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The Emergence and Convergence of Christian and Ethnic Identities:
An East Asian Reflection on the Bible, Minjung, and Identities

I. Introduction

The Bible is never read in a vacuum, insofar as it affects believers in their own contexts as a ‘Word of God’ to live by. Whether the interpreter is aware of it or not, the context serves not only as a choice, but also as a consequence. It is a choice because the interpreters choose to read from a particular location. It is also a consequence because biblical interpretation has powerful effects on people and their lives in certain ways. Hence, critical readers have to make explicit at the outset their own context and bring to critical understanding their own interests and perspectives. 
My reading of the Gospel of Luke and its economy emerges from an East Asian global context, where globalization becomes a new world order and its own rule and conception creates scarcity. This context informs my reading of the text. However, the same context is also informed by my reading which helps me to see it in a new light. In light of the Gospel of Luke, I see that the People of God struggle with a lack of agency under the construct of power. 
The issue of human agency is such an “uncomfortable” subject in my native South Korea, which was one of the poorest countries in Asia until the 1960s and has grown into the tenth largest economy of the world. In a country, still gripped by the memory of the colonial rule and the ethnic, national divide, the ‘World’ within and beyond has been heavily influenced by what Althusser calls ‘ideological representation of ideology.’
 

The ruling class of South Korea, for instance, propagated nationalism and developed the persona of the pseudo-patriarch, ‘Kakha,’ somewhat akin to the ‘Great Leader’ of the North. Previously, those ruling elites served the interests of the Japanese colonizers. Yet, after Independence, they were quick to ascribe to the U.S. as a national guardian over and against the adjacent communist threats. Thus, when the Japanese colonial regime collapsed, they regained their status, being installed by another imperial power. 
Hence, the Japanese colonial legacy and the American hegemony have supported each other, while the domestic dictatorships sustained both external powers within. When colonialism and nationalism form both sides of an oppression that runs together in the land of Korea, problems and contradictions emerge, as Franz Fanon observes.
 For minjung, the grassroots people, nationalism is still another kind of colonialism that cultivates a colony—not a ‘colony’ abroad, but a ‘colony’ within, whereby silence is condoned, and fear and scarcity erodes human agency. 
However, insufficient agency seems most poignant today in a process of globalization that reaches across diverse cultural, ethnic, and racial identities, while creating ‘inside’/‘outside’ boundaries within which human identities are contested, challenged, and often jeopardized at each turn by strife and scarcity, dealing death as often as life. In particuclar, one cannot fully entertain an explanation of human agency in this era of global capitalism without recognizing and accounting for economy. 
While economy is a word about a ‘household’ (oikos), it provides a description of a norm—a norm (nomos) whereby self and other live in both a just and sustainable way. The representation of self and other, however, has derived little attention from Western discourses, while the overrepresentation of scarcity has been common.  
These problems and needs invite investigations into, arguments for, and construction of the oikonomia in the Gospel of Luke that emerges from the oikos—a place where the prodigal returns while he is still ‘prodigal’ and where the paterfamilias and the prodigal hug and kiss. For the last several decades, discussions of Luke’s economy have increased. However, awareness of how the oikos narrative relates to this topic has not. Under the colonial reality of the Roman Empire, Luke’s household serves as the place where confrontations reveal the ideologies of human identities and existence. Indeed, Luke’s oikos discourse concerns itself with the intersection of politics and economics and subjectivity and representation.
This paper seeks a connection to human identities and agency, especially with regard to those materially poor who are locked out of the prevailing political-economic paradigms. For my overall project, I ground myself as a real reader, immersed in a specific historical, cultural, social, and geographical location. From such a location, I take into account the (hi)stories of Korean minjung as another text and evaluate as well as analyze in dialogue how a biblical text stands with regard to the particular East-Asian global context.
First, I illuminate the social memory of minjung, which will characterize both the narrative world of Luke and my own reading context. Second, I tackle the economic constructs and relations represented by the Lucan text and acted out by the literary characters in the Parable of the Prodigal Son (15:11-32) in particular. Finally, by reweaving my argument through a more direct theological engagement with minjung (hi)stories, I address the ethical (and political) power of biblical interpretation. 

With this, I now turn to a social script of minjung in the early 1970s. 

II. Is Minjung-Jesus Still Alive?
In Declaration of Conscience (1976), Kim Chi-ha tells the story of Chang Il Tam, which is dramatized in the form of the traditional ballad, a story-song, performed by one singer. Chang Il Tam is a butcher and the son of a butcher. He has a lineage of three generations of butchers and prostitutes. He himself is the son of a prostitute. He later becomes a criminal and escapes from prison. 

While pursued by the police, he is able to hide in a back street where prostitutes live. He notices there a prosti​tute giving birth to a child. She has tuberculosis, and her body is rotting with venereal disease. She is risking her life at her delivery. The scene enlightens Chang, and he exclaims, “Oh, from a rotten body, new life is coming out! It is God who is coming out!” He kneels down and says, “Oh, my mother, God is in your womb. God is the very bottom” (26).
After this experience, he becomes an itinerant preacher, proclaiming human liberation. He calls the prosititues his mother, kisses their feet, and declares:  

The soles of your feet are heaven. 

God is in your decaying wombs.

God’s place is with the lowest of the low. (27)

Chang meets and argues with various urban industrial mission pastors, priests, intellectuals, professors, trade union leaders, Buddhist monks, servicemen, and social workers. 

He acknowledges his own life as a journey going in a direction opposite from those most people have been forced to take. He leads his followers into a moun​tain and teaches them the philosophy of Dan, which involves casting out the temptation of selfishness and comfort. In the end, Chang and his followers march to the capital, carrying beggars’ cans. Chang proclaims in their midst: 
Paradise is to share food with others. 

Food is heaven. (28)

While the big march comes closer to the capital Seoul, the authorities become confused and frightened. This march is, as Kim put it, “an endless transmigatory pilgrimage to the destination and then a return to the place where there is no food.”

Meanwhile, Chang is arrested and he is taken out to the public to be executed. In fact, he was betrayed by one of his disciples, another down-and-out. Immediately before being killed, he sings a song entitled “Food is Heaven.” 

Food is heaven

You can’t make it on your own

Food should be shared.

Food is heaven. 

We all see 

The same stars in heaven

How natural it is that we 

All share the same food. 

Food is heaven

As we eat

God enters us 

Food is heaven. 

Oh, food

Should be shared and eaten by all. (30)

Chang is finally beheaded. Three days after his decapitation, however, he returnes to life. This is a very strange scene because Chang’s head appeares on the betrayer’s body, and the betrayer’s head on Chang’s body. As Suh Nam-Dong, a minjung theologian, put it, such a strange scene seems to promise resurrection not to human bodies, but to a celebrative hybrid grab woven out of self and other. Chang already witnessed this new life—a ‘God’—in a grimy cesspit of humanity.
Those prostitutes, prisoners, and beggars Chang combines himself with were, in fact, the minjung who were victimized by the powerful oppressors. They were heavily charged with the bias of the ruling class and were often nothing more than the labels the ruling class uses for the poor and down-and-out. However, Chang finds the truth at the bottom, and the bottom is suddenly turned over and becomes heaven. Chang’s resurrection is another passage into mysteries, enabling those marginalized to perceive what is otherwise beyond human perception. 

Suh sees the life of Chang as the social biography of the Korean minjung. For him, Chang is the Jesus of Korea, born in Korea in the 1970s—an heir to “both the Korean minjung tradition and the Christian minjung tradition.”
 True salvation is found among those minjung who bear the suffering of the Christ and who cannot truly rely on powerful institutions—be they economic, political, or religious. 
For Suh, such identity of Minjung-Messiah regenerates itself to any one who participates in the suffering of the minjung:

If someone goes to the dying man and treats him, then he becomes a true human. But if he ignores him and passes by, then he becomes a beast. The way I fulfill humanity depends on whether I hear the groan of the suffering man and help him or not…Participating in the suffering of the Minjung is the way of becoming a true human and a way of salvation.
 
Consequently, the concept of minjung-messiah involves accepting the curious combination of constraint and freedom as the place from which one is called and to which one is called to bear witness. 


What is disturbing, however, the colonial and postcolonial minjung have long internalized a “belief” in a particular rational, ideological process of economy and they acted it out spontaneously, as if the possibilities have been closed in advance. The minjung were encouraged to be, and adopted into, a model of the disciplined who remains within the oikos laboring like a slave, yet never asking for ‘even a young goat,’ much less embracing his blood brother—the prodigal (cf. 15:25), which is, in Gilles Deleuze’s terms, a symbol of an open ‘becoming.’

For an East Asian global reader, recourse to the minjung may serve not only as a ‘point of contact,’ but also as a tremendous resource for trans-historical and cross-cultural reflection on humanity and human agency—the kind of vision that Luke presents over and against the colonial construction of fear and scarcity.

In the following, I tackle the distinctive, yet related, issues that appear relevant for the subsequent explorations of Luke’s construct of economy and human identities. I will move, by a necessarily circuitous route, from a critique of political economy and its conceptualization of self and other to the question of how the subjectivity is represented in Luke’s oikos discourse.
III. Representation of Subjectivity

Typically, the dynamics of the economy and its systematic construction are embedded in the exchange of products, goods, services, and people. For Aristotle, this exchange requires money, “since it measures everything” (NE 1133a20-21). 
According to Aristotle, money, introduced as a medium of exchange, is an unnatural kind of wealth that is advanced by a science of its own, chrhmatistikh. Natural wealth consists of the resources and tools required by the household managers and statesmen. The latter relates to another kind of science, oikonomia, which deals with the administration of community, such as house, village, or state (Politeia 1256b36-37). For Aristotle, the use of property is a part of, or assistance to, the oikonomia that is related to a development and cultivation in human virtue and practical wisdom for the life of community. Hence, economics for Aristotle relate to the study of ethics and politics. 
However, Aristotelian oikonomia was quickly replaced by chrhmatistikh, as Philip O’Hara insightfully points out. Hence, economic calculation becomes the measure of all things and more subtle arbitrage of cultural values and political processes. With its status of science, exchange rates are decided impersonally without regard for a process of provisioning and caring that needs to be fulfilled to various people in multiple dimensions. This has made humanity estranged from their real needs, “almost by default.” 

In this regard, Marx’s suspicion over the modern economy is particularly resonant. In the first volume of Capital, Marx observes how two commodities with quite different ‘use-values’ can be equally exchanged and how this exchange effects an equation between things incommensurable. For Theodor Adorno, such mechanism of abstract exchange is “the very secret of ideology itself.” While ideology suppresses the uniqueness and plurality of things, asserts Adorno, it expels all the contradiction and homogenizes the world so that “it becomes impossible to think or desire outside the terms of the system itself.”


Hence, the process of market points to the site of great contention, a place where political and cultural gravity becomes condensed and incarnate—and so does the human subjectivity in its interrelated symbolic, political, and economic constructs. The process has not only legitimated scarcity, but also has assigned human subjects, namely the Self and Other(s), their given place and purpose. 
IV. The Parable of the Prodigal

The Parable of the Prodigal Son unveils such a material construct of economy that carries out the norms affirming “this is the way things are” or “should be.” In order to disclose what is really at stake in the parable, there is a need to reconstruct the submerged voices within the oikos. 
First and foremost, a very perceptive articulation is drawn from the older son who confronts his father: 
Listen! For all these years I have been working like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your command; yet you have never given me even a young goat so that I might celebrate with my friends (15:29).
The older son disparages himself as a slave at home, when his father champions his voiceless younger brother as the cause for celebration. The kyriarchal order hinted at in his speech carries out the authorization of scarcity. The father as a property owner, a slave master, and a patron to clients, exerts both “material and moral power over those who live in and around” the household, as Paul Veyne states. With the paterfamilias commanding economic goods and food, the oikos becomes an embodiment of material force in its exclusive operation, serving as the site of the denial of “enough” to everyone else. 
In this regard, the older son is a counter-model, an illustration, or clarification of the problem in Luke’s oikonomia, as he further criticizes his father for his lax economic management: 
But when this son of yours came back, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him (15:30).
When the deprivation of the older son emerges from the power problematic as he understands it, its mode of relational polarity should condone silence or engender mimicry. For its victims, poverty becomes an intention or discipline of “God,” just like the younger son says to the father, “I have sinned against heaven and before you” (15:18, 21). For its masters, on the other hand, it only reinforces opportunities to develop a vast source of patronage and to evade accountability. This makes it very difficult for colonial subjects to discern the call of God to act and resist (15:29). 
 
Hence, turning the older son’s speech into a personal confrontation, the way most commentators do with this parable, could undercut any chance of envisioning human subjectivities, or what it means to be a human being, singularly and in community.
 For the older son, “the problem” is not the lack of loyalty, but the lack of agency to live the kind of life he has reason to value, ‘that [he] may celebrate with his friends.’ A young goat he refers to becomes goods that not only define his subjectivity, but also his communal experience. 
The older son has long internalized the rule of kyriarchal boundary. He could not go out to celebrate with his friends, since, for him, the boundary is highly marked by the power of the paterfamilias. This boundary justifies human suffering, rationalizes the cost and benefit, and undermines the possibilities of (comm)union. 
Thus, it is striking that the paterfamilias of the oikos does not dictate or exercise patria potestas, but tries to conciliate his household with a soothing voice: 

Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours; but we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found (15:31-32)
What really strikes the reader herein, however, is not the father’s attitude, but the father’s construction of communion between the paterfamilias and the son, then-slave. Luke’s patriarch lacks the ambition of kyriarchal management of oikos and fails to maintain it. He rather goes back and forth interacting with his sons and erasing the borderlines. Accordingly, no distinction exists between the “prodigal” and the “principled.”
The father’s sense of (comm)unity, in which self and other seem so interconnected and interdependent, allows one’s property to be absorbed in each other. The father’s utterance, “Son, you are always with me; all that is mine yours,” could amount to saying: You are neither indebted nor obligated to me, as you think, because you are part of the oikos whose economy ensures (comm)union and liberation. Consequently, both profits and losses are socialized, rather than privatized. 
This is not a zero-sum game, but a positive-sum game. The oikos as a whole widens and everyone in it wins. Its pervasive interdependence from within and without salutes the full humanity of shameful and honored, have-nots and haves, powerless and powerful, all embracing culture of a community caught in structural oppression. In this regard, the sacred space of oikos encourages human subjects to cross over imperial-colonial descriptions of the boundary between center and periphery, metropolis and the margins—in effect, the imperial and the colonial. 
For the father, celebration serves as a symbolic act in which one can enter and participate as a community and communicate a different faith/vision and a sense of the move from the binomial polarities and contradictions to the heternomous communion and correlation. Those persons formerly conceived as voiceless and invisible, are reclaimed and become legitimated for the (comm)union of the oikos. Hence, the colonial inscriptions of self and other are lifted up, and so will be colonial convention and conformity. 
This new world that we hear from the parable is quite challenging, since it redefines what our culture sees as the problem with the economy, and therefore how we envision security for ourselves and our society. Luke’s oikos might be felt as unsettling and even as threatening. Indeed, few New Testament texts reflect to the same degree an awareness of the link between human existence and economy.
Within the reconfiguration of Luke’s oikos and its related, ideological stance against the empire, a postcolonial minjung finds an alternative way of living-together. Luke’s oikos discourse produces an internal structure shared by all of the household of God, a dangerous union that might have pressed back against individual relations and exclusive motivation, its abstractions and delimitation of life and death.
 For an East Asian global reader, this more hybrid account of oikos might suggest a vision within a wide array of insti​tutions between and beyond self and other. 
V. Conclusion: Heteronomous Communion
As such, Luke’s oikos visions can be understood as a “fitting” theo-ethical response, where a rhetorical situation similar to that addressed by Luke exists today. Under the neocolonial dominance of global economy, the flow of goods has the effect of marginalizing the rest of the world, so that those on the periphery become merely a means of supplying the needs of others. 
The oikos of Luke does not condone interested relations, but rather fosters (comm)union—such as ‘hugging’ and ‘kissing’ with the ‘prodigal,’ as indeed it has been in various events of minjung-messiah. Hence, the disappeared will be found, the missing welcomed home. For an East Asian global reader, the ‘prodigal’ remains simply a marker of the heteronomous unity of self and other. 
Luke’s Gospel populates its oikos discourse with such alternative visions, recreating an oikos which subverts the exploitative political economy presently governing human agency and identity. Notice that the parable is still open-ended!
The oikos of Luke is always driven by real needs and real (comm)unity under the mercy and grace of God, who levels all boundaries: 

Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough ways made smooth. 















� Louis Althusser, Essays on Ideology (London: Verso, 1984), 36-42. According to Louis Althusser, “ideology is a representation of the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence,” and “their imaginary transposition is caused by a few men who base their domination and exploitation of the people on a falsified representation of the world which they imagined in order to enslave other minds by dominating their imagination.” As he points out, the “ideological representation of ideology” has influenced people to have a “consciousness” or “belief” in particular ideas, according to which they must act and conduct themselves, lest they become deviant.


� See also the discussion of Jean Kim.


� Declaration of Conscience, 28.


� Suh Nam Dong, A Study on Minjung theology (Seoul: Hangilsa, 1980), 217.


� Ibid., 180-81.


� “From Adorno to Bourdieu,” 126


� The manifest breach of rules in Luke is actually the condition for the alternative oikos and oikonomia to become more visible. When colonial agents apply dominant power to every corner of the household, creating scarcity, especially in a zero-sum colonial society, Luke’s oikos discourse tends to focus on entitlements rather than on loyalty, on rights rather than on discipline. Hence, the idea of ‘repentance’ alone, condoning the “like-mindedness” under the Empire, fails to explain Luke’s substantial development of the human agents. The text of Luke does not give a chance to exploit the marginalized with a sense of indebtedness, inequality or immorality. 
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