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INTRODUCTION


Theology is autobiographical, but it is not an autobiography.

My theology is not just a story of my life. It is the story of my faith journey in the world. It is my story of how God formed me, nurtures me, guides me, loves and allows me to age, and will end my life.

JUNG YOUNG LEE1





ASIAN AMERICAN THEOLOGY is about God revealed in Jesus Christ. The proper subject matter of all theology is God. What is unique in Asian American theology is the identity of the witness that points to that revealed God. Like John the Baptist, my desire as an Asian American theologian is that Christ must increase and I must decrease. Given this beginning, in what sense are Asian American witnesses qua (specifically as) Asian Americans theologically significant? How are Asian Americans significant as Asian Americans coram Deo (in God’s presence) and not merely coram mundi (in the presence of the world), in divine encounter and not just in sociopolitical context?

The revealed God is not a unitarian deity, pure and transcendent above the sociopolitical fray. Rather, the revealed God is a triune God, who entered a particular time and space and has made flesh a part of the divine life. Moreover, this triune God sought and entered into a relationship with a community and with all creation—a genuine covenantal partnership, not mere contractual subservience. The separation between the theological from sociopolitical is invalid, even as they should not be confused. Because God has revealed the divine self as a trinitarian and covenantal God, who encounters humanity in their particularities, human witnesses also must own and engage their own particularities in their own response to God. In this covenantal line of thought, the statement Asian American theology is about God revealed in Jesus Christ can be expanded to Asian American theology is about God revealed in Jesus Christ in covenantal relationship with Asian Americans qua Asian Americans. Thus, Asian American theology is about Asian Americans as human covenant partners alongside of God. While this human-divine relationship is asymmetric and contingent on divine being and will, no generic, neutral, non-covenantal theology is possible with this God. No theology can implicitly pose as objective universal science, as White-normative theologies have done for too long.2

These first paragraphs provide a snapshot of where I have arrived in my journey as an Asian American, ecclesial, charismatic, Reformed theologian, a journey that began over twenty years ago when I became convinced of the desperate need for deep theological reflection in the Asian American church. I am pursuing an Asian American theology that is theological, rooted in the very being of God, and not one that exists because of cultural, sociopolitical reasons, that is, limits or agendas of human perspectives and experiences.3 In this book, I will present a way to understand Asian American theology: what it is, why we need it, and most importantly how to do it. Asian American theology is a way to understand our engagement and experience of God and the gospel more deeply and holistically as Asian Americans. In a sense, Asian American theology articulates how the gospel penetrates and permeates all of who we are for healing, transformation, and mission. The urgency of this task is not only for the Asian American church and Asian American Christians in diverse ministry contexts, but also for the life of the universal church that would benefit from all the gifts that Asian Americans bring.

For years, I fumbled in the dark for answers without even knowing the right questions, constantly feeling “a splinter in your mind, driving you mad,” as Morpheus describes to Neo in the movie The Matrix.4 That splinter is real and has a name: it is the experience of being an Asian American Christian in all of its complexity. This book seeks to provide identifying labels for the wide spectrum of Asian American experiences, and to enable the articulation of spiritual frustrations more intelligibly. Moreover, it offers theological tools to discern God’s presence and work in our lives.

The organization of this book and many of its insights are the result of my work at Fuller Seminary’s Center for Asian American Theology and Ministry, and the courses I teach regularly on Asian American identity, ministry, and theology. Seeing what resonates with students, what eludes them, and what questions they raise have honed my theories and sharpened my arguments. While this book is written primarily for seminarians, pastors, and other ministry practitioners, I believe it will also contribute to ongoing academic conversations on Asian American theology, especially among those with a more ecclesial and ministerial orientation. While my own story is East Asian American, particularly of Korean heritage, this book frames Asian American context much more broadly to be inclusive of East Asian, Southeast Asian, and South Asian heritages as well as multiracial Asian Americans and adoptees.5


THE LONG JOURNEY TO MYSELF


While the Asian American experience is incredibly diverse in multiple ways, I begin with my journey. I do so not only to clarify my own locus theologicus, but also because my struggle in coming to understand the place and impact of Asian American theology is a rather common one. Reflecting on my former naive beliefs about identity and race from the vantage of our present, post-Trump, post-Covid-19 era is rather embarrassing. However, the kinds of ignorance of or prejudice against Asian American theology that I held earlier are still ubiquitous among Asian American Christians. Hopefully, my journey will inform as well as challenge these all too prevalent notions.

Our family emigrated from South Korea to the United States in the early 1980s and settled in Northern Virginia, when it was just beginning to diversify ethnically. I was one of the handful of students of Asian heritage in my elementary school; every year, more and more Asian immigrants moved into our community. As one of the earlier Asian immigrants to the area in this wave of migration, I found myself assimilating to the dominant White culture, trying hard to fit in. It was not that I rejected my Korean heritage, but I simply believed that being American meant moving on, “evolving” from this Asian heritage to mainstream White culture. My father reasoned this transition with the proverb, “when in Rome, do as the Romans do,” meaning that we should try to fit into White culture by adopting White American names and customs.

During this stressful transition, my Korean American immigrant church provided communal support as well as deep spiritual experiences. Interestingly, the spirituality that I encountered in the Korean American Christian community was both culture-blind with my Korean American identity as inconsequential, as well as ethnic-centric with Korean spiritual roots touted as superior and salutary for the decadent White American society. I remember a Korean American preacher using Daniel and his friends in Babylon as an illustration for the importance of retaining my Korean (assumedly Christian) identity and the spiritual fruit that this identity would bear in this American spiritual wasteland. Our immigration was spiritually interpreted as a mission. God had sent us Koreans to the US to bring a revival to a dying White church.

This conflation of ethnic and spiritual identities and the missionary interpretation of immigration, however, seemed forced and hard to believe, especially given contentious politics and even physical fights in many of our churches, leading to splits. It seemed like most Korean American churches that I knew around me had either gone through a split or were formed out of a split. Later in college, after stumbling upon a class in Confucianism and Taoism, my questions primarily resided in what I perceived to be Asian cultural influences corrupting our Korean American churches and Asian American ministries with high East Asian American presence, with heavy-handed moralism, legalism, and authoritarianism overshadowing grace and freedom.

When I read my first Asian American discipleship book, Following Jesus Without Dishonoring Your Parents, I found it both stimulating and frustrating, because I resonated so much with the themes but came away with more questions. Like me, the authors were also frustrated by Asian cultural influences and sought a more gracious and joyful gospel. While sympathetic to their proposals, I was hungry to understand how to pose theological questions and discern a faithful response given particular circumstances and experiences. As helpful as these kinds of Asian American ministry books were, the numerous unaddressed theoretical, especially methodological, issues were obviously beyond their scope.6 So I turned to seek out this theoretical content elsewhere. As I became even more determined to get to the heart of the gospel, the Reformed tradition and its insights appeared to provide a roadmap out of this “syncretistic” spiritual quagmire that I believed I was raised in. I will later come to see that the idea of syncretism was fraught with many questions. In this Reformed tradition, I sought an all-encompassing, Christocentric, gospel-centered theology that was completely grace-infused.

Later at seminary, I drank deeply from the theological wells of the Reformation theologians to quench my spiritual thirst for God’s radical grace. Thinking I had arrived at the end of my spiritual search, I tried to leave my Asian American identity behind, yet it kept pestering me with its lingering presence. When I reluctantly took a class on Asian American theology, I found the readings underwhelming and dissonant with my experience of faith. Compared to the rich fare of mainstream White American and Western theological traditions, Asian American theology frankly sounded like ghettoized sectarian offerings from ethnic enclaves. Their concerns about identity, culture, and racism sounded distant and peripheral to the radical grace that nourished my spirit in the Reformed tradition I had come to love.

Asian American theology, as well as other contextual theologies, appeared as advocacy theologies, driven by ideological and political agendas. At worst, such theologies seem to fall into a Babylonian captivity of sorts; at best, they were too limited, missing the grand narrative of God’s story. Why quibble about using “pagan” Asian images of God or recovering Asian religious resources since my goal was to become more Christian and not Buddhist or Taoist?7 Would that not be returning to the fleshpots of Egypt? Also, the racism that these mostly first-generation Asian American theologians faced appeared to me at that time as problems mainly encountered by those “fresh off the boat.” I thought these issues did not concern me because I was an American and, more importantly, a Christian. These cultural and racial concerns of recent immigrants seemed irrelevant to later generations of Asian Americans. Having an Asian heritage or being Asian American did not seem to help me be a better disciple of Christ, but it was rather baggage that I hoped to leave behind.

As you can see, I did not always believe that my Asian American identity mattered for my faith. Rather, I seriously doubted the usefulness and the legitimacy of contextual theologies in general and Asian American theologies in particular. Ironically, it was not in an affirmation of my Asian American identity, but in the full pursuit of God’s gospel and kingdom that I became convicted about the significance and power of Asian American theology. The heart of the matter for me was and still is knowing God’s disruptive grace, being fully and deeply transformed in that divine encounter, and offering all of myself for God’s kingdom. The task of Asian American theology met me exactly in my pursuit of these core concerns.

Despite my rather nonchalant view of Asian American identity and a dismissive opinion of Asian American theology, three moments during the latter years of seminary provoked me to take “contextuality” seriously.8 These were the beginnings of my “Asian American awakening,” when I realized I was not going to move smoothly from immigrant to (White) American.

First, psychologically, my wedding and marriage exposed how my Korean family heritage functioned in my life. Getting married during my second year of seminary taught me that cultural heritage and generational patterns are always with us. The largely unconscious “scripts” that my wife and I brought into our marriage from our families of origin had just as much or even more influence than any pop culture representations of “typical” White American family life.9 As a so-called assimilated person, I had mistakenly believed that my Korean parents with their old Korean ways were no longer significant for me because I did not care to continue them in my life. But, whether I valued their ways or not, I had to deal with them. If I did not acknowledge and process them, they were going to impact my life, family, spirituality, and ministry, mostly in unconscious ways. The only way to write a new script for my marriage and later parenting would be to first learn and become aware of the scripts in my life. Knowing my extended family system and allowing the gospel to bring God’s shalom within it is the key to a healthy marriage and parenting, as well as every aspect of my life.10

Second, racially, there was no way to escape from all the pains and problems of Asian American identity and the Asian American church. At seminary, I wanted to leave behind my Korean and Asian American “pond” to become a theologian in the bigger mainstream “ocean.” However, I came to realize that wherever I go I take my Asian American self with me. Of course, not all Asian Americans are called to be part of Asian American churches. However, reactively running away from the Asian American church is not necessarily a calling to some other ministry context either. Because I was enveloped in Asian American campus ministry in college, I wanted to break free from that enclave in seminary. But the mostly midwestern and southern White student body at my seminary made it quite clear that my wife and I were foreigners and strangers through just treating us as though we were invisible. In social contexts, they would literally talk to everyone around us, like we were not even there. We had no recourse but to seek an Asian American community there. Also, in discerning ordination in a more conservative and mostly White Presbyterian denomination, I was confronted with their blatant and subtle othering, although I lacked the capacity to concretely describe it at the time.

Over the years, I have seen too many Asian American pastors complain about all the suffering and abuse experienced under first generation pastors, or cultural problems of Asian American ministries, only to perpetuate the same patterns in their newly formed ministries that were supposedly nothing like their parents’ churches, that is, “not your mama’s church.” For those Asian Americans who reactively escape to White or “multiethnic” churches, their particular pains and hurts often remain undealt with, even years later, because many of these so-called multiethnic churches fail to spiritually address the issues that lie below the surface of ourselves as Asian Americans.11 In that sense, all ministries who reach out to Asian Americans need to understand theologically to whom they are ministering.

Third, sociologically, I began to think of my Asian American identity much more dynamically. This movement came about as I became more exposed to different kinds of Asian Americans around the country, especially different generations and regions. Thinking beyond the narrow second generation Korean American from the East Coast perspective, I no longer thought of “being Asian American” as defined by scolding mothers or grandmothers: look in the mirror and know who you truly are, make sure to learn your language, and marry your own people, and so on. Such concepts of “authentic identity” or “true self” can be oppressive and suffocating, ignoring the genuine diversity of experiences, backgrounds, and personalities. Without falling into racist stereotypes or essentialist categories, I realized I still needed a way to articulate my existence in concrete categories and definitions that acknowledged my cultural, ethnic, and racial particularities.

While these moments were instrumental, the critical element came theologically at the end of my seminary years as I was confronted with the importance of my own vocation as an Asian American theologian through my studies of the Reformed tradition, and the burning questions that I must take up as an Asian American theologian.12




BURNING QUESTIONS


When Dietrich Bonhoeffer, contemplating a life of research apart from the political maelstrom back in Nazi Germany, wrote to his mentor Karl Barth for guidance, Barth responded, “[T]hink only of one thing: that you are a German, that your church’s house is on fire, that you know enough, and know well enough how to say what you know, to be able to help, and in fact you ought to return to your post by the next ship!”13 I remember reading this letter during my last year at seminary. I chose Princeton Seminary to study the gospel at its “purest” in the form of Reformed tradition, dedicating myself to study Martin Luther, John Calvin, Jonathan Edwards, Karl Barth, and Dietrich Bonhoeffer. Yet, at the end of my years, I was confronted with the urgency of theological concerns for the Asian American context like a burning fire shut up in my bones. Reading Barth’s letter about remembering who you are and returning to your burning church took a hold of me. This was the final confirmation among many others that God was calling me back to the Asian American church that I was desperately seeking to leave behind. I knew that I was no Dietrich Bonhoeffer, but through Barth’s words God reminded me of all the pain and confusion that I felt growing up in the Korean immigrant church—and that, somehow, I might be able to help alleviate not only my own confusions, but those of others as well.

Along with a call to return to my Asian American church, reading this letter had a profound impact on my understanding about the nature of theological endeavors, something I should had already known given my studies. Following Anselm of Canterbury, the theological task is often described as fides quaerens intellectum, “faith seeking understanding.” That is to say, the theologian tries to comprehend reasonably the mysteries of faith. According to Daniel Migliore, there are two roots of our theological questions: the object of faith and the situation of faith.14 In every question that we ask, we are dealing with both the object and the situation. In a sense, faith seeking understanding means seeking answers to the burning questions of our faith, looking for God’s work and presence amid our experiences of pain and struggle as well as of beauty. These questions are never asked in abstraction, from a neutral, objective place, but rather every question is situated. Bonhoeffer’s theological task was to seek answers to the burning question of his German church in a state of crisis. I realized that I needed to do the same for myself and my church.

Of course, there are other ways to think about the task of theology. Karl Barth describes theology as “self-examination” of a church’s proclamation and life, sort of an audit to make sure that our gospel embodiment is faithful to God’s revelation.15 Even here, the location of our ecclesial community and its witness are very specifically situated. Each faith community in context must take up the missional challenges that it faces and audit the faithfulness of its theological existence and proclamation. In this sense, Asian American churches were already living out an expression of “Asian American theology,” but unaware of the forces and powers at hand. While we could and should learn from other theological sources and traditions, we cannot simply adopt someone else’s theological audit. Also, we could not expect others to do our theological self-examination for us, nor could we do their work for them.

Realizing the truth of contextuality while reading a White male European theologian is a bit ironic, since this same truth was argued by Black, Hispanic, Asian American, and other non-Western theologians. In various classes, I read James Cone, Gustavo Gutiérrez, and other liberation theologians, but still missed the message. In their own way, they all accused the theological establishment of universalizing White norms and marginalizing non-White voices to the contextual or missiological hinterlands. In my own journey, it is as if I resisted this idea of contextuality and ran away to the Whitest theology that I could find only to be confronted with it there. God had reached me even through my internalized racism, theological density, and spiritual resistance to my calling.

However, the version of theological contextuality that I came to acquire through my strange route had particular traits. The idea of inseparability of object and situation of faith echoes American liberal theologian Paul Tillich’s method of correlation, where the questions from the situation are answered by the message of faith.16 Tillich argues that apologetical theology that is oriented toward the context, and kerygmatic theology that is oriented toward the message, need each other. While I agree with Tillich’s assessment about the importance of the situation and message in a general sense, his approach lacks the dialectical dimension that recognizes the limitations of our own questions. For Barth, even our questions arising from our situation are under God’s correction and judgment. Our burning questions must be transformed by God’s revelation before they can be properly answered. The necessity of this radical conversion is what distinguishes my approach, following Barth, from those of Tillich and liberation theologies.

While I sought to develop a different starting point for my vision of Asian American theology from liberation theologies, over time I came to see that the Asian American liberationist themes are indispensable. As I became better informed and moved closer to centers of institutional power, I shed my earlier post-racial naiveté. I began to take Asian American studies more seriously, learning about Asian American history with egregious injustices like the Chinese Exclusion Act and Japanese American removal and incarceration during World War II, as well as Asian American invisibility and misrepresentation in popular culture. With a growing awareness regarding the realities of systemic and structural racism in theological education, I came to see that not only cultural, but political dimensions had to be deeply incorporated into a broader understanding of the gospel and God’s kingdom. Of course, the blatant White Christian nationalism around the rise of Donald Trump and the painful anti-Asian hate all around the nation and beyond made all this very clear.

Even as I gleaned much wisdom from them, I was frustrated by the reactivity of many postcolonial and liberationist works that seem to bypass ecclesial concerns.17 My concern with some liberationist Asian American theologies was that they seemed to lack a robust theological basis to undergird their contextuality: How is Asian American identity or context connected to the God who is revealed in Christ? Theology must be rooted in God, not only our experiences; otherwise, Asian American theology would devolve into mere anthropology.18 A theological foundation for Asian American theology, and not just a sociopolitical one, had to be firmly laid.

In a sense, my distinct methodology distinguishes between theologia crucis and theologia gloriae.19 In Martin Luther’s parlance theologia crucis, or theology of the cross, is a way of doing theology that begins with our own inability to reach God, seeking and gratefully receiving God’s condescension in divine revelation. Theologia gloriae, or theology of glory, is a theology that strives after God, thinking we can, through our own resources, reach God. Applying theologia crucis to the relationship between context and the gospel, the connection between the theological answer and the contextual questions can only occur by faith and by the miraculous grace of God. God’s answers take hold of our presuppositions and reorder them so that the gospel can be comprehended. In a sense, without a paradigm shift in our plausibility structures, which is how missiologist Lesslie Newbigin describes conversions, this connection cannot be made.20 Of course, this is why Barth stressed Kierkegaard’s infinite qualitative distinction between humanity and God, a separation that cannot be overcome from the human side of the gulf. This maneuver establishes the gratuitousness of God’s work and presence at the core of our theology. God’s grace cannot be assumed as a given, but only be entreated in faith and received gratefully.

Practically speaking, this Barthian diastasis, the separation between God and humanity, means that God’s answers can surprise us sometimes. Contextuality is often understood as making the gospel more palatable to a particular context, an adjustment that can be suspected as “dumbing down” the gospel or capitulating to the context. To the contrary, engaging the context should mean that the gospel, with its assurances and demands, are clearly understood and not distorted in the act of reformulation, and also include a sharper identification of sin and brokenness so that true repentance can occur.

This latter point about contextuality leading to a sharper accusation of sin is crucial. Attacking the compromised cultural Christianity of his Danish Christendom, Søren Kierkegaard articulated the necessity of “the possibility of offense” for a faithful gospel presentation.21 This possibility of offense brought the listener to a crossroad of faith, where they must decide whether they will submit themselves to God in faith or be offended and reject the gospel. Similarly, the basic concern of theological contextuality is knowing how to present the possibility of offense effectively. A vital part of the contextual work is to understand the offense well, to remove cultural or sociopolitical offenses to sharpen the presentation of the theological offense leading to conversion (1 Cor 1:23).

Framing our approach in terms of asking theological questions from the Asian American context bypasses a problematic line of thinking: How Asian should Asian American theology be? What we seek is not necessarily more Asianness in some Orientalist fashion, but rather an encounter with God with all of who we are as Asian Americans. Of course, that holistic encounter might result in a recovery and greater affirmation of our Asian heritage, but assuming that Asian American theology always has to look a certain way or display particular features should be avoided as racial stereotyping. The goal is to faithfully witness to God as Asian Americans, not necessarily to jump through hoops about cultural resource requirements, even as I believe that Asian cultural resources could be a vital part of Asian American lives. The Asian American experience and Asian American theology is greater than Asian cultural heritage. How to talk intelligently about Asian America in all its complexity is the special focus of chapter three and the general concern of this book.

Our burning questions about the gospel are about encountering a holy God who loves, who can comfort as well as afflict. Because a generic version of the gospel is too dull and misses the nuances of sin and salvation within a given context, theologies in various contexts exist to wrestle with these questions of faithfully knowing and living the message of Jesus Christ in particular situations and lives.




SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTERS


While I am cognizant of my own Korean American male identity, here I offer meta-categories and methodological concepts that cut across the Asian American community in its diversity and heterogeneity, framing and guiding the development of various ethnic-specific Asian American theologies.22 Also, this work reflects my own commitments to the Reformed tradition. While some jest that the Reformed tradition could be understood as an ethnic or racial group, namely, White European, and there are real problems of Whiteness in how some understand it, my experience of appreciating and working within it as a living and diverse tradition has been enriching. For those of different ecclesial traditions, I hope my thoughts can serve as a catalyst to encourage and stimulate your own journey of doing theology for yourselves and your communities. For those desiring to learn the genesis of my ideas, much of the crucial moves of this book were developed in my previous work on Karl Barth and Asian American theology.23

The rest of this book is as follows. Chapters one and two develop the concept of theological contextuality. Chapter one begins with a presentation of theological contextuality as related to the very nature of all theologies. Because all theology is contextual—meaning answers to our burning questions that arise out of our lives—a “neutral” approach to theology is misguided. Along with faith seeking understanding through our burning questions, the nature of theology is about knowing the contextuality of all theology, being aware of the various unnamed normativities that oppress and distort our theological existence, and discerning the relationship between particularity and universality. Without understanding these three dimensions of theology—contextuality, normativities, and particularity/universality—the basis of Asian American theology would be incomprehensible.

Chapter two points to the election of and God’s covenantal relationship with Israel as the biblical basis of contextuality. Supersessionist theology that made Israel irrelevant has the consequence of losing theological contextuality as well. Theological contextuality arises out of divine self-revelation of a covenantal God who enters history, making creation part of the divine being. Because Jesus is eternally Jewish, our present particularities matter as well. Our living God is a God who encounters us in time and space in our particularities. If we are to deal with the God of the Bible, we must contend with the idea of theological contextuality.

Applying this idea of theological contextuality to the Asian American context, the next five chapters present the Asian American Quadrilateral (AAQ), the methodological apparatus or grammar for doing Asian American theology. Every Asian American already deals with these contextual aspects of life; the important question is the level of awareness, articulation, and sophistication of theological reflection that we possess.

In chapter three, I begin by describing how Asian American identity and contexts feel like swimming around in murky water that is complex, diverse, and largely unconscious, yet impacts us deeply. In these waters lurk histories, influences, proclivities, and tendencies that we cannot name. Therefore, the first step to theological methodology is to “name the demon,” in a manner of speaking. As a heuristic interpretive tool, I propose the AAQ, a fourfold framework that describes the Asian American experience as the intersection of Asian heritage, migration experience, American culture, and racialization. Within the matrix of these four themes, we struggle with matters of faith, family, church, leadership, scholarship, gender, and all other concerns. All Asian Americans negotiate these four themes very differently; these categories provide a common language to discern the similarities and distinctions between groups.

Chapter four covers what Asian heritage is and how to deal with it theologically. By Asian heritage, I mean the Asian cultural, religious, and philosophical heritage that is shared with contemporary Asians, many of whom, like Asian Americans, must also negotiate between this heritage and Western/global influences. This theme describes these traditions with their long development and many interpretations and embodiments, which function implicitly as well as explicitly within the Asian American context. They include Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism, Shinto, Shamanism, Hinduism, folk religions as well as Asian Christianities. These heritages act, however, as lived cultural realities, not as abstract ideas or academic concepts. The theology of culture I propose works with this heritage in the form of cultural archetypes, for example, a family-centric Confucian worldview, as opposed to essentialist stereotypes like “Asians are communal.” Moreover, a dialectical view of these cultural archetypes allows a much more nimble and dynamic critique and construction for theology.

In chapter five, I deal with the theme of migration as immigration, refugee experience, and its related phenomena such as transnationalism, the acculturation or assimilation process, intergenerational conflict, and identity formation. While immigrants and refugees from Asia share many commonalities with those from elsewhere, their experiences are filtered through their Asian heritage, and, as we shall see, are impacted by their racialization. In this sense, we must keep in mind that all of these four elements of the AAQ influence and color the others, thus creating a distinctive context for Asian Americans. Also, the narrative and trauma of this transitional experience often leaves residual effects on the generations that follow the first one. I will analyze the possible theological significance of migration for Asian American immigrants and refugees as well as the meaning of America as a promised land and an empire. The particular weight of Asian American experiences of marginality will serve as an analogy to the alien status of Christians in the world.

Chapter six lays out American culture that encompasses not only the multicultural contemporary American culture, in which Asian Americans actively participate, but also the Western intellectual tradition, missionary/colonial history, and particularly Asian American representation in broader society and popular culture. The American pluralistic post-Christendom context in general, and the evangelical movement in particular, serve as the situation in which many Asian American Christians find themselves. As a result, Asian American Christianity is heavily influenced by the Enlightenment’s rationalistic influence, as well as by the Puritanism and revivalism of evangelicalism. Of course, the church’s contemporary struggles with postmodernity and a post-Christendom environment apply to Asian Americans as well. Drawing from and critiquing both missional theology that engages the North American culture as a mission field and postcolonial theology that challenges the Western hegemony, I explain why the matrix of Asian American experience provides unique insights for broader significance.

Chapter seven describes the Asian American experience of racialization. This fourth and final theme of the AAQ articulates the process of racial identity formation, navigating the Black/White binary, and the particular forms of discrimination that Asian Americans face as people of color. While all minorities face microaggressions and structural racism in various expressions and degrees, Asian American marginality might be best summed up in its “perpetual foreigner” status, the inability to fully affirm the Americanness of their identity. In this discussion, I explain the merits and limits of understanding Black Americans as the racial ancestors of Asian Americans.

The last two chapters look at the personal and the communal aspects of Asian American theology. In chapter eight, I offer what a process of integration and reconciliation might look like. Using trauma theory and interpersonal neurobiology, I propose that the journey of discipleship is also a process of creating a coherent narrative of our lives, where disparate, repressed, or dissociative aspects of our lives are made conscious and integrated to our senses of selves. This integration is a vital part of a holistic discipleship where all of ourselves are brought into God’s purview to be reconciled and transformed. Furthermore, this process is crucial to our relationships and leadership as well. I propose the Holy Spirit as the agent of intrapersonal reconciliation, gathering and holding together our disparate selves, expressing our unarticulated pains and hurts, and uniting all that to Christ.

In chapter nine, taking to task the failing ideals of multiethnic ecclesiology and its toxic impact on Asian Americans, I argue that a “critical mixed economy embodied ecclesiology” better addresses the church in the eschatological in-between. Following the Chalcedonian pattern, our ecclesiology must not only be rooted in the God who gathers his people, but also the real humans who make up the community, with their bodies, cultures, contexts, and so on. This embodied ecclesiology must not only take the neighborhood into account, but the whole societal context. As a particular example of this embodied ecclesiology, I propose that Asian American churches in their various ministry models live in the tension of calling and temptation, which requires continual spiritual vigilance and theological conversion.

In the concluding invitation, I invite Asian Americans to do theology for themselves and their communities. There is a desperate need for Asian American communities of various ethnic heritages to articulate and struggle with their own concerns toward Asian American theologies of every kind in service of Asian American Christian communities of every kind. Asian American theology is the common task and calling of Asian American Christians in their complex diversity. We must all join in.
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CONTEXTUALITY AND PARTICULARITY


Christian faith is not available as an abstraction. The Word is made flesh in human lives. Theology is historical to its core.

FUMITAKA MATSUOKA1





AT AN ASIAN AMERICAN CONFERENCE, after presenting a survey of current scholarship on Asian American theology, the speaker asked the attendees, mostly Asian American pastors, Is this helpful? Do we need this? While the speaker phrased the question as one of usefulness, underlying it was the question of the legitimacy and place of Asian American theology. He was not asking a rhetorical question, but truly wondering whether we need an Asian American theology. His question, a common one, exposes the deep and widespread misunderstanding about the nature of the theological task in general, and the task of Asian American theology in particular.

This chapter is a non-apology for the existence of Asian American theologies. I offer no justification or defense for the existence and the importance of Asian American theologies, no answer to the question of whether Asian American theologies should exist or if they deserve attention, because the basic premise of that question is fundamentally flawed. I will, however, lay out the nature of theology, as it relates to questions about contextuality, normativity, and the dynamic tension between particularity and universality. In understanding the nature of theology, we will be able to understand how the task of Asian American theology fits into the broader global and multiethnic landscape.


THE COVENANTAL BASIS OF CONTEXTUALITY


The notion of theology being an objective science is faulty because God is a living person and not a dead artifact. This reality that every theology is contextual is not new. Stephen Bevans, for example, points to a number of external sociopolitical and internal theological factors for theology being contextual.2 While the concept of contextualization first arose out of missiology where the need for translation of the gospel was pressing, the growing global consciousness made it clear that no one was culture free. That realization served as a catalyst for missiologists to rethink the nature of theology.

Unfortunately, the label contextual remains in many theological circles and minds as a descriptor separating out non-Western, Majority World theologies or non-White theologies in the US. Theologies bearing this label might be relegated to the hinterlands of missiology or be seen as pertinent only in discussions about global or liberation theology. A common misunderstanding about contextual theology or contextualization is that people often mean a universal kernel of truth or gospel that is simply clothed in various cultures. The problem with this conceptualization of theology is that the White European tradition is often assumed to be this universal core theology, as though it is acontextual or neutral.

Since all theology is contextual, although some are implicitly while others are explicitly so, we could just drop the contextual label altogether. Instead of contextual as a label, I propose that we use the concept of contextuality as a category that applies to all theologies, describing the manner in which every theology is situated and engages their context.

This contextuality could be understood as a human limitation that we must work to move beyond. In that case, we might argue either that we are tragically bound by human limitations of cognition and perception or socio-politically determined to be ideologically disposed. We might also frame contextuality in terms of human need, or practical necessity to make the theology and the Bible relevant to different situations around the world. Instead of cultural and sociopolitical reasoning, I am interested in the theological understanding of contextuality as rooted in the very identity of God.

There are two popular versions of theological contextuality, namely incarnation and Pentecost.3

In terms of the incarnation, the Word becoming flesh is too universalistic to serve as theological grounds for contextuality. There is no significance to the differentiation of various flesh, as in particular human embodiments, or even flesh in a general sense, including, for example, animals as well.4 Also, this is an analogical argument, not a proper theological one because properly speaking there is only one incarnation. If analogically we argue that the “incarnational” dynamic occurs in every culture or context, it is the same eternal Word in every contextual incarnation. This eternal Word in differing flesh is the support for theological contextuality as translation; in this case, Asian American bodies, communities, and cultures are merely husks that have no impact on the kernel that is the Word. There is a static superficiality to contextuality in that God is not impacted at all. God says the same thing but in a different language in a sense. Does God say or do something different when interacting within a certain context?

Pentecost offers another perspective on theological contextuality. Here the outpouring of the Spirit “upon all flesh” (Acts 2:17) could be interpreted in terms of universality; however, the speaking of many tongues leads to a “divinely ordered diversity and pluralism.”5 Through linguistic diversity, cultural and religious diversities could be taken up as theologically significant as well.6 Willie Jennings contends that Pentecost should be interpreted as speaking the language of another instead of one’s own, thereby expressing new kinship and intimacy across identities.7 A possible concern here is that this version of contextuality accentuates foreignness, emphasizing the exoticism of Asian language and culture. While perhaps appropriate for the global context, stressing language and culture tends to Orientalize Asian Americans. What about the particular experiences of Asian Americans that are not cultural or linguistic, but rather political or sociological, that is, marginality or invisibility?

While accepting the benefits and insights of the incarnation and Pentecost, I propose God’s revelation as a covenantal God as the ground of theological contextuality. In proposing God’s being as covenantal, I am stating that God sees and interacts with every people and every person in their particularity, for their reconciliation and vocation. Our relationship with this living God is an I-Thou encounter.8 Jewish philosopher Martin Buber knew the danger of objectifying God, making the eternal Thou into an It. We can so easily reduce our living God into ideas or concepts, whether they be a worldview, law, morality, or even love or grace. More education or knowledge does not necessarily protect us from this danger of theological abstraction. Dietrich Bonhoeffer warns that the first theological question was asked by the serpent, inquiring about God in the third person as an object of our study.9 It is always tempting to think of God as an idea that we can grasp, rather than a free person that I must attend to. Rather than a universal idea or an abstract concept, our God is “the God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob, not of the philosophers and savants” as Blaise Pascal would confess.10 Another way of expressing this I-Thou relationality is to confess that our God is a covenantal God. This covenantal God is alive and not dead, actively working and interacting with us and the world. Affirming God’s covenantal aliveness means at least three things.

First, the living God encounters us in our particular existence. Our God encounters us as a person. This personal encounter occurs concretely in time and space, within a particular context; it does not happen abstractly. As Pascal notes above, in Scripture God does not reveal himself as a universalizing philosophical idea, but rather as a God of a particular people and definite relationships. God reveals himself personally, stopping people dead in their tracks and sending them forth to a radically different life afterward.

As we encounter the living God, we are called to follow Christ in our particular contexts, in our particular times, in our particular bodies. While all of us are called to follow Christ, where and how the path of discipleship takes us is different for all of us and that’s because God encounters us concretely. We read Scripture not only to follow in the wake of God’s past actions or words. We are also opening ourselves to hearing the living God speak—not just to anyone, but to us in our particularity.11 As we pray and listen to God, God responds not with generic one-size-fits-all responses, but with specific answers to our particular supplications.

Second, the living God invites our whole selves to be reconciled. Confessing that “God is all, and we are naught” might sound pious, but it is not biblical. Emil Brunner points out how we can distort biblical faith by emphasizing God at the expense of humanity.12 He poses this covenantal reality of our faith in terms of objectivity and subjectivity, both who God is in and of himself and our experience of God, respectively. Especially when the church feels threatened by various trials and temptations, it can resort to a reactionary exclusivism, embracing objectivity while rejecting notions of subjectivity.13 There definitely are times when the church needs to recover the otherness of God and critique anthropocentric distortions of faith. However, this kind of correction does not reflect the full picture of our faith and more importantly does not express the covenantal nature of our God, who in divine freedom creates room for our human freedom.

Just as we can reduce God to an It, it is also possible to not bring our whole selves to this relationship, failing to be an authentic I. Walter Brueggemann talks about this kind of distortion in terms of us becoming mere yes-men or yes-women to God’s commands, failing to have a “genuine covenant interaction” with God.14 With the struggles of White assimilation and being presented with a White version of Christianity that ignores parts of our identity, it is so easy for Asian Americans to be become a truncated self, a self that represses parts of ourselves that we deem unpresentable. In a sense, we can die to ourselves in a misguided way, thinking that our Asian American aspects are the problem.
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