Liberation Theologies

in the United States

An Introduction

EDITED BY
Stacey M. Floyd-Thomas
and Anthony B. Pinn

N

NEW YORK UNIVERSITY PRESS
New York and London



6

Asian American Feminist Theology

GRACE JI-SUN KIM

Historical Backdrop

Asian American women’s theology is nascent and emerges in the after-
math of Christianity’s involvement in colonialism, which altered the spirit of
Asian American women in many ways. This political and cultural configura-
tion made these women deny their own traditions and regard their multi-
religious traditions and wisdom as demonic. It also devalued their physical
appearance and forced them to accept Western notions of “beauty” as supe-
rior. Hence, Asian cultural resources have often been written with the gaze of
colonialism, “orientalism,” and racism."

Maxine Hong Kingstons story “No Name Woman” in her book The
Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood among Ghosts illustrates how quickly
a woman’s life and existence can be eliminated from our memory and con-
sciousness. The narrator tells the story of her aunt, who committed suicide
after giving birth to a girl, conceived not with her husband who was away at
Gold Mountain but with another man. This aunt, this “no name woman,” like
all other “no name women,” existed on the margins of a patriarchal Asian
culture that held that “it was better to raise geese than girls” Even in death
she was punished by being deliberately forgotten, unconnected to the liv-
ing—the descent line—and became a “wandering ghost,” who was “always
hungry, always needing,” begging or stealing food from other ghosts, who
had living kin to give them gifts of food and money. This no name woman
was expunged from the family record, “as if she had never been born,” and
even her name was erased from memory, like all the countless other no name
women who fail to appear in the pages of history books “as if they had never
been born.” Her illegitimate child, who died with her, could not have been
included within the circle of kin, because she posed a severe critique of male
dominance, having been conceived out of either rape or defiance of “female
chastity.”* This story is a reminder of a recurring event within a patriarchal
society as women’s actions are interpreted by men and, in turn, their con-
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sequences are defined and determined by men. Like the no name woman,
there are countless other women whose identity and existence have been
extinguished.

During Korea’s Yi dynasty (1392-1910), women had no names of their
own and were identified relative to men: so-and-sos daughter, so-and-so’s
wife, and so-and-so’s mother. When she married, only her family name was
entered into her husband’s family registry, and her name was removed from
her own family registry, where only the name of her husband was recorded.?
Having no name thus meant being defined in relation to men, and hay-
ing no name meant erasure and ostracism. This omission served to bolster
a system of male dominance, a system of privilege and oppression.* Some
remnants of this practice still exist as many Asian women’s names are not
used after they are married. They are only referred to by their marital status
with children or by their nonmarital status. It is this sociocultural history
that Asian American women have come to bear and inherit. They are pri-
marily viewed as childbearers who will continue the husband’s family line
by bearing a son. Many women who wanted to be free from this burden
sought to leave Asia and go to America, where they believed they would
have a better life outside of a patriarchal society. However, as women left
their Asian context and moved to the West, further barriers and burdens
came their way.

Since the early 19th century, Asians have been migrating worldwide but
especially to the United States and Canada. At the height of the westward
expansion in the United States (across the American Indian lands and Mexi-
can territory to a new Pacific frontier) and the building of its economy,
Asians provided cheap and abundant labor. Their first area of destination
was Hawaii, and over 300,000 Asians entered the islands between 1850 and
1920. The U.S. government and private companies ordered Asian labor as if
it was a commodity, and the Chinese were among the first as they worked
in the sugar industry in Hawaii. These laborers helped transform the sugar
industry into a “King” industry and earned income, while at the same time
displacing Native Hawaiian laborers.s

The annexation of California in 1848 opened the floodgates for Asian
laborers. Aaron Palmer, a U.S. policy maker, recommended the importation
of Chinese labor for the construction of the Transcontinental Railroad with
the idea of cultivating the fertile lands of California and making San Fran-
cisco the “great emporium of our commerce on the Pacific”® Other Asians
also arrived in response to the need for laborers to build America: Japanese
(1880s), Filipinos (1900), Koreans (1903), and Indians (1907).
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Korean immigration patterns were not the same as other Asian groups
as many Koreans initially did not want to immigrate to the United States.
Missionaries played an active role, and Koreans eventually overcame the
initial resistance to the idea of immigration. A number of missionaries per-
suaded members of their congregations to go to Hawaii, a Christian land. As
a result of the active role missionaries played, an estimated 40% of the seven
thousand emigrants who left the country between December 1902 and May
1905 were converts. Moreover, unlike the Chinese and Japanese who came
from geographically confined areas, Korean emigrants originated from many
places, especially seaports and their vicinities. Furthermore, fewer of the
Korean emigrants than Chinese or Japanese came from agricultural back-
grounds. Of the seven thousand Koreans taken to Hawaii, about one thou-
sand eventually returned home, and another one thousand continued on to
the U.S. mainland.

Asian women’s immigration to the United States was at times prompted by
a desire for freedom, and often their migration was induced and orchestrated
by men for profit and exploitation.® Many women were misinformed about
their expectations and life in the United States. Many were not ready for the
hardships that immigrant life was going to deliver. Once they arrived, there
was little chance of returning to their country of origin. They had to live in
the United States and attend to work daily while raising their children.

On the plantations of Hawaii and on the farms of the western United
States, these women cooked, washed, and cleaned, not only for their own
families; often, for a small fee, they did these chores for bachelors and mar-
ried men who had come without their wives. Those who cooked for the
unattached men had to get up at 3 or 4 A.M. to cook breakfast for as many
as forty persons and to pack an equal number of lunch boxes in primitive
kitchens with no modern conveniences.” Others who worked in the fields
for wages spent a full day under the sun, sometimes with babies strapped
to their backs, before returning home to fix supper. In the evenings, they
washed, ironed, and mended. Those who bore children did all this work even
while pregnant.”

In addition to the physical hardships, Asian American women experi-
enced psychological and legal hardships in the form of racism, prejudice,
and discrimination. Beginning in the 1850s, a series of restrictive laws against
Asians were enacted. In 1870, Congress passed a law that made Asian immi-
grants the only racial group barred from naturalization. In 1882, the Chinese
Exclusion Act was passed. This suspended the immigration of Chinese labor-
ers for ten years, but this was later extended indefinitely, eventually being
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lifted only in 1943. The 1917 Immigration Act further limited Asian immi-—
gration, banning immigration from all countries in the Asia-Pacific Triangl€
except for the Philippines (a U.S, territory) and Japan. Japanese immigratiox2>
however, was subsequently limited by the 1924 Exclusionary Immigratio ™
Act, which literally halted new immigration from Asia. In addition, Asiar2S
were segregated in public facilities including schools, were heavily taxecd>
were prohibited from owning land and from intermarriage with whites, an <t
so on. The most visible incident in the country’s history of discriminatiO_rl
against Asian Americang was probably the internment of Japanese Amer 1_’
cans during World War Tp.» 1 was not until the passage of sweeping civil
rights legislation in 1965 that state-supported discrimination ended.

Description

Theology never occyrs in a vacuum but always within a specific contex £~
Thus one needs to carefully examine the different historical, social, and poli®~
ical contexts withip which we are developing our theology. Theology tha®
intentionally relates itself ¢, a particular time and place has been given th€
name “contextual theology” Contextual theology has its social roots in th€
experience of third world Christians as they recognized that the theolog?f
they received was not a-historical, a-social, or a-cultural but was “contextual
in an unconscious Way. In considering the relationship of context to theol”
ogy, these third worlq Christians realized it was not that one’s theologic®
conclusions were fecessarily different from place to place but, rather, that 1€
context determined the kinds of questions to be raised.” Contextuality @%
distinct from contemporaneity) means the discovery of the place-dimensio®*
of the human condition s

This means that Asian American women’s context will bring forth expec”
tations and understandings of theology that are distinct from thoge of th€
majority in both North America and Asia, That is, their context of patriarchy’
prejudice, and hardship gaye birth to the need for Asian American women t<

examine the questiop, of theology and to further develop theology that freé”

them_tq & MOre meaningfy] 514 liberating life. Z
It is important ¢ fecognize that the terms “Asian” and “Asian America®
are social and cylgyy |

s & constructs, arising out of particular historica] stage”
of political struggleg, 4 These terms have been useful for Creating a space @

theological discoyrsg, and' should not e essentialized: or homogenized 5
as to hinder criticq) reflections on diversity within the community,’s Whe**
Asian theologians call themselyes Asian, the term signifies the consciousnes”
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o f belonging to the history of particular groups of people. It means that they
are inheriting the myths, languages, and cuisines of certain cultures. Use of
that designation also encompasses a commitment to looking at the world
and themselves from particular vantage points. In addition, identification as
an Asian theologian suggests solidarity with the struggles and destiny of spe-
<ific peoples.

In a word, the term “Asian” has an identifiable set of meanings: shared
colonial history, multiple religious traditions, rich and diverse cultures,
irnmense suffering and poverty, and a long history of patriarchal control and
present political struggles. Therefore, one must keep all these identifiable sets
in mind as one engages in Asian American women’s theology as “Asian” is
an integral part of the development and emergence of this theology.® Asian
A merican women theologians need to lift up the multivocal nature of Asian
traditions and begin new lines of theological inquiry by rearticulating the-
ology through the liberating language of myths, stories, and the rituals of
wwomen.”

Asian American feminist theologians join other Asian theologians in their
tendency to highlight the effect of entrenched cultural myths, rituals, and tra-
Aitions on women’s roles in society and the cultural and religious dimensions
of oppression that result. They are interested in assessing Christianity’s role
31 supporting colonialism and patriarchy because political independence for
snany of them happened only a generation ago.”

Theology that is not in touch with their life experience cannot be a liv-
ing theology” Chung Hyun Kyung suggests that Asian women’s theology is
2 “cry, plea and invocation” to God in search of justice and healing.® It is an
embodied and critical reflection on Asian American women’s experiences,
and it is aimed at bringing about a community of harmony, peace, and love.

Sources
Wisdom

The concept of wisdom deeply affects the lives of Asian women through
¢heir various religious and cultural traditions. Wisdom is an important con-
cept in Buddhism, in that it manifests hope and liberation. It is generally
pelieved that wisdom is the absolute knowledge through which enlighten-
goent is attained. Since absolute knowledge is compassionate in its nature,
¢he Enlightened One (Buddha) leads people to their emancipation. It is the
& ssential virtue without which no being may claim to be an Enlightened One
( puddha).®
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Wisdom is also central to Confucianism, and links can be made here also
to biblical wisdom. Wisdom is closely related to the “Way” to live, a con-
cept found in most religions, including the three Semitic religions: Judaism
Christianity, and Islam. Confucianism views wisdom mainly through sage-
liness or sagehood.> Confucianists held that the learning of human ethiC?'il
relations was the true “orthodox” learning and that acquiring moral purity is
the way to become a sage. The Confucianist emphasis on wisdom as essen-
tial to practical, moral life closely resembles the Hokmah of biblical wisdom,
especially as found in Proverbs,

When comparing these various wisdom figures, it is important to note the
many similarities in deed and character to biblical wisdom. Wisdom in the
Old Testament is portrayed as a feminine image with feminine characteris-
tics and roles; these attributes are then carried into the New Testament and
linked with Christ, which consequently provides a feminine understanding
of God.» It is possible to syncretize these various wisdom figures into a Chris-
tian understanding of wisdom to develop a hybrid wisdom Christology.

As we turn to Pneumatology and examine the role and understanding of
the Holy Spirit within the church, an inculturated perspective of spirit from
the Asian concept of chi is 4 helpful tool for Asian American women. The
Chinese character chi originated in the concept of cloud or vapor, which was
regarded as the primordial vitality for prosperity and productivity, Western-
language translations of chj include air, wind, vapor, breath, gas, vital spirib
anger, appearance, intelligence, vital fluid, energy, material force, vital forces
and subtle spirits.*+ Chi is what makes one alive, as it is the life force energy
that makes one a living being, Every living thing has chi. It is the central
animating element of oy overall energy system, giving power and strength.”
It is a vital, dynamic, original power that permeates the entire universe and
leads to an ultimate unity.* The Spirit becomes the essence of all things a5
all things exist because of the Spirit as chi. Chi is the ultimate reality and i
immanent in all things; and a]] things in the universe consist of chi, WhiCh,
means no being can exist apart from chi.” This notion of the Spirit as chi
assists us in reaffirming the idea of divine immanence or Immanuel, God

is with us.*® This makes one move toward a panentheistic understanding of
God: God is in all things,»

The Old Testament ruach and the
same ambiguity of multiple meanings, a
or soul. The word ruach has its etymol
itself in two distinctive forms: that of
living things. Because God as the Spir

New Testament pneuma carry the
s chi does, such as breath, air, wind,
ogical origin in air, which manifests
wind in nature and that of breath in
it manifests herself as wind or ruach
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she is also chi. Wind symbolizes the power of life in nature, while breath
s_ymbolizes the power of life in the living. Without chi, life does not exist;*°
SIMila rly, if there is no Spirit, nothing living can exist. God as the life-giving
SPirit s the proper source of life and strength; in a derivative sense, ruach
also denotes the life force of the individual (Judges 15:19) and of the group
Numpers 16:22).

Hence, Spirit/chi** is essentially what keeps humanity alive as it is the life-
giVing force within us that sustains and keeps us in harmony with nature and
the vy rld. Spirit/chi embraces lifeand makes it full. Spirit/chi is crucial to Asian

Merjcan women’s theology as it emphasizes the Spirit/chi power within all of
US to make a difference in this world. Spirit/chi is salvificand negotiates a space
t0 saye those who are living in the liminal spaces between us.

Context/Experience

Asian American feminist theology is inductive, and it does not begin with
the Bible or Christian doctrines but with the stories of women: “The text of
God’s revelation was, is, will be written in our bodies and our peoples’ every-
day struggle for survival and liberation.”* Therefore, it is necessary to listen
to the women's stories and experiences to begin to do theology as they come
to know God through experience. This is a dynamic and experiential way of
doing theology much closer to the Bible, in which people did not come to
know God by discussion or argument but by experiencing God.* This is an
alternative to a typical Western method based on analysis and debate.”

Regarding the nature of experience, Koreans have articulated han as a
mode of responding to the tragic situation of the oppressed. In terms of its
etymology, han is a psychological term that denotes repressed feelings of suf-
fering through the oppression of others or through natural calamities or ill-
ness. Sometimes translated as “just indignation,” han is deep spiritual pain
that rises out of the unjust experience of the people. Han appears inevitably
in the biographies of Asian American women in their stories. Asian Ameri-
can people embody this han as they experience oppression and suffering in
their daily lives.® Han is “the suppressed, amassed and condensed experi-
ence of oppression caused by mischief or misfortune, so that it forms a kind
of qump in Ones spirit.””?

Han is the brokenheartedness but also the raw energy for the struggle
for Jjberation. Because Asian American women face issues of prejudice, dis-
crimination, alienation, exclusion, and shame in this society, their experi-
ences can be called han—the deep pain of a victim. Han has emotive and
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transrational aspects and is quite a useful term for theological discourse.’®
Han has three levels: individual, collective, and structural. At its individual
level, han is the will to avenge, the will to resign, bitterness, and helplessness;
it is a reaction to individualistic oppression, which is often connected to col-
lective and structural oppression. At its collective level, han is the collective
consciousness and unconsciousness of victims such as the ethos of cultural
inferiority complex, racial melancholy, racial resentment, the sense of physi-
cal inadequacy, and national shame. At the structural level, sin is unjust and
evil systems that perpetuate racism, sexism, exclusiveness, and monopolistic
capitalism.

Therefore, if it is to have any impact on their lives, Asian American wom-
en’s theology needs to work toward this goal of releasing han. There needs to
be a praxis component within their theology to help release this han, which
can be destructive and damaging if it is left to sit within them. But many Asian
American women do not have the public channels that men have to express
their han, which hasled to a sense of helplessness in their lives. They have been
enclosed within the home to take care of the family and household. Women
have been discouraged from taking on leadership positions and play only a
minimal role in society.* Thus a major goal of doing theology is to release
this han in the sense of won-han. Won-han is the refusal to accept han as their
being but to fight it so that they can actively work toward releasing it. The
process that untangles and resolves accumulated han is called han-pu-ri. The
term originally came from the Korean shamanistic tradition as the shamans
played the role of the priest/ess of han-pu-riin his or her community.*

One group that lives with han is the minjung. Minjung means oppressed,
alienated, exploited, and despised “people of God” Min means “people;” and
Jung signifies “the mass” Hence minjung literally means “the mass of peo-
ple’#* In Korean, women are the minjung of the minjung. The concept of
minjung is opposite to the concept of power and different from the middle-
class intelligent strata. Political power originates from addressing the con-
cerns of minjung. As political power becomes institutionalized, it changes
into the oppression of minjung. In the process of history, minjung rebelled
against this power by returning it to its original place and restoring pub-
lic righteousness. Kim Chi-Ha argues that when the powerful betray jus-
tice and become anti-minjung, it is righteous to take the side of the minjung
and unrighteous to take the side of the power.# As Asian American women
struggle to exorcise the evils of imperialism, globalization, racism, and patri-
archy, their han needs to be realized to prevent them from embodying the
life of a minjung,
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Theoretical and Methodological Considerations

There is concern among theologians about the interpretation of the Bible,
and some turn to “context” to help them understand the meaning of particu-
lar passages for “here and now.” Biblical texts will make sense only if they are
read with insight into the social, political, and religious context of their own
time.* Due to the patriarchal bias, one needs to read the biblical words with
a critical eye and be aware of their origin and intent.

Multifaith hermeneutics can be described as the task of relating Christian
biblical interpretation positively to other religious texts and traditions. Mul-
tifaith hermeneutics assumes the willingness to look at one’s own traditions
from other perspectives, the maturity to discern both similarities and dif-
ferences in various traditions, and the humility to learn from other partners
in the conversation. Multifaith hermeneutics requires us to affirm that other
religious traditions have as much right to exist as Christianity.# The interac-
tion between Asian scriptures and Christian scriptures is not meant to prove
that they are compatible, or incompatible, but aims at a “wider intertextual-
ity” and a fruitful and continuous cross-cultural dialogue.*

Kwok Pui Lan suggests that a “dialogical imagination” must become oper-
ative in biblical interpretation. This approach invites more dialogue partners
by shifting the emphasis from one scripture (the Bible) to many scriptures,
from responding to one religious narrative to many possible narratives. It
shifts from a single-axis framework of analysis to a multiaxial interpretation,
taking into serious consideration the issues of race, class, gender, culture, and
history. Dialogical imagination uses Asian cultural and religious traditions
and sacred texts as dialogical partners in biblical reflection and “the social
biography of the people” as hermeneutical keys for biblical interpretation.#

Asian cultural roots are embedded in nondualistic metaphysics and reli-
gions that express their understandings of life and reality in terms of fluid-
ity, flexibility, and multiplicity. The sacred is embedded in life’s ambiguities,
and the margins and centers shift constantly. An understanding of reality
as fluid, transitional, and impermanent connects meaningfully with many
Asian American women’ struggles to live a transcultural, and marginalized
existence.*® Their impermanent location leads to a hybrid identity that seeks
to find a home in between realities.

The term “hybridity” needs further elaboration and is an essential tool
that Asian American feminist theologians are turning to to help describe this
situation of instability and create new spaces and places of discourse. Essen-
tially, hybridization is a mixture of two things as it brings together and fuses
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but also maintains separation. Hybridity makes difference into sameness and
sameness into difference, but in a way that makes the same no longer the
same, the different no longer simply different.+ Hybridity is a way to co'n'
ceptualize porous religious, ethnic, and cultural boundaries. What hybridity
does is shift the conceptualization of identity in that identity is no longer 2
stable reference point. Hybridity is not about the dissolution of differences
but about renegotiating the structure of power built on difference.s

Ongoing Issues

Asian American feminist theology is growing and changing. In this sec”
tion, I explore continuing concerns within this form of liberation theolog?"
I am interested in providing readers with a sense of future direction of this
theological approach by presenting the experiential framework that must ]?e
addressed. Recalling the link between experience and theology, readers will
see how this approach corresponds with a sense of ongoing issues.

Sexuality

There is much concern about footbinding in China as it was painfub
oppressive, and inhumane. This practice, among certain classes and eth-
nicities of Chinese women, secured their dependence on men and served
confine them within the household gates. Although Chinese men dePiCted
Chinese woman as weak, timid, and sexually available, they also saw them @3
dangerous, powerful, and sexually insatiable. The cults of footbinding, chas”
tity, and virginity and the rules that oppressed women were the reactions ©
men to women'’s resistance.s

Men are socialized into and reinforced in their behaviors and attitudes
through the cult of hypermasculine culture, Men are concentrated away fr?m
women for periods of time and taught appropriate masculine behavior, Whl.Ch
usually includes some form of control of the body and repression of sexuality
through celibacy or the periodic sexual exploitation of women. Women ar
objectified and eroticized, and men are expected to fit into a power hierarchy
that stresses obedience and loyalty to higher authorities. Throughout the'se
systems, women are forced to be the “gatekeepers” of male sexual activity
even as they are exploited by it and demonized by the sexual projections and
obsessions of men. The sexual use of women is tied to men’s power to €O
trol and dominate those with less power. This sense of entitlement extends j‘o
those perceived as vulnerable to domination such as younger males and chil
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dren. In an extension of this sense of entitlement, men may molest girls and
boys. Legal and religious systems categorize women and children as under
male authority and ownership. Nowhere in this system of male entitlement
is a woman fully human, nor is there an understanding of the basic bodily
integrity and right to safety of women and children.**

Orientalism: The Other

Unlike Europeans, who can assimilate after they lose any trace of a foreign
accent, Asian Americans continue to be regarded as “exotic” foreigners. The
dominant North American culture continues to think Asian Americans are

interchangeable with Asians, whose cultures may be as unfamiliar to Asian
Americans as European cultures are to many white Americans. Some Ameri-
cans view Asian Americans through the lens of exoticized, colonialist con-
structions of race and gender, captured by the term “Oriental”’s

Orientalism has been used by Europeans and North Americans as a way
of dominating the East and having self-ascribed authority over it. European
culture gained in strength and identity by setting itself off against the Orient
as a sort of surrogate and even underground selfs* Furthermore, the Orient
has become feminized by Europeans as the Orient is viewed as the weaker,
the exotic, and the less intelligent.” Europes feminization of Asia was pre-
ceded and paralleled by Asian men’s subjugation of Asian women. Europe’s
intellect and vigor in contrast to Asia’s sensuality and softness were the coun-
terparts of the Asian “yang” or male attributes of light, strength, agency, and
the endowments of the “firm nature of heaven,” as opposed to “yin” or female
traits of dark, weak, passive, and the “yielding nature of the earth.”s

As objects and people become feminized, a natural progression of domi-
nation occurs as women have generally been understood to be dominated
by men. As a place becomes feminized, the entire concept becomes roman-
ticized and understood as the subject who exists for the master. Thus with
the notion of Orientalism came many adversities that Asia had to overcome.
The relationship between Occident and Orient is a relationship of power,
of domination, in varying degrees of a complex hegemony. The Orient
Was Orientalized not only because it was discovered to be “Oriental” in all
those ways considered commonplace by an average 19th-century European
but also because it could be made Oriental.” Orientalism is constructed by
white Euro-American power over the Orient. Edward Said’s Orientalism has
opened a space for many thinkers, for it talks back to the Western authorities

by demystifying their cultural representations of the Orient.*®
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There are certainly power differentials between Asian immigrant and
nonimmigrant women. It is important to recognize this unequal power and
conflicting interests while not giving up on community or solidarity or sis-
terhood.” As Asian American women experience oppression through rac-
ism, discrimination, and multiculturalism, they also have to endure the
consequences of Orientalism and the experience of being treated as the
Other. While Asian feminist theology has successfully established itself as a
countermovement to the prevalent dominance of Western Christian tradi-
tions, Asian feminist theologians are being caught in the polemics of East
versus West, and they “allow” Asia to remain as “Other” to the West.%® In
many ways, Asian women immigrants have become the Other. The Other is
viewed as inferior and powerless. The Other is weaker, less intelligent, or a
nuisance to society. Furthermore, the Other has become essentialized as they
are imagined to possess inherently “Oriental” characteristics and traits that
are supposedly universally valid but in fact are not. One of the central con-
sequences of the essentialization of the Other is that the Other becomes an
object for manipulation.® If the Other becomes an object, it is easily domi-
nated or is open to domination.

The Other never becomes equal to but is incorporated as marginal and as
such fulfills a useful role.” European culture has gained strength by setting
itself against the Other. In characterizing and defining the Other, the West
has characterized and defined itself as a superior culture in comparison with
all the non-European peoples and cultures.® Therefore the Other is a neces-
sary and useful commodity for those who are the majority and the domina-
tors; we need to dispel the category of the Other and continue to dialogue so
that Asian American women are not placed in that role.

In striving to use multicultural, interdisciplinary methods, the myriad
forms of knowledge being created by new voices attuned to power, iden-
tity, history, and liberatory ideas and practices need to be embraced.* Asian
American women’s theological journey involves construction of a fluid and
relational social self, a communal understanding of existence, and an embod-
ied way of knowing and practicing religious life. Asian American women’s
identity involves interstitial integrity and hybridity. It is important to note
that interstitial integrity deals with the complex cross-cultural identities that
include subordination and draws from fluid, multilayered, and transver-
sal experiences. It is not passive, an acceptance of abuse, but is how Asian
American women cope with marginality and struggle to live amid transcul-
tural forces in that it allows the making of meaning out of multiple worlds.
And it does so by holding in creative tension the various spaces or worlds
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of meaning that Asian American women occupy rather than forcing them
to restrict themselves to one set of social relationships and arrangements. It
allows space for the multiple social locations of identity in a multicultural
context. Asian American women live in the interstices and should engage
in solidarity with others who also live there. In short, through the use of
the interstitial concept in theology, Asian American women consciously and
carefully seek to hybridize religious commitments, practices, and beliefs with
those of the “reluctant other.*®

Racism

Racism promotes domination of the vulnerable by a privileged group in
the economic, social, cultural, and intellectual spheres.”” We live in a soci-
ety in which racism has been internalized and institutionalized and is woven
deeply into a culture from whose inception racial discrimination has been
a regulative force for maintaining stability and growth and for maximizing
other cultural values. Racism is the manifestation of the deeply entrenched
determination to maintain the existing dominant culture and group. Only
a full awareness of this disturbing reality leads to a new insight into what is
possible: “The nation cannot redeem what has not been established.™*

Asian American women's lives intersect with racism. Racism is prejudice
and discrimination and is the han of our communities. Asian American
women need to challenge and transform the structure of the han of racism
in the society.® Assimilation into the dominant culture has been seen as a
source both of alienation from Asian identity and of freedom from the con-
straints of traditional culture.® There appears to be an invisible boundary
that prevents Asian American women from becoming part of the mainstream
white culture. Problems of racism and culturism have set up walls that Asian
American women cannot seem to climb. This has become a constant struggle
and will remain one as long as racism and culturism persists. Therefore it is
Necessary to work toward removing these barriers.

Marginality

Asian immigrants experience a betwixt-and-between predicament,
which, while a source of much soul-searching and suffering, can also serve
as an incentive and resource for a creative rethinking of cultural traditions,
the native and the foreign. Being in-between is being neither this nor that
but also being both this and that. Immigrants belong fully to neither their
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