person of "taking refuge" was certainly David. In 1 Samuel chapters 21 to 30, David took refuge 15 times while fleeing from Saul.

What is a refuge? It is hiding myself to be protected from enemies. It is placing myself in a safe zone, out of the enemy's sight. The biggest premise in this case is that I must stop what I have been doing. How can I hide while continuing to do what I've been doing? Even Saul, who was obsessed with capturing David, could do nothing but relieve himself or sleep in the cave when in hiding. From the perspective of those who have lived busy lives, staying at home may seem boring and dull, but after a few days at home, we may realize that we had been living too busily.

Indeed, we have lived too busy and exhausting lives until now. We have traveled to too many places and spoken too many words. Back in Korea, going out to meet people in the evenings seemed natural, but I realized that Koreans are almost unique in living busy lives even into the evenings. "What does a man get for all the toil and anxious striving with which he labors under the sun? ... even at night his mind does not rest. This too is meaningless." (Ecclesiastes 2:22-23) These are people who cannot rest day or night, so the COVID situation is forcibly teaching us how to stop.

How about taking this opportunity to reduce our addictive reliance on computers, smartphones, and games? Having lived abroad, I too have clung tightly to my phone, worried that some urgent news might come, despite the poor electricity situation.  But this time, I've made the firm decision to keep it turned off normally and only check it once every few days. In the COVID-19 era, what news could be more important than COVID-19 news itself?

How about we reduce unnecessary words and increase conversation among family members instead? "Let him sit alone in silence, for the LORD has laid it on him." This verse from Lamentations is translated in a new version as "When the burden weighs heavily, it is better to be silent." (Lamentations 3:28) It is saying that people in suffering should reduce their words. The English translation is a bit easier: "Let him sit alone in silence, for the Lord has laid it on him."

Since this has happened anyway, how about we live by putting down all the heavy burdens and worries we've been carrying? "let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles," (Hebrews 12:1). Stopping may seem like falling behind, letting go like losing out, and resting like being late, but in reality, it's the opposite. Isn't there a saying on the highway, "Trying to go 5 minutes earlier can make you go 50 years earlier“? "Even cars are forced to stop when they run out of gas or break down. People, too, stop permanently when struck by a serious illness. One must stop while still having strength in order to rise again with greater strength." (Morning Letter by Ko Do-won) To you who have stopped due to COVID, to you in the midst of hardship, I wish to offer Lamentations 3, written during the lamentable time when all of Israel had stopped during the Babylonian captivity, as a blessed message of stopping.

Let us put down the path of hurrying to go far.

Let us joyfully spend this long night to welcome the rising sun tomorrow.

Let us wear the mask of silence today to speak bigger, more beautiful words tomorrow.

To welcome the new morning that begins each day,

Let us wait leaning by the window tonight, and kneel to pray. (Lamentations 3:19-26)
. Taking care of oneself comes first.

What could be the reason God has forcibly stopped us through COVID-19? Right before the COVID-19 situation arrived in Uganda, I was at a hospital in Kampala. I heard somewhere that one has to eat well to recover from malaria, so my wife desperately started feeding me. She inquired at Korean shops found in the Korean community directory and brought hard-to-find seaweed soup, yukgaejang (spicy beef soup), and bean sprout soup to the table, but the problem was that I couldn't eat them. I couldn't even eat kimchi, seaweed, eggs, fruits, or drinks that I normally enjoyed. I wanted to eat but my body wouldn't accept it. How could I eat if I was going to throw it up? Then I realized something very important. 'Ah, all the problems are not outside but inside me. No matter how good something is given from the outside, if I can't accept it inside, it's useless. It's my problem after all.' Could it be the same for our families, churches, children education, politics, and social issues? I believe so. Our problems are ultimately our own.

The object we must fiercely fight is ourselves, but at the same time, the object we must warmly embrace is also ourselves. In the end, taking good care of myself is the way to overcome COVID-19 and to save the nation. Loving one person, myself, is loving the world. When leaving the hospital in Kampala, a missionary doctor's words lingered in my ears: "Pastor, ultimately, taking good care of your body is missionary work in Africa." Because of the doctor who resembled Schweitzer, I came to value my body a bit more. In Parker Palmer's "Let Your Life Speak," he said, "Self-care is never a selfish act. If it's selfish, it's a blessed selfishness. It's simply taking care of the only gift I have, the gift God gave me to be used for others."

Self-care begins with our body and extends to our soul. The fifteenth and final refuge David took was the Brook Besor, mentioned in 1 Samuel 30. This small stream, Wadi Ghazzeh, flowing towards the Mediterranean from present-day Beersheba, was the only place with a forest and water in that wilderness area. There, one of the greatest spiritual victories in history took place. It was during the most difficult time of David's life. At that time, he was eking out a precarious political existence under Philistine King Achish in Ziklag. To make matters worse, the lawless Amalekites from the southern desert raided and took captive the Israelites, including David's two wives Ahinoam and Abigail. As David prepared to pursue them, he took a headcount of how many soldiers could participate in the battle. It was about 600. This was far too few to fight against the great Amalekite force, and on top of that, their bodies and minds were exhausted from the long life of fleeing. How could he capture the Amalekites with these people? If they were to leave, they had to leave now. Should they urgently chase after them now or let the soldiers rest first? David had to make a decision.

At this time, the place David entered with his soldiers was the Brook Besor. There he rested them for a day and night, feeding them fully. Most importantly, through God's word he heard from the priest Abiathar, he instilled confidence and faith in the soldiers: "If you pursue them, you will surely overtake them and rescue the captives." A leader is someone who empowers people in crisis, as Napoleon said, "A leader is someone who sells hope." The next day, the Israelite soldiers recovered through the word, prayer, and rest. David took 400 of the most rested soldiers and set out in pursuit. The result was astonishing, as the Bible reports, "David recovered everything the Amalekites had taken, including his two wives. Nothing was missing...David brought everything back." (1 Samuel 30:18-19).

What was the secret to victory? It was that you cannot win when fatigued. War is not a matter of time or numbers. Only soldiers who are fully recovered can win in battle. A small number of recovered and re-armed soldiers defeated a larger number of drunken, dancing soldiers. The key verse is 1 Samuel 30:6: "David was greatly distressed but David found strength in the LORD his God." The issue is "strength." Where do we find this strength? "I love you, O LORD, my strength." (Psalm 18:1). Not the "strength" (avon) that Goliath had with spear and sword, but the "strength" (hazaq) that David received at Besor - where will we receive that? In this land of Africa that is blocked from all sides, after the last flight to the homeland has departed and mass COVID-19 cases are expected in this uncertain land, with what strength must the missionaries live? For us confined to just our homes due to COVID-19, what is our home and how should we live here?

After breakfast, my wife and I sit before the Bible. My wife, reading swiftly, is on Samuel, while I am still amidst Joshua and the battles of Canaan. After reading, we share and discuss the grace we've received and then we pray. We pray with tears for our parents in Korea, our children, siblings, the church and its members, Korean society, Ugandan missionaries, and lastly for each other. So that in this lonely and difficult spiritual battle, we may overcome the COVID-19 crisis and ultimately be victorious in the mission to Africa. Just as the small house in Morikara in Africa became Engedi, Besol, and a refuge for me, for everyone who reads this, I pray that home become not just a quarantine camp but a resting place for the soul to recover, a Jabbok River where families can pray, and David's refuge for future victory.

The tree in summer grows lush above ground, but the tree in winter grows deep below. Now is the cold winter - it is time for us to care for ourselves and deeply root our souls, preparing the fruit for the beautiful autumn that will soon come to us. That is why the present moment is important for us.
. Let's Unite with the Lonely in Prayer (Marh 28, 2020)

One important thing we discover through this COVID-19 is the relationship between myself and the world. The world that used to be far from us has suddenly come close. We hear stories of what is happening around the world daily, as if they are happening in our neighborhood. We routinely listen to stories of suffering that people around the world are experiencing. It's unfortunate, but the world is now one amid the COVID-19. There has never been a time before when the world has shared suffering and empathy around a single issue like this.

As of March 28, 2020, there are a total of 204 countries with at least one confirmed case, meaning there are no countries untouched by COVID-19. The individual who first showed symptoms of fever in Wuhan, China, in December 2019 was an ordinary person just like us. This indicates that any of us could have been the initial virus carrier. Surprisingly, the countries with the highest number of infections are developed nations like the United States and European countries. In terms of number of cases, developed countries are generally leading while developing countries like those in Africa are following behind. This is also contrary to our expectations. We thought that developed countries with good healthcare systems would not have as many patients. Especially in the case of the United States, seeing the situation rapidly deteriorating is quite bewildering for us. It's almost like a feeling of being betrayed by a friend we trusted.

This shows that the so-called first and second-ranked countries we firmly believed in no longer exist. The invisible sense of superiority, the so-called "dreams", are just idols humans created for themselves and have nothing to do with God. As Tim Keller said, 'We are witnessing the collapse of false idols humans have made,' and as Paul Tillich expressed, 'We are seeing the world people built on sand shaking severely.' No country in the world can confidently claim to be able to prevent this calamity. There is no perfectly safe nation, no country far superior to others, and no country living in complete heaven unaffected by any calamity. We are, as Paul said, merely 'creation that has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth' (Romans 8:22). The greatest biblical revelation from the COVID-19 situation is 'all people need the grace of God, and no nation, country or person is an exception to this.‘

Then what should we do? Since we are lonely, shouldn't we live leaning against each other? Since we are feeble, shouldn't we join our strengths together to live? Shouldn't the lonely live relying on each other like deer? Could we call this 'solidarity with the world'? Corrie ten Boom's "The Hiding Place" is the most beautiful model in this case. Corrie, born into a Christian family in the Netherlands, was secretly hiding Jews in the basement of her watchmaker's house during World War II. As a result, Corrie and her sister were imprisoned, and their family endured unspeakable suffering. Corrie's watchmaker's shop was a special "hiding place". As Dutch Christians, they had no reason or need to hide from the Nazis themselves.

However, as Christians living in that time, they could not remain indifferent seeing the suffering of the Jews. Not only from a humanitarian perspective, but they believed the Jews were the ones who gave them the Bible and Jesus Christ, people they were grateful for. The suffering they endured was beyond imagination. Corrie's parents died, and her sister who was imprisoned with her ultimately could not leave the prison and died as well. Corrie and her brother survived but were left with only ruins and poverty. Their entire household was devastated for the sole reason of hiding Jews. Corrie's "hiding place" was different from the hiding places we've seen so far. It was not a hiding place that protected her from danger and kept her family safe, but rather a hiding place that united with a suffering world. It was not a hiding place to hide themselves, but a hiding place to hide others, thereby suffering together and sharing joys and sorrows with the suffering world.

I believe that the best way to unite with the lonely is through prayer. As the theologian Karl Barth said, "The act of joining both hands to pray is the starting point for standing up to set right this disordered world." Intercessory prayer, in particular, is standing between that person and God, praying for their suffering, and conveying God's comfort to them in our hearts. In reality, we cannot physically go to the suffering people in China, the United States, Italy, Spain, Iran, and Europe to help them, since we are essentially isolated ourselves. However, can we not pray? Prayer is a silent cry - if we pray, will not God work?

There is data showing the global COVID-19 situation by number of confirmed cases. I look at it and pray for the countries by name whenever I have time. For Africa, there has been ongoing prayer. Hanging a map of the African continent in my room, I pray, 'Lord, send Your blessing over all 55 countries of Africa.' Whether alphabetically from Algeria to Zimbabwe, geographically from Egypt in the north to South Africa in the south, or from Senegal in the west to Somalia in the east, I call out the names of all 55 countries in prayer. I pray for God's faithful servants to be sent to these countries, for a green and vibrant season of Christ to come to dark Africa. Now, prayers for COVID-19 have been added, praying that these countries with vulnerable healthcare systems may be spared from the virus, becoming healthy and happy nations.

Indeed, we are not alone. While countries may seem like separate islands, we are in fact connected as one continent. As individuals we are lonely and feeble, but if we pray for each other, we can together fulfill God's great purpose. All people need God's grace, and there are no exceptions for any nation or individual. If we remember the spirit that Pastor Bonhoeffer spoke of in his book, we can become good prayers, good hiding places, and good comforters for each other: "The Bible tells us, 'Carry each other's burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.' (Galatians 6:2). A Christian must bear his brother's burden. Only when another person becomes a burden to me does he become my brother, and only when I become his burden do I become his brother.‘

Yes, let us pray for the people of the world. Let us pray more for the countries suffering from the COVID-19. Let us share the burden of prayer for our brothers and sisters around the world. When they become our burden, we become brothers in God, and we become their brother. A hiding place is a place to stop (Stop to work), a place to take care of one's body and soul (Soul care), and even a place to stand in solidarity with the world through prayer (Solidarity with the world). ‘There is a place of refuge, so come here if you are in trouble.’ I pray that the Lord, who is your refuge in the COVID-19 era, will be with you in your life and in your prayers. 
. With warm hearts

Another characteristic of the COVID-19 era is loneliness. People feel lonely being isolated from others, lonely because they cannot freely go outside. They feel lonely watching a global disaster unfold without being able to do anything, and lonely missing news of family members living far away for various reasons. Things were already difficult, but the Ugandan government added one more thing last week, making the loneliness even greater. A ban on all vehicle movement...cars are useless, we can't go anywhere, even if we're sick we have to stay home, even if we have nothing to eat we must stay home - in this powerlessness, the discomfort and loneliness only grows. A few days ago, a missionary sent me a poem. It was a long poem titled "The World Changed by Corona" written by Mustafa Dareb from Chad, Africa. I felt empathy reading part of it:

Humanity shaken by

That trivial thing

And society crumbling

The small microorganism

Called the coronavirus

Is currently upending the whole earth.

Parents have begun to learn a bit more about their children,

And children have started to learn

about spending time with family at home.

Work is no longer a priority in life,

And travel, leisure are not measures of a successful life.

Soon we began to reflect in silence,

And for the first time, understood the value of 'weakness' and 'solidarity'.

We realized, whether poor or rich,

That we are all in the same boat,

That we cannot freely buy anything in the market,

Hospitals are overrun,

And money can no longer solve these problems.

And in the face of the coronavirus,

We are all equally

vulnerable beings.

It reminds us that we are human and awakens our sense of humanity,

It has shown us our limits—

Humans who wished to live on Mars,

Create clones,

And live forever.

It has also made us realize the futility of human knowledge 

That tried to match the power of the heavens.

It took just a few days

For certainty to become uncertainty

Strength to become frailty

Power to turn into solidarity and cooperation

For humans to realize they are just a breath, mere dust
Who are we?

What are our values?

In the face of this coronavirus,

What can we do?

Let's face ourselves while waiting for the time ordained by providence.

In this coronavirus situation

The whole world faces together

Let's question

What our humanity is.

Staying home

Considering the many things

This pandemic brings

Let's love our living selves.

The poem points out the limits of humans, rendered helpless by a single tiny microbe. So what should we do? How should a weak human being, a lonely human being who is just taking a breath, mere dust, live? Still, as we are in the same boat, shouldn't we embrace each other with warm hearts?

There is a missionary named Mrs. Kim in the area I live. Over 20 years ago, she came here alone and built a kindergarten and elementary school on this barren land. It has now become one of the top private schools in all of Uganda. It's amazing that an ordinary Korean woman in her mid-60s has done such a thing...She has a local adopted son named Moses. 20 years ago he was a young boy, and she adopted him as her son. He now helps run the school operations. It must not have been easy adopting and living with a child from a different ethnic and linguistic background.

This son whom Mrs. Kim has loved and raised for 20 years has now grown into an outstanding member of society. Thankfully, in this society with restricted transportation, he sometimes becomes our hands and feet. When he goes to Kampala he'll ask, "Mrs. Missionary, I'm in Kampala. Do you need anything?" My wife asked for 3 bags of bean sprouts, 2 cabbages, 2kg of potatoes, 10 apples, 2 pumpkins, 1 head of lettuce. Being a local, Moses has an advantage going around asking if we need anything. It was Moses who rushed to the hospital first when I had malaria. For us locked in our lonely home, she and her son serves as our quartermaster, signalman, and at times even counselor, in military terms. They would bring a goat to make soup, share the phone number of the bodaman(commercial motorcycle delivery) graduate from their school in case we urgently need something delivered, teach us how to make ginger, lemon, and garlic tea for COVID-19 prevention. In the midst of loneliness in this country during the era of COVID-19, they are like the Good Samaritan to us.

Shouldn't we live that way too? While social distancing is necessary to prevent infection, shouldn't we be closer in relational distance to those who need our support, to provide more love to our neighbors? Shouldn't conversations among parents, children, and family happen more often, and shouldn't we reach out to those we haven't spoken to in a while with a "How have you been? Are you OK?" In this lonely COVID-19 era, perhaps God is searching in every corner of the global village for people with warm hearts.
. let your light shine before people

As the COVID-19 deepens in Africa, people's lives are becoming increasingly difficult. Even those who were already struggling seem anxious about the gradually narrowing threat of the COVID-19. As of May 20th, Uganda has 264 confirmed cases, with no deaths yet, but the number is rapidly increasing.

The main route of infection is through borders. Uganda borders five countries - Kenya, Tanzania, Congo, and South Sudan - and as the COVID-19 situation in other African countries like South Africa worsens, the situation in Uganda is inevitably deteriorating. Everyone must wear masks, wash their hands when entering and exiting, and be cautious about meeting people; social distancing measures that were implemented in Korea a month ago are now being enforced here.

Recently, the first local patient occurred in the Bukedea area, 30 minutes away from where I live, indicating that our area has already entered the infection zone. Considering Africa's medical standards, if community transmission spreads, the situation will likely become uncontrollable.

In this situation, what should a missionary do? It seems that the first priority is to keep oneself safe. And then, to pray for Uganda and Africa. These days, I truly realize the saying, 'I pray because there's nothing else I can do.' It's not about finding time to pray but about making time for urgent prayers.

One day, while praying, I thought of the people here suffering from Covid-19. I had been worried and praying for the situation in Korea, but the bigger issue was Africa. I pondered how hard it must be for them, especially those who are poor, in times of Covid-19. In Korea, there are emergency disaster funds, unemployment benefits for workers, and living support funds, but such measures are impossible here.

While having these thoughts, another missionary happened to ask a community leader how we could help the local community. The response was a request for food aid, especially for orphans, widows, and families affected by AIDS, as many households are struggling severely.

After hearing that story, we immediately started fundraising. First, four missionary families living nearby each contributed 400,000 Shillings. By converting part of the Sunday offering into a relief fund, we raised 2.5 million Shillings. Soon, as the word spread to areas like Mbale, the funds raised reached 4 million Shillings. With this fund, we calculated that we could distribute 5 kilos of posho (a staple food made of corn flour) to about 400 households.

It was truly a blessing that we could share our small love with our African brothers and sisters in the era of Covid-19... Uganda's GNP this year is around $730, still making it one of the 10 poorest countries in the world. Statistics show that over the past 20 years, 30,000 people have died and 30,000 children were abducted due to civil war and tribal conflicts, resulting in over 2 million refugees. This is the reason why there are so many orphans and widows in this country.

Although the AIDS situation has improved, many people still suffer. Once, 60% of the population was affected by AIDS, but now it is around 6%. President Museveni's anti-homosexuality policy played a significant role in this improvement, even forsaking a 400 million dollar aid from the USA to sign the anti-homosexuality law.

A tribe called Teso lives in our area. It is one of 55 tribes in Uganda. Although the people are kind and diligent, they are on the poor side of the entire tribe. There is nothing to do other than traditional farming. There are no industries, factories, or other sources of food. Most children walk around barefoot, and there are even adults who are barefoot.

Why did God send me to this country? What can I give them? Still, I have a dream for this country. A country with Lake Victoria, the source of the Nile River. Unlike other African countries suffering from chronic poverty, it is a country with abundant water and lakes, and above all, a country with faith (Christian population over 80%)...

If this country could develop its fertile land with advanced agricultural technology (Uganda is nicknamed 'The Pearl of Africa'), commercialize its natural beauty (Tarzan movies were filmed here), and gather African youths here to train them in the Word, and send them to 54 African countries and over 20 Middle Eastern countries like Lake Victoria...

The donations we collected were delivered as food (posho) to about 400 needy families in our region. The police and community representatives went door to door to carry out this work. When asked who provided this, they said it was the members of Korean churches. If someone would sponsor, I wish to buy pretty and small shoes for the children, so their young feet won't be hurt by thorns.

Lord,

Let the great light You have given us

Shine as my small lantern upon this place.

For You have commanded,

'let your light shine before men' (Matthew 5:16),

So that we may know

The reason we live in this land

Is in the small practice of Your great love each day.
. To you, living in the era of COVID (February 14, 2022.2.14.)

Due to the explosive Covid-19 and anxiety about the future

You suddenly sent me a long message

Tossing and turning all night

I searched for words of comfort to give you who is struggling

Words hidden in my heart

You're fortunate to at least have someone to talk to

As someone who has lived a bit longer

May I say a few words?

Is the Covid-19 era difficult?

Could it be because you are alive?

More difficult than others?

It's probably because you live harder than others

Sometimes lonely?

Could it be because you are living a bit differently?

Sometimes want to give up on life?

Will bad days like today last forever?

Courage is not the absence of fear

But moving forward together with fear

Isn't it better to fail and get back up again

Than to succeed and then sit idle in that place?

If you stand facing the sun in the sky

You cannot avoid the shadow on the ground

Is there a way to produce a diamond's luster without causing friction?

Even airplanes take off by hitting the wind.

The Covid-19 coming was not our fault

But isn't overcoming it our responsibility?

We may not have the ability to eliminate hardship itself

But can't we change how we think about hardship?

The view from the hardest mountain climbed is beautiful

Just as sailors show their skills in storms

Isn't our task now to get through this well?

And after this valley, won't there be a wide green plain?

For us, yesterday is history, the future a mystery, today a present

If success is getting what you want, and happiness enjoying what you get

Then isn't sharing what you enjoy a blessing?

Yet don't you still have something left to share?

The joy of travel is not the destination but the journey

Everyone struggles while walking that path

Rather than suffering alone, how about walking together?

Alone is faster, but together isn't it more comfortable?

Today I pray for you who is struggling

Remember to become a person of value, not a person of success

And that an eagle flying in the sky never worries about crossing a river.

I'll pray and cheer for your path to rise up and walk vigorously again

Go for it!

"for though a righteous man falls seven times, he rises again" (Proverbs 24:16).
8. Histoy

. The letter in the shoe(March 2, 2021)

On my way down before the start of the semester at Kumi University, I stayed one night in Jinja. Jinja is about three hours away from Kampala, where the source of the river that connects Lake Victoria to the Nile River is located. While gazing at the surging, rapidly flowing river, a letter suddenly came to mind. Why did a letter come to mind while gazing at the water? History isn’t only shaped by grand events and ideologies. Sometimes one small letter can change history. While reading a book by chance, I learned that one letter changed the history of Uganda.

To the Europeans who lived around the Mediterranean, the Nile River was a mysterious river. Where did this long and extensive river that is 6,650 km in total length, the longest in the world, start from to flow all the way to the Mediterranean? The brilliant Egyptian culture, the majestic history of Moses and the Exodus were certainly not unrelated to the Nile River. It was out of curiosity about this river that Europeans began exploring the unknown land of Africa at some point.

The first was Livingstone. He was the first person in history to explore Africa from end to end, but he could not find the source of the Nile River. As he traveled along the Zambezi River, he encountered Lake Tanganyika and thought it was the source of the Nile, but the true source of the Nile remained veiled in mystery. His pioneering exploration was followed by another Englishman, John H. Speke (1827-1864). In 1857, after an eight-month struggle, he arrived at Lake Tanganyika from Zanzibar and continued northward, reaching the present-day Lake Victoria on August 3, 1858.  Overwhelmed by the vast, majestic lake before him, he named it Lake Victoria after the then Queen of England, firmly believing this lake was the long-sought source of the Nile River. And for 4 years he continued exploring to prove this, finally discovering the source of the Nile River on July 28, 1862 at present-day Jinja. This is the very place where I now stand.

In fact, he must have gone through indescribable hardships to get there. Africa was a harsh land for civilized people. In an era without transportation, he walked almost 1,000 km from Zanzibar. With 150 porters, he had to cross mountains and rivers, fighting numerous animals, insects and all kinds of diseases. In a time without currency, he had to give clothes or goods whenever obtaining food, and the hot weather almost blinded his eyes and ears. People died daily from malaria and dehydration, and if there hadn't been a fire in his heart that supported him, he wouldn't have been able to survive even a single day. Discovering Victoria and the source of the Nile was not only a great human victory for him but a groundbreaking event in the history of Africa.

However, his efforts went only that far. God prepared another person for the task of making people drink the living water of God, which is more important than the source of the Nile River. That was Stanley (Henry M. Stanley). Stanley was born in England in 1841 and had an unfortunate childhood. But with his innate willpower and effort, he became a journalist for the New York Herald, and with his adventurous spirit, he set out for Africa to find Livingstone, who had been missing for years without any news. After wandering in the jungle for years searching for Livingstone, Stanley miraculously met him in November 1871 near Lake Tanganyika in present-day Burundi. I wrote about this moving story in 'Africa 30, Ah, Livingstone'.

After that, he returned to Africa again and continued his journey northward. That place was present-day Uganda. There, he met King Mutesa of Buganda, the predecessor of Uganda. After staying with the king for a while, he realized that what this country truly needed was faith in God. So through the French soldier Colonel Linant, he sent a letter to the King of England asking to send missionaries. The letter stated that when he met the king in Buganda, the king had almost converted to Islam after meeting an Islamic person named Kamis 4-5 years ago, and although he had taught the king the Ten Commandments, the Lord's Prayer, and the Golden Rule, there was no great progress, so he urgently requested Christian missionaries to be sent. The letter continued:

"This country now needs a practical Christian leader. Someone who can make the people have Christian faith, treat diseases, teach how to build houses, farming principles and business methods. If such a person is found, he will become the savior of Africa. He does not necessarily have to talk about the church and denominations. He only needs to teach about God and His Son, and His moral teachings and how to live as a flawless Christian. If such a person is found, the king can give him whatever he wants, and within a year he will gain more converts than anything else.“

At the end of the letter, Stanley repeatedly requested that missionaries be sent soon, saying that about 2 million souls live in this country (Buganda) and faith is an urgent matter for them. However, a problem arose. The Frenchman carrying this letter was killed by natives on the way. It was a crisis moment where God's history could have been cut off. But then, a miracle happened. A person sorting through the deceased's belongings found a letter in the dead soldier's shoe. It was Stanley's letter. Perhaps he believed that if he carried the letter on his body, it could get lost or stolen. In the end, after twists and turns, the letter was delivered to England in 1875, and two years later in 1877, seven British missionaries who read this letter set foot on African soil for the first time. They were the first Protestant missionaries to enter Uganda.

What would have happened if Stanley had not written the letter then? What would have happened to Uganda if the French soldier had died and left nothing behind? What would have happened to East Africa if the person sorting through the deceased's belongings had thrown the shoes into the trash? Perhaps it would have become an Islamic nation like present-day Egypt or Sudan. God's ways are always amazing and mysterious. He saved countless tribes and countries in Africa with just one letter.

There's another story where a single letter saved a nation and its history. This is about the Korean Church. The main character is Lee Soo-jung (1842-1886), who, having saved Empress Myeongseong during the Imo Military Rebellion, earned the trust of King Gojong and participated in a Japanese cultural delegation in 1882 led by Park Young-hyo. There, he met Tsuda Sen, a Christian and an agronomist, and soon received baptism. One night while reading the Bible day and night, he had a dream. Two Westerners appeared to him holding some kind of book. When he asked what book it was, they said, "A very precious book for your country Korea." It turned out to be the Bible. Realizing the importance of the Bible, he began translating it. In February 1885, the book he translated was published under the title "The Gospel of Mark in Korean" and it was the first Bible translated by a Korean.

Lee Soo-jung added one more thing. Thinking that Korea must embrace Christianity to modernize like Japan, he wrote a letter to the United States asking for missionaries to be sent with the help of surrounding missionaries. The letter began as follows: "I, Lee Soo-jung, a servant of Jesus Christ, send greetings to my brothers and sisters in America. Still, tens of millions of our people live like pagans, not knowing the true way of God. In this era when the gospel is spreading, our nation, unfortunately, is stuck in a corner of the earth, unable to enjoy the blessings given by God.“

Lee Soo-jung wrote that although Korea had executed over 100,000 believers at one point with its strict policy towards foreigners, now it is becoming more tolerant to improve the people's situation, so not to miss this opportunity, missionaries should be sent. This letter was written on December 13, 1883, and the following year it was published in The Illustrated Christian Weekly (January 26, 1884) in the U.S., and again in Mission Review (March 1884). And then, an amazing miracle happened. The American doctor couple Heron, as well as Underwood and Appenzeller, who were praying for missions, happened to see this letter. Especially for Underwood, who had failed several times to go to Korea, this letter reignited his heart's fire for Korea. Finally, in January 1885, Underwood and Appenzeller left America and, as requested by Lee Soo-jung, first came to Japan to learn some Korean language and situation from Lee Soo-jung, and then carried the Korean Gospel of Mark that Lee Soo-jung had translated, and on April 5, 1885, Easter Sunday, they took their historic first steps at Jemulpo Port, just as Lee Soo-jung had dreamed of two missionaries arriving in Korea carrying the Bible.

Yes.

The Lord is the one who rules over history and nations

He does not ignore even one small groan from a person

He remembers even the small grass of history, the sighs of the people

The Lord used people's small letters to accomplish great works of God.

Through Lee Soo-jung's letter, the Lord moved Underwood and Appenzeller to revive Korea,

And on the opposite side of the globe, He used Stanley's letter to save nations and peoples who had long lived under poverty, idolatry, and violence.

He found the letter hidden in a dead man's shoe, and again found the heart of a youth who had given up on missions - because of the Lord, Korea survived, Uganda survived, history and nations survived.

Like the living water overflowing from the great Victoria Lake into the Nile River,

May we all Become the Lord's small letters.
. The Jewish Community of Mount Elgon

Each time I go down to the countryside every other week, there is a great joy in discovering something new. This time, it was the Jewish community in Mount Elgon that presented a challenge. Not long ago, while studying with missionaries, I heard that there is a Jewish community in Mount Elgon. They said there is a synagogue there, and men practice circumcision. While others might have heard it as a rumor, when I heard that story, I felt like I had found an important clue to a puzzle I had been unable to solve for a long time.

Since coming to Uganda two years ago, I had a question. That question was about what relationship Israel has with Uganda. In fact, the two countries have no geographical or historical relationship. Yet the two countries have been intertwined in a very important relationship long before the Entebbe Operation. That's the relationship that Uganda almost became Israel. What does it mean for Uganda to have almost become Israel?

Surprisingly, there were two historical events where Uganda almost became Israel. The first is a proposal made by British Colonial Secretary Chaberlin to Theodor Herzl, the founder of the Zionist movement, in the early 1900s, when Britain was ruling Palestine. At that time, there were almost no Jews in Palestine, only Palestinian Arabs living there. However, with the influence of Zionism and the movement of Diaspora Jews returning to their homeland from places like Russia, interest in a Jewish state was gradually growing.

At that time, Palestine and Uganda were both British territories, and Britain's rule was internationally recognized. So out of friendly interest in Jews, Chamberlain proposed that if Jews wanted, they could establish a Jewish state in the highlands of eastern Uganda, which was a British territory. This proposal was actually accepted at the Zionist Congress held in Basel, Switzerland in 1903, and Jewish representatives even visited the site in Africa. However, the plan did not proceed further.

Then, as the Zionist movement developed into a movement for the return of Jews to their homeland (Aliyah), Jews who had wandered for 2,000 years began to return to their homeland. Despite being outnumbered, their long-held aspiration to establish a Jewish state in the land of Palestine began to take shape. In an attempt to prevent conflict between the two peoples, the UN tried to persuade the Jews to once again consider the Uganda alternative that had been previously proposed, but this time the Jews immediately rejected the proposal. Instead, when a proposal was made to establish two states in Palestine, the Palestinians opposed it, arguing that it would deprive them of their vested rights, but the Jews accepted it. Finally, on May 15, 1948, in Tel Aviv, the historic establishment of the State of Israel was declared.

Although it ultimately did not materialize, ever since I was in Israel, I kept asking why Britain and the UN proposed Uganda to Israel. Why specifically Uganda among all the countries in the world? Does Uganda have something good that dares to replace the 5,000-year-old land of the Bible? However, there was no answer. One of the things that filled this void was the Jewish community of Mount Elgon. The reason I focused on Mount Elgon in Mbale was because I believed that the Uganda proposed by Britain and the UN at that time was not the present-day Uganda, but the region before independence (1962) that included western Kenya and the eastern highlands of Uganda, with Mbale at the center.

On March 14 (Sunday), after attending an early morning service, I arrived in Mbale at 4:30 PM on my way to Kumi. To meet the principal Seth of Semei Kakungulu High School, whom I had already contacted, I drove up a mountain village at the foot of Mount Elgon, 7 kilometers from downtown Mbale, kicking up dust. Eventually, I arrived at the village of Nabugoye, and Seth, whom I met warmly, took me around and explained.

This Jewish community was established in the 1880s by Semei Kakungulu, who had converted to Christianity through British missionaries. As a Christian, he received grace from reading the Old Testament and wanted to observe the laws of the Pentateuch and revere God, so he established the "Kibua Kya Bayudaya Absesiga Katonda" (Jewish Community that Reveres God) and was later called "Abayudaya" (Father of the Jews). Afterward, this community practiced circumcision, observed holidays, and although not by bloodline, many Jewish converts emerged who considered themselves spiritual Israelites. According to Seth, there are 500 people in this village of Nabugoye alone, 9 nearby villages, and about 3,000 Jewish converts throughout Uganda. In this village alone, there are 2,000 children in two elementary schools, and the high school where he is the principal has 352 students. These schools are like other schools, but they teach Israeli history, faith, and Hebrew as required.

Coincidentally, there was a wedding ceremony in the village, and everything from the order to the proceedings was conducted in the Jewish way. The men wore kippahs used by Jews and greeted each other by shouting "Shalom," to the point where I wasn't sure if I was in Africa or Jerusalem. What is the force that has enabled these people with different skin colors, living in the heart of Africa and probably never having been to Israel, to maintain their own biblical faith and traditions unchanged for over 100 years, just like their ancestors?

I still don't know why people insisted that Israel should come to Uganda. I even disagree with the claim that it was because there was something good about Uganda. However, as I drove down the slopes of Mount Elgon in a rumbling car, I suddenly realized something. It was the thought that perhaps Uganda had received a similar mission from God as Israel had. The essence of the message between Uganda and Israel was not a historical or political one. Even if Israel had established a nation in Uganda, Uganda could not and would not have become Israel. However, if one believes even a little in God's revelation spoken through history, it is clear that Uganda certainly had a similar mission to that of Israel. What mission did Uganda have? The verse Exodus 19:6 came to mind: "you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.“

Why is Uganda over 80% Christian, surrounded by Islamic countries? Why did the red blood of martyrs flow like a river in Uganda? Why did God raise the East African Revival in Uganda long ago? Why am I, a Korean missionary, in Uganda instead of Israel? As the foothills of Mount Elgon disappeared into the distance, the sight of people who have revered God for over 100 years at the foot of Mount Elgon made me ask myself who Uganda is before God and why I am here. Could it be that we are here to make Uganda "holy" through the Word and training, and furthermore, to have them fulfill the priestly mission toward the nations of the world? Doesn't the unfulfilled historical dream remain as a 'task' that we must accomplish? Isn't that why you and I are here today?
. The Martyrdom of Uganda

By whose power is the church built? By what power is the world saved? From last Friday to Easter Sunday, I have been meditating on the lives, deaths, and resurrection fruits of the Ugandan martyrs. Through this, I realized that there were many martyrs in this land and that no church in the world was built by chance. Is there any country in the world where Martyrs' Day (June 3) is designated as a national holiday? How many countries observe personal martyrdoms like those of Bishop Hannington (October 29) or Archbishop Luwum (February 16) as national memorial days?

The first Christian martyr in Uganda was Bishop Hannington (1847-1885) of the Anglican Church of England. He first set foot in Africa in 1882, arriving at Lake Victoria via Zanzibar with great dreams, but he had to hurriedly return home due to a sudden tropical disease (fever). However, this did not diminish his missionary zeal. In 1884, when appointed Bishop of Equatorial East Africa, he set out for Africa again in 1885. Unlike the first time, for the second time, instead of taking a long detour, he aimed to reach the Kingdom of Buganda (the precursor to Uganda) directly by landing near Mombasa in Kenya, passing through the Maasai region, and traveling through eastern Uganda before entering the Kingdom of Buganda.

However, the eastern route through Uganda that he entered was regarded as a backdoor for foreign invasion due to an old superstitious belief of Buganda (that a people coming from the east would overthrow Buganda). Upon hearing the rumor, King Mwanga immediately ordered chief Luba of Busoga to repel him, and the chief mobilized his forces to capture him. Eventually, despite the mediation of missionary Mackay, he was imprisoned by the chief and tortured severely along with his companions. Some fled in fear, but most were recaptured and suffered even greater torments. After 8 days, the chief and natives tied his limbs and stood him on a rock. Then, in front of many people, they stripped him of his clothes. In that moment, he sensed that this was the final moment of his short yet long 38-year life toward Christ.

As the enraged natives were about to hurl their spears at him, he knelt down at that spot. And just as his prayer was ending, two spears pierced his left and right sides. As red blood gushed from his sides and he was drawing his last breath, he mustered all his strength and shouted to the chief, "Go and tell your master (king) that I have purchased the road to Buganda with my blood." For a while, his body lay abandoned, discarded under a tree. Some time later, the body was retrieved by missionaries and taken to the capital.

Reading Hannington's martyrdom story, I was struck by how similar it might be to the martyrdom of Pastor Thomas in Korea. The year 1885 when Hannington was martyred was the very first year of Korean mission when Underwood and Appenzeller first set foot on Korean soil. Just as Hannington was British, Thomas, who was martyred in 1866 in this land, was also British. Their deaths stemmed from similar causes - the ignorance, cruelty, disbelief, and isolationism of the natives. They were also similarly young, in their 20s and 30s. And their martyrdoms opened up the tightly closed doors to mission on both sides of the globe.

One was the door of Korea, firmly shut by ignorance and isolationism; the other was the door of Uganda, firmly shut by superstition and heresy. Their impacts were also similar. Hannington's death paved the way for missions in Africa, making East Africa, particularly Uganda, a more than 80% Christian nation. With the Bible thrown by Thomas, butcher Park Chun-kwon repented and Jang Dae-hyeon Church was founded. The great revival of 1907 occurred from that root, and from that tree, the fruits of missionary work that saved the people and the world were borne.

However, the cup of martyrdom that God had prepared for the salvation of Africa did not end there. A greater and more bitter cup of suffering awaited them than the one Hannington drank from. The sword of martyrdom continued under the young King Mwanga, who became king at age 18 after the death of his father King Mutesa. Those who first received the Christian gospel through missionaries in 1877 had their faith further strengthened by the news of Hannington's martyrdom. At that time, King Mwanga was learning evil things from Islam, which had entered before Christianity. It was homosexuality. The king had made boys in their teens and twenties his personal servants, compelling them to attend to him. One day, when one of the boys who had started believing in Christianity refused the king's homosexual advances, the king flew into a rage and executed him. But the situation did not end there. More and more people believed in Christianity and received baptism, and they all resolved to worship no idol, deity or even the king like God, except for the living God.

They secretly attended Christian gatherings taught by missionaries. One day, when the king returned from a hunting trip and found no servants to welcome him, he realized they had gone to a Christian gathering. He began identifying those involved, seeing it as evidence that Mackay and other missionaries were misleading his people with wicked teachings. The king then ordered all those who believed in Jesus to be arrested, interrogated, and executed. After tying their legs together, he commanded them to be dragged about 16 kilometers to the execution grounds in the Kampala outskirts.

Along the rugged stone and dirt paths they were dragged with bound feet, their blood seeped from their torn backs and bodies with every step, staining the ground. That's why the place they were dragged to was the present-day Kampala district called "Namugongo." When I first heard this name, I thought there might be some industrial high school nearby(In Korean, "gongo" refers to an industrial high school). But that wasn't the meaning. Literally translated, it means "Namugongo: backs, Namu : their", which means "on their backs." Figuratively, it means "to drag on their backs." They were people who were tightly bound and dragged along that long, rugged path on their backs. The original name of this town was "Nakiyanja." It was here on the designated Martyrs' Day of June 3, 1886, that 24 were gloriously martyred, and counting other areas, a total of 49 people were martyred.

Yesterday, on Easter Sunday (April 3), when I finally found this place after asking around, it was high noon with the scorching midday heat blazing over the Martyrs' Hall. Following Enoch, who introduced himself as the caretaker of the Martyrs' Hall, I toured the Hall. Built in a round shape reminiscent of traditional African huts, the Martyrs' Hall still seemed to echo with the agonizing cries and groans of the martyrs 135 years later. People being dragged with their backs on the ground, bleeding; people imprisoned with their feet locked in wooden stocks pierced with nails; despite being enticed to deny their God and be spared, they professed their faith, ready to die. Their hands and feet were chopped off with knives and axes. Finally, their entire bodies were wrapped in straw and thrown into a burning pit to be burned alive. Unimaginable scenes of martyrdom were vividly reenacted. They even died bravely praying to God in the fire pit like Daniel's three friends. Even the cruel executioners admitted they had never seen such courageous people in their lives.
Leaving the Hall, I still wondered: by what power is the church built, and by what power is the world saved? As Tertullian said, "the blood of martyrs is the seed of the church" was certainly true. How can we view the record that 227 people were baptized shortly after the martyrdoms (July 25, 1886)? That life force continued, leading to the East African Revival movement in the 1930s-40s, and during the reign of the mud-like Idi Amin 300,000 people died. And every June 3rd, not only in Uganda but also in Kenya, Congo, and Rwanda, thousands upon thousands of people sing praises and make pilgrimages towards 'Namugongo', but what is the reason for this? What emboldens people to face death, and what fruit of life grows from the seed of that death?

Indeed, just as the church was built by the price of Christ's blood, the road of missions must also be purchased with our blood, as Hannington said. And if we die for Christ, this earth will be filled with the life of resurrection. Is this not the dream of the Lord's cross and the hope of our missions?
. Pinkington, the Revival in East Africa (April 4, 2022)

Uganda is now in the rainy season. Watching the gentle rain falling like the spring showers of Korea, I am reminded of the prophet Zechariah, who longed for revival while gazing upon the rain in biblical times. "Ask the LORD for rain in the springtime; it is the LORD who makes the storm clouds. He gives showers of rain to men, and plants of the field to everyone." (Zechariah 10:1)

Just as a long winter passes and spring comes, just as the long Covid passes and a new day arrives, now we must prepare for revival. Revival is restoration - the withered grasses springing back to life, the hidden haze blossoming forth again. It is our souls breaking through the heavy earth and being reborn with new life. There is a formula for revival that has never failed in 2,000 years of church history. One day, a person gets on his knees and begins to pray. God pours out His Spirit upon him. He proclaims the Word with power. People return to God, repenting and confessing. They continue in prayer and evangelism. As people are transformed, so too is the world. This is the formula for revival, one that applies to both the Ugandan and Korean churches. The first people to pray for revival were Pinkington in Uganda and Hardie in Korea.

George Pinkington was born on June 4, 1865 in Dublin, Ireland. As a student, he happened to attend a revival meeting, received grace, and pledged to dedicate himself to God. Afterwards, he entered Oxford University to study classics, and before coming to Africa, he also studied Swahili. A genius with languages, one of the first things he did upon arriving in Uganda was to translate the Bible into Luganda (the first Luganda Bible translation in 1895). He arrived in Uganda in 1891 as a missionary of the Church Missionary Society (CMS), just 4 years after John Mackay came as the first missionary to Uganda in 1887. Together with Bishop Alfred Robert Tucker who came with him, he did his best to teach and preach to the new converts. He was also loved by the king and worked in the royal court.

However, as anyone who has had experience as an African missionary can attest, the more he labored in missions, the more he became discouraged by the seemingly unwavering hearts of the people. He despaired not only about the people, but also about the overall situation of the Ugandan church. Among the missionaries, it was to the point where they hoped that fierce persecution would occur so that the people of Uganda would come to their senses and return to God.

In the midst of this unbearable anguish, Pinkington made the decision to pray. He retreated to Kome Island in Lake Victoria, building a small hut where he devoted himself to prayer and Scripture meditation. Kome Island, located northeast of Lake Victoria about 35km southeast of Entebbe, is the largest in the lake. I have a personal connection to this island - in 2006, when I was pastoring in Korea, our church planted two churches in Africa, one in Bukoba, Tanzania and the other on Kome Island. At that time, I participated in the dedication ceremony of the church built in Bukoba with the church elder (now Bukoba Theological Seminary), and due to time constraints, I was unable to go to Kome Island and returned to Korea. At that time, I had only seen the island and church through pictures, and I thought it was truly beautiful. I heard that there were about 50,000 people living on the island at the time, and the main ethnic group was the Wazinza.

God always shows grace to those who seek Him. "The LORD is good to those whose hope is in him, to the one who seeks him" (Lamentations 3:25) One day, the Holy Spirit of God came to him as he prayed earnestly. He was caught by the Holy Spirit and prayed for several days and nights without realizing the passage of time. When he finally returned to the Namirembe Church in Kampala on December 7, 1883, he was a changed man. As he preached, countless people repented and returned to God. The showers of the Holy Spirit had fallen upon Uganda. The believers who had prayed through the night experienced the fullness of the Spirit, and scattered to their own tribes and neighborhoods to proclaim the gospel.

Wherever the Spirit moves, mission work inevitably follows. Pinkington had the belief that African missions should be carried out by Africans. ‘Africans for Africa’ and ‘Evangelization of Africa by African’ were words he often used. He dreamed of an African-led, self-sustaining African mission, and made plans to train Ugandans for this purpose.

But tragically, he participated in the war as a member of the British and Protestant joint forces to fight against the sudden invasion of the Nubians of Sudan, and died on December 11, 1897 in battlefield. And his body was buried in Namirembe Church, where he preached passionately to African souls. He was only 32 years old at the time. What would have happened if he had lived longer? Perhaps the dream of self-reliant missions to Africa would have been realized sooner. Many young Africans would have dispersed throughout Africa and the world to spread the gospel. However, the work of the Holy Spirit that he ignited later became a catalyst for the African revival movement. The East African revival movement in the 1930s began with his prayers and passion. Pinkington, a man of prayer, was a man who prepared for a new day of African revival and missions through passionate prayer.

If Uganda had Pinkington, Korea had missionary Hardie. Korea experienced a great revival earlier than Uganda. It was a great revival movement that took place in Pyongyang in 1907. In that year alone, 300,000 unbelievers returned to God. But the revival began with one person’s prayer. He is Hardie.

Hardie was a Canadian Methodist missionary who arrived in Korea in 1890, serving as a medical missionary in the provinces. Once, when American female missionaries White and McCall were leading a prayer meeting in Wonsan, they invited Hardie to speak. As Hardie prepared his message, he was deeply impacted by Luke 11:13 : "If you then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!“

This verse struck him powerfully. He realized that the repeated failures of his mission work were due to his lack of reliance on the power of the Holy Spirit, which he lacked because he had not been praying. From then on, he began to pray fervently before God, confessing his own pride and ignorance before the people. Whenever he preached with tears of repentance, the Spirit's work became manifest. People hearing his sermons began to repent and confess their sins. The Spirit-filled ministry he began in 1904 reached its peak in the Great Revival of 1907.

As Covid-19 comes to an end, I want to see that revival happen again. Revival begins with the prayer of just one person. That one person does not necessarily have to be a pastor. Neither Pinkington, Hardy, nor Evan Roberts of Wales were pastors. Whether pastor or layperson, God pours out His Spirit on those who kneel in prayer, using them in the work of revival. The Korean church, devastated by Covid-19 - who will pray? Who will leave behind the complacency and convenience of isolation and online familiarity to enter into the place of prayer? Let us remember Moody's words: "He who kneels the most, stands the best." We must kneel again to rise again. Outside the window, rain is falling. Lord, let the spring rain of the Holy Spirit fall from heaven onto this land parched by Covid-19!

. Conversion and Transformation ; The Story of Festo Kivengere

When looking at the Korean church these days, two words come to mind: conversion and transformation. These two words, which are central themes in the Bible, are equally important, but the Korean church seems to have a large gap between the two. While conversion is mainly related to salvation, transformation is associated with sanctification. Conversion speaks of the personal religious experience of returning to God, while transformation refers to the social responsibility of Christians as they engage with the world. The problem is that despite the fact that both are within the power of the same Holy Spirit, these two have become too separated.

It was a great joy to encounter in Africa an exemplary case where these two were connected as one, amid the current church situation divided between conversion without transformation and transformation without conversion. His name is Festo Kivengere (1919-1988), a bishop of the mainstream Protestant Church of Uganda (Anglican). He grew up under the influence of the revival movement that swept East Africa in the 1930s-40s, endured the era of persecution and oppression under the dark regime of Idi Amin (1971-1977), and was a spiritual leader who brought about transformations of today's Ugandan church and history. What was his integrated spirituality of conversion and transformation? Can we who have been converted in Christ also transform the world?
Kivengere was born in 1919 in Rukungiri in southwestern Uganda, as the son of a semi-nomadic family. Born in an unbelieving home, he attended a mission school but had no heart to accept Christianity. The young man, who had even contemplated suicide in his desperate life, experienced conversion through an unexpected incident. One day, while riding a bicycle drunk, he heard a friend joyfully proclaim that he had met Jesus. This unexpected event led him to reflect on his own spiritual state. After a few days of being ill at home, one night the crucified Lord appeared to him and embraced him with his pierced hands. At that moment, he tasted the thrilling joy of conversion. It was a moment that turned his life around.

The fact that the era he grew up in was later regarded as a peak of the East African revival movement was very fortunate for him and his nation. The epicenter of the revival was Gahini in present-day Rwanda. In the early 1930s, the small flames of revival that began in an Anglican church there spread throughout Uganda, and by the 1940s had spread like wildfire to Kenya, Tanzania, and Sudan. This produced countless converts who were called 'Balokole' (The Saved Ones) in Luganda.
The East African Revival Movement manifested similar phenomena and fruits as the Pietism of the 17th century, the Holiness Movement of the 18th century, and the representative revivals of the 20th century such as the Welsh Revival (1904), the Azusa Street Revival (1906), and the Great Revival in Pyongyang, Korea (1907). These include repentance due to the blood of the cross and the atonement of Christ, the experience of being born again, the thrill of forgiveness and joy, love for souls and zeal for evangelism, and various social changes resulting from them. Kivengere later testified about his conversion, "When I came before Jesus Christ, God made me see the wretchedness of my life. I entrusted my body to the love and grace of Him who led me to Calvary. When He came into me, my wounds were washed and my sins were forgiven. Then I jumped up, and ran and jumped with excitement. As you know, the Anglican tradition is not very excitable. But when I met Him, I could not help but be excited.“

For him, the thrill of conversion was the beginning of a remarkable transformation of both himself and the era in which he lived. The first thing he did after his conversion was to find an African person with whom he had a poor relationship and confess his sins. Soon after, he remembered an English missionary he had hated. He walked 50 miles to kneel before him and ask for forgiveness. The two embraced and wept in reconciliation. During the revival period, East Africa was under British rule. In those dark times, they overcame the pain of poverty and colonial oppression with the excitement of conversion and faith. The conversion brought about by the revival also enabled them to overcome the unprecedented dictatorship and persecution that befell their history, and ultimately achieve final victory. That dictator was Idi Amin.

Idi Amin was perhaps one of the most evil dictators Africa has produced. There was a reason people called him the 'Hitler of Africa'. After ousting the Obote regime in 1971 and seizing power through a coup, he began purging his opponents. He expelled some 50,000 Asians and killed 3,000 officers and 10,000 civilians, torturing and killing nearly 300,000 people by the time he was ousted in 1979. A Muslim himself, he became increasingly anti-Christian, suddenly raiding a Christian rally of tens of thousands in 1972 and arresting 80 people. In 1974, he launched an operation to identify Christians, publicly executing three youths in front of 3,000 people. Coincidentally, those youths were from Kivengere's diocese, so he went to protest to Amin, but the youths were executed, making Kivengere a thorn in the dictator Amin's side.

Becoming almost deranged, Amin expelled all Jews, saying Catholicism was the only Christianity and that Protestantism was a cult formed for priests to marry. The Anglican Archbishop Janani Luwum (1922-1977) then began criticizing Amin's tyranny and murders. In response, on February 16, 1977, Amin arrested him along with two priests, paraded them in humiliation through Kampala as traitors, and brutally killed them. The church lost its leader and faced an existential crisis. With the archbishop killed, it was clear Kivengere would be the next bishop. Those who loved him urged him to flee quickly for the future of the church. Leaving the embattled church in God's hands and holding the last flickering candle of hope, he escaped over the dark Rwandan mountains into Kenya.
During the period when he fled Uganda and Amin was ousted, God used him as a global evangelist. He traveled the world with Billy Graham as an evangelist and a spokesman for the persecuted church. During this time, he wrote a book called "I Love Idi Amin." How could he say he loved Idi Amin? He was the one who killed countless innocent politicians, church leaders, and civilians, and tried to destroy Christianity. Personally, Kivengere faced endless house arrests, enticements, threats, and even an attempted assassination disguised as a car accident. In "I Love Idi Amin", he said this:

"We love President Idi Amin. We owe him a debt of love. The reason is that he is one of those for whom Christ shed His precious blood. As long as he lives, there is still a chance for him to be saved. Let us pray for him that at the end he may see not the road of death but the way of life." The keyword for the transformation he showed was Christ's love. In the same book he also said, "True peace is a gift of God's grace and always comes when the heart is turned towards Christ's love. But Christ's love is revealed through suffering, and that love can only be practiced at a cost."  His central message was the love of Christ on the cross, which he called "Revolutionary Love" in another book of the same title. "Revolution is often used negatively, but Christ's love on the cross was the most radical and revolutionary love in human history."

As he proclaimed this love of the cross, amazing revivals and reconciliation histories took place everywhere. His influence transcended Protestantism. As news of healing for wounded people spread through his message of love, invitations poured in from all directions. Catholic priests and nuns invited him. A judge invited him to court so that prisoners and defendants could hear the gospel. Amazingly, even Muslims who were usually hostile to Christianity invited him to their mosques. There too, he consistently preached the gospel of the cross and invited them to receive Jesus Christ. He even went to Muslim funerals and shared the message of Christ's death and resurrection. The message of Christ's cross and love transcended denominational and religious walls, healing the wounded nation and history after Idi Amin. His message of love continued until he was called home by God due to leukemia, and its influence remains in the hearts of Ugandans and Africans to this day.
Last week, I participated in a Korean volunteer service to encourage medical staff treating COVID-19 patients in various hospitals in Uganda. This service, supported by the embassy and initiated by Koreans, is to visit several hospitals, encourage their efforts, and share carefully prepared meals. The hospital I visited was Mulago, Uganda's largest national hospital (Makerere University-affiliated). Amidst the explosive increase in COVID-19, I couldn't help but feel a bit anxious, but I thought the love I could express in the COVID-19 era was not much. As I shared the meals with a few dedicated Korean volunteers and about 250 doctors, nurses, and workers, I thought of the Korea Centers for Disease Control and Prevention tirelessly fighting COVID-19 every day, the many unsung dedicated medical staff, and the suffering Korean people.

Yes, if we cannot prevent or stop COVID-19, what we should do next is to protect ourselves and our country from COVID-19, and go a step further to allow the grace of conversion we have received freely to embrace and heal the suffering world with love, transforming it. As Henry Nouwen said, "The closer we are to God, the closer we are to people." Isn’t our faith only close to God, not to people? The church is named "love," but isn’t our hearts full of hatred, hostility, and curses? If we only think of ourselves and not the pain of our brothers and sisters when the whole country is suffering and struggling, isn’t that a faith without deeds, no different from an unbeliever? (James 2:14-20)

Bishop Festo Kivengere! Though he lived in a different era, he grappled with the same problems we face today. The three questions he wrestled with his whole life are directed to the Korean church in the COVID-19 era. Are we truly converted Christians who have returned to the living and true God? After returning to God, are we doing our utmost to transform the world? Is the only reason, method, and purpose for us to transform the world the revolutionary love of Christ who died on the cross? Yes, what we need now is not a destructive revolution, but the silent practice of the revolutionary love of the Christ crucified.

9. Culture

. Bride Price (May 7, 2019)

Last week, I studied Hosea with the students. We read together the scene where, after Hosea's wife Gomer had left home and committed adultery, God told Hosea not only to go find his wife but also to buy her back with money. What Hosea brought was five pieces of silver and a homer of barley (Hosea 3:2).

I asked the students, "Is this right? Should one have to pay money to take back a wife who abandoned the family and committed adultery outside?" Unexpectedly, the African students said he should do so. While we want to not only avoid going after her but even put her in jail, these students unanimously said that if Hosea loved his wife, he must pay the price to bring her back. Why did they think this way? There was a reason. It was because of their marriage customs. African men must pay a bride price to the bride's parents in order to get married. That's what they call it, the "bride price."

Naturally, the conversation shifted to African marriage customs. I asked who among the students was married to raise their hand. About five or six did. I asked what they gave to the bride's parents. One student said he gave five cows and ten goats. Another gave ten cows, seven goats, and 500,000 shillings. The one who gave the most had given twenty cows, ten goats, and a million shillings (about 300,000 won). The more I heard, the less I understood, and I even got angry. Is it fair that parents who raise a daughter receive, while those who raise a son receive nothing? My parents, having only sons, would have received nothing. But that wasn't all. When I asked a student to research this custom in detail, what he brought back almost made me faint. The list of what a man had to pay was extensive:

200,000 shillings to the bride's father, 200,000 to the mother

150,000 to 300,000 shillings for the marriage officiant

60,000 to 300,000 shillings for the first visit to the bride's home

10,000 to 50,000 shillings for the bride's attire

500,000 to 1 million shillings to the bride's entire family

5 to 15 cows and 5 to 15 goats to the bride's father

At least 4 sets of clothing for the mother and aunts

At least 3 sets of clothing for the father and uncles

All costs for the wedding celebration, especially sugar, soap, etc.

How much does the groom have to pay the bride? As I read, I was surprised but also felt grateful - because I was born in Korea, not Africa. If I had been born in Africa, I probably wouldn't have been able to get married and would have ended up living alone. I didn't realize how admirable these African men actually are.

The story doesn't end here. Returning to the Bible, one of its central messages is that the groom paid a price for his bride. Boaz was wealthy and bought Ruth, but Jacob was poor and worked 20 years for his wives. Judges like Jair, Ibzan, and Abdon spent their lives getting their sons and grandsons married. We might question what kind of work the Judges did, but even a lazy and incompetent father had the basic duty in society to pay a bride price (mohar) to get his son married. This has evolved into a significant message the Bible conveys to us: God bought us, sold into sin, by paying a price through Jesus Christ on the cross. And God has given us the church, bought with His own blood (Acts 20:28). We are the people whom Jesus bought with His blood to present to God (Revelation 5:9), the beloved bride whom the bridegroom, Jesus, has bought with a price.

I asked the African students again. So, what should wives who were married in exchange for a price do? They said, first, they must obey their husbands. Then, they must bear children. Third, they must take good care of the household and raise the children well. This was an unexpected core lesson in household ministry from Africa. Though a bit tragic, if this does not happen, the husband may leave the wife or send her back to her family (the parents can also demand their daughter back if the husband does not fulfill his promised bride price). Additionally, the man could then bring another woman as his wife.

Indeed, I want to say this to every man born in Korea: You should truly be thankful you were not born in Africa. You might have struggled to lead a family, but not as much as African men. And to all Christians, we should be profoundly grateful to God. Like Hosea's wife, we were bought with a price - the blood of God's own Son. We have become Christ's bride, having done nothing to deserve it. So, although we work hard and sometimes suffer for the Lord, we should not think that it is difficult or unhappy. There is a difference between difficult and unhappy. As Paul said, we worked harder, but we should not boast about it (1 Corinthians 15:10). This is because living as the wife (bride) of Christ is not an obligation but a privilege.
. Ubuntu: I am because you are

Sometimes, I am amazed at how some African cultures resemble biblical cultures. For example, in marriage customs, there is the concept of a 'bride price' (in the Bible bride price). African grooms must pay a 'bride price' to the bride's father before marriage. In the past, cattle were given, but nowadays they can choose between cattle or cash. In Uganda, the typical range is from 2 million to 20 million Ugandan shillings ($540 to $5,400 USD). The younger the bride is and the more educated she is, the higher the bride price that must be paid. This custom also existed in biblical patriarchal times.

Polygamy, circumcision, deep family bonds, obedience to parents, brotherly love, respect for elders, submission to authority, love for music and dance, affection for nature, an optimistic outlook on life, pacifism... These are the points where African culture and Biblical (especially Old Testament) culture converge. Cultural anthropologists refer to this as "archetypal culture," universal culture (values) shared by all humanity, regardless of race.

Among these, a key African cultural concept that touches on both Biblical and universally human culture would be "Ubuntu." Ubuntu, a term from the Zulu language in South Africa, gained international prominence after Nelson Mandela's democratization efforts in the 1990s. The term means "humanity towards others.“

There is a well-known story that illustrates ubuntu. A British missionary gathered African children and said, "Children, I have placed a basket of sweets under that tree. The first one to reach it can have them." Hearing this, the children looked at each other and did not run. When the missionary urged them, they all held hands and slowly walked to the basket, then shared the sweets together. The missionary was amazed and asked why they didn't run. A child replied, "How can I be happy when the others are sad?“

This story captures the essence of Ubuntu - the belief that one cannot be happy if others are unhappy. Therefore, Ubuntu can be explained as, "We are because you are, and therefore you are because we are." In simpler terms, "I am because we are."
This ubuntu spirit is manifested in various aspects of the African people's daily life. First, the word 'we' is used prominently in their language. Even in cases where 'I' or 'my' would be used, they tend to say 'we' or 'our'. When I ask students a question like "What do you think?", the majority of them start their response with "We think..." If I then tell them "Don't tell me 'we', tell me your own thoughts," they get flustered and hesitant. This is because they are more accustomed to the communal 'our' perspective rather than the individual 'my' viewpoint.

Ubuntu manifests itself even in the attention and hospitality shown to strangers. Perhaps because I am a foreigner, but people here look at me as I pass by, greeting me with "Oyogga." I have never seen anyone who didn't wave back at me first or wave along with me when I waved at them. Frankly, due to differences in appearance or an unconscious sense of superiority, we often distance ourselves and remain indifferent towards African people. However, it seems they have never shown indifference or purposely distanced themselves from us (or ostracized us).

Their attitude towards guests (especially elders, superiors, and authorities) amazes me. When I go to preach at a church, congregants wait at the door, greeting me with songs and dances, and they always kneel on their right knee and bow their heads in a polite greeting. It feels as though I've become the Queen of England. The youth greet the elderly by placing their left hand on the right forearm and bowing their head, and they also give up their seats to the elderly on buses.

Ubuntu is particularly evident in family relationships. Respect for parents goes beyond filial piety, and love for family and siblings is intense and deep. The long-standing system of extended families and clan-centric living has led to this outcome; for example, it is natural for them to take in and raise their sibling's children (their nieces and nephews) if a sibling passes away. If a family member dies, It is common to bury the deceased within the family home. Because they believe that the family remains together in life and in death, protecting one another.

When ubuntu develops within families, it leads to an expanded sense of family relationships. Their life within the village is highly communal. First, there are no fences between houses, and one family's problems are seen as another family's problems. There is a famous saying that illustrates their communal neighborhood relationships: "If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together." "It takes a whole village to raise a child.“

Ubuntu goes beyond human relationships and reaches a relationship with nature. They do not think that they are religious only when they worship at church. They believe that when they cut down a tree, climb a mountain, make a fire, or harvest grain, it is no different from bowing down before God. This is a different attitude from the Western church's dichotomous division between me and nature, God and the world, and inside and outside the church. This is because, in their thinking, they believe that humans have an ubuntu relationship not only with other people, but also with nature and even with God.

Of course, ubuntu has not always led to positive outcomes. Excessive ubuntu in family ties has bred tribalism, while excessive ubuntu with nature has produced animism or a refusal to develop natural resources. Blind obedience to authorities (parents, elders, superiors) has also enabled colonization and dictatorship, and the rejection of individual thought in favor of "our way" can stifle personal creativity and lead to flawed collectivism.

Yet, if harnessed correctly, Ubuntu can be a powerful force for Africa's development. The spirit of Ubuntu is crucial in forming a community church. With the right leaders, it can synergize social integration, and in unjust times, it can unite people for justice. I believe the American response to George Floyd's death, the protests against racial discrimination, embodies an American version of Ubuntu ('We are angry at injustice and fight for justice'). As demonstrated by Martin Luther King Jr., ubuntism among African Americans has sometimes changed history.

Yes, in this rapidly individualizing world where concern and responsibility for neighbors are disappearing, Ubuntu from Africa is a precious humanitarian value that can save the world. Ubuntu is also a biblical mandate that should be embraced by all, including the passive selfishness that easily thinks only of one's own and family's safety in this COVID era, Some churches that are supposed to save lives but are ironically criticized for killing lives by calling out for church suppression and forcing church gatherings, and the exclusive (structural) selfish people like Trump who reject the glorious mission of serving the world bestowed by their Puritan calling and instead insist on only saving themselves. Yes, Ubuntu! I am because we are. It is a biblical spirit of the world that we hear from Africa in these difficult times.
. Africa time

There were many things I didn't understand when I came to Africa, but there were a few things I didn't understand even more. One is that they do not have history books, and the other is that they are not very punctual.

I hope to be able to find more in the future, but so far the only history I have found are booklets written by a foreigner. And those only cover the last few hundred years, describing where and how the major tribes migrated here and how they lived. There are intriguing cave paintings in Kumbi Niero that they find interesting, but those are not even 300 years old. Why is it that these people don’t have their recorded past? Their lack of punctuality is even more intolerable. If a class is scheduled for 2pm, not many students arrive at 2pm. If the semester starts in the first week of March, they barely all gather by April. Whatever the appointment, I am rarely late. But since they always come late, I am inwardly surprised whenever they arrive on time, wondering 'What's going on?'
I believe there must be deep-rooted reasons for all of this. It could not be happening otherwise. After observing and pondering for some time, I realized that the root cause lies in their concept of time. One day, as I was looking at the tenses in their language, I was astounded. Not only were there over five different tenses, but most of them were oriented around the present. The expressions referring to the distant past only went back a few decades at most. The future was similar - their farthest future only extended about 6 months to 2 years at the most. Their sense of time was almost entirely focused on the present. The notions of distant past, primordial beginnings, distant future, and ultimate end simply did not exist for them.

Fortunately, I was able to find a book by an expert in this field, John S. Mbiti's "African Religion and Philosophy." He previously taught at Makerere University in Uganda and was a pioneer in this field. The premise of his research was that in order to understand the mental structure of Africans, one must first understand their concept of time.

According to Mbiti, the African experience of time is two-dimensional - there is only the present and the past, with no real future. For them, the future is non-existent, as it is a time when nothing has actually occurred yet. Their sense of time moves "backward" rather than "forward." What makes time meaningful is not time itself, but events, and time is meaningful because of meaningful events that have occurred in the present.

For them, 6am is important because that's when they take the livestock out, and 5pm is important because that's when they bring the livestock back home. A year is significant to them not because it has 365 days, but because there are two dry seasons and two rainy seasons. Even if a year had 390 days, it wouldn't matter to them. February is necessary for them to till the land and sow seeds, and the burning red sun is good because it ripens the crops.

For them, past events only exist in time as far as they can remember them. They value family relationships and consider the deceased as 'living dead', holding rituals similar to our ancestral rites. But after 4-5 generations, the memories fade into oblivion. When the last person who remembers them dies, they disappear from history, and time returns to the present. Elders and chiefs are respected not for their authority, but because they remember the most. However, that’s it. When they die, all those memories vanish as well.

The lack of a concept of the future in their understanding of time is the biggest obstacle to progress in their culture. If it weren't for Christianity, they may not have even conceived of an unexperienced future. However, even though the Bible and the church teach about the time of creation in the beginning and the time of ultimate completion, Professor Mbiti believes they still cannot fully escape their long-held notion of time. This is the deep-rooted cause of backwardness that prevents them from creating a history of progress and forward movement for the future, even though they have been blessed with dance, song, family ties, and 'Ubund' (we culture) culture. Because of this, they developed an optimistic attitude toward life and lived satisfied with reality without having any false ideas like a castle in the air, but at the same time, it also caused them to not have future plans and adventures in progress that run in a straight line toward final victory.

The reason the introduction is long is because I want to say that what is holding me back in these boring lockdown days is hope for the future. Ecclesiastes 3:11, "He has made everything beautiful in his time,". The reason why this verse, which I have always loved, has become especially meaningful to me these days is because of the great grace of the words 'in his time' given in times of uncertainty. Originally, God created all things beautifully, but it is only in ‘His time’ that we recognize that beauty. This means that although God's beautiful creation and the various circumstances of our lives in His providence are still 'pain' that we currently experience, they all become beautiful when 'God's time' comes. The present pain we experience now is not everything. In his time, when his time comes, everything becomes beautiful.

Yes. How fortunate that time is not only the present, as Africans traditionally think. As Moltmann said, isn't our faith based on the 'memory' of what Jesus Christ did for us in the past and the 'hope' for the future that he will achieve? Isn't our faith the 'expectation' of the future hope that God will complete from the 'memory' of the grace that began with God's creation? It is true that we have a lot of 'pain' in the present time between those 'memories' and 'expectations'. That is why the words trials, temptations, refining, and testing appear a lot in the Bible.

But how fortunate it is that our time is not limited to the present of suffering. ‘our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.’ (Romans 8:18). Because It is true that we have many tribulations in the present and we need a lot of patience, but we know that “perseverance, character; and character, hope.” (Romans 5:4). The English Bible is more realistic. 'Perseverance produces character, and character produces hope'. Yes. Patience builds our character and that character brings us hope.
Are you still in pain?

It's because 'His time' has not yet come.

Let us be patient a little longer

Not for the sake of a better opportunity,

but to become better people through our patience.

For us, there is still 'His time' to come—

not yet realized, but inevitably will.

In his time,

He makes all things beautiful!

. The one who needs it is the owner

The thing I don't understand most about living in Africa is their economic concept. Following Kumi University, UCU also gave scholarships to nine students for the first time this year. Giving them a scholarship is something I am grateful for, but I always ask them to do something in return just in case they take it for granted. At Kumi, I made them work for one hour every day in cleaning, farming, chicken coops, chapels, etc., and at UCU, because it was a lockdown period, I made them read 10 chapters of the Bible every day and write reflections at least once a week.

Yet I rarely saw the students doing these tasks diligently. Even though they clearly agreed with the rule that 'if you receive a scholarship, you must provide corresponding work (service)', I did not understand why they did not do that work well. If we were to receive a work scholarship at school, wouldn't we work hard with gratitude? I too have had the experience of laboriously cleaning three floors of the library at Berkeley every day from 10 PM to 2 AM

One day, while I was curious about their thoughts, I once again experienced something incomprehensible. I left my bicycle in my apartment, but it was gone. I wondered who had taken it, but around evening, my neighbor brought the items on my bicycle. I was surprised and asked, ‘Why did you ride someone else’s bike without saying anything?’ and his answer was even more shocking. 'I thought it was an unused bicycle. If it's not being used now, can't I use it?' For a moment, I was speechless.

The surprises continued. Due to the lockdown, transportation was halted, and I had to order groceries through a "bodaman" (motorcycle delivery person). I always paid a bit extra, just in case, for example, paying 200,000 shillings for groceries worth 180,000. Then, shouldn't they come back and give me change? However, except for a few who either returned change on their own or upon my request, many did not. Every time that happened, I thought it was because they were having a hard time, but I just felt sorry for them.

I also heard a story through others. Three young Africans were sharing a room, and two of them had given the third their share of the rent. But that person had to use the money for an emergency. As a result, the electricity was cut off and they were left in the dark. Amazingly, none of them blamed or complained about the friend who spent the rent money. They thought it was understandable for their friend to have spent the rent money on an urgent matter, because they themselves lived that way normally."

While looking for an answer to this problem, one day I came across a good book. This is a book called 'African Friends and Money Matters' written by David E. Maranz, an American scholar who worked in Senegal for a long time. In this book, he organized African economic concepts into 90 points through his long experience and research. I asked some of these 90 questions to about 150 different Africans who I meet every day through online reading (three groups are seminary students, one group is regular college students, and the last group is general church members). They didn't agree with all of Maranz's claims, but they said most of them were true, and some of the most important ones were:

. Money is used by those who need it when they need it.

. money is for use, not for hoarding.

. Money is not for accruing interest in banks but for lending to friends, relatives, and neighbors in need.

. It is selfish to store leftover food in the refrigerator; it should be given to someone in need immediately.

. Surplus goods not in use should rightfully be used by those in need.

These thoughts were completely different from my existing thoughts. It is also true that these thoughts not only make individuals more irresponsible and lazy, but also become a hotbed of corruption in the government and those in power. However, it is not easy to change customs that have continued for thousands of years. Then, Wouldn't it be better to accept them positively and utilize them for the gospel and missions?

I think that in the African view, "the one who needs it is the owner" reflects a profound sense of grace. Everything is given by grace to all people. Some things are entrusted to someone, but everyone is given what they need. There are people who have it, but they are not the original owners. Because he also received it from someone. Not everyone is an owner, but everyone is a user. What I need is everywhere. It mainly comes through family, friends, and neighbors. If I get along well with my neighbors, they will provide for me when I need it, and I will also do the same for others when they need it.

Giving to those in need is also a biblical principle. God also created heaven and earth because humans needed it. God sent Jesus Christ because humans need salvation and gave us the church because humans need community. Life in the world is about living together and ‘giving what is needed to those who need it’ (Acts 2:45). Asking for what we need is prayer, and giving what is needed to those who need it is mission.

Yes. If I have something now, it is meant to be given to someone who needs it someday. If I lose it or it is unjustly taken from me, I can think that a person in need has taken it. What I am holding now is meant to be given to someone. If I just keep holding onto it without giving, it is like food piling up in the refrigerator without being eaten. The Hebrew word for grace, 'hesed', means 'to stoop, to bend down'. Grace flows like water from a higher place to a lower one. The person who bows down is not a person who does not have, but a person who has. God also stooped down and gave his Son to this world.
Long ago, when there was a flood in Gangwon Province, many houses were destroyed and damaged. Among them, when a church collapsed and they could no longer hold services, the pastor of that church visited a church in Seoul. After hearing the story that they had lost their church due to the flood, the pastor of the Seoul church readily handed over the building fund they had collected until then. This was before even asking which denomination that church belonged to or the pastor's name. After he left, people said, "Pastor, how could you give so much money to someone you don't even know who he is?" He said, "The one in need is the owner. The one in need took what was his. We merely had it in our possession until then.“

As time passed, I encountered his spirit again, unexpectedly, in Africa. Today, I missed the person who gave everything to those in need and left.
. A person is a person through person

It was the influence of the movie ‘Roots’ that engraved in my mind that Africa is a family-centered, people-centered society. The turbulent story of four generations of African-Americans, descendants of the slave Kunta Kinte, showed that the roots of the existence that supported them were in the family. And as time passed, here in Africa, I am witnessing with my own eyes that this is indeed a people-centric society.

Whenever I attend their weddings or funerals, I am repeatedly amazed. Even when an ordinary elder in the village passes away, an unbelievable number of people show up. Bishop Joel, who is also a professor of missiology at UCU, is almost never available on the phone. When I asked where he's always going, it turns out he's busy visiting people who have died from COVID-19. He seems to be traveling hundreds of kilometers almost every week. When they receive the news of someone's death, they immediately drop everything and hit the road. Those who have jobs take time off, and those without money borrow to make the journey. For them, sharing in the joys and sorrows of their neighbors is not only the meaning of their own existence, but also a sacred communal duty.

This communal living culture is also reflected in their eating customs. Office workers rarely pack their own lunches like we do. Even those living alone hardly ever cook and eat alone. The preferred mode of eating for them is the so-called 'street food'. They tend to prefer eating inexpensive food with friends rather than eating delicious food alone.

This people-centric culture is also well manifested in their hospitality customs. I often feel burdened when visiting their churches. Sitting and eating a meal in the middle of a crowd is awkward, and it is also unfamiliar that they kneel on one knee to serve me. And I feel sorry to be served foods that they normally cannot afford. While we eat, they quietly wait. And only after we finish do they begin their own meal. Due to this lavish hospitality culture, David Maranz said in his book that while Westerners are characterized as 'charitable', Africans are 'hospitable'.

Over time, I realized that there are deep-rooted economic motivations behind their customs. Weddings, naming ceremonies, funerals, anniversaries, etc. are times of joy and sorrow in their lives, but they are also good opportunities to make up for financial shortfalls that cannot be covered with ordinary income. When I attend their weddings, I am first surprised at how extravagant most of the weddings are. It makes me wonder if poor people can have a party like this. However, they have something to believe in. There is a long-standing unspoken promise that the attending relatives and friends will fill in the shortfalls.

So there are actually marriage customs that are unbelievable. A Muslim family was having a wedding, but they ran out of money because the feast continued. At first, they somehow managed to cover the expenses with what they borrowed, but as the feast continued, they truly ran out of money. Eventually, some family members went out and slaughtered someone else's cow to serve the guests. The owner found out later and showed up at the wedding, yelling at them to pay for the cow. As the atmosphere grew tense, a friend went out and paid for the cow, and the feast continued. Behind what appears to us as an embarrassing and illegal custom lies a deep family tradition of survival, reliant on the assistance of others regardless of the circumstances
They believe that under no circumstances should one turn down a request from a relative or friend, and that one should not refuse a request made to one by a friend of a friend whom one does not know, even if the friend does not repay the money. So their friendship is not just a psychological or emotional relationship of shared feelings and communication, as we typically think of it. While the Talmud says 'If you want to make a friend your enemy, lend him money', they rather ask whether a friend who cannot lend money or help a friend in difficulty is really a friend.

This attitude is not always right or admirable. The side effects are countless - they can become lazy by relying on friends and family, or keep asking for help even when they don't really need it. While we go out and work when we need money, they seek out acquaintances. For them, 'a network of friends is a network of resources'. Their friend networks are mostly upward-leaning or at least horizontal, rarely going downward, because they need the help. That's why there's a Kenyan proverb that says 'if you have many friends, your life is safe'. Their kindness to foreigners and missionaries is also not unrelated to acquiring resources for survival. If we don't understand this, we may feel cheated and even leave Africa. But Africa won't change just because we leave.

I believe it's more important to accept their customs as they are and apply them missiologically, rather than judging them as right or wrong. The positive message in their customs is that they live with and through people. This is the result of their long history of relying on and living together with family, relatives, and tribes in a closed space. Of course, there are many side effects, such as extreme familialism, tribalism, regionalism, and interest cartels formed for mutual benefit. That's why corruption in Africa never ceases. However, through these people, how about looking back at ourselves as selfish individuals who have lost our community, and learning the spirit of social solidarity and coexistence that is sensitive to the needs of others and ready to share resources at any time?

In that sense, Africa could be an alternative to the biblical ideal of the church in today's reality, where we are ghettoized by individual selfishness and soothe our loneliness through eating and drinking alone. The mutual prosperity spirit of 'I am because we are', the people-centric values of 'a person is a person through person', the view of human relationships as interdependent rather than independent, and the pursuit of solidarity rather than solitude - aren't these closer to the biblical ideal?

Perhaps our love is too spiritualized? While the materialization of love is a problem, isn't the spiritualization of love also an issue if we know our neighbor's difficulties and still do not give what is needed, as said in 'keep warm and well fed,"' (James 2:16)? We can give without loving, but can we truly love without giving?

Yes, people may deceive us and make us angry, but as long as we live in this world, we cannot avoid people. For a person is a person through person.

. Welcoming guests and being a guest (October 15, 2021)

One of the good cultures in Africa is the culture of hospitality. There is a story that is well known to us, but we may not have realized it is an African story. It is the story of Kwiyolecha. Among the Sukuma tribe in Tanzania, there lived a woman named Kwiyolecha. One time in a dream, Jesus appeared and said, "I will visit your house tomorrow." She cleaned her house thoroughly and waited for Jesus. However, the awaited Jesus did not come, and only strange people visited her house all day long.

The first was an old grandmother. The second was a beggar dressed in worn clothes. The third was a disabled young boy. Growing tired of waiting, Kwiyolecha fell asleep. In her dream, Jesus appeared to her again. Kwiyolecha asked, 'Jesus, why didn't you come as you promised?' Jesus then said, 'I came to your house three times today, but you did not welcome me.' Kwiyolecha was shocked. The Jesus who was to come was not the long-haired Jewish man in long robes; instead, he was the old grandmother, the poor beggar, and the disabled young boy.

This story speaks of the importance of African hospitality. African people truly love people and enjoy hosting guests. There are many proverbs and stories about hospitality. "The presence of a guest is a blessing" (Swahili) is a representative one. There is also the proverb "a guest is like rain" (Kipsigis). When I first arrived in Uganda two years ago, it was raining. The local who came to greet me said that an honorable person had come. At the time I didn't understand, but it was an expression that came from the long life in which they thought a guest as welcome rain in the painful lives of those who had longed for rain in the drought.

The proverb "people follow the smoke" (Sukuma) means that where there is food and shelter, there are people. "My house is like a coconut tree. People like to go there" (Swahili) reminds us of the words of the Talmud, "Hosting a guest is better than going to the synagogue, and helping a stranger is better than worship in the temple." Phrases like "only witches eat alone" or "those who eat alone die alone" make us think again about the sad reality that the proportion of single-person households in our society exceeds 30%.

Recently, I experienced the blessing of this hospitality culture again. It was in March that I started discipleship training with Pastor Moses of the All Saints Church and about ten of his congregants. If I met the typical remote people of Africa in Kumi, through them I met the typical urban people of Africa. They were in leadership positions in society, but they yearned for God's word and reading books. They showed that spiritual longing is independent of life circumstances or knowledge. We have already read five books together on Zoom. A few days ago, when the lockdown was lifted a little, Pastor Moses invited me to his house as the coordinator of this group.

As soon as I entered his house, his two daughters who were in elementary and middle school came out to welcome us. "Karibu!" They each handed us a flower. When we went inside, Moses told us to try some food. It turned out to be coffee beans. He had us chew the bitter coffee beans and spit out the husks. Moses explained that having me try the main crop of East Africa, the coffee bean, first meant "you have entered our culture." To them, hosting a guest is not just providing food, but welcoming them into the midst of their lives. That day, Moses' wife served chicken and goat on the table, the highest hospitality they could offer.

Through our conversation, I had many thoughts about how African hospitality culture intersects with the meaning of the Bible. The topic of chieftains came up. To us, chieftains are very strange and unfamiliar, but to them they are like familiar elders in the family. The chieftain (clan leader) he spoke of was the father of the people. That's why their proverb says, "If you are naked, go to the chief's house." Among the tribes, the sick, the naked, the food-less, and the ostracized all go to the chief, and once there, they receive help. Even those who sometimes commit crimes and are chased away are protected if they enter the chief's house. In other words, the chieftain played the role of the city of refuge, the hiding place of the Old Testament, and the refuge of the Psalms. I didn't know that the chieftains were playing such a good role for their people.

What about our church? Shouldn't it be better than the African chieftains? Isn't it natural that the church, the church leaders, should become the refuge of the people, the hiding rock, the resting shade, and the food for the people when they are sick, hungry, and in danger? Suddenly, I remembered the story of the Bedouin chieftain in Israel long ago.

About 100 years ago, when Turkey ruled the Middle East, two escaped prisoners fled to the Bedouin tent in the Negev desert. The soldiers who were searching for the prisoners got the information that they were hiding in the Bedouin's tent. The soldiers went to the chieftain and demanded that he hand over the prisoners. But the chieftain flatly refused. He said, "We have no law to expel those who have come to us." The soldiers left the stubborn chieftain and walked into the tent. At that moment, a loud "bang" was heard. Startled, they turned around to find that a horse had been shot dead. When the soldiers asked the old man next to them the reason, he replied, "The chieftain has killed the horse he has ridden for decades to save the escaped prisoners.“

Yes, does today's church kill its own horse to save those who have come to it? The reason the church should protect those who come to it is because they all need help. Even those who seem fine and decent on the outside are all poor, struggling, and lonely people. As the poet Jeong Jong-hyeon well said in "Visitor," 'The coming of a person is truly a significant event. He comes with his past, present, and future. He comes with his entire life. A heart that is fragile and may have been broken comes.'

In life, I have experienced too often that the person I meet today may not be able to meet again. Just last week, a healthy church member was killed in a traffic accident late at night on his way home from work and now lies in the hospital mortuary. Last spring, a missionary who arrived in Uganda with enthusiasm for a second life was suddenly infected with COVID-19 and received the call of heaven within two weeks. A deaconess who raised an excellent judge son and challenged many parents in child-rearing passed away unexpectedly last summer. As I listen to her excellent parenting lectures on YouTube, her bright smile painfully pierces my heart. Yes, the person we meet today may not be able to meet tomorrow. Even if he has done something bad, isn't the person still pitiful? "There is no bed used forever. All beds will be empty someday." This is an African proverb. Can we who will leave someday, lonely people, put our hearts together and live like deer?
Welcoming guests does not just benefit the one who welcomes them. When I was going to Moses' house, I could not just go. From the time he called me, I thought for several days about what gift to give him. Then I realized I had an old cell phone that I no longer use. I bought wrapping paper and wrapped it beautifully. And I bought a basket of fruit. Since bananas and mangoes are common, I bought grapes. Can you imagine the joy on Moses' daughter's face when she received the cell phone? It was the greatest gift an African middle school student had ever received. That day, Moses' wife worked hard cooking chicken and goats, but because of the gift her daughter received, her sighs from the day before turned into songs of joy. As long as that cell phone does not disappear from the earth, that family will long remember the Korean missionary who gave them that Samsung phone as a gift, not sparing any expense.

Anyone invited as a guest does not go empty-handed. If we love people, that love returns in greater measure. Their proverb states, 'The visitor brings a sharp knife. With that knife, he fixes the leaks in your house.' When Africans visit another's house, they do not go empty-handed. They bring fruits, meat, even medicine or seeds. There is a story of a chieftain. A poor man who had nowhere to stay came to the chieftain's house with a dog. Despite having a large family, the chieftain took pity on him and let him stay. One night, people from another tribe secretly attacked. It was then that the dog barked. Thanks to the dog, the chieftain and his family were able to survive. Indeed, when we welcome guests, they save us. Love is never free, in any case.

The greatest blessing of welcoming guests is receiving news from them. Guests who visit remote villages, cut off from transportation, act as news broadcasters, bringing news from the outside world. People living in the African wilderness can only hear news when guests come from afar. Indeed, the blessings we receive from guests far outweigh the trouble we take for them. 'Cast your bread upon the waters, for after many days you will find it again' (Ecclesiastes 11:1). If this is true for food, how much more so for people? Casting it upon a person is the greatest. If you cast it upon a person, it will surely be returned by a person
The mystery of being a guest is that not only do we welcome guests, but we are also guests ourselves. The biblical term for guests is 'strangers.' Guests, as strangers, do not stay in one place for long. Family and children, who seem to live with us forever, will one day leave. As long as the world is not our home, we set out every day for our homeland. 'There is no eternal homeland that can appease the fundamental longing and homesickness that human beings possess. Humans are essentially pilgrims' (Carlo Mazza, The Pilgrim). 'Our citizenship is in heaven' (Philippians 3:20). 'We are strangers and exiles on the earth' (1 Peter 2:11). Indeed, we are guests on this earth. We not only welcome guests; we ourselves are guests, especially missionaries. Missionaries welcome the people of that land, but they themselves are guests in that land. Our greatest temptation is the desire to claim ownership, to fence off, and to defend our own territory in this world. But we must entrust the land to its owner and depart as guests.
There is an African proverb that resonates strongly: 'Walk like a wild pig, even if ants scream when they are trampled on.' In Africa, pigs are typically raised outside the pen, not inside. Therefore, one must be cautious when walking on country roads. The life of a guest is unstable—where to go, what to eat, where to sleep? When in danger, who will protect me? That's why we desire to return to a life of stability and certainty. However, the life of a Wanderer is most certain when it is most uncertain. The Wanderer must embrace the certainty of uncertainty. The African advice that can be offered to him is 'Walk like a wild pig.' Even if you step on ants as you walk, disregard them and keep moving forward. In other words, 'Go alone like the horn of a rhinoceros.' Like the Indian rhinoceros that charges forward with its single horn, like the wild boar of Africa that strides straight ahead, walk resolutely forward
That's how Jesus was. The Lord of the world surprisingly came as a guest to the world. As a guest, he loved the weak human beings who were also guests, and lived his whole life as a guest on this earth. He who was passionate about God had compassion on people. He came down from heaven as a guest. When he came to this earth, people did not welcome or receive him. He lived his whole life without a place to lay his head, and was finally abandoned and turned away on the cross like a trampled rose. But he was courageous in the life of a guest. His greatest courage was to die on the cross.

Just as He became God as a man, we must go out into the world. Just as He left heaven and came to earth, we must move from the center to the margins. The earth is round; there is no true center. Where we are is not the center; the center is where Jesus is. Do you see people? They are weak guests. Welcome them with your heart. Do you see the world? Go courageously as a guest. Every guest we meet is Christ. We, too, live on this earth as guests with Christ. Welcome the guests as Christ and live as a guest with Christ.

"Keep on loving each other as brothers. Do not forget to entertain strangers," (Hebrews 13:1-2).

10. Meditation
. A Meditating Practitioner (October 29, 2021.)

Where does living water come from? From a spiritual perspective, the mission field is almost like a desert. On the surface, the mission field may appear calm, but beneath the surface, there are daily waves of danger, tension, and instability, which have only increased after COVID-19. The problem is how to obtain the spiritual resources to counter this instability. Having received grace all my life through pulpit sermons, prayer meetings, numerous books, and lectures, I one day found myself in a mission field resembling a barren wilderness, without a single book, struggling to survive rather than minister. I had become so accustomed to having water supplied from the outside that I had forgotten the well of living water I needed to dig for myself
Furthermore, the mission field is constantly busy. Amid that hectic daily life, it is practically impossible to sit quietly at the Lord's feet like Mary and simply listen to the word, as we often distinguish between Martha and Mary. Rather than merely stating that our work should resemble Mary’s instead of Martha’s, we need to practice and train ourselves on how to stand like Martha while living like Mary. It was the power of 'meditation' that restored a sense of spiritual daily life in the arid mission field.

One day, as I was pondering spiritual life in a remote and desolate area, I remembered the title of a book I had read before - 'The Reflective Practitioner' (1983) by Donald Schon. This book was not a theological work, and the author was not a pastor. He was an educator who pondered how to enhance the effectiveness of education. According to him, the purpose of education is in the practice of life, and reflection is necessary for that practice to be effective. Reflection is largely accomplished through three processes: first, 'What' – you need to know what you are learning; second, 'So what' – you need to think about the meaning of what you have learned; and third, 'Now what' – you need to put that into practice in your life today.
The World Evangelical Alliance (WEA) General Secretary William Taylor applied this theory to missions. At the 1999 Brazil Missions Conference, he called missionaries 'practitioners' based on this book and said that what they need is reflection (meditation). 'The missionary is not the inventor, planner, or supervisor of the mission. He is simply the practitioner of the command given to him by God. And for that practice to be possible, the missionary must constantly meditate and reflect.'
Having decided to dig my own well of living water through meditation in daily life, I began to write. The 166 articles I have written so far contain the seeds of small meditations experienced in the mission field. As I laboriously dug the well of living water each week, I defined meditation in my own way: 'Meditation is looking at God (Christ) through everything.' I placed the object of meditation on 'everything' and the purpose on discovering 'God (Christ).' This is not a phrase I created or a definition I came up with for the first time. Countless spiritual predecessors in the 2,000-year history of the church have lived and meditated this way.
Meditation begins with the Bible and extends to nature, people, and events, with the principle always being to see God. Meditation is not about reading the Bible a lot, but about reading it well. It involves reading the Bible not to prepare a sermon, but to enrich oneself. In fact, the ones who find it most difficult to meditate on the Bible are often pastors. Most pastors, including myself, tend to read the Bible not to find God, but to find material for sermons. The more educated a person is, the more challenging meditation becomes, because they tend to interpret and analyze the Scripture
The burden of pastors lies in the many sermons they must deliver. In Korea, it is taken for granted, but in America, Europe, and even Africa, the senior pastor does not preach every week. For example, at the representative church in Uganda, All Saints Church, the senior pastor preaches only once or twice a month. Even when an associate pastor preaches, the senior pastor leads the service. The Korean church is more rigid than one might think, with all authority and responsibility concentrated on the senior pastor. If the senior pastor were to share preaching responsibilities more with others and devote more time to meditation, both the pastor and the church would become much healthier.

We need to listen more before we speak much about the Bible. We should not read the Bible as if it were a thesis, but as if it were a love letter. Through the Bible, we should hear what He has spoken (SPEAK). We should focus on knowing our sin (Sin), His promises (Promise), His encouragement (Encouragement), actions for Him (Action), and above all, His character (Knowledge on His Character)

Perhaps Africa is the best place to meditate on nature. In the evening, the stars in the sky appear without exception, the sunset at dusk that captivates me for a long time, the rustling leaves, the nameless flowers, the sound of crickets in the evening - it is true that "It is not that there is no miracle in this world, but that there is no admiration." Yes, to see beauty, we must slow down. I've developed a habit of standing still in Africa. These days, I often pause in front of the large flowering tree in front of my house. This tree blooms again and again, with new leaves sprouting where the flowers fell, revealing the mystery of death and resurrection.

As Ken Gire said in "The Reflective Life," "If we rush through each day without seeing the gifts given to us that day, we will lose much." Yes, there is no nature that does not reveal the glory of God. The Song of Songs is the best textbook for meditating on nature. Solomon saw Shulamite in everything - flowers (rose, narcissus, lily), animals (gazelle, bird, deer, partridge), people (sister, army, mother), body parts (cheek, lips), and water (spring, bird, sound, wind, fragrance). Just as Solomon saw Shulamite in all things, we must see God (Christ) in all things. Jesus did so. Through the little vine growing on the hillside of Palestine, he saw God the Lord, Jesus the life, and the world the fruit. In the little birds flying in the air and the little lilies in the field, he saw who the master of the universe was.
More important than things is the point of view for things. If someone says “The tree is a god. There is a God in it,’ he is a nature worshiper. If someone says 'The tree is beautiful’. He is a naturalist. If someone says, 'We must love and protect trees,' he is a nature protector. But meditation is seeing God through the tree. In the poem of Goeun "Flower I didn't see when I went up, I saw it when I went down," and the poem of Na Tae-ju "It's pretty when I look closely. It's lovely only when you see it. So are you" what the poets saw are themselves in the end. The Bible meditates on the same grass and flowers, saying ”The grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of our God stands forever.”(Isaiah 40:8). Meditation is not looking at the grass and flowers themselves, but seeing God through them.

People are both subjects and objects of meditation. We must learn to view others through God's eyes. Eventually, I began to find the children playing in the street adorable. Whenever I pass by, I smile at them, and if they return my smile, I approach and pat their heads. The laughter of children is the smile of God. Driving in Africa can be very dangerous, with everyone trying to go first. At some point, I started letting the 'boda' (motorcycles) or other cars go first, giving them priority. Wherever I meet people, I wave at them. Everyone feels lonely sometimes.
There are times when I meditate quietly on my parents, the first people who showed me God. My wife has always been there to help me throughout my life; she is a symbol of the Holy Spirit. I also give thanks when I recall the church members from the past. They were the Lord's sheep, and also my teachers. Occasionally, I find myself suddenly thinking of people who hurt me in the past. Once, with my eyes closed, I envisioned a person who had tormented me, now in tattered clothes and crying alone. He too had his own pain. Viewing him through God’s eyes, I saw him as a pitiful person. I closed my eyes and imagined hugging him.
When people face each other with God in their midst, everything changes. Good people become lovelier, and bad people appear more pitiful. I am thankful for good people who love me, and for bad people who awaken me. The majority of what has led me to this point in my life has been the bad things. At the time, I was troubled by accidents and hurt by people, but these were God's methods of awakening me.

Through meditation, I learned how to understand past events. Sometimes I feel sorry and regretful for past mistakes. However, I am a product of the past, not a slave to it. As Carl Jung said, 'I am not what happened to me, I am what I choose to be.' Over time, even the truly painful events from the past start to make sense as the puzzle pieces fit together. The higher you climb the mountain, the farther you can see. The mountain of meditation shows us that all our past paths were part of the long process of reaching the summit. None of our paths was disconnected from the top

Work is an important subject of meditation. Having centered my whole life around work, I now resolve to do more than just my job. When I meet someone, I ask myself, 'What does God want to do through this person?' When I think of something to do, I ask myself, 'What does God want to do through this task?' It is better to avoid doing anything that does not align with God's heart or desires. Even when receiving criticism, I should first ask myself, 'What does God want to say to me through this person?' Sin and people must be distinguished. Leave sin to God and love people. If I love, God will heal.

The order of work is as St. Francis taught: 'Do first what must be done, then what is possible, and finally what is impossible.' A practitioner is not someone who merely does what they want to do. If you do what God tells you to do, you will end up doing impossible things. As Ken Gire said, 'It is better to do a little with much love than to do much with little love.'
That's right, we are practitioners. We were born on this earth to practice what God has commanded us to do. Because that work is so precious, we need to engage in much more meditation. 'Practice without meditation has no roots, and meditation without practice has no fruit.' Throughout our lives, let us train ourselves by the grace of the Holy Spirit to see God in all times and in all things. Discernment is needed more than mere work. It is more important to accomplish God's will than to achieve success. 'Lord, open my eyes that I may see wonderful things in your law.' Let us meditate and practice, practice and meditate again. Let us not start the day without meditation, nor end the day without practice. Whatever we do, we are practitioners of meditation
‘Open my eyes that I may see wonderful things in your law’(Psalm 119:18).

.
. An event is a process (May 16, 2022)

Just as there is no discontinuity in history, there is also no discontinuity in our lives.

There is no need to be easily discouraged by not knowing what is happening right now,

because it is just a moment in the process of something.

No one who understands today's events all can predict all of tomorrow's.

The reason I exist today is because many events have formed a process leading up to today.

and if there is a tomorrow for us, it is also a gift of the process that the moments of today will bring.

Joseph was sold into Egypt and suffered, but through that God saved Israel.

Paul was blocked in Troas, but God used that to open the door for the European mission.

Job finally became as pure as gold, and it was the result of his faith that accepted the moments of suffering as a process.

During my senior year of high school, when my path was blocked, God had already seen the long journey to Africa.

I am here now because of the process of many moments learned through failure and pain. 

And the path I will take from now on will also be a long and many moments of process to fulfill His will.

Let's not be arrogant that we have already gained when walking the path, or be impatient that we haven't accomplished everything.

Joy comes not from the result, but from the process.

If we have already gained, it is the end, there is no more pain but also no greater joy.

We should not stop because of the obstacles we encounter on the way, for obstacles are inherent in the path.

We should not be discouraged by the small harvest we have reaped, for the seeds we have sown with tears are growing.

We should not be upset that we have not accomplished great things, for if we faithfully do small things, they will become great.

Heaven is not at the end of the path we are walking, but in the path we are walking now.

Heaven is not for those who walk on flowery paths, but for those who walk through the valley of death as if it were a flowery path.

What we need to do now is to do the work we are called to do, 

with what we have, 

where we are standing.

We are all on a path that leads to eternity.

. Better Than a Storehouse, Our Heavenly Father
In the COVID-19 era, meditation is what keeps me alive. After my morning walk, I begin my meditation after meals. Meditation is the act of listening to God's voice in silence.

There are various methods of meditation. One can read a single verse (or a few verses) from the Bible, or read an entire chapter or more and then pray. While the methods of meditation may vary, reading the Bible and listening to God's voice through His Word are the same.

This time, I read one book of the Bible over the course of two days on average, and meditated on the overall message given through that book. On the first day, I read the given book of the Bible at least three or four times without any preconceptions. The next day, I read it again while looking for the message. Then in the afternoon, I wrote. In March, I mainly read the Old Testament, while in April, I mainly read the New Testament.

To be honest, I wasn't very good at meditation when I was in Korea. Even when I read the Bible, it was for preparing sermons, not for meditation. When reading the Bible, I wasn't reading for the message the Bible itself was giving, but rather to fit it into the framework of the sermon I had already conceived, and to use it as material for the sermon.

However, I don't have to do that anymore. Of course, it wasn't easy to let go of the framework for understanding and interpreting the Bible that had formed over more than 30 years of pastoral experience and to stand as a beginner again. The noise greater than environmental noise was the noise of my own heart, hardened against listening to the Word of God itself
It took me time to realize that 'meditation is not a prayer of speaking but a prayer of listening, not a sequence of mindless words but a silent offering of the heart'(Dallas Willard).

I also learned that meditation is difficult if one seeks to quickly gain something. Meditation is not a prayer of 'earning more from God' but a prayer of 'knowing God more.' If one expects to gain much in return for the time invested and considers the utility and productivity of prayer, meditation may not be a recommended way of praying.

Meditation is not a prayer waiting only for the opening of the heavenly storehouse but a prayer that silently looks only at God the Father. It is not a prayer asking for God's help “for me”, but “a prayer that opens the way for God to work in and through me” (Andrew Murray).

"Find rest, O my soul, in God alone; my hope comes from him." (Psalm 62:5). "I wait for the LORD, my soul waits, and in his word I put my hope." (Psalm 130:5). "But I have stilled and quieted my soul; like a weaned child with its mother, like a weaned child is my soul within me." (Psalm 131:2).

How much more do we need to be trained to simply hear God's voice? "Blessed is the man who listens to me, watching daily at my doors, waiting at my doorway." (Proverbs 8:34). This is meditation. When we draw near to listen, God will surely speak.

This does not mean that you should no longer ask God for your needs; it means that relationships come before petitions. Like riding on a circus trapeze, rather than holding the other person's (catcher's) hand, you have to let the other person (catcher) hold your hand. All I have to do is put my body on the swing every day, run vigorously, spread out my hands in front of the catcher, and wait for him to catch me. What we ultimately gain through meditation is not the heavenly storehouse, but the Heavenly Father, and knowing that this Father also owns that storehouse.

. Look at Christ through everything

"The moment of a star" does not come only to politicians. It also comes to God's work and God's people.

There is a story about this in "Terre des hommes(Wind, Sand and Stars)" written by Saint-Exupéry. Originally a pilot, Saint-Exupéry was flying the Paris-Saigon route in 1935 when his plane broke down and crashed in the Libyan desert in Africa. After trying every possible way to escape, in the end he set fire to the plane to be noticed by someone. Even in that dire situation, the power that held him was his family, his wife, and his friends who were waiting for him. He believed that they would come to rescue him, but at some point he realized that the one who needed to be rescued was not himself, but his family. The desert was not Libya, but Paris. This lightning-like realization eventually helped him escape the desert.

Aren't we unknowingly trapped in the deep swamp of self-love and self-pity? We still think we have fallen into the desert and others should rightly help us. We still think God is still helping us and we must continue to receive God's help. Then one day, a deep realization comes that I am not the one to be rescued, but the one to rescue. People then leave everything and go out to the desert.

But true mission begins in the mission field. The mission field is indeed full of many people in need of help. Missionaries see the people in the mission field as people who are all waiting for their help. The missionary's passion is further strengthened by the high expectations of the mission field. People who have long been accustomed to receiving mission think that mission is something that the missionary gives them. Missionaries passionately devote themselves to the work to respond to the requests of the mission field "with love."

Then one day the missionary discovers that he himself has fallen into the desert. This is the second desert. The first desert at least had people who could help him. But the second desert has no one to help him. The people who sent him think he will do well since he left with such determination, and they forget about him. The people in the mission field think this person has a lot of ability, but there must be some problem. However, at some point, he falls into a desert that only he knows and lives a difficult life.

What is the problem? The problem is not that he didn't work hard enough, but that he worked too "hard." The problem is not that he didn't evangelize passionately, but that he thought of mission only as "work." The problem is that his old life of being busy to escape the noise within himself has now become a busy life for the work of God, and nothing has really changed. When we focus on God's work rather than God, and on the life of a settler rather than a pilgrim, our lives all become like deserts. When we are far from God and cling only to work and achievements, mission becomes a desert of heat.

It was a great blessing for me to realize the importance of a relationship with God, especially during the lockdown era. What I have emphasized in my recent online classes is "How can we look at God through everything?" There is a phrase written at a railroad crossing in America: "Stop, Look and Listen." As these words say, we must stop every day to look at Him and listen to His voice.

God's voice comes to us like SPEAK. 

First, Sin to avoid - what sins should we avoid? 

Promise to keep - what are God's promises that we should keep? 

Encourage to receive - what encouragement have we received? 

Action to take - what actions should we take? 

Knowledge of God's character to follow - what aspects of God's character should we follow?

If we read and meditate on the Bible in the morning, this becomes our Quiet Time (Q.T.). If we reflect on ourselves in the evening in light of this voice, it becomes our Spiritual Journal (S.J.). Walking and meditating on God becomes a Walking Prayer, and thinking of God while working becomes a Working Prayer. I am probably the first person to teach Q.T. and S.J. as regular courses in an African university. Many of my students have realized the importance of this and practice it daily. I am happiest when replying to those who share their lovely meditations with me on WhatsApp every day. This is not only the highest spiritual habit that a person of God must cultivate, but also a fundamental alternative to our business-like mission that has poured in resources without changing people.

I encourage not only my students, but all of us, to always ask this question in response to any of our questions: "Am I seeing Christ in this?" Whether it is COVID-19, problems caused by COVID-19, personal problems, church problems, physical problems, spiritual problems, the Bible, people, nature, or events - if we can see God in them, what is the problem? Let's not argue with people for no reason. "A person is a person through other persons" - a proverb of the Hosa tribe in South Africa. Let's not complain that there are so many weeds in my life. "If you set your mind to pull them out, there is nothing that is not a weed. But if you set your mind to embrace them, there is nothing that is not a flower.“

Is there still someone lying down and waiting for help from others? Now get up from the seat of self-pity.

Is there someone who got up from his seat but lost God and fell into the swamp of the desert because of the various works of the flesh and the work of God?

Look at Christ through everything! 

Let us see Christ in everything. And let’s look at the world again through those eyes. I too have gone through countless sufferings, but because I tried to learn about God through the sufferings, rather than just seeing the sufferings, I am still here. Is there still an individual or a church in pain? Do not just look at the pain itself and be anxious, but listen to God's speaking in it. God's presence with COVID-19 is much more blessed than peace without God. This is the comfort in my heart that I give to my beloved brothers and sisters who are still suffering.
11. Self-denial
. What it means to deny oneself.

What is the central message of the Bible? According to the common structure of Matthew, Mark, and Luke, the event at Caesarea Philippi (Matthew 16, Mark 9, Luke 9) is at the center of these scriptures, and at its core is Jesus' question, "Who am I?" When Peter answers, "You are the Christ, the Son of the living God,", the Lord says, "Deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me." Ultimately, the core of all the scriptures is the question, "Who is Jesus?" This question runs from Genesis through the Gospels to Revelation. The history of humanity is ultimately an answer to this question. However, those who confess Him as Christ must do something necessary. They must deny themselves, take up the cross, and follow Him.

The meaning of this teaching may vary for each person depending on their life circumstances, but it is especially significant in the mission field. Missionaries are among those who must daily deny themselves and live strenuously. What is the practical meaning of "denying oneself"? First, it is not being captivated by emotions. Emotions are God's gift, but they can also become a human channel that damages God's will. I set out on a long journey to love the souls of Africans, but I still do not find them entirely lovable. This is not because of their skin color, but because their way of life is too different and foreign from what I have known. My will cries out that I should love them, but my emotions often fail to follow that voice. In some cases, when I see their incorrect attitudes toward life, rather than love, I feel like I want to give them a noogie in their head
The extreme of emotional domination is the emotion that I do not love them. This emotion is terrible because, if I follow this emotion, I should quit missions. How can I do missions if I do not love them? This question is like asking a preacher, "How can you preach if you are not convinced?" While Wesley encouraged his disciple who asked this question to "preach until you are convinced," this question is one that torments most missionaries. But we must realize that this seemingly most conscientious question is the devil's most cunning and fatal weapon. The reason we came to the mission field is not because we loved the souls, but because the Lord who loves them has sent us in His place. Missionaries are evaluated not by love, but by obedience. The Lord came to obedience through love, but we come to love through obedience. The absence of emotion of love in us does not negate the fact of the Lord's love on the cross. Our task is simply to do our best. If we do our best, God will do the rest.

Denying oneself also means not being shaken by the blame of others. Just as we should not be afraid of being hurt when we love, we should not be afraid of blame when doing God's work. Blame and misunderstanding are an essential process for a minister. There is a good story from Wesley. As an active evangelist, Wesley was often the target of attacks and blame, with some even throwing stones at him. But for a few days, no one threw stones at him. Wesley prayed, "God, what is the matter? Have I done something wrong? Why are people not throwing stones at me?" A few days later, as he was walking, someone threw stones at him. Then Wesley prayed, "Thank you, God. I am indeed your servant. Is it not natural for a servant to suffer for his master?" Yes, it is natural for a servant to suffer for his master, and for God's workers to be blamed and misunderstood.

But when we are blamed, we must resolve not to make excuses or argue. There is a story from the Desert Fathers. Once, Abba Dionysius was weeping. His disciple Poemen asked, "Abba, why are you weeping?" Dionysius said, "I am weeping for my sins." Poemen said, "Abba, what sins do you have?" Dionysius replied, "If you could see my sins, even three or four people would not be enough to weep for them." Those who minister can mostly relate to being blamed and misunderstood because of their ministry. I, too, have received much blame and misunderstanding in my pastoral work, most of it unfounded or exaggerated. But to this moment of writing, I have not made excuses or argued about the blame. This is not because their claims are right, but because, regardless of that, I believe I am a greater sinner before God. And I have always believed that the truth will come to light and the final judgment will be made by God.

Through these experiences, I have learned much. I have the right to be angry, but the true object of my anger should not be others, but myself. Just because people do not love me in the way I want does not mean I have a reason not to love them. The effort to change myself is much easier and faster than trying to change others. What changes people is not words and laws, but forgiveness and patience. People are always objects of love, never objects of faith. As the door of the gospel opens wide, there are also many adversaries (1 Corinthians 16:9). Suffering is often God's signal for a new direction. And the kingdom of God must come through the cross to resurrection. Even Jesus loved people "to the end" (John 13:1), but did not entrust himself to them, because "he knew all men" (John 2:24). Yes, when blamed, let us not argue like Moses, but prostrate ourselves (Numbers 16:4). We will all soon stand before the righteous Judge who will judge the living and the dead (1 Peter 4:5).

To live denying oneself means not falling into self-righteousness(boasting). Having done only pastoral ministry all my life, when I first came to the mission field, I thought missionaries were truly great people. It is amazing to create miracles in a barren land and live a life of hardship. As a result, they had to become almost multi-talented. The problem is that this pioneering spirit and self-reliance can sometimes manifest as independence and self-centeredness. So missionaries must always be careful not to fall into their own experience and self-righteousness. They must be careful not to reveal their political leanings, denominations, theological backgrounds, or even their own achievements. This is because doing so could inadvertently reveal their selves and obscure the glory of God.

During the Hitler era in Germany, Pastor Martin Niemöller was imprisoned in a concentration camp. At first he was in solitary confinement, but then he was moved to a room with four people together. There were Salvation Army, Pentecostal, and Methodist ministers there. Though from different church traditions, they soon became one. Niemöller recorded this scene, "When we knelt on the cold stone floor, our theological differences and doctrinal debates melted away like snow in spring." Yes, theological, human, and academic differences disappear when we prostrate ourselves together on the mission field. Self-assertion and self-boasting come from the deep root of "self-righteousness" and "ego" within us, so we must always be careful. This long struggle against the ego is sanctification, and living this way is the life of self-denial. If the conservatives and progressives, Gwanghwamun and Seocho-dong, hold hands and pray together on the cold church floor for the sake of missions, would they still fight for their lives?

So Pastor Bonhoeffer defined self-denial as "turning away from the idol of self-centeredness." Self-denial is not simply living modestly, but rather fighting against the idol of the "self" within. Of course, self-denial does not mean hiding one's identity and abilities. Jesus did not hide the fact that He was the Son of God. But self-esteem and pride are different, and self-confidence is different from self-boasting. And humility is not self-deprecation, but small faith is not humility. "Humility is daily escaping from the self that wants to rule me" (Andrew Murray). "Humility is not thinking I am worthless, but thinking of myself less" (Krieft). In short, humility is "self-forgetfulness." "Self-realization" is a good term, but not a Christian value. My self must die daily, so that Christ who is in me may appear, whether I live or die. This is missions and the work of God.

Denying oneself also means not becoming a slave to material things. The grace received through missions is that material things belong to God, and God provides what is needed in God's time. Early last year, when I left for missions, I received much love from many people. Some gave me a warm meal, and others gave me cash to use as needed. When I returned home, I realized that this was a tear-stained alabaster jar for the kingdom of God. When the COVID-19 was spreading around the world, the doors of the Korean church were also closed. One late night while praying, I emailed the church, "Please reduce my mission support by half until COVID-19 settles down." I thought that just as the Korean church had dedicated itself to missions, the missionaries should also share in the suffering of the Korean church. Through my brief mission experience, I learned that whether we are doing missions, pastoring, or running a business, if we rely only on prayer and not on people, God will surely help us, for "God is greater than our hearts, and he knows everything" (1 John 3:20).
However, it is not enough to just believe in God's provision. We must pray for God to provide through us. Luke 16:9 says, "Use worldly wealth to gain friends." Material wealth is like manure - it stinks and rots when kept to oneself, but when spread around, it nourishes and cultivates life. There are about 250,000 missionaries in the world, including Protestants and Catholics. However, there are 1.2 million cosmetic salespeople, and 750,000 people are staking their lives on multi-level marketing businesses. This is why more missionaries are still needed. There are still over 2,000 unreached peoples in the world. If 40 million church members each donated $1 a year, we could send two missionaries per year to each of these unreached peoples. The cost of keeping a dog or cat for a year could send two African children to school for a year. If we save the money we spend on eating out and wasting, we could build a great church in Africa. And if we consider the money made from stock investments and rising home prices as grace, we could build a school where 1,000 or 2,000 children and teenagers study busily. Is the purpose of life to work hard and accumulate money? How many of God's friends have you made in your lifetime? God provides what is needed for His kingdom, but He wants to provide it through you.

Finally, to deny oneself is to not have multiple "arrows" in life. "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me." (Matthew 16:24). Discipleship in following the Lord consists of two things: first abandoning, and then following. We can follow only by abandoning and we must abandon in order to follow. And in the center is the cross (Jesus). The cross (Jesus) is both the reason for abandoning and the goal of following. If we have abandoned but only abandon without Jesus, it becomes the renunciation of Buddhism. And if we follow but follow without Jesus, we become wanderers in the wilderness. Jesus becomes the 'why' (reason) for abandoning and the 'where' (destination) for following. In this one statement, the Old Testament model of Israel leaving Egypt and heading toward Canaan meets the New Testament model of the cross, abandoning sin to gain eternal life. That is why this word is at the core of the Bible.

Yes, do we focus on this one goal? The one and only, forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead (Philippians 3:13)? Even Osaka merchants say "A known barley business is better than an unknown rice business." An African proverb says, "When one is needed, do not have two." Even the world recognizes that selection and concentration are the shortcut to success. You don't have to become a missionary to do missions. Wherever you are, in the place you are called, you must have only one arrow in life. The work may differ, but the reason for living must be the same. Haven't you had too many arrows in your life? From today, let's simplify with Jesus. Let's set our life's goal on this one thing alone. I want to challenge you with the words of American poet Mary Oliver: "Doesn't everything die at last, and even too soon? Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?" The problem is that we don't have much time given to do that one thing. Let's decide now. To abandon ourselves and follow Jesus...I pray the Lord will be with us.
. Lee Joong-Pyo(July 12, 2020)

On the morning of July 7, 2005, Pastor Lee Joong-Pyo broke the chains of pain that had bound him and was embraced by the Lord he had so longed for. At that time, as I was pastoring in Seoul, I rushed to Bundang upon hearing the news of his passing. In front of his bright, smiling portrait, many who had loved him were grieving, beating their chests. At 67 years old, it was still a young age where he could have lived longer.

As Victor Hugo said, "The problem of today is to fight, the problem of tomorrow is to win, and the problem of all days is to die," is not the issue of death the most important and final issue of our lives? In an age where people often end their lives through tragic deaths, in a rebellious generation that mocks as if they themselves will never die even after seeing the unfortunate deaths of others, what is death to us? And what does Lee Joong-Pyo teach us through his death?

I think Pastor Lee Joong-Pyo's greatest contribution to the Korean church was not in establishing Han Shin Presbyterian Church. Nor was it that a pastor from the Honam region created a miracle in the Gangnam wilderness. From the perspective of today's Korean church where church decline has become commonplace, that may seem enviable and mythical. But what has always revived history is not achievement, but existence itself. Although his achievements inside and outside the church are not insignificant, he did not make them the reason for his existence.

Lee Joong-Pyo's contribution to the Korean church was in placing the issue of death, which everyone tries to avoid, at the center of the church and spiritual life. He shifted death from being at the periphery of theology, traditionally at the end of eschatology, to the center of biblical kerygma and the essence of the gospel. He brought the future reality of death into the present, and cried out to a world living in the anguish of sin and death, "There is one who has died for you." And to the self-indulgent Christianity that chases after success and happiness alone, he shouted, "You must die to live. You must die in order to live." For a senior pastor of a megachurch in Gangnam to proclaim the message of death as the gospel was no easy task. He may have been a lonely prophet of the Korean church. Not only did he proclaim it, but he also lived it out. When he died, the tearful sermon delivered by his spiritual friend, Pastor Ok Han-heum, at the coffin-closing service may have been a great comfort to him in heaven. ‘Lee Jung-pyo, he died well, so he lived well’.

Joong-Pyo Lee's "death" was born and grew within the context of his life. Due to his congenital illness, he had to undergo surgery every 7 years, and death would draw near to him each time. Death was both a familiar and a threatening presence to him. One day, as he read Luke 9:31, he heard a thunderous voice from heaven, "They spoke about his departure, which he was about to bring to fulfillment at Jerusalem." Realizing that this "departure" referred to Christ's crucifixion, he began to proclaim the gospel of "departure." And he discovered that Galatians 2:20 was the clearest confession of this gospel of departure: "I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. “

The impact and insight this verse gave him completely transformed his life and ministry. The gospel is not just that "Christ died for me," but also that "I died with Christ." He did not die just to die, but Christ died to live in me. What I live now is to die and live again every day for Him. I die "with" Christ, Christ live "in" me, and I live "for" Him. This simple confidence in the gospel empowered him to cross the boundary of death. Certainly, he changed from that point on. The nationwide pastors' seminar that began at this turning point, which I remember as 1987, became the platform for his proclamation of the gospel of "departure".

What message does Lee Joong-Pyo's "death" convey to us? Above all, it is death as 'completion.' Ordinary people express death as 'the end' or 'the finish.' But if death is the end, then we have no hope. Death is not 'the end,' but 'completion.' Genesis 2:3 says, "he rested from all the work of creating that he had done." Here, the word 'rested' does not mean 'finished' in the sense of 'ended,' but rather 'completed.' God did not rest because He had finished creating in six days and had nothing more to do, but rather He rested after completing creation. That is why rest is a celebration.

Paul says, "I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith." (2 Timothy 4:7). His death was not merely the termination of physical life, but the completion of the calling God had given him. If death is merely "ending," it is just the severance of physical life. Even Jesus, when He died, declared, "It is finished" (John 19:30). His death was great because He had completed the mission of human redemption given to Him by God. How different is a death that means the completion of the calling given to us, from a death that merely means the end of life? As a human being, Pastor Lee Joong-Pyo may have felt it was unfair to die early when things were going well. However, at the moment he received God's calling, he softly confessed "Hallelujah" and breathed his last.

What did "Hallelujah" mean to him? On the first anniversary of his death, Pastor Lee Dong-won, who followed him like an older brother, prayed as follows. 'Your life was beautiful, but it was even more beautiful that your last words were 'Hallelujah.' Can we also joyfully confess Hallelujah when we receive the Lord’s call? Your last days are more beautiful than your fierce 67 years. I am truly envious and proud. May we live so that we, too, can say 'Hallelujah' when our time comes.

Yes, death is completion, not perfection. We do not die because we are perfect, nor do we die merely because our lives have ended. Death is the moment when God crowns us with the victor's crown as our calling is completed. As Hammarskjöld said, "Do not seek death. Instead, death will find you. What we must do is find the way to make death a completion." For death to be a completion, there are at least two conditions: "dying of old age and dying for a belief" (Albert Camus). We do not know how we will die, but at the very least, we must not take our own lives. We have no right to decide our own fate. We should die either of old age or for a belief (like martyrdom). Committing suicide shatters the calling God has given us. How different is dying when the time comes, and dying as the completion of our life's calling? Let us strive to live so that we can all say "Hallelujah" when we are called home.

Another message Lee Joong-Pyo's death conveys is death as "process." The phrase he repeatedly spoke was, "Die like the Lord who departed." Those who are moved by the fact that the Lord died for them should also be bold to die for Him. The problem with the Korean church is that they only remember that the Lord died for them, but do not die for Him themselves. "Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires." (Galatians 5:24). "If we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord." (Romans 14:8). "I die every day" (1 Corinthians 15:31). A short poem he wrote shows this:

"A seed sheds its shell to sprout.

A flower drops its petals to bear fruit.

A fruit rots itself to become a new seed.

A caterpillar leaves its grave in silk to become a butterfly.

Only those who die shall live.“

A life of daily dying in Christ is the spiritual stream that has flowed through 2,000 years of church history. The martyrdom faith of the early church, the self-denial of monks, Francis, St. Bernard, Eckhart, Thomas a Kempis, John Tauler, after the Reformation John Owen, John Wesley, Jeanne Guyon, Jonathan Edwards, David Brainerd, and up to Bonhoeffer. Joong-Pyo Lee's confession of faith in his own death (departure) is the point where the spirituality of the Korean church meets the spirituality of the global church in the cross, and proves that when we are in Christ, we are one regardless of time and space.

Yes, death is not a sudden, meaningless severance, but a continuous process of completing our calling in Christ. We do not die suddenly, but die daily in Christ until we are joined to eternity. I deeply mourn the precious lives of those who end their lives in tragedy. But we must know that no human death can achieve atonement - it has already been accomplished by the death of the righteous Son of God. We must daily die in Christ to nullify our meaningless deaths. "We must die before we die, lest we die for real" (Engels). Is not the courage to die daily greater than the courage to die tragically? On the day he passed away, I found a faded Bible in his study. When I opened the Bible, the following words were inscribed in his distinctive bold handwriting. Those words contained his entire confession of faith about death.

'The Lord is

My life

My joy

My all

I'm so delighted and joyful with this

That it will be a new heaven and a new earth

Death too will be just a moment of eternal life'

. The Christ of Africa (October 1st 2021)

The greatest grace discovered in the mission field is that Christ was there before the missionary arrived in that land. The missionary may think they were the first to set foot on that land, but soon realizes there was someone who came long before them. That someone is Christ.

Africa is a land as barren and alien as its scorching equatorial heat. As time goes by, I wonder what I can possibly do here, but if I look closely into the crevices of that worry, I still see the buds of hope growing. That hope comes from Christ. In Romans 1:19-20, Paul speaks of the source of this hope: "since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities--his eternal power and divine nature--have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.“

I am amazed these days at the realization that there was sufficient preparation for Africans to know Christ through the culture and traditions they have lived by for so long. In their concept of God, we can see that the seed of the gospel that allows one to know God had been sown long before the missionary came to this land. The 631 names of God collected by religious scholar Mbiti from 102 sites in 30 African countries from 1992-1995 are an example of this (John S. Mbiti, Concept of God in Africa, 1969). Among the names and concepts of God that he analyzed, of course there are some unfamiliar ones that differ from the God we know. However, there are many elements that reveal the God of the Bible and are compatible with Christ. It is amazing that the "eternal power and divine nature," which allows one to know God, is hidden in the culture that our common sense has prejudged as undeveloped. This is mainly revealed in their folktales, proverbs, and legends.

The first is the story of incarnation. There is an African folktale called the Story of Shao. Long ago, there was a man named Shao living in an African valley. Every day, he could not live in peace due to drunks, thieves, and fraudsters in the valley. So he decided to move to the high mountains, believing that the great ancestral God lived there. As he was climbing up the mountain, he met a man with a beard coming down, who looked around 30 years old. When they greeted each other and asked where they were going, the man said he was going down to the valley. After parting with him, Shao climbed to the top of the mountain and shouted loudly, "God, where are you?" But what appeared was not God, but an old man. He said that God was not here and had gone down to the valley. Then he laid his hands on Shao's head and prayed for him. Shao thought that if there was no God at the top of the mountain, he had no choice but to go down, so he went back down to the valley.

This story may be the same as the incarnation that we believe in. In fact, doesn't it express the message of incarnation more beautifully than the biblical story? The God they believe in is, first of all, powerful. So God is "the ax that cuts down thorns" (Zaire), "the one who shakes mountains" (Tanzania), "the great ancestor" (Malawi), and also "the brave warrior who kills lions" (Maasai). To them, God is also a healer. He is "the great doctor" (Zambia), "the chief physician" (Kenya), and the "supreme healer" (Tanzania). He is also our "teacher." Their proverbs include ones like the Bible's "A student is not above his teacher" (Matthew 10:24-25), such as "'The ear is not better than the head'" (Swahili) and "The shoulder is not higher than the head" (Zambia). They are depicting the same God as us, just with different expressions.

The most important thing is the concept of atonement and sacrifice. If the cross is the core of the gospel, whether they have an understanding and experience of atoning (sacrificial) death is a very important question for the gospel. Among their marriage customs, when a son marries, there is a marriage custom (dowry) in which the father gives the bride's family livestock such as cattle or goats and money. This custom is a cultural point of contact that allows them to understand God the Father sacrificed himself by sending his Son to this earth in relation to the gospel. There is no father who would not give up something precious when his son gets married. For them who raised a few cows or goats to make a living, a few cows or goats were a great asset, and giving them up was a great loss and sacrifice. So they understand in their own way the Bible's words that God the Father "did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all" (Romans 8:32).

Human sacrifice is undoubtedly a uncivilized African superstitious practice, but this too was an African way of understanding atonement and sacrifice. Their custom of sacrificing a young child to ward off misfortune for the family, village or tribe evokes the sacrifice on Mount Moriah in the Old Testament, and further helps them understand Christ's death on the cross. Even though it was through an evil custom, it is God's great grace that allowed them to understand the biblical message of atonement and sacrifice.

Among the stories often heard in Korea, some have original sources from Africa. This is the story of Bahati. A long time ago, there lived a girl named Bahati in Africa. But the mother had burns and severe scars all over her body. Little Bahati wondered why my mother had scars on her face, unlike other mothers. Sometimes, when her friends made fun of her, the question grew bigger. She asked her mother one day why, and her mother said. She said, 'One day there was a big fire in the house, and I got burned trying to wake you up and save you.' From then on, Bahati was not ashamed of her mother's wounds. There are many stories of death and sacrifice for others in the world of Africa's nature, animals, and people. The message these stories give is clear. When we proclaim Christ to them, the Bible tells us that along with the gospel of Christ suffering for us, those who follow Him must also sacrifice and suffer for others along with Christ. Thankfully, both of these beliefs are well expressed in a short poem by Johann Vianney (1786-1859).

Lord,

I love you because you were nailed to the cross for me.

Lord,

Thank you for making me live nailed to the cross."
That's right. If believing that Christ was crucified for me is the beginning of faith, then resolving to be crucified like Christ is the conclusion of faith. In the Middle Ages, a bishop committed adultery. Tormented by a guilty conscience, one day he decided to confess in front of the church: "Forgive me. As a bishop, I have committed the sin of adultery, which I should not have done. I cannot be a shepherd like this, so I resign today." The shock to the congregation, who had regarded him as a good shepherd, was great. The congregation said the bishop's mistake was their fault and asked him to withdraw his resignation. Then the bishop stood in front of the church door and said, "Whoever wants to forgive me, step on me and pass by." One by one, the congregation stepped on the bishop and passed by. After the last person stepped on the bishop and passed by, a voice came from heaven: "Because of your humility, I forgive your sin.“

Yes. If we have resolved to be trampled on, what is there to fear? If we have decided to prostrate before God, what's the problem? The moment I prostrate myself before God, let no one stand between me and God. Let us believe that just as Christ was put to death for us, we too are now being put to death "like sheep for the slaughter" (Romans 8:36) for the Lord. There is no suffering that lasts forever. Let us look only to the Lord who rose from the throne of heaven when He saw Stephen's death. The Lord who overcame death and rose again will certainly raise us up again after death. "But even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed. "Do not fear what they fear; do not be frightened." (1 Peter 3:14).
. The Forgotten Person to be Well Remembered

The most fundamental human desire is to be remembered by people for a long time. The reason we need children and work hard for success all stems from this. However, to be well remembered, one must first be forgotten. Above all, to be remembered by God, we must learn how to be forgotten by people.

A missionary's work is a success when the natives he has devoted his efforts to teaching are able to carry out the ministry themselves, no longer needing a missionary. A pastor has done an excellent job when, after retiring, the congregation has become so devoted to serving God that they forget the pastor's birthday and even his existence.

In the two thousand year history of the church, there was someone who said he knew God better than anyone. He even once told God, "Don't mess with me." In my opinion, he is one of those who knows God the least. The sun can be reflected in a mirror, but the sun reflected in the mirror is not the real sun. The sun is not small enough to be contained in a mirror, and the mirror is not large enough to contain the sun. If we make God an object of our means, possessions, and attachments, we become the farthest from God.

As soon as I entered the lobby of a church, the names of organizations and missionaries the church supported were densely written. The bulletin said, "Our church does the most missions work in Korea." Missions is not something expressed in numbers, nor is it advertising a church's existence. When doing missions, the church should be forgotten, and only Christ should be remembered.

The one who must be forgotten the most is oneself. To remember the future, we must forget the past and realize that our future is different from our past. We are products of the past but not prisoners of it. We are easily hurt by other people's criticisms and sensitive to their evaluations of us. However, the person others speak of is not us, and the person they evaluate is not the whole of us. The person God speaks of is the true us, and God's plan for us is our future.

When a missionary relies more on people than on the God who provides and worries more about support than grace, he becomes a businessman for himself, not a worker for God. If you do God's work in God's way, you don't need to worry about God's provision.

The thief on the cross received the grace of having everything forgotten on the cross and only Christ remembered. The cross is a place where all sins are forgotten and it is the throne of grace where only Christ is remembered. The greatest grace in our life is that I am forgotten daily in Christ and that Christ is remembered daily through me. The greatest task in our life is to be at peace when we are forgotten by people and to give thanks with raised hands when Christ is remembered through us.

"Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom...today you will be with me in paradise." (Luke 23:42-43)

"To be a disciple of Christ is to live a life forgotten for the remembrance of Christ." (D.E. Hoste)

"Forget yourself, and Christ will remember you." (Origen)
12. Death

. A Grain of Wheat, Missionary Park Chang-sung! (June 3, 2021)

Last week, a missionary who had recently arrived in Uganda passed away from COVID-19. While we were well aware of how fearsome COVID-19 can be, it was the first time witnessing someone so close to us pass away so quickly from it, leaving the Ugandan Korean community in deep shock.

Missionary Park Chang-sung had entered Uganda with his wife on April 22 (Thursday). He had previously come to Uganda for a short-term mission trip during the civil war long ago, but it was so difficult that he vowed never to return to Africa and left. Afterwards, he trained in refugee ministry in Germany and returned to Korea, but the burden for African missions only grew heavier. Finally, one day at the age of 64, he decided to obey God's calling and came to Uganda to settle in the northern Gulu area for refugee ministry.

He stayed in Uganda for only 34 days. He first fell ill on May 14th. His symptoms were similar to malaria, so he took Pyramax (a malaria medication). But when the cough didn't subside, he went to the hospital and unexpectedly tested positive for Covid-19. However, at that point it wasn't too severe. The doctor said he could be treated at home. But on the 4th day, his condition suddenly worsened. His cough wouldn't stop and he had breathing difficulties, so on the 22nd he was admitted to the hospital in Mulago, but by then it was already too late. After lingering between life and death for several days, he passed away alone in a hospital in a foreign country without any family, friends, or church members. His wife was also in Uganda but couldn't come to the scene because she too was isolated due to Covid-19.

He had a married son and an unmarried daughter, and his elderly mother and siblings remained in Korea. When he passed away, the Korean community held an online funeral service, received his body from the hospital, and cremated him at a Hindu temple. According to his family's wishes, half of his ashes will be buried next to missionary Kim Jong-sung in Gulu where he served, and the other half will be buried in Korea.

On Thursday, when I heard the news of his passing, I felt an indescribable sadness. In fact, I had never met him nor been in circumstances to meet him. He was a missionary sent by the Baptist church (Foreign Mission Board). But his death was the reality of death that all missionaries face every day. I woke up early in the morning, prayed for him, and wrote a piece.

Another Grain of Wheat

Another grain of wheat fell to the ground. After our brother Yong-seok of Moroikara, who died in an unexpected accident a long time ago, and sister Joo-yeong, who died of malaria,

It's been less than two months since he came to Uganda.

What does the death of missionary Park Chang-sung, who passed away without even being able to unfold his intentions for a short period of time, tell us?

Actually, when it comes to Covid-19, we should have died first. Because we were exposed to the risk of Covid-19 first.

When it comes to malaria,

When it comes to the dangers of transportation and roads,

When it comes to the dangers of terrorism and robbery,

When it comes to the risks of heat and disease,

We should have died first.

But we live and he died. It did not go well for him, but he died in our place.

By dying in our place, he made us realize

That we too can die at any time,

That the arrow of death is always aimed at us,

That our having lived in this land was entirely by God's grace,

And that the days we will continue to live are also given by grace.

His short death cries out loudly to us:

That living long in this land is not something to boast about,

That if we only lived long without dying, we have not truly lived,

That Living in the mission field doesn't mean missions; it's about living, dying, and saving others.

Mourning the death of our co-worker who passed into eternal life through his short missions service,

Sharing the pain of his elderly mother in his homeland who received her son's news with tears,

And the agony of his wife, who lived a lifelong marriage but could not even say farewell on that day,

Following the one who lived like a blazing fire,

May we too become another grain of wheat in this land.

From that one grain of wheat fallen in the vast African fields,

May bountiful spring blossoms bloom,

And by the river of living waters, may life-giving fruits hang in abundance to revive the world.
. Too close yet too far 

The elderly missionary couple who was excited about going to Korea the day after tomorrow called me saying they were in big trouble. 

They took a COVID-19 test, and it came back positive.

The retired elder working as an agricultural missionary also urgently asked for prayers.

They were supposed to board a flight tomorrow, but unexpectedly tested positive.

Unable to sleep, I prayed all night for their lives.

Then I realized I may not be safe either.

The next day, I rushed to the hospital and knelt in silence until evening. 

I prayed “In impoverished Africa, a positive diagnosis is practically a death sentence. I still have so much to do, please have mercy on me."
At 10am, news about the couple arrived.

They got a negative result from another hospital

And luckily boarded their flight.

It was my turn next.
At 7pm, until the nurse's final notification,

I lay prostrate, holding my breath.

Thankfully, the result was negative.

Hallelujahs erupted within me, the heavens opening up.

While praying in the middle of the night,

Someone asked me:

"Who are you?

You, who loudly proclaimed to have already died and to live forever, who are you?

You haven't died yet, nor will you die soon.

Yet you're anxious like a caged bird. Who are you?
Outwardly calm, casually mentioning martyrdom,

Yet whispering prayers for your life. 

Who are you?

Death is not far from us.

Death is the crouching jungle lion at our doorstep,

The swooping eagle in the sky,

The sudden storm at sea,

The wisp of smoke dissipating in the autumn breeze.

Death is right before us, so near.
How much longer do we need to live to become natural in front of death?

How much longer do we need to believe to be bold in front of death? 
Those who died from Covid-19 are not different from us. 

They lived just like us and one day faced death.
In front of that sudden death, who can say "I have lived enough"?

In front of that death that came like a robber, who can pray "I am content now, take my life"?

Yes, we stand In front of death every day.

Let us resolve not to waste our lives on things we don't need to do, nor things we don't even enjoy, In front of death.

Let us decide to work today as if living forever, and to love until the end as if dying tomorrow. 

And in front of that death, let us practice small deaths daily, falling down, then rising up again; falling, and rising once more.

Death is close to us, 

But God is even closer to us.
. Death in Africa (October 22, 2021)

What is death to Africans? Death is an unavoidable presence in our lives, but also an important subject for the gospel. These days, I see many people dying. If a student who has been attending online classes suddenly disappears, it is certainly because a family member or relative has died. If someone doesn't show up for a scheduled meeting or presentation, it is also because someone has died. For them, funerals are extremely important events that must be attended. It is truly amazing to see hundreds of people gather even when an ordinary person dies. If you see a large tent set up with people gathered while passing by, it is almost certainly a funeral. The average life expectancy is only 52 years, and nowadays even more people are dying due to COVID-19.

The question is what death means to them. Almost nothing is known about the origin and meaning of death through literature or records, because they are not people who write books or leave records. However, it does seem clear that they accept death as something very natural given to humans. Many proverbs and stories about death illustrate this: "When your time comes, roll up the mat you've been lying on" (Ankole, Uganda). "Even the person who washes the corpses of others will one day have his corpse washed by someone" (Ghana). "You can avoid the rain, but not the dew" (here 'rain' means illness, and 'dew' means death) (Sukuma). There are many other proverbs about death: "The death ladder is climbed by everyone" (Ghana). "Death has no master", "There is no medicine for death.“

The way they perceive death is very realistic. The factuality, inevitability, and destiny of death is the first attitude Africans have towards death. They accept death as a natural reality of everyday life without philosophically pondering or religiously sublimating it, so relatively they have less fear of death or struggle against dying. Of course, this also means they have less profound philosophical, religious, or literary reflection on death.
To them, their relationship with the deceased is more important than where death comes from. They don't have the biblical idea that death results from a broken relationship with God or from sin. For them, the issue of death is horizontal rather than vertical. If there must be a cause of death, it may be related to some evil force in the universe acting through witchcraft or a curse. The worst thing for them is being cursed by witchcraft. So the person they most admire is someone with the ability to overcome witchcraft. Perhaps Christianity was initially accepted with this motivation.

The issue is their interest in the dead. To them, the dead are physically gone but remain in their memories and hearts. They call this "the living dead." The dead have died, yet they live. The dead are the thread of existence that connects them with their distant ancestors, and themselves with God. Although dead, as long as they are remembered by descendants, they are still alive. They connect the living and the dead, remain in the memories of the living, and influence their lives. This is why they bury the dead near their home - there are no public cemeteries. It's also why children are often named after the dead. In some families, grandfathers, fathers, and sons all share the same name. Through this naming tradition, the dead live on with the living.

However, they don't just think death is the end. Deep in their beliefs lies a longing for life after death. This is a story widely spread in Malawi, Mozambique, and Tanzania areas. After creating the world, God had something important to tell humans. So he called the chameleon and said, "Go quickly and tell the humans, 'Death is not the end. When you die, you will live again.'" God also called the lizard and said, "Humans die. When they die, they cannot return." The chameleon set off first but the agile lizard arrived before it. The lizard said, "Humans die. When they die, they cannot return." When the chameleon arrived, the people had already heard the lizard's message. They said to the chameleon, "You foolish chameleon, we already know. All humans die and cannot return.“

The belief in eternal life also appears in a Congolese legend. In the beginning, God created a man and a woman. When they had a child, God said, "If the child dies, do not bury it but cover it with leaves. Then after three days it will live again." But they did not listen to God, and when the child died, they buried it in the ground. Then God appeared and said, "Since you did not listen to me, all people will die. But just as the moon waxes and wanes, one far off day I will give you life again.“

The primitive belief that one comes back to life after dying is also reflected in the legends of the Hangaza tribe of Tanzania. "In the beginning, people lived without the suffering of death. God (Imana) set out on a journey to completely eliminate death. When death heard this news, it hid inside a dog to avoid God. And it hid in an old grandmother's house. And it said, 'If anyone comes asking where death is, tell them I'm not here.' The grandmother hid it under the bed. God came in and asked, 'Haven't you seen death?' The grandmother said, 'I'm blind. I haven't seen death.' Then God said, 'You have hidden death from me. From this hour, you and your descendants will all die along with death.' These two stories suggest that long before the God of the Bible was known, all humans had two primordial beliefs about death: "Humans die", and "But humans live again."

This belief of 'Humans die' and 'But humans live again' is the two realities and hopes that all humans have. And suffering lies in between. Why is there suffering? Because of death. If one did not die but lived, there would be no reason for suffering. Suffering is tied to death. Humans suffer because they die, and because of suffering, they die. The famous African poet Birago Diop spoke of the presence of death and its possibility as life in his poem 'The Dead are not dead': 'Death never leaves. Death is in the shadows that wander around. Death is in the shadow that disappears during the day. Death is not under the ground. Death is in the trembling tree. Death is in the weeping forest. Death is in a flowing river. Death is in sleeping waters. Death is in the crowd, in the farmhouse, and in the little eyes of children. ‘Death does not die.‘

Death is rooted deep within our lives and lives with us every day without our awareness. The reality of death is suffering. Though we normally don't perceive death, we live perceiving suffering every day. Suffering is the shadow of death. Just as we know the existence of the sun through its shadow, we know the existence of eternity through suffering. Here lies the role of Christ. 'Christ does not save human beings from suffering, but in and through suffering.' 'The broken Christ is the one who heals a broken world.' The Oromo people have a similar proverb: 'The person who was broken knows how to bind up the person who is broken.‘

Let us remember that the place of suffering is between 'death' and 'resurrection.' Suffering exists because death exists. But we must also remember that we must pass through suffering to reach resurrection. Death and resurrection are connected by the bridge of suffering. Human happiness and unhappiness do not come from the presence or absence of suffering, but from the difference in understanding suffering. If we view suffering itself as accursed, then our life can only be unhappy. But if we believe suffering is the bridge to resurrection, we will become stronger and braver in our suffering. Atonement is probably the best religious confession that expresses suffering in the most positive way. If we see the suffering we endure not as punishment or fate but as a process of sanctification, and if we voluntarily accept our suffering for Christ and for our neighbors rather than begrudgingly, would not the world we live in change through such suffering?

In 1991, Archbishop John K. Amissah of Ghana, Africa, set out with two young priests to visit a parish. As they left the city, they soon encountered potholes and a dense forest. It happened to be a rainy day, and the thick smoke obscured the driver's view so that he could not see even an inch ahead. The blind car went around a mountain road and collided head-on with an oncoming bus. The car fell off a cliff. Fortunately, the three people did not die, but the ambulance that arrived two hours later could only take two people. The Archbishop refused to get in the ambulance, insisting that the young people go first. With no choice, the ambulance left, but the weather quickly turned colder and the ambulance did not return soon. The elderly Archbishop bled to death in the meantime. When people came down to the valley, the Archbishop was found dead, holding his beloved Bible to his chest.

In 1985, in a mountain village in Uganda during the civil war, there lived a devout young woman named Lina. At this time, the government army and the guerrilla troops were fighting desperately to take over the government, and one day the government army and the guerrillas began fighting across this village. While everyone was holding their breath, one day there was an urgent knock on Lina's house. When she went out, there was a guerrilla bleeding from a gunshot wound. Hiding him could put her in great danger later. But she could not turn away the injured soldier who had come to her house. She treated his wounds and provided him with food. He stayed at her house for 2 weeks. The fighting intensified, and eventually the government forces discovered the guerrilla was hiding in Lina's house and concentrated their attack on it. Lina's house burned down, and Lina herself was killed. Fortunately, the guerrilla was captured and imprisoned. Years later, he was baptized in prison and accepted Christ, because of Lina who died for him.

Yes, suffering is the valley of death that leads from the river of death to the hill of resurrection. As long as there is death for us, suffering is unavoidable. But because there is suffering, there is also resurrection. If we are going to suffer in this world anyway, can we not suffer like Jesus? Who will save the young people first and die in their place like the Archbishop? Who will save the dangerous guerrilla and die in his place like Lina, causing him to believe in Jesus? Who will stop the brutal squid game shown by Korean society and politics these days and become a church, a believer who dies for others? Who will give up their comfortable life in Korea and dedicate themselves to Africa, ranking 170th in the world with a GNP of $770, impoverished by AIDS, malaria, war, colonization, superstition, magic, and dictatorship? Who will abandon themselves and follow the One who came down to this earth and voluntarily died on the cross? Only those who suffer can save those who suffer, and only those who die on their behalf can save the world.

 ‘Unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds‘(John 12:24)
. See You in Heaven (December 31, 2022)

Korea was freezing in December. Having grown accustomed to the warm climate of Africa, I started coughing as soon as I landed at Incheon Airport. The yard was covered in snow when I got home after a long drive through the dark streets in a taxi. The cold I caught from then on turned into a fever, and I felt completely drained for a week. All the accumulated fatigue and jet lag hit me at once.

The cold turned into pain after hearing some shocking news as soon as I arrived. I learned that Deaconess Jang Gyesun had passed away in America. What was this about? It felt like just yesterday when I met her in Bethlehem, Israel, last September, and now she had passed away. I heard that she had a brain hemorrhage while visiting her daughter in the U.S. I quickly opened my KakaoTalk conversation from last September and remembered our meeting as if it was yesterday.

Last September, she came to Israel with a Korean pilgrimage group, passing through Jordan. At that time, I was teaching students at BBC (Bethlehem Bible College). Through Missionary Kang in Bethlehem, I had heard that her group was coming to Israel. It was such an amazing encounter - who could have imagined that I, an African missionary, would be invited to teach for a semester in Bethlehem, and on top of that, meet her there during the same period?

On the evening of September 20, I went to the accommodation where Deaconess Jang's group was staying. The Korean team had just finished a long and exhausting tour from Jordan to Qumran, the Dead Sea, and all the way to Galilee, so they were eating dinner with tired faces. She was the same as always, with her gentle voice, quiet smile, and kind demeanor. I had a long conversation with her over dinner.

After the meal, she rummaged through her luggage and took out side dishes she had brought from Korea - seaweed, pickled vegetables, sesame leaves, ramen, and even apples from the Golan Heights. She had lugged that heavy load all the way to Bethlehem. It was so heavy that she couldn't carry it alone. When it was time to part ways, she followed me out to the front of the accommodation. As the taxi was about to leave, I saw her bowing her head in farewell through the window. She treated me as if she was a daughter meeting her long-departed father in a foreign land. Grateful that I had once been her pastor, I quietly prayed that if I could not turn back time for that moment, I hoped to meet her again someday.

The next day, as her group departed for Jordan after the Bethlehem tour, I sent her a text saying, "Are you traveling well to Jordan? You must have worked so hard lugging that heavy luggage with all the foods. I will eat well while staying here. I will share the apples too. Please, take care on your journey." She replied, "Yes, Pastor, I was so glad to see you, whom I had wanted to meet. We are scheduled to arrive in Jordan at 3 PM today. It must be lonely and hard for you without your wife. It's a beautiful autumn in Korea right now. May you also be at peace, Pastor.“ After that, she sent me more side dishes once again through members of the pilgrimage team. When I thanked her again, she replied, "Hahaha, I should be the one thanking you. Let's meet in Korea." That was the last message from her on my KakaoTalk.

At church, Deaconess Jang was a diligent and devoted servant. She would arrive early for the dawn prayer meeting, pray, and then place water for the preacher on the pulpit. As a busy housewife, this was no easy task. I never saw her neglect small or large missionary duties. She participated not only in short-term missions to the Philippines, Japan, and Myanmar, but also took part in tours to Israel and Europe's spiritual sites. The loving memories she shared through her missionary work remain in the hearts of the congregation who walked alongside her.

She loved people. As the eldest daughter, she visited her mother, who lived alone, every week and was the best mother to her daughter in the United States and son in Korea. And she was a good guide of faith and companion of faith to her husband.

She loved to travel. Perhaps she wanted to see more of the world while she lived. Wherever her footsteps took her, in Korea or abroad, she must have marveled at God's creation and the vibrant diversity of the world. And her journey passed through Israel, where Jesus dwelled, and finally ended in America, where her daughter lived.

Perhaps she often hit the road to forget her illness. She had a congenital cardiovascular disease. Her hands, occasionally visible, were dotted with marks of her suffering. The journey she took to escape the pain led her to a journey beyond pain. Now, there is no more pain there.

Every day we encounter many people in this world. Yet the person we truly meet is just one. No matter what appearance they have or environment they live in, each person is alone. And that one person bears all the loneliness, pain, and limitations that come with being human. From afar, everyone may look beautiful, but up close, everyone is lonely. From the outside, everyone may seem at peace, but on the inside, everyone fiercely battles with themselves.

Living in Africa, I've met people of various countries and races. There are over 60 tribes living in Uganda, and over 3,000 ethnic groups across Africa. Among them, I have never met anyone who lacked human value or intrinsic human emotions simply because their skin was black or they were short in stature. Through the opportunity given by grace, I met people of diverse religions all over Israel. Whether Orthodox Jews or Muslims, my great realization was that a person's essence does not change because of religion. Whether Americans living in forest of buildings, Muslim women wearing hijabs, or Pygmy tribes living in the African jungles - all people are equally lonely, pitiful, and lovable. Humans are ultimately born to be loved and live to love. Our life is about receiving someone's love, and our work is loving someone. Just one person.

Even today, I cannot forget Deaconess Jang. It doesn't matter to me if the cold and pain from that persist for a whole week. This is my highest respect and love offered for the life and death of one precious person I met on this earth. And Deaconess Jang, who lived her life fully loving, fully deserves to receive that love.

May she abundantly enjoy the joy of traveling that she so loved in heaven

May she rest in peace in heaven, free from the ailing body, heart, illness and pain she endured

May much more comfort and peace come to the family and church members who loved her more

May the void of love and service shown by her be devotedly filled by others

On this last day of the year, may the heart that remembers and loves this one person, Deaconess Jang, become a beautiful resolve to love more the African souls I will go serve and to love everyone I meet in this world

Recalling her last words, I want to bid her farewell like this: "Deaconess Jang, I was so grateful to have met you briefly in this world. Let us meet again eternally in heaven. May the Lord's comfort and peace be with you..."
. Setting Out Again on the Journey

After completing my father's funeral, I set out on the journey again. Just thinking of the times when planes could not take off or land, I am simply grateful. My father, who raised his hands high and shouted ‘Lord’ in the middle of the night, became a star in the heavens at dawn, one day before the Lunar New Year. Just as he habitually said, "I will die at 97 years old. My lifespan is 97 years", a day before turning 98, he had lived all 97 years and passed away.

The day before the Lunar New Year (January 21, 2023) was bitterly cold. On that cold and busy day, guests who came from here and there made me realize that love is not words but action. Those who came treading through the white snow from Seoul, Busan, Gwangju, and the valley of Jiri Mountain looked like Abraham's angels to me.

One of those angels was Pastor Choi Il-do. A few days earlier, we who cherished each other for long time had stayed overnight together with some friends in Seoul. As the night grew deep, Pastor Choi and another friend went into the room while I lay down to sleep on the living room sofa. But in the middle of the night, Pastor Choi came running out to the living room, and kept bowing his head apologizing that it was unbecoming to have a friend who came from far away sleep on the sofa. It was I who was more startled, waking from sleep.

Then, a few days later, when my father suddenly passed away, I received a call saying he was sorry he couldn't come because he couldn't get a train ticket from Seoul Station. But that very person appeared, covered in white snow, right before the hearse was about to depart. He chose the 10-hour-long, tedious drive for that brief 10 minutes, saying he could not simply let me, who had slept on the sofa, go. When he extended his hand to me with his signature smile, he was no longer the famous "food bank" social activist to me. He was a little Jesus who came to the ends of the earth because he loved one person.

There were other angels too. This time, not white angels, but black angels. Four angels from Africa – a pastor from Rwanda and students from Uganda. They said they were students studying in Kampala who came to Korea at another person's invitation this time and heard about my situation. They set out from Busan, took the Expressway 88, went around Jiri Mountain, and came all the way to the valley of Namwon that they had never visited before. When I asked how they came, they said, "You dedicate everything to serving in Africa. It seems like we were able to come to Korea this time thanks to you." The angels' words brought great comfort to my weary heart.

As I came down from the cemetery after burying my father, I saw my mother's small shoulders that could barely walk without support. How would I handle my mother left alone? After staying up all night discussing with my siblings, we found a good nursing home run by a church. On the day my mother entered the nursing home, I had to go up to Seoul. Standing at the entrance of the nursing home, my mother tightly grasped my hand like a child not wanting to leave their mother and said "Pastor Lee, do you really have to go? When will you come back if you leave now?" As I hugged my mother and let go of her warm hand to turn away, the cold winter wind brushed against my face. But what was colder than the wind was my heart.

As long as we live in this world, we are all sojourners. Just as my father lived a sojourner's life of 97 years before passing, my mother too will have to walk the sojourner's path for some time. Just as we are sojourners, so are all people of this world. Parents, children, friends, everyone we meet in ministry and on the mission field - they are all fellow sojourners we will eventually part from. What we must do for sojourners is to love them whole-heartedly while they are with us, and bid them farewell when they depart. Our life is to warmly embrace our fellow sojourners while living in this world, and when departing, to return to our heavenly home saying 'Lord'. Reading Jeong Ho-seung's poem, I set out on the journey again.“

Setting Out on the Journey (by Jeong Ho-seung)

I leave home to become an empty house

For it is only when I leave home that I become an empty house

And it is only by becoming an empty house that I become human

As I leave, I do not cry

The house and people must eventually part one day

Yesterday it was I who left the house

But today it is the house that has left me

When I left the house, I left the house in the house

But when the house left me, it abandoned me and left

By the river, fish leave the water

Living in the water but still thirsting for land

Sometimes the river leaves the fish

To become an empty house, birds leave the branches

In my empty house, there is now neither my mother nor I

My empty house is the wind and the clouds

As I leave the house, even the shadow of my life

Has long since left me
