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Ten days ago I was in Korea, at an ecumenical conference in Seoul on the church’s 
role in peace-making and reconciliation, with a particular focus on how the two 
Koreas, north and south, will one day become one reunified nation. It was quite a 
gathering, with over 100 church leaders and seminary teachers present, from 57 
different countries, plus of course lots of Koreans. 
 
One morning we spent a couple of hours with over a dozen refugees from the north, 
young people who’d escaped across the river into China, and then by a circuitous 
route through Vietnam or Thailand or Malaysia had made their way to South Korea. 
All this group were studying at the Presbyterian seminary in Seoul to become 
ministers of the church, equipping themselves for the day when there will be free 
access for Christian evangelists into the north. That is their hope and their goal in life. 
 
One noticeable characteristic of these young people from the north is that on average 
they all have smaller, lighter bodies than their southern counterparts – evidence of 
the malnutrition and poverty suffered widely in the north, one of the poorest countries 
in the world, and economically way way behind the south. 
 
Each of these North Koreans had personal stories to tell. And each of them have the 
same cry from the heart as their southern colleagues – how long, Lord, how long do 
we have to wait until our nation, the people of the Korean peninsula, are free and are 
again one nation? The Korean people, both north and south, hark back to the days 
before 1910 when they were conquered and colonised by the Japanese, then came 
the split between north and south and the terrible Cold war combat of the Korean 
War in the early 50s. For 100 years now, Korea has been oppressed, divided, 
families split, people suffering, and they long for a peaceful reunification. How long 
Lord, will it be? 
 
The people of Israel in Jesus’ day sounded the same call. How long Lord till we are 
liberated from the oppression of Roman rule? How long Lord till your kingdom, your 
reign of peace and freedom, the new world, arrives? You, Jesus, tell us the kingdom 
of God is at hand; how long Lord, do we have to wait?  
 
By the time Luke wrote his gospel, some 50 years or more after Jesus’ death and 
resurrection, the cry of the people of Israel had become even more heart-wrenching. 
By then the Jewish rebellion of the late 60s had been brutally put down by the 
Romans, the temple and all Jerusalem had been destroyed, Jesus’ predictions of the 
destruction of the temple were remembered and had come true, “not one stone was 
left upon another”. How much longer Lord, do we have to suffer, to endure? So they 
remembered Jesus’ other words about the end of the present times, predictions of 
wars and famines and plagues, terrible things, and persecutions of believers. And 
they felt, in Luke’s time, that these terrible things were coming true. Maybe, just 
maybe, the end of the world and the coming of the new world, God’s kingdom, were 
just round the corner. Not much longer, we hope Lord, not much longer.  
 
Six centuries earlier the people of Israel were suffering in another era. After they’d 
been conquered by the Babylonians and thousands of them taken into exile in 



Babylon, the Persians had arrived, defeated the Babylonians and had allowed the 
Jewish exiles to return to their homeland. But what terrible difficulty they had 
reclaiming the land and re-establishing themselves. For their cities and villages had 
been destroyed and other tribes had taken possession in their absence. Was God 
still punishing them for their sin in turning away from God? Wasn’t the loss of land 
and nation enough, wasn’t 60 years and more of exile enough punishment, Lord?  
 
The last 11 chapters of Isaiah come from this period, the latter parts of the 6th century 
BC and the early parts of the 5th century BC. The longing for God to save them from 
their trials resounds through these chapters. But often, all they sense in reply is 
God’s ongoing judgment and anger upon them. But then, then comes this beautiful 
prophecy in chapter 65, today’s reading: “For I am about to create new heavens and 
a new earth…I will rejoice in Jerusalem and delight in my people… before you call I 
will answer, while you are yet speaking I will hear… the wolf and the lamb shall feed 
together”. How the people’s faces must have lifted, how their sights were raised, how 
their hope must have been fed. And they responded, and built the nation anew, 
including city walls and a new temple and new leaders.  
 
The Koreans have a vision of a new world for them. It’s where the two Koreas are 
reunited, prosperous, peaceful, unthreatened, free, contributing to a world which is 
free from danger and free from oppression. For the ardent Korean Christians it’s a 
world where the reunited Korea is predominantly Christian, and they’re well on the 
way to fulfilling that vision already. The church where we met in central Seoul, week 
before last, was a Presbyterian church of 50,000 members. They’ll have 30,000 at 
worship today, in six different services. They have 100 ministers serving them, 
although they hasten to add they’re not all fulltime! And most of their 50,000 
members have their origins in North Korea, for this church was established in the late 
1940s by Christian refugees from the north. They are waiting, impatiently, for 
reunification. How long Lord, they ask. 
 
Friends, whenever we are suffering, whenever we yearn for freedom, for healing, for 
a new start, a new world, there are two certainties which surely feed our hope and 
our coping: 
First there’s the certainty that God knows what is happening in our lives, knows our 
suffering, and is offering his loving presence to us. God is here, is accessible to us. 
Sense God’s presence, and receive his love, his peace – and find yourself 
strengthened, enabled by God’s presence in your life. 
And second, there’s the certainty that God will bring, in God’s time, a new heaven 
and a new earth, a time when everything is fulfilled, when all is as it has always been 
meant to be, a kingdom where evil and sin hold no sway, when love and peace and 
joy is in all and through all. The Scriptures, Jesus, the prophets and saints of old, tell 
us this will be so. 
 
Take heart then, we are not alone. God is with us, and God will prevail. Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 
 


