Identity, Diversity and Dialogue in Korea: A Christian visit to the North 
Robert Tulip
Twenty years ago, in July 1989, a delegation from the World Student Christian Federation attended the 13th World Festival of Youth and Students in Pyongyang, capital of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.  The invitation of a Christian group to this Stalinist propaganda event was intended to encourage dialogue between Christians and communists.  We saw President Kim Il Sung speak at the opening ceremony, and participated in a range of events and discussions relating to the situation for Korea and the world.  North Korea put immense effort into staging the festival, but the sad façade of Pyongyang, isolated from the world for fifty years, could not fool visitors.  
The Pyongyang festival came at a fluid time in world history, just after the June 4 Tiananmen Square massacre and just before the November 9 fall of the Berlin Wall. Few could then imagine that the Soviet bloc was soon to collapse.  The scale of Cold War tension made dialogue seem impossible.  Political camps were often unable to speak to each other at all, let alone with any respect for diversity.
I hope that looking back now to that time can help to inform the engagement of WSCF in political theology, considered against the ecumenical vision of WSCF founder John R. Mott “that they may all be one” (John 17:21).  The dream of unity faces the reality that Korea is the most divided society on earth.  Ending the division would enable North Korea to rejoin the international community, but how can Christianity help?  
My participation in the WSCF delegation to Pyongyang, as a representative of the Australian Student Christian Movement, included a visit beforehand to the Republic of Korea, where I met Student Christian Movement leaders who had been banned by their government from attending the Pyongyang festival.  There were of course no direct flights between the Koreas, so I flew from Seoul to Pyongyang via Singapore.  The Russian funders of the conference did not have flying rights through the Taiwan Strait, so I returned home after the festival with Aeroflot, flying via Khabarovsk, Tashkent and Delhi. These circuitous routes help illustrate the geopolitical tensions around this event. A South Korean student was jailed partly for facilitating my involvement in the festival, showing how sensitive authorities there were about any communist contact.  
North and South Korea share a single language and 5000 years of cultural identity, but remain at a Cold War frontier, more separated from each other than any other neighbours in the world.  North Korea bristles with its massive army, its nuclear efforts and its shrill threats, but is a failed state, unable to feed its people.  The success of South Korea compared to North Korea is stark.  GDP per capita in the South is nearly US$19,000 per year, more than fifteen times the North, where annual income per person is less than $1200.  For two economic systems which were roughly equal in 1950, the disparity today shows the superiority of the path taken by South Korea.  
There has been little change for North Korea in these last twenty years.  President Kim Dae Jung of South Korea was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2000 for his Sunshine Policy of engagement with North Korea, but his efforts remain unfulfilled, and the polarisation between south and north remains deeply entrenched on both sides of the border. South Korea and Japan have a natural and reasonable concern about this dangerous and erratic regime.  China is no longer as close to North Korea as lips and teeth, in the old saying, but is bound by a Stalinist political legacy that sees collapse in Pyongyang as presenting a risk of instability in China.  The likely ending of the dynastic regime in Pyongyang poses the massive problem of how Korea can reunify in a way that preserves peace, stability and identity. 
Looking for a path for change, my conviction is that dialogue about identity and diversity in the light of Christian faith is perhaps the strongest force for peace and justice in the world.  Christian perspectives have much to offer the dialogue, firstly among the international community and then with North Korea itself. 
Christian faith, historically aligned with the West, has found it hard to contribute to dialogue about the fractured identity of Korea.  However, Christianity can bring valuable resources to the dialogue through a faith that is Biblical – grounded in the story of the cross, ecumenical – inclusive and open to all, and critical – applying methods of reason and evidence.  These qualities are difficult to sustain, but are needed to engage in genuine dialogue, for theology to combine a basis in biblical identity with openness to human diversity.  Old forms of faith that emphasise only the preaching of exclusive dogma are unsuited to political dialogue, which demands a new reformation of faith.
The South Korean Government has historically suppressed dialogue with North Korea.  For example, allowing students to attend the 1989 Pyongyang Festival might have helped in a small way to build confidence to improve security and peace in North Asia.  Meeting communists would not cause South Koreans to be brainwashed, considering that the DPRK is impoverished and isolated.  Preventing contact entrenches the division and the mystique, whereas dialogue, even recognising that North Koreans are not free to speak their minds, can enable understanding and change towards peace.
The World Festival of Youth and Students was North Korea’s response to the 1988 Seoul Olympic Games, which the North had offered to co-host and for which they had built expensive facilities.  South Korea at that time had no interest in reconciliation with their northern enemies, and rejected any cooperation.  My hope was that WSCF as a Christian organisation might be able to help in a small way to promote dialogue between people from these hostile states who share a common identity.  
After some interest in Marxism in my university days, my visit to North Korea helped to inoculate me against leftist ideology, while also helping me to see that a critical and ecumenical Christian vision has much to offer for political dialogue.  One key message that appears vividly in the Korean situation is that political change needs to include all people.  Just as dogmatic Christianity finds it hard to listen to others, a left wing secular framework based on the socialist idea of class struggle cannot contribute to inclusive dialogue while it refuses to critique its own assumptions.  The socialist dream was badly corrupted in the communist states, and socialist models have collapsed due to their failure to address human incentives.  Yet socialism has a moral core, in its observations that community creates identity, and in its critique of the failings of the individualism of western capitalism.  These moral observations have not, however, translated into an effective economic strategy for socialism.
My observation of Korea has made me rather conservative about economics, but radical about theology.  Korean history shows the merit of Western institutions and the benefits of capitalist enterprise.  However, recognition that capitalism has produced wealth does not translate to a simple blessing for Western values.  Traditional western Christianity lacks spirit, retaining pre-modern falsities while failing to really engage with the message of Christ that the blessing of God is for the poor in spirit, the meek and the peacemakers.  Christianity can offer a path of reconciliation by seeing the story of Jesus as a framework for dialogue.  Looking at how Christian faith might assist dialogue in Korea opens difficult questions for faith, requiring dialogue within the church about its relation to the state, and about problematic concepts such as salvation and heaven.
Part of my spiritual formation arose through Australian SCM links with the Korean Student Christian Fellowship in the 1980s.  Our discussions included study of Minjung theology, the Korean liberation movement based on the identification between Christ and people at the margins of the community.  These discussions gave me a glimpse of the rich cultural resources that Korea offers for dialogue about faith.  Professor A. Sung Park
 says “the Minjung are the down-trodden whose unmistakable sign is Han-brooding. Han is the compressed feeling of suffering caused by injustice and oppression, a complex feeling of resentment and helplessness, anger and lamentation.”  For the Minjung, the prayer of Christ ‘thy will be done on earth as in heaven’ is a real millennial hope for transformation.  
The presence of Christ among the poor, as a beacon of Korean identity and hope, remains an unfulfilled theology, still marginalised by the political dialogue which approaches statecraft in mainly secular terms.  Could the critical realism of Minjung theology be the narrow path that offers hope of a vision for unity in Korea? 
The problem remains of how the theology of the Minjung should be understood as more than a covert attempt to clothe socialist politics in a story of faith.  Minjung theology has a sympathy with socialism, while retaining a critical distance.  Its roots are not in Marxism, but rather in the complex vision of human identity presented by Christ in the gospels.  In listening to how Jesus speaks to the Korean experience, Minjung thought provides essential ethical and moral lessons.  When Christ said ‘the stone the builder refused will be head of the corner’, he called us to find the cornerstone among the excluded and forgotten people of the Minjung. The Beatitudes and the Last Judgment put the Minjung at the centre, but how the Minjung might be central remains a very difficult question. 
Visiting Seoul and Pyongyang helped me to see how WSCF has something to offer the dialogue towards Korean reunification. In holding forward the gospel of Christ as a framework for reconciliation, WSCF offers an inclusive understanding of faith, grounded in forgiveness and truth.  However, the articulation of this theological framework remains contested and fragmentary.  North Korea regards Christianity with paranoid suspicion, as an imperialist plot, while South Korean Christianity tends to be evangelical and dogmatic, unable to use faith as a framework for dialogue.  Between these monolithic social outlooks, the inclusive and rational faith of the Minjung, critiquing both the authoritarian society of the South and the totalitarian approach of the North, offers a Christian framework for dialogue.
Minjung theology offers the story of Christ as a parable for the no-man’s-land of the heavily fortified De-Militarized Zone between the Koreas. It seems impossible for any human agency to break this barrier.  But Christ pushed through an impossible situation to enable human reconciliation.  Jesus entered a no-man’s-land at his death on Calvary, providing the example of the path of integrity and vision of the Minjung, and showing how, by the gracious gift of God, our fallen human world can be redeemed.  In entering the spirit of the gospel we too must enter this no-man’s-land of the path of the cross, forsaken by the world, to see the saving power of the grace of God.  The story of the cross is a source of hope for unity in Korea, offering a vision of how people can come together in dialogue in the face of great division.  The Minjung of the world are like Christ, abandoned by the powers of the present darkness. The people of Korea could find a path to understand each other through authentic engagement with the gospel story, which tells of the conflict between the indigenous identity of Christ on one side and the invading empire of Rome and its local backers on the other.  
In Korea, indigenous identity has long been suppressed by invading empires, from Japan, China, Russia and the USA. Until 1945, most Korean Christians lived in the North, which was the bastion of indigenous self-identity and rejection of imperial rule. The refusal of Korean Christians to worship the Japanese Emperor during the occupation by Japan from 1905 to 1945 is formative for Korean Christian identity.  This democratic indigenous foundation for faith, placing Christ above Caesar, presents an opening to discuss how Christianity offers hope for the reunification of Korea. 
The rejection of Christ by the communist state has in a sense closed off a lifeline for salvation. North Korea’s Juche ideology is grounded in the Marxist deception that the communist party represents the workers.  It differs from Jesus’ vision of social transformation, which is more about a gradual shift towards a more compassionate, sensitive and communicative world, recognising that those at the edges are always the most important for God.  The self-reliance of the North Korean state in opposition to the pro-western powers has an echo of Jesus taking the path of the cross, forsaken by the world, except that Jesus preached a message of reconciliation and dialogue.  Discussion of the cross may offer some hope to draw North Korea out of its isolation, if this discussion can be grounded in empathy for the desire of the people of North Korea for independence from the great empires of the world. 
My prayer is that efforts for political change in Korea will be successful in bringing North Korea out of its shell to join the world community, and that the ecumenical and critical Christianity that informs the WSCF will contribute to these efforts.  The WSCF is a small voice, but its mission provides a vision for change towards peace and justice in the world.  Korea, where division is so deep, is a place where faith in the gracious saving power of Christ can help to recognise identity among diversity, as a path for dialogue to dissolve and transform the barriers that now separate people from each other.  
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