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To my father, Jack Pei.

Your gentle conviction has shown me what a strong Asian American leader looks like. You have endured courageously through pain, sacrificed as my biggest advocate, and documented our family histories for future generations to cherish. I love you, and I am so proud to be your son.


PREFACE


This was not an easy book to write.

Race is one of the most polarizing topics in the world today.1 While some people love to read every blog and news item related to race, others don’t think we should talk about it at all. Some people are eager to become more culturally intelligent, while others bemoan how they need to be so “PC” about everything.

I didn’t start out trying to tackle all these issues when I started the process of this book. I just wanted to share my story—of what it was like for me growing up in the United States as a person of color and working for a majority-white organization in my adult years. However, as I read biographies of ethnic minorities and studied history books, the scope of my thinking began to broaden. I discovered certain themes. Self-doubt. Domestication. Weariness. Invisibility. There seemed to be something in common among minorities—despite disparities in time, geography, and ethnicity. These themes even appeared in the stories of the Bible, from Moses to Daniel to Jesus himself. I began to write these themes down.

Then as I studied current experts in racial identity formation, I began to gain new language and categories to help me frame my learnings, and to explain some of my own experiences as a minority. I felt better equipped to understand and engage some of the debates I heard around me in the office, at the dinner table, and online. I compiled these insights as well, wondering if they might be helpful to others too. My studies helped me to appreciate the sobering challenge of honoring the sacred stories of peoples who have been overlooked, while also explicating concepts with precision and nuance. How could I do this justice?2

Then there was my own story. As I began to write, waves of painful memories and nostalgia came over me. A shy, skinny Asian American kid paralyzed in fear on the baseball field, just trying to fit in on an all-white team. An angry teenager fuming at racist stereotypes on the television screen. A frustrated adult kicking furniture in his house, feeling betrayed by his minority coworkers and friends. Those were me. Revisiting these scenes was not easy, nor was writing about them.3 But I resolved to face my fears, and even decided to reach out to people from my past to try to make peace. Some of those conversations are included in the pages of this book.

Writing this book also happened in the midst of personal tragedy and challenge in my family. My father suffered a massive stroke that almost took his life. One of my daughters was diagnosed with special needs. Some days it was hard to muster the energy to lift a finger to write. But in another way, this pain gave meaning to my efforts. I wanted to finish this book during the years my father still had left, to honor his sacrifices and love for me. I told him I would dedicate the book to him because of all he had taught me about life—and all the times he had encouraged me to pursue my dreams of writing. Raising my daughter was motivation enough to fight for a better world for her, as a woman and as a person of color.

So I took all of this—ethnic minority biographies, the history books, race scholars, and my own story and family circumstances—and poured it into this book. I compiled and documented all the insights and lessons I had learned, in the hope that it might help others like me.

When I write “others like me,” I mean my primary audience for this book—ethnic minorities who have wrestled in any way with finding their place in society, or within a majority-white organization. I wanted to write that they might more clearly identify the emotions behind their experiences as minorities. Perhaps in the pages of overlooked history, they might uncover the events and forces that had subconsciously shaped their identity. Perhaps they might gain language and categories to name their experiences (like I did) and equip them for today’s ongoing debates and conversations about race. Most of all, I wanted them to know that they were not alone.

That is why I wrote this book. Of course, I hope that others may find it useful as well. Some readers from the majority culture may be looking to understand the deeper realities of what it means to be a minority, or to gather some ideas for how to diversify their organization. Many staff from churches as well as parachurch and nonprofit organizations may have just started exploring race and diversity, and are looking to take the next step. Also, while this book is written from a faith perspective, some nonreligious readers may be interested in how Christians are seeking to address the critical issues of race and justice in our time.

Finally, I write this book from an organizational development perspective, which has been my field of study and work for over a decade. My experience leads me to believe that leading change isn’t just about transforming individual behavior, but about addressing broader systemic issues. Thus, I’ve included research and examples from some of the leading organizational thinkers in both the ministry and corporate world, where I currently work full-time.

The primary organizational context I write about is Cru, which is the largest missions organization in the world. For about a decade, I worked for the Asian American branch of Cru, which is called Epic Movement. My experiences included leading a human resources team, developing core values, and designing ethnic minority leadership curriculum and training. My wife and I are still on staff part-time with Cru.

Some may be curious what Cru leaders think about a book like this being written about their organization. I had questions myself about whether my honest and painful experiences would be welcomed or not. However, each time I’ve shared my stories of challenge with white Cru leaders, they’ve told me how helpful they are—and to keep writing and sharing. When I pitched the idea of this book to some other Cru executives, they voiced their support and asked how they could help. As I’ve worked on this manuscript, I’ve submitted drafts to leaders in the organization for their feedback. This book is truly a work of partnership with Cru.

However, I’ve also come to see clearly that this book is not really about Cru—it’s about organizations, systems, and communities where there is any gap between majority and minority cultures. As I’ve interviewed and talked with ethnic minority leaders in other institutions and fields, similar patterns have appeared. As I researched the history of minorities in the United States (and other countries), I found that there are common realities and challenges that have existed for centuries. So while this is my own story, and I cannot speak for other minorities, I recognize that I am walking down a path of emotional realities that countless others have walked before me—and which countless others will walk in the future. Perhaps by looking at one example, we can see some broader themes and truths and come to a deeper understanding of what it means to be a minority, in the United States and beyond.

Some readers may wonder if this book will address other groups of people beyond race—such as socioeconomic class, gender, sexuality, age, religion, physical ability, and so on. I affirm the reality of intersectionality, which suggests that various human aspects are interconnected, and together help us to understand issues of identity.4 While this book focuses primarily on race, I would encourage the reader to make connections and applications as they seem appropriate.5

I hope that by the end of this book you will gain some new language and categories to explain your experiences. I hope you will understand the historical reasons behind peoples’ emotions and reactions in the ongoing debate about race. I hope you will gain a vision for how God gives us the strength, wisdom, and resilience to endure in our work and journey. I hope you will gain practical guidance and ideas for how to take your organization to the next level in diversity. Most of all, I hope you will know that you are not alone!






INTRODUCTION

What Is a Minority?


What does it mean to be a minority? It may not be what you think or have heard.

After all, you could be fluent in Chinese language and customs, and yet not understand how Asian Americans feel like they can never truly be accepted in society. You could be the only white person in a group of a hundred people of color, and still be a “majority.” You might debate for hours about immigration policy, and miss why historical events make the issue so loaded for Latinos.

That’s because the minority experience isn’t primarily about head knowledge—but about emotional realities of pain.

The minority experience isn’t about sheer numbers or demographic percentages—but about who holds power.

The minority experience isn’t just about current events and politics—but even more about how these things are impacted by the past.

Throughout my research on race and diversity, and my decades of work in crosscultural leadership development, I’ve found that these three categories define so much that is distinctive about what it means to be a minority.

Pain, power, and the past are three filters through which we can view anything related to race. When we’re trying to understand what it means to be African American, do we seek to hear their emotional realities of pain? When we’re seeking to diversify our organization, are we treating everyone as if they are on “equal ground,” or are we understanding that some are naturally disadvantaged because of sociological disparities of power? When we talk with a coworker about a race-related topic in the news (e.g., the Dakota Access Pipeline1), are we asking about how the past events of history might impact the discussion? If we apply these three filters, we will be well on our way to truly understanding the minority experience.

I have structured this book in two parts. Part one is called “Understanding the Minority Experience,” and chapters one, three, and four each describe a particular aspect of pain, power, and the past in depth. Chapter two provides a high-level view of these three categories and defines some terms related to race. Part two is called “Redeeming the Minority Experience.” Chapter five outlines some specific applications and principles for organizations as they seek to take the next step in diversifying. Chapters six, seven, and eight provide some guidance for how minorities can use pain, power, and the past to build compassion, advocacy, and wisdom, respectively.

Throughout this book, I will define race-related terms and language as necessary, but I’d like to start with a few foundational definitions here. I’ve learned the importance of words, because they carry connotations of pain for some or have been used as weapons of power by others. Many words have significance from the past, and language and meaning are continually evolving.

First, there is a critical difference between the terms ethnicity and race. Confusing the two terms can be unhelpful. Ethnicity refers to the various ancestral attributes that distinguish a people group, including appearance, language, customs, religious practices, and so on. For instance, Irish and Italian Americans are ethnic groups.

Race, on the other hand, is a category with a history and purpose of social power. According to most scholars, race was defined as a way to unify various European ethnic groups into one—“white”—in order to establish control over those from other ethnic groups (e.g., blacks). Dr. Beverly Daniel Tatum, one of the foremost experts on racial identity, writes that “the original creation of racial categories was in the service of oppression.”2 This explains how Irish and Italian Americans used to be treated by other settlers as inferior, but at a certain point came to be seen and accepted as simply “white.”3 In The Very Good Gospel, activist Lisa Sharon Harper cites the example of Takao Ozawa, a Japanese man who argued before the Supreme Court in 1922 that Japanese people were white. Ozawa had been restricted from clear societal benefits that came with naturalization, so he sought to fit into a racial category that had nothing to do with his skin color or ethnic background!4

This is such a critical distinction, because merely discussing a person’s Russian or German ethnicity does not tend to lead into conversations about the shared power from which those ethnic groups have benefited by nature of being “white.” That is one reason why I use the term “white” or majority culture—as a reminder of the pain, power, and past history associated with those words.

For people of color, I will use the terms that I hear most commonly used, or that people within those communities call themselves—Latino (though some use Hispanic American), Native American or Native peoples, Asian American (some differentiate between Asian Pacific Islanders and Asian Pacific Americans), South Asians, and so on. Some people of African descent prefer to use “African American,” while others prefer “Black” as more inclusive of Afro-Caribbeans living in the United States. Since the sources I quote use the terms fairly interchangeably, I will do the same. When I refer to the United States I try to use “United States” instead of “America,” as I recognize that many other countries are part of America (North, Central, and South). However, occasionally I use “American” to avoid literary awkwardness, or “America” for symbolic and metaphorical purposes.

From working in ethnic leadership development, I have learned that one size does not fit all; even within a minority group there are important differences. Latinos from Mexico face different realities than those from South American countries such as Peru or Argentina. Among Asian Americans, a fourth-generation Japanese American in California lives a very different life than a Hmong refugee family in Wisconsin.5 Some discrepancies are clear as day to me—for instance, I have lived a life of far greater privilege than many poor ethnic minorities. I can never understand the suffering Native Americans, Latinos, and African Americans have endured.

While we cannot oversimplify the experiences of minorities, that doesn’t mean there aren’t bonds that tie us together.6 I do want to acknowledge that many of the experiences and influences described in this book are from the Asian American community, as that is who I am.7 However, I have sought to give examples and stories from other minority communities as well. While it is not possible to represent every minority group and subgroup, my goal is to provide examples that can apply to other contexts. My hope is that reading these stories will also catalyze other minorities to keep writing and sharing the perspectives that we need so badly to hear.

Second, let’s define what we mean when we use the word culture. I like what professor Soong-Chan Rah writes: “Culture is a human attempt to understand the world around us. It is the programming that shapes who we are and who we are becoming. It is a social system that is shaped by the individual and that also has the capacity to shape the individual. But it is also the presence of God, the image of God, the mission of God found in the human spirit, soul, and social system.”8 In this book, I use “culture” in this broad sociological and theological sense, as in “majority culture” or “organizational culture.”9

I’ve mentioned that this book is written from a perspective of faith, and some of the scholars and authors I cite are of the Christian persuasion. That isn’t to say that Christians or churches have all the answers to the issue of race and diversity. In fact, many of us have been some of the worst offenders in escalating debates and taking sides along political lines. Not only that, but Christians have been complicit in some of the greatest racial abuses throughout history, including slavery.10 As a Christian, that is part of my history, and I write as someone grieved by these corruptions and departures from what faith should be.

At the same time, I have met many Christians who advocate for justice and minority issues, and many of the authors I cite have given their work and lives for these causes. They live out what I consider “the kingdom of God”—a vision of reality that Jesus taught, where the weak and poor are uplifted, and justice and peace are pursued with courage and sacrifice (Matthew 5:1-12). In this kingdom, people love with patience and are slow to anger (1 Corinthians 13:4-8). They are not quick to judge or hurl accusations as we are used to seeing in discussions about race. As a Christian, I believe that relying on our own willpower gets us stuck in destructive cycles of debate. If we truly submit to God, there’s a way to break out of these cycles. This book is written with that hope and perspective.11

Third, you’ll notice that I intentionally use the term minority. Many scholars in racial studies also use the term comfortably, while a few choose not to because of the reality that people of color will soon outnumber white populations in the United States. (Both CNN and the New York Times report that within a generation, ethnic minorities will make up more than 50 percent of the overall population in the United States.12)

I choose to use the term minority and reframe it, not in terms of demographic numbers but in terms of who holds societal power.13 Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. once said that “equality is not only a matter of mathematics and geometry, but it’s a matter of psychology. . . . It is possible to have a quantitative equality and qualitative inequality.”14 This means that many minorities are not born with the same advantages as white people, even in something as simple as expecting other people around the world to speak English rather than having to learn local dialects. This has nothing to do with numbers—consider how many people live in India and China, yet neither Hindi nor Chinese are “default” worldwide languages. Very few people I know would posit that this kind of white status and privilege will suddenly disappear during the year that ethnic minorities hit 51 percent of the United States population. Furthermore, the math just wouldn’t add up. Five percent of Asian Americans together with 15 percent of Latinos does not make either group feel like 20 percent. The sum of all ethnic minorities (even above 50 percent) does not translate into one unified, dominant force.

Finally, for some people, the words emotions and emotional can have connotations that aren’t positive—such as lacking stability, composure, or resilience. When I use these words, I mean the deeper forces that drive human beings, such as needs, desires, and fears. I believe that while many of us like to think we are mostly rational beings, emotions drive the vast majority of our decisions and actions. So that is why I choose to focus on uncovering some of the deepest emotional realities for minorities in the chapters that follow.

As you read, pay attention to what kinds of emotions and reactions are brought to the surface. Which stories make you sad or stir up your sense of injustice? Which experiences remind you of your own childhood or past? What questions do you have, and what do you still want to learn more about? I’ve included some reflection and discussion questions at the end of the book, so that you can have a conversation with a friend, coworker, or small group as you read.

There’s so much to learn—and every lesson reminds me that we all can make a difference in the ongoing conversation about race, power, and diversity. There may be no better time for this discussion, as racial tension and violence persists in the news and crosscultural conversations appear as polarizing as ever. We all have a story to share, and we all have an important role to play in this conversation.
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SELF-DOUBT

Understanding Pain




Am I the problem?

I saw the world spinning around me. Our tiny rental car was thrown across four lanes of the highway, struck by an oversized truck at 70 miles per hour. My wife, Jenny, clutched my arm and gasped with desperation, “What is happening to us, Adrian?”

I felt utterly helpless, as my steering and brakes no longer had any effect. I couldn’t do anything to control or slow our car’s trajectory—I could only watch as we passed right in front of oncoming cars and finally smashed into a concrete divider.

It felt like the world slowed down as I looked over to see that Jenny was still there and intact. I then inspected my arms and legs, not knowing if I had broken or lost a limb—I couldn’t feel anything because of the shock and adrenaline. As we slowly crawled out of our rental and saw that it was completely totaled, it was hard to believe that we were physically unharmed.

With the help of some friendly people who stopped, we filed a police report and got our car towed. The truck that struck us never stopped; it was a hit-and-run accident. But I realized then that during the previous few weeks, we had been side-swiped by an even more powerful force—cultural and organizational shock. It turned out to be the breaking point for us.



●THREE BOTTLES OF SOY SAUCE

Three weeks before our accident, Jenny and I picked up that rental car at the Orlando airport and navigated our way to a small town called Winter Park, where we were to go through Cru’s six-week training for new employees.

We arrived at our Rollins College apartment at night, where we picked up some boxes we had shipped out ahead of time. I had to laugh at myself as I unpackaged the three bottles of soy sauce I had packed. It’s not as if there were no grocery stores selling Asian ingredients in Florida, but I guess it gave me comfort to know I could bring something familiar to a new place.

In some ways, my instincts were right. Jenny and I were only among a handful of ethnic minority staff at the training, and most of our peers were white and straight out of college.

The first few days of training were well-organized and packed with activities. Most days, we would get up around 6:30 a.m. to prepare for the day, since I was a teacher’s aide for one of the training classes. We would then hear from speakers, including the president of Cru, Steve Douglass. In the afternoons, Jenny and I attended smaller breakout groups (“sections”) for deeper discussion about topics such as theology. These sections were mostly organized by geographical region, so most of the time we were the only ethnic minorities in the room. However, everyone treated us nicely, and we were doing fine—until we hit our first roadblock.





●SHOULD I SAY SOMETHING?

“Be careful of heresy,” our section leader Richard warned as he passed around a stapled packet containing quotes from various philosophies and religious sects that diverged from the Christian faith. He walked our class through why they were false or misleading.

I don’t think his intentions were bad. When I became a Christian and entered college, I majored in religious studies so I could understand the differences between various philosophies and religions from history.

But as Richard went through his packet, and soon my classmates began talking about why these divergent views were dangerous, I felt a bit defensive. I was a Christian like him and everyone else in the classroom, and yet there was something about this approach that bothered me. Maybe it felt a bit like “us and them,” and maybe I couldn’t help but notice that I was different from everyone in my section.

After all, when the young woman next to me gave her critique about Islam and Buddhism, those were part of the Asian traditions that shaped my grandparents and parents. They weren’t just abstract concepts that I could mark up with a red pen, but were intimately intertwined with my family and cultural history—regardless of whether I agreed with them or not. Nobody else in the classroom could understand this the way Jenny and I did.

A thousand thoughts and reactions went through my head. Should I say something? But maybe they’ll think I’m trying to cause controversy. We’ve just started this class, so why stir the pot? Maybe Richard will clarify what he really means, and add more context later.

I froze and didn’t say a word.

But Jenny raised her hand. “If we’re learning to read the Bible in context in this class, isn’t it fair to also look at these passages in their context? We may not agree with them, but these traditions have history, and are sacred to many people.”

I looked over at her with gratitude, and then back at the classroom and Richard.

He looked directly at Jenny, and I couldn’t tell if he was angry or passionate, but he spoke with great emotion. I recall him using the words heretics and eternal judgment, but what I remember most was the look on Jenny’s face as she heard the response to her question. She was stunned and confused, but mostly it felt as if she had been silenced—by Richard, and by our classmates’ lack of response.

I couldn’t hear a single word in the class after that.

I tried to wrap my mind around what had just happened. Did Richard understand my wife’s question? Did others in the classroom feel the same way about the packet, or were we the only ones?

At dinner that day, I pulled aside a classmate and asked him what he thought about what had happened. He told me he didn’t really remember much.

I was starting to second-guess myself like never before.





●NUMB

A couple of days later, we did a training exercise for a different class. We were supposed to initiate conversations about spirituality with people in the local community, or people that we knew. It wasn’t an easy thing to do, but Jenny and I had a few deep, respectful, and encouraging conversations through this exercise.

However, I’ll never forget the evening when I got a knock on my door from one of my classmates, Cindy.

“Do you have a few minutes to talk, Adrian?” she asked.

“Of course. Is everything okay?” I replied. Cindy lived in the same apartment building as us, and she looked clearly distraught.

“Well, not really. I was out talking to people in the community today, and there was a man who had just talked to someone else from our group of trainees. He told me that person had told him in a disrespectful tone that he was going to hell.”

“Wow, really?”

“Yeah. And this didn’t seem right to me. Anyway, I know you’re a teacher’s aide, so do you think we should talk to the teacher about this? Maybe he can make a comment to the class about things like this.”

“Um . . . absolutely. I think that’s a great idea. I’ll mention it to him tomorrow morning. Thank you so much for telling me about this.” I was genuinely touched by her sensitivity and desire to respect others, which I sensed in the vast majority of my fellow trainees. Although it was hard to hear about her experience, I saw something good here. And it gave me hope.

The next morning, after I had finished my photocopy job for the upcoming lecture, I went up to the teacher sitting in his chair near the podium and explained my conversation with Cindy and what she had experienced.

“Do you think you could possibly say something to the class?” I asked.

He thought for a minute, looked down at his notes, and then gave me a dry smile. “I don’t know if there is anything we can do about that.”

I was so surprised that I couldn’t even think of a reply. I sat down in my chair and listened to the lecture, and wondered what Cindy might be thinking.

I realized for the first time that I was starting to feel numb.





●WOULD IT BE EASIER TO DISAPPEAR?

These experiences add up. By the end of our third week of training, I realized that our attempts to voice our convictions and values were going nowhere. There was no malicious intent or behavior—only silence or resistance when we tried to suggest any differences of opinion or changes. After a while, I had to wonder, does it really matter whether we say something or not? Will it make any difference? And if not, is this really a place where I can be myself and bring what I have to offer to the table?

I tried to reach out and build better relationships with Richard and our fellow trainees, but nothing seemed to stick. I felt awkward at social gatherings, and found myself hesitating when Richard or my classmates made comments I disagreed with. I had thought I knew how to handle these kinds of situations, but instead I found myself disengaging and withdrawing.

There was something new happening inside me that I didn’t yet understand.

This all brought me to my breaking point one evening as my wife collapsed on our apartment couch with exhaustion. She hadn’t been eating much food at meals, as her spirits were so low. I wondered if it might be a healthy decision for us to consider leaving the training early. In desperation, I reached out to some friends for counsel. They were very supportive, but some of them encouraged me to not quit and “finish what we started.”

I was torn up inside, and didn’t know what to do. I remember yelling in frustration. I had never doubted myself so much in my life.

So I took out my laptop computer and started to vent my raw emotions. I needed to try to make some sense of what was happening to me. Here’s an excerpt from what I wrote:


Thoughts race through my head: “Stop being so negative. Why is that Asian couple never around at these events?”

The way others look at you, it begins to wear on you. Your thoughts turn into endless speculations. Your frustration turns into imaginary arguments and justifications within your own head. The battles with insecurity, the strange feeling of isolation. If it all became bottled up inside a person, with no outlet or supportive community, it’s easy to visualize the steps along the path to depression.

And so here we are, at the end of week 3, feeling physically drained and emotionally discouraged. For three weeks, we have tried to simply to be who we are, and we have found that we sadly are not able to. Our honesty is met with silence, our perspectives quenched by defensiveness; our contributions do not seem to be appreciated by our peers, nor honored by our leaders. . . . They seem to just disappear like tiny, disconnected dots on a large canvas.

When we were absent from class for two days last week, I actually wondered, “Will it be less awkward for others, now that we’re not around? Would it just be easier for us to disappear? Would it really make a difference?”



That night was one of the longest of my life. In the morning, however, Jenny and I did come up with an idea. It was the weekend and we had a free day, so why not take a short break and go to Disney World? It might help to get some space from everything we were experiencing, and then we could re-evaluate things with fresh eyes afterwards. So we headed off for the day, ready for some relaxation and fun.

That was the day of our car accident.

When we returned to our apartment that evening, we told some of our peers about what had happened. They were sympathetic, but there wasn’t much anybody did to follow up, let alone ask us about how we were doing emotionally after such a traumatic experience. We actually felt more support from our taxi driver from Haiti, who offered to pray for us as he drove us back to our apartment. That night, we wanted to leave the training—not just because we were in pain, but because we felt that nobody could truly see our pain.

A couple of days later, I set up a meeting with the director of the employee training. I shared with her our experiences and why we were considering leaving. She was gracious and kind, but still encouraged us to continue with the training. When I insisted that there were cultural realities that were impacting us significantly, she finally relented.

I wish I could have explained to the training director the emotional realities I was facing as a minority, or the organizational forces Jenny and I were trying to navigate. But I didn’t fully understand them at the time. What did strike me was that it took us telling people that we were thinking of leaving in order to draw attention to the fact that something was wrong or needed to be addressed.

Again, we weren’t facing malicious behavior, but rather something much more subtle—a culture of power that resisted differences, and a culture of passivity in response to pain. In such an environment, the unspoken message was, “We won’t think about you, unless we’re forced to.” Not unlike our car accident, we felt helpless to stop these forces that had sideswiped and spun us around. This was another hit-and-run that we didn’t see coming, and it struck me even more deeply because it made me question my very identity.





●DECONSTRUCTION

Now that I’ve had time to reflect on our training experience, I can see that Jenny and I experienced a key component of the minority experience—self-doubt. This self-doubt comes from repeated experiences of being different, being questioned or regarded with suspicion, and even being silenced and shut down. Self-doubt comes from experiences of pain.

When Richard was deconstructing that booklet of divergent beliefs in our section, he was deconstructing a piece of us. When our classmates were talking about “us” and “them,” part of us felt like “them.” We felt like the “other.”

It hurt. I felt naked and exposed in front of the rest of the class.

After all, feeling like I’m on the outside—that’s part of my experience as a minority. Every time someone asks me “what country I come from” or remarks on how well I speak English, it’s a reminder that maybe I don’t quite belong. As much as I want and try to fit in, I have this sinking feeling that it won’t ever be enough, and I’ll always be on the outside looking in.

I feel alone. Maybe I shouldn’t be here. Maybe I am the “other.”

It strikes me that we didn’t start off the training in any great and obvious pain, or with a chip on our shoulders. We came in confident, equipped, and prepared in many ways. So when I started to second-guess my instincts and decisions at every turn, it took me by surprise. My feelings of anger, insecurity, paranoia, and even depression—I didn’t expect them, nor did I know what to do with them.

I started to wonder, “Am I not seeing things clearly? Am I the only one who thinks this way? Or maybe, am I the problem?”





●INTERNALIZING THE BLAME

In the past decade, Western societies have become increasingly aware of the realities of shame, especially due to the work of Daring Greatly author Brené Brown and HonorShame.com blogger Jayson Georges. I still remember a 2006 report by CNN on the high rates of suicide among Asian American women between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four and the way this article circulated through minority communities.1 Taboo topics like suicide, mental health, depression, and shame were finally getting more widespread attention.

Unfortunately, the reports of suicide keep coming in. Washington Post columnist Jeff Yang wrote about a string of four suicides in a span of six months at Palo Alto’s Gunn High School.2 Three of the four students who took their lives were Asian American. Yang writes of the exceedingly high pressure for these kids to succeed academically.

I know this very well myself, as I worked for years as a high school counselor to hundreds of Asian American students, including many from Gunn. I still recall stories of parents telling me to give their children more work to do, even when the teenagers barely had time to sleep or socialize. I remember the students who had hit their breaking point and came to me in tears.

When these Asian American students could no longer handle the pressure, they didn’t fight back, but instead internalized the pressure and blame on themselves. It was shame and self-blame. The impact of their painful experiences was to conclude that they were the problem. And tragically, when kids have no safe outlet for talking about these things in their own families, sometimes they feel the only way out is to take their own lives. Cindy Ng, the associate dean of students and director of the Asian American Activities Center at Stanford University, describes how failures become internalized for minorities, leading to “feelings of failure and worthlessness.”3

Brené Brown makes a clear distinction between shame and guilt. She defines guilt as “holding something we’ve done or failed to do up against our values and feeling psychological discomfort.” This, Brown believes, can be helpful in a way that shame is not. She defines shame as “the intensely painful feeling or experience of believing that we are flawed and therefore unworthy of love and belonging.”4

Andy Crouch published an article in Christianity Today about the dynamics of shame that Western societies are beginning to uncover—especially in contexts such as social media “communities.” He writes of a culture where “people yearn to feel included in the group, a state constantly endangered, fragile, and desperately in need of protection.”5 New York Times opinion writer David Brooks agrees with Crouch, writing that our modern shame culture can be “strangely unmerciful to those who disagree and to those who don’t fit in.”6

As I think of our experiences at Cru’s new staff training, so much of this language of shame resonates. Jenny and I were the ones who disagreed and chose to speak our minds to our section leader, teacher, and other people in leadership. Despite our efforts, we felt all the ways we didn’t fit in as minorities. And as we discovered that “being ourselves” resulted in defensiveness and silencing, we started to internalize the failure and blame. We didn’t just feel guilt as Brown defines it; we began to question whether we were worthy of love and belonging in this group. We began to wonder if we were the ones who were the problem. I didn’t think of taking my own life, but I did wonder if it would just be better if I “went away.” I was starting to grasp the minority experience of pain.

This was a shock to my system, because I had always thought of myself as a confident, socially adjusted person who had assimilated into North American culture. Why was I feeling like this?
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As I later discovered, my feelings of self-doubt and shame didn’t just come from inside my head, but from centuries of negative messages in North American society towards ethnic minorities. Daniel Sanchez describes how the majority culture’s stereotypes of Latinos are perpetuated in “educational systems, commercial advertising, and mass media reporting” and contribute to the formation of a negative Latino self-image. He quotes Virgilio Elizondo, who summarizes the process of internalizing blame: “If you hear again and again that you are inferior, good for nothing, incompetent, and lazy, you may eventually begin to believe it yourself.”7

In The Warmth of Other Suns, Pulitzer Prize–winning author Isabel Wilkerson tells the true story of Robert Joseph Pershing Foster, an African American man looking for a motel room as he drove through Phoenix, Arizona, in 1953. This powerful account illustrates the self-doubt of the minority experience.

Time after time, Foster is turned away from motels—some with a blatant “Vacancy” lighted sign. Although it is clear that he is not welcome because he is black, Foster begins to replay the rejections in his mind and doubt his own approach. He wonders if he hadn’t explained himself well enough, and so he rehearses his speech to the next motel receptionist over and over, “debating with himself as to what he should say.”8

Finally, in his exhaustion, Foster decides to confront a motel owner couple, and asks them to simply tell him if they don’t allow blacks to stay over. The husband and wife tell him that they actually don’t agree with segregation practices, but if they were to take Foster in, they would be ostracized by the other motel owners and risk losing their business.

Foster moves on, and later that night describes his plight to a friendly gas station owner. While the owner tries to console him, Foster reflects on his minority experience: he has experienced so much dehumanization that he begins to doubt his own worth and actions. When it becomes clear that he isn’t out of his mind, it doesn’t make things any easier to bear. After all, there is a systemic injustice here that the motel and gas station owners know is wrong, but Foster is still without a motel room, and “nobody of a mind to do anything had done a single thing to change that fact.” Foster concludes, “That made the pain harder, not easier, to bear.”9 Foster’s self-doubt wasn’t just in his own head, but came from painful realities of discrimination. When we understand history, this becomes clearer.10
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