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In the spring of 2010, by the grace of God, Syngman Rhee celebrated the 50th anniversary of his graduation from Louisville Presbyterian Theological Seminary.  The history of his precarious and inspiring pilgrimage, from his teenage years to the present time, is a most remarkable parable about the Holy Spirit’s ongoing and providential ministry of theological education and Christian nurture and unity, both in the Presbyterian Church and also throughout the ecumenical denominations of our global Christian community.  I want to undergird this parable with a text from Paul’s first letter to a church in Corinth, Greece, chapter 4, verses 1-2.

This is how one should regard us, as servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God.
Moreover it is required of stewards that they be found trustworthy.
In 1948, when Syngman Rhee was kicked out of high school in the capital city of Pyong Yang, North Korea, for his membership in a minister’s family, he was mercifully taken into the Sung Wha Methodist Seminary.  There, he and 200 other outcasts were trained at a college level from 1948 to 1950.  There, his major professor was a saint named Tae Sun Park.

In September 1950, Syngman’s parish minister father, Rev. Tae Suck Rhee, age 49, was martyred, while a prisoner, by the North Korean Communist regime.  Before the United Nations troops came northward, he and several other church leaders were shot over and buried in a common grave dug into an athletic field.  One prisoner, who had miraculously survived those executions, led Syngman and his brother and mother to the mass grave, where they retrieved Rev. Rhee’s body, then arranged for a Christian funeral and burial.  When the Chinese troops joined the war and arrived in early December 1950, Syngman’s fearful mother, Song Hee Kim, a teacher in a Christian mission school, made the critical and agonic decision to send her two sons on a life-saving trek southward toward Seoul with hundreds of other desperate refugees, many of whom died on the one-month walk in freezing weather to the tip of South Korea.
Song Hee’s last words to her sons foretold the unspeakable losses yet to come; for they would never see their mother again.  “Remember to pray to God wherever you go, and we will see each other in our prayers,” she promised them.  (Song Hee Kim died December 6, 1970, fully two decades after her sons had fled from Pyong Yang.  Syngman did not know of her death until he was able to visit North Korea in 1978.)
In January 1951, Syngman, age 19, and his brother Syng Kyu Rhee, age 17, joined the South Korean Marines with whom they served as mortal combatants on the front lines of the Korean War.  It was the only means of survival available to them.  Because the two were from one family, Syngman was able to secure a discharge for his younger brother in 1953.  While Syngman sent Syng Kyu to college, he remained with the South Korean Marines until he was discharged in 1955.
Tae Sun Park, Syngman Rhee’s revered professor at the Sung Wha Methodist Seminary, had also fled for his life from North Korea to South Korea.  Thereafter, he made his way to the Boston University School of Theology where he earned his doctorate.  During his graduate studies, Park was asked to speak at a church camp in the Boston area.  There, he discovered an amazing spiritual truth that many of us have experienced across the years of our own lives.   Miracles sometimes occur at church camps!  Park used his speech to implore someone, anyone in the audience, to help him find a scholarship for one of his former students in North Korea, then a refugee in South Korea.  Miraculously, a person in that audience stepped forward:  Dr. Charles Culpepper, a Methodist pastor from Elkins, West Virginia.  Culpepper promised, then and there, that he personally could and would direct Park to a scholarship at Davis and Elkins College.  That scholarship would be awarded to Syngman Rhee, if Syngman Rhee could name a citizen of the United States who would serve as a sponsor to sign a legal oath indicating that Syngman Rhee would not become a public charge or liability.  Lieutenant Gunner Hansen, a Christian Marine Officer in Quantico, Virginia, signed on as Rhee’s sponsor;  for in 1953-’54, Hansen and Rhee had become close friends as they were trained together for mortal combat at the Quantico Marine Corps Base.  
Syngman survived the bloody Korean War as a Marine warrior; then he journeyed from Seoul to Seattle; then from Seattle to Elkins for 10 days on a Greyhound bus.  After speaking at a Wednesday evening service at a Presbyterian church in Seattle, Syngman was given his bus fare for the trip ahead.  Helen McClain, a Presbyterian missionary in Korea, arranged for him to stay in the homes of her friends, as he traveled from Seattle to Boise, Idaho, to Lincoln, Nebraska, to Louisville, Kentucky, to the heartland of West Virginia.
In January 1956, with a tuition scholarship in hand, but otherwise without sufficient financial resources, Syngman dedicated himself to his studies with intense determination at Davis and Elkins, a Presbyterian college nestled in the mountains of Appalachia.  In the spring of that year, Sarah Little, the Dean of Students, notified Syngman that Dr. George H. Vick, the pastor at First Presbyterian Church, Charleston, West Virginia, was seeking an international student to speak at a monthly Women of the Church gathering.  When Dean Little asked him to travel there with her and serve as the speaker, Syngman allowed that he would need to turn down the invitation.  He simply could not afford to miss two days of classes.  Little took that message to President David K. Allen who, in turn, informed conscientious Rhee that the invitation from trustee Vick was actually an offer that could not be refused.

Reluctantly, Syngman agreed to make the sojourn to First Presbyterian Church, Charleston.  There, he humbly shared the incredible account of his treacherous walk of faith through the valley of the shadow of death as a refugee of war.  There, he offered winsome testimony to the Holy Spirit’s comforting personal presence through horrendous dangers, toils and snares.  There, he proclaimed his deep gratitude just to be alive, and especially to have the privilege and the calling to follow in his courageous father’s footsteps by studying for the gospel ministry.

When Syngman Rhee finished his speech, Dr. Vick took him to his study and there introduced him to Agnes Preston, a prominent leader in the Women of the Church organization at First Presbyterian, Charleston.  Then, moved by his story, Agnes Preston reverently informed Syngman Rhee that she would be honored to supplement his scholarship and to cover his additional expenses at Davis and Elkins; and to pay for his entire senior year; and, upon his graduation, she would be honored to pay for his entire education at Louisville Presbyterian Theological Seminary where Dr. Vick had earned two degrees.  
Syngman reverently accepted, and the rest is history.  He graduated with honors from Louisville Seminary in 1960, and was ordained to the ministry of word and sacrament.   He was married to Haesun Lee, a medical doctor and beloved friend from Korea, whose father, Chang Chun Lee, and mother, Changil Kim, had been educated together with Syngman’s father at Union Christian College, Pyong Yang, and had remained close friends across the years.  (Chang Chun Lee was a Presbyterian Elder, a supporter of Christian missionaries, and an owner of lumber and canning factories.)  Syngman had pastorates in two American Presbyterian congregations in Kentucky.  He was a campus minister at the University of Louisville, where he served as the first faculty advisor for the Black Student Union and was a brave participant in the U.S. Civil Rights Movement.  He earned a masters degree from Yale University Divinity School, and a doctorate in Sociology of Religion from Chicago Theological Seminary.  He served the Presbyterian General Assembly Staff for World Mission for 25 years (1973-’98).  He was President of the National Council of Churches of Christ in the U.S. A. (1992-‘93), Moderator of the 212th General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) (2000-’01), and Distinguished Visiting Professor of Evangelism and Mission, Union Presbyterian Seminary, Richmond, Virginia (1998-‘08).  Haesun Rhee also served at Union Seminary as Director of the Carl G. Howie Center for Science, Art and Theology (1998-’07).  Since 2001, Syngman has been the Director of Union’s Asian American Ministry and Mission Center.  Today, he is revered as a prophetic leader and an international church statesman who continues to pour his life into the rebuilding of churches in North Korea, and into the dream of reconciliation between North and South Korea, still disunited and torn by hostility, suspicion, and conflict. 
For many years, Agnes Preston served as a mother figure for Syngman and Haesun. She was proudly present at their wedding and at Syngman’s graduations from college and seminary.  She was also a grandmother figure for their children, Anna, Peter, and Mina. 
 Syngman Rhee returned to First Presbyterian Church in Charleston, West Virginia, roughly a decade ago, during the time of my own ministry with that strong congregation, and during his term of service as Moderator of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).  There, he gave the keynote address for our Westminster Foundation Endowment Campaign for campus ministry throughout the state.  That afternoon, before his speech, he asked me if I would please take him to the grave of Agnes Preston.  We went to my wife Rebecca’s garden where she cut a bouquet of flowers, and I took Syngman to the graveside overlooking our dear city.  There he placed the flowers and knelt down.  There he wept.  There he shed tears of grateful praise and thanksgiving.  And there I prayed for him, his family in Korea and in the United States, Agnes Preston and her husband, John N.D. Preston, Davis and Elkins College, Union Seminary (where Syngman presently taught), Louisville Seminary (where he had studied), and the worldwide church of Jesus Christ.
Now, what I have testified to you, what I have reverently photographed for you is a moving historical picture of the nurture, training, and growth of a precious servant of Christ and steward of the mysteries of God; that is, a steward of God’s overall plan of salvation – a steward who also was found trustworthy.

I praise God for Syngman Rhee.  I also praise God for Syngman’s brother, Syng Kyu Rhee, a Presbyterian Elder in South Korea, who became a very successful businessman, now retired, and who for decades has poured benevolent dollars into orphanages.

And I also praise God for Syngman’s teacher mother, Song Hee Kim, and his pastor father, Tae Suck Rhee, and his wife Haesun’s parents, Changil Kim and Chang Chun Lee, and his mentor professor, Dr. Park, who once urged an audience for a scholarship, for Dr. Culpepper who found the scholarship, for Marine Officer Hansen, who sponsored the scholar, and for Dean Little and President Allen and George Vick and Agnes Preston, who opened doors, offered generative gifts, and planted seeds of hope that the pilgrim receiver Syngman Rhee had not anticipated.  For they, too, by the gracious and labyrinthine providence of God, were servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries – stewards of God’s overall plan of salvation.  And they, too, were found trustworthy!

And I also praise God for the contemporaneous missional, ecumenical, intimate, and corporate manifestations of the body of Jesus Christ throughout this small spaceship earth, in this opportune year of our Lord, 2010, and for the untold numbers of dedicated, compassionate, and studious lay leaders, missionaries, ministers, teachers, physicians, technical workers, and faithful disciples who continue to constitute an extraordinarily diligent and moving picture of ongoing theological nurture, training, and hope, as servants of Christ and stewards of God’s overall saving plan for our human race, which has been entrusted to them to study, teach, preach, confess, embody with human action, and pass on to the coming generations.   For they, too, are being found trustworthy, as a worldwide community of the Word, as they proclaim, preserve, and prophesy the life-saving message that, in the beginning, God’s own Word called this world into being; that out of nothing God’s own Word created everything, and everything was good; that God’s own Word created our human race; that God’s own Word led Abraham and Sarah on a pilgrimage of faith; that God’s own Word called forth a special people Israel as a vessel for God’s blessing to the world; that God’s own creative Word caused a humble teenager named Mary to become pregnant with Jesus, who is the Word made flesh, God’s own self-communication; that God’s own recreative Word raised Jesus from the dead; that even to this very moment in time God’s own empowering Word calls the church of Jesus Christ  into faithful servanthood as stewards of the mysteries; that one day God’s own Word will complete and fulfill what this world cannot complete and fulfill; and that one day God’s own Word will raise us all from the dead and deliver us into the great company of heaven, the communion of saints, and the life everlasting.

Therefore, today Christians across the world choose to be comforted and inspired by the promise that God’s Word, which we study, preach, teach, and share, will not return to God empty.


Today we choose to be comforted and inspired by the promise that the Word of God, which we love and try to live by, will not leave us hopeless, cynical and unfed on the travels ahead.


Today we choose to believe that the same God who acted in Israel and in Jesus Christ continues to act in the missional church of the 21st century for the sake of the entire world for years and years to come.


Today we choose to believe that God’s Word cannot be suppressed.  It is forever.  The resurrection has seen to that.  Wherever the gospel is preached, taught and shared faithfully, the Spirit of Jesus Christ is among us – preaching, teaching, sharing, and leading the way.


Today, with a great cloud of witnesses including Syngman and Haesun Rhee, Agnes Preston and George Vick, we choose these mysteries – mysteries which have chosen us.  May God grant that we, too, will be found trustworthy.

*Dean Thompson is President and Professor of Ministry at Louisville Seminary, and a church historian.  Ordained to the ministry of word and sacrament in 1969, he will retire on August 31, 2010.  Prior to his ministry at Louisville Seminary, he served as a parish pastor in West Virginia, Texas, and California for 31 years.
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