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  Chapter I


  Introduction


  Problem Statement (Immigration, Ethnicity and Identity)


  The Immigration Act of 1965 has generated a significant increase in the number of Korean immigrants to the United States.1 Since the late 1980s, research studies indicate that second-generation Korean Americans are increasing rapidly.2 As a further development of the psycho-social and theological scholarly research on this phenomena, this book focuses on the collective trauma of immigration and the effects of this migration and trauma on identity, the possible healing by means of reconstruction of autobiography, and the use of religious communities for supporting individuals and groups coping with immigration and for identity formation of second-generation Korean Americans. The term “Korean Americans” refers to the first generation of Koreans born in the United States, namely the children of Korean immigrants. 3 In this study, the term “Korean Americans” represents second-generation Korean Americans in order to differentiate second-generation Korean Americans from Korean immigrants. Another term, “Americans,” refers to Caucasians. This suggests that Koreans desire to resolve their ethnic identity struggles by attempting to identify with “white” ethnic populations, such as persons of Irish, German and Italian descent.4 William Newman (1973, 20) specifies the term “majority” from the perspectives of social norms and social power, defining majority groups as groups that “create or enforce the social norms or exemplify the social archetypes (trait characteristics of groups that are the most highly desired or rewarded), are superordinate with regard to the distribution of power” (Newman 1973, 21).5 According to this definition, majority and minority are determined in terms of social power. In this sense, the term “majority” means whites to Korean Americans. Identification between Caucasians and Americans is not only limited to Korean Americans. It is prevalent to other ethnic minority groups. Studying Filipino Americans in San Diego, Yen Espiritu and Diane Wolfe (2001) also find that for the majority of Filipinos, the term “white” is identical to “Americans,” so they use the terms interchangeably. It implies that they think the United States of America still belongs to whites. Under the circumstances of white dominant culture, Korean Americans think that other racial cultures are disrespected because white culture is viewed as a standard. Korean Americans view that even African Americans, as the second largest racial group in America, are marginalized from the dominant culture.


  Another key term of this project is the concept of illusion. According to Winnicott, illusion is a fundamental way to “recognize and accept reality” (1971, 3). Winnicott also pinpoints that illusion plays a major role in identity formation. To Winnicott, illusion is a kind of interpretative restructuring in the sense that through illusion, a person “creates and re-creates the object” (1990, 180). Therefore, in this book, illusion means hermeneutical reconstruction, and illusory experience or illusionary experience is interpretative experience. In the context of Korean Americans, the construct of illusion refers to the feeling of competence in the face of internal and social stressors caused by immigration.


  In response to their experiences of marginalization, the awareness of their minority status, and the cultural ambivalence Korean Americans experience between two cultures, most Korean Americans attend Korean American churches. This gathering becomes a primary reference group for their social, racial, cultural, ethnic, and religious identities and where they are the majority population. The functions of Korean American churches have been explored from racial, ethnic, religious, political, and cross-cultural perspectives (Jeung 2002, 2005; Kibria 1997, 2002; Chong 1998; Cha 2001; Kang 2002; Kim 2002, 2004; Park 2000; Chai 1998). Some Korean psychologists and medical doctors have studied the psychological issues prevalent among second-generation Korean Americans (Chang 1975; Yu and Kim 1983; Min and Hong 2002). However, their studies have not been undertaken in the contexts of the Korean American churches.


  I argue that there are fundamental psychological functions of the Korean American churches which affect the relational frameworks of Korean Americans about self, ethnicity, socio-cultural environments, reference group, Korean American experiences, and other ethnic minority groups. One major concern of many Korean Americans in the United Sates is being confronted with their ethnic status in this country. Many persons attempt to resolve this tension by struggling with Korean ethnic identity versus inclusive Christian identity, in other words, the tension between ethnicity versus religious universalism (Alumkal 2001; Yoo 1999; Sugikawa and Wong 2006).6 That is to say, although Korean American ministries pursue a multicultural vision—a non-Korean sense of self—the members of the ministries are predominantly Korean Americans.7 There is considerable debate about whether there exists a “religious universalism” or an ethnicity-free identity. Although some of the second-generation Korean Americans seem to desire a religious universal identity to escape the Korean identity of their parents, this is not possible. What seems to be the case is that second-generation Korean Americans have to create their own identity.


  Some scholars focus on racial identity formation (Jeung 2002, 2004, 2005; Kibria 1997, 2002). According to these scholars, the identities of Asian Americans and Korean Americans are based on a “pan-Asian identity” rather than on Korean cultural identity because they are racially treated as Asians in spite of different kinds of cultural and ethnic differences. Therefore, Kibria coins new terms, “racialized ethnicity” and “racialization of ethnicity,” which mean that ethnicity is racially shaped by racial experiences. Jeung (2005, 9) claims that pan-Asian identity is the “reactive solidarity to racism” of Asian Americans.8


  However, Asian Americans tend to differentiate their ethnicity from the ethnicity of other Asian groups because they are afraid of “homogenization” (Uba 1994, 106). The pan-Asian label might be a useful tool for non-Asians to categorize Asians in terms of race. But for Asians, it does not usually function as a primary identity.9 It is usually a secondary and public identity for Asian Americans in the sense that Asian Americans make political coalitions for the improvement of their human rights. Asian Americans are willing to categorize themselves with the pan-Asian label to protect the human rights of their minority group, forming coalition with other minorities or other people of color (Uba 1994). In this sense, Min and Kim (2002, 24) identify pan-Asian identity and ethnic identity with “political identity” and “private identity,” respectively. Political identity is commonly referred to as racial identity. This is the identity that is developed in response to the reactions to whites, and other racial and social groups. From the private perspectives of Asian Americans, pan-Asian identity does not include other ethnic factors for identity formation, such as history, language, culture, ethos, or life experiences.10 These are the culturally specific aspects of a person’s identity that provide meaning, orientation to life, and significant intra-group relations and dependence. Therefore, racial identity, the political approach, does not explain how ethnicity contributes to their overall identity as much as the “private” and culturally specific approach. Additionally, the racial identity approach does not explain religious universalism in a true sense because religious universalism implies Christian identity which embraces all races and ethnicities. Further, the pan-Asian identity approach does not explain the multiracial and multicultural vision of Korean American ministries fully because it is based on only the Asian race.


  Korean Americans predominantly establish ethnic identity rather than racial identity (Min and Hong 2002).11 This indicates that ethnicity is still a primary factor in choosing a church for Korean Americans. Therefore, some other scholars focus on ethnic identity rather than racial identity (Chong 1998; Cha 2001; Kang 2002). They think that ethnicity plays a major role in the identity formation of Korean Americans. These scholars maintain that a Korean American church is a place for the rediscovery of ethnicity. In spite of the contributions of the ethnic approach, the approach does not differentiate the ethnicity of second-generation Korean Americans from the ethnicity of first-generation Korean immigrants in a clear way.12 Korean Americans are aware of the unhealthy aspects of Korean ethnicity, such as hierarchical structure, authoritarianism, and the inferior status of females, while they respect the democratic, altruistic, and individual values of American culture. Korean Americans are critical recipients of ethnicity and American culture. Therefore, my focus is on how Korean Americans manage tension between ethnic identity and inclusive Christian identity and why the Korean American church remains a Korean American community in spite of its vision of a universal, pluralistic Christian church.


  The object relations perspective of D.W. Winnicott may provide some insights about why Korean Americans cluster in ethnic communities in the United States. This tendency to cluster in ethnic groups in order to reinforce their identity has been discussed by Beverly Tatum and other social psychologists. Hence, the tendency to cluster is typical for all ethnic immigrants. Winnicott asserts that illusion is the basis for collective identity. Winnicott explains group dynamics in terms of common illusory experiences. He explains that “similarity of illusory experiences” is a primary basis for collective identity (1958, 230-31). In other words, people come to identify themselves with those who have similar illusory experiences. In coping with negative life experiences, the reconstruction of autobiography provides a major strategic method for Korean Americans in the sense that it helps them to free themselves from negative experiences and to reorganize the self in a creative, meaningful, and psychotherapeutic way. To be specific, Korean Americans attempt to reinterpret their Korean American experiences in a meaningful way through the reinterpretation of self, community, and experience.13 Through the relational readjustment to self, they enhance their self-esteem. Although Korean Americans envision a universal Christian identity, they maintain collective Korean American identity because of a collective view of the world. This view is maintained in addition to Christian ideology. Therefore, object relational analysis of second-generation Korean American identity in the English-speaking Ministry (EM) of the Grace Church demonstrates that its members establish a Korean American community on the basis of their similar social and cultural experiences. This shared social and cultural experience and method of interpreting the trauma of immigration can be understood as what Winnicott terms an illusion. In order to perform the psychological analysis of the functions of Korean American churches, my research focused on the second-generation Korean American congregation of the Grace Church, which is not only a religious center but also a major Korean ethnic community center for Korean Americans who reside outside a major metropolitan area on the East Coast.


  From the perspectives of the psychology of religion, the following concepts of D.W. Winnicott are helpful in analyzing the transformation of the object relations: self (identity which can be divided into true self and false self), anxiety (identity moratorium because of marginality, minority, and cultural ambivalence in between two cultures), playing (search for self), and illusion as autobiographic reconstruction (self-esteem enhancement through positive interpretation of negative life experiences).14 Winnicott’s object relations theory states that the self is constellated from various interpersonal patterns of interactions with objects. It would therefore be helpful to determine the relational framework of Korean Americans because a sense of self among Korean Americans is formulated in relation to their socio-cultural milieu, consisting of American culture, Korean culture, marginal circumstances, and the church. Through autobiographic reconstruction, a new Korean American identity is established. The congregation of second-generation Korean Americans justifies and reinforces the new identity. In the socio-cultural environments, the new identity helps the Korean Americans to see themselves as free from negative racial, cultural, or ethnic stereotypes, stigmas, and minority status. Additionally, it enhances their self-esteem and helps them to have new positive relational frameworks for self, ethnicity, socio-cultural environments, and life experiences.


  History of Research


  Academic research studies on the functions of Korean American churches have primarily focused on how Korean Americans formulate their identity in terms of race, ethnicity, and religion. Some scholars view Korean American churches as a major reference group for racial identity formation (Jeung 2002, 2004, 2005; Kibria 1997, 2002). Russell Jeung (2005) predicts the eventual extinction of ethnic identity and Nazli Kibria (2002, 70) claims “the racialization of ethnicity.” Other scholars focus on ethnic identity rather than racial identity (Chong 1998; Cha 2001; Kang 2002). They think that ethnicity plays a major role in the identity formation of Korean Americans. These scholars maintain that a Korean American church is a place for the rediscovery of ethnicity. Kelly Chong (1998, 265) focuses on the reinforcement of ethnicity through the “sacralization and legitimization” of the church and S. Steve Kang (2002) asserts that the church instills conservative Korean values in Korean Americans. From a cross-cultural perspective, Peter Cha (2001) asserts that ethnic identity is facilitated and reinforced as the identity of Korean Americans develops within their churches. Other scholars concentrate on religious identity (Park 2000, 2001, 2004; Busto 1999). Soyoung Park (2000) asserts that Korean Americans establish not only ethnic identity but also an evangelical identity in order to counteract their feelings of inferiority within society. Rebecca Kim (2004, 2006) analyzes the functions of Korean American churches from political perspectives. Rebecca Kim focuses on Korean Americans’ hunger for power and attainment of majority status. In her view, politically marginalized Korean Americans look forward to possessing majority status, empowerment, and greater chances to be leaders in their churches.


  There are scholars who have researched the ethnic identity of other ethnic minority groups (Kurien 1998, 2004; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Lee and Zhou 2004; Roof and Manning 1994). Studying Indian Americans, Prema Kurien (1998, 2004) notices that their identity crisis related to racial identity is resolved by relying on ethnic identity. Researching the second-generation of minority groups in the United States, Alejandro Portes and Rube Rumbaut (2001) and Jennifer Lee and Min Zhou (2004) conclude that they transform their own ethnicity and American culture through “selective acculturation or segmented assimilation” (Rumbaut and Portes 2001, 306) and have their own transformed ethnicity or “emergent culture of hybridity” (Lee and Zhou 2004, 20). Studying second-generation Hispanic Catholics, Wade Roof and Christel Manning (1994) find that cultural ambiguity encourages Hispanic Americans to identify themselves with their own ethnicity. The above scholars conclude that second-generation groups in United States resolve their identity crisis by formulating a strong sense of ethnic identity and participating in their own ethnic or religious groups. In this sense, it can be said that second-generation Korean Americans use assimilation to some degrees as well as ethnicity for their identity.


  Winnicott and Object Relations Thought


  Winnicott’s object relations theory has been used for exploring identity formation in relation to socio-cultural contexts (Applegate 1990; Nguyen 1992). Applegate (1990) explores how individuals formulate cultural, racial, and ethnic identity in diverse socio-cultural settings in terms of Winnicott’s object relations theory. Exploring the intergenerational conflicts between Asian immigrants and second-generation Asian Americans in terms of object relations theory, Nguyen (1992) focuses on the process of cultural identity struggle of second-generation Asian Americans that is based, in part, on cultural ambivalence between the two cultures. These studies justify the applicability of Winnicott’s ideas to the cultural experiences of Korean Americans and give us insight for how Korean Americans formulate their ethnic and religious identity in socio-cultural environments.


  Identity change or new identity formation takes place by cognitive restructuring and by self-narratives. Identity transformation through the constructive therapeutic roles of storytelling is studied by various scholars (Sprengnether 1993; Atkinson 1995; Stromberg 1993). Robert Atkinson (1995) pinpoints the therapeutic functions of personal storytelling for identity transformation and self-esteem. The meaning-making of illusion has been supported by the meaning-making of fantasy (Cohen, 1989) and the “clothing” of external reality by “imaginative perceptions” (Winnicott 1989, 57). D.W. Winnicott and Anthony Cohen explore how individuals relate themselves to objects in a meaningful way. After all, by creating new meanings for objects through illusion, individuals establish self-identity. Studying the Christian conversion narrative, Peter Stromberg (1993) pays attention to the self-transformative role of religious language which helps to resolve emotional conflicts and ambivalence. Madelon Sprengnether (1993) believes that psychotherapy is “a reinterpretation or radical rewriting” of one’s life story. The meaning-making of storytelling is explored by various scholars (Sprengnether 1993; McAdams 1993; Sommer and Baumeister 1998; Kluzer 2001). Kristin Sommer and Roy Baumeister (1998) analyze the adaptive role of autobiographical narratives in the sense that the narratives help individuals to restructure past events in a meaningful way to self. Dan McAdams (1993) highlights that individuals seek meanings through arranging life experiences into coherent stories. On the basis of the psychotherapy of Winnicott, Almatea Kluzer (2001) believes that the basic nature of story-telling is an illusion which creates meaning.


  Winnicott pinpoints that the basic principle of forming a group is based on the “similarity of illusionary experience.” Through a case study, Buskirk and McGrath (1999) focus on how organizational cultures help members build a collective identity and enhance the growth of the members as a holding environment by providing similar illusionary experiences (the symbols, practices, and structures of the organization). This explains how Korean Americans build collective ethnic and religious identities on the basis of the similar illusionary experience.


  The above scholars provide academic insights on this study. In particular, this book is based on the ethnic approach, especially the position of Kelly Hong (1996), which deals with the reinforcement of ethnic identity through religious affirmation. It implies that ethnic identity is closely interwoven with religious identity. This project relies on the insight of Alejandro Portes and Rube Rumbaut (2001) and their assumptions that the ethnicity of groups in the United States is “emergent ethnicity,” a unique creation between first-generation ethnicity and American culture. Also, this study uses the insight of the scholars who have researched identity transformation through autobiographic reconstruction (Atkinson 1995; Sommer and Baumeister 1998).


  Methodology


  This book is the result of a qualitative research study which focused on the descriptions, interpretations, and narratives about the ethnic and religious identity formation of Korean Americans who belong to the Grace Church, which is a large protestant church located on the East Coast of the United States where the Korean American population is steadily increasing.15 The church is located in an affluent suburban area. The book does not specify the city or state where the church resides because of anonymity issues. Likewise, the name Grace Church is also a pseudonym. The Grace Church is shared by two congregations, one comprised of Korean immigrants and the other comprised of Korean Americans. My research is based on interviews mainly and participation observation to some degree from January to November, 2007. The church is well organized and is attended by an average of 200 people on Sunday. Although the Korean immigrants are still the majority in terms of activities and number, the Korean American church is growing and is independent, led by its own leaders and staff members, including two full-time pastors and several part-time staff workers. Theologically, the church is an evangelical and conservative church.


  For interviewees, I contacted the pastors and lay leaders, explaining the purpose of my study. Their support was helpful for participant observation and selecting interviewees. First, I asked the pastors to make an announcement of my research in the bulletins. Second, I participated in various church meetings, getting acquainted with members and asking them individually for interviews. To interviewees, I guaranteed anonymity and confidentiality and I obtained permission to quote them. After finishing my work, I promised to share the results with them. I interviewed Korean American congregants of the church with ages ranging from the early twenties to the early forties on the basis of the congregation age range (early twenties to early forties). I interviewed twenty-two persons (pastors, lay leaders, members, and participant non-members), consisting of eleven men and eleven women in order to be sensitive to gender issues. For interview requests, I sent emails to the members of the English-speaking Ministry (EM) on the basis of email addresses in the picture directory. Out of sixty emails, I received six positive responses for interviews. For more interviewees, I had to approach the EM members individually during fellowship after the worship service or after their Bible study or small meetings were over. Finally, I received permission to interview from twenty-six, but four persons dropped out before the interview. The twenty-two interviewees were the second-generation Korean Americans that I could reach during the period of my study. I usually interviewed them at the church in small rooms. At times I went to their houses or met at a Starbucks or Barnes and Noble. Sometimes I had interviews with them over the phone. The twenty-two people provided a window into the dynamics of the congregation, especially the five people among them who held church leadership positions, including two pastors and three deacons. These five people provided me with information and insights which members or non-members who do not have church leadership positions might not have, such as the sensitive administrative relationship with the leaders of the Korean-speaking ministry (KM).


  In terms of age, the male interviewees consisted of seven in their early forties, three in their late thirties, and one in his early thirties. Seven of the males were married with children and five were single. With respect to occupation, there were two pastors, a senior and an associate, three engineers, three financial specialists, one businessman, one insurance agent, and one YMCA director. In terms of the length of membership, six had been members for more than ten years, one for around seven years, two for around five years, and the remaining two for around three years. Some of the male interviewees held church leadership positions, namely two pastors and three serving as deacons in the church. There were eleven female interviewees. In terms of age, there was one in her early forties, two in their late thirties, two in their early thirties, three in their late twenties, and three in their early twenties. In terms of marital status, one was married, one was engaged, and nine were single. There were two public school teachers, one church secretary, one medical doctor, three college students, one legal assistant, one banker, one engineer, and one financial specialist. In terms of membership length, there were six who had been there more than ten years, one for around seven years, two for around five years, and two for around two years.


  The male interviewees were relatively older than the female interviewees because the majority of the male interviewees were more than thirty years old, except for one person, while majority of the females were in their twenties and thirties, except for one person in her early forties. In terms of marital status, many of the males were married, while the females were single. Another big difference between both groups is that some of the males held church leadership positions, as pastors and deacons, while the females did not. There were a couple of common characteristics between both groups. First, the majority of them had relatively stable professional jobs, except for the college students in the female group. Also, the majority of them have had long memberships in the English-speaking congregation, which means that many of them have been raised in the church and have continued to serve the church. As a result, they have a strong sense of belonging and ownership in the congregation.


  When I quote the statements or remarks of the interviewees in the following chapters, I use pseudonyms so you can see how frequently their quotes have been used. The male interviewees are Harry, John, Marshall, Leslie, Donald, Patrick, Jack, Pete, Paul, George, and Maurice. The female interviewees include Florence, Jane, Nina, Kathy, Christina, Margaret, Jeane, Helen, May, Mary, and Mardell.


  I interviewed most of them over two to three sessions. Five interviewees did not want to have more than one interview, so I interviewed them only one time. The first session was an unstructured interview to obtain basic introductory information and a time to share life stories to build rapport. For the first session, I explained my purpose and goal, and tried to get a sense of who they are. I asked their age, marital status, education, contact number (telephone number and email address), address for the future, occupation, their familial background (the dynamics with parents and other siblings or childhood experiences as Korean Americans), in what type of community were they raised (such as Asian community, white community, African American community, Korean community, rural, suburban, or city), and what kinds of friends they associated with in their schools and neighborhoods while they were growing up (Koreans, whites, Asians, or African Americans). The second session was a structured interview which consisted of a set of fixed questions.16 After finishing the second interview, I requested a third semi-structured follow-up interview for the clarification of the interviewees’ answers. Sometimes, I divided the questions and asked them to the interviewees over the course of two sessions. From the analysis of data gathered from interviews, I categorized, classified, and typologized the data around issues of marginalization, self-esteem, identity, ethnicity, deprivation-relief, and reference group, as well as the interrelatedness among these subjects. I analyzed the interviews according to the major concepts of Winnicott: anxiety, illusory experience, and playing.


  For participant observation, I also attended the English-speaking Ministry (EM) from January to November, 2007. I observed and participated in the activities of the church (worship, Bible study, small group meetings and social meetings, prayer meetings, and other events) on a weekly basis and maintained field notebooks and audiotape recordings made by both the church and myself. I also tried to utilize archival documents as well, including weekly bulletins, periodicals, church newsletters, church website, church reports, church planners, small brochures, and history books of the church. I contacted several church staff members of the Korean-speaking Ministry (KM) and the EM to obtain these documents. To my surprise, I could not find any archival documents of the EM. There were neither periodicals nor church newsletters which had been retained. There were only recent weekly bulletins and the church website. The EM was not good at collecting materials relating to the church history. In the KM, there was a church history book which primarily described the history of the KM and briefly mentioned the EM, but it did not provide me with useful information for figuring out the history of the EM. The information which I acquired comes from the individual testimonies of the EM members.


  Another difficulty I faced was that the Korean Americans in the EM seldom mentioned their Korean American experiences or identity issues in public activities, such as worships, cell meetings, or Bible studies. Occasionally the senior pastor used his own Korean American or Asian American experiences as sermon illustrations. Their religious activities and theological beliefs, reflected in music, prayer, testimonies, social fellowship, and sermons, were very similar to those of other American churches. Since the EM pursues a multiethnic church, they seem to intentionally not talk about Korean American experiences in public. Therefore, I could not figure out how their Korean American experiences are crystallized in theological or religious practices on a public level, such as their theological interpretations or use of biblical narratives relevant to Korean American experiences. The only time when the Korean Americans in the EM talked about their Korean American experiences in public was the time when the Virginia Tech shooting took place. Accordingly, I had to talk with individuals on a personal level to understand their Korean American experiences. On a personal level, they shared their Korean American experiences with me.


  At first, I was afraid of participating in the English-speaking Ministry of the Grace Church. Being first-generation as well as an outsider, I was uncomfortable with the congregation members. Additionally, I was afraid that they might see me as a stranger and they might feel that they are objects to be studied and analyzed. Overall, the EM members of the second-generation congregation did not show a big resistance toward my approach. As I developed friendships with them, they began to trust me and to share their life stories honestly. Nevertheless, it was not easy for me to approach them, to build friendship, and to ask for interviews, because they knew that they needed to tell their private life stories. Some of them whom I initially approached rejected my request for interviews. Some of them agreed to the request but later did not appear at the interview place. They might have felt uncomfortable with sharing their family stories or personal stories. So, in many cases, I had to request interviews two or three times kindly. The members of the Bible study that I joined helped me to find some interviewees and to build friendship with other members smoothly. Interviewees kindly shared their life experiences, including some private family stories and hidden marginal experiences very honestly. I appreciated the help of the EM members, especially those who spent their precious time for interviews. Without their help, I could not have written this book.


  Throughout the chapters of this book, I have cited many of the interviews. The cited statements of the interviews are not meant to overgeneralize the opinions of the EM members. I tried to cite the interviews which, I think, represent the general thoughts and opinions of the interviewees effectively and clearly. I hope that readers will understand the interviews as general opinions of the interviewees without overgeneralization.


  Significance


  As described above, there have been various scholarly efforts in exploring the lives of Korean Americans. I believe that this research is the first effort to analyze the psychological functions of a Korean American church through object relations theory. Also, this study demonstrates how the transformation of object relations can happen in the socio-cultural context of Korean Americans. My study provides a bridge between two separate scholarly streams by combining them: ethnic religious group studies and object relations studies. On the one hand, object relations study discusses religious experiences without consideration of the situations of a minority group. On the other hand, most ethnic religious group studies predominantly focus on ethnicity and identity from sociological perspectives. The two types of studies have not been interrelated, although each has meaningful insights to share. My concern in this field is that object relations theory needs to be included in the study of the identity formation and religious experiences of Korean Americans.


  In spite of the contribution of this research, it is difficult for it to generalize the identity issues of Korean Americans through a case study of one Korean American church. In order to overcome this limitation, this book is also based on other academic research regarding Korean American studies, Asian American studies, and the studies of other ethnic minority groups. Based on this research as well as my own, I have strived to find the general traits of Korean American identity issues. However, these efforts do not completely justify my generalization of Korean American identity because each Korean American individual is different in terms of his or her personality, life experiences, marginal experiences, assimilation to American culture or Korean ethnicity, familial relationships, and other factors. These variables are not fully considered in my study and individual differences have not been included in this book. On the basis of study through participation observation and their testimonies, this book focuses not on the specific characteristics of the individuals, but on their general and common characteristics in terms of identity issues. The model of the EM would be an applicable case study of Korean American churches under similar circumstances as the EM. First, the EM is not fully independent but is still in an interdependent relationship with the KM in terms of the use of the church sanctuary and human resources. Second, the EM is geographically located in an affluent suburban area. This city is not as diverse culturally and racially as cities on the West Coast, but it is more diverse than other rural areas. Third, many members of the EM are socio-economically well-educated, professional job holders.


  Proposed Outline


  Chapter I is an orientation chapter. It consists of my thesis statement, methodology, and the significance of the study. It reviews the contributions and critiques of ethnic religious group studies for Korean Americans. It describes my approach and the duration of my participation in the meetings of the Grace Church, and how I managed participant observation and the interview process. It contains a description of my own identity as a researcher.


  Chapter II describes how the English-speaking Ministry (EM) members of the Grace Church experience identity crisis in relation to their socio-cultural settings and why the EM members search for a new identity. In order to explore the environments of Korean Americans in the EM, this chapter focuses on the church environment of the Korean Americans in the EM, presenting the context and history of the Korean American ministry in the church and the relationship and conflicts between the first and second-generation church. In particular, the chapter introduces the EM’s church vision for a multicultural church and, consequently, tension between ethnicity and universalism. The EM considers ethnicity as a major hindrance to the evangelization of other racial or ethnic groups because of the exclusiveness of ethnicity. Therefore, the EM tries to overcome the limitation of Korean ethnicity through its separate church building and administratively independent church body. The cultural tension with the Korean-speaking Ministry (KM) is not only a challenge and crisis to the EM members, but also a good reminder of who they are, making them think about their identity.


  Additionally, this chapter explores the socio-cultural environments of the Korean Americans in the EM in terms of minority, marginality, and cultural ambiguity. The majority of the Korean Americans in the EM have experienced minority, marginality, and cultural ambiguity. In spite of their efforts to fit into the majority, they are labeled as foreigners and a minority due to cultural and racial differences. Minority status naturally results in the feeling of marginality. The feeling of marginality is well shown in the political inactivity of the EM members. Not only do the EM members experience cultural tension with Korean immigrants, but also they experience cultural ambiguity. These socio-cultural environments affect the self-esteem of Korean Americans in the EM and cause them to experience identity confusion or crisis. Consequently, identity crisis requires them to reorganize their relation to self, others, and the world, and to search for new identity.


  Additionally, this chapter describes the application of the concepts of object relations theory on the identity issues of Korean Americans. This chapter explains how the concepts of Winnicott’s object relations theory—namely environment, self, and anxiety—contribute to the study of second-generation Korean American identity crisis in environmentally deficient circumstances. Winnicott’s concepts of self and anxiety are reinterpreted into identity and identity crisis, respectively. The concepts of Winnicott’s object relations theory provide us with insights into how the EM members interact with their environment from a socio-cultural context in terms of their identity formulation: how they experience identity crisis due to anxiety; why they begin to search for new identity.


  Chapter III is used for applying the theoretical concepts of Winnicott to explore practically the reorganization of Korean American life stories. The data which had been gathered from interviews were categorized, typologized, classified, and used for studying illusionary reconstruction of autobiography. In this chapter, illusion is defined as an organizer of identity as well as autobiographical reconstruction. The purpose of this chapter is specifically to analyze how illusion constructively and hermeneutically contributes to the reorganization of each EM member’s individual autobiography. Specifically, the chapter explores how the EM members come to accept ethnic experiences as positive ingredients for their identity, and how they personalize them through their own hermeneutics and, consequently, establish religiously reconstructed autobiography. To the individuals of the EM, positive reinterpretation and acceptance of life episodes are major forms of illusionary experiences in coping with the negative circumstances. In other words, in order to counteract marginal Korean American situations, Korean Americans in the EM clothe their life stories with meanings and purposes. They make meanings by hermeneutical reinterpretation through illusion. By the hermeneutical efforts, they form positive meanings from their marginal experiences through cognitive readjustment. They utilize illusion for their identity crisis. Against identity crisis, on the basis of illusory omnipotence, Korean Americans regain the control of the uncomfortable reality, overcome identity crisis, and finally try to establish the reconstruction of autobiography.


  On the basis of illusionary autobiographical reconstruction, the EM members make meanings and purposes for their life experiences. Unless another meaningful framework which is strong enough to replace the hermeneutical framework is provided, the EM members continue to hold on to it because it provides them with meanings, purposes, and a sense of identity ethnically and religiously. Korean Americans begin to accept that ethnicity no longer represents negative aspects, but instead the uniqueness of identity. By reevaluating ethnicity and admitting the inevitability of Korean ethnicity in personality and worldview, they reestablish their new ethnic identity. The EM members embrace their ethnic values with religious justification, and reinforce religious views with ethnic values. Consequently, ethnic identity and religious identity are intertwined with each other. Therefore, ethnic identity and religious identity function as a “psychic organizer” (Metcalf and Spitz 1978, 103) in the sense that the Korean Americans in the EM creatively build and maintain their own unique ethnic and religious identity, a Korean American Christian identity. Consequently, they can overcome marginality, minority, and cultural ambiguity and experience psychotherapeutic liberation: tension and deprivation-relief, self-affirmation, and self-empowerment.


  While Chapter III focuses on the individual identity of the EM members, Chapter IV explores the collective identity of the EM as a Korean American church. First of all, this chapter explains why the EM remains a Korean American ethnic community in spite of its multicultural vision. That is to say, although the EM pursues a multicultural vision, a non-Korean sense of self, the members of the EM are predominantly Korean Americans. Korean Americans usually tend to participate in ethnic, national churches rather than pan-Asian churches or multicultural churches. Therefore, this chapter introduces the tension between ethnicity versus religious universalism. Through the EM, this book focuses on why Korean Americans establish their own collective ethnic identity as a result of their collective autobiographical reconstruction and the use of illusion. According to Winnicott, collective identity is formed on the basis of “the similarity of illusory experiences” (1958, 231). Therefore, this chapter explores how the EM members build their similar collective Korean American autobiography from the perspective of Winnicott’s concept of playing, emphasizing the therapeutic and constructive impact of Korean American playing. Playing is an extension of illusion. Winnicott emphasizes the importance of playing for identity formation, defining playing as “creative activity and the search for the self” (1971, 53).Through the Korean American playing in their own group, Korean Americans in the EM overcome the feeling of deprivation because they feel that they are in the majority and without discrimination. In other words, the EM is a church where Korean Americans establish Christian identity from common Korean American autobiographical experiences. Eventually, they imbue their following generations with Korean American identity in their own community. Accordingly, Korean American identity is reproduced institutionally through the cycle. Consequently, in the EM, their reconstructed autobiography is collectively justified, shared, reinforced, and inherited.


  As an example of the unique collective autobiographical interpretation of the EM, Chapter IV analyzes the collective response of the EM members to the Virginia Tech shooting both in worship as well as in a small group meeting. Through the analysis of their responses to the tragedy, this section focuses on the fact that Korean Americans are critical recipients of ethnicity and American culture, creating their similar illusionary experiences. The Virginia Tech shooting was a reminder for the Korean Americans to think about their Korean American identity and to reaffirm it. The incident shows well how Korean Americans in the EM, as minority and second-generation, are based on similar autobiography and illusionary interpretation, and how they construct their own Korean American autobiography through their own unique way of relating to their parents, cultures, society, and majority. The EM’s autobiographical interpretation of the Virginia Tech shooting shows well that the EM is based on unique Korean American experiences which neither Korean immigrants nor Americans can understand. In spite of its current multiracial and multiethnic church vision, the EM is strongly based on collective Korean American identity which is formed by unique Korean American experiences and illusionary interpretation of the experiences. Korean Americans in the EM make the most of ethnic and religious resources for the purpose of making sense of Korean American experiences which otherwise would remain negative experiences. The EM is a place where they can share their Korean American illusionary experiences collectively. This is a fundamental and primary ethos of the EM. The ethos is a major attractive reason why the majority of the EM members participate in the EM. In the EM, the identity of individual Korean Americans is confirmed and justified. Consequently, collective identity of the Korean Americans in the EM ensues. The uniqueness of Korean American experiences in the church provides the EM members with collective identity, functioning as a primary factor for Korean American group cohesion. This is the power and dynamics of the group by which the EM is able to provide the members with strong solidarity, a sense of belonging, and connectedness. On the other hand, it functions as an exclusive factor because other ethnic, racial, or cultural groups cannot appropriately understand and relate to the uniqueness of the church. It makes the EM exclusive to other ethnic or racial groups because they cannot identify with the EM.


  Chapter V is the final chapter that concludes my arguments. It describes the future of the EM briefly. Also, it deals with the contributions and limitations of the research and describes the directions in which further study will be oriented. The questionnaire which I used for the interviews is contained in the Appendix.


  My Identity as a Researcher


  I am a typical first-generation Korean. I came to America when I was twenty-seven years old in 1995 for theological study. After finishing my theological studies, I had planned to go back to Korea. While engaged in my studies, my two children were born and my wife got a job here. Our family became comfortable with the American way of life, so we decided to stay here permanently. From a legal standpoint, I am a United States citizen. While applying for US citizenship, I changed my name to an American name. Furthermore, I had to give up my original nationality and Korean citizenship because dual citizenship is not legally allowed in Korea. When I was giving up my original national citizenship and my original name, I asked myself, “Who are you? Where do you belong? What is your identity?” Some people around me could not understand why I chose to change my name or abandon my original nationality; many of my Korean friends treated me like a traitor and it was hard for me to be treated like that. As far as I was concerned, I had no choice because I did not want to live as a permanent stranger in America. I did not expect American people to remember my strange Korean name and pronounce it correctly—every time they called my Korean name, they would call it incorrectly. Also, my last name was pronounced like a Chinese name. Every time they spoke my name, I would feel Chinese. The changing of my name and the acquisition of US citizenship were a kind of strategic survival adaptation to America for me. In order to survive in America, I felt that I needed to assimilate myself into American culture. However, it does not mean necessarily that I gave up my Korean identity; I am still a Korean culturally and emotionally. Even though I try to get away from Korean culture, I cannot avoid it because I am so ingrained into Korean ethnicity. Unlike the majority of Korean immigrants, I have been surrounded with American people and culture in the schools which I have attended and Caucasian churches through the system of the United Methodist Church. Since 2001, I have been appointed to Caucasian churches cross-culturally. It is through these contacts that I have attempted to assimilate into American culture, though I am still in the process of assimilation. My true identity, however, is Korean. I am still much more comfortable with watching Korean TV and reading Korean newspapers and books than watching American TV and reading English newspapers and books. On the basis of this Korean identity, I have assimilated myself into American culture to some degree. It is the typical way of most Korean immigrants in America in terms of assimilation.


  My first experience with second-generation Korean Americans was through my encounter with young Korean Americans in 1995. I was shocked by their fluency of English, awkward Korean pronunciation, and American way of life; it was natural for them. At that moment, I could not embrace them because of cultural differences. This shocking experience made me establish a stereotype for a second-generation Korean American as a banana which is yellow outside but white inside. It might be one of the stereotypes which Asian immigrants have toward second-generation Asian Americans. This prejudice has diminished as I gradually assimilated into American culture. I have slowly acknowledged that they have their own unique identity—a Korean American identity—that helps them adapt within their unique socio-cultural settings.


  As first-generation, I have experienced minority, marginality, and cultural ambiguity. For instance, one day I happened to have an argument with a man over a parking space. The person with whom I had the argument was a white man in his early or mid-thirties. He appeared to be a blue collar worker. In the middle of the argument, he said to me abruptly, “Go back to your country.” At that time, I already had American citizenship. Legally, I was an American citizen. He seemed not to care if I had American citizenship or not. Due to my skin color and probably my awkward English accent, he seemed to believe that I was a foreigner. It was ironic for me to realize that I am still a foreigner, although I have an American citizenship. It was another opportunity for me to realize that I am still a foreigner in the United States. Probably, my marginal experiences might not be as much as second-generation Korean Americans have had. This assumption comes from the research of Min Zhou, Yen Espiritu and Diane Wolf (2001). According to their survey, second-generation Asian Americans report much higher racial discrimination than their parents’ generation. Although my marginal experiences were negative, I accepted them because I am first-generation; I had a lack of English skill and culture. However, I could not bear it when my first son, Eric, had to go through the experiences even when he was very young. Eric was born and raised in the United States of America. I was appointed to a Caucasian church in 2001. My family and I lived at the parsonage of the church for three years. There were no Asians who lived in the area. The only other Asians other than our family were the ones in a small Chinese take-out restaurant. Soon after my appointment to the church, one of the church members approached and said, “If you had been appointed ten years ago, some neighbors might have thrown stones at the parsonage.” The statement represented well how the neighbors had been exclusive to other races. The area traditionally had been a very discriminating area toward the people of color. Caucasians in the area were afraid of the increasing number of African Americans in the neighborhood. For the first time in my life, I experienced racial division realistically. Eric was the only Asian in his elementary school. In his class, he was called “Chinese boy” several times by his friends. Eric felt that it was a kind of swearing word. He was teased so many times. I went to the school and I met with his teachers and the principal for help. Due to their efforts, the situation did get better, yet he was still called “Chinese boy” sometimes by his friends. One day when he and I were playing basketball on the school playground, some American people approached us and began to imitate Chinese language in nonsense, ridiculing us. Eric was discouraged and said to me, “They are laughing at us.” One day, Eric registered for YMCA summer school. I was there with my son and he and his friends were playing. All of a sudden, an American boy said to him, “Get away. You smell so bad. You Chinese people smell so bad.” When I heard it, I was very upset as a father. I took my son out of the school and never went back.


  These are a couple of examples of my son’s marginal experiences. From an early age, Eric had to experience marginality and minority. He began to realize that he is different from other friends and cannot fit into the majority. These events led Eric to think about his identity when he was still young, only about seven or eight years old. I could bear the marginal experiences as first-generation and as an adult, but it was unfair to Eric because he was born and raised here. He is an American. He speaks English well and knows American culture.


  My two children go to Korean language school every Friday night. As a parent, I have encouraged them to go to the Korean school and learn the Korean language and culture as well, but sometimes they complain about it. They say, “It is not fair. Our friends speak only English. Why do we have to learn Korean, too? They are watching TV or playing games. But now we’ve got to go to the Korean school.” As first-generation, consciously or unconsciously or both, I impose dual demands on my children—Korean demands and American demands—and I encourage them to be good at both. Whenever both demands become a burden to them, they say, “It is not fair.” However, I say to myself, “Yes, it is not fair. But that is your destiny because you are a Korean American.” I am concerned about second-generation Korean Americans because my two children are second-generation. Through this study, I have wanted to get closer to the identity issues of second-generation Korean Americans because the issues are directly related to my two children. Therefore, my identity would be a first-generation identity with great concerns for second-generation Korean Americans.


  Notes


  1. Ilpyung Kim (2004) divides the history of Korean immigrants in the United States into three waves. The first wave (1903-1924) was the immigration of Koreans as laborers. But the first wave ended because of the 1924 Immigration Act, the Oriental Exclusion Act. The second wave (1950-1964) consisted of the war brides, Korean orphans, students, businessmen, and other professional people. The third wave (since 1965) was a massive immigration of Koreans due to the 1965 Immigration and Naturalization Act. According to Ilpyung Kim (2004), the number of Korean immigrants gradually increased from 1972 and peaked during the 1980s, at an average of 33,000 per year. According to Himilce Novas and Lan Cao (2004) who study Asian American history, the number of Korean immigrants peaked in the 1980s, specifically in 1987. For example, during the 1980s, Korean communities in Los Angeles and New York City were more than doubled in size. The Immigration Act of 1965 stimulated the immigration of the Korean population in the United States of America. In addition to the relaxation of immigrant polices in the United States of America, the political and economic unsettlement of Korea, as well as psychological anxiety due to the communist occupation of South Vietnam, motivated the immigrant wave of the Korean population to the United States. After 1990, the Korean immigration wave began to decline because of the growth of the Korean economy and political stability resulting from the selection of a civilian president. However, after 1998, the number of Korean immigrants steadily began to grow because the Korean economy was dramatically influenced by the IMF bailout.


  2. On the basis of the 1990 US Census, Min Zhou (1997) explains that the majority of Latino American children and Asian American children are 1.5 generation or second-generation. Specifically, fifty-nine percent of Latino American children and ninety percent of Asian American children belong to the 1.5 generation and second-generation.


  3. In addition to Korean immigrants and their US-born second-generation children, there is another group called “1.5 generation.” Usually, Koreans who are born and immigrate to the United States during their early teens are called 1.5 generation. The 1.5 generation is also called the trans-generation (TG). Some Koreans immigrate to the United States at a very early age, before they are greatly influenced by the culture and education of the new country. Due to the absence of an appropriate term indicating those in-between second-generation and 1.5 generation, the term “second-generation Korean Americans” sometimes embraces Koreans in-between second-generation and 1.5 generation.


  4. Nazli Kibria (2002) stresses that Asian Americans prefer Caucasians over other racial groups. Studying second-generation Vietnamese Americans, Hung Cam Thai (2002) highlights that they remember “acting white” during childhood and adolescent periods in order to overcome bicultural ambiguity.


  5. William Newman (1973, 20) also defines minority groups as “groups that vary from the social norms or archetypes in some manner, are subordinate with regard to the distribution of social power, and rarely constitute more than one-half of the population of the society in which they are found.” According to this definition, minority and majority are determined in terms of social power and population number.


  6. .In the context of churches, the term “religious universalism” means multiethnic, multicultural, and multiracial Christian identity. Those who support religious universalism support that ethnic identity has to be superseded by religious or Christian identity. Researching how American individualism legitimizes racial status quo in the United States, Eric Tranby and Douglas Hartmann (2008) pinpoint the shortcomings of evangelism’s universal or cross-racial approach on racial division. According to them, cross-racial relationship, which is the solution of evangelism for racial problems, is an “unworkable solution to racial division” (2008, 344) because it focuses on personal relationships rather than on structural problems.


  7. Rebecca Kim (2006) also pinpoints that Korean Americans tend predominantly to participate in ethnic churches.


  8. In this sense, Pawan Dhingra (2007) claims that ethnicity and race overlap for Asian Americans because they are usually labeled as foreigners.


  9. Russell Jeung (2005) cites an Asian American survey by Pei-te Lien, M. Margaret Conway, and Janelle Wong (2003). According to the survey, only fifteen percent of Asian Americans identify themselves as Asian Americans, and sixty-four percent of the respondents identify themselves as ethnic American (Chinese American, Japanese American, or other ethnic origins). Only twelve percent of the Asian Americans in the survey identify themselves as Americans.


  10. Ethnicity is defined as “the social identity of a person or group based on characteristics such as race, language, and culture and on recognition of a distinctive historical origin.” In “Ethnicity,” The Encyclopedia Americana, 2001, International Edition.


  11. According to their research, the Korean Americans identified themselves as Korean (21.3%), Korean American (72.2%), Asian American (3.0%), and American (3.5%). Therefore, 93.5 percent of Korean Americans identify themselves with ethnic identity (Korean or Korean American).


  12. Due to her emphasis on ethnic reinforcement by religious affirmation, Kelly Chong (1998) tends to pay little attention to the different aspects of Korean American ethnicity from the ethnicity of Korean immigrants. Peter Cha (2001) usually pays attention to the functions of the Korean American churches, while not differentiating Korean American ethnicity.


  13. Robert Atkinson (1995) says that storytelling is based on a kind of illusion. The meaning-making of illusion has been supported by the meaning-making of fantasy (Cohen 1989) and “clothing” of external reality by “imaginative perceptions” (Winnicott 1989, 57). Both scholars explore how individuals relate themselves to objects in a meaningful way. After all, by creating new meanings for objects through illusion, individuals establish self-identity.


  14. This is the sequence of my chapters and points. Under socio-cultural environments including marginality, minority, and cultural duality, Korean Americans are faced with identity crisis. According to Winnicott, the process of searching for new identity is called playing. Through their unique playing, Korean Americans search for new identity. Illusion helps with new identity formation, providing autobiographic reconstruction. The similar illusionary experiences contribute to group solidarity of Korean Americans in the EM.


  15. There are only a few Korean American churches which have more than 200 attendees for Sunday worship service in the area. So, the church provided me with much opportunity to contact Korean Americans.


  16. The questions may be found in the Appendix.




End of sample
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