
A14 NEWS FEATURES
S A T U R D A Y , D E C E M B E R 2 4 , 2 0 0 5 S O U T H  C H I N A  M O R N I N G  P O S T

BEHIND THE NEWS ESPIONAGE

Some of America’s most prominent
evangelical churches have decided
not to hold worship services tomor-
row, a move that’s generating con-
troversy among evangelical Chris-
tians at a time when many conser-
vative groups are battling to “put
the Christ back in Christmas”.

Leaders of the bigger evangeli-
cal churches, or megachurches, say
the decision is in keeping with their
innovative and “family friendly”
approach and that they’re com-
pensating in other ways. Willow
Creek Community Church in South
Barrington, Illinois, is handing out
a DVD it produced for the occasion
that features a heartwarming con-
temporary Christmas tale.

“What we’re encouraging peo-
ple to do is take that DVD and, in
the comfort of their living room,
with friends and family, pop it into
the player and hopefully hear a dif-
ferent and more personal and may-
be more intimate Christmas mes-
sage, that God is with us wherever

we are,” said Cally Parkinson, com-
munications director at Willow
Creek, which draws 20,000 people
on a typical Sunday.

Megachurches have long been
criticised for offering “theology
lite”, but some critics say that, this
time, they’ve gone too far in the
quest to make Christianity acces-
sible to spiritual seekers.

“I see this in many ways as a ca-
pitulation to narcissism – the self-
centred, me-first, I’m going to put
me and my immediate family first
agenda of the larger culture,” said
Ben Witherington, professor of
New Testament Interpretation at
Asbury Theological Seminary in
Wilmore, Kentucky. “If Christianity
is an evangelistic religion, then
what kind of message is this send-
ing to the larger culture – that wor-
ship is an optional extra?”

John Witvliet, director of the
Calvin Institute of Christian Wor-
ship at Calvin College, said: “What
about the people in society without

strong family connections – the
elderly, single people a long dis-
tance from family, or people who
are simply lonely and for whom
church and prayers would be a sig-
nificant part of their day?”

The uproar is not only over clos-
ing the churches on Christmas Day,
because some evangelical
churches large and small have
done that in recent years and made
Christmas Eve the big draw, with-
out attracting much criticism.

What some consider the deeper
affront is in cancelling services on a
Sunday, which most Christian
churches consider the “Lord’s
Day”, when communal worship is
an obligation. 

The last time Christmas fell on a
Sunday was in 1994. Then, some of
these same megachurches say they
remained open, but found atten-
dance sparse.

Each year since then, the peren-
nial culture wars over the
secularisation of Christmas have
intensified, and this year the scuf-
fles are especially loud. Conserva-
tive Christian groups are boycott-
ing stores that fail to mention
“Christmas” in their holiday greet-
ings or advertising campaigns.
Schools are being pressured to re-

fer to the December vacation as
“Christmas break”. Even the White
House came under attack this week
for sending out cards with best
wishes for the “holiday season”.

When the office of Governor
Sonny Perdue of Georgia sent out a
press release announcing plans for
a “holiday tree” lighting, 30 min-
utes later it sent out another saying,
“It is in fact a Christmas tree.”

For years, it has been an open
secret that many mainstream Prot-
estant churches are half empty, or
worse, on Christmas Day, scholars
said. Their emphasis has been in-
stead on the days leading up to
Christmas, with Christmas Eve
attracting the most worshippers. 

But for the vast majority of these
churches, closing down on Christ-
mas Sunday would be unthinkable.

“I can’t imagine not observing
Christmas in an Episcopal church,”
said Robert Williams, a spokesman
for the Episcopal Church USA.
“The only thing I could think of
would be a summer chapel that
might be shut down anyway.”

In many Catholic and Eastern
Orthodox churches, which are
known for their rich liturgical tradi-
tions, Christmas Day attracts far
more worshippers than an average

Sunday. Grown children return
with their parents to the parishes
they belonged to as children.

“From the Catholic perspective
the whole purpose of the holiday is
to celebrate it as a religious holiday
in the company of the community –
and for Catholics that means at
Mass,” said Robert Miller, director
of research and planning in the
Archdiocese of Philadelphia.

Cancelling worship on Christ-
mas Day appears to be predomi-
nantly a megachurch phenome-

non, although undoubtedly some
smaller churches will close down,
say sociologists of religion.

“This attachment to a particular
day on the calendar is just not
something that megachurches
have been known for,” said Nancy
Ammerman, a sociologist of reli-
gion at Boston University. 

Many other megachurches that
are staying open on Christmas Day
are holding fewer services than
they would on a typical Sunday.
New Birth Missionary Baptist

Church, in Lithonia, Georgia, with
about 25,000 members, will hold
only one service on the day.

Bishop Eddie Long, the senior
pastor, said the reason was that his
church was “always promoting
family”, and many in his congrega-
tion went away to be with their
extended families for Christmas. 

His church offers a live, stream-
ing video of the Sunday service, and
Bishop Long said he expected to
see a spike in viewers this Christ-
mas. “They have an option to join
their family around the computer
and worship with us,” he said.

The question is not why
churches are skipping Christmas,
but why people are skipping
church on the second holiest day
on the Christian calendar after
Easter, said Scott Thumma, a soci-
ologist of religion at Hartford 
Seminary.

“I think critics who decry the
megachurches should be aiming
their barbs at individual Christians
who are willing to stay at home
around the Christmas tree instead
of coming and giving at least part of
that day to the meaning of the holi-
day,” he said. “They should be fac-
ing up to the reality of that.”
The New York Times

Church closure on Christmas Day sparks an unholy row
Critics say evangelical Christians in the
US are sending a message that worship
is optional, writes Laurie Goodstein

The larger evangelical churches in the US are encouraging congregations
to worship at home instead of attending services tomorrow. Photo: AP 

E
very morning, Park Bu-seo, 73,
enters his southern Seoul
office. It is a standard Korean
affair – grey metal desks, a cof-

fee table, a national flag, photos on the
walls – except for the small shrine at the
back. Above a filing cabinet, a bundle of
dried fish, a Buddhist charm to keep
evil spirits at bay, dangles over a single
white candle.

Mr Park, a wiry man with a close-
cropped haircut, lights the candle. His
daily gesture memorialises 7,726 of his
comrades who the South Korean gov-
ernment now admits never returned
from a nightmarish shadow war against
North Korea.

“We were picked as special opera-
tives and were sent to the North on mis-
sions, but are not recognised as part of
the South Korean Army,” said Mr Park.
As president of the Association of Meri-
torious Undercover Operatives in
North Korea, he has been campaigning
since South Korea became a democra-
cy, in 1987, to gain official recognition
and receive veterans’ benefits. 

“We want financial compensation,”
he said. “If a civilian reports a North
Korean spy here, he gets a 100 million
won [$770,530] reward. We risked our
lives, but the maximum we can get is 90
million won.” 

Mr Park belonged to the South Kor-
ean Army’s Headquarters Intelligence
Detachment (HID), a secret outfit for
spying and sabotage in the 1950s and
60s. HID may have suffered the heavi-
est casualties of any free-world special
forces unit. The Ministry of National
Defence admits 7,726 dead or missing:
Mr Park and his comrades say the real
figure is more than 10,000. 

Designed to undertake partisan
operations in the North, the establish-
ment date of HID, given a lack of official
records, is unclear. Some say it was
founded in the years leading up to the
Korean war; others insist it was only
activated once fighting began. Its num-
ber of personnel is also unknown: some
reports are as high as 20,000. 

Just as the embryonic US Special
Forces recruited exiled eastern Europe-
ans in the 1950s, many original HID
operatives were young North Koreans,
barely teens, who had defected. They
had northern accents, knew the lay of
the land and had family who could as-
sist them.

HID operatives were deployed on
the Korean war’s riskiest missions. Sin-
gly, or in groups, uniformed or dis-
guised as civilians, its members infil-
trated North Korea overland, by para-

chute, by boat or by submarine. Tasks
included intelligence gathering, sabo-
tage, assassination and prisoner
snatches. Female operatives joined
some missions.

The unit came into renewed focus
last month when arguably its most suc-
cessful operative, Kim Dong-suk, 82,
published his autobiography, This
Man. The title comes from a comment
reputedly made by US general Douglas
MacArthur, who, upon hearing of
Kim’s latest exploit, asked admiringly:

“This man again?” Mr Kim gained such
a reputation that the Korea-based US
Second Infantry Division named a
building after him. 

HID itself only emerged from the
shadows in recent years. The South
Korean government officially admitted
the unit’s existence in July. The first
public mention of the unit was made in
a magazine article in 1994. 

With increased political freedom in
South Korea, veterans of HID and its
successor unit, the Army Intelligence
Unit (AIU), have been seeking ac-
knowledgment through demonstra-
tions. As well as compensation, they
want recognition of their activities and
receipt of military ID numbers that en-
title them to veterans’ benefits.

In 2002, in a downtown Seoul pro-
test, ex-operatives were set upon by
Seoul riot police. Commandeering bu-
tane gas canisters from nearby street
stalls, the veterans improvised flame-
throwers, forcing the riot squads into a
panicky retreat. 

This year, groups of former HID and
AIU men raised their profile further
when, wearing black fatigues, they
demonstrated outside the Japanese
embassy during protests over the Dok-
do/Takeshima island dispute. Some
shot flaming arrows into the Japanese
ambassador’s residence. 

But these activities are not for Mr

Park and the older generation of HID –
the men who took on the most danger-
ous missions during the 50s and 60s.

Ahn Seong-il was part of one of
HID’s most successful operations. “On
April 6, 1951, I and 200 HIDs were sent
into the town of Kaesong on a night
mission led by Kim Dong-suk,” the
stocky 76-year-old said. “There were
many Chinese and North Korean sol-
diers resting there. We went in and cap-
tured 40 Chinese, 20 North Koreans,
weapons and rice – even Kaesong gin-
seng! Some of the HIDs were from the
area, so they knew the town well.”

Not all missions were so successful.
Mr Ahn survived one of the most disas-
trous. He said 120 agents were once
sent to the North in a civilian boat. “Our
mission was to enter the mountains, set
up a staging base, and capture Chinese.
At that stage of the war, Chinese sol-
diers had entered, but none had been
captured,” he said. “The North Korean
navy spotted us and opened fire, hitting
the boat. It was drifting, so 30 of us
abandoned it and headed for the
mountains. I was captured. 

“As I was young, the North Koreans
did not treat me too badly. I escaped
from the prison camp, and my mother,
who lived near Pyongyang, took care of
me and helped me return south. I never
saw her again. Of the men who went
into the mountains, only 15 returned.

All those who stayed on the boat were
lost.”

HID’s activities did not stop with the
1953 ceasefire. Throughout the 50s and
60s, an undeclared war was waged
along the demilitarised zone, as north-
ern guerillas infiltrated the south. 

The highest-profile episode took
place in 1968, when a platoon of north-
ern commandos infiltrated, regrouped
in Seoul, and stormed the presidential
Blue House in an assassination attempt
on president Park Chung-hee. In a
fierce gun battle they were wiped out.
The only survivor, Kim Shin-jo, was
captured and defected. He is now a
Presbyterian pastor in Seoul.

Much more common were small-
scale infiltrations in the mountainous
border regions and coastal areas. Peter
Bartholomew, an American Peace
Corps volunteer on Korea’s east coast
in 1968-69, and a businessman with
Seoul-based IRC today, recalled how he
often fell asleep to the sound of fire-
fights in the mountains. When com-
manders wanted to retaliate for attacks
from the North, they called in the hard
men of HID.

“On October 17, 1967, I and 10 men
were despatched into the DMZ wearing
North Korean uniforms obtained from
abroad,” said HID veteran Park Young-
su. The general commanding his sector
had ordered a grisly reprisal for raids by
the North. 

“We killed three North Korean sol-
diers, and returned home with their
ears,” Mr Park said. “I was given a med-
al, but the medal was ‘officially’ for
other reasons: because of the armistice,
our operations were deniable.”

The penalty for capture was chilling.
The crew of the captured US spy ship
USS Pueblo, incarcerated in North
Korea in 1968, recalled the screams of
men they were told were captured
southern operatives being tortured.

Even so, HID veterans say that after
the war, large direct-action operations
ceased, the majority of missions being
confined to intelligence gathering. Mr
Park said most operatives from HID
and its successor units from the 1970s
onwards underwent brutal training,
but did not cross the border. 

This may not be the case. A PR exec-
utive who served in South Korea’s reg-
ular Black Beret Special Forces in the
early 80s, recalled being briefed on
models of sabotage targets in the North
by unnamed men who had personally
reconnoitered the sites. 

Other ex-operatives have told the
media that they were sent on missions
into the demilitarised zone in the 80s. 

Citing national security, a spokes-
person of the Ministry of National De-
fence declined to say whether an HID-
type unit existed today.

Surviving HID veterans still suffer
both physical and psychological trau-
ma. “Most people in life want to do
good deeds, but our job was killing,” Mr
Park said. “Now we feel remorse. This
affects your life.”

Of the 1,000 or so HID men left alive
whom Mr Park says were sent to the
North in the 50s and 60s, an increasing
number are willing to talk.

“I think the rest of the world needs
to know about us, but the South Korean
government does not want to recognise
us. They are in talks with Pyongyang
and do not want to upset the North,”
said Mr Ahn, who has shrapnel wounds
in one shoulder and hearing difficul-
ties. “We used to believe that we should
keep our missions secret, but now we
want to speak up. Our treatment has
been unjust.”

Veterans of a South
Korean elite unit
want recognition
and compensation
for their part in a
covert war, writes
Andrew Salmon

Fighting in the shadows

Ahn Seong-il (above) still has shrapnel splinters and hearing problems
from his days in the HID. Park Bu-seo (left) has a shrine to remember
his fallen comrades (below). Photos: Andrew Salmon, Park Bu-seo

In 1968, in prisons across South
Korea, they were given a choice:
fight and win a pardon, or stay in
jail. They chose to fight.

Taken to Silmido island, off the
east coast, the 31 criminals formed
“Unit 684”. They were put through
brutal training by Special Forces
soldiers. Their mission was too risky
even for the South Korean Army’s
Headquarters Intelligence
Detachment (HID): to infiltrate
Pyongyang and take the head of the
“Great Leader”, Kim Il-sung. 

But politics intervened. The unit
had been activated after northern

commandos had attempted to kill
southern president Park Chung-hee
in 1968. When North-South relations
improved in 1969, Unit 684 had no
role. Members were killed off, one
by one, in training accidents.

Wising up, the survivors fought
their way on to the mainland, where
they commandeered a bus and
headed for Seoul. What they
planned to do upon arrival can
never be known. On August 23, 1971,
in a roadside ambush, they were
killed by regular troops.

Thus the plot of Silmido (2003),
the first South Korean film to attract

10 million local viewers. Its key
attraction was that it was based on a
true story. “It brought out
something the government had
hidden, but that people
remembered,” said Silmido’s
producer, Jonathan Kim of Hanmac
Films. “People had been wondering
what had really happened, so the
film became a conversation piece.”

In a curious footnote, a South
Korean television documentary this
year claimed that not all Unit 684
members were killed: it alleged that
some are today living in secrecy. 
Andrew Salmon

BRUTAL FATE OF UNIT 684 TOLD IN FILM


