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To future generations—we did our best and
hope you’ll write this again when it’s time.





  


    Introduction


    Sabrina S. Chan


    

      AS A COLLEGE STUDENT at a Christian conference, I picked up a new book called Following Jesus Without Dishonoring Your Parents. In baggy jean shorts and an oversized T-shirt, I read a few chapters while sitting on the floor next to the book table, not yet wanting to commit my few dollars to the purchase. But reading it, I felt seen; I didn’t connect with everything, but I connected with many things. So I bought the book and referred to it often as I finished college and started an engineering job—navigating career, calling, and my relationship with my parents. Reading the book helped me name and process my experiences around identity.


      It’s been over twenty years since then, and Asian America has continued to grow and change. We were the fastest growing racial group between 2000 and 2019, growing by 81 percent, and in sheer numbers going from 10.5 million to 18.9 million.1 We continue to grow in generations here, in ethnic and religious diversity, and in our influence.


      So as I started in my role as national director for Asian American Ministries, I gathered a team of experienced InterVarsity staff to write for this generation of Asian American Christians. InterVarsity ministers on college and university campuses, establishing and advancing witnessing communities of students and faculty. Each of us has had the joy of serving Asian Americans who are discerning how to follow Jesus in their college contexts and as they move on to the next invitation from God after college.


      Collectively, we’ve worked with many different types of student fellowships and conferences—Asian American, Pilipino American, South Asian American, Southeast Asian American, Hmong American, Chinese American, Indian American, Mixed (multiracial), and also with white students, multiethnic fellowships and conferences, and Latino and Black ministries.


      While the term AAPI (Asian American Pacific Islander) has grown in usage, here we use Asian American because we value our Pacific Islander and Pasifika siblings and know that we don’t have the experience to write for them.


      We write from our particular Asian American experiences and, from that, we welcome all of you. All of us are second-generation (that is, children of immigrants or refugees) and grew up churched. While we can’t address everything, we welcome and acknowledge the full and diverse expanse of Asian American Christian experiences: migration stories (immigrant, refugee, adoptee, third-culture kid, etc.), time in the US (from very recent to many generations), race and ethnicity (mixed race, monoracial, mixed Asian ethnicities), ability, gender identity, sexual orientation, religious and socioeconomic background, and more.


      In the first section we discuss how our names, history, and racialization affect us. The second part focuses on relationships—with parents, singleness and dating, gender, and religious diversity. We close with our vocations, churches, and leadership in the world. Each chapter can be read individually, but the first part builds a foundation for how we locate ourselves as Asian American Christians.


      We share our own and our communities’ stories, but we will also by necessity speak in some generalities. We do this not to erase our particular stories, but to articulate what we can about Asian American contexts. And we’re a diverse group; we don’t agree on everything.


      

        Discernment


        Christians throughout the centuries have lived into the question of how to faithfully follow Jesus in their contexts. People groups across generations and cultures have long had to discern how to live through Scripture, prayer, community, and their contexts. To do this well, we need to know God and also know ourselves. Discernment is more of an art than a science but key principles include the following:


        

          	

            1. Looking at Scripture. What was God saying to the people of that time? What can we see God saying to us in our context around this topic? (This requires understanding our context—our cultures, families, and our time.)


          


          	

            2. Seeking out wise counsel from mentors, trusted friends, and family.


          


          	

            3. Praying and listening to the Lord alongside Christian community.


          


          	

            4. Choosing and trying out the path you’re discerning. Debriefing and evaluating. Adjusting and discerning again. God is gracious and the Good Shepherd.


          


        


        There are many topics that do not have direct scriptural commands related to them—for example, dating in our context would be totally foreign to the ancient Near East, thus the importance of knowing our contexts, ourselves, and growing in our relationship with God in community. There are many sources for learning more about discernment, including Gordon Smith’s Listening to God in Times of Choice and Elizabeth Liebert’s The Way of Discernment.2


        This book is an outworking of our experiences personally and as ministers among Asian American students and communities; it is another voice you can consider for discerning what it means to be a faithful follower of Jesus as an Asian American. Think of it as wise counsel from mentors at a distance—isn’t that what books usually are? If we were in person with you to talk about these topics, we would ask you to share more about your context—preferably over some good food. Your responses would probably elicit more questions from us, and we’d want to pray with and for you. So while we can’t cover every topic, situation, or nuance, you’ll read here stories of discernment in Asian American contexts.


      


      

      

        Recovering Our Names


        I vividly remember my white kindergarten teacher mispronouncing my name (Szying) at our graduation ceremony. “Sabrina Zing Chan,” she said. I couldn’t explain that my parents had transliterated the Mandarin pronunciation “Sz Ying” for official documents, while at home I was actually known as Sze wing—or Ah-wing (Cantonese)—or as Dai Bo (“big treasure,” because my younger sister was “little treasure”).


        Our names as Asian Americans have been “mispronounced” by others and made to fit into white American norms and narratives. We are recovering our names, learning our stories and those of our family and communities. Race and racial dynamics by construct change and shift over time, so what we say here is our thinking now, and as things change, our discernment is ongoing as we adapt and grow.


        In a prayer time with some Asian American leaders in my organization, we discerned that God was reminding us of our “old maps.” We had grown up in our Asian ethnic churches and learned the way to do things—the importance of potlucks and other food events, hospitality, and building strong relationships, for instance. We had gained “new maps” by being a part of a multiethnic campus ministry that gave different skills. At times it felt like the new maps were better than the old maps, and we looked down on the old maps. But it’s as if the old maps are topographical and the new maps are street maps. To really walk somewhere, we need both—a street might be there, but it’s a steep uphill—the best path on a street map isn’t actually the quickest, because of the topography. So we hold both maps together.


        In this book we continue to hold together Asian and Western as we share stories of discernment and following Jesus. We invite you into this journey of learning and recovering our names as Asian American Christians and hope you also feel seen.
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MY OLDER SISTER HAD a delightful nickname for me growing up: Booger. In fact, she still calls me by this name today, albeit with a shortened, slightly more dignified version—Boogs. And while I never stopped to ask her what the origin of this name was, or why she had given it to me, I somehow always knew the meaning behind it. She is eleven years older, and I knew she saw the world differently. After all, I was in first grade when she was getting ready to graduate high school. In many ways, she was a second mom for much of my childhood, and with this great power came great responsibility . . . much of it undoubtedly unwanted.

If names contain some sort of meaning, then what I can learn from my childhood nickname is that I was probably embarrassing to have around, slightly endearing but irritating, and more than likely a tad bit clingy. In giving me this nickname, my sister may have presented a self-fulfilling prophecy about my identity that in many ways I continue to live today, and will perfect in the lives of my sons who will one day grow embarrassed of me (I wholeheartedly look forward to that day).

She called me Booger, and I called her Ate, which in Tagalog (a Pilipino language that my parents speak) means “older sister.” On the surface, my calling her Ate isn’t just a placeholder to remind me that she is older than me. Embedded in this title-name is an expectation of my deference and respect for her. A deeper layer however is an implicit reciprocity: I am expected to respect her as my elder sibling, and she is expected to express concern, wisdom, and even protection on my behalf. In many ways, my name for her was an honoring reminder that she was responsible for me. And that is what she did for me growing up.

When we name or label others, in a profound way we are making clear to everyone within earshot our relationship with this person. Our names express the affection and hopes we hold for one another. They can also express the disdain and distance we may keep between. Names in this sense communicate a story. As a Pilipino American, I often hear this when Tagalog is spoken to me. (Though both Filipino and Pilipino are appropriate to use, I use the term Pilipino as an adjective and demonym. This is done to reflect the fact that in Tagalog—the language on which the Filipino national language is based—there is no F in the alphabet. I do this as an attempt to reclaim the aurality of the language my parents speak.) Though I am not fluent, there is a place of deep longing and vulnerability that is accessed when people speak to me in my parents’ native tongue. I feel the tenderness when my mom calls me anak (“child”). I feel the responsibility and care asked of me when the people I pastor and mentor call me kuya (“older brother”). Names matter.


Names and Agency

Names provide us and others an opportunity for agency that can lead to life, death, repentance, or love. While it is clear that we exercise agency in the act of naming other people, what about when others name us? In that case, we exercise agency in how we live into the reality of that name or not. This is true for names that bring life as well as for names that bring death. When I call my older sister Ate, she has the choice to live into that reality. My name for her expresses my expectation and hope, leaving her posed with the option to reciprocate. Her agency is an opportunity for her to express love and concern for me. Our names and the stories they reflect facilitate hope, expectation, and ultimately, relationship.

But what about when people name us negatively? What if the names that are thrust upon us are names that actually lead to oppression, or even death? In the wake of the 2016 US presidential election, as the rhetoric and dialogue around race in the United States escalated, I found myself engaging more on social media about issues of racism. A blog post I wrote led to an extended online conversation with a woman I used to go to church with. She was incredibly uncomfortable with the ways I had called out white evangelicals in their failure to care for people of color well, so she called me a racist. While I am the first to admit I am indeed a person with embedded racial prejudice that I am constantly trying to exorcise, her conflation of my observation and racism was simply incorrect. Her impulse to dismiss my claims led her to pull out the racist trump card and render my observations as invalid. In that moment, aware of my identity, reflections, process, and intentions, I exercised my agency to reject this false name thrust upon me that demanded my silence.

Like this story, sometimes people call us names that are false; on the other hand, sometimes people (often those who know us best) call us out with names that we are living into that are leading to our own death or destruction. This provides us with an opportunity for agency as well. A few years ago, I spent some time mentoring my friend Tim as he was preparing for ministry. Our conversations were always rich and an excellent opportunity for us to catch up as I led him through reflecting on how he had been seeing God move in his life. One day, during one of our conversations, he said, “So, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about this for a while. But I notice that when we talk . . . you talk about yourself . . . a lot.”

That stung! And I knew he was right. In my inability to lean into moments of silence or listen intently, I cobbled together experiences in my life that related to his in an attempt to make a connection. As well-intentioned as my posture had been, it was not what he needed in our conversations. Tim had the courage and love to name me in that moment: self-centered. And while this isn’t a name I wear proudly, his willingness to do so out of trust and respect gave me an opportunity to reflect and repent of a name that I had been living into that was ultimately leading to death. His naming me in this moment gave me an opportunity to exercise agency and adjust my course.




Names and Identity

There’s a well-known Tagalog proverb that goes like this: Ang hindi lumingon sa pinanggalingan, hindi makakarating sa paroroonan—“A person who does not know where they came from will never reach their destination.” Aside from titles, nicknames, and labels, our actual names tell a story as well. Our names speak to our past, present, and future, from where and from whom we have come. For some of us, this is a simple connection. (Asian face? Spanish last name? You’re probably Pilipino!) For some of us, like my friends who are Mixed or are transracial adoptees, this is a more challenging matter that points to a complicated history. The wisdom of this proverb shows us that there is no moving forward without looking back. Understanding our names helps us do this.

Our names and our past. In 1521 Spain had first come to the Philippines and came to dominate the archipelago by means of what Genaro Diesto calls the “unholy Trinity” of military rule, education, and religion.1 Over three hundred years later, on November 21, 1849, a decree was made by the Spanish governor-general of the Philippines, Narcisco Claveria y Zaldua, that Pilipinos were to choose family names from a book compiled by the Spanish colonial government, the Catalogo Alfabetico de Apellidos (The Alphabetical Catalog of Last Names).2 As many Pilipinos had by this point converted to Catholicism, many had begun to adopt the surnames of Catholic saints. It was common for members of the same family to each have different last names, as the selection of their last names was described as “arbitrary” by this 1849 decree. In an attempt to establish some order for the sake of government record keeping and taxation, families were ordered to choose a last name from the catalog (containing Spanish words and names, as well as some Pilipino words and Indigenous last names) if their family name had not been in use for at least four generations. Names were literally thrust upon Pilipinos. Even the name of the Philippines itself was named after King Philip II of Spain.

Why this history lesson? Because names, our very literal names, help us make sense of our past. Names help us remember stories. With our names we remember the journey of immigration to a foreign land—a land in which my face plus my name are a cause for confusion. My Spanish last name reflects my family history that stretches from the provinces of Luzon to the streets of Metro Manila under generations of Spanish and American colonialism. In my last name, I recall the complexity of the Christianizing of the Philippines, and the ways that American Methodist missionaries and Spanish Catholic friars provided the religious scaffolding for both sides of my family that affected my Christian faith in profound and incomprehensible ways. My last name tells me that I come from Elmer and Elvira, Africa and Rosalio, Florentina and Amos, and many countless names that have faded from memory. My name reminds me of the connectedness to numerous stories that preceded my own, and the histories that my family’s lives currently inhabit. These stories contain chapters marked by dysfunction, triumph, disappointment, survival, poverty, plenty, war, hope, displacement, and joy.

Our family names clearly point us to the past, but our given names speak insight as well. They may say something about the preferences of our parents, what they were into at the time they named us. Sometimes our names are reflections of the hopes that our parents have for us. Names act like scaffolding for our lives. In this regard, names can be aspirational—a sort of prayer of intercession on our behalf, leading us to live into the meaning or reality of our names.

Our names, whether their origins are clear or obscure, provide for us an opportunity to look back and make meaning. With this filter, we are able to make sense of the tensions and conflicts of our current moment. Looking back helps us locate ourselves in our family’s story and in God’s story. This book is an opportunity to explore the power of names and the stories that come with them. Our authors represent vastly different expressions of Asian American life. While our own experiences have no doubt left out the particularity of others’ stories, we invite you to step into our histories and reflections, trusting that the shared threads will stir up something in you. I shared a little bit about my name and story earlier, now I’m excited for you to get to know the other authors of this book. They will introduce themselves.




La Thao

I’ve been called many names, and I don’t even have a middle name. It’s just La Thao. Like singing “la, la, la” but people still managed to mispronounce it as “Lay” or “Lao.” The kids in school called me “L. A.” It was amusing to them that my name was so short. It’s not even a short version of a longer name, the way Ed is a short version of Edward or Jo is of Josephine. In Hmong, a tonal language, most people misunderstood my name also. My two older sisters are named Ntsuab and Dlawb, which mean green and white, respectively. Many people assumed my name was Lab/Liab, the color red. I wasn’t red, so my siblings started to think my name meant monkey, which is pronounced the same way as the color red. In another tone, I’ve been called “Laab” or “Larb,” as it is often spelled on Thai and Lao restaurant menus for a meat salad. I also inherited a stinky nickname that means fermented fish sauce. That one is a little harder to explain, but my siblings found a way to make the connection.

But none of these are my name. My name in Hmong is Lag, pronounced with a breathy midtone; I am a sickle. According to my mom, a sickle is an essential tool for harvesting crops. It is a good thing—if something is a good thing, it makes a good name. My name represents the farming lifestyle of my parents and my people. It was their livelihood, their survival.

I am not a farmer like my parents. It’s not who I am in the same way all the names I’ve been called are not my name. I am a child of refugees, born and raised in Wisconsin. I am the youngest daughter, with two younger brothers and five older siblings. Relative to the “good Hmong kids,” we were rebellious and defied our parents a lot. According to Western and American standards, we were decent kids with minds of our own.

Living into my Hmong Americanness, the name La, in a way, names my reality. As a tool used for harvesting, I reap the benefits of the sacrifices my parents made when they fled their home and made the decision to start new lives here. This is both a burden and a blessing. It is a burden to be a tool for their survival. It is a blessing to receive everything they offer me to have the life they hoped for. This is what it means to be a second-generation Hmong American. This is my story.




Sabrina S. Chan

I grew up in Richmond, Virginia, among very few Asian Americans in one of the few Cantonese families in the area. My parents told me often that Chan in China was like Smith in the United States, but that didn’t help my sense of otherness. My parents named me 思穎 (Sz-ying), “thinking well” or “thinking better than others,” shortened at home to Ah-Wing. I miss that; I’m rarely called that anymore as my parents have switched over to using English, and my extended family lives an ocean away. My English name, Sabrina, was taken from the name of the Hong Kong restaurant where my parents had their first date—or so they thought. On a later visit to Hong Kong, they realized the restaurant was actually called Selena’s, and they got it mixed up because of the Audrey Hepburn movie Sabrina. High hopes, mix-ups, and a movie star—to me these all speak to the journey of immigrating to the United States from the mishmash of southern China and British colonial Hong Kong.

As a kindergartener, we played “Rainbow Brite,” off of the trippy early-eighties cartoon. The other girls (all white) always, always made me one of the sprites, Rainbow Brite’s nameless helpers, not even one of the secondary characters. Years later, as a young campus minister, I walked by a preschool playground and saw an Asian girl at the front of a line leading the playtime. I felt God saying, “You’re not nameless to me, and I see you leading.”

As I’ve gotten older I’ve learned more of the courageous stories in my family—my great-grandmother was forced to kneel on glass during the Communist takeover in their village; my Ah-Po (dad’s mom) worked in the rice fields and never had an education, but she led her family to flee across the border to Hong Kong, bringing up four children on her own. Looking back on the journey, I see how the Spirit has brought empowerment and healing in so many ways as I recognize more of the ways God sees and knows me.




Linson Daniel

My name is Linson Daniel. My parents are immigrants from Kerala, India, and I was born in the great state of Texas. When looking at my name, some wonder if it is backwards, if it is “really” Indian, or if my parents changed parts of it to be more Americanized. All those questions are part of my story. My parents named me Linson by going through the white pages to find an American name. As they thumbed through the massive directory, categorized by last name, they found the name Linson. They liked the sound of it, despite my mother’s hopes of naming me something that felt more familiar to our Indian culture.

So, I was dubbed Linson Thomas. Thomas? Yes, there’s more to the story. In the first grade, a friend asked why my Dad and I had different last names. My dad is named Thomas Daniel. Turns out, from my parents’ part of India, a child’s last name is the father’s first name. This is also true for the wife of that man; we all take on the father’s first name as our last name. But that’s a strange and foreign practice in America. So, I went home and told my parents that our names are messed up according to the white kids in my class. Within days, my parents went to court and officially had all our last names changed to Daniel.

Now, I am Linson Daniel.

My name is filled with moments of assimilation both planned and by surprise. All along the way I faced being the model minority in my classroom and the perpetual foreigner. I was Linson Daniel, the straight-A student, while also being Linson Daniel, the Indian kid with the backwards name. (If this leaves you wondering what my name really means, then you can google it to find out. I think it’s weird.) All this to say, I am still discovering and growing into my name. Even today, I will tell the Starbucks barista that my name is Daniel. It may be easier for them, but is it me? No. Somewhere in that moment of decision, I am making tradeoffs and finding my identity in the quagmire of heritage, acculturation, and racialization. But that quick moment of decision is what this whole book is about, so I look forward to diving in further together.




Naming God

In the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures, the significance of names plays a huge role in understanding the story of God and God’s people. Names are so significant that within the Jewish tradition the name of God is too holy to be spoken. This deep reverence for the divine name has led to the title “Adonai” or “my Lord” to be used instead of God’s proper name. This deep sense of awe speaks to the power and greatness of God, whose proper name is akin to a sense of being—an identity that is not distant and lethargic but a presence of both transcendent and immanent activity. As early as chapter four in the book of Genesis, we see that people began to “invoke the name of the Lord.”

There’s a story later in Genesis that speaks to the audacious agency of naming God. In the sixteenth chapter, we see the story of Abram and his wife Sarai unfold. Just a couple chapters earlier, Abram is promised that his family will become a multitude of people, and that through his offspring the world will be blessed. While this promise and vision for the future is hopeful and exciting, the story of Genesis 16 is tragic and in many ways unjust. With the promise from God in mind, Sarai who has not yet given birth to any children, takes action and gives her slave girl from Egypt, Hagar, to Abram to bear children on Sarai’s behalf, forcing Hagar into a role of surrogacy (a role common among enslaved women).3 Hagar becomes pregnant and “when she knew she was pregnant, she began to despise her mistress” (Genesis 16:4). Sarai, in an effort to deal with the resentment from Hagar, treats her harshly until Hagar ultimately runs away. This story is a tragic example of what happens when people take God’s plan into their own hands.

As a slave, Hagar is essentially the personal property of Sarai. She is used and exploited by Abram and Sarai to shortcut God’s plan. Pregnant, with no home to go to and a mistress who is actively making her life miserable, she runs into the wilderness and is found by God at a spring. Invisibility is the plight of her life. As an enslaved, foreign-born woman with no rights, invisibility and silence are demanded of her. Ironically, the moment she became noticed by Abram and Sarai is the moment things went bad for her. Her journey into the wilderness is an acceptance of this fate of invisibility. It is in this moment, when she is scared and alone, that God finds her and calls her by name: “Hagar, slave of Sarai, where have you come from and where are you going?” (Genesis 16:8 NRSVue).

In her moment of invisibility and isolation, God calls her by name and shows care for the predicament from which she came. Biblical scholarship is uncertain about the origin or meaning of Hagar’s name.4 Though we know Hagar only by her story, and though her name’s meaning may be lost to history, God seems in this moment to be saying to her, “I know who you are!” Not only this, but God gives her an opportunity to speak for herself, the first time we get to hear her words in this story: “I’m running away from my mistress Sarai” (Genesis 16:8). God then tells her to return to the place of her oppression, by her own agency, assuring the well-being of the child she is carrying, and promises that he (her son, Ishmael) will be a force to be reckoned with in life, the first of numerous descendants that God promises to Hagar.

Because of this powerful encounter with God, Hagar names God El Roi, “the God who sees.” Though up until this point God may simply have been the God of her masters and, as an Egyptian, Hagar may have had no relationship with the God of Abram, this all changes. In her moment of desperation, God reveals God’s self to her, showing that God indeed cares for her, her child, and her future. In naming God El Roi she undertakes an act of audacious faith and hope. She knows that as she returns to Abram, Sarai, and the world she inhabits as a slave girl, destined for a life of compliance and invisibility, God in fact sees her and knows her. She is no longer invisible.

As names—slave, expendable, exploitable, stranger, and invisible—were thrust upon Hagar, she names God in a way that redeems and mends the brokenness of the names she was given and the life that proceeded from those names. As Asian Americans, we too have carried the names of stranger, exploitable, and invisible. God meets us in our otherness, and we have the opportunity to name God the way that Hagar did. We too, in our encounters with a gracious and loving God, have the opportunity to name God in light of the broken names we as Asian Americans have been given.




Conclusion

Names matter. We have opportunity to exercise agency in how we live into names that lead us into life or reject names that ultimately bring about death. As Asian Americans, looking at our names can give us insight into how we understand ourselves, our families, and our stories. If we know the right questions to ask about our names, we are better able to make sense of who we are now, in the contexts in which we live.

Finally, names matter to God. God sees the broken names we have been called, calls us by our real names, and gives us the power to name. Like Hagar, it is from our broken and distorted labels and names that we name God. As Asian Americans, we can find good news in the reality that God welcomes us, God lavishes on us, and God sees us.
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I LEARNED HOW TO MAKE chicken adobo from a white man on YouTube. “Ako po si Travis Kraft, welcome sa kosina ko!” (I am Travis Kraft, welcome to my kitchen!) Adobo, in its various forms, is the national dish of the Philippines. Its exact preparation and ingredients vary from province to province, town to town, and home to home. For years, Travis Kraft’s recipe kept me afloat anytime I wanted a meal that tasted like home; it made the “cringiness” of his Tagalog somewhat bearable. The recipe was simple: sauté onion and garlic, brown the chicken, add soy sauce, vinegar, and a bay leaf, simmer, and serve over rice! But something kept nagging me: anytime I traveled back to the Philippines and had this same dish, it never tasted the same as mine. A similar thing happened anytime I went and ate my mom’s version—something wasn’t right with my version! Clearly what I was cooking wasn’t real adobo. I wanted what they were making in Manila; I wanted to make what my mom was making.

When figuring out how to be what we are, the journey can feel a lot like my adobo journey: a well-meaning person gives us a guide for what it looks like to embody our people or culture, we embrace it, try it on for size, compare it with someone else or another place, and doubt ensues. This is certainly true of my experience growing up as a Pilipino American child of immigrants. Some of my struggles on my journey of exploring what it means to be a Pilipino American began because I looked at my classmates who were Pilipino too, but whose lives, values, and very culture looked so incredibly different from mine. If I didn’t dress, think, or act like them, was I even one of them? Was I supposed to have an affinity to other Pilipinos? Because from high school through college, it only ever left me feeling anxious and insecure.

It wasn’t until college that I started getting to know more Asian Americans that weren’t Pilipino. Having grown up around so many Pilipinos in my hometown, Vallejo, California, I didn’t know much about other Asian ethnicities and cultures. I remember in college my Korean American friend sharing how difficult it was being a part of a community where most of the Asian Americans were Chinese or Taiwanese American—I literally didn’t understand what his issue was: Aren’t you all Asian American? When I began to spend more time with other Asian Americans, I as one of the few brown Asians in the room, began to understand what he meant. I sort of felt like them, but sort of didn’t. Our cultures had some similarities (rice!) but were clearly not the same. Unlike many of them, I wasn’t fluent in the language of my immigrant parents, didn’t celebrate Lunar New Year, and wasn’t very deft at using chopsticks. And while I felt a deep affection for my East Asian American friends, I often felt different. The label “Asian American” can feel like a one-size-fits-all T-shirt—we can all put it on, but it seems to fit some people better, and everyone feels a bit awkward in it. As a Pilipino American who identifies as and is identified with Asian Americans, navigating what it means to wear both identities is complex. Without understanding the history of the Asian American sociopolitical label, Asian American identity can feel wooden, or even imposed.

Culture and identity are complicated things. What does it mean to be Asian American, covering a multiplicity of countries from South to Southeast Asia and East Asia, all of which have a multitude of languages, traditions, and people groups all on their own? As a Pilipino American, this is tricky enough considering the reality that my ethnicity, seemingly specific, refers actually to a history of my family’s migration from the Philippines which has over 7,500 islands and over 100 ethnicities and languages. If finding meaning or communicating something substantive when I say that I am “Pilipino American” is complicated all on its own, how much more so is meaning and purpose complicated when I employ the Asian American label? Is it even helpful? What does God have to say about my being Pilipino or Asian American? How are we supposed to relate to one another as we in our diversity wear the same label in our society?


What Is an Asian American?

Asian Americans are people of Asian descent, whose families and histories come from countries in what is now understood as Asia (and its various subregions: South Asia, Southeast Asia, East Asia, and the countries therein). As Asian Americans, in our particularities we carry a diversity of shared histories and reference points. Because of the history of the United States, these provide a meaningful opportunity for collaboration and partnership from within our communities and from without. Our ability to partner well with one another is rooted in our ability to hold our own histories with grace and power, exposing them to God and one another for the sake of healing, meaning making, and transformation.

Though the perpetual foreigner identity has long been thrust upon Asians through the “Oriental” label since the first presence of Asian immigrants in the United States, the term Asian American is relatively new. Believed to be used first in 1968 by Yuji Ichioka and Emma Gee at UC Berkeley, Asian American was used as a label around which to organize students of Asian descent who were becoming politically active. While it provided a way to highlight issues of racism and oppression that affected their own communities, it also provided a banner under which they could stand alongside other nonwhite, Third World peoples in partnership—Native Americans, Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, and African Americans.1 As such, it was a way for people of Asian descent to assert their own identities, up and against the ones created for them by mainstream white society at the time.

Theological ethicist Ki Joo Choi highlights the use of the term as a rallying cry for collective action in the wake of the murder of Vincent Chin in 1982.2 Chin, a Chinese American, was murdered in Detroit as a result of anti-Japanese sentiment amid the frustrations of the downturn of the American auto industry. His assailants, upon seeing his Asian face, violently took out their frustrations and killed him; his murderers never served any jail time. This shock to the system for Asian Americans across the United States signaled the need for further unity and a collective action, especially given the reality that Asian ancestries were not of concern to mainstream America. In this sense, then, the Asian American label rose as a means to respond to racist, anti-Asian sentiments and policy already present in the United States.

In this most blatant reaction, the collective identity is asserted in the face of racism and violence. Though the need for a collective voice is of utmost importance, especially in light of violence and injustice toward our communities, the term Asian American is not without its problems. Often times, Asian American can be code for “East Asian,” which in some communities can be code for “Chinese American.” The point being that longstanding perceptions as to who is “Asian” and who is not often works against Asian Americans who do not fit under this label—brown Asians (South Asians), and what comedian Ali Wong jokingly refers to as “Jungle Asians” (Southeast Asians). What the Asian American label gains in terms of collective outward visibility, it pays for in the cost of internal invisibility. Stories and shared histories can become trivialized and overlooked when the reality of a racialized term like Asian American takes prominence. This internal invisibility plagues the community as a whole with the persistence of the model minority myth, obscuring very real issues like health care and education that exist in varying degrees throughout Asian American communities.

Despite the complicated origins amid the realities of racialization in America today, the Asian American label is not going anywhere soon. The power of organizing as a coalition is something that we will need to continue to steward well, if not just for ourselves, then on behalf of movements toward greater racial justice in our community. Learning to identify with one another over shared histories and reference points becomes incredibly crucial. What does it look like to steward this label well? In order to get a handle on that, we need to understand what we mean by culture first.




Culture

Culture is not a static thing. When I talk about Pilipino American culture, it can be easy to think of a monolith, one-size-fits-all experience of Pilipino America. Talking about culture this way, as though people are either an authentic Asian American of any variety or not, leads to misconceptions as to what we actually mean when we are talking about culture. It might be the food, or customs that come along with holidays; it might be values and attitudes that people from our ethnic communities hold in common. This often plays out in conversations about Asian Americans when discussing concepts like deference to authority, power distance and relationships, a collective as opposed to an individualistic mindset, indirect communication styles, and so forth. And though making these broad generalizations about varying Asian American ethnicities might not necessarily be incorrect, it runs into the problem of essentialism.

Cultural essentialism is the idea that cultures can be boiled down to a distinct set of unchanging, static characteristics (or essences). So if I say that Pilipinos are hospitable people, or that Pilipinos have flat, brown noses, I am creating a sort of boundary around Pilipino identity. Pilipinos therefore must always exhibit these characteristics by virtue of their being Pilipino. This is obviously problematic, because not all Pilipinos you meet are going to seem hospitable (however you define that), and not all will have the nose that I described above—does that mean then, that those people are not Pilipino? Of course not. While these examples are fairly trivial, discussions on culture can often (even with the best of intentions) tend toward essentialism. Like stereotypes, this allows us to make broad sweeping generalizations within our limited ability to communicate about entire people groups. What this does is create stumbling blocks for people who will inevitably find themselves on the outside of any definition of an essentialized culture. It is how we can often feel shame for not being Cambodian, or Indonesian, or Japanese, or Asian enough, because we do not check all of the boxes that communicate that we are culturally authentic.

This mode of thinking is harmful not just internally, but externally as well; it allows people outside of our communities to assign values, traits, and attributes to us by virtue of our ethnic identity or physical appearance. This is called racialization and is the textbook foundation for racism. Henry Louis Gates Jr. refers to this as “cultural geneticism, which, in effect, reinscribes a concept of race that is defined biologically but under the guise of culture.”3 When we are not careful with this, we racialize ourselves all over again. While I have mentioned much of what culture is not, before I propose a constructive definition of culture, it’s best to first talk about identity.




Identity

Culture and identity, though distinct, are deeply intertwined. Identity can be understood as the stories and histories that have shaped us, that we lay claim to. This reminds me of one of my favorite stories from the Synoptic Gospels:

[Jesus] entered Jericho and . . . a man was there named Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax collector and was rich. . . . He was short in stature. So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore tree to see [Jesus]. . . . When Jesus came to the place, he looked up and said to him, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house today.” So he hurried down and was happy to welcome him. All who saw it began to grumble and said, “He has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner.” Zacchaeus stood there and said to the Lord, “Look, half of my possessions, Lord, I will give to the poor; and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay back four times as much.” Then Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, because he, too, is a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.” (Luke 19:1-10 NRSVue)


I have long felt an affinity toward Zacchaeus, because of our both being short. Beyond that, however, I’m struck that after this life-changing, gracious encounter, Zacchaeus has a name re-spoken over him, along with the salvation Jesus affirms on his household: “He, too, is a son of Abraham” (v. 9).

Zacchaeus, a Jewish tax collector for the Roman Empire, was seen as a vile traitor to his people; he acted as an agent of Rome. The tax-collecting gig in the era of Second Temple Judaism was rife with abuse and lacked accountability. Tax collectors would raise the taxes to make a living for themselves. While this could be perfectly reasonable, tax collectors often exploited the system by charging exorbitant amounts to their own benefit, and to the detriment of the taxed. Because of this, Zacchaeus was understood as a traitorous sinner. The power of Jesus’ interaction here is like the popular kid in class wanting to hang out with the kid that no one likes (because everyone knows that kid is a jerk).

Jesus, seeing this little man in a tree, invites himself into the hospitality of a sinner and the company he keeps. “Why is this man receiving the hospitality of a traitor?! Zacchaeus is not one of us!” I imagine the onlookers saying to each other. So after Zacchaeus’ declaration of his reparative act, Jesus affirms what has happened in Zacchaeus; he declares and repairs the connectedness that Zacchaeus had with the onlookers, declaring that he is, like them, a child of Abraham.

Zacchaeus’ story is intertwined with that of his jeerers, by virtue of sharing the same history. He is one of them, even if his life seemed to put him outside the bounds of what it meant to be Jewish. To them, he gave up his place in their story when he decided to work for their oppressors. Jesus reinstates him into the story of their people and their shared history. I imagine Jesus telling him: “You’re one of us.” Identity then isn’t so much bound up in how well we fit or don’t fit into a culture; identity is ultimately bound up in the stories, individual and collective, and histories that we choose to locate ourselves in.

Though this story is about Zacchaeus’ repentance and salvation, it is also about Jesus reconciling Zacchaeus to his own people. Zacchaeus fragmented his own story and denied a connection to his people whom he had learned to exploit. Reconciliation then, was multifaceted: Zacchaeus was reconciled to God; Jesus reconciled Zacchaeus to his identity, his story and his people’s story; finally, Jesus reconciled the people back to Zacchaeus. Jesus’ word about Zacchaeus being a “son of Abraham” was just as much for them as it was for him. Whatever lines of exclusion and protection they had drawn must now be erased as Zacchaeus is restored.

The invitation for us, like Zacchaeus, is to live lives that are wholly reconciled to the stories and histories from which we come. For me, this means to learn to hold my own story and history with grace and power. This includes the painful parts—the Philippines’ long history of colonialism and the way it has inflicted deep wounds on the psyche of me, my family, and every Pilipino alive today. It means reconciling myself to and owning the challenges of an immigration story—the fragile dreams realized in greater economic security along with the losses incurred by family separation, and the attempts to lose an accent and language in favor of a foreign tongue that just might make life a little easier. The process of inviting Jesus to reconcile me to these stories (i.e., to own every single part of them) is what it means to live faithfully into the fullness of my ethnic identity. This work, as it was for Zacchaeus, is tender and vulnerable, as we bring our stories to Jesus for healing and redemption. What are some stories that are challenging for you to hold and own fully? What stories bring you joy to recall?




Identity Lived Out in Culture

A long time ago, a food traveler and chef, the late Anthony Bourdain, made a trip to the Philippines for his series No Reservations. The episode featured a Pilipino American man, Augusto, who was chosen from a group of fans who had entered a contest to have the location of their choice visited by Tony and his film crew. Though Augusto in his taped submission was incredibly energetic and confident, his in-person interview was anything but that. What became clear throughout the episode was Augusto’s insecurity and dearth of knowledge about the Philippines, its history, and its cuisine. To his credit, he had only begun his journey of exploring his identity, a journey undoubtedly pushed along by Bourdain and his experience in the Philippines.
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