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[The following is a transcript, with footnotes added, of what the writer delivered to a half-dozing Yonsei 

undergraduates at an English-language Chapel course in October 2007, which may be of some interest as a 

statement bearing witness to chapters of Korean history of which the writer’s family and himself have gone 

through. As this is a text which only this last issue of Situations’ pre-professional pre-history can accommodate, 

it gladly enters the archival amnesia of history, although it could have some value as an indication of the 

habitus
2
 of the general editor of this as yet on-line “journal.” As a confessional narrative, the text also may 

appeal to those who share the writer’s Christian faith, as well as, hopefully, to those who wish to believe they 

can do without believing in Christ Our Lord—the Author of ἀγάπη {agape}, that most curious, puzzling, 

fascinating, and redeeming enigma.] 

 

Dear students, I stand here primarily to share with you a slice of my own complex and 

tortuous relationship with Christianity. Who am I to stand here, purporting to address this 

mixed crowd of those who come from different cultural, religious, and ethnic backgrounds? 

Who am I to represent the Christian tradition of this splendid university? With what 

                                                 
1
 Hye-Joon Yoon, of the Department of English, Yonsei University, has been the general editor of Situations 

since its inception in 2007. His most recent publications include Metropolis and Experience: Defoe, Dickens, 

Joyce and the Birth of the "I" in the Age of Baroque: Hamlet and His Friends (in Korean). 
2
 “The habitus,” according to Pierre Bourdieu, “enables an intelligible and necessary relation to be established 

between practices and a situation, the meaning of which is produced by the habitus through categories of 

perception and appreciation that are themselves produced by an observable social condition.” Pierre Bourdieu, 

Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, trans. Richard Nice (London: Routledge, 1986) 101. 



35 

 

conscience am I aiding the university in its effort to impose this mandatory attendance of a 

Christian service, however liberal and unobtrusive it may be, which many of you, I 

understand, find an irksome or even painful price to pay for being a member of this otherwise 

splendid university? What I have to say this morning on this podium is really my honest 

answer to these questions. I might have adopted a more scholarly or professorial mode to 

deliver a learned lecture on the provenance and usage of this Greek word agape. Although I 

would ultimately discuss this word, more compelling to me, and perhaps to you, would be my 

own personal and family history. 

 

Who am I, then, to stand here? I am a seeker of Christian truth and lover of Christ, but I am 

hardly an exemplary figure as a Christian as far as my deeds past and present are concerned. 

In looking back on all that God has done for me, despite my errors and my faults, I cannot but 

admit that I am a helpless debtor to God, for compared to what I have received, there’s so 

little I have given back. So, I stand here, really, to strike a meager balance in relation to God’s 

love, his agape, by bearing witness to His love as revealed in the story of myself and my 

parents. It is, indeed, all because of love that I stand here to address you today, on this busiest 

day of the busiest semester in my fifteen years of university teaching. 

 

I was born to a couple of Christian idealists, who met one another in their Church
3
 in the 

1940s. My mother was a medical student and my father was a seminarian. Mother came from 

an affluent middle-class family of businessmen, who were the beneficiaries of the destruction 

of traditional Chosŏn social hierarchy at the hands of the Japanese invaders. My father, by 

contrast, came from an ancient aristocratic family which was being disintegrated after its 

refusal to collaborate with the Japanese. The family fortune rapidly declined soon after my 

great-grandfather, a high ranking secretary in the last Chosŏn king’s court, went on exile 

following the annexation of the country by the Japanese. My grandfather died early
4
, having 

ruined his health while following my great-grandfather in his exile in Manchuria and 

elsewhere, leaving my grandmother to look after her two sons and a daughter. She had to rely 

                                                 
3
 Tongdaemun Methodist Church, to be precise, which still stands at the same location on the northern slope 

flanking the East Gate (Tongdaemun) of Seoul. 
4
 And buried at what is now It’aewŏn, where there used to be a public cemetery. In 1935, the Japanese military 

unceremoniously dug up the remains of my grandfather and other deceased to expand their Yongsan base. After 

the American military inherited the Yongsan premise, It’aewŏn grew into a “multi-cultural” backyard catering 

to the desires of American soldiers, and alluring adventurous Korean merchants dealing in goods smuggled out 

of the US military base, including American Pop Music, whose offshoot is that thriving concern, the excessively 

admired “K Pop.” 
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on her own resourcefulness and diligence, for her in-laws offered her little beyond the rigid 

Confucian strictures on chaste widowhood
5
. But it wasn’t the Confucian rectitude which 

helped her preserve her honor.  Grandma met Christ, and with her, my father, the second son, 

also became a follower of Christ. They found their spiritual salvation, but physically they 

were worse off, for the clan expelled them, intent on eradicating this heathen faith from them 

through such draconian measures. Yet the in-laws had little success in quelling my 

grandmother’s love for God. They left her to suffer poverty and hardship, but couldn’t take 

away her faith. Grandmother, who in her own right came from an affluent and proud 

aristocratic family, became a worker at a Japanese military uniform factory.   

 

Faced with this cruelty of his senior relatives, my uncle, the first born, took to socialism, 

hoping for a revolution that would mete out justice to the downtrodden and the unduly 

suffering poor like himself.  My father, more attached to his mother than my uncle, held on 

to Christianity. After teaching himself English he became a student at the Methodist Seminary 

in Seoul. The two brothers remained good friends, nonetheless. But soon history would sever 

them forever. When the Korean War broke out, my father was already an ordained minister. 

He had also been engaged to my mother, planning to settle down as soon as they could. When 

the North Koreans marched down to Seoul, my uncle was elated, while my father was 

horrified. One son joined the conquerors in putting things right as they saw fit, the other son 

had to hide in the closet, expecting every hour to feel the icy edge of communist justice. But 

the tide of the war was suddenly turned against the North Koreans. When General MacArthur 

made his historic landing on Inch’ŏn, the sheer military might of the US quickly 

overwhelmed the North Koreans, who had no other choice but to flee, and those who had 

helped them couldn’t afford to remain behind and face retribution from the other camp. 

Under the American planes machine-gunning the enemy targets day in and day out, the 

brothers met and embraced for the last time. What happened to my uncle after that, only God 

knows. What happened to those remaining can be summed up as follows. After some 

incredible last-minute escapes, my parents finally met again when the war was over. When 

they married, there was already a teenage ‘daughter,’ my father’s niece whom he had adopted 

as his daughter. They had four children of their own, myself being the last. There was also my 

                                                 
5
 The prescription of her late husband’s brothers and sisters—a fiercely proud phalanx of ruined terrestrial 

nobles—for maintaining widowed purity was tobacco. Although she shifted from cigarettes to Christ, lung 

cancer would be the cause of my grandmother’s death. 
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grandma and my aunt, who never married and still lives with my parents
6
.  

 

As a Christian minister and as a doctor, my parents were remarkably similar in their ability to 

avoid all lucrative positions. They earned their salaries together, but they were lavish in 

helping the needy, as well as in supporting the large family. I don’t recall suffering the pangs 

of starvation, but I did grow up with a constant awareness of the shortage of money, and 

surely of space, a family of eight doing its best to share a three-bedroom house. Moreover, 

there was mandatory ‘morning service’ every day before you could have your breakfast, 

presided over my father.  

 

When my father was roughly my age, that is, in his mid forties, he suddenly decided to go to 

Hong Kong as a missionary with the noble ambition of converting the sinful Chinese and 

other hybrids living in that Sodom of East Asia to the true religion. My mom, never lagging 

behind in her enthusiasm for noble causes, was only too eager to join him. I was seven years 

old when the family moved to Hong Kong
7
. Life in Hong Kong was a series of improbable 

provisions. For instance, there would have been no schooling
8
 for the children of these 

idealistic parents had it not been for a charitable English lady named Mrs. Rudge, who 

offered us free education at her private school. There I learnt my English and I speak that 

English with the accent planted on me by Mrs. Rudge and other English teachers, who indeed 

made sure my English would not be contaminated by ‘Americanism’ through often painful 

means. 

 

Did Father succeed in converting the locals? Not really. My parents founded instead a Church 

and a Korean-language school for Korean expatriates living there
9
. This didn’t mean our life 

                                                 
6
 My father passed away in 2009, so that the said aunt lives now just with one parent of mine, her sister-in-law. 

They get on famously, one suffering from various complaints permanently, and the other ever true to her 

Hippocratic Oath, which she considers sacred. 
7
 We arrived late in the evening a few days before Christmas in 1969, and I can never forget the dazzling lights 

of Hong Kong’s skyscrapers, in one of which was depicted the three magi and their loaded camels. A shrewd 

combination of Western religion and universal (if not “Chinese”) commercial genius it seems to me now: the 

gifts the wise men brought to Baby Jesus mobilized to encourage some frantic shopping spree of the less mortals, 

Christian or not. 
8
 And certainly no school meal, that delicious fried rice served hot, straight off the wok. A couple of years after, 

the tightened school budget led the wok to disappear. My mom had the grace to bestow on me before I left for 

school the same medically sound but gastronomically trying sandwich every day of the week. 
9
 A mere four or five hundred or so, I recall. My Korean friends’ fathers were typically businessmen or 

diplomats. Quite a number of those in the latter category, as it turned out later when they were expelled from 
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was going to be any easier. My present expertise in cooking, which my wife and daughters 

are so keen to exploit, was acquired during my childhood in Hong Kong, for I often was left 

alone at that small apartment in downtown Hong Kong with the option of either cooking 

something for myself or simply fasting
10

.   

 

My father, obviously not content with his modest achievement in Hong Kong, went by 

himself to the US, leaving the family behind in Hong Kong, to study the theory of Missions, 

which he did in deadly earnest, and that quite literally so, for he suffered from a lethal stroke 

which left him paralyzed. It was indeed a miracle that he recovered, when the doctors 

themselves had given up on him. It was equally a miracle that my mother kept everything 

together when she couldn’t afford to go to America to see for herself the dreadful state my 

father was in. Father returned to us a weaker and kinder man, but soon after we had to return 

to Korea.  

 

Back in Korea, the long and painful history of my own hardship began. I went to an all-male 

middle school, and was sincerely harassed, first, by my English teachers, none of whom 

spoke English properly, second, by fellow students who were intent on corrupting me. Going 

to church on Sunday was the most civilized part of all, because you mixed with the opposite 

gender and you were treated as a human being rather than as a uniformed inmate of a horrid 

penitentiary. But it did little to offset that strong urge to join my classmates in flaunting all 

the prohibitions imposed by the school and society on hot-blooded teenage boys. I was 

classified by the end of my middle-school year as a 2
nd

-degree juvenile delinquent who would 

undoubtedly grow up to be a serious threat to the security of the Republic of Korea. I reveled 

in resentment, fulminating in hatred at everything society was offering me—the ugly uniform, 

the inane curriculum, the hideous Fascist ideology pushed down our throat by the dictator
11

, 

the family squalor, and last but not least, the inexcusable shortage of pocket money.   

 

High school was no better. It was one of the oldest private high schools in Seoul excessively 

                                                                                                                                                        
Hong Kong, were agents of the South Korean secret service, dedicated to suppressing dissidents at home and 

abroad. 
10

 And left free, too, to explore by myself or with my friends the wonders of the bustling cosmopolitan town, 

roaming its alleys, arcades, aisles. 
11

 The dictator, of course, is none other than the father of the president-elect Park Geun-hye. The absolute 

virtues inculcated by the regime were loyalty to the Dictator, obedience to other petty dictators above you, self-

sacrifice for the sake of the Nation, and mortal hatred of the communists up north. 
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proud of having bred the toughest street fighters in town, with its mildest pupils being a cut 

above the bullies of other schools in bravery or brutality. Now, you didn’t become a hardy 

warrior unless you went through a rigorous training in kind, especially in your first year. First 

you were beaten, so that you can beat others.  First you were brutalized, so that you can 

brutalize others. Korean society was bringing me up through such choice channel to become 

a hardened Korean male—rough, tough, wild, bold, and rash in bragging, drinking, swearing, 

and fornicating.   

 

What could one do to remain sober and sane, if not saintly, under such conditions? The 

answer was Seoul National University (SNU). If you did well enough in your exams to be 

considered a candidate for SNU, you were left alone. And if you made it to that Great School, 

everything would be vindicated—your short stature, your strange parents, your poverty, your 

insecurity, your shameful desires, your jealousies, your anxieties. It all seemed that I was on 

my way to that grand finale of my teenage tribulation, for I began to study in deadly earnest 

and managed to reach the top of my class in the final year. Everyone was assured of my 

success, for various test scores offered unmistakable guarantee of my rosy prospects. When 

the “SAT” scores came out, I was even more confident, because it was good enough to safely 

land me at Yonsei if I only chose to turn my steps to Yonsei for a nominal interview rather 

than going to SNU to sit for a written exam there (for you had to do one or the other on the 

same day, and there weren’t really any multiple applications back then). Had I known that I 

would be working here at Yonsei, I would surely have thought twice before scoffing at the 

idea of choosing the safer path. But onward to SNU I was resolved to march. At that lethal 

point, something began to go wrong. I suddenly felt dreadfully ill about a week or so before 

the SNU exam. I was diagnosed with pulmonary tuberculosis, and in that tottering state I took 

the SNU entrance exam. The result was a tragicomedy. I got the equations right but my 

figures wrong in the math test. I blamed my health, but I also blamed God.  

 

Suddenly, the world seemed to have ended, as far as I was concerned. I now had the option of 

trying my luck next year, preparing for the test at a prep school, or of going to a “second 

league” university which would take up those who failed in their 1
st
 round (for there were 

only two rounds then). I was too ill to consider the former option. Nor did I have any taste 

left to repeat the odious process all over again. The university I enrolled in specialized in 

foreign languages, and as an English major, I had a lot of time to spare, since English was 
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hardly a demanding subject for me. My health recovered gradually, but all the while, I smoke 

and drank like there was no tomorrow, to try and see whether I couldn’t put an end to my life 

through that relatively delectable means. Life to me was not worth living, for God seemed to 

have betrayed me at the very moment when I needed His help the most. And there were a 

host of other dejected young men
12

 in that place who were drowning their sorrow in drinks 

and who were nursing their wounded pride in bitter cynicism. And my religion? I was a 

nominal churchgoer, because I had to live with my father. Yet I resented this duty, and felt 

deeply ashamed of that religious yoke inseparable from the paternal roof.   

 

Moreover, in 1980, when I began my mournful undergraduate career, a massacre took place 

in the southern city of Gwangju. Citizens and students took to the streets protesting against 

the military coup d’état
13

 which ended the brief spell of democracy following the 

assassination of Park Chung-hee. They had to pay with their lives for their bravery. A bald-

headed general then anointed himself as the new dictator. The government seemed a bad joke, 

at best, and a murderous criminal organization, at worst.  Many of those who were killed in 

Gwangju were my age. Mourning for them seemed a sacred duty, and it still is to me.  

 

During this period, like so many other fellow students, I rediscovered the legacy of Korean 

socialism, which moreover had a representative in my own unfortunate uncle. It seemed that 

the dictators, the big business and America formed an evil trinity. It was therefore the sacred 

duty of young intellectuals to fight them through whatever means. Some took active part in 

the student movement, while others remained silent supporters. I myself was standing 

somewhere on the borderline, but drifted closer to the former group, particularly when I went 

to graduate school at SNU, which on personal front was a sweet victory over my failure four 

years ago, but on public front it was jumping into the hotbed of student radicalism of the 

1980s. I didn’t abandon my faith in Jesus Christ; however, I was drawn to a ‘Che Guevera’ 

version of Jesus, Jesus the revolutionary, Jesus the hope of the downtrodden, Jesus the 

                                                 
12

 A good percentage of the said “dejected young men” who entered with me the Department of English of 

Hankuk University of Foreign Studies, later became honorable members of society, many of them far above me 

in the scale of their possessions. The tally of what they became when I was writing these lines is: a couple of 

diplomats, ten CEO’s, a half dozen university professors, five journalists, and a score of senior managers in 

major corporations (out of a class of ninety). 
13

 Two phases of coup d’état, actually: the first one in 12 December, 1979, against those military leaders 

suspected of being too lenient to the liberals, the second one in 17 May 1980, enforcing a military state of 

emergency to throttle all opposition to the “bald-headed general” Chun Doo-hwan, who made himself the heir of 

the assassinated dictator. 
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liberator, Jesus the redeemer not so much of our soul as of our society, our nation
14

. I would 

pray to God to mete out justice, to punish the wicked rulers, to uplift the poor, to liberate the 

oppressed, all the while never once thinking that if God was going to mete out justice, I 

should be the first to bear the brunt of His wrath, for what greater sinner was there than 

myself? A son of a minister and former missionary, a boy who lived off the weekly offerings 

of the faithful
15

, a helplessly pompous and proud young man helplessly in love with his own 

greatness, an alcoholic and hedonist whom the night streets of Seoul greeted as a regular mate?   

 

Justice, of sorts, was served ultimately, and the country did become more democratic. But 

what did it really mean to myself or any other individuals? Was our emotional and spiritual 

thirst quenched by such political changes? These questions I didn’t explicitly ask myself, but 

they were lurking in the recesses of my mind when I was studying for my doctorate in 

America, which would not have been possible had it not been for the scholarship God 

                                                 
14

 So much glossing this part of the “sermon” clamors for, so that I almost gave up speaking any more on that 

most important phase of my life. But just to share a couple of vignettes. The first one features my mother. She 

worked, after returning from Hong Kong, as a doctor at the district health centers, looking after those who had 

to depend on free public health service. Her income was crucial to the family, but it could hardly compare with 

what her medical- school classmates were making at their private clinics (who were typically, women 

gynecologists ideally suited to contribute to the Malthusian project of curtailing excess pregnancy). During the 

dictatorship of the murderous Chun Doo-hwan, my mother, as a public health official of sorts, was sent to the 

ever perilous SNU campus anticipating possible “casualties” duly expected by the authorities, given the routine 

scuffle between the student militants (whom everyone on campus supported, even the children of the 

bourgeoisie) and the riot police doing their military duty. I ran into her, most unexpectedly (we were as yet 

living in the pre-historic era before the advent of mobile phones). I was both embarrassed and delighted that we 

were not the main contenders in the war theatre. My dear (and, alas, late) friend Gwanghyun (who had served as 

one of the founding members of the editorial board of Situations, until his sudden death in 2011) was with me 

then, strolling the campus together most serenely, discussing Husserl’s phenomenology (and women?). What I 

do remember with a greater clarity is the sense of blissful gladness of having two most precious beings of my 

life occupying the same space thanks to the government’s paranoid policing of the National University. Mother 

(Dr. Koh) commented in her typical clinical tone on me and my friend, later at home: “Hye-Joon, your friend is 

very white and very tall, unlike you.” I’m neither very white nor very tall, because of some clearly visible 

biological reasons—this is what I didn’t say in response. The second one concerns more than three figures: a 

class of about thirty attending Prof. Paik Nak-chung’s seminar on critical theory. We were reading Terry 

Eagleton (or Frederic Jameson, or Raymond Williams?); outside the classroom, the tear gas had penetrated the 

corridors of the building. A burning (or rather, tearful) question arose, inevitably: Should one go on discussing 

Eagleton, Jameson, Williams, or what not, under such dire circumstances? Our dear professor’s answer was 

adamant: “Precisely! All the more so!” We meekly followed him to a less embattled classroom to ruminate (all 

the while wiping our tears and blowing our nose) on the profound mysteries of cultural materialism. My former 

teacher Dr. Paik, to his sublime credit, is still active in South Korean politics. His former student remembers 

him merely in the margins. Yet this very journal, which arguably may have been born during those days, 

remembers and salutes that brave old world presided by my old but young professor. 
15

 My late father never had his “own” church for most of his life. He founded small churches when he was 

young, and in Hong Kong, and after he retired. At that time, his income came from preaching part-time as 

adjunct minister at Wangshimni Presbyterian Church and from working full-time at the Word of Life Press. One 

last note on my father: he was also a keen translator of English texts (mostly religious tracts). I was apprenticed 

to the trade by him, as it were, when as a graduate student at SNU I first signed my translation contract with his 

employer. Two short books came out in 1984 and 1985, both still available, that bore my name as translator. But 

of course my father had to do an awful lot of editing to make my awkward Korean renderings printable. 
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reserved for me there. Yet sinner that I was, I would complain about the State of New York 

paycheck I received twice a month. I was never thankful enough. There was also my marriage, 

which, again, I looked upon as a mixed blessing at most.  

 

I met my wife in my undergraduate college. I was attracted to her for a dozen of reasons, not 

all of which was or still is clear to me, but one of which was certainly the fact that she was 

not a Christian. She came from a Buddhist family and was a thoroughly traditional Korean in 

matters concerning religion and custom. When I told my parents I wished to marry this 

person, they were naturally scandalized. My mother-in-law was equally aghast, because here 

was a penniless graduate student who was going to take away her daughter from her full-time 

job as middle-school English teacher to America to turn her into a house slave, as far as she 

saw it. We did get married, however, and my wife followed me to Buffalo, New York, where I 

had already spent a year or so. Yet, again, I wasn’t thankful. I didn’t fully appreciate what a 

wonderful person my companion was, and how much she had to sacrifice for my sake.   

 

The five years of study in Buffalo gave me a doctorate and a baby. It also left me with a 

heavy credit card debt, and when I landed in Seoul my entire fortune consisted of a 

magnificent sum of 50 dollars. There were no job offers and no house to stay in, otherwise 

than the crumbling parental roof. Hardly enjoying the strict Christian routine of her in-laws, 

my wife, after a couple of weeks, went back to her original parental roof with the baby. But 

the baby had to be fed, and I had to buy her diapers. So, I lost no time but began private 

tutoring at Apgujŏngdong Hyundai Apartment, while working as part-time lecturer in three 

different places. I saw my daughter only during the weekends. Was it for this that I read 

Dickens, Shakespeare, Marx and Freud for the past ten years or so? I had no leisure to ask 

myself such questions, for I felt the tightening grip of poverty every hour. Did I pray to God 

asking for His help, putting down my pride before Him to admit my own limitations and the 

absolute necessity of His grace? I didn’t. I was still too proud.   

 

However, God provided for me again, even when I didn’t ask, even when I merely thought it 

was something my talent and hard work have rightfully earned. I got a full-time teaching job 

at a university in Seoul, not one of the best ones but still decent enough to draw loan from the 

bank, which allowed me to live with my daughter and wife in a place of our own. Life didn’t 

get suddenly easier, but certainly we could pay our bills and the interests on our loan. Yet 
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God added His blessing to me, again, in spite of my ingratitude. I got a better job offer at my 

own undergraduate college, where I spent nine and half years transforming myself to an 

academic appreciated by his fellow scholars. From there I was planning to move to SNU, 

when all of a sudden there came this most tempting offer from Yonsei. It was a difficult 

choice, and I ultimately chose Yonsei, crushing my strong affection for my old graduate 

school, and deeply disappointing some of my friends and supporters at SNU, including my 

mentor
16

. I wasn’t still grateful enough, for I didn’t quite understand my own decision to 

choose Yonsei instead of SNU, otherwise than the (false) promise of fabulously better pay at 

Yonsei. Added to that ungrateful mercenary greed, a crisis came to my marriage which was 

entirely due to my own wild night life away from home. 

 

This is my fourth year at Yonsei, and I praise the Lord for his wonderful providence. For I 

now more than fully understand why God brought me to Yonsei, how my life from the very 

moment of my birth on has been one long preparation for this special mission God has 

entrusted me with. In serving Yonsei, I have come closer to God. In serving Yonsei, I have 

returned to my own Christian roots. I am no doubt still imperfect and still occasionally suffer 

from the onslaught of that old foe the Devil who never sleeps nor rests. But as a whole, I 

profess, lovingly, that I am a follower of Jesus, that I am a witness to His love, as Paul, so 

eloquently and so movingly describes it in the text our reverend chaplain has read to you 

earlier, and which I wish to read again: 

 

Charity suffereth long, and is kind; charity envieth not; charity vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up, 

doth not behave itself unseemly, seeketh not her own, is not easily provoked, thinketh no evil; 

Rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truth; Beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all 

things, endureth all things (1 Corinthians 13: 4-7). 

 

“Charity [agape, love] suffereth long, and is kind”
17

—and surely my life is evidence of how 

                                                 
16

 Prof. Sung-Won Lee. How much his teaching, encouragement, and friendship mattered to me I should 

perhaps write about in a separate essay. But one interesting note can be appended here at least: I write these 

lines in the office at Oesol Hall formerly used by his elder brother, Prof. Sung-Il Lee. 
17

 The translation of ἀγάπη as “charity” in King James Bible reflects its conservatism, following the precedent 

set by Jerome’s translation in Vulgate of the word as caritas (e.g. 1 Cor 13:4: “caritas patiens est benigna est 

caritas non aemulatur non agit perperam non inflator”). The Puritan Geneva Bible chose “love,” instead, of 

“charity,” to reject the Catholic Bible (Vulgate) in part, but also to assert its Calvinist doctrine that diminishes 

the role of charitable deeds in salvation. The same verse in Geneva is rendered as, “Love suffereth long, it is 

bountiful; love envieth not; love doth not boast itself, it is not puffed up.” To me it seems that “charity” has the 



44 

 

God suffered long and was infinitely kind when I least deserved it. 

 

“Charity [agape] envieth not; charity [agape] vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up”—and 

surely I was precisely the opposite of divine love, suffering envy, puffing up myself, vaunting 

myself, but surely I now realize how true gratification lies in lowering and humbling myself 

rather than in boasting and expecting to be praised by others. 

 

“Charity [agape] doth not behave itself unseemly”—I blush here to recall all the unseemly 

things I had committed, but reassert how true the scripture is, for love hates ugliness, and 

divine love even more so. 

 

“[S]eeketh not her own, is not easily provoked, thinketh no evil”—and here divine love parts 

company with other loves, such as eros, for erotic love is inherently selfish, possessive, 

greedy, and rapacious, but agape seeks not her own. This agape, moreover, is something that 

lies everywhere. In my own experience, it is the long suffering love and sacrifice of my 

parents and my wife. And in the wider world, we see no end of those noble acts of giving and 

dedication which all seem so economically senseless. 

 

“Rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truth”—this text appeals to the ‘1980’s radical’ 

in me, my profound hatred of injustice so deeply engrained in that tender age, yet it has to be 

with agape rather than with political rage. Charity delights in truth, yet it also “beareth all 

things”; it is infinitely persevering and patient. Yet how is it possible? The very next line 

gives us the clue: “believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things.” When our 

pursuit of justice and truth is based on our belief in God’s righteousness and on our hope in 

His redemption, we can endure, we can abide, for I know God prevails ultimately, in my own 

life and in others.  

 

Paul then goes on to discuss other special skills, prophecies and speaking in ‘tongues’, which 

in our context can be interpreted as the various specialist knowledge you acquire at Yonsei, 

including your knowledge of Christianity, for sure. But Paul says all these things would pass 

                                                                                                                                                        
merit at least of making the word look ‘strange’ and ‘fresh,’ considering how much “love” has become such a 

hackneyed, almost abused word in our time. 



45 

 

away, and that they cannot compare in their importance or value with agape
18

, because God 

Himself, God in His son Jesus, and in His Providence through the Holy Ghost is best 

summed up as agape, divine love. The God I believe in is not primarily a vindictive, 

legalistic God of righteousness, for had he been such, I would have perished long ago due to 

my own iniquity. The God I believe in is not primarily an elitist God who only seeks to 

protect and save an arbitrarily selected list of his favorite race or individuals, for otherwise he 

would never have inspired the missionaries from America to Korea to found this superb 

university. The God I believe in is a God of love, of infinite suffering, of infinite patience, of 

infinite benevolence, of infinite trust and endurance, which my own sinful life amply 

exemplifies, and which Christians among this audience should seek to imitate and practice, 

and which even non-Christian here should not hesitate to admire, respect, and hopefully 

emulate.  

 

Bashing God and listing the ills of religious fanaticism has become a new fashion since 9.11 

and the War on Terror. And as an intellectual, I do find some of these arguments interesting. 

Yet the challenge really lies at the opposite end: can humanity afford to do without religion, 

especially without Christianity? Will mere rationality and selfish calculation ensure the 

continuity of the human kind on this planet? Can we afford to do without agape? Paul writes, 

“And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries, and all knowledge; 

and though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, and have not charity [agape], I 

am nothing. And though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give my body 

to be burned, and have not charity [agape], it profiteth me nothing” (1 Cor 13:1-3). Even 

when such noble acts of self-sacrifice and philanthropy mean nothing without agape, how 

much more hollow and meaningless are those actions based on mere selfish calculation?   

 

I pray, therefore, that you would never forget this crucial paradox of selfless love, paradoxical 

because it goes against the grain of your common sense, without which the very survival of 

yourself and this planet, suffering as it does from the diseases selfish reason has inflicted on it, 

would be in serious jeopardy. And I pray God will grant you at some point of your life that 

divine grace of recognizing His loving guidance in both your successes and your failures, as 

He has done through my life.  
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 “Charity never faileth: but whether there be prophecies, they shall fail; whether there be tongues, they shall 

cease; whether there be knowledge, it shall vanish away” (1 Cor 13:8). 


