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Cultural Differences 
and Interpersonal 
Dynamics between Two 
Generations in Chinese 
American Churches 

by Agnes Ip

Mrs. Chen, 50 years of age, an immigrant from Taiwan not speaking 
much English, comes across Justin, 20 years old, a youth leader from 
the English Congregation in the hallway at church. Mrs. Chen walks 
towards Justin with a smile. However, he does not say a word and 
quickly passed by Mrs. Chen.

Feeling disrespected, Mrs. Chen was very upset. “What kind of 
family did this impolite young man come from?” She thought to 
herself. “Didn’t anyone teach him any manners? He should know to 
greet his elders. I already initiated the greeting, yet he did not even 
respond to me. He is so condescending. With character like his, how 
can he be a leader? He would set a bad example and impact our 
children negatively!”

Does this sound familiar? Chinese churches in America are primarily comprised 
of immigrant parents and their first generation American-born children. The newly 
immigrated families still speak the native dialect at home, and they tend to hold on 
to the Chinese cultural family values. For the second generation Chinese, English is 
the primary language and are highly influenced by the majority culture in which they 
live. Regardless of the background, bicultural families come together in churches, 
striving to maintain the best of both cultures. However, the ethnocentrism of leaders 
of the churches as well as parents coming from traditional Chinese culture are 
driving a large number of the younger generation away, making church leaders and 
parents feel very helpless and results in a lot of heartache. The second generation 
in the church, in a constant struggle to adapt to both the traditional Chinese 
and mainstream American cultures, has its own set of challenges that cannot be 
understood by their parents. It is my hope to provide insights through this article to 
help the first and second generations Chinese Americans understand the underlying 
values of each culture that, if not understood, could lead in conflicts and bitterness 
over time.
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// Value Differences of the two 
Generations

According to a study done on Asian American 
families, four major characteristics of traditional 
culture are identified  
(Yee, DeBaryshe, Yuen, Kim, and McCubbin, 2006)

/01 Collectivism 
The family is the whole. The needs of the family 
are above the members’ own personal needs and 
development. 

/02 Relational Orientation
A person is defined by the relationship established 
with others, not as an individual alone.

/03 Familialism 
Family is the most important entity/organization in 
the society, males are perceived as having a higher 
status than females, respecting the elderly, as the 
basis of the different levels of hierarchy.

/04 Family Obligation 
Manifested between parents and children, there is 
an intense sense of intimate connections.

Let’s apply this to the scenario with Mrs. Chen and 
Justin. The emotional reaction of Mrs. Chen reflects 
how traditional Chinese cultural values affect how 
she perceives the world.

/01 Collectivism 
“What kind of family did this impolite young man come from?” 
Mrs. Chen ties together the action of Justin to his 
family. The family is the whole and one’s action 
represents the family’s character.

/02 Relational Orientation 
“He is so condescending.” 
Mrs. Chen makes a value judgment based on the 
behaviors of others towards her.

/03 Familialism 
“He should know to greet his elders. I already initiated the 
greeting, yet he did not even respond to me.”
Typically the familial hierarchy grants deference and 
privileges to the elder. The young ones are obligated 
to greet the elders. Mrs. Chen nobly sets aside 
her social status and greeted Justin proactively to 
find no response from him. She is upset at being 
patronized and losing her status. 

/04 Family Obligation 
“With character like his, how can he become a leader? He 
would set a bad example and he would impact our children 
negatively!” 
In the mindset of Mrs. Chen, the church is one big 
family. Since Justin is the leader of the youth, he 
is accountable to the whole church. The lack of 
respect for the elder members teaches wrong values 
to the children.
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Now, let’s take a look at the same scenario with someone holding typical 
American values. 

Mrs. Feng came to the U.S. at the age of 10, receiving her education 
from the Western culture. Though she has the influence of two cultures, 
her mindset leans towards individualism and democracy. The same 
situation happened to Mrs. Feng with Justin, yet this is how she 
perceives the incident.

“Why does the young leader not say a word to me? Did something happen that is 
bothering him? If he does not want to communicate with me, then I will let him have 
his space to handle his issues.”

Unlike Mrs. Chen, the reaction of Mrs. Feng is influenced by the American 
values of individualism and equality.

/01 Equality 
“If he does not want to communicate with me, then I will let him……..”
Mrs. Feng sees no difference in generation or hierarchy between Justin 
and herself. She does not see the need to define who is supposed to 
initiate the greeting. Justin’s reactions to her do not affect how she values 
herself as an individual. 

/02 Individualism 
“Did something happen that is bothering him? If he does not want to communicate 
with me, then I will let him have his space to handle his issues. “
Mrs. Feng treats the incident as the expression of Justin’s need to have 
his own space to handle his personal business and emotions. Therefore, 
this thought process warrants no reason for Mrs. Feng to get upset. Even 
though she has her worries about Justin since he is not acting like himself 
under normal circumstances, the influence of individualism prompts Mrs. 
Feng not to bother Justin and his personal business.

Let’s understand the situation from Justin’s point of view.
 
With many unfinished tasks overwhelming him, Justin was feeling down, 
and was not in the mood to either talk to strangers or receive disruptions 
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from others. His non-responsiveness had a simple 
explanation.

What does Justin think when he found out Mrs. 
Chen got upset over his silence?

/01 Puzzled, Justin Ignored The Incident.
“I have always been like this. When I am happy, I 
would talk to anyone who approaches me. When 
my mood is down, I just want to hide from the 
crowd, giving myself some room. Whether it is at 
school or work, never has anyone expressed any 
dissatisfaction towards my behavior. Why did Mrs. 
Chen have such a reactive emotion?”

/02 Later, he heard Mrs. Chen judging him as 
setting a poor example for the children, Justin felt 
very troubled and feels negatively towards Mrs. 
Chen.  

“Don’t we all have the freedom to say or not say 
“Hello”? Why does this group of Chinese always have 
the need to make people do things against their 
will? Why would they make a big deal out of a small 
issue? Why are the elder group in such need to have 
the respect of the young yet they themselves do not 
respect others?” In Justin’s mind, he thinks, “Please 
leave me alone! The more these parents make such 
unreasonable demands, the more uncomfortable 
I am to interact with them.” Next time when Justin 
passes by the hall of the church, he intentionally 
looks down onto the floor, keeps on going, and has 
no desire to have eye contact with anyone.

/03 Traditional Chinese culture is not a high value 
for Justin.

“I agree there should be a certain level of courtesy in 
a social setting, but individualistic freedom should 

be set above the group or traditional Chinese 
culture. If I am not violating the law or hurting people 
intentionally, each person has the right to choose. I 
understand if the other party feels offended, but it 
does not mean that I have to change my behavior in 
order to make others happy. If that were the case, 
I would always have to do things just to please 
others.”

The way Justin thinks reflects today’s individualistic 
ideology in the next generation of Chinese 
Americans.

// StruggleS with culture beginS in 
childhood

Traditional Chinese culture is the minority culture 
here in America. The youth live daily under the 
influence of the mainstream culture. Not only do 
they find their own culture not practical, the children 
feel peer pressure in social settings. For instance, 
Hua, in the second grade, brings the bento lunch his 
mom prepares daily for him. His friends make fun of 
his smelly lunch. He told his mom, “My friends eat 
pizza, sandwiches, and fries, and I want to eat the 
same thing.” Being very unhappy, Hua’s mom scolds 
him, “That junk food is unhealthy for you!” In order 
to be accepted by his peers, Hua throws away his 
lunch every day. He would eat off others’ plates, or 
even go hungry all day. 

Children renounce their own family culture after 
continuous cognitive struggle, rejection, or hurt in 
their growth experience. Some react by completely 
negating their own ethnicity, clinging only to the 
mainstream society, seeking for its acceptance. For 
instance, a ten-year old Asian girl despises her flat 
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nose that she sees in the mirror. Every evening she would clip her nose 
bridge, wishing her nose would be as tall as the Caucasian girls. 

However, no amount of assurance from the culture will resolve the 
struggle of cultural disparity. Children must first receive understanding 
and support from their parents. If their struggle with their bicultural 
identity is met with criticism, negative labeling, and constant bombarding 
of pressure to submit to traditional cultural standards by parents and 
church leaders, their developmental process is hindered, thus their 
feelings of rejection by both cultures lead to psychological pain.

// Generation Gap aGGravated by neGative LabeLinG 

Tradition Chinese parenting tend to emphasize the discipline of 
children’s behavior, training them to be polite and to follow rules. In their 
social decree, the two commonly used words are “should” or “should 
not.” Often parents would exaggerate the negative consequences of 
behavior categorized as “should not” along with negative labels. For 
example, “If you do not greet your elders, you are impolite, immature, and 
disrespectful. You act superior to others and no one will like you. Who will 
offer you help in the future?” 

In order to please their parents, and fearing the consequences, children 
unwillingly obey. However, when they are in school in the majority culture 
of Americans, they suffer no negative consequences for not greeting 
their teachers. In fact, the teachers continue to be on friendly terms with 
the children. Adults of other ethnicities do not expect such mandatory 
greeting ritual either. The Chinese children begin to wonder, “Why are 
there so many rules at home and at church?” They discover that their 
parents’ conservative mentality is shared only by older generations 
of Chinese, and that there exist a gap between what they are taught 
at home and what they experience in the mainstream society. As a 
result, they have reservations towards the teachings from the school of 
traditional thinking. When they reach adolescence with its characteristic 
rebelliousness, they refuse to uphold the “should” formality. They turn 
away to do only what they believe to be right, with no regard for those 
who hold traditional values.
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Further dividing the generations, parents unwittingly 
undermine their children’s value for autonomy 
when they discuss with other parents comparing 
the school grades of their children, the way they 
dress, and other behaviors. The teens are upset 
having their private space invaded, but they would 
not confront the parents. Some youth leaders 
are unhappy with the parents as they try to over-
protect the autonomy of the youth at church. Some 
youth leaders would take extreme measure to 
not allow parents to participate in the activities 
of the youth. Given this condition of a lack of 
open communication, a wall of intergenerational 
psychological barriers build up, destroying any 
harmonious interactions between them. 

// Applying EmpAthy to REsolvE thE 
DiffEREncE bEtwEEn thE gEnERAtions

It is not within the scope of this short article 
to explore all the solutions to resolving 
intergenerational conflict. But I propose that the first 
and foremost step is to apply empathy, defined as 
the identification with or experiencing the feelings, 
thoughts, or attitudes of another.

People’s natural self-defense mechanism when 
faced with rejection and pain is protectiveness. 
They become more adamant and insistent about 
their own personal views. To stop the cycle of 
pain, defensiveness, and withdrawal, leading to 
bitterness, we must be willing to let go of our 
perceived “right” and to think of other people’s 
needs. The two generations need to acknowledge 
that all of us come from bi-cultural or even multi-
cultural backgrounds. Expect to encounter different 
values and standards of behavior. Everyone’s ability 

to adjust to differences varies. It is also essential 
to make efforts to know one another’s history and 
experiences in adjusting or preserving one’s cultural 
values and to appreciate the challenges that had 
to be overcome. Negative labeling and blaming 
the youth is counterproductive to bridging the gap. 
Replace with empathy, listening to what the young 
generation has to say and acknowledging their 
struggles in a dual cultural context. In turn, they 
will be more open and warm to respect the elder 
generations. When language is a barrier, appropriate 
body language such as a sincere smile can shorten 
the distance between people.

While there will still be differences in viewpoints or 
unintentional hurt, the goodwill leads to forgiveness 
more easily. Let’s claim the words of Colossian 3:12-
14 as our standard. “Therefore, as God’s chosen 
people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves 
with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and 
patience. Bear with each other and forgive whatever 
grievances you may have against one another. 
Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these 
virtues put on love, which binds them all together in 
perfect unity.” 
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ABOUT PASTOR KEN CARLSON

Pastor Ken Carlson sensed God’s call to cross-cultural 
ministry while he was a student at Talbot Seminary. 
After spending four years serving in Taiwan with OMF, 
God led him to a Chinese church in Berkeley, CA, 
where he served as the English Pastor for 17 years.

While working on his Doctor of Ministry at Western 
Seminary he wrote his dissertation on effective English 
Ministry in Chinese churches. Some of his articles on 
this topic are available on his blog at http://reflections.
cyberpastor.net/chinese-churches. He is currently 
writing a book based on his dissertation.

Two Common 
Scenarios 
of Cultural 
Misunderstanding 
in the Chinese 
Church

Rev. Ken Carlson

Cultural diversity is usually thought of as differences in language, food, 
and customs. But there are many subtle differences that are often not 
recognized. Unfortunately, they surface in the church as a wellspring of 
misunderstanding, often leading to broken relationships or sometimes 
even resulting in church splits. 

The OBC (Overseas Born Chinese) and the ABC (American Born 
Chinese) in the Chinese churches often experience conflicts arising 
not from disagreements on biblical issues, but from underlying 
cultural misunderstandings. The different approaches to ministry are 
misconstrued as “unspiritual” or even unbiblical when the background of 
the different culture is not considered. 

Pastor Ken Carlson, having served as the English pastor of a Chinese 
church for 17 years, shares two instances in which the church 
experienced misunderstanding stemming from cultural diversity. 
Seemingly small conflicts could lead to much hurt and arguments if there 
is a lack of cultural sensitivity.
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of funds, but we had different ideas about 
how to solve that problem. In the end we 
compromised by meeting in the middle, 
still offering some scholarships, and taking 
some offerings.

There is a danger of spiritualizing our 
cultural practices in order to win the debate. 
In the example above, the CM could have 
said that they have more faith because they 
trust God to provide part of the retreat cost 
through offerings. The EM could argue that 
they were being good stewards of God’s 
money by not risking having the church 
stuck with a large deficit as sometimes 
happened in the past. Happily, in this 
case neither group tried to spiritualize 
the discussion. It is better to explore the 
cultural factors behind each position and 
see how we can work out a compromise 
that respects both cultures. To do this 
successfully requires a healthy dose of 
humility on the part of all concerned.

Used with permission from http://reflections.
cyberpastor.net/chinese-churches

DECISION-MAKING FOR LARGE GROUPS

Few areas bring cultural differences into sharp relief as much as the way 
that leaders make decisions. A more American approach makes use 
of open debate, competing proposals, and majority rule. A more Asian 
approach makes use of private consensus building, acquiescence to 
those with seniority and a public display of harmony. Biblical arguments 
could be made for the value of each approach, and both approaches 
have strengths and weaknesses. Both can be helpful at times, but both 
can be abused.

The problem comes when leaders from different cultural backgrounds 
try to make a decision together. Private consensus building is seen by 
the more Americanized leaders as secret political alliances and a lack 
of honesty. Open debate is seen by the more Asian leaders as a painful 
disruption of harmony and a lack of love and humility. Is deference 
to older leaders a denial of our fundamental equality in Christ or an 
appropriate expression of humility and respect?

I experienced some of these differences when we were studying 
Mandarin in Taiwan. At the time we were attending a small Baptist church, 
and we were invited to attend a members meeting after the worship 
service. As we watched, several proposals were brought up for a vote, 
and to my amazement every one of them passed unanimously! Later I 
realized that the decision had really been made before the meeting by 
discussions among the more influential leaders. Once the respected 
leaders voiced their opinion, everyone else went along with it. The vote 
was a mere formality.

Was this a beautiful expression of Christian love and harmony, or was it 
underhanded political manipulation? The way that you view it depends on 
your cultural background.

APPROACH TO SHARING COSTS

Another example of cultural difference came up when we were trying to 
determine the pricing structure for our church retreat. Some of the EM 
(English Ministry) co-workers wanted to charge the full cost of the retreat 
and then offer scholarships for those who couldn’t afford it. But the 
CM (Chinese Ministry) co-workers said that OBCs wouldn’t want to ask 
for a scholarship because it would be too embarrassing. Instead, they 
simply wouldn’t attend the retreat. The CM preferred to charge a lower 
price and take special offerings during and after the retreat to raise the 
money to cover the difference. The EM co-workers felt that repeatedly 
taking offerings to pay for the retreat would be offensive because it would 
make it look like the church was pressuring people to give. Everyone 
agreed that we didn’t want anyone to miss the retreat because of a lack 

These two examples show us the need 
for church leaders and congregants to 
exercise caution when it comes to making 
judgments on another’s actions. It is often not 
appropriate to label an action as “unspiritual” 
unless there is clear violation of Biblical 
teachings. Since it is practically impossible 
for someone to shed his cultural skin to 
see things from another person’s viewpoint, 
patience, love and grace need to be 
exercised when differences arise. 
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Integrating 
Christianity and a 
Three-Dimensional 
Culture
AN INTERVIEW 
WITH PASTOR 
JOHN LO

by Natalie Quan

I grew up in a Chinese church. As a child, I was expected to address 
adults as “auntie” or “uncle.” The cross that hung on the wall in the 
sanctuary was flanked by the same biblical truism on both sides, one 
version in English and the other in Chinese. Inter-congregational 
dinner potlucks, held during Christmas, Easter and the Lunar New 
Year alike, predictably consisted of an assortment of noodles, stir-fried 
vegetables, and hardboiled eggs saturated in soy sauce.

After service, people milled around the hallways drinking tea 
and exchanging bags of home-grown fruit. Two thirds of the 
conversations eluded me since I speak English but neither Mandarin 
nor Cantonese. My monolingualism proved particularly frustrating 
during combined services. I could never decide which required more 
patience: not understanding Chinese and thus having to tune in and 
out, always missing the jokes based on Chinese words or tones, or to 
understand the Chinese and essentially hear the same sermon two or 
even three times over in one morning.

Of course, the Chinese aspect of the church influenced more than 
my taste buds. Chinese culture, and Asian culture in general, can 
profoundly shape one’s experience of Christianity.
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This is a phenomenon that John Lo, the pastor of 
Epicentre church in Pasadena, California, has explored 
for decades. John’s father, Eddie Lo, was the lead 
pastor at First Evangelical Church (FEC) of Glendale 
for some 30 years beginning in 1966, about the time 
that Chinese churches began cropping up in the 
United States following the relaxation of immigration 
policies. Early in his career, Eddie had a vision to pass 
on the ministry to the next generation. He made a 
point of preaching and conducting board meetings in 
English, aiming to bridge the gap between the first and 
subsequent generations. He studied and wrote articles 
about migration patterns from Hong Kong and Taiwan 
to North America, articles that John helped to proofread 
as early as his teenage years.

Most discussions about the interplay of faith and 
culture are oversimplified, John says. The topic cannot 
be reduced to, for example, Chinese versus Asian 
American culture. There are other forces at play—not 
only ethnic culture, but also generational culture 
and church culture. Together, these three cultural 
dimensions affect one’s personal faith journey and the 
operation of a church as a whole.

“I read all kinds of articles about Asian American 
Christian culture and Chinese culture—which one 
is ‘kingdom culture’—and I don’t think it’s quite that 
simple because you can never take a person out of 
their skin. But we can be intentional to bring in kingdom 
values that are not against culture, but infused within 
it,” John explains. “If Jesus was a 25-year old white 

person hanging out with a bunch of Asian people or 
Hispanic people, what would that look like? There are 
generational, ethnic, and kingdom values that are all 
intermixed there.”

Epicentre offers an example of how these three cultural 
axes intersect. Epicentre was planted in November 
2003, and the congregation initially consisted of about 
140 people from FEC Glendale. Since then, the church 
has grown in number to over 200, with approximately 
70 percent of those in attendance being Asian 
American. But John has been intentional about not 
labeling Epicentre an Asian American church.

“I didn’t want to plant a church with a Chinese 
congregation because it’s too complicated and 
because I don’t even speak any Chinese,” John says 
of Epicentre’s inception. Nor did he target Asian 
Americans when planting and growing the church. 

“What we told people was simply to reach out to 
whoever was in front of them,” he describes. “We 
never called ourselves an Asian American church and 
I never use language like that because it turns off our 
non-Asian American people.”

“You could put us alongside a lot of Asian American 
churches, or churches that have the same percentage 
of Asian Americans as we do, and we look very, very 
different in a lot of ways,” he continues. “There are 
Asian American characteristics which are present, 
like an emphasis on food, but there are also lots of 
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generational characteristics, like the volume of our music. And then 
there are a lot of characteristics that don’t have anything to do with that: 
our theology, our ecclesiology, our understanding of the doctrine of the 
church and what the identity of the church is. These things are somewhat 
related to ethnic culture, but they’re not nearly just that.”

“I think it would be an injustice to try and describe the process we’ve 
been through solely from an ethnic cultural lens,” he says. “What we’ve 
tried to do at Epicentre is create a church culture that’s not simply Asian 
American and not simply generational.”

Taking a step back to examine the bigger picture, John explains, “When 
Jesus showed up, he showed up as a first-century Jew. If he was born in 
China, he’d be a lot different than he was. Any expression of the spirit of 
God at a particular time is always going to have cultural features. There’s 
no such thing as an a-cultural faith. And what that means is that the 
spirit of God that’s working through 50-year-old Jews is going to look 
very different than when it’s working in a bunch of Hispanics in East LA, a 
bunch of 25-year-old Asian Americans or multiethnic, educated people in 
Pasadena.”

Though there are multiple forces at play, the question to ask with respect 
to ethnic, generational and church culture is the same: Are these 
dimensions of culture influencing our faith in a way that is consistent with 
the Bible? John emphasizes, “Culture is not a positive or a negative thing. 
It just is what it is. It’s important for Christians to think back and reflect 
and ask, ‘Is that biblical? What does the gospel say? What does it mean 
to be a child of Christ?’”

For example, with regard to the ethnic dimension, Asian culture offers 
many biblical values. “One thing I really appreciate about the Chinese 
or Asian culture is the focus on community as opposed to simply the 
individual. Asians are communal people, and I think that’s a very positive 
thing,” John says. “Secondly, I think Chinese churches especially are very 
good at focusing on truth and understanding of the gospel. The Chinese 
are really cognitive people—just a high value for education. So what that 
means is, in your classic Chinese churches, there’s good, solid theology.” 
Relatedly, John observes, “Another thing they pass on is the value of 
hard work.”

At the same time, some aspects of Asian culture may have a detrimental 
impact on one’s faith. For instance, the same value for education that 
produces sound theology can also result in overemphasis on knowing 
biblical truths as opposed to applying them. “The negative of this kind 
of apprehension of truth is that it can be very non-holistic,” John says, 
encouraging Asian churches to be intentional about taking the Bible 
beyond head knowledge for a more comprehensive spirituality. 

He elaborates, “What that means is, we’re trying to tie in truth and 
cognition with emotional content, with community, with obedience, and 
accountability and action. So it’s not just what I think. It’s what I do. It’s 
how I’m relating to people. We want to have ministry. We want to have 
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people working through their inner healing issues. 
It’s about thinking it through, talking it through, and 
having accountability for the action you want to 
take.”

Another aspect of culture, Asian and generational, 
that can come into conflict with Christianity is a 
tendency to avoid risk. “We’re what I call anti-
bacterial,” John explains. “Asian culture can be very 
high in risk aversion, very high in control, and that 
makes people fearful. That’s partially ethnic, but 
there’s a bunch of it that’s also generational. This 
tends to be a real problem if we’re believing that the 
church is supposed to go out and affect the world. 
The church is the heart of God, and God’s not fearful 
of crazy things happening in the world. We believe 
that the gospel is light and that it’s not afraid of the 
dark. So there’s a lot of work we have to do to pull 
the risk aversion and anti-bacterialism and control 
out of our people.”

A third facet of Asian culture that often clashes with 
the Bible is how to deal with interpersonal conflict. 

“We want to keep the peace, so we repress things. 
We don’t talk with people when we have issues with 
them; we talk to uncle so-and-so or auntie so-and-
so,” John points out. “One of the places where 
the scripture is very clear is, if you know someone 
has something against you, you go talk to them. If 
you have something against somebody else, you 
go talk to them. Asians don’t do that, and it’s just 
not biblical. There are all kinds of crazy relational 
dynamics because people do not do conflict 
resolution in a biblical manner. You’ve got all these 
passive-aggressive people.”

Cultural values affect not only the individual, but 
the church as a whole. For example, varying 
expectations with regard to transparency and 
leadership styles can cause conflicts in Asian 
churches. “There’s a whole focus—and this is not 
simply Asian American versus Chinese, this is a 
generational thing—this whole focus on authenticity,” 
John says.” Young adults today have a nose to sniff 
out when somebody’s not being authentic. If you 
hear a person or pastor talk about their weaknesses 
you think, ‘Oh, this person’s real.’ The older 
generations don’t think about that; nobody’s asking 
that question.”

He continues, “There’s a very different sense of what 
it is leadership is supposed to look like and what it 

does. In the younger generation, there’s got to be a 
high focus on authenticity. There’s got to be a focus 
on ownership and group process. Things can’t be 
too hierarchical. As a leader I can’t just tell people 
what to do. Young Asian Americans respond very, 
very poorly if they don’t feel listened to, if they don’t 
feel appreciated, if they don’t feel ownership of the 
situation. Again, this is largely a generational thing, 
not simply a cultural thing.”

These expectations often cause tension when it 
comes to church governance. John explains, “When 
you put all these things together, in classic immigrant 
churches, there’s a huge variance in the expectation 
of what a Chinese congregation is thinking the English 
pastor is supposed to look like, sound like, the way 
they lead, the way they do things, versus what the 
English congregation actually wants. A lot of Asian 
Americans end up feeling very, very disempowered 
by Chinese congregations. A lot of English pastors 
can’t make it because after all these years they still 
feel disempowered by their Chinese congregations 
because they don’t listen, don’t take the time to ask 
you how you’re doing.”

So how can we address these differing cultural values 
and expectations? Being intentional about untangling 
those layers of culture is essential, John says. “We 
can’t uncritically take on any piece of culture. We’ve 
got to use the theological grid to look at ethnic culture 
and generational culture as well as church culture, 
and decode it,” John emphasizes. “There are these 
three dimensions of culture and we just have to be 
aware of them, and then be able to evaluate which 
ones are appropriate and which need to be changed.”

“I think the real key is for us to develop a rich, vibrant, 
wholehearted relationship with God so we are getting 
biblical conviction from God about the kind of people 
we’re supposed to be and how we’re supposed 
to live on the Earth. And then work in culture and 
practice in light of that vision and destiny.” 
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A Biblical Perspective 
on Relational 
Dynamics within the 
Immigrant Church
AN INTERVIEW WITH  
DR. ANTHONY SO 

by Joanna Wu

The Apostle Paul devoted his life to spreading the 
Gospel with a mission and purpose to make known that 
salvation was not for the Jews only but available to all. 
He yearned to share this faith so that Gentiles would be 
an “offering acceptable to God, sanctified by the Holy 
Spirit.” He would stop at nothing to spread the Good 
News, proclaiming, “I have become all things to all men 
so that by all possible means I might save some” (1 
Corinthians 9:22b). 

Similar to Paul’s desire to reach the Gentiles, Dr. 
Anthony So has a heart for the second-generation 
Chinese church, what he considers a mission field. 
So, assistant professor of practical theology and 
former director of the Asian American Ministry studies 
at Logos Evangelical Seminary, is convinced that the 
second-generation Chinese church needs focused 
attention, greater encouragement and an opportunity 
to grow. Second-generation Chinese church refers 
to American-born Chinese, the children, or younger 
generation of overseas-born, immigrant populations. 
Today’s Chinese churches are typically bicultural and 
bilingual, and some are multicultural and multilingual as 
populations continue to diversify. Conflicts often arise 
as generations and cultures clash, and the relational 
dynamics start to look similar to the relational issues 
recorded in the Bible between the Jewish and Greek 
Christians. 

No church, of course, is without conflict, including 
today’s Chinese churches with first- and second-
generation congregations. How does a church handle 



/ Presence Annual Newsletter 活現年刊  / 15

diversity, especially one that doesn’t look so diverse at 
first glance? Why would So call the second generation 
a whole different “animal”? So helps us in examining 
how to approach diversity in our churches by looking 
into the Scriptures for comparable examples. 

There are more than 1,000 Chinese churches now in the 
U.S. and Canada, according to historian and theologian 
Dr. Rev. Samuel Ling. The development of English 
ministries in Chinese and Asian American churches did 
not grow overnight but developed over decades. Some 
Asian American or multiethnic churches in the Los 
Angeles area include Evergreen Baptist Church of Los 
Angeles, Epicentre Church in Pasadena, or Newsong 
churches throughout southern California and beyond.

Some conflicts that arise in immigrant churches 
with first- and second-generation congregations are 
cultural issues, though many may mistake them as 
disobedience, or biblical defiance. One of the dominant 
issues is the first generation’s desire to maintain the 
dominant culture and role as elder and leader, and 
the second generation’s desire to be autonomous, or 
independent in conducting worship services and having 
ownership of their expression of faith. 

So began by considering a theological question from 
Genesis 11 when at the Tower of Babel, God scattered 
the peoples, having them speak in many languages. So 
asked if God’s intention is to have a homogeneous or 
heterogeneous world, a world with a dominant culture, 
or one that is diverse and multicultural. In Genesis 12, 
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God promised Abram that he would make him into a great nation and 
that “all peoples on earth will be blessed through [Abram]” (v. 3). If God’s 
promise is true, we can interpret and understand God’s desire is to bless 
all peoples, not just one people, or one nation. Jesus’ last words to his 
disciples, recorded in Matthew 28, were a command to go into all the 
nations and make disciples of all people groups. Furthermore, in Acts 
2, the Holy Spirit fell upon the early believers and each one spoke in a 
different language comprehensible to others, another indication of God’s 
mission for the early church to spread the Gospel in all parts of the world. 

“For the sake of the Gospel, we need to understand that we should not let 
cultural issues come before our missional calling,” So said, echoing the 
Apostle Paul’s speech when he wrote about not letting anything hinder 
him from preaching the Good News. “That’s why I see this as a mission 
endeavor.” 

A Confucius way of thinking and doing still greatly influences how 
Christian faith is lived and practiced in Chinese culture. For example, 
going to church and worshiping “together,” as in the same church 
building, is important in Chinese Christian culture. To have their children, 
or second-generation youth worship in a separate church may run 
counter to this important part of their faith – but is this a biblical or 
cultural issue? 

“We hold strongly to our Chinese culture. I think that it supersedes the 
kingdom, so to speak, and so if that’s the case, it’s a big problem,” So 
said. “We are bringing in the mentality of preservation philosophy.” 

When Chinese churches allow culture to lead, rather than “Kingdom” 
values, churches begin to look and feel more like social and cultural 
centers instead of places of worship. Clashes also occur when second-
generation children want to assimilate to Western culture, while the older 
immigrant population wants to preserve their ethnic roots and identity, 
culture, habits and customs. So further explained how churches are 
sometimes viewed as identification centers, or places to affirm one’s 
cultural identity, and how the older generation may have no intention to 
assimilate or acculturate. 
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Though generational and cultural issues are in play, 
so also is our biblical understanding of what God 
desires for his people to grow as a community of 
believers. To understand more fully diversity and 
cultural clashes inside intergenerational, cross-
cultural Chinese immigrant churches today, So cited 
three examples in the New Testament that provide 
insight on how to approach these conflicts.

In Acts 15, Paul and Barnabas entered a debate 
when some were teaching that one could not be 
saved unless he was circumcised. After much 
discussion, Peter explained to the people that God 
made the Gospel available to all who believed and 
proclaimed, “We believe it is through the grace 
of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they 
[the Gentiles] are” (Acts 15: 11). So compares this 
debate with the expectations some first-generation 
congregants have for the younger, second-
generation; and in some instances, the first-
generation’s expectations beg the question, “Does 
one need to be Chinese to be Christian?”

“Does God require people to put on a certain cultural 
identity before they can become a Christian, or can 
the Gospel reach them in their own culture so that 
they don’t have to cross so many cultural barriers in 
order to actually know Christ?” asked Dr. So as he 
considered how we often expect believers to look 
and act a certain way before we accept them as 
true believers. Asking if one needs to be Chinese to 
be Christian may sound ridiculous, but is manifested 
by cultural expectations we may have on how one 
conducts a worship service, leadership meeting, or 
manages church ministries. 

So looks back at the Reformation, which took 
place during the 1500s, and identifies the cultural 
revolution that occurred when Martin Luther wanted 
to make the Bible available to all. The Catholic 
Church, at that time, read the Scriptures in Latin 
and most people were illiterate, having to rely on 
stained glass images to understand the stories; 
their spiritual growth was limited and dependent on 
church authorities and leaders. 

“By translating the Bible, by actually identifying with 
the language of the common people back then, they 
began to turn around and started to understand 
the truth and the Gospel and they began to grow in 
their faith,” So said. “I think it’s the same in second-
generation ministry. We need to have a drastic 
change in how we look at the second-generation 
ministry from the cultural perspective that they are 
foreigners. They need to have the language, setting, 
and approach that’s comfortable in order that they 
might be able to experience God.”

The second example is from the book of John, 
where we can see how far the Gospel reaches when 

“The Word became flesh and made his dwelling 
among us” (John 1:14). Jesus, the Word, enters the 
world as an infant child; Jesus, the One and Only, 
the King of Kings, the Prince of Peace, the Lord of 
Lords, humbles himself by coming to earth to not 
only die on the cross for the sin of the world, but to 
live among his people and to connect with man as a 
Teacher, friend and “servant of all” (Mark 9:35). 
 “The Word became flesh and dwelled among men,” 
So said. “Man did not cross the barrier to reach the 
Word.” 
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Finally, in John 4, we see Jesus again demonstrate 
His love and call to cross cultures when he sparks 
a conversation with a Samaritan woman at the 
drinking well. Though Jews and Samaritans did 
not interact with each other because Jews viewed 
Samaritans as “unclean,” Jesus did not separate 
himself; instead he initiated a conversation and 
ultimately revealed himself to her as the Messiah. 
Through this interaction, Jesus reveals more about 
his mission to reach the lost, not just the Jews, 
but also the sick, the weak, the sinful and the 
marginalized.

So how can first- and second-generation 
congregants better understand each other, and thus 
work together in building God’s kingdom? 

“Both groups need to learn each other’s culture. 
Without education, it will only lead to frustration,” So 
said. “We all need to learn from one another about 
the cultural issues. We need to communicate and 
learn from each other.” 

In addition to taking time to learn each other’s 
personalities, So encouraged churches to consider 
several M’s: Mentality, Mission, Management, Model, 
as well as Manpower and Money, which all impact 
the potential for a healthy relationship between first- 
and second-generation ministries. 

Mentality refers to the paradigm shift that’s 
needed among first-generation leaders. The first 
generation does not know everything. Leadership 
does not have to be hierarchical; in fact, it should be 
horizontal. “In the post-modern age, what is passed 
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“Are we preparing our children to face the challenges 
ahead of them as Christians, or not? Are we just 
trying to keep them in our church, and as long as 
they’re here, everybody’s happy?” 

“There is an urgency for us to really come together 
and face the music and recognize the decline of 
the second generation Christians,” So said, calling 
leaders to spend time vision casting and intentionally 
building up second-generation leaders. 

“I think Asian American churches do a lot of good to 
absorb those who have run away from the Chinese 
church so I think we should continue to encourage 
people to build and start Asian American churches.” 

“We need to let them go and also help them develop 
because we see it as a mission endeavor,” So said. 
With a missional perspective and desire to reach all 
peoples, particularly second-generation churches, 
So concluded with this vision from Revelation: 

“There before me was a great multitude that no one 
could count, from every nation, tribe, people and 
language, standing before the throne and before the 
Lamb” (Revelation 7:9, my italics).   

on doesn’t have to be from older to younger,” So 
said. “We live in a global village and community 
knowledge is what counts.” 

Mission is to build God’s kingdom, not to have 
more power than another group or congregation. 
From a first-generation perspective, So said, “If we 
see each other as a mission field, then we want to 
learn so that we might be effective and help [the 
second generation] grow in Christ, rather than try 
to control them or assimilate them into our way of 
thinking.” 

Management concerns different structures of 
leadership. Does there need to be a senior pastor at 
the top, or could other leadership structures be put 
in place to help lead the congregation? 

Model refers to different ways English ministries 
or second-generation churches can be supported; 
some may function within the same church as the 
first-generation but have their own governing board; 
some may function as their own entity in the same 
building; another model is to build two churches 
with one that’s geared to the first-generation and 
another for the second-generation. 

Looking at the future of Chinese churches, So said 
that unless something is drastically changed, the 
future appears grim as more and more second-
generation individuals leave the church.’
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Presence 
Family 
Magazine 

The publication of the Presence Family Magazine originated from a 
dream. It began when readers who loved our newsletters suggested 
and encouraged us to extend the reach of our articles to benefit others 
in the Asian community. This challenged the coworkers of Presence 
Ministry to pursue a bolder dream. We envisioned a Presence Family 
Magazine that would reach out to the community with the values and 
service of Presence. 

Writing has been a dream of mine for the past few years. I feel so 
blessed that I am able to contribute in the publishing of this magazine. 
While the dream of the Presence Magazine is being realized, my 
personal dream of writing is also coming true. The transitioning 
from newsletter to magazine was far more complicated than we had 
anticipated. However, the results and the response to the magazine 
were indeed far greater than what we had expected. 

The magazine brought Presence Ministry into families we had never 
reached before; it also helped us serve some churches we did not 
know.  It has even spread Presence Ministry to places far away. The 
potential of where the magazine can penetrate is unlimited. Some 
readers called us recently, telling us how much they liked our magazine 
and how it helped both generations in their families. We also received 
a request from an out-of-state church to distribute our magazine in 
conjunction with their family ministry. We printed and distributed 5,000 
copies of the first issue of Presence Family Magazine, while the second 
and the third issues were increased to 10,000 copies. If our Lord 
permits, we hope to gradually increase the circulation to 20,000 or 
30,000 copies. 

To continue to build this ministry, we urgently need support in many 
areas, such as financial donations, advertisement sponsorships, 
writings and opinions contributors, and promotion and distribution 
in various districts. We invite you to join us as a volunteer in this 
publishing ministry. Your support is the anchor for Presence. 

Lily Ma / Managing editor of Presence Family Magazine

Presence 
Ministry 
Reports 2011
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Answering 
the 
Atheist

On April 15, 2011 about 200 youth represented by more than 10 different churches gathered 
at Southlands Christian School for an evening of worship and learning the answers to tough 
questions of the Christian faith. The event, Answering the Atheist, featured Troy Lee as worship 
leader, and Brett Kunkle of Stand to Reason as the main speaker. The responses were extremely 
positive. “It answered a lot of questions I had about Christianity,” said one high schooler. Another 
student said, “It was very good, everything was great, the information was so clear.”

Presence ministry holds an annual event aimed at reaching youth. This year’s event will be on 
the topic of “Understanding Islam and Other Worldviews”. If you are interested in bringing your 
church group to participate at this event, please contact Presence. 

DYNAMICS 2 & 2+   

Presence 
Fundraising 
Banquet

Last year’s Thanksgiving and Fundraising Banquet, held on March 27, 2011 at the Arcadia Community 
Center, was well attended by 198 people from different churches. Agnes Ip, Presence founder and 
president, spoke on the nine characteristics of a resilient family that is useful for building a more united 
and powerful family bond. The personal testimony by a family with an autistic son exemplified the 
principles of successful stress management in the face of challenges. The evening concluded with 
Rebecca Kan giving witness on how God answered her prayers in leading Presence Ministry from a start 
with meager resources to today’s wide influence. By God’s grace and the generosity of our supporters, a 
total of $15,060 was donated towards the ministry of Presence at this event. 
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Cognitive 
Behavioral 
Therapy (CBT) 
Seminars

Presence held two seminars in June and September to present Cognitive 
Behavioral Therapy for mild behavioral health issues. The seminars were led by Ms. 
Agnes Ip, Presence Founder and President. The Cantonese seminar took place 
at Chinese Evangelical Free Church in Monterey Park on June 25, 2011, and the 
Mandarin course in partnership with the Evangelical Formosan Church of Rowland 
Heights, was conducted on September 24, 2011. There was a total of 195 in 
attendance coming from more than thirty different churches.

To demonstrate the practical applications of CBT, Agnes analyzed some of the 
participants’ real life situations using CBT strategies. She showed them the 
underlying cause of their behavioral problems, and helped them discover ways to 
build a healthy and positive perspective. 

The seminars received many positive comments. One said, “The practical life 
situation discussions helped me to resolve my daily problems with tact. It helped 
me to build my confidence and overcome my negative behavior. The seminar was 
very valuable!”

Another participant, who decided to join 
Presence as a volunteer after benefiting from this 
workshop said, “This seminar helps me to realize 
my inner anxiety and depression. The concept of 
CBT is very helpful.” 

The audience learned that CBT strategies are 
both useful and effective in managing behavior. 

“It corrects my irrational assumptions and helps 
me to learn positive and logical thinking,” said 
another participant.

Many who came to the workshop expressed 
interest in taking part in future Presence’s 
activities. 
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How to be a  
Good Man //  
A Retreat  
for Men

Presence Ministry conducted two retreats at 
Mandarin Baptist Church of Los Angeles (in 
Cantonese) and at Rowland Heights Community 
Christian Church (in Mandarin) in early October. 
The main speaker is well-known Christian 
financial consultant, Mr. Sau-Wing Lam. The 
retreats were one day conferences with 160 in 
attendance.
 
Using Biblical teachings, Mr. Lam presented 
topics that included the various identities of a 
man and the difficulties faced by men in the 
21st century. He used several characters from 
the Old Testament as models to exhort men on 
how to be a man who is loved by God and his 
wife. One of the most popular sessions of this 
retreat was the guest interviews. 

We invited James Lau, Phillip Lowe and Steve Hsu 
to share their life experiences, and discussed about 
how to maintain a balance between God, career 
and family. The audience raised relevant questions 
and many concerns were resolved during the 
discussion.

While many husbands came to the retreat as 
a result of their wives’ strong influence, the 
conversations afterward showed that the men were 
glad they came. Many found their stress relieved 
and their spiritual minds renewed. Not only was 
this retreat effective in helping the head of the 
family, but the benefits will in turn positively affect 
the entire family. Following the success of this 
men’s retreat, we received requests for Presence to 
conduct a “How to be a Good Woman” retreat! 
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It has been said that Christianity is always just one 
generation away from extinction. This is an urgent call and 
challenge for us to lead our young people to an enduring 
faith in Jesus Christ, and Presence is responding.

By faith, we are launching RE:NEW, a Presence outreach 
to youth. Our vision for RE:NEW is to develop a 
community movement of teens in the local areas and on 
the web. Faith-provoking content and events will connect 
these youth to each other and build a community that 
strengthens their Christian faith. We seek to partner with 
churches and other Christian organizations to provide 
services that challenge youth to RE:NEW their RESPONSE 
to Christ. It is our hope to bring the relevance of Christ 
and the Bible to the teen setting through various forms of 
media and technology, so that every teen will be able to 
utilize and celebrate the gifts they have been given in a 
corporate declaration that Jesus Christ is Lord. 

Our first connecting point is the website  
www.RENEWtheRESPONSE.org, a place for teens 

to participate and give their input with testimonies, 
music, artwork, and other creative pieces as they both 
encourage and are encouraged by the community 
of authentic individuals. Along with that, RE:NEW 
Magazine is a backpack-friendly size publication that can 
conveniently be used by the teens to introduce Jesus 
to their friends. Furthermore, a live event on the topic of 

“Understanding Islam and Other Worldviews”, similar to 
last year’s very popular “Answering the Atheist” is being 
planned for the fall.

We envision RE:NEW to be the springboard of change for 
the leaders, laborers, and gospel-bearers that God will 
surely raise up to impact our schools and communities 
with His message of peace. However, there is so much 
more to be done towards that vision. We need your help. 
If you would like to partner with us, or if you just want 
to find out more about RE:NEW, please contact info@
RENEWtheRESPONSE.org. 

RE:NEW at  
Chinese  
Mission  
Convention

From December 27 to December 30, members of the 
RE:NEW team headed down to Town and Country 
resort in the beautiful city of San Diego where they had 
the privilege of attending Chinese Mission Convention 
West Coast as ministry exhibitors, representing Presence 
to share the vision of RE:NEW. Within the span of these 
four days the team was blessed by all the workshops, 
worship and Bible exposition sessions, and most of all 
the opportunity to meet and pray with many amazing 
individuals who truly have a heart to serve the Lord. It was 
exciting to witness numerous individuals, both young and 
old, express their calling from God to dedicate their lives 
to full-time missions. Throughout the event, there was an 
abundance of support showered on the RE:NEW team 
and the vision to reach youth. It was overall a valuable 
and encouraging experience for the RE:NEW team who 
made many connections orchestrated by God that will 
surely be for His purpose. 


