
 
  

 

 
 

Stories of Upside Down Faith:  Esther Ahn Kim (or Ai Sook) 
 

Excerpt taken from Faithful Women and Their Extraordinary God by Noel Piper 

In  the 1930s, when Japan occupied Manchuria and began all-out war with China, Korea became 
a strategic geographical link. Through Korea, Japan had an overland route into Manchuria and China. 
And so they intensified their grasp on Korea by carrying out a major Japanization campaign. This is why 
many Koreans refer to 1937-1945 as the Dark Age. 

Japanese authorities confiscated whatever they wanted, from food to facilities. Nearly all young Korean 
men and women were con-scripted to work in war camps. Everyone was required to speak Japanese. 
Speaking Korean was a punishable offense. Koreans were ordered to drop their family names and take 
Japanese names. Compliance was high, because noncompliance meant no job for adults and no school 
for children. 

There were Japanese Christians and others who did not agree with the Japanese government’s actions. 
But for too many years, the Japanese government’s policies prevailed. 

Esther Ann Kim, otherwise known as Ei Sook, was born in the midst of this occupation.   

Ei Sook’s mother was the daughter of a high government official in Seoul. She had accepted Christ when 
she was eight. Because she had neither church nor Bible, she remembered and lived by the four prin-
ciples the missionary had taught her: 

1. Jesus is the only Son of God and is the only Savior.  

2. Jesus will never forsake his believers.  

3. Jesus is able to take all the misfortunes of believers and turn them into good.  

4. Jesus hears the prayers of his children.  

 

From the beginning of Ei Sook’s life, her mother was her strong support. Her words seemed to be like 
God’s voice, sometimes gentle and comforting, often firm and spine-stiffening, always what Ei Sook 
needed at the moment. 

Ei Sook became a music teacher at a Christian school for girls.  In 1939, a day came when every student 
and teacher was required to attend the rally of schools at the shrine at Namsan Mountain in 
Seoul.  Faced the choice between bowing before a Japanese sun goddess or being persecuted for refusal 
to so, Ei Sook was convicted that she could not bow before an idol.   

She was not naïve. Being a teacher meant she was a leader, and leaders were watched by the officials. 
Now, in her obedience to God, she had singled herself out as disobedient to the occupying 
authorities.  Ei Sook was a fragile, sickly woman—not a likely candidate to withstand the suffering and 



 
  

 torturing that she knew would lie ahead. Walking away from the shrine, she thought, “I am dead. Ahn Ei 
Sook died today at mountain Namsan.” 

She described the experience later, saying:  “I could honestly say I was not afraid of dying, but I feared 
being tortured without dying. How long could this body endure? What if I gave up my faith under the 
relentless torture? Just thinking of it made me so faint I could hardly see where I was walking. . . .  “Let 
not your heart be troubled,” Jesus was saying to me. “Believe in God, believe also in me. . . . I will not 
leave you des-olate. . . . Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. . .  Let not your heart be 
troubled, neither let it be fearful” (John 14:1, 18, 27). 

 

A light was turned on in the darkness of my heart. . . . And a song came to mind. 

Did we in our own strength confide, Our striving would be losing; 

Were not the right Man on our side, The Man of God’s own choosing: 

Dost ask who that may be? 

Christ Jesus it is He; Lord Sabaoth his Name, From age to age the same, 

And He must win the battle  —Martin Luther 

 

Knowing she was destined for prison, Ei Sook spent time training herself both physically and 
spiritually.  She memorized many hymns and more than 100 chapters of the Bible. For years to come, 
she would rely on these truths from God’s word to sustain her.  She spent countless hours in fasting and 
prayer to prepare for her eventual imprisonment.   

Physically, her preparation was for hard things. She slept without a quilt. She learned to live in deep 
poverty. She and her mother moved into a house near the open market. It was not considered proper 
for ladies of their class and education even to visit the market. But each day they were there, handing 
out tracts and trying to tell people about Jesus. And each day in their house they continued the 
disciplines they had begun:  prayer, hymns—quietly now— worshiping, and memorizing Scripture. 

 

She made a habit of buying complete lots of poor produce from the poorest venders—at full price. Then 
she culled through and gave what was edible to her mother and sister. She ate what was left. She was 
preparing for the rotten beans and millet she expected in prison. 

 

Another sort of prison preparation was added as they discovered and were discovered by “wanted 
criminals”—Christians who were hiding around the city. They met secretly at night in a remote 
house.  She had midnight visits from persecuted Christians who were hiding out in the mountains, and 
she heard their nerve-wracking stories. 

When she was taken to prison, God used her in innumerable ways.  One bitter winter night, it was 
impossible to sleep because of the icy wind blowing through a crack in the floor.  The women in the cell 
clustered tightly together for warmth.  From another cell they could hear the waiting and muttering of 
an insane young Chinese woman – filthy and tied up to keep her from hurting herself.  She had been 



 
  

 sentenced to death for killing her husband.  Ei Sook kept thinking of how Jesus would treat such a 
person.  The other women were shocked when she asked them to pray that the woman could be moved 
into their cell.  Eventually it was done and the other women huddled on the other side as far away as 
possible from the overwhelming stink.   

From behind, Ei Sook persistently held the woman’s flailing body until they both fell exhausted to the 
floor. When the woman fell asleep, Ei Sook held her excrement-crusted feet against her breast to warm 
them. The woman slept for three days without waking, Ei Sook holding her reeking feet and legs against 
her the whole time. When the woman woke, Ei Sook persuaded the guard to bring clean clothes. Then, 
by hand, she fed her the three days’ worth of food—frozen in the icy cell—that she had saved for her. 

Ei Sook knew that Jesus was fighting this battle too. Gradually, the woman began to listen when she 
heard, “I like you,” through Ei Sook’s tears.  “Why do you like a person like me?” she asked. “Because we 
are in the same situation.” Ei Sook knew that they both needed Jesus equally, and that without him, 
both of them were destined for eternal hell.  The woman eventually accepted the goodness of the 
Gospel and went to her death, alive in Christ. 

After several years of cold, illness, and starvation, Ei Sook’s relatively young body was thin, bent, 
stooped, and shutting down. Even opening her eyes seemed too difficult. Suddenly she had a craving for 
apples. “Oh Jesus, I would like to eat an apple. You know my body system. You are the only One who can 
cure this painful desire. Please grant me one whole apple.” 

 

She could think only of apples. Then she overheard jailers talking about a shipment of rotten apples that 
nobody would want. She begged for them, and they were delivered to her cell for her and the other 
women there. She ate and ate. The soggy brown apples seemed like heaven, like the fruit of heaven. The 
ache left her body, and all her body functions revived. And she praised God for sending apples that were 
rotten, because her teeth were too bad to eat fresh apples. She had been preparing herself for this joy 
back in those days when she was eating the worst rotten produce from the market. 

On August 15, 1945, Japan signed an unconditional surrender. World War II was over and Korea was 
free. The prisoners in and out of prison were elated. No more military draft . . . Hearing Korean spoken 
once again . . . Bearing one’s own birth name again . . . And no more shrine worship. The shrines were all 
being burned. 

Thirty-four Christians had entered Pyongyang prison in 1940. On August 17, 1945, when the cells were 
opened, there were fourteen who had survived. The jailer shouted to the people outside, “Ladies and 
gentlemen! These are the ones who for six long years refused to worship Japanese gods. They fought 
against severe torture, hunger, and cold, and have won out without bowing their heads to the idol 
worship of Japan. Today they are the champions of the faith!” 

 

The waiting crowd shouted, “Praise the name of Jesus!” and sang together: 

All hail the power of Jesus’ name! 

Let angels prostrate fall. 

Bring forth the royal diadem 

And crown him Lord of all. 


