
[image: Cover: Dim Sum and Faith, How Our Stories Form Our Souls, by Jenn Suen Chen, published by InterVarsity Press] 


[image: Title page: Dim Sum and Faith, How Our Stories Form Our Souls, by Jenn Suen Chen, published by InterVarsity Press]


FOR MY HUSBAND, JOHN,

thank you for loving me through every season.

TO JOSIAH, MICAH, JOHANNA, ELIJAH, SUMMER, AND SYDNEY,

thank you for loving me back.





Introduction



You know my thoughts even when I’m far away. You see me when I travel and when I rest at home. You know everything I do.

PSALM 139: 2-3






There was nowhere to escape the cold.

It was our first long winter in China, and the frigid, short days moved in on my soul, threatening to dim any glimmer of warmth or light. We had recently moved seven thousand miles across the ocean from a familiar, safe place to a country I was sure would never feel that way. Our apartment on the seventh floor lacked an elevator, which left us with no choice but to climb up and down 225 stairs multiple times a day. The back of the building overlooked a small cement courtyard, where grandmothers gathered daily with their groceries for neighborhood gossip and grandfathers brought their colorful birds in bamboo cages and played Chinese chess sitting on round plastic stools. The open-air vegetable market was adjacent to our apartment, and the confusing aroma of barbecue pork, fresh fish, and trash wafted up through our windows.

That winter, the unfamiliarity of this place was unbearable for my newly pregnant self. I was often curled up in bed, nausea and sadness consuming my willpower to move. My firstborn, who was two years old at the time, ran his toy trains over me as he snacked on the last bits of cereal we had brought from America and sipped milk from his purple cup. Sensitive to my feelings, he tried to cheer me up with his giggles. It usually worked, at least for a few moments.

We had landed in China just a month earlier, having said goodbye to friends and family, packed our lives into suitcases, and joined new friends who were living in the northeast of the country. Getting up each morning was challenging, and the shame over how I felt was my heaviest burden. Though these were not my best moments, they were certainly some of my most honest ones. I had always been able to put on a smile, find my thankful heart, and push through. Until now.

For a person who rarely struggles with not having enough energy, this felt like coming to the end of myself. The grief felt so foreign, like an enemy had moved in and taken residence in my soul. I hated these feelings of anxiety and fear, both of which I had tried to run from most of my life. If I could have fixed myself, I would have done it. But the toll of goodbyes and moving halfway around the world had caused a tear in my heart, and I feared I would never heal. I couldn’t remember ever feeling more unsure of myself. I loved my husband and toddler and was so excited for a new baby on the way. Our new community was warm and welcoming, and our neighbors served us with loving hospitality. So what was wrong with me?

This place of wilderness I was encountering not only felt unfamiliar but exceptionally uncomfortable. On other occasions I probably could have rallied, having managed to avoid sadness and grief from crushing me. Until now, I had always clung to the truths that had been deposited in me so early on—truths around who God is and my identity as his child. A strong calling had propelled me into this life overseas. Now I could not even recognize myself. While everyone around me seemed to be living with great purpose and ability, even simple tasks like cooking and cleaning had become challenging for me.


When Life Feels Uncomfortable

How did I get here? This question began as a whisper deep in my soul but grew to a heart’s cry demanding an answer. You too may have wondered the same thing at some point in your journey. At times, we may have whispered this in desperation. Other times, we may have spoken it in deep gratitude. But it is a question that boomerangs back to us and begs our attention. We might think we know what is really going on inside our hearts. I thought I did, until the stirring of countless wonderings and insufficient responses left me confused and wanting.

It’s important to pay attention to our hearts, especially when life feels uncomfortable.

This is a book about showing up honestly in our stories, which is not easy to do on our own. I will share parts of my life with you, my reader, and I invite you to pay attention to the things that stir in your heart as you read. This is not a book about my struggle with depression and how I got through it. However, it is an invitation to join me in exploring both the light and dark places of our stories.

I want to invite you on a journey of tracing our stories and discovering how they have formed us spiritually. As an Asian American woman, I’ve always followed along, doing what I was told and what others thought I should do. I became skilled at fitting into whatever mold I was given, which often included multiple spaces. I’ve always bridged cultures.

Maybe you have too.

Honesty calls for something deep within us and tells us that we can no longer continue as we are. It has required a deep dive into my story and called for something more than I thought I had.

When we are young, the answers we are given are concrete and surprisingly clear. Adults respond to our questions even if they don’t have answers. As we get older and begin to think on our own, we find ourselves dissecting those answers that have become part of our worldview—and discover that some of what we thought was true no longer holds water. That can feel so jarring. Accepting the things that are happening right now to be just “what is” can be so difficult and making sense of it impossible. If your life has been anything like mine, your story has been filled with deep grief alongside deep joy. It seems the two must live together in every story. However, while we may share similar elements of joy and pain, no story is the same.




Importance of Storytelling

I’m extending an invitation to join me in telling our stories with God. Author and speaker Curt Thompson writes, “We are storytellers. We yearn to tell and hear stories of goodness and beauty, and this is the echo of God’s intention. We long for our stories to be about joy, not just reflections of what we believe but of who we are, who we long to be.”1 The memories that make up the stories of our lives are woven together, and they must be told for us to heal. Thompson says the real details of our stories aren’t as important as how and what we remember.

However, learning to tell our stories can feel like an impossible task. To begin, we each have a story. We tell our stories every day, but we don’t often tell stories that have made us who we are. Many people I come alongside these days struggle at the beginning of our sessions to recall memories from their early years. They tell me, “There doesn’t seem to be anything important to remember.” Some have told me they can’t remember anything before the age of ten. However, as we create space together and wait patiently with God in silence, the memories begin to surface as we learn to just be in this place and let God direct the process. We don’t have to worry that we don’t remember everything because that’s not the point. But we must begin to understand that we each have a story, and our story matters.

We can bring our memories to God: “O Lord, you know my thoughts even when I’m far away” (Psalm 139:2). He is gentle and so kind, and whether we knew him at a certain point in our story, he was there with us. As we curiously explore, we can begin to articulate what we have come to believe about ourselves, God, others, and the world. Parents, teachers, and other adults who were part of our shaping sometimes had a positive influence on us, and at other times they left painful marks on our lives. Siblings play a role in our placement within our family structure. It has been said that no two siblings experience their family and environment in the same way. Additionally, we must consider all the uncontrollable circumstances we were born into and experienced throughout childhood.

What values were part of our shaping process? What principles were important to those influential adult figures in our lives, and how did that translate in the environment we were raised in? What beliefs did we come to hold? The questions are endless. We are not meant to do this journey of storytelling in an individual vacuum but in community. There is so much research being done around the healing that happens both in our brains and in our bodies when we intentionally come together. We were made to be a collective people, connected to one another, with remembrance as our way of life. To do this work, we need a curious heart. I invite you to be curious about your story as I share my story with you.

To see the beauty in life, we must look at everything and learn to look everywhere. We must turn over the rocks and look in all the crevices. What we discover underneath might not be beautiful, feel important, or be worth noticing at first. Most of us have spent much of our lives asleep to the deep stirrings of our soul. This book is a call to awaken our hearts. There is so much to see and so much to learn. And beyond that, there is so much more we could ever want in this life with God. It’s hard to remember that we can find God in our ordinary moments when nothing special seems to be happening. Yet, we can discover God’s holy presence in the mundane, where the plain becomes sacred. We must be present to meet God in the living moments.

I invite us to journey backward in time into our stories, because it is there that the beliefs—and sometimes misbeliefs—about life, family, and God were formed. We might think about who first showed us love, how we came to know God, if we ever felt lonely at church, if we’ve felt unknown with friends or even with family, if people would stick around if they really knew who we were. Maybe we know the fundamental truths of our faith and have been following and serving God for decades, but we’re feeling tired, burned out, lost, and alone—and this time we can’t talk or think ourselves out of it.

Consider what God wants to say to us in this space. Perhaps one of the hardest things for us to truly believe in our heart of hearts is the foundational and intrinsic truth that God loves us. I’ve spent the last couple decades learning to let God love me, which has felt so simple and profoundly difficult at the same time. He has met me at my loneliest hour, assuring me in those dark moments of his love that will never let me go. Regardless of whether you are an executive director of a well-known organization, a college student, or a parent trying to do everything right, our most honest fundamental heart cries are the same.

Does God see me in the middle of all that is going on in my life? Does he truly know all of me, including my heartaches and joys? Does God really love me? And even more, does he like me?




Growing Up on the Inside

This is a book about spiritual formation. The goal of spiritual formation is our personal spiritual transformation. As we grow, our capacity to live a spiritual life from the heart increases. To start, we must begin tracing the ways our stories have shaped our souls. Doing so helps us to understand how we have been formed spiritually so that we can begin recognizing and naming what God has been doing in our lives.

There is not just one way our souls grow; the journey I am inviting us on is not a prescriptive journey. Instead, I’m describing what a formation journey could look like. It is invitational by nature as we are drawn into relationship by the Trinity: our heavenly Father, Jesus the Son of God, and the Holy Spirit that indwells all who trust him. The Trinity in its perfect relationship invites us into the deepest relationship we could ever experience within God’s perfect love.

A counselor who has deeply impacted my life reminded me that most of us don’t understand the concept of growing up. We have all been formed in ways outside our control and understanding. Many of us remain childish on the inside while growing up on the outside. Children at their best don’t worry about what others think. Children can have a deep faith in God and believe for things that feel impossible to adults. Children, curious and unhindered, love freely. But the pain and sorrow of life can take that away and cause all children to find ways to protect their hearts. Paul writes in Ephesians 4:15 that we are to be “growing in every way more and more like Christ.” To grow in every way is an invitation to grow up on the inside. Our hearts, our minds, our souls must grow. My counselor said, “Growing up means growing up on the inside and becoming more childlike on the outside.” But how do we grow up on the inside?

I have found it helpful to trace our stories and ask God for insight into how they formed us. As we do that, we may start to recognize and name some of the elements of our story and what God has been doing. We grew at that time, and we also grow now as we examine our lives with God.

I pray that as we begin our journey together, our hearts will settle down. I hope that as we experience God’s presence in this place, we will begin to listen to the stirrings in our hearts. As we learn to tell our stories, we will become a source of encouragement and hope for others. The Bible will be our anchor for this journey we take together. King David wrote beautiful songs and poems called psalms, and one particular psalm will guide us in this conversation. Psalm 139 includes all we need to know about our spiritual journey and the becoming of our truest selves.

I am eager for this psalm to become our framework, giving our bones life and our spirit breath in our darkest moments. I pray we would learn the language of these verses so that these words become woven into the fabric of our being. May we experience God’s tender voice healing our hearts each time we read it. I pray it would become our testimony and spill over into our communities, that our lives would be a brilliant display of the truth that we are known intimately by a God who made us, loves us, and makes no mistakes.


O Lord, you have examined my heart and know everything about me. You know when I sit down or stand up. You know my thoughts even when I’m far away. You see me when I travel and when I rest at home. You know everything I do. You know what I am going to say even before I say it, Lord. You go before me and follow me. (Psalm 139:1-5)



This psalm articulates the core of our meaning and purpose. The author is clear about God’s knowledge of our lives from before our beginning, reaching all the way to our end when we are with him for eternity. This is foundational truth for our lives. There are no better words to answer the questions surrounding whether or not our lives matter than this psalm. We can only find out who we are supposed to be within the story of God’s creation of us, and in this place we find our purpose within his purposes for our lives. Each of us was made to live in relationship with God, and it is here we can experience the deepest relational connection. Here we understand what it means to be fully known by him and to fully know the Creator and Maker of our lives whose love for us is more real than we could ever imagine.




An Invitation to Reflect

At the end of each chapter, we will read a small portion of Psalm 139 together and there will be an invitation to the table. In our full and busy lives, it’s sometimes difficult to find time for reflection. Each chapter provides a space to reflect on our conversation together through questions. We can’t grow alone. We grow best in community—connected to one another, sharing life and stories, and healing together.

Join me at the dim sum table, our place of gathering and conversation. It’s the table I grew up around. Here in this place, we will explore our stories and our beliefs about God and ourselves. The Holy Spirit meets with us as we grow together. Sometimes we might feel uncomfortable and vulnerable around the table because we’re sitting so close. But we become family here. There might be times we’re asked questions we don’t want to answer. That’s okay. You can pass on the first round, and maybe even the second. The invitation is always there. That is the beauty of this collective family meal.

This is a reminder for our hearts that our spiritual formation journey was never meant to be taken alone. We are meant to journey in community. What better way to do this than to eat together at a metaphoric dim sum table and share in the experiences of what it feels like to be known? In this place where beauty and darkness meet, we are invited to be with each other. This journey we are on with God leads to transformation from the inside out, not driven by a straight line from point A to point B, but cyclical in seasons. We will experience both darkness and light, barrenness and fruitfulness, pain and joy. This journey is for all of us.

If you’re ready, let’s have some dim sum together—a delicious steamed and baked meal filled with both sweet and savory treats. Take a slow, deep breath. If this is your first time, welcome. It might feel different around this table, but I’m trusting and hoping you’ll like it. The truest meaning of dim sum is to touch the heart. Each chapter will hopefully provide something that touches your heart. This collective way of eating is also known as yum cha, to drink tea. Dim sum never happens without a pot of chrysanthemum or jasmine tea. It is not meant to be an individual experience. We break bread and feast with friends and family over small, shared dishes, a Chinese tapas experience of sorts.

I invite you to sit down with me at this large round table with a swiveling center. It’s piled high with bamboo steamers, so high that we can barely see across the center. Let’s dig in with our wooden chopsticks before the food gets cold. It’s loud in here, so come closer until we’re knocking elbows, our chopsticks clinking against the blue porcelain bowls in front of us. Please, let me serve you first. Take what you like; the carts will come around again. You must try the steaming hot barbecue bao and the shrimp har gow.

Today’s lunch is on me, and I’m so glad we’re here together. Now, let’s begin.


INVITATION TO
THE DIM SUM TABLE


As we begin, I want to gently invite you to consider the questions that follow each chapter. If it ever feels like too much, please take a pause. I invite you to enter this conversation slowly and at your own pace. Consider taking this journey with a friend as well.

We often overlook the important fact that cultural values inherently shape our character. Ethnic values and racial constructs impact our growing up. Our nationalities and the places we call home affect who we are and the privileges we share.

We should think about our family’s migration story, including the circumstances of our grandparents’ and parents’ childhoods, and how they got to where they are now. War often pushes people out of their home countries, beginning the ripples of trauma that are often passed on intergenerationally. Consider the impact on us if our grandparents or parents fled a war.

How can we come to the table together with all that we are? Our stories, our histories, our pain, and our joys?

Slowly read through Psalm 139:1-6:


O LORD, you have examined my heart

and know everything about me.

You know when I sit down or stand up.

You know my thoughts even when I’m far away.

You see me when I travel

and when I rest at home.

You know everything I do.

You know what I am going to say

even before I say it, LORD.

You go before me and follow me.

You place your hand of blessing on my head.

Such knowledge is too wonderful for me,

too great for me to understand!



What word or picture stands out as you read this passage? What invitation might God be extending to you through this word or picture from the passage? Bring that to God in prayer as you finish this chapter.






God, I want to feel your presence with me here.

Hold me by your hand as I begin to look at my story, Lord. I want to trust you.














  

  
Part One

    Shaping


  
    
      O LORD, you have examined my heart and know everything about me. You know when I sit down or stand up. You know my thoughts even when I’m far away. You see me when I travel and when I rest at home. You know everything I do. You know what I am going to say even before I say it, LORD.

      PSALM 139:1-4

    

  





  

  
1

    An Invitation to Look
at Our Stories


  
    
      When Jesus lifts my head so I can see that he sees me, I am purified, calmed, comforted, healed, satisfied, and awed by him and his love for me.

      ELLEN PETERSON,

        MISSIONAL ARTIST AND LEADER


    

  

  
    Cold, rainy mornings marked the fall and winter days of my childhood. The smell of eggs frying on the stove and the feeling of a warm egg sandwich being placed in my hands are vivid in my memory. Goodbyes from my parents were sealed with a prayer and a kiss on the forehead. They were both there each morning when I grabbed my metal lunch box and sloshed out to the corner bus stop. If the neighbors weren’t looking, I would cut across their lawn to the lilac bush where the bus would come promptly at 7:30 every morning. I remember feeling so grown up standing there with my yellow striped umbrella and backpack that was too big for me. My five-year-old memory is fuzzy about the ride to school other than the feeling of tightly gripping my well-loved stuffed yellow bunny that eased the discomfort of that lonely space on the big yellow bus full of unfamiliar faces. Though I had desperately wanted the Wonder Woman lunchbox my older cousins received that summer at the family reunion, I had a Holly Hobby metal lunchbox instead that might be considered vintage today. A matching plastic thermos filled with alphabet soup was a warm treat for cold days as our kindergarten class sat for lunch in the gymnasium. I can almost taste the soup as I write.

    A round yellow Formica table with a swiveling center in my childhood home remains an essential part of my memory. It represents all things family. Meals happened there. Birthday candles were blown out and songs were sung as celebrations for young and old took place. Memories of homework and being disciplined were made there too. Chinese food was served with flair, and friends and family enjoyed the generosity of my parents’ hospitality around that yellow table.

    Dinners were always together. My mother served whole, freshly steamed fish topped with finely julienned ginger and green onions sizzling in hot oil, fragrant pearl-white jasmine rice, and fresh stir-fried vegetables packed with ginger. I can hardly remember a night when we weren’t all around the table. Though the three of us sisters would have gladly enjoyed a baked fish stick kind of night, that meal never made it to our table. Long before kale reached its peak in popularity, we were eating lots of it stir-fried with ginger and garlic. Occasionally, we had spaghetti and other things baked in a casserole dish covered in cream of mushroom soup, which more closely resembled what my friends ate, but those moments were rare.

    My least favorite meal, I must confess, was steamed fish. Tiny bones that got lodged in my throat left me unable to concentrate on homework all night. What’s more, the house would smell of fish for days. When I invited my friends over for dinner, I prayed it would not be a steamed fish kind of night. Actually, I was nervous inviting friends over if it was an any-kind-of-Chinese-food night. I remember the horrified look on my mother’s face when my friend requested butter for her rice. I had learned to remind friends to take off their shoes at the door and to call my parents not by their first names but Mr. and Mrs., but I wasn’t prepared to tell my friend that butter on rice could be reserved for her home. Awkward moments like these highlighted what felt like a chasm between the cultures I was navigating, and I felt like a tiny bridge holding them together.

    Weekend dim sum meals with friends and family, however, were the best. I didn’t have to explain this meal to anyone around the table. This was our space. All our family’s favorite restaurants were in Chinatown, and the owners and staff knew our family. A lunch gathering could not pass without an uncle or auntie commenting on the amount of shrimp each har gow contained and the price. Char siu bao, steamed barbecue pork buns, were a favorite and a special indulgence for my father. He grew up with very little in Hong Kong, so he always made sure there was plenty for all at our lunch gatherings. We piled the bamboo steamers high and stuffed ourselves with our favorites as if it was our first time trying them.

    It is difficult to adequately explain to others just how important good food is to an immigrant Asian family. Food reminded my parents of the home they had left and anchored us in our culture as a family. While the adults caught up around the table, us kids read books and entertained ourselves until the long meal was over.

    Unlike the previous generations, my parents shared a mutual deep faith in God, which framed our family’s values and practices. This involved praying together as a family at the close of every evening. My conversations with God as a six-year-old were a mix of prayers for our family and neighbors, but my personal prayers included consistent requests for him to change my straight black hair into curly blond hair and to exchange my small, brown Asian eyes for big, blue round ones like those of my friends. I spent a lot of time practicing those big eyes in front of the bathroom mirror, but I still endured the merciless teasing of the boys on the playground as they made fun of my height, my small Asian eyes, my flat nose, and anything else about me they could think of. I tried to laugh it off, run away, or find refuge in the classroom with my teachers.

    However, those words still managed to nestle deep in my mind, as playground words often do. I decided early on that I would work hard in school to find a home in my achievements and good behavior. If people were not going to like me because I was different, then I would show them I could be known in other ways. I worked hard to quietly subvert the class bully by doing better than him in every subject. I created a strong, self-protective armor that would serve me throughout my growing up years.

    It seems in many of my third-grade photos I’m wearing yellow-and-green plaid pants with a brown turtleneck. Those pants certainly contributed to the adverse forming of my young identity. The privilege of attending to fashion is not often the primary concern of an immigrant family. Though children of immigrants know better than to complain over their clothes, I’m confident I made sure those pants disappeared so that I would never have to wear them again.

    
      We Each Have a Story

      You and I have a story that began long before we were born. In Psalm 139:15-16, the psalmist writes, “You watched me as I was being formed in utter seclusion, as I was woven together in the dark of the womb. You saw me before I was born. Every day of my life was recorded in your book. Every moment was laid out before a single day had passed.” The reality of such truth can feel like too much to grasp. If this is true, why do we so often still struggle to experience deep worth and meaning in our lives? Reading these verses might even make us feel uncomfortable to be so seen by God, who sometimes feels distant and unresponsive.

      We are all looking to make sense of our lives, to find meaning in the things we do, to feel purposeful in what feels ordinary and mundane. These longings grow with time, because as we get older, we may find ourselves more and more dissatisfied with the ways in which we have lived on autopilot. Paying attention to these longings will help our hearts begin to wake up.

      When we are young, we cannot understand the full reality of our family structure and dynamics, our cultural environment, and the various communities we live in. Most of us can only find our way through it. We become really good at adapting on our own, even if we know God. We also find ways to numb our pain. God invites us now to untangle those ways and discover and acknowledge his faithful hand that has been over us for all our years.

      Many cultures believe that our stories are intertwined through the generations. As an Asian American, it is difficult to speak of my story without referencing those who have come before me. Each of us has a migration story, although those who are indigenous to the land have experienced different elements of migration. Our journeys add layers of complexity to our family stories, especially as following generations may feel less connected to their homeland and their people.

      As a little girl, I eavesdropped at the table while my aunties and uncles laughed and told stories of their childhood. Though their stories contained more pain and grief than ease and comfort, their ability to find humor in the most painful moments of their past tells me they found strength and resilience in being together. Perhaps humor provided the needed levity to face the challenges they endured. I listened to these stories as if they were fables of places far away.

    

    
    
      Why Delve into Our Stories?

      You may be wondering, That’s nice, Jenn. I’m happy you have some fun stories to recall. But what’s the point of recounting our stories, anyway? I will venture to say if we want deep healing, then we must do the work.

      We have all told our stories in a thousand ways, whether explicitly or implicitly. We have all believed a narrative about our lives, about who we are, about how we should interact with others, and about who God is—and all of it is deeply informed by our stories. Some of this shaping is good, but many of our stories have left deep wounds that have never healed.

      My heavily fortified, self-reliant heart that emerged from my early elementary school years kept me from truly showing up in relationships until I was able to identify and tell my story in a fuller, more honest way. I’m still learning to do that, and God is healing my heart. I believe healing and connection are two big reasons why we do this work. When we tell our honest, unmasked stories to one another, we experience authentic connection with others, which contributes to our healing. Telling our stories also helps us to make sense of our lives.

      There is no right way to dive into our stories, but one way we can begin is by sitting with God and inviting him into this act of remembering. Ask God to remind you of the stories that are important. You might find that one or two stir up in your soul. As they do, take a moment to sit with them. Feel the emotions. Think about the people, the places, the smells, the things you remember. In story work, it’s okay to just let the story be what you remember because no two people remember things the same way. We recall our childhood stories through the age we experienced them.
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