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Lo M Die

Théng Tu ndm 1975 ddnh ddu mot bién c& trong dai trong lich st
nudc Viét Nam. Hang trim ngan ngudi di co mién Nam, theo sau 13
hang trim ngan "thuyén nhin" d bd nudc ra di d& tron trdnh su tAn
cong clia cdng sdn mién Bic. Mot phan tu thé ky sau, trén mot triéu
ngudi Viét Nam dang song trén khip th€ gidi, va tin dung dudc
nhitng cd hoi kinh & va gido duc mdi. N6i chung, ho di phat dat, va
nhitng cdu chuyén vé sy thanh dat ky diéu cda ho vé mit thuong
mai ciing nhu gido duc di gia ting thém cho truyén thuyé&t vé cdc
ngudi di cr A Chau thanh cong.

Ti€c thay, c6 mot sy trao ddi ddt gid. Vi thai gian qua va véi sy
ra ddi clia mot thé hé mdi, ky e t6ng hop clia nhitng ngudi Viét luu
vong d4 phai mg. Nhitng ngudi tré d& quén tiéng Viét hay chi biét
chdt it. Té hon nita, ho khong doc duge thanh thao tiéng Viét, va ho
cdn ngu ngd khong biét gi vé cdc truyén thdng triét 1y va ton gido
phén thinh clia Viét Nam. Hon nifa, vi bi chéi mit vé& nhitng thanh
qud k§ thuat TAy Phuong, ho c¢6 khuynh huéng xua dudi chit kién
thitc nhé nhoi ho c¢6 dugc vé truyén théng cb truyén va cho 13 18i
thoi hay lac hiu.

Di nhién, cdc cong ddng Viét Nam khong hé thu dong trudc de
doa ctia mot "sy mat tri" vé vin héa nay. Tai nhiéu ndi ngudi Viét
dd c6 thé ty hop thanh nhitng thi trdn nhd bé nhu Little Saigon, &
Quin Cam, Nam Cali, ndi ngudi ta c6 thé séng trong mot khung
cdnh twong ty nhu ddi s6ng noi qué huong cii. Nhd vao tinh chit phd
quit cta truyén thong dai ching, tif sich bdo tdi truyén thanh,
truyén hinh, va mang 1U6i todn cdu, diu ddu ciing cé nhitng nd luc
duy tri vd d& xudng nhitng kién thic vé ngdn ngit va vin héa Viét
Nam. Con c6 c4 nhifng tdp san c6 phdm chét cao duge ding lam
dién dan cho nhitng cudc thdo ludn c¢6 tinh cdch uyén thim vé vin
chudng, lich sit, va chinh tri Viét Nam.

TRIET DAO 1-2001 3



Ciing trong nd lyc duy tri va dé xudng nén vin héa Viét Nam,
Vién Triét Pao dudc thanh 14p nam 1998. Cdc Dai Hoi da dugc t8
chic tai Pai Hoc Cong Gido Hoa Ky, Hoa Thinh Pén va tai Orange,
Cali trong miia he, vdi sy tham dy ciia cdc gido su tif nhitng ndi xa
x01 td1 thuyét trinh, nhu Pai Loan, La M va Viét Nam, va cdc hoc
vién tir rit nhiéu ndi trén nudc M va Gia Na Pai. Qua cic cudc hoi
thio nay mdt Tap San dugc ra ddi. Muc dich ctia Tép San 12 nghién
ctfu sdu xa cdc triét hoc va tdn gido Viét Nam, khong nhitng trong
lanh vyc riéng biét clia mdi tri€t hoc va ton gido ma cdn cd trong
méi tuong quan cda cdc triét hoc va tdn gido ndy. Vé tri€t hoc
khong c6 nghia chi 1a nhitng nd lyc ctia gidi trf thidc dé suy tw vé& y
nghia clia ddi s6ng con ngudi va thé€ gidi, ma con vé sy khon ngoan
ctia quin chiing dugc dién td qua cdc cu ca dao va bai hat. Cic ton
gido Viét Nam bao gdm céc 16i sSng c6 truyén nhu céc ton gido dia
phuong, Phat Gido, Khéng Gido, va Lao Gido, ciing nhu Thién Chia
Gido, va céc truyén thong ton gido mdi day nhu Cao Dai va Hoa
Hio.

Hon nita, d€ phd bién kién thic vé tri€t hoc va ton gido Vit
Nam gitta cdc ngudi Tdy Phuong va cling nhim gitip d3 cdc ngudi
Viét luu vong khong ranh ti€ng Viét, Tap San sé dugc 4n hanh song
nglt, vdi mdi s6 c¢6 nhitng bai bing ti€ng Viét va nhing bai bing
ti€ng Anh.

Niém tin su xa clia ching toi 12 tudng lai ctia Viét Nam khong
va khong thé tiy thudc hoan toan vé kinh t€ va chinh tri, mic dii cic
lanh vuc nay rét quan trong. Khong c¢6 nhitng chin 1y va gid tri siéu
viét dugc tin thanh bdi nhitng tri€t hoc va tdn gido di dugc ding
lam nén tdng, Viét Nam s& chi nhu mdt tda nha dugc xay trén cat.
Niém hy vong clia chiing t6i 1a v6i s trg gitip quéng dai ctia quy vi,
Vién Triét Pao va T4p San Triét Pao s& déng gép tich cyc duge cho
twong lai cia nude Viét Nam.

Toa Sogn Tdp San Triét Dgo
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From the Edctor

April 1975 marked a momentous event in the history of
Vietnam. Hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese in the south,
followed later by hundreds of thousands more of “boat people,”
went into exile to escape the onslaught of the communists from the
north. A quarter of a century later, over a million of Vietnamese
are now living all over the world, taking advantage of new
economic and educational opportunities. By and large, they have
prospered, and stories of their spectacular business and educational
achievements have added to the lore of successful Asian
immigrants.

Unfortunately, there is a costly trade-off. With the passage of
time and the birth of a new generation, the collective memory of
Vietnamese expatriates fades away. The young have forgotten the
Vietnamese language or have at best a smattering knowledge of it.
Worse, unable to read the language well, they remain ignorant of
the rich Vietnamese philosophical and religious traditions.
Moreover, dazzled by Western technological achievements, they
tend to dismiss the little they know of the old traditions as outmoded
or inferior.

Of course, the Vietnamese communities have not remained
passive in front of this threat of cultural amnesia. In some places the
Vietnamese have been able to congregate together into little towns
such as Little Saigon, in Orange, CA, where people can live a
facsimile of a life in the old country. Thanks to the ubiquitous mass
communication media, from print to radio, television, and the
Internet, everywhere efforts have been made to preserve and
promote the knowledge of the Vietnamese language and culture.
There are even high-quality journals as forum for scholarly
discussions of Vietnamese literature, history, and politics.
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As part of this effort to preserve and promote the Vietnamese
culture, the Institute of Philosophy and Religion (Vien Triet Dao)
was founded in 1998. Seminars have been organized at the Catholic
University of America, Washington, DC and in Orange, CA during
the summer, with the participation of professors from as far as
Taiwan, Rome, and Vietnam and students from many parts of the
United States and Canada. Out of these seminars was born this
scholarly journal. Its purpose is to study in depth the Vietnamese
philosophy and religions, not only in their respective domains but
also in their mutual relationships, since in Asia philosophy and
religions are inextricably united with each other. By philosophy is
meant not only the efforts by professional literati to reflect on the
meaning of human life and the world, but also the popular wisdom
conveyed in proverbs and songs. Vietnamese religions include the
traditional ways of life such as the native religion, Buddhism,
Confucianism, and Taoism as well as Christianity and the other
more recent religious traditions, e.g., Cao Dai and Hoa Hao.

Furthermore, to disseminate the knowledge of Vietnamese
philosophy and religions among Westerners and also to help
Vietnamese expatriates who do not have a command of
Vietnamese, the journal will be bilingual, with each issue containing
some essays in Vietnamese and others in English.

It is our deep conviction that the future of Vietnam does not and
cannot depend exclusively on economics and politics, important
though these are. Without the transcendent truths and values
espoused by its philosophy and religions serving as the foundation,
Vietnam would be like the house built on sands. It is our hope that
with your generous support the Institute of Philosophy and Religion
and its journal will make solid contributions to the future of
Vietnam.

The Editorial Board
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Ascan Cattholics cw The United States:
Clallenges And Opportunities for The Clarnct

Peter C. Phan,
The Catholic University of America

The coming of millions of Asians and Pacific Islanders to the
United States of America since the Second World War is a
demographic phenomenon whose profound and extensive
implications for every facet of life in both the American society and
church have only just begun to be grappled with. By “Asians and
Pacific Islanders” are meant those people in the United States who
themselves or whose ancestors have immigrated from various
countries of Asia and the Pacific islands comprising Melanesia,
Micronesia and Polynesia. They include principally the Chinese,
Filipinos, Japanese, Asian Indians, Koreans, Vietnamese, Laotians,
Cambodians, Hawaians, Samoans, and Guamanians.

In the 1990 census, the population of Asians and Pacific Islanders
was counted to be about 7.3 million, or 2.9 percent of the 250
million total U.S. population. This number represents more than a
doubling of 3.5 million Asian Americans in 1980. Further, it is
projected that by the middle of the twenty-first century, ten percent
of the U.S. population will be Asian, a huge increase from barely
three percent in 1990."

Needless to say, this demographic augmentation presents serious
challenges to the North American Catholic Church. These
challenges are in part not different from those confronting the

! All statistical information on Asian Americans is taken from Che Fu Lee
and Feng Gang Yang, “Becoming American: The Asian Experiences.”
Publication pending.
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Catholic immigrants of the “First Wave” such as the Irish, Germans,
Italians, and Eastern Europeans. Like them, the immigrants of the
“Second Wave” have to cross the socio-political and economic
divide separating them from the American mainstream. On the
other hand, unlike them, these recent, at times illegal, immigrants,
who are mostly poor and ecclesiastically powerless, have to
overcome the gap within the church itself which marginalizes them
from the power centers now occupied by the Catholics of the “First
Wave.”

But these new comers present the church not only with
challenges but with opportunities as well. They bring with them rich
and diverse cultural as well as religious traditions and increase
substantially church membership and the number of religious and
priestly vocations, with which the American Catholic Church can be
renewed and strengthened. Indeed, as Michael Foley has shown, by
meeting these challenges and taking advantage of these
opportunities, the American Church has become once again an
“immigrant church.” Foley has further shown that through various
initiatives and organizational structures, the church has done a good
job of welcoming these strangers, despite still outstanding issues
and problems.3

2 The expressions “First Wave” and “Second Wave” are Allan Figueroa
Deck’s. See his The Second Wave: Hispanic Ministry and the
Evangelization of Cultures (New York: Paulist Press, 1989). Deck uses the
expression “Second Wave” to include both Latin American and Asian-
Pacific immigrants to the United States. However, since the differences
between the Latin Americans and the Asians are so extensive and
profound, it would be better to reserve the expression “Second Wave” for
Latin American immigrants and coin a new expression “Third Wave” to
refer to the immigration of Asians and Pacific Islanders.

3 See Michael Foley, “Welcoming the Stranger: The Catholic Church and
the New Immigrants. A Report Prepared for the Office of Pastoral Care for
Migrants and Refugees, United States Catholic Conference,” 1997.

8 TRIET PAO 1-2001



The focus of this essay is primarily theological, though it is
hoped that its theoretical reflections on culture and inculturation (or
interculturation) will have direct implications for pastoral ministry to
Asian Catholics. I will first examine the predicament of Asian
Americans in the encounter between their native cultures and the
American culture. Secondly, I will study the challenges facing
Asian Catholics in the process of being inserted into the American
Catholic Church. Thirdly, I will suggest some tasks that both Asian-
American Catholics and the American Church can do to promote a
fruitful encounter between Asian-American Catholics on the one
hand and the American society and the church on the other.

ENCOUNTER BETWEEN TWO CULTURES: A DREAM
FULFILLED OR A HORRIBLE NIGHTMARE?

For most Asians who have immigrated to the United States of
America, the New World represents the equivalent of the Promised
Land flowing with milk and honey.* It is perceived as the land of
political and religious freedom and economic opportunities as
opposed to their own countries where they may have suffered
oppression of various kinds and economic deprivation. Despite
occasional outbreaks of discrimination and racism, by and large
Asian immigrants’ human rights have been protected, their

* As is well known, Asia is a vast land composed of several subcontinents
with at least seven major linguistic zones, far more than any other
continent. In this article I will limit myself to Chinese, Japanese, Koreans,
Vietnamese who share a common cultural and religious heritage and the
Filipinos. The focus on these groups is justified not only because of
similarities among them but also because of the great number of Catholics
among them. For a history of these ethnic groups in the United States of
America, see Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups, ed.
Stephan Thernstrom (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1980).
See also “Asian-American Protestants,” Dictionary of Christianity in
America, ed. Daniel G. Reid et al. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press,
1990), 84-86.
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educational achievements outstanding, and their economic condition
satisfactory.” Even when injustices are perpetrated against them in
these areas, they can have recourse to official and legal channels to
have these damages remedied.

Unfortunately this is not the case in the area of cultural conflicts.
Here resources for healing and reconciliation are not readily
available nor can solutions be speedily devised, for these conflicts
are not easily identifiable and, even when they are, cultural
differences cannot be packaged into sound bites to attract public
attention and mobilize the community to fight against cultural
oppression. Yet, for all their elusiveness and resistance to quick
solutions, cultural diversities can be a source of deep suffering and
prolonged alienation that can turn a heavenly dream into a hellish
nightmare. Often cultural differences lie deep behind the fear of the
other and give rise to racism, economic discrimination and even
bloody violence.

But what are these cultural differences? To catalogue them, even
in a cursory fashion, is an impossible task, both because the cultures
of Asian immigrants are quite diverse among themselves so that
generalizations about the “Asian” culture would not be justified
(despite, as I shall argue, a common religio-cultural heritage and a
similar socio-economic context) and because the American culture
resists a clear description. My intention then is not so much to
describe the differences between the American culture and the
cultures of various Asian ethnic and national groups but to analyze

% Social studies (e.g., Che Fu Lee an Feng Gang Yang) have shown that
even though individual Asian Americans were paid less than white
counterparts, Asian-American families tended to have higher incomes than
white American families, because the former were more likely to have
multiple earners. Asians who have not been doing so well economically
are the Cambodians and the Laotians (including the Hmong and Man tribal

people).
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the way in which culture itself is conceived differently by
Americans and Asian immigrants. As a result of these conflicting
conceptualizations of culture, the encounter between Asian
immigrants and the American culture is fraught with far greater and
more complex difficulties and dangers than those personal
embarrassments that travel guides try to spare us with their lists of
dos and don’ts.

Semiotically, culture is composed of three dimensions.® First of
all, as ideational, culture is a system of beliefs, values, attitudes and
rules for behavior, and provides a framework for interpreting the
world and living and acting in the world. Secondly, as performance,
culture is constituted by rituals by which the members participate in
their culture in an embodied way. Thirdly, as material, culture
provides the artifacts and symbolizations such as language, food,
clothing, music, the plastic arts, and the creation of space, with
which the members build up their identity. All these three
dimensions must be taken into account in order to understand any
particular culture fully.

Within the perspective of the semiotics of culture, the focus is on
culture as a communication structure and process.” Three elements
make up this communication structure and process. First, there are
the signs or symbols, that is, the constituent parts of the culture.
They are the “who, what, when, where, how and what kind” forming

8 For a semiotic interpretation of culture, see Robert Schreiter, The New
Catholicity: Theology between the Global and the Local (Maryknoll, NY:
Orbis Books, 1997), 29. Schreiter himself depends on the work of Jens
Loenhoff, Interkulturelle Verstindigung. Zum Problem
grenziiberschreitender Kommunikation (Oplade: Leske und Budrich, 1992).
" For a helpful presentation of the semiotics of culture, see Robert
Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books,
1985), 49-73.
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the “surface” or “first level” of culture.® These signs correspond to
culture as material mentioned above.

Second, there is the message which is carried by the signs. This
message is constituted by the linkages among the signs revealing
their “functions”(their “structural integration”) and forms the
“immediate whys,” or the “second” or “intermediate level” of
culture.” This message may be manifest or latent to the members
sharing the same culture. In addition to this intermediate meaning,
there is the third level of culture, its deeper meaning, its ultimate
whys, often referred to as the “mentality” of a people deriving from
the underlying premises and assumptions of their thought processes,
the values and interests of their basic attitudes, the goals and ideals
of their fundamental motivating forces. This mentality (the group’s
“psychological integration”of culture) is revealed in the people’s
world view, myths, rituals, philosophy, and religion."”  These
meanings, both intermediate and ultimate, correspond to culture as
ideational.

Third, there are the codes along which the message of the signs
is carried. Like the grammar of a language, codes are the basic rules
according to which cultural signs function. They “encompass the
rules of action of a culture, of what is done and what is not to be
done. In so doing, they not only define the range of activity of the
sign, but can also tell us something of basic messages.”"' They
govern culture as performance.

As cultural systems, both the American culture and those of
Asian Americans are constituted and function in the manner
described above. They too are ideational, performance, and

8 See Louis J. Luzbetak, The Church and Cultures: New Perspectives in
Missiological Anthropology (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1988), 238.
% See Louis J. Luzbetak, The Church and Cultures, 238.

10 See Louis J. Luzbetak, The Church and Cultures, 249-79.

" Robert Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies, 67.
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material, and they too have their own signs, messages, and codes.
The challenge for Asian immigrants is of course first of all to learn
as much as possible about the ideational, performance, and material
aspects of the American culture as well as its signs, messages, and
codes. This learning takes place not only systematically, in
academic environments but also, and primarily, in everyday living,
by trial and error, over the course of a lifetime.

As they acquire knowledge of these elements of the American
culture, Asian immigrants have to relate them to the same elements
of their own cultures. In this process, whether self-initiated or
stimulated by the society, Asian Americans will reinterpret,
reorient, reintegrate, recast their symbolic universes, and eventually
formulate their new “mentality.” As a general rule, they tend to
adopt elements that fit with their symbolic systems and reject ideas
and practices that conflict with them. The elements incorporated are
those of the first, second, and third levels of culture. The signs or
forms of the host culture (the first level) are borrowed but
reinterpreted and assigned new meanings by the immigrants (the
second level); obviously, those elements of the third level are less
likely to be incorporated, and if they are inconsistent with the
immigrants’ philosophical world views and religions, they will meet
the strongest resistance.

Of course, there will be a “culture lag” in this process of
inculturation. That is, the process of cultural adaptation is not
spread out evenly in the community of immigrants nor are the
elements of the host culture equally embraced by all. Not every
immigrant will be open to ‘this task of reinterpretation and
adaptation. Some, mainly the younger generation and the educated
class, welcome it heartily as the harbinger of innovation and
progress; others, mostly the older and more recent immigrants,
oppose it strenuously, fearing for the survival of their moral and
religious values. Inevitably, conflicts and mutual recriminations will
arise among individuals and groups of the same ethnic community.
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The psychological outcome of this process of cultural adjustment
is mainly of two kinds. Either the immigrant will acquire a state of
intellectual and emotional equilibrium (which does not necessarily
mean morally or spiritually beneficial) through one of the following
three ways: 1) by accepting a complete assimilation into the host
culture and abandoning one’s own culture; 2) by keeping the two
cultures side by side, each independent of the other, and functioning
well in both, often adopting the host culture in the public domain
and preserving one’s culture at home (a kind of “double
belonging”); and (3) by blending the host culture with one’s own
and selectively incorporating compatible elements so that another
culture will eventually emerge. Or the immigrant will experience
disequilibrium, frustration, and anger since he or she rejects the
culture of the host country as evil and is therefore unable to function
in it as a responsible citizen.

Beyond difficulties in adapting to the new and different signs,
message, and codes of the American culture, Asian Americans have
to face an additional, and in certain sense far more challenging, task
of adjusting to the concept of culture itself which has been gaining
ground in the United States in the last few decades. Whether
labeled “post-modern” or something else, there has been, at least in
the West, a widespread disenchantment with the ideals of the
Enlightenment. These have been variously characterized as
universal rationality, autonomy, individual freedom, and progress.
While post-modernity cannot be interpreted as a rejection of
Enlightenment values or a call for a return to pre-modernity, various
currents of thought, from feminist to ecological to liberationist to
post-colonial, have subjected them to a stringent critique and
deconstruction.

12 Michael P. Gallagher has provided a helpful description of post-
modernity in ten “commandments”: Thou shalt not worship reason, believe
in history, place hope in progress, tell mega-stories, focus on the self,
agonize about values, trust institutions, bother about God, live for
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Through the process known as globalization, which is fueled by
the political domination of the United States, new communication
technologies, and the world-wide spread of neoliberal capitalism,
Asians, even those from the poorer countries, have come under the
influence of modernity. Of course, such a reception is never passive
and total; rather there are always all kinds of negotiations and
adaptations so that there have been created “plural modernities.”"?

More importantly, despite profound differences between
modernity and Asian traditional cultures, they share a common
understanding of culture as an integrative system. Louis Luzbetak
expresses this aspect of culture well when he defines culture as “(1)
a plan (2) consisting of a set of norms, standards, and associated
notions and beliefs (3) for coping with the various demands of life,
(4) shared by social group, (5) learned by the individual from the
society, and (6) organized into a dynamic (7) system of control.”™
Schreiter notes that such an integrated concept of culture is common
among “the traditional society, relatively self-enclosed and self-
sufficient, and governed by a rule-bound tradition.”" Clearly, Asian
immigrants bring this iniegrated concept of culture with them as
they come to settle in the United States. While such an integrated
concept of culture has strengths (as well as weaknesses),' it is not
helpful to Asian Americans as they confront the understanding of
culture now regnant in the United States. This understanding of
culture, dubbed “post-colonial,” “globalized,” or “post-modern,”

productivity alone, and seek uniformity. See Clashing Symbols: An
Introduction to Faith & Culture (New York: Paulist Press, 1998), 88-90.

13 Robert Schreiter, The New Catholicity, 11. On globalization as both
extension and compression and its effects on theology, see ibid., 4-27.

" Louis Luzbetak, The Church and Cultures, 156.

15 Robert Schreiter, The New Catholicism, 48. Schreiter notes that “many
contextual theologies and church documents on culture either imply or
directly use integrated concepts of culture” (52).

'® For a discussion of these strengths and weaknesses, see Robert
Schreiter, The New Catholicism, 49-52.
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views it primarily as a ground of contest among asymmetrical and
unequal power relations.!” Culture is not a pre-existing organic
whole to be discovered or preserved, but something constructed
amidst struggle and violence. As life, culture as well as cultural
identity is experienced as fragmented, conflictual, antagonistic,
subject to continuous change, and multiple. As a result, it is unlikely
that the Asian Americans’ integrated understanding of culture can
be fully preserved. The meta-narratives and meta-themes that
provide coherence and unity to Asian immigrants’ cultural identity
and day-to-day living are being severely disrupted. More than ever,
Asian Americans are living in a deeply disorienting situation in
which the premodern, the modern, and the postmodern are mixed
together, what Fernando Calderon refers to as “tiempos mixtos.”"®

In response to this cultural bricolage, which Roland Friedman
calls “glocalization,”19 Asian Americans can adopt any of the
following three cultural logics which Robert Schreiter, following
Jonathan Friedman, describes as antiglobalism, ethnification, and
primitivism.zo The first is a total retreat from the ideals and values
of globalization to defend and preserve one’s cultural identity,
either through a complete rejection of modernity as found in
fundamentalism or through strategies of hierarchical control as in

17 Eor a discussion of this globalized concept of culture, see Robert
Schreiter, The New Catholicism, 53-58.

18 gee Fernando Calderon, “America Latina, identidad y tiempos mixtos, o
cimo de ser boliviano,” Imagenes desconocidas (Buenas Aires: CLASCO,
1988), 225-29. I owe this reference to Robert Schreiter.

19 §ee Roland Robertson, “Glocalization: Time-Space and Homogeneity-
Heterogeneity,” in Scott Lash and Roland Robertson (eds.), Global
Modernities (London: Sage, 1995).

2 gee Robert Schreiter, The New Catholicism, 21-25. The work of
Jonathan Friedman referred to is: Cultural Identity and Global Process
(London: Sage, 1994).
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revanchism.”’ The second is the attempt to rediscover a forgotten
cultural identity through a retrieval of real or imagined cultural
traits with the result that often a hybridized culture is constructed
through the process of ethnogenesis.”” The third is the attempt to
select a period or an aspect of one’s previous, premodern culture
and use it as a framework for dealing with globalization.®

In my judgment, none of these cultural strategies is satisfactory
for Asian Americans. Fundamentalism and revanchism are too
negative in their approach to modern and postmodern culture.
Furthermore, for them to work, there is required a central authority
with effective systems of control, which is non-existent in Asian-
American communities. In addition, the boundaries which they seek
to preserve, whether geographical or cultural, are now too porous to
serve as an effective wall protecting Asians from the contracting
force of globalization. Ethnification is more promising, but it -
presupposes an integrated concept of culture which is no longer
viable in the United States, since it ignores or obscures the
dynamics of unequal power relationships and the fragmented and
conflictual nature of culiure. In particular, refugees, minority
groups and marginalized people do not generally experience
culture, even their own, as integrating and beneficial. Lastly,
primitivism, besides holding on to an integrated notion of culture,
suffers from arbitrariness in the selection of a past period or theme
for revitalizing the tradition. Some other strategy must therefore be

2l Fundamentalism is found of course in all religions, from Judaism to
Islam to some Protestant and Catholic conservative groups. Revanchism is
present in the restorationist policies of the post-Vatican II era.

%2 This strategy is proposed, for example, by some African-American or
Native-American groups who attempt to recover their lost or suppressed
cultural and tribal traditions to construct their cultural identity.

> This practice is found, for example, among Catholics who choose the
patristic or medieval periods as benchmarks for the renewal of the church
and theology. Some Asians have made certain practices such as the
veneration of ancestors as the defining trait of their cultures.
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devised, but before doing so, we have to consider the situation of
Asian-American Catholics in particular.

ASIAN-AMERICAN CATHOLICS: BETWEEN POST-
TRIDENTINE CATHOLICISM AND POST-VATICAN I
REFORMS

Just as Asian Americans differ among themselves culturally,
Asian-American Catholics also have divergent histories and
different kinds of Catholicism. My intention is of course not to
undertake the impossible task of recounting these histories and
describing these kinds, but to discern, with unavoidable
generalizations, the common traits of the Catholicism that Asian-
American Catholics inherit and bring with them to the United
States.**

The history of Christianity in general and Catholicism in
particular in Asia developed in dependence on the growth of
missionary activity since the sixteenth century. The type of church
organization and Christian life that were brought to Asia by
missionaries — mostly Portuguese, Spanish, and later French
religious, mainly Dominicans, Franciscans, Jesuits, Augustinians,
and members of the Missions Etrangéres de Paris — unavoidably
mirrored those of contemporary Europe.

2 For presentations of Christianity in Asia, see Samuel Hugh Moffett, A
History of Christianity in Asia. Vol. I. Beginnings to 1500 (Maryknoll, NY:
Orbis Books, 1998; Kenneth Scott Latourette, A History of the Expansion
of Christianity. Vol. VI: The Great Century in Northern Africa and Asia,
A.D. 1800-A.D. 1914 (New York: Harper & Row, 1944); idem, Christianity
in a Revolutionary Age. Vol. V: The 20" Century Outside Europe (New
York: Harper & Row, 1962); The Oxford Illustrated History of Christianity,
ed. John McManners (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 488-518;
and Peter C. Phan, Mission and Catechesis: Alexandre de Rhodes and
Inculturation in Seventeenth-Century Vietnam (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books, 1998).

18 TRIET DAO 1-2001



This post-Tridentine Catholicism has of course been renewed in
various degrees by the reforms spawned by Vatican IL* Asian-
American Catholics stand then between a more conservative
Tridentine Catholicism and a more progressive Vatican I
Catholicism; which side they favor largely depends on the church of
their native countries or even of particular regions of these
countries. In spite of regional and national differences, the
following traits seem to be common to American Asians’ -
experiences of Catholicism.

1. In terms of ecclesiological model, Asian-American Catholics
tend to follow what Avery Dulles has called “church as
institution.”*® This model exaggerates the role of visible and
canonical structures and the importance of the hierarchy and has
often led to the ecclesial aberration known as institutionalism
characterized by clericalism, juridicism, and triumphalism. This
ecclesiological model is strongly buttressed by the Confucian
culture with its emphasis on deference for authority and tradition
(witness the elaborate forms of address used by the Vietnamese for
the clerics!) and responds well to the church’s need to strengthen its
corporate identity, given its minority status in Asia (except in the
Philippines).

» The organization that fostered reform in Asian churches along Vatican
I’s spirit is no doubt the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences
(FABC) founded in 1970 and comprising the episcopal conferences in
South and East Asia: Bangladesh, China, India-Nepal, Indonesia, Japan,
Korea, Laos-Cambodia, Malaysia-Singapore-Brunei, Myanmar, Pakistan,
the Philippines, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Vietnam. The ecclesiastical
jurisdictions of Hong Kong and Macao enjoy associate membership. For a
collection of FABC and its various bodies, see For All the Peoples of Asia:
Federation of Asian Bishops® Conferences. Documents from 1970 to 1991,
ed. Gaudencio B. Rosales and C. G. Arévalo (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books, 1992).

% See Avery Dulles, Models of the Church (Garden City, NY: Double Day,
1987).

TRIET BDAO 1-2001 19



2. Connected with this emphasis on the institutional aspects of
the church is the relatively passive role of the laity. Despite the fact
that the Asian-American Catholic laity, especially the middle aged,
are highly educated and successful in various professions, they have
no effective voice in the day-to-day operation of parish life. The
local priest most often wields absolute power. Besides excessive
reliance on the clergy, the laity’s lack of competence in matters
theological may account for the minimal role of the laity in church
organization, since training in fields other than secular is regarded
as inappropriate for the laity.

3. The theological competence of Asian-American clergy itself
leaves a lot to be desired. Most of the priests, whose knowledge of
Bible and theology was gained some thirty years ago (the level of
seminary education was already low then), have not taken
advantage of continuing education programs in this country, either
because of their lack of English or because theology does not rank
high in their list of priorities. Furthermore, adequate books in
Scripture and theology in their own languages are not available. As
a result, one area of priestly ministry suffers in particular, namely,
preaching. Another deficient area is ministry to (college and
graduate-) educated youth, which is practically non-existent,
whereas ministry still focuses mainly on children (preparation for
first communion and confirmation) and the old folks with their
devotional practices.

4. Another consequence of ecclesiological institutionalism is
self-absorption and neglect of the dialogue with other believers and
responsibilities for the world. The Catholicism of most Asian-
American Catholics is still directed mainly toward self-preservation
and self-aggrandizement, with emphasis on building churches and
church structures. While Asian Catholics are but a tiny minority
living in daily contact with other religionists and despite Vatican II's
insistence on the need of interreligious dialogue, Asian-American
Catholics still look with suspicion on followers of other religions.
Furthermore, Asian-American Catholics have barely begun to
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reflect upon, much less enacted, the task and ways of inculturating
the faith into their own cultures, in spite of ample resources
available in their adopted country for this purpose. Asian-American
Catholics are also reluctant to take upon themselves the challenges
of social justice, even if most of them are vigorously opposed to
Communism, and understandably so, since many of them have been
victims of Communist oppression. In general, Asian-American
Catholicism still suffers from the privatization of the faith of which
liberation theologians have reproached the church.

The above four observations are not intended to convey a
negative evaluation of Asian-American Catholicism. On the
contrary, on any showing Asian-American Catholics form a vibrant
and vigorous community that has already made invaluable
contributions to both the American society and church, from their
own cultures as well as their religious heritage.

5. One area in which Asian-American Catholics have already
visibly transformed the American church is the number of priestly
and religious vocations they (in particular the Vietnamese) have
produced.”’” Beside hundreds of Vietnamese priests who came in
and after 1975 and Korean priests who are regularly sent here to
minister to their fellow Catholics, many dioceses and religious
