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Choan-Seng Song

Does God deal directly with “the nations” or is his redemptive
activity mediated only through the Church? Choan-Seng Song
from Taiwan complains that western theologians “obstinately
persist in reflecting on Asian or African cultures and histories
from the vantage-point of that messianic hope which is believed
to be lodged in the history of the Christian Church . . . and
redemption loses its intrinsic meaning for cultures and histories
outside the history of Christianity.” Song believes this is “‘a dis-
tortion of the message of the Bible” and he is “convinced that a
very big theological blunder has been committed by those theolo-
gians who have forced God’s redemption into the history of a na-
tion [Israel] and of the Christian Church, and have consequently
institutionalized it.”” Contrary to the traditional western under-
standing of “salvation history,” Song argues that the Old Tes-
tament ‘“‘prophetic tradition consists in a refusal to recognize the
history of Israel as identifiable with the totality of God’s acts in
the redemption of his creation.” Israel was not Lo be “‘the nation
through which God’s redeeming love would be mediated, but to
be a symbol of how God would also deal redemptively with other
nations.” Therefore, says Song, other nations can learn from the
experience of Israel “how their histories can be interpreted re-
demptively. . . . An Asian nation will thus be enabled to find its
place side by side with Israel in God’s salvation.” This “theologi-
cal leap” from the experience of Israel—“symbolically trans-
ported out of its original context to a foreign one”’—to the cul-
tures and histories of Asian peoples and nations is consistent,
according to Song, with the radical interruption in history of
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picture on the canvas takes shape, conveys meaning, and inspires
human aspiration, from different colors on the palette. Objects
which the artist seeks to capture on his canvas, ideas and visions
in his mind become related to each other in a coherent way.

History, therefore, does not consist solely of chronological
data—facts or statistics. These are of course important, but they
have a meaning higher than themselves, namely, the meaning of
life, and T must add, of death. Ultimately, our historical activity
is directed to the search for such meaning. It is 2 human deter-
mination not to let absurdity have the final word about human
existence. But the role of historical activity is not merely neg-
ative. It does not cxhaust its effort by struggling against the
force of absurdity. It seeks to liberate the human mind from
bondage to the past and to fulfil the meaning of the present
through the vision of the future. It is in this sense that the Bible
speaks of salvation in history.

But a strange thing happens. Meaning, which is supposed to
give continuity to history, often disrupts that continuity. It stops
the flow of history, diverts its course, and introduces new ele-
ments into it. The dynamics of history, therefore, do not consist
primarily in continuity. Rather it is interruptions that make his-
tory an exciting experience. The kind of history that can be
predicted, although it is still in the future, belongs already to the
past. History then becomes an experience of death in advance.
Tyranny gives rise to exactly this kind of history. The power
seized and consolidated by a dictatorship steers the history of a
people along a carefully marked course towards a predetermined
destiny. The historical continuity of a nation under dictatorship
can only be broken by a revolution. Revolution assumes the role
of introducing new meaning into the life of the people, and of
creating a new beginning for the nation. It interrupts history,
sometimes peacefully but more often violently. History then
gains a new lease of life and resumes its uncertain course.

History in the Bible derives its meaning from God’s re-
demptive acts. Events and experiences taken into the orbit of
redemption interrupt the normal course of history. They become
the bearers of a meaning which anticipates fulfilment in future.
Redemption is the power which enables us to leap into the future
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and frees us from slavery to the sinful
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T isti .
in Orh“ O:w:m:ms Church, which has inherited God’s salvation
» has not altogether succeeded in avoiding the mistake
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of attempting to institutionalize God’s revolution. In the course
of its development it has tended to regard itself as the institu-
tional heir to the messianic hope of the kingdom of God. This
tendency is strongly reflected in ecclesiastical structures, in the
crystallization of its faith in creeds and confessions, and in theo-
logical formulation of it. Above all, the history which the Chris-
tian Church has carved out for itself within world history has
come to be identified with the meaning and purpose from which
it derived the reason for its existence. The classical example of
this is the famous dictum of Cyprian: outside the Church there is
no salvation. The Church becomes the custodian of God’s re-
demption. The fact that the Christian Church has played an
enormously important role in the formation of western civiliza-
tion reinforces the identification of the history of the Christian
Church with the so-called “history of salvation.” The Christian
Church in its historical existence becomes the fons et origo of
God’s truth and salvation. It is in this way that western Christian
mission was conceived and carried out. People in histories and
cultures outside western Christendom were redeemable, in so far
as they were salvaged and incorporated into the salvation history
represented by the history of Christianity.

Although disillusion with western Christendom has greatly
changed people’s minds about the identification of its history
with the history of salvation, it is true to say that western theolo-
gy continues to find it difficult to dissociate itself from what may
be called the ideologization of faith. Nowadays, it is almost im-
possible even for western theologians to do theology without tak-
ing into account the realitics represented by histories and cul-
tures outside the western milieu. But they obstinately persist in
reflecting on Asian or African cultures and histories from the
vantage-point of that messianic hope which is believed to be
lodged in the history of the Christian Church, so that the rela-
tions of these cultures and histories to God’s redemption become
intermediate, and redemption loses its intrinsic meaning for cul-
tures and histories outside the history of Christianity. The uni-
versal nature of God’s dealing with his creation forfeits its par-
ticular and direct application, except within the cultures and
histories affected and fostered by Christianity. I cannot but be-
lieve that this is a distortion of the message of the Bible.
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justified biblically. What to me is an existential necessity may
cem to be a theological blunder to them. But I am becoming
more and more convinced that a very big theological blunder has
been committed by those theologians who have forced God’s
redemption into the history of a nation and of the Christian
Church, and have consequently institutionalized it. It is of para-
mount importance to know how other people can see and experi-
ence redemption and hope in the sufferings which descend on
them with cruel consistency. They want to know how the chains
of sufferings can be broken, and to experience salvation in the
present and the future. It is to these people that Asian Christians
must address themselves, sharing their longing for liberation.
Surely there must be a direct relation between their sufferings
and God’s saving love manifested in the people of Israel and in
Jesus Christ.

Unless we, like the second Isaiah (see Isaiah 44.28 and 45.1-
4 about Cyrus), the writer of the Melchizedek legend (Genesis
14.17-20) and Ezekiel (29.19-20), begin to see those alien to our
faith as making a contribution to the development of human
community, as agents of God, our reading of history will be one-
sided and, for that reason, poor and inaccurate. An important
corollary is surely this: Christian interpretation of history is not
complete unless it is tested and corrected by non-Christian, or
even anti-Christian, interpretations of history.

What enables us to look at events and happenings within
history from a perspective other than that of the historical conti-
nuity represented by the Christian Church? The answer must be
found in “the Word become flesh,” the Johannine formulation of
God’s redeeming love in history. If the Word had remained tran-
scendent, if it had not embodied itself in flesh in human history,
no interruption of a radical kind would have taken place in the
history of Jewish religion. The Word become flesh was a stum-
bling block to the preservation of continuity in history. And,
since it could not be ignored, it had to be done away with. The
continuity of the Jewish nation, of Jewish religiosity, could be
maintained, in the shrewd calculation of Caiaphas, the high
priest, by having Christ executed to placate the Romans, who
constituted a political threat to that cherished continuity. The
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conversation between the members of the Sanhedrin and Cai
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the agents through which God’s saving grace is mediated to the
rest of human history. The disarray of the western churches in
this post Christian era is enough to affirm the untenability of

such a simplistic design.

3

In light of the above discussion, present-day Asia poses a
momentous challenge to Christian theology. Several factors have
contributed to the change of attitude in Asia towards Chris-
tianity. First, the tide of secularization which has engulfed the
West since the Second World War has greatly weakened the
spiritual role of the churches in western society to the point of
panic and confusion, and this has had negative repercussions in
Asia as in Africa. Related to this are various attempts in the
West to find in Asian spirituality answers to the spiritual vacuum
created by secular culture in western consumer society. Not all
these attempts can be considered as serious Of conducive to the
recovery of western spirituality. However, this recent phenomen-
on of seeking in Asian faiths and ideologies for the rejuvenation
of western spirituality should cause Christian theologians in both
East and West to take more seriously the faiths and ideologies
which have developed independently of Christianity. Any Chris-
tian understanding of revelation and salvation which fails to give
adequate account of the ways in which God has worked positive-
ly through the indigenous faiths and ideologies in Asia, is woeful-
ly inadequate.

Another significant factor—contributing to the irreversible
change of attitude in Asia towards western Christianity—came
with the resolute rejection of Christianity by China as it became
a Communist state. The colossal efforts of western churches for
more than a century to incorporate the masses of humanity on
the Asian continent into «galvation history” faltered and con-
sequently were shaken to the roots in that event. The fact that
more than a quarter of humanity has officially rejected the
Christian faith from the West should continue to be a matter of

profound soul-searching and discussion. A Christian theology
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which goes about its business as if the ideological challenge of
China makes little difference is defective and useless. An under-
standing of Christian mission in terms of evangelizing and con-
verting the pagans and bringing them into the fold of the church
is irrelevant in the context of modern China. We are faced with
the agonizing question: What does it mean to speak of “the hand
of God” at work in China today?

A question such as this causes me to realize that the con-
cepts and standards which have a time-honored place in the
traditions of western theology have very limited usefulness in
Asia today. One cannot assume the church as the base of theol-
Ogy—as western theology does—when one is doing theology in a
multi-religious context or in the context of a political ideology
which offers an alternative way of salvation. These conditions
alone force theologians in Asia to do theology differently. The
question is not what God is doing through the church but what
he is doing in the world where the church as we normally under-
stand it is non-existent or too weak to have a significant impact.
What does it mean when atheistic Communist regimes continue
to expand their frontiers and act as liberators from poverty, star-
vation, social injustices and human indignity?

One thing is certain: the historical continuity of God’s salva-
tion which the churches in the West and their offshoots have
sought to represent is interrupted and broken in Asia. It was a
violent break with great human sacrifice and cost. But—as I in-
dicated earlier—the God experienced by the people of Israel was
often a God of violence. And the cross on which Jesus was cruci-
fied is a symbol of violence. Also we recall that the vision of a
new heaven and a new earth in the Bible is preceded by violence
of cosmic magnitude, Theology has to be done in the midst of
violence—both human violence and divine violence. The impor-
tant difference is that God’s violence leads to life and hope,
whereas human violence usually leads to despair and death, Be
that as it may—theology is born out of violence. Its task is to
discern the seed of divine violence in the midst of human vio-
lence. Its mission is to enable Christians to turn human violence
of despair and death into divine violence of hope and life. It is
from this point of departure that Asian theologians must reflect
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resurgent religions in Asia, should not seck relevance beyond
Asia. Freedom from external theological interference, the con-
scious effort to become true to a particular situation, and libera-
tion from the claim to universal validity—these make theology
become alive, useful, dynamic and, above all, authentic. An ecu-
menical theological community must be built on the foundation
of situational authenticity. The great missionary principle pro-

pounded and practiced by St. Paul applies equally to the doing
of theology. He said:

[ am a free man and own no master: but I have made
myself every man’s servant, to win over as many as possi-
ble. To Jews I became like a Jew, to win Jews; as they are
subject to the Law of Moses, I put myself under that law
to win them although I am not myself subject to it. To win
Gentiles, who are outside the Law, [ made myself like one
of them, although I am not in truth outside God’s law,
being under the law of Christ. To the weak I became
weak, to win the weak. Indeed, I have become everything
in turn to men of every sort, so that in one way or another
I may save some (1 Cor. 9:19-22).

If this great Pauline principle had been taken more seriously by
theologians as well as missionaries, the impact of the saving love
of God in Jesus Christ on Asian peoples and Asian cultures
would have been far more profound and decisive.

In the final analysis, the Word has to assume Asian flesh
and plunge into the agony and conflict of the mission of salva-
tion in Asia. This flesh will be broken as it was broken on the
cross. But when this Asian flesh assumed by the Word is broken,
the saving and healing power of God will be released into the
struggle of men and women for meaning, hope and life. And
Christians outside Asia—especially those under the long history
of the church in the West—will be enriched by it. This is the
mystery of God’s salvation which works both ways between
Israel and the nations. We must be open to this divine mystery

and make it the alpha and the omega of our Christian commit-
ment and theological reflection.
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series, Koyama illustrates this wi i - 4 e
tor barefooted, roESm.Em mdowm_ in hi L v 4
M.M«.meoam of the Sacred Eight Hairs in Rangoon. .:_n_. a_nMﬂm
tor” approach to a “slow” God, says Wo«mﬁm, @Ero,wmnm he
problem of relating technology to the :o_<|:: causes .m~ Mwsawg
rary loss of self-identity,” and makes one an_sﬁw p1 mﬂ oy
tourist.” He offers no solutions, oﬂ«wm n_:mm:o:ﬂon_.w”m ﬂ% o
de a creative servant of the person who | y
%mmﬂn@m%ﬂhm searching God?” A former B_mmﬁ:m_@ in W,MNMMMM
i i Association of Theological >¢
and executive director of the f ; o
i ? book is No Handle on
i theast Asia, Koyama’s latest . ;
.M:WM:AOGE Books, 1977). This v_ooaﬁ _w‘mmxnﬂoﬂ%:ﬁﬂrw%oﬁ%&
ri j517— i ifty s
ilgrim or Tourist?—a collection 0 g
”nﬂmﬂmnonm, published in 1974 in Singapore by the Christian
Conference of Asia.

In Rangoon, Burma, the famous mwg..a Dagon vmmomm
stands on Singuttara Hill. It is an mBmHnmm.Ea Eo::BM“..r s
perimeter at the base is 1476 feet. Its height is 344 feet. an oow
tagonal base of the Pagoda is surrounded by 64 m:m.mm_._ vﬁm«%?g

i built, tradition says,
have been there a few times. It was ; ] -
enshrine the Eight Sacred Hairs of the Buddha which the Bud
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dha himself personally gave to faithful visitors from Rangoon,
The gold gilded Pagoda is a marvel to view from nearby as well
as from a distance. Visitors are required to remove their shoes
and socks at the foot of the hill. (*. . . put off your shoes from
your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy
ground.” Exodus 3:5) The approach itself is already in the sacred
territory of the Sacred Eight Hairs. Every barefoot step prepares
one to come into the presence of the holy.

This becoming barefoot is not for getting ready to run. It
shows respect and humility to the holy object which the devotee
is approaching. There is an interesting story in the Hindu tradi-
tion. Krishna, an incarnation of Vishnu, stole the clothing of the
shepherdesses while they were bathing. The maidens, realizing
what happened and where their clothes were, cried for their
clothes. Krishna told them that they must come and get them.
The maidens, seeing no other way possible, came to Krishna
wholly naked to retrieve their clothes. In this seemingly erotic
story is hidden the rather impressive religious insight that one
must not come to god “covered up.” He must come to god
“naked.”

‘When I took off my shoes I felt that I was exposed. My
modernized and well protected feet found it hard to walk bare
over gravel, stones and heated pavement. The acceptance of all
this inconvenience, and in particular of the feeling of being ex-
posed, forms the religious sense of humility and respect. Under
the hot Rangoon sun I began to trudge up to the hill where the
Pagoda stands. It was a slow climb. Every step was a ceremoni-
ally slow step. The sweat on my forehead was, as it were, reli-
gious sweat. The time I spent walking up to the Pagoda was a
holy time. When I arrived at the foot of the Pagoda itself, my
mind was prepared to see it right in front of me. I recalled how
in Japan the Meiji Emperor Shrine in Tokyo, Ise Imperial
Grand Shrine in Mie Prefecture, and a host of others have long
approaches to the main shrine, some as long as a mile or more,
No bicycles and no automobiles are allowed. Even the emperor
himself must walk from a certain point. The holy must be ap-
proached slowly and carefully with respect and humility. The
holy must not be approached by motorcycle or helicopter. It
must be approached by walking.
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Walking is the proper speed and the proper posture that can

prepare a person to meditate. Thus the universal use of the auto-

mobile is, I am afraid, producing a less-meditative Bmuf:a_ AMM
un-holy (everyday things) may .@n approached 5. E:%_H_m._%woq
motorcycle (even if the muffler is broken). But that whic .
must be approached slowly. Such thoughts came to me as
: Pagoda.

im_xﬂgw vDﬁMaHﬁMﬁ mﬁ Bible proclaims reveals Eamﬂm 8., be ﬂ:w
holy God. He revealed himself to U.n :o.@ by becoming § 0”\3”‘
us. The central affirmation of the Bible is that God does no

sake man.

Can a woman forget her sucking child, that she should
have no compassion on the son of her womb? mmmm Mwa_mw
may forget, yet [ will not forget you. Isaia :

For a brief moment I forsook you, but with great compas-
sion T will gather you. In overflowing i_,m:r. for a BoBQ.:
I hid my face from you, but with everlasting love I “S_m_

: 1 4.7,
have compassion on you. [saiah 5

The whole Bible is a commentary on that one passage :w:._m
Book of Genesis: “Where are you?” (3:9)—God in search of

man!

What man of you, having a hundred mwn,an_ .: he :mm lost
one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the wilder-

ot b til he finds it?
ness, and go after the one which is lost, un Luke 15:3, 4

This search is the holy search. In his wo_w mom_.n.r:Eo wﬂ«
God did not go “on a anoﬁnzo_w: or by supersonic _ﬁwﬁ. mom
became slow, very slow. The crucifixion of Jesus Oﬁ.:_m.r | am.ﬂna
of God, means that God went so slow that he became :: ﬂﬁ:o
down” in his search of man. What speed can be m:.:znn ﬁ:mmnim
dead stop of being “‘nailed down™? If God ﬂmswm._mam: suc ) BEW
his holy character, people must approach him in the sam

ner. A
On my second trip to Rangoon I found that meantime they
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had bui
mﬁmsam_ﬂ:ﬂ:mz .o_n<m8_. to the top of the hill where the Pagoda
stan ! . vasion of technology and speed! No longer a sl
:mm._www z.._m Wanomwm_%. Electric energy will put you mumﬁmzﬁwo.s
e Pagoda of the Sacred Ei irs i e
seconds or so. No steps. No sweat it Haits I a e
> :
. En”a:.ﬁ n:ﬂm:nn .Om the elevator on the ground level, howev
a:,ﬂnls Mw a sign which says that shoes must be _.oao,..n.a _uomo_.-
eneer vm % elevator. For the first time in my life I rode an _o
s Uwﬂooonna. My shoes E.Sw hands shouted at me that ﬁww-
o m on my feet. While I was feeling the strange mgmm&
tion o _ pension between becoming a pilgrim and becomin
ban rmmmmmsna :ﬁ. .Em. If T had walked up the hill cm:&oow M.
S een a pilgrim, and if I had kept my shoes on in ﬁ.:
E_mﬂ:ﬁn moHEMEE. JEM been a tourist. But now I was =m:_._nw
: ourist! strange i
ey ge sensation of temporary loss of
Th iti
o Emmmm“nnmw:_ocm_ way of slow approach has been disturbed by
i Mﬁmﬂ o...m technology. The whole of Asia is disturbed
e ,HoMHa _E a.:m way today and perhaps so is the whole
n:mz:m_:.. nology is shaking our basic self-identity because it is
st wm: our spiritual relationship with the holy. Today all
e Mm: elevators™ are being built in front of the “._._oG nwmmo
:oq._ > gapore rm:o_ elevators do not give me this Eoc_n_.:m%
o mwc Powsm mmmnn_:m center elevator does not give me this H.o_u
:mU.ia UmmM: WMM Wmmwn Pagoda elevator does! The ::E_u_uﬁ. of
oda elevator’ si i is i i
R ey or’ situations is increasing today all
Sh i
. M%ﬂhﬂ&mﬂumﬂ ﬁwa come into the presence of the holy
o ? Should we train ourselves in a ne
MME,MNM ow:.mn?nm with the holy? Am I old fashioned ESwMMM__M. .
n k2l ;
ﬁnor:o_oh QM %oa ? Sw.mﬁ should be the relationship wﬁiawm
gy and our relationship with the holy? Can technolo
. gy

be made a creative s
e servant of the :
of the searching God? person who lives by the grace

Theological Declaration
by Christian Ministers
in the Republic of Korea, 1973

Since the declaration of martial law in South Korea on October
aries —have taken a

17, 1972, Christians—clergy, laity, mission
leading role in the protest against the «absolutization of dicta-
torship and ruthless political oppression” by President Park
Chung Hee. As a result of their Eaﬁvnnn witness, missionaries
have been deported, clergy and laity have been arrested, tortured
and imprisoned, and students and professors have been dismissed
from their universities (any criticism of the government is ille-
gal). To set forth the faith that undergirds their struggle for de-
mocracy, and to chart the course of that struggle, a group of
Christian ministers in South Korea issued this underground de-
claration on May 20, 1973. The call for solidarity with their
struggle to the churches throughout the world should have par-
ticular significance for churches in the U.S.A. since the South
Korean government of President Park is supported substantially
by United States financial and military aid. The declaration was
brought out of Korea secretly and has been circulated widely
through various religious news services. It is reprinted here from
Documentation on the Struggle for Democracy in Korea, edited-
by the Emergency Christian Conference on Korean Problems,

and published through the National Christian Council of Japan

in 1975.

We make this declaration in the name of the Christian com-
munity in South Korea, However, under the present circum-
stances, in which one man controls all the powers of the three
branches of government and uses military arms and the in-
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