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I am honoured to speak in this panel on such an auspicious occasion as the centennial of 

the National Council of Churches in Korea (NCCK). I am doubly honoured to speak after 

Erich Weingartner, who has been one of my mentors and teachers in the work I have done 

with regard to the situation on the Korean Peninsula over the last 10 years in my role at 

the World Council of Churches. And I am grateful for the opportunity to engage in 

discussion with my fellow panellists on such a timely and important topic as “The Role of 

the Global Ecumenical Community for a Permanent Peace Regime on the Korean 

Peninsula”. Because though the occasion of the NCCK’s centennial may be auspicious, the 

geopolitical moment is anything but. It will take all of our collective wisdom and the 

inspiration of the Holy Spirit to help us chart a path forward through the current divisions, 

confrontations and upheavals towards the vision of a permanent peace regime in this 

region. 

I start my reflections from the conclusions reached by Erich. Kim Jong Un’s announcement 

at the end of last year of an end to North Korea's reunification policy represents a seismic 

shift in the ground on which all our previous ecumenical efforts have been built. 

Reunification of the two Koreas is now “off the table”. This is a painful reality check given 

our previous aspirations. To the extent that the Tozanso Process has been focused on 

efforts for reunification, we may indeed – as Erich says – “have to give it a decent burial”. 

However, the core point in Erich’s observations that I want to underline is that the 

Tozanso Process is actually founded on something much more fundamental than political 

reunification of the two Koreas. It is about the international ecumenical fellowship of 

churches’ solidarity with and accompaniment of the relationship between Christians in 

South and North Korea, and support for their desire for peace and reconciliation in their 

region. Though we have assumed hitherto that this must entail working for political 

reunification of the two Koreas whose people were divided by the Cold War system, it 

could equally be addressed – as Erich remarks – to “two separate Koreas engaging in a 

permanent peace regime”. And the core purpose of this process is less about reunification 
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(except insofar that that means renewed and sustained relations among the divided 

Korean people), and more about reconciliation. 

I do not think that this is just a matter of making a virtue out of a necessity, but rather a 

reorientation towards what was always the original core and essence of the ecumenical 

purposes that brought us together in the Tozanso Process. 

In this new and acutely challenging geopolitical context, the role of the global ecumenical 

community must remain one of solidarity and accompaniment. In particular, now that the 

lines of communication with the Korean Christian Federation (KCF) in the DPRK are down, 

and given that connections between South and North Korea are now more difficult than 

ever, it falls to the international ecumenical movement – as at the beginning of the 

Tozanso Process – to work hard for the reopening those lines of communication. 

Further, in a context of escalating geopolitical tensions and re-armament in the region, 

the solidarity and accompaniment of the global fellowship of churches must be expressed 

in even more powerful and persistent advocacy for dialogue and for peace instead of 

military confrontation. Efforts to prevent North Korea from gaining nuclear weapon 

capability obviously failed – though sanctions designed for that purpose have long 

inflicted, and continue to inflict, untold harm on the people of North Korea. But now the 

risk of further nuclear proliferation extends (among others) to South Korea. This is a 

direction that must be strongly resisted by the ecumenical movement and by all people 

of good will. The awful prospect of nuclear war – with catastrophic impacts on the people 

of the Korean Peninsula, the region and the world – can only be increased by such a move. 

It seems clear by now that North Korea will not unilaterally give up its nuclear weapons. 

However, North Korea has given some signals of its openness to engaging in a process of 

multilateral nuclear disarmament such as that prescribed by the Treaty on the Prohibition 

of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW) – the only nuclear-armed state to have done so. In such a 

context, members of the ecumenical movement concerned for peace and for 

denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula should redouble their advocacy for more states 

to sign and ratify the TPNW.  

There are no hands in which possession of the most indiscriminately, catastrophically and 

intergenerationally destructive weapons can be considered safe. So long as they exist 

anywhere on Earth, they constitute an existential threat to us all. Therefore, the 

elimination of all nuclear weapons everywhere – and not just in North Korea – is the only 

credible, legitimate and moral response. In the shorter term, the DPRK should be fully 

integrated in the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), which though inadequate to 

achieve this larger purpose, remains the only universal framework of commitments and 

obligations for the management of this threat. 

Moreover, the maximum pressure sanctions that signally failed to prevent the DPRK from 

acquiring nuclear weapons continue to be maintained, though they now serve little 

purpose other than to prosecute a kind of economic warfare against the North Korean 

people. From a humanitarian perspective, continued and strengthened advocacy by the 

international ecumenical community for the elimination or relaxation of these sanctions 

is sorely needed, and might also help serve the purpose of improving the political 

environment for dialogue for peaceful co-existence. 
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Finally, in seeking new paths forward for peace and reconciliation on the Korean 

Peninsula, the WCC and all members of the ecumenical fellowship will – as in the past – 

continue to look to the NCCK for inspiration and for leadership on our shared pilgrimage 

of justice, reconciliation and unity, here on the Korean Peninsula and around the world. 


