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      IN 2001, JIM COLLINS PUBLISHED A BOOK on business management titled Good to Great, concerning the steps companies had to take to be excellent institutions. This book became a bestseller and even influenced the American church, with many churches endeavoring to become “great” churches.


      The church, however, should do the opposite. We should be “great to good” Christians, not “good to great.” The church should strive to be good rather than great. What do I mean by that?


      Jesus referred to himself as a good shepherd, not a great one. He attributed his accomplishments to God, not to himself. After all, God was the One who raised him up. So, the church should follow his example of humility, service, and meekness instead of trying to elevate itself unnecessarily.


      Similarly, as Christians, we should not just stop our spiritual growth with our belief in the doctrine of Christ. Through Christ living in us, we must continue being like Jesus by embodying his character. We must be people who live out good deeds like Christ, the good shepherd. We should be missionaries who possess a good conscience and unimpeachable character. We should not strive for fame or “greatness.” We need to strive for good.


      Jesus spoke about the goodness of Christians in the Sermon on the Mount: “In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven” (Matthew 5:16).


      Jesus also called us to be the salt and light of the world, but what does that entail? Good deeds.


      Now, of course, only performing good deeds does not make one a good Christian. But to understand the missionary calling of the church and that of Christians is to manifest our faith in the world through our actions.


      Elizabeth Shepping was one such Christian. Born in Germany, Shepping immigrated to the United States, became a nurse, and took courses on the Bible. After converting to Protestantism, Shepping answered the call.


      On February 20, 1912, she embarked on a voyage to Korea, traversing the seas aboard a passenger ship and devoting the rest of her life to the impoverished and downtrodden of Korea. Gracefully wearing Korean peasant garb and men’s black rubber shoes, Shepping cared for, healed, taught, and lived among the Korean people while other missionaries lived in relative luxury. She remained resolutely single and never thought to return to the United States. Eventually, Shepping changed her name to Seo-pyeong and learned the Korean language, insisting on using Korean even when using the language was prohibited under the Japanese occupation.


      A beacon of compassion, she opened her heart and home to the forsaken—adopting fourteen orphans and providing shelter to thirty-eight widows. In 1934, Seo-pyeong went to be with the Lord, and even in death, she found a way to be sacrificial, having donated her body to Severance Hospital in Seoul.


      During her life and at her death, Seo-pyeong was loved. But as the years passed, her name became obscure and is fairly unknown to those outside of Korean Christian circles. Shepping exemplified the life of a good Christian. She never wanted to be great, but all her life she strived to be good.


      As God’s sent people, our primary calling is to be this kind of good church in and to the world. This means proclaiming the gospel to the ends of the earth and letting the world witness the goodness of the gospel through our actions.


      Let us look at the Korean church as an example. The Korean church has historically had a significant impact on society through the gospel, promoting societal reform such as the elimination of slavery in 1894 and the advancement of women’s rights and education.


      The church also provided key support for the 1919 Independence Movement, aided refugees and orphans after the Korean War, and funded projects such as leprosy treatments, tuberculosis eradication campaigns, and abolishing licensed prostitution. These transformative “good deeds” are carried out by dedicated Christians answering the call to love their neighbors sacrificially.


      Martin Luther’s interpretation of the parable of the Good Samaritan is a powerful reminder of how we should approach our neighbors in need. Rather than asking what would happen to ourselves if we stopped to help, we should ask what would happen to the person in need if we did not help them. This mentality of sacrificial love is what separates an event from a movement.


      The difference between an event and a movement is sacrifice. As the global church continues to pursue good deeds in the world, we should not forget the importance of sacrifice. Only when we are willing to lay down our lives for the sake of our neighbors will we see a holy movement in the world. May the church of Korea be a shining example of a good church that not only believes in the gospel but also lives it out in practice.


      This book offers contemplative reflections and meditations concerning how a Christian can be “good” rather than “great,” focusing on self-examination in the context of the Korean church. Based on the idea of contemporary Christians embodying God’s goodness in the world, this book primarily explores how we can cultivate inner goodness and engage with the global community in the pursuit of “goodness” rather than “greatness.” These reflections are intended for sharing among English-speaking Christians, with the hope that together we can participate in the transformation of the world as committed followers of Christ.
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Cultivate a Good Conscience

[image: ]


IN THE CLASSIC TALE OF PINOCCHIO, the eponymous character—a boy made out of wood—learns a powerful lesson about the enduring nature of the conscience. Pinocchio attempts to silence the cricket since it continuously nags him with moral advice, and he eventually kills the cricket, only for the creature to return as a ghost. Endlessly reminding Pinocchio to live a righteous life, the cricket symbolizes the conscience, which never truly fades away.

Deep within every human heart lies a conscience and its antithesis, which usually manifests as selfishness or a self-serving vengeance. Of these two, the conscience is the good and noble heart that God has placed within us. It guides us in our quest to know God and to live in accordance with his purpose for our lives. Although our conscience may be tainted by sin and be imperfect, the conscience still functions within us and points us toward the right path.

The Greek word for conscience, syneidesis, is a compound word that literally means “to know together.” This word captures the idea that conscience is an intrinsic understanding that helps us understand ourselves and our place in the world. Similarly, the English word conscience implies a sense of knowing (“science”) together (“con”) with something else.

In some Native American cultures, the conscience is conceived of as a triangle within the human mind. When a person does something wrong, the sharp corners of the triangle poke through the walls of their inner selves, causing discomfort and unease. Over time the edges of the triangle become worn down and calluses form on the walls of the inner self, making it harder to feel the pangs of the conscience. This image reminds us that we must always be attentive to the voice of our conscience, lest it becomes dulled by our own neglect or stubbornness.

Genuine faith compels us to follow a good conscience. Without faith, we cannot possess a good conscience, and without a good conscience, faith cannot be sustained. Having a good conscience does not mean living a perfect life without any sin; instead, it means believing in the forgiveness of our sins through the blood of Jesus Christ and experiencing new birth, even in the midst of our sinful corruption. The power of the cross enables the survival of a good conscience and weakens the hold of vengeance within us. The Holy Spirit empowers our conscience to function as God intended.

First Timothy 1:19 speaks of “holding on to faith and a good conscience, which some have rejected and so have suffered shipwreck with regard to the faith.”

Our conscience is like our eyes—it does not produce light, but it receives light. In other words, our conscience is an instrument that hears God’s voice like a window that lets in light. Just as Pinocchio should have listened to the cricket, we must listen attentively to hear the sound of our conscience. It grows louder and clearer when we abide in the Holy Spirit because the living God continues to work through our conscience. A good conscience is always revealed through his work. Abandoning our conscience means forsaking our very identity and dignity while immersing ourselves in darkness.

Vengeance, on the other hand, is an evil impulse that arises from sin. It leads to rage and becomes a tool of Satan. Vengeance can sometimes disguise itself as justice. Declarations of conscience born out of dissatisfaction can actually be declarations of self-serving vengeance. Such acts, sometimes done in the name of faith, do not reflect true faith. True faith does not seek revenge. Genuine faith does not become preoccupied with religious rituals and procedures.

In the New Testament, the word conscience appears thirty-two times, with twenty-one instances attributed to the apostle Paul. He exemplifies a man of conscience. Conscience serves as a multitude of fearless witnesses, like faithful friends who stand boldly in front of anyone. A good conscience, as seen in Paul’s life, emboldens a person to speak the truth even in unjust circumstances, without seeking retaliation against others.

When we neglect to follow our good conscience, it becomes weak. Then this weak conscience eventually becomes a withered conscience, and a withered conscience can easily be consumed by revenge. It boldly justifies evil actions and labels them as good, without any hesitation.

Governor Felix, who encountered Paul, had an opportunity to accept the gospel; however, his conscience was haunted by his desire for revenge (see Acts 24:10-27). Similarly, despite affirming Jesus’ innocence three times, Pilate abandoned his conscience and succumbed to evil to appease the people and safeguard his position.

A genuine life of faith entails resolute determination and action in accordance with a good conscience. To allow our good conscience to have the final say, we must embrace Jesus’ death on the cross and experience the revitalization of our conscience. “How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death, so that we may serve the living God!” (Hebrews 9:14). Through the work of the Holy Spirit, we can restore the boldness to follow our conscience faithfully.

Martin Luther’s remarkable leadership during the Reformation, despite immense persecution and obstacles, stemmed from his unwavering commitment to act in accordance with his conscience. In 1521 he openly declared, “My conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and will not recant anything, for to go against conscience is neither right nor safe. Here I stand, I cannot do otherwise. God help me. Amen.”

When we emulate the faith and conscience-driven lives of individuals like the apostle Paul and Martin Luther, we, too, can experience the same boldness and transformative power they exhibited. By relinquishing our desire for vengeance and attentively heeding the resounding voice of our conscience, we become living testimonies to the presence of a living God. Regardless of the injustices we encounter, our faithful obedience allows us to rise above adversity and exemplify the transformative power of divine grace.
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It’s Morality, Stupid
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IN 1992, THE PHRASE “IT’S THE ECONOMY, STUPID,” became popular in the United States, etching itself into the minds of the American people. In that political climate, leaders needed to prioritize economic policies or their influence would fade. The real issue at hand was the economy.

People today still resonate with that sentiment. We all must submit to the power of the economy. But one must ask if this is truly the case. In this world, is it unrealistic and ignorant to instead say, “It’s morality, not the economy, stupid?” Or would saying this be obnoxious moralizing?

Human nature has a terrifying tendency to prioritize rights over responsibilities. When we relinquish a right, we often desire compensation with another, greater right. Laying down a right and taking on more responsibility goes against our very nature, and few possess the mindset to do so.

The delicate balance of responsibilities and rights lies at the core of morality. Human rights can only be protected within the fence of responsible morality.

When grown children claim the right to focus on their own “needs” and consequently neglect their elderly parents, or when large shareholders shirk their responsibilities to provide for their employees and instead claim the rights and assets they believe they deserve, or when employees demand excessive pay while disregarding their work responsibilities, or when people deviate from biological reality and claim their right to sexual freedom, or when they claim the right to abortion over the responsibility of protecting life—a serious moral rift will arise. It is only by maintaining a balance between responsibilities and rights that we can ensure the protection of fundamental ethics.

South Korea, like many other nations, is like a ship facing a strong headwind because the moral fractures of society have also led to economic fractures. The costs incurred by the conflicts of social interest are enormous and hinder progress, even if they are not apparent on the surface. To address this issue, we must strive toward “maximum morality,” where each member of society prioritizes responsibility over rights. This doesn’t mean remaining silent when our rights are violated but rather becoming responsible holders of our rights who prioritize the welfare of all members of society.

C. S. Lewis asserted that morality is the key to unraveling the clues of the universe. He stated:

Morality, then, seems to be concerned with three things. Firstly, with fair play and harmony between individuals. Secondly, with what might be called tidying up or harmonizing the things inside each individual. Thirdly, with the general purpose of human life as a whole: what man was made for: what course the whole fleet ought to be on: what tune the conductor of the band wants it to play.


Lewis observed that, in modern times, people tend to focus only on the first aspect of morality and forget about the other two. He believed that we must be moral not only for our own sakes but also for the sake of others.

Without taking responsibility and being willing to make sacrifices for the greater good, economic progress alone is useless. Lewis likened this to a captain of an uncontrollable ship learning how to avoid collisions; he can steer his vessel well only when his direction is clear.

To truly solve the issue of morality, we must have the courage to take responsibility and sacrifice for the greater good. Without this, any economic improvements are as useless as trying to catch a cloud in the sky. Those who are dishonest and domineering will find new ways to continue their actions under any new system.

It’s not the economy, stupid.

It’s our morality.

Reviving moral responsibility is the key to economic recovery and sustained growth. God is a moral God, and the church should be a moral community that shows society the difference between right and wrong. We must prioritize moral influence and responsibility more than rights.
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Pain Is a Part of Joy
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THE FINAL WORDS OF MOSES, one of the esteemed spiritual fathers of Israel, were words from the Lord. Found in Deuteronomy 33:29, these words were directed toward the sons and daughters of Israel. In certain translations, the statement begins with “Happy art thou, O Israel.”

But what grounds did he have for this statement? Israelites had spent forty years wandering in the wilderness after enduring the hardships of slavery in Egypt, and they were still facing the daunting prospect of war when they entered the land of Canaan. From a worldly perspective, the Israelites had little reason to proclaim their happiness. Some may argue that happiness is a state free from pain; by this standard, the Israelites were far from happy.

However, the Psalms remind us, “Those who sow with tears will reap with songs of joy” (Psalm 126:5). This implies that joy can exist with tears. The goal of life is not to avoid suffering but rather to endure it well and integrate it into our overall sense of happiness.

Do not be deceived into thinking that happiness can be attained by mere pleasure-seeking. True happiness is never solely for the sake of fun, as meaningless pleasure can be more painful than anything else. Happiness must have meaning and purpose to sustain it.

Once a wealthy father wanted to teach his seven-year-old son about the plight of the poor, so he took him to visit a friend’s small farm in the countryside. They stayed in a simple wooden house and ate rustic food for two nights. The father later asked his son if he had learned anything from the experience.

To his surprise, his son replied, “Yes, Dad, it was amazing! We have only one dog at our house but they had four. We have one swimming pool in our backyard, but behind their house, they had a stream. We only have light bulbs, but they get to see a beautiful starry sky every night. We watch television by ourselves at night, but they sit with each other and have fun. Dad, thank you so much for helping me realize how poor we are.”

Happiness cannot be found in material possessions or one’s surroundings, nor is it achieved by living without pain. True happiness depends on one’s relationships and with whom one shares life.

The declaration of a happy and blessed Israel in Deuteronomy 33 is based on two admissions. The first one comes from Deuteronomy 33:26: “There is no one like the God of Jeshurun.” Those who can praise God and confess that there is no one like him are truly happy. The second confession is in Deuteronomy 33:29: “Who is like you, a people saved by the LORD?” Happy are those who can express gratitude and joy, saying to themselves, “Who is like me, saved by God?”

The same is true for spouses, families, and communities. Happy is the person who can tell their loved ones, “There’s no one like you.” Happy is the person who can say to themselves, “Who is as blessed as me to have someone like you?” Those who can confess to each other and celebrate the joy of community are the happiest.

The misery of the world arises from the pursuit of happiness through money, success, and material possessions. However, true happiness can only be found through an understanding of providential pain and a firm relationship with God, family, and neighbors.
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Torn from Evil and Set Apart for Good
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IN THE THIRD CHAPTER OF ECCLESIASTES, we are told that there is “a time for everything,” including a time to tear and a time to mend. This idea of tearing and mending is woven throughout the Bible in how God dealt with his people. Furthermore, in the book of Genesis, we see that God created the universe through separation. God separated light from darkness, day from night, and formed the sun, moon, and stars. He tore the heavens to render time and space.

God tears and separates with a purpose. Even with humanity, God tears and separates. Throughout the Old Testament, God tore people away from their old lives to bring them into his plan, setting them apart. Abraham was torn from his homeland, his relatives, and his father’s household. Jacob also experienced tearing and separation from his family. God chose Israel to be torn away from the rest of the world, to be set apart for his purpose.

God tears so that he may sew things back together more beautifully and more in line with his will. This is true for Israel and for us all. God tore Israel apart so that it might be mended together to bless the world. “All peoples on earth will be blessed through you” (Genesis 12:3) is a testament to this sewn blessing. In our own lives we may experience tearing as we are separated from loved ones through death or other circumstances. But we can take comfort in knowing that God will ultimately stitch us back in the morning of the resurrection.

Holiness requires this process of tearing and stitching. We must be torn away from evil and distinguished as holy before God. This tearing enables us to become vessels of God’s salvation and blessing to others. We must constantly be fighting against evil and the forces of Satan. We must hate evil.

God hates evil thoroughly because he loves us so deeply. He wants to transform us and stitch us into masterpieces through his love, but sin ruins the beauty of his most precious creation—humanity.

Satan, with no authority of his own, sought to corrupt humanity in two ways: by tearing down our relationship with God and by fastening his own will onto us. But Satan did not succeed.

Certainly, sin tore us away from God, but ultimately God tore us away from sin and brought us back to himself through the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. He restitched humanity back to him.

Have we allowed the cross of Christ to tear away the evil in us and sew us back together with God? I hope that God may perform his great spiritual surgery on us, tearing away everything that hinders us from following him and sewing us back into Christ’s love.
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A Christian Without Following Christ?
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ONE OF THE MOST PERILOUS NOTIONS prevalent among Christians today is the belief that one can be a Christian without fully embracing the call to be a disciple of Jesus. While Jesus accepts us just as we are, with all our flaws and shortcomings, he does not want us to remain stagnant in our spiritual journey.

In the New Testament, the term Christian appears merely three times, whereas the word disciple is used a staggering 269 times. Christian is not our self-designated name; it is a name bestowed on those who live as disciples of Christ. Our primary aim should be to become disciples who reflect the image of Jesus, and this pursuit demands diligent effort on our part. Only then will the name Christian naturally come.

Throughout history, there have been three categories of people who have failed to live out the life of a disciple of Jesus. First, there are those who outwardly abandon everything to follow Jesus but fail to exhibit his character inwardly. When Jesus and his disciples passed through a Samaritan village on their way to Jerusalem, the people rejected them. In response James and John, filled with zealous indignation, proposed, “Lord, do you want us to call fire down from heaven to destroy them?” Jesus then rebuked them for their attitude (see Luke 9:51-56).
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