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PANAAWTM provides a forum for mutual support and solidarity for Asian and Asian North American women in theology and ministry.  As we celebrate the 20th anniversary of the organization, we present here our vision and hope for the future development of PANAAWTM theology and scholarship.

Although Asian and Asian North American women have different cultural, social and political contexts, our conversations in the past two decades have enriched and deepened understandings of diversity and commonality among us.  Facing the forces of globalization and the market economy, we recognize the need for continued dialogues and mutual challenges as we seek to examine how the global and the local are constantly reconstituted in the complex transpacific, hybrid, and intersected cultural and geographical spaces of our lives and our scholarship. 

We recognize that both the terms “Asian” and “Asian American” are social and cultural constructs, arising out of particular historical stages of our political struggles.  These terms have been useful for creating group identity and rallying support for political mobilization and for creating a space for our theological pursuits.  They should not, however, be essentialized or homogenized so as to hinder critical reflections on diversity within our communities.  We envisage there are at least six issues we need to address in our next decade as a grassroots organization.

First, PANAAWTM theology will continue to develop paradigms for religious life that affirm the value of our various cultures and multi-religious environments. Our work is done in the aftermath of Christianity’s involvement in colonialism, which changed the spirit of our peoples in many ways.  It required us to deny our own traditions, to regard our multi-religious traditions and wisdom as demonic, to devalue our physical appearance as inferior, and to accept Western cultures and ideas as superior.  Because of this colonial legacy in Asia and white racism in North America, the use of our cultural religious resources has not been emphasized in doing theology.  Such Asian cultural resources have been available in English to Asian North Americans, but they have often been written with the gaze of colonialism, “orientalism,” and racism, which has sometimes resulted in Asian North Americans avoiding Asian studies.  Since the 1960s, when theological indigenization was espoused in Asia, the focus has been on the elite, male-dominated cultures of Asia, to the neglect of women’s contributions.  This Asian nativist approach has led to the homogenization of national cultures often according to one religious tradition, interpreted androcentrically.  Furthermore, the use of a European definition of “religion” has created separate religious boundaries as if they are rigid and distinct. Postcolonial theories point to hybridity as a way of conceptualizing porous religious, ethnic, and cultural boundaries.  It should be clearly noted that the Christian movement has been hybrid and syncretistic from its beginnings, emerging from subjugated Palestine, where Judaism intersected with Greco-Roman cultures.  Throughout its history, Christian thinkers and leaders have adopted and assimilated cultures and values of their own and of their neighbors. While we recognize the colonial legacy of Christianity in Asia in shaping our Christian feminist scholarship, we are also cognizant of our own backgrounds, interrogating not only Western Christianity but also constructions of gender and power in Asian religions and in Asian North America. 

Second, in the spirit of radical inclusivity and of our awareness that diversity is our strength, we construct our theological understandings of human life attuned to the complexities of gender, race, culture, colonial history, class, and sexual orientation. This will require us to develop a theological anthropology that articulates a fluid and relational social self, a communal understanding of existence, and an embodied way of knowing as well as practicing religious life.  From such a critical standpoint, we will be able to develop appropriate biblical and theological hermeneutics, both to interrogate the multiple experiences inscribed in the texts and oral traditions and to lift up the liberating potentials of our legacies.  In striving to use multi-cultural, interdisciplinary methods for our scholarly work, we embrace the myriad forms of knowledge being created by new voices attuned to power, identity, history, and liberatory ideas and practices.  

Third, we recognize bodies and sexualities as the nexus of power.  Such power intersects with economics, politics, race, and intimate relationships, power both in the pain of domination and in the life-affirming possibilities of incarnation, the spirit in the flesh.  Although we have challenged the sexual exploitation of women and children, sex industries and tourism, and “orientalized,” sexualized stereotypes of Asian women, we are just beginning to develop a sexual theology, which affirms embodiment and sexuality.  Such sexual theology will examine the intersections of colonization, racism, and homophobia in theories of human sexuality, as well as integrating elements from Asian traditions more tolerant of diverse sexual expressions.   Hence, our theologies of sexuality will maintain a dialogue with Asian wisdoms, sexual stories, and experiences about the dangers and wonders of embodied life.  In addition, this sexual theology will examine the relation between the private and the public in the construction of sexuality in our communities.  Sexuality has often been seen as concerning the private or the familial realm, such that public discussions of it were discouraged.  This construction has an ambivalent legacy: sexuality has not been so politicized and objectified, but this tends to silence diverse sexual expressions. 

Fourth, we recognize diverse theological methods within our communities and in dialogue with other women and men who seek justice and wholeness for life.  With such partners in the struggle, we develop new ideas of social selves, just relationships, healthy communities, and harmonious living with nature based on the deep spiritual resources of the many cultures in which we have been formed and to which we relate.  In doing so, we will develop new methodologies of doing theology and of thinking about race and ethnicity beyond the either/or, white/other paradigms that have shaped racial relationships in North America and in the colonial imagination.  

Fifth, we ground our new visions and hope in the importance of spiritual, religious, and pedagogical practices that affirm the gift of life and celebrate it in joy and gratitude.  We create spiritual and ritual forms that ground us in material life while binding us with each other through respect of difference and mutual attunement to each other.  This involves both the spirituality of perseverance, the ability to hold on when the road is tortuous, and the spirituality of letting-go, to accept the fragility and vulnerability of life. We develop pedagogical practices that empower others to search for their own wisdom and creativity, that create healthy communities of teachers and learners, and that provide means for Asian and Asian North American women to create their own communities of discourse and develop a field of thought called PANAAWTM theologies.

Finally, within the next decade, we will seek means to create and fund a program for PANAAWTM members to earn graduate degrees for ministry and for scholarship that honors our commitments and values, offering both D.Min and Ph.D. degrees.  This program will honor what we have already learned in twenty years of collaborative work together:  how to mentor effectively, how to develop resources for scholarship, how to create models of successful leadership, how to utilize just and supportive methods for community-building, and how to befriend each other.  Currently, no such program exists, and yet, it is essential for Asian and Asian North American women to maximize our contributions to religious leadership and scholarship in theology.

PANAAWTM theology is based on ancient wisdom in our traditions, which refuses either-or choices and seeks to live out an inclusive vision for life through a cultural logic that respects differences and celebrates diversity.  Wisdom taps various cultural resources in constructing hope for a just world, while at the same time, living with a pragmatic sensitivity about life in every moment.  We embrace a spirituality of joy, appreciation, and compassion that is alive in the midst of the struggle for justice.

We will continue to construct theology with mindfulness, courage, and hope, sustained by tenderness of heart and hard-won wisdom. We hope to create a foundation that others can build on for generations to come. 

(Grateful acknowledgment to Brian Sarrazin. We created this essay using a collaborative writing process of his design. He may be reached at sarrazin@comcast.net)

