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Summary 

Using the ethnographic data collected in a Chinese Christian church in New York City’s Chinatown, this study 
explores the continuity and change of local tradition in the context of migration and globalization. My find-
ings show that the Chinese youth in the church are adapting to the chaotic new socioeconomic environment 
through their belief and practice that are neither completely Chinese nor totally American in cultural terms, 
and they participate in making as well as learning the local ethnic tradition. Finally, this study presents an 
analysis of a dynamic relationship between ethnic legacy, lived experience and institutional structure in the 
ethnic church. 
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1. Introduction 
An identity and a sense of community are hard to 
find for the culturally and geographically trans-
planted, but that has not 
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day. It was crowded and noisy there. I 've heard 
that there were gangs in the arcade.  It was a bit 
scary but the arcade was always very exciting. I 
could find myself there. The feeling of winning a 
game was exhilarating." 

 Being with gangs gave them an identity, a sense 
of belonging, and a sense of power as well as 
further distancing themselves from the school, the 
family, and the mainstream culture. As Ricky said, 
“I felt down after being caught several times by 
the police. My family didn’t accept me. My teacher 
thought I was bad. My classmates didn’t like me. I 
was only accepted in the arcade. The arcade was 
like my home where I could show off. With only a 
quarter, I could play for several hours. I liked the 
feeling of being superior. I hoped to be superior 
in school, too. I wanted to be better than other 
students. Then I could tell my mom that I had 
good grades, and I was not wasting your money 
on video games. But this was only a dream that I 
didn’t know how to make it come true.” 
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The family is the primary way for the Chinese to 
deal with a new and hostile environment through 
providing protection and certainty. As Freedman 
(1966) has found, the Chinese in South China 
adapted to an environment characterized by po-
litical 
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ate and encourage personal sharing by saying, “In 
Jesus Christ, we are one big family. We share all 
the happiness and unhappiness with others in our 
family, and in doing so we can give support to 
each other.” For the youths, the topic of their 
sharing is usually about their relations with their 
parents and friends. For the elderly, they like to 
talk about their relations with their kids. After 
each sharing, prayers would follow under the pas-
tor’s guidance. A strong sense of being in a big 
family permeates the service. In fact, it has been 
found that the parent-child relationship is placed 
at a more important place in the speeches and 
lectures of the Chinatown churches than the non-
Chinese churches and the non-Chinatown Chinese 
churches.8 Chinese food is served each time soon 
after Sunday service. CLL is a church family. It is 
also a Chinese family where the notions of Chine-
seness are celebrated.   

There seems to be a dual effect for the family 
organization of the Chinese church. On the one 
hand, the Chinese family metaphor facilitates the 
members’ acceptance of Christianity that is for-
eign to Chinese culture and helps to maintain the 
unity among them. This shows the efforts of in-

per 
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experiences and feelings to outsiders. However, 
even within the immediate family circle it is not 
uncommon for them to have difficulty in express-
ing themselves. As Zhou (1997) indicates, there is 
an immediate bicultural conflict among the Chi-
nese American families in the perception of 
affection. Self-control and indirect communication 
are valued in Chinese American families while 
self-disclosure of emotions may be viewed as im-
maturity and are not culturally accepted. Although 
in some cases the family ties and kinship system 
may satisfy the individuals’ need for affection, 
provide a sense of continuity and belonging, and 
promote stability and security (Hsu 1973), there 
are significant costs associated with the traditional 
family roles if we take acculturation into account. 
Like other Asian American families, the power 
structure of Chinese American families is vertical 
and hierarchical (Kim 1985). Due to the parental 
authority within the family, more Americanized 
Chinese youths may feel it difficult to express to 
their less acculturated parents problems that they 
have never met before. When asked what the chu02 9p10.02 0 0 10.0s(.i318 751.1602 Tm
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overcame the “non-touching taboo” in the tradi-
tional Chinese emotional structure.  

Chinese traditional authority tended to hide emo-
tions. However, the ethnic church provides a 
public space where the disadvantaged immigrant 
youth who feel so emotionally detached in the 
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structure has historically shaped the institutional 
form of the ethnic church. And the young church 
members serve as the agents of 
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