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“Something there is that doesn’t  love a wall,”

The turn-of-the-century American poet Robert Frost writes about the familiar practice in New 
England every Springtime of rebuilding stone walls that have come apart in Winter. He 
continues,

I let my neighbor know beyond the hill;
And on a day we meet to walk the line
And set the wall between us once again.
…
He only says, ‘Good fences make good neighbors.’

While Robert Frost might have been reflecting on a universal human inclination to separate 
ourselves from others, perhaps no other country loves a wall more than the US. I’m not talking 
about physical walls. America of course has a “big, beautiful wall,” as former President Trump 
describes it, running along our southern border with Mexico. But other countries have other 
notable walls—Israel’s separation barrier, the DMZ here, for instance.

Rather, despite the American myth of the melting pot, the US seems to have an historical pre-
occupation with the differences some groups use to divide people. Americans tend to build and 
seasonally re-fortify the mental walls that keep certain groups use to separate themselselves 
from those they would define as the “other.”

I remember when I was growing up in the 1970’s and early 80’s, I was intrigued by a magazine 
mailed to our house every month. My father was a military pilot so he received Air Force 
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magazine. One of the features in this magazine was a little chart that routinely compared the 
military strength between the United States and the Soviet Union. Apples to apples, it listed 
how many thousands of nuclear warheads the US had versus the USSR, how many ICBMs and 
ABMs, how many fighter jets and battleships and troops. I didn’t like it when our side didn’t 
have as many as they had.

There was a simple logic to the Cold War. Simple enough that a 10-year-old could understand it. 
We were the good guys. The Soviet group were the bad guys, the evil empire.

However, while I may not have quite understood what Deterrence meant, I did get the gist of 
“Mutual Assured Destruction.” And eventually that made me question the whole arms game, 
and eventually doubt all kinds of walls—geo-political, cultural, social—that defined “us” against 
“them.”

As Robert Frost later asks in his poem: “Why do they make good neighbors?”

One role I have as a respondent is to offer contribute a perspective from the United States, or at
least to comment, from my vantage point, on the US churches’ “Role [as part of] the Global 
Ecumenical Community [seeking] a Permanent Peace Regime on the Korean Peninsula.”

I am grateful to the National Council of Churches in Korea (NCCK) for the invitation to 
participate in this panel as part of its centennial commemoration, and honored to join panelists 
in responding to the presentations by Erich Weingartner and Peter Prove.

My particular vantage point is from having been engaged, in words echoing Erich Weingartner, 
in accompaniment with our Korean partners in the international solidarity effort towards peace,
reunification, and reconciliation on the Korean Peninsula, ever since the 2008 Arnoldshein 
Consultation that saw the crystallization of the Ecumenical Forum for Korea. I was fortunate to 
be around the table at the 25th Tozanzo anniversary in Hong Kong, at meetings in Bangkok, here 
in Seoul, in Shenyang in 2019, and even online. In the US I’ve held workshops and accompanied 
NCCK delegations on lobby visits during Ecumenical Advocacy Days. I’ve been part of the North 
American working group the Asia Pacific Forum as it hosted the Peace Treaty Campaign’s US 
Tour from LA to DC in 2016, and strategized with them in other years how best to reach US 
churches and policy-makers. And I have worked within my own denominations, helping draft 
resolutions for our Assemblies calling for peace in the Korean Pensinsula, and most recently 
working with colleagues in our ecumenical, youth, peace-making and Asia-Pacific caucus groups 
to raise awareness and gather signatures from throughout our churches for the Peace Treaty 
Campaign.

I am like most of you, who have contributed much to this ecumenical effort for peace on the 
Korean Peninsula, and are now asking “what next”?
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I thank Erich Weingartner and Peter Prove for your lucid (and succinct!) reality checks, that on 
one hand assess the fact that after 40 years of the Tozanso process, of international ecumenical 
collaboration and mobilization, that we are arguably no closer to reunification, or even peace, 
than we were when we started. As Erich asks, with the DPRK’s declaration that it no longer 
would seek a policy of reunification, should we now declare Tozanso dead?

But then I thank Erich and Peter even more for not lingering in the grim reality of that elusive 
vision of reunification (which was always problematic to clarify). Instead, they deftly pose the 
more glass-half-full question by asking how far we’ve come, and can conceivably go, toward the 
goal of reconciliation instead.

That word has always been there in our dialogue about peace on the peninsula, but I hear Erich 
and Peter saying now we would do well to center Reconciliation in our goals and objectives as 
an ecumenical movement for peace. I agree with them.  Indeed, has that not been the more 
tangible fruit of our work over the years. In particular, I think of the space created by the EFK, 
the WCC, and very notably the NCCK, in order for the international ecumenical community to 
join the South Korean churches in being able to gather face-to-face with our North Korean 
brothers and sisters. Every time we met to talk and listen, to pray and eat and share communion
together, we took more stones out of the mental and spiritual dividing wall that separates us, 
even if the physical one along the 38th parallel remains.

I despair, as we all do, that communication with the KCF has stopped since Shenyang. The work 
of reconciliation will need as Erich suggests “new, more robust bridges” to span the divides in 
our communities and polities that remain, but we can still continue to dismantle the stones of 
distrust and animosity and militancy used to build the wall.

That work is especially needed in the US, where American wall-building is never more fast and 
furious than during our election season. Every day our politicians use language and support 
policies that denounce and divide some—“real Americans” they might say—from migrants and 
refugees, from Palestinians and Iranians, from strong women, disabled persons, the trans 
community, and sexual minorities.

One of the biggest walls of misperception and bias that both parties build up during our 
elections is our wall with China. Even though the Muslim World, and Russia again in recent years
have contended to be America’s most fearsome “other,” in reality China has now replaced the 
Soviet Union as the most evil of empires in America’s psyche. If you have ever visited a US 
Congressperson to press them on Korean peace, or Filipino human rights, or any other concern 
related to Asia, you realize that China is the lens that elected leaders in Washington view all 
regional and every global economic, military, development, diplomatic and rights issue through.
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This perhaps suggests how we might shift our ecumenical work on reconciliation and peace as 
we seek a way forward. Several speakers have outlined how the Korean story of division and 
distrust must be understood in its broader geo-political context, both historically and in current 
approaches to countering the forces of militarization and demonization. Peter Prove helpfully 
suggests the potential for greater international engagement around denuclearization and non-
proliferation.

Would there not also be potential in focusing more on meeting Washington lawmakers at their 
most active wall construction-site, that is China?  How can work on dismantling those stones 
also weaken America’s wall with the DPRK? And are there ways that renewed engagement with 
China partners in our regional ecumenical dialogue can help advance our reconciliation with the
people of North Korea, in the absence of KCF partners at the table.

They say this November’s election might be the most consequential in US history. Without a 
doubt Kamala Harris and Donald J. Trump promise to take the US and the world in different 
directions. But on the matter of walls with North Korea and with China, the work to be done will
largely be the same. While Trump’s first term provided some hopeful openings for peace, he 
proved fundamentally unserious in his actions, and a second Trump term would be equally 
flawed. A President Harris would likely stay close to the unproductive status quo on China 
containment, demand that DPRK denuclearize, and strengthening Northeast Asian military 
alliances.

Robert Frost’s protagonist wonders:

“If I could put a notion in his head:
‘Why do [walls] make good neighbors?
…
Before I built a wall I’d ask to know
What I was walling in or walling out,
And to whom I was like to give offense.

As churches we believe, as the Apostle Paul wrote to the Ephesians (2:14), that “Christ has 
broken down the dividing wall” (Ephesians 2:14). It is up to us to put that notion in the heads of 
our leaders. There really is no way that walls make good neighbors, but only perpetual enemies.
It is up to us to seek out and attest to the possibilities of reconciliation.


