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ATTHIS TIME, IT’S PROBABLY APPROPRIATE TO MENTION
the passing to two prominent members of the Asian Canadian
community: David Y.H. Lui and Milton Wong. Lui, a former
board member of The Canada Council for the Arts, founder of
Ballet BC, and one of the most dedicated impresarios this country
has ever produced, passed away last September 201t Wong, noted
arts philanthropist and businessman (who was profiled in Issue
15.1 of Ricepaper), passed away early this year. In addition to their
many accomplishments in their respective fields of endeavour,
both of these leaders worked together to bring The Vancouver
International Dragon Boat Festival to fruition, giving us a signa-
ture event that combines a healthy competitive spirit with multicultural values

and world-class performances. If there is any small consolation to this great

double loss, it would be that both men left such a lasting legacy. Perhaps we

can usher in 2012, the official Year of the Dragon, knowing that we can learn

NI ee— from people with such integrity and pride in Asian Canadian Art and Culture.
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TORONTO FILMMAKER QUENTIN LEE’S

y : The People I've Slept With (2009) may seem

like a sex-comedy at odds with Asian Cana-

dian religious values. The story is set in Cali-

: ] fornia - but the movie is classified as Canadian

,j:
’ ; because of Lee’s Torontonian roots' - and re-
; il volves around the love lives of Angela Yang
. = (Karin Anna Cheung, Better Luck Tomorrow), a
) BY JUSTIN TSE

woman who accidentally gets pregnant amidst
her countless sexual escapades, and her gay

best friend Gabriel (Wilson Cruz, My So-Called

- Life), whose quest for marriage to the same-sex
A s love of his life leads him to a fundamentalist

church where he is “re-virgined” by sprinkling

baptism until marriage.

As fascinating as they may be, I am less in-
terested in Angela and Gabriel than I am in
Angela’s socially conservative and presumably
evangelical Christian sister, Juliet (Lynn Chen,
Saving Face, Surrogate Valentine). Juliet advises
Angela in light of her pregnancy to get married
instead of getting an abortion (an Asian Cana-
dian Christian no-no): “Maybe this is God’s
way of saying settle down, grow up, and be
truly happy for once in your life.” According
to Angela, Juliet has “a perfect husband and
kids out of the Gap catalogue,” and Angela
wants that too, igniting her quest to find the
baby’s father. But Angela’s dad (James Shigeta,
Flower Drum Song) tells her not to rush into
marriage because no family is perfect, as Juliet
“is about ten years from realizing.” I found
myself wondering if Juliet’s evangelical fam-
ily, like many such families among both Asian
Americans and Asian Canadians, might con-
tain sexual skeletons and gender insecurities,
unexplored in the film, that could be fair game
for an Asian Canadian popular culture probe.

The People I've Slept With doesn’tleave the re-
ligious tantalizations there. Angela’s top suitor
and most probable impregnator is aspiring pro-
business, family-values politician Jefferson Lee
(Archie Kao, CSI, Power Rangers Lost Galaxy).
Angela tells him to his face that she is sure that
her evangelical sister would vote for him. In
fact, 'm sure that the Canadian media would
expect Juliet to vote for him too, given its as-
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sertions of a conservative turn in the religious
immigrant vote over the last ten years due to
the advent of politics that focus on family val-
ues.” As a conservative politician professing to
represent the religious interests of Asians in
North America, Jefferson’s affair with Angela
doesn't exactly square with Juliet’s evangelical
“Gap catalogue” family values. It's also ironic
that Jefferson, a politician who advocates for tra-
ditional family systems, almost marries Angela
at the same time as Gabriel weds his partner
in a same-sex ceremony, another seeming re-
ligious faux-pas. But instead of calling for per-
sonal moral accountability and public-private
consistency for Jefferson Lee, I suggest that
Asian Canadian writers, artists, and filmmak-
ers could seize on these inconsistencies for
their own creative output. Indeed, in the same
spirit as American political biopics like Clint
Eastwood’s J. Edgar (2011) or Oliver Stone’s W.
(2008), I wonder if public figures supported
by Asian Canadian religious communities,
whether their politics sway left or right, might
be worth treatments in semi-fiction.

But on second thoughts, I wonder if anyone
would care much about Juliet Yang and Jeffer-
son Lee. The problem, of course, is that they're
supposed to be Christians (or at least get the
Christian vote), and that’s not very exotic for
an Asian Canadian religion. I suspect this
partly contributed to why the film was largely
panned. While many of the negative reviews
shy away from mentioning the Asians, Box Of:
fice Magazine tackled the elephant in the room,
aghast to find “Asian filmmakers both fitting
in and caving into western social norms for
the sake of cinematic parody.” Granted, the
criticism is a reference to the American Pie
connections, but by way of corollary, it sug-
gests that Juliet and her objections to Angela’s
promiscuity are also borrowed from “western”
evangelical tropes.} Don’t Asians have their
own non-western religions with conservative
sexual norms? Wouldn’t a reference to Con-
fucius help Jefferson’s family values political
campaign? Wouldn't the film be less western
if Juliet were Buddhist?

In short, Juliet and Jefferson aren’t from
real Asian Canadian religions. Box Office
Magazine’s tacitly religious critique is in good
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company. In 2005, Citizenship and lnmigra-
tion (CIC) Canada published a report on the
state of migration and multiculturalism in
Vancouver based on the 2001 census. “Im-
migrants have brought to Vancouver several
religions that are virtually absent among the
Canadian-born,” the report read. “One-quarter
of immigrants as a whole and an even larger
share of recent immigrants are Muslims, Bud-
dhists, Hindus or Sikhs. Among the Canada-
born, none of these four religions claims the
affiliation of more than 3% of the population.”
Sure, the report acknowledges that 15% of re-
cent migrants are Catholic, that the proportion
of Protestant migrants has decreased by half
compared to those prior to 1986, and that the
percentage of secular migrants roughly mir-
rors the Canadian-born at over one-third. But
the excitement over the new Asian (Muslim/
Buddhist/Hindu/Sikh) religious plurality
seems to designate the new religions (20% to-
tal immigrants; 16% before 1986; 29% 1986-
1995; 27% 1995-200T) as immigrant (Asian)
religions. By contrast, the clearly larger pro-
portion of Christians among the immigrant
populations (43% total immigrants; 56% be-
fore 1986, 32% 1986-1995; 34% 1996-2001)
simply reinforces the Canadian religious sta-
tus quo. As the mock cultural studies blog Stuff
White People Like puts it, “religions that their
parents don’t belong to” are the fascinating
ones when people think of Asian Canadian.
Juliet Yang and Jefferson Lee aren’t as Asian-
cool because they’re just the old time religion
in a different skin colour.s
No. 5 Road in Richmond, BC, a three kilome-
tre stretch of road that lines up over 20 different
religious institutions in one row, is a site prone
to just this sort of exotic oversight. I'm involved
with a collaborative project to explore the road
with Claire Dwyer (University College London,
Geography) and David Ley (UBC, Geography)
funded by Metropolis Canada, a consortium of
policy-makers and academics exploring how
immigration has transformed Canadian cit-
ies. The word on the street when we started
the project revolved around how “much of the
religious activity that [Asian studies scholars]
have studied overseas has become increasingly
visible right here in the province.”¢

I wouldn't be hard to see Juliet Yang go
I toachinreh on No. s Road that would vote
lar Jefferwon Lee, But many promotional web-
wlton don't digcuss Juliet or Jefferson; instead,
they pawle al the exotic edifices from Bud-
dhint, tedamie, Hindu, and Sikh traditions. Of
Matgarel Deelholt’s “Pathways to Heaven via
Iichmond, British Columbia,” not one is a
Chiintian wite (though there are eleven on the
o) annhie prefers to explore “the exotic, the
[spleational, the whimsical and the astonish-
fg thit e just over the fence of my backyard.
Adid yours." Dave’s Travel Corner’s tour of
Moy Road emphasizes the “peaceful and tol-
crant” Muslims, the “tasty vegetarian Indian
menl” at the gurdwara, and the tour guide who

uozod with enthusiasm” when talking about
Huddhism because “he had found the essence
ol life in his new religion.” The nomination of
the road for CBC’s Seven Wonders of Canada
narvels at how all the religions “coexist on the
pond” in “stark contrast to what is happening
(n other parts of the world.” In turn, The
Clobe and Mail sought pictures from the road’s
religlous leaders to debunk common stereo-
lypes of what religions do.*

‘Ihe fact that even these major news outlets
lind to deal with the popular perceptions of
Auian Canadian religions as exotically different
underscores the assumption that so-called nor-
mal Canadians who aren’t religious see No. 5
[toad as an Asian religious spectacle: mystical,
different, strangely beautiful, transforming the
Canadian (White Anglo-Saxon Protestant) re-
[ijions landscape. Christianity and its post-re-
lipious cousin, secularism, are just ordinary,
slatic, boring, what everybody else is. When
we think about Asian Canadian religions, we
don’t want to hear about Juliet Yang and Jeffer-
son Lee’s private lives. We want to hear about
meditation, tolerance, and spiritual worlds
starkly different from our everyday reality."

The problem with all this exoticization is
(hat it is, to put it bluntly, an act of silencing.

Julia Kwan’s Eve and the Firehorse (2005)
has garnered more attention than The People
I've Slept With for Asian Canadian religions,
and I suspect its exotic elements have a part
to play. Eve (Phoebe Jojo Kut) is a nine-year-
old Chinese Canadian in 1970s Vancouver.
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Her mother (Vivian Wu, The Joy Luck Club,
The Founding of a Republic) practices popular
Chinese Buddhist meditations that enable her
to direct hidden forces in her bedroom: now
that’s exotic. But Eve and her sister Karena
(Hollie Lo) also attend a Catholic Sunday
school, which is not very exotic because the
nun keeps harping about hell and the girls are
bullied by their Caucasian classmates. Yes, the
combination of the two religions is a bit weird:
as their mother explains to a friend, “Why not
have them in two religions if both teach them
to be good?” Stranger still is how Eve can see
apparitions of her dead grandmother (Ping
Sun Wong), as well as the deities from her dif-
ferent religions—Jesus, Guan Yin, and Guan
Yu—dancing together.

Butlet me propose against the grain that Eve
and the Firehorse is giving the same non-exotic
message about Asian Canadian religions as The
People I've Slept With. Sharon Suh, a Buddhist
studies professor at Seattle University, argues
that thinking the Pacific Northwest is a religious
“none zone,” a geographical space with little to
no formal religious commitment, fails to take
into account how “religion has always been sa-
lient in the negotiation of complex multigen-
erational identities” for Asian North Ameri-
cans like Eve.” The dance of the deities and the
grandmother apparitions aren’t so much ghostﬂ
sightings as they are Eve making sense of all of
the contradictory religious messages swirling in
her head. You could say that Juliet Yang and Jef-
ferson Lee are doing the same thing. Juliet may




be evangelical, but she has to walk a fine line
between intervening in and tolerating the sex
lives of her non-evangelical extended family. Jef-
ferson may represent the moral minority as well
as his powerful ethno-religious Taiwanese fam-
ily, but he has to toggle between his public fam-
ily-values high ground celebrated by religious
communities and his private affair with Angela
that smacks of a secular sexual ethic. Negotiat-
ing hybrid religious backgrounds seems to be
a common Asian Canadian trope here. And
of course, this isn’t particular to these films.
Think about Wayson Choy, like many others,
who attended Christian church kindergarten
in Vancouver’s Chinatown and went home to
popular Asian religions.* I also think about
my students who tell me that because they are
Vietnamese, they can be simultaneously Pure
Land Buddhist and Roman Catholic. And if I
reflect carefully, some of the uncles and aunties
at the Chinese churches of which I've been a
part emphasize the exclusivity of Christianity
as the way to God because they don’t want to
betray their conversion from Chinese popular
religions, which suggests in a twisted way that
they can't stop thinking about their former re-
ligious experiences.

It's not exotic for Asian Canadians to have
hybrid religious backgrounds. It's normal to
the point where it’s offensive to some Asian
Canadian religious communities when they
get boxed into a narrow either-or of Asian or
Western religious practice. Li Yu, a history in-
structor at Langara College, has pointed out,
as have I, that the number of Christians (25%)
within the Chinese population in Vancouver
exceed that of the Buddhists (15%). What was
controversial was that Li argued in turn that
Chinese Christianity in Vancouver should be
considered a “Chinese religion.”’s Religion
journalist Douglas Todd used this assertion for
his Chinese New Year article in 2011, arguing
that Chinese churches in Vancouver are spaces
where Chinese cultural traditions, like Chinese
New Year, insulated the Chinese community
from the Canadian mainstream with a veneer
of Christian practice.”® Todd’s article was sub-
sequently blasted by the Vancouver Chinese
Evangelical Ministerial Fellowship. Chinese
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Christians were Canadian, said the response,
because they rooted for Canadian hockey teams,
spoke English with their Canadian friends, and
joined Canadian Christian denominations.”
The Chinese Christian pastors read themselves
as being re-exoticized, and exoticism, they im-
ply, produces false religious binaries. If, at a
religious level, Eve can be both Buddhist and
Catholic (as my Vietnamese students are), then
why can’t Chinese Christians at a merely cul-
tural level be both Chinese and Canadian? Why
can’t the “Juliet Yangs” and “Jefferson Lees”
of the world be more personally complicated
than their publicly Asian Canadian, religious,
and socially conservative faces?

Despite their Canadian essentialism, I think
the pastors have something to say. Maybe
Quentin Lee and Julia Kwan have taken the
first step in de-exoticized films concerning
Asian Canadian religions. But let me take
this further. What are the skeletons in Juliet’s
evangelical family closet? How do we portray
Jefferson Lee in a way that blurs the lines be-
tween his public support of religious values
espoused by many Asians in North America
and his private sexual life? What kinds of sto-
ries are Asian Canadian kids like Eve and my
Vietnamese students telling about their mixed
religious upbringings? Maybe, in religious
scholar Rudy Busto’s words, it's time that we
“disOriented” the exoticism of Asian Canadian
religions.® Maybe then, Asian Canadian popu-
lar culture can finally probe the contradictions
of everyday religious negotiations as an inte-
gral part of Asian Canadian identities.

That said, my everyday life is filled with en-
counters with people who think what I study
is exotic. I've learned recently that when I sit
in a coffee shop with books entitled Asian
American Religions or Faithful Generations or
Revealing the Sacred in Asian and Pacific Amer-
ica, random people will ask a lot of questions.
“Are you Buddhist?” one Caucasian woman
asked me hopefully. Unfortunately, no. She
ploughed forward in a nostalgic voice: “I find
the history of religions fascinating, especially
how all of it grew out of agricultural patterns
and the seasons.” I wonder what Juliet Yang
would say to that.

nder number_5_

irch, Richmond Ch

ltan, “The shifting immigrant vole

Jiiny 04, Cr Adrienne A
[ Peler Mansbri
nal (CBC), 4 April 20m. A

| che.ca/thenational/indey

wllonal roadstoriesvancouver

lmmigration Ce

| INCOUVE

11 Census (Otta

| )10, For th
[ "Raman Catholic,” “Protest

nd "Other Christian.” For tt

unt them: Cornerstone E

nerstone Christ

ice Evangelical C
hurch, Richmc
ennonite Brethren

- Internel ber 20m, http//wwwiheglobeandmailcom/new

sthanalysis/ University Press

5, | amalgamated "M

lo Heaven's

In Plctures: Highway

v fnces of faith," 12 December 2010, Accessed 26 Novem

faith/articl

e //ww highway-to-heavens-many-faces-

2" For further reading, see Jane Naomi lwamura, Virtual
"Th Orientalism: Asian Religions and American Pc
Pre

ford and

; York: Oxford University
e and Re i

and Immigre

r

ml. % & M A
2 Sharen A. Suh

rd

O'Connell Killer

ific
Y e University- S

uedufartsci/theology/

ns in Brit
n Cvermyer

transnational He

Place:

population ¢

ite its roots

n As

ra and Paul Spicl

nada - Your

a. Ac

nwonders/




	Asian religions aren't that exotic
	Citation

	tmp.1581585931.pdf.hQ0it

