Letters from Africa Volume 2

Proclaiming Christ

"We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ." (Colossians 1:28)

Table of Contents

Preface: Lord, Have Mercy and Show Your Love (August 8, 2022)

1. Uganda

. Toroma Church
. St. Peter's Church
. St. James Church
. Like planting trees
. Let's Raise People
. How to teach?
. The Spring Rain in Fort Portal
. Makerere University and the Salvation Sect (March 14, 2022) (March 14, 2022)

2. South Sudan

. In Search of One Person
. Jesus Came as a Refugee
. South Sudanese Refugee Pastor
. Jesus is My Refuge
. Zinnias Bloom (July 18, 2022)

. Joyce's Story from South Sudan" (July 23, 2022)

3. Burundi

. Damien, Missionary Shin In-Hwan in Burundi
. Hansen's Disease Patients: The Perry Couple
. Ah, Livingstone!
. Oh, Little Flock (August 22, 2022)
. To Worship, We Do Missions (August 24, 2022)

4. Tanzania: The Banana Church

. Tanzania: The Banana Church
. The Bukoba Seminary Students

. Rise up, again

5. Congo

. Standing at the Border (June 23, 2022)
. Between Passion and cool-headedness (June 23, 2022)
. Nevertheless, We Must Go (June 27, 2022)

6. Rwanda

. Bringing Life to the Land of Slaughter(October 26, 2019)
. Rwanda Hotel
. What shall I do with my church?

7. Egypt

. African Church (July 12, 2019)
. Finding Mark
. Mark's Footsteps
. The Mark of Alexandria
. St. Anthony's Monastery
. A Day in the Monastery
. A Conversation with a Monk
. Mark John and Anthony

8. Israel

. In Boaz's Field (September 5, 2022)
. Walking along the wall (September 26, 2022)
. Romans 9-11 and the Salvation of the Jews (September 19, 2022)
. Missionary John the Baptist

. Jack Sara's Story (October 10, 2022)

. Meditation on Holy Sites (October 17, 2022)
. Janusz Korczak (December 10, 2022)

9. Macedonia

. The Via Egnatia (November 23, 2022) 

. Thessalonica 

. Cyril Brothers and Clement (November 26, 2022)
. Mother Teresa (November 28, 2022)

10. The Missional Church

. One Person (January 14, 2022) 

. We Are the Church (October 8, 2021) 

. Creation Comes from Chaos (May 7, 2022) 

. Why Can't They Leave? (May 30, 2022) 

11. Victoria Vision

. Lake Victoria
. We are called and sent" (November 25, 2021) 

Lord, Have Mercy and Show Your Love (August 8, 2022)

On the first day of August,

I was shocked by a few photos suddenly sent.

They were photos from students scattered in various places for pastoral internships.

Photos sent by students who had gone to the Karamoja region,

a highland area near the Kenya border.

People so emaciated that I could hardly bear to look,

People barely breathing with extremely thin legs,

Starving children staring blankly into the air with vacant eyes.

Even the 1.2 million poor Karamoja residents have been placed in a critical situation,

with 41% (518,000 people) on the brink of starvation due to decades of rapid desertification and frequent long droughts.

In Mbale and Sironko, sudden floods left countless people homeless.

3,745 households lost their homes, 24 people died, and dozens went missing,

And families desperately search for bodies floating by.

The newspapers say it's due to incompetent administration that failed to respond properly,

People say it's because of corruption by the officials,

Environmentalists analyze it's due to rapid climate change,

But what is certain is that people are dying for no reason.

One can preach about loving neighbors,

One can write a thesis on the Christian responsibility towards the marginalized,

One can loudly proclaim the Good Samaritan and faith in action from the Bible,

But as a missionary in this impoverished country, what can I do?

Suddenly the "Fisherman's Prayer" comes to mind:

"Lord, the sea is too vast,

And my boat is too small."

And I hear the word of God:

"There will always be poor people in the land. Therefore I command you to be openhanded toward your brothers and toward the poor and needy in your land" (Deuteronomy 15:11)

Lord, have pity on me, who failed to even open my hand, nor had the heart to do so,

And grant love to them.

1. Uganda

. Toroma Church

Starting this week, I began visiting churches. I thought that in order to properly teach students and help African churches, I first needed to understand African churches. One day, one of the students named Isaac requested that I visit his church. Isaac was pastoring a church belonging to the Pentecostal Assembly of God denomination, which corresponds to our Sunbokeum Church.

Early in the morning, I set off with three students including Isaac in front of the school. I only heard that the church was near Soroti, but the journey was longer than expected. The rain had caused puddles all over the unpaved road, and the car splashed mud every time we passed through a puddle. The journey that Isaac said would take an hour ended up taking almost two hours. Just as I was getting tired from driving on such a rough road for a long time, we finally arrived at our destination, Toroma. Toroma was a typical peaceful rural village. However, when we arrived, I could not help but be surprised. No matter how rural the church was, I had expected at least a brick building with a cross, but unexpectedly the church looked just like our thatched-roof huts. I was already worried about how the 200 congregation members, including 130 adults that Isaac had mentioned, could worship there.

As I bent down to enter inside, I was surprised again. The interior of the church seemed to have large logs freshly cut from the mountain standing upright, with just a few rafters placed on top. The roof was woven with wedges and looked like it would leak right away if it rained heavily.

However, the worship was unaffected by the building. The people were solely focused on worshiping in that small space. When the service began, they started singing praises with all their might. There was no piano, not even a common synthesizer. The only instruments were their traditional ones that they had used for a long time. There were no electricity, lights, or microphones. But they were completely immersed in praising. They were singing so fervently that I asked the accompanying student what song they were singing. The student replied, "It's a song saying 'Jehovah is our King.'" If all the congregation could receive grace from such a simple song proclaiming that Jehovah is our God, then we could also receive grace from any song of praise. Next, a special praise began. A few young students came out and sang praises like our choir. I also asked what song it was, as it was so graceful. The student replied, "It's a song saying 'God, come. Come now.'" Knowing the lyrics, I couldn't help but tear up. Even the praises offered by the poorest people in the world, God listened and was present there.

Finally, it was time for the sermon. The host introduced me, but I couldn't see anything in the dark room. I had prepared a sermon in English on 'In the Name of Jesus' from Acts 3:1-10, but it became useless. So I just entrusted it to the Holy Spirit and began preaching. I emphasized that the name of Jesus is salvation, healing, and the power to rise up. "Rise up! Rise up!" was the core of my sermon. Yes, we must rise up again in the name of Jesus in any situation – from poverty, sickness, and suffering. After the sermon, when I prayed for the sick, a strong presence of the Holy Spirit appeared. As I shouted for them to rise up from disease and suffering, most people stood up.

The moving experience continued after the service. As I greeted each congregation member in the church courtyard, every single one of them knelt down to greet me. With one knee bent and the other knee on the ground, bowing their heads, it was a greeting fit for the Queen of England. The children greeted barefoot, and the women greeted with their clothes touching the ground and getting dirty. Although it must be an old custom, I could feel their deep respect for the pastor.

After the greetings, a few congregation members suddenly brought a goat. They said, "We present this goat to you, Pastor." At first, I thought they were joking. But they explained that it was a gift for an honored guest like me. Suddenly, I was reminded of the story of Abraham. When the angels visited, Abraham served a goat – then I realized what a great sacrifice a goat must have been for Abraham, whose entire possession was his sheep and goats. And I also realized what a big gift a goat is for the poor Africans who barely raise a cow or two and a few goats per household. If Korean churches treated their pastors like this, what would happen to the Korean church?

The amazement continued at the meal. We moved to a congregation member's home, where they had prepared food with sincerity. There was rice (these people eat rice only once a year at Christmas), chicken, potatoes, and vegetables – a rare meal in this area. What was surprising was that no one ate while I was eating. When I asked, "Why don't you eat together?" they replied, "We will eat after you have eaten, Pastor." They were only serving me, and no one was eating. I urged them again, but got the same reply. Whether it was a habit or not, I could deeply feel their great respect for the pastor.

As we loaded their tearful gift, the goat, into the car trunk, it bleated loudly as if it knew its fate, like the scapegoat. At the thought of using it to feed the seminary students, I suddenly had this thought: While it's undeniable that much of what is wrong with the Korean church today is the responsibility of pastors, have the lay people also done their best for the church and for the pastors? Might the lay people also be responsible for making the current church situation difficult? We may not need to be like Africa, but aren't there any fox-like existences that trouble the church and pastors in the name of church democratization and participation, thereby undermining the Korean church under the guise of reform? The unexpected love from the African congregation I met in a short time also taught me that while a good pastor is needed in the church, good believers are also needed. And most importantly, it showed that wherever God is present, whether in a hut or a palace, it is God's church.

. St. Peter's Church

I set off on the road again to visit a church. The church was located in Alito, 118 kilometers away from Kumi. The church belonged to the Church of Uganda and was pastored by Oporot Joseph, who was attending a pastoral seminar. It was fortunate that I asked Jorem to drive since the weather was bad and the distance was far. The start of the journey was smooth, as Jorem chose a good route. However, challenges soon arose. About an hour into the journey, we encountered rough roads. The rain had made potholes in the road, causing our vehicle carrying five of us to bounce up and down countless times. It was so difficult that I recalled the song "Mission" - "I'm fine even on rugged mountains. I'm fine even at the ends of the sea." Yes, it wasn't the ends of the sea yet. It was just a road where the wheels would get stuck in puddles, causing much suffering.

But the church we arrived at after driving for over two hours was larger and bigger than expected. The church compound spanned almost 80 acres. Moreover, they were operating an elementary school, middle school, and high school. The vast green lawn in front of the church made me forget about the potholes. However, when I entered the shabby-looking church interior, I was stunned to see it packed with people, leaving no room to move. Adults and children alike, perhaps around a thousand? It felt like a Korean church revival meeting in its heyday.

When so many people gather, both adults and children, the concern is always about the sermon. It's challenging to know where to focus. So every time I visit an African church, there is wisdom that God has given me - don't just prepare one sermon, but prepare several and respond flexibly to the situation. After all, there is no bulletin or video to follow, right? I had originally planned to preach from Revelation 3:7-13 with the title "Open Door." I started with the door initially. But as the sermon progressed, it gradually went outside the door. I kept talking about martyrdom, and the sermon ended up becoming entirely about martyrdom - completely unplanned. Starting with stories of Korean church martyrs, I said that the church thrives on blood. I said the revival of the Korean church was because of the blood of martyrs. I told them that Uganda is the only country in the world that has a Martyrs' Day (June 4), a nation blessed by God. There were some reactions, and when I finally urged them to have a faith of martyrdom for the Lord, everyone said "Amina(Amen)."

After the service, I learned the secret behind 'Amen'. At a church gathering, they shared their story, revealing that their church was indeed a church of martyrs. Their story was reminiscent of Korea's Jeam-ri incident and the Gwangju Uprising. The horrific martyrdom happened on June 16, 2003. At that time, communists hiding in the area took advantage of government chaos and started a rebellion. They occupied government offices and began closing churches. The church members had to return home after coming to church on Sundays; otherwise, they would be arrested. In response, young Christians formed a group to protect the church. They voluntarily assembled as Christians to keep the church open, restore worship, and resist the communists who were forcibly closing churches and persecuting Christianity. They called themselves 'The Lord's Resistance Army.' They held hoes, picks, and other farming tools in their hands, but they were consistently non-violent from the beginning. Singing hymns, they shouted that they could not abandon God and that the church is God's house.

The day of martyrdom came for these people who peacefully called for religious freedom. On June 16th, the communists told them to gather in one place, saying they would meet their demands, but suddenly opened fire. It happened so quickly. The attitude of these people was astonishing - not a single person fled or retreated. They held hands and knelt. Soon, the site became a sea of blood, the martyrs' blood soaking the ground crimson. The number was 365, coincidentally the same as the number of days in a year. After the massacre, due to heavy rains and communist threats, the bodies could not be properly handled. When the site was finally accessed after the rebellion was suppressed, the scene was unbearable to see. Most were so severely injured that their faces could not be recognized.

After hearing the tragic stories of the congregation, I could not help but visit the site. About 1 kilometer from the church, by the roadside, was a place called 'Obalanga Martyrs Site'. The nameless African brothers lying there were the righteous ones who bravely rose up, shedding blood to defend their church for their faith. Honestly, I wanted to kneel before them. Proud martyrs - from the early church until now, it has been the faith and blood of martyrs that have sustained all the churches of the world.

I looked up at the church again. Now I understood why so many people gathered at this church. Now I knew why God made me preach about martyrdom instead of the prepared sermon. That's right, the church's growth wasn't due to the pastor, the location, or the many capable people within the church. It was because of the blood of the martyrs. As Tertullian said, it is the seeds of martyrdom that make the tree of life in the church grow.  Most of these church members were parents, siblings, or friends of the martyrs. Just remembering their deaths was enough to revive the church.

And they were not stopping there, focusing on raising the next generation. That's why they established an elementary, middle, and high school within the church compound, and were recently praying to build a 'Nazareth School' for pre-school children, equivalent to our kindergartens. Despite financial difficulties, they were preparing to build a facility for young children by tying together a few pieces of wood. If I had a card with me, I would have wanted to swipe it all at once for them. A church connected by the blood of martyrs to the next generation - wouldn't any pastor want to try pastoring such a church? Wouldn't any believer want to serve in such a church? If someone has received material blessings from God, wouldn't they want to help such a church? The return journey was the same muddy road, but it felt like a different path than before. The difficult path had turned into a cheerful hum.

Yes.

The problem with our church today is not something else, but the lack of martyrs.

What is missing in the Korean church now is not something else, but the lack of holy indignation.

Even now, if you go to Mount Carmel in Israel, the statue of Elijah holding a sword is inscribed with "At that time, Elijah was filled with holy indignation."

Yes.

What we need now is the holy fire of indignation that Elijah had.

With holy indignation towards the crumbling church,

With the red blood of martyrs like red beans,

With a life-risking stand against the evil forces that destroy the church,

We must rise.

If one church in Africa did it,

We can do it too.

. St. James Church

The church I visited this time was St. James Church, which belongs to the Church of Uganda. This was the church where Pastor John Muka, who was attending the pastors' conference, served. I was happy to accept his invitation as he is a pastor who always sits in the front row and studies diligently.

At 8 o'clock in the morning, we picked up Jessie from school and set off. I heard that it was close to Joy Elementary School, so we set off, but it wasn't easy to find the church. Still, we went into the forest for a while, and then we came to a narrow path that cars couldn't drive on. Suddenly, I realized that when the Lord said to go on the narrow path, He meant people, not cars. So we came back to town. Luckily, we met two men going to the church, gave them a ride, and by the time we arrived, the service had already started.

The church, which was said to have been built in the 1940s, looked old and small at first glance. The building was clearly constructed by foreigners. When we entered the church, many people had already gathered for worship. Maybe around 400 people? Following the Anglican tradition, the service was quite ritualistic. The Lord's Prayer, the Apostles' Creed, and the hymn, which are not commonly seen in Africa, followed, and the pastor led the service wearing a robe. When the pastor prayed, he looked at the cross, and when they gave the offering, they knelt in front of the cross and prayed. However, Africa was still Africa. Just because worship styles came from foreign countries did not mean that African nature was lost. As the praise began, the atmosphere quickly turned African. People moved to the fast rhythms of the music and began to praise joyfully. When excited during praise, they shouted freely. The whole congregation, both children and adults, exuberantly turned the worship into a festival. 

Can we not have such worship services? Can't we have a worship service where the world fades away, and we find happiness solely in the Lord who redeemed us? There was no piano, microphone, or choir - no visuals or bulletins. In this celebratory service by all believers, no one was excluded. If believers can taste such heavenly joy in one service, they would never abandon worship.

One notable feature of the service was that the younger generation participated heavily in the service. The Sunday school children came up to recite Bible verses, with adults cheering after each one. Teenagers performed a short play. It wasn't a very outstanding play, but everyone stood up cheering loudly. Then children read a Bible verse each, and the whole congregation stood up and started singing praises. They sang so joyfully that when I asked what song it was, they said "Thank You Lord." They sang such a simple song with so much joy. A great praise is not a difficult one, but one sung joyfully. Why can't we be as joyful as them, despite all our careful planning and preparation?

We are used to sending our children away in the name of education and worshipping among ourselves. As a result, children are far away in the church and we do not even have a chance to pat or hug them. If the children’s noises in the church are cute and we can applaud them even when they do something wrong, wouldn’t they stay in the church?

When the sermon time came, all eyes were on me. Although the scripture was different, I preached about 'Rise Up.' I introduced seven people in the Bible whom God raised up and asked what was making their lives difficult. Faith, I said, is about rising up in any circumstance, and we must practice rising every day. Just as Jesus rose from death, we too will rise from the grave in time. At the end, I had everyone practice standing up, hoping they would remember this moment whenever facing difficulties.

When it was time for the offering, two deacons stood in front with small baskets. People came up one by one to give their offerings, most of which were coins. The few bills were mainly those I had given. This was a clear reflection of Africa’s economic situation. Interestingly, there was a second offering, this time for construction.  the congregation came up again to give. The church, as always, was built not by one or two wealthy people, but by the small coins of many. Finally, the service ended, and when I checked the clock, more than three hours had passed. I had participated in over three hours of worship without even noticing the time.

After the service, the entire congregation moved to the mango tree where they planned to build the new church. The current church was too small to accommodate all its members. They were preparing to rebuild under the mango tree where a missionary had first preached long ago. We held a ceremonial planting under the tree, which would likely be named after James, the church's namesake. It was so proud and beautiful to see countless fruits growing in memory of him, dreaming of a second revival, gathering hearts, collecting coins, and gathering prayers at the spot where the seeds of the gospel were planted by a British missionary, James, a long time ago.

Yes,

Life begets life,

And one grain of wheat dies to bear new fruit there -

On the Gospel tree planted long ago by James of Britain,

Another Korean missionary comes much later to water it.

But

It is God who makes it grow.

May the mango tree I planted today grow and bear abundant fruit.

May the church that will be rebuilt here stand tall,

And may it bear many spiritual fruits.

Even if history and people change,

May God’s kingdom continue to grow on this land.

. Like planting trees

The rainy season has begun in Uganda. Of course, just because it’s the rainy season doesn’t mean it rains every day. It mostly rains at night, and the days are still hot. However, when it rains in the evening, the ground softens and it seems the plants and trees regain their vitality. The best thing to do at this time is to plant trees.

The trees in Africa are diverse and grow well. There are fruit trees like papaya, mango, avocado, and orange, but also trees like jackfruit and passionfruit that don't exist in Korea. The problem is that these trees have to be planted by hand one by one. Grasses and thorn bushes grow without being planted, but fruit trees must be planted.

Over the past few days, I planted trees with some people. What surprised me while planting the trees was that even huge trees start from such tiny, unremarkable seedlings. Mango trees normally grow over 10 meters tall, but the seedlings were only the size of a palm. And trees don't just grow right after being planted. If there's no rain or animals trample over them, they can die. People even sneak in and steal the trees sometimes. So usually after planting a tree, people surround it with rocks or cover it with thorns. And they remove the rocks and thorns after the tree has grown quite tall. Before planting the trees, I would just pass by the road without thinking, but after planting the trees, I developed the habit of looking at them. We planted mango trees at the school, and every time I go to school, the first thing I check is the mango trees. Has anyone uprooted them? Have animals trampled them? Are they drying up due to lack of water? Trees need care from others until they become trees.

I think that establishing people through missionary work is much like planting trees. Just as there is a right time to plant trees, there is a right time to teach people. Missing that time can make teaching difficult or impossible. Above all, trees need a supply of life to grow. When teaching people, what is the life for them? Undoubtedly, it is the word of God. Without God's word, the tree of the soul cannot grow. While teaching students, there were two things I considered important: prayer and community.

Every student studies the Bible for 6 hours a day. We aim not to study about the Bible, but to study the Bible itself. Going a step further, we seek to let the Bible study the Bible. After reading the Bible multiple times and thoroughly studying its contents, we move on to meditation. We started from Genesis and have now reached James. It's hard work for the students, but also quite difficult for me, as I have to reread the Bible after coming here and prepare lesson plans every day. After teaching all day, I come home, take a short break, and start preparing again, sometimes until dawn. Doing this in another language doubles the difficulty. But if it provides life to the tree, isn’t it worth it? Uganda follows the British education system, so university lasts three years, but I added an extra semester focused solely on the Bible and prayer, calling it the foundation course. Someone said it's the first of its kind in Africa. It's only been 3 months, but the students have already changed. I can't wait to see what fruits will be borne from these trees deeply rooted in the Bible.

For a tree to grow, it needs water, air, sunlight, and love. Prayer is another source of life. The students study prayer for an hour every day and pray for an hour every day. Without being trained in prayer, not only will they struggle in their ministry, but it will also be challenging for them to navigate their own lives. Community life is also important. All students must live in dormitories and be trained in diligence, responsibility, and caring for one another.

Just as trees need sunlight, people, and care to grow, so do people. The congregation members showed dedicated love in this regard. They took full responsibility for the scholarships of the students enrolled this time. The love tied through the scholarships developed into intercessory prayers for one another. Students pray daily for their sponsors and their families, working harder to repay the great love shown to them. I'm also grateful for my wife's dedication. Every Monday, she goes an hour away from Kumi to Mbale to buy groceries. And every Friday, she buys groceries elsewhere for the pastors. It seems she would go anywhere in Uganda to find affordable, good-quality food for the students, not just their staple posho and beans. Every day, she takes care of students and pastors, and if she runs out of rice or food, she brings what we have at home, so sometimes there are times when we don't have anything to eat.

Yes.

Now is the time to plant trees,

when the rain falls and the birds sing.

People leave behind trees, and trees leave behind fruit.

In the distant future,

when we stand before God

and are asked what we did,

how will we answer?

Whatever we did,

let’s say that we nurtured people.

Today is a windy, beautiful day.

Let’s plant trees.

. Let's Raise People

A few weeks ago, someone came to my office. When I asked what brought him here, he said, "I heard you're looking for someone to teach." Since I was also looking for someone to teach, I was so glad that I quickly opened the yellow envelope he handed me and read it. It contained a diploma and transcript from a seminary in Uganda. I asked, "You studied theology. What was your major?" He said, "Major? This is all my major. I can teach all of this." The transcript he handed me saying he could teach it all had dozens of subjects listed, from Introduction to the Old Testament to Systematic Theology, Church History, Homiletics, Philosophy of Religion, Greek, and even subjects whose contents I could not know. He spoke so confidently about being able to teach everything that I could not tell him that teachers must have a major and should not teach anything outside their area of expertise when teaching students.

A few weeks ago, I met with the regional bishop of the Church of Uganda, the country's main denomination. Given the difficulty of arranging the meeting, I got straight to the point as soon as we sat down. "Please introduce me to someone from your denomination who can teach at a university." The bishop looked at me and said, "Do you want a PhD?" Then he said, "There are no PhDs. But master's degrees..." and called his secretary. After a while, the secretary came in and reported, "I found one person with a master's degree. Pastor Xavier, a female pastor. But she is teaching at a girls' school. So she probably won't come. Being a teacher is much better for her." Still, I asked for her phone number and made a difficult call, but as expected, she said she could not come. The degree she had was an M.Div, which is just the basic course in theology.

Statistics show that only 0.5% of Ugandan pastors have graduated from university. Most have attended one or two-year Bible schools, and some have even become pastors at the request of the church without any theological training at all. There are those who carry around a certificate given by a Korean missionary who taught them for a few months as if it were a diploma. There are reasons for this. First, it was probably due to poverty. No one can study when they are struggling to make a living. Next, it may have been due to war and dictatorship. Most African countries experienced war, civil war, and dictatorship after a long period as Western colonies. For those who had to live day to day for survival, education may have been a luxury. However, the suffering that the Ugandan church is going through now as the price of not properly training pastors is indescribable. There are almost no churches in Uganda with more than 1,000 members. Almost no pastors receive a salary. Even just looking around, there are hardly any pastors who only do ministry work. Most pastors farm or have one or two other jobs in addition to pastoring. So there is no hope for church revival. On top of that, they are exposed to the persistent attacks of cults. Unfortunately, the major exporter of these cults is Korea.

So what should we do? What's important is from now on. First, missionaries need to focus more on raising people. "And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others." (2 Timothy 2:2). This was the command I received when leaving Korea. No matter what we do, our ultimate goal should be to raise people. Otherwise, we will only end up doing business in the name of missions.

More pastors in Korea need to come to the mission field. According to unofficial statistics, the Korean church has 60,000 churches and 200,000 pastors. It is said that at least 30% of them have doctoral degrees. That means there are 60,000 pastors with PhDs. If 10,000 of those 60,000 spread out across the world, schools to raise God's people could be established in every region of the world. Then the Great Commission of Matthew 28:19 could be quickly fulfilled. Among them, there may be some who think they must absolutely fulfill their dream of becoming a senior pastor. Fine. Then they can serve as a senior pastor and instead retire a bit earlier.

At one point, I also felt that those who went out as missionaries seemed to be pushed out of the mainstream and disappear from the central stage. But what is the central stage? If the earth is round, isn't any place we stand the center? Moreover, isn't anyone at the center of God's heart the center?

The best thing would be for all Korean pastors to retire a little early and go to the mission field. At least two blessings would come from this. It would create a virtuous cycle in ministry by handing over senior pastor positions to successors. Of course, it may take time to find young and capable pastors. You may think they are too immature because they are young. But a pastor's ability does not come from age. It comes from the trust and cooperation of the congregation. Anyone will show the ability to minister if they are trusted and followed by the congregation.

Another blessing is that by retiring early and going into missions, they can expand the kingdom of God all over the world. A pastor's lifelong preaching and Bible study are invaluable assets. There is no such treasure in the world. The Bible knowledge, ministry experience, and life wisdom that he has fiercely accumulated while ministering are important subjects that he can teach in the mission field. Why should that great asset be spent watching grandchildren and growing vegetables? It's not that those things are unimportant. It's just that you have spiritual grandchildren to look after separately. God's people that you will raise at the risk of your life overflow across the world. You just have to let go of greed a little. You just need to have a more Biblical mindset. And you just need to be willing to suffer a little more. Some pastors may worry about English. But when you come to the mission field and struggle, the ability within you will come out. Language is like that too. Bad English does not improve by going to an academy. It's best to learn by struggling in the field. If it doesn't work, appoint an Aaron like Moses, ask for your lips to be touched with a burning coal from the altar like Isaiah, or pray for the gift of tongues.

The Korean church is now at a critical juncture. As a proverb from some country says, "It is difficult for a carpenter to build a house, but a horse can knock it down with a single kick of its hind legs." The church that has been painstakingly built over a hundred years is now collapsing severely. The church was built by the passion of pastors, but it is collapsing due to the greed of pastors. Korean church, let's put down our greed now. And don't just shout about God's kingdom and the Great Commission through sermons, and don't do overseas missions or short-term missions just to put them in the bulletin. Let's all step forward solely to raise God's people. What may seem like a big problem here is nothing if you just take a one-hour flight out. Inside the country, you may have plenty of time, but once you step outside, God's people are lined up, waiting and saying, "Help us." We need to start now. Even if you can't go right away, you need to prepare and practice. Pastors, let's retire early and go to the mission field. Seminary professors and pastors capable of teaching, let's go to the mission field for two or three weeks every year and during sabbaticals to teach. School teachers, let's go on short-term missions to underprivileged mission fields during vacations, and when the time comes, go out into the world to find our second disciples.

Doctors have such a great profession for missions.  Let’s dedicate at least a tithe of our lives to missions abroad. Christians running businesses and companies, let's focus your investments on raising people and proclaim that the purpose of your money-making is to raise workers for the kingdom of God. Let's no longer waste time with controversies over honor, position battles, and inheritance issues in the Korean church. Let's put down the idea of doing ministry business and the thought that it can't be done without me. And let's join forces in the work of raising God's people. Are you hesitating? Let us humbly stand before the Lord's word again:

"Therefore go and make disciples of all nations" (Matthew 28:19).

. How to teach?

It has been over 1 year and 6 months since I started teaching the next generation in Africa. Despite the constraints of COVID-19, I am thankful to God who has given me many opportunities to teach. In addition to the regular classes at Kumi University, I taught at World Frontier University in Kampala, a theological school in Burundi, Kigali Theological University in Rwanda, Bukoba in Tanzania, and Muhanza Theological School. Although I could not go to Ethiopia and South Sudan as planned due to COVID-19, it was an opportunity to learn and receive much grace. Additionally, I have met many pastors at various gatherings, beyond the regular spring and fall pastoral seminars in Kumi. The question is this : How do I teach the people of God in Africa? Although still a beginner, I felt the need to reflect and organize my thoughts on teaching the people of God in Africa through my experiences so far.

First, African students need to be taught in a simple and repetitive manner. My mistake when I first came here was teaching them the same way I taught church members or pastors in Korea. it came from enthusiasm, but it did not achieve much success. It is true that students coming to study theology have an education level equivalent to high school graduates. However, their academic level is vastly different from ours. Unbelievably, they have studied without books since childhood. Their way of studying was to copy what the teacher wrote on the blackboard and memorize it. At home, they could not study further or preview because there were no books or materials, and not even textbooks. The situation is even more challenging for pastors, whose average education level is equivalent to our middle school graduates. There are almost no pastors who have graduated from seminary or a theological graduate school like us. If someone is dedicated and enthusiastic in their faith life at church, they begin to pastor, and people call them a pastor.

So rather than trying to teach too much, it is important to repeatedly teach the key points. In fact, repetition is the core of education. During the times without printing, Jewish education focused on having students read extensively and repeat. The Talmud says, "One who studies the Torah but does not review it is like one who plants but does not harvest," or "The difference between reading the Torah 100 times and 101 times is like the difference between heaven and earth." This was said with repetition in mind. Knowledge helps cognitive ability, but repetition helps build conviction. "as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of" (2 Timothy 3:14). It is not vast knowledge that changes a person, but the conviction engraved in the heart. For this, it is good to frequently quiz students on what they have learned, have them present in front, or repeat key points often.

When teaching, it should be done in a way that ingrains holy habits in life. It is not from a single heavy downpour, but from the small drippings over a long period of time that a rock under the eaves becomes deeply carved. important lessons should be taught consistently. One of the first things I started here was the Foundation Course. In this course during the first semester, students read the Bible daily, pray, and cultivate spiritual habits. During this period, I do not even mention the word "theology." As soon as they wake up in the morning, they do QT, come to school and read through the entire Bible, study from Genesis to Revelation (about 430 hours), memorize 66 key Bible verses, pray in the evening, write a journal, clean up after every meal, and serve at church every Sunday. This is all they do for one semester. Some students asked, "Don't we learn Greek?" But without a foundation, learning Greek is meaningless.

Some say it takes 21 days (three weeks) for a person to form a habit, citing the example of Daniel. However, from my experience, there is no good habit formed within 21 days. There is a strong resistance within us to maintain bad habits, so 21 days is merely enough to start the struggle, nothing more. It takes at least one semester (4 months) of repetition. Here is a story by C.S. Lewis. A man was deeply dissatisfied with his appearance. Someone advised him, "If you are so self-conscious about your appearance, go to a store, buy a good-looking mask, and wear it." The man did so, wearing the mask during the day and taking it off at night to sleep. A long time passed, and when the man died, his family went to bury him in the ground. But when they tried to remove the mask, they could not! The mask had become his actual face after wearing it for so long. This is what is now called "spiritual formation" - it speaks of the importance of habits. The devil leads us to ruin by keeping us in bad habits not because we are unsaved. "Intentionally acquired spiritual habits overcome the sin nature" (John Owen).

We must teach in a way that encourages serving the church. At the start of the semester, I asked the students, "Why do you want to study theology?" Surprisingly, not many students said it was to become a pastor. Why is that? Although African churches have beautiful singing and dancing in worship, most churches lack the diverse and sufficient functions that a pastor or system should have. There is little systematic children's ministry, youth ministry, evangelism, counseling, cell groups, missions, diverse worship services, or leadership training that students should learn. In the countryside, there are not even many churches to send students to. Theology is not just theory or knowledge, but practical knowledge that saves the world. How can a pastor who has not seen and learned these things from the church save the world through the church?

However, there is an even more important reason why theology must be about serving the church - and that is worship. Many say that missions is the goal of the church. But John Piper says, "It's not that worship exists for the sake of missions, but missions exist for the sake of worship." Theological education that neglects the church will only produce large-headed unbelievers who do not worship God. Though there may not be enough churches to properly train students, the more important function of the church is worship. The church is primarily a place of worship, not a place to work. We must first become worshippers before we become workers in the church. One who does not become a worshipper cannot be a worker, for without worship there is no church, without church there are no missions, and without missions there is no salvation. Therefore, biblical and revived churches must be established in many places in this land, for that is the purpose of theological education and the practical way to revive Africa.

It must be done in cooperation with local churches. In general, Korean missionaries prefer to be independent from the churches of the countries they are in, rather than cooperating with them. Some even form their own denominations. However, this divides the body of Christ and ultimately bears little fruit. The church, which is one in Christ, must form one body with the churches in mission fields. Fortunately, Uganda has good denominations. Among them, the Church of Uganda, which belongs to the Anglican Church, aligns well with the Korean church sentiment and has a tradition, theology, and scale. By acknowledging their existence and humbly working together, we can synergize the strengths of the African church and the Korean church. Theological education can also be done together, bringing mutual benefits in areas like securing faculty, recruiting students, sharing curricula, church planting and ministry, mutual visits, and leadership training.

What was the biggest flaw in the Korean church revealed during the COVID-19 era? It is congregationalism and denominationalism. While the American church has greatly helped in the Korean mission, the regrettable part is that it also planted denominationalism in the Korean church. Although they belonged to specific denominations, they should have formed one ethnic church in Korea. It is shameful that in the COVID-19 era, when churches should save lives, they became churches that killed lives and did not repent, arguing that it was due to the individualism and democratic nature of Protestantism. Just as diversity does not equal divisiveness, individualism is not denominationalism. Claiming that denominational division arose from the essential nature of Protestantism is to insult the Reformers, and they cannot avoid responsibility for the painful division on August 15th. The Korean church, in particular, must be humble in mission fields, for the schools, pastors, and churches they establish will ultimately be left in that land.

We must teach, but the direction of education should be based on the "Three Principles." The early Korean missionary pioneers were mostly in their 20s - passionate but inexperienced. So they invited an experienced missionary from China to learn from him. He was Missionary Nevius (1829-1893). In June 1890, he came to Korea and presented the "Three-Self Mission Principles" to Korean missionaries: self-propagating, self-governing, and self-supporting. The church should arise after believers gain faith, then evangelize themselves to establish churches, raise local leaders to guide the churches, and become self-reliant without depending on foreign resources. By practicing these principles, the Korean church experienced an unprecedented great revival in world history.

It is difficult, but Africa must do the same. Pastors must train church members, and members must evangelize by themselves to establish churches. Though poor and difficult, they must not rely on foreign missionaries but become self-reliant. Missionaries must stop handout-style missions, and Africa too must discard its colonial dependency mentality. Support may be unavoidable due to poverty, but they must perform corresponding service (labor). Theology students receiving scholarships at Kumi must carry out their assigned tasks daily. Salvation is by grace, but Jesus who accomplished our salvation tore his body on the cross. Free handouts corrupt mission fields, and charity renders souls powerless. A missionary should be one who trains leaders in the mission field, not one who tries to become the leader of the mission field. The first Korean Presbyterian General Assembly was formed in 1912. Underwood was elected as the first Moderator, but from the 4th term 3 years later, Korean Moderators have continually led the church. The 4th Moderator Rev. Kim Pil-su was an obscure pastor compared to the towering missionaries of the time. Lee Ja-ik, a former servant, served as Moderator three times. The swift transfer of leadership took root in making the Korean church a church of Koreans. Train, entrust, cooperate... This is how the African church will thrive.

To achieve self-reliance, theology must teach not only the gospel but also the means to obtain bread. Africa is in absolute poverty, and unless the Lord returns within the next 50 years, it will not escape structural poverty. Therefore, African ministry must be a ministry that provides bread along with the gospel. Even if they go to a church after completing theological studies, it is difficult to expect to receive a living wage from the church. A pastor's second job is something I find difficult to accept in my theology and ministry perspective, but it is also an unavoidable reality in Africa. To call a pastor's second job a desecration of the ministry is something that can only be said by the affluent United States or the holy Korean church. The church must pursue the pure gospel, but the pure gospel is not immaterial. Jesus first gave the crowd at Bethsaida the bread of the flesh before giving them the bread of life. For this, appropriate vocational training must be included in the education program. Agriculture is the basics, and livestock, poultry, specialty cultivation, and various skills should be taught so that tent-maker missions like Paul's can take place. Nehemiah is a model for African ministry. He rebuilt the walls of Jerusalem with both ‘a sword and a tool’ (Nehemiah 4:17). African pastors need both the sword of the gospel and the tool for daily life. Only then will the church survive and poverty be overcome.

Lastly, education must focus on missions. If worship is the essence of the church, then mission is the church's calling. While there are diverse concepts of missions, first there is missions as "conversion." Perhaps this concept of missions is unfamiliar to Africans, due to tribalism. They have long been accustomed to living exclusively within their own tribes. Other tribes were not subjects of coexistence, but of exclusion and conquest. However, the Bible says, "go and make disciples of all nations" (Matthew 28:19). The Bible does not say to go to "your own tribe," but to go to "all nations." There are 3,000 tribes in Africa and 20,000 tribes in the world. If we do not preach the gospel to them, why does theology exist and why do we study the Bible? At the very least, we must embrace the 54 countries of Africa in our hearts and pray for them daily.

However, if there is another form of missions, it is "transformation" - transforming the world through real life. To become a Christian by abandoning other religions, "baptism" alone is sufficient. But to change the world, one must become a "disciple" of Christ (Matthew 28:19). We must teach that the many problems in Africa - superstition, shamanism, poverty, disease, polygamy, corruption, social evils, dictatorship, war - are not fatefully given to Africa, but are missional tasks given to the disciples who follow Christ. "Faith is the belief that God can do for us, and Mission is the practice that God will do through us" (John Stott). That's right. The more difficult the times, we must not fight the problems but focus on the goal. I am thankful to have set raising people as the goal of my life in Africa, and I pray daily in this way :

Lord, give me one person.

One person I will die for,

One person who will die for the world,

Because You died for one person.

. The Spring Rain in Fort Portal

The pastors' seminar in Fort Portal last week was like the spring rain from heaven, hastening the new spring after the long winter of COVID-19. After driving 300 kilometers from Kampala and climbing up a high hill, the majestic Rwenzori Mountains unfolded in the distance. This mountain on the western border of Uganda with Congo, at a height of 5,109 meters, was once believed by the ancients to be the source of the Nile River. Due to the nature and history of this mountain, this place was once the capital of the Toro Kingdom, and even now, it is frequently visited by many people.

Could it be because it is located next to a high mountain? Throughout the seminar, it was cool, and at night, it was even chilly. This was due to the spring rain that fell day and night. The always bright face of Missionary Jeong-sik Lee, who laid the foundation for mission here 20 years ago, did not seem to be solely because of his natural disposition. The climate shapes people, and people, in turn, make history.

As the seminar began, people started to gather from various places. Most were Ugandan pastors, but there were also pastors from Congo. This is because there are 50,000 Congolese refugees in Uganda who fled from the civil war in Congo. Having the opportunity to serve through the Word at the seminar, I resolved not to spend time on trivial knowledge or shallow stories about the Bible for pastors who have lived through poverty and trials. Based on the Bible, I wanted to find a message that would be a comfort in their labor, a path to walk on in their barren pastoral environment, and a life to live by.

One keyword came to mind as I prayed: "habit." Yes. It is not knowledge but habits that change people. I prepared 15 sub-topics focused on this theme: reading the Bible, Quiet Time, writing a spiritual journal, deep prayer, intercessory prayer, and also overcoming sexual and material temptations, family issues, issues of suffering, and finally, healing problems within the church centered on 1 Corinthians and proclaiming the heavenly vision for pastors after COVID-19 through the book of Zechariah.

However, as I have always experienced, power does not come from words but from heaven. The  famous saying of E.M. Bounds, the saint of prayer, "All efforts come from man, all power comes from God," was true this time as well..

Throughout the seminar period, the spring rain continued to fall, and that rain made me realize the vision of the "spring rain" given to Zechariah in the era of restoration long ago, and how desperately we need that spring rain in our time today. Zechariah 10:1, "Ask the Lord for rain in the springtime; it is the Lord who sends the thunderstorms. He gives showers of rain to all people, and plants of the field to everyone.“

This message from Zechariah was a message of restoration given to Zechariah, who was sent to the ruined homeland for the restoration of Israel after emerging from the dark Babylonian exile period. The spring rain in Israel, known as the 'latter rain' (March-April), means that the cold winter has passed and also signifies the beginning of a long summer. Whether then or now, the spring rain for Israel is the end of winter and the start of summer.

Yes.

The winter of COVID-19 has passed. Although its persistent specter still lingers here and there, it cannot stop the great departure of spring. The era of restoration has begun. What we need now is the heavenly spring rain.

Pour down, O heavenly rain.

Pour down like a shower

On those fields and paddies scorched red by famine and drought.

With thunder and dark clouds,

With the thunderous waterfalls from heaven,

Pour down and shake the earth.

Pour down and pour again

To quench our burning thirst.

The painful winter has passed,

But another long summer awaits,

So let us open our parched mouths and drink the heavenly rain

To endure that summer,

To forget the winter that has passed, like COVID-19,

To gain strength to live out our remaining life, like summer,

Pour down and pour again, O spring rain,

On the pastors of Fort Portal,

On the poor souls of Africa,

On tired compatriots in Korea,

Into your and my weary heart,

And in every forgotten corner of the world.

. Makerere University and the Salvation Sect (March 14, 2022) (March 14, 2022)

After returning from Korea last January, the ministry of raising disciples has expanded even further. UCU (Uganda Christian University) is currently in its pastoral internship period for all grades (February-April), so classes will start in May. Kumi University, which begins its semester in March, plans to hold an intensive week of classes at the end of April. With a bit of time to spare, I intended to complete the discipleship training materials I hadn’t finished. However, the One who never rests brought more work my way. So, what started out was World Frontier University (UWFM), weekly seminary training at Reformed Theological Seminary (RTC), and leadership training at All Saints Church every Thursday night. Additionally, the Saturday discipleship training at Makerere University has resumed. Among them, the Makerere ministry has a connection with the Korean church, so I want to reflect on the meaning and importance of this ministry.

Makerere University is a national university like Seoul National University in Korea. Established in 1922, it was the first university in East Africa, with about 32,000 undergraduate and 4,000 graduate students. It is considered the best university in sub-Saharan Africa, and according to some reports, it is the 4th best university in Africa. For a long time, it has been the central university in East Africa, producing many presidents and leaders not only from Uganda but also from Kenya, Rwanda, Congo, and Tanzania. There is even a Nobel Prize winner for literature among its alumni.

The problem is that the Guwonpa of Korea has infiltrated this university. Who are the Guwonpa of Korea? They are a heretical group known for causing great confusion within Korean churches with their unbiblical doctrines. In Korea, it is known to this extent, but in Africa, it is increasing its danger and heretical nature in much more cunning ways. Their official names are "Good News Mission" and "IYF (International Youth Fellowship)," and they mainly approach young people through these organizations. In Uganda, children and youth under the university level account for 75% of the entire population. They ignore existing churches and only target the young generation.

Their typical method is to invite the country’s youth minister to Korea, show them various advancements, and arrange meetings with the president or related ministers. There would have been many receptions and bribes involved in this process. Upon returning home, they use these connections to reach the president or the education minister. After securing their trust with substantial bribes, they use performances like the ‘Gracias Choir’ or Korean-style shows to win their hearts.

One of the people they have captivated in this way is the President of Uganda, Museveni, a former military officer who has ruled Uganda for 30 years after suppressing a rebellion. The strategy of Guwonpa worked for him for three reasons: perhaps first, because of the large amount of invisible political funds; second, because he believed that Guwonpa's "mind education" would play the same role in maintaining and unifying their authoritarian regime as the past military governments of Korea used the "Saemaul Movement" and the "National Education Charter" as means of national unification; and third, above all, because his wife is the current Minister of Education.

Makerere University, as a national university, is directly influenced by the president and the first lady, the Minister of Education. Although there is a chancellor, he is considered to follow the instructions of the president and the first lady 100%. Through this immense influence, there is an IYF office on the first floor of Makerere University, operated by  Korean Guwonpa members. This office is essentially the headquarters for Mind Education for all Ugandan youth. First-year students at Makerere University are required to take "Mind Education" as a general education course every year. This is gradually expanding nationwide. Moreover, Makerere University is being used as a venue for Mind Education for government officials, school teachers, and staff.

These activities also manifest as large gatherings. At the end of 1997, 100,000 Christians gathered at the Mandela Stadium in Kampala for a New Year's Eve service, and Park Ock-soo was invited as the main speaker. It happened again in 2020, but this time it was held online due to COVID-19, and Park Ock-soo preached again. He claimed to be a pastor, a doctor, and a representative of the Korean church. All three claims were false. Outwardly, they speak of mind education, but inwardly, their aim is to indoctrinate people with their doctrines of forgiveness of sins and rebirth, ultimately seeking to divide and destroy existing churches.

However, it is not that the Koreans did not make any efforts against this. Committees and theological councils were formed to address this, but due to Guwonpa's deep political ties with the president and his wife, they have not been able to declare an all-out war and have been quietly monitoring the situation.

From the moment I first set foot in Uganda in 2019, I felt sorry and ashamed upon hearing this news. I felt that the Korean church was giving both disease and medicine to the mission field. On one hand, the Korean church has devoted itself to sending 30,000 missionaries worldwide as the fruit of its hard-earned growth, but on the other hand,  the heretical groups that have caused chaos in Korean churches and society have also joined in disrupting the mission field. This is a shameful situation. So my conclusion was that instead of just worrying from the outside, I must enter the field. Makerere University was the Carmel Mountain of Uganda, where 850 prophets of Baal were waiting for a spiritual confrontation with the lonely Elijah.

Last year, through an acquaintance, I was introduced to the chaplain of Makerere University and asked him to gather students for me every Saturday. As a result, discipleship training for students began every Saturday afternoon from last spring. These 10 or so Makerere students, mostly first and second-year undergraduates, were indeed African geniuses, just as I had heard. Although they were not theology students, they surprisingly quickly understood when I explained the Bible to them. We studied together from March to July, but the school closed due to the spread of COVID-19. Nevertheless, we continued our relationship online. For five months, we read five books together and prayed for spiritual growth and the future of Africa. And we promised to meet again after COVID-19.

When the school reopened this year, the Makerere ministry resumed. The students I met again seemed much more mature. Thankfully, Chaplain Onesimo added another discipleship group when resuming the Makerere ministry. This time, it was a group of people who graduated from Makerere and engaged in business, work, and professional fields. Although not many in number, they were also people with great passion and faith. Every Saturday, I lead the graduate group from 9:30 AM to 12:00 PM and the student group from 1:30 PM to 4:00 PM. I believe they are Uganda's secret weapons hidden in the time of Ahab. Like the time of Elijah, although they are few in number, I believe that if they are trained with the right Bible and theology, they will soon drive out all the heretical groups like Guwonpa and Shinchonji residing in this land.

Every Saturday when I step into Makerere, I feel tense. I am fighting a lonely spiritual war against the heretical forces backed by the government, the president, and the university at the same school. As I pass by the Guwonpa office on the first floor of the main building, I pray that God would have mercy on this country and Africa. I don't know what dangers lie ahead for me, but I don't care. If I had feared them, I wouldn't have started this in the first place.

Amazingly, two students expressed their desire to study theology. One is Chrissie, a Makerere engineering graduate who will start the M.Div. program at Torch Trinity Graduate University in Korea next year. The other is Elon, a Makerere graduate currently in ministry. He wants to pursue a Ph.D. in Korea. This year, I plan to connect 10 students I have personally nurtured with theological education institutions in Korea that offer scholarships.

"It takes a whole village to raise a child" is an African proverb. "You then, my son, be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus. And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others." (2 Timothy 2:1-2) is the apostle Paul's advice. "Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that" (Martin Luther King). "Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory of the LORD rises upon you." (Isaiah 60:1).

2. South Sudan

. In Search of One Person

We set off early yesterday morning towards 'Adjumani'. We were headed to the South Sudanese refugee camp in the northern border region of Uganda to meet South Sudanese students. This was because last week, I met Bishop Alcangelo of the Africa Inland Church (A.I.C.) in South Sudan and promised to accept some South Sudanese students as seminarians after interviewing them.

When I left Mbale at 8 AM and passed through Kumi and Soroti, the road was fine. However, its true nature soon revealed itself. After passing Gulu, an unpaved road appeared. The weather was hot, and with the windows already down, the inside of the car was sweltering, and dust started to pour in. Unlike the fine dust in Korea, which eventually settles, the dust here didn't stop for seven hours. Covered in dust, my throat began to itch and cough. When a car passed by in the opposite direction, visibility was so poor that we couldn't see ahead. Occasionally, when I looked outside, small huts made of straw flashed by. In those houses, large families of at least 7-8 people were likely huddled together, living without fans or refrigerators.

I suddenly remembered a story from over a hundred years ago when missionaries came to Korea, saw thatched houses, and asked, "What kind of animals live in these houses?" They were homes for people, not animals. It was the same here. In houses for people, they lived their lives breathing in dust every day as if it were their fate.

Then, a truck passed by, throwing a cloud of dust into the car. At that moment, tears welled up in my eyes. No matter how much I rubbed them, the tears wouldn't stop. The director next to me asked, "Pastor, are you okay?" But I wasn't. It was dust that got into my eyes, but what came out were red tears.

Suddenly this thought came and the tears wouldn't stop: "Have you ever, in your ministry, traveled this far to find a single church member?" "Have you ever endured over 7 hours of dust to meet a single church member?" I hadn't. Definitely not. I had been to Asan Hospital and frequently to Seoul National University Hospital, but I had never driven for seven hours covered in dust. As the church got busier, most of those tasks were done by assistant pastors. During that time, I was in my comfortable pastor's office or at the prayer retreat center. I had welcomed, visited, and educated church members, but I had never driven for seven hours through dust to reach the depths of their lives. I had felt proud when many gathered for Sunday worship, thinking our church had grown, but I had never driven for seven hours to find each one of them. Before leaving Korea, I visited a few seriously ill patients, but those were more like events than visits.

The dust kept coming in, and the tears wouldn't stop. "If I were to pastor again, could I do this?" But it was too late. Even now, if the Korean church could reduce all those political events, all those wasteful debates, and pointless time-wasting, and drive for seven hours through dust to find one person, wouldn't it be restored to the early church? Even now, if I set out like today, driving for seven hours through dust in this foreign land to find one person, wouldn't the Lord forgive all my laziness and complacency? All day long, I cried because of the dust.

. Jesus Came as a Refugee

The journey to Palabek, the South Sudanese refugee camp, was long and arduous. Our driver, Jorem, drove for five hours to Gulu, then missionary Barnabas took over and drove for another three hours. Soon, the sign for the Palabek refugee camp came into view, and groups of people could be seen huddled together. A small village surrounded by mountains on all sides, with the border just beyond those hills, was filled with people who had been forced to leave their homes. Christmas came to them as well, without fail. What does Christmas mean for them?

Early on Christmas morning, we headed to the church. A small house made of mud bricks appeared. It was a narrow, tiny church - we too must have attended such churches long ago. The church bell I remember from my childhood was a large artillery shell casing that had been hung up. What it was didn't matter back then. Looking back now, I realize we too had lived through times of extreme poverty.

People started gathering at the church one by one. Despite the poverty, they wore their best, colorful clothes for Christmas. At the entrance, young girls from the choir welcomed us with songs. I saw the faces of seminarians who had arrived the day before to evangelize and prepare. They were all dressed in suits. Students who had only worn t-shirts all year now looked like pastors after just one year of study. Finally, the service began. The children were taken outside by the seminarians, and only the adults gathered inside the church.

We sang "Joy to the World," a familiar song, but singing it with African refugees was a new experience. The traces of hardship etched deeply into their faces, no matter how joyfully they sang, the wrinkles around their eyes and their hunched shoulders could not be hidden. Then, the worship dance began. After dancing for over 30 minutes, dust rose from the church floor, filling the air.

As the praise ended, the sermon began. In the dusty church with no microphone or screen, my throat started to choke up. Was it because of the dust? The sermon, based on Luke 2:8-14, was titled "Jesus Came as a Refugee." It began with, "Jesus came to this earth as a refugee." The idea of the Son of God being a refugee was shocking, but it successfully grabbed their attention. Well, he was born in a manger where animals ate and slept, with nowhere else to be born - wasn't he a refugee? He fled far to Egypt to escape the king who wanted to kill him - wasn't he a refugee?(According to Coptic Church tradition, Jesus moved dwellings 21 times along the Nile River for 7 years while in hiding.) With no home of his own, nowhere to lay his head his whole life - wasn't he a refugee? And in the end, dying on a cross meant even for slaves, with no tomb to be buried in - wasn't he a refugee?

The idea of Jesus as a refugee was first suggested by archaeologists. Excavations of Nazareth, where Jesus spent His childhood, began in 1955. The findings showed Nazareth was a small village of just 120-150 people. Interestingly in this traditional Judah territory there seemed to be no residential layers for two centuries from the 6th century BC, despite evidence of an earlier era's dwellings (900-600 BC). So why did people suddenly reappear in this area that had been deserted? Scholars say it was due to the Hasmonean dynasty's policy of bringing back Babylonian Jews to their homeland. It brought back a large number of the tribe of Judah who had remained in Babylon to their homeland. And Joseph's ancestors were among them. So in the flesh, Jesus too came as a descendant of exiles. This makes Isaiah 9:1 significant: “There will be no more gloom for those who were in distress...he will honor Galilee of the Gentiles."

A long history is contained in these words. Based on this, Luke 4:18 proclaims Jesus' great mission: "He has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners." God came to this earth as a refugee to save the exiles driven from their Father's house by sin - that is the meaning of Christmas. That's why this is a joyous day.

The highest in the world came to the lowest place on earth.

The richest in the world came to the poorest people.

South Sudan is the poorest country in the world.

Why are we poor?

Because we lack resources?

Because we lack People?

We are poor because we lack peace.

Conflict and strife create poverty.

But Jesus came for peace.

Peace is bread itself.

Poverty is not an economic issue but a matter of peace.

The Lord of peace has come here today.

God Himself became a refugee and came here.

Thus, Jesus is our peace, our sustenance, and our hope.

After the sermon, everyone stood up and sang the African song, "Kumbaya."

Gumvaya, my lord, gumvaya

Gumvaya, my lord, gumvaya

O, lord, gumvaya

Come here, my Lord

Come here, my Lord

Come for those who weep

Come for those grieving

Come for those who have nothing

Tears welled up in everyone's eyes. Tears of joy and tears of sorrow. This Christmas was such a happy day because everyone could cry freely without holding back.

. South Sudanese Refugee Pastor

After returning from Egypt and resting for a few days, I set out again for the mission field. This time, the destination was a South Sudanese refugee camp. Accompanied by Jorem, who was driving, and missionary Kim Seong-hwan and his wife, we drove north for 10 hours through the heart of Uganda. It was akin to traveling from Mokpo to Hamheung. Our car, which left Kampala at dawn, arrived late in the afternoon at Adjumani, a border town in Uganda.

This border town that I visited for the second time gave me quite a familiar feeling along with its name. It was because Sudan's tragic history resembled ours, somehow giving me the feeling of visiting my lost hometown in my home country. In the first war between the north and south of Sudan, and the second tribal war within the south, a total of 4 million refugees were produced, most of whom now live in Uganda. There are a total of 7-8 refugee camps, with hundreds of thousands of people living in the Adjumani area alone. Upon arriving in Adjumani, seminary students Charles, Martin, and Richard were waiting for us. Being refugees themselves, they had been preparing for a pastors' seminar here. Feeling the rewarding experience of raising disciples with our whole body, we exchanged warm greetings. And the next day, we began the pastors' seminar at a church. A total of around 40 people gathered, which was considered "a very large" number given the circumstances of the refugee camp.

I started the pastoral seminar by asking this question first : "What is the biggest challenge you face right now?" The answers came as expected - the biggest challenge was the issue of poverty. Currently, each person in the refugee camp receives a monthly ration of 15 kilos of meiso (a grain powder like corn flour), 2.5 kilos of beans, 1 bowl of oil, and 1 cup of salt from the UN. The Ugandan government provides each family with a plot of land measuring 30 meters by 30 meters. This is their entire asset. They have no other assets, jobs or income. If they need money or other essentials, they have to sell what they received from the UN. The reason I said 40 pastors gathered in "very large" numbers is that a considerable portion of them likely secured transportation fees (about $2) by selling parts of their rations.

The refugee pastors are the poorest pastors in the world. This is because the refugee churches here have almost no offerings. In Uganda, people have agricultural produce or livestock, but refugees have neither. Most Ugandan pastors also do not receive salaries, but they personally farm, raise livestock, and run businesses. However, refugee pastors have nothing, and public expenses like transportation costs are still necessary. But no one is their sponsor. Let's say personal poverty is a given hardship. What is more difficult is that they have no opportunity to receive proper pastoral training. But that is also not easy because most of them were only able to complete elementary or middle school due to the war.

What pains their hearts the most about their poverty is their children's education. Some have as many as 11 or even 15 children, but they cannot educate all of them. Can you imagine a parent watching their healthy children idling at home unable to attend school? Have you ever seen your children walking home dejected because they couldn't attend school due to unpaid tuition fees? This is not a foreign story - it happened in Korea in the 1950s-60s. How can we help them? Deep research is needed, but we could not just keep researching. That is why the pastors' seminar was prepared.

At the seminar, I proclaimed the message of Ezekiel to them, as he was the person whose situation most resembled theirs. Ezekiel was a prophet during the Babylonian exile period. In 598 BC, he was captured along with King Jehoiachin of Judah and taken to Babylon, where he prophesied and died. His name means "God strengthens," and his situation was similar to that of the current Sudanese refugees. His message is also almost the same as the one the pastors must preach. I told them that to comfort and strengthen those exiled people, the pastors must learn 7 things from Ezekiel.

First, Mission. Mission is about why we live and why we do our work (ministry). Ezekiel 3:17 describes it as a "watchman." A watchman works at night, risking his life to protect the people from enemies. That is our mission.

Second. Vision. Vision is about what you choose to look at. In that time of crisis, Ezekiel looked up to the heavens. In chapter 1, when the heavens opened, a wheel was moving and four living creatures appeared among the fire. Though the world was in chaos, God was still working. Vision is looking not at the earth, but at the heavens. Looking at the earth brings despair, but looking at the heavens brings hope. He is still alive, moving and working.

Third, Worship. Chapter 8 mentions  idols - all kinds of animal and insect-shaped idols detestable to God. Worship is removing the idols within me. Idols are anything regarded as more important than God. I asked them to write down the idols in their hearts. Children, money, and even church came up. A young pastor wrote sex and the internet. Worship is not just about attending church on Sundays but surrendering all to God - "I surrender all to Thee."

Fourth, Faith. In chapter 9, it says that only those with a mark on their foreheads will live. Here, the 'mark' is written as 'tau (T)' in Hebrew and as 'cross (×)' in the Septuagint Greek. The cross is the core of faith. The essence of faith is confirmed through Galatians 2:20. Faith is dying with Christ, Christ living in me, and living for Christ.

Fifth, Ministry. What is the work of a pastor? Chapter 34 gives the three-fold mission of a shepherd: rescue the lost sheep, feed them green pasture, and heal the weak and injured.

Sixth is Power. What power will enable us to do this work? That is chapter 37 - the dry bones must receive the living breath(ruach hayah). "I will put breath in you, and you will come to life"(37:5). The living breath is life itself. The Holy Spirit of life(Romans 8:2) is our power.

The seventh and final point is Church. What pastors must believe in is the church, from chapter 47. The river of life flows from the church. The church grows(from the ankles to the knees to the waist). The church revives the world - "this water flows there and  makes the salt water fresh" (47:9).

I preached this message for a full 6 hours. The Holy Spirit worked, and great grace came upon us. On that darkened Friday afternoon, everyone stood up and sang 'I have decided' (I have decided to live according to the Lord's will). We sang it countless times.

I have dicided to follow Jesus

The world behind me

the cross before me

...

At the last verse, everyone wept:

Do you decide to follow Jesus? Do you decide to follow Jesus?

It was tears of sorrow for leaving their country and living in poverty in a foreign country, and also tears of joy from a pastor who had been given the mission to protect the souls of their tribesmen on a dark night. The service had ended, but as I embraced one by one the fragile shoulders of the poor pastors who lingered without leaving, I was reminded of the pastors who had ministered in my poor hometown churches long ago, and tears flowed from my eyes without me even realizing it.

Has the Korean church forgotten that impoverished time...?

Have you forgotten?

The poor pastors from those days who first told you about God...?

And do you remember?

That now is the time for all of us to repay that debt of love...?

. Jesus is My Refuge

After finishing the South Sudanese refugee pastors' seminar,  weI toured various parts of the refugee camp. Missionary Shin Hyun-ga is one of the pioneers in this field. He came to South Sudan after the war between North and South Sudan ended and South Sudan gained independence. One day, conflicts between ethnic groups within South Sudan began. As the conflicts escalated into war and he felt his life was threatened, he had no choice but to cross the border. That place was Adjumani. Here, he started taking care of the South Sudanese souls who had crossed the border like himself. He opened an orphanage for parentless orphans, built kindergartens and elementary schools for children in need of education, and even a seminary for pastors. He was a proud Korean and a faithful servant of God who stayed on the frontline of missions with refugees until the end.

While traveling with him in the refugee area, we visited the Maaji Refugee Church on Sunday. In fact, I have a connection with this church as well. It was founded by a student from Kumi Theological College. Kenny Martin, he also crossed the border during the war like others. Burning with passion for the Gospel, he thought the best thing he could do for his tribe was to build a church. So he started a church with a few people from his Madi tribe. That was in June 2016, and since then the church has grown from around 10 people to 150.

One day, as the church was growing, he felt a severe spiritual thirst. He thought he needed to study for better ministry. But where could a poor refugee go to study? Who would pay for it? And who would take care of the newly started church? He said he prayed secretly while crying for three months. Then a miracle happened. A Korean missionary came to Adjumani to recruit students. Even better, that school was a regular university that not only granted degrees but also offered scholarships to those in need.

That Korean missionary was me. Last February, when I came here covered in dust, I honestly didn't expect anything good to come from this place. However, God knows everything and accomplishes all things according to His will. God makes people meet at the precise time and place. The Lord is indeed the master of missions. As I entered the church, the congregation's praise was particularly loud. It seemed that the souls longing for God resembled Martin's spirituality. Martin sometimes shed tears during class, and that passion and tears were flowing in this church.

The service lasted nearly 3 hours without exception (most African churches are like that). However, the service was not boring at all. When I thought about why, there were three reasons. First, there was a longing heart. There was the grace of praise. And there were confessional testimonies. The service started with praise and continued with praise. It seemed like every department of the church had prepared praise. In our terms, the kindergarten, elementary, youth, and adult departments all offered sincere praise and dance to God, and the service was filled with praise and joy. It's a shame that I couldn’t share that beautiful praise with everyone.

However, there is one praise I really want to share. The message I originally prepared was titled 'Jesus is my Refuge' based on Psalm 46:1-4. It was a message introducing Jesus as a refuge to comfort refugees. However, African churches generally do not give the sermon title in advance, so I only needed to know it myself. As the sermon time came and I was about to preach, the entire congregation suddenly stood up and started singing a song. The song was so good that I asked Martin next to me what song it was. Martin answered, and the moment I heard his answer, I was astonished. "It's a song called 'Jesus is my Refuge'." I asked again, "What?" He repeated, "It's a song called 'Jesus is my Refuge'." No one else knew my sermon title yet. Even Martin didn't know. Then how did the entire congregation sing a song with the exact same title as my sermon, which no one knew? No matter how I thought about it, it was clearly God's doing. I quickly noted down the African song lyrics from Martin.

Jesus is calling you to come and seek refuge in me.

Jesus is calling you to come and I will be your refuge.

Jesus is calling you 

to come and you will rest in my refuge.

Ah, how could God work in such detail? They were singing the sermon even before hearing it. Is this what it means to work together for good? Is this what it means that He knows the desires of our souls? There was no need for a sermon anymore. As long as they, living as refugees, knew that Jesus is their refuge, that was enough. As long as they could sing that Jesus is their refuge in their difficult refugee lives, that was enough.

Yes,

Jesus is calling us today,

"Come and take refuge in Me."

Jesus is calling us today,

"I will be your refuge."

Jesus is calling us today,

"Come to My refuge and rest."

How fortunate they are to sing that Jesus is their refuge in the midst of their uncomfortable refugee lives? In this sojourning life, is it not safest to take refuge in Jesus, who is our refuge? If Jesus is our refuge, will not God save those who take refuge in Him?

Lord, have mercy on the South Sudanese refugees! God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble.(Psalm 46:1)!

. Zinnias Bloom (July 18, 2022)

The journey to Maridi, South Sudan, was long and arduous. First, we took a small plane from Kazan. It was a plane that could accommodate only eight passengers and crew. After an hour, we arrived in Arua, a border town in northern Uganda, went through immigration briefly, and then flew for another two hours to reach Yambio, South Sudan. Just when I thought we had arrived, we waited again and flew for another 30 minutes. That's how we reached Maridi, South Sudan.

At the airport, Missionary Park Kyung-ho, Bishop Moses of the Maridi Anglican Diocese, and pastors were there to welcome us. What surprised me even more was the warm welcome we received upon arriving at the mission site. Many church members, students, and children lined up in two rows, eagerly welcoming me. The head pastor came forward to give a welcoming speech. I was surprised by the enthusiastic welcome, but my heart also warmed unknowingly due to their earnest aspirations behind the welcome.

Maridi is a small area in southern South Sudan where Korean missionary Park Kyung-ho is serving. Having been inspired by his mission updates, I had wanted to visit someday. By chance, Bishop Moses of the Maridi Diocese invited me, and after a long process, I finally arrived today.

Upon arriving at the mission site, I was captivated by the sight of countless zinnias in full bloom. Seeing zinnias, a flower from Korea, in the war-torn country of South Sudan was unexpected. The zinnias, shimmering in the sunlight, swayed in the breeze whether they knew the suffering of South Sudan and the hardships endured by Missionary Park or not.

The scars of the wars and the civil wars South Sudan has experienced remain present tense. The civil war with North Sudan that lasted from 1955 to 1972, followed by another war from 1983 to 2005, claimed 2.5 million lives and displaced 5 million refugees to Uganda, Congo, and Kenya. Moreover, after independence, civil war broke out again in South Sudan in 2013 due to conflicts between the president and vice president, leaving wounds still unhealed. Years of war and civil war have left South Sudan with the dishonorable title of the world's poorest country, with a GDP of only $200.

In this desolate field abandoned by their own citizens and missionaries alike during the wars, there remained a lone Korean missionary couple. Missionaries Park Kyung-ho and his wife did not leave this impoverished nation even amidst the wars, instead entered the ruined village of Maridi in South Sudan. For 10 years, with extraordinary missionary zeal and the pioneering spirit of Koreans, they transformed the ruined South Sudanese village into today's "Village of Zinnias."

Initially, they lived for a year and a half in a remote house without electricity or water. Then, on 10 acres of land provided by the Anglican Diocese of Maridi, South Sudan, they began poultry missionary work. While it would have been easier for the Baptist pastor to preach the gospel, he believed he could not just offer the gospel to the poor without also providing bread. His poultry farming efforts were based on the techniques and knowledge he gained from the poultry mission organization "Bonamcom."

However, missionary work in an unfamiliar land, a land of despair surrounded on all sides, was no easy feat. Unable to obtain chicken feed in South Sudan, they had to cross the border into Uganda, carry huge piles of chicken feed, and in the days before air travel, take an 8-hour bus ride from Kampala to Arua. From Arua, they changed buses again for another 8 hours across the South Sudan border to Yambio. Then, they loaded the heavy baggage onto a rumbling truck for a 4-hour drive to finally reach Maridi. Thankfully, planes became available 3 years ago, but until now, they have continued this arduous journey every 3 months.

Raising their two sons has been an additional challenge for these parents. Every year, it takes them 3-4 days to drop off their sons at a boarding school in Kenya, and another 3-4 days to return to their remote village in South Sudan. They have been doing this for 6 years now, and there must be a deep sense of guilt and regret in their hearts for not being able to raise their children more comfortably.

As a result of their ongoing work, the couple has weakened in health. Pastor Park's face is always dark, possibly due to liver issues, and the wife has developed problems with her internal organs. Their two sons have even developed depression. When I met Pastor Park in Kampala, his situation was so pitiful that I have allowed their family to stay in my vacant house in Yongin whenever they go to Korea after departing for mission work.

As a result of these hardships, the poultry ministry began to bear fruit. Currently, there are 3,000 chickens and 100 sheep in Maridi. The fruits of their labor are being used valuably for the impoverished local community. To this end, they have called in around 40 young people, providing them with room and board while training them as poultry experts, as well as discipling them. Some have graduated from seminary to become pastors, while others aspire to become vocational missionaries providing both the gospel and bread to their impoverished homeland. Some even plan to study abroad to find ways to contribute to their country.

As I walked through the zinnia fields early in the morning, the vibrant and beautiful zinnias seemed to be testifying to the suffering of their homeland and Pastor Park. The past 10 years that they have lived, planting flowers day by day, and the flower paintings the wife, who majored in art, draws in her spare time, might be their way of expressing the beautiful future of their missionary work through flowers.

Yes. There are facts that are difficult to practice, but are always true: "Those who sow in tears will reap with joy." "God still expects another harvest from us today." And "If we sow with tears today, God will surely reap it in due time." To all the missionaries and God's workers sowing seeds with tears today, including Missionary Park and his wife, I want to play the beautiful song 'Flowers, too' to them.

A spring of life wells up here

When passing through the valley of tears

Soon fruit will be born

And laughter will overflow

Flowers, clouds, winds, and the vast sea

Praise Him, praise Him, Jesus

Sing to the heavens

Oh my soul

. Joyce's Story from South Sudan" (July 23, 2022)

During a pastoral seminar in Maridi, a female participant caught my attention. She seemed much more cheerful and proactive compared to others. During a break, we greeted each other, and unexpectedly, she introduced herself as a missionary. Typically, people working within their own country don't call themselves missionaries, so I was surprised. When I asked what kind of mission work she did, she said she was planting churches in remote areas.

Even though I lived in Africa, I hadn't experienced the remote areas well, but there was something special about her, so I asked to hear her testimony. The next day, she handed me a thick envelope containing her long, detailed testimony.

Her name was Joice Scopas, a 32-year-old woman from South Sudan. Her short but full of twists and turns life was like a drama. Shortly after she was born, her father went to war. After a while with no news, they heard he had died in battle. With no other options, her mother left her with her grandmother and went to the city, but then the mother also went missing.

The grandmother died while raising her young granddaughter, and she began to grow up in the hands of various people. The childhood he remembers was deep in the forest. If she was hungry in that village, she would pick fruits from trees. If tired, she would collapse and sleep amidst the much taller grass. When she woke up hungry, she would go to people to find food.

Growing up like this, she was sent to a refugee camp in Arua, northern Uganda, with the help of the UN. There, she started attending a Pentecostal church led by a foreign missionary while living in a temporary tent built by the UN. Having grown up without family love, the church became her house of love. Through the church, she first learned about God's love through Jesus. The Bible verse she remembers clearly is John 1:12: "Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God." Reciting this verse, she cried and cried because she was so sad and thankful that God was her father, that God was her parent to her who had no parents, and that the church was her home to her who had no home.

As she grew older, she was able to attend secondary school in the refugee camp, supported by a missionary, and learned more about God's love while going back and forth between church and school. As she matured, she realized there was only one thing she was meant to do in this world: to share God's love with those who were poor and abandoned like her.

She searched for ways to fulfill this mission and found that there was a school that helped people live the life of missionaries. Bravely, she wrote her earnest desire and sent it to this school. Her request was accepted, and from 2012 to 2014, she received two years of missionary training focused on evangelism and discipleship.

After the missionary training, the first place that came to her mind was the remote area where she grew up. Having been raised by the hands of various people without parents in the unfamiliar remote area, the remote region became like a mother's embrace to he. As she began her missionary work, she prayed for two things - to find her mother and to meet a husband with the same calling. However, she soon learned that her mother had already passed away. People didn't tell the young Joice so as not to hurt her, but her mother had died long ago after going to a foreign place and doing hard labor.

In her grief, God blessed her with a good husband instead. Emmanuel, who also grew up in the refugee camp, excelled in his studies and attended Makerere University in Uganda. They met while he was taking a break to work and earn tuition fees. They quickly bonded in faith and shared a similar vision for mission work.

The couple, married in 2016, entered the remote area that had nurtured them - a beautiful but spiritually dark place under traditional religion and superstition, far from God. Day and night, with loving hearts, they evangelized. They planted their first church, then a second one sometime later. Now they are preparing to plant a third church.

Last Monday (July 18), I planned to visit these remote churches. Missionary Park, familiar with the area, drove, but the road had become a muddy mess from the previous day's rain, with deep potholes that made it impossible to proceed. The narrow, steep, and slippery road nearly caused the car to overturn several times. After driving for two or three grueling hours, we arrived at the first church, then drove some more to reach the second church.

The two churches were simply mud brick walls with a few wooden poles stuck in, but they felt warm and cozy. In the heart of Africa, in the remotest of remote places, God's church had been established by a woman who had suffered without parents. I was speechless in the church for a while. I reflected on what I had lived for until now. The more I thought about it, the more ashamed and sorry I felt.

On the way back, we visited her home in the village. God had blessed her with a pretty daughter named Emerald and a son named Anoint. The children, unaware of their parents' hardships, greeted the foreign guests with innocent smiles. I then noticed there were two more daughters. When I asked who they were, she said she had adopted the two orphan girls. One day she saw the two young girls wandering on the streets, and it reminded her of her own childhood, so she brought them home to raise them.

All my life I have studied and heard great sermons, but I never imagined hearing such a thunderous, living testimony from a poor remote area of Africa that would move me to tears. Though they themselves had never been loved their whole lives, the heart with which they go into these remote areas to love others - where does that come from? Who will be the one to establish a small church for the price of a meal in an elegant cafe and spread the gospel of Christ to the remotest corners of Africa? The power of one person is small, but one person devoted with Christ's love can save the world. What we need is not great ability to do great things, but God's love to do small things with great love.

3. Burundi

. Damien, Missionary Shin In-Hwan in Burundi

The journey to Muze, a remote village in Burundi, was long and arduous. Departing from Kumi at 5 AM, it took seven hours to reach Entebbe. From Entebbe, we traveled through Kigali, the capital of Rwanda, and arrived in Bujumbura, Burundi, late at night. We were warmly greeted by Missionary Shin Eung-Nam, and after settling into the guesthouse run by a nearby convent, we fell asleep immediately. The next day, we set off with missionary Shin to the mission field at an altitude of 1,700 meters. After crossing countless valleys reminiscent of Hangye Ridge in Gangwon Province, we finally arrived well past lunchtime.

'Muze' is a place so remote and rugged that people rarely visit, earning its name due to its inaccessibility. This is the mission field where Missionary Shin and his wife have dedicated the past 20 years to serving African leprosy patients. Why did they come this far? They traveled to the ends of the earth, going around half the globe, to reach this remote village in Burundi, a country said to have a thousand hills - it felt like we crossed more than a thousand hills. Every time I crossed that high mountain, I understood why the people living day by day on a handful of corn from a field as small as a palm, and a few sweet potatoes planted in fields cultivated closely together like slash-and-burn farmers, were among the poorest people on Earth.

Missionary Shin received his calling to serve Hansen's disease patients in his early 40s, after visiting Sorokdo's Aeyangwon through an acquaintance's introduction. The early morning prayers of those who were abandoned by their families and driven to Sorokdo after contracting Hansen's disease, considered a divine punishment, changed the lives of the two people. They would wake up in the early dawn, clapping their palms that had become stumps due to lost fingers, and pray with tears for their families who had abandoned them and even for their homeland.

One day, upon hearing that 20 million of the world's 40 million leprosy patients live in Africa, they set their hearts on the continent. Once decided, they abandoned their ministry and studies in America. From 2004 to 2014, they traveled to 33 African nations, serving and caring for leprosy patients. They were almost obsessed with leprosy patients. Is there anyone else in the world besides them who has traveled to 33 countries, seeking out and serving Hansen's disease patients wherever they were found?

Then, suddenly, Missionary Shin fell ill. In 2010, when he went to the hospital due to poor health, he received a shocking diagnosis of liver cancer. This was because he had completely devoted himself to serving the Hansen's disease patients, neglecting his own health. In 2015, while recovering from surgery, he was diagnosed with thyroid cancer. It was a continuous trial, but God was guiding their path through pitch-dark darkness. When the recurring illnesses forced them to give up their nomadic missionary life, God had prepared Muze as a home base for their leprosy ministry. They settled here because the largest number of leprosy patients lived and it was the farthest from the capital, where few could reach out.

When they arrived, Muze was truly the most remote of African villages. Yet God moved people's hearts to help them acquire land and start a hospital for treating leprosy patients. People who wanted to help also emerged. When Mrs. Shin Eung-nam, the missionary's wife, studied Oriental medicine and began treating patients, dedicated medical staff followed suit. Among them were Dr. Choi Byung-Han and Dr. Choi Kyung-Sook, who now serve the Rohingya in Bangladesh. They had already been working as medical missionaries in China for more than 10 years and boldly came here after seeing the hands of African leprosy patients who said, 'Please, help us.' And they dedicated themselves for 5 years.

Missionary Shin couple's ministry of compassion grew and developed through the anointing of worship. The mission center opened daily with dawn prayers and praise. The 5-7 AM morning services, attended by most locals, flowed into distinctive African body worship and prayers. The spirituality of praise is the innate spiritual DNA of not just Uganda, but all of Africa. As the Spirit's anointing overflowed through worship, unexpectedly God granted them a large worship hall. Though still under construction, once this sanctuary is completed, thousands of African souls will dance and praise God in it. Yes, God is wise. He recognizes those who love Him. And He entrusts them with more work. "He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all--how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?" (Romans 8:32). For this purpose, the three-day spiritual training they recently began was a new start toward their dream. Through the continuous words and prayers from dawn to morning and afternoon, all participants pledged to dedicate themselves to the work of saving African souls and raising up people of God. Kneeling at the altar in the final hours, each one praying, I suddenly wrote this:

When you wandered through 33 African countries for the sake of one soul suffering from leprosy,

We were dreaming of success while comfortably ministering.

While you were fighting for your life after undergoing two cancer surgeries as you lived for the Lord, 

We were spending our time leisurely, enjoying saunas and playing golf.

While you fought against heat, ignorance, and poverty in Africa’s poorest, most remote regions,

We were seeking happiness in fine restaurants and tourist spots.

We only read about Belgian priest Damien praying for leprosy to enter his body to preach the gospel to leprosy patients.

We were unmoved by stories of Reverend Son Yang-Won sucking leprosy patients’ pus with his mouth.

Perhaps it’s because we are leprosy patients ourselves.

Still, we are fortunate.

It's sad that thanks to people like you, the Korean church’s dignity is upheld, and you repay our debts on our behalf.

But we are grateful and sorry.

We will gather strength to follow Him whom you followed, walking the path you walked.

Thank you.

For showing us another path to the Lord...

. Hansen's Disease Patients: The Perry Couple

Immediately after a three-day retreat at the mission center, we set out to visit families affected by Hansen's disease. Unlike Korea's Sorok Island, the patients in Burundi were scattered across various locations. Although the distances ranged from 30 minutes to two hours from the mission center, visiting these families took considerable time as they lived in remote areas.

Among the many families we visited, the last one was the Perry family. Since the missionary told us we must visit this family, I had some expectations.

To get to their home, we entered a narrow path. After passing through a banana forest taller than me and walking down a narrow dirt road, we passed through a cassava field which is their staple food, and Perry's house appeared. At the sudden visit of the missionaries, Perry's wife who was startled to greet us looked just like Mary from the Bible popping out. She was tall, beautiful, and welcomed us so warmly that she didn't seem like the wife of a Hansen's disease patient at all. Soon, her husband appeared in a hurry, and he, too, did not seem like someone suffering from the disease.

However, his wounds soon became visible. As he removed his socks and showed his wounds, it was clear that his toes were deformed and both of his hands were in very bad condition. His left hand seemed quite disabled as the nerves had died. But according to the missionary, compared to 10 years ago, his condition had improved significantly and was now almost cured.

What was the secret of this couple? What led a Hansen's disease patient, considered an incurable disease, so close to full recovery? It was love. The love between this couple gave a quiet impression to those who knew them. The husband Perry had suffered from Hansen's disease from a young age. At that time, Hansen's disease was believed to be an incurable illness with no effective treatment, making it a nearly hopeless condition. His wife, who was a devout woman, began to feel compassion for him after learning about his situation by chance. So despite her parents' opposition, they ended up getting married. After marriage, the wife started dedicating herself wholeheartedly. She comforted her despairing husband and led the non-believer to gain faith.

One day, the wife's prayer was answered. A Korean missionary started building a house nearby for Hansen's disease ministry(that missionary was Mr. Shin). The wife visited this unfamiliar missionary and shared their situation, and from that day on, she started taking her husband to the hospital. And after 10 years, Perry became a believer together with his wife. When they first met the missionary, Perry's condition seemed almost beyond hope. Now, he was nearly healed and diligently helping with household chores.

What cures an incurable disease? It's not just medical skills. Compared to Korea, Burundi doesn't have facilities that isolate patients like the Sorok island. The lack of such facilities means the situation is difficult, but it also has another meaning. Isolating patients does have the advantage of allowing them to focus on treatment away from others. But we need to consider whether isolation is the best treatment method. To be honest, we isolated them not for treatment purposes, but because people disliked and feared Hansen's disease patients, thinking the disease was a curse and carried transmission risks. What wasn't considered then was the treatment of love.

Long ago when I visited the Sorok island, I heard one patient say that although he came when his parents were alive, he never got to see their faces again, and after they passed away, he never even saw the face of his only brother. So his wish was to see his brother's face just once.

What heals and transforms people? The victory of the wife who lived with her critically ill Hansen's disease husband in a small, poor house and helped him recover completely was a victory of love and a victory of faith. Looking at the faces of this couples as bright as the full moon despite living in a shabby house with a goat, I realized what we, who thought we had everything, were seriously lacking. It's not just the Perry couple. Among all the Hansen's disease patients we visited all day, those who overcame the disease and lived long were invariably people who received love from someone. There was a 91-year-old grandfather. His two feet and two hands were almost like clubs. Despite that, there was a reason he lived to be 91. After his first wife passed away, he lived with his second wife, who was 40 years younger than him, and he received much love from his wife and his five young children. There was also a grandmother who was over 80 years old. She had a younger sister who lived next door and took special care of her.

That's right. What we lack is love, and what we urgently need is God's love. There is no better cure than love, and no greater power than God's love. If we too live in God's love like Perry's couple, God's miracles will always be with us.

. Ah, Livingstone!

A long time ago, I had a chance to visit the Livingstone Museum in Glasgow, England. At the entrance of the museum, I saw a sculpture depicting Livingstone having his arm torn off by a lion. It was very shocking, but it let me know at a glance who Livingstone was. Inside the museum, I saw many exhibits, but what stayed with me was the scene of Livingston kneeling by his bed, praying as he died. These two images of Livingston have never left my mind, and I vaguely thought that someday, if I ever went to Africa, I would trace his footsteps.

Unexpectedly, during this visit to Burundi, I saw traces of his journey It was the scene where Livingstone and Stanley meet on Lake Tanganyika. While people parting and meeting is an everyday occurrence, the meeting of these two men was a sensational event at the time in England and America. Livingstone, the hero of African missions, had been missing and his fate unknown for years when Stanley, a British-born American journalist, set out to find him and unexpectedly met him near Lake Tanganyika. The two men carved their names on a large rock to commemorate their meeting, and that stone has now been brought down from the mountain and placed where the lake is visible. A young man nearby pointed to the mountain, saying that was where the two met. It was a small hill right next to Lake Tanganyika. If he was right, Livingstone must have been exploring along Lake Tanganyika and taken a break on that mountain.

The rock had this inscribed on it: "LIVINGSTONE. STANLEY. 1871.11.25". Beside it stood a simple plaque with the first words that Stanley had spoken to Livingstone at that moment.:

"Dr. Livingstone, I presume?" This utterly ordinary greeting contained the world's love and respect for Livingstone, the hero of pioneering and missionary work.

Livingston came to Africa at the age of 38. Accompanied by his family, he attempted three major expeditions: the first centered on the Zambezi River, the second on Lake Nyasa, and the third in search of the source of the Nile. He was the first to introduce the existence of the Zambezi River and Lake Victoria to the world, and with his explorations of Lake Victoria and the Nile, he laid a solid foundation for Africa to shed its primeval mysteries and become a continent of missionary work. He had already become a hero in England after his first two expeditions. He was getting old and frail, and those who loved him worried that if he went to Africa again, he might not return. The Queen of England was one of those concerned. But in the end, he did return to Africa, and that became his last journey. His meeting with Stanley took place under these circumstances. At that time, Livingstone was searching for the source of the Nile, which proved difficult. The reason, which became known later, was that the source of the Nile was further upstream in present-day Uganda. The path was hard to find, and malaria, dysentery and various diseases blocked his way. It was at the end of this arduous journey that he happened to meet Stanley.

Even now, Lake Tanganyika still silently flows, carrying the history of the missionary hero. The 676-kilometer lake, the longest in the world stretching through Burundi, Congo, Zambia and Tanzania, ripples before a strange Asian missionary, as if remembering Livingstone's adventures risking his life and his faith.

Regardless of how Livingston is evaluated, it is true that he is a symbol of the Western pioneering spirit of the 19th century. And it is true that the pioneering spirit is rooted in the creative mission of the Bible to ‘conquer the earth’ and the evangelical mission to ‘be a witness to the ends of the earth.’The pioneering spirit shown by Livingstone teaches the importance of courage and dedication to everyone who wants to live as a worker of God's kingdom through the church and missions. Once a young man asked him to describe in detail the path Livingstone had taken, saying he wanted to follow it. At that time, Livingstone replied, "God does not lead those who seek only paths made by others rather than making their own way." Yes, at the crossroads of ministry, missions, and life that seem to be blocked from all sides, we too must meet Livingstone like Stanley did in order to take the path of courage and adventure. With that heart, I mentally inscribed "Livingstone. Yoon Jae Lee. 2019.6.6" on the rock that said "LIVINGSTONE. STANLEY. 1871.11.25" and departed Lake Tanganyika.

. Oh, Little Flock (August 22, 2022)

After three years, Burundi had not changed at all. The small fields carved out on the sheer cliffs and the people walking bravely in the pitch dark without any lights were just as I remembered.

Muze, a remote African village where the missionary Shin finally settled after visiting over thirty African countries to find people with Hansen's disease, was still bustling with patients. 

There were Hansen's disease patients with lumpy hands and feet, their wounds now healed, and patients waiting in line all day long from morning.

The midday heat in Burundi was hotter than I remembered. It was so hot that my body was constantly filled with an intense heat. The church, which had no fan in the sweltering heat, was filled with people. They were pastors and church members serving a small church

The well-prepared PowerPoint presentation was useless. The power frequently went out, and the internet speed was slow. Moreover, there was no one who could read it. People just blinked cluelessly at the sudden, absurd situation with no solution.

What should I say to people who are swinging clubs in the air? For those who had barely learned addition and subtraction, equations and calculus were impossible from the start. Having no choice, I ignored everything and started over, writing on the blackboard. As a result, my voice grew louder, and my whole body was drenched in sweat.

Today, the smell was particularly strong. The smell from unwashed bodies, unwashed clothes, and bare feet stung my nose. Every time, I had to brace myself for the risk of COVID-19, but this time, even if I caught it, I would have no one to blame but myself.

What kind of people are sitting there despite these conditions? Throughout the week, I fought a tough battle, dragging my heavy footsteps. The ideal of missions is beautiful, but the reality of missions is harsh. It was I who said I had to go.

But on the last day, as I was nearing the finish line, something unexpected happened. As Missionary Shin led the prayer, the people in the front row suddenly began to cry and pray loudly. Some started singing in strange voices and fell forward. People sang in an unknown language, others cried as they prayed, and some confessed their sins. The church instantly became a different world.

In the afternoon, I opened Zechariah. As I shouted, "Ask the LORD for rain in the springtime;"(Zechariah 10:1), something extraordinary happened. I did nothing but shout, "Ask for spring rain!" And the spring rain actually came. People fell to the ground. The poorest people in the world received the heavenly spring rain. The clouds gathered, and a downpour fell on the people of war, poverty, and division. Children began peeking through the windows at us. After a period of intense movement, the praise began. Everyone stood up and sang, their praises wet with tears.

Yes, He loves even the little flock. "Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father has been pleased to give you the kingdom." (Luke 12:32). To Him, the little flock is the very ones He wants to give His kingdom to. For the little flock, hope is still the spring rain from heaven. "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). Ask for spring rain! Spring rain, fall down! Pour down in showers, riding the thunder from heaven! Upon all the little flocks of the world...

. To Worship, We Do Missions (August 24, 2022)

Long ago, a theological symposium was held at a seminary in Korea. 

The participants fervently debated with each other. 

And in the chapel, after everyone had left, only a few people remained sitting to worship.

What is theology and why does missions exist? This question is important for every Christian's life, especially in the mission field.

The worship I witnessed in Burundi's mission field made me ashamed of ourselves, where fervent worship has disappeared and only cold missions remain. 

The dawn worship service, which started at 5 am, continued with praise for two hours. Their spirit of joyfully jumping while praising made us reflect on our miserable state, where we who had once been like them have now fallen into a religion of mere logic, powerlessness, and words.

The gatherings lasted five hours each time. 

Each participating church prepared two or three praise songs, and each praise song was filled with Africa's unique harmony as well as confession, passion, and dedication. 

When other teams were praising, they would join in praising together - not a performance for show, but praise offered with body and soul. 

Through praise, they wholeheartedly worshipped, and through worship, they showed a living spirituality of daily dedication in their lives.

Couldn’t we also offer such a worship?

Couldn’t we also restore the worship that we’ve somehow lost over time?

Our souls have sunk, our hearts have hardened like fossils, and without realizing it, we’ve become Pharisees—our words have become unnecessarily lengthy, and our critical spirit has grown excessively sharp.

Why is it that our hearts are not warm, and our gaze lacks gentleness?

Is it not because we’ve lost the spirituality of worship?

Why do we engage in missions, and why do we live?

As John Piper says in his book Let the Nations Be Glad!, the ultimate goal of the church is not missions but worship.

God, with His almighty passion, is seeking those who will joyfully worship Him from every nation, tribe, and language.

It is God's will that we first worship Him ourselves and then lead the nations to worship Him as well.

Missions exist to establish worship where there is none,

Not for the sake of missions themselves, but for the sake of worship.

Passion for God gives birth to passion for the lost, and we must obtain the joy of heaven before we can achieve anything on earth. 

Before becoming workers of the land, we must become worshippers of heaven, and only when we worship first can the nations also become worshippers together.

Yes. 

We were all born for worship, and we were also called for missions. People come to do missions in Africa, but Africa is teaching us the more important worship that we have lost. 

From every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb...they cried out in a loud voice...Amen! Praise and glory and wisdom and thanks and honor and power and strength be to our God for ever and ever. Amen!(Revelation 7:9-12)

4. Tanzania: The Banana Church

. Tanzania: The Banana Church

It took a long time to cross the Tanzanian border. With Damien, the evangelist who came to guide us in Tanzania, we passed the equator and arrived in Masaka at noon. From there, we called a taxi and it took 2 hours to the border. After clearing immigration at the border and switching to a Tanzanian taxi, it took another 1 hour and 30 minutes. When we arrived, it was 4pm. We unpacked our luggage at Missionary Jung's house overlooking the beautiful Lake Victoria.

Ah, how long has it been? The Bukoba church was covered in a banana forest as expected. Ah, I can never forget that banana forest. It was 14 years ago in 2006, when an elderly deaconess visited me. "Pastor, my children want to throw me a birthday party, but what good is it to eat and drink? I've always felt that I shouldn't just live like this, and this time, I've made a decision. I want to give the money my children would spend on the party, along with the savings I've accumulated, as a mission offering. I saw something on TV and wanted to build a church in Africa. The barefoot children running around looked so pitiful, and I want to build a church in my lifetime for those living in difficult circumstances. Please build a good church somewhere." 

I was grateful for the deaconess' offering, but also worried. 'Out of all the African countries, where should I build a church?' But shortly after, I met Missionary Kim Pyung-yuk, who is active in East African missions. When I told him the deaconess' story, he said, "Pastor, we've actually been requested to build a church in Bukoba, Tanzania.  This is perfect timing." It seemed God had prepared this, as things progressed quickly. A few months later, the church was built, and we received a request for someone from our church to visit. Since it was summer, I went to Africa with Elder Ham Yun-seok (then a deacon) and his wife, who were in charge of missions. We flew into Entebbe, Uganda at the time and entered Tanzania by road around Lake Victoria.

When we arrived on site, the church was surrounded by banana trees. There seemed to be more bananas than people around this church. The unfinished building had no pulpit or chairs. We sat on the empty floor and prayed, "Lord, this church was built with the heart of an elderly deaconess devoting her lifelong grace. Now all we see are bananas, but let this place soon be filled with people, and let them evangelize this nation." That's how the church started, and we returned to Korea via the Serengeti.

Fourteen years passed, and I had completely forgotten about Bukoba. A lot had happened in the meantime, and at the end of it all, God sent me back to Africa. As this vacation began, Bukoba suddenly came to mind. While talking to Missionary Kim, I learned there was a seminary there. I said I wanted to visit not just the seminary but also the old church we had built. Missionary Kim said, "Pastor, the seminary you're visiting this time is that very church. The church you built has become a seminary." Ah, the seminary I'm going to is the church I built - I could not contain my excitement as we crossed the border.

Indeed, the Bukoba Church had become a seminary. It had been over ten years. The seminary, which had grown over time, became a representative institution in the region, producing hundreds of pastors. The main hall, which was built larger than expected, was divided into classrooms and dormitories, and the worship hall was used for community services. Remarkably, a kindergarten was established on the campus, with many children and parents coming and going. They were even preparing to build an elementary school on the remaining land.

The church that the elderly deaconess built instead of having a birthday party, worrying about the barefoot children, had now become a place where dozens of children played, and her dedication had resulted in a seminary producing numerous pastors leading the evangelization of this country. As the saying goes, "Those who sow in tears will reap with joy." The one who sows may forget, but the Lord, the true owner, never forgets and causes it to grow. The view of Lake Victoria from the church was breathtakingly beautiful. The bananas that covered the church back then had grown even taller. Yes, the dream planted by the elderly deaconess in prayer was from God. When she obeyed and planted it, the seed became a miracle. When we pray, God works; when we plant, God reaps. At the beautiful school overlooking Lake Victoria, God's words suddenly came to mind.

"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 Bukoba Seminary Students

There were not many students gathering at the Bukoba seminary - around 20 or so. The problem was that their English was poorer than expected. While young people in East Africa generally speak English, these students did not. We had no choice but to use an interpreter. Missionary Jung said their academic level was very low. Upon checking, not many had finished high school - most had only graduated middle school or even just elementary school for some. However, after a day or two, I realized how greatly my prejudgment had stemmed from a lack of faith.

During a lecture, I noticed that one student was missing his right thumb. At first I didn't think much of it, but later I noticed his leg was also impaired. Curious, I asked Missionary Jung, who explained, "Oh, Diograsis? He grew up in a Muslim family, but after converting to Christianity, he was attacked and injured." I quietly called him during lunch to hear his story. He began to speak.

He was born into an Islamic family. However, due to poverty and his parents' lack of interest in education, he spent an unhappy youth. Despite attending the mosque according to custom, his delinquency did not stop. In the meantime, a friend evangelized him and he came to know Jesus and started attending church. When he believed in Jesus, his life changed 180 degrees. As his faith grew, he began helping to pioneer churches in Islamic areas. But one evening during a prayer meeting, Islamic youths stormed the church. In an instant, they stabbed people with axes and knives - one friend died on the spot, while he was stabbed all over his body, his thumb cut off, and his ankle struck with an axe.  Although now he has improved significantly, he still walks with a limp and lives with the discomfort of missing a finger. Despite this, he decided to live for Jesus, who transformed his life, and enrolled in seminary.

There was another person named Kosmas, though the missionary called him Hosea, which made me wonder why. I called the student over and asked him to share his life story. His life started going wrong in middle school. He coincidentally learned that the man raising him was not his biological father, but his mother's remarried husband. From then on, he began to drift. At that time, he met a girl and even had a daughter with her.

However, his mother-in-law learned of this and took her daughter away to marry another man. But that man disappeared somewhere after the daughter was born. Meanwhile, Kosmas came to believe in Jesus - he was evangelized by chance and started attending church, realizing that even if he didn't have an earthly father, there was still a Father in heaven who loved him. From then on, he changed. He went to his mother-in-law and begged for his wife back, and brought her home. But shortly after, his wife left again. This time she was abandoned by the other man and even contracted AIDS. Nevertheless, Kosmas persuaded his mother-in-law and brought his wife back home, faithfully nursing her. And he not only raised his own child, but also the child his wife had with the other man. Even his mother-in-law, who had disliked her son-in-law, was eventually moved by his love and returned to God. Now he attends seminary to guide people drifting aimlessly like himself to God.

Yes. the people God chooses are the small, the foolish, the humble, the ignorant. Yet, because of the great One who dwells within them, they are transformed and become capable of changing history. Most of the Bukoba seminary students were like this. Despite being expelled from their homes for believing in Jesus, suffering from attacks, and carrying the wounds of love, they continued to follow Jesus. They loved even their wives afflicted with AIDS with God's love. Would God not use them simply because they only finished middle school or dropped out of high school? Is the only thing we have that they don't merely academic qualifications? In a world where academic achievement is placed above God, should we not be ashamed because we lack what they possess? What is God's criterion for using people?

Lord, may Your great works be revealed through these humble people.

. Rise up, again

Is there spiritual warfare? This topic, which I had only proclaimed in sermons in pastoral field, feels tangibly real here in the mission field. After finishing a lecture for theology students in Bukoba, I set off on another long journey on Sunday afternoon. A pastoral seminar was prepared in Geita, about 300 kilometers from Bukoba. Missionary Jung had made all the preparations in consultation with the local pastors. So all I had to do was take a taxi to the arranged location. However, as I was about to leave, Missionary Jung and his wife came along. When I asked, "Are you coming too?", they replied, "Yes, we just felt an unusual urge to join you." At first, I didn’t quite understand why they were coming with me, contrary to the original plan.

Despite it being the dry season, we drove for five hours in the cool morning rain, with Lake Victoria on our left. Finally, we arrived in Geita, near Mwanza, Tanzania's second-largest city. I was surprised by how clean and beautiful the city was. But Africa was still Africa. When we entered the motel, the room was small, and there was hardly any electricity or water. I couldn't wash my hair or use a hairdryer. A small amount of water came out, so I began washing my face with soap, but as soon as I lathered up, the water stopped completely. With no other choice, I rinsed my face with drinking water. Despite this, I didn’t feel uncomfortable because I was filled with anticipation for what God was going to do.

The next day, when I arrived at the church, I found dozens of pastors gathered. Most of them were from Pentecostal backgrounds, and it was clear that they had great expectations for this first-ever seminar led by a Korean pastor in this area. The morning session on the topic of "prayer" went smoothly. During the break, I went around shaking hands, and the atmosphere was lively with their unique praise and dance. But around noon, I suddenly had a stomachache. At first, I thought it would pass. However, the pain got worse, and I could barely stand. I looked for a restroom, but  it was far away and of the traditional type. I felt dizzy and could hardly breathe. Then I remembered that I had eaten chapati for three meals straight since coming here. Chapati, a flatbread fried in oil, is a favorite food of locals, but I wasn't used to it and had eaten undercooked ones continuously, which was the problem. The urgent matter was finding a place to lie down, but that wasn't easy either. I barely managed to find a chair in the neighboring house and knelt with my stomach on it when Missionary Jung came running. He rummaged through his bag and pulled out stomach medicines. I took them and lay down, but it didn't get better quickly. We hurriedly drove back to the lodging.

The stomachache did not subside quickly and persisted until the afternoon. The afternoon lecture was canceled, and I struggled in the room. It was a sorry and embarrassing situation, but I couldn't help it. It was the worst stomachache I'd ever experienced in my life. In the afternoon, Missionary Jung came to give me medicine, helped me sip hot water, and covered me with a blanket. I was like a whimpering, sick child. The Jung missionary couple had worked in the US for a long time, retired, studied theology late in life, and came to Africa to dedicate the last part of their lives to God (the husband is missionary Jung Hae-jin, the wife is missionary Jung Hyun). The husband, Missionary Jung Hae-jin, was quieter, more caring, and more prepared than his wife. He was usually the one who prepared meticulously. This time too, it was his thorough preparation that shone. Who would have prepared stomach medicine anticipating something like this? What would have happened to me if this couple hadn't come along? I could have been in big trouble in a foreign country without medicine. As I lay there until evening, a thought suddenly struck me: "What happened to me today?" I had always thought I was healthy and hadn't been seriously ill since coming to Africa. Then the phrase "spiritual warfare" came to mind. Wasn't I holding a seminar for pastors right now? Wasn't I fine until this morning? And now this stomachache? It was clearly spiritual warfare. It wasn't time to lie down. I got up and knelt.

The next morning, I headed back to the church. I apologized for yesterday and said that God had given us spiritual warfare, and everyone said amen. Surprisingly, the African pastors already knew this. They were much more spiritual than us. When I had that incident yesterday afternoon, they didn't leave their seats but prayed earnestly. "Please save Dr. Lee and let us also win in spiritual warfare." Perhaps because of this, the morning lecture was completely different. I don't know where the strength came from, but it felt like the best lecture I've ever given in Africa. I lectured for hours without stumbling once, as if pouring out water from a tap. It wasn't just a lecture; it was almost a revival meeting. The morning session continued into the afternoon.

When it was time to leave and we had to finish, the ending time became the starting time. We began to pray, and it continued for a whole hour. The bishop's hoarse voice leading the prayer and the pastors' wailing prayers were beyond imagination. It was like the sound of heavenly thunder and the roar of a sea storm. As it went on for so long, I opened my eyes for a moment to see them praying. Ah, tears flowed from my eyes then. I remembered how I had been lying helpless until yesterday. The prayers of these poor African brothers were both proud and touching. Hope was with them. The tears continued to flow for another reason. What had been weighing heavily on me was the Korean church I had left behind. The Korean church, wandering without a shepherd, and the recent news had discouraged me even more. Maybe that was the real reason for the stomachache. But in the midst of that storm-like prayer, I heard a voice comforting me.

"Look, you've been worrying and concerned a lot. But aren't you still alive? Don't you see the comfort I'm giving you through the prayers of these African believers? That's the comfort I'm giving to you and your congregation."

Ah, to weak me

May the comfort that came to me fallen like a blade of grass

Be passed on to my beloved people

Though it's painful and hard now

God is alive

So once again, come before Him and place hope in Him

Endure to the end

And rise up again!

God who makes us victorious everywhere

May God who comforts the discouraged raise us all up again...

5. Congo

. Standing at the Border (June 23, 2022)

I always feel nervous when standing at a border. It was the same with Congo. In fact, Congo had been one of the countries I wanted to visit since I was young. It was after reading about Albert Schweitzer caring for patients in the Congo River jungle. At that time, I had no idea where the Congo River was or what kind of country Congo was.

My interest in Congo was rekindled after coming to Uganda. One day, looking at a map, I saw it was right next to Uganda. Someone told me you could get there just by crossing a mountain. From then on, I thought I should visit if given the opportunity.

One day, the opportunity came. A Korean missionary had established a pastoral school and asked if I would like to go and teach there. As the school break was approaching, I said yes without hesitation. Once my mind was set, everything else quickly fell into place. Shortly after, I received an invitation letter in the name of the Governor of South Kivu Province in Congo, where the school is located. The invitation was in French. I soon went to the Congolese Embassy and obtained a visa.

Once I had the visa, I began hearing warnings from people around me. Around that time, someone shared a newspaper article stating that there had been a clash between government forces and rebels on June 12th near the Uganda-Congo border. It also mentioned that three years ago, several travelers in the area were kidnapped, although they were released sometime later.

When I asked a local about the situation, they said, "There's no problem here." They explained that it was fine since we would be crossing the Burundi border. What should I do? Should I still go? Or should I not go because of this? Life is a series of solitary decisions. And each decision is the beginning of another path accompanied by responsibility. After contemplating during my morning walks for a few days, I decided to go.

On the 19th, I boarded a flight to Burundi. It took two hours just to pay for the visa and get the COVID test done, something that would have taken only 10 minutes in Korea, especially with so few people around. After carrying my heavy bag and wandering around back and forth, I finally left the airport after dark. Four pastors from Congo and Burundi were there to meet me.

I woke up early the next morning. It was the day to cross the border. We left early, passed through Bujumbura, and reached the Burundi-Congo border. The border was more lax than I expected. A chubby man with heavy stars on his shoulders asked a few sharp questions over his glasses, then took my passport somewhere. After keeping me anxious for a while, he finally returned it.

After passing through the border, we encountered a long unpaved gravel road. Little did I know that this initially romantic road would lead to back pain throughout my stay in Congo... Do we ever really know the roads we're taking? Where do they end?

Every time I cross a border, I think of Abraham. He became the ancestor of the Hebrew people because he 'crossed' the Jordan River. The word 'Hebrew' comes from 'Ivri' (crossed over). If he had stayed comfortably in Ur of the Chaldeans, he wouldn't have suffered. But since he crossed the Jordan towards a world he had never seen, Jacob crossed over to Haran, his descendants crossed over to Egypt, and the next generations crossed over Passover and the Red Sea. His later descendants crossed the walls of diaspora and even the barbed wire of Auschwitz.

Mission is an essential path for those who follow Abraham. And what they do every day is crossing that path. If you want to live like a farmer, you can stay in one place. But if you want to live as a shepherd, you must cross borders like Abraham. Today, as I cross another border, I'm following Abraham's path little by little.

. Between Passion and cool-headedness (June 23, 2022)

When I mentioned that I was going to the Congo, where safety is a concern, a junior missionary sent me a message. "Your passion is truly remarkable, Pastor. I will pray for your safety." He also mentioned that he wanted to go, but hadn't been able to due to the dangers.

Am I really a passionate person? As Bonhoeffer wrote in "Who Am I?", I might be one of the most fearful people. However, if passion means recklessness, if passion means running forward blindly and stubbornly, then as someone said, I might still have a bit of that undying summer-like passion left. It seems clear, seeing how I bravely came to Congo despite others telling me not to.

However, as soon as I arrived in Congo, my passion quickly turned into cool-headedness. The moment I reached the school and faced the students, my mind went blank. Most of the students were in their 40s or older, with some even in their 60s. Almost no one could understand my poor English (they spoke Swahili and occasionally French). The 200-page English textbook I had prepared at my own expense for the pastors became useless. Even the interpretation was inadequate; I couldn't understand what was being said when I spoke. I'm very worried about spending more than a week with these people.

The rural roads in Congo are probably impassable for anyone except those who live there. I thought the potholed roads in Uganda were bad, but they were far better compared to Congo. The roads were all rocky, making the car jump like on a seesaw. I've been fortunate not to have any back pain recurrence until now, but I'm worried about injuring my back in Congo. Every time I get in the car, I press my hips firmly against the seat and grip the door handle for dear life, like someone bracing for a parachute jump, to the point where my left hand is almost cramping.

The hotel was even more shocking. On the first day, when I entered the hotel room, there was nothing but a single bed. When I went to the bathroom, no water came out. Instead, there was a bucket placed nearby. When I called the owner, he confidently told me that pouring water from the bucket over my body would be refreshing, leaving me speechless. To make matters worse, the toilet wouldn't flush, and the smell permeated into the room. There wasn't even a table, so I couldn't write anything even if I wanted to. When night came and I went to the bathroom, can you believe it? Even the light was broken! Can you imagine the sight of a person, once a senior pastor, groping his way into the bathroom and crouching there in the dark?

The room was so hot that it was unbearable to sit in. I asked for a fan, and by my estimation, it took about two hours to arrive. But what's this? They brought a huge industrial fan! It's too hot to sleep with it off, too cold with it on. Ah, I feel like I've become a complete fool in Congo.

Yet, what’s commendable is that I didn’t switch to another hotel but stayed put. Despite being scared to travel by car every morning and evening, I managed to endure the bumpy rides. It's so miraculous that even I'm surprised at myself. One thing is clear though - that famous gospel song lyrics definitely need to be changed:

"I’m okay with rugged mountains(Do you prepare a back brace though?), I'm okay even at the ends of the sea (Are you ready for back pain?), I'm willing to sacrifice myself for those dying (Sorry, there's no other way), Father, send me (But please, anywhere but Congo)"

As long as we live in this world, there is no eternally lasting passion. Passion turns into cool-headedness, and through cool-headedness, passion is reborn. A missionary once said that dreaming of the Great Commission, he got off the plane only to find a cliff waiting for him. Yes, where there's a cliff, there's also level ground. Passion isn't evaluated when it's passionate. Passion is proven when you're cool-headed. Don't fear cool-headedness. It's not the end of passion but a new beginning. Just as heated iron becomes stronger in ice water, cool-headedness strengthens passion. This applies to mission work, ministry, marriage, business, and everything else in life.

Between passion and cool-headedness, where are you now?

. Nevertheless, We Must Go (June 27, 2022)

On the morning we were leaving for Congo, I received a call from my younger brother in Korea. He said mother suddenly wanted to talk to me. I hurriedly answered the phone and heard my mother's weak voice from afar. "Pastor Lee, when are you coming?" After hanging up, I sat silently for a long time.

Nevertheless, we must go, entrusting our mother to Heaven.

In the relentless heat, I preached loudly. However, the pastors just sat expressionless, blinking their eyes. Their black eyes, whose depths I couldn't fathom, made me despair. How much simpler must I speak for them to understand, how much more detailed must my explanations be for them to comprehend?

Nevertheless, we must teach, even if it takes ten times instead of once.

We were told that to gather the pastors, we needed to provide money for food and transportation, so we sent funds in advance. We gave away all our emergency money we had prepared - for morning and evening transportation costs, meals for orphans, and rice for struggling pastors - and left Congo. Then, during our one-day stay in Burundi, we had no money left for food. All we had were two slices of bread and water in our bag.

Nevertheless, we must give, for loving with words alone is not true love.

When asked why the church with a much longer history than Korea's hasn't sent even one missionary until now, they answered it was due to war and poverty.

Nevertheless, we must say that Korea too experienced many wars and much poverty. Mission work is not about money but about obedience.

During the break, we conducted a survey. There were one or two university graduates, and most were elementary or middle school graduates. No one received a salary from the church; instead, they all farmed while ministering. They had many children, typically seven or eight, with three having ten and two having twelve.

Nevertheless, we must pray for them, as there is no one else to spread the Gospel in this land.

There were missionaries struggling with loneliness in foreign lands, cut off from local churches due to cultural and perceptual differences, and even betrayed by the locals they had served.

Nevertheless, we must work with the churches, for they have upheld the churches in this land, and the body of Christ is one.

Due to the car rides over rocky fields morning and evening, my back pain recurred, making it difficult to get up in the morning, and even when I did, it was hard to straighten my back.

Nevertheless, we must rise, for there is still a mission to accomplish.

On a stormy beach, an old man was throwing fish that had been washed ashore back into the sea, one by one. A young man approached and said, "Grandfather, how can you expect to save all these fish that way?" The old man replied, "Even so, the fish I throw back will live."

Therefore, we must not stop, for the world is not saved all at once, but the good influence we have on one person we meet today is the starting point for saving the world.

6. Rwanda

. Bringing Life to the Land of Slaughter(October 26, 2019)

Rwanda was indeed as clean as I had heard. There wasn't a single piece of litter on the streets. It was clearly different from other African countries where garbage piles up here and there. According to missionaries, the first Saturday of every month is a national cleaning day. Even on weekdays, people diligently clean around their homes. The level of urban cleanliness was almost on par with Singapore.

Although Rwanda is located in the equatorial zone like Uganda, it's situated on a plateau at an altitude of 1,500 meters, making it feel as cool as a Swiss mountain village. True to its nickname, "The Land of a Thousand Hills," the sight of houses built on the undulating high and low hills is not only cute but also awe-inspiring.

But why do the faces of the people living in such a beautiful country seem so dark? When I first stood in front of the students at Kigali Theological College last Monday, I felt an inexplicable heavy atmosphere. Having only seen the energetic students in Uganda, I was initially very confused by their seemingly intimidated appearance. Even considering the language barrier (French is the main language in Rwanda) and age difference (most students were in their 40s and 50s), there seemed to be a clear issue. People usually greet each other with bright smiles when they first meet, but these people didn't seem to do so. Looking at them leaning back without much expectation, I anticipated a difficult week ahead. Their appearance, as if pressed down by something - where did this heaviness and listlessness come from?

On April 6, 1994, one of the most tragic massacres in human history occurred in this country. The whirlwind of death that began on this day resulted in 1 million innocent deaths, 2 million refugees, and hundreds of thousands of orphans, widows, and injured in just 100 days. The once peaceful Rwanda became a ruins overnight. Who killed these people and why did this happen? This country, where 84% Hutu, 14% Tutsi, and 1% minority ethnic groups lived, had managed relatively well until colonization. Ethnic conflicts began during the colonial era under Germany and Belgium. From 1895 to 1916, Germany colonized Rwanda. After losing World War I, Germany handed over the colony to Belgium. From then until independence in 1962, the colonial government, based on policies of ethnic hatred and discrimination, sowed the seeds of this country's terrible tragedy. From 1932, all identity cards had to specify ethnic names, and ethnic classification was determined by facial features, skin color, and nose length. They also created the "Ten Commandments of the Hutu," which labeled any Hutu who married, did business with, or associated with Tutsis as traitors.

This smoldering tension exploded on April 6, 1994. On this day, the then Hutu president Habyarimana suddenly died in a plane crash. When the government blamed the Tutsis for it, enraged people poured onto the streets and the massacre began. At first, it seemed to start as a adventitious incident by a few excited individuals, but in fact, there was a meticulous and planned preparation by the Hutu government behind it. The Hutu government had already deployed about 2,000 killers consisting of police and military across the country, and when the April 6 incident occurred, they mobilized police and military on a large scale to carry out nationwide killings. They killed Tutsis indiscriminately. Markets, streets, schools, and churches were instantly filled with chaos and screams. In some schools, 1,000 people were killed; in some churches, 5,000 people were massacred. People who had lived peacefully as neighbors wielded knives against each other just because of ethnic differences. Hutu friends who had lived together for a lifetime went to their Tutsi neighbors' houses and killed entire families. In schools, Hutu teachers killed students they had been teaching just because they were Tutsi, and even pastors and church members, and church members among themselves killed each other in the same church. Pastors killed members, and members killed pastors...

Last Wednesday, I visited the 'Genocide Museum' during lunch break. Similar in atmosphere to Israel's 'Yad Vashem,' the museum vividly revealed the pain, wounds, and aftereffects that still deeply affect Rwandans even 25 years later. After the whirlwind of massacre passed and they suddenly regained consciousness, what lay before them were mountains of cold corpses of family, friends, church members, and fellow countrymen. "If only it had been a dream..." they cried out, but the dead could not return.

The seminary students I met were the victims. I'm not just standing before students; I am standing before people who have struggled to fill the void left by their deceased parents and have grown up as young heads of their households. I'm standing before someone who barely survived alone when their entire family was massacred, and who, through those hard times, decided to believe in Jesus and become a pastor. I'm standing before people who need healing, who still vividly remember their parents bleeding to death before their eyes 25 years ago when they were young, and who unconsciously shed tears whenever they have time. Although they seem powerless and quiet, it's admirable that they're sitting in a theological school with deep trauma in their hearts, determined to save themselves and their people. I found myself shedding tears of repentance without realizing it. I was grateful to be able to share even a small love with people who have experienced the greatest pain in human history for a short time, and I prayed earnestly all week long: "Lord, bring heavenly life to this land of slaughter!" Coincidentally, it was raining heavily outside. I hoped that all the pain and wounds would be washed away by those strong rain streams, and new life would sprout where the rain had touched.

. Rwanda Hotel

As Friday morning classes ended, I set out to visit historical sites guided by a local. Arriving in Kigali, a clean city surrounded by green mountains and lakes, it's hard to believe such horrific events occurred in this serene and beautiful country if I had not heard about the genocide. My destination was a hotel called 'Hotel Des Mille Collines', meaning 'Thousand Hills' in the local language.

My interest in this hotel stemmed from the actions of one employee who, during the height of the massacre in April 1994, sheltered and saved 1,268 people. His name was Paul Rusesabagina, a Hutu and the hotel's assistant manager. He managed to save Tutsi and Hutu refugees who had desperately fled to the hotel. His story is detailed in the movie 'Hotel Rwanda', which I recommend watching with family rather than explaining it myself. The key point of his story is that when the genocide broke out, while no one else locally or internationally intervened, he alone risked everything to save refugees.

The UN peacekeepers stood by with folded arms. The UN, which had sent 2,500 peacekeepers in 1993, withdrew all but 270 when the massacre began. They prioritized their own safety over risking their lives for peace. Powerful nations like the US, UK, and France, usually quick to intervene when their interests were at stake, took no action. The same was true for the church. Although Rwanda is essentially a Catholic country with over 50% of the population being Catholic, the Vatican, which often speaks of peace, remained silent. Instead, a nun working in a hospital was later sentenced to 30 years for allegedly handing over Tutsis to militia for execution. Two nuns from another convent expelled hidden Tutsis, resulting in 7,000 deaths. The sins of the church weren't limited to Catholics. Many Protestant pastors also participated in the genocide, betraying and even killing their own congregants, leading to a deep mistrust of clergy among Rwandans that persists to this day.

But Paul Ruseabagina was different. He wasn't in a position mandated to save people. He wasn't a government official, UN peacekeeper, or pastor. He wasn't particularly devout, nor was he wealthy enough to do that. He too was in danger and needed to find a way to survive. However, he couldn't abandon the refugees who believed that the hotel was safe and flooded into the hotel. Yet, as an assistant manager, he had limited authority. He had to fight against the hotel owner's urgency to evict people and the militia's threats to massacre everyone if he didn't send people out. He had to scrape together whatever personal funds he had left to bribe high-ranking officials, who offered to spare a few lives if they were paid off.

I visited this hotel twice during this trip. Once briefly on Thursday evening with missionaries, and again personally on Friday afternoon. The hotel seemed oblivious to the breathtaking events of 25 years ago, appearing peaceful. According to a hotel staff member, the appearance hasn't changed much since then, except for minor repairs. Downstairs, there was a spacious pool and an elegant cafeteria. Even before evening, a guitar player was singing, and a well-matched couple was happily taking photos. I suddenly wanted to ask if they remembered the little hero from 25 years ago who gave them this happiness.

Yes. Who saves people? Those called to save people all fled, and unexpectedly, one person appeared and saved lives. Are today's church leaders saving the church and people? Sitting quietly in the hotel lobby, I could almost hear the voices of people desperately crying for help 25 years ago. Yes. Who will save them? If we don't cover our ears now, we can hear the same voices crying out from all over the world as they did 25 years ago. Who will save them? This is the question that a hotel in Rwanda asks us today.

. What shall I do with my church?

While spending a few days with Rwandan pastors, I learned that they face a bigger problem after the genocide. The government has closed 7,000 churches that did not meet their standards. Now they have nowhere to worship. How could something like this happen? Closing churches seems like something that would only occur under a communist regime. Rwanda is neither a communist country nor an Islamic state, so how is it possible that churches are being shut down? If this were happening in Korea, it would be seen as religious persecution or an infringement on property rights, and it would not be tolerated. Yet, this is what is currently happening in Rwanda.

When I asked why they were closed, they said it was mainly for safety reasons. The requirements included: installing water tanks in churches for the rainy season, setting up soundproofing to prevent noise disturbance, providing parking within the church premises to avoid parking on others' property, owning land and buildings as renting wouldn't meet these standards, and re-registering and passing inspection after meeting all conditions. The problem is that meeting these conditions is not easy. How can a country ranked 16th poorest in the world, with a per capita income of about $700, meet these conditions in a short time?

As a result, Rwandan churches are going through a severe crisis. Above all, the number of churchgoers is decreasing rapidly. People are losing faith as they have nowhere to worship on Sundays. This is more serious for small Protestant churches, as most of the closed churches are Protestant. Next is the risk of exposure to cults. Cunning cults won't miss this opportunity. If they build impressive temples with massive funds and attract members, innocent sheep will flock to what they think are good churches. It's said that major Korean cults like Shincheonji and Guwonpa have already started this project. This causes social chaos and national division. Rwanda has not yet fully healed from the trauma of the 1994 genocide, and the church has been playing a crucial role in that healing process. But now, with churches being closed, who will heal the wounds of these people?

So-called prophets are causing problems these days. They penetrate the empty spaces of anxious people, making prophecies for money and further polluting Rwanda's spiritual climate. With no healthy churches, fake priests are performing exorcisms for money. Another serious concern is the risk of churches becoming subordinate to state power. The government claims to do this for church safety and to create better churches, but better churches are made by God, not by the government. Never in history has reform led by power improved the church. Holiness cannot be forced. While the Rwandan government criticizes poor church facilities, historically, the church was most corrupt when it had the finest buildings (in the Middle Ages). The church is not a building but God's people and the house of the Holy Spirit. The Rwandan government is reducing the 'my church' established by the Lord to a 'state church'.

Some analyze that this action by the Rwandan government stems from problems caused by lack of pastoral qualifications (education). It's true that most pastors haven't received proper education due to the history of war and massacre. There may have been pastors without proper calling or qualifications causing various problems. So the Rwandan government banned pastoral activities for those without a bachelor's degree and closed theological schools that didn't meet standards. In the long term, this could be a blessing in disguise, leading to better theological education, better pastors, and better churches. The problem is that pastoral education takes even longer than building construction. Creating a person is not an easy task, yet the Rwandan government suddenly announced this without any grace period." While they succeeded in eliminating a small number of unqualified pastors, they also hindered the work of many good pastors, ultimately leading to the decline of the church.

So what should we do now? Fight the Rwandan government? It seems almost impossible for people who grew up under a socialist government and learned to conform to the powerful from long colonial life to voice different opinions against the government. Then what should we do? The only option is to quickly meet the conditions set by the Rwandan government and pray for God's grace. We can only wait for the 'Glory of God in suffering'. Specifically, we need to quickly rebuild churches that can be approved with just a little more improvement among those led by pastors with bachelor's degrees or higher. I believe God is preparing another glory of God in suffering. Fortunately, the students I taught this time were pastors in graduate programs who had completed their theology degrees. Most of the 30 or so were ordained and actively ministering. Among them are churches that could reopen with just a little help.

I appeal tearfully to those reading this. I'm a missionary in Uganda teaching pastors at a university. So I thought building churches wasn't my ministry and hadn't been involved in that work. There were people who wanted to build churches in Uganda, but they hadn't responded yet. But Rwanda is different. If we don't help now, the door to the gospel might be closed forever. Some might say, 'Will our help restore all 7,000 churches?' There was a beach where countless starfish were washed up on the shore, dying. An old man was picking them up one by one and throwing them back into the sea. A young man said, 'Grandfather, will all these starfish survive just because you throw them?' The old man looked at the young man and said, 'But the starfish I throw can live, can't they?' Yes. If we do our part, God will do His part.

As I left Rwanda, I seemed to hear the Lord's lament: 'What shall I do with my people in Rwanda? My people wounded by genocide, now even the church doors are closed, what shall I do with my poor people? What shall I do with my church? What shall I do with my church that I bought with my blood?'

7. Egypt

. African Church (July 12, 2019)

It's a great blessing for a missionary to have rest. I prayed about what to do during my first break in Africa. After prayer, I decided to explore the roots of the African church, which I had been interested in for a while. I believed this was necessary not only for the restoration of our faith but also for African missions.

On Wednesday, July 10, traveled to Kampala and spent the night. On Thursday, July 11, I boarded a plane to Egypt. After passing through four countries' airports - Entebbe, Addis Ababa, Jeddah - I arrived in Alexandria the following morning at 10 AM. It was still morning, but the temperature was already over 40°C.  As I set out to trace the lives of our predecessors in faith who lived with an unquenched summer in their hearts during this hot season, my heart swelled with emotion. Together with Missionary Kim Jong-won who came to pick me up, I'm about to embark on a small journey to find Mark John and St. Anthony, men of faith who inspired the world church and became pioneers of the African church.

Before starting our journey, we had to confirm and be certain of something. It was the historical importance of the African church. Indeed, the world church owes much to the African church. At least the church history from 50-500 AD can be said to be the history of the African church. If the European church doesn't become jealous trying not to lose this credit, and if churches in America, Korea, etc. put down their missionary superiority and become more humble, no one could deny that today's world church couldn't exist without Africa.

Let's look at the Bible first. Is there any patriarch among the four who was unrelated to Egypt? Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph all had relationships with Egypt. Africa was the destiny of the Bible from the beginning. The 400 years of slavery in Egypt during Moses' time and the escape through the Red Sea are core events of the Old Testament and the prototype of biblical kerygma. The relationship with Africa didn't end with the Exodus. Just as Israel's climate was formed between the east (desert) and west (Mediterranean), Israel's history was formed in relation to the north (Mesopotamia) and south (Egypt). Even Jeremiah died in Egypt, captured by his own people. The place where the blood of Jeremiah, the prophet of tears, was shed in martyrdom was not Israel, but Africa. In the New Testament, there's a story of Jesus fleeing to Egypt to escape Herod. This story is not just a simple refugee story, but a redemptive historical event where God, who came as a human, first set foot on African soil even before stepping on Israeli land. Coptic Church tradition says that Jesus' refuge lasted more than 7 years, and they make their members go on pilgrimages with a long map stretching from present-day Cairo to the lower Nile.  Among the notable figures in Acts 2 at Pentecost, some were Africans. African place names are mentioned four times in that chapter. The Ethiopian eunuch evangelized by Philip made his country the world's first Christian nation, and Apollos, from Alexandria, became a leader of the early church.

The biblical figures became seeds for later African figures. For about 500 years, Africa produced brilliant theologians, church fathers, and pastors. It's difficult to mention all these figures. However, if we were to name a few important ones, they would be: great theologians like Clement (A.D.150), Tertullian (A.D.160), Origen (A.D.185), Cyprian (A.D.200), the founder of the monastic movement St. Anthony (A.D.251), Athanasius (A.D.295) who made him known to the world and defended the orthodox doctrine of the church, and St. Augustine (A.D.354) who opened the door to the medieval church beyond the early church. In addition, there's Pachomius (A.D.318) who established communal monasteries, the Jewish Philo who influenced Christian theology, Neoplatonist Plotinus, Valentinus, and Mani, the founder of Manichaeism, and Arius who fought with Athanasius, all from Africa.

What impact did the African church have on church history? Perhaps the best book in this field is Thomas C. Oden's 'How Africa Shaped the Christian Mind'. In this book, Oden evaluated that the early African church was the seedbed of faith that formed today's global church, and that the early African church left seven major influences on 2000 years of church history.

First, it became the foundation for the emergence of universities. Historically, universities have their roots in the Library of Alexandria, established by Ptolemy II in the 3rd century BC.

Second, it influenced biblical interpretation. Origen of Alexandria's biblical interpretation provided principles and methods of biblical interpretation for subsequent scholars.

Third, it established Christian doctrine. Doctrine was established through the efforts of Tertullian, Cyprian, the struggles of Athanasius, and the writings of Augustine.

Fourth, it advanced the ecumenical movement. Through fighting many heresies and through the Council of Nicaea (A.D. 325), the unity and union of the church was established.

Fifth, it became the origin of the monastic movement. The hermit monastery founded by Anthony and the community monastery founded by Pachomius became the origin of the monastic movement, which later spread worldwide through Basil (East) and Benedict (West).

Sixth, the birth of Christian Neoplatonism started Christian philosophy. This greatly influenced later Christian theology.

Seventh, it advanced dialectical skills. Through the Catechetical School of Alexandria, techniques in logic, dialectics, and rhetoric as academic methods influenced the church, theology, and preaching.

These African churches continue to lead the growth of the global church with their greatest potential. Currently, Africa has 500 million Christians, which is 46% of the total population of 890 million, and it is believed that this number will reach 633 million by 2025.

So what is the driving force behind this? There is a European proverb that says, "Remember the one who dug the well when you drink from it." Who first dug the well of African spirituality? Here lies the reason for us to embark on a journey to find John Mark, whom we met in the upper room.

. Finding Mark

Finding the lost Mark is an important and necessary task. However, like most biblical figures, much of Mark's life is shrouded in mystery. What we know about Mark is extremely fragmentary and rudimentary.

We know that his mother Mary provided the upper room for the Last Supper and Pentecost, that he fled without reason at least twice (once leaving behind a linen garment, and another time during Paul's first missionary journey), that he was Barnabas' cousin (Colossians 4:11), that he went to Cyprus with Barnabas after leaving Paul, that Paul asked for him to be brought before his martyrdom in Rome (2 Timothy 4:11), and that Peter called him "my son" (1 Peter 5:13).

There's clearly a flow to the whole story, but there are many disappearances and gaps between them, making it difficult to piece together. Where did Mark go after parting with Paul? Where was Mark after going to Cyprus with Barnabas? Why did Peter call him son? When did he reconcile with Paul? If Mark indeed wrote the Gospel of Mark, when and where did he write it? Mark was clearly not a disciple of Jesus, so how did he write about Jesus without any sources (if Mark's Gospel was written first among the four)?

When we hear the story that Mark eventually appeared in Alexandria, Africa, and established the first church there, the timeline of his life becomes even more elusive. If he founded a church in Alexandria, when was it? Before or after writing the Gospel of Mark? Why Alexandria? What connection does Alexandria have with Mark? While pondering these questions, I accidentally came across a good book. It was 'The African Memory of Mark' written by Thomas Oden. This book was like rain in a drought for me, curious about Mark's disconnected chronology. Through this book, Mark became a real historical figure to me, stepping out of the Bible into history. With his help, I learned that there are many martyrologies of the early church showing Mark's historicity. Books like the Synaxary and The Martyrdom of Mark, and a book written by a Coptic Christian named Sawirus were important sources in unraveling his hidden secrets. I also learned that there are many records of Mark's activities and martyrdom among the early church fathers, such as Papias, Clement, Eusebius, and Justin Martyr.

The early Church's martyrologies consistently record Mark as someone who was born in Africa, wrote the Gospel of Mark in Rome, preached in Egypt, established a church in Alexandria, and finally was martyred there. Sawirus (who died between 987-1003) describes Mark as a Levite Jewish diaspora born in Pentapolis, Africa (modern-day Libya), with his father named Aristobulus and his mother named Mary. Another martyrology states that Mark's family moved to Jerusalem around AD 20-30 and lived near the Temple, revealing that Peter's wife was Mark's father's cousin, which provides a key to understanding the relationship between Mark and Peter. Many sources therefore suggest that it was through Peter that Mark came to know Jesus, receiving baptism after hearing Peter’s preaching, and that the Gospel of Mark was written based on Peter's recollections and eyewitness accounts. The Church historian Eusebius wrote his famous "Church History" between AD 300-325, where he quotes earlier witnesses, stating: "They say that this Mark was the first apostle to preach the Gospel of Christ in Egypt" (Church History, 2.16.1). This indicates that by the 4th century, the connection between Mark and Africa had been generally established. Eusebius also mentions the time when Mark came to Africa, noting that it was in the third year of Emperor Claudius, and that Mark wrote the Gospel in Rome based on Peter's testimony, and was martyred in Alexandria by being dragged by the neck with a rope. If Eusebius' testimony is correct, Mark came to Alexandria in AD 43, wrote the Gospel of Mark in AD 55, and was martyred in Alexandria in AD 68. However, Sawirus mentions that Mark came to Alexandria 15 years after the Lord's Ascension (around AD 48), which differs slightly from Eusebius' account. The Coptic Church typically records the history associated with Mark as follows :

"The spread of the Gospel in Alexandria grew significantly as Saint Mark encountered conflicts and unrest among the Gentiles wherever he went. As an apostle, Mark appointed a bishop (Anianus), three priests, and seven deacons. During a brief period away from the Church in Alexandria, he met with Peter and Paul in Rome and stayed with them until their martyrdom in 64 AD. Returning to Alexandria in 65 AD, Mark first visited his hometown of Pentapolis, where he preached for two years, performing many miracles. Finally, he returned to Alexandria and established a church near Baucalis." (Coptic Orthodox Church sources)

What part of this is the real history of Mark? Assuming that only God knows all the secrets, I set out for Alexandria, the place where Mark poured out his final passion for missionary work and was martyred.

. Mark's Footsteps

Alexandria in midsummer was a true furnace. When I asked Missionary Kim how hot it was, he told me it was over 45 degrees Celsius. In this weather, it was difficult to carefully observe anything. Deciding to move quickly, we first headed to the seaside. The Mediterranean Sea, which I hadn't seen in a long time, quietly welcomed the unfamiliar traveler as if it knew the secrets of the numerous historical events that had occurred here.

I meditated on Mark for a moment in the shade. Where did today's protagonist, Mark, come from to arrive here? Many sources on Mark's birth say he was born in present-day Libya (Cyrene). Why was he, a Jew, born in Africa? This is related to the long history of Jewish diaspora. Jews began migrating to foreign lands mainly from the 6th century BC, during the Babylonian captivity. Especially during the Maccabean period in the 2nd century BC, more migration occurred due to unstable political situations. Cyrene (Libya) was one of the centers of this migration. As they settled there, they achieved wealth through agriculture and commerce with their unique faith and diligence. However, their goal was not just to make a living. They had a strong longing for the Messiah along with love for their homeland.

This was roughly the environment in which Mark was born. His original name was 'John', meaning 'God is kind' in Hebrew. However, as was common for ordinary people in the Roman-dominated era, he was given the Roman name 'Mark', meaning 'hammer'. His father was Aristobulus, and his mother was Mary. Although Mark was part of the diaspora, he grew up in a wealthy family and received a Roman education. As a Jew, he would have studied not only the Bible but also Greek and Latin, which young people of that time learned. This was part of God's grand providence to use Mark later. 

A major turning point came in Mark's life when his father died, and he moved to Jerusalem with his mother. The reason is not clear. According to the Coptic Church, it was because barbaric tribes living in the area often attacked the Israelites out of jealousy. This resulted in many deaths and injuries. The wise Mary seems to have used this as an opportunity to return to her homeland. However, his migration had a more important purpose. This can be seen from the fact that he settled in the Mount Zion area of Jerusalem. The fact that he settled in the Mount Zion area indicates not only that he was wealthy but also that he had a strong longing for the Messiah. This is because Mount Zion had David's tomb (it's still there) and was historically the center of Jewish hope for the Messiah.

The linen cloth incident in Mark 14:51-52 was Mark's first encounter with Jesus. This incident reveals two facts: that the protagonist was quite wealthy and that he was a very timid young man. Although this brief incident ended in failure, it had a significant and important influence on Mark's later life. It seems that Peter was definitely the important point of contact for Mark's meeting with Jesus. Peter probably appeared frequently on Mount Zion with the disciples when Jesus came up to Jerusalem, and each time, his impressive figure would have caught young Mark's eye. If, as tradition says, he married Mark's father Aristobulus's cousin, Mark becomes a distant relative of Peter. Perhaps because of this connection, Mary lent her two-story house (upper room) on Mount Zion, and through this, Mary would have become more certain that Jesus was the Messiah she had been looking for. Mark would have been led to Jesus by the active personality of Peter and, according to tradition, became one of the seventy disciples.

Mark's faith would have become even more firm after Jesus' resurrection and the descent of the Holy Spirit. He would have experienced the Holy Spirit coming to the upper room, which was his house, and directly heard Peter's thunderous sermon. Due to this connection with Peter, it's highly likely that after Pentecost, Mark followed Peter on the path of the gospel. In fact, many traditions report that Peter and Mark preached the word and performed miracles in many places after the resurrection. This is the background for why Peter called Mark 'my son', and  it would have also been the opportunity to receive the decisive material for Mark to write the Gospel of Mark later. When Paul was planning world missions, Mark's selection as a co-worker was likely greatly influenced by the recommendation of Peter along with Barnabas.

However, Paul's first missionary journey was not successful for Mark. As shown in Acts 15, Paul's heart was hurt by Mark's unauthorized departure, and because of this, a great dispute arose, dividing the solid gospel front.

But God turns crises into opportunities and always creates new turning points where one has fallen. Where was Mark after leaving Paul? This is the most difficult point in reconstructing Mark's life. In the end, there is certainly a time difference between when he went to Alexandria to start the African church and the period when he was away from Paul, so it's clear that he must have been somewhere doing something. The Coptic Church officially considers that he came to Africa in 55 AD and to Alexandria around 60 AD. Oden, in his book, states that Mark first came to Africa in 61-62 AD (his hometown in Libya), and established a church in Alexandria in 61-63 AD. According to the agreed chronology of church historians, Paul's first missionary journey was in 47-48 AD, and the second missionary journey was in 49-51 AD. So if Mark parted ways with Paul during the second missionary journey, it would have been in 49 AD. Therefore, even according to the Coptic Church's chronology, there's a 6-year difference, and according to Oden's calculation, there's a 12-year difference.

How should we view this period? For Mark, it was a period of trial, but for God, it was the starting time of 'great and secret things'. Mark fell in Jerusalem and fell again on the mission field, but God did not leave him fallen. A man of God may fall, but he is not utterly cast down because the Lord upholds him. During this period, Mark was recovering, rising from his failure. He acknowledged his failure but believed that God does not fail.

During this period, he probably returned to serve Peter and helped the aging Peter. It's almost certain that during this time, he was in Rome with Peter and wrote the Gospel of Mark. That was probably around 55 AD. He would have recorded the 'gospel of the Son of God', which he had mainly heard through Peter, with a confession of faith matured through trials and hardships. And on the other hand, he would have reconciled with Paul following Peter's advice. A clue to this appears in Colossians 4:10. "My fellow prisoner Aristarchus sends you his greetings, as does Mark, the cousin of Barnabas. (You have received instructions about him; if he comes to you, welcome him.)" This was in 60-61 AD, after Paul had crossed the stormy Mediterranean Sea and was imprisoned in Rome. The fact that Mark was imprisoned with Paul at this time means that the two had reconciled in the gospel and, beyond reconciliation, had been restored as co-workers in the gospel.

Now Mark faces a major turning point in his life. During the years he was separated from Paul, he was strongly tempered and became solid. True to his name, he had become a 'hammer'. He was no longer the weak young Mark. A powerful spiritual hammer breaking down the devil's strongholds, God was looking at the matured Mark and also looking elsewhere. It was Africa. The gospel that started in Jerusalem through Paul and Peter had firmly established itself in Asia and Europe. Now God was preparing to implement another plan towards another gospel wasteland. According to Sawirus, it was proclaimed through Peter. One day while preaching the gospel together in Rome, Peter said to Mark, "Now you go. To Africa. The God who sent me to Rome sends you to Africa." That place is Alexandria where I am standing now.

Now all preparations are complete. Mark will now cross that sea to Africa. Looking at the rolling sea, I took steps towards the traces of Mark, stained with his sweat and blood.

. The Mark of Alexandria

When Mark, called by God, departed for Africa, his first destination was not Alexandria. He first set foot in his hometown of Cyrene (present-day Libya). There were already many believers in Christ in Cyrene. "Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors from Rome" (Acts 2:10) - many Cyrenians who participated in the Pentecost in the Book of Acts were spreading the gospel far and wide. They were people who received the Holy Spirit that descended upon Mark's house (the upper room) on Mount Zion in Jerusalem. Through Mark's evangelism, many miracles and works appeared in Cyrene.

However, the place God had planned for the salvation of Africa was Alexandria. At that time, Alexandria was the largest city after Rome and was the center of Roman culture, religion, and scholarship. Acts 18 also mentions Alexandria as a center of learning. The first place Mark set foot when he arrived in Alexandria was the Pharos Lighthouse. This lighthouse, considered one of the wonders of the ancient world, was the pride of Egypt during the Ptolemaic era. I headed to the shore to find this lighthouse. However, the lighthouse was gone, and a maritime museum stood in its place. If the lighthouse had been there, its bright light shining from over 100 meters high and its elegant architectural beauty would have been enough to catch Mark's attention. Later, this place was commemorated as the site of Mark's first church.

It's noteworthy that Mark began with evangelism before founding a church. According to tradition, when Mark was passing through the lighthouse gate, he stumbled on a stone. His shoe was torn, so he looked for a cobbler, but the cobbler accidentally pierced his own hand with the needle. At that moment, the cobbler unconsciously said, "Heis ho Theos," which means "God is one." Mark was surprised to hear someone in polytheistic Alexandria say that there is only one God. So he asked how the cobbler knew that there is only one God. When the cobbler said he just believed it but couldn't explain why, Mark explained about God and finally preached about Jesus. This cobbler is Anianus who later became Mark's successor.

The church that started with evangelism began to grow gradually. As the church grew, he appointed trained people as church leaders. He appointed Anianus as bishop, three priests, and seven deacons. One of Mark's important contributions was establishing a school to educate and strengthen the saints. Although Mark founded the school to train people in God's word, it later became the Catechetical School of Alexandria through Origen (185 AD). Through this catechetical school, numerous people like Cyprian and Athanasius were produced, who played a big role in defeating heresies and building the church with correct doctrines. All of today's theological seminaries probably have their roots there.

However, unlike the church in Alexandria, the situation in Rome at that time was heading for the worst. Peter and Paul, already imprisoned, were running their final race towards martyrdom, and the believers were also fighting their last good fight, prepared to follow them. Comforting and being with them was not only Mark's personal task but also a task for the entire church. Paul in prison was earnestly asking Timothy in his last letter, "Get Mark and bring him with you" (2 Timothy 4:11). It seems that Mark visited Paul in prison along with Timothy, who was in Ephesus. And finally, Peter and Paul were martyred by Nero around 64 AD. Where was Mark when Peter was dying on an inverted cross, and when Paul's head was being cut off, splattering blood? I firmly believe that Mark was there. Many sources already prove this. What did Mark think as he witnessed the martyrdom of the two apostles? The much love and learning he received from them would have quickly passed through his memories. The church teachers who had taught him all his life were now teaching with their whole bodies what it means to live as a disciple of Christ. They were teaching in person that a disciple lives by dying and dies to live.

Mark probably returned to Africa around 65 AD. When he returned to Alexandria, holding the image of the two apostles' martyrdom in his heart, the church was growing vigorously. The believers stood firm in grace, and the number of church members was doubling. So Mark officially established the church. He called this church 'Cattle Pasture' (Boukolou), which in our language might be something like 'Pastoral Church'.

As the church grew like this, opposition began from the surrounding idol worshippers. They thought that the prohibition of idol worship threatened the livelihood of those who made their living from idols, and forces that sympathized with this began to unite and attack Mark and the church. Sawirus wrote about the situation at that time:

'When the unbelievers heard that Mark had returned, they expressed disgust and anger at what the Christians had been doing - healing the sick, casting out demons, and making the blind see. They went around looking for Mark, trying to kill him. They gnashed their teeth at Mark and shouted in the temple and places of idol worship, "Who has seen this evil magician? Why is he allowed to live instead of being put to death?"'

Eventually, Mark was caught in their Serapeum temple. It was the Jewish Passover, and for Christians, it was the Passion Week before Easter. While people were gathered in one place having the Lord's Supper, an angry mob came. When they captured Mark, the crowd shouted, "Tie a rope to his head and drag him to the slaughterhouse." They changed the name of the church from Boukurou, meaning "pastoral," to Boukuroi, meaning "slaughterhouse," due to the similar pronunciation. Finally, they tied a rope around Mark’s neck, fastened him to a chariot, and began to drag him. His body was quickly soaked in blood, and he was brutally torn and broken. After enduring excruciating pain, Mark was on the brink of death. The mob, thinking he was dead, threw him into a dark underground prison. However, that night an angel appeared, comforted and restored him, so the next day the mob started their merciless torture again. Finally, in the last moments of his physical life, his earthly existence came to an end there. Thinking he could no longer endure, Mark began to pray. Sawirus wrote about his final prayer:

'Lord, I thank you. I entrust myself to your good hands.' As he said these words and fainted, a voice was heard from heaven: 'Blessed Mark, evangelist and my chosen Mark, be blessed.' Hearing this voice, Mark awoke again and cried out with all his remaining strength: 'My Lord Jesus Christ, I thank you for making me one who suffers for your name.' And then Mark closed his eyes. It was April 26, 68 AD, the Saturday before Easter Sunday.

The present-day Church of St. Mark in Alexandria houses the remains of the martyr Mark.  Mark's torn body was enshrined here, and people began to gather around the martyr. This church served as the Vatican of the Coptic Church for a long time and is still an important church in the Coptic tradition. Furthermore, this church is the first church in Africa and the mother church that later gave birth to all African children. On a hot day, many people were gathered inside the church. I went down to the basement where his body is said to be laid. As I descended the stairs, I remembered once again that the life of the church is still in martyrdom, and that while dictators rule for a generation, martyrs rule for eternity. Mark John, the fragile son of Mary, has come this far. Despite his weakness, it was God's grace that made him like a strong hammer. As I climbed the stairs, I thanked God for giving such an evangelist and martyr to Africa, and wrote the following in the guestbook before leaving:

God who does not abandon the weak but makes them strong

God who does not abandon those who fail

but allows them to start again

To all who remember Mark John,

Grant the grace that strengthens,

The grace that restores,

And the grace that ultimately leads to victory.

May Africa be blessed in this way,

And may I also be so blessed.

With Mark

Like Mark

Amen

. St. Anthony's Monastery

The journey to St. Anthony's Monastery was truly long and difficult. Departing early from Cairo, I thought we were going on the expected Red Sea route, but the Egyptian driver took a newly built road, allowing us to arrive at the monastery earlier than expected. Missionary Kim was pleased that a journey that usually takes over 5 hours only took about 3 hours today. So when I say it took a long time, I don't mean in terms of clock time. Geographically, the monastery was closer than I thought, and I could have come anytime if I wanted. The issue was the monastery within us.

While living in Israel, I had several opportunities to see monasteries in the Judean Desert. The "Monastery of St. George" near Jericho and the "Mar Saba Monastery" near Bethlehem were typical examples. These monasteries from the Byzantine era (roughly 350-650 AD) seemed strange and heretical to me, who knew little about monasteries. However, as I visited them frequently, I began to think that they were not so different from us, and perhaps their way of life could be a new challenge to the modern church buried in secularism. I became increasingly positive about them. This led me to write my doctoral dissertation on "Monasteries in the Judean Desert during the Byzantine Era" in the United States, which I'm incredibly grateful for.

However, the doctoral dissertation wasn't continuously beneficial to me afterward. Although I wrote the dissertation with great effort, what was more difficult was realizing that I couldn't live according to the monastic spirit. At some point, I had become a half-baked monastery expert. Whenever I met someone with a negative view of monasteries, I would passionately explain the long history of monasteries, distinguishing between monasticism and the monastic spirit, and proclaiming that what the declining modern church needs to restore is the monastic spirit. However, both God and I knew that I wasn't actually living by the monastic spirit. So I always thought that someday I should return to a proper monastery, and finally, the opportunity came.

But even before arriving at the monastery, I found myself in trouble. After departing from Entebbe, passing through Addis Ababa, and going through Jeddah (which I had never even heard of before - Jeddah is in Saudi Arabia), I arrived in Alexandria only to find that my luggage was missing. I had a bad feeling about it from the start. With so many airport transfers, I wondered if my luggage would make it through properly. I also worried that it might get mixed up with my wife’s luggage, who was heading back to Korea at the same time. I even made sure to check multiple times. Yet, despite all that, my luggage was nowhere to be found. I waited and waited, but it never appeared, while outside the airport, Missionary Kim was waiting for me... After an anxious and embarrassing wait, I eventually left the airport empty-handed.

Why was the luggage so important to me this time? I always traveled abroad with my wife. But this time, I was going alone, and the destination was a monastery, so I had to prepare well. Underwear, outerwear, towels, emergency medicine, mosquito repellent, and even snacks and peanuts because the food might not be good - my bag was truly a perfect peddler's pack. My wife, who is usually a perfectionist, had prepared it with almost her life on the line, giving me detailed explanations and warnings at least five times, as if I were an elementary school daughter going on a school trip. And that very bag was now gone. Suddenly, I regretted why I had booked the monastery for a whole week. When I said I was going to the monastery this time, all the missionaries tried to dissuade me. "Pastor, the longest stay for a Korean was two days. The food isn't good, and the weather is hot, so don't stay long." I should have listened to their words of experience. In the end, I had to set off for an unfamiliar monastery I had never been to before, without my bag. Seeing how worried I was, Missionary Kim said, "Pastor, now that things have turned out this way, forget about the bag. That's how monastic life works." The real monk wasn't me, but Missionary Kim. Was it because he lived near the monastery? His words came to me like a prophecy.

As soon as I arrived at the monastery, what was bound to happen happened. The weather was scorching hot, and I didn't have a proper set of clothes. If it weren’t for the kindness of Missionary Kim, who took care of various necessities for me, I might have ended up not as a monk in the desert, but as a beggar in the desert. However, I still needed the tailored supplies my wife had prepared for me. Upon arriving at the monastery, I was assigned a room that I had to share with several others. Fortunately, there was no one else, so I got the room to myself, but it only had a single bed—no desk, no chair. There was no proper place to undress or wash up either. In the sweltering heat, I needed to change my underwear several times a day, yet I only had two sets of clothes, and not even a single book to pass the long, tedious hours. I began to regret whether coming to the monastery was the right decision.

After arriving at the monastery, I first took a look around. St. Anthony went through many processes before coming here. He gave away all the wealth his parents left him (estimated at about 1.2km²) to the poor, and first went to a secluded place, then to a fortress, and finally to 'Colzim' in the middle of this desert. However, in reality, he lived for 43 years in a cave in the mountains 2 kilometers away from here. His monastic life clearly started with spatial movement. I walked in the monastery courtyard where he would have walked. I walked in the hot afternoon and in the cool breeze. It's incredibly cool to walk in the monastery courtyard at night under the moon. The wind blowing from the desert is bone-chillingly cool. He settled here because he discovered spring water coming from the rock (that spring water still flows today). Spatially speaking, he came very far and he came well. But how deep do we need to go to become holy? It's true that St. Anthony went deep into the desert, but did he become holy because he went deep into the desert? If a monastery means going to a deep place, how far should we go? Suddenly, his famous saying came to mind.

Anthony, who went so far away from the world, advises not to go far to learn. How should we interpret this? There's a similar story. It's a story from "The Sayings of the Desert Fathers":

He said also, "Just as fish die if they stay too long out of the water, so do the monks who linger outside their cells or pass their time with men of the world lose the strength of their inner peace. So like a fish going towards the sea, we must hurry to reach our cell, for fear that if we delay outside we will lose our inner watchfulness'.

Anthony says that just as fish live in water, monks must be in their cells, and if they linger outside their cells, they will lose their inner peace and inner watchfulness. Here, the terms 'inner peace' and 'inner watchfulness' appear. Would it be hasty to interpret that although Anthony entered deep into the desert for monastic life, the core of monastic spirit does not lie in 'external' or 'spatial movement'?

Yes. There's a reason why we shouldn't interpret 'desert' in 'Desert Fathers' and 'Desert Monastery' only spatially. Thomas Merton called this 'inner denunciation'.

"The desert is not about space, but inner resistance. It means laying down and surrendering everything we've relied on until now. Living in the desert doesn't mean living without people, but living only with God. We don't go to the desert because we dislike people, but to live only with God. In that sense, the desert is not an escape, but a holy resistance. Strictly speaking, we are not going to the desert, but go through the desert to God."

The key point lies in the last sentence. The desert is not a destination but a passage. Depending on the individual, the desert can vary. It could be the visible Egyptian desert like for Anthony, or for some people, it could be hardship, illness, failure. But in any case, the desert is a place to pass through, not a place to live. Here, the desert can be a limit situation, or our incompetence and surrender. For those without surrender, their destination is not Antony's monastery but the Sahara Desert.

The next day, I received a call from Missionary Kim. He said they found my luggage at the airport, so he was going to pick it up (he drove 4 hours again to retrieve the luggage). And he asked what I wanted to do with the luggage. I answered, "Missionary, just leave it at home. Don't bring it here."

Even though it's inconvenient to be without luggage,

if I can rely on God more than on luggage,

Even if it's uncomfortable to be without luggage,

if I can experience the joy of living simply,

If I can be more saddened over the absence of God than over the absence of luggage,

If even though I live in the desert, I do not live in the desert and rather I can go to God through it,
Could that be the monastery that God delights in?

. A Day in the Monastery

Since I came to the monastery, I really tried to do well. However, perhaps because I was so steeped in worldly ways, it wasn't easy to adapt. The most difficult thing was the food, and the hardest thing to follow was prayer.

First, regarding food, traditionally St. Anthony's Monastery serves only two meals a day. The monks are already trained, and the visitors seem somewhat accustomed to it, but the one who struggled the most was me, who had been well-fed in South Korea. On the first day, I went to the dining hall and was pleased that all the food was free. I was also happy that the staple food was something like pita bread that I had seen in Israel, but as time went on, eating the same thing became very difficult. The regular foods were aish (bread), ful (beans), and black honey - that was it. Occasionally, eggs would be served as a special treat. According to Professor Lee Hu-jung's travelogue, at St. Anthony's Monastery, "eating one meal a day makes you a monk, two meals makes you human, and three meals makes you an animal." It seems it is difficult for me to rise above the level of a beast.

There is a store, but apart from some subpar cup noodles, there's not much to eat. I heard there was a fruit shop and searched for three days, but the door was still closed. Thanks to this, the one thing that improved was the taste of water. I never knew water could be so delicious. When hungry, I would go to the tap to fill my stomach with water, and if someone pitied me and gave me food, I would look at them with grateful eyes as if I'd never forget it for the rest of my life. I thought about trying to fast like I did when I was a pastor, but in the 45-degree heat, that wasn’t easy either. As time passes, I might eventually reach the human level here, but until I leave this place, I'll probably be lingering in front of the store.

However, what was even harder to follow was their prayer schedule. Usually, the history of monasteries is divided into hermit monasteries centered on Anthony and communal monasteries centered on Pachomius, which were later formalized by Benedict in 6th century Italy (8 hours of prayer, 8 hours of work, 8 hours of rest, 7 times of prayer a day, etc.). Despite being a hermitic monastery, the Monastery of St. Anthony had already established a structured form of prayer.

They call it 'Agpya' here, which means praying seven times a day. The first is at 6 AM (Prime), the second at 9 AM (Terce), the third at noon (Sext), the fourth at 3 PM (None), the fifth at 5 PM (Sunset), the sixth at 6 PM (Compline), and the final seventh at 3 AM (Midnight).

The most difficult thing is the midnight prayer at 3 AM. Trying to adapt well here, I attended without sleeping, but if I had known it would last so long, I would never have gone. The long prayers in incomprehensible Coptic and Arabic languages almost continued until the 6 AM prayer meeting, leaving no time even to wash my face. These prayers are based on Psalm 119:164, "Seven times a day I praise you for your righteous laws." and put into practice the monastic ideal of "pray continually" (1 Thessalonians 5:17). As the number seven (7) signifies, it means to pray constantly without ceasing, which is important to them because by doing so, they aim to stand as intercessors before God 24 hours a day, for their entire lives. Among the many definitions of prayer, the best monastic definition might be that of the Russian hermit Theophan:

"Prayer is standing before God. It is standing there all your life until death.“

When prayer is defined not simply as a petition, request, or something spoken, but as standing before God with one's entire being, and moreover, standing before God for a lifetime, the 'Agpya' of prayer becomes unavoidable. What's remarkable is that these seven prayers are structured around the events of Christ's life. The first 6 AM prayer is about Christ's incarnation, the 9 AM prayer is about Christ being scourged, the noon prayer is about Christ on the cross, the 3 PM prayer is about Christ dying on the cross, the 5 PM prayer is about Christ being taken down from the cross, the 6 PM prayer is about Christ being buried, and the 3 AM midnight prayer is about Christ's second coming. All prayers commonly start with three things: first is the Lord's Prayer, second is a prayer of thanksgiving, and third is Psalm 50, a prayer of repentance. After these three, depending on the nature of the prayer, they read the Bible, recite prayer texts, and in the case of midnight prayer, end with communion.

A few days ago, I asked a monk here to show me around the entire monastery. The most impressive part was visiting the prayer room where St. Anthony himself prayed. In the very small prayer cell that could fit only a couple of people, there was a wall painting (icon) which is said to have been painted in the 5th century. It wasn't very visible from the outside, but when I took a photo, a large eye appeared, with Christ sitting in the center of that eye (the pupil). Although it is not a painting from Anthony's time, I could immediately understand what the 'Agpya' prayer, prayed seven times a day, aims for. Prayer is my standing before Christ. Prayer is confessing that Christ stands before me. This expression would later be rendered in Latin as 'Coram Deo' (before God). If we divide prayer into prayer of petition (Cry), spiritual warfare prayer (Combat), and spiritual communion prayer (Communion), couldn't we say that monastic prayer is a spiritual union (com-union, or 'together with') with God?

Interestingly, in the stories of those who lived a life of prayer, there aren't many stories about prayer itself. Even in 'The Sayings of the Desert Fathers', there aren't many mentions of prayer. Why is it that people who prayed seven times a day and stood before God their entire lives don't have many stories about prayer? It's because prayer is life itself. If prayer were a once or twice in a lifetime desperate request, such prayers would certainly be remembered. But if it's about standing before God for a lifetime, long discourses about prayer might not be necessary.

'A good prayer is one that is done when you have no choice but to pray'. 

'A good prayer is one that is done without even knowing that you are praying'.

That's why the desert fathers didn't teach much about prayer methods. 'Go back to your cell and the cell will teach you everything'. Prayer is not about how to do it, but about standing before God. Stand before Him, and He will teach you how to pray. Our job is to stand before Him, and His job is to make us pray. When we stand before Him, He will make us pray and He will answer.

Isn't this a bit different from our prayers? It's not denying crying out in prayer. It's not saying that answers to prayer are unnecessary. It's just that we need to remember that the prayer of Matthew chapter 6 (secret prayer) comes before the prayer of chapter 7 (ask and it will be given to you). Isn't the problem that our prayers skip chapter 6 and go straight to chapter 7?

What if in our day

we reduce eating

and increase praying?

What if we center our day

not on active daytime, but on prayerful night?

What if instead of objectifying God in our prayers to gain something,

we set our goal on being with God and living before Him for a lifetime?

If we live like that,

Wouldn't anywhere we live be St. Anthony's Monastery?

. A Conversation with a Monk

I met a monk for the first time at the Anthony Monastery. His name was Brother Louwais. When I arrived and went to the office, he greeted me. But he was a bit different. When his phone rang, he pulled it out of his pocket, had a long conversation, then quickly sent a text message. Soon after, when some children entered the office, he jumped up, hugged each one, and pulled out candies and snacks from his pockets. I never imagined such snacks would come out of a monk's holy pockets.

His name was Louwais Anthony (all monks here have Anthony as their last name). Following the monastery's tradition, I called him "Abba" and visited him frequently to ask various questions. He was born into a Muslim family without much faith, but a turning point came in his seemingly uneventful life. When war broke out with Israel, he volunteered for the army (probably the Sinai War in the early 70s), and learned about life in that war. Seeing a friend who had been alive just the day before return as a cold corpse made him question, for the first time, the meaning of life and what it truly means to live. Coincidentally, the unit he served in was stationed near St. Anthony's Monastery. He peeked in a few times on his days off, and one day decided to enter. This experience led him to secretly become a Christian without his parents' knowledge. One day, while working after his discharge, he felt the call of God. He was 31 years old at the time, and for over 40 years since then, he has served the Lord in the monastery. Of course, he wasn't only at the monastery. He also pastored and studied at Coptic churches in the US, UK, and Canada.

One day, I arranged a meeting with him to ask about some things I had been curious about. First, I asked about the daily routine of a monk. He explained that they pray together as a community three times a day, and individually follow the seven prayer times. The three daily communal prayers are from 3 to 5 AM, a service from 6 to 8 AM, and a prayer at 5 PM. He mentioned that out of the seven daily prayers, three are prayed together by all the monks. The remaining four prayers are done individually in each monk's prayer cell. During the rest of the day, they attend to their assigned duties and also meet with people.

Next, I asked him about common misconceptions that people have about monasteries. I said that the biggest misconception is that monasteries are a form of escapism. He acknowledged that this perspective is understandable and then explained the following.

"Escape means being somewhere other than where you should be. But from a biblical perspective, who decides where we should be? Isn't it God? For example, was Abraham escaping because he left Chaldea? Conversely, if Moses had not left Egypt despite hearing God's command, would that have been not escaping? The concept of escape is not simply about physical movement, but why one moved. If God commands, we must go anytime. In that sense, we should be holy escapists. We should always be ready to leave. When I left my Muslim family, it was difficult, but afterwards, my entire family became Christians. It's our calling that leads us."

Next, I mentioned that there is criticism that monasticism has brought asceticism to the church and encouraged mysticism. He responded as follows.

"That's another common criticism. However, can we follow the Lord's path without denying ourselves? The problem lies in going to extremes. The real battle is with the sin within us, yet people often end up fighting against their own flesh. The goal of a monk's life is not asceticism, but reaching God. As Anthony also said, 'The greatest thing a person must do is to always be accountable to God for his sins and to expect that there will always be temptations until the moment he dies.' The issue arises when people take this process to extremes. They also tend to think they will be saved simply because they lived diligently. However, isn't the heart to live ascetically also given by God? If we remain in God's love, He will help us."

"And since praying is meeting God's mystery, we can't avoid mystery. In fact, we need more mystery. Mysticism means that a person who has experienced the mystery of God thinks of himself as the subject of the mystery. Is there any mystery other than God alone? To be in God's mystery rather than mysticism, we must constantly strive to be in Christ and in community. All prayers at St. Anthony's Monastery focus on remembering Christ and getting closer to Him. Currently, about 10 monks at St. Anthony's Monastery have been praying in caves for 10 or 25 years, but they come down every Sunday to participate in the Eucharist."

His orderly words were relatable and understandable. Finally, I asked, "What is spirituality, and how should one live to be spiritual?" He thought for a moment and asked for my notebook. He drew a circle in the middle and put a dot in the center. He said the circle was God, and outside the circle were countless people.

"Spirituality is about people drawing closer to God, who is at the center of their being. God's grace is always waiting for anyone to come to Him. God is at the center of every person and is visible to those who seek Him. When someone says that God is absent, it's because they haven't looked into their own center. Another aspect of God's grace is that He is equally close to everyone. No one is born a spiritual person, and no one is born unspiritual. If Anthony received God's grace, it was simply the grace to draw closer to God. In fact, there is a prayer that countless monks, including Anthony, pray every day as they beat their chests: 'Lord, have mercy on me.' And the most frequently read scripture in the monastery every day is Psalm 51."

And he said, "There is one more important thing in the spiritual life. The closer a person gets to God, the closer they also become to others. It's not because people are close to each other that they are close to God. Look, don't you see? We must be close to God to be close to each other as well." Then he wrote at the top of his notebook, in large letters, a quote from St. Jerome: "As we look to God in the center, we will be close to each other. In another way, our love is a reflection of loving God."

Closer to God, closer to people, but farther from God, farther from people.

He said that when we love God, we get closer to others, but when we distance ourselves from God, we not only distance ourselves from God but also from people, saying:

"Closer to God, closer to people, but farther from God, farther from people."

His explanation was actually beyond my expectations. I thought he, who had prayed following Anthony's teachings throughout his life, would emphasize that ceaseless prayer is the core of spirituality and that one should pray at all costs, even risking one's life. However, the core of his spirituality was God's love. Prayer was also about getting closer to God's love, and praying because of loving Him. As I finished the conversation and told him I would be leaving the monastery tomorrow, he came close and whispered, "I pray for Nigeria, Syria, and North Korea. Let's pray together." I thought I had misheard. But he repeated the same words twice. When he rose from his seat, I saw him off with all my heart.

As I left the monastery, where I had spent the most sweltering and difficult days of my life, unable to sleep even in my soul, I recalled a phrase from Thomas Merton, who lived his entire life as a monk:

"The monastery has been a silent lighthouse in human history."

Yes. the monastery, whose existence is unknown in ordinary times, but how many times has it silently illuminated the dark night sea when history was dark? For 1,800 years, monasteries have shone on the darkness of the church and shared the pain of suffering humanity. I prayed in my heart, hoping that they would continue to be silent lighthouses illuminating the church and history:

Let it shine

Silently

Let it shine

With prayer that consumes itself

Let it constantly draw near to the Love at the center

Let it constantly approach those in need of love

With raised hands, let it be a fire before Him

And being a fire, let it ignite the world.
. Mark John and Anthony

The intense ten-day Egyptian war has ended (it was a war, not a trip. If you don't believe me, anyone should go through the same path I went through at this time). One day in Alexandria, a week at St. Anthony's Monastery, and a day or two of travel time, now I'm asking what the meaning of this war-like journey was. What message did the two people who lived hotter than summer leave us?

What comes to mind in common when thinking of these two is 'self-denial'. What they had to fight for to become disciples of Christ and for their mission was self-denial. The problem is that this self-denial is not easy. Mark gained it through many failures, and Anthony through countless trials. Mark's failures give us both discouragement and great hope. Anyone can take off their linen cloth and run away. Anyone who has pastored for a few years knows the desire to throw off the heavy burden they've received. Even outwardly impressive pastors, pastor's wives, missionaries, and those called to a mission have countless moments when they want to quit every day. Perhaps that's why the Gospel of Mark is a penitential memoir of a failed disciple. This is why the words "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself" (Mark 8:34) resonate so strongly with us. His weakness and failure are not objects of criticism for us, but of empathy.

The issue is that Mark rose again. My question was, where did Mark go after parting with Paul (Acts 15, around 49 AD). Did Mark really rise again? If so, where and how did he rise? I believed that as long as God's calling remained, he would never leave God. 

With the help of Oden's book, I wanted to find and read available classics and confirm his remaining footsteps in Alexandria, where he left his last traces. The conclusion was that he did rise again and that he was victorious. His victory was necessary to encourage numerous pastors, missionaries, and God's called ones who are still walking the path of suffering on this earth, and on a smaller scale, it was necessary for the African mission. 

The fact that he rose again despite his weakness and frequent failures, given the circumstances of his time, can only be attributed entirely to God's grace. The situation he lived in was far apart across the Mediterranean in Asia Minor, Rome, and Africa, and it was a time when Roman persecution and the danger of martyrdom were looming like dark clouds. Despite these unfavorable conditions, Mark's rising again was the greatest victory God showed for all of us, for the faith in the cross and resurrection.

Having risen again, Mark returned to his homeland, Africa, and established the first church there. The church he founded was exemplarily built according to the teachings of the Lord he learned from (more accurately, learned through Peter). He built the church through intense evangelism to win souls and established a school to build people, not buildings, which was the historical beginning of discipleship ministry. Eventually, that school became the Catechetical School of Alexandria, which, through Origen, Cyprian, and Athanasius, established Christian doctrine and triumphed over heresies.

Finally, his martyrdom, more moving than anyone else's, shows the extreme of discipleship. That such a weak boy from Jerusalem, such a fragile only son of Mary, could gloriously call out the name of Christ and be martyred gives us hope that we, as weak as Mark, can also become like him if God grants us grace.

While Mark ended his life as a dead martyr, Anthony achieved self-denial as a living martyr. Anthony, who was called at 19 and gave away all his possessions, thought that what a disciple following the Lord should always fight against was vanity and comfortable living, and the place he personally walked into the desert is now St. Anthony's Monastery. I looked at the scorching desert visible from far away at the monastery. The hot wind blowing from the desert at midday made it hard to breathe. He walked 150 kilometers through that stifling desert to get here.

On the day I left the monastery, I finally climbed to the cave where Anthony had stayed for 43 years. I woke up at 4 AM to prepare and started climbing at 4:30, thinking it would be manageable as it was said to be about 2 kilometers in a straight line, but it took a total of 3 hours. The cave was at the top of Mount Qolzim. That steep summit, the dark cave where it was hard for one person to squeeze in, was where he lived for 43 years. But he didn't just hide there. He came out to the world twice in his lifetime. Once to comfort the persecuted believers in Alexandria, and once to help Athanasius who was in doctrinal dispute with Arius. He didn't cross the desert to abandon the world, but to save it.

As church historian Philip Schaff said in his book, 'The number of people Anthony converted praying alone in a desert cave is more than the number converted by all European Christians in the first 300 years of the early church'. Why can he say that? Christians in Europe who heard that he was praying in a remote Egyptian desert rushed to come to Egypt. And after seeing Anthony's divine countenance praying like a flame in the desert, they returned to their countries and began to preach that God is alive (As a side note, there are two houses people voluntarily go to: to watch a house on fire and to visit a house of the deceased. These are the two reasons churches revive. Pastors should meditate on this).

My Egyptian pilgrimage ended with Anthony's desert cave. I saw in Mark a model of an evangelist, and in Anthony a model of a prayer warrior. Both showed in person the arduous life of discipleship following the Lord, starting with self-denial. I'm proud that they are from Africa. This is the historical pride we should instill in African churches and pastors who are stained with poverty, ignorance, and inferiority complexes. It is also the right standard of the church that we should teach to churches threatened by superstition and heresy.

Yes.

We often make mistakes like Mark,

but let's rise again and go to the mission field.

We are weak like Anthony,

but let's diligently go to the place of prayer.

Mission comes from spirituality,

and spirituality comes alive when we do missions.

8. Israel

. In Boaz's Field (September 5, 2022)

After many years, I returned to Israel. Since arriving at the unfamiliar Tel Aviv airport 30 years ago with my young children and packed suitcases, I have lived most of my life longing for Israel.  Whether in pastoral situations in Korea or on missionary fields in Africa, the longing in my heart did not disappear as time passed. When asked why, I didn't have a specific reason. I simply told people it was because it's where the Bible was written, Jesus was born, and the gospel began, but that didn't fully express what was in my heart.

Last Thursday, after a ten-hour journey from Entebbe via Addis Ababa, I arrived in a much-changed Israel. The sharp-eyed airport security guards, meticulous baggage checks, and long, tedious airport procedures were gone. The airport gate opened after a facial scan and a passport scan. 

As I left the airport, familiar sights appeared - wider roads, taller buildings, and busy people with black hats and long beards walking quickly. I had finally returned after 30 years.

On the morning in Bethlehem, I woke up early as usual and took a walk around the lodging area. I saw a road sign: "Boaz's Field." Ah, is this the famous field of Boaz and Ruth's love story? About 3,000 years ago, Boaz, a young and promising Jewish landowner, shared his love here with Ruth, a poor daughter of Moab.

As I walked, I kept thinking about the Book of Ruth. What kind of book is Ruth and why does it exist? Why did Ruth become the first subject of my meditation upon returning to Israel? In fact, for many people, Ruth is just a short love story of four chapters. Some people even can't understand why a love story between a man and a woman suddenly appears in the history of Israel, which continues from Joshua to Samuel.

Is the Book of Ruth simply a love story? Yes, it is a love story—one between two people whose love seemed impossible. Boaz is an orthodox Jew continuing the Jewish lineage, while Ruth is a descendant of the illegitimate Moabite tribe, born from Lot's incestuous relationship with his daughters. Matthew 1 traces Boaz's genealogy back to Abraham. The more impressive Boaz's lineage is, the more pitiful Ruth's situation becomes.

This improbable union of Boaz and Ruth actually begins with Boaz’s parents. Matthew 1:5 says that Boaz's mother was Rahab. Everyone knows who Rahab the prostitute of Jericho was. Although the Jewish historian Josephus, thinking of his ancestors' dignity, beautified the word 'prostitute' to 'innkeeper', 'prostitute' clearly means 'harlot' (zonah) in Hebrew. According to the biblical context, she fell in love with Salmon, one of the twelve spies who came to explore Jericho, and bore Boaz as a result. These two impossible couples, Salmon and Rahab, and Boaz and Ruth, turned an impossible love in the religious and social context of the time into a happy ending. That's why Ruth is a heartbreaking love story.

However, it's important to meditate on the mystery that this love story ultimately brought. What was the result of the love between Salmon and Rahab, Boaz and Ruth? It was different from Romeo and Juliet. Although the structure of impossible love was the same, the love of Boaz and Ruth didn't end in tragedy like Romeo and Juliet. The result is shown in one sentence in Ruth 4:21-22: "Boaz the father of Obed, Obed the father of Jesse, and Jesse the father of David." And Matthew 1 continues this record, testifying that Jesus Christ was born at the end of this genealogy (Matthew 1:16). This shows that Ruth is not just a simple love story.

The story of Boaz and Ruth is not just an illustration in the Bible that momentarily pleases bored Bible readers. It's an important plot in God's salvation through Jesus Christ, which the Bible originally intended. In the journey of salvation from Abraham to Jesus Christ, there is a history of sinners that must be passed through. It's a redemptive genealogy that runs from Judah and his daughter-in-law Tamar, to Perez born between them and the prostitute Rahab, and to Ruth. The characters appearing in this majestic history of salvation are all sinners. However, they are graciously invited to God's drama of salvation and used as a glorious mosaic of salvation. The Book of Ruth, through the human love between Boaz and Ruth, reveals the great drama of salvation that God is unfolding through Jesus Christ.

However, reading the story of Boaz and Ruth as a Christological, redemptive model doesn't bring about life-saving history. We need to pay attention to the missionary message contained in this story. Ruth became a representation of God's saved people who boldly left her hometown and parents and united herself with Naomi. Ruth was not originally a beautiful woman, but a pronoun for humans under God's curse. She was ‘a child of wrath who lived according to the greed of the body in nature’ (Ephesians 2:3). This was not only because she was born as a descendant of an infidelity but also because she inherited the sin of Balak, who cursed Israel during the Exodus. Such a person came close to Naomi's God through self-denial, separation from the past, and determination for a better future. And she became an ancestor of Jesus Christ. This is the glorious appearance of a saved person who has escaped from sin and returned to God.

Boaz shows missionary calling and potential by taking Ruth as his wife. Moab is recorded several times in the Bible as a tribe that should not be associated with, married to, or dealt with (Isaiah 15, 16, Amos 2, etc.). Nevertheless, Boaz sells his property to buy Ruth, a foreigner (Ruth 2:20), and eventually takes her as his wife. Perhaps he was influenced by his parents in some way. He must have remembered again and again that his father Salmon had taken Rahab, a prostitute and a foreigner, as his wife, resulting in his own birth.

What is mission? Dr. Will Bruce of OMF defined mission as "living in enemy territory." "Enemy territory" refers not only to unfamiliar different values and customs but also to a country spiritually ruled by Satan. Mission is "living as God’s witness in a world hostile to God" and as a result "living as a disciple of Jesus Christ in a different culture." As Jesus said, mission is "living as sheep among wolves" (Matthew 10:16), and as Jeremiah said, it is "living with captives in Babylonian captivity" (Jeremiah 29:4-7). Boaz is not only a model of Christ who forgives and saves sinners but also a symbol of God's mission living among and with sinners.

Meanwhile, Naomi is a symbol of the church in the mission. She is a holy mediator between Boaz and Ruth. Her only concern is for Ruth to find rest (Ruth 3:1). So She uses all her experience and wisdom to unite Boaz and Ruth. Yes, what is the ultimate concern of the church? It's mission. In fact, mission doesn't come from the church, but mission gives birth to the church. And mission comes from Christ. So "Christology determines missiology, and missiology determines ecclesiology." Strictly speaking, there is no mission of the church, but only a missionary church. And there is no Christ of the church, but only a church that missions Christ. Naomi is a symbol of the holy mother church trying to save the world living as a prodigal son away from the Father through Christ.

While meditating on Ruth, I suddenly remembered that present-day Bethlehem is in Palestinian territory under Israeli control. Whether in Boaz's time, Jesus' time, or now, Bethlehem has always been in enemy territory (Moab, Herod, Rome, Palestine). Bethlehem has never existed without a missionary task throughout history. Just as Boaz took Ruth, a Moabite foreigner, as his wife, and as Jesus died for Herod and Rome, ultimately saving them, Bethlehem today must embrace Muslims and love Palestinians. For us, Bethlehem is coexistence in a hostile world where we love those we cannot love, and another site of Christ's redemptive life who died on the cross for enemies and finally changed the world into life. Bethlehem is the root of our spiritual existence, the way and purpose of life we should live. This is why Boaz's field, which is now diminishing due to urbanization, is still precious to us.

. Walking along the wall (September 26, 2022)

While staying briefly in Bethlehem,

I inevitably cross the separation wall built between Israel and Palestine.

Honestly,

I have never crossed this wall without feeling upset.

When I have to take out all my belongings to be scanned by electronic devices,

and even remove my belt and shoes along with my passport,

I feel like I understand why our patriots shot at the Japanese during the colonial period,

and why Palestinian youths face Israeli tanks with slingshots.

Having prepared since 1992 and started building in April 2002, it’s already been over ten years.

The massive wall, 8 meters high, stretches for 810 kilometers, cutting across Israel and the West Bank, and Israel and Gaza.

It's not even built exactly on internationally recognized borders.

46% of Palestinian territory is already enclosed within this wall.

Every science has been mobilized for this wall.

Barbed wire, trenches, sniper towers, electric fences, military roads, electronic surveillance, remote-controlled infantry.

A buffer zone over 100 meters wide.

Hundreds have died crying for freedom at this wall,

and many more are still in dark prisons.

As the sunset glow faded, I walked along the wall.

There were countless graffiti and drawings on it.

They were crying out“we are people too, please save us”

We can‘t live, so we are waiting for death

We will win

Feel the fear, and do it anyway

No freedom, no Palestinians 

From the river to the sea,

Palestinians are free

Just as people build buildings and buildings shape people,

how many more walls does this wall create?

Families and siblings are divided by the wall,

Workplaces, faith, and life's happiness divided by the wall

And the drooping shoulders of people who must pass through those gates every morning and evening just to make a living are pitiful.

A poem by American poet George Rivera expresses my feelings well.

Walking Along the Wall

Walking along the wall from the Palestinian side,

seeing graffiti pleading for freedom and protest,

the land belongs to God.

Even each grain of sand is God's.

Who takes the land and who divides it?

No one has that right.

Not for the people or armies rushing into war for what is made of sand,

but for all humanity abandoned east of Eden due to sin,

heaven exists.

Heaven is for all the faithful who live in a world without walls and ascend to a heaven without walls.

Jesus Christ, who came to Bethlehem as the king of Peace,

how would he view today's enormous separation wall?

What does it mean to believe in Jesus in this land, and what is mission?

The Arabic hymn sung with BBC students during class seemed like a plea from those yearning for peace.

I thought the only hope for this land is Jesus Christ, who died on the cross and offered himself as a sacrifice for the reconciliation of the world.

Do not build any more walls on this land.

If you must build, then rather erect your own memorial of death.

Do not throw stones at people anymore.

If you must throw, then rather throw bouquets of love.

Let the fallen petals become grains of wheat,

and let those grains bear the fruit of peace.

. Romans 9-11 and the Salvation of the Jews (September 19, 2022)

Guided by Pastor Shin from Jerusalem, I attended services at Jerusalem Assembly, House of Redemption, a Jewish christian church located in southern Jerusalem near Bethlehem, over the past two weeks. This church, a representative Messianic Jewish congregation, has been led since 1991 by Pastor Meno Kalisher, son of Pastor Zvi, a Holocaust survivor who became a Christian. The church, originally a factory, was remodeled into a house of God testifying to how Jews who once followed Judaism became Christians believing in Jesus.

The moment I first entered the church, I was surprised. Accustomed to seeing African people, I saw hundreds of typical white people passionately worshiping. Moreover, weren't these Jews usually bound by law and tradition? Knowing about how strongly Jews adhere to their traditions and beliefs, I couldn't help but feel both amazement and sympathy as I thought about how much persecution, discrimination, and social disadvantage they must have faced when they gave up their beliefs to confess and believe in Jesus as the Messiah. In reality, they were often not recognized as Jews by other Jews for believing in Jesus, and some Christians treated them as heretics for observing certain biblical laws and festivals.

Yet, the number of these believers in Israel is increasing. From just three or four families at independence in 1948, Messianic Jews now number about 35,000, worshiping in about 300 locations across the country every Saturday, their Sabbath. Jerusalem Assembly alone started with 13 people in 1991 but now gathers hundreds and influences not only Israel but the world. Although they represent only 0.003% of the total population (about 9 million), their spiritual influence in Israel has become significant.

What do they believe? It can be summarized into three main points. First, they believe in the Bible as the Word of God. The Bible, both the Old and New Testaments, is the divinely inspired Word of God and serves as the foundation and goal of all faith and life. Second, they believe that Jesus (Yeshua) is the Messiah awaited in the Scriptures, who is both God and man, our Savior and example. Anyone who believes in Him will be saved. Third, as a way of life, they observe the basic biblical festivals (Sabbath, Passover, Pentecost, Feast of Tabernacles, etc.) and practice traditional values that Jews have cherished (family, discipleship, charity, prayer, etc.). This is not a condition of their faith but a confession of it.

Why is their faith important? It's crucial not only for their own salvation but for the ultimate salvation of the world. Despite the Jews' "adoption, covenants, and promises" from God (Romans 9:4), they were rejected by God due to their misguided faith. Not all Jews were rejected; some branches of the olive tree were broken off (Romans 11:17). However, not all Jews are permanently rejected. If they turn from sin and return to God (Romans 11:27), all Israel will eventually be saved (Romans 11:26), for God's gifts and calling are irrevocable (Romans 11:26).

Ultimately, there are two crucial conditions for the world's salvation: the full number of Gentiles coming to salvation (Romans 11:25), and Israel turning from sin and returning to God (Romans 11:26-27). These conditions are simultaneous and mutual. The world will finally be saved when the full number of Gentiles is saved and Israel repents and returns to God.

Though different in size and scope, Gentile missions and Israeli missions are equal in quality and structure. God's mission isn't complete if the gospel reaches the ends of the earth but Israel doesn't return to God, or if Israel returns but Gentiles don't. God's mission, starting with Israel, extends to Gentiles and then returns to Israel - a repetition and intersection of centrifugal and centripetal missions, with mutual interaction. This is the big picture of mission in Romans 9-11. It's why those responsible for Gentile missions should cooperate and pray for Israeli missions, and vice versa.

When and how will Israel return to God? Last Saturday, Pastor Shin invited me to a Korean Christian praise gathering held every Saturday evening in Jerusalem's Ben Yehuda Street. We gathered at the office at 7 PM, practiced with prayer, and went out around 8 PM. Ben Yehuda is Jerusalem's bustling street, equivalent to Seoul's Myeongdong. After praying, we started praising, and people began to gather. I was curious how Jews with negative feelings toward Christianity would react. The result was surprising. Passersby stopped, sang along, or danced with us. When the praise ended, they applauded generously.

As I returned to Bethlehem after the praise, I felt a deep sense of gratitude for being there to support Gentile missions in a small country on the fringes of Africa. Additionally, seeing the sacrifice and zeal of the Jewish Christians, the passion of Korean evangelists right in the heart of Jerusalem, and the fervent response of the Jews, I felt a sense of pride that the prospects for world missions looked very bright.

Is this the time of Elijah?

The word of the Lord is proclaimed,

And the covenant is fulfilled,

Just like in the days of Moses.

Lord,

If it is possible, please hasten that time,

And let the green and verdant season of Christ come quickly to this land.

. Missionary John the Baptist

The biblical figures are all mysterious, and John the Baptist is no exception. Jesus' statement that "among those born of women there is no one greater than John" (Luke 7:28) is astonishing. Since all people are born of women, doesn't this mean that John the Baptist is the greatest person in the world? Having lived close to such a figure for at least 3 years, I must surely be a blessed person.

Long ago, when I arrived in Jerusalem, I wandered around the outskirts looking for cheap housing. I happened to find a shabby five-story apartment, unpacked my things, and went to sleep. In the morning, I was awakened by the sound of birdsong.  Looking around, I saw that the house was surrounded by lush trees and all kinds of flowers. Surprisingly, it was 'Ein Karem,' the birthplace of John the Baptist. I was so amazed and grateful to be living in John the Baptist's hometown that I would visit the Church of the Nativity of St. John the Baptist with my family whenever I had the chance.

As time passed, two years after I started as a missionary, John the Baptist once again challenged me with the image of a great missionary. Through meditation on John the Baptist, I wanted to convey a message to myself on my second anniversary as a missionary and share a message of comfort and challenge to God's people working hard amid the pain of the COVID-19. John the Baptist taught me three "I"s that a person of God should have. They are Identity, International, and Interdependent.

. Identity

John the Baptist first made me always question who I am. Identity is essentially a question of self-identity. According to the Bible, John the Baptist was born into a priestly family. Given the hereditary system of the time, he was destined to live as a blessed priest succeeding his father. However, John the Baptist, who was born in Luke 2, suddenly appears as a voice crying in the wilderness in Luke 3. Where exactly was John during that time?

History focuses on the Essene Jewish community of Qumran, who lived similarly to what is described in the Bible about John's life. They not only lived similarly to John the Baptist but also coincided in time. The people of Qumran lived in thorough self-denial, praying day and night. They started their day with prayer, looking at the sun rising in the east, spent all day recording the Bible on parchment, and ended their day with late evening prayer, praise, and meditation. Although marriage was not forbidden, most of them lived as singles. Their fervent hope was that the Messiah prophesied by the prophets would come soon. Did John the Baptist really live in Qumran? No one has seen him, so we can't know. However, what is certain is that even if not in Qumran, John the Baptist lived devoted to prayer, waiting for the coming of the Messiah.

God's people must always be careful not to prioritize anything over God. If pastors become more dedicated to their work than to God, they become businessmen, and missionaries become entrepreneurs. To live a spiritual life, being must precede doing, and being comes from seeing. Two summers ago, I visited the 'Colzim' in Egypt desert. As I entered the dark cave where St. Anthony lived and prayed from the age of 19 until his death at 103, I was overwhelmed by the incredible depth and darkness of the cave and was left speechless. It was unbelievable that he had lived in a cave where it's hard to stay even an hour, praying for 58 years. After decades of ministry, I couldn't remember if I had ever properly lived a life of prayer for even a single day. As I left the cave, I couldn't raise my face for quite some time due to the sunlight shining on it.

The current state of the church is largely our responsibility. If we had only the flashlight and telephone that Mr. Yang Chang-seon held onto when the Gubong coal mine collapsed, the church wouldn't be like this. When the mine collapsed, he risked his life, illuminating himself with a flashlight and calling for help with a telephone to save himself. Are we truly standing before God with that same life-risking commitment? A missionary confessed that he picked up the phone several times a day to request mission funds from Korea because his situation was so difficult. However, one day, he laid everything down and knelt in prayer, inspired by Hudson Taylor's words: "God's work done in God's way will never lack God's supply."

Grace Aylward, a missionary hero of the 1930s who arrived in China by taking the Trans-Siberian Railway for thousands of kilometers as a young woman, also said, "The eagle flying in the sky doesn't worry about crossing rivers." Indeed, God's people should pray more before doing more work. As E.M. Bounds, the saint of prayer, said, "Pray with all ways and always," we should pray in all ways and always. Why did the Lord say "be witnesses" in Acts 1:8 instead of "give testimony"? Because everything comes from the person. As apples come from apple trees, evangelism comes from evangelists, and testimony comes from witnesses. Whether it's evangelism or mission, it's not about words but about the person. Not everyone can become a saint like John the Baptist, but everyone can pray like John the Baptist. Let's stand in front of the cave before appearing in front of the wilderness. Let's always ask who we are before God. This is the first "I", Identity, that John the Baptist taught.

. International

The most important turning point in John the Baptist's history is that he came out from the monastery into the world. The first thing he did when he came out to the world was to proclaim the gospel in the wilderness. "In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the Desert of Judea and saying, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near." (Matthew 3:1-2). Why did John the Baptist proclaim the gospel in the wilderness? Why did he do this in the uninhabited wilderness instead of Jerusalem?

The Judean wilderness is close to Qumran and not far from the Jordan River where he later baptized people. The Judean wilderness, stretching 90 kilometers north-south and 30 kilometers east-west in central Israel, is connected to the three cities of Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and Hebron. It's important to remember that while the wilderness may seem like a wasteland to us, it was a historic place full of memories for the Jewish people. It was where Abraham gradually moved southward, where Elijah hid under a broom tree, where David fled from Saul, and where Isaiah dreamed that the desert would bloom like a rose. Above all, the wilderness was a space of absolute dependence. In reality, there was nothing for humans to do there. No one could produce even a drop of water or a grain of food there. People were powerless in the wilderness, only able to kneel and look up to the "rain from heaven" (Deuteronomy 11:11). Most importantly, the wilderness is a place where travelers pass through. It's a land for sojourners, not for settlers to build homes and live.

Why is John the Baptist's "wilderness" important? While people choose spaces, sometimes spaces shape people. This is why sometimes the space is more important than the message. John the Baptist's "wilderness" is itself a message. It is the clearest biblical symbol of the world we live in. If we believe that the world we live in, the world we work in, is a wilderness where the hot sun blazes, where thirst, hunger, and pain never cease without food and water, we realize it's not surprising that the world suddenly falls into crisis due to COVID-19, or that so many innocent people die. Someone called the post-COVID world a ‘new normal’, but in fact, the world is the same ‘normal’ before and after the COVID-19. Someone asks "Why is the world so hard?" but the world is naturally a difficult place. Because it's a wilderness.

One night, a missionary I knew came to me like Nicodemus. Seeing his usually bright face almost lifeless, I guessed something bad had happened. His first words were, "Pastor, I've decided to leave Uganda." When I asked why, he said he had been struggling with the numerous deceptions and lies he had experienced from Ugandan people. He could have endured that, but recently he had been continuously accused of ridiculous things. He said he no longer wanted to stay in a country where a missionary spends more days in court than in church.

When the atmosphere calmed a bit, I brought up the story of the wilderness. After listening for a while, he said, "Well, not all wildernesses are the same." He believed that any wilderness in the world would be better than Uganda. Is there really a better wilderness in the world? Let's look at the wildernesses the Israelites passed through. In the wilderness of Marah, they were thirsty. In the wilderness of Zin, they were hungry, and in the wilderness of Rephidim, there was war. In the wilderness of Kadesh, they were thirsty again. And in the wildernesses of Moab and Edom, numerous forces were waiting to block their path. Where in the world is there a better wilderness?

Jean Vanier, the founder of L'Arche community, said, "The church exists for the people inside, and exists with the people outside." The church exists "for" the people inside it, but also exists "with" the people outside it. Indeed, among the people we meet in the wilderness, there are those who are in a special relationship with us, “for” whom we live. They might be family or church members. But there are also others we just need to live "with." There's no one who is always happy and problem-free, not needing to live with us. Because everyone in the wilderness is lonely, struggling, and in pain.

John the Baptist's solution was to proclaim God's kingdom in the wilderness: "The kingdom of heaven has come near." He declared it in the perfect tense, meaning it had already come. Although I couldn't fully convince the missionary that night, it was fortunate that he didn't end up leaving Uganda. Yes, we think that places other than where we live are more beautiful, but the world is a wilderness everywhere. What's important is to live "for" them and "with" them, right where we believe God has sent us. This is the second “I” that John the Baptist taught: the world, “International”.

. Interdependent

The third "I" taught by John the Baptist is Interdependence. If Identity asks "Who am I?" and International asks "What is the world?", then Interdependent asks "How should we live?" John the Baptist was perceived by Jews as a much greater figure than modern Christians recognize. Josephus's "Antiquities" records how popular he was: "John was a righteous man... People were moved by his words and flocked to him in crowds." Appearing like a comet after 400 years of silence since Malachi, he was more than worthy of being revered as the Messiah. However, despite his widespread popularity, he refused to monopolize his influence. His mission was for all people to live interdependently in the gospel, centered on Christ the Messiah.

Luke 3 shows four types of groups he addressed: Jewish religious leaders (Pharisees, priests, etc.), the rich (the privileged class), tax collectors (public officials), and soldiers (Roman forces). These four groups represent the actual Jewish society of the time and show how John the Baptist influenced a diverse range of people. The Essenes of Qumran were very exclusive towards Jewish religious leaders and didn't even consider tax collectors as human. The Pharisees also hated tax collectors and the soldiers who were Roman collaborators. The Sadducees were the opposite. The Herodians persecuted Judaism, employed tax collectors, and privatized soldiers. In a society where people were scattered and only associated with those they liked, John the Baptist alone related to all kinds of people, proving that the gospel was for everyone. John’s vision was to connect people from different groups into one "Kingdom of God," bringing them under the rule of one God. And at the center of this was Christ the Messiah.

Korean church missions, which began with Pastor Ki-Poong Lee being sent to Jeju Island as a missionary in 1907, now lead global missions by sending about 30,000 missionaries. However, unity and interdependence are still lacking in the mission field. Many missions operate independently of local denominations and churches, failing to exert decisive influence when needed. It is necessary to accelerate localization, indigenization, and cooperation, recognizing locals not merely as beneficiaries but as key players in missions. The Korean church already has a good tradition in this regard. The Korean Presbyterian General Assembly began in 1912. After missionaries served as the first two moderators, Koreans took over from the third (Pastor Pil-Su Kim). Leadership of Pyongyang Theological Seminary and united organizations was also mostly transferred to Koreans. This happened just 30 years after the start of missions. Along with Nevius's three-self principle, this helped increase the self-governance, self-propagation, and self-support of the Korean church.

Who is a missionary? A missionary is one who connects heaven and earth, a heavenly ambassador leading souls to Christ. Let's learn from John the Baptist. Through his dedication, he connected everything in the world to Christ, becoming the beginning of mission. He linked the Old Testament promises to New Testament fulfillment. He linked Old Testament circumcision to New Testament baptism and directly linked the Old Testament anticipation of the Messiah to Christ the Messiah. He sent his disciples to Jesus to become Jesus' disciples and led from water baptism to Spirit baptism. He advanced from the ascetic religion of a small group he briefly belonged to, to the gospel of the cross for all people, and developed the priest-centered Judaism he was a member of into the Kingdom of God where all are priests. He proclaimed the kingdom in the wilderness and connected the local region of Judea to the global world.

What is mission and who is a missionary? A missionary is not just a pastor working in a foreign country. Mission is about leading wandering people in the wilderness to become heavenly citizens. It's about connecting Korea to Africa and Uganda to the world. It's about raising the small child I'm teaching now to become a future Simon of Cyrene, and training young, unstable youth to become continental apostles like John Mark. Origen, Clement, Tertullian, Athanasius, St. Anthony, and Augustine, who led the early global church, were all Africans. Let's learn from John the Baptist. Let's consider it the highest honor that we, despite our inadequacies, have been invited to continue the great history of mission that began when he opened the door connecting the Old Testament and the Messiah. Church, missionaries, pastors, and all God's people working in various ways, who have fallen into depression due to COVID-19, let's rise again. Let's follow in the footsteps of John the Baptist, the missionary who went before us, and along the wilderness path beyond the sky, until we reach Canaan...

. Jack Sara's Story (October 10, 2022)

It's a great joy to have the opportunity to teach, even briefly, at Bethlehem Bible College (B.B.C) in my lifetime. Founded in 1979, this school is almost the only Christian Bible college not just in Israel but throughout the entire Arab region. Having learned how important schools are through my short missionary experience, I think about how fortunate it is to have at least this one school in the Middle East, which is such a barren land for the gospel. Every Thursday and Friday, I teach the students and sometimes preach in chapel, enjoying the blessing of walking through every alley of Bethlehem, a city with over three thousand years of history.

Among these experiences, Dr. Jack Sara's life story and the message it gave me are precious memories I want to keep, not only as an individual's testimony of faith but also as a sign of God's hand of salvation for the Palestinian people to which he belongs.

Jack Sara (hereafter Jack) was born in 1975 in the Old City of Jerusalem to Arab parents with Catholic faith. His life reached a turning point when he entered a nearby Lutheran high school at the age of 13. The first turning point was hearing about Martin Luther, someone he had never heard of in Catholicism, who overturned the corrupt church and brought about the Reformation. This made him realize for the first time that there was a world beyond Catholicism.

Another turning point came through a chance incident. One day when he was a student, he went out to the street to buy something and was caught by Israeli soldiers for no reason, beaten, and locked up in a police station. He was probably one of the many Palestinian youths who were desperately arrested to protect Israel from the aftermath of the Palestinian Intifada (independence movement) that occurred after the Gulf War. However, this incident led Jack to walk a completely different path in life. It was the path of an armed terrorist. Through this incident, the national consciousness that had been sleeping inside him awakened. At that time, he painfully realized that he too had his own people and that he had an infinite responsibility towards them.

As a result, he became a completely different person. His hands, which used to hold books, now held heavy stones, and his innocent eyes were filled with hostility and hatred towards Israel. To save his people, he soon joined the Palestinian Communist Party, and due to his innate passion, he quickly became a leader in the organization. For the next few years, his life became that of a typical resistant Palestinian youth, going back and forth between a fearsome prison and a poor home in Jerusalem.

But there was another turning point that God had prepared. One day, while living like this, he encountered a Jewish neighbor who believed in Jesus. At first, he disliked him because he was Jewish, but in the face of his persistent love that came to him and earnestly explained the gospel, his hatred and hostility began to melt little by little. Although he was someone he could never reconcile with nationally, the message he delivered was strangely melting his icy heart. As time passed, he learned that this Jew was also hated by his own people for believing in Jesus, had even lost his job, and was at risk of being expelled. The shock he received at that time was great.

Until then, he had only known Jews as enemies. The fight he had been engaged in was solely a national struggle. However, there was a Jew who was fighting a different kind of battle. Although he was abandoned by his own people because of his faith, rather than hating them, he prayed for them and happily preached the gospel. Jack then began to seriously question who he was fighting against. ‘What am I fighting for and against whom?’,‘ Will freedom automatically come to Palestinians if Jews disappear from this land?’, ‘What is freedom and who gives it?’ After pondering, he finally returned to God on August 10, 1991. And he realized that what saves people is not stones but the gospel, and that true freedom comes not from hatred and hostility, but from the love and reconciliation for which Jesus Christ lived and died. And the school he entered at that time was Bethlehem Bible College.

After that, Jack graduated from this school and received his doctorate from Gordon Conwell University in the United States. He married Madleine and had three children. He sent his three children to the Hand in Hand school, which was established jointly by Jews and Palestinians for peace. And he founded a church in the Old City of Jerusalem, the very place where he had been captured by Jews, and finally returned to his alma mater that had nurtured him with the gospel.

Currently, mission work in Israel, especially within Palestine, is as difficult and challenging as their political predicament. Out of Israel's total population of 9,289,800 (as of 2020 statistics), Judaism accounts for 74%, Islam 18%, and Christianity 2%. Even among Palestinians alone, out of 5,164,173 (3,086,816 in the West Bank, 2,077,357 in Gaza), Christians make up only 2%. Even of that 2%, most are Orthodox and Catholic churches, with pure Protestantism accounting for only 0.2% (out of 20 students participating in my class, 12 are Orthodox, 8 are Catholic, and none are Protestant). Considering that the Christian population was 9.5% of the total Israeli population in 1922 and 7.9% in 1946, it is much less now. Compared to Bethlehem's Christian population of 85% in 1947 and 46% in 1998, the current 20% or so is too low.

Perhaps the biggest reason for this difficulty is the endless war and conflict between Israel and Palestine, as well as the rapid population growth and militant expansion of Islam. However, the church's loss of evangelical dynamism is also a contributing factor. Bethlehem Bible College stands in the midst of this difficult mission field. That's why Bethlehem Bible College is a spring in the desert. It is the only spring of the gospel that has sprung up in the desert of 23 Middle Eastern countries. If even this spring closes, there is no more hope for the desert.

A Spring in the Desert

There is a spring in the desert.

A spring like Marah that God prepared long ago

To quench the thirst of those in the dry desert

Long lines of people

The One who raises the fallen again

The One who turns turning points into opportunities

The One who makes history anew through one small person

Lord, let the living water that flowed to one person

Now spring up from within and moisten the whole land

Let that water flow and become the living water of the gospel

For Jews and Palestinian Arabs,

Muslims and Christians,

Orthodox Jews and Messianic Jews,

South and North Korea, Russia and Ukraine,

23 countries in the Middle East, 55 countries in Africa

And to those northern ice mountains and ocean coral islands

Let it spring up like a fountain

Let it flow like a river

Let it cover the whole earth like the sea

. Meditation on Holy Sites (October 17, 2022)

* Branch 

There are several trees planted by the owner in the house where I live. Among them is a small olive tree. One day, while looking closely at this tree, a branch caught my eye. A small branch was growing up from the root, becoming another tree.

I was reminded of Isaiah 11:1. 'A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit.' The 'Branch' here is 'netzer', which is the root of 'Nazareth'. In other words, Jesus of Nazareth is not a suddenly created being, but a branch that came from the root (stem) of Jesse (David).

One in all, all in one, the Bible is a record of one person, and all beings are branches from one person. The root of existence should be placed in Jesus Christ, and all branches rooted in him are one tree. The Jews are the original roots of this tree, and all Christianity are branches that came from this tree. The original root should be respected, and all branches should love each other.

'For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be the glory forever! Amen.' (Romans 11:36)

* Fig *

There's a fruit I rediscovered after coming to Israel. It's the fig. I used to think it was a bit bitter and tasteless, but this time it was different. It was just the right size to pop into my mouth in one bite, and it couldn't have been sweeter.

However, there's something I learned about figs for the first time this time. There are two types of figs. One is the 'pag' fig that ripens in spring, and the other is the 'te'ena' fig that ripens in summer. The fruitless fig that Jesus cursed was a 'pag'. The ripe 'te'ena' that bears fruit in summer must go through the 'pag' stage. The 'pag' is also a fruit, but not a mature one. A hungry person can eat a 'pag', but it has no commercial value. The 'pag' is not a fruit for eating, but for the 'te'ena'. So when the 'pag' appears, the owner picks them all and throws them away.

Why aren't we happy even after believing in Jesus? Why aren't we joyful even after achieving something? It's because we're not yet 'te'ena'. We still need more time and sunlight. To become 'te'ena', we must discard countless 'pag's. But there is hope. 'Now learn this lesson from the fig tree: As soon as its twigs get tender and its leaves come out, you know that summer is near.' (Matthew 24:32). When the 'pag' appears, the 'te'ena' is not far behind. If you're still in the chilly spring, just wait a little longer. When summer comes, the 'te'ena' will ripen. On the way! You are now on your way from 'pag' to 'te'ena'.

* Grass *

There's something good to meditate on in Israel's landscape right now. It's the grass. The whole land is full of grass.

First, Isaiah, 'The grass withers and the flowers fall, because the breath of the LORD blows on them. Surely the people are grass.' (Isaiah 40:7). Isaiah saw the grass withering in the summer sun. Lush grass in the summer fields, but it dies helplessly under the hot sun. So human existence is like grass.

However, Jesus had a slightly different perspective.

'If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you?' (Matthew 6:30)

Jesus' perspective shifts from grass to God. The miserable fate of wild grass doesn't change. But God's love for it doesn't change either. Even such wild grass is clothed by God. Do you see the abundant wild grass in the wilderness? Even that is cared for by God. How much more will he care for you? The problem is not the grass but our eyes that see the grass. 'If you intend to cut, everything appears as grass; if you intend to embrace, everything appears as a flower.'. If you love wild grass, what in the world couldn't you love?

* Valley *

Israel has many touching historical sites and places worth visiting. However, the place that attracts the most is the wilderness.

The wilderness is, first of all, empty. On a summer afternoon, the wilderness is all barren mountains. There are no comfortable houses to rest in, no cafes to have a cup of tea, no easy paths to walk on. It's all up and down, bumpy. From above, you see valleys that drop off like cliffs for thousands of meters, and from below, mountains that rise like sheer walls. There was a man who prayed long in this wilderness: John the Baptist. He said, 'Every valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill made low. The crooked roads shall become straight, the rough ways smooth.' (Luke 3:5)

John the Baptist must have said in faith that when the Messiah comes, such a world will come. What will we fill our empty valleys with? What will we cut down our unnecessarily high ambitions and greed with? What will we control our innate crooked nature with? What will we heal our rough emotional and spiritual ups and downs with? How will we solve our poverty, war, disease, malaria, COVID-19, pandemic, back alleys, crime, conflict, discord? Isn't that why the Messiah must come? Isn't that why we need Christ?

* Mount of Temptation *

I took some time to visit Jericho by Arab bus. It was to climb the Mount of Temptation where Jesus was said to have been tempted. Unexpectedly, the cable car to the Mount of Temptation was closed that day. With no other choice, I walked for two difficult hours to reach the monastery on the Mount of Temptation. I met a monk who had just finished praying and asked him, "What's your daily routine like?" After thinking for a while, he said, "We pray and fall, fall and pray.“

While coming down from the Mount of Temptation, I slipped and stumbled at the end. My left ankle was sprained, making it difficult even to walk. The pain didn't subside easily for a while. Each time, I was reminded of the words of the long-bearded Orthodox monk: "We pray and fall, fall and pray." The problem in life is not falling, but getting up again. Even a monk who has spent his life in prayer falls; how much more so for us?

'Though he stumble, he will not fall, for the LORD upholds him with his hand.' (Psalm 37:24)

* Mount Hermon *

A junior pastor from Daegu, who was on sabbatical, came to Israel with his daughter. He said he really wanted to climb Mount Hermon while in Israel. Since he had rented a car and was willing to drive himself, I couldn't refuse his request.

Mount Hermon was indeed a big mountain. From the bottom, the Crusader-era fortress 'Nimrod' looked the highest. After passing 'Nimrod', another peak appeared. After that peak, an even higher peak appeared. When we reached the final summit (2,814 meters), all the other peaks were below our feet.

The height and size of life are relative. Even if someone is high, there is someone higher. Even if someone is strong, there is someone stronger. Even if someone has something, there is someone who has more. Even if mountain is high, it's just a mountain under the sky. We don't need to compare ourselves with things under the sky. Everything is under God, and we are before Him.

'The fool says in his heart, "There is no God." ... The One enthroned in heaven laughs...' (Psalm 14:1, 2:4)

* Pastor's Wife

I visited a mission site with a missionary in Israel. However, the face of the pastor's wife who accompanied us was dark, and she hardly smiled all morning. During lunch, I asked the missionary, "Is your wife feeling unwell?" He replied, "She has depression. As the eldest daughter, she always feels guilty for leaving her elderly mother in Korea.“

During the break, I spoke to the pastor's wife. "When I visited Korea two years ago, I said the same thing to my 91-year-old mother. 'Mother, I'm always sorry. I'm far away and can't be close to you.' Then my mother said, 'They say there are two types of children. One is a good child who is always by their parents' side, and the other is a child who is far away but makes their parents proud. Pastor Lee, you are always my proud son. Don't worry and go ahead.‘

Throughout my life in ministry, I couldn't be a good son. As a missionary, I became an even worse son. But I was so fortunate that my mother considered me a son to be proud of. First, let's try to be good children. But more importantly, it's about becoming children that make our parents proud. I told the pastor's wife, "You are your mother's proud daughter." From that afternoon, her face began to brighten.

'Since you are precious and honored in my sight, and because I love you...Do not be afraid' (Isaiah 43:4-5)

* Dog *

One day, a dog started hanging around my house. It would sleep under trees and sometimes curl up under the eaves. It had brown fur. Then one day, a limping dog started lingering near this dog. They began spending more and more time together.

Curious about the relationship between these two very different-colored dogs, I asked the owner. The owner said the brown-furred dog was the mother, and the black-furred dog was her puppy (daughter). After giving birth to the puppy, the mother and her puppy had been given away to someone else. But, eventually, the mother and puppy returned to their original home.

The owner explained that the mother now lived in Bethlehem, while the puppy lived in Beit Jala, which is quite a distance apart. Strangely, the puppy wasn't limping when it was born. The owner speculated that perhaps the puppy had been hit by a car while traveling the long distance to see its mother. Watching the puppy who comes to its mother despite an injured leg, and the mother dog tending to her puppy's wounded leg, I was reminded of the words of Isaiah and Jeremiah:

"The ox knows his master, the donkey his owner's manger,..." (Isaiah 1:3), "Even the stork in the sky knows her appointed seasons, and the dove, the swift and the thrush observe the time of their migration..." (Jeremiah 8:7)

* Nostalgia *

There's an ailment that missionaries always carry with them. It's homesickness. A disease forgotten when busy, less noticeable during the day but creeping up at night, lessened when with family but intensifying when alone. At such times, there's a song I always listen to. Lee Dong-won's 'Nostalgia', "At the eastern end of the wide field, where old stories whisper, a stream meanders..." When I hear this song, the stream from my hometown meanders through my memories, and familiar faces appear one by one. How could I ever forget that place, even in my dreams?

It was the same when my wife left for America and I came to Bethlehem alone. I felt like a child who had lost his mother, clinging to her skirt, saying, “Honey, what should I do?” When my wife finally left me to go to our daughter, unprecedented hardships awaited me. I had to solve all the problems of daily living. The biggest issue was, of course, food. I never knew living and eating could be so challenging. If there's a grace that Bethlehem has given me, it's the realization that all mothers and wives of this world are truly great.

But there's an even greater discovery. The final destination of homesickness is neither hometown nor people. The poet Seo Jeong-ju wrote, "On a dazzlingly blue day, let's long for the one we miss," but even meeting the person we miss on this earth cannot fundamentally cure our homesickness. As C.S. Lewis said, we were born with an "incurable homesickness." All nostalgia points towards our true home, and our homesickness won't end until we reach that home.

Until then, let's live together. Let's lean on each other like deer, with our lonely hearts. But even as we live together, let's not give up on living alone. Loneliness is not something to overcome, but something to live with. We must walk with loneliness until we reach our true home. "We must live alone in order to live together and live together in order to live alone" (Bonhoeffer).

* Tears *

At Bethlehem Bible College, there's an Arab professor named Gabi. He interprets my lectures into Arabic, and I call him the Gabriel angel because of his name. With his bright appearance and good character, he still has his prickly sides. On our first meeting, when I said "Israel," he became serious and asked me to change it to "Holy Land." When I said "Shechem," he asked me to change it to "Nablus." These are the terms Arab people use instead of Israeli expressions. I wondered if they really needed to go that far while living in the same land.

A few days ago, while he was interpreting during my lecture, he suddenly stopped talking. When I looked back, he was crying. Everyone was surprised by this sudden event. During the break, we found out that his father had passed away the previous week. Feeling sorry for learning this late, I asked about his father. A man of few words, he didn't say much about his father. But it was clear that he was proud of him. His father had been a key member of the Palestinian independence movement (Intifada) against Israel for a long time. As a result, he was repeatedly caught, beaten, and imprisoned. Eventually, he lived with a sick body for a long time before passing away recently.

What does he think about when he remembers his father? Who could blame him if he became an anti-Israel terrorist following in his father's footsteps? Who could say it is wrong for him to call Israel the Holy Land instead of Israel? Mission work is about wiping the tears of the hurt, regardless of the political situation between Israel and Palestine. But can there be mission work unrelated to political situations? Today, I am in Bethlehem, where mission began 2000 years ago, still asking myself what mission truly is.

. Janusz Korczak (December 10, 2022)

It's time to leave Israel, where I've stayed for exactly 100 days, 3 months and 10 days. While packing my bags with gratitude for the grace I received during this time, I remembered a place I wanted to see once more: the statue of Janusz Korczak at Yad Vashem (the Holocaust Museum). Of course, it wasn't to revisit the painful history of the Jews massacred by the Nazis during World War II. Rather, it was because I felt that the Polish doctor Janusz Korczak, whom I had encountered during my previous visit to Yad Vashem, might have a message for me as I return to the mission field.

At Yad Vashem, where the yellow leaves have turned like the autumn in Korea, there still stood the statue of Janusz Korczak, holding children in his arms with a sorrowful expression. On top of the statue, small stones, symbols of Jewish remembrance and love, were placed in abundance.

Janusz Korczak was born in Warsaw, Poland in 1878. After serving as a soldier in various countries in his youth, he eventually became a pediatrician. It was a result related to his childhood, which did not allow him to have a happy childhood due to his father being in and out of mental hospitals. He also dedicated himself to establishing and running an orphanage, again influenced by his unfortunate childhood experiences. As if caring for his own poor and unhappy younger self, he remained unmarried throughout his life, devoting himself to treating sick children and caring for poor orphans.

However, in 1939, with the outbreak of World War II, his fate reached a turning point. The Jewish children under his care were to be taken to Auschwitz concentration camp on a death train. He tried everything to prevent this. He first approached a civil servant friend he had known for some time, but his request was harshly denied. He sought out many people he had helped as a doctor, but the answer was consistently "no."

At that time, following the Nuremberg trials, German soldiers stamped a red "J" on Jewish passports, restricting their holders from leaving their residential areas. Knowing this, he still pleaded with a German officer he knew. Korczak had saved the officer's son from death, so he hoped for help, but even he turned away from Korczak's plea. He even considered making forged passports to save the children, but even that became difficult, and his last plan to escape with the children in the night failed.

With all plans thwarted, he set out to bid a final farewell to the children on their journey to death. The children, thinking they were going on a trip with their teacher, cheerfully arrived at the train station. The train was preparing to depart with its whistle blowing. All the children boarded. They looked at him with sad faces, anticipating their final farewell to their teacher. Korczak experienced heartbreaking pain in front of the loving children gazing at him. As the train slowly began to move, he threw himself onto it. The children fell into his arms, and he held them to his chest.

If someone were to ask him later why he did it, he might have answered like this: "When our children are on their way to death, someone has to hold their hands, don't they? I will never leave the children's side." In the end, he sacrificed his precious life, which didn't have to be lost, along with about 190 Jewish children at Auschwitz.

On the "Avenue of the Righteous" at Yad Vashem, the names of many people who strived to save those dying nameless and unrecognized are still engraved. Oskar Schindler, the German who spent his personal fortune to save a thousand Jews; Adelaide Hautval, the French doctor who was imprisoned for refusing to conduct human experiments; countless unnamed German soldiers who saved Jews; and Janusz Korczak – they were all dead, but they are alive today, proving their great love and sacrifice for humanity. Yes, "they were dead, yet they live" (Hebrews 11:35), and "he is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain that which he cannot lose" (Jim Elliot). What are we living for and how are we living now? Yad Vashem asks me as I leave Israel.

9. Macedonia
. The Via Egnatia (November 23, 2022)

The road is an important pathway of existence in our lives. We walk on the road, live on the road, and eventually die on the road. To live means to know the road and to walk it, and to live well means to live in such a way that you can speak to others about the road you have walked.

When I was given a short break during the mid-term vacation in Bethlehem, I received news from Pastor Lee Kang-geun. He said he was going to travel the 'Via Egnatia' with his wife. When I first heard about this road, I was intrigued because I learned that it is an ancient, historically significant route extending from Constantinople to Rome and that Paul used it to spread the gospel. And a travel companion appeared at just the right time - Professor Ha Kyung-tae from Presbyterian University and Theological Seminary. Professor Ha, who happened to be in Jerusalem on sabbatical, gladly joined the team along with me, his high school senior, to follow the path led by Pastor Lee Kang-geun, an expert in pilgrimages.

The Via Egnatia is an ancient road stretching 1,120 kilometers, running from present-day Istanbul in Turkey through Greece, Macedonia, and Albania, providing the fastest route to Rome. This road was constructed around 140-120 BC when Rome dreamt of world conquest and has endured numerous historical twists and turns to reach the present day.

This road is important to us because, with the intersection of Eastern and Western cultures and history, the Apostle Paul traveled along this road to bring the gospel for the first time to Macedonia, the gateway to Europe, and to the Balkan region, which is now predominantly populated by Slavic people. In Acts 16, while praying to go to Asia, Paul one day saw a vision of a Macedonian man gesturing, saying "Help us." Accepting this vision as God's will, Paul halted his intended journey and set out anew for unknown lands. The road he walked at that time was the 'Via Egnatia.' According to Acts, Paul sailed to Neapolis and reached Philippi, the first city of Macedonia (Acts 16). And amidst hardships and persecutions, he established an important gospel base in Thessalonica (Acts 17). This journey began in Thessalonica, where traces of Paul still linger, and followed the Via Egnatia to Rome, ending at 'Illyricum' (modern-day Durrës) in Albania, located on the Adriatic coast.

The journey began in Thessalonica. Thessalonica is currently the second largest city in Greece and was the central city of ancient Macedonia. The journey along the Via Egnatia that started in Thessalonica continued to Pella, the hometown of Alexander the Great, and Pella led to Edessa, the city of water. And Edessa led to Florina, the last city of Macedonia.

The road was relatively manageable up to this point. However, after passing through Ohrid, the beautiful lake city, the road became rough. How on earth did the Romans build a road on such a high mountain? Who made the road on the mountain ridge that's difficult even to climb, and how did they lay soil and pack it with stones across the steep cliffs? As Shiono Nanami said in "The Romans' Story," it was clear that the Romans were not people who built walls inward to defend themselves, but people who built roads outward towards the world.

When we found the stone-paved Egnatia road covered with autumn leaves while climbing the mountain overlooking the beautiful Lake Ohrid, I stood there for a long time, thinking about the nameless Romans who built that steep road 2000 years ago and the figure of Apostle Paul walking towards Rome along that road. People who followed the Road to spread the Way, the old evangelists who sang "I'm fine even if it's a rough mountain. I'm fine even if it's the end of the sea. I hope to abandon myself for those who are dying" as they took each step forward - without their sweat and tears, could we now comfortably walk the road of life? I pondered this over and over.

When we reached Albania after crossing Macedonia, the road became even rougher. The road to Rome continued even on mountain slopes that seemed well over 2,000 meters above sea level. It's amazing that even on such high mountains, stone-covered 1st century roads still remain. The road to Rome passed in front of waterfalls, led through caves, crossed flowing rivers, and wound through apple orchards. Whenever we saw road signs for "Via Egnatia" along the way, along with milestones indicating the direction of the road and recording who built it and when, it felt as if we had transcended time and returned to 2,000 years ago. The road that the evangelists traveled was by no means an easy one. The "dangers from rivers, dangers from robbers, dangers in the city, dangers in the wilderness, dangers at sea" that Paul mentions in 2 Corinthians 11:26 must have come from such harsh geographical conditions. Great achievements are always accompanied by great risks. No Cross, No Crown, because without a cross, there is no crown.

The place we arrived at after braving these dangers was the dark sea of Durrës. Durrës is the modern name for Illyricum mentioned by Paul in Romans 15:19. "So from Jerusalem all the way around to Illyricum, I have fully proclaimed the gospel of Christ." The Illyricum mentioned here is Durrës, the final destination of the Via Egnatia. Durrës was at the end of the Balkan Peninsula, right in front of the Adriatic Sea, where Rome seemed just a sea crossing away. At the end of the Via Egnatia, where the difficult land route ends and only crossing the sea remains, what did the evangelists think?

Yes.

The Via Egnatia has ended, but the road we must travel still remains.

A road that starts again at the point where the road ends

Without time to look back on the rough road we've walked, we must cross that sea again.

On the day we left Durrës

As the rain fell from the sky and fog covered the dark morning sea

I kept asking myself 

Where is my Via Egnatia

And where am I on that road

Am I happy walking that road

And can I walk that road to the end

. Thessalonica

I like Henry Miller's quote, "One's destination is never a place, but rather a new way of looking at things." When I left Africa for Bethlehem, what I needed were answers. I already had many questions within me. When the time came, by God's grace, to set out on the Via Egnatia, what I truly wanted to see was not new places, but a new perspective.

"The LORD is good to those whose hope is in him, to the one who seeks him" (Lamentations 3:25). When I arrived in the first city, Thessalonica, I somehow felt that through this journey I would hear the voice of the Macedonian man that Paul heard in Troas. After falling asleep exhausted the previous night, I woke up the next morning and stood on the balcony overlooking Thessalonica. And with the morning sunlight brightening the darkness, I opened and read Acts 17 and 1 and 2 Thessalonians. For the next ten days, Thessalonica was conceived in me as an invisible seed, babbling for a long time. I still don't fully understand what it is. But what's certain is that Thessalonica is not a city dead in the past, but is still alive today, saying something about mission. Thessalonica makes me look back on past missions and envision new missions - it's both the beginning and future of mission. Why is that?

1. City-centered Mission

Thessalonica, with a population of 2 million and the second-largest city in Greece after Athens, made me think of major city centered mission as the first characteristic of Paul's missionary work. Founded around 315 BC and named after Alexander the Great's half-sister, Thessalonica was already a large city in Paul's time. In terms of transportation, it was the central city on the Via Egnatia from Constantinople to Rome, and moreover, it was a major port city where people and goods flowed. Acts 17 also says that many Jews and Greeks lived there (Acts 17:1-4). According to scholars, Thessalonica in Paul's time had at least 120,000 inhabitants. In terms of location, Thessalonica, along with Corinth, was a representative international city with an excellent port, commerce, and jobs.

Did Paul focus solely on major cities for his mission? Not exactly. In Acts 17:1, he passed through Amphipolis and Apollonia, located on the main road, on his way from Philippi to Thessalonica. He did not visit all the major cities of Cyprus during his mission there. In Asia Minor, there's no report of his work in major cities like Ankara. When Acts 14:6-7 says " they found out about it and fled to the Lycaonian cities of Lystra and Derbe and to the surrounding country" the "surrounding country" (perichoros) refers to small villages in the vicinity. While it's true that Paul prioritized major cities "to win as many as possible" (1 Corinthians 9:19), he didn't limit his mission to just big cities - he went wherever it was God's will.

Nonetheless, we can't deny that the focus of Paul's mission was still on major cities. The cities where Paul evangelized were centers of Roman administration and Greek culture. Philippi was a little Rome, Athens was the cultural center of Greece, Ephesus was the religious center of the empire, and Corinth and Thessalonica were the commercial centers of Achaia and Macedonia respectively. When the Apostle Paul visited Thessalonica, it was larger than Philippi, a free city, and large enough to mint its own coins.

Why is major city mission important? Mission in major cities plays a central role politically and economically, making it easier for the gospel to spread to surrounding cities. While the value of a soul is the same everywhere, there are more souls and more urgent spiritual needs in big cities. In the Old Testament, the word "city" is mentioned over 1,090 times. This is because cities are central to human life. Cities are not only where many people live, but also where there are people who need more urgent moral and spiritual help. It's where more crimes occur and where more poverty happens both individually and structurally.

According to the "World Urbanization Prospect" published by the UN based on population censuses of 233 countries, more than 70% of the world's population will live in cities by 2050. Already, over 55% of the world's population is concentrated in cities. Urbanization will accelerate rapidly, especially in Asia and Africa, which are moving towards industrialization. By 2050, Asia's urban population will increase by 1.2 billion, higher than the total population growth, and Africa's urban population will increase by as much as 900 million. Therefore, mission plans should be made for Africa in preparation for the rapidly increasing urban population. Missionary work in the jungle is still beautiful, but now we must look at the "fields that are ripe for harvest" (John 4:35). A large population does not simply mean many people living there. Philip Sheldrake, who wrote "The Spiritual City," saw the city as "a physical space created by people connected by social bonds." Christian mission should help not only with the spiritual salvation of souls in cities where many people live, but also with improving their living conditions economically, environmentally, and culturally. This is the modern application of Paul's mission to African missions moving towards rapid urbanization.

2. Christ-centered Life Mission

Paul's mission in Thessalonica is important not only spatially but also in terms of its content. Paul's mission as depicted in Acts 17 shows that he centered his ministry around the synagogue. He focused on preaching in the synagogue of Thessalonica for three weeks. "As his custom was, Paul went into the synagogue, and on three Sabbath days he reasoned with them from the Scriptures" (Acts 17:2). The Jewish synagogue was the center of Paul's mission. Paul didn't meet many Jews in Philippi. But when he came to Thessalonica, there was a Jewish synagogue where he preached. The presence of a synagogue in Thessalonica was likely related to the fact that Thessalonica was a port city. Wherever Jews went in the world, they made the synagogue the center of their faith and education. The synagogue was a place of worship to God. It was also a school where God's word was taught and learned. Moreover, it had the functions of a council hall dealing with issues of Jewish faith and communal life, a court, a relief center to help struggling fellow countrymen, and even served as an inn for traveling compatriots. Scenes of Paul using synagogues for his mission are frequently witnessed in Acts: Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13:10), Iconium (Acts 14:1), Berea (Acts 17:10), Athens (Acts 17:17), Corinth (Acts 18:1-4), Ephesus (Acts18:10), and Thessalonica (Acts 17:1).

Along with the synagogue, the Roman marketplace (agora) and forum were places Paul often used for evangelism. Acts 17:17 says, "So he reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews and the God-fearing Greeks, as well as in the marketplace day by day with those who happened to be there" Here, both the synagogue and the marketplace are mentioned. While Paul met Jews in the synagogue, he probably met non-Jews in the marketplace. Since it says "in the marketplace day by day with those who happened to be there," we can see that he frequently went to the marketplace to meet people whenever he had time.

The most memorable things I saw in Thessalonica were the Agora (marketplace) and the Forum (square). The Agora is a market where shops selling various goods are gathered, and the Forum is a large square adjacent to the Agora. Thessalonica boasts a massive Agora, measuring about 100 meters by 200 meters. The Agora is located underground, with a vast square above it, supported by towering columns. When I close my eyes and imagine going back 2,000 years, I picture countless people wandering around, shopping, and groups of people dressed in Roman-style clothing gathering in small groups to chat. Thinking of Paul possibly meeting people in that marketplace or square, sharing the story of Jesus Christ, makes my heart burn with passion. However, not all events in such crowded squares were pleasant. Acts 17:5 states, "But the Jews were jealous; so they rounded up some bad characters from the marketplace, formed a mob, and started a riot in the city." The "marketplace" mentioned here refers to the Agora. It's unclear whether this means that bad characters lived in the marketplace or if they just happened to come to the market. We also don’t know exactly what kind of mischief they were up to. However, it is clear that the Jews, seeing Paul frequently evangelizing not only in the synagogue but also in the marketplace (Agora) and the square (Forum), opposed and harassed him.

Paul went to evangelize wherever people gathered, not just in synagogues and marketplaces. In Corinth, he visited a lecture hall (Acts 19:1-9), which was probably similar to today's library. He also went to workplaces. As a tentmaker himself, he met Aquila and Priscilla at their workplace. And he visited homes (oikos). At that time, there were mansions and communal housing. In Roman society then, 90% of the population lived in communal housing called insulae. He sought out all spaces for evangelism, and no space remained closed to him.

What's important is not where he went, but what he did. Acts 17:2 again says he "reasoned with them from the Scriptures." Mission is about speaking the Bible. What he said from the Bible is mentioned in verse 3: "explaining and proving that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead. "This Jesus I am proclaiming to you is the Christ," he said." The core of Paul's evangelism was "Jesus Christ." He spoke about how He suffered, died, and was resurrected by God's power. How did Paul say this? Again, verse 3: "explaining and proving that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead." The word "proving" appears here. To prove means "to speak with certainty" in Korean, or "proclamation" in English. I learn Paul's evangelical passion and conviction here. He was "a man who feared nothing but sin and no one but God." There was a reason for this. 1 Thessalonians 1:5 says, "because our gospel came to you not simply with words, but also with power, with the Holy Spirit and with deep conviction." The key phrase here is "with power, with the Holy Spirit." Mission happens when the Word of God is proclaimed and proven. However, not all words are God's words. The Holy Spirit must work within them.

Needless to say, without personal conversion and an encounter with Christ, it cannot be called mission. Eckhard J. Schnabel, in his book "Paul the Missionary," mentions four basic elements of Christian mission that have appeared in 2,000 years of church history. These are intentional spatial movement, personal conversion, evangelical community, and training and sending for reproduction. These four elements occur interactively and complexly in the mission field. Among these, personal conversion is the most crucial element in Christian mission. On the mission field, one can preach, lecture, do charity, dig wells, promote peace, build churches, and even do business, but if there's no one who has met Christ and turned to God, it's not mission. And for this to happen, we must 'go' every day. Whether it's a synagogue, marketplace, square, school, street, or home, we must go and speak; without speaking, evangelism doesn't occur (Matthew 28:19-20).

As I reflect on Paul’s mission work, I realize that Paul did not treat mission work as a task but as a way of life. There is a difference between mission work and a missional life. Perhaps the person who knows the most about mission work is a Doctor of Missiology. However, a Doctor of Missiology is not necessarily the best at doing mission work. We must move beyond mission work that is bound by duty and tasks, transforming it into part of our everyday lives. Mission work done out of obligation is not sustainable in the long term. It must be done because one wants to and enjoys doing it. This is what Eddie Gibbs from Fuller Theological Seminary said. When a student asked him, "What is the characteristic of someone who does mission work well?" he replied, "You have to meet people outside the church if you want them to come into the church." Up until now, mission work has been about trying to forcibly bring people from outside the church into it. Paul’s mission in Thessalonica demonstrates the ideal of a life of mission that happens anytime and anywhere—whether in the synagogue, marketplace, street, workplace, square, or home. This approach to mission, which integrates mission work into daily life rather than treating it as a separate job, ministry, or project, could be the key to solving today’s program-driven mission.

3. Team Mission

There is a notable scene in Paul's mission to Thessalonica. It's that he sent Timothy to fill the void he left behind. When did Paul stay in Thessalonica? According to scholars, it was from the winter of 48 AD to the summer of 49 AD. He evangelized zealously during that period, but had to leave in the middle of the night due to organized opposition and interference from the Jews. However, Paul could never give up on Thessalonica, the city that had driven him out. Rather, his soul burned even more with love for them. So he tried to go back to them. This is 1 Thessalonians 2:17-18: "But, brothers, when we were torn away from you for a short time (in person, not in thought), out of our intense longing we made every effort to see you. For we wanted to come to you--certainly I, Paul, did, again and again--but Satan stopped us." Here, 'Satan' probably refers to various hindrances. Paul wanted to return to Thessalonica, but various circumstances did not allow it.

At this time, the person he sent in his place was Timothy. 1 Thessalonians 3:1-3 says, "So when we could stand it no longer, we thought it best to be left by ourselves in Athens. We sent Timothy, who is our brother and God's fellow worker in spreading the gospel of Christ, to strengthen and encourage you in your faith, so that no one would be unsettled by these trials. You know quite well that we were destined for them." Why did Paul send Timothy? The purpose is stated in verse 3: "to strengthen and encourage you in your faith, so that no one would be unsettled by these trials." "To strengthen" and "to encourage." This was why Paul sent Timothy. Responding to Paul's call, Timothy went to the infamous Thessalonica, and thanks to him, the spark of the gospel that was nearly extinguished there flared up once again.

An indispensable part of Paul's mission is co-worker mission, in other words, team mission. Paul was not a solitary individual evangelist. He made disciples of those who converted through his evangelism and turned them into God's workers. Paul's co-workers can be roughly divided into three groups. The first group is co-workers who worked together in churches established by Paul. Priscilla and Aquila, and Apollos belong here. The second group is the close disciple group that went on missionary journeys with Paul. Timothy, Titus, and Silas (Silvanus) belong here. The third group is co-workers sent to churches Paul established. These include Stephanas (1 Corinthians 1:16), Fortunatus and Achaicus (1 Corinthians 16:15-18), and Epaphroditus (Philippians 2:25-30).

These people cooperated with Paul in mission wherever they went. In Philippi, there were Epaphroditus, Euodia, Syntyche, Clement, and "these women who have contended at my side in the cause of the gospel" (Phil 4:3). On his second missionary journey, Paul was accompanied by Silas, Timothy in Lystra, Luke in Troas, and Aquila and Priscilla in Corinth. Apollos built the Corinthian church together with Paul. Through this experience, Paul said, 'I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow.' (1 Corinthians 3:5-9). Paul had several co-workers who accompanied him from Macedonia to Asia on his third missionary journey (Acts 20:4), and in Romans 16 alone, as many as 27 co-workers appear, including Epaphras, Demas, Archippus, Titus, and Phoebe.

Curtis Surgent explained Paul's mission with his co-workers in four major stages. It's the so-called M.A.W.L model. Including its application in the field, it can be summarized as follows:

	Modeling 
	Assisting 
	Watching
	Leaving

	Demonstrate through life (example)
	Help with words and prayer (training)
	Let them do it directly and observe (practice)
	Entrust completely and leave (delegation)

	Conversion experience of meeting Christ through evangelism
	Nurturing through discipleship training
	Building, multiplying, and nurturing churches through cells (house churches)
	Administrative and spiritual delegation, independence


Through Timothy's co-worker mission, Thessalonica achieved remarkable progress. Among them, the most notable is Acts 20:4: "He was accompanied by Sopater son of Pyrrhus from Berea, Aristarchus and Secundus from Thessalonica, Gaius from Derbe, Timothy also, and Tychicus and Trophimus from the province of Asia." Here are people who are willing to share the fate of Paul leaving Ephesus for Jerusalem. Eventually, Paul arrives in Jerusalem following this path, is captured and tried, and finally imprisoned in Caesarea and departs for Rome on the path of death. My heart trembles when I see the names of those who accompanied him on this noble journey. Do I have disciples who will go with me when I go to death? Hasn't my ministry and mission just created a noisy crowd? How many of the people I've met so far would qualify for this list? We should note that 'Aristarchus and Secundus from Thessalonica' appear among these names. Thessalonica was already an extinguished fire. When Paul fled to Berea to avoid people, Thessalonica was essentially a failed mission. However, even though Paul's fire couldn't reach it, Thessalonica was revived by the fire that caught on Timothy. So we must ignite others' candles before our candle goes out. Seeds that fall to the ground always give birth to new life, and living life begets living life again. This is the secret of discipleship training and the power of co-worker mission. Surgent then speaks of the P.O.U.C.H principle here. It's the principle of how to make disciples and make them co-workers in God's kingdom.

	Participation in Bible Study 
	Obedience 
	Unpaid Lay Leadership 
	Church
	Holy Kingdom of God

	Participation in Bible Study (regular discipleship training)
	Demanding thorough obedience
	Creating unpaid lay leaders
	Establishing God's church through cells
	Building the holy Kingdom of God together


Even after 2000 years, even though numerous conquerors and regimes have lived and disappeared in that land, the reason Thessalonica still remains with us is not just because of Paul alone. It's because of the disciples he left behind, the people he raised, the co-workers who kept the gospel while sharing life and death with him that Thessalonica, Via Egnatia, and world mission are still alive. We must also walk that path.

4. God's Mission

However, there is the most important element in the Thessalonian mission. It's God's mission. Here, 'God's mission' is not the 'Missio Dei' that theologians talk about. It's similar but different. As we've seen before, the Thessalonian mission wasn't smooth. Eventually, Paul was driven out in the middle of the night and hastily moved to Berea as if fleeing. Of course, there were many fruits in the midst of it. Acts 17:4 says, "Some of the Jews were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, as did a large number of God-fearing Greeks and not a few prominent women." Because mission is God's work, it's bound to bear fruit. No mission ever fails. The only failure is our disobedience. 'If we obey, God works'.

However, the mission field is not always full of victories. Acts 17:5 says, "But the Jews were jealous; so they rounded up some bad characters from the marketplace, formed a mob and started a riot in the city. They rushed to Jason's house in search of Paul and Silas in order to bring them out to the crowd." Who were these "bad characters"? In today's terms, they would have been something like "local thugs". The Jews mobilized these people and attacked the house of "Jason" where Paul and his companions were staying. However, Paul and his companions had already known about this and had hidden elsewhere. But they dragged Jason and some brethren to the city officials, shouting to kill them. The mission field is always a series of problems, disturbances, conflicts, and fights. But there's something to remember each time: 'Something alive always makes noise'. The only place that's peaceful without any noise or disturbance is a cemetery.

Interestingly, such turbulent mission fields often become exemplary mission fields over time. When we move from Acts 17 to 1 Thessalonians 1, an amazing change occurs. 1 Thessalonians 1:8 says, "The Lord's message rang out from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia--your faith in God has become known everywhere. Therefore we do not need to say anything about it". How did this change occur? Looking at Acts alone, it didn't seem like anything good would happen in Thessalonica. But in 1 Thessalonians 1, written sometime later, the Thessalonian church has become a very renowned church. Thessalonica belongs to the region of Macedonia. Let's say it could be known throughout Macedonia if everything went well. But the news of the Thessalonian church spread not only to Macedonia but also to Achaia and beyond. How is this possible? Paul is so surprised by this fact that he even gets excited. 1 Thessalonians 1:2 says, "We always thank God for all of you, mentioning you in our prayers." How is this possible indeed? How can a city of thugs turn into a city of saints? How can a city of persecutors become a city renowned everywhere?

First, let's say it's the power of Paul's tears and prayers. That's probably a clear fact. Even when leaving Ephesus, Paul said in Acts 20:19, "I served the Lord with great humility and with tears, although I was severely tested by the plots of the Jews." Paul would have done the same in Thessalonica. Despite severe persecution, he wanted to return. Paul's pastoral heart is certainly undoubtable. This is why we should attribute the credit for Thessalonica's change to Paul.

Next would be Timothy's hard work. As mentioned earlier, Timothy's role as a co-worker was flawless. This is evident in the mission report he gave after returning from Thessalonica. 1 Thessalonians 3:6 says, "But Timothy has just now come to us from you and has brought good news about your faith and love. He has told us that you always have pleasant memories of us and that you long to see us, just as we also long to see you." Timothy probably had a hard time in Thessalonica, from where Paul had been driven out. He might have had to endure fierce opposition from the Jews and suffer violence from thuggish Gentiles. But Timothy overcame all hardships and adversities and stabilized the church. This was probably because his ministry was fundamentally a ministry of comfort. There's a basic principle of ministry that Paul showed in 1 Thessalonians 2:11: "For you know that we dealt with each of you as a father deals with his own children, encouraging, comforting and urging you to live lives worthy of God." Whether a pastor or a missionary, regardless of his age, there's always a consciousness he should have: "fatherly consciousness". The moment I think of myself as a father, the fight disappears. A neighborhood uncle is different from a father, and even a grandfather is different from a father. A father endures to the end, encouraging, comforting, and warning his children. Timothy, Paul's best disciple, would have been someone who did just that.

However, despite Paul's tears and Timothy's hard work, there's still a part of the Thessalonian church's change that can't be explained. How could such violent people change and become renowned saints throughout Macedonia, Achaia, and Europe? (1 Thessalonians 1:8) How could faithful disciples like Aristarchus and Secundus come from people so full of hatred and hostility? (Acts 20:4) How could people who were worshipping so many imperial cults and Greek and Roman gods (Aphrodite, Dionysus, etc.) abandon their idols and turn to the living and true God? (1 Thessalonians 1:9) How is it that while numerous Greek, Roman, Ottoman Turkish, and European emperors and conquerors, including Alexander who conquered by force, have gone, Jesus Christ who died on the cross remains alive, with churches still standing in every city and village? How has a city that was synonymous with hardship and adversity survived until now and become a city that many people travel to and pilgrimage?

The answer is because God is alive. Because there is God who works even in the middle of the night and helps us in times of trouble. It is because of the power of the cross. It is because Jesus, who died on the cross, is God and the Christ. It is because there is the power and work of the Holy Spirit that changes and renews people. Yes, the reason we can "always be joyful, pray continually, give thanks in all circumstances" (1 Thessalonians 5:16-18) even when our ministry field has hardships, adversities, attacks, opposition, and conflicts, is because of this God. The reason we don't get discouraged even when our mission field is hard pressed on every side, perplexed, persecuted, and struck down is because of the living God who helps the lowly and comforts those in trouble. The reason we still don't get discouraged even if where we live, work, and mission is Thessalonica is because of Jesus Christ who once died but now rules the world from the heavenly throne and will soon come again in blazing fire with his angels from heaven (2 Thessalonians 1:7).

Thessalonica is the beginning of our mission and the future of our mission. We don't live in this world just to become good people. No matter how hard we try all our lives, we can never become good people. Rather than becoming good people, we should believe in the good God and become fruitful people. That's why 'Jesus forgave the unclean woman but cursed the fruitless fig tree' (Paulo Coelho, 'The Pilgrim'). Yes, 'All efforts come from man, and all power comes from God'. Where is our Thessalonica today? How do we live a missional life in our Thessalonica?

. Cyril Brothers and Clement (November 26, 2022)

There's a place that made me think a lot during my journey on the Via Egnatia. It's Lake Ohrid. This lake is located on the border between Macedonia and Albania and is known as one of the oldest lakes in the world. It covers an area of 348 km², is situated at an altitude of 695m, and has a depth of 285m. It's said to be the deepest lake in the Balkan Peninsula.

The process of how water collects in Lake Ohrid is very interesting. About 50% of the lake's water comes from springs. Another 20% or so comes from rivers or rainfall, and slightly over 20% flows in from nearby Lake Prespa. The spring water comes from about 45 small springs, with the most famous water source being the Springs of Black Drim near the Naum Monastery. Because the lake is formed by the gathering of so many springs, it's clear and transparent enough to observe up to 20m deep. This is why Lake Ohrid has been nicknamed "Europe's largest well."

However, there's an even more beautiful story in Ohrid than the lake. It's a story related to the Balkan mission. The protagonists are the Cyril brothers and their disciple Clement. Early in the morning, passing by the park next to Lake Ohrid, I encountered three statues. One is of Cyril (826–869) and his brother Methodius (815–885), another is of Clement (830/840-916), and the third is of Naum (ca. 830-910). These are people who, as teachers and disciples, had a significant impact on the Balkan missions.

Cyril and Methodius were brothers born in Thessalonica. According to "The Life of Cyril," Cyril was born the youngest of seven brothers. He was initially called Constantine, but just before his death, he became a monk in Rome and adopted the name Cyril. Similarly, his older brother Methodius was called Michael but took the name Methodius when he became a monk at the Polychron Monastery. From a young age, they were devout in their faith and soon received a calling as missionaries for their Slavic people.

The problem was that at that time, the Slavs did not have their own unique writing system. The Cyril brothers, knowing that their own language was needed to spread the gospel, devised the Glagolitic script, the first alphabet for the Slavic language. It is difficult enough to conduct missionary work with an existing script, but they went further by creating a new script, translating the Bible into that script, and then beginning their mission with it. It is hard to even imagine the extent of their efforts. The script they devised developed into the Slavic alphabet and later became the standard language of the Eastern Orthodox Church, so the Cyril brothers can rightly be called the fathers of Orthodox mission. It is clear that this language later became the key to spreading the gospel in Slavic, Balkan, and Eastern European regions due to the dedication and sacrifice of the two brothers.

After the Cyril brothers laid the great foundation for mission and passed away, their missionary work was continued by their disciples. Two representative disciples are Clement and Naum of Ohrid. Interestingly, God used the two disciples according to their gifts and callings. The scholarly Clement established a university in the Ohrid region. This university later became the first Slavic university. He succeeded the Cyril brothers in theological aspects. The spiritual Naum founded a monastery, developing the Cyril brothers' mission into a prayer movement. Even now, the university founded by Clement and the monastery founded by Naum remain on the shores of Lake Ohrid, continuing the beautiful history of these teachers and disciples for thousands of years.

The three statues standing by Lake Ohrid made me, an African missionary, think a lot. Although we live in different times and church traditions, the passion for mission shown by the Cyril brothers and the beautiful succession of mission shown by their disciples is not someone else's story, but our own mission and the Great Commission. I was once again moved and challenged by this thought. Lord, give us the same dedication and zeal you gave them, and also give us excellent next generations and disciples who will continue the life of mission.

. Mother Teresa (November 28, 2022)

I met Mother Teresa in Skopje, the last city of Macedonia. Her real name was 'Anjezë Gonxhe Bojaxhiu', meaning 'rosebud' in Albanian. True to her name, she offered her life to God as a beautiful flower bud. Born in 1910, she received God's calling at the age of 12 and became a nun at 18, leaving her hometown at such a young age.

Long ago, when I visited Calcutta, India, I cannot forget the words engraved at the entrance of the memorial dedicated to her: "God did not call me to be successful, but faithful". For a long time, this phrase became my life motto. Occasionally, when the desire for success lingered around me, I would use these words to suppress myself.

Mother Teresa's birthplace was modest, and the memorial for her was simple. Despite the numerous notable people she met and the achievements she accomplished, the memorial only had a few photos hanging. Perhaps if she were alive, she wouldn't have allowed even that. Only the well she would have drunk from as a child remained unchanged in the middle of the house. I could imagine young Teresa playing around the well.

How do we evaluate a person's life? If Teresa had lived here, studied, married, and lived an ordinary life, we wouldn't have needed to come here. Even if she had studied more to become a doctor, earned a decent amount of money, and succeeded in worldly terms, we wouldn't have come here for that reason. Because there are plenty of people who have lived such lives.

Why did we come all this way? How is a person's life ultimately evaluated? Jesus' words are always right: "Love God and love your neighbor." In the end, people are evaluated by this standard. Did they love God? And did they love their neighbors? Even if one just properly loves their neighbors, people will remember them. If they loved God as well, that sincerity is doubled. The great people we remember are mostly those who served people and loved God. They are people who loved people as they loved God, and loved God as much as they loved people.

The love that dominated Mother Teresa's life still remains in many of her words. At the 1979 Nobel Peace Prize ceremony, after receiving the award, she asked those around her, "How many loaves of bread can I buy with this prize money?" I don't know how many loaves of bread she actually bought with the prize money. But it's clear that the people she wanted to love were in her heart. God's love is great, but it always manifests in small ways. And the small things ultimately become big. When a reporter asked Teresa, "What should we do for world peace?" She replied, "Love your family." She had a similar saying: "Small things done with great love will change the world". Teresa probably lived like that. On the poor streets of Calcutta, the love she had was great, but the things she did daily were extremely small : feeding the poor, holding the hands of the sick, hugging the crying, praying for the dying.

As I was leaving the memorial, a poem on the wall caught my eye. It was a poem titled 'Farewell'. This poem was written by her at the age of 18 when she received God's calling and was leaving for India after brief training in England. As I read it carefully, the emotions I felt three years ago when I left Korea came back, and I stood there reading and re-reading it for a long time. When I came back, I tried to find if this poem was translated somewhere, but I couldn't find it. In the end, I had to translate it with my clumsy skills. I dedicate this poem to all the ministers on this earth, especially missionaries, who love God today but always serve people through small, challenging tasks.

Farewell

I’m leaving my dear house

And my beloved land

To steamy Bengal go I

To a distant shore.

I’m leaving old friends

Forsaking family and home

My heart draws me onward

To serve my Christ

Goodbye, O mother dear

May God be with you all

A Higher Power compels me

Towards torrid India

The ship moves slowly ahead

Cleaving the ocean waves,

As my eyes take one last look

At Europe’s dear shores.

Bravely standing on the deck

Joyful, peaceful of mien,

Christ’ happy little one,

His new bride to be.

In her hand a cross of iron

On which the Savior hangs,

While her eager soul offers there

Its painful sacrifice.

“Oh God, accept the sacrifice

As a sign of my love,

Help, please, Thy creature

To glorify thy Name!

In return, I only ask of Thee,

O most kind Father of all:

Let me save at least one soul –

One you already know.”

Fine and pure as summer dew

Her soft warm tears begin to flow,

Sealing and sanctifying now

Her painful sacrifice.

December 1, 1928

Anjezë Gonxhe Bojaxhiu

10. The Missional Church

. One Person (January 14, 2022)

Perhaps the most significant contribution of COVID-19 to humanity might be the realization that humans are not as invincible as we once thought. Witnessing the streets of New York lined with temporary morgues, seeing countless bodies buried under piles of dirt in Europe, and living our daily lives heavily reliant on a small mask have made us understand that we are as fragile as glass, easily broken and shattered. Humans are weak beings who cannot even move in the face of small virus.

However, COVID-19 has made us realize not only human fragility but also how precious a single person is. When we hear news of a relative we haven't thought about for a long time being in the ICU due to COVID-19, or when we hear that someone who was so healthy has lost their life to COVID-19, we realize how precious and important a single person is.

This is a true story from Africa. In 1921, David from Sweden and his wife Flood left for Congo as missionaries. However, the mission field was not easy. He built a hut outside the village as people prevented them from entering. People often threatened to kill them. Despite trying to evangelize, they couldn't convert a single person for 10 years. They only managed to evangelize a young boy who would go back and forth between the village and the missionaries' home. Then, his wife contracted malaria during pregnancy, gave birth to a daughter, and died. David buried his wife in Congo soil, sent his daughter for adoption abroad, and returned to his homeland, deciding never to do mission work again.

Meanwhile, the daughter was adopted and raised by good parents in America. One day, she read about Congo missionaries in a Swedish magazine. Surprisingly, it was the story of her parents. She traveled a long way to find her mother's grave. That day, the daughter heard about the amazing revival happening in that area. With this news, the daughter who visited Sweden finally met her father after much searching. The father and daughter instinctively recognized each other. The father said to his daughter, "I'm sorry, my daughter." The daughter replied, "Father, God has protected me."

Hearing the word 'God', the father became angry. "What, God? Don't even mention God." The father had become almost an atheist due to the shock of his mission work. At this point, the daughter said, "I have a story to tell you. I saw it myself when I went to Congo this time. You know the young man you evangelized? He built a church in that village, and all 600 villagers now believe in God. This is the worship service I attended. And this person was the boy you evangelized." As he heard these words, tears began to flow from his eyes. His work in Congo was not a failure. When he sowed seeds with tears, God made them grow and allowed many souls to be harvested.

Yes.

If you can make one person a disciple,

Your mission is not a failure.

If you can truly pray for one person,

Your ministry is not a failure.

If you can sincerely love one person,

Your life is not a failure.

If we make one person a disciple,

God will use that one person to bear much 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 history of Korean mission work is made up of the sacrifice and dedication of one person. George Williams (Woo Kwang-bok, 1907-1994) was one such person. A hundred years ago, a young American missionary couple (Frank and Mary Williams) was sent to Korea. They began their mission work based in Gongju, Chungcheong Province. They had their first son in Gongju and named him Woo Kwang-bok, meaning "praying for Korea's independence." Soon after, two daughters, Olive and Roger, were born.

In February 1906, while returning from leading a revival meeting in Nonsan, the missionary briefly rested in a funeral home to avoid the rain and became infected with typhoid, leading to his death. His wife, suddenly widowed, returned to America with her grief.

However, two years later, she returned to Gongju with her children. She couldn't forget Korea and the souls living there that her husband had loved. She ministered for 47 years and established many schools. During this time, her two daughters died of endemic diseases and were buried in Gongju's Youngmyung Garden. Olive, the eldest daughter, was 11 years old at the time. Fortunately, Woo Kwang-bok grew up well, finished elementary and middle school, and went to college in America. However, he too couldn't forget Korea, where his father and sisters were buried. So he returned to Korea.

When he returned to Korea, it was the time when Korea had been liberated from Japanese colonial rule and General Hodge was governing as the military governor. Hodge was looking for someone fluent in both English and Korean for governance, and Woo Kwang-bok was chosen. He became Hodge's advisor and worked hard, being involved in the establishment of the Korean government.

When Hodge asked Woo Kwang-bok to recommend 50 talented individuals to lead Korea, Woo introduced 50 people recommended by his mother to General Hodge. Surprisingly, most of them were Christians. They became the main figures of faith in building the nation when the government was established.

The Minister of Education, a Christian, began a campaign to eradicate superstition, and the Minister of Defense, also a Christian, implemented the military chaplaincy system, transforming the South Korean military into an army of God. Most of the members of the Constitutional Assembly were also Christians. According to the records of the Constitutional Assembly, Pastor Lee Yoon-young prayed on the first day of the assembly. The prayer was as follows.

"God, who created the universe and all things and governs the history of humankind, we sincerely thank You for watching over this nation and blessing this land, allowing us to experience the gratitude-filled day of today. For a long time, You have heard the suffering and pleas of this nation, drawing the sword of justice to subdue the violence of Japanese imperialism. We believe that You have moved the conscience of the world and listened to the aspirations of our people, bringing this joyful and historic day to us at this moment. We believe that this is a manifestation of Your divine providence to all nations of the world.

God, we pray that You relieve the suffering and shame of this nation, now divided into North and South, and that the day will soon come when our people and compatriots can join hands, smile, and sing together."

At that time, Christians made up less than 5% of the total population. However, as a result of the influence of 50 Christians entering various fields on Woo Kwang-bok's recommendation, with his mother's help, the number of Christians grew to 5 million in 10 years and 10 million in 20 years.

Later, Woo Kwang-bok passed away in 1994 at the age of 87 and was buried in Gongju's Youngmyung Garden, where his parents and sisters who died working for Korean missions all their lives were buried, according to his will.

How precious is one person? Frank Williams, who died as a grain of wheat in poor Korea, leaving behind a prosperous country; his wife Mary Williams, who devoted her life to the Korean people following him; George Williams (Woo Kwang-bok), who left stable America and came to chaotic Korea to help Hodge establish the government; our daughters Olive and Roger, who lie silently on the hill behind Gongju even now - we are here because of each one of them.

History, and God's kingdom, are realized because of this one person In 1858, in a shoe shop in Boston, America, one person was teaching a single student. The teacher was Kimball, and the student was Moody. Later, Moody became an evangelist, and Chapman was converted after hearing his sermon. One day, Chapman evangelized to baseball players, and Billy Sunday was converted after hearing the gospel. Billy Sunday later became an evangelist and preached the gospel at a three-week gathering in a place called Sallit, where only one boy was converted. That boy was 12-year-old Billy Graham.

Yes. Even among many people, God's eyes are focused on just one person. God, who looks at only one person while seeing the crowd; God, who sees the world through one person; God, who loves one person like the universe and the universe like one person - we are here because of that God's love. And that is the reason we are alive here, in the midst of COVID-19, despite COVID-19. We are that 'one person'.

. We Are the Church (October 8, 2021)

What is the church to us? While studying with missionaries over Zoom, I was drawn to a photo in the book. It's a photo of a wooden sculpture by a Rwandan sculptor titled 'Giving and Receiving' (also known as 'The Exchanging of Gifts'). The author of the book speculated that this sculpture might depict a daughter-in-law offering food to her mother-in-law. However, this sculpture seems to represent more than just the relationship between a daughter-in-law and mother-in-law. Given that the content was about the church, I thought it must contain some message about faith and the church.

First, it's clear that the sculpture features people as its subject. From the image alone, we can't tell if they're men or women, or what their relationship is. However, judging by the fact that the person on the left is squatting while the person on the right is kneeling, it is evident that the person on the left is older, and the person on the right is younger.  While looking at this image, I consistently imagined the left figure as God and the right figure as a human (though, of course, others might interpret it differently). Through the relationship between these two figures, I was able to find some seeds of reflection on spirituality and the church.

Let's first look at the person on the left. He is holding food and bending towards the other person. Looking more closely, he is firmly holding the food with both hands, but from the image alone, it's unclear whether he is giving food to the other person or receiving it. However, based on general custom, it's more natural to assume he is giving prepared food to the other person. What's important is his sincere and active posture. He is not only bending towards the other person but also intensely focusing on the other's face. Interestingly, he is looking at the other person from a lower position. Overall, this person seems to be giving his prepared food to the other with a very sincere attitude.

Who is God to us? We call the God of the Bible the God of grace. Why grace? The Hebrew word for grace, 'hesed', means 'to bend, to bow'. In grace, it's not the recipient who bends, but the giver. Outwardly, it may seem that children bow to their parents, but parents spend their lives bending over for their children. God is the same. God tells Hosea to 'persuade' and seek out the wife who has left. The father in the prodigal son story 'urges' the son who is outside to come in when his brother returns. The Hebrew word for both these actions is 'patah', which means 'to take a humble stance, to plead, to beg'. This is what the person on the left in the sculpture is doing. He is bending uncomfortably to give something precious, holding the food respectfully with both hands. His bent back represents God's humble posture in coming to this earth. His bowed stance reminds me of Michelangelo's 'Creation of Adam' painted on the Sistine Chapel ceiling. God is stretching His hand with all His might towards Adam, the newly created clay figure. God's outstretched hand is still reaching towards us at this very moment.

Now, let's look at the person on the right. The first thing we notice is that he is not only kneeling but also placing his hands on the bowl containing the food. His kneeling posture is not just reverent but desperate. Kneeling is a unique human posture that conveys surrender and earnest desire. The reason for his desperation is probably related to his lack. Whether the other person was a mother-in-law or a husband, women in ancient times were always vulnerable and dependent. If she was a widow, her lack would have been even more severe. The decisive scene showing her lack is her hands placed on the food. She has neither the luxury nor the strength to refuse the food given to her. This is because she is a being who cannot survive for even a moment without the help of others.

Who is a human being? A being of lack. Humans are helpless beings who cannot live by their own strength alone. They have to kneel every day for what they need, and they can't take their hands off the food they need to eat and live today. Whoever they are, they can do nothing without God. As Luther said on his deathbed, "We are beggars. This is true." This is the last confession of Luther, who lived his whole life crying out "Only grace" and "Only faith," saying that he could not live without God's grace, and it is also our own confession.

Looking at this person a little more closely, one more thing stands out. It's that his body is quite far from the other person. This is not only the sculptor's technique for artistic balance but also a stark depiction of the dual nature of human existence. Humans live every day kneeling and longing for God's grace. However, they can neither fully know nor understand that God. Humans are still far from God, and God remains as the entirely other, over there. God is, as John Ortberg said, "closer than you think." But in reality, the more we approach God, the further away He seems to be. The more Moses approached Mount Sinai, the more God was in 'darkness'. If we call this 'mystery' from God's side, we might call it 'creatureliness' from our side. So even if we kneel and come to Him, we cannot fully know Him or become perfect like Him. The "distance" between us and God (Isaiah 59:2) is inevitable, and paradoxically, that distance becomes the starting point of our sanctification and growth. We kneel and long for God, but we are still far from God. Our task is to draw near to God throughout our lives, but it doesn't matter if we don't fully reach Him. Because God comes to us. 

Another noticeable aspect is the gaze of the two people. What connects the two as one is the food in the middle. However, their gazes are not focused on the food, but on each other. For them, food is necessary, but it's not the purpose of their existence; rather, it's a medium of their existence. They are not there because of the food, but they are giving and receiving food because they are there together.

What is the essence of our relationship with God? We should seek God rather than His gifts. When we were young, we preferred the gifts our parents gave us. But as we grew up, we came to love our parents themselves more. The Jabbok River was a turning point in Jacob's life. Before Jabbok, Jacob only looked at God's hands. These were the porridge, birthright, Laban's daughters, cattle, and sheep. But at Jabbok, he saw God's face (Peniel) for the first time. When he looked at God's face, he became God's army (Mahanaim). God is not God because He is necessary (practicality) or beneficial (usefulness) to us. Such a God could be called a lottery God or a supermarket God. We should not have a beneficial relationship where we believe in God for our own sake, but an existential relationship where we live with Him for God's sake. In God, there are all kinds of good gifts. But no gift is greater than God Himself. Like the servant in Psalm 123, we should look at God's face, not God's hand. What do we look at more every day? The gifts? Or God Himself?

Now let's look at this picture again, focusing on the person on the right. The person on the right, representing humans, has received unspeakable grace from God on the left. The characteristic of grace is that once received, it is returned someday. When God accepts us 'as we are', we someday become 'as we should be'. Food is not only a gift God gives us but also our devotion to God. When we look at food again with these eyes, we suddenly feel that the bowl is empty. When God gave, the bowl looked big. But when we give to God, the bowl is very small. God gave us His own with both hands, with all His sincerity. But we are only lightly raising one hand to it. Moreover, the body is tightly pulled back, showing a reluctant expression. It seems like we're giving not our best, but out of obligation.

What is our devotion? How small is our service and sacrifice to God? When I showed this picture to a bishop of the Church of Uganda (Anglican), he said, "God gave His best gift, Jesus Christ, but we give the smallest thing. Yet God receives it with both hands." Suddenly, I'm reminded of a fisherman's prayer: "God, the sea is wide and my boat is too small." Yes, we think we serve and work devotedly for God, but that work is just a small boat floating on the vast ocean. At such times, we should remember the words of C.T. Studd, a missionary to Africa: "If Jesus Christ be God and died for us, then no sacrifice can be too great for me to make for Him."

Lastly, the message this picture gives is the deep relationality shown by the two people. The two do not just exist separately in that place. They are connected by need through the food placed in the middle, connected by body temperature through hands and feet, and connected to the inner soul through gazing eyes. This is related to the fact that this work was created by an African. When I showed this picture to various African students, pastors, and believers around me, their common response was that this shows the unique African relationality, togetherness.

This relationship-centered communality of Africa appears in every corner of their existence as their DNA, and it is also manifested through their words, thoughts, and actions. From everyday proverbs like "One stick can produce smoke, but it cannot make a fire," and "A handful of sticks cannot boil a pot of water," to "Ubuntu" which says "I am because we are, we are because I am," and even the wisdom about nature that "The earth was not given to you by your parents, it was loaned to you by your children" - all these came from the communality of people living together.

Then what is the church? To them, the church is not a building, theology, or organization. The church is a community of brothers and sisters loving God as the supreme ancestor and father, Jesus Christ as the big brother, and the Holy Spirit as the warm mother. In short, "We are the church." It is not "it" that is the church, but "people" who are the church; it is not "they" who are the church, but "we" who are the church, and it is not "I" who am the church, but "we" who are the church.

How wonderful would it be if 'we' were the church, and 'we all' became the church? In 1985, there was a Catholic church in a rural village in Tanzania. The priest in charge of the local parish arrived an hour and a half late due to heavy rain while touring several churches for the ministry of communion and the Word. The congregation waiting for the priest had finished their own praise and doctrinal study. When the rain-soaked priest arrived, the congregation said, "Father, now that you're here, please lead the service again from the beginning." Then the priest said, "No. God was already present in the worship you offered and the words you shared. You are the church of this region. You are now the church of God present here." This story of a priest telling the congregation that they are the church, in a Catholic church where communion and other liturgies cannot be performed without a priest, made me, a Protestant pastor, think a lot.

Yes, we are the church. This, along with the confession that 'where Christ is, there is the church,' is the most important confession about the church in 2000 years of church history. It's not the building, the system, the theology, or even the clergy that is the church, but we are the church. Wherever there is the blood-stained Christ and brothers and sisters ready to bleed for each other, that is Christ's church. I thank God who allows us to encounter the great God even through a small piece of African art.

. Creation Comes from Chaos (May 7, 2022)

At the end of last year, when I visited Korea, I was recommended two books by missiologists: 'The Shaping of Things to Come' and 'The Forgotten Ways'. I hadn't been able to read them due to my busy schedule, but this week I finally did, and they turned out to be truly eye-opening. The content was about how the church, which has been trapped in the framework of institutionalism, now needs to be reborn as a missional church. I thought this book should be read not only by missionaries but also by pastors, especially all believers and pastors who dream of a new future for the church. I highly recommend them, though I cannot cover all their extensive content here. Instead, I will share a few phrases that struck my heart in my own words.

Christianity is at its best when it is at the extreme, chaotic edge. When the church settles and moves away from the margins of confusion towards the center, everything goes wrong. Calmness is death. It's the difference between a fish in an aquarium and a fish in the wild. The aquarium fish becomes extremely sensitive to even slight changes because it has faced no challenges or dangers. However, the wild fish is strong and fast because it has lived amidst numerous threats, including the threat of being eaten by other fish.

Throughout history, God's people have grown amidst serious threats and chaos. The Spirit of God, who moved over the chaotic waters in the beginning, created the universe. Chaos and darkness were the energies of creation. Chaos called forth life, and darkness called forth light. Mission is a deliberate movement that abandons comfort and reaches out beyond. Abraham left Haran and set out for the unknown land of Canaan. Israel chose the hardship of becoming a free people in the wilderness over the security of living as slaves by the fertile Nile. The reason traditional churches decline is that they constantly look to the past, seek stability, and strive to enjoy peace. The decline of churches in America, Europe, and especially denominations like the Presbyterian and Anglican churches, is because they settle for institutional stability. The revival of Pentecostal churches in Latin America and churches in Africa is because they continue to survive amidst constant hardship rather than settling for institutional comfort.

An interesting study is about fire ants. A single fire ant can defeat a single wasp, but when an entire fire ant colony fights against an entire wasp colony, the fire ants always lose. This is because when a single fire ant is given hardship, its self-sustaining ability works, but when many fight together, they divide responsibilities and the self-sustaining ability doesn't work. In biology, this is called 'emergence'. 'Emergence' refers to the manifestation of hidden self-sustaining ability within an organism. When an organism is put in an urgent situation where it cannot survive without fighting itself, the inherent life energy inside it bursts out. We lose not because we lack strength, but because of the non-urgency of an environment where strength is not required.

The more stable the environment, the less the hidden self-sustaining ability emerges. When an environment of threat, persecution, and hardship is given, and when one's life is threatened if not fought against, all living things eventually achieve victory through the emergence of strength they didn't even know they had. The church, being a living entity of God, is always subject to this principle. That's why 'throughout history, the major stimuli that renewed Christianity always came from the bottom of the world, not the top, from the margins, not the center, and from threats, not peace' (W.C. Roof).

That's why there are two types of leadership. There is operational leadership and adaptive leadership. Operational leadership is leadership that stably manages a given organization. However, adaptive leadership is leadership that struggles and adapts in situations of threat and crisis. The purpose of operational leadership is stability. But the purpose of adaptive leadership is breakthrough.

This is why the church must engage in mission. When the church engages in mission, it must continually adapt to various mission situations. Mission can put the church in a threatened position like the early church. Mission may expose the church to many financial risks. Mission requires the church to be alert and tense as it is exposed to many new environments. Therefore, a missional church adapts rather than just manages. The medieval church managed, and the early church adapted. The European church managed, and the Chinese church adapted. Churches that manage decline, while churches that adapt grow. This is why the early church and the Chinese church flourished. A church with missional adaptability constantly responds to external pressures, challenges, and threats, thereby staying alive. And what is alive inevitably grows.

Around 100 AD, there were only 25,000 Christians. But by 310 AD, when Christianity was legalized, there were 20 million Christians. What on earth happened during this period? During this time, Christianity was constantly treated as an illegal religion. There were no proper church buildings, well-educated leaders, or even decent Bibles. There were no seeker-friendly services, sophisticated stage settings, professional theological education, and excellent theological books we favor today. When Mao Zedong came to power, the Chinese church had only 2 million members. But after the Bamboo Curtain was lifted in the 1980s, the Chinese church grew to 60 million. And now it's 120 million. What happened in China? Through the Cultural Revolution, even the few Bibles they had were taken away, clergy were killed, and meeting places and churches were burned down.

The early church, in the midst of persecution and threats, unknowingly manifested the life of Jesus hidden within itself. After the organization of Chinese church was forcibly disbanded, the missionary potential that had been latent in the system was revived. Church structure and institutionalism are different. Structure is necessary, but institutionalism destroys the church. 'Christology determines missiology, and missiology determines ecclesiology'. It's not the church that does mission, but mission that gives birth to the church. And mission comes from Christ. It's not the church's mission, but the mission's church; not the church's Christ, but the church that missions Christ. We should always think of mission before the church, and Christ before mission. So Christ, mission, and then church is the biblical order.

Christian philosopher Kierkegaard used the 'story of the goose' to illustrate the modern church suppressing its innate missional nature given through Christ. Here is a goose. One day, tired of flying, it landed on the ground to rest for a while. There was plenty to eat, and as it ate day by day, it gained weight. In its heart, it always said, 'I should fly, I should fly,' but because of the temptation of food and peace, it kept postponing flying. Today's church is perhaps like this goose that has given up flying. It has voluntarily given up its 'nature of soaring' and goes around seeking tasty food, pleasure, and peace day by day. What will it do when winter comes?

We need to fly now when it's winter to meet spring. The church, suffering from various problems today and exhausted from being hit by COVID-19, can and must change. The church must go to the past to go to the future, pluck out its own feathers like an eagle to survive, and soar to the sky to survive well on this earth. The church is now living in an era of confusion, pain, and threat that the early church and the Chinese church experienced. Paradoxically, it has met a golden opportunity to soar as a missional church. We must fly before winter passes. If we start flapping our wings now and regard hardship as an opportunity, the church can always return to the state of the early church or the Chinese church. Creation begins 'when the earth was formless and empty, and darkness was over the surface of the deep' (Genesis 1:2).

. Why Can't They Leave? (May 30, 2022)

Last week, Pastor Lee Joon-won and his wife visited Uganda as prospective missionaries. For a week, they visited various mission fields with me and returned. He will come back to Uganda in July to start his full-time missionary work. Having worked in ministry for 37 years and still having time left in his tenure, his decision to dedicate the rest of his life in Africa, leaving everything behind, is undoubtedly a great determination along with God's grace.

Seeing Pastor Lee's determination, I began to think again about why African churches can't leave. Missionary work started in 1877 (8 years earlier than in Korea), so it's been 145 years, but during that time, not a single overseas missionary has been sent. Even All Saints Church, a representative church of the Church of Uganda (Anglican) (with over 5,000 attendees at Sunday service), has no significant missionary fruits except for sending one missionary to Kapchorwa (a tribe within Uganda).

Why can't Africa engage in missions? Why do African churches find it so difficult to engage in outward missions? Is it due to economic reasons? Is it because they don't understand the Great Commission (Matthew 28:19-20)? Is it because they don't recognize the tremendous help and grace they've received from foreign missions (especially from England)? Do they have some psychological fear of other countries, or perhaps panic disorder? Despite long discussions about missions with Ugandan church leaders, there hasn't been any significant progress. No matter how much I think about it, their passivity towards missions seems to have a deeper reason beyond these. It's something like a cultural DNA that comes from their way of life that has continued for thousands of years. In my words, it might be summarized as 'land, time and people'.

Land is like the source of existence where they have sustained life so far. For a long time, they have lived together on the same land. For them, land is communal property. Land is common property owned by all tribes together, and individuals cannot sell or buy it. A missionary went into an area, bought land, and built a house. But one day, he found that local people were coming in and taking food from the missionary's house. The missionary was shocked and asked why they were taking someone else's food without permission. It was the locals who were surprised. They responded by asking what the problem was with eating what was on their land.

This is something to be careful about when buying land in mission fields. The missionary thinks they bought the land, but the locals think they lent it. What's absurd is that sometimes the original owner comes to a missionary who has bought land, built buildings, and worked for years, telling them to leave now. The missionary argues that it's their property because they paid for it, but the locals say they only lent it for temporary use. This is why property disputes often occur in mission fields.

Land that is communally owned can be used by individuals but cannot be sold like private property. For many tribes, land or houses are always tribal property. So, for someone to leave tribal land means giving up rights to communal property, and even if they return, they have no share or benefits. Furthermore, this land is not only the land of ancestors but also of descendants. Hence, there's a saying: "We do not inherit the earth from our ancestors, we borrow it from our children." For them, land is everything. Losing land means losing not only ancestors and traditions but also descendants and the future.

If land is a spatial barrier preventing them from leaving for other places, time is another barrier preventing them from departing for the future. First, their concept of time is lacking. It is rare to find them arriving first when a time and place are agreed upon. They're late for worship times, and even students who should start school in March sometimes come in April or May. We were taught to value time and be punctual. We learned that time is more precious than gold, and that's true.

However, I realized after coming to Africa that this is not just a moral lesson, but a natural one that can be learned in countries with distinct four seasons, like those in the West or in our country. We know that everything has its time, and if we miss that time, we can't sow seeds or harvest. But Africa is not like that. Because it's the same season all year round, you can start farming anytime. Their concept of time is not based on clocks or calendars, but on work. They don't have a special time to farm. They can start farming whenever and finish when they finish. Worship, classes, events don't need to start at any specific time. Worship starts when people gather and ends when it ends.

More importantly, their time is focused on the past, not the future. According to scholars who have studied their grammar, they have more than 10 tenses, but most of their tenses are past tenses, and there are only one or two future tenses. Even these one or two futures are not the distant future we think of. One example of their connection to the past is family burial. When a family member dies, they bury them inside the house. A dead family member is not someone who has gone far away, but someone who lives with them (scholars call this the 'living dead'). They don't send off the dead family member but live in the past with them. For them, time is a point of contact connecting dead ancestors, heroes, and the god they believe in.

If space prevents them from leaving because it's the root of their survival, time prevents them from leaving because it's their connection to the past. This is why a Korean missionary teaching systematic theology at a seminary said that eschatology is the most difficult topic to teach African students (whereas incarnation, atonement, and resurrection are easy for them to understand). For those who live at most 40-50 years due to disease, poverty, and natural disasters, eternity is an uncertain time that they can neither understand nor predict. Therefore, concepts like future, future vision, sacrifice for the future, and the Kingdom of God are very difficult to apply to them.

Along with land and time, another factor preventing them from leaving is people. For those who have lived with their tribe for a long time, all practical help comes from people. That's why there's a saying, "When an American needs money, they work; when an African needs money, they talk to people." Their mutual dependence is almost astonishing. They think it's almost a sin to refuse the needs of their own relatives or tribe. They believe they should help so even if the person needing help might deceive them.

Westerners, or people like us, are taught to have our own assertions, identity, and independence. So we hesitate to ask friends or relatives for help when we're out of money or our car breaks down. However, they do not consider asking for help when needed to be a loss of face or begging. That's why missionaries often do not understand when students at school ask for money to go home during vacation or present tuition bills without hesitation. Their culture of helping those who they can help and not refusing those who need help might be very biblical, but it's also very dependent, making them afraid to leave family and relatives for another world.

We also exchange money with friends and relatives, but we don't believe that's necessary to maintain friendship. We're even taught to be careful about material transactions with close people. But their thinking is different. If a friend asks for help or a loan, even if they're not a friend but a friend of a friend, they think they should help if they have the means, regardless of how they'll be repaid. This might be almost the only remaining humanity or beautiful communal remnant in today's world. However, it's undeniable that this dependence prevents them from leaving their place.

Why can't we leave? Isn't it because of some possessions we have, just like them? For them it's land, for us isn't it our house, bank balance, children, ministry retirement that we feel we must do until 70, health, some vision or dream we feel we must achieve? Isn't there something holding us back that might disappear if we leave? I want to remind them of the words of missionary C. T. Studd (1860-1931): 'If Jesus Christ be God and died for me, then no sacrifice can be too great for me to make for Him'.

Are we perhaps like them, living trapped in the past and losing the future? Are we living dependent on people and caught up in the joy of living day by day with them, losing something more eternal? I want to tell them the story of Jim Elliot, who was martyred in the Amazon jungle of South America at the young age of 29: 'He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain that which he cannot lose'.

This is why Abraham remains the unwavering model for all called ones. 'The LORD had said to Abram, "Leave your country, your people and your father's household and go to the land I will show you.... So Abram left, as the LORD had told him' (Genesis 12:1,4). The lesson Abraham showed us is that 'all spirituality is ultimately about self-abandonment' (Richard Rohr). I hope blessings are upon Pastor Lee Joon-won and his wife who have difficultly left their homeland, relatives, and father's house. And I sincerely pray that more co-workers will join this glorious path.

11. Victoria Vision

.
 Lake Victoria

On my way back from Kampala for school business, I took a wrong turn. When I looked up, a picturesque lake unfolded before my eyes. It was Lake Victoria. Thinking that if Jorem, who is such a good driver, made a mistake, there must be a reason, so we decided to take a short break by the lakeside. The endless expanse of the lake looked like an ocean.

They say that even the locals who have never left the lake believe firmly that this lake is the sea. This lake is that big. The size of the lake is 609,500 square kilometers; to give a sense of its size, it's equivalent to 70% of South Korea. Our Chungju Lake and Soyang Lake are big, but this lake is as large as the entire South Korea minus Gangwon Province. While Uganda, Kenya, and Tanzania all border this lake, Uganda benefits the most from it.

Uganda's gateway, Entebbe Airport, is located on this lakeshore, and the capital Kampala also starts from this lake. The water flowing from here becomes the source of the White Nile, flowing 6,650 kilometers through Uganda, Sudan, Egypt, and into the Mediterranean Sea. But is there another reason why Victoria is here? Why is Lake Victoria in the middle of Africa, and why am I here looking at the lake? As I gazed at the lake for a while, Ezekiel's vision suddenly came to mind. During the exile, when most of the nation was taken as slaves and even King Zedekiah was dragged away and had his eyes gouged out before the Babylonian king, Ezekiel saw a strange vision by the Chebar River. It was a vision of water dripping from the threshold of the temple, becoming a stream, then a river, and finally reviving the sea.

'this water flows there and makes the salt water fresh; so where the river flows everything will live...Fruit trees of all kinds will grow on both banks of the river. Their leaves will not wither, nor will their fruit fail' (Ezekiel 47:9-12).

The beginning of the water vision probably goes back to the Garden of Eden in Genesis 2. God created a river in the garden and made it flow in four directions. Genesis 2:10 says, "A river watering the garden flowed from Eden; from there it was separated into four headwaters." Eden became the source of life, and the water moistened Eden and flowed in all directions. That river passes through Jesus, the living water in the New Testament, and reaches Revelation. The river that appears in the last chapter of Revelation eventually becomes the water of life that revives all nations. "On each side of the river stood the tree of life, bearing twelve crops of fruit." (Revelation 22:2).

I had never thought of Africa as a mission field until I dreamed of missions or before I left as a missionary. Even a year before my mission, when I visited Kenya early last year, I didn't think I would come back to Africa. My preconceptions about Africa were not much different from others. I wanted to visit, but was afraid because of mosquitoes and malaria. I was curious because of Schweitzer and Livingstone, but didn't think I could endure the heat and inconvenience. So I thought I might do short-term missions at best. But when I actually came to Africa, I was the most surprised, and even more surprised that I'm living in that country now (if I can live here, any Korean can). Moreover, I never imagined Uganda among all countries. Of all the countries, why the country of dictator Idi Amin? Honestly, I don't know why I'm here. One thing is clear: my thoughts are different from God's thoughts. And God's thoughts are always right.

However, while living here, I am gradually realizing God's will. It's that Uganda is the most suitable country to prepare for a Christian future. First, 70% of the population is Christian. There are fewer Muslims here than in other countries. So there's no conflict or persecution between religions. The perception of Christian leaders and missionaries is also good. While poverty is a challenge, but historically, Christianity has never gone wrong because of poverty. Although the education level is low due to lack of opportunities, the passion for learning is high. Over 60% of the population is under 19 years old. Government policy now requires pastors to complete university (bachelor's degree) (soon, like Rwanda, the license of pastors without a bachelor's degree or higher may be revoked). So we can teach as much as we want. It's not easy to find a country in Africa, or anywhere in the world, with such favorable conditions.

Therefore, Uganda bears the mission of Lake Victoria. A lake that first waters itself and then flows outward, the water of the lake flows because it is gathered, and it gathers to flow. The reason God created Uganda is the same as the reason He created Lake Victoria. 'Come to learn, go to serve'. This was a slogan written on the gate of an elementary school in India. We came to learn, but we must also go to serve. 'Passion for God, compassion for the lost'. Those who have a passion for God should also have compassion for the lost world. This was a slogan hung on the pulpit of an American church that sent missionaries to the early Korean church.

Yes, water exists to gather and also to flow. Spirituality and mission are the two reasons we exist. We live to become a clear lake like Lake Victoria, and to send abundant water to the world like Lake Victoria. Can we see the day when the people we raised in a small African village today flow into 54 African countries, and that water overflows to water the dry lands of England, Europe, India, and the world? If we do possible, God will do impossible. If we start possible things today, God will do impossible things. If we do the first, God will do the rest. If we start small things in faith today, won't God accomplish the rest of the great things?

Today, Jorem's mistake was God's success. Leaving Lake Victoria behind, looking forward to the glorious day when we will water the world with God's living water, I headed towards a small rural village in Africa, which was very hot and full of mosquitoes.

. We Are Called and Sent" (November 25, 2021)

After a long time, the lockdown was eased, and when I went down to Kumi University for a week-long intensive course, it felt like being in a scorching desert. From early morning, the sun beat down relentlessly without a breath of wind, and with the mask worn due to COVID-19, it was truly suffocating. Inevitably, in the afternoon, we had to take our chairs and sit under the mango trees. However, there was something more frightening than the heat: mosquitoes. Even though we went to sleep with a mosquito net up, by dawn, the mosquitoes would inevitably start buzzing. Having suffered greatly from malaria, we honestly fear these mosquitoes, which work tirelessly even at night, more than a horned devil.

After a week, my body was exhausted, and anxiety about malaria grew. Yet, strangely, on the way back, I found myself humming. It was because of the grace I received during Wednesday's worship service. As the service began and we started singing, a thought suddenly struck me: 'God also works without rest.' Yes, mosquitoes weren't the only ones working tirelessly. Last February, I got malaria; in March, the school closed due to COVID-19; in June, my wife also got malaria, forcing us to leave Kumi. But Kumi remained in my heart.

Returning after a year, sitting in worship, I recalled all that God had done. I had moved to Kampala to teach at UCU, read books with over 150 university students via PDF, and started the Lake Victoria Project for mission work with the Church of Uganda. A year ago, this was unimaginable.

The issue is that when we do mission work, we must not only make ourselves missionaries but also turn those being evangelized into missionaries. This is because just as the fruit of the church is the church, the fruit of mission work is more mission work. How can we transform those being evangelized from objects of mission to main players of mission? Is this possible in Africa? I believe that in the lives of those who have lived communally within a long pastoral culture, there exists a DNA for mission work. Through their long history of pastoral life, these people have lived a nomadic lifestyle, not settling in one place. Pastoralism is the biblical archetype of mission work. The patriarchs, David, and Jesus were all shepherds. Therefore, mission work is the sending of shepherds, spiritual nomads, to "tend my sheep" (John 21:15), "His sheep," with "integrity of heart and skillful hands" (Psalm 78:70-72).

That's why these people have proverbs like these: "Someone who hasn't traveled much thinks their mother is the best cook" (Uganda). "Baby crocodiles don't grow up in one pond" (Malawi). "The person who treads on morning dew lives better than the one who sits by the fire at home" (Kenya). "A salesman doesn't visit just one house" (Tanzania). Their linguistic customs also reveal a deep potential for mission work. "A person who has seen something good is bound to talk about it" (Uganda). "Those who discovered a treasure value it more than those who are born with it" (Kuria, Ngoreme tribe).

Through my brief mission experience, I've learned a few precious mission principles. First, mission work is about building people up, transforming them into Christ-like character through Bible study and discipleship training. This requires a concrete training philosophy and process for building people. Second, making people doesn't simply mean creating individuals who help society, but raising them as missionary workers who testify to Christ. It's about making workers committed to God's kingdom who "know Christ and make Christ known" by proclaiming the Word to people, persuading them, or living alongside them. Third, the evangelized are not just objects of mission but owners of mission. Missionaries, as collaborators, should train them to be main players in mission. and send them out into the world as new missionaries.

From this perspective, Uganda is a hidden pearl of world mission. First, 80% of the population is Christian. Roughly 40% Catholic and 40% Protestant. Of the Protestant 40%, the Church of Uganda (Anglican) accounts for 35%, with the rest being other Protestant denominations. The total number is about 20 million. Particularly, the Church of Uganda, with 18 million members, is the second-largest Protestant denomination in Africa. There is Islam, but at around 10%, there's no conflict with Christianity. 60% of the population is under 19. The continuous population growth and abundance of young people are great potential for future world missions. Above all, there's a communal value that respects people. Currently, Uganda hosts 1.5 million refugees from eight countries: South Sudan, Congo, Burundi, Rwanda, Somalia, Eritrea, Sudan, and Ethiopia. Recently, they even accepted 2,000 Afghan refugees. The fact that a country ranked 170th globally with a per capita GNP of $770 has accepted so many refugees is something that Korea and developed countries should deeply consider and emulate.

Above all, Uganda has experiences and traditions similar to the Korean church. They've lived through colonial rule, poverty, war, and tribal conflicts, similar to Korea. The process of evangelical church growth, with revival movements and martyrdom as DNA, is also similar. Uganda was the center of the East African revival movement in the 1930s and 40s, and this revival was the spiritual source that overcame Idi Amin's dictatorship and poverty to reach where they are today. They're also similar to the Korean church in producing numerous martyrs and maintaining respect, memory, and love for these martyrs. Every year, June 3rd is Martyrs' Day, a national holiday commemorated by all citizens.

How can we transform those being evangelized into main players of mission work? How can we create a model of mission in cooperation with existing local churches? This is also urgent for a realistic diagnosis and reflection on the Korean church's mission. The Korean church has been the world's second-largest missionary-sending country after the United States (currently sending about 30,000 missionaries). But now it's different, especially due to COVID-19. Last year alone, the number of missionaries decreased by 5,800 (KWMA announcement). In the future, the decline in mission resources and passion due to church stagnation will be inevitable. The high-cost, low-efficiency form of mission must be improved in some way.

Now, the Korean church must come down from its position as a mission-leading country achieved through massive quantities and budgets, and move towards a multi-polar era of mission that nurtures potential mission countries in various regions of the world. We must create mission base countries on each continent and humbly transition to the role of collaborators who raise locals as main players in mission work. In fact, there is a research result that shows that the cost of sending one Korean missionary family to Asia can send five local missionary families, and the cost of sending one missionary family to Africa can send ten local missionary families to 55 African countries. We should let Asians be responsible for Asia, Africans for Africa, and South Americans for South America. Korea should provide mission experience and appropriate support for training and self-reliance, while local churches provide infrastructure and human resources to create mission synergy. We should end the era of leading mission-sending country and work together in beautiful companionship to establish God's kingdom.

I have already shared these humble thoughts of mine with Church of Uganda leaders, including the Archbishop and bishops, and they expressed full support. One of the leaders of this church, Bishop Dr. Joel (UCU, Professor of Missiology) sent me this message: "This is a great opportunity for Uganda 144 years after the gospel reached here! It is a kairos moment that needs to be taken and opportunities are like birds, they fly away. Thank you for this vision". (October 5, 2021)

Even now, I pray with maps of Africa and the Middle East on my room wall. "Lord, please send them as missionaries to 55 countries in Africa and 20 countries in the Middle East." And whenever I pass by Lake Victoria, I pray, "Lord, as Lake Victoria flows 337 kilometers to the Mediterranean Sea, let this place become Ezekiel's river of life, watering Africa, the Middle East, and the world." Even now, Lake Victoria is flowing, and God is still looking for people who will flow like that river to become living water for the world.

