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A Thriving English Ministry in the
Chinese Church

Rev. Francis Chung

I had the privilege of speaking via Zoom
to a group of pastors ministering in ethnic
Chinese Churches in Southern California.
The topic was the English ministry in the
Chinese Church - commonly
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This confusion is not solely
on semantics but centers on identity and
purpose and so these crucial questions must
be addressed: What is a successful English
ministry? What is the relationship between
the Chinese and English congregations? What
1s the vision of the English ministry? Each
question looks at the situation from different
angles, but ultimately the goal is to establish,
grow, and shepherd a thriving English ministry
in an ethnic Chinese church. I believe the
central issue that inhibits this goal has less to
do with culture or theology, but rather with
interpersonal dynamics caused by personal
issues of pride, impatience, and a lack of faith.

(continued on p.6 Rev. Chung)
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(Rev. Chung, continued from p.1)

Unfortunately, not only is there confusion,
there is also hostility. Terms like "old-fashioned"
or "too Chinese" are spoken in derision from
one side while phrases like "too American" or
"not conservative enough" are the corresponding
denigrating response. The divide is now referred
to in more academic language with "honor
and shame culture" or "pragmatic approach"
compared with "inflexible" as the weaponized
phrases of choice.

With confusion and hostility, the results are
all too obvious, conflict that leads to division.
The plight of the English ministry in the Chinese
Church is clearly stated by Helen Lee in her
article published in Christianity Today on August
12, 1996 - “Silent Exodus: Can the East Asian
Church in America Reverse the Flight of Its
Next Generation?” Her words are still relevant
more than thirty years later. She comments,
"The surge in Asian immigration led to an
explosion of new churches. But the flip side of
this success story has been a silent exodus of
church-raised young people..." However, her
diagnosis leads to the conclusion that the main
culprit is cultural differences. She concludes that
the young people leaving "find their immigrant
churches irrelevant, culturally stifling, and 1ll
equipped to develop them spiritually for life
in the multicultural 1990's." Is culture the real
issue? I believe focusing on culture is a red
herring that distracts from the real problem and
prevents real solutions. The problem again is
one of interpersonal relationships.

My experiences in the Chinese Church
forged my view on the importance of healthy
relationships. My father just retired last year
after more than forty years serving as senior
pastor at Mandarin Baptist Church of Los
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Angeles (MBCLA). Over the years from college
to adulthood to marriage, I have worshipped in
the Chinese church from the Northeast to the
Bible Belt before returning to my home church to
serve. For a short time, I ventured in a different
direction worshipping at an Asian-American
church and also large American mega-churches,
but I felt more at home and called to the Chinese
church. However, in the Chinese church, I
have experienced the fallout and devastation of
church divisions and witnessed ugly conflicts.
Was culture the real reason for these issues? If
so, how 1s it that I have also seen an uncommon
unity that transcends natural divisions in a
Chinese Church? 1 believe that culture is a
very real barrier and a major issue to overcome,
but it is not the main problem. Lack of sound
theology can also be an impediment, but that too
is not the core issue. Many pastors and leaders
in Chinese churches are sound theologians who
graduated from sound theological institutions
with renowned biblical scholars and seasoned
pastors in their faculty. However, it is putting
into practice the theology learned in seminary
that 1s the root issue. The biblical values of faith,
hope, and love are in short supply. Defining
these terms are much easier than living them out,
but when we blame culture or theology, then the
problem persists and then even worse, take root.

The Chinese church has responded to the
problem articulated by Lee by making culture
the core issue. Therefore, different models for
the English ministry were born with this issue in
mind:

1. Separate Church Culture Model — Take
the second generation and form their own church
(Asian American Church). This takes many
forms (a single Chinese church, churches within
the same association, or groups of unrelated
churches.) The idea is to remove cultural issues.

2. Multicultural Model — Since language is
no longer a barrier, churches are formed with the
intent to reach out to all ethnicities. The mantra
is the more cultures the better since this reflects
the Melting Pot that is America.

3. One Building, Two Churches Model —
Share a building but have separate budgets and
leadership. Again, this is to remove the cultural
differences, but to share resources like the
building.

4. One Church, Multiple Languages —
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This is the existing model, but with a pro-
active emphasis to grow the English ministry
by developing leaders, increasing budgets, and
building facilities to target the next generation.

Models are helpful, and some are better
than others, but models cannot properly address
the silent exodus that Lee observes and that
still exists in the Chinese church today. Models
assume the main issue is culture, and so many of
the above models try to minimize the potential
cultural conflicts by creating a distance between
the Chinese and English congregations. In
my opinion, finding the right model is not
the solution because culture, although an
impediment, is not the main problem.

So, what is holding the Chinese church
back? I believe the issues are with individuals.
Culture cannot be easily changed, but
individuals can work better together. Yet, most
of our conversations deal with culture. There
1s much unhelpful language as mentioned
in the introduction like "Chinese way" or
"American way." These caricatures force the
conversation away from individual issues like
pride, selfishness, impatience, bitterness, and
many others that are in the heart of sinful men
and women. These are hard conversations
that might take years to solve. There will be
honest disagreement, differences on how to lead,
conflicts in styles, and just simply personality
dissonance. However, when these are explained
away as cultural differences, the issues persist
and the Chinese church suffers. Culture is not
the culprit. The issue is centered on sinful
men - their insecurities, their desires, and their
arrogance. The fault lies not in one group over
the other. Both are at fault.

Even as I write this, I recognize my own
failures in this area. If truth be told, I need to
humble myself, admit faults, and be quick to
forgive. But unless we recognize this problem,
another generation will go by and Helen Lee’s
article will still ring true.
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