Korean History through Biblical Point of View
Originally it was written by Suk-hun Hahm for the “Korea on the Bible” magazine from June 1934 to January 1935.
Translator’s note:  
When we read the Bible, especially books such as Judges, I Samuel, II Samuel, I Kings, 
II Kings, and Chronicles, we will find many stories about individuals or Israelites as a whole who lived well peacefully and prosperously as long as they revered the LORD and followed His commandments religiously that pleased Him.  On the contrary, when they worshipped idols and committed wickedness, the angry or furious LORD punished them in various ways.
Similarly, Suk-hun Hahm came to the conclusion that Korea had become weaker and smaller, resulting in her becoming Japanese colony, due to Korean ancestors’ personalities and religious and cultural traditions.  
Many history textbooks simply list historical events in chronological orders.  However, I chose to summarize Hahm’s article, for he explains how he arrived to his conclusion, various ways to understand history, causes and effects of historical events through Biblical point of view. After I read it, I realized that our ancestors had lived the way to be cursed, not to be blessed by the Lord.  As I have learned by reading this article, I hope my descendents to learn that they can live successful life as Lord’s children, if they live honestly, courageously and diligently - without ever giving up for fear or difficulties.  Otherwise, one has to live a miserable life as losers or quitters.  I want all my descendents live successful life by applying the messages of this article through reading and meditating the Bible. 
This article is short, so it is easy and well organized to understand its main point.  On the other hand, it takes long time to understand the Bible, because unorganized messages are scattered or buried in many books and it takes too long to draw conclusions of causes-and-effects of personal events in the Bible, and apply them in our life.
It was not an easy article to translate directly word to word.  Therefore I either summarized some items or deleted some examples, which are not relevant to my descendents living in different era and in different country.
Chapter 1.  Living Faith Life and understanding history

Living in faith should be based on definite reasons.  We often see people who once had had very devout and beautiful faith but have failed in the middle of the way, because they did not have definite reasons for their faith.  The failures are either among those who seek the truth through burning emotion or among those who try to grow their faith through meditation in tranquility, just as trying to untangle tangled threads.  No matter how noble the emotion might be, emotional joy is similar to drunkenness, and it is not that important.  Even though meditation is a necessary part of belief, it tends to lead to artificial arguments, like walking along a beautiful trail in a dream.  Emotion and meditation can be the glory of living in faith, but they can not be a forceful or thrusting power of our life.  For faith to provide thrusting power to our life, we should try to practice God’s teachings in our daily life just as a tall tree spreads its roots deep into fertile soil, rather than seeking glory like “a beautiful flower today, but wither and thrown into fire tomorrow.”  
We need to build up steadfast belief on a rock that can firmly withstand windstorms or tidal waves.  Then, how can we live a life with faith that can be a witness for us on the Judgement Day, without disappearing into the sky like clouds or fog?  

One is the individual life experience, and another is learning wisdom from our ancestors by understanding the world history.  The former is formed from one’s experience as an individual being who has own personality and individual value, and the later is formed when one considers oneself being related to the systematic structure of the world in a meaningful way, not separated from it.  As a human being with spirit and physical body, an individual can earn the former from the personal life experience through troublesome life journey, while performing decisions based on his own knowledge, emotions, and consciousness.  On the other hand, one can find the meaning of the universe that travels its life procession “from eternity to eternity,” supplying necessary material resources needed for our living and providing the sphere of action for our living.  The former can be obtained by looking into us intently and inquiring into ourselves.  The later is discovering the solemn, noble meaning of the universe, by observing it objectively from far distance of endless vastness and everlasting perpetuity.  These two things can enrich our religious life, and with these two things, we can harvest 30, 60, and 90 folds throughout our lively religious life.  When we are not thorough toward self, a religious life is like seeds fell on the rocky soil, which sprout but wither soon.  A religious life without understanding history is like a seed fell among thorn bushes, which grew up and choked the plants, so that they did not bear grain.  Today, many Christians are crippled due to the lack of one of these two.

Now we are going to think about the understanding of history of the two.  The teachings of the great religion tell us how the universe was created, how it has evolved, and what will happen in the future.  The Bible talks about the creation in the Book of Genesis, the beginning of Book of John, and the Revelation distinctly.  When we look around, it seems like self is the only thing in the world.  But, in reality, we cannot isolate ourselves from others.  Matter of fact, loneliness is what most people fear about.  Therefore, when people understand the world history clearly, they can stand firm.  For this reason, the need of understanding the world history is keenly required in modern days.  It is because people lived together in a community in old days, as a member of a society without knowing the unique value of individual.  Therefore, even in religion, the national wellbeing was an important matter over individual soul searching.

However, since Jesus Christ challenged people to search for own soul, people started emphasizing individual value. As a result, knowing the individual value and demanding freedom, human society broke into pieces incoherently.  Therefore, a new social order was needed.  Though many renowned scholars pointed out “Worldwide Chaos” as the characteristics of the modern times now days, the cause of the chaos is from the modern society which is at the turning point to a new era.  The old view of the world has been dismantled, but the new one has not been established yet.  The lack of a commonly acceptable ideal is the cause of misfortune that modern era is facing.  Therefore, all the energy is wasted, all convenience of modern civilization is used for self-destruction of human being, and the possibility of all advancement is liquidated.  To stop misfortune of the modern world, we need to establish an ideal for the world, instead of an economic or a disarmament conference.

Then, where can we find a uniform ideal, which can eliminate all contradictions and waste and bring the most efficiency for a new constructive achievement?  If Christians were alive, they should come forward for scholastic pursuit to present everlasting truth.  We should establish the Christian worldview and offer it to people who are craving for an ideal that can be a true foundation of philosophy, politics, or economics, etc.  If we look into Christian circles with this expectation, there are lamentable factors.  Lacking liveliness, religion has become a fossilized creed, and automatic interpretation of the Bible has turned into a binding rope to people.  Being as hard as fossils, it became an unpenetrable wall for life experience to be considered, and automatic interpretation of the Bible regards the understanding of history as holistic and growing process as a heretic.  Originally the Bible is not a book of law written verse after verse, but it presents the principles of growing life.  Always, new life experience and the understanding of history have to be derived from the interpretation of the Bible.  To present the living truth, it has to be alive and applicable to people and society in real life, and the spirit of the times has to be grasped through history.

It is impossible to become a leader of either materialistic heaven or the spiritual heaven without the knowledge of history.  We can see that, in the Acts, Peter, Paul and Stephen began their preaching by explaining historical events first.  In the case of Jesus, we may not catch it for he simplified very short.  But, He said “Since time has come and heaven is near, repent and believe in good news.” (Mark 1:15) Even though those few words, “Time has come.” are simple, He must have understood the hundreds of million years of history of universe to utter them.  His mission was to rescue the truth suffocating in an old cocoon and to revive it in present-day life.  Therefore, he asserted his view of the truth by starting with a keen historical critique.  Similarly, one, who wants to revive the truth for the Korean, has to know Koreans that is possible after knowing Korean history.  Show a New History before the eyes of youths who are weary and despaired for having wandered and sought for the truth!  When he discover a new outlook on the world, his heart will be filled with hope that, like stormy waves, is reflecting lights and roaring of a protestant.

Chapter 2.  Outlook on the history

Many people misunderstand history as a list of chronological events and collection of old stories.  Even though we just swallow food, we cannot intake nourishment, until chew it well to grind it and mix it with saliva and gastric acids, and digest well without paying attention to other things nervously, then small intestine can absorb nourishment well.  Likewise, memorizing tens of thousand, disordered or unorganized events of the past is meaningless.  We have to grasp a point from valuable historical events by synthesizing them.  When we read a history book, we must pay attention to a couple of things; namely the selection of a good book and the methodology of reading it properly.  I would like to discuss about those two.

First, if history is defined as records of chronological events of the past, it is only one side of it.  If history is surely things of the past, it should not matter to us living today, and we need not record them nor understand them.  Conversely, if we recognize its need, it is alive within us in present day.  The past in history is not simply dead, but namely, it is a living past, maintaining active relationship with our lives.  Like the light from stars may take several hundred light-years to reach us through darkness, history is sending us the essence of the light, no matter how faint it may be. To use history as a furnace that creates new building blocks, we must change our attitude of reading history as we do old storybooks. 

Second, past events, which are not relating to our lives in present day, should not be recorded.  However, we should record even minor details, if they have profound relationship with our lives today. 

Third, history should record factual events which have to be organized, so that those events should reflect cause and effect relationship, and form unity as a whole.  Events during 5,000 years of Korean history are neither disconnected nor independent from each other.  From all these events, a new meaning can be derived.  Also, the Korean history itself is not independent, but part of world history.  Therefore, writing a history can be a creative work, deriving meaningful conclusion from separate factual events.

In general, it is believed that history is written the record of facts impartially, but, in reality, it is written the facts subjectively as the writer viewed them.  Because of inevitable bias associated with subjectivity, someone might concern that the impartiality of history is infringed.  Impartiality means historical judgment should not be distorted based on personal feeling, but it does not exclude judgment or interpretation of the writer.  On the contrary, thorough interpretation is needed to record facts impartially.  Since some writers wrote only facts without one’s interpretation, it appears as if they wrote nothing but a directory at a cemetery.  That is not what the readers want; readers are searching for a history book that contains certain clear opinion of the writer:  opinion that can make readers to grasp the motive of the phenomena of the world.  The responsibility of a professional history writer is to write a history book for the mass of the people.  The value of a historian rest not on recording facts accurately, but on his judgment and interpretation of historical facts.  Just kike the life of a mining engineer is to strike a vein of ore, the life of a historian is to discover the vein of history.

Just like a good history book clearly reveals the motives behind historical events, a good way to read a history book is not just reading it, but to catch the motives and analyze them.  Whether reader’s analytical ability is great or minimal, will determine if his understanding of history is deep or shallow.  No matter how much books one reads without deep analytical power, it can provide only source of grandma’s bedside stories.  On the contrary, if one looks at a piece of little remains with the sharp power of observation, he can discover endless value.  For example, when a fossil of mammoth was discovered in Siberian permafrost, we can deduce that the geological stratum is old, that once Siberian plain was covered with abundant grass since mammoth was a grass-eating animal, that once it’s climate was mild or warm, but there was a dramatic change of weather on earth, considering the discovery of the fossil under ice and snow, that the reasons for the weather change could be due to the change of the orbit of the earth or the change of the axis of the earth.  Depending on how we would interpret from a fossil, we can understand the hundreds of thousand years of history of the earth.  Likewise, the life of history lies in catching the meanings deduced from the historical facts, not in the facts themselves.  

Everyone sees things differently through different point of view.  Historians of Lee Dynasty looked at Lee’s revolution as a foundation of a country, but the historians of Koryo Dynasty would look at it as Lee’s usurpation of the throne by force.  When we look at the crucifixion of Jesus from the gospels point of view, it is a victory for Jesus, but it is nothing but a story of failure of 30 year old man from a worldly point of view.  As we can see the whole mountain from a bird’s-eye-view, not from deep forest, a history should be written from similar point of view to render an authentic meaning to historical plots.  We can call this a historical view.  In other words, a history written without a historical view is not a genuine history, and a reader is wasting his time and energy if he reads it without understanding a historical view.  A painter has a picture in his mind, when he stands in front of a canvas, even before he starts his painting.  

Then it can be problematic to choose a historical view from spiritualism, materialism, cultural history, etc.  Depending on what historical view different individual chooses, one can see different world and choose one’s life.  The historical view of the Bible helps us to grasp the true meaning of the universe and of our life.

Chapter 3. Historical view point of the Bible

Without understanding the basic truth of the Bible, or receiving the Holy Spirit, the historical view of the Bible cannot be understood.  Conversely, if one looks at history through the view of the Bible, we can safely say that he understands the basic meaning of the Bible already.  The purpose of the Bible is to make us understand the eternal life, and it talks about history for that purpose.  The fact that the Bible emphasizes history proves that Christianity aims for the salvation of life and a religion for life.  Through a real life story of a person, we can grasp the profound meaning of life and eternal life that pass through the universe.  We cannot consider life and history separately; life exists as part of history and life creates history.  When we read the Bible, we can see the flow of life of the vast universe just like we watch a movie, because the Bible is a living story of the universe.  There is the story about the creation and completion of the universe.  We can see stories about people, the origin and value of their culture, the rise and fall of people and nations, the principle of a nation’s rise and that of fall.  

The Bible is the only history of the universe, without any comparable one in the world.  The Bible insists, proclaims and proves that everything, angel or human, nature or everything in it, came from God, leads an active life, and eventually they will return back to God.  And God is graceful, standing behind the process of universe and beneath the bottom of its flow, He gladly reveals Himself among all things to make up a history, and He pours out His love.  We can most readily accept the truth that God is love, by looking at the God as a creator of history.  He makes up history with His unconditional love, “agape” that is the foundation, motive, and law behind his actions.  So, the biblical point of view is looking at thing in universe through this “agape”.

Contents of the biblical view point:

(1)  The Bible seeks the origin of history from God: all animals, plants and minerals in the universe, from mental aspect to material aspect and from past, present and future, cannot exist without God since they were created by God.  This “Christian” God has personality, is above all things, and is living Being, according to the biblical thought.

(2)  This universe and human being were created by God who has personality, with His own will.  It is a miracle to have morality in this world.  Scientists teach the theory of evolution which may claim that morality has been formed naturally as human brain cells have been developed, but we have more queries to accept it.  We cannot acknowledge a purpose without a strong will.  If there were a purpose to be pursued and the law of justice that supports the universe, we have to acknowledge that this universe is the product of a will.  And, if we do not acknowledge it, the universe and human being will have nothing but emptiness.  It is not coincidence that the Bible begins with Genesis which teaches the creation of the universe.

(3)  It suggests the end of the world, eschatology.  Where there is the beginning, there must be the end, and it is the unique great ideology of Christianity.  The Bible claims courageously and clearly that the end of the world is coming on a day.  On that day, all our problems can be solved: great events such as the Second Advent of Christ, the resurrection of the dead, the Last Judgment Day, etc. will occur on that day.  In fact, it is the day the last settlement of accounts of the universe has to be made, and it will come by surprise like a thief comes at night.  It is an astonishing idea, but it is an unavoidable conclusion if we see a history as a product of a will.  Namely, a purpose driven things must have a day of completion.  The Bible, believing the will of creator behind all historical events, claims the finiteness of the universe, and it promises that an eternally blessed world will arrive after that passes by.  A virgin will try harder to show her beauty and a virtue, after her wedding date is set.  The Last Judgment Day is like our wedding day.  When we know the Day is coming, we may have a certain fear.  However, if the Day will never come, there might be no one who would not be disappointed about this world laden with all kinds of difficulties.  The coming Day promises us of hope instead.  Moreover, because the Day is coming unpredictable and surprising ways, we have more tense suspense in our life.  When people hear that a world, where a thousand years are like a day and there will be no more tears, pain, and laments, is coming like a thief, is there anyone who would not dance with joy?

(4)  There is a day of beginning and a day of reckoning,   and between those, history is progressing as God reigns over it, according to the Bible.  The God is not only the creator of the universe, but also the ruler over it; the purpose of existence of every thing and the principles of growth.  He teaches us as well as leads us.  A philosopher expressed that God created the universe like a clock that runs like an automatic machine.  But, God of agape does not like an automatic machine, so he gave us a free will.  Life is possible with a free will.  Personality without free will is not possible and there are no real lives without it, just like dead shells.  God does not like dead corps.  He continually reveals his will through ones who have free life.  God does not enjoy watching the universe, as an old artist enjoys watching his master piece he had created once.  As Jesus said, he always works even today without rest, to reveal his true character, agape, by teaching and leading us with his free will.  Therefore, God for Christians is God of Divine Providence, and history is a wheel connected to the axle of that Divine Providence.

(5) The Bible look at human as morally responsible, and people have to live morally right.  Wherever one goes in the world, one must bear responsibility for one’s every deed that will be judged as long as one lives whether it is good or wicked.  No matter how meager one’s view of life, it is still valuable than any other ideologies.  Through it, God has planned to make us moral beings as his co-workers who can complete the divine task of ruling the universe.  

It is the noblest thing to experience God’s will why He created human as moral beings.  God did it to save the universe from lifeless mechanism, by placing moral beings among them.  He does not like submissive people just like slaves, so He gave us freedom that can be dangerous by itself.  Freedom is not far away from dissoluteness, and strong will make us fall into stubbornness and arrogance.  Therefore, God gave consciousness together with free will, and He imposed responsibility where there is freedom.  So, people cannot escape the moral lives.  Therefore, mankind who represents all creatures became accountable for the morality of history in the universe.  It has profound meaning that God had Adam to name all creatures after He created them.  If Adam did not make a mistake, it would have been great, but because of his failure, morality became our heavy burden.  But, we are still proud of him evidently.  Since God loves us with personality, he rules the universe through people with high moral standards.  To fulfill one’s moral responsibility, one must follow God’s will with one’s free will.  The value of freedom is not to be dissolute as one wants, but to dedicate oneself to God by freely choosing one’s will.  

It means interpreting history through moral point of view; history means not only advancement of civilization but also moral advancement.  We need to emphasize this to present generation who are careless about justice and humanity to gain profit.  Such things as exclusive patriotism and combative class struggle are unforgivable sins, when we look at them through the biblical point of view.  Korean cannot escape being responsible for Korea, no matter what part of the world one may go.  We have responsibility to improve morality not just for Korea but for the whole universe.  Saint Paul said in Romans 8:22-23, “We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time.  Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.”  

Chapter 4. Overview of World History

Having an overview of world history is absolute necessity to understand Korean history.  Once we believed that the history of each nation is standing alone, but it has been proved wrong.  Especially, all nations were created as blood related by God and it is clearly described that they are heading to the same place, according to the Bible.  Therefore, to understand the true picture of Korea in depth, we have to look at Korea not as an isolated country but as that of closely related to the world.  Then, we can understand our position, our missions, duties imposed onto Korean, meanings derived from Korean history.  If “agape” produces history, in one sentence, history is the record of searching God by the people.  The rise and fall of a nation, the varied fortunes of a country, and all culture are nothing but the process of searching for God.

Just like we cannot see roses without thorns, we cannot find and meet God without pain and endeavor.  Therefore, the road of life journey leads to pain.  History goes through the process of suffering; it is the records of struggling quest.  More respectable events or everlasting treasures can be found during chaotic era than golden age, during declining fortune than prosperity, among the defeated than victors, and facing death than enjoying pleasure.  History of the human is full of tragedies, since we have to learn what justice is among the flashes of lights off from swords pointing each other’s throats and

what love is while watching pale face of a dying child on one’s knees.  As we eagerly expect to see green sprouts under ice and snow when weather warms up, the more troubles we have, the more burning yearning or adoration we have for Him whom we have to meet, and our joy and inspiration become greater when we meet Him. 

American poet Longfellow wrote a poem called Evangeline.  Whenever I read it, I feel like he composed it to represent the history of humanity.  Before America became English colony, there was a peaceful farming village, surrounded by virgin forest in Acacia District of French colony.  There, people lived Christian walk of life in peace and in contentment.  There was a virgin named Evangeline who has been praised in the village as the best for her beauty as well as her mind.  Among many candidates as her husband, she chose the son of village chief, Gabriel who was healthy and courageous.  At that time, a horrible thing happened to this peaceful village like a bolt from the blue sky.   One morning, British troops landed on a harbor, gathered villagers, and ordered them to leave the village with their families.  Listening this, villagers were angry and about to be rebellious, shouting and cursing.  Then an elderly father, Pirlishan stood up to recollect 40 years of his priesthood, and told them to obey the order faithfully, and to be comforted by looking at the Jesus on the cross.  Moved by what he said, those unlucky villagers repented and prayed for those enemies to be saved, and then they started a drifting journey aimlessly, leaving their longing hometown behind.  Evangeline’s elderly father fell down and passed away on the seashore, when they were leaving, so she got on board a ship and left with the elderly priest, without knowing where Gabriel went during chaotic departure when everyone was crying out with tears running down.  However, she could not forget him in her mind, and she asked about him here and there in vain.  Once settling down in South, Gabriel left looking for Evangeline.  While they were looking for each other, once two boats they were on board passed by each other, one sailing upward and the other downward, but they did not notice each other and they could not meet again to the end since then. Since he already had left to look for her when she arrived at Gabriel’s house, she roamed about prairie or Louisiana to look for her lover, following rumors while she was hungry, in rags, groping and falling.  If she went to a place where he supposedly went there earlier, she was told that he had left there just yesterday.  Sometimes she waited for him, expecting him to come there.  If she left there for she could not wait for him any longer, he returned right after it.  For that reason, two of them were not able to meet again to the end, though they were longing and searching for each other so eagerly.

Meanwhile, several wrinkles were formed on Evangeline’s once beautiful face, as she was getting old; she has given up what she was searching for throughout her life.  She did not have any place to go to and no one to depend on.  Her depressed heart from her despair was comforted by the love of faithful Christians, and her failed love in this world has been cleansed after seeing the next world.  And, she spent the rest of her life for charity; she has earned a nick-name as “charity virgin”.  Then, a plague spread throughout that region and many people lost their lives.  Everyday she took care of patients carried into the hospital, and closed eye lids of deceased at the end.  While she was doing her routine, she saw a glimpse of young Gabriel’s appearance, being reflected by morning sunlight, from the face of a gray-haired patient who was about to die.  Without realizing that she dropped flowers she picked to comfort patients, she ran toward him saying, “O my love Gabriel!”  Probably, Gabriel has been wandering different places throughout his life, looking for his lover in vain, and drifted there and came to the hospital for he had the plague.  Seeing Evangeline, he tried to get up.  But, he could not move his body freely any longer.  He moved his lips in an attempt to call lover’s name, but he failed to make any sound.  For the first time, Gabriel was kissed by his lover on his dying lips, and he passed away on her knees.  Everything ended!  All hopes, all joy, sorrow, suffering have ended!  Once more, Evangeline embraced her lover’s face in her arms, and said “O, Father, I thank you!”

Such is the history of humanity; we are like Evangeline who has been searching for her lover.  At times, God seems to hide from us, and all our efforts and all our eager desires burst like bubbles, no matter how much we long for them anxiously.  At times, cruel destiny seems to mock us, and at other times, for the person we have been looking for is already dead, and we tends to be despaired since everything is in vain.  Meanwhile, all things we own in this world are being lost, just as the beauty of a virgin is gone as time passes by.  However, we cannot say history is total failure by all means.  While we are playing hide-and seek with God, ever lasting love remains in our heart, just like Evangeline, in her heart, has kept Gabriel’s appearance that transcends time domain.  Gradually, her worldly love has diminished, and it has become cleansed and purified.  Therefore, at times, when endless process of adversities ends, we may achieve our goals in a moment.  So, we can shout, “O, Father, I thank you!”

From our stand point, we are searching for God, but God’s stand point, He is educating and training us human being.  Therefore, history is the process of growth; growth of knowledge about God.  Therefore, history has steps that we have to grasp the point to understand the history of humanity.  As we can view history as a living flow of passing these steps, we can view history as a life story of life journey of a living person.

1) Development Stage

The earth is estimated to be about two billion years old, and no one can say for sure when human being appeared on the earth.  History can go back 7,000 years at the most; civilization already has grown quite advanced in those regions by then.   Therefore, the Development Stage goes back before the Stone Age at least, we can guess by looking at the cultural remains in caves, people were simple and mythical.  This stage made very slow progress at best.

2) Growth Stage

Preferentially, growth requires materialistic need.  As tribes settle down at a place, nations were separated, and the Agricultural Age brought plentiful materials to people who made settlement near farmland.  Cities were born, and laws and other social systems were developed.  People in this stage were rather romantic, but some were brutal.  

6th and 7th centuries B.C. were historically unique era, when many spiritual leaders were born: Buddha in India, Confucius in China, all prophets in Israel, 7 Wiseman in Greece, etc., who presented truth as they perceived.  And, when growth was almost completed, the climax of the truth appeared through Jesus Christ.  After this stage, we can not see any new nations formed

3) Training period after growth is completed
Approximately, it is since the Middle Age in Europe till present; the Period of Three Countries in Korea, and Han Dynasty in China.  In the Orient, the era of separation into small countries was passing by, and a great unification movement began during this period.  In the West, Roman Empire appeared and started a modern nation, which embraced all the ancient civilizations and started a new origin of modern civilization.

This period is a period of conference and that of struggle.  Also, it is a training period to change our focus from this world to the world beyond, from materials to spirits, from inevitable consequence to freedom of choice, from slavery to children.  After this period, no more great religious leader has been born again in history, and only disciples of existing truth have succeeded.  Since this period, the history of the West is continued struggle between church and state, orchestrated by leading players of history.  The war between two groups, one for this world and the other for eternal world, has escalated ever more fiercely during this period.  We seem to live near the end of this period.

4) Completing period

It has not arrived yet, and we do not know when and how it will come.  But, deriving all the events we have seen, we are sure that everything would be resolved within “love” during this period.  It is a period of uniting, purifying, glorifying and everlasting.  In world history, we should remember that the East and the West present two opposing way of life.  The East is meditative while the West is active; the former is synthetic while the later is analytical; the history of the easterners is history of obedience, unity, and repetition, while that of the westerners is history of freedom, growth, and expansion.  So, it appears that Oriental heart and Westerner’s heart cannot be in harmony just like water and oil cannot be mixed.  However, it is neither accidental nor meaningless.  It is done that way because there is a providential hand deep beneath it.  We know that the East is mental supporter and the West is material supporter.  The beginning of history started in the East, but it was grown in the West.  When the seed of truth dropped on the soil called history, the main arena of history has moved to the West, where differentiation, free discussion and research were permitted.  Under such environment, truth can avoid being weakened or withered.  They have repeated analysis after analysis, conference after conference, and research after research.  With the materialistic power earned such way, they trained Asians cruelly.  Asians had to learn freedom under them.  Now, the culture of western civilization has reached its climax, and it stagnates.  Acknowledgement of Asian values has been advocated gradually, and it is about time for Asians to complete learning by affliction.  Now, the rest of our challenge is how to cleanse the western civilization through awakening of Asians.  Within the framework presented so far, we have to discover Korea.

Chapter 5. The Basis of Korean History

 If God produces events in history, the ultimate meaning of Korean history inevitably has to rest on Him.  Therefore, we have to investigate how and what essential things God, who is the ultimate purpose of history of the universe, has produced to Korean history.  I call it the basis of Korean history.  When history is compared to music, world history is a great orchestra.  When we described the outline of world history, we tried to describe how the harmony was unfolding with certain notes.  Now, understanding Korean history means, we have to find out how and what kind of sound the musical instrument called “Korea” will produce with what quality of tone.  We have to understand the history each nation as display of their unique characteristics.  Therefore, to understand Korean history, we must know Korean ways or characteristics of Korean.  We can easily learn history of Greece when we examine it as a product of humanism as its basis, and we can correctly understand Roman history when we see its basis as the training of power for western civilization.  The monotonous Chinese history shines clearer meaning when we know that it taught necessary ethics for daily life to Asian nations.  The value of Indian history, that is full of misery and suffering, will be enhanced one step higher, when we know that it preaches us  how noble spirituality of humanity is even when our heads are pressed  by distress and suffering. 

Then, to understand the basis of Korean history, let us consider three factors;

1) Geography how it influenced Korean history,

2) Characteristics of Korean, who created Korean history,

3) Providence of the Creator who made them to make their history on their land.

If we compare them to an orchestra, 1) is the stage, 2) is performing actors, 3) is a drama.

Or, in his book “Civilization and Climate”, Huntington suggested a metaphor; geography is like climate and soil, racial characteristics are like those of a fruit tree, and the Creator is like an orchard keeper for an orchard.  Depending on its location, terrain, coastline, climate, and soil, certain characteristics of history are formed.  Cheerful and elegant characteristics of southern Europeans can be explained with Mediterranean climate, on the other hand, seriousness of northern Europeans with its gloomy weather.  Terrain causes Europe to be divided into many countries, while China and America is united into one nation.  The wealth of the Great Britain can be credited to its location.  There is some truth in our statement when we say people are product of environment.  

However, geographic condition alone can not form unique characteristics of history.  The history of a nation can be done only by people of that nation in its own methods and shapes.  For example, Chinese people can produce Chinese culture not only in main land of China, but also in Indonesia or in America.  Another example is the difference between North America and South America.  Both continents share many geographical similarities, but they exhibits lots of cultural differences.  The national power of U.S. and Canada are prosperous, while countries in South America have constant political disturbances.  Both continents were cultivated by colonists, North America is boasting its position as the top in the world in all cultural aspects, South America is far behind of it.  Then, if we have to find the reason for this difference, we have to suggest that Teutones live in North America while Latinos live in South America.  Even though it is true that many Greek Arts were influenced by the natural surroundings, it is quite different from that of natives within the same Greek Peninsula.  As we have seen, the national characteristics exhibit permanency to a certain extent, surpassing the influence of geographical conditions.

There are two opposing ideas which views history; heroism that views heroic individuals carry the burden of history and class struggle that views history as struggle between opposing classes.  Heroism encourages one to have noble purpose of one’s life so that he can go out to battle field of life with serious and sincere attitude; it emphasizes only the individual side of life too much.  Individual is not sufficient by himself and society is behind him.  Therefore, it is more meaningful to view individual’s achievement not as that of individual but as that of representative of the whole.  Every individual hero who rendered distinguished achievements to world-famous events was a representative of the nation.  We say Martin Luther was a central leader of the Religious Reformation, but Luther did it not as a simple individual but as a representative of German or Northern European.  The fact that Luther was not born in Italy is not accidental but imperative.

“Class-struggle” views people as subordinated to economic interests that arise within social life.  It is true that conflict of interests caused the change of the course of history in many cases.  Social class does not have lasting self-identification.  Throughout history, there have been ruling class and the ruled as two opposing classes, and each member who make up the class thinks “for the interest of our class” within individual’s head.  But, these classes have been replaced over time.  Therefore, there have been continuous conflicts between two classes in abstract sense, but in reality, the ruling class of old days are not the same ruling class of today.  However, nationality is different.  When we read old history of our country, we clench our fist, or we are excited emotionally.  An activity taken either by an individual or by a group that is connected to history becomes national affairs.  Mose’s mission was connected to that for Israelites, Jacobean’s tasks for French.

Zoroastrianism is the frame of the Persian Culture, and we call it Greek Culture even though it is the byproduct of aristocrats of Athens.  Therefore, people bear the burden of history.  God’s providence is more determining factor than geography and characteristics of a nation, because they are not self-sufficient determining factors but their existence has to be ultimately found within God’s providence.  They were created as they are under the God’s certain plan of which we have to understand.  History helps us to grasp historical view of life and the world, and it presents a certain direction about the future.  Of course, history progresses beyond our will.  Whether we recognize it or not, history develops as it would.  If we understand God’s providence, it is God’s grace, but otherwise, it is a fate.  When we understand it, we can become children of God; otherwise we become slaves of fate.  I might jump to the conclusion of how God’s providence determined the basis of Korean history with a trembling heart, believing it is my mission to do so, Korean history must be the history of successive distress.  

I have tried to teach glorious history by emphasizing warriors like Eulchi Moonduck and Kang Gamchan and national treasures such as typography, turtle ship, small temple of stone cave, Dabo-pagoda, etc.  However, there were too many heart-aching events that could not be buried under those few national treasures.  Eventually, I realized that I could not teach “History of Motherland” that is glittering with glories, unless I lie to myself.  Generally speaking, we are not a great nation like Egypt, China, Rome, Persia or Turkey once built large empire.  And we never played a major role in the drama of world history.  We do not have much great cultural treasures to boast about, that are outstanding in cultural history of the world.  We do not have huge remains like Pyramids or the Great Wall, nor have famous inventors.  There is not a person who contributed to the reformation of the world history, and we do not have an idea that became a mainstream of the trend of thought in the world.  What we have are disgrace, oppression, division, loss, and falling history.  

Many nations in the world have gifts to bring to God, but we feel almost fainted when we think about the fact that we only have distress to present to Him.  Egypt and Babylon will be honored to be the founders of civilization, China will bring its ethics, Greek her arts, Rome her politics, but what Koreans will bring?  India can leave Buddhism even after her perish; Jews have Christianity even after she disappears; and British can boast her constitutional government; Germans rather boast her philosophy; but what can Koreans boast about?  When I realized that I have to tell these facts, terrible facts, to youngsters who are jumping for joy with full of hope and pride; I lamented “why I became a history teacher?”  I thought I was pouring boiling water to new buds.  

However, Bible showed me truth in it; the distress is a thorny crown Koreans will wear. And when I realized that world history is distressful history in short, the woman looked as a main actress wearing thorny crown, though once she appeared to be an oppressed maid.  Now, we are strengthened to say, “Her story is not completed!”  Indeed, her role has just started from this moment.

Chapter 6. The Characteristics of Korean History determined by Geography

We cannot conclude from a fanciful idea that Korean history is full of distress; we have to be able to prove it with facts.  Without considering geography, we cannot discuss history, just like we cannot discuss crops without seeing fields.  If Korean history is full of distress, we should be able to see the cause of it on its geography.

(1) Location

Korea is located on the eastern coast of Asia within the northern temperate zone.  Korea’s location is good in itself; temperate zone is ideal for a civilization to be developed, and most of the civilized countries are located within the northern temperate zone.  Specially, Korea is located in the center of eastern coast where it is good place for the advancement of civilization due to easiness of transportation.  Others will envy us for this point, and there is no reason to face distress by looking at it.  However, location can be defined by longitude and latitude that influence economic life, and relational location considers relationship with adjacent countries, especially political relationship with them.  

Looking through the standpoint of this relational location, Korea is in the center; it has become a corridor between the continent and Japanese isles.  We can find similar examples from such countries like Poland, Greece, and Judea.  The benefits of such location are speedy introduction of other civilization and convenience of cultural exchange, while the disadvantage is that it is hard to maintain independence for it is easy to be invaded by foreign enemies.  Some insult us by saying that Korea has not had independence ever, even if it is not true, the fact of the matter is that five millennium long history is full of oppression and plunder one after another, the cause of at least half of those distress can be traced to her location.  

Looking at a map, we find out that Korean peninsula is besieged by three forces closing in on her; China from West, Manchuria from North, and Japan from East.  If an active nation with dynamic power stands on it, it can be the center of trembling, commanding tower or a ruling capital, just as Greece and Italy once have shown as examples.  However, if a weak nation occupies it, it can be an alley of suffering or a basket of oppression.  Unfortunately, Korea seems to be the later.  Mainland China is like a football, when it is expanded with compressed air, it will be inevitably punctured through the weakest spot; a road to Inner Mongolia to North, Tien Shan Road to West, a road to Indochina to South, and to East, either a sea route from Shantung Peninsula to Korea or a road over Sanhaikuan via Manchuria to Korea.  

When civil activities in China were flourishing, its force inevitably surged up through one of these exiting roads.  So, whenever the Chinese was powerful and vigorous, Korea could not evade the calamity of their invasion.  It repeated itself time after time from Buyo Dynasty to Lee Dynasty.   Korea was the best place to live and most prosperous among all nations in all four sides, and Korea once wined a war against China, China was most interested in Korea.

From ancient days, Manchuria in north has been a cradle for rough and brave nations.  And whoever arose there moved southward inevitably.  At present days, everyone put eye on Manchuria as a treasure warehouse, but in old days when civilization was not developed, cold and frozen Manchuria was not an ideal place to live in.  Therefore, it was natural for a man arose in Manchuria to come down in greed and to invade a country in south.  For the same reason, Tan’gun Korea too moved its capital to the south, and Khitan, Chin, Ching, and Mongol all northern empires invaded for the same reason.  Of course, their ultimate goal was not to devour small country like Korea, but it was for China.  But politically or militarily, they could not go to China, leaving Korea behind as it was.  Therefore, Korea has always met with disasters.  In modern days, Russia attempted to invade Korea to occupy the center of the Far East and to rule over this region.

Next, if we take look at Japan, she is consisted of several isolated islands, not even comparable to the former two, but she is rather larger than Korea and being isolated islands can be her strong point.  When people was scarce in ancient time, many Koreans immigrated to there actively, but rebounding wave came toward the continent, because there was no more room to go any further and the growth of human civilization reached a certain level.  Japanese islands stretch from northeast to southwest; if pressure is applied to the central part, its force has to be released inevitably through both ends.  And north side is too cold for people to live, and south side is facing Korea across an ocean.  Therefore, it is natural that they would come toward Korea, aiming the continent as their ultimate target.  History proves it from Shilla Dynasty to modern days.  This is her location; there is no other ways but having a strong nation there to avoid disasters at a location like this.  Then, God’s providence was not so.  Therefore, her history had to be distressful inevitably.

(2) Terrain

As providence did not place a strong nation in the peninsula, the terrain of it could not support a great nation.

(This point of view is contradicting to Kyo-shin Kim’s opinion.  In his writing, “An  Article about Korea”, he strongly argues that the spirit of a nation is more important than the terrain of a country, by listing several countries such as Greece, Italy, Denmark that have no great plain within but became great empires once in world history, for example.)
As a proof, there is no great plain in Korea.  China was possible with her vast plains, and America established her with the Great Plain from the Rocky Mountains to the Appalachian Mountains.  British built an empire without a great plain within her, but she took advantage of her location, and in addition, she even stole plains from India and Canada since she did not have her own.  Even if whole 700 miles lengths of Korea were a plain, we cannot say that it is large, still 80% is mountainous.  It is hard to bring up a great nation with it.  Next, there is no big river.  From ancient times, civilizations have developed along big rivers as they clearly appeared in world history.  However, the longest river in Korea, Aprock-kang, is not even comparable to tributaries of Yangtze River or Mississippi River.

This land has no conditions to raise a great nation, there is one extraordinary phenomenon; there are many good harbors.  There are so much winding coastlines and harbors in a small peninsula that it seems unnatural.  But, in the north of the peninsula around it, we can see the opposite phenomenon; namely there is no gateway to the vast plain of Manchuria.  Combining these two facts, we have to come to conclusion that Manchuria and Korea are in complementary relationship with each other.  Manchuria can grow outward after she acquires Korea as her pier, while Korea can be stabilized as she acquires Manchuria at her background.  There is a question to think this way: Jangback Mountain Range and two rivers, the Yalu and the Tumen, make natural borderline between them.  Manchuria has large plains in the north, but there are several mountain ranges along the borderline with Korea.  If Manchuria and Korea are complementary with each other, why these borderlines separate them?  Why two became separate geographical units?  If they were to be separated, the borderline should have been perfect wall to protect Korea, but it was not.  It was not much difficult obstacles to strong nations coming from the north, but it became a hindrance to the southerner.  This is why the characteristics for the history of distress was determined, separating the inseparable, especially incompletely done.  Suggesting for merging Manchuria and Korea is not out of militaristic greed, but because I believe in God’s providence and I am basing my argument on past history, and is not an arbitrary remark.  Looking at ancient history, the cradle of the Korean was Manchuria, not Korean peninsula.  Tan’gun Chosun, Buyo, Kokuryo, Chin, and Ching rose along Jangback Mountains and Songwha River in Manchuria.  But, God’s providence was strange: Songwha River flows to the north into a frozen sea, instead of to the south.  Why it flows to the north?  People migrated to south to grow, but as they moved to south, large main stem disappeared, and a small branch remained to represents the Korean. I cannot explain any other way but to say that they were destined to a road to distress, until a certain day comes shortly.

(3) Climate 

Climate affects supplying materials needed for living, and health is largely affected by climate.  Even though natural resources are plentiful in tropics, the development of civilization has been difficult, because we can see that hot climate deteriorate ability to move.  It is not a mere accident that civilized nations are in the temperate zone.  And next, it stimulates mentality; people in warm weather are cheerful, while people in northern climate tend to have prudent but gloomy characteristics. The serious and zealous faith of the Jews toward God has grown under the influence of the desert climate where they have lived.  Since it directly influences the mental aspect of our life, it is meaningful for forming characteristics of a nation.

Climate in Korea is mild in general, but a little continental climate in the north.  Without peculiar features, it is very suitable for industries.  There are many different species of animals and plants; land is rather small but fertile; rich contents of mineral resources are suitable for manufacturing industry.  Originally mild and kindhearted people became of more gentle character.

This featureless dull climate has been conducive to lukewarm attitude of people who had soft character by nature.  The once braveness of Kokuryo people disappeared now from the Korean in present days, one of the reasons is probably because they migrated to the south, leaving the north.  “Three days of the cold and four of the warm” of winter climate well represents the characters of the Korean. This climate fits in with people, who wait each day bearing his burden of distress, just like people endure three cold days, believing four warm days are coming.

(4) Scenery
 Let us talk about landscape and natural beauty: this condition is not related to economic benefit, but the nature influences the mental life of a nation a great deal.  Great nature produces great men:  Was not the spirit of freedom of Switzerland born among lofty peaks of the Alps, and the bravery of German people from the strong wind and high waves of the North Sea?  The deep and futuristic view of life of Buddhism can properly be gained at a pavilion on snowcapped mountain of India, not on the Chinese Plain.  Also, the bold frontier spirit of the American has likely grown on the prairie, not in Japanese archipelago.  It is natural that samurai spirit has been born in volcanic scenery of Japanese archipelago.

There are plenty points of interest with outstanding natural beauty.  Beside world renowned Mt. Keumkang-san, there are places of scenic beauty all around Korea.  However, as her climate was, scenery is mild, too.  From any angle, Korea is a land of peace without warlike streak or ambitious spirit.  Needless to say what was original meaning of Chosun (조선, 朝鮮), it is proper name when we take the present meaning of each character. (Mr. Ham once interpreted: Chosun means Christians are fish or sheep bearing crosses everyday or months.)  Moreover, when we translate it “Land of Morning Calm” in English, more true meaning is expressed: characteristics of her scenery are calmness and serenity, not majesty and solemnity.  Since most mountains are in old age, they are round in shape, reminiscent of mountains on southern Chinese paintings.  Since her seas are mostly inland channels, we can hardly see big waves.  Therefore, her beautiful scenery gives us peaceful mood: it is not provocative.  

For this reason, Korea and Manchuria are complementary.  Two are different, but if two were united, they could become a perfect one.  Comparing the two, Manchuria is vast in expanse, but Korea is very beautiful; the former is in unification while the latter is in division.  When we look around in Manchuria, the sun rises over the horizon in the east and sets down the horizon in the west, and all streams flow into Heukryong-kang River.  On the other hand, there are small fields between mountain ranges, the sun shines over the peak of a mountain in peninsula, and ripples of streams hide the shade of the moon.  Manchuria provokes military heroes to gallop steeds, parting cold northern wind and brandishing one’s sword.  On the contrary, beautiful Korea has been known as a land of literature and intellect.  It behooves the former to shed its barbarity and crudeness by gaining the latter, while the latter to supplement her smallness to grow stronger by gaining the former.  Ideally speaking, it may root to the northern plain, but bloom flowers over the southern sea.  

As we have looked at geography of Korea in several angles like those, it appears that Korea must be a home of distress.  People who are growing around those geography and scenery cannot avoid becoming the victim of distress.  The main cause lies in the separation of Manchuria and Korea, which should have not been separated.  Asia has been separated in larger units: China, India, Siberia, Manchuria, Turkey, Arabia, etc., except Korea that is only one small unit among them.  Being caught between powers, neighboring China in the west, stretching out Japanese archipelago in the east, carrying Manchuria on her back in the north, Korean peninsula is not sufficient by her, no matter how we look at her.  Never the less, Korea tried to limit her boundary along Jangbaek-san Mountains, which is the geographical reason for the history of distress.

Chapter 7. Korean People

Around 1810 to 1820, a conservative politician in Europe named Metternich once scornfully said that Italy remains her name only on geography.  But, soon afterward, Giuseppe Mazzini, who laid the cornerstone for the unification movement of Italy, started his movement by teaching young Italian youth about glorious history in old days.  As personality can be judged by observing one’s life, the characteristics of a nation can be derived by studying her history.  Even though geography has important meaning on history, it is mere environment after all, not a responsible main character.  The people of a nation produce historical events through their daily life.  If Korean history were to be a history of distress, we should search a profound reason from Korean people, in addition to her geography alone.

Then, what are the racial characteristics of Korean people who must carry the burden of the history of distress?

Since ancient time, foreigners called Korean as “chak-ha-da, literal translation in English word is “nice or good.”  Chinese saw Korea as a “Country of Gentlemen”.  If we analyze it with modern thought, it means generosity, benevolence, courtesy, honor, pride, etc.  Internationally Koreas have not invaded other countries; also Koreans have respected and loved foreigners; cruelty and violence have been rare.  Crimes of cruelty, such as murder and armed robbery, are said to be rare even today.  One would hardly find such generosity in other nations.  If someone insults a Korean, he might laugh it off without bothering to retaliate.  A foreigner might think such reaction as cowardice, but such reaction comes from generous forgiveness and self-respect.  Therefore, Koreans easily forget their enemies instead of remembering them; so, Korean folk tales and literature rarely choose “revenge” as a main theme, and seldom it is considered as a virtue.

Next, Koreans love others, though they may appear to be unsociable and cold at first meeting, deep down they are full of warmth.  Until recently, if a visitor comes to a guest room, food and shelter were provided, whether the host knew him or not.  One of the characteristics of Koreans is keeping propriety by obeying rules.  Then, what is propriety?  It is abide by the rules and discipline oneself to be orderly.  We can also say that propriety is justice. 

Bravery is another Korean characteristic; brave while good.  Needless to talk about stories of Yooshin Kim of Shilla and Kye Back of Backje, many stories of bravery are contained in Samguk Sagi, or The History of Three Countries – inconceivable not even in dreams now a days.  Generosity and bravery are necessary qualifications to a great nation; needed to build a great nation and create noble culture.  For this aspect, Korea was not behind other nations, and Koreans did not lack other conditions needed to be a great nation, such as ability to organize and other talents.  Korea was one of the oldest nations which organized orderly society in the world history.  To speak of talents, Korea can boast about several creative inventions in the world.  Considering these points we have looked at, there seems to be no reason for Korean history to be the pilgrimage of distress.

However, those discussed above describe Koreans in old days.  Once we turn our eye present days, there are huge difference; seems like seeing completely different people.  We said fundamental characteristics of Korean was “chak-ha-da”, but today Korean society is pandemonium, scrambling each other without hesitating jealousy and tricky methods.  Without mentioning the last 300 years of politics that began and ended with fights between different factions, even educational circle, run by new figures educated for modern democratic way, exhibits regional discrimination, and so is the press circle who supposedly leads public opinion of 20 million others. 

As was told, Koreans were once sturdy and brave, but now they are weak.  Are they not?  Righteous indignation was once characteristics of Koreans, but now, did not ignobleness become like her natural disposition?  People try to be an obstacle to other’s success by all means, neglect relatives to strengthen own position.  The impoverished condition of the society deepened day by day, but there is no organization that is seeking for a way for the survival of the nation, with true bravery for righteous cause.   To gain power promised to them, people throw away 5000 years of history easily, and to gain profit, one does not hesitate to sell one’s own race for a piece of coin.

When we look at Korean history with these thoughts, I think its scenario might have been altered midway.   As we saw in geography that territory was shrunken down, likewise racial characteristics were to be a great nation at the beginning but were changed midway to go through distress journey.

This change occurred during the era of three countries, probably because Koreans lacked seriousness.  Korea had religion, but it was a kind of optimistic ceremonial religion, nothing like Jewish or Indian religions which was seeking deep truth.  So their livelihood was optimistic, following their religion.  They seemed to be happy, spending days in singing merrily all the time.  But, we cannot find deepness from optimistic life.  And, without spiritual deepness, people cannot have worthy value and the pleasure they are enjoying may end like a bubble bursts.  They do not have pride, since they do not look at ego intently.  Real meaning of pride does not mean puffed up self-respect.  It means prudence coming from personal awakening.  It is the belief that my country cannot be exchanged with anything on earth, and my personality cannot be substituted with anything in the universe.  Because we do not have a bit of self-respect, we have so much humiliation and trivial things among our matters.  Since they do not have pride, they lack free spirit.  Freedom!  Is it not as important as one’s own life!  Without freedom, humaneness nothing but being out of senses and admirable braveness is nothing but that of an animal.  Koreans who lack the spirit of freedom are carrying burdens twofold: one is oppression of others and the other is God’s judgment brought down to people who did not perform their responsibilities adequately.

The shortcomings of the Korean can be traced in her history.  Needless to say about how she maintained her kingdom through humiliating diplomacy, there is no huge structure if we look around cultural remains.  The largest building must be the Kyungbok Palace; it is scanty compared to those of other countries.  Egypt has pyramid, Rome has coliseum, and China has the Big Canal and the Great Wall, but the largest stone structure is “Eunjin Mirook”, a figure of Buhda, is only about six feet tall.  Some foreigners spent several hundred years to complete a building, but we cannot see any such building in Korea.  One selects his job as a way to make ends meet, and expects the instant return of one’s business on the next day.  The story of Jumong who left Buyoe can be compared to that of Abraham who immigrated to Canaan, and Onjo’s founding country can be compared to Rome that was founded by Latin on the Seven Hills by the Tiber River.

However, we can not find such spirit after the era of Three Kingdoms.  

There is neither ambitious plan nor long lasting ideology; just nothing but small, temporary, makeshift, and indigent things.  All these things have been resulted from the lack of seriousness. Eventually everything boils down to mental capacity.  As the size of buildings is in proportion with the depth of its foundation, the life of people, as an individual or as a society as a whole, can be determined to rise high or to fall low, depending on the fact that ones mental ground work is deep or shallow.  These shortcomings have to be corrected before the real character of Korean can be realized by displaying benevolence and braveness until they bloom beautiful flowers.

The Creator must have considered especially for this.  Therefore, as long as we understand, the method He chose for the correction must be the history of distress.  Leisurely living is the cradle of sin.  Once Korean, who were optimistic and generous but lacking sincerity, were left within Korean peninsula that has clear and mild weather, it is inevitable for them to become stagnant and corrupted.  Therefore, they were burdened to carry distress so that their shortcomings can be supplemented.  Distress makes people of deep thinking, and it cleanses history.  Two-dimensional person could have three-dimensional religion, after he had passed through distress.  If one looks at a history of dirty oppression and scramble through tears, everything was struggle for good cause.  Korean went through journey of distress, because it was necessary to complete her mission.  To fulfill our great mission, we have to endure painful lashing as a good lesson.

Chapter 8. Bold Start

As we have seen geography, the location of Korea was inevitable arena for distress, and people were the leading character of her distress.  The casting was determined according to God’s providence, not by chance.  If we examine last 5,000 years of Korean history closely, we can realize that a consistent meaning flows through events taking place at different times.

We will examine briefly how those events inevitably contributed to the history of distress.

Scholar who study ancient Korean history lament the lack of historical resources, and indeed it is true.  Even though we claim that we have four to five thousand years of history, only recorded books we have are the Samgook Sagi and several books of Samgook Yusa, which were written during Koryo dynasty.  Other resources include fragmentary records from Chinese history books and relics discovered from time to time.  According to legend, there were other records.  Considering Tangun had secretaries in charge of record keeping, there must have been a writing system of some sort.   It was said that the three kingdoms of Koguryo, Silla and Paekje all maintained records, but they have been all lost.  Evidently, this is one side of a history of distress; Even before historical records are gathered up, all about Korean history was explained, speaking about date collection.  Five thousand years of unrecorded history is Korean history.  India is very similar to Korea in this area; though their culture is four to five thousand years old, it is notorious that there remains no written book.  Both bear the burden of distresses.  All records and remains have been burned and destroyed under the wind-blown dusts of last five thousand years, and only trace of distress can be discovered.  Therefore, we don’t know how a country was founded originally.  We like to know about it more than anything else, we can only recollect it based on records in the legend.

Koreans appeared on the historical stage about four to five thousand years ago.  If one traces back incomplete records and relics, one can see historical movement of Korea vaguely over the horizon around 2, 300BC to 2,400BC. Koreans already attained a certain level of civilization, when neighboring tribes did not get out of barbarism.  Tan’gun founded a country in 2,333BC that is about 300 years before Abraham left Ur and wild beasts were predominating in Europe.  If a united country was founded at that time, we can say that their civilization had been advancing for long time prior to that time.  Originally, Korean is not a native of Korean peninsula but migrated from other place.  The people of Puyo considered themselves as descendents of refugees.  According to a legend about Tan’gun, he landed on Taeback Mountain from the sky with 3,000 staffs.  This could mean a distorted story about migration of Korean when the story had been handed down to descendants by word of mouth from generation to generation.  

Then, where did they come from?  We do not know its exact route, but based on racial distribution, they probably started near Pamil Plateau, followed mountain ranges running toward northeast, came into Manchuria crossing over Hsinganling range, and then further moved to south into Korean peninsula.  The Koreans represent a branch of the Mongolians ethnologically, who originated in the Pamils.  When there was a great dispersion of nations from Pamils, that is known to be the cradle of human, tens of thousand years ago, a group settled in Mongolia.  That Mongolian was further splitted into many nations in Asia, and Korean is probably one of them.  We do not know how long it took for them to come to Manchuria, but it might have been slow migration.  While they were migrating, characteristics of a nation were formed.  Then, they moved southerly even to Korean peninsula.

Based on stone implements discovered here and there, we can tell that they used tools made of stones.  Also, Chinese called them “Yi” that means “Big Bow”; still Koreans were hunters using big bows.  Also, people in Buyoe raised livestocks often; titles of officials used six characters of domestic animals such as cattle and horse, as proof of a lot of stock farming.  But, from Tan-gun Chosun era, they gave up hunting and raising stock partially to establish agricultural and industrial culture.  Considering that Tan-gun had officials in charge of wind, that of rain, and that of cloud, we can assume that farming was important industry, and his political statement was about main crops above anything else.

It was a great change for them to settle down for farming and manufacturing after abandoning hunting for their livelihood.  They built towns to settle down in them, exchanged goods, established institutions, so that cultural development was accelerated.  Tan-gun’s achievements are not just his own, but factual events of those days probably became a mythology.  Mental aspect of their life can only be inferred based on other facts.  It appears that there was a system of writing and spiritual aspect of life was rather active, but it is regretful that it has not been imparted.  Their religion was polytheistic, traces of which have been handed down.  Yet, “Ha-na-nim”, the divine being, held a special position, and he was the father of the nation.  The Korean word for this divinity is related to “heaven” and “one”.  They believed that they were heavenly children.  Therefore, national religion was to warship the emperor in heaven and the backbone of Korean spiritual life.  Sacrifice and prayer were important national affairs as other countries in ancient time, and politics and religion were inseparable.  The king’s title of Shilla was “Cha-cha-ung”; original meaning of that word was a diviner.  According to a legend, the emperor of the heaven sent his son Tan-gun to the earth to establish Korea, for only an ethical reason.  There is no record of invasion or deportation of native people who had low level culture.  They probably assimilated with natives through marriage or conquered them rather peacefully.  Koreans inherently loved peace.

When Korean history first started, we cannot find any reason or portents of suffering; it was rather glorious appearance with promising hope.  The large unit of the north eastern Asia was entrusted to them as their stage, and they had an ideal of building an honorable nation.  Any intellectual observer would have judged without reservation that they were the future ruler of a great nation in the north eastern Asia.  

Chapter 9. The seedbed for many nations

 Korea under Tan-gun lasted about twelve hundred years.  But, since there is no written record, we don’t know how its generations changed or how progress had been made.  However, during this time, Korea firmly established foundations as a nation.  As Koreans expanded out from Manchuria to the peninsula, they settled down to farm, using tools they made and making institutions needed for a nation.  They no longer hunted alongside of hills or streams nor followed pasture land to graze animals. Without clear reasons, the dynasty came to an end.  According to myths, Tan-gun descended on Mt. Taebaek, started a state as nominated by the whole people with its capital in Pyungyang.  At the end, he attained divinity at Asadal.  Considering that there was neither invasion from a foreign country nor any internal turbulence, the cause of the downfall of the dynasty might be natural collapse due to changes in social structure over time.  The ties that held that society together frayed, and when they snapped, the state fell apart.  

The society under Tan-gun was a clan society related by blood.  The legendary three thousand groups he brought with him must have been of this clan nature.  The period was characterized as a theocracy, under which government and religion were one, so religious sentiment had a strong cohesive power.  Each clan was headed by a chief, and these chiefs in turn were under a king.  Located as they were in ravine villages, these clan settle-ments by their nature were not very large.  Primitive communities all began in ravines; for it was better suited to meet their basic needs for living.  Their religion, involving the worship of heaven, tied them to the mountains where the gods descended as they believed.  They offered sacrifices and laid the foundation of their country there.  They considered the mountains as the face of a stern father or the bosom of the loving mother.  It was told that Tan-gun descended on Mt. Taebaek, King On-jo of Baekje built his capital atop Buah-ak hills, and King Kim Suro descended on Kuji-peak.  From all these, 

We may imagine that the leader climbed up a noted mountain to look around the land, then decided his capital in old days.  People built villages around that mountain.  

But, during over thousand years, population grew too much and society became too complex, as farming and industry were developing, to live in ravine.  So, they came down to plains and social structures had to be changed accordingly.  People needed flexible organization bound and enforced by legal agreements, rather than traditional blood relationship.  The woof and warp of the state had been unraveled; the dynasty was replaced by many small states, bordering geographic units.  Their number appears to have reached several hundreds in Manchuria and the peninsula together.  If we list several important ones in history, they are as follows;

Buyo rose in Manchuria and its territory stretched from the Jangbaek Ranges to Heukyongkang River.  The last name of ruling family was “Hae” who was a direct descendant of Tan-gun.  Buyo achieved the highest level of culture among these states.  Grain was cultivated on its flat land.  A king ruled the land, dividing it into villages.  An aristocracy ranked over commoners.  Names of some public offices bore the names of domestic animals.  People were brave, diligent, and generous.  They were warriors who were skillful with spears and swords and there was no theft.  There were palaces, houses, and warehouses.  They wore white clothing, and elaborate funeral ceremonies were held.  Criminal laws were very strict.  Buyo was powerful and predominated at first, but its strength waned due to repeated incursions by the Han and Sunbi people.  Later, internal strife caused it to split into East and West Buyo, which were annexed by Koguryo.

Umnu was further east in what is now Russian territory.  Its people were husky and brave, and there was no chief among them.  Living in large holes dug in the ground, they produced bows and arrows, which were their specialty products.  Probably, Umnu was the lowest in the level of cultural development.

Okjo was in the south of Umnu, on the plain, which now includes Hamhung, Kilju, and Danchun.  Its territory is rather narrow, but quite long in length, mountain ranges in the back and overlooking the ocean in front.  The land was fertile and produced the five grains.  People were honest and brave, and were good foot soldiers skillful with spears.  They produced fish and salt, and their law and order of villages were well established.  But, they suffered frequent invasions from brave Umnu.  Okjo split into East and West Okjo later to be absorbed into Koguryo.  Okjo and Koguryo had similar customs mostly.

Jolbon was one of the many states in scattered ravines skirting the Changbaek ranges.  Beginning as a small state, it became powerful and famous, when Ko Jumong, who later called as King Tongmyung-Sungwang, came from East Buyo and founded Koguryo.  The land was not fertile, and great toil brought little yield.  Moreover, oppression was great from surrounding larger states.  Therefore, people put great effort into militarism, and became a great country later.

Kija Chosun was located around lower part of Yalu River, from Yodong to Pyungan-do.  After the downfall of Yen of China, Kija, a royal family, came to Chosun in the east and founded this state in Pyungyang.   The story that he taught the Eight Articles to people is not dependable, but reflects the prevailing adoration of China.  But it is true that many refugees from China came during political turmoil at that time, and many elements of Chinese culture were brought in to that region.  The influx of Chinese culture that accompanied the arrival of those refugees must have hastened the awakening of the Korean.  Ease of traffic with China by sea and over land must have led to active trading and economic advance, which contributed to increased national strength and held supremacy over smaller states as Buyo lost her strength. 

The consequence of accepting Chinese refugees without consideration was the tragedy of losing territory at the end by inviting the disaster.     

Wi Man, a Chinese refugee from Yen China, seized Kija Korea to found a state, which fell after 80 to 90 years later when Emperor Wu Ti of Han China invaded it and took it as his own territory within Korean peninsula.  The tiny state of Jolbon, tucked away in an obscure corner in the mountains, staged a meteoric rise to become the powerful state of Koguryo.  It was due, in large measure, to the trauma caused by foreigners and the attendant local resistance to foreign rule.  The spirit that guided Koguryo was an awakened national consciousness.

Ye and Mack were two small states south of Okjo, divided by ease and west of Taeback Ranges.  Their customs were similar to Koguryo’s.

Mahan, Jinhan, Byunhan were three states south of Han River.  

The strongest of the three was Mahan, which held the area of Choongchung and Cholla provinces; the state was an incorporation of fifty-four smaller states.  

Jinhan occupied the bulk of Kyungsang provinces, having consolidated twelve small states.   

Byunhan was between the two above, grouping 12 small states, too.

Karak (Kara or Kaya) was smaller than the three Han states; it made up of several even smaller states. 

All these small states represented vestiges of tribal communities that abounded earlier.   We may note that the reference to six village heads getting together at the beginning of Silla tells the same story.

For about a thousand years, these small states, as well as smaller ones among them, tried to strengthen them by diplomacy or by war.  In the process, culture continued to develop; organization continued to be elaborated; and armed forces strengthened; which resulting the arrival of the Three Kingdoms period.  

If Tan-gun Korea is the sprouting of national culture, the following thousand years of smaller states were the seedbed on which the seedlings were tended with special care to nurture persons who can carry out missions of history.  It was the process of selecting the better ones from persons with common Korean ancestry and inheritance and with similar abilities, just as more promising seedlings were kept in preference to weaker ones.

Koreans came on the stage of history with their mission to build a country worthy of good Koreans at the eastern end of Far Eastern Asia.  Merely leaving everything to its natural course cannot fulfill such a mission.  A great undertaking takes a great of soul, which can be attained only through great education.  The first stage of education was set to pick a person among Koreans, who could represent the whole and accomplish his mission by bringing out his individuality.

Dividing the land into many states was this first stage.  As people belong to a larger organization, the desire to exercise individuality weakens as one’s behavior becomes automatic and moral standards get deteriorated.  Splitting into many states may seem to have weakened Korea, yet it was done to strengthen her in a true sense.  Placed in different circumstances, individuals had better chances to bring out the strength of their great souls.  The better ones would be chosen as representatives of the unified states that were in the offing.  The fall of Tan-gun Korea and the division of Korea could be materialistically explained by the changes of social structure and economic system.  But, we have to fathom the underlying meaning.  We would closely examine a couple of facts to see how profoundly God administered his affairs.

Four Counties of Han was the greatest event of the period during these thousand years.  Emperor Wu Ti of Earlier Han China defeated Wi Man Korea and placed four counties there under direct imperial rule.  Nangnang (Chinese: Lo-lang) lasted some four hundred years while the other three were expelled shortly.  Those four hundred years were a period of unrelieved agony for Koreans, a dagger stuck in the chest.  

What does it mean to us?  It is too pathetic to accept it as a coincidence.  In fact, this period of four hundred years was a great task God imposed on Koreans, and Koguryo exercised all her ability to expel the foreigners.  But, in retrospect, it was a necessary lesson for Korea.  Koreans were disgraced by Wi Man, a Chinese refugee, because they were not determined to defend themselves.  Until they had suffered the four hundred years, they did not begin to awaken to the idea that they should be an independent nation.  Advances in political thinking kept in step.  None of the strong countries of the Three Kingdoms period, particularly Koguryo, was feasible without this experience.  The storm that struck the seedbed one night nipped many weaker seedlings, but left the stronger ones with the power of independence.  

The next stage in the development was the import of Chinese culture.  It was already mentioned that Kija Korea included numerous Chinese and factors of Chinese culture, but the invasion of the Four Counties intensified the inflow of Chinese culture.  Political trials could enrich government structure or military strength, but it raises only fierce barbarians without great spiritual teaching.  Acceptance of Confucianism was to meet this need.  Although there was moral standards native to Korea, it was not only needed to accept one of the two major schools of thought permeating oriental culture but also necessary transfiguring her infancy with the teachings of practical morality of daily life.  It is indisputable fact that Confucianism was to cause chronic problems in future generations, but it enlightened many spiritual dimensions at one hand and the fault was with the recipient, not necessarily in Confucianism itself.  Good and obedient character of Korean owes to Confucianism as well as her nature.  The political philosophy of benevolent rule (Wang-Do) that was the loftiest ideal of Confucianism was a means to bring up elegant people as long as it was introduced properly.  So, the seedbed opened up under careful design internally or externally, and materialistically or spiritually.  Out of several hundred seedlings planted densely, indeed who would grow to represent Korea?

 Chapter 10. The Three Kingdom Period in a Furnace

As over a thousand years of the seedbed period passed by, three kingdoms out of several hundred states emerged as candidates who would carry out the national mission by bringing Korea’s culture to the highest level: These were Koguryo, Silla and Baekje.  The Three were selected not by chance, but with a reason.  As we can see from a map, the terrain of the peninsula is divided into three natural sections.  If we draw a line connecting Inchon and Wonsan, the mountain ranges in the north run from east to west, while in the south they run north to south.  This feature tends to separate the northern section from the southern one.  Taeback and Sobaek Mountain Ranges separate the southern section into east and west.  The northern section is contiguous to Manchuria; the southern section divides into southeast and southwest.
In the northern section, several rivers originate from Kaemagodae, a centrally located plateau.  Flowing to all directions, they provide fertile plains capable of sustaining a large population.  In the southwestern section, the basins of four rivers form fertile plains, known as a granary of Korea.  In the southeastern section, the long Nakdonggang River provides rich granaries.  These sections are marked off by high mountain ranges, forming natural boundaries at that time when transportation was primitive.
While repeating war and peace, unity and separation among many small states, progress has been made.  In the process, societies became more complex and the scope of life gradually enlarged, and larger and stronger nations were in need.  So, these natural barriers became the national boundaries; Koguryo was in the north, Baekje in the southwest, and Silla in the southeast.  Among them, Koguryo rose between Manchuria and peninsula, and it had vast territory from northern peninsula to Manchuria.
Silla was founded earliest among the Three Kingdoms according to a chronicle.  But, her cultural development was behind others, because her location was secluded and she has been under pressure from foreign invaders
ever since Jinhan period.  The location of Kyungsang-do is the gateway for peninsula through good port cities such as Busan and Masan at present time when marine transportation is frequent and foreign goods culture are imported through these ports, but, it was at the most disadvantageous location at that time when continental culture was being imported through land.  In addition, Jinhan was ruled by a king from Mahan, according to a chronicle.  Therefore, her strength was weak, and to make matters worse, Japanese pirates raided her violently.  Since King Hyukguse, Japanese invasion has been recorded as annual events on the Chronicles of Three Kingdoms.  Japanese who lived on islands such as Daema-do and Kyushu acted as pirates who raided coastal villages to plunder.  Their violence’s of arson and taking prisoners were incomparable, and the capital city Kumsung was once invaded by them. For those reasons, Silla was the weakest in strength among the Three Kingdoms at the beginning, but such a destiny of Silla rather motivated them to try harder.  They cultivated the national spirit of strenuous effort and persistent will power.  It was the cause for the unification of the Three Kingdoms by Silla later, even though seemingly unnatural at one hand. 
Baekje had fertile land, and had a long cultural background ever since Mahan period.  So industry was developed resulting in a strong economy.  Since her land included archipelago, marine transportation was highly developed and traded with mainland China.  For a while, she tried to advance into the region north of Han River.  By applying diplomatic policy of ‘be friendly with the distance, and attack the nearby,’ she brought in Japanese power to restrain Silla.  People were affectionate and loved literature.  On the last day of the dynasty, General Kebaek was killed in battle with Silla, and 3,000 court ladies of the palace committed suicide  by throwing themselves down a cliff called ‘Nakwhaam’ into a river below.

Koguryo succeeded the lineage of Buyo, and she bequeathed the grand style of our ancestors from ancient times.  When Jumong rose from Jolbon at the beginning, she was a weak small state in a ravine around mountains.  Her land was mountainous and it produced meager crops after long toil for living.  Besides, it was difficult to maintain statehood among stronger states nearby.  However, having hereditary customs from ancestors, the people of Koguryo became strong and brave while withstanding difficulties, and conquered all four winds until they founded an empire expanding from peninsula to Manchuria at the end.  But, they were not simple minded soldiers, but people of literature to write history from the beginning of their nation.  Even Chinese loved to read their books, according to records.  We can see that they had both literary and military accomplishments, by looking at the glorious civilization of Balhae that was founded by the immigrants from Koguryo when she perished.  Unfortunately, she fell in the middle of the way without extending her power to her maximum potential, and we have difficulty finding her ruins and all treasures of the civilization which have disappeared in smoke and dusts.  But, we can guess their customs through the remains discovered from time to time.  They liked unity through close knit national organization.  They were people of self-respect, simplicity, and stern laws.  They invaded others at times, but they also had elegance of enjoying ‘daily feasts’ at the same time.

These Three Kingdoms were opposed against each other in the shape of three legs of a cauldron, and competed to spread their powers.  The period of the Three Kingdoms was a trial period for Koreans; a time to grow her ability, to establish her goals, and to raise her knowledge.  The task given to them was to accomplish the unification and establish a strong nation.  As a boiling furnace pours out pure gold, a great nation encompassing all Koreans scattered around Manchuria and peninsula should emerge, while the Three Kingdoms were fighting for survival; either to capture or to defend her territories, either tumbling in the battle fields or maintaining diplomatic relationship at times.  Just like the Roman Empire rose out of many tribes in Italy to conquer nations around Mediterranean, and the Great Britain emerged while Celts, Anglo-Saxon, and Normans were fighting each other during their invasion and retreats.

When we look at this period as a time of training, there are a couple of events which have profound meaning; the first is the Four Provinces of Han China which was discussed in Chapter 9, and the other is the introduction of Buddhism for this period.  According to chronicles, it was to Koguryo in 372AD officially, but probably came in to people earlier than that time unofficially; to Baekje 10 years later and to Silla about 30 years later.  As Confucianism suited the need of people during the period of many nations, Buddhism helped people to prepare their spirits for this period, before they started their bloody battles against each other.  

First, it became the foundation for the unification of people.  From ancient times, conflicts between countries or nations have been caused by the difference of religions.  Often times, the same religion can eliminate the differences between nations.  For example, the unification movement of India in recent days failed due to resentment between Hindus and Islamites, and in the middle age, all Christian kingdoms in European were gathered under the same banner of the Crusade.  Therefore, all great kings and politicians paid a great attention to religious policies since old days.  Both Christianity and Buddhism are worldwide religions without borderlines between nations.  They sneak into any nations or races without a hindrance.  Once entered, they help understanding among nations and promote friendship among them.  In the past, it was true that missionaries were used for diplomatic endeavors.   Greeks, who were fighting each other between palm sized city states within small Greek peninsula, were able to share same racial spirit only through a common language and an alliance of religion.

Next, Buddhism prevented the political struggle of the Three Kingdoms to end at simple and cruel competition.  Romans were notorious for being combative and cruel, but the ill spirit was promoted while they are conquering neighboring nations as necessity.  During the French Revolution, even children on the streets played with toy guillotines.  We can say that Koguryo had that sort of danger.  So, Buddhism that teaches mercy and the transmigration of souls was introduced to the right place and at the right time.  

On the other hand, there is a trend to have increased elements of religion during war time.  People tend to become shallow and heartless for watching tragedies, so, as reaction to this, they need profound meaning of life and grave peace of mind.  Therefore, profound religious truth can advance during a war time.  But, native Korean religion was not sufficient to satisfy this need.  It was too optimistic for people, who were about to be suffocated by watching tragic world pressuring their consciousness every moment, to find the answers through deep self-reflection: finding main stream of life beyond vicissitudes of life and searching for the foundation of morality at the other shoreline of life and death, Nirvana.  Confucianism, that was supporting the construction of upper class of daily life, was not sufficient to answer it.  Indeed, Buddhism, that seeks outer world outside a world and inner world within a world, and meditation after meditation was the needed religion during this national emergency.  Therefore, once Buddhism was introduced, it spread like water poured on to a dry ground.  Consequently, the brilliant civilizations of the Three Kingdoms were developed.  Of course, even though it was not the byproduct of Buddhism alone, we cannot suspect that this great religion was the driving force of it, because the hearts of people were stimulated and enlightened through the infusion of the vigor of new liveliness.  When we look at the work of arts of the Three Kingdoms era, we can feel the magnificent and brilliant spirit, and mysterious but profound and solemn taste, because of this religion.

The Three Kingdoms period had been administered to be such a significant time in Korean history, but trials have ended in failures: like a furnace busted open before it refined sparkling pure gold.  The political struggle of the Three Kingdoms turned simply into bloody wars, and exhausted their energy of the whole nation, before they realized the great ideal of a nation as a whole.  At the beginning, Koguryo appeared to be able to realize the great ideal of unification with her strength, but the relationship of the Three Kingdoms became unsettled as Chinese oppression became intense on one hand and Silla became stronger on the other hand.  After they continued battles with each other for a while, then the national ideal that people had been looking forward for about 2,000 years was brought to naught as Silla brought in foreign armies from Tang Dynasty of China to tip the balance.

It is regrettable for eternity that the nation fell into self-effacement as a result, though had had all sorts of schemes to accomplish the great mission as a nation!  Even though Silla achieved unification, she paid too high a price for scanty things she gained.  She barely obtained half of the peninsula by selling her own self through mean diplomacy.  We might be able to forgive her, if she used temporary means for the national existence was at stake; and she could be excused if she was exhausted at that time for being in a disadvantageous position, even though she did not mean to limit her territory to south of Chungchun River permanently.  However, it is unforgettable tragedy that the failure of the unification was caused by selling one’s self.

We can find a similar example from the fall of ancient Greek history.  Though each state of Greek had brilliant culture, small states like Athens, Sparta, and Thebe had continued fighting each other for burning jealousy until Macedonians who were despised as northern barbarians had opportunity to stretch out her vicious clutch and destroyed them.  Foresighted Demosthenes had cried out to warn them even by own death, but Greek states did not stop fighting and considered Macedonia only as their protector.  Eventually, the day Demosthenes forewarned was realized, but it was too late to talk about unity in awestricken.  When they felt the need of national unification, the hoof of Macedonians’ war horses were over their heads already.  Likewise, there was one more Greek peninsula at the Fareast of Asian Continent!

The fall of Koguryo resulted in the failure of the Three Kingdoms.  Anyone who reads Korean history acknowledges and admits Koguryo as a suzerain state.  If Koguryo had not been destroyed so suddenly, she would have found a great nation by unifying Koreans in Manchuria, and then the hoofs of her war-horses certainly have trampled the plains of China.  It was not even possible for Koreans in later generations to dream of it, for they considered themselves as the people of a small country, but definitely Koguryo was able to do it at that time.  In future generations, Both Keum and Chung dynasties have accomplished the exact thing Koguryo had failed to do it.  Considering that Yoejin people whose level of civilization was far behind did it, much more Koguryo could have done it.  Then, if Koguryo had wielded her power in China once, or giving up that, if she had not lost her position as a master in Manchuria, the history of the Far East would have been different.  At least, the situation of Korea would have been incomparable today.  I am not advocating militarism nor praising the military power.  I am only stating what stages we have passed through before we lost our self and what consequences we have to bear now as a nation. (Translator’s comment: Korea was a colony of Japan, when this book was written. If we lose our self as an individual, we would end up bearing similar consequences.)

Yet, that Koguryo has failed!  This did not end as the matter of only Koguryo, but this was a matter of grievous and disheartening event of 5,000 years of Korean history.  It was just as Korea lost her heir when Koguryo fell.   The hope died off and the unfinished work was broken down.  Since Koguryo fell down on the top of Jangbaek Mountain where she can control Manchuria and Korean peninsula, it was predictable, in short, that Silla’s talent would be limited.  Especially, Silla accomplished unification not with her own ability but by borrowing other country’s strength!  

Then, why Koguryo perished?  We cannot believe how she perished so easily, just like the last moments of Admiral Soonshin Lee or General kyungyup Lim.  The death of Koguryo was indeed an accidental premature death, like a young warrior fell down.  She did not fall after behaving in a shameful manner because her strength was exhausted or she made political mistakes repeatedly.  She fell down suddenly, while she was promising a brilliant action next moment.  As Koguryo fought hard not just for her, her death was not just her matters either.  Koguryo’s mission was to defend border for whole Korean people and her culture, and she performed her duty well until the end.  She fell down at the front line, defending raging waves of  

Chinese and Sunbi tribes.  She already injured her hands to recover Nakrang, her legs to defend her from the enemy of Sunbi; her chest was pierced to drive back bravely the brutal thieves, both Su and Dang of China.  Then, Silla brought in Dang to attack her from the front and the rear, Koguryo could not withstand the allied forces.   So, Kokuryo, the first candidate who could have unified the nation, passed away after leaving her grievous corpse on the frontline as her last contribution for the nation.  Outwardly, Silla and Koguryo were enemies with conflicting interests, but Koguryo helped Silla to accomplish the unification, when we view it from the standpoint of a whole nation.  Silla was able to lay the foundation of the unification from a 

insignificant small state, because she, at one corner, took the benefit of the fact that Koguryo was having fierce battle with northern invaders.  Perhaps, 

half of the credit of the unification should be given to Koguryo.

Though Silla unified the Three Kingdoms, Korean history underwent a great conversion: a tragedy ensued from then on.  Since the grim corpse of giant Koguryo fell down on the plain of Manchuria, Korean started to go through purgatorial sufferings.  Oppression and humiliation were hurled on them and their mouth was filled with lamenting and groaning.  The scenario was changed in the middle of the play: So far, the writer had tried to direct or to correct the performance to express the drama he originally scripted.  But, when he was disappointed with the performance of the actor, decisively he made sudden changes of the scenario on the stage.  Though he did not abandon the final goal, he decided to adopt different methods: he changed stage decoration, actor’s duties, and the tone of accompaniment.  

Silla paid too much to buy the unification that was scanty and limited at best.  She never put her feet on the north of Chungchun River.  In true sense, it was a partition more than unification.  Therefore, after losing the most part, the remaining small section came to represent Korea, and Korean lost many beautiful features and ugly ones became prominent.  Even so, the spirit of unification decayed within 100 years.  Nowadays, we are proud of remains of Silla culture in Kyungju, and now and then foreign tourists pay complements to those, but those may not be satisfactory to the eye of our ancestors who once had ideal of founding a great nation.  When Buddhism was first introduced, there were brave missionary works, lofty ideals and great faith as we can see from Chadon Lee who was martyred during his missionary work, and eminent priests like Wonhyo.  Before long, temples became a breeding place for lewd and wicked activities, a place where national resources were consumed.  But, Buddhism stirred up spiritual world, and native thought made great progress.  

It is “Wharang-do” that is the combination of the essence of Confucianism, Buddhism, and native religion, according to Chiwon Choi’s comment.  Choi gained many cultures from all over the world, while he was studying in Dang of China that was the marketplace of worldwide cultures at that time.  Based on his description from a great scholar, it appears that “Wharang-do” must be a deep and profound ideal.  However, the flower bud of Korean spiritual ideal was devoured by poisonous insect called “China-imitation”:  Government organization imitated that of China, names of towns were changed, and followed clothing fashion, as retribution of selling self to buy foreign power.  Therefore, as the short lived mood of unification disappeared, government affairs spiraled down into uncontrollable chaos.  Since the reign of young King Hegong, wicked officials ran government affairs, and regicides and insurrections were ceaseless.  At the end, while king and officials were indulging debauchery, the capital was captured by their enemy force before they even realized it.  Tears still run down our cheeks when we see the trace of Prince Ma-ei who left in indignation and spent the rest of his lonely life under a rock.  Silla that rose through diplomacy suddenly handed over her thousand year old sovereignty to other’s hand through diplomacy, without shedding a drop of blood or attempting any resistance.  It reminds us Matthew 6:16-18, “By their fruit you will recognize them.  Do people pick grapes from thornbushes, or figs from thistles?   Likewise every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree cannot bear good fruit.  A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit.”  

How was the end of Koguryo compared to that of Silla?

The zeal for restoring a state by the wandering people of Koguryo never ceased after her fall: 40 to 50 years later, they founded a country again.  In fact, Balhae was another name of Koguryo in all practical purposes.  But, no matter how much people of Koguryo restored their country, the direction of history had been changed already.  No matter how hard Balhae tried to stretch out its foot on the Sandong Peninsula of China and its arms to Japan beyond the Eastern Sea with good intention to restraint Silla, but those were useless things now.  Though her literature won reputation in China and her arts were brilliant, her mission has passed away.  Once the direction of history was headed toward the valley of distress, Manchuria was an inheritance taken away from the Korean:  cherubim and flaming swords blocked all attempts of entering there.  Balhae lasted several hundred years there, but it became a battle ground of different races such as Kulahn, Yujin, Mongo, and Chinese.  Remnants of Balhae had not forgotten the movement of restoration whenever they had opportunity, ceaseless efforts were in vain.

Some came into the house of distress in the peninsula crossing the Aprock-Kang (Yalu River) and the others who did not were all exterminated.  

Likewise, after giving away Manchuria as a place for different races to come and go, they had to wait for next opportunity to come.  Since Korea was limited within its peninsula.  At the beginning, they had great mission, but they had insignificant results at the end.  It is regret: an everlasting regret!  But, a history does not end without meaning.

Chapter 11.  The responsibility Koryo did not fulfill (1)

A history does not end without meaning.  Human history includes numerous failures.  It is more than numerous: man is bound to make mistakes, according to an Italian proverb.  No matter how much failures one makes, no failure ends as a failure.  There is no eternal failure.  Not to end a history without a meaning even after many failures, there always is responsibility to try again.  We bear the responsibility of rising tenth time when we have fallen nine times.  Even for an individual who is plunging into downfall, the deeper he falls, the more difficult for him to change the way.  But everyone has responsibility as well as opportunity to change as any occasions arise at any places.  Likewise, when we say that a certain period of the history of a country has failed, it does not mean that the country received everlasting punishment.  The original mission of the country-the meaning to be realized-remains, even if the method to achieve it has been changed.

The history of the Three Kingdom period was a history of failure: the mission of racial unification was shattered, much needed development of culture was declined, and self-consciousness was lost instead of strengthened.  An emerging queen was expected, instead a poor maid appeared.  It is definitely a failure that cannot be covered up, but not one to bury Korean race permanently.  Korean was not expelled completely as disqualified people from meaningful events of history.  Because they failed the important training of the people, it was true that they had to walk a road to distress, nevertheless it was not meant for them to walk a road of ruin tacitly in despair.  On the contrary, they had to bear the heavy burden of restoration of self, because they had failed.  And, the hand of Divine Providence has given plausible opportunities.  Leaving the summit of the pass of the Three Kingdom era, while walking down the downhill trail of 500 years of Koryo dynasty, the peaks that were visible at the summit revealed their appearances among clouds time to time.  

As repentance occurs instantly whenever one takes a certain event as a momentum, the restoration of a racial history is possible by taking advantage of a certain movement.  If Koryo had prepared steadily with self-awareness of great ideal of the people, she had a couple of opportunities to revive the tragic history of the Three Kingdoms to a splendid one.  If Koryo had done it, Korean history would have been different from what we see now, at least.  For this reason, the five hundred years of Koryo was a period of great responsibility, but Koryo failed again.  Whenever Koryo had chance to take actions, she was afraid; she crouched her limbs like an ill-treated beggar.  There have been chances repeatedly:  “Now is the time!” Now is the time to try to leap at once!”  “Even now or never…”  What made her like that? a strong foreign enemy?  Exhausted national power?  Lack of a great king?  Or, lack of wise officials?  All of the above can be the reasons, but the main cause was the inability of reviving self after losing it.  Why Chinese system was considered elegant and Korean one low?  Instead of creating new laws, she followed the footsteps of the late kings, of all kings, examples of Chinese kings, Moonmoo and Jookong!   Why could not she learn wisely like others who were taught: “if Kongja and Mangja come to invade Japan with an army, we have to defeat them with our army in order to keep their teachings in truth?”  She misunderstood that she had to follow teachings of Kongja and Mangja even by selling own country, ancestry, and self!  Since Koreans became slaves to Confucianism, rather than learning the spirit of it. After they lost self identity, all valuable precepts became fallacy.  No one can prosper by practicing falsehood.  Koryo’s failure and all distresses of Korean history were caused for Koreans lost self identity and were intoxicated with fallacy.

Koryo’s period can be divided up into three sections; each one has its high peak and low valley.  High peaks represent the periods of strong sense of national identity and progressiveness, while valleys represent the period of the weakness of national identity and decadent humiliation.

The first high tide was when the first king Wang kun founded a new country.  Toward the end of Silla, the strength of the government declined to its bottom; public sentiment was restless and general public were in chaos.  By taking advantage of this, several heroes started rebellion; Yang kil in the north, Kyun whun in the southwest, Koong ye inherited Yang kil, and Wang kun inherited Koong ye.  So, the peninsula was divided again into three states to re-emerge old configurations, but the separation was the things of the past and it could not happen again.  Therefore, it was destined for one state to unite the whole nation from the beginning.  But, the general world situations were not limited to events in the peninsula but whole Asia was in crisis at that time; Balhae was being fallen in Manchuria, China was in turmoil of the so-called five generations.  To Koreans, it was time not only to correct misgovernment but also to open her eye to her historical mission and to take a great stride to realize it.  The phases of the times were waving hands to call toward Koreans from outside.  It was time to establish a great statecraft.  The times provoked heroism when Koreans were about to walk down the stairs of distress, just like a merciful father was calling his prodigal son at the gate, in an attempt to plea him to reconsider his vagrancy.  Indeed, high tide of national identity began to rise within the mind of Koreans-that is the rise of the spirit of expedition to conquer the north.  First, the representative man was Koong ye who had become a Buddhist monk because of his birth from a concubine.  As a man in adversity, he moved around temples in several mountains, until he left it behind resolutely since he had heroic spirit toward chaotic times.

Later, historians harshly criticize him for his failure due to his arrogance and ferocity, but indeed he harbored great ambition.  Though it is wrong for him to fail for losing support from people, there is room for sympathy.  He definitely represented one aspect of the times – a sinful nature of palace life that created great foamy turbulence.  Since it probably was unavoidable for him to have his bad personality, let us look at the rise of national spirit that was strongly represented by him, regardless whether he was a great king or not.  He named the state as Later Koguryo, proclaiming a revenge for Koguryo, and he called Silla as a place to be ruined.  He tried to take advantage of rebellion of descendents of Koguryo.  He discarded Silla’s government system that is similar to Chinese to adopted native system, planned to move the capital to Pyungyang, and founded a foreign language school to train translators, to conquer the great plain of Manchuria in mind.  As the name of the state indicated, he claimed himself to be the successor of Koguryo.  But, the power of Divine Providence blocked his heroic ambition.

Though he was perished, Wang-kun inherited his great ambition.  Wang kun had ability and broad-mindedness to rise to the throne from a mere soldier.  At the beginning, he was under Koong ye who became ferocious gradually as a ruler.  On the one hand, he dealt with all matters skillfully to preserve his life, and the other hand, he gathered supporters with his broad-mindedness until he inherited the state by ousting Koongye.  But, he was not a man of small mind to be satisfied with the unification of the peninsula.  His ambition was first to unify the Later Three Kingdoms by overpowering Kyunwhon and persuading Silla through diplomatic means, then to march to the north.  Though he set the capital at Songdo, he fortified Pyungyang as a future capital, built schools there, and he paid annual visitation, all as part of special plan to conquer the north.  So, at one hand, he welcomed and protected the refugees of Balhae crossing Aprock-Kang River, at the other hand, he condemned a diplomat to an island, who came from Kulahn to open friendly relationship and tied a camel he had brought as a gift under the Manbu Bridge until it died of starvation.  He took a tough stand to make people to prepare for the worst.  Later, some historians criticized him for being near sighted and making Kulahn angry; since destroying Balhae had no direct impact to Koryo, there was no reason to revenge Kulahn to that extent for Balhae.  But, that kind of argument makes us dumfounded, for it was from those who did not understand that Taejo (The first king, Wang kun) was thinking about the great Korea prior to Silla.  

Long range planning of Taejo Wang kun was well reflected in his practical strategies.  First of all, it was about adopting Chinese system; he tried to respect native system to stop the tendency of imitating Chinese since the middle of Silla.  The fourth article of his ten article admonition he left said, 

“Our Eastern Country has admired the customs of Dang’s (Chinese) fashions for long time and has followed their system of literature, arts, etiquette, and music.  But, we do not have to have the same, since we have different land and human nature.”  He continued to say, “For Kulahn is a country of barbarians, having different customs and language, never imitate their costume or social system.”  He clearly advocated Korean spirit by rejecting the admiration of Chinese thought and he adopted positive and progressive strategies toward north rejecting any compromise.

To promote Korean spirit, he promoted some positive practices which included his policy on religion; namely the control of Buddhism and practice of “Pal-kwan-hoi” that is annual worshiping ceremony to gods of heavenly spirits and gods of noted mountains and rivers in December.  In summary, we can say that he attempted social stability through Buddhism which penetrated deep into people’s mind. While he adopted enlightening political theories of Confucianism, the new trend of thought at that time, to strengthen political system, he wanted to stimulate national spirit by guiding the revival of Korean spirit.  However, his ideal was never materialized to the end. (Translator’s note: This paragraph is the summary of 55 lines.)

After this period of high tide, the history enters into a period of low tide.  Passed two kings, Hae and Jung, the political power of the Confucius’s began to predominate when King Kwang-jong ascended to the throne.  He was in favor of Chinese things very much; he appointed a Chinese immigrant, Ssang-ik, he adopted a civil examination system as he suggested, and he confiscated residential homes of his officers to give them as preferential treatment to Chinese immigrants.  During the next king Sung-jong, it became worse; the king approved Prime Minister Seung-ro Choi when he submitted a refutation of twenty six articles against Buddhism – a victory of the Confucians.  During his rule, Jong-myo (an ancestral temple of the royal family) and Sa-jick (an altar to state deities) were built and started Kukja-gam (a public school to educate future government officials) by imitating Chinese.  They were too busy learning Chinese government system, educational organization, and other external to internal things to think about other things.  Thus, worshiping of Chinese civilization, toadyism to the powerful, and the principle of maintaining status quo have been born.

At this time of spiritual ebb when the nation was fascinated in foreign falsehood, forgetting self identity, a giant club hit its head – the invasion of Kulahn.  Kulahn rose in Manchuria at the beginning, and perished Balhae.  Considering her as the enemy of Balhae, Taejo refused any diplomatic conference, but rather planed an expedition to conquer the north as mentioned earlier.  If several successive kings tried northern expedition – carrying out Taejo’s will, probably Kulahn were not able to develop into such a powerful country.  However, because they respected Confucianism and gave up progressive national policies, Kulahn gathered enough power to reign in the north.  

To King Sung-jong who abolished “Pal-kwan-hoi” and collected military arms to make farming tools to accomplish the era of perfect peace, the massive invasion of Kulahn was like a horrible caricature.  Faced with the sudden national crisis of annual invasions, King Hyun-jong and his officials did not know what to do, without arms to bear.  Hee Suh, having only three inches long tongue, went to enemy camp by himself bravely for a negotiation.  He might have saved the face of the country, but it was destitute.  Saheung Kim and Kyu Yang, men with Great Spirit, fought daylong bloody battle with handful soldiers against great number of enemies and they were all perished unavoidably when arrows ran out at the end.  Though brave general Gamchan Kang fought desperately to repulse the enemy, the great ambition of Taejo was evaporated like dews in the morning. 

The invasion of Kulahn was a warning wake-up call to the people of Koryo.  It seemed to coerce into answering to the people who were elated with foreign culture while forgetting her own, who discarded God given opportunity and indulged in the conservatism of maintaining status quo; “How much are you going to show that loyalty to China?” or, “How long are you going to indulge temporary peace?”

Once this task was over, Kulahn stepped aside from the main arena as if she finished her mission, and history began to prepare a new era.  Have the people of Koryo learned something from this admonition or not?  The following era will answer that.  Anyhow, next several decades, Koryo enjoyed the age of peace and plenty.  Recovering from the wound afflicted by Kulahn, civilization and culture made progress; both Buddhism and Confucianism flourished, and a great monk, Daekak-kuksa, and the Confucius of the Far East, Choong Choi were emerged.

Chapter 11.  The responsibility Koryo did not fulfill (2)

Now, history entered into the second high tide.  It was the time when God’s providence ordered the Korean to rebuild the failed history once more.  While Koryo was replenishing national resources, Manchuria was preparing a new era; Kulahn, who was raging with violence so far, was declining gradually as her strength ebbed away.  The world situation was in chaos and the great plain of Manchuria was wide open and was waiting for a new master to gallop his horse on it.  It was time for a politician to hang a map on the wall and warm blood of a hero was boiling up.  At that time, there were only two heroes to appear on the stage; Koryo and Yojin.  At that time, China was too busy in mending own matters, withdrawn below the river Yangtze under the pressure of Kulahn.  Therefore, one of these two was to be the master of Manchuria.  However, under the prevailing circumstances, there was no comparison between those two.   Yojin, primarily a branch of Malgal, was under Koguryo, and then became a vassal state of Balhae.  After Balhae perished, she was under the control of Kulahn.  As Kulahn became weak, the united tribes of Yojin built her power around Yunhae Region, invading north eastern border of Koryo.  But the civilization was low.  Moreover, because the ancestor of the tribal chief was Korean, they have served Koryo as a country of parents.  So, it was obvious that 

Koryo was by far superior to Yojin.  If there had been a Korean who had ear like that of Saint Paul, who had a vision of a man of Macedonia standing and begging him to come over to preach the gospel to them, he would have heard the calling of Manchuria in political sense.  Manchuria was where Koguryo cavalrymen had earlier galloped their horses as they strove to realize unification and buried perished warriors on the battlefield.  Manchuria was calling again, as it did one and half century before, and definitely, the soul of Korea responded to it.

During King Sukjong, voices were raised, calling for a northern expedition to stop the frequent raids of the Yojin tribes on the northeast, subjugating them thoroughly and push further to the north on this occasion.  During the ninth year of his reign, the king ordered General Yoon Kwan to subjugate Yojin in vain.  The king thereupon offered prayers to the “gods that they may grant success to renewed efforts to stamp out the brigands” and maintained a plan to raise an army and reserve food supplies, only to die the following year with his dream unfulfilled.  His successor, Yejong, followed through with a force of one hundred and seventy thousand men under the commander Yoon Kwan who was the vanguard of northern expedition movement, and Oh Yun Chong as his vice-commander.  The expedition, on which the vicissitude of the nation was at stake, was crowned initially with illustrious success.  General Yoon advanced as far north as Kando (Chientao), built nine fortresses in Hamkyung Province to where sixty thousand households were moved from southern provinces.  It seemed as if history was pointing again to the north where the reconstruction of the greater Korea was loomed.  But, that was not materialized.

The court was filled with corrupt Confucian literati who disliked the success of enterprising groups, headed by Yoon Kwan.  They argued for staying meekly south of Aprock-Kang(Yalu River), clinging to what they had safely by showing deference to the stronger.  At that time, retreated Yojin had regrouped and raided northeast again.  It was necessary for Yojin to come in to northeast to obtain supplies; their survival could be threatened if they were expelled from there.  An emissary from Yojin arrived to implore the return of the nine fortresses, with the pledge of tribute from generation to generation, and swearing that they would not even throw a piece of tile across the border.  At that time, General Yoon Kwan was engaged in hard fighting in the front line.  When the king sought counsel, the whole court recommended him to return those fortresses.  Not to lose good opportunity, the corrupted Confucian courtiers went even further and vigorously pushed for the ouster of general and his supporters.  They claimed that the general launched a causeless campaign, and he should be punished for hurting national interest by losing the war.  Yejong, who originally planed the northern expedition, tried to vindicate Yoon Kwan’s as well as his own position.  Once he retired to his private quarter to avoid them, then he attempted to reason with his Confucian ministers, but they remained adamant; they followed him and sat outside the door, pleading with the king until sunset.  Then they went on strike, absenting themselves from the court for days.  I wonder how these fellows, so fearful and weak-kneed in the cause of a northern expedition, suddenly proved so daring and persistent for the ouster of a meritorious servant of the state.  General Yoon Kwan was recalled, but he was not even allowed to report to the king in person, who was forced to relieve him of his duties and had over the fortresses to Yojin.  So the moves for advancing northward were effectively dropped.

How King Yejong would have felt, surrounded with corrupted literati who temporized with the status quo?  If Koryo had willed to push to the north, what risk would have been involved, and whom would it have antagonized?  One of the royal decrees stated:  “Civil and military arts should be pursued evenhandedly.  But, in the face of frequent invasions from across the border, commanders and ministers counseling the throne are alike engaged fulltime in making armor and training soldiers.  That would be ill-advised to devote oneself exclusively to military affairs.”  Evidently this decree was forged by the Confucian ministers, in order to discourage the ascendancy of the military officers.  A sense of crisis was in the air, but it was played down by the Confucians in power.  Soon thereafter, an official letter arrived from Kum (Chin) court (the Yojin named their country Kum and their ruler emperor by then):  “The emperor of the great Yojin-Kum, as elder brother, sends this letter to his younger brother, the king of Koryo.  From times of our ancestors, our country has been pushed off into a remote corner where we had to uphold Kulahn (Khitan) as a greater country, and had deemed Koryo as our parental country, treating her with deference and reverence.  Kulahn wantonly trampled over our land, made our people their slaves, and repeatedly attacked us in unprovoked war.  We were obliged to resist and, with the help of heaven, we overthrew her.  The king of Koryo is hereby advised to enter into friendly relations so that we two countries will be brothers from generation to generation.  Together with this letter, we send you a fine steed.”  

So the dream was shattered.  Had Koryo had resoluteness to push north and to occupy eastern Manchuria, before the roaming Yojin had the chance to realize unification, then had she snuffed out the Kulahn (Khitan) who were on their last legs, possession of Manchuria and Mongolia would have been easy task.  If Koryo had occupied Manchuria and Mongolia, she could have addressed similar letter to China.  Amid vacillation and inaction, the dreams vaporized.  The people of Koryo could not help being amazed as well as aggrieved at the sight of Yojin rising to full height, realizing for themselves the dreams of Koryo.

King Yejong spent his remaining days, writing poems and reading books of the Chinese classics.  Presumably he had no other way to beguile his empty feelings after he was disabused of his dreams.  After his death, King Injong came to the throne at the tender age of fifteen.  From this point, history’s tide was receding.  Just as Korean history reached a high tide earlier during the Three Kingdoms, so the history of Koryo had been on the rise until the reign of Injong and then began heading down.  Yet the situation was too provocative for Koryo to go down meekly to ruin, without uttering a sound.  The big current of the times was sneaking off the people of Koryo who were watching it tantalizingly.  There were a few who dared to take a last plunge across the dark chasm that threatened to engulf them in vain, like splashing bubbles in the air; such was the Rebellion of Myo-chung in the thirteenth year of Injong’s reign.

The failure of the northern expedition was good to the Sinophile literati with conservative leanings, while was a rankling wound for nationalists with a more enterprising outlook.  When Kum (Chin) called her leader an emperor, the very thought was not bearable to nationalists.  Incited by Kum (Chin), some strongly proposed that the king of Koryo also declare himself emperor, establish an own era, and resume a northern expedition.  The court Confucians naturally objected.  In their eyes, what the Kum-Yojin was up to were presumptuous barbarian follies; the Son of Heaven of China alone had the right to that title.  The two opposing schools soon came to a showdown.  This development had been long in surfacing, and was not something that broke out suddenly under King Injong.  This rivalry, which had been hidden struggle, was now brought out into the open under pressing situations at that time.  

What precipitated it was a controversy over the moving of the capital to Pyungyang.  In support of the move was the belief that Pyungyang was a highly auspicious site and establishing the capital there would entail thirty-six countries coming with tribute to the Koryo court, or, in modern parlance, Koryo would gain so many new colonies.    This theory harks back to the latter period of Silla; it was the dregs of common superstitions and an utter absurdity during the period.  Yet in historic perspective, though this belief was in the guise of the Um-Yang theory, it reflected the popular mood; dissatisfaction with Silla government, a yearning for a lost ancestral homeland, a grievance over the withering away of national fortunes, hopes for a better future.  

Seeing these as an opportunity, the advocates of northern expedition, with the Buddhist priest Myo-chung as a leader, rallied the people to believe this theory, and urged on the king the virtue of moving capital to Pyungyang in order to campaign for a northward push.   King Injong was quite sympathetic to the cause and built a palace near Pyungyang. But, the king postponed the plan, because Myo-chung’s group resorted to trickery of a superstitious nature and Confucian ministers opposed fiercely to this.  Thirteenth year of king’s reign, Myo-chung staged a rebellion.  A new nation was proclaimed with the name of Daewi, which covered Hwanghae-Do and Pyungahn-Do.  This attempt was suppressed by Kim Busik.  Supporters such as Chung Chisang, Baek Suhan, and Kim Ahn were speedily executed in the capital upon receipt of the news of rebellion.

According to a historian Shin Chaeho, the Myo-chung’s Rebellion was an event of foremost importance during the last ten centuries of Korean history.  Although it may be debatable, it was not an ordinary event, but a confrontation between Confucians and Buddhists, between China-oriented scholars and Korean traditionalists.  He was also right to ascribe Kim Busik’s victory as the cause of conservative flunkeyism favoring regimentation, which ruled the thoughts of Korean leaders thereafter.  Myo-chung’s Rebellion, that occurred twenty years after the defeat of Yo (Liao) by Kum (Chin), seemed to be too late.  Therefore, even if the followers of Myo-chung had had their way to move capital and to call the king an emperor, it is highly doubtful that their plan of invading Manchuria was successful.  The timing for northern expedition had been lost already then.  However, if Myo-chung’s supporters had won, Koreans would have saved themselves from intellectual servitude.  But, Kim Busik and Confucians won; fallacy won its way to lose “self.”

From what we have seen, it is little wonder that history of Koryo takes a sharp turn for the worse during Injong’s reign.  Living ideals can make an individual or national life shine.  As long as one has an ideal which one can sacrifice one’s life for, one is alive; when the ideal is dead, he is dead as well.  Livingston, who was spreading gospel while fighting against lions in the jungle of Dark Continent of Africa, once said, “People will never die as long as one has a mission to be completed.”  Surely, it is a great truth from a great man.  When the ideal of national growth yet lived in the hearts of the Koryo people, King Hyunjong welcomed the triumphal return of General Kang Gamchan with his verse:  

“In this year, barbarians warred, advancing as far as the Han River.  But for the valorous plan of General Kang, 

We might all have to wear foreign garb.”  

The grateful king went out to the outskirts to meet the general on the day of his triumphal return, decorated his hair with eight golden flowers, and personally poured wine into the general’s cup, to recognize and to praise his war campaign with Kulahn (Khitan).  

But what happened when a national dream was lost?  Choi Choong, who was called as Confucius in the Far East, taught Confucian doctrine to produce a great number of scholars.  They put government affairs in proper order so that Chinese referred us as “a country functioning according to the classics.  None of this achievement could have been possible, had it not been for him.”  But, the fact was that Confucianism was a bramble that choked off the spirit of the country, a harmful insect that swallowed the life of people, and eventually an anesthetic poison that made Korean people to give up self for slavery.  

What followed was civil war that lasted off and on for the next century; Lee Ja-gyum rebelled in the fourteenth year of Injong’s reign, the Myo-chung’s rebellion lasted for thirteen years, followed by General Chung Joong-bu’s revolt thirty four years later.  During same period, there was an invasion of Mongolia, too.  Lee Ja-gyum protested against the corrupt ways at the palace, which was modeled on the Chinese institution; Chung Joong-bu also came out against the policy of favoring the civil over military officialdom, which is another imitation of China.  In former times, when the great archer became King Tong-myung of Koguryo, and when Uelchi-moonduck or Kae So-moon administered the country, no such policy prevailed.  It is since Korea began learning Chinese lore and customs and adopting the policy of “civil rule” that the evil custom of despising military officers took hold.  Needless to say, Koryo, whose duty it was to rally the national destiny, had every reason to promote militarism and fortitude, but chose such an insubstantial formalism which caused the country fall into effeminacy.

The reigning king Ui-jong loved luxurious living and delighted in poetry.  Indebted to him, the superb ceramic art of Koryo celadon was perfected, but the populace could hardly withstand in poverty at that time.  When the king orders to build a house for his pleasure, people had to serve drafted labor at their expense.  But, some were too poor to bring own lunch.  When he found a scenic spot, he would hold a drinking bout with his civil officials, reading poems aloud.  While the party was in progress, the military retinue had to tend the horses and wait for them with empty stomachs.  The upshot of it was the revolt of Chung Joong-bu.  The king’s favorites were beheaded in front of the king.  All civilian officials down to the lowliest clerk “as long as one wears the civilian headgear” were killed.  The civilian wing of the court was deposed and even the king himself was sent away in exile where he was killed soon after.

There followed a series of military coups until Choi Choong-huhn seized power, which lasted for three more generations.  Government was thrown into a state of chaos; official positions were bought and sold, people’s properties were seized at pleasure, and ethical standards and all semblance of order collapsed.  Former civil officials now had to beg for food at the doorways of Choi clan, and the government operated out of the parlors of the Choi households.  

Then, a gale raged from the Gobi Desert.  If prophet Jeremiah lived in Koryo, he would have prophesied; “I see a boiling pot, tilting away from the north.”  The LORD said, “From the north disaster will be poured out on all who live in the land.” (Jeremiah 1: 13-14)  Koryo was too busy with civil war to heed the warnings of the age.  It was opportune time for Koryo to rise as Kum (Chin) was becoming weaker.  The clatter of the horse’s hooves of the victorious Mongol army rang the eardrums of the people.  The Mongol invaders proved to be far more brutal and ruthless than the Kulahn (Khitan).  One description will suffice for readers’ imagination; “Once Mongol soldiers passed through, no more was the sound of a dog or a rooster to be heard.  During the invasion led by General Cha Ra-dae in the forty first year of Ko-jong, two hundred and six thousand were taken captive and carried away.  Those encamped in the capital city made a meal of women’s breasts.”  

Who can dare say that this trial came by accident, without any reason or meaning?  After seeing this, who would say, “God is indifferent!” or “God does not have eye!”  If people were thoughtful, they should have attained enlightenment suddenly.  But, how was the attitude of people of Koryo toward this distress?

A courageous provincial commander, Kim Kyung-son, repulsed a swarm of enemy with death band of only twelve soldiers; he refused to slacken the beating of his war drum even after an arrow lodged in his arm, and he didn’t flinch even as a soldier behind him was falling by bullets.  There was another hero, Park Suh, who was defending a fortress in the mountain.  When the enemy dug an underground passage, he burned it by pouring in molten iron; when they set a fire moving toward the fortress, he put it out with muddy water; when they opened up with artillery, he was clever enough to make his own artillery.  The enemy general was amazed: “In all the battles I have been in, I haven’t seen a man refused to surrender against such fierce attacks.”  After the king surrendered, he sent an emissary to tell General Park to give up, but the general wouldn’t listen to the emissary until he was about to suicide.  Only then, General Park obeyed the court order, but he retired to his native village instead.

There were a few like these warriors with heroic spirit, but those in the government were cowardly and humiliating in everything they did.  The capital was moved to Kangwha Island, where the court spent its time mostly holding parties every day, though there were civil disturbances elsewhere.  Therefore, more distress had to be inflicted until she felt severe pain.  The Mongols, not satisfied with military occupation alone, began to meddle in internal affairs; they went beyond inflicting physical pain by applying mental restriction.  Each king was made to take a Mongol princess as a wife and the crown prince was held in Mongolia as a hostage.  Every decision at court was to be nodded by the Mongol princess.  All Koryo officials adopted the Mongol style in hair and dress.  Some kings preferred to stay in Mongolia and some officials suggested merging with Mongolia since government was of no use, without having any great vision of regaining of independence.  

Chapter 11.  The responsibility Koryo did not fulfill (3)

Providence was generous enough to provide Koreans with another opportunity to restore her broken self.  While Koryo endured oppression and suffering, the Won (Yuan) dynasty of China gradually went into decline, and the situation once again became unsettled in Manchuria.  In Koryo, the movement in opposition to Won, favoring northern strategy, has risen gradually.  King Kong-min, who has seen the weakening of Won as a hostage, ordered the discontinuance of Yuan style dress and customs, stimulating the populace awake when he returned to rule Koryo.  The king sent Yoo In-woo to recapture several villages and fortresses west of the Aprock-Kang (Yalu River), showing the spirit of northern expedition.  At the time, whole orient was in turmoil; mainland China was beset by civil war, Yo-dong (Liaotung) infested with “red-turbaned brigands,” Gan-do (Chientao) haunted by Map-hap-chool and his comrades, and Japanese marauders frequently raided villages along the eastern and western coasts of Koryo.  The troubled times awaited the emergence of one daring hero who could restore an order.  If king Kongmin’s northern expedition had been followed through after the initial successes, Korean history, as well as Oriental history, would have taken different course.

Unfortunately, the king made mistakes in his later years; he overly trusted a wicked monk, Shin-don and he befriended eunuchs not only to meet with a violent death but also state affairs were thrown into confusion.  In the meantime, Chu Won-chang (Yuan-Chang) united mainland China and established Myung (Ming) dynasty, then extended its influence into Manchuria as well.  Koryo lost another opportunity again.  Then, vacillating like a mouse looking in and out of its hole, she was busy seeking makeshift solution by diplomacy of servility throughout this important period.  During this time of crisis, no one came up with any ambitious plan; instead she played a balancing act, putting one foot on rising Myung (Ming) and the other foot on falling Won (Yuan), in order to make more favorable choice according to the development of situation.  It may appear clever, but it was a spineless act.  The diplomacy that ruined Silla and Baekje made Koryo what it was and Lee dynasty was to go the same accursed way.

Like a giraffe among the cattle, General Choi Young insisted on a decisive northern expedition in the court filled with spiritless officials.  He had seen the strength of Yuan and the tide of the nations, while he was taking part in quelling civil strife in mainland China at Yuan’s request.  To him, it was perfect opportunity not to be missed, but no one in the court had the nerve to go along with him.  The crisis worsened as Myung moved farther into Manchuria and now had the gall to place a garrison Chul-ryung at Kang-gye and seventy fortresses between Yo-dong and Chul-ryung.  Faced with this arrogant disturbance, Koryo could possibly take it without any response.  Indeed in the fourteenth year of his reign, King Woo sent an expeditionary force to north on General Choi’s urgings.

It was the last given chance for Koryo; if she would fail, she would not have another chance.  Furthermore, this battle was to decide whether the history with repeated humiliation during last seven hundred years since the fall of Koguryo would vindicate her honor.  The contemporaries were not aware of this, but later history amply demonstrates it.  It was the third period of high tide in history.  

But the providence was strange indeed; If Choi Young was appointed as a pillar to support the tottering Koryo, why did it place Lee Sung-gye in opposition?  Both men were pillars and comparable in capacity.  Lee versed, “With my three-foot sword, I will secure the country.”  Choi matched it, “A whip will be enough to set the world aright.”  But their thoughts were opposite each other; enterprise as against conservatism, idealism as against realism, chivalry as against interests.  At this critical moment, Providence tested the nation by embodying two conflicting thoughts represented by two different personalities.  The test was, during last thousand years of the history of distress, if progressive and adventurous spirit or, the mettle of self-respect and self-reliance had been cultivated in their heart.  When Choi Young advocated a northern expedition, Lee Sung-gye opposed the idea.  If Choi insisted on with spirit, Lee countered with a scheme.  When Choi reprimanded in the interest of justice, Lee appeased him with interests.  When Choi pressed on with his authority, Lee would marshal organized a faction.  There were two opposing factions in the court.

At that time, General Choi enjoyed the full trust of the king and wielded virtually dictatorial powers at the court.  In April of the fourteenth year of King Woo’s reign, the general launched over the opposition of the Lee faction, a northern campaign with an army of thirty eight thousand.  But, the weakness of the dictator was the fact that he was forced to appoint Lee Sung-gye, the head of opposing faction of the war as one of the two deputy commanders.  Therefore, General Choi, who seemed to have victory in appearance, fell into the tricks of political foes. Because of many victorious campaigns over the years, Lee had considerable followers in the rank and formed considerable power.  When Choi mobilized a military action without internal consensus, he gave Lee a golden opportunity to revolt.  Indeed, as the marching column reached Aprock-kang (Yalu River), rumors began spread in the air, and then Lee hoisted a revolutionary banner in public.  King Woo and General Choi returned to capital hurriedly, and the ends of the spears that were made to attack Yo-dong (Liaotung) turned around to raid her own capital instead.  

May 23 in lunar calendar, fourteenth year of King Woo’s reign, Dahn-goon’s year 3,721 (1,388 AD), an epoch-making event of Korean history occurred; Lee Sung-gye, stood, turning his back against Aprock-kang, to proclaim, “If we violate the territory of the Superior Country, we would be committing a crime against the Son of Heaven who would revenge retribution against an ancestral shrine and the people ...”  

It is an epoch-making event, because, on this day, Lee defeated Choi, realism defeated idealism, a national policy of servility was reaffirmed as Korea was relegated to the sad lot of a small country.  This was the day when the direction of this country’s history was finally set for the sea of distress.  Choi’s expedition could not guarantee a victory nor was Lee’s opposition against a war not based on prevailing social conditions. Considering practical circumstances, Lee’s arguments against the war were all reasonable; the small should not oppose the great; military mobilization in summer was impractical; a military expedition would give Japanese pirates to take advantage of empty places; marching military columns during monsoon season was definitely inconvenient.  The logic of insignificant facts based on interest theory dictated Korean people.

Two or three opportunities came to Koryo during its five centuries were rendered futile in this one day; the idea of restoring lost northern territory was scratched off forever from Korean’s minds.  If the day Koguryo perished was one of national bankruptcy, this day was one in which all resolution to restore the family fortune was abandoned, one in which home was forgotten forever.  The day home was forgotten is more pathetic than the day the house was foreclosed.  Because the house is simply gone when the house was foreclosed, but you lost your self when you forget about it.  Korean people totally failed God’s test.

Some might say that Choi’s plan was a futile argument doomed to failure, whereas Lee’s argument was more appropriate to prevailing conditions.  Indeed, the country was exhausted in the extreme, between civil disturbance and foreign invasions.  It was true that people who were pleading for life dreaded and abhorred a war.  Driving people to the invasion seemed to be inhumane indeed, when they were moaning at the bottom of misery.  However, for this reason, we say it was God’s test.  Creator always says; “Whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it.”  Only ones who live according to the commandment shall find life.  Jesus said: “We may receive our life back again, when we are willing to give it up.”  Only ones who are venturesome and making rapid strides will enter into the realm of life.  Korean failed this test.  John Bunyan’s bound lion fooled us.

For Lee claimed that the reflections of reeds on the Aprock-kang was a ferocious tiger, people were scared off.  According to official historians like Kim Boo-shik and Chung In-jee, when pro-military expedition was decided, “Lee retired himself (from the cabinet meeting) and wept” over the misery into which the populace was plunged.  We suspect the authenticity of this. But even if we accept it as a story, Lee was only fooling the people; he promised them happiness to justify himself founding his own dynasty.  What kind of happiness was it?  Was it not the happiness of slavery that was more miserable than death itself?  Korean people sold their inheritance, the legacy of Manchuria, to earn safer slavery, just like Esau sold his precious birthright for a mere bowl of red stew without much thinking (Genesis 25: 29-34).  I am not saying this to reproach Lee, but to regret that devilish realism won over divine idealism even if for a short period of time.

On reflection, some people might regret that Choi and Lee were not able to shake hands at that time.  Indeed, if their will power and bravery were joined together, the two might have seized the last opportunity allowed Koryo and prevent the misfortune that secluded the Korean south of the two rivers, Aprock and Dooman.  Once, when Lee Sung-gye returned in triumph after repelling Japanese raiders plundering in three southern provinces in Unbong, Choi Young went out to meet him in the suburbs.  Choi held Lee’s hand and said in tears, “Your Highness, your highness rebuilt the Three Han again!  Revived them at one crush!  You are the only one the nation can count on!”  At that time, people on the coast were under the constant threat of Japanese marauders, particularly the group that invaded Unbong was so vicious that no one but Lee dared to meet them.  Lee took on the job, lost two of his horses and was hit by arrows in the leg, yet refused to give in and finished off the ringleader.  Faced with sad situations beyond description, Choi’s ideal was to rebuild the Three Han.  When Choi heard Lee’s decisive victory, he could not control his surging emotion.  The spirit of the dead founders of all dynasties and heroic generals of the past joined together to shed joyful tears to sing a blessing chorus for the victory.  

But Satan tempted Lee, as he tempted Samson, a hero of Israel, centuries ago.  A small victory brought an inordinate ambition into his heart, and Satan put a “royal robe” of the realism on him.  The two who had been like two wings, will and bravery, of the country yesterdays became foes beyond unity until one of the two died today.  Nine years later, the crown was bestowed on the head of the one; the sword fell on that of the other. Listening to chanting of the People, “No such a hero heretofore or hereafter!” Lee turned his soldiers back from Wee-wha, an islet in midstream of the Aprock-kang, ousted Choi and deposed the king.  Choi was killed soon after and the king was to be beheaded in his place of exile.  The real power of the country passed into Lee’s hands.

Choi looked fierce in appearance with unusual physical strength; he was firm of will, upright, truthful and pure in heart.  As he lived by the instructions of his father’s deathbed, “Look on gold as so much stone,” his home was humble, his meals and clothes remained modest; he despised men in silk finery riding on fat horses.  Facing the enemy in battle, he never lost composure, and fear never darkened his face even in the thick of flying arrows and pelting rocks.  To ensure victory, he never hesitated to cut down a soldier who fell back even one step.  He thus won every battle he fought.

To him the country owed its peace, and the populace benefited from his administration.  Though he had military power as well as the premier, he was clean from bribery so that everyone admired his probity.  He never allowed minor details to obscure the overall picture.  So he was able to recognize just a few of the officers under him.  At court, he would talk straightforward and seriously withholding nothing.  When no one responded in unison, he would rue alone for the lack of response.  Once he said, “I pondered affairs of state all night, and when I told my idea to fellow ministers in the morning, not a single one of them agreed with me.  I might as well resign and live quietly in the country.”  Because he was somewhat simpleminded, was not highly educated, lacking sophistication, he insisted his own will on carrying out tasks; he often slew a person to uphold the dignity of office.

He was seventy three years old when he died.  Even on the execution ground, his face showed no fear.  He was so full of spirit that his body stood erect for a while even after his head had fallen to the ground.  As the word of his execution spread, shops in the capital were closed to mourn his death and “even children in the streets and women in the country wept; passers-by dismounted as they approached as they approached the spot by the road where the corpse was abandoned.  

It may seem extravagant to devote this much space to this one man, Choi Young, but he was the last man to embody the spirit of the living Korea with all his might that had persisted over the centuries.  He was the last man, since no one can tell how long we will have to wait before we meet such a soul again.  When the head of the gray-haired general rolled on the roadside near the city of Songdo, one surely would have heard the thunderous crash of Korea’s forty-century-old tower as it collapsed in a heap.  It was Korea’s spirit that died then, not Choi Young.  It is only humane, or it is without meaning, to devote a little extra space to honor the memory of his dead spirit.  Just as a phoenix lives to eternity by being regenerated from the ashes of own dead body, so long as there is such a soul, the fallen tower of Korea’s history shall grow again from the scattered stones.  That day will surely come.  A comment made about Choi, “As his services benefited the whole country, so his offense hurt the whole land” was accepted as apt, but we would do well to reword the comment thus: “If he had his faults, they were but for one generation; his service will endure down through the generations to come.”

The end of Silla was more sordid than that of Koguryo or Baekje; Koryo’s end was worse yet, and Lee Dynasty was the worst of all.  This was inversely proportional to the degree of spirit that was alive in each of these dynasties.  The case of the monk Shin Don best illustrates the last moral depravity of Koryo; it was a product of the extreme corruption of Buddhism.  One can see how prosperous Buddhism was from the fact that Songdo, a city of one hundred and thirty thousand households, had as many as three hundred temples.  Although the founder kept Buddhism on a leash, his successors were less strict in enforcing this policy.  Buddhism gained ground again as government strength was declining and Mongol’s invasions were intensifying, particularly since the reign of King Injong.  The collection of eighty thousand Buddhist Sutras carved on wooden planks stored at Haein-sa temple was made during those Mongol invasions.   In order to avoid a disaster of war, they started to carve them as a prayer to Buddha and it took them sixteen years to complete them during King Kojong.  Buddhism prospered but only in form, and there was no life in it to be of any spiritual benefit.  Temple’s possessed vast properties were tax-exempt, and harbored monk-soldiers who tended misbehave without restraint.  Thus, the populace had to pay more heavy taxes.

In short, the Buddhism of the period was not oriented toward the mountains but toward marketplace.  The ideas of ancient Korea was that of mountains; mountains were considered as holy and were associated with purity and nobleness.  Originally, the Buddhism was the religion of mountains.  Since it came down to marketplace in pursuit of its riches, it drank the water from sewer line that corrupted it.   The secularization of the Buddhism was one of the reasons for the fall of Koryo.  Since the spirit was rotten, the ruin of the country stinks badly and the new dynasty smells bad, too.  

Thus passed away the period of Koryo with all its tasks yet to be finished; it missed opportunities several times, contrary to our expectations.  Now the stage of history was moved and limited permanently to the southern part of the Changbaek mountain range.  The murmuring sound of waves of the two rivers kept rising to the northern skies as if the unrequited soul of Koguryo was wailing for the revival of Korean spirit.

Chapter 12.  Five Hundred years of Suffering

(1) The period of Suffering

Our history began near Heungahn-Ryung (Greater Khingan Range) and it has passed four thousand years.  We have divided this long time and tide into several periods each of which had unique meaning.  We admired the noble spirit of Tan-gun Korea, and we congratulated the lively growth of many nations by lifting our hands up.  We closed our fist during the training period of the Three Kingdoms who strived for dominance by shedding blood and sweat, but we grinded our teeth with vexation for Silla’s miscalculation of making scanty unification.

(Four lines were deleted)

We may say that the general trend of the changes of Korean history over the past four thousand years is very similar to the geographical features of Manchuria and Korea.  In pre-Tan-gun era, life was in great seclusion like the vast plain of Manchuria.  During Tan-gun era, Korean people, cherishing brilliant ideals, laid the foundation of great history, just like Mt. Baek-doo, where Koreans lived nearby, gathers together all the spirits of Manchuria and Korea to rise above the cloud.  Following streams overflowing from Chun-jee, together with the spirit and energy it has collected in eternity, a high plateau opens up to form lofty mountains competing for their majestic figures. (Editor’s note: Chun-jee is a lake formed by a volcanic crater on the summit of Mt. Baek-doo.)  This can be compared to the many nations, branched out from one nation, struggled each other to fulfill her own great mission.  Separated from Gae-ma plateau and coming south into the peninsula, the width of the land formation suddenly narrows due to gulfs at both east and west, and the spinal mountain chains from Mt. Baek-doo seem to be almost broken near Mah-sik-ryung, similar to the troubling time when the Chinese invaded and set up four colonies during Han Dynasty.  Seemingly broken mountain ranges rise gradually higher near Chul-ryung until they become 12,000 peaks of Mt. Keum-kang that represent the strong, outstanding, and beautiful, but rugged, marvelous, and splendid culture of the Three Kingdoms.  As mountain ranges climax at Mt. Keum-kang, so did Korean history during the Three Kingdoms since Tang-gun Korea.

Though Silla unified Korea and a few cultural remains worth seeing them, in short, they appear only as good as the appearance of Mt. Tae-baek at the end of its mountain ranges.  During Koryo period, since the backbone was damaged, the direction of history obviously headed south even though social progress was made definitely.  The mountain ranges, that is heading directly south, now turns to southwest from Mt. Tae-baek and gradually mountains become smaller until it barely forms Jo-Ryung and Choo-poong-ryung.  As it reaches Mt. Ji-ee as a final attempt, the backbone disappears without any trace, just as we read the history of Koryo.  The 500-year history of Lee Dynasty we are about to visit has similarity to little broken Sobaek Mountain ranges branched off at the south of Mt. Ji-ee.

(2) The Broken Axle of History

What causes distress?  To make it short, it is because we have not fulfilled our responsibility and we have given up our ideals.  To put in a word, the history of Lee Dynasty is “The Broken Axle” that caused distress.  Why there were many factions and revolutions, foreign invasions, and the ill effects of education and learning during Lee Dynasty?  We cannot answer these correctly without understanding the fact that the axle was broken.  

When Sung-gye Lee defeated Young Choi, the realism defeated the idealism as we mentioned earlier.  The real value of idealism is not the realization of it necessarily, but is the spirit and guts that pursue the noble idealism.  People admire the high spirited!  Excluding the will to live by pursuing the idealism and the spirit to live by one’s value from human history, only wagons with broken axles and houses with bent beams shall remain.  Yet Lee founded a nation without those.  Though he established it, he did it neither by virtuous reputation nor by revolution in the true sense.  Several legends prove those.  People in mass are always fair critics.  Often they stood opposite side of justice in historical events for they were easily deluded by interests offered.  But their unbiased critics remain intact and are handed down as legends.  

Legends need not to be true; they can often be absurd, but they express sympathy or hatred whichever is due for a person.   So the people who followed Lee to ruin Koryo judged Lee without violating it out of their consciousness.  There are several legends, but we can hardly find any praising words about his virtues.  He was so strong that he separated fighting bulls with his bare hands; he was a talented archer to shoot the bull’s eye all the time; he was so crafty that he took away brother Dooran Lee’s wife; he drowned all royal family Wang’s into the sea for he deeply worried about possible troubles in the future.  But, we cannot hear that he had cordial virtues or generous tolerance, while Park Hyuk-guh-se, the founder of Silla, had royal virtues and Wang kun, the founder of Koryo, had generosity and broadmindedness.  Considering the fact that even country women and shepherds cried for the death of great general Choi Young, we can see that most people of those days did not approve Taejo Lee’s revolution from the bottom of their heart.  At the time of ouster of the last king Ooh, Lee showed no emotion at he tearful plea to stop it for being after sundown, which set all onlookers sobbing.  One cannot hold back the feeling of how callous he was as a man creating a new dynasty.  All these tell us that though he was brave, crafty, and ambitious, but he was not virtuous or righteous.  Accordingly the country he founded was based definitely not on popularity born of his virtue or a revolution in response to a sense of justice; it was a product of violence and tricky tactics.  

Mentioning these things is not intended to ignore Taejo Lee’s merits or to disparage his personality.  Regardless he had virtues or not, no one can argue that al least he managed to bring order to government affairs in chaotic conditions and injecting some fresh movements to the society though they may not be fundamental changes.  Disparaging his personality is neither pleasing nor beneficial to us.  Even if we do, we do it because he represents Koreans in those days but definitely not because we consider him as an ordinary person.  If an unworthy man became a founder, it proves that the will of people more likely sank down; if an ambitious man ascended to a ruler’s position, it means that the consciousness of the society was more likely paralyzed.  Even during an uncivilized era, a great task of founding a nation can not be accomplished by the strength of an individual, but it is possible with the support of her people and the help of the generation.  So, the fact that a man usurped the throne for his ambition and tricks proves that there was no patriot in the court; besides the whole society was too parched to nurture a patriot with a sense of justice.  Of course, it is not that there was no man of fidelity at the end of Koryo.  People who were not yielding to Lee Dynasty gathered and lived at Doomoon-Dong in Gaesung, where we can see the remains.  However, they lacked vitality to move the Korean society at that time; Doomoon-Dong was a limited movement within itself.  People itself should undertake the responsibility for the rise and fall of her country.

The national consciousness of Korean people was already paralyzed at that time.  Therefore, 500-year history of Lee Dynasty has been a history of broken axles.  And, it has not happened accidentally and without warning; but its causes have been deeply rooted.  A history of broken axles!  It has been impossible to follow a right path on the right track. Events during her 500-years have been errors, overturns, and breakdowns.  It was an indigent starting of a country with her motto, “The smaller to submit to the larger,” so there has been nothing that was not indigent.  Own country had to be submitted to others first, then begged to receive her again with difficulties, and it has been extremely disgraceful and insulting for a king ascended to the throne by own court had to be approved later by others.  Yet, all kings and officials except two or three have lived at peace without any resentment or remorse.

At the beginning of the state, a disgraceful affair occurred first in the palace as a prelude of tragic signs of a country founded based on selfish gains.  Taejo had several sons who fought for succession to the throne.  Just as inviting populace to witness horrible sights of the inevitable retribution, each of them brought in own private armies into the streets of the capital and they fought until each one thrust a sword to other’s neck.  Taejo couldn’t bear grief and anger; he retired in Hamheung and spent his last few years of unhappy life there; all king’s envoys sent to him never returned home, according to a legend.  He should have remembered what Mangja once said,” Why king is talking about the gains, only humanity and justice prevail.  If both high and low struggle for gains, they will end up taking things away from others.”   The cause of the tragedy was not the polygamy or mistakes of Taejo, but it began when General Choi’s head was cut down and Chung Poeun’s head was crushed.  Fighting between princes were instigated by small fries who were seeking fame and wealth, and Taejo himself brought them into the court and taught them his philosophy, “No deprivation without oppression.”

(3) Sejong’s reign in vain

All the efforts poured into the history of broken axles were useless.  Reforming systems made the wheels of the history of broken axles only turn slower, and promoting study only caused the overthrow of it.  We may understand the true meaning of the culture during Sejong’s era from this view point.  The king was naturally gifted and he was fond of study.  Thirty two years of his reign, he tried to eliminate old abuses of the government and created new systems.  So, there were much brilliant cultural advancement and it is definitely not a chance that people have respected him as the best king of the Lee Dynasty.  However, his achievements couldn’t cure the malady at the core of Lee Dynasty.  Therefore, soon after his death, most of his achievements have begun to crumble.  

The backbone of the king’s statesmanship was “Jeep-hyun-jyun”, which was created in the second year of his reign.  He gathered and trained talented scholars to devote themselves to study and to discuss national affairs.  As the result, “A large number of talents have been produced in decades.”   Of course, they studied mainly the scriptures of Confucianism, so the political ideas derived from their study were the principles of royalty which the king himself aimed to practice.  We might say that Taejo built the frame of the country, and then the king tried his best to give spirits to the country.  Though the principles of royalty rendered good administration but they were short of reviving Korean spirits to people.  Considering the facts that the king sat until dawn at times to watch Confucian scholars who were studying and he shed tears in front of the Prime Minister, Whang-hee, when all scholars of “Jeep-hyun-jyun” withdrew themselves from the court and vacated it in protest of building a Buddhist temple at his last days, we can see that how eager he had been.  However, a shadow of dark clouds was casting over this prosperous period for lacking a spirit of freedom.

However, if the king had reigned little longer, he might have been able to restore broken axles, deriving the argument from the promulgation of the Korean alphabet, “Hoon-min-jung-eum”.  Originally Korean had characters since Tan-gun Cho-sun and used them to write poems, and there are traces that people used characters other than Chinese characters during Koryo period.  But, as Chinese characters were circulated, they were either lost or deteriorated over time, twenty-eight characters, including consonants and vowels, were composed and promulgated for people to use them during his reign.  Lately, more researchers claimed that these characters had not been invented by him and his scholars but they had existed even in former generations.  It is hard to prove one way or another.  Even if they were not invented by the king, at least, the use of those by the general public should be credited to his considerateness.  And, if really valuable culture cannot be achieved without mental freedom, and if mental development is closely related to language with which it is expressed, the period of Sejong is greatly meaningful to the development of Korean culture.  The reason Koreans could not use beautiful characters as her own or they borrowed other’s character, leaving her own, one reason was because superior Chinese culture overwhelmed ours, and the other was because the supporters of the culture was limited to a few in upper class society.  This minority attained their advantageous position for being commission agents of Chinese culture, and they did not want to work hard for inventing new things, abandoning their position.  When Sejong promulgated Jung-eum (Korean characters), even scholars of “Jeep-hyun-jyun” opposed it.  Therefore, it was not invented for the upper class, but to respond to the need of populace.  In this sense, it was the budding of the self-awakening of the populace; they now have eye.  

It may be odd that a nation with 5,000 years of history began to have tools to liberate themselves only 500 years ago from now, but that might be the reason for having a history of distress.  In any histories, populace is miserable being by nature, but it is more so in Korean history.  Just like a foundation supporting a building, the meaning of their existence was to be oppressed.  Enduring misery as much as they could bear and offering their sweat and blood as much as they could provide, they did not have time to see how much strength they had within themselves or how valuable they were.  So, they did not need tools to express themselves. Thus, it had handed down over 4,000 years, but now was the time when populace, who had been oppressed, mistreated, plundered, and trampled on, needed eye.  They needed eye to watch the features of own distress vividly at the time when they were about to enter into the period of severer distress than they had had, so that the distress would not be meaningless.

We cannot list all the brilliant internal affairs of Sejong here; He ordered to edit history, to publish books, to promote industries, to arrange music, and to research astronomy, to name a few.  But, we need to say a few words about foreign expeditions, because they show the rise and fall of the public spirit of that time.  

Near the end of Koryo Dynasty, Japanese pirates often invaded coastal regions and people could not live in peace, and they invaded again during the King’s first year.  To exterminate them, he sent Lee Jongmoo to subjugate Dae-ma-do that was considered to be their den.

Against Yojin in the northern front; Though Myung Dynasty took over Manchuria from Won Dynasty that fell, but her power could not reach that remote region.  So, Yojin gained enough strength to invade Korea often.  Then, from thirteenth year through twenty-third year of King’s reign, he often sent expedition forces to subjugate them, and he established four counties along the Aprock-kang and six fortresses along the Doo-man-kang where immigrants lived a full life and northern borderline was settled.  Looking at these things, there was a chance to lift up the spirit of people.  But, what was the reality?  They never crossed over two rivers.  Kim Jong-suh, who accomplished the great job of building and settling the six fortresses and had a nickname of Tiger, once wrote a poem;


The north wind of winter blows the branches of trees,


The full moon seems colder in snow,


Holding a long sword in a fortress three thousand miles away,


Long wind makes loud sound, but nothing can hinder me.

When we recite it that expresses the spirit of a mighty brave man, even our mind gets refreshed.  With this spirit, he accomplished those difficult tasks.  But, a question may be raised; though he said nothing hindered him at a fortress three thousand miles away, why he hesitated so much?   He should have recited it not at a valley blocked by Baek-doo-san near the river bank of the Doo-man-kang; rather near that of the Heuk-ryong-kang or in a wide plain of Manchria, watching a horizon at a remote distance.  Indeed, even Jong-suh in his position could not withstand opposing power, and he could only use his bravery in a cage by singing a poem.  According to “the biography of eminent subjects”; “At the beginning, king ordered Jong-suh to build four fortresses, Jong-suh eagerly contended for the plan when the difference of opinion was equally matched in the court.  One speaker argued that Jong-suh should be sentenced to death for starting impossible task with limited man power.  The king did not retract his plan stubbornly, by saying that he could not do this task without Jong-suh; likewise Jong-suh would not be able to do this without him.  If building six fortresses was crime to death, much more for looking beyond Jang-baek Mountains and searching for free territory beyond that Taejo had settled, even in a dream.

Therefore, the history is like a broken axle; Jeep-hyun-jyun became useless, and all the cultural activities were not materialized like flowers of weeds that withered and fell down before they come into full bloom.  Now, how much the wagon without an axle can carry its loads?  How much cultural activities these people who lost spirits can have?  When great national trials, the tragedy of Dan-jong, came, the cultural activities of Se-jong turned out to be a complete failure.

(4) The Crumbled Foundation

When Se-jong deceased, Moon-jong, a thirty seven year old handsome man, acceded to the throne.   He had majestic figure with handsome complexion and long beard.  His natural disposition was intelligent and gracious; he was fond of study and loved his subjects.  So, people believed an excellent administration when he ascended.  In fact, if the king lived longer life, he would have succeeded his father’s works and accomplished noticeable achievements during his reign.  However, Divine Providence was different.  The king from whom people expected so much suddenly sank into his grave only after two years of his reign, his twelve years old son, Dan-jong,  inherited royal throne.  The prospect of the country in the future once seemed so bright but now covered with the clouds of uncertainty.  Because the power of the royal family was too great while new king would be too young, Moon-jong, before his last breath, asked senior statesmen to render full support to the young king from the bottom of their hearts.  

Indeed, not long after his death, his next younger brother Prince Soo-yang began to start a movement with an ambition to usurp the throne.  Inherently, his cantankerousness and military arts were comparable to those of Taejo.  Once his ambition sprang up, he devised wicked plots together with grumblers such as Hahn Myung-hoi and Kwon Rahm without any fear or any hesitation.  To begin with, in October of Dan-jong’s first year, his men clubbed Kim Jong-suh, who was the pillar of the country and received trust and respect from people at that time, dead.  Soon after, they massacred Hwang Bo-in and all other officials who might object to his illegal outrages out of their loyalty to the king, and then they controlled all political power.  At last, in June of king’s third year, deposed the king and he himself came to the throne to be Se-jo.  Detailed events would not be written here.  Now, it is important to think about what all these events mean to us today?

30 years of Sejong’s reign was the golden era of 500 years of Lee dynasty, due to his accomplishments of domestic administration and foreign expeditions as mentioned earlier.  His mission was to lay foundation of a new culture.  Though we call his generation as the golden era of Lee Dynasty, it is because future generations ended in failure; the culture itself was not quite completed at his time, but he laid foundation for development and the promise of completion in the future.  For the first time, people have attained stable livelihood, Korean alphabet has been promulgated, Confucianism has firmly become the standard of government policies, and inclination toward research and study were well established so that further cultural developments of Lee Dynasty were possible.

So, when the king deceased and Moonjong ascended the throne, history seemed ready to start construction projects by the competent new king.  But, nay!  God who considers truthfulness as his life did not see it that way: After He failed during The Three Kingdom Period and His plan fell through during Koryo Dynasty, He apparently determined to build a foundation with truthfulness more than anything else, at the very moment of reconstructing 5000 years old pagoda that was torn down.  The event that Moonjong deceased and Danjong ascended the throne at very young age meant to set the inspection date of testing the firmness of the foundation.  

Providence is so mysterious that no one knows the meaning of it until it is revealed completely.  Often times, a scenic masterpiece suddenly appears where small peaks and minor valleys are blocked or broken.  After we enter into the scenic masterpiece, we realize that mediocre scenery was necessary part of the whole.  Likewise, historical events, until the time comes to a point, often appear to be ordinary peaceful events because the meaning of those has not been revealed.  Years later, when a major event occurs, we can understand the meanings of all the minor events that have happened up to that point.  In the case of Danjong, there was no precursor of a misfortune, at least externally, until Sejong and Moonjong era.  But, once unexpected Moonjong’s premature death occurred suddenly, the meaning of all events was overturned.  When Sejong had 18 sons and 4 daughters, those were happy events.  When 8 princes stood behind Moonjong for his coronation, they appeared to represent the power of royal family.  Specially, if Moonjong was alive, Prince Sooyang would have been a strong right hand man, without doubt.  But, because Moonjong passed away, all things in combination caused difficult and straitened circumstances.  Numerous royal families were for oppression rather than for assistance, and unusual talents of Prince Sooyang were for him to be a strict prosecutor, rather than a helper to the king.  Needless to say, Moonjong was virtuous king for being extremely diligent and devoted to his father, but the causes of death at his young age include:  being in deep grief and undernourishment having coarse diet for long time, when Sejong deceased.  The stage of tragic affairs was set for it.  

The meaning of affairs cannot be understood at the direct and personal point of view; looking at individually, Moonjong was too good to be lost at his youth, Danjong was pitiful, and ambitious and disgusting Sejo succeeded by covetous and cruel means.  People would feel regrettable about Moonjong, shed tears for Danjong, and spit at him by looking at the vestige of evidence.  But, in fact, Sejo is as much pitiful as Danjong, since both of them have to bear the burden of history of distress.  Moonjong would not really close his eyes at his deathbed, for not only he worried about his young son but also he feared the foundation, for which many people had worked so hard, had to be turned over to the strict prosecutor in the future and would come to naught in a day.  Looking at the bloodthirsty Prince Sooyang, whose cloth was stained with Kim Jong-suh’s blood like a returning Satan after a winning a battle, Danjong begged, “Uncle, please save my life!”  He pleaded not only because his 13 years old life was precious but also, in truth, it was for God’s favorable judgment when he would stand in front of the historical foundation that was about to crumble.

We often wonder if Sejo had a conscience, who in order to ascend to the throne, murdered loyal subjects, killed righteous people including younger nephew and brothers.  After all, he only played his role in the historical stage; unfortunately, his role was that of a cruel villain.  We often say words of sympathy to him as well as to Judas Iscariot, Caiaphas, Pharaoh, and Nero, “It would be better for him if he had not been born.”  However, they were the ones who steered the history toward predestinated places.  Destined to be a strict inspector, Sejo devoted to his duties; without any personal feelings, he struck thunder bolts on key spots of the newly built foundation.  Then, the solidly built foundation crumbled down like a clay wall does.  It was not built on the rock.  Even a concrete wall built with great pain is of little use, unless it is built on the rock below the soil.

Sejong built the Jip-hyun-jyun to train talented elites and taught loyalty based on Confucianism as firm bases of the country.  Of course, he was not wrong but not thorough.  He should have dug into the site of the crumbled history till the base rock, self, was reached, then begun a thorough work of building the wall on top of the rock. However, his work was not from the bottom up.  Therefore, during peace time, the work of Jip-hyun-jyun scholars seemed to be stately, but Sejo’s one blow smashed the foundation into fine particles.  Subjects who worked at Jip-hyun-jyun swore everlasting loyalty and righteousness, when they were favored by Sejong and Moonjong as their men.  Once Sejo’s face turned red, they were busy begging for their poor life; they were eager to sell old master to buy wealth and honor competitively as the tide turns to him.  Without speaking others, Chung Injee, Shin Sookjoo, Choi Hang, whom Sejong loved like own children and with whom Moonjong discussed learning day and night like between friends and cover them with his royal robe when they fell sleep for drinking heavily, were the same. Chung Injee and Shin Sookjoo suggested Sejo to depose Danjong, banish him to Young-wol, and finally send men to kill him there. Choi Hang went out to welcome Sejo who was returning after killing Kim Jong-suh.  All these were the natural consequences of the national morality of a nation with a broken axis.  The foundation of the righteous kingship and loyalty and righteousness for which Sejong and Moonjong worked so hard revealed itself to be extremely powerless to the Sejo’s  harsh tests.  When he threatened them, they desire to live their poor life; when he tempted, they followed him like as if they were drunken.

(5) The Blood of the Righteous

But, no all the righteous were exterminated.  God did not destroy all the seeds of the righteous; He kept them since He had a mission for them to accomplish in the future.  Since Sejo ascended to the throne with bloody hands, right and wrong as well as virtue and vice were inverted; vicious and crafty thieves became meritorious retainers while upright honest officials were dishonored as rebels.  So, the court was swarmed with scandalous people.  However, several righteous people could not bear those situations, because their hearts were burning like flames for justice.  As the tide of situations was shifting such a way, their position became lonely as a candle flickering in the wind, and their bodies grew heavier than a mountain.  

If possible, they would have fought against those thieves, but they had only one option to throw their heavy bodies to protest against those, as the Son of Man threw his body as a human bomb to destroy the headquarters of Satan 2000 years ago.  Six human bombs were fastened together and thrown against Sejo’s court that was tainted with vice; namely the Six Retainers’ Danjong Restoration Plot.

At the beginning, Sejo usurped the throne to steal the crown that was on the head of his young nephew.  But, he could not directly oppose toward justice, he chose the abdication of the throne for the sake of formality.  In June of the third year of Danjong, no one dared to say a word, changing color of face, when Sejo prostrated and pretended to decline it during the abdication ceremony.  At that moment, Sung Sam-moon, who was holding the king’s seal and couldn’t hold his heart from exploding, burst out in loud wailing.  Sejo, who was prostrating just now, discontinued his bow and raised his head to leer at Sam-moon.  But, the ceremony of his succession to the throne was completed without any incident; Sejo became a king and Danjong an abdicated king.  Danjong, abdicated against his will and kept in house arrest like a prisoner in reality even though he was called abdicated king, was always sad, and many people shed tears or were resentful for him.  But, since nothing could be done immediately, Sung Sam-moon held back his comrade Park Pang-nyun from committing suicide on the abdication day, persuading him to restore Danjong in an opportune time.  After waiting for two years, suppressing their anger, they had a good opportunity in June of Sejo’s second year.  Just then, an envoy from Myung China came and a banquet was held, Sung was going to take an advantage of it; he contrived a coupe d’etat restore Danjong to the throne.  He gathered comrades, Park Pang-nyun, Ha Wee-ji, Yoo Eung-boo, Yoo Sung-won, Lee Gae, Kim Jil, to discuss his plots and divided up one’s duty.  But, it went contrary to God’s will; seeing that something turned out to be different from the plots, Kim Jil changed his mind and went to Sejo to inform their plots.  Every thing ended in failure, six men were arrested and tortured with bodily punishment.   Its cruelty was beyond description.  Eventually, all were condemned to death, so called “the Six Martyred Ministers.”  

All Koreans need to read about the sad but heroic deeds of the Six Martyred Ministers, even though they cannot read Shakespeare or Goethe.  For we can discern true Korean spirit, that is alive even amidst the intensity of suffering.  We can touch flesh, gushing with blood, after removing dry skin and rotten fester.  We can catch a glimpse of the core of the earth by drilling through the weathered and eroded crust.  All grains received in pay were stored away untouched, because they were from the vice; there was only a straw mat in his bedroom of the keeper of the royal seal. Is this not the manifestation of the integrity of Korean spirit!  When a glowing pierced one’s thigh and naval, and arms were cut with a knife, his countenance did not change its color. Is this not the fortitude of Korean spirit!  Magnanimous generosity allows them to laugh off cruel atrocities.  With true royalty, one cordially recommended to the killer: “You have killed all important officials of he former king except this one, who did not participated in the plot.  Keep him alive and make good use of him.  He is a very good man.”  To a soldier applying torture: “This iron is gotten cold, make it hotter again!”  Knowing this spirit is within us, we don’t have to worry about Koreans being weak.  Toward a soldier flaying his back, Yoo Eung-boo said,”I was going to depose the king to reinstate the old king with my sword.  Unfortunately, a treacherous one betrayed us, and I have nothing further to do.  On the day of banquet, I wanted to use my sword but you fellows talked me out of it because the plan was not foolproof, so you caused this misfortune today……They are no better than beasts.  If you have any further question, ask those scholarly fellows.  Knowing that part of his high-spirit is within us, we don’t have to be afraid of the timidity of Koreans.  Without these phrases, the history of five millennia would lose much of its luster; with this event, the last five centuries of humiliating era can be plentifully compensated for.  Six martyrs uttered in full of high spirit for Koreans to be proud.  

When we think of it, it is regretful that the restoration movement of the Six Martyrs failed; villains won and loyalty was defeated!  All those loyal martyrs could not save their life and left only handful dirt at No-ryang-jin.  What’s more, all their families were perished, too.   Meanwhile, all those villains enjoyed glories in their lifetime and their names were recorded as meritorious subjects in history.  We could hardly gnaw enough for them until all our teeth would wear out.  However, if we think it over, it is not so.  The mission of the six was not to win but to die indeed; they were chosen to die.  The cause of the failure and death was neither in Kim Jil nor in Sejo.  If God did not approve it, how Kim Jil was able to kill those righteous; if it wasn’t God’s providence, how Sejo is able to kill those loyal and honest subjects.  God had allowed all events that happened.  God decided to make the six as sacrifice that would be killed for Korea.  By their death, first they were to repay the debt of injustice; second they revive the seeds of the just.  

The six indeed repaid the price for the injustice to God.  The righteous never disappears without paying for the price.  If God allows, people can oppress the greatest righteous, but it is necessary to pay for the appropriate price.  People can freely commit a crime, but can’t freely run away from the consequence of the injustice.  It is natural to the individual, but more so to the history. God strictly requires retribution for the trampled just.  Adam freely ate the forbidden fruit, but his posterity could not avoid the arrow shot by a snake that caused anxiety and grief in their heart forever.  Israelites freely disobeyed Messiah, but they couldn’t do anything about the retribution imposed on them; many righteous perished, the gospel was moved to gentiles, and they became a vagrant and a wanderer all over the earth.  Korea couldn’t be an exception from God’s strict law.  Koryo couldn’t restore the failure of three countries; Lee Sung-gye inherited Koryo’s sin; broken axles of history weren’t repaired in the reigns of Sejong and Moonjong; For Sejo, wearing a royal robe stained with blood of loyal and honest subjects, mounted the throne, the blood of the righteous was crying out to God from the ground. (Genesis 4:10)  Therefore, Korea had to pay retribution.  God decided to take away the most valuable from Korea.  It is natural to complain about the unfairness that guiltless six ministers had to pay retribution for the sin Sejo had committed.  However, Koreans who trampled their spirits had to suffer deeply in their hearts to learn the importance of their spirits.  Therefore, the six martyrs had to pour their blood on the altar of Korea.  

God, who required the blood of the Six Martyrs, is not necessarily cruel nor curses Korean in particular, but He did it to revive the righteousness.  Righteousness is the life; but we can only attain this life by discarding it, not by seeking it.  A grain of wheat remains a solitary grain unless it falls into the ground and dies; but if it dies, it bears a rich harvest. (John 12:24-25)   The righteousness is the life that can be revived only by killing oneself.  The death of the Six Martyrs was necessary for Koreans to live in truth.  God planed to carve these precious stones to make special masterpieces those to be placed on the everlasting altar, since they were too valuable to be used as ordinary building stones.  If their plot had been successful, they would have become meritorious retainers and enjoyed prosperous and honorable life, and their names would have been recorded in history, but they couldn’t have become the Six Martyrs and have revived the righteousness within Koreans’ heart.  Considering in this point of view, their death was desirable rather than making us angry.  What Sejong had failed to nurture, the Korean spirit, in the Jeep-hyun-jyun, these six ministers revived by shedding their blood at their place of execution.  Sung Sam-moon and Lee Gae each composed a poem just before going to the place of execution.  



(Two poems omitted.)

The more we read the story of the six martyrs, the more we clench our teeth and fists, but as we recite their poems, suddenly raging waves rumble in our heart and tears run down our cheeks but neither from indignation nor from sorrow.  They are gracious, attractive, respectable, and admirable to us: without them, we wouldn’t know the meaning of the righteousness and, unless they died, we wouldn’t know how to live our life.  

When Sam-moon (“three questions” if Chinese characters are translated) was born, a voice from heaven was heard saying, “Is he delivered?” “Is he delivered?” “Is he delivered?”  So his parents named him.  Indeed, he was sent as a prepared man for the death.  Ah! Ah! Those who know how to die!

They put to the divine yoke for the people.

After the martyrdom, Chung In-ji and Shin Sook-joo recommended to demote Danjong as a Prince No-san and exiled him to Young-wol.  Unable to bear his sorrow, he spent his days by going up to the pavilion and has someone play a flute or sing a song.  But the number of grief-stricken days this pitiful boy could spend along the stream of Soe-gang couldn’t last too long.  He, who was the symbol of the sorrowful life of Korean, was not allowed to live that kind of moderate living.  Finally, “loyal” Chung In-ji, leading whole court of officials, advocated that Prince No-san should be killed.  They prevailed when he was 17 years young.  During his short stay in Young-wol, he gained a great deal of sympathy of the villagers; during a drought he made it rain by praying for rain; his body was thrown into the river but it did not float away, and someone recovered it for burial; his soul hurried off to Mt. Tae-baek on a white steed.  But he was a sorrowful man indeed.  Like a child who is parting unfortunate mother’s knee, his mission was to inscribe “eternal agape” within Koreans’ heart with a chisel called sorrow, by sacrificing his life.  

The sacrificial lamb was slain and the blood of the righteous was shed.  When six human bombs exploded in front of unjust throne, their blood splashed on Sejo’s face, those of Chung In-ji and Shin Sook-joo, and all officials in the court were baptized with their blood.  With that blood, their unjust were to be cleansed, but it was nay.  Their hearts were hardened while the populace responded more to the sound of the explosion of the human bombs from a distance.  So, as if bloodthirsty devils were in the court, they demanded more blood.  Scores more were implicated and were executed.  Prince Keum-sung, one of Sejo’s blood brother, and several others involved were executed on charges of conspiracy with Danjong.  Yet for all those, Sejo struggled on to become a good king.  

(6) The tomb Covered with Whitewash

After succeeding his seizure of the throne by shedding the blood of his relatives and loyal subjects, he finished his remaining life as a good king.  Then peace prevailed for some 40 years during the reigns of Yejong and Sungjong.  Sungjong is admired as a king of peace and benevolence for his generosity and gentleness.  So the works of Sejo to Sungjong appeared to wipe off the blood stains of the righteous and brought forth an advanced culture.  But the appearance was superficial.  The bloodstains were not to be cleansed cheaply; no matter how much outside was decorated, it was the tomb covered with whitewash where a dead body was inside.  Promoting industry, encouraging education, publishing a code of law, printing books, and enhancing national strength by foreign expedition were all worthy, but those works could not conceal the skeletons of the righteous.  

Conventional historians tend to observe history superficially, and call Sejo as a wise king and Sungjong’s era as a period of peace and prosperity.  But the real meaning of a period can never be understood merely from statistics or rhetorical documents by the government.  Instead, we must go into the dark side of the society; to the back alleys rather than the main streets, to the farming or fishing villages rather than urban cities, looking at the living of obscure lowly people rather than that of successful officials in important positions.  Then we can hope to view the period in its true aspect and to discern its true meaning.  We have to see the section view of a society rather than a superficial view of it.  When we see the section view of Sejo to Sungjong era, it reveals a whitewashed tomb.

At the time of Sejo, there lived an eccentric by the name of Kim Si-suep, one of the Six Living Ministers; Won Ho, Lee Mang-jeon, Cho Yoe, Sung Dam-soo, and Nam Hyo-eun were the others.  He was born during Sejong era, called as a genius by five years old, and was called and loved by Sejong.  As a magnanimous and intelligent man, he was straightforward and a man of integrity.  He was well learned and was adept at poetry.  When Danjong was deposed, he was twenty-one and was reading books in the Mt. Sam-gak-san.  He broke down in tears at the news; he burned all books and became a half-crazy monk.  Afterward, he spent his remaining life visiting famous mountains and temples, expressing in poetry his melancholy and resentment about the times.  If someone followed him, he would be seen sitting in a temple whiling the time away with the monks, he would urinating along the road as if he was doing it on Sejo’s face, or he would be playing with children, at times, he would be drunk and dabbling in a draining ditch.  A crazy monk indeed, but he was more than just crazy; in righteous indignation, sitting by a stream with a roll of writing paper, he would scribble out a verse and let the paper float away in the stream and cried; he would build a wooden effigy of a farmer to set it up on his desk, and burst out in wailing after staring at it for a whole day.  He would plant crops, but he would cut them down with a sickle when they grew up, and cry and wail aloud.  Seeing official oppressing commoners, he would protest,”What have these poor people done wrong?”  Then he wailed.  We can imagine what he had in his mind; he was crazy, but crazy with his sense of justice.  He became crazy, because his heart ached beyond his self-control, and he was too ashamed to live sober as others in society.  Once Sejo picked him to attend a Buddhist ceremony but he was nowhere to be found early that morning. People found him submerged in a cesspool with only his face above the muck, symbolizing that a cesspool is cleaner than Sejo’s court.  Such was his way of showing how ashamed he was of the time.  Being a friend, Shin Sook-joo had someone to ply him drinks for consolation, and Shin carried drunken friend to his house.  Realizing that he was deceived, he started to leave.  As Shin tried to detain him by the sleeve, he cut off the sleeve to run away.  So aloof was he in his dignity.  He was the one who laughed at Sejo and his work with such cold if ghastly cynicism.

There is a story that refutes the so-called age of peace and prosperity under Sungjong.  Two ministers brought their dispute before the king for his judgment; their quarrel was over a female entertainer whom each desired for his concubine.  Sungjong ordered them to drop the quarrel, for fighting over a concubine was only conceivable in a time of decline and fall but his reign was no such age.  But burying a dispute does not bury the fact.  This episode draws a red line over the Sungjong’s prosperous age.  

These two episodes are facets of the age of Sejo and Sungjong respectively.  The age when the righteous can scold or die for it is better than the age when they are too ashamed of dying for it.  It was too late for them to die, so they had to be crazy.  Internally corrupted age, like an overripe fruit or a latent leprous girl, may look pretty externally but was the sign of decay.  Therefore, the age of prosperity came to an end with Sungjong’s passing, and the dread disease surfaced on that very day.

(7) The History of Murdering

While Danjong was in Young-wol, he wrote a poem, reproaching indifferent God:  He, who was innocent, had to spend each day with sorrow, while villains who had trampled him were thriving.  For a 17-year old boy who was vanishing away like dew, it was reasonable that God appeared to his eye.  However, God was not indifferent, not in the least.  The God in heaven hears the prayer of the destitute (Psalm 102:17).  The ear of the God is keen at hearing the appeal of the lowly or the oppressed.  He had no reason not to hear the scream of a man of sorrow, the symbol of distressed Korea, when he could not bear any longer.  God seemed to be a deaf to him who was bearing the cross of sorrow on his back.  But, God saw everything in detail, and He returned dreadful retribution, just as He was saying “Be aware that I am not deaf,” toward the grudge, “God is too deaf to hear my supplication.”  Prince Yun-san with his mad undertakings caused the death of numerous innocent people, such as the Moo-oh Massacre and the Gap-ja Massacre.  It continued into the years of the King Myungjong to have the Gi-myo Massacre, the Eul-sa Massacre, etc., etc.  Thinking those countless dead people, who cannot help recalling the Bible passage: “I would soon lay a heavy hand upon their persecutors?” (Psalm 81:17)  If someone disbelieves this judgment of justice because no retribution was given to Sejo himself nor was visible to Danjong, one has no idea how Providence works, criticizing heavenly affairs with earthly theory.

The everlasting administration of God who rules over history cannot be fathomed by individual, temporary, relative morality standards.  God not only concerns about an individual but also looks at a whole nation or even mankind as one.  Of course, God does not disregard each individual; rather He bestows absolute value to individual.  He cannot ignore one sheep, even disregarding the value of ninety-nine on hand.  “If one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one, does he not leave the ninety-nine in the open pasture and go after the missing one until he has found it? (Luke 15:4)  Regarding individual, God would carry away Danjong to put him with Dangoon, just as Lazarus was carried away by the angels to be with Abraham. (Luke 16:22):  But God approaches differently to handle historical problems.  His approach is to solve fundamental cause of the problem of a whole, disregarding the happiness or misery of each individual.  God will bring charges to individual for what he has done, but He brings charges to a whole nation or society for the responsibilities of the historical affairs.  Therefore, God’s retribution can come to the person concerned immediately if it is necessary, otherwise it might come several years or generations later. The result of what we eat with our mouth may not appear in our guts in few hours or even several days; Is not the price we have to pay for what we committed with our hands remain in our hearts throughout our life?  Without any doubt, the retribution for the guilt of Sejo had to be paid after forty years during Prince Yunsan era.

Frenzy of Prince Yun-san and several carnages would not be explained here 

in detail; who was right or wrong, who deserved to die or died in vexation need not be mentioned here either.  Murderers as well as murdered played their roles in the bloody drama; all were mentally deranged.  If a person commits a murder, one may experience mental disorder.  Koreans who murdered the righteous men, the men of men, cannot but experience mental derangement.  That was how the horrible history of murdering came about, as if murder was the purpose and hobby.  No matter how we look at it, no one can possibly look upon the events of this period the work of mentally normal human beings.  Murder has been known in other histories, and factional strives in other nations; but none has been done only out of hatred and jealousy without legitimate reasons or assertion.  It was neither religious persecution nor quarrel between political parties; neither struggle between ideologies or principles nor conflict between clans.  At that time, God dealt a blow to Korean conscience; that conscience which failed to recognize the righteous men could only lose its sanity; Korean mentality was deranged, twisted and paralyzed.  Therefore, it was not accidental that God crowned Prince Yun-san who had abnormal psychopathic personality; a man with normal personality could not play the leading role of murderer of the bloody drama.  By borrowing this mad man’s hand, God handed down severe judgment on the culture fabricated by Sejo and Sungjong; like a burial site without making grave mound, the grave mound was dug open to expose all rotten corpses; the culture was proven to be false and worthless obviously.

Historians may laugh at me for suggesting that misfortunes of Yun-san’s era were the consequence of Sejo’s iniquity; they may pronounce it to be a misunderstanding or speculation without a merit.  But when you understand Yun-san’s character and events occurred during his times. You will see that they are shortsighted.  His character was formed by the environment he had been exposed; who is not the byproduct of history?  It was particularly true for him.  The name Yun-san reminds us lewdness and atrocity, but we cannot hold him responsible for it as an individual.  In his heart, there seemed to be three strains of bad blood-cruelty, lewdness, and nihilism.  The first personality is from his mother; his mother was so temperamental that she scratched the face of her husband Sungjong, which resulted in her as a deposed queen.  The second is from his father’s life style in the palace.  Sungjong, though a warmhearted, indulged in revelry so much that everyday the palace was filled with smell of alcohol and kisaengs for boisterous dancing and singing.  The third was influenced by the society; he was growing up during age of peace and learned scholars thrived, but, before one noticed, factionalism had begun.  Confucianism which valued formality fostered the practice of condemning rivals by stern moral precepts, and reactionary, narrow-minded group was formed.  So Yun-san disliked study, hated scholars, and formed his nihilistic thinking that was prevailing in society.  Such was his personality: he was chosen to bear the historical duty for all the iniquities of the age.

(8) A Chronic Disease

Following the drama of madness, there seemed to be momentary lull in history during Myungjong and Sunjo.  Lee Whang and Lee Yi, two outstanding Confucians, made progress for metaphysics in Korea.  Many who had been wronged were vindicated, and there was a sign of revival.  But, the malaise, well advanced into the central nerve in the backbone, was not cured.  Temporary tranquility was nothing but the symptom of the mental disease becoming chronic.  Thenceforth, so called “factional feuding” was the disease that was to eat away the vitals of the nation, shrink the national spirit, suffocated its conscience, and destroyed its very life.  If a foreigner reads Korean history, he may have the most difficulty understanding this “factional feuding.”  Only Korean may understand the psychology behind such feuding, because it is an indigenous product of Korean history.  It arose from abnormal psychology, not from normal one.  On the face, it appears to be partly a fight between young and old generations, partly a conflict between political parties, and partly a clash between old and new ideologies.  Nevertheless, these were merely a bone of contention, a pretext or a motive to trigger a fight, not a real cause.  For the origin of factional feuding, one has to go back to the Three Kingdoms period; during this period, the originally grand scale of national life dwindled, the broadmindedness of Korean spirit became narrower, and the lofty spirit of nation flagged.  More immediate cause can be found in the confrontation between the Kim Jong-Jik group and its rival group.

Kim Jong-jik was clean and honest, but he was so aloof that he aroused jealousy of Suh Guh-jung.  Later, the cause of “factional feuding” was impregnated from this hostile feeling, according to some.  His disciples on the whole were overly critical of others and gave rise to reactionary group; partisan exclusiveness became rife.  This practice caused carnages and spread to all parts of society, until Lee Joon-kyung, prime minister to King Sunjo, predicted the prospect of ferocious factional feuding.  But, this is far from an adequate explanation of the causes.  Even before Sungjong, there was a sign of political strife.  General Nam Yi was young but high spirited commander of legendary fame.  A small-minded Yoo Ja-kwang who was jealous of him made a false charge against him based on slanderous interpretation of a line in his poem, which led to his death.  Though there seemed to be no faction behind Yoo, it began to have a tendency of strife or factional plots within the court.  All these did not happen suddenly, but since Sejo’s reign, social trends filled with blood thirsty plots and slandering to kill others were already wide spread to give rise to such feuding.  If we research the cause of it further back, when the history of the Three Kingdom period failed, it was already conceived; the loss of self was the real cause.  The great iniquity of loss of self caused social evil practices; there was no national unity without her purpose and formed factions without real sense of freedom.  The object of factional feuding is to contend for small portion of power, so the more a man is servile toward the stronger, the more he pursues it.  Therefore, factional feuding comes from servility.  Korean who had walked declining path since the fall of Koguryo finally came down here; Once generous heart became petty, originally pure heart became corrupt, good-natured people felt hunger for love, and chivalrous people became  jealous ones.  What God would do to this nation that became servile, crafty, treacherous, and weak-hearted?

(9) Yool-gok’s Vain Effort

To fathom Creator’s scheme for Korea, it might be convenient to think from the position of parents who love to educate children.  What if one has an insolent wicked child, could not hate or forsake him, and still have passionate love to educate the child, what he would do for that frenzied child who repeats rebellion?  There are two possible answers; first admonish the child with nice words, second, give strong stimulus to spur the reflection of his conscience.  In case of Korea, the time for an admonition was already passing by at that time.  Therefore, God chose the second approach for the future of Korea; for, only at the peak of suffering, people at last come back to one’s true character of self.  At last, Japanese Invasion and Manchurian Invasion broke out, but no one foresaw them at that time.

When factional feuding was in full swing and mental derangement in national scale was about to solidify as a dreadful disease in the future, the greatest scholar Lee Yi strived hard to prevent disasters.  Once the feuding broke out between the Easterners and the Westerners, all officials in the court and famous scholars at that time joined either one of the groups.  Lee expressed only just argument from a patriotic desire.  He consistently tried to mediate platforms of opposing groups in an attempt to stabilize the court and solve current issues, though he was misunderstood and slandered since he moved to and fro.  He definitely a conspicuous figure till he died at forty-nine; some argue that he was not a patriot, and others say he was closer to the Westerners.  Yet we can not deny that he was a man of pure and honest heart, according to obvious facts remaining in history.  Without many words, the following episode helps us judge his character.  Sunjo disappointed him so much that he resigned several times till he was granted.  Someone dissuaded him from resignation by saying,” Since you asked for your resignation, you must be delightful.  But if everyone asked for resignation, who would work for the country?”  He smiled and answered, “If everyone, from top ministers to lowly clerks, wished to resign, the country would grow stronger.”  From this episode, we cannot but recognize that he was sort of prophetic, and a prophet like Jeremiah was really needed at that time; I was time for a prophet to reproach inequities they committed and to warn dreadful distresses that would come in the future.  Lee was a virtuous man of oriental style who tried to do good works throughout the country as a minister, not a prophet of Israelite who spoke for God’s anger, justice, and love.  Therefore, what he sought for was mediation rather than repentance.  He argued both sides were wrong at one hand; feuding over none governmental issues only made the court unstable.  At the other hand, both sides could be right if scholars of both groups could reconcile their differences.  His explanation was perhaps wise and reasonable, but a prophet would not say those words which would not cure the disease.  Even if he might make situations worse, he rather discloses and judges what is wrong and what is right to bring sins as red as blood to broad day light, because those words can make people to repent and to be born again.  Naturally, the result Lee expected was a failure, because he simply mollified both sides for reconciliation by burying their wrong doings under the carpet.  Both sides called him an ambiguous man of small character.

When a prime minister named Lee Joon-kyung during Sunjo died, he left king a dying wish consisting of four articles; first, study hard, second, maintain the dignity of a king, third, discern men of honor from men of small character before taking them to service, fourth, quickly break apart existing factions.  The fourth article suddenly became controversial to prove that there was no peace and harmony in the court.  His observation was justified and we can but imagine that he wrote it at his deathbed from his patriotic loyalty.  So, we can hardly understand why Lee Yi estranged himself from him and reproached severely against the articles.  We can only imagine at best that he was trying to prevent the fourth article from igniting disastrous feuding at the court by mentioning “existing factions.”  Some

respect him for wisely trying amicable settlement, instead of enlarging the problem.  He might be wise indeed as a Confucist who consider harmony as a virtue, but his work was definitely not wise from the standpoint of the Bible that asserts truthfulness as a life.  First, a hypocrite might claim peace that does not really exist to mollify the issue, but a patriot in Israel would abhor it for being dishonest.  Second, even though he did it for the country, it is untruth to diminished major issue about which he worried himself for the future; he told the king that the feuding between Easterners and Westerner were minor private matters, but people were making a big deal.  His so called “wise strategy” failed; rather, a surgery would have minimized the disaster in the future.  Third, the strategy of reconciliation through compromise was not wise at all, since the feud between Easterners and Westerner was not caused by the personal conflict between Shim Ei-gyum and Kim Hyo-won but was rooted much deeper than that.  Such a serious illness could not be cured with lukewarm measure.  Therefore, God did not approve his temporary makeshift solution, for, if succeeded, it would cause a chronic disease that is much worse.

Considering Lee’s sincere effort to mediate arguments between factions, a scoop of tears run down, with a sigh of relief, “Ah! This man was there!”  He even sold a dead man, Lee Joon-kyung, to deny looming conflict.  Visualizing him to try to mediate two irreconcilables reminds us to recall a mother who soothes two fighting sons by saying, “You still have real brotherhood deep in their hearts.”  But, God who vividly knows mental state of psychosis of Korean did not want to use a self-deceptive scheme; when heads of two factions were about to shake hands as a sign of success of his mediation effort, suddenly his role as a mediator was terminated; who is not amazed to see the moving hand of God’s providence that removed a forty-nine year old man, promising man in the prime of life who was about to show his ability.  Upon hearing his death, Sunjo who always trusted him wailed like a commoner so loud that people outside the palace heard his wailing.  Citizens from college students to lowly men from country villages lined up several miles along the road for his funeral procession and attended his funeral ceremony lamenting and wailing.  They did it not only for his virtue but also for themselves, considering the following history approaching to them.  Rejecting temporary makeshift treatment, human patriotism, God began to move gigantic hands to operate the cerebra-fiber thoroughly; God’s training seems to be difficult to bear and stern in many clauses.

(10) The First Disaster (The first Japanese Invasion)

Early morning of April thirteenth of year Im-jin (1590 AD), twenty-fifth year of Sunjo’s reign, affluent people, who struggled to gain power by intrigues and maneuvers, were still in sound sleep, enjoying sweet dreams mingled with awakening fitful nightmares now and then.  A black speck of cloud was moving behind the rising sun near the horizon of the open sea in front of Pusan, the southern gateway of Korea.  No one in the peninsula paid any attention to it; even if there was anyone, it seemed to be ordinary clouds soaked with spring rain that promises plentiful harvest; instead, it was a tempest with which God was judging two hundred years of history since the founding of the dynasty by Taejo.  It was formed not by the vaporized steam from the Pacific Ocean and the thundering caused by the collision of positive and negative ions, but by three hundred thousand Japanese swords tempered in the burning furnace bellowed by God’s hands and rifles, the darlings of western civilization, which came across the Pacific.  At ten in the morning, to the astounding eyes of people in Pusan, the black speck of cloud turned out to be an armada of forty thousand warships that covered the sea and banners and swords and spears obstructed sunlight.  Poong-shin-soo-gil’s (Domitomi Hideyosi) Japanese armies heading to Myung China invaded Korea.  

Why no one knew that such a national disaster was approaching?  The officer, Jung Bal, who was defending national gateway of Pusan, was hunting in Juhl-young-do that day, and returned only after he was informed of the disaster.  He had not the faintest idea what was going on.  Such a rare occurrence can be seen only in Korean history.  No wonder a nation without long-range plans had any defense plan, of course.  In the past, Shin Sook-joo who visited Japanese often left a will not to miss peace with Japan in later days.  Also, Lee Yi once recommended Sunjo to raise one hundred thousand military forces for a possible war within ten years.  To the knowledgeable people, a day of disaster was obviously coming, but to the ears of most people, who were engrossed in factional feuding, seeking and snatching temporary ease, it sounded as empty words.  Yoo Sung-ryong who suffered during the war as a prime minister opposed raising military forces during peace time.  After the war ended, he regretfully lamented that he should have listened to Lee Yi, a real sage, to minimize the ravages of the war.  During Japanese envoys came several times to gain passage to Myung China, Korea, if sound minded, might at least take makeshift measures, though not fully prepared.  However, mentally deranged people interpreted it as a joke when Japanese envoy declared a war by saying “We will come next year.”  So, they slept laying their heads on high pillows as if no disaster would happen.

Let us concede once more about that.  Why they remained seated as their hands tied, even after they saw the enemy with their own eyes?  Hideyoshi’s request was so boisterous that immovable Korean court decided to send two envoys that would survey or investigate the situation.  The two finally brought back contradicting reports; Whang Yoon-gil said “His piercing eyes were brilliant and he seemed to be a man of valor and intellect,” while Kim Sung-il said “His eyes looked like those of rats, and he is clearly not much to be feared.  Whose words to be trusted?  Of course, Whang observed correctly, but everything was decided on partisan considerations.  Since Whang was one of the Westerners and Kim Easterners who held ruling power, Kim’s view prevailed naturally.  Now we know why Korea was humiliated for eight years beginning in 1592; everything was caused by this deranged mentality.

But what about readers listen to one more episode?  When Yoo Sung-ryong asked Kim Sung-il, “Your report is different from that of Whang.  What would you do if Japanese came indeed?”  Kim answered, “How can I assure that Japanese would not come after all?  Whang seemed to be exaggerating too much as if Japanese were following the envoys which might cause people panic-stricken.  So was trying to mitigate it by saying what I said.”

Not that they did not know; they saw with their own eyes the disaster that was coming in the future.  Yet the comfort and power they enjoyed at the moment were more important to them than the disaster that was coming tomorrow.  After returning home from an envoy, Whang Yoon-gil stopped drinking and womanizing which he had enjoyed.  He sold his assets to buy good horses and devoted himself to practicing horsemanship and archery everyday, saying “In the face of national disaster, a man in government service cannot remain idle!”  Though Kim Sung-il saw Whang, Kim thought, “If things turn out as Whang said, the situation will be overturned and the Westerners will gain power at the court.”  Ministers of ruling power also thought that Whang was a Westerner and Kim was one of our Easterners.  No painter or a poet could have cleverly portrayed the mentality of a doomed nation than Kim’s words.  Like a beggar, driven by famished devils that crave only comfort and ease (from Buddhism), who would endure derision, abuse, trampling, whipping, and any other possible mistreatment for a lump of rice, this nation who had been suffering, would value nothing more than temporary comfort.  

Perceiving the trends of impending crisis and being resentful about indecisive diplomacy, Cho Hun tried to present a memorial to the king, to urge a resolute national policy.  When the governor refused to forward his memorial, he walked to the capital from Ok-chun, his hometown, to make a direct appeal to the king, but he was received as a lunatic.  Being unable to wait any longer than a few years, he again went to Seoul and prostrated at the palace gate with an ax, with that the king to behead him or listen to him.  The king repaid him by banishing him to Gilju, 2,000-ri or 350 miles away.  Upon hearing that A Japanese envoy, Hyun-so, came again in the year before the invasion, Hun went to Seoul again to urge to cut envoy’s head and to adopt a decisive policy.  He was ignored for three days while waiting for an answer outside the palace, because he was considered as a shameless fellow.  Being inflamed with righteous indignation, he hit his head on the stone base of the palace gate; blood mixed with tears flowed down; but he drew only derision for his self-infliction.  Hun could do nothing but going home, leaving a words of warning,”You shall certainly remember what I said when you flee into the mountains next year.”  He practiced walking and running, and when people asked why, his answer was: You will see its usefulness next year when Japanese invade us!”  This was how it was:  They covered their eyes with their hands and refused to see what was coming.  While they were coveting security of the moment, deceiving them for having a peace and comfort which do not exist, this dreadful storm of judgment suddenly arrived.

Enemy went everywhere without any opposition, sweeping through eight provinces, as if rolling a scroll.  Before the pushing enemy like flowing tide, white bubbles of throng floated, crying, screaming, falling, trampled, being slashed and chased.  Behind them, only reeking smell of blood and ruins with black ashes remained.  They advanced without hesitation, since they had surveyed the geography of whole country, while visiting and trifling foolish nation under the pretense of borrowing a passage to Myung China.  Within two weeks of their landing in Pusan, they took Seoul; afterwards, all eight provinces, excluding the northwestern corner above Pyungyang, were trampled by the hoofs of their horses.  The king fled to Uiju near Chinese border; envoys crossed Aprock-kang (Yalu River) helter-skelter to the Great Country China with a plea of saving the life of the little country.

Even if we mention eight years of worldly affairs in detail, we can sum up as nothing but the defeat, humiliation, plunder, trampling, and death.  But, God’s providence did not plan to expel Korean people completely out of the stage of history; God did not forget to provide a narrow escape route; Admiral Lee Soon-shin was guarding the south coast.  Had it not been this escape route, Koreans, bearing the heavy burden of history, would have simply vanished; If God did not give Admiral Lee to Korea as part of his administration, there would have been no escape route either.  The enemy, who had gone on the rampage for eight years, hitherto without gaining anything, had to dishonorably retreat for not securing sea lanes, their life line that was defended by Admiral Lee, in fact.  Some admire him for venting high spirits for Korean pride; in fact, even those who despise us acknowledge that Korea had a hero, too.  Others praise him for his invention of the first ironclad boat in the world; indeed, that “turtle boat” was marvelous and we owe credit to it for the most of the distinguished victories.  Still others adore his lofty character; indeed the seed of original spirit was passed on to us by this man; a filial son, a heroic man, a man of public spirit, staunch loyalty and unwavering probity.  While he was in the battlefield, he stayed away from women and loved people as he did to himself.  But those are no all; because I believe he was sent by God, I cannot hold back my tears when I think about him; God appointed this man to save these doomed nation, for the livelihood of the trampled people.  He was not a lotus flower landed on the dirty mud, so called factional feud, by chance but grew from the living roots deep beneath the filth of factional feuding.  He not only saved face of Koreans but also rescued the mission of the nation; through him, not only the intelligence of Korean but also its surviving conscience was brought out.  The more we think about his ending days, the more we believe that he was sent by God.  Even though he was the most distinguished hero during eight-year warfare, why he had to be killed as a martyr during the last battle, instead of returning home as a triumphal general?  Why was he victorious, but could not enjoy honor and fame?  He was to become an eternal victor, everlasting living-man, representing one of Koreans.  He came not as a man to receive or to enjoy, but a man to give and to devote his life.  Namely, God temporarily borrowed his great spirit to rescue this nation from extermination.  Therefore, he could neither build a mansion nor enjoy wealth and fame as a triumphal general and a meritorious subject.  At that time, the situations of Korean society was too filthy for such a man of noble spirit to enjoy glorious living without sense of shame.  It was enough to avoid extermination through his sacrifice, so Korea could not keep him too long.  It is creditable to his work that Koreans did not totally vanished in the earlier years of war, but remember what reward the court gave to him during the lull of the war; what the court gave to him was a rope to bind him, torture, and a charge of treason.  At the end of the war, if he had returned as a triumphal general, probably either exile or execution was waited for him.  However, God would not permit it for this adorable spirit and for Korea.  Therefore, as soon as he finished the last battle of his mission, God recalled him, holding his favorite sword inscribed on which was: “Three feet sword swears to heaven, make hills and rivers to rumble.”

By special dispensation of Providence, the nation barely avoided total destruction, but national disaster left Korea with miserable sight beyond description.  The casualties were countless and industry was in ruins.  Both famine and epidemics caused many to leave their home towns for edible roots and the skin of trees which were soon exhausted.  Along the roads, a dish made with human flesh was sold for food and corpses were left on the field.  In Seoul, the corpses were thrown outside the Southeast Gate (Soo-goo-moon), and the pile reached several feet higher than the gate so that it took more than a year to remove them.  After the second year of the war, it is told that an ox was sold for only six pecks of rice, a roll of fine fabric for no more than nine pints of millet, and precious metal had no buyer.  When a person starved to death, other people fought for the flesh of the corpse for food.  After one year of the war, national treasury ran dry, so the government offices were put on open sale; the third rank of office was sold for five hundred bushels of rice, the fifth rank for one hundred fifty bushels.  The prices were soon lowered to one or two tenths of the original offerings, yet there was no takers.  Adding to enemy’s plunder, Chinese army, who supposedly came to help Korea, foraged cattle, pigs, dogs and chickens till they were wiped out.  Not even what the farmers needed to carry on farming was spared.  When a drunken Chinese soldier vomited on the road, people came scrambling for undigested lumps, while weaker ones wailing for missing their share.  Was it a world of human beings?  Or, was it a hell for famished devils?  Let the readers remember that we survived this veritable hell, and that we are the children of the survivors who could not die even if they wanted to.  There is nothing more harsh, terrible, and grave than life.  For a survival, they have to eat decaying corpses of same human beings; survivors from there have to bear children, tilt farmland, and fight in the battle field.  

As expected, the first reaction came from the common people.  When the ministers panicked without knowing what to do, some of the people began campaigning to fight for the country with bare hands.   They organized volunteers from whom no glorious battle was recorded, but they only spattered blue blood on the rugged field.  Just as a worm that is stepped on wiggles or a bee that is attacked will sting, it is greatly meaningful because they consciously manifested their right to live.  Distracted by the good name of “a land of ceremony and decorum,” the populace had been languished for hundreds of years under the burden of useless affection and trifle mannerism.  Once they were spurred on, like an invalid in coma struggles back toward consciousness, they cried out loudly.  After gathering a dozen volunteers, Kwak Jae-woo, so called a “commander in red descended from the sky,” stripped his wife and children for raising money to recruit soldiers.  Though he was an empty-handed scholar, Koh Kyung-myung and two sons died a glorious death on the battlefield, while they were resisting the enemy.  Kim Chun-il and his son alone defended the town of Chin-joo to the end, when father and son threw themselves off a cliff called Chok-suk-roo into a river.  Cho Hun, who was called as a lunatic scholar, defended Keum-san with seven hundred volunteers until all their weapons were exhausted.   They finally charged with bare hands against enemy swords and spears, and all died together at one place, without breaking up their positions in array.  These represent some of the numerous unnamed volunteer heroes.  Theirs was the outcry of the multitude.  Like rocks jutting forth from the sea, against which raging waves and high sea dash and break, they are rocks revealing an active vein of magma running deep under the turmoil that swept through society.

While the populace showed signs of waking up, the rulers and leaders of the nation, indolent and factional as ever, were still having their nightmares.  Many comers lost their lives; the national treasury went bankrupt; the bulk of archives and works of art was lost; yet one thing they did not lose was the very factionalism.  Is it not an ironic twist of fate that factionalism survived, when the very meaning of suffering was to sweep it away?  A sordid sight it was as they tried to settle old scores by blaming their rivals for mismanagement, while they were running away from enemy at night with minimum traveling gears.  As they huddled together in a corner of the border town, they went on slandering their opponents who distinguished themselves, hoping to hold the ground for their own faction.  This is what brought Sunjo into agony, so he lamented in his poem:

When our country is in turmoil,

Who will be loyal as Lee Kwang-pil or Kwak Ja of old Dang China?

We came all the way here as we fled the capital

With our great resolve to return, this depends on you.

I wail while watching the moon over the border hills,

The breeze across the Aprock-kang makes me agonized.

Courtiers! Factional feuding has caused this national turmoil!

After today will you still debate Easterners against Westerners?  

The courtiers seem to have taken the king’s intention the wrong way.  Upon returning home from Uiju barely alive, their fighting grew even more virulent, more serious; the Easterners split further into the Northerners and the Southerners, the Westerners the Seniors and the Juniors.

In the third year after the war ended, Kwak Jae-woo submitted a memorial to the king in vain.  He left his post in government by saying: “You keep a cat to catch the mice; now that foreign mice are gone I too will go.”  After moving to a remote mountain village, he lived as a vegetarian for the rest of his life.  Before Kim Duck-yong, a man of valor and ability, had a chance to use three-foot long sword and one-hundred-twenty-five pound dual iron clubs for the good of the country, he was implicated in a trumped-up treason case; he was beaten to death.  The last years of Sunjo were unhappy because of a partisan dispute over the selection of the crown prince.  The court during Prince Kwang-hae’s time was again riddled with tragedy after tragedy, purge after purge, until he himself was deposed for misgovernment.  All those incidents were caused by the intertwined factional feuding!

So a movement of awakening that was about to rise from the lower classes of society was choked off by the old disease, and the wheel of history rolled backward along the track once had passed.

(11) The Second Disaster (The Second Japanese Invasion)

The meaning of a war cannot be found in the battle field, where the victory or defeat of military power is decided, but war involves more than a battle between military powers.  Everyone understands that World War I did not end upon signing the Paris Peace Treaty.  If the meaning of a war was to be determined in the battlefield only, Assyria should have been an everlasting empire, and Napoleon a ruler of the world. The meaning of a war can be found after the war rather than during the war, from school, farmland, factory, or store-front rather than from a battle field.  The real meaning of a war is that people go through a great national trial for both invaders and defenders.  The one who wrest territory from an enemy and slaughter people as one pleases is not the victor, one that practiced to achieve one step elevation through this trial is a real victor; a nation that lost territory and make reparations is not a loser, but one that did not learn any is the real loser. The conquest of all surrounding countries did not cause the fall of the Roman Empire; Germany was founded during the trampling of French Army.  A nation that misunderstood that the war ended on the day an armistice agreement was signed was foolish, whether they won or lost the battle.  Reconstruction after a war is more difficult than carrying out the war itself.

What God required of the Korean in the war of Japanese invasion was not to defeat the invaders.  Even if all talents were exercised, Korea was not able to defeat the Japanese seasoned army.  God expected Koreans to endure and survive the war and its afflictions rather than defeat the enemy, in order to purify and deepen the national spirit.  It was desired for Koreans to turn away from inequities which had brought on the national disaster.  The test was not only to require Koreans’ bravery but also their intelligence, not just to see their strategy but also their wisdom, namely the vision of history to see the needs of the times and an ideal that revives self.  All above should be included in the reconstruction process after the war, but Korea failed the test.  The Imjin-rok, a memoir of the war years, recorded that the priest Sa-myung-dang successfully commanded monk-soldiers in a number of engagements with the Japanese troops.  These deeds testify to the awareness of the war on the part of the commoners.  But this awareness never developed beyond a surge of emotional upheaval into an effective campaign for restoration.  So, God, persistent in exacting to the last penny the price of righteousness, continued demanding until the right answer was given.  Thus, only forty years after the Japanese withdrew, Noor-ha-chi who was the founder of Chung Dynasty in Manchuria, was sent to deliver a second blow to Korea before her wounds from Japanese war had hardly enough time to heal.

In the meantime, Korea had chance to reflect what ha happened.  The postwar political situation in eastern Asia was unsettled in fact so that an awakened Korea could have taken another leap.  Apart from whether Toyotomi Hideyoshi was a real hero of the world, he was undoubtedly given a special task of history.  He was one such as occasionally appears in history to do a cleaning job for a new era.  Rising from the ranks, he became a soldier of fortune in Asia who knew how to ride the coming tide.  Faced with death and the total collapse of his life work, he composed a poem:

Like a drop of dew on a blade, I came.

Like a drop of dew, I am about to go.

Everything that happened in the capital,

Now seems like a dream within a dream.

He was destined to be like Alexander, Genghis Khan, or Napoleon.  However, what he saw as empty as “a dream within a dream” was significant events that opened up a new era; he prepared the way for three hundred years of peace in the Tokugawa period of Japan and for setting the stage in Manchuria for the new power, by delivering a serious blow to Myung China.  At that time, Japan was about to change her passive posture of accepting inflowing culture from the continent as she had done over several thousand years in favor of a more active and repulsive position.  To fulfill her historical mission in the future, first of all, it was required to cultivate national strength; so it is not strange that Tokugawa took a policy of beating swords into plowshares and closing off diplomacy with foreign countries.  Korea, who just suffered hardship, could not pass up the new situations; Myung had never had full control over Manchuria, and had mollified the tribal chieftains there to keep it as outlying territories.  As Myung’s strength was further weakened for sending troops to Korea during Japanese invasion, she virtually abandoned Manchuria without much administrative power.

If Korea learned and kept a precept from Japanese invasion, it was natural result to come up with a grand enterprise that would rally the nation by returning to Manchuria, where Korea’s ancestors had toiled, shed their blood and been buried.  Never did it dawn on them to do so; a couple of opportunities came to prick their waist, but they kept sitting on their hands tied; it was a matter of great regret for later generations, indeed.

History never waits for the lazy; and only a hardworking adventurer can pick in time the fruit of history that does not wait.  The bold Manchurians took away the fruit which the Koreans failed to pick.  While ago, as Myung’s power over Manchuria was declining, the chieftain Noorhachi near Dongga River, in the sixteenth year of Sunjo, subdued a number of Yojin (Juchen) tribes in the name of avenging his ancestors.  Discerning the unsettled situations of the world, he began to harbor great ambition since he was wielding considerable power.  When the Japanese army invaded Korea, he sent an envoy to offer help to Korea; he was heeding the call of the times.  How did Korea react after seeing their move?  Korea should have understood it as a warning and awaked to the changing situations; but Korea politely refused the offer and soon forgot all about it.  Meanwhile, Noorhachi grew much stronger and took an offensive posture toward Myung; there was a decisive battle in Manchuria who was to control China in the eighth year of Prince Kwang-hae’s reign.  It probably was too late, but upon Myung’s request, Korea was sending expedition army; if Korea was willing, regardless the outcome, it was a great opportunity for Korea to gain some say in matters relating to Manchuria.  But her courage was timid to send barely twenty-thousand troops and commanders, Kang Hong-rip and Kim Kyung-suh were merely taken advantage of by others because they were incompetent as well; the court took pains for deciding which would be more beneficial to side with Myung or with Chung, following old corrupted conventionalism; the court did not even adopt a progressive plan for the restoration of the country.

History not only does not wait for the lazy, but also it seeks vengeance against the lazy; a proverb says, “If you fail to take what heaven offers, you will meet a disaster.”  If you do not take an opportunity of the current times while you can, or do nothing to avoid your duty given to you as a mission, you will not only become a failure but will receive a dreadful vengeance; this is the law of history.  Even though the ancestral land of Manchuria sent out messages that it wished to be restored, and signs of the time proffered opportunity as a gift, Korea refused to take this opportunity given to them; so it is natural that they could not avoid the vengeance of the history.

In the fourth year of Injo, Noorhachi died in Manchuria, and his son Taejong ascended to the throne; following year, he invaded Korea with thirty thousand men, to punish her for colluding with Myung to invade Chung; Major border towns like Uiju, Kwaksan, Jungju, and Ahnju fell one after another, and king fled to the island of Kangwha; soon Pyungyang fell and the enemy reached the island; finally the king surrendered and signed a peace agreement by entering into an elder-younger brother relationship and sending a member of royal family to Chung.  The Koreans tasted the bitterness of living under the despised northern barbarians.

A habit of makeshift died hard; it took no special intellect to realize that such half-measures could not spell lasting peace, but the leaders of this nation were still dreaming.  General Im Kyung-yup hurried to Kang-wha that was supposedly in danger, only to learn that peace agreement was already signed; putting swords in scabbards, he turned his troops back, saying in anger “If only the court provided me with forty thousand men and catapults, I could defeat the northern barbarians and wash my sword in the water of the Aprok-kang.”  No one responded to him.  Barely on the recommendation of Min Sung-whi, the governor of Pyungahn-do, he was charged with a task of building several fortresses near the border.  Consensus being “Im is the man for the affairs of the west,” he was appointed as the major of Uiju, concurrently as a commander of northern defense against Chung.  To his request for twenty thousand men to secure the boundary, the answer was: “Peace has been firmly established and there can be no further occasion for conflict.  Then is there any need to fear any more?”

In the meantime, ten years passed.  As preparations were completed in Manchuria, Chung set itself up as an empire, and the emperor changed the “brotherly” relation to that of king-subject, and ordered payment of tribute.  Korea refused; Chung invaded with an army of a hundred thousand men under the personal command of the emperor in the fourteenth year of Injo.  It is so called Byung-ja-ho-rahn.  This disaster should have been expected, yet unprepared nation turned pale with horror and they did not have any idea what to do, because it was too when they heard that enemy were coming.  Because Im Kyung-yup, who foresaw this disaster, well prepared it by fortifying the town of Uiju and storing grains, the Chung emperor bypassed well prepared Uiju and directly attacked Seoul within ten days, marching through byroads.  Later Im found it out, but as he said “a general without soldiers” what kyung-yup could do?  He could only stand and watch it.

The king had sent the crown prince and household ahead of him to the island of Kangwha.  Before he was able to flee, he was surrounded by the enemy.  He managed to reluctantly retreat into the fortress of Namhan, where the court was divided between the party for war and the party for peace.  The king and ministers were in tears while they were besieged for forty days; by then they ran out of food, strength, and ideas.  Hearing the shocking report that the crown prince and others had been taken prisoners, the king reluctantly request negotiations for peace.  Accordingly, a platform was built at a place called Samjundo and the king had to prostrate to perform kowtow (banging forehead to ground three times; it was considered as the most humiliating to many people who committed suicide rather than performing this to an enemy), before those who had thus far been despised as a northern barbarian; he also had to suffer the humiliation and shame of handing over the principals, who were against the peace negotiation to keep the sovereignty, to the jaws of death.  This was the vengeance of the history that had been ignored.

(12) Im Kyung-yup

As we cannot mention about the Japanese invasion excluding Admiral Lee Soon-shin, we cannot forget General Im Kyung-yup to discuss the Chung invasion of 1637.  Both persons were chosen by God to represent the meaning of their respective times.  We shall read the meaning of the Chung invasion through General Im’s life.  Kyung-yup was born on November second in the twenty-seventh year of Sunjo’s reign in the village of Dalchon near Choongju; he was born a mere three years after General Shin Rip, in whom the hopes of a bewildered nation were placed, went down in defeat in desperate battle, a position taken up at Tangeum-dae near Choongju with a river behind the troops, while trying to stem the powerful army approaching from three different routes.  The river was stained with blood and it cherished the history of that tragic disaster.  

General Im was conceived only third years of the disaster and he witnessed the disaster himself while he was growing up.  For he grew up at the very bottom of oppression, he had repulsive character since his childhood.  At nine when he was reading a line of a book about Hahng Woo (the strongest Chinese general on record); “All the learning you should need is to be able to write your name, I rather learn how to deal with ten-thousand-men enemy.”  Heartily agreeing three times, he said “Those are the words from a real man!”  Also revealing his character was his comment:  “I was born with the spirit and energy of heaven and earth, and as a man, not as a thing belongs to other or a woman.  Is it not a matter of regret that I am destined to spend the rest of my life in this little land?”  Though he had a small stature, he was fearless, brave, resourceful, gifted in speech, and above all, staunch in his sense of loyalty. 

He started his career as a military officer at the age of twenty-seven and soon distinguished himself by his talent and loyalty; when the situation became pressing in Manchuria, he was chosen by consensus for the post of governor of Uiju as the only man capable of securing the border.  When others remained idle without even thinking about the coming disaster, he alone foresaw the disaster coming and went on building fortresses and storing grains.  So Chung emperor, as we have mentioned earlier, gave him a wide berth in fear of him.  Several months before the invasion, his request for twenty thousand men reinforcement was once granted, so general Im remarked, “Now with my extra twenty thousand men, I have nothing to fear even if enemy come.”  But the previous decision was cancelled because of a ridiculous recommendation by a young lowly officer, who argued that such a large force should not be put at the disposal of a general in a border town.  Then the general stamped his feet in frustration at the news that the reinforcement order was countermanded, lamenting what a general without an army can do.  When the enemy had crossed over, he asked for a mere five thousand troops so that he could save the great enterprise by assaulting Shim-yang in Manchuria without staining swords with blood; but no one had the courage to listen to his words and put them into practice.  Even after the Chung invasion was over, General Im sought a way to make up for the lost war by secretly approaching Myung in vain.  At that time, Chung was about to attack Myung, and demanded Korea to send troops to assist them.  General Im joined the expedition force with his troops, and attempted on the battlefield to contact with the Myung army in secret to persuade them to attack the Chung together, but the plan discovered and he had to return home.  To punish his offense, Chung demanded sending him in custody, he voluntarily gave himself up.  He escaped on the way to Manchuria, and crossing the Yellow Sea in a small boat, reached Sandong peninsula, where he planed a scheme to influence the Myung court.  But Myung was already in difficult circumstances, and unfortunately the Myung general to whom he entrusted himself was so inept that Myung general defected to Chung’s army taking General Im along as a prisoner.  While he was humiliated in prison in Shim-yang, his unbending sense of justice and fervent loyalty moved the ruler of the enemy, who allowed him to return home.  But what did his own country prepared for him?

When he arrived at Uiju, the welcoming crowds with tears in their eyes surrounded him, chanting, “Our governor is coming!” or “Our general is coming!”  It was the same, more welcome and praise, at every village he passed through.  Once he arrived at Seoul, slander and torture awaited him; Kim Ja-juhm, who out of jealousy had attempted to harm the general about every issue, framed him with involvement in a case of treason of Shim Kee-won.  He was put to torture and died under the beatings at his age of fifty-three, lamenting “How can you kill me when situation has yet to be settled?  Injo knew that the general was innocent and wanted to save him.  But when he asked opinion of ministers, none supported him; while temporizing, his secretary reported that General Im had passed away.  At length, he was stunned, and lamented, “Kyung-yup is dead!  Is he really dead?  I was about to declare him innocent; is he indeed dead?  How did a strong and sturdy man like him collapse so quickly?  It is regrettable to lose such a courageous, capable man who has done a great deal!  You died of falling into a trap of slandering!  It was not my intention to kill you; oh! What a shame that you should have died so soon.  Oh, what a pity!  What a pity!”  But, it was of no use.  As the news spread, the whole nation cried for grief:  “What will happen to the country now that our general has been killed!”  Some even shed tears.  Killing him obviously profitable for the nation, but he was killed.  Before the world affairs were settled, he should not have died but he died.  We do not think it was accident for such a man with talent, valor, justice, and loyalty was born at the time he did; why is it then that he fell so helplessly?  When a helping hand was about to reach his head, he took a short cut to beat the helping hand; what a strange destiny did he have!  Was he an orphan of the history?  Was he a pitiful man who took a wrong path opened at his time?  Why God took him away after He placed him to settle the unsettled situation around adjacent nations, only to take him away so cruelly?  Why did He not let him stay among his people?  The answer is simple:  God meant Korea to endure suffering thoroughly.

General Im makes an interesting comparison with Admiral Lee Soon-shin; general Im, as a hero on land, guarded the northern border and Admiral Lee, a brave man on sea, the southern sea.  Both are comparable in talent and courage, in superior insight and clear judgment, in their lofty character symbolizing fidelity and justice.  The two could have exchanged their roles with equal competence; yet they were destined to go different ways.  Both devoted their body and soul for Korea; while Admiral Lee worked out strategies and carry them through successfully to fulfilled his mission of saving the nation, but every effort of General Im went awry, and the harder he tried, the worse things turned out until he died regrettably.  Was he less capable?  Were enemy’s military tactics miraculous?  Nay, more than those, it was because the times were different and bore different meanings.

If we think about it, General Im’s strategy of making a sally to Shim-yang was a move well worth trying.  Had given an army to him who had chilled Chung emperor heart, and had his time allowed him to wield his fast arm as he wished, he might well have washed his sword in the waters of the River Heuk-ryong-kang.  Inscribed on the blade was:  

My three-foot long sword is as dear to me as ten thousand volumes.

As heaven gave birth to me, what did it want of me?

A minister hails from the east, and a general from the west:

If they are men, I too am a man equal to them.

His spirit and his ambition were not realized.  The Chung invasion continued right after the Japanese invasion, but God had different plan for the former; this time, bloody escape route or room for deferment was not necessary; it was to drive them continually into Samjundo, so this war did not need eight years but only three months were sufficient; for this reason General Im could not replay the role of Admiral Lee who defended country earlier.

His life seemed like a ray of light through the crack of boulders shines a cave only to make the surroundings darker; by knowing his life, we can feel the sense of bitterness of his times all the more.  Was he a resenting and grudging man, like a roaring in a cage?  No!  Absolutely not!  On one hand, General Im was a man of sorrow, full of indignation and frustration, representing an age ridden with oppression,  on the other hand, he was a herald of a new age of hope and faith, like a live new shoot pushing up from beneath the ice.  Two years after the Chung invasion, he while the governor of Uiju, memorialized the throne out of his deep concern about the fate of the country; the last item reads:  “Item 6 Defer natural disaster.  An ancient said that a brief but beautiful thought of the king is like an auspicious cloud and nurturing dew, and a moment of his evil thought is like a gale and a peal of thunder.  Well said.  When heaven hates, namely it loves. (Proverb 3:12:  For those whom He loves the Lord reproves, and He punishes a favorite son.)  In general, deferring to disaster will render it harmless, but lack of deference will bring peril and ruin.  Disasters that have frequently befallen us in recent years are indeed a blessing; I sincerely beg you to seek enhancing your virtue upon facing disaster so that disaster may turn into blessing.”

Where does he express his anger, indignation, or lamentation?  When we read above paragraph, we feel a soft spring breeze on face after severe winter cold is gone.  Who would have guessed that these passages were written by General Im?  Many know about his fortitude and courage, but few know him as a man of faith.  I am not sure, but I doubt that anyone will pay close attention to the passage when one reads his biography.  Though we are committed to see everything through the eye of faith, this passage comes as a surprise to us.  Still, he really meant what he said.  When bright autumn moon light shined over the commander’s pavilion and the breeze coming across Aprok-kang filled his sleeves, he was in a reminiscing mood about the historical events of the past.  General Im, solicitous of the country’s future, was contemplating plans to revive the country, sick as “The invalid, long since bedridden, now shows a hundred symptoms all at once.  He cough up phlegm continuously, is short of breath, and is not sure in the morning if he will last till evening.” A general who was contemplating plans to save his country had no reason to use some formalistic or ancient clichés.  Undoubtedly, the last part of item 6 must have been written after much consideration.  One would have expected that, as a military commander, he would call for the increase of national wealth and the strengthening of the army.  But he counseled deference to disaster!

Frustrated by every plan that miscarried, every chance that was missed, one would have expected that he might have said, “Heaven has destroyed me!”  To the contrary, he suggested that these disasters came because of heaven’s love of the country.  God, who made him to say these words, remind us a verse, “Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God!” (Romans 11:33)  “When heaven hates, namely it loves,” a passage of faith like this carries significant historical meaning.  If he did not come up with this passage after all, we would feel desolation.  Would it be too much to say that all disasters came upon us for the single purpose of pronouncing this one utterance?  Now, from the mouth of an oppressed, an urge of repentance of reconciliation came out.  It will vividly dwell on our history.  How can it be only General Im’s utterance; it is a new shoot of Korea pushing up from beneath the ruins.  But, it is not assured yet that this mustard seed will grow for birds to come and perch (Matthew 13:31-32) or this yeast will work all through the dough. (Matthew 13:33)  

(13) Dim Light for New Birth

During Chung invasion, the hand of Providence pressed Koreans hard to the bottom to the utmost.  Hitherto Koreans were able to avoid His hand, dodging this way or that way, sometimes intentionally or other times from ignorance; now they reached to a point where they could no longer dodge even if they try to.  They had a plausible excuse for the failure of Japanese invasion, but not for late invasion.  The ones who faced the Japanese invasion while feuding with opposite faction and spent the time for feuding must be obstinate, but they could excuse themselves that they did it because there was great Myung China.  Though they were driven into the edge of the shore of Aprok-kang, they could grab the falling crown with the help of emperor’s soldier of the great empire; after grabbing it, it is not unreasonable to feel miserable peace.  Real reason was at somewhere else, as soon as Myung army came, the invasion ended; it was reasonable to feel great grace of the emperor who had helped his vassal state to be restored.  If God reproached Koreans for their obstinacy, insensibility, dilatoriness, and cowardice, they would have rather retorted:  “At the critical moment of crisis, the sink-hole of the drainage was opened; was that not for us to slip through it?”  They could not do that for Chung invasion; the great empire, China the idol of Koreans, was destroyed and trampled with a single blow by one Manchurian tribe who had been despised as a barbarian in front of their own watching eyes; soon Chung stretched out compelling hand, saying “What is your decision?”  Such being the case, they could no longer dodge it.  There was no longer an idol they could depend on and they even lost their miserable face at Samjundo; nothing was left now.  They did not have any room for irresolution or hesitation; like a beast pursued to a cliff, it has no other way but driving back strongly to come out of a fatal position.

Like a flood, war prepares for new birth within destruction; when muddy flood water rushes on, it seems to swallow all living things on its way, but once it pass by, new rich soil that will bring flourish abundantly, is left behind the flood.  Likewise, when a disaster of war raid, it tramples human society that is thrown into great confusion, but when it retreats, it leaves rich mental soil, like alluvial soil, as a gift.  Human blood does not decay for nothing.  There once was a rumor that Germans make fertilizer from dead bodies; the death of human being is rich fertilizer in different sense; where dead bodies that were run over by the wheel of history are buried, new plump shoots of history come out.  The culture during Han dynasty of China was enriched under battlefields during the 500-years of Choon-Choo-Juhn-Kook period (rise and fall of feudal states in China 9 to 5BC), and vivid western culture of modern times was nurtured with the blood of the crusaders as fertilizer.  The blood shed during Japanese invasion and Chung invasion must give us gifts, so a cry for the new birth rang out.

The first voice of the new birth demanded freedom; namely the anti-Chung movement overflowed led by three scholars, Yoon Jip, Oh Dahl-je, and Hong Ik-hahn.  When an envoy from Chung came, the court was divided between the pro-peace and the anti-peace contention; they were the advanced vanguards of anti-peace group, for that reason they were sent in custody to Manchuria and died a heroic death after the peace agreement had been signed.  Considering the situations at that time, anti-peace movement seemed to be an empty word disregarding the reality; they advocated decisiveness in words, but no preparation had been made for a war.  So their contention was an academic argument, but their spirits were wonderful; anti-Chung movement was an outcry or a declaration rather than a national policy.

After outcry arose, actions had to be carried out; the responsibility of that was placed on Hyojong’s shoulder; he was a son of Injo and spent his youth at the palace of Chung as a hostage and tasted bitterness while he was there.  After ascending to the throne, he energetically prepared for a northern expedition; he stored up military provisions, raised steeds, bestowed armour and a helmet to Lee Wahn, and waited for a chance to come.  For doing those things, a treacherous subject called Kim Ja-juhm submitted a secret report to Chung court about it, and he was cornered in a distressed condition; but he never gave up his plans.  But Providence was strange; the opportunity Hyojong was waiting for never came, because Chung’s national strength was getting stronger and stronger at the same time.  Succeeding kings tried to follow up his will, they could not strike a blow to Chung because Chung’s mighty power was taking the Asia by storm during the famous emperor Kang-hee-guhn-yoong.  

The second voice of the new birth demanded the impartiality of views of different factions.  Taking off a yoke of a foreign enemy was indeed urgent matter, but the foreign enemy would not retreat by threatening them with a loud yelling, or by simple military planning.  If restoration movement is limited within the framework of military planning, it cannot be but superficial and temporary in nature; to be a real movement with vital power, the restoration movement has to be deepened to the revival of morality through conversion of self.  Freedom lies within us, not outside of us.  In fact, the roaring high-spirits of northern expedition during Hyojong era began to cool down within a couple of score years.  So, during Sookjong reign, as a sign of full maturity of culture, sentimental literature was quite popular; it might be congratulated as the advancement of Korean literature or be explained as the result of the improved living standard of populace, but the national restoration movement definitely moved one step backward.  Behind the background of so called culture or literature, there was temporary period of peace attained from the humiliating slavery or serfdom.  Therefore, lest the movement ended up at a failure, it was necessary to eliminate the difference of views of factions which was the cause of weakening national strength; unless it was cured, it was unavoidable that all sorts of planning would end up as a temporary futile argument.

Impartiality movement started during Youngjo’s reign.  During Sookjong’s reign, even though culture flourished, but on the other side, factional feuding reached its peak, much worse than before; these ins and outs of these two facts were related each other.  If the problem was left on its course, government affairs would have been more difficult.  But fortunately two wise kings, Youngjo and Jungjo, who were admired for their revival effort, ascended to the throne successively; Youngjo was on the throne for 52 years and Jungjo’s reign lasted over 20 years; both kings made every effort for the impartiality of factions for eighty years of combined ruling.  Nearing his last days, Youngjo asked the crown prince, Jungjo later; “Pay special attention to factional feuding when you rule the country, because the situations of the country is similar to Northern Song of China; advancement of culture is flourishing and the factional feuding is excessive.”  Jungjo named his bedchamber as “Impartiality Room” to manifest his will of carrying it out by remembering it day and night.  But he was not able to uproot it easily because the root of it was too deep and branches were tangled up.

The third, the last outcry of the new birth was to study about Korea.  During Youngjo and Jungjo, cultural progress was flourishing since Sejong’s reign, noticeably in law, industry and study.  The most brilliant study was the researches; among all, the most meaningful one was the vigorous research about Korea.  The style of study was degraded since Koryo dynasty to primarily import the vestiges of China and ended up reselling them without original research; scholars of the times knew China as the world and considered Confucius and Mancius as only ancient sages.  Since Lee Dynasty started, the narrow-mindedness of scholars became worse and limited their study to “Chinese Dualistic Philosophy”; reciting cardinal virtues in mere formality, only skeleton of contents remaining.  Thenceforth, the style of study changed completely to realism which flourished in search for inherent Korean things and means for national restoration from a realistic standpoint.  

During Hyojong and Hyunjong era when the questions of examination for government employment heavily involved humanity and natural laws, Yoo Sung-won researched the actual reality of Korea throughout his life and published papers time to time, especially he suggested ways to improve Korean economy, evidenced by time-honored customs, in his twenty-six book essays; he was indeed a pioneer of the new style of study.  Following him, Lee Ik advocated the study of practical utility and this style became wide spread during Sookjong and Youngjo era.  After Youngjo, not only renowned scholars but also any learned men adopted this posture of practicality and self-reflection so that the research about Korea flourished; Ahn Jung-bok published Dong-sa-gang-mok and Yul-jo-tong-kee (history), Shin Kyung-yuh published Kang-ge-jee, San-soo-kyung, Dong-eup-hae, Hoon-do-hae (geography, music, and customs), Lee Mahn-oon compared and contrasted fifferent books, Yoo Deuk-gong published Kyung-do-jahb-jee, Sa-goon-jee, Bahl-ha-go, etc.(history), Hahn Chi-je published Hae-dong-suhk-sa (history), Lee Joong-whan published Taek-ri-jee, Lee Keung-ik wrote his essay book, Jung Hahng-ryung published Dong-kook-ryo-jee-ri (geography).  Those represent scholars of the times.  The trends made further progress till the end of the Jungjo’s reign when Jung Yahk-yong, with broad knowledge and devotion, published Kyung-se-yoo-pyo (economics), Ah-bang-gangyuk-go (geography), Poong-sok-go (customs and manners), Ei-hak-yo-rahm (medicine); he reached its climax.

Now the new birth movement reached its highest step; from the movement of political freedom to that of ethical purification of the people, and from passive purification movement to that of active expansion of self or self-realization.  In recollection, a great nation in Asia lost its self and began to wander in a wrong path for a long time.  Though she had a great mission, Koguryo was destroyed over a dozen century age; history was set back at right and left, another trouble after a trouble; Dang China harassed us, Kulahn robbed us, Kum oppressed us, Mongo trampled us, Japanese invasion, and Chung invasion; likewise, Koreans wandered the valley of disaster and suffering.  During those times, the brilliant cultural pavilion of old days buried under ashes and dust and became unrecognizable for no one cared it and it was surrounded by spreading thorns; people, once wore honorable crown lost their sincerity and dignity, lived passing their time in idleness like a beggar who has given up all hope in poverty.  But God’s rod whipped to awake them.  They woke up in surprise, just as a man wake up from a dream for being startled at his own screaming in severe pain; they realized that they have to connect two opposing selves, the self of the past and the other one at present; so they started to repair the forgotten pavilion with renewed hope.  If they do not lose their self-confidence and endeavor, soon a day of reconstruction of dilapidated pavilion will come after clearing the entangled thorn- bushes, driving away all herds of beasts’ lairing there, and re-build crumbled walls.

(14) The Introduction of Gospel

However, the reconstruction of the ruined pavilion of history should not be a simple reactionism of old or simple betterment like treating only the symptom of a patient; it should be the thorough reformation of self and new growth of history.  It is essential part of the new birth movement to research old books and to search for traditional customs in order to relearn forgotten history and dig up the buried culture; those are not enough; researching old history and books is good to cultivate the unified awareness of national consciousness, with which the growing history at present has to be morally awakened.  Therefore, since classics themselves cannot be life, the study of classics is meaningful only when it induces the consciousness of life; classicism might inevitably cause the stagnation and corruption to the new birth movement; the history of southern Europe during the Renaissance era exhibits the problem.

Therefore, even if Korea, who was wandering in confusion for over thousand years, comes back to self consciousness, she can not go back thousand years to the Three Kingdom era; it is not only impossible but meaningless.  Like as we fell into sleep last night, but we wake up with the life of this morning, with today’s tasks, and as a today’s person, Korea has to wake up as a modern Korea, though she lost her self-consciousness thousand years ago.  Researching about Korea does not mean to unearth old graves, but to know the Korean individuality that has permanent meaning; with that individuality, our present missions toward the growing history have to be apprehended.  In this sense, it was something to be congratulated for the scholars of the realism always tried to discuss based on reality, advocating reality or fact finding.  But the realism should not be like the deed of a clumsy doctor who treats only symptoms.  Speaking of Korea at that time, the situation was like a long-suffering patient who is breathing hard as General Im once said; prior to subscribing a medicine, rather a blood transfusion is needed and let the patient breathe fresh air by opening windows in order to make the medicine to be effective.  In any times, arguments of statesmen calling for a remedy for evil practices seem to be reasonable, but, in reality, they are not effective because they try to control the exposed symptoms only without supplementing the basic cause of the sickness according to physiological principles.  When Jesus Christ healed the sick, he said before He cured him, “Your sins are forgiven.” (Matthew 9:2) or “Daughter, your faith has healed you.” (Mark 5:34); this can be true for the treatment of mental or historical problem.  For suffocating and anemic Korea at that time, all medicines such as farm-land reform, new tax codes, and new educational system were not unnecessary, more than anything else, it was essential to clear away the polluted air of stagnation and conservatism that was chockfull in society, and to provide spiritual atmosphere that infuse fresh vital energy so that it could awake the heart of conviction and pulsate in the chest with new vitality.  But, these could not be accomplished with realism alone; even if pieces of old cloth were cut out here and there and sew them up, it is still an old cloth; it cannot be a new one.  No matter how much courage they boast, but real living things cannot be expected from the bottom of leaning Buddhist altar of a declining temple in the mountain or from the stinking hats of conservative students of Confucianism.  Something beyond that, beyond simple study was required; new conviction, new vitality, and the power of new life that make us to take completely new vital attitude toward life, instead of some logics or theories; not some ideologies which can draw some researchers, but it must be a society, like sky at dawn, that can vitalize whole populace and is chockfull with fresh air and bright light.  Namely, a new religion was needed; in face, a road for this new religion of life had been already prepared.

Before we begin to talk about how gospel came to Korea, we need to say a few words about general situations of the world at that time.  At that time, the world began an era with new meaning different from that of the past; the introduction of gospel can be correctly understood when we relate the two events together.  15th and 16th centuries are unique time in history; because of the self-realization of human being, the freedom movements, the industrial revolution, but the most of all, we cannot but amazed about the mightiness of it when we think about the meaning behind all these events; What self-realization, freedom, and organic society were for?  Once, the great St. Paul made an eloquent speech, which represented God’s proclamation, at Areopagus in Athens, the fountain of western civilization: “From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the time set for them and the exact places where they should live.  God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us.” (Acts 17:26-27)  The purpose of the rise and fall of all nations and the changes of the times is for human beings to seek and to learn God.  Ever since the history of human beings began, the East, the West, and all nations have walked along the isolated path of own history without any unity and communication each other.  But the times had made incessant advancement toward the accomplishment of the proclamation, and the time arrived after fifteen hundred years had passed.  God’s hand often shows His wonderful feats by presenting the truth, after first providing environment and life experience which are understandable to human beings.  First of all, human beings with free will were needed to unify all descendants of Adam within an ecclesia, and the life on earth also needed to be unified through closely knitted organic relationship; Renaissance, sciences, and Industrial Revolution were all for those.  The fundamental meaning of 15th and 16th centuries was the worldwide introduction of gospel.

The Satan in Vatican, who sat wearing a triple crown, put on charm words of Christian Kingdom around people’s necks, freedom did not exist among human beings; as soon as the tag, on which charm words were written, fell off during the crusades’ expeditions, and passionate southern Europeans raised the standard of revolt first for human beings.  The blaze finally crossed over the Alps and a torch of “…you believe and are justified…” (Roman 10:10) lifted up high so that the spirit of freedom became unchecked general trend, when the son of a seaman in Genoa opened up the other half of the earth for the first time with his hand of single-hearted conviction; that opened up the main stage of the world history.  It was time for Gospel to be spread around the world; Portuguese to the west and Spaniards to the east to divide the world in half, they began to spread gospel to every corner of the world in competition as devoted missionaries.  Their purpose was to make profit, not to engage in missionary work; if they thought of missionary, they might have done it to deceive ignorant natives. Whether they knew it or not, if they did it from a good intention or an evil one, gospel went to where it destined to go, using them as carriers of gospel.

And Roman Catholic Church was in search of new frontier in Asian countries such as India, China, Indochina, and Japan where missionaries were dispatched for mission in rivalry with protestant churches whose power was growing day by day.  We do not know whether they really did it with the spirit of mission or with denominationalism; only God Himself knows it.  Regardless what motivation they had when they did it, gospel, like seeds, has life, regardless whether sower’s hand is clean or dirty; so the seeds of Christianity were scattered here and there on rich soil in Asia.  Francis Savvier came to India in 1542, seven years later to Japan in 1549 to spread gospel, and he died in southern China while he was doing a missionary work.  Missionaries from same denomination succeeded his work in Asia.

Meantime, Korea, without contact with other part of the world, was falling down, slipping over, and rolling down on a downhill road of history.  When Columbus discovered the New World, our society during Sungjong’s reign was completely decomposed; when the Protestantism was at the height of flourishing in Germany, Korea was absorbed in massacring scholars; when merchant ships of Spain, Portugal, and Netherlands were busily crisscrossing the Pacific Ocean for trade, and the noisy sabers of Russia and England were boisterous in West Russia and in India, Korea was too busy with the first Japanese invasion, the second Japanese invasion, the Chung invasion, Lee Gwal’s Revolt to find out what were going on elsewhere.  When others have made one discovery after another invention as the result of their total devotion in scientific research, Koreans were infatuated with factional feuding.  But the tide of the general trend was incessantly coming in to Korea.

During Japanese invasion, Cesspedes, a Catholic missionary, followed a division led by General Sosuh-hangjahng, in an attempt to spread gospel; but he returned home in vain for he never seized an opportunity to the end.  After the war, some prisoners exiled to Kyushu, Japan, where Roman Catholic was flourishing, became catholicized and tried several times to spread gospel in Korea in vain.  During Injo’s reign, a convoy to Myung China, Jung Doo-won received gun, alarm clock, telescope, astrology book, etc. from a Catholic father in Beijing; of course, he heard of Catholic from him, but he only used imported new calendar, ideologically uninfluenced.  Later, during Hyojong’s reign, Hamel and other thirty Dutchmen were drift ashore on the coast of Cheju Is.; officials held them as prisoners for ten years and considered them as an object of attraction; officials were not incited from them to ask about Christianity or other situations in the other parts of the world.  In that manner, all foreign incitements became ineffective.  

In case of others, Christianity and merchandises or guns and gospel often came in together as the powerful nations invaded the weaker with force.  The tumultuous general trends stayed off the borderline and never invaded Korea, though as if passive conversion would be ineffective in Korea or indefinitely waiting for her to be awake to the situations abroad; however, when whole nations were playing an orchestra together in post modern history and the gospel was awakening all nations to the end of the earth, Korea alone could not be sleeping outside the world or plugging up their ears toward it; much more so after a long frenzy period of internal bloodsheds, and for the first time, clear self-conscientiousness was about to flashing through.  Finally a day came, just as a Macedonian standing across Hellespont and begging to Paul, an ambassador of gospel, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.”

During Sookjong and Youngjo, knowledge about Catholicism spread gradually; it was imported through envoys to Beijing who were dispatched during winter each year; rather than a religion, it was welcomed as a kind of fresh study and was called as “study of God” or “western study.”  The most believers were mostly southerners who were in unfortunate situation because of oppression from the westerners who held power; naturally they were dissatisfied about current society, and leaning toward realism, a repelling ideology.  So they seemed to be extremely attracted to the pure and lofty ethical standards of this new religion.  The power of gospel often takes a person captive who has tried to use it for selfish purpose, and use him as a tool in reverse.  The scholars of southerners had studied the marvelous teachings of Catholicism to boast their wide knowledge, only to be captive of gospel at the end.  Seventh year of Jungjo, in winter of 1783, 27 year old Lee Seung-hoon went to Beijing as a scriber of convoys; he heard a evangelical work from a missionary and he was baptized.  Starting with his relatives such as Lee Ga-whan, Jung Yahk-jong, and Jung Yahk-yong, many learned people among southerners sympathized with them; they established a devout religious organization as members grew; that was the first Christian church.  If we reflect on the history of mission at any time or in any country, usually a missionary arrives, then he starts missionary work.  But, how strange God’s providence is!  It is worthy of special mention that Korean church was established without any direct missionary work; this fact seems to have immense meaning, reflecting on Korean history we have seen so far.  When the tide of western culture reached to China, Taiwan, and northern Manchuria, why Korea that is located in the middle was left alone?  Why it had to wait until Koreans stretched out their hands, because no missionary came?  They did not welcome Catholicism for weapons of profits from trading like the famed in Kyushu toward the end of warring period among lords in Japan; or for western studies such as astrology, geometry, algebra, artillery, etc. like in China.  Not only to understand church history but to understand general history, we should not forget that we started this study as a way for the salvation of life and the world from the beginning, and we lowered our head and asked to be baptized on our own initiative.  It was not because Koreans have special temperament in philosophy and religion or Korean thoughts are similar to those of Christianity; rather Koreans were sinking in desperate situations to grab even a straw when it caught their eye, with the help of God’s providence.

Once the core was formed, the flame of belief spread fiercely, and the spreading flame finally caused a strong shock to the stagnating society like rotten water.  While the study of Catholicism remained on the desk of scholars as one branch of studies, it had no influence and did rarely interfere with it.  As it revealed its true color of Christianity as a religion that commanded one to live up to one’s faith, many among society began to have hatred against strange customs of this religion; especially the practice of members, who eliminated annual memorial service to their deceased parents and threw away their ancestral tablets, stirred up popular sentiments; more people boycotted Catholicism as an evil thoughts.  So the government strictly banned Catholicism and importing related books from China in Jungjo’s tenth year.  The first ones who were sacrificed to wear the crown of martyr were Yoon Ji-choong and Kwon Sahng-yun in Chulla-do; they were of noble birth and once served as government officials.  They were charged for eliminating memorial service to their deceased parents; Government official offered to dismiss the charge if they bow to their ancestral tablets and leave their religion, but they resolutely refused the offer and they were decapitated gladly.

After this incident, church members felt the need of leadership, and requested to the Catholic Church in Beijing to dispatch a missionary; so they sent a Chinese father called Joo Moon-mo who had similar complexion and figure, because of rigorous persecution was going on.  He was born in Soju, China, but lost parents when he was a child and received Catholic education to become a father; in winter of 1794, he disguised as a station porter and crossed Aprok-kang at his young age of twenty four.  He stayed underground in Seoul while doing missionary work for 7 years, when he died a holy martyr in a foreign land.  While Jungjo trusted Cha Je-gong who as a southerner was in favor of Catholicism, there was no persecution till both died in 1799.  Then westerners held power and persecuted Catholic as a means to purge southerners in 1801, the first year of Soonjo; Lee Seung-hoon, Lee Gah-whan, Jung Yahk-jong, and 300 others were killed, and the famous Jung Yahk-yong were exiled at the same time.  Joo Moon-mo ran away to Aprok-kang once, but an inspiration made him to return and to turn himself in; he was killed at Noryang-jin.  When Joo Moon-mo died, he prophesized that there would be no shepherd for Korean believers, there was no priest came even though remaining believers tried to get one, and believers scattered for about 30 years.  In 1836, French father called Mobang finally succeeded smuggling into Uiju, followed by Sastang and Ambere came in; with their leadership, church membership grew rapidly again.  In 1839, 5th year of Huhnjong, persecution suddenly rallied again, and three priests were arrested, went through sufferings, and sentenced to death along with several scores of believers.  For a while, church activities went underground because they were kept under strict watch, till the first father Kim Dae-guhn’s activity brought other missionaries in 1845.  Later on, during Chuljong’s reign, government slackened its gripe, and more priests continually came to Korea up to 12 and believers reached tens of thousands.  Then, in the third year of Kojong, Prince Daewon-goon massacred tens of thousand believers including nine foreign fathers, which caused skirmishes once with France and once with United States of America; he closed the door to foreigners until he lost his power, then the door was re-opened and persecution eased gradually.  

Protestants arrived after Catholic; German missionary Guzraf came to the coast of Choongchung-do in 1832 to introduce gospel in vain; British man, Thomas came on an American battleship during the skirmish with America, but he was slaughtered in Pyungyang without accomplishing his purpose as well known to the world.  Afterward, British man called John Ross translated the Bible into Korean; sent those to introduce gospel into Korea while he was staying in Manchuria.  After Korea American Treaty was signed in 1882, missionary works thrived in general.

After Lee Seung-hoon returned home from Beijing, promising to devote himself for spreading the gospel, Korean church grew under indescribable suffering and persecution for over hundred years.  They, who were thirsty for truth, roamed around in search of it in Manchuria and China; to look for a leader, they did not hesitate piercing cold wind and shivering on the frozen rivers, Aprok-kang and Doomahn-kang; if there were a slight chance of getting a missionary, they were not fearful of drifting on raging billows in the Yellow Sea, only depending on a small boat.  They wore mourner’s garb to avoid watchful eyes of policemen, or crawl through a sewer pipe to cross a borderline, or hid in a cave in a mountain, enduring their hunger; a story of a brave missionary who walked to his execution ground at the end, while singing a hymn; stories of holy martyrs who believed under abuse and oppression, quietly arrested as tightened with a rope, kept their composure till they were beheaded; the more believers were killed, the faster the flames of believers spread.   We can not but deeply inspired to read these stories that were embroidered in the history of the introduction of gospel.  Now a day, believers became so wise and intelligent that they compromise easily and use temporary expedient readily.  But, their ancestors were so naïve to risk their lives, straightforward, and reckless.

When an imminent crisis was foreboded, self-consciousness began to be revived after long suffering, and the light of new life was suggested.  It was a critical moment whether the light will win to build a new epoch or the darkness will swallow up the bud of the new birth; warriors for gospel demonstrated their courageous posture.  They fought such a brave battle for gospel that we sometimes wonder if those stories were real or not.   

(15) Downfall Again

But the power of darkness was enormous, and the life had to become undercurrent.  The new shoot of the life that sprang through ruins; the glimmering light of consciousness to eyes of a patient, who had been in coma; the first step of repentance of a prodigal son who was roaming a wandering life (Luke 15:17-20); all three things are touching, solemn reality and a sacred poem; these things were about to happen to Korean history.  Just as the first light beam shine through dark cloud at dawn after a long rain storm at night, a ray of hope of new birth began to rise above the horizon of history, after walking the path of suffering and distress for a millennium.  However, if the sprouting new shoots were trampled, if cleared vision became blurred again, and if turning foot steps turned away back to wandering life, how much these would make us indignant, pathetic, and frustrating!  But, these things actually happened to Korean history.

The root of the factional feuding was too strong and deep to be impartial, even though Youngjo and Jungjo had tried so hard.  The hardened heart from that disease did not open their door neither to the power of new knowledge nor to the light of gospel.  Factional feuding and the confusion in the administration of the government were getting worse; queen’s relatives took advantage of young king and acted arbitrarily in the court; covetous officials extorted people’s money and land or squeezed their sweat and blood.  When they need money, they sold government posts; when they need power, they defended themselves with class system and family lineage as their shields.

History began to turn backward; the realism was useless, studies about Korea faded away, and gospel stopped spreading; they cared only moral obligations in their head.  In addition, the great billows of Western culture, that would swallow up all weaker nations to the last one, was approaching near; while oppression from imperial powers were getting intense, there was no established national strategy, no national resolution, no historical ambition at all; as a makeshift measure, they patched things up for the moment by switching from pro-China today to pro-Russia tomorrow; they were striving hard after fame and extortion in severe competition. It is not necessary to mention all the incidents happened recently or about people who were in power; God already turned the pointer of history toward the direction of downfall vigorously.  On retrospect, what a deplorable and ill-fated road Koreans have walked heavily for last millennium since the Three Kingdom era!  It was walking with tear and blood; rather it was crawling; or rather it was rolling over; we realize that we are rolling over on this road right now.

Chapter 13.  Agony Revealed in Daily Life

History leaves things not only in the back but also within us.  Generally speaking, history leaves in the back; the rise and fall of nations or dynasties, the change in populace, the victory and defeat of wars, the prosperity and decline of industries, the thriving and replacing of studies or arts will be left as historical facts so that they remain in the memory of people or in a book.  Besides, history leaves the trace of real live life within human beings; so, it gives rise to certain characteristics of stature, complexion, psychological characters, customs, and religion.  The former leaves on the paper, metals or stones, but the later leaves on their complexion of the people who bring forth the history or on their heart, a “monument of body” instead of on a stone monument.  What we have read so far is what Koreans left behind; as we can look down hills and fields from the top of a high mountain, we can see all the changes made during last 4,000 years right below our eyes so that we can beckon each incidents as we have a bird’s-eye-view at the top of the tower of history.  The figures of wandering people, the images of people falling down on the ground, the faces of people taking great suffering and wailing are obviously visible just as an aerial view of a river that is bending and turning its path.

But we have one more to see; the history left within the life of this nation; what the 4,000 years history of suffering and distress left on their foreheads, in their voice or words, and in their hearts.  Therefore, we are going to stop the bird’s-eye-view from the high top of the tower of history, we like to glimpse the face of people who are suffering in distress at a close proximity.  To victors, suffering and distress can be beneficial for it makes them stronger, but it is the ruining misfortune to ones who are overwhelmed by them.  The life of Koreans, who have been overwhelmed by suffering and disaster for thousand years, has been destroyed for that reason; spirit lost its liveliness, heart lost its friendliness, vitality was broken, and courage was shaken; they have become retrogressive, passive, narrow-minded, and vulgar.

Therefore, after the Koryo period, all cultures such as religion, literature, arts, and customs have walked down only a declining path; there has been no idea or work of art comparable to those of the Three Kingdom period that are rich in liveliness, magnificent, and elegant.  The letters describing the suffering and distress were deeply carved on their stature, complexion, voice, and also in their heart, just as a carver did with a carving-knife.

(1) Religion

The aspect of agony is well manifested in the religion that is the main axis of life; both Buddhism and Confucianism flourished in appearance since Koryo era.  Buddhism inherited its powerful influence since the height of it’s prosperity during Shilla Dynasty.  Confucianism made luxuriant growth during the early period of Koryo Dynasty, temporarily weakened in the middle of it, but as Songhahk (a branch of Confucianism emphasized studying the ‘basic principles and the atmospheric force of nature’) was introduced from the end of Koryo Dynasty to the Lee Dynasty,  it reached the height of it’s prosperity.  It is not that there has been no great scholar in this field at times, but neither the sound ideals of Buddhism nor the basic precepts of Confucianism has influenced the life of general populace.  In appearance, they seemed to be either Buddhist people, or a nation absorbed in Confucian customs; but general populace did not have either life-giving religion or lofty ethics to help their lives.  Suffocated by the pressing suffering and distress, the experienced shortness of breath of mental breathing; they breathed, in and out, corrupted air that was polluted by unhealthy gas they were exhaling themselves; it is so called fatalism.  An ideal can be either the result or the motive of life; Fatalism, which came into being under suffering and disaster, formed mental environments which paralyzed hearts of whole people later.  We can say that fatalism does not exists only in Korea; it is common in any society where the level of intelligence of people is low, or when people have lived under irresistible ruler for long time; it is widespread in all parts of Asia.  The doctrines of both Buddhism and Confucianism include it, but no other place but Korea was severely caused so much evil influence.  Why is that? It is nothing but the suffering and distress they have gone through.

Fatalism is the philosophy for the oppressed; it is the besiegement of life; the religion for slaves.  People who overcome suffering and distress have combative view of life; but the oppressed comforts oneself with fatalistic view of life and abandon self, unless one does not suicide.  Koreans started to wear the spectacles of fatalism, when they took the first step of retreat without withstanding repeated furious attacks of suffering and distress in the battle line of life.  Once having fatalism, the spirit of whole nation plunged; the progressive enterprising spirit disappeared and the will for statecraft vanished; they entrusted whole matters to their destiny.  From vicissitude of individual life, Birth or death and prosperity or poverty, to the rise and fall of a nation, all matters were firmly believed to be depended on ‘luck’, not depended on endeavor of people.  Therefore, instead of developing for the future, they sought for foreknowledge of their destiny; instead of researching things, it was important to interpret the timing of good opportunity.  Whole populace became believers of the theory of configuration of the ground, that supposedly determined ‘luck’ for people, and they believed in a book on divination or a fortune-telling book.  Yet the court of Lee Dynasty promoted this evil customs instead of abolishing it; to enjoy their indigent glory and prosperity within such a small country, they needed to secure their position firmly, so they decided to make general populace to be blind; they dug out stone tablet that had been buried on purpose, or tampered a book of divination to distribute them to people in order to eliminate a mood of revolt or to obliterate any design of social reformation; they tied mental grind-stone, called providence or ‘luck’, around the neck of general populace; so the populace sank deeper and deeper into decline to the bottom of the sea, just like a sinking boat,  because of their suffering and distress and evil schemes upon them.  But, how could they forget their pains that penetrated into their bone marrow?  Therefore, they believed their incompetence; in consequence, they underwent self-abandonment; but they could not live without a will to escape from their suffering and distress.  Self-abandonment gave rise to thoughts of getting a heaven-sent opportunity or coming of a superhuman leader; though the existing suffering and distress was unavoidable, but they believed divine justice which would equally distribute ‘luck’ if they wait for its coming, and they longed for the coming of the savior because they wished to have a new society which they had no control over.

Fatalism and the view of divine Providence are very similar at their starting point, though they are exactly 180 degree opposite; therefore, it is not difficult to convert from self-abandonment to self-confidence and from stagnation to vitality, once its direction reverses itself; thinking from this aspect, conditions were ripe to receive gospel.

(2) Arts

People often say that Korean arts in general have sentiment of a sort of sad feeling; and it is true at least those of Koryo and Lee dynasties, except pre-Three Kingdom era.  Since arts express our life which has been full of suffering and distress, songs and paintings had to express sadness and anguish of their life.  Considering the amount of the work of arts left to us as the heritage of culture, we cannot hide the fact that Korea is poor in quantity.  Most remaining masterpieces are from ancient times, and those from modern days become scantier and poorer; it is nothing but a proof of the modern history of suffering and distress.  Poems and songs are called as genuine literature, and there seemed to be many splendid pieces according to ancient historical records but not many remain today for some scholars to research antiquities; modern ones on the lips of populace are numerous in number, but they are full of grief, vulgar, and low grade which are the manifestation of temporizing and degenerated living conditions.  Without mentioning Psalms in the Bible, Devine Comedy of Dante, or Milton’s works, life-giving poems which awake people’s soul to the truth, there is no song that sings the pure and warm-heartedness of people, or a song of lucid youth, or not even a national anthem like La Marseillaise that broadens the magnanimity of nation, heightens its spirit, and makes people energetic and enthusiastic.  It proves how much the spirit of people withered and how much the national ideal was contracted; slaves cannot sing joyful songs.  Ancestors, who lived in the Three Kingdoms or Bahlhae, were renowned for their poem writing to adjacent countries; considering phrases like ‘singing and dancing everyday’ and ‘cheers for an elaborate work’, we cannot stop the sentiment caused by the contrast between the past and the present.  Like hard labor takes away songs from the mouth of a prisoner of penal servitude, thousand years of suffering and distress took away poems and songs from this nation.

Recently some schools are teaching ‘Arirang’ and ‘Yahngsahndo’ to respect inherent culture, but it makes me to nauseate, because they are from the lips of the degenerated, the defeated, or the fallen; how could such songs come out of the mouth of a virgin who would become a wise mother and a good wife in the future. (17 words deleted by Japanese inspector; probably about boys who would restore the country?)  What an extreme shallow view it is!

As popular literature was making progress in other countries, novels come into fashion, but main theme was either conservative seclusion or agony brimmed with sad emotion.  Shim-chung-juhn, Choon-hyang-juhn, Sassi-nahmjung-gi, etc. are all delineation of suffering Koreans; writers drew their own portraits.  There were some pretty sculptures, paintings, and artifacts till Koryo, but they were not comparable to those of Koguryo or Shilla that were grandeur and magnificent; being filled with indolence during Lee dynasty, we are unable to bear the sight of those produced during Lee dynasty.  For example, if the mural on the wall of an old tomb built during Koguryo period at Kahng-suh, or a stone statue of Buddha in Suhk-gool-ahm (stone cave) carved during Shilla period is compared with the works of art in modern days, the later is unrivaled to the former in its superior architecture, excellent technique, and professional elegance; the impression we feel from the former appearance is an expression of a live being, but that of the later is clumsy one of the dead imitation; it is not because the talent of people was degraded in later times, but because art cannot advance beyond delineation of self image that was lowly and poor; so it was unavoidable consequence under the circumstances.  Among arts, architecture well represents the thoughts of general populace; the ideal of a nation at certain time is taking concrete shape as architecture in real life; Architecture is revelation of self of a nation, utilizing materials in a given environment; so we can understand the depth of thoughts and the level of intelligence of a nation, by looking at their architecture.  Greeks had lucid intelligence and keen sentiment among their characters, so their architecture were elegant and refined; Romans were completely people of power, so their buildings at that time were solid and solemn; Buhhdistic temple manifested Buddhism exactly; Gothic architecture expressed devout faith in the Middle Age.  

The ruins of old castles, old grave mounds, the ruins of old palaces left in Manchuria, Pyung-yang, and Kyung-ju were vast in their scale and their vitality was well animated, because all architects had appropriate magnanimity, spirit, and techniques; modern buildings became gradually smaller in its scale and lost harmony, and we cannot find any magnificent appearance of spirit, because the ideals and techniques of architects had been degraded.  Look at a cluster of tiny huts below hillsides or valleys!  Would you call them something other than ‘den for the sorrow’?  Its tiny size manifest the degraded spirit of people, and the slightly slanted roof covered with shaggy straws symbolize poverty stricken life of farmers who have been shrunk, weakened, and slept under oppression; how a cheerful mood can emerge from a dismal room with clay walls and a tiny window; it is rather suitable as a place of sad lamentation!  How a hut without bathroom and sewer is suitable for the headquarters of steady battlefield of life; it should rather be called as makeshift resting places for passersby who live day by day.  Farmhouses in other countries are often big enough for over ten family members to live; even straw-roofed houses may have multiple stories, built permanently with beautiful decorations.  Poverty was not the only reason why our dens had become small and squalid; rather than that, there were no long range ideals and solid plans for the future.  Poverty will always be with people who do not have courage to fight against it! 

(3) Customs

Besides, if we kook at some of general customs, they have stigmatization of suffering and distress.  First, Koreans lived without any hobby; with an exception of very rich home, houses of general populace mostly did not have decoration in the yard and did not know how to grow flowerpots.  There are national flowers in other countries, but Koreans had none; recently, hibiscus became our national flower, but Koreans do not love it as much as other nations love cherry blossoms, like roses, and value a peony.  In modern days, some tried to consciously promote those things, but in old days, no one seemed to have a habit of enjoying those things; enjoyment in life was remote relation for Koreans.

Another fact that proves the lack of hobby is vanishing of annual festivities.  Of course, there are other reasons; originally most festivities originated from religious ceremonies, but for one thing, powerless religions were gradually weakened, for another thing, many old customs vanished in the process of replacing old culture with new one.  In other countries, though they lose religious meaning or old culture is replaced with a new one, they are gradually left as art festivals.  But, there is another reason for the vanishing old customs in Korea; namely, Koreans do not have room to enjoy those in their life; according to ancient records, Koreans were definitely not a people without taste for hobbies, but their living standard has gone down to the bottom.

If we pay attention carefully, we can see that Korean’s frame of mind has been temporizing; most houses had incomplete entrance door, bathroom, or sewer system; room design was extremely simple and tiny; industry used same production method for thousand years, instead of adventuring for an improvement at risk; cutting trees without planting any; the purpose for raising children was to get them married at an early age so that they can retire early and enjoy their life; all these customs stems from temporizing thinking that was formed by suffering and distress.  So, like prisoners who live for they do not dare to kill themselves, they have lived life without hobby or tomorrow, exchanging greeting words like “Did you have meals today? (Jeen-jee jahb-soo shuht eh yo?)” “Eat as much as you like. (Mahn-ee jahb-soo seeb-see-yo.)”  The have crawled day by day, unconsciously lamenting, “Ah! I’m dying! (Ah-ee-goo jook-get-dah!)”  I am going to stop this poor description, because I cannot realistically express its ugliness and misery.

Have you seen a sculpture, ‘A women who once was a prostitute,” carved by French master craftsman Rodin?  Just seeing the picture of it, not the real one, I could not stop feeling of seeing a statue of a Korean; an old women, bending her back, touching it with bent fingers of her one hand to express her agony, hanging down the other hand to hold a chair feebly; sat with her bent knees and drooped her head deeply; nothing but skin and bones were eye-catching, with long neck and sunken chest to indicate her old age; once long boastful blond hair is gray and disheveled; beautiful eyes, that were casting amorous glance at men, are hardly visible, sunken in the socket of eye; those red cheeks, sold love to so many men, are collapsed due to lost teeth; once seducing breast to many prodigal men shriveled ugly covered her chest which is resolved with sorrow; I could not stop but feeling pathetic, when I compared her picture with an imaginary figure of her who once was beautiful and sexy, lived a lewd and wanton life as if her youth would last forever.  She lived her life for others; she was oppressed, violated, dealt as an object, treated as an animal; besides, she lost her own self and insulted it, too.  

How is she paid for now?  What are left to her are dirty memories, and sad records; no one in the world pities her, sympathize her, and relieve her; even the ones who loved and caressed her pay no attention coldheartedly; now her wretched being has to be admitted to the other world; I regarded her with contempt for awhile, but she would not release me; her drooped eyeballs and closed lips without a word demanded me something beyond that feeling; that is right, there must be something beyond that; we have to offer her beyond simple sorrow or contempt; we must offer her our respect, because she is paying for the sins of society for us.  Old prostitute!  On your frail body, you are carrying heavy burden of ignorance and cruelty, meanness and falsehood of the society, brutality and devilishness hidden within us.  For those, your virginity was violated, you lost your humanity, and you wasted away your youth.  Whole society has to apologize and pay respect to you.

Rodin, who discovered solemn beauty from a filthy woman abhorred by everyone, is indeed a master craftsman; we must be like Rodin; we must bow our head with solemnity and respect to this old prostitute, a queen of suffering, who are exposing herself on the stage of thousand year history, sitting on the grand boulevard from the Asian continent to the Pacific Ocean. 

Chapter 14.  The Meaning of Suffering and Distress

We began the journey of our history, watching the east of Heung-ahn-ryung Mts. under bright morning sunlight.  Now we completed its itinerary.  The brave figure we saw at the beginning became a ruined bum, who was now walking down a path to downfall in a dark valley created by the 20th century culture, like Jan Baljan wandered a street in Paris at dusk. (Les Miserables by Victor Hugo)  He is carrying heavy burden of poverty, oppression, the pain of sickness, illiteracy, baseness and wickedness.  When you looked at him, how did you feel about him?  A feeling of pity?  A sentiment of contempt?  Horrible thoughts?  Otherwise, respect?  I already said we should respect him; it may not be appropriate to do so.  If you ran into this pitiful ruined bum while you were busy looking around the marketplace of splendid civilization, you might despise him and sympathize him.  Or, as a faithful history reader, if you read the biography of this suffering man, and you are gazing at his face, you might be satisfied with paying respect to him.  But, how can we just read about him or gaze his face, when we ourselves are the ruined bum?  The grim figure that we looked at as someone else is nothing but the shadow of ourselves, reflected on the surface of a stream through a valley. Therefore, we have to now advance one step forward; we need to have a clear self-consciousness that we are the sufferer and we have to experience the pain within us; we have to drink it, knowing that it is the cup of suffering; we should feel that it tastes sweet like honey.  

Then, come here everyone who bear the burden of suffering and distress; Stop wandering and come to the riverside where we can sing pathetic songs loudly; so that we can throw down our heavy bodies on the top of a rock and pleasantly discuss about the meaning of this suffering and distress. Sit here with a spirit of determination to overcome this suffering and distress, like Buddha who threw his distressed body under a linden tree and swore himself that he would sit straight up till his death unless he find the truth or the way.

If we think about it, we were born to this world to suffer; during last four thousand years history, we have not known any peaceful period; without speaking ancient time that is too remote and vague, there has been literally no peaceful day since the Three Kingdom era.  To avoid trouble, details of all wars are not listed here; if those are counted, we count over hundred times; excluding rebellions, foreign invasions are over 50 to 60 times; excluding foreign plundering in regional provinces, foreign invasions that rattled nationwide reaches 30 times; excluding what Koguryo did several times, all wars occurred within the country, the cause of wars was to defend and the result of wars was a defeat; Capitulation under the wall is known as shameful thing, but we surrendered to foreigners in all wars.  Therefore, our territory has gone down a straight road of shrinking, without expanding an inch of territory since the Three Kingdom era.  Not having a single day without warfare, people could not enjoy a day free from all anxiety; they had to defend themselves from new enemies, even before their wounds were healed.  Other nations had two to three hundred years of peaceful periods; Korea had less than one hundred years of peace, no matter how hard we try to stretch it, by including some imperfect ones.  After the unification by Shilla, there was a one hundred years of prosperous period, that was stained with insurrections; in Koryo dynasty, about 90 years from Duckjong to Yehjong was relatively thriving period, during which there was constant distress from pirates who plundered border towns, and war took break for about 70 years from King Choongyuhl to King Kongmin, but Korea was a tributary state of Mongolia whose oppression was severe, we can hardly call it a prosperous time; in Lee dynasty, there was no foreign invasion for about one hundred years from Taejo to Sungjong, but it was a turbulent time because of the war between princes and the depose of Danjong; later Youngjo and Jungjo period was called a prosperous time, but that is hardly called a peaceful period, too, for there was constant factional feuding.  Likewise, Koreans do not know what peace means; our smile was sardonic one, and we danced because we were insane.  Like slave gladiators who fought in Coliseum to give temporary satisfaction to cruel Romans, or like a prostitute whom a man with burning lust treats as a flesh, we were born as animals that had to toil hard and to be oppressed for human beings.

History of human beings is the process of suffering and distress; after all, it is the history of tears and that of blood.  Being afflicted with suffering and distress is not only to Koreans but to all descendants of Adam.  All walls of forts are built with skulls as building stones; all folding screen behind thrones are covered with skin of human beings; there is no arts without lamentation, and no religion without sacrifice; some win, while others are defeated, and some are gentle, while others are stupid; when we look at those as a matter of human beings, there is no difference between kings, slaves, or classes; they are all form a queue of suffering and distress.  Why they have to dig a grave for their loving children with their own hands?  Why can their justice are guaranteed only by bloodshed, stabbing each other’s throats.  It is well worth spending priceless money for a truth, why do they make many skulls to dry, and why can virtuous words come out of their mouth only when they are about to die?  Human beings are wandering, holding indescribable fireballs and craving for something beyond expression in their hearts; perhaps, they are in pursuit of something or groping in the darkness; they get up after falling down, then after getting up, they fall down again.  Human beings have to walk a thorny path!

There in meaning in suffering and distress; but it is definitely not senseless natural phenomenon, not a mockery of merciless destiny.  It is a Divine Providence; Gandhi, the soul of India, once said sacredly, “It is the principle of life.” We cannot imagine a life without suffering; the Way of Cross is the Way of life.  

Suffering cleanses sins; like caustic soda cleans filth, suffering cleanses men.  The soul wounded by injustice can be healed if it is cleansed with extracted sap from suffering.  Suffering deepens men; profound meaning of life can be experienced only from letters written with blood, from pictures drawn with tears, and from the sound of music mixed with a sigh.  Men who never tasted the cup of suffering have plane, mundane view of life.

Suffering makes life greater; by persevering suffering, life evolve one step further; by persevering oppression, we can earn generosity, with which we can tolerate enemies; by persevering poverty or punishment, freedom and virtue of life can be revealed; Both individuals and nations can not attain to lofty character without going through suffering and distress.  

Suffering teaches us God; as if a poverty and loneliness stricken prodigal son looks for his father at last, men search for God, the origin of life, through suffering; The religion of Israel grew within the course of oppression by Egyptians and through suffering in the desert; the religion of India, the essence of Oriental philosophy, was refined in the furnace of suffering.  Idleness and God stand at two opposing extremes.  The world of life can be seen through a tear drop as a lens.  Indeed, suffering is ‘one of the inevitable conditions of our life.’  “On the altar of freedom, people should offer sacrifices, namely pure and clean self-sacrifice and perseverance of pleasure and pain; even if there are causes for resentment and oppression, the following words will come true by displaying the power of patience to the highest:  “Though the number of the Israelites be like the sand by the sea, only the remnant will be saved.” (Roman 9:27)  By doing so, they can not only earn real freedom and true autonomy, they can also win true victory.  Gandhi said ‘cleansing through suffering’ is a perpetual law, and no country has risen without this truth, so India has to keep this eternal law to come out of slavery.  If so, Korea cannot be exempted from this law, too; that is the reason why Korean history became a history of suffering and distress.

We have to suffer for the sins we have committed.  Grieved over disasters befallen on us, those would not leave us eternally unless we give up the partisan spirit, unless we do that jealousy, and unless we give a warm hospitality to the righteous men.  We have to suffer to change our plane view of life; for being unfaithful to our self, we have to undergo more severe suffering and distress, if needed, in order to break our temporizing policy, to eliminate the seclusion from the world.  We need to undergo suffering so that our gentle character is degraded to cowardice or to weakness; to regain our lost valor; to get rid of our servile spirit in the middle; to become strong-willed self and to carve into a lofty and great spirits.  To throw away the fatalism that paralyzes our life, we need bitter suffering of stabbing the last repulsion.  To become a competent person who can fulfill one’s mission of the coming history in the future, suffering is needed; we need a gate to suffering that takes away completely all the old-fashioned ideas to become more ethical, to become more progressive.  To present a real religion and to help people come back to real faith, the history of suffering is necessary.  Then, rise up, all of you who are carrying the burden of suffering!  As the night in the valley of suffering grows late, the power of darkness seems to attempt the last offense once more.  After our King prayed, his sweat was like drops of blood falling to the ground, He uttered, “Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done.” (Luke 22:42-44); then, He went straight toward the Cross.  Likewise, let us gladly carry the burden, and cross the swift torrent of suffering that is sobbing.  Let us throw away here all rags, an indication that we are beggars; we bought these rags at the city of vainglory; Let us throw away all treasured belongings, which we picked up from the neighbor’s trash can when our mind was dull.  Let us discard all documents that we have not been able to dump; they are records of grudges against pitiful neighbors.  Let us forgive the ones who took our land away from us, after killing our fathers and grandfathers.  Into this torrent, let us cast the spite, which smoldered in our heart and made us gnaw our teeth, when they took away our children.  Let us wash off poisonous anger that fully penetrated into our bone marrow, when enemies seized our virgins as booty of war and they violated our wives and daughters under our very eyes.  When we cross this river, there is the Cross; all these matters are useless to suffering princes; merely, lift up your burden, and cross the river, carrying the burden put on you with love.  Then, we can utter a poem of suffering on our lips;

Nearer my God, to Thee!

Nearer to Thee!

Even though it be a cross,

That raises me;

Still all my songs shall be;

Nearer my God, to Thee!

Nearer my God, to Thee!

Nearer to Thee!

Chapter 15.  Our Mission Directed by Our History

When a question is raised if Koreans have a mission for the world, what response people would give?  What answers can be expected from people at leadership position, especially those who supposedly think for Korea’s future and endeavor to make this society a livable place.  They do not seem to have any thoughts or strategies; we have not heard anything.  Arguments about the need of social improvement have been raised by many, but no one expressed one’s strong conviction of contributing something for the world or human history; perhaps they do not think things like world mission as indispensable or necessary at all.  Observing from the view of common sense, indeed, it appears that things like world mission cannot be expected from Koreans.  The more we reflect on her history, the more our self-esteem is obliterated, so how can we dare to discuss world affairs?  Looking around our living conditions, prolongation of present life is challenging problem, so how can we spare time to think leisurely about world affairs?  ‘World mission’ is considered to be too luxurious thing for Koreans.

However, we ought not to be like that; being alive means there are things to do; our life is dead when we have nothing to do.  Goethe once said that unneeded being is dead being. (“Unrutz sein ist todt sein.”)  Without strong conviction of one’s mission, one is not qualified to assert one’s right to live.  Why do Koreans have to live on also?  Why do we demand freedom as well?  If Koreans demand her right to live and her freedom, they should do so only because they have things to do on the stage of world history.  If they demand their existence only because they want to live on without just cause, the world would not allow such useless nations.  Why was Egypt, the creator of a great civilization, exterminated?  It was because she no longer had a mission to be accomplished.  Why did the most powerful Roman Empire fell into ruin?  It was because she has completed her mission.  On the contrary, why Judea continues on her indignant existence, regardless of her disadvantageous location from geographical stand point and her incompetence in world politic?  We have to admit that this mysterious nation exists for a mission to be completed as they have said.  Same reason can be applied to Indians and blacks.  It must apply to Koreans also.  Since ‘history of suffering’ and ‘meaning of suffering’ were mentioned before, the meaning is the mission to be completed.  Only livestock, not a human, should endure endless suffering without a mission.

The self-awakening of a mission is indeed the driving power of restoration.  Announcing an urgent business matter can wake up a man in lazy sleep. Self-realization of a world mission is indeed needed to a nation that has been ruined repeatedly.  For that reason, Mazzini declared, “We have things to do from now on!” when he was trying to unite Italy that was broken up in pieces.  Therefore, when German souls were trying to restore motherland that was trampled by Napoleon’s horse-hoofs, Germans were inspired that German race will be the world leaders in the future.  Likewise, having been dreaming in isolated islands in the East Sea, as Japan attempted to leap into the king of the East Asia, people were told that they were to protect Asian races, and that it was their mission to reconcile eastern culture with western culture.  Therefore, when Lenin and his colleagues tried to build up a new Russia by arousing serfs who were exhausted under tyranny, they were infused with the worldwide revolution as their mission.  Of course, all these were not genuine in their motives; they were the means of politicians to deceive people in many respects.  But, even if that is true, that is like as owners of the brewery business or usurers submit to justice unintentionally by putting up a billboard, called social service; rather it is counterevidence that really powerful popular movement owes its origin to the worldwide justice.  Fabricated world mission can sufficiently mobilize general populace to make them to do startling activities temporarily; much more, how amazing activities will be turned out when we do things that originated from truth, and that is guaranteed by God?  When they needed courage to face their death in an urgent situation, all disciples turned over their teacher to the hand of enemy and ran away in hurry; but when those cowards were filled with the Holy Spirit, and were told that they had historical mission to spread gospel to the very end of the earth, they resolutely stood up to fight against enemies of the whole world, and they conquered enemies at length.  If Koreans do not want to be vanished from the stage of history, leaving her pitiful name as a withering nation, they have to realize their own historical mission sooner or later.

A Gleam of Hope 

But no matter how much inspiration was infused to a man who was deprived of his vitality completely; he can not be revived to his life again.  Is there a hope for Korea to be revived?  Or, is she already turned their feet to the path to withering?  I believe she still has hope; she has it because Koreans are meek.  The inherent meekness of Koreans will enable them to accomplish a great mission of the world history in the future as we believe. (One line omitted.) While enduring the life of suffering for long time, this beautiful temperament has been injured a lot, so it seems at times as if the opposite temperament has become the characteristic of Korean.  But, if we put our fingers over our heart, we can still feel the pulsating vein of patience, though it may weak.  Patience remains even in tumbledown straw-hatched cottages.  If we think about the situations of Korea, we can hardly believe that Korea still has hope left. (One line omitted.) It is true, but it is possible through faith; it is possible through the viewpoint of the Bible.  One, who has common sense, cannot possibly conclude that this Korea has important role to play in the world, no matter how one looks at it.  Unless all criteria for making a sound decision were reversed, it is impossible.  Faith can reverse the whole world; that is right, and that really do happen!  In the Bible, the great in the world will become small, the stronger weak, the right and the noble low.  That is not exactly true; the Bible, or God, does not reverse it; rather, the Bible, or God, does restore what the world reversed before.  The world looks at outward appearance, while God the bottom of one’s heart; the world judges by the flesh, while God by the spirit; therefore, they are contrary.  Let us think about the following; a column of army was advancing toward a certain goal, that was believed to be a real one till now, but it turned out to be nothing but a virtual image reflected in the sky; what will happen if the whole army was ordered, “Turn to the right, then forward!”  Men at the head of the column will follow the others who were behind them a moment ago.  In my view, this phenomenon will happen among human ideologies; the modern culture, that had adopted ‘The weak become the victim of the strong’ as its basic principle, gradually began to doubt if its goal might be a virtual image.  Now, a 180-degree turnover in world history is about to happen in the near future.  What is going to happen?  While the past history was that of violence and plunder, then the future history should be that of morality.  In the past history, men with stronger power, with sharper weapons, and warlike character stood in front, but the meek were oppressed in the backside for their very character.  However, after “Turn to the right, then forward!” is ordered in the future history, it will be reversed; to men with higher moral standards, higher position will be bestowed; on that day, a lot of tasks will be given to Koreans.

Our Mission

Someone may ask:  Is it Koreans fault to bear the burden of suffering and distress?  Or, God make us to do so?  So far, sometimes I said that it was God’s Providence, or it was the retribution of our sins; they would say I have made contradictory statements.  But, I cannot say any further than that; I do not know how to resolve that contradiction; even though I cannot explain it, I can only feel that our history contains a great mission for the world history. 

We have to bear the retribution of our iniquity, not only for our deeds but also for the sins of the world.  Let us look at the world atlas:  Mountain ranges of Mts. Tien Shan, originated from Pamir, stretches out meanderingly to east till its tail reaches to Korea, after crossing the Yellow Sea; the high current of the Pacific Ocean, from the seashore of the American Continent to that of the Asia, is thrusting forward to west, until it reaches to Korea after jumping over the breakwater of Japan Is.  God decided to make us carry the retribution of sins of eastern culture as well as that of western culture:  Even though Buddhism of India and Confucianism of China have many beautiful features, but once they came across Aprok-kang, they exerted the worst of their influences:  The ideologies of Europe and America have features which benefit us, but they threatened our life when they landed in Pusan.  Vices of eastern culture are retrogressive, conservative, and formal, and we are the only nation who received the bitterest sap of the vices; vices of western culture are materialistic, plundering, and extrovert and we are the only nation who fell into their poison fangs.  Like a trash can that receives all dirty wastes, we are bearing all the cankers of civilization that are resulted from enjoyment and exploitation of others.  The beautiful land of Korea became a museum of sins; anyone can come here and see the results of all kinds of sins in the world; there are the evil of Confucianism, the harmful effect of Buddhism, the sample of militarism, and an example of a slave of capitalism.  Four thousand years of history resulted not because of our greatness, but because of the greatness of the burden we have to bear.

But, after they make us to bear this burden, what the world has given to us?  Contempt, derision, and finger-pointing!  Nobunaga said, “People sneer a man who were forced to carry a heavy burden by them.  We rather bear angry abuses, but we can hardly withstand sneering at us.”  If we borrow St. Paul’s words, we have been made a spectacle to the whole universe, to angels as well as to men. (1 Corinthians 4:9)  Nay, we became the sewer of the world.

People of the world!  Thank to this sewer!  This sewer enables you to enjoy in a palace of debauchery; this sewer makes you take pride in bringing up your children born with special blessing; this sewer thankfully conceals all evidences of sins; this sewer always gladly removes things you no longer want to see; this sewer cultivates grains and vegetables which nourish their fat bodies and civilized brains!  Oh, you, Koreans, are the greatest sewer of the world!

It is our mission to carry the burden of vices bravely and truthfully, without any resentment or evasion.  We are neither saying it out of vague sentimental emotion nor out of overstrained interpretations, rather does history direct us to do so.  By bearing that burden, we can save ourselves as well as the whole world.  The results of sins do not disappear, unless someone bear the burden, so we have to bear the burden for the world.  We did not choose to bear it voluntarily, but the Providence imposed it on us.  Bearing this burden of suffering is painful and dishonorable, but it is an honorable burden if we carry it for the will of God.

During last four thousand years, we have not played any significant role on the stage of the world history, and waited for an opportunity, and it dawns from night while we were oppressed at a corner; now, it is time for us to play a role.  By carrying the burden of sins, we can elevate the moral standard of human history by one step.  In order to play that role, God bestowed us only meekness of our mind as a tool.  For several thousand years, we have not invaded other countries even once, or ostracized other nations unless we were oppressed.  However, carrying this burden does not mean becoming servile at all, or becoming domestic animals.  Rather, we need extraordinarily strong valor and uncommon fighting power of lofty moral.  Namely, it is a battle that is much more difficult, in comparison with any other wars we fought so far.  Jesus Christ said, “I have overcome the world” (John 16:33); I mean that it is this kind of war.

A New Kind of Battle

New battle field is calling us; it is not a contending battle field where heroes fight each other, but one for morality is calling us.  We should respond it not with rifles and bayonets made of steel, but with pure and sacred conscience.  Now the world history is about to reverse itself; coming battles are not fought with weapons for gains or losses.  When super powers, that are bound to a trash can of history in the future, are making a frantic search for preparing an old fashioned, contending war, we have to be mentally prepared in our heart for the coming new battle in the future.  Like the first Christians were courageous toward Roman Empire, likewise we have to challenge modern civilization with the love of God.  If someone takes your cloak, do not stop him from taking your tunic (Luke 6:29); if anyone use you for a hard labor as a slave, serve him with the brotherly love; if they were stoning us, we should go out after we prepare a spiritual strength to pray, “Do not hold this sin against them.”(Acts 7:60)  As Gandhi said, “Suffering is not a matter for the weak, but for the strong:” The teaching of suffering is acknowledging a super natural power within us.  Our battle is to revive the world, by willingly accepting suffering and distress as retributions of sins.  When we are not prepared enough in our conscience, we would be afraid of whether we are strong or not.  But, when the light of justice shines our heart and love of the truth catches fire within us, the giants of modern nations would appear to be nothing but another Goliath.

Like the fortune of whole Israel depended on David himself, that of the whole world depends on our victory or defeat.  Do you doubt it, because it is too excessive honor to accept?  It is an old notion of the passing world that you consider it as an honor; if you think it is impossible thing to happen, then you might as well doubt the fact that David saved Israel with a smooth stone (1 Samuel 19:49).  David was great not because he was a shepherd, but because he had a mission God imposed on him.  We can determine the fortune of the world, not because we are capable but because the Providence orders us to do so.  We represent the consequence of iniquities; if we cannot cleanse it, no one else can; neither England nor America can do that, because they have become too rich and too noble to do that.  Since we are the sewer of the world and the red-light district of the world, no one else but us can do it.  A shoot of a new era always sprang up from a trash can throughout past history, it will be more so in the coming history.  If Koreans, Indians, Jews, and Blacks overcome all the suffering of injustice which overwhelm them and play their role as a nation, whole human races will be saved; otherwise, whole world will be sentenced to death.  Therefore, we have to prove that human beings are not the slave of materials, that power is not justice, that the power of injustice cannot destroy human beings.  We have to clearly show to the world that Christ did not lie, when he said that he would save the world by winning the power of the Satan with the Cross and by his suffering on it.  That is the reason that the fortune of the world depends on us.  People all over the world!  Watch every movement of this ‘ruined man.’  

The Position of Christians

When we think that way, two things call our attention for our future; the plain of Manchuria for land and Christians for men are those.  Freedom requires space for its activities; when prisoners, chained and locked up for two thousand years, are released and is about to lead an active life, vast and boundless plain of Manchuria is the most suitable place.  Even though Manchuria was the origin of Korean history, it was not a suitable place for development of civilization in ancient times; it is to be developed after human knowledge is advanced.  There seems to be a reason why Songwha River flows to northerly.  Now population has grown and equipments have been improved, so it is right time for us to march in array to this open field.  In this sense, the rising state of Manchu and the development policy of Japan might have a significant meaning.  There is not much Koreans can do politically, of course.  However, the meek people, who scatter here and there in the vast plain and work quietly bowing their heads in the weeds, are waiting for a new history to open.  Everyone has own role in the stage of history; someone clean it, some set the stage, actors play their roles; men with bloom play main role when the stage is to be cleaned, men with hammer to set the stage, actors to play a drama.  Who know that peace loving people will be waiting there to build a vast field of activity, in order to fulfill their mission for the world when time is ripe; wild beasts and poisonous snakes are exterminated, mounted bandits are wiped out, land surveying is finished, scientific research is completed, desolate land becomes rich farmland, steep mountains are flattened to mine minerals, roads are built, and cultural institutions are established.

But, only people can make these things happen; without people, Manchu is nothing to do with us, and who need Korea!  Living people have priority.  If God entrusted us this very important mission for the coming history of human beings, this nation has to rise up courageously to fulfill that mission.  To grow huge tree, an embryo bud has to be germinated first; a core group is needed to awaken people; who will form that core group?  No one other than Christians can do it; men without insight vision through Biblical viewpoint can interpret the coming history, and coming battle cannot be won without arming us with a religion.  Confucianism contributed what it supposed to do for Korea, and Buddhism did so, too.  The light of Christ came to Korea, when head of Korean was trampled by the foot of world powers.  The most suffering class of the suffering nation began to believe in it first.  Put them up as candidates who will start a new history; but our Christians make us sad, because they do not have burning faith or flaming ideal; they are busy to pick up and eat the scraps of the passing civilization.  I am waiting for a day when they would repent soon, so that they are awakened to their mission for the world.  It is time for men with purpose to prepare themselves for a battle.  The sound of labor pain to deliver a new epoch of the world rises louder and louder lately.  There is some anxiety in the air all over the world now; it is nothing but an advance notice of a great epoch that is coming in the future, just like coiled smoke rises before a flame becomes intense.  So, warriors!  Sell your clothes and buy a dagger!  It is time of an emergency for our generation; sell the clothes of old-fashioned idea and buy a sharp double-edged sword.  Sell old-fashioned world view, philosophy of history, old self-consciousness, earthly ethics, and earthly thoughts; after you sell those, buy a sword of pure truth that is purer than a pure gold, refined seven times at an eternal blacksmith’s shop; that is only useful item for us from now on.  Such ethics, which exercise authority within school compounds, but lose its authority outside of it, then are reversed in the battle field, are no longer useful for the history in the future.  Patriotism founded on the doctrine of the ‘struggle for existence’ should be boycotted in the coming world.  We love this land, not because of patriotism, but because the kingdom of Heaven can not be completed if it was ruined.  We love these people, not because of brotherly love that is an old notion, but because we believe that God would not be pleased without these people.  I maintain, not as an assertion of right but as an assertion of truth, that this people should carry out our roles.  Disregarding a nation is a suicidal act of the whole universe, and makes God sad, just as disregarding a part of body.  If Koreans fully arm themselves with this truth in their hearts, they will be warriors in a new epoch.

Distant View of the Day

No one knows what will happen on the day to come; even Christ Jesus did not know, and He said the Father has set by his own authority. (Acts 1:7)  Since we cannot say positively what will happen tomorrow, I cannot say any further, only satisfied with watching the shadow of things to come from the top of Mt. Pisgah.  Then, Lift your head up, and look around!  The Jordan River flows through desolate land, and New Canaan waits for you right across it. (Deuteronomy 34:1-4)  There, “People will beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks.” (Isaiah 2:4)  There, sufferers will be freed from suffering and insult, and comforted and respected like Lazarus who stood in front of the eternal gate.(Luke 16:20-31)  They will enter the gate with ‘glory and nobility of the nations’.  The prostitute, who used to be humiliated by the main street in the past, will be cleansed by the suffering she underwent, and will prepare herself to become a queen as a well-matched bride of the Lamb.

Young souls!  Be animated in high-spirited, and carry the burden of suffering!  Walk through purgatory as marching martyrs do, being conscious of our great mission, being inflamed with sacred love, and carrying this earth that is defiled with sins.  On the day the flame burns our flesh and melt our bones;


Life will make a new growth,


The truth will shed more fresh light,


History will ascend one step higher.

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea.  I saw the Holy City, the New Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband.  And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them.  They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God.  He will wipe every tear from their eyes.  There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.” (Revelation 21:1-4)

