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The Art of Preaching in Asian American settings: Raw Data 
ISAAC Nor Cal Workshop with Dr. Daniel L. Wong 
 
May 24, 2010 
 
The following is the raw data collected from the participants at the Art of Preaching in Asian 
American Settings workshop with Dr. Daniel L. Wong on May 13, 2010. Over 50 participants 
attended this ISAAC Northern California event, which was held at the Chinese Church in Christ, 
North Valley. Most of the participants were pastors, ministry leaders, and lay preachers. 
 
Dr. Wong provided a 20-minute presentation entitled, “Recent Trends in Homiletics and 
Implications for Preaching in the Asian American Church.” This was followed by a 45-minute 
discussion period where participants reflected on the outline and made recommendations for 
effective preaching in Asian American settings. Data from the eight discussion groups is found 
in Part 2 of this document. Rev. Dr. Karl Fung of Berkeley Congregational Church contributed a 
sermon that he delivered on Mother’s Day that reflected on how Christianity can engage 
Confucianism in East Asian cultural contexts. 
 
Daniel has posted his outline, some recommended books, and links to his sermons and 
interviews relating to the topic of preaching. To view these resources, visit his home page at: 
http://www.tyndale.ca/~dwong/viewpage.php?pid=32 
 
DJ Chuang interviewed Daniel shortly after our workshop at: 
http://djchuang.com/2010/what-about-asian-american-preaching/ OR 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sQdzAPHvaY8 
 
Here is the link to Matthew D. Kim’s article on Asian American Preaching: 
http://www.preachingtoday.com/skills/artcraft/53--kim.html 
 
The general response of participants to the workshop was quite favorable. I think the 
opportunity to fellowship with fellow pastors and church leaders contributed to an enjoyable 
social gathering and a jovial atmosphere. Most also felt that we did not have enough time to 
engage the topic more deeply and therefore, were not able to “exegete” the Asian American 
distinctive carefully enough. I concur with this assessment. The large number of participants and 
short time frame made it impossible to get beyond the first question of declaring the importance 
of contextualized preaching in Asian American settings. 
 
But that was not the only obstacle. Just about every Asian American ministry, theology, and 
scholarly gatherings that I’ve ever attended has been unable to get past the initial step. The 
fundamental challenge Asian Americans face is to create a relatively clear self-representation 
amidst our incredible language, cultural, and generational diversities. For example, using terms 
such as “yellow,” “Confucian,” or “shame” reflect East Asian contexts that South and Southeast 
Asian Americans do not share. I suspect that the only commonality we share is how we are 
treated or viewed by America. Our inter-generational challenges, our perceived foreignness, our 
shared history of anti-Asian discrimination are pretty much the only thing that we seem to hold in 
common. Can we truly create a new self-representation on this basis? 
 
Another challenge relates to our theology. ISAAC and the participants in this workshop agree 
that contexualization is very much needed in our ministry and theological reflections. But to what 
degree do we contextualize? One generation of mainline Protestant Asian and Asian American 
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theologians have come and gone (I think of Kosuke Koyama, C.S. Song, Jung Young Lee, Roy 
Sano, David Ng, etc.). Their theology is viewed with suspicion by many Asian American 
evangelicals for being too “liberal,” though I suspect most have not read these authors (their 
books are usually out of print and inaccessible). Without these pioneers in contextualized 
theology as resources, to whom can Asian American Christian leaders turn? No seminary in 
North America provides adequate resources for the development of contextualized Asian 
American theology and ministry (not even Asian language seminaries). So where can the next 
generation of church leaders in Asian American settings turn to if they seek to counter the 
assimilationist (and anti-global/anti-multi-cultural) assumptions in North American Christianity? 
 
At least in the area of preaching, ISAAC Northern California’s next step will be to try to develop 
adequate resources. We would like to invite a few participants to meet, review the raw data, do 
some additional research, and draft outlines of resources that go beyond the first step. Please 
let me know if you’d like to be part of a small group to develop this preaching resource further! I 
look forward to hearing from you! 
 
In the meantime, I thank all our participants for coming and making the workshop so enjoyable. I 
hope we will find more opportunities to fellowship and support one another in our ministries! I 
want to again thank our co-sponsors, the First Chinese Baptist Church of San Francisco, 
Chinese for Christ Church of Hayward, Chinese Church in Christ North Valley, Grace Covenant 
Community Church, Overflow Ministry, and Canaan Taiwanese Christian Church, for providing 
funds, resources, and hospitality for this event. 
 
Again, our philosophy is to partner with you and your ministries in order to develop resources for 
ministry among Asian Americans – so we are counting on you to help strengthen this special 
work for God’s kingdom! So keep looking out for future ISAAC Nor Cal events and opportunities 
to partner! 
 
Peace, 
 
Timothy Tseng 曾 祥 雨 
ISAAC Northern California 
www.isaacweb.org 
timtseng@isaacweb.org 
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Part 1: Pre-workshop suggested topics for discussion 
The following topics were gleaned from registered participants prior to the workshop 

 
A. Reaching out to the American born Asians. Also, ministering to the youth/children of recent immigrants 
of which the parents may not be fluent in English. 
 
B. 1. The Biblical Revelation in the eyes of Asian/Chinese Americans. 
2. The Chinese cultural traditions helpful for understanding Christian teachings. 
3. The Chinese cultural practices we can use to further the gospel. 
 
C. In the preaching moment, how can we tell Asian Americans are listening or being affected? (As opposed 
to African American audiences who verbally respond...) How is preaching to Asian Americans different from 
preaching to other groups of people? 
 
D. How do you preach in a diverse cultural setting? Where do you aim? (e.g. a pan-Asian setting, but 
people are from different socio-economic and educational backgrounds. There are different cultural 
reference points and issues.) 
 
E. How do you tie in your preaching to other teachings at the church (ie small groups, service projects etc)?  
Do you get people to grapple with your sermon and how? 
 
F. (1) Our youth grows up and leaves the church to their college. They do not want to come back to their 
parents' church. What do we do 'wrong'? 
(2) How can we build up the English ministry if we do not have any in our church? How should we recruit a 
English pastor/intern? 
 
G. (1) Resources for preaching 
(2) Translation or interpretation of preaching into other languages 
In a church like us mixed with Overseas Born Chinese (OBC) and American Born Chinese (ABC), how 
shall we choose illustrations and find applications fit for their needs. 
 
H. What kind of topics and concerns ABC Christians will be paying attention to? 
 
I. Using various types of invitations effectively. 
 
J. Connecting to post-college young adults. 
Bringing an atmosphere of grace into a guilt driven community through preaching 
What distinctions would the context of being in an Asian American be when preaching? 
 
K. How do differences in ethnicity affect response to sermons?  Each Asian ethnicity has its own ideals of 
spirituality that would affect how to most effectively deliver a sermon in that ethnic context.  What are the 
similarities and what are the differences? 
 
L. - Preaching to minister to intergenerational Chinese congregations. 
- How to build bridges between generations in the Chinese church. 
- Balance between doctrinal content and application (both are needed) 
- Relevance in preaching without compromising the teaching of God's truth. We are not to be of the world. 



 
 

Page 4 of 9 

 
 

Part 2: Discussion Group Data 
 
Overall summary (collected at end of the workshop) 
1. Recommend Nor Cal “preaching groups” to collaborate, share, and support preaching. 
2. Transparency of the speaker is a common positive ideal. 
3. Explaining one’s culture in a cross-cultural setting – also important. 
4. Preaching to divergent worldly expectations. 
5. Making connections with the congregation. 
6. Self-equipping of the preacher – attend to rest/sabbatical/direction. 
7. Different generations get opportunities to preach (and allow for corporate forms of worship) 
8. Theology of honoring in Asian American settings. 
9. Use cultural backgrounds in worship (e.g., Lunar New Year to affirm and pass along heritage; need 

to create new materials) 
10. Wrestling with identity within a culture of assimilation (finding our own voices) 
11. Understanding our identities, accepting one another, then embracing a Christian culture (sub-

culture) 
 
Trends for Local Context 
1. Collaborative worship services (special days, tag team preaching) 
2. Language specific events 
3. Transparency in preaching (facing issues of shame, openness in the pastor’s life, small groups) 
4. Visual impact is important (use of powerpoint) 
5. Asian Life themes (e.g., shame and grace) 
 
1. Appreciate Cultural Identity to bridge generational gap and end self-loathing/shame. 
2. Liberate second generation Asians from worldly expectations (parents, careers, etc.) 
 
Group 4 discussion notes 
Which of the current trends in homiletics did you find most helpful to the preaching ministry for 
your local church?  Why? 
Collaborative preaching 

Notion of a sermon development team is helpful but logistically difficult for a solo pastor, 
might be easier in a multi-staff context. For an overseas-born preacher, it would help to 
have feedback from American born so that illustrations can be contextualized. A sermon 
feedback team was useful. Pre-sermon surveys work. Real time surveys. 

Two types of collaboration.   
Collaborating with peers.  Example: gets ideas from friends on future sermon (urls, resources, 
topics, etc.).  Suggestion: ask other peers about sermons coming up.   
Collaborating with the audience.  Survey the congregation: “how many have experienced x?”  At 
Grace Community “question of the week” can be used to find out about people’s life 
experiences.  There are websites that give immediate feedback: poll results can be posted as 
people call a phone number and text their responses. 
Contextualized preaching: contexts tend not to be unique 

Lay preachers can bring something different to preaching, something that is unique to 
their personal context. This helps the congregation to relate to the Scripture that is being 
preached. 
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Seminary training less helpful to becoming personally relevant. Seminary trains us to be 
biblical, but not to contextualize.  Our task is to bring the two together. 
Incarnational: People wanted to have a personal perspective in a sermon. 

Recommendations for preaching in AsAm settings?: Be personal 
All Asian Americans are not the same, but a personally-compelling story can be appreciated by 
all. 
Use native language to link back to culture. 
Communion can be culturally relevant. 
Relating personal experiences.  But Asians are uncomfortable sharing personal experiences 
because of face/shame issues.   
Younger generation wants to hear personal stories, helps them to relate to the sermon.  But 
preacher should get permission from people who are mentioned in a personal story.   
Learn phrases in native languages of hearers.  Cultural touchstones are interesting and become a 
connecting point.  Be creative in using cultural traditions as illustrations for sermons.   
Bible stories can be helpful as illustrations.  People today are not biblically literate and could use 
more biblical background. 
Other questions 
Is it better to focus the sermon on one passage (as in biblical theology), or to cross reference 
several passages to explicate a topic (as in systematic theology)? 
 
Group 6 
1. Preaching must be Biblical, incarnational, and contextual. 
2. Multi-sensory and collaborative (very important especially for younger generation) 
3. Make Connections with people: 

a. Knowing our congregation and relating to them 
b. Know our calling to preach 
c. Be a student and learn 

4. Don’t imitate others, you bring your own experience and strength – you are who you are. 
5. Have fun! 
 
Preaching in Asian American contexts 
1. multiple language congregations, must do exegesis of congregations (e.g., immigration experience) 
2. Head/heart balance 
3. Identity in an assimilation culture – helping to find a voice and addressing fear. 
4. Resources: 
Movies, yahoo news, PreachingToday.com, sermonspice.com, personal stories, people’s response to 
stories, people remember stories/humor, IVP commentaries, Word Biblical commentary, Expositor’s 
Commentary, William Barclay Study Bible, Matthew Bruaner (2 vol) 
5. When we run dry: 
Reading books (esp what Holy Spirit is doing in other churches), spending time outside of ministry among 
people, accountability, quarterly Sundays away, charge batteries by going away, reflect on what God is 
doing in me/church community (encouraging), time management, continuing education (conferences, 
retreats, classes), being fed/rested as clergy, Lilly program for funding sabbaticals (congreg. Effectiveness 
programs) 
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Group 8 
Question 1:  
Helpful: Incarnational preaching, biblical, collaborative (younger group) 
Issues: How to bring generations together? How to move beyond our own experiences? How to bring all 
five foci together? Identity issues. 
Recommendations: 
Church as a repository of cultural knowledge (e.g., celebrate cultural celebrations like Lunar New Year) 
Take advantage of people’s giftings. 
Look at Catholic Church example of rituals in the church (more tangible/experiential) 
What are the stories of church? 
How to give people opportunities to minister intergenerationally. 
Also how to look at corporal ministry (e.g., Salvation Army model) 
Pastor’s need to model the international worship/ministry 
Perhaps mentoring 
Sharing the ministry 
 
Contextual – connecting/applying to life 
- try to cover all the bases (different age groups, adults) 
- tech groups (want something more systematic) 
- having researchers to help with illustration and other things (use of tech, data, exegesis, poem) 
     how do you do this? Timeframe. 
     Contact seminary professor 
     Can also get too much information 
- International students 
- How do you get illustrations? National Public Radio (NPR), life, wingclips.com (teachers, preachers) for 
media clips. 
- contextual, hard (i.e., Burmese, multi-language [3 languages], different backgrounds relating to each) 
- Gospel texts 
- Meeting 
- spending time – attracts illustrations 
- not writing, meditating process 
- does it connect? 
- on the way home, hearers are talking 
- what kind of music do they listen to for the rest of the week? 
- why don’t we introduce things from Asian persepective? 
- you need both/and. 
- what is background… theology for Asian perspective? Honoring as Asian  thinking 
- Difficult – multilayers/multi-Asian American cultures 
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Part 3: Sample Sermon from Rev. Dr. Karl Fung 
Berkeley Chinese Community Church 

 
How to ‘How’ Your Parents? (Exodus 20: 1-17 
 
One early morning, a mother went in to wake up her son. "Wake up, son. It's time to go to 
school!"  Son, "But why Mom? I don't want to go."  Mom, "Give me two reasons why you don't 
want to go."  Son, "Well, the kids hate me for one, and the teachers don’t like me either!"  Mom, 
"Oh, that's no reason not to go to school.  Get up now and get ready." Son, "Give me two reasons 
why I should go to school." Mom, "Well, for one, you're 52 years old. And for another, you're 
the Principal.” 
 
A mother loves and cares for her children no matter how old they are.  The question is: will the 
children love and care for their mother no matter how old she is?  In America, we focus on the 
children so much that often we forget to love and care for our parents.  
 
Today is Mother’s Day and this month is Asian Heritage Month. Therefore, I am reading the 
scripture (the 10 Commandments) from a Chinese perspective. The first four commandments tell 
us the proper ways to honor God. The other six commandments deal with human 
relationships.The first one of this group is [12] “Honor your father and your mother.”  It is a 
Biblical mandate to honor our parents.  
 
In the Chinese tradition, honoring our parents is the most fundamental value. We call it How in 
Cantonese. Scholars in sinology translate How as Filial Piety, which brings How to a religious 
level. Because inclusive language was not used in the classical books, please do the translation in 
your minds. Son means children and Father means parents.  
 
The Book of How  says, “How is the principle and righteousness of heaven and earth.  It is the 
rule for human behavior and foundation of morality.” 
 
For the past 2500 plus years in Chinese history, Confucius thought is the main philosophy of life.  
The heart of Confucius thought is humanity and the foundation of humanity is How. In other 
words, How is deeply rooted in the Chinese mindset. 
 
Confucius applies humanity in five human relations: The king and officials, father and son, 
brothers, husband and wife, and friends.  Each person has a well-defined role and responsibility.  
The king has to be just and the officials have to be loyal; the father kind and the son How, 
older brother friendly and the younger brother respectful; husband righteous and wife obedience; 
last but not least, friends treat each other with trust. 
 
Parents are expected to be kind to their children and children to “How” their parents.  What is 
How? Confucius said, “When parents are alive, care for them properly.  After they died, bury 
them properly and worship them properly.” 
 
To care for them properly points to three responsibilities: 
 



 
 

Page 8 of 9 

 
 

1. To provide for and care for the parents – it was an assumed duty.  Children were the Social 
Security of the parents in the old days. 
 
2. To respect the parents – Children have to honor their parents with all their hearts and minds 
and souls.  Everything they do, they do it for their parents.  They strike to be successful in order 
to bring honor to their parents.  They dare not take risk because failure will bring shame to their 
parents. They will not expose their bodies to danger or get hurt because their body is a gift by 
their parents. 
 
3. To obey the parents -- Absolute obedience is required from the children even it is against their 
will. Confucius said, “If the father wants the son to die and the son refuses to die, it is not How.”   
When the parent dies, the children have to bury him properly. They will make sure the parents 
are buried in a blessed grave according to Fung Shui. They are supposed to mourn for three 
years. That means they cannot leave town to get a job or get married for three years. They also 
have to live properly so that they would not bring shame to their parents. 
 
To worship them properly brings How to a religious level. As early as recorded history, the 
Chinese believe in God – the Heavenly Emperor. However, only the emperor was allowed to 
worship God.  Even as late as the Ching Dynasty, the Heavenly Temple was built for the 
emperor to worship the Heavenly Emperor not for the commons. What did the common folks 
worship? Their ancestors. Chinese believes that after people die, they become ghosts or gods.  
They need provisions from their children but would have the power to give blessings or curses.  
In order to How their parents after they died, children burn paper money, cars, mansions, 
servants and other necessities and favors for their parents to enjoy. They offer incense at the 
home altar to worship their parents and ancestors hoping to receive blessings in return. 
 
As you can see, How begins with caring for parents, respecting parents, and obeying parents, but 
ends with worshipping parents/ ancestors. That is why the sinologist translate the word How to 
Filial Piety. 
 
How should Chinese Christians “How” their parents when we cannot and will not worship other 
gods and idols? Christ did not abolish culture but transform it. We can transform the Chinese 
core value of How with the teaching of Christ.  In today’s American society, when so many 
children do not care for their parents at all, we need to holdfast some of these traditional Chinese 
values.  Here is how to how our parents: 
 
1. We should love and care for our parents – Although nowadays many parents don’t need 
financial support from their children, they still need their children to care for them and to love 
them.  We need to show our parents our love and care not just once a year on Mother’s Day but 
all year round.  Before Jesus died on the cross, he too entrusted his mother to the care of John.  
He said, “Mother look at your son. John, look at your mother.” 
2. We should respect our parents – Tsang Tzs said, “There are three levels of How: to provide, 
not shame, and respect. The highest level is respect.”  To respect our parents is to live a 
righteous life so that we would not shame them.  Jesus also said, “Seek ye first the Kingdom of 
God and its righteousness.”  To respect our parents also means to live a healthy life so that they 
don’t have to worry about us. 
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3. We should obey our parents – We cannot not follow the old Chinese mandate on absolute 
obedience, however, we need to treasure the wisdom and experience from our parents.  We may 
feel our parents are old fashioned and stubborn.  When reasoning is not helpful and a conflict 
cannot be avoided, just say Aye.  I learned a valuable lesson from the Navy.  When you disagree 
with a senior officer, just say Aye Aye and obey.  It makes our parent really feel good by our 
obedience even you don’t agree with them at times. 
 
4. Expand our love to others -- Jesus said, “Who are my mother and brothers? Whoever does 
God’s will are my brothers, sisters and mothers.”  Confucius said, “Love your own parents as 
well as other people’s parents.” 
 
The commandments tells us to honor our fathers and mothers. The Chinese culture teaches us 
ways to do it.  Our Christian belief does not forsake our culture but transform it and enhance it. 
 
To all the mothers and all the ladies who provide mothering in our church: Happy Mother’s Day. 
 
[Please send feedback to fung.karl@yahoo.com] 
 


