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1. Every time that the Church in Korea is spoken about in the world, one cannot fail to recall that your beginnings are bound to the extraordinary initiative and decision of a group of lay scholars, who, being without priests and Bishops, and in their desire for a loyal  pursuit of the truth, wanted to know the Catholic Faith and to appreciate it as it was introduced into their Country, into this “land of placid dawns and of morning splendors”.  For a number of decades, these wise men constituted the first nucleus of the nascent Church, an historically unique fact, as the Blessed John Paul II would observe on the occasion of his homily in St. Peter’s for the 103 Martyrs of Korea on October 14, 1984, whom he would canonize in Seoul on May 6th of that same year.

2. You, dear friends, are the heirs of this nucleus, perhaps better to say this seed, that today has assumed the form of a thriving plant, with fruit that is everywhere admired and appreciated.  If we might pause to look superficially at a few statistics, we could see that, since the Second Vatican Council, that is, in fifty years, the Church has become the Mother of more than five million sons and daughters; has more than 4,600 priests who serve in 15 Dioceses and a Military Ordinariate – and I want to mention as well the two Dioceses and the Territorial Abbey in the North; and relies on the invaluable presence, male and female, of 100 Religious Institutes of Pontifical Right, 39 of Diocesan Right, and 13 of Apostolic Life; all the while, more than 1,500 young men prepare themselves for priestly ministry.  We deal here with something that cannot be numbered, but, to the eyes of faith, indeed with signs of the favor of Divine Providence:  signs that sustain in the heart sentiments of thanksgiving to the Holy Spirit, Whom Jesus left with the Church as Consoler and as our Companion in the work of evangelization: “And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate to be with you always” (John 14:16).  Like in the early Church, we do not want to limit ourselves to the successes and structures of our patrimony, knowing well that the mission of the Church has two permanent tensions: the continual renewal within itself, including that of forms and methods of evangelization, and the proclamation of the divine message to all people in every place and time.
3. In giving evidence of these positive signs in the life of the Church in Korea, one cannot escape the fact that the Church, in its total composition – laity, men and women religious, priests, Bishops, that is, the whole People of God – passes through temptations and obstacles   These difficulties – that Jesus comprehensively called “tribulations” – remind us also of the consoling words of the Lord: “… have peace in me … take courage, I have conquered the world” (John 16:33).
4. The first historic “tribulation” in the life of the Church was the persecution of Christ the Lord, Whom the Apostles and Proto-Martyrs followed, forebears in a long line that continues to this day, as Pope Francis wanted to remember in the Angelus of last June 23rd, when, before a crown of one hundred thousand faithful in St. Peter’s Square, he said that “In 2,000 years, a vast host of men and women have sacrificed their lives to remain faithful to Jesus Christ and his Gospel. And today,” the Pope added, “in many parts of the world, there are many, many — more than in the first centuries — so many martyrs, who give up their lives for Christ...This is our Church. Today we have more martyrs than in the first centuries!” (L’Osservatore Romano, June 24-25, 2013).  But now, I would like to speak to you about a few other forms of “tribulation”, perhaps less conspicuous because intimately connected to life today and our way of living, but no less dangerous for the Faith and for the Church, and upon these it is fitting to reflect briefly.  We shall try to list some of them.
5. Secularism and materialism are two phenomena of our time that undermine human and Christian values, causing serious concern.  They insinuate themselves into the life of a Christian, in fact, bringing about a change in thinking and living, such that the Word of God is no longer the source of a Christian’s actions.  One justifies as well that, with compromise, one is emptied of his DNA (to put it in bio-medical terms), that is, of the essential characteristics, in order to adapt it to one’s own viewpoint.  In the face of a kind of reasoning that willed to change the thinking of the Master, Jesus Himself would say hard words to Peter: "Get behind me … You are thinking not as God does, but as human beings do" (Matthew 16:23)   If  fidelity to the message of Christ and our convicted testimony are lacking, either at the personal or at the social level, the Church waters down her proper proclamation and her witness, thus rendering a terrible service to God and to mankind.  The temptation to live a comfortable faith implies a certain sense of being satisfied with the results reached, and consequently, reduces or loses the vision even of missionary and pastoral commitment.  Life cannot be conceived as a flat reality, where nothing happens, without dynamicity, addicted to our reasoned mode of being.  Life is always a becoming, rather, to say it with St. Paul, it is a “battle”: “For I am already being poured out,” writes the Apostle, “… the time of my departure is at hand. I have competed well … I have kept the Faith.” (2 Timothy 4:6-7).  Therefore, we cannot comply with all the things that secularism and materialism keep for themselves, and in a Land of increasing socio-economics like Korea, this represents today one of the more demanding challenges for the Church.
6. An additional danger, in a Country with a high propensity for technology, is represented by the tendency toward bureaucratization and hyper-efficiency, almost depersonalizing, or depersonalizing oneself, according to a kind of bureaucratic-administrative style, almost as if the Church were a for-profit company or a holy NGO, as Pope Francis has warned us about many times.  Therefore, one should not lose sight of the fact that fidelity to Christ and to the Gospel in the Church passes through freedom and the gratuity of the gift: “Without cost you have received; without cost you are to give” (Matthew 10:8).  Gratuity, not just in the commercial sense of the word, but also the moral sense.  With gratuity, I see clearly the virtues of the first lay Korean faithful, who received the Gospel, not due to particular merit, but as the Gift of God, and from this, accepted and re-presented it to the Korean People.
7. A further problem, it seems to me, consists of the tendency, according to a Confucian way of thinking, to break apart the composite reality of the Church, where the virtues of fraternity and ecclesial communion do not prevail, but rather, distinction, rank, and age.  I say this not only among the Bishops and priests, but also among clergy and religious, as well as among clergy and laity.  Fraternity and communion, typically ecclesial virtues, in truth do not annul ancient and valid interpersonal relationships, typical within Korean culture, such as respect for one’s elders, obedience and respect for authority; but they instill value into giving life more richly and to less rigid relationships in the form of committed and comprehensive dialogue about the human, social, and salvific reality.  In this context, I like to pick a few key readings  that come from the Gospel.  I refer to the analogies of salt and light: “You are the salt of the earth … You are the light of the world” (cf. Matthew 5:13-16), says the Lord.  The analogy of salt, in truth, should be read in connection with another brief parable that we find in the Gospel of Matthew, in which he compares the Reign of God to yeast kneaded with flour (cf. Matthew 13:33).  We know that when flour (humanity), yeast (the Gospel) and salt (the witness) are united with water (Baptism), these elements transform into good bread.  In a specific sense, you, dear brothers and sisters, are this salt, called to give flavor in a society with a witness at times in silence, but always faithful, generous, and genuine.  The second key reading is about the light, the function of which is not that of being hidden and thus ineffective, but to shine out and illuminate.
8. Before concluding these reflections, it is fair to ask ourselves: What kind of Church are we called to be in Korea and toward what kind of Church must we tend?  I think back here to a few substantial expressions of Pope Francis, who, on the occasion of meeting with the youth in Rio de Janeiro, said that today we need a Church unafraid  of walking at peoples’ sides: “We need a Church capable of meeting them on their way. We need a Church capable of entering into their conversation. We need a Church able to dialogue with those disciples who, having left Jerusalem behind, are wandering aimlessly, alone, with their own disappointment, disillusioned by a Christianity now considered barren, fruitless soil, incapable of generating meaning.” [cf. Apostolic Journey to Rio de Janeiro, Meeting with the Bishops of Brazil, July 27, 2013].
9. At this beginning of the 21st Century, the Church in Korea needs to instill a sense of profound spirituality in its own life and in society.  Spiritual depth is a foundation for the life of faith, and from this fundament pours forth the first great impact that we, as Christians, can have on a non-Christian society; namely, one that is missionary, that is, of the living witness and effectiveness of the Gospel of the Lord, and of inserting those principles for good that are derived from it.  This demands that the Christian has a living life of prayer, a deepening appreciation of the Word of God, in order to be a faithful witness in one’s proper human, social, cultural, and political commitments, seen with coherence and joy, and that never sacrifices one’s own generous participation in the Sacramental, cultural, and integral life of the Church.
10.   At fifty years since the Second Vatican Council, the proclamation of the salvific message to our Korean People remains a common and primary responsibility.  This cannot and must not be simply delegated to priests or religious men and women, if for no other reason than the beginnings of evangelization in this Land came about through the initiatives of enlightened lay faithful.  It pertains to you to act, because in Korean society those principles that find their roots in the Gospel and also favored: human dignity and liberty of conscience and judgment in a well-informed and enlightened context.  To you pertains the safeguarding and promotion of the inviolable rights of the human person, from one’s conception to one’s natural end; the formulation of just and impartial laws in defense of the family; and the safeguarding of the environment, of work, and of migrants.
11.   To you, dear Brothers and Sisters, who imitate John Baptist Yi Byeok, Peter Yi Seung Hun, Francis Xavier Kwon Il-Shin, Augustine Cheong Yak-yong, is entrusted the task of continuing along the same extraordinary adventure that brought Korea to knowledge of the Gospel and the faith in Christ in Korea.  
May the Lord bless you and may Mary, Mother of the Church, accompany you!
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