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I. Why Japanese American Christians?
This whole story started with the term “Picture Bride.” I had a chance to go to California Adventure Theme Park with Dawn, the hostess of my house church last August. As we were watching a movie depicting the California immigrant history, Dawn whispered to me that Matt, her husband, has a grandma who was one of those picture Brides from Japan one hundred years ago.” While the whisper was still ringing in my ear, one day at Whittier Public Library, I happened to come across a foreign film which was entitled Picture Bride. Without hesitation I checked it out immediately. After watching it, the curiosity about Japanese Americans in general grew more inside of me. 

It was the first meeting of the Biola International Student Prayer Fellowship/Luncheon this semester. Sheryl happened to sit next to me. After everybody took turns to introduce him or herself, Sheryl asked me if I had finished my course taking yet.  From the conversation following, I learned that, same as Matt, Sheryl is also one of the American born Japanese Christians, but never had been in Japan, nor did she know how to speak Japanese. That evening, as I pondering whom I am going to do the career interviewing with, the names of Matt and Sheryl came to my mind. I emailed Matt right away, and he replied saying “I did not choose the career, the career chooses me, come earlier Sunday we can talk... ” As I was wondering how to contact Sheryl, that afternoon, I walked on the campus and bumped into Sheryl. I made a quick greeting and asked about the possibility of interviewing her. Then, the rest is the history. 

II. Probes and Responses  
Before I came to the U.S., I was a reporter, so to tune into interviewees’ stories came naturally and quickly. However, it was a struggle for me to do this ethnographic practice. Because, supposedly, I needed to disassociate myself from the process in order to see how both the interviewee and I went about the interview. It was a new learning experience and I regret that I did not use the tape recorder or camcorder. I think the videotaping might be the best way to see the interactions during the interviews. I was convinced that once it was taped, then all kinds of probes as listening, waiting, nodding, umhmm, echo, and tell-me-more approaches would be revealed crystal clearly on the tape. Additionally, the long questions probe such as grand-tour as well as threatening questions, verbal and non-verbal responses, interrupts would show on the tape which would make the analysis a lot easier.
  Nevertheless, I found something interesting after typing the interview notes on the computer. Maybe due to the so-called response effect (Bernard 2000:212), they both responded to me how they ended up at their current jobs in terms of how God leads them, instead of describing what their current jobs are. I am also wondering how different their responses would have been if I were not an Asian Christian as they both are, or used baiting probing often. However, silent probe and tell-me-more probe were the two kinds of probes I used most often to clarify some words or ideas from Matt and Sheryl. Actually, in looking back, I had built up the rapport with them previously, and they were kind enough to help me accomplish my homework. They were willing to share their life stories with me whole heartily, though once in a while, threatening issues, such as racial problems or ministry sensitive circumstances did come up. Basically, I did not use the baiting probe in order to let the words pop up from their mouths or to know their secrets. 

III. A Tale of  Two Japanese American Christians

      After typing the interviews notes down on the computer, I let the narration of their stories float around my head and sink in my heart for a week before I sat down and analyzed them. Apparently, the similarities of the data I gathered are easier to tell. They are both Japanese Americans, and the oldest child of the family. This spiritual heritage like the double edges of a sword brings both blessings and sufferings to their career paths. Now they are involved in ministry; on the other hand, both had generational illnesses from their family lines. The identity crisis and the relationships with God, with spouse, with friends, and family of origin were emphasized during both interview sections. Especially, how their parents influenced them had been the focus. Geographically, they both grew up in California and now have ended up in the LA. They both restarted their  careers with new learning either on-the job training or went back to school, and related to Biola university in some way.

             However, differences of the gender and generations between Matt and Sheryl contribute to the dynamics of the story telling. Matt is a male in his early 30s who is of the X-generation; Sheryl is a female in her 50s who belongs to the baby boomer generation. The way they talk, the words they use are of different flavors. In terms of cross-culture experiences, although both are married to Caucasian American Christians, Matt never has left the U.S. for more than a year; Sheryl and her husband had been in Indonesia for 15 years. Maybe due to those 15 years of cross-culture experience, to me, it seems that Sheryl is more aware of that she is an Asian than Matt is. I do not recall that Matt mentioned his Asian identity once during the interview. Or maybe, give Matt 10 more years of life experience, and he might come back to his Japanese roots and reflect on it more. 

 Let us go back to the interview. “Career chooses me,” right at the beginning, Matt said this same phase again. “How’s so” I asked and realized later that in Matt’s previous job he was the only paid music staff at his former church. It was very demanding. He worked 60 hours a week. Only volunteers were available to help him out.  He was expected to orchestrate the choir and to compose at the same time. He had no time at home for his 3 year old marriage then. This particular church was the one where Matt grew up.  He had spent his first 21 years of life there and got married in front of 700 people there. After four years in this music staff position, with only help available from few Biola interns, the job Matt created had expanded to a point where he could not handle it anymore. One of the church friends, Frank, who knew of Matt’s resignation, referred him to his current job. After two weeks vacation, he checked with his voice mail. Although there were three church related job offers, he was mad at God, mad at church, he did not want to do anything with ministry or church music any more then. 

“What makes you so mad?” I probed further. But Matt’s heart today is not to bad mouth the church in any way, he hesitated to describe the trials and details of the pain. However, he eventually left the judgment to me and went on to say. He had been expected and labeled with his piano skills to be seen as an icon in the public, but not to be known as a person who he really is. As a result, having been a piano performance major, he would rather start a new job without knowing about sales. And till this past June, he has been a salesman for seven years. Now he has befriended with all his nine colleagues outside the job. They play golf and go out to eat together. Their relationships are not just as colleagues, but friends which Matt enjoys most. 

At this point, we needed to stop the interview for the fellowship. After the meeting over, I made my way out to my car. Matt picked up the conversation right where we stopped. He stood on his bare feet talked for another half hour, and some deeper emotional issues came up. Under the moonlight, Matt shared about how neither of his parents were supportive nor were his church members and later on, how he reconciled with his parents. Looking back, Matt would not ever forget this landmark event in his life. He said, “It was May 26, the last Sunday of May, God asked me to leave the job without an offer at all.”  For Matt, it was the biggest leap of faith he ever had at the age of 26. 

Later, I double checked with Matt, the 4th generation Japanese American about his Asian roots. He said, “I will probably never go back to trace my roots.  My parents have never been to Japan and do not speak Japanese. My grandparents had only been to Japan once and that was enough for them; they speak very very little Japanese which is old 1800's dialect.”  In fact Matt’s grandma, from his father’s side, now 85 years-old, speaks English with a Hispanic accent. She lives alone in East Los Angeles and enjoys her life in that part of town. For Matt, not tracing his Asian roots means not going back physically but spiritually. An interesting thing is that during the following Sunday Gathering prayer section, Dawn, Matt’s wife, asked the Lord to show Matt that he can have male role models other than his own father and grandfather.   
Based on what I learned from Matt’s story, I was eager to know how the section with Sheryl would turn out. As already planned, Sheryl and I met in front of Biola library first, and then made our way to the Eagle’s Nest. We settled down at the window side seats, and sat at adjacent with each other. With a free cup of sparkle water, the interview started. I took out my notepad and said to Sheryl, “I am supposed to use a tape recorder, but to concentrate on the interview, I am not going to use it this time.” I repeated the request of assignment and Sheryl took over the conversation. 
She started with her life story way back in WWII when her grandparents were in the relocation camp. “My grandparents were in the relocation camp, although both my parents were born in LA but later we moved to Escondido, San Diego which was a dominant white area fifty years ago.” Being a rare Japanese-American, Sheryl developed a cultural sensitivity toward Hispanic migrate workers from Mexico. Besides learning Spanish in her all four high school years, she also majored in it in college, and even studied it in Summer Institute Linguistics in Seattle. As a result, she sensed God saying to her that since she was interested, she can serve God in this area at the age of 20.      

However, as Sheryl recounted her third generation Christian heritage, she recalled her grandpa’s testimony and economic time. “As a non-inherited son in the family, Grandpa wanted to go to the U.S. for a financial purpose. An America mission house in London helped out those Japanese boys to come to the US.” That was the time grandpa got the chance to hear the Gospel. However, it was not until grandpa joined the cargo ship to India that those gospel messages he heard back in England came to life. In the midst of serious sickness, grandpa said to the Lord that if the Lord heals him, he would make sure his families serve God. Later he did send Sheryl’s father along with four daughters to the church.

Among her father’s few Caucasian Christian friends, Sheryl was influenced with the mission. As a 23 year-old single girl, she answered God’s calling to Columbia alone, and she saw now God’s mighty hand brought all things together. Later, she met her husband, Peter at Gordon College. As they prayed about going back to Columbia, the scripture about the island and the sea in Isaiah 40 brought them as a missionary couple to Indonesia for the next 15 years from 1975 to 1990. 

From 1990 till 2003, Sheryl was back in the U.S. and worked on her advanced schooling and suffered from a serious illness. In the midst of this trial, she experienced how God provided her financial needs in the right timing. Consequently, she was able to get two MAs from ICS and Talbot, also finished Ed. D. courses, and ultimately got her Ph.D. from Fuller Seminary. Now she is trying to finish up her M. Div. She said she might not be able to get the degree due to her sickness. 
Speaking of sickness, this year has been her tenth year of fighting her cancers. Sheryl traced her family’s history of illness in which both her grandmothers had cancers. Looking back, she sensed that she might pick up the internal stresses from them unconsciously as she was also like them afraid to speak up at home or outside the home. Consequently, her marriage also suffered, even to a point where she would expect her husband to read her mind. However, God works in mysterious ways to turn her suffering into a blessing. She said that journaling about her childhood helps her to integrate cross-cultural counseling and spiritual formation for missionary training. 

Sheryl has a heart of cross-cultural training for missionaries to understand the cultural expectation, home, society reinforce, and justice, in terms of sin, etc. Currently, she works with Wycliffe in-house cultural sensitive program to help the missionaries to learn about self as well as the ethnic languages. In the meantime, she also plays a consultant role in an organization in Dallas. Besides being a 2nd year intern serves as research assistance on Curriculum-advisory committee at Talbot, she also teaches a course “Discovering Cultural Preference for Globalization” offered for master and undergraduate student at ICS. The course applies a grid/group model and integrates the image of God in hope to help students to learn from one another to see the cultural bias. As the issues of cultural bias and sin grip Sheryl’s passion so much, she tried to answer the question “How Asian am I ?” That reminds me of the plots in the film Picture Bride again, also leads me to ask myself “How Chinese and Taiwanese I am?”
IV. Application and Conclusion
It took me about one month to work on this assignment. In the midst of it, I came to a better understanding of the meaning of “there is no good writing, only good re-writing.” For my future dissertation, I did learn some valuable lessons which I can contribute. I discuss those lessons below, such as paying attention to the interview environment, the relationship with interviewees, the necessity of enhancing my personal cultural understanding and immediate practices.

First of all, I will make sure the time and environment of the interview are appropriate. Matt’s interview section took place at the dinning room of his home a half hour before Gathering which started at 5:00pm every Sunday. The one hour long interview needed to be divided by two sections and continued after the fellowship was over. Different from Matt’s section at a homey environment from sun down to the moon rise, Sheryl’s section was on campus from noontime to sun down. Sheryl’s section was two and half hours straight from 1:30 p.m. to 4:00 p.m. without any interruption. 

Secondly, the establishment of a rapport with the interviewees is an art. Neither too closed nor too distant is appropriate for research. Thirdly, I need to enhance and expand the scope of my cultural understanding about the interviewee’s background, value system and worldview. By doing so, I can engage with their perspectives and discern whether the data provided by him/her are valid or not. Looking back, I must have previously come across that video case of “Picture Bride”, but due to the nudeness of a female figure and a lack of understanding the meaning of picture bride, I assumed it was a R-rated movie. But how would I know that even by going to California Adventure Theme park and watching the movie for fun would help me accomplish assignment with two Japanese Americans. 

            Furthermore, besides silent and echo probes, I should be more flexible in leading by probing, although this is opposed to my introvert personality. As a result, my interviewees could open up and express themselves in their own terms and at their own pace. To internalize it, an immediate practice is needed. Therefore, from now on, whenever possible I will bring up the issues of home education into conversation with the people I meet to understand their responses. By doing so, not only my interview skills can be sharpened, but also can the rapport with informants be established. Consequently, the data I collect for my dissertation will be more valid, precise, accurate, and covered in a particular order for later systematic analysis.  
In speaking of the method of career/life history itself, I will apply this method to include 2-4 Chinese home school mothers’ life stories to witness the Chinese home schooling movement in this particularly time period. Also, to understand the acculturation process of those Chinese mothers in a cross-cultural context in terms of how Chinese their teacher’s roles are. After all, I am convinced deeply that there is always a magnificent power behind the narration of “womb-to-tomb” human being’s life stories which shed the divine light so we can see how the mighty hands of God move. 
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