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To our parents


Introduction: Learning Our Names

Paul Tokunaga


ON THAT 1-10 SCALE MANY OF US LIVE BY, WHITE FOLK WERE always a 10. I was convinced, as an Asian American, that the highest I could ever hit was a 7. I grew up in a predominantly white suburb in the San Francisco Bay area. It was clear to me, even as a child, that whites set the standards and I had to fit into their society if I was going to prosper, or even just survive.

In third grade at Hamilton Elementary, two large fifth-grade boys took me aside. “OK, kid, open your eyes as wide as you can.” Yessir, two large fifth-grade boys, can do, I thought. I practiced all the time at home in front of a mirror. All the “Japanee, Chinee, slant-eye” jabs from my classmates told me round eyes were much better than my more angular model. With all the elasticity my eye muscles could muster, I made like an owl, which sent my fifth-grade antagonists rolling in their racist laughter.

When we took the standardized tests in sixth grade to determine how we measured up to the rest of the country, I penciled in my name: Paul Michael Tokunaga. I proudly admired it. When my mother later saw it, she did not. She sat me down to write five hundred times: “My name is Paul Minoru Tokunaga.” I was doing all I could to blend in. I was embarrassed by my Japanese heritage. I wanted to be as white aS I could. White was right. Japanese was not.

The physical comparisons wouldn’t let up. No matter how much I yanked on my nose and pinched my wide nostrils, they still wouldn’t look like Joe Montana’s or Clint Eastwood’s. My jet-black hair would not curl unless I slept on it the wrong way, and none of my stretching exercises made me into a six-footer. Of course, the worst came in the high-school locker rooms: why, why, why couldn’t I grow hair on my chest like my Italian friends?

Going away to college and having friends who weren’t so hung up on appearance, I was able to relax some. But it was clear: if I could choose, I’d pick being white over Japanese any day. Any day.

It took an earth-shaking breakup with a Caucasian woman in college for racial reasons (her mom: “What will the neighbors say? What will your children look like?”) to make me face reality: Paul, you ain’t white, you ain’t never gonna be white… in fact, why do you even wanna be white? That Damascus Road-like experience forced me to stare at the mirror to see my face and my heritage. God did make me Japanese. Did he goof? Was it a celestial computer error? Was I supposed to be Paul Michael or Paul Minoru?


How Could I Affirm Both as One Person in One Body?

It has not been a smooth road of self-discovery. I have Japanese days and I have American days. Some days I think my Japanese values are the best and American qualities stink to high heaven. Then, when I hear of an Asian American student who is totally stymied by her parents’ adamant goals for her life (“Christine, you must be doctor! Must!”), I ache and get angry at the level of control in many Asian American parents. I am very grateful for the freedom to choose our own road that my parents somehow were able to give us children.

At some point in my early twenties, Mom and I were sitting around the kitchen table, working on our fourth cup of coffee, catching up with each other. For some reason, “I’m proud to be Japanese” came out of my mouth.

“What?” was Mom’s dumbfounded response. “I thought you were ashamed to be Japanese.”

I had to admit that for years I had been, but in recent years I had begun to “own my Japaneseness”… and it was growing on me. Later that night, I reflected, Maybe, just maybe, I can be a 10.





The Fight for Asian Americans

A couple of decades ago, John White wrote a wonderful book on Christian discipleship called The Fight. As our writing team wrestled with the thrust of the present book, we sensed a need for a sort of The Fight for young Asian Americans. Discipleship—Asian American style—was what we wanted to address.

In this book we seek to address a large question: “How can I, as an Asian American (primarily college age to thirtyish), follow Jesus with all my heart, mind, soul and strength?” The natural follow-up questions are “What unique qualities about us enhance our ability to love Jesus?” and “What unique qualities or circumstances keep getting in the way of fully giving our lives to him?”

Our aim is to speak to Asian Americans who are somewhere on the journey of discovering they are both Asian and American. Being both means always living with a built-in tension. Those of us who experience less tension than others may celebrate their ethnic heritage. That’s great! We hope that reading this book will help you grow in your depth of understanding and obedience. If you are not Asian American, we warmly invite you into this book as a way to get to know us better.

Each chapter addresses what we feel are the major issues we face as Asian American Christians. In each chapter we seek to bring in the insight and authority of God’s Word to shed light and bring wisdom from on high.

An interesting phenomenon occurred as we began writing and then reading each others’ chapters: our parents kept emerging everywhere! Although we devote two chapters exclusively to relating to our parents, their influence showed up in almost every other issue we addressed. That’s because they are so important and integral to who we are. On the one hand, we have tried to honor them. On the other hand, we also want to be truthful about some of the pain we feel from being our parents’ children (recognizing, as well, that we have often caused them great pain). We prayerfully hope we have been both loving and honest.

Our book has several shortcomings, and we want our readers to be aware of what they are. We struggled with each of these because we knew they were important and deserved addressing, but space limitations forced us to narrow our focus. We offer our apologies for these shortcomings.

One, we had to limit our writing to the Confucian-based cultures—the Chinese, Japanese and Korean. Our Southeast Asian, Indian, Pakistani and Filipino brothers and sisters face similar issues, but with some different twists and angles. We trust that what we say will ring true and be practical for them.

Two, there is much diversity among Asian Americans that we don’t fully address. We don’t always distinguish between the Chinese, Japanese and Korean experiences. Clearly there are differences, but again, space and substantial research kept us from addressing the differences. Similarly, immigrant experiences vary widely. What the Ph.D. student from Beijing encounters at a university in the Midwest is distinctly different from the world of the dishwasher immigrating from Guandong to New York City, even though both are Chinese. The histories and cultures of various countries, or regions within countries, are often studies in contrast that we don’t attempt to address, knowing that each deserves its own in-depth treatment.

Third, we don’t tackle a number of important social and policy issues: racism against Asian Americans, immigrant-related issues, welfare issues and affirmative action, to name a few. We recognize that these are very real issues for Asian American communities.

Finally, we make many absolute statements (Asians are like X, whites are like Y). We know that we are oversimplifying, but we don’t have room to discuss the allowances. Look for the truth that the statements contain.




When Generations Clash, Cultures Collide

When Mom wanted me to know beyond any doubt that Minoru was my middle name (I like it a lot now), I suspect she was well aware of how American culture was yanking her children. She didn’t want us to deny American culture; she simply wanted us not to give up our Japanese heritage and culture. She saw value in both.

Philip Slater, in The Pursuit of Loneliness, states that America stresses competition, individualism, independence and technology. Asian cultures, on the other hand, tend to stress cooperation, community, interdependence and tradition. “The cultures pull in opposite directions, and it is the soul of the Asian American that provides the rope for the tug of war.”

In a doctor of ministry dissertation (“Cultural Pluralism and Ministry Models in the Chinese Community”) John Ng quotes John Conner to contrast Asian and Western cultural values.









	
Asian Value:

Situation Centered


	
Western Value:

Individual Centered





	Collectivity

	Individualism




	Group identity

	Autonomy




	Achievement of goals set by others

	Achievement of individual goals




	Obligation to group

	Trained to be individuals




	
	



	Duty & Obligation

	Rights & Privilege




	Relational responsibility

	Responsible to self




	Duty to others

	Personal rights




	Motivation based on obligation

	Motivation based on feelings




	
	



	Hierarchy

	Equality




	Submissive to authority

	Dislike for rules and control




	Emphasis on positions in relationships

	Play down superiority/inferiority




	Accepts rules and propriety

	Questions authority




	
	



	Deference

	Self-Assertion




	Passivity and yieldedness

	Aggressive and expressive




	Adherence to social politeness

	Assertive




	Emphasis on self effacement

	Open and accessible to others







John Ng, “Cultural Pluralism and Ministry Models in the Chinese Community,” D. Min. dissertation, Fuller Theological Seminary, 1985.




Being partly in two worlds but not fully in either makes for a difficult high-wire balancing act. What makes it so tough is that Asian and Western values are often polar opposites. What an Asian American young person experiences at school and in the neighborhood is often in stark contrast to what she or he lives out at home. Pardee Lowe writes the following in the anthology Growing Up Asian American:

For me, at least, it was difficult to be a filial Chinese son and a good American citizen at one and the same time. For many years, I used to wonder why this was so, but I appreciate now it was because I was the eldest son in what was essentially a pioneering family. Father was pioneering with Americanism—and so was I. And more often than not, we blazed entirely different trails.





The Beauty of the East, the Allure of the West

Many of the Western values on Ng’s chart affirm personal independence. It wasn’t the Asians who coined the phrase “Do your own thing.” It wasn’t an Asian singer who crooned, “I did it my way.” And it certainly wasn’t an Asian advertising agency that had its sports mega-superstar assert, “This is my universe.”

Such Western values can be very appealing to a young person who has grown up in a culture that submits to authority, puts the group’s needs and wants above one’s own, and communicates indirectly to avoid offending others.

“Get me out of these chains!” is often the feeling, usually unspoken. The American way looks like a lot more fun. Schizophrenia and tension result when one goes to school and learns how to talk trash, but upon returning home, all one gets to do is silently take it out.

Yet there is an unwillingness to throw the baby out with the bathwater. An appreciation for some of the values exists. Respecting and honoring our parents is a good thing. There is strength in the community that an individual alone can’t muster. Yielding to others is biblical. Getting the best education possible has long-range benefits.

What is often missing is the chance to discuss these issues in a way that can bring shared understanding and mutual respect. When both parties go to their rooms and slam the doors, only an uneasy and unsatisfactory détente can exist.

We are both Asian and American. There is beauty and strength in both. The combination of the two cultures can be a terrific blend. As the creator of cultures, God affirms how he made us.

When my self-esteem as an Asian American gets jostled about, I lean heavily on Psalm 139:13-16. Here is my “New Asian American Version”:


For it was you who formed my inward parts [my reflective mind, my deep spirit];

you knit me together in my [Asian] mother’s womb.

I praise you [but I don’t always lift up my hands], for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.

Wonderful are your works [even when I stare at the mirror and want to question your choices];

that I know very well [I spent a lot of time staring at that mirror!].

My frame was not hidden from you,

when I was being made in secret [you deliberately chose my Asian features and qualities—I am not a celestial computer error],

intricately woven in the depths of the earth.

Your eyes [what shape are they, Lord?] beheld my unformed substance [that’s when you had your chance, Lord, to make me like the others, but you chose to make me unique].

In your book were written all the days that were formed for me [you were choosing the events, friendships, conflicts, the family that would be best for me], when none of them as yet existed [cool].



Our lives in Christ, coupled with our heritage as Asian American Christians, are not without purpose. It is certainly no mistake on his part that we were born into our families and cultures, that we live in America and that we are redeemed. Rather than live in denial of any of these three facts, we should be asking, “OK, God, you did this for a reason. How can I best bring you honor and glory?”

May this book do that for you.
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Pressure, Perfectionism & Performance

Paul Tokunaga


“HANDS UP! ALL THE WAY UP! UP AGAINST THE CAR… NOW! YOU’RE under arrest!”

Surely this isn’t happening. Japanese Americans are not arrested for stealing. Never.

Crisp fall Friday nights in Northern California are made for high-school football. Tony, Reid and I were to pick up Ron after he finished his shift at the mega-grocery store on Stevens Creek Boulevard, and then head over for the Saratoga-Los Gatos game. A perfect night for four guys without dates. Nothing new for any of us.

The plan had worked the last few Friday nights: just before the nine o’clock closing, several of us pulled up to the rear of the store. This was my first time. We waited for Ron to set a few things out on the loading dock: some cases of beer, a few fifths of vodka, and whatever else looked drinkable. We drove up to the dock, loaded up, pulled around to the front and picked up Ron, who had just punched out for the night. Perfect. We could almost taste that first cold Bud.

This night was different. After we loaded the trunk with the goodies, Tony said, “What’s with that guy jogging across the parking lot?” When he veered our way, our curiosity was piqued. When we heard “Hands up! All the way up!” the guessing was over.

Japanese Americans just don’t get arrested. As Reid took off for the nearby orchard at the edge of the parking lot, I knew that was on his mind. Reid and I had grown up together since second grade. He lived down the street. He had always been one of my best friends. He was the starting second baseman on the baseball team and the star point guard on the basketball team. We might have broken the law now and then, but getting caught was unthinkable. Facing his parents, who would have to explain his foibles to the Japanese community, was not an option.

The plainclothes officer whipped out his revolver, yelled “Stop!” and then took aim with both hands wrapped around the handle.

Reid ran a zigzag pattern and disappeared into the grove of trees. The officer couldn’t draw a bead on him and never fired a shot. He marched Tony and me up to the manager’s office, where we met Ron, who had just been fired for his part in our escapade. The officer wanted our quick friend’s name.

All of us had watched enough good TV cop shows to know that you never rat on your friends. We were smug and silent, Reid’s best friends. At least until they mentioned the F-word.

The thought of being a seventeen-year-old trying to get into college in a few months with a felony on his record did not make my future look too promising. I quickly told him what he wanted to know. Tony and Ron glared at me, but I knew I had just beaten them to the punch.

Amazingly, we were released without being arrested. The agreement was that we had to tell our parents what we had done. No problem: we later decided we would all blame Ron.

Finding Reid that night was fairly easy. He loved to hang out at parking-lot carnivals that had games of chance. There was one about five miles away. He was there when we pulled up.

“You didn’t say anything about me, did you? Did you?” Reid was sweaty and jumpy. After Tony and Ron both pointed at me, Reid grabbed me and shook me. I shook back: “Sorry, man, we didn’t have any choice!” But I knew exactly what was going through his mind.

His parents, like my parents, had been in the concentration camps for Japanese Americans during World War II. Since being released from camp, they had given themselves to living unblemished, exemplary lives. That meant working hard, sending their children to good colleges and never complaining about the treatment they had received. We’ll show you how wrong you were, American government, imprisoning our families, making us lose almost everything we had worked so hard for. We’ll be model citizens. You’ll never have an excuse for doing this to us ever again. We’ll show you.

Our parents’ silence was deafening to us. Reid and I had lived with the unspoken pressure of being… perfect. Do not make waves. Do not bring shame upon the family. Do not be a poor example for your younger brothers and sisters. I, being the eldest son, especially felt that pressure. Sometimes the pressure was too much to bear, as it was for Reid on that Friday night. He had to flee.


The More Recent the Boat Ride, the Stronger the Values

Chinese first came to New York in the 1830s. Asian Indians settled in Salem, Massachusetts, no later than 1851. Japanese arrived in San Francisco in 1869. Filipinos and Koreans came to the U.S. in 1903.

We all grew up with stories passed on to us about the difficulties and sacrifices made in coming to America. Those stories both inspired and intimidated us. We were proud of what our forebears had done to make it possible for us to live in this great country of opportunity. We were also fearful: What if I blow it? What if I let my father down? His father? His father’s father?

We grew up with strongly instilled values. Within Asian cultures is a strong emphasis on honoring the family. Getting the best education possible was highly valued. Being successful meant having a position in a few select fields, such as medicine, engineering or business. We would take care of our elders.

I recently met with a pastor of a Chinese church on the East Coast. The congregation is largely made up of immigrants and their children, who range from toddlers to young adults. He told me, “The church elders have made it very clear that ‘we are a Chinese church, not Chinese American. Our identity is as Chinese only.’”

On paper this might look fine, even admirable, for there is much to be admired about Chinese ways. But when a Chinese couple’s young child sits in class with Caucasians, African Americans and Hispanic Americans—all of whose roots in this country go back several hundred years—there is a clash. East meets West. I cringe for that church as the young Chinese Americans are being jerked one way and then the other.

With most Asian nationalities, the closer to the immigrant experience, the stronger the pull to retain the values of the homeland. Each homeland, whether it is China, Taiwan, Japan or Korea, is different and brings its unique values and pressures to the situation. In one sense there are no Asian Americans, all looking, dressing, thinking and eating alike. There are just Chinese Americans, Japanese Americans and Korean Americans.

The first generation willingly plows the hard soil of the immigrant life in order to help their children achieve the American dream of success and plenty. They won’t do it, however, at the expense of their culture.

The evolution is seen most sharply in the second and third generations: English becomes the dominant language at home, the children begin dating outside their culture, and they are thinking American. By the third generation, says Joann Faung Jean Lee in Asian Americans, “Asian Americans will have developed values inherently Western. This is in part because of the strong desire to do well in American society and an emphasis on education. The vocabulary of success is defined in Western terms: from language to cultural symbols.”




The Confusion over Being Confucian

All immigrants face uphill challenges and have dreams for a better life than back in the “old country”—if not for them, then for their children and their children’s children. Unique to Japanese, Chinese and Korean immigrants, however, is the influence of Confucius.

Confucius (K’ung Ch’iu) was a Chinese philosopher who lived from 551 to 479 B.C. In the midst of social upheaval, he tried to bring social and civic order. It is unclear if he ever put anything in writing, but his small band of followers compiled his teachings into the Analects.

The tenets of Confucianism center around the concepts of jen and li. Jen is a combination of the characters for “human being” and for “two”; thus, empathic humanity should be at the foundation of human relations. Li is a combination of morality and etiquette, custom and ritual.

Also at the heart of his teaching was the concept that successful individual human relations form the basis of society. To bring order to society, one must first bring order to the family. Order in the family ultimately brings order to the community, which brings order to the government.

Some other strong values of Confucianism include parental authority and honor (known as “filial piety”: children must honor and obey parents, putting their parents’ comfort, interest and wishes above their own), social hierarchy, male dominance, duty and obligation.

If we look at John Conner’s chart (p. 13) showing the differences between Asian and Western values, we see that Confucius’s teachings have clearly influenced Asian values. When Confucianism and rugged Western individualism show up in an Asian American home, sparks are going to fly. On Conner’s chart, especially with today’s emphasis on family values, the Asian value side looks quite appealing. That’s because there is good in aspects of Confucian thought. There are some values that are very compatible with Christianity.

Like Confucianism, the Bible calls us to honor our parents (Leviticus 19:2-3; Deuteronomy 5:16; Proverbs 6:20-23; Ephesians 6:1).

Like Confucianism, we are called by God to put the desires of others above our own (1 Corinthians 10:24; Philippians 2:3-4).

Like Confucianism, Christianity recognizes that when primary relationships (such as those within the nuclear family) are made right, the larger society is bettered.

But there are aspects of Confucian thought that clash with Christian faith. Some of it may be because of differing missions, some of it because of differing ideology.

Confucius was attempting to set down rules for a stable and orderly society for the entire country. He was speaking to a chaotic social situation. The message of Jesus, on the other hand, was for his “new society” of followers, who would live out their faith in the midst of an unbelieving world. He was not setting up a “new world order” for all. Confucius’s rules were highly male-oriented. The mother’s side of the family had little importance. Daughters or wives did not inherit wealth. The wife joined the husband’s family and identified wholly on that side, with minimal ties to her family. Jesus was certainly more egalitarian and gave more prominence and recognition to women.

Although Jesus gave honor to family, he always gave greater honor and favor to the “new family," his body. In Confucianism duty and obligation to the family always come first. For Confucius, the two most important relationships within the family are those between father and son and between the oldest and youngest brothers.

When it came to eternal life, Jesus often spoke of it. Confucius offered no hope of life after death.


The Equation That Causes Heart Abrasion (or Ingredients for a Potion That Causes a Huge Commotion)


Ingredients:

1 part Confucian thought 1 part Western thought

1 part incredibly high parental standards

1 part Model Minority

Toss into an unbreakable mixing bowl. With a blender, mix at high speed for about 20 years. Makes 1 large serving of Driven, Perfectionistic, Schizophrenic Young Person. Best served with side dish of kimchee, sushi or jiao zi. Caution: sweet first bite may be followed by bitter aftertaste.





For most Asian Americans, Confucianism is not a religion or even a philosophy to which they would intentionally devote themselv es. Rather, it permeates the social and family struc tu r e s, much in the wa y Americans do not recite the Declaration of Independence but certainly have the values of the Declaration woven into the fabric of their society.




Feeling Pressure from Our Parents

Whenever I talk with Asian American students and young adults, it doesn’t take more than a few minutes before they are sharing deeply about their parents. When I talk with non-Asian American young people, we’ll sometimes talk about their parents, but only after I probe a little. What usually surfaces are concerns for their parents’ marriage, job relocation or getting help from home for tuition. Conversations with Asian Americans are much different. For them four pressure points seem to keep surfacing.

First and primary is the importance of a good education. Again, the closer to the immigrant experience one is, the greater the pressure one feels.

“A first thing to understand is the incredible pressure first-generation Asian American students feel behind them as they enter college,” writes Ray Lou, professor and director of Asian American studies at San Jose State University. “Immigrant or refugee parents leave native homes at great personal risk ‘so our children can attend an American university.’ Their children feel strong needs to ‘show gratitude’ for those struggles: ‘I want to do well in school to honor my parents. I want to get a good-paying job to help my family. It is the least I can do’” (“Model Minority? Getting Behind the Veil,” Change 7 [November/December 1989]).

A second pressure point for many Asian Americans is that we remain children until we marry. In practice this means that whereas our Caucasian friends are making adult-type decisions at twenty-one (some even at eighteen), our parents continue to see us as children.

As they graduate from college, our Caucasian friends are making their own career decisions, selecting their spouses, choosing where they will live and buying their own cars. Many of these major choices are made on their own with little or no input from their parents. Not so with Asian Americans.

The goal of Asian American parents is admirable. A strong theme of their lives is to provide well for their children. The Japanese have a saying, Kodomo ni tame ni—“for the sake of the children.” They work extremely hard in order to provide well for their children and to allow them to receive the finest education possible. Often they feel that their job is not complete until their child marries, which is when they finally are released from the responsibility.

In Western culture, the aim of parenting is to launch children so that they gradually make it on their own. Little by little, parents give increasing freedom to the child, like letting out rope. Within Asian cultures there is much less of a transitional phase. The adolescent and young adult phases are deemphasized. When we marry, we move from childhood to adulthood in a swift leap.

During the past several years, I have had numerous conversations with Asian American college students and young professionals about these issues. I’ll never forget meeting with a premed student from Denver.

I was speaking at a Korean American conference outside of Denver. During a talk on figuring out career choices, this student politely interrupted me.

“All of what you are saying sounds good… but it doesn’t really apply to me. You see, my parents only gave me three options. I could become a doctor, an engineer or a businesswoman, as long as I was a highly successful one. You talk about offering my career options to God. Well, I can’t. I can only offer one of these three to my parents.” As she finished, the room filled with nods of agreement.

A few months later, at a Korean American conference in Philadelphia, I related that story. A student proudly replied, “Oh, parents back here are much more open-minded. We get a fourth choice. We can be lawyers, too.”

Recently I met with Steven, a second-generation Chinese American on the West Coast. He had graduated from one of the premier engineering programs in the country and was working for a consulting firm. While the job was “OK,” as he put it, his heart was clearly elsewhere. He loved working with the youth at his church. He headed up the youth basketball program. He was there at just about every youth activity the church sponsored. The kids flocked to Steven like he was the Pied Piper. They hung on every word. When Steven described his youth work, he lit up like a Christmas tree. It was clearly his passion.

His church had been actively searching for a youth director for well over a year, but without success. “Steven, you’re not happy with your job. Why don’t you apply? You’d be great at it!”

His face dropped and his eyes never left the floor. “My parents would never let me. They would never let me leave engineering.”

The irony? Steven’s parents are cornerstone leaders in the church. They love the church, they are praying for a great youth director, but they could not consider their own son being a candidate. Steven is a young adult professional, lives on his own and has a well-paying job, but clearly he is still a child in his parents’ eyes.

A third pressure point from our parents is marrying the right person.

When I was in high school, Mom once said to me, “If any of you marry a hakujin (Caucasian), don’t bother to come home.” A few years later, when I was a junior in college and dating a Caucasian fairly seriously, Mom said, “If you marry a hakujin, I will… love… her. It won’t be easy, but I will love her.”

I was deeply moved by Mom’s change of heart. She knew it would take hard work, as she had been severely and rightly scarred by the internment of World War II, which was done, in her eyes, by a “white American government.” Mom has proven true to her promise. She has loved my wife, Margaret, a hakujin from Mississippi (yes, Mississippi!), like her own daughter these past twenty years.

One funny story: After Margaret and I began dating seriously, I thought I needed to prepare my parents for a possible engagement. I was living in Wisconsin, Margaret in Atlanta, and my parents in California.

“Mom, I’m getting serious with a young woman, Margaret. She was born in Texas and raised in Mississippi. She lives in Atlanta. And… she’s a hakujin.” (Not that Mom could picture a Japanese living in the South, anyway.)

A long pause.

“Does she have the accent—and the whole thing?”

In my desire to best prepare Mom, I couldn’t help myself, “Mom … the whole thing!” “Oh…”

Mom and Dad have been incredible, unconditional troopers in loving their daughter-in-law and their grandson, Sam, who is hapa (half Japanese, half other). But not all Asian American parents share their attitude.

The spectrum of parents’ attitudes on whom their children marry usually looks like this:









	Only marry within

	It’s not OK to marry

	I guess it’s OK if you




	our nationality.

	outside our nationality.

	marry a white person.








Where each parent lands inside that spectrum depends on several factors. One is nearness to immigration. As a general rule, the closer to the immigrant experience, the harder it is to have your children marry outside your nationality. A second factor is the nationality. Japanese Americans, for example, have the highest “outmarriage” rate of all Asian Americans.

A much higher percentage of Asian American women outmarry than Asian American men. Thus, there is a controversial third factor: why do Asian American women prefer non-Asian American men to Asian American men? This issue is discussed in chapter seven.

A fourth pressure point for Asian American children can be to stay within their social community. For Korean Americans especially, this is often the church. For others it may be ethnic associations or clubs, informal friendship networks, patronizing “our people’s” businesses or marrying another person of the same ethnicity.




Feeling Pressure from Other Places

We cannot and must not blame our parents for all the pressure we feel. Yes, they are the source of some of it. Some of it, however, has other sources.

Some of the pressure felt by Asian American students and young adults are shared by all students and young adults. All of them face the pressure of succeeding in school. All deal with the uncertainty of marriage: if at all and to whom? All who claim Christ as Lord struggle with honoring him with all parts of their lives. As Asian Americans, we don’t stand alone with these pressures.

In many Asian Americans, there is drivenness and a desire to do things perfectly. This creates a tremendous pressure to perform well. Sure, some of the pressure comes from our families, but there are other sources.




The Myth of the Model Minority

One source of the pressure is in being the “model minority,” as Asian Americans are often described.

The label is hard to hide from as articles appear in newspapers and magazines with titles like “Why Asians Are Going to the Head of the Class,” “The Triumph of Asian Americans” or “Outwhiting the Whites.” The articles describe us as a people who have overcome racial adversity and poverty to attend the nation’s best schools and climb the corporate ladder without complaint or protest. (Between the lines the articles say, “Why can’t African Americans and certain Hispanic Americans overcome their stuff like the Asian Americans?”)

Let us collectively debunk this myth that we are the model minority. Not only is it a slam on other ethnic minorities, but it is simply not true.

In 1989 the median family income for Asian Americans was $41,583, while for Caucasians it was only slightly higher. Because more Asian Americans live in extended family households, this figure includes the incomes of all persons living under one roof, which means that not all Asian American individuals have jobs that pay as much as or more than Caucasians’ jobs.

Additionally, in 1989 11.4 percent of Asian Americans lived below poverty level, compared with 9.9 percent of all other Americans. Asian Americans are not just the successful Japanese American businessman driving the Lexus. They are also the poor, elderly Chinese American man who occasionally can afford bus fare to leave his cramped Chinatown apartment.

In the education arena, Bob H. Suzuki, president of California State Polytechnic University at Pomona, writes in “Model Minority,”

The vast majority of Asian students are not superbright, highly motivated overachievers who come from well-to-do families. Large numbers of them are encountering personal or academic difficulties; many, especially those who have recently immigrated, are struggling to learn English.


He continues,

The few Asian counselors to be found in higher education report that many Asian students are undergoing extreme psychological stress and alienation. For some students, the pressures become so great that their academic performance suffers, sometimes forcing them to drop out of school. These psychological problems have been exacerbated by incidents of racial harassment and even violence against Asian students on several campuses across the country. (Change 7 [November/December 1989])


Somehow, and sometimes unconsciously, Asian Americans have come to believe all the press about being the model minority. We see this impossibly high standard and compulsively feel that we have to achieve it.

Another part of the myth is that all Asian Americans excel in math and science. Not true. Not true. Not true.

While some certainly do excel in those subjects, there are many of us who do not. For us math means turning on a calculator, and science is knowing what kind of fish that is in my sushi. We would prefer writing a rap song or reading eighteenth-century French literature or experimenting on a soufflé.

In a recent talk I gave, I mentioned receiving a D in business math my freshman year. Later an Asian American student approached me with a huge grin. “I’m so happy you got a D in math. Now I can tell my dad that since our speaker got a D, I can too!”

A second source of pressure is internal, meaning that it comes from within. Perhaps we take our parents’ expectations and blow them up some more. Or maybe we let the Model Minority stuff get to us.

Mary Li Hsu, assistant dean of Yale College and director of the Asian-American Cultural Center, says, “Living with the expectation of being perfect—especially in math and science—is an enormous burden that can cause emotional problems for some [Asian American] students.” She adds that it is not uncommon to see an Asian American student “implode” under the pressure. “There’s a lot of depression going on.” According to a study done by Iwa Ministries, Asian Americans have the lowest self-esteem of any demographic group in the country.

Such pressure has its price. Lavannya Raman, an ethnic counselor for freshmen at Yale, sees a lack of self-confidence stemming from the pressures of having to succeed. “There are a lot of expectations placed on students by society and their families, and they fear that they can’t live up to it. It’s just a myth that all Asian Americans are well-adjusted” (quoted in Jennifer Kaylin, “Myths of the ‘Model Minority,’ ” Yale, February 1995).

As a high-school sophomore, I had little to show for myself. I was providing little for my younger siblings to look up to. I was an average student and an average athlete. When things got rough, I usually quit and moved on to something else. But something grabbed me that fall. I had one of those “kairos moments” that only a high-school student can have. Perhaps it was a song on the radio or the burrito I ate. I made a decision: I wil l never quit again! I will succeed! I will win! I felt my family and all my aunts, uncles and cousins cheering me on.


Our prayers are often like this:


Jesus, how could you accept me? I’m so awful. I’m a failure. I can never please my parents. I will follow you when I become a better person.

What Jesus tells us is “I love you and I accept you—just as you are. You don’t have to make yourself better to come to me. Just come.”

Jesus, I am so ashamed that I have failed. I never get it right. I am such a worm.

Yet Jesus’ message to us is “You are going to blow it. You will fail. You don’t have to do it perfectly. I can live with that. I forgive you. Get up.”

Jesus, I never please Dad. Mom always finds fault with my grades. I just can’t live up to their expectations of me.

Jesus tells us, “You’re right. You can’t always please your parents. Instead, find your identity first in me. Yes, your family is important, but pleasing me is more important.”





I w o rk e d after school in the employees’ cafeteria at the Western Electric plant in nearby Sunnyvale. I scrubbed pots and pans and mopped floors. On this one epiphanous day, I was working alone. I had a huge, heavy garbage can to lift. On previous encounters with this can, I would usually lift it a few inches, grunt and put it down, leaving the garbage to smell overnight. But on this day I struggled with that can. I yelled at the top of my lungs, “Don’t quit! Don’t give up! Never give up again!” I was sure all my samurai heritage (if I had any) was coming forth at that moment.

I prevailed over that garbage can that day, but there would be many, many more cans to lift in my life. As I went on in life, I found that I could not lift them all. In fact, in my effort to be perfect and to complete everything I set out to do, I was dropping more and more cans and the garbage was stinking. Something had to change.




Lifting More Cans, or Receiving Grace

As Asian Americans, we do not need any more exhortations to “lift that can!” or “graduate at the top of your class!” or “never do anything to shame our family!” We have been exhorted. We know how tall the mountain is and how difficult it is to climb. We need something else.

At the heart of Jesus’ message is acceptance, grace and forgiveness.

Jesus wants to take all the heavy “cans” we are trying to lift on our own and bring them to the foot of the cross. At the cross there are no illusions. None of us is able, or was created, to lift all those cans by ourselves. Jesus died so that we can put the cans down. His death “lifts” those cans for us.




A Long Obedience in the Same Direction

Eugene Peterson wrote a great book with a wonderful title, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction. In it he looks at following Jesus as a lifelong journey. Big changes don’t come overnight, but they do come as we give ourselves to Jesus for all of our lives. Asian Americans need to see growth and development as “a long obedience.” We won’t get it right the first time and every time, but that is all right. What is important is that we give our lives to Jesus for him to overhaul over the long haul.

“I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work among you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ” (Philippians 1:6).
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