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Unspoken Suffering
— The Han of Nonhuman Beings and Affective Theology
: A New Response in the Age of Climate Crisis
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United Graduate School of Theology

Yonsei University

This study is the result of a theological attempt to engage with the
suffering of non-human beings caused by the climate crisis. Traditional
Christian theology has approached the suffering of the world primarily from
the perspective of “sin,” forming a theological framework centered on the
repentance and salvation of oppressors and perpetrators. Consequently,
the concrete pain of victims has been relegated to a secondary issue, lacking
theological concepts capable of encompassing their experiences. To overcome
these limitations, Minjung theology introduced the notion of han({g). Han is an
intense, condensed emotion that expresses the suffering of the people directly
subjected to harm, and its theological adoption was a radical attempt to center
their pain within theology. However, the concept of han in Minjung theology
remained confined to the human sphere, grounded in literary narratives and
symbolic representation, which did not transcend the limitations of “speaking
for” through language. Therefore, this paper seeks to reinterpret han in
terms of affect, to develop a theological framework capable of responding to
the suffering of non-human beings. As an energy of resonance that exceeds
cognitive understanding and linguistic representation, affect provides a way to
encounter the suffering of non-human life without relying on verbal mediation.
Furthermore, through the concept of patiency, this study argues that the
affective receptivity of non-human beings should not be seen merely as passive

victimhood but as an active force shaping the present world. The suffering of
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non-human beings needs to be reinterpreted as both an ethical demand and a
transformative power that challenges humanity to respond to the climate crisis.
Finally, this paper extends Emmanuel Levinas’s concept of the “face” to explore a
theological ethic of affective attunement that engages the silent presence of non-
human beings who lack form and language. This approach constitutes a new
task for theology in the face of extinction and collapse and serves as a reflective
endeavor to acknowledge the theological responsibility toward their suffering.
Ultimately, theology must bear the historical responsibility of encountering

God who comes in the affect of han.



