Chŏng
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	Faces printed on international sized A4 paper, sprawled out in a dizzying array on the poster board, all tell a similar story. Missing. Lost. Run away. Have you seen this man? This woman? At the "Rise Up, Lazarus" center (da-shi-tso-gi-cen-to) in downtown Seoul, South Korea, the pieces of paper detailing the stories of the lost overwhelm their cork frame.
	Tucked away behind small shops under the shadow of a large overpass next to the Seoul Station rail complex, the city landscape threatens to overwhelm the tiny two-room box that houses the center. Run by a local Methodist church, the "Rise Up, Lazarus" center is a small beacon of hope for the vast number of homeless and at risk people in and around Seoul Station. Kong Chong-no-nim (elder Kong) helps run the center throughout the week, as volunteers from the church and foreign ex-patriots from a group called PLUR (Peace Love Unity Respect) gather at the center to lend aid and assistance.
	In many ways, this contrast between the size of this small, Christian charity and its surroundings provides a picture of the problem that the homeless and vulnerable occupy in Korean society. The "mainstream" of Korean society purposely blots out of its collective vision this large underworld of the forsaken- the missing, homeless, family-less, the mentally ill and enfeebled. To be homeless, family-less, or mentally ill is to know a societal shame that has no direct parallel in the West.
	Of course, second hand descriptions fail to express this reality. The homeless tell their own story the best. Yoo Chang Man, a homeless man who lived in the streets near Seoul Station before passing away last December, wrote the following poem, translated into English by a volunteer:
I want to become a room

An autumn night like these days, at Seoul Station
waiting for the morning
in the waiting room, running away from the coldness
I want to become a room that will hide my shame
I want to become a room, I want to become a room
when the rain falls, when the wind blows
until the sun comes up.

	Although the meaning of "I want to become a room," might escape most Westerners, in a way, it makes sense for Koreans. The desire to be a room expresses the primal longing for the love of family, enclosed in the smallness of a home dwelling. To be a room, to be a cozy space that shelters others, is to belong. To be homeless, to the Korean mind, is to suffer the ultimate shame of not belonging.
	To understand this shame better, one must understand what it means to "belong" in Korean society. Koreans define this concept of belonging as chŏng. Chŏng is both belonging and intimate connection, and is central to Korean societal values. "Chŏng is a lifeline for us. Through it, we are all related to one another. If one cuts it, we have no life," stated Dr. Park One Ho, Senior Pastor of Presbyterian Church of the Lord in Seoul.
	Accordingly, it is hard to define the dimensions of such a concept clearly. Chŏng is more than just belonging and affection. According to another Korean ministerial colleague at the church, chŏng is the entire complex of emotional memory within individuals, rooted first in the relationship of family, and expressed within the society as a whole. According to my wife, also a Korean, chŏng is stronger than the bonds of either love or hate. Chŏng is the undividable, inseparable relationship that grows out of shared experience.  
	However, while chŏng is the common bond of experience for Koreans, Asian societies also simultaneously support the demands of hierarchy. Based upon Confucian values, Eastern societies divide themselves in the attempt to achieve the harmonious balance reflective of the order of heaven. In order to achieve this balance, all things from the old to the young, the male from the female, the powerful from the common divide from one another into hierarchy and orient themselves in proper relation to insure societal harmony. In other words, everyone and everything has a place. The goal of life is to discover one's place and to live that position to one's fullest ability.
	Accordingly, Chŏng, or intimate belonging with others, and hierarchical belonging create the balance that makes up the Korean conception of life. Life without chŏng and place in the larger societal order is to live under the bombardment of the accidents of existence, severed from meaning and purpose. To be homeless is to endure the double damnation of not belonging in relation to one's family, and to serve no purpose within the society. Such a reality is the stuff of Korean nightmares.
	In response to the presence of the homeless, the society as a whole must look in the other direction lest they invite a similar fate. From this perspective, the events of the past several months are translatable. When city planners and KORAIL (the Korean state operated rail authority) renovated the old, central station at Seoul station, they forcibly moved many of the homeless from the area. In an attempt to recreate the area as a cultural and economic hub, the relocations were necessary from their perspective. It was unfathomable to allow the outcast homeless to occupy such a central location because they literally exist outside the social fabric of the common weal. To look upon them is to admit that such existence is possible. 
	Interestingly, the Christian church in Korea is beginning to respond to the crisis created by the intentional blindness of its society. While this is not true of all particular expressions of the faith here in Korea, many churches like the Methodist church that runs the "Rise Up, Lazarus" center understand that the good news of the Gospel requires compassion and care to be extended to the least of these. What makes the Korean Christian expression of this care unique is that combined with what we in the West might normally label "charity," these Korean Christians also seek to fuse this element of chŏng into their work. 
	In a strange way, it simply is not enough to give bread, water, clothing and shelter to the homeless. What the homeless need, according to my ministerial colleague, is chŏng. The homeless need relationship. The homeless need family belonging. It is for this reason that Korean volunteers not only help to feed and clothe the homeless, but also sing to them on cold November nights.
	In the short time I have lived in Korea, I have experienced this deeper mystery of charity that seeks to provide for another's needs, while also encountering the needy as family. In my work with the homeless here, the desire of homeless men to create moments of community as they reach out their hands and try to strike up conversations (though I barely understand them) touches the deepest places in my heart. Homeless men who kiss my hands as I give them food bring me to tears.
	In fact, my experiences suggest to me that we in the West have much to learn from our Eastern counterparts. While we might reject the rigid hierarchical structures of Korean society, this Korean conception of chŏng is the perfect metaphor for the purpose and work of the Christian church. Not the loose association of "elect" believers that happen to associate with one another, the church is the common space of the people of God through which a new time, space, and meaning for history is possible, reconciling the most broken and scarred elements of and personalities within our shared experience. The bonds of the church are a type of divine chŏng, the divine reconciliation that draws those who were once far off into the eternal harmony of the kingdom of God. True charity not only invites chŏng, it demands it.
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