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“How could we sing the Lord’s song
in a foreign land?” —Psalm 137:4

Asian and Pacific Islander
Ministry Strategy
A strategic plan for ministry among Asians and Pacific
Islanders of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America

1. A vision
What is the vision of the Asian and Pacific Islander community of the
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America for the 21st century? Essentially
our vision is to grow in strength for ministry, using God’s gifts of culture,
language, and heritage to share God’s love in a multicultural world.
Currently this involves emphases on congregational development, membership, leadership and resource development, social ministry, stewardship, and Asian homeland ministries.
People from Asian and Pacific Island heritages are a highly diverse
population within the territory covered by the Evangelical Lutheran Church
in America. Some have lived in North America for several generations,
while others have more recently arrived. In any case they share family
histories of coming to this part of the world for many reasons, including:
• family reunification
• economic opportunities
• educational opportunities
• safety from persecution and violence
• dreams of a better life
• freedom from oppression
• transracial adoption.
4

Often, Asians and Pacific Islanders were
viewed as a mission field to be conquered…
Asians and Pacific Islanders came and brought a new song to this foreign land known as the United States of America. But was this country
ready to welcome them?
The truth is that this land that beckoned to them like a “golden mountain” was at the same time inhospitable and dangerous for Asians and
Pacific Islanders. Yet despite being treated like strangers and aliens, they
continued to sing. Everyone sang a song.
Some, despite their best efforts, found their music silenced by the
wider society. Many adapted their singing to ensure their survival in this
new land. Some gave up their old songs to sing new ones, and others
hung on to their old songs. Eventually, there were Asians and Pacific
Islanders who grew up singing a song that combined the old and new
lands of their heritages. They created new expressions and fusions,
singing their songs in a land that was home and foreign at the same time.
And there were Asians and Pacific Islanders who received, learned,
and sang God’s song in this foreign land. They combined the Lord’s song
with their own and became one with God. Singing fervently, they sought to
share their oneness with other Asians and Pacific Islanders. However, their
variation of the Lord’s song was not always accepted. Also, they were not
always allowed to join in with others who professed to sing the Lord’s
song. Often, Asians and Pacific Islanders were viewed as a mission field to
be conquered rather than as fellow singers of God’s song.
“For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For in the
one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or
free—and we were all made to drink of one Spirit. Indeed, the body does
not consist of one member but of many” (1 Corinthians 12:12-14).
The Lord’s song calls and gathers all people to be together in one
body, one faith, one Church. This means singing God’s song together in different keys and variations.
At the same time, in the midst of these variations, they are:
• children of God
• brothers and sisters in Christ
• fellow heirs of the kingdom of God
• members of the same family of God.
They are family.
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The Asian and Pacific Islander version of the Lord’s song is an integral
part of the body of Christ. Asians and Pacific Islanders and their God-given
gifts can be leaven, light, and salt for the body. Their variation of the Lord’s
song is:
• a reminder that water is thicker than blood
• a sign of God’s activity in the world
• a call to go into the world and be in mission.
Singing the Lord’s song together in the body of Christ is a sign that
people can live, minister, work, and be together. By singing the Lord’s
song together, the body of Christ can be a catalyst for healing, hope, justice, and reconciliation in the world.
Asians and Pacific Islanders, who sing the Lord’s song, bring the gift of
being able to sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land. This is a gift of God to
the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America.

Learning to sing a new song
(This testimony of a new Christian at Life Lutheran Church in Pinole, Calif., is an
example of the Holy Spirit at work in an ELCA congregation. Essentially this is what
the churchwide Asian strategic plan is meant to accomplish: the transformation of
lives for continuing growth and service in the faith.)

“When I was a little girl, I wondered how God could listen to so many
prayers ALL at the same time. How could God recognize each of our voices? How could God answer those prayers when one asks for rain and
another asks for sunshine – both on the same day? Even though I still cannot explain how God responds to our prayers, I do know that God is present everywhere, with wisdom and power beyond our comprehension.
“During the tough days of my life, God has always shown me mercy,
power, and grace. God opened my heart, and let me see and hear. God’s
transforming power has helped me become a less demanding, less frustrated, and less miserable person. In addition, I have learned to appreciate
life more. Every time I pray to God, my heart is filled with peace. I can
feel the Spirit of God leading my path.
“I read an article in Our Daily Bread which says, ‘An infant requires
food, fresh air, exercise, and the help of others.’ This is also true in the spiritual realm. We need food (Bible study), fresh air (praying), exercise (service
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‘Remember, God is in control. …’
and witnessing), and help from others (fellowship in a good church). I want
very much to acquire these four things.
“Remember, God is in control. Give God the opportunity to show
power and grace. Put your trust in God, who will never let you down!”

II. Biblical and missiological basis
In Genesis, the story of creation lays the foundation of a covenant relationship between God and the creatures God made. God promised to care,
love, and sustain all the created beings in grace, while the created beings
were to be faithful to God’s promises. All the creatures are dependent on
the creator’s goodness and mercy.
Creation is also closely connected with redemption; God’s creation of
the universe was the first act of salvation for all God’s creatures.
However, human beings who were created in the image of God
became disobedient and fell into sin. Still, though sin permeated all creation, God in mercy called the people of Israel to show love. They were to
bless all nations through the covenant relationship that called for the people of Israel to be faithful to God.
In Genesis 12:2-3, God said, “I will make of you a great nation so that
you will be a blessing to all the families of the earth.” The mission of the
people of Israel was to witness the truth of one God and to bring the justice and blessings of God to all people. For this purpose, God gave a mandate to the people, to proclaim the saving message to all people. The word
often used in the Hebrew Bible was karah, meaning to “proclaim.” The
word karah always implies proclamation of the message of God’s salvation
to all nations and to every creature.
Yet the people of Israel became legalistic. They were more concerned
with keeping the laws than being faithful to God’s mercy, especially after
the Babylonian captivity in the sixth century before the common era.
To proclaim this message of God, to fulfill God’s plan of salvation and
bring all people into new relationship with the creator through faith, Jesus
Christ, the Savior, came to the world. Jesus proclaimed the message of
salvation, witnessed to the truth of God’s love and provided the way to be
saved.
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Jesus’ followers faithfully spread his message and witnessed to
Christ’s love. Early Christians, people who believed Jesus to be the Christ,
assembled in communities of the faithful and proclaimed, witnessed and
worshiped God. This worshiping community, the members of the ecclesia,
was not confined in a building. This ecclesia was always an assembly of
people that transcended national, ethnic, linguistic and cultural boundaries.
The best example of such a church was found in the first church of
Christians in Jerusalem. Here people of different nationalities and cultures
were brought together into the community of the faithful by the power of
the Holy Spirit through the means of grace.
The people of this assembly of believers did not exist for themselves
but for the sake of others. They proclaimed the message of salvation,
served neighbors and witnessed to the love, peace, and salvation they
shared in Christ. This included not sitting still while neighbors were treated
unjustly by an oppressive government. The Christian vocation is to bring
others into Christian faith and to serve others.
Martin Luther emphasized this point when he wrote, “When a
Christian begins to know Christ as his Lord and Savior, who has redeemed
him from death, and is brought into his dominion and heritage, his heart is
thoroughly permeated by God; then he would like to help everybody attain
this blessedness. For he has not greater joy than the treasured knowledge
of Christ. So he begins to teach and exhort others, confesses and commends his blessedness before everybody, and prays that they too may
come to this grace” (Ewald M. Plass, ed., What Luther Says, St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1959, p. 959).
Despite Luther’s emphasis on Christians teaching and
praying to help others “attain this blessedness,” many U.S.
Lutherans today lack evangelistic zeal or knowledge for sharing effectively the good news with Asian neighbors or any
other neighbors who are different in language and culture.
Here rests the crucial dilemma of Asian ministry in the ELCA:
Asian ministry cannot take place in a vacuum, but in the grassroots of
human life where people mingle in business offices, schools, and gatherings of neighbors.
The ELCA’s good intentions for gospel-sharing with new Asian
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immigrants are often confined to plans, programs,
and strategies of church offices. However, for
Lutherans to be witnesses to Christ’s love, they
must invite their new Asian neighbors to their faith community to share the means of grace of God. They must meet people of Asia
and the Pacific Islands and be hospitable to these new neighbors in daily
life.
Christians everywhere are to be salt to preserve God’s truth and be
light to shine in the darkness of the world. Also, the theological basis of an
ELCA Asian strategic plan is not only to proclaim the message but to be
leaven to expand the whole lump of bread in a given place and given time.
This church can be a place where diversity is leaven for renewal, reformation, and the building of a stronger church.

A church story: Singing songs of new life
[Singing God’s songs for Asian ministry can ring out far and wide in the
ELCA when non-Asian congregations join in as partners in gospel telling!]
A Lutheran church in downtown Minneapolis went through the common
transitions of most inner city congregations: declining membership, high
cost maintenance of an old building, population change in the community,
crime, and other inner city problems. One year, the police department
even asked to use the church tower to observe the activities of neighborhood drug dealers.
Yet the congregation did not put aside their ministry and shift into a
maintenance mode. They had a very strong tradition of mission involvement. Despite the new challenges at home, they were still supporting over
a dozen overseas missionaries.
They looked out and saw that their neighbors included Southeast Asian
people, more poor people, and more elderly people…and they caught a
mission vision! They began to see their neighborhood as their mission
field. Drawing from lessons and experiences they had learned from years
of involvement in cross-cultural mission work, they now looked for ways to
share the Gospel with their new Asian neighbors.
This new vision for ministry drew people together. Families drove
miles to join congregational activities because they caught the mission
9

This mission-minded congregation was doing
more than surviving. They were doing ministry.
vision and experienced being in ministry on their front lawn. The congregation was once again busy.
Now there was a large Sunday school with most of the students being
Southeast Asian. The church provided an Asian women’s group, offered
English-as-a-second-language classes, held contemporary worship services
in the parking lot, and visited elderly persons in the nearby housing projects. This mission-minded congregation was doing more than surviving.
They were doing ministry.

III. Context
Demographics. Asians and Pacific Islanders are a diverse people in an
increasingly diverse and multicultural United States. For a decade, the Asian
population has the fastest percentage of growth in the U.S. Between 1980
and 1990, their number nearly doubled. It is likely to double again by 2010.
Immigration has fueled the dramatic growth of the Asian population.
Almost 70 percent of Asian people counted in the 1990 U.S. Census were
immigrants or their children who came to the United States after 1970.
About 20 percent of the 1990 population arrived after 1990. Immigrants
from Asia represent more than one-third of all legal immigrants admitted to
the United States in recent years, which places Asians in the center of the
debate over immigration reform.
The rapid expansion of the Asian American population in recent
decades has been accompanied by a remarkable ethnic diversification. In
1970, 96 percent of Asian Americans were Japanese, Chinese, or Filipino.
Now in the early 21st century, these three groups make up just 50 percent
of Asians. Indians, Koreans, and Vietnamese now outnumber Japanese
Americans.
The population is diverse economically as well. Some have above
average income and education levels while others live in low income situations and do not have the education for work that pays higher wages.
The Asian and Pacific Islander population of the ELCA includes speakers of English and Chinese (Mandarin, Cantonese, Toisan, Swatonese,
Hakka, Taiwanese); Indian languages (Tamil, Telegu, Hindi, Kanada,
Malayalam); Japanese; Southeast Asian languages (Vietnamese, Lao,
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Khmer, Hmong, Thai); Tagalog (from the Philippines); Singala (from Sri
Lanka); and Pacific Islander languages. Some members of the ELCA Asian
population also speak Spanish, French, German, Norwegian, and Swedish.
The 12 million Asians estimated in 1998 is fewer than 4 percent of the
total U.S. population, but their influence on U.S. society is accentuated by
their geographic concentration in a handful of states and cities and an increasing degree of visibility in some areas of public life, such as health care.

Challenges and Opportunities. Outreach to non-Christian Asians.
Whether in Asia or the United States, being Christian and Asian places one in
a minority status. This is an individual and collective reality within the Asian and
Pacific Islander community. Friends, family, and neighbors are likely to be nonChristian, viewing the Christian faith as a foreign, western European belief system. Presenting Christianity relevantly and effectively is challenging and takes
time. It will also involve ecumenical, personal, and community work with others who are not likely to become Lutheran but will still be affected and aware
of our witness as Lutheran Christians.
Diverse membership. Geographically, the ELCA Asian and Pacific
Islander community is widely scattered. This makes it especially important
to develop regional and national centers and networks to strengthen ministry and coordinate efforts. The new Center for Chinese Ministry established in 1999 in California is an example of facing the challenge with innovative solutions. Language barriers within these communities also are a
challenge.
Leadership. Trained leaders are needed, both clergy and lay. Calls are
needed when leaders have been ordained. Asian pastors and lay workers
also need support, as Christians do not develop overnight! The abilities of
leaders may make them unique in their communities, but also lead to
heavy demands on their services and aid. Their ministry would be encouraged greatly with resources in Asian languages, partnerships with caring
non-Asian congregations, staffing, and other support.
Youth ministry. Young people will make up an increasingly large percentage of the growing Asian and Pacific Islander population in the United
States. Developing specific strategies for second generation ministry is a
must. Nurturing youth workers is essential. Developing materials and sup11

porting programs for youth are related needs, because specialized tools
and approaches are the most applicable and effective.
Social ministry. Asian and Pacific Islander communities are sometimes mistakenly viewed as having no problems. However, a national consultation in 1999 revealed an array of pressing needs related to elder care,
youth at risk, immigration status, life skills development, family intergenerational gaps, marriage and divorce issues, single parenting, employment
issues, poverty, domestic abuse, drug and alcohol prevention, Internet
addiction, conflict management, Christian persecution, discrimination, and
hate crimes.

A story of joy: Singing for the next generation
The Asian youth ministry trainer was energetic, enthusiastic, and captivating. “Remember Eutychus, who fell asleep—and to his death—while Paul
was preaching?” he asked the Asian leaders who had convened from
throughout the ELCA for a leadership conference. “And remember that
Paul brought him back to life? Let’s consider what this Bible story tells us
about being ministers today. Let’s take a closer look at what makes a
youth ministry program strong….”
The conference concluded with a worship service at the host church,
conducted mostly in the Chinese language. And this same young servant-leader saw a need and filled it. Across the church
he saw a Scandinavian visitor, sitting beside a secondgeneration Asian friend who did not speak Chinese. Swiftly
and quietly he walked over to join them in the pew, and began to
translate for them as the service continued. His voice was clear
and sure, not too loud, just audible enough. How touched the
visitors were by his kindness!
“Did you know Ian is from Simon Lee’s church?” a
church friend later said, about the youth
leader. “He’s one of 17 people from that one
congregation—the Chinese Lutheran Church of
Honolulu—who decided to become pastors, and went to
seminary!”
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IV. Strategy and Plan
A. Congregational development
Congregational development involves enhancing the work of existing congregations, starting more Asian ministries, and helping the ministries to
become self-supporting.
GOAL: To increase Asian congregations, ministries, and synodical
authorized worshiping communities from 75 in 2001 to 115 by 2010, an
increase of 40 in eight years.
Strategy 1: Larger Asian congregations will be encouraged to start a
satellite church. In partnership with local congregations, synods, the
Division for Outreach, and the ELCA Association of Asians and Pacific
Islanders, the director for Asian ministries in the Commission for
Multicultural Ministries (CMM) will identify and encourage larger Asian
congregations to start satellite churches out of their existing congregations.
Strategy 2: The Division for Outreach in consultation with the director for
Asian ministries (CMM) will identify potential new ministry sites and
leadership and establish five to seven new Asian ministries every year.
Strategy 3: Ministries and congregations that receive external funding
either through the Division for Outreach or synodical mission
partner program will be encouraged to become selfsupporting congregations. These congregations
will then be encouraged to support new ministries by providing more benevolence to synods
and the Division for Outreach.
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B. Membership
There are about 23,000 Asians in the ELCA. Of this number, 65 percent
are worshiping in more than 3,000 English speaking congregations.
Statistics show that the number of Asian members in English speaking
congregations is decreasing. However, 35 percent of Asian Lutherans gather in 75 Asian congregations that are increasing in membership.
GOAL: To increase Asian and Pacific Islander membership from 23,000
to 32,000, or 40 percent, in eight years (4 to 5 percent every year).
Strategy 1: Offer training in personal evangelism to Asian congregations
so that members can more effectively share the gospel with friends and
relatives.
Strategy 2: Provide evangelism resources to help English speaking congregations minister with Asians worshiping in their congregations. These
resources will help equip these congregations to strengthen their commitment and expand their capabilities for ministry with Asian people.
Strategy 3: Develop more local and ethnic networks and centers among
Asian and Pacific Islander communities in strategic areas.
Strategy 4: Develop an “Asian Ministries Team” for national strategic
planning and to provide assistance to Asian congregations, ministries,
synodically authorized worshiping communities, and Asians worshiping
in English-speaking congregations. Occasionally this team will make onsite visits.
Strategy 5: Train and support Asian congregations and English-speaking
congregations to develop and sustain the participation of second-generation Asians in church life, in partnership with the Association of Asians
and Pacific Islanders-ELCA, the Department for Youth Ministries
(Division for Congregational Ministries), and others.
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C. Leadership Development
Currently, most of the ELCA’s Asian leaders in ministry are immigrant pastors from Asia. Since leadership is essential to all ministries, we need to
develop more lay and pastoral leadership so that their gifts can be used in
the church. Emphasis will be given both to leadership for immigrants and
American-born Asians.
GOAL: To have a sufficient number of lay and ordained, male, female,
and youth ministry leaders for the ministry in the Asian community.
The director for Asian ministries (CMM) will work closely with the
director for ethnic leadership development (Division for Ministry) to prepare
leaders in various capacities for the ELCA.
Strategy 1: Identify and recruit seven to 10 candidates of all ages and
ethnic backgrounds for ordained ministry every year.
Strategy 2: Identify, recruit, train, and empower lay leaders for youth,
women’s and men’s ministries, and other areas in Asian ministries.
Strategy 3: Identify and nominate Asians to serve on ELCA boards and
committees.
Strategy 4: Recruit at least four to five Asian faculty members in ELCA
seminaries.
Strategy 5: Provide training and guidance for “bi-vocational” pastors to
serve ministries that cannot call a full-time pastor.

We need to develop more Asian lay
and pastoral leadership…
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D. Resource Development
GOAL: To have sufficient resources in Asian languages that will help
nurture Christian believers. The goal is to have at least one Asian ministry resource produced in different languages every year.
Strategy 1: Produce and provide resources needed for the Asian community. To do this, the director for Asian ministries (CMM) will collaborate
with the director for multicultural education (CMM), the director for multilingual and culture-specific programs (Division for Congregational Ministries),
Division for Global Mission, Augsburg Fortress, Publishers, and other publishing houses.
Strategy 2: Identify one lingual specialist from each Asian community.
These specialists will be contracted on a part-time basis and work in partnership with the related department.
Strategy 3: Work with ecumenical partners on cooperative projects for
specific language needs.

E. Social Ministry
GOAL: To establish and support productive social ministry programs
for local Asian ministries.
Strategy 1: The director for Asian ministries (CMM), in partnership with
the director for social ministry for congregations in the Division for
Congregational Ministries (DCM), will develop resources on social ministries for all Asian ministries.
Strategy 2: The director for social ministry for congregations (DCM) and
the director for Asian ministries will work together to periodically organize training events for local Asian ministries in different regions, e.g.,
East Coast, Midwest, West Coast.
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F. Stewardship
GOAL: To assist Asian congregations and ministries to become more
faithful in stewardship and more involved in ELCA mission work,
including overseas programs.
Strategy 1: Encourage and teach about the blessing, necessity, and
importance of supporting the work of the ELCA by faithfully giving benevolences to the Church.
Strategy 2: Teach and challenge Asian Lutherans to tithe by offering training and workshops in various Asian languages.

G. Asian homeland mission work
GOAL: To challenge Asian congregations and ministries to become
more involved in mission work in their Asian homelands.
Strategy 1: Encourage Asian congregations and ministries to designate
funds (in addition to their regular benevolence) to the Division for Global
Mission to support Asian homeland ministries.
Strategy 2: Establish a closer relationship between Asian communities
in the ELCA and Asians in Asia through the Division for Global Mission and
the Asian Lutheran International Conference network.
Strategy 3: Work with the Division for Global
Mission and the Association of Asians and Pacific
Islanders-ELCA in facilitating short term missionary volunteers and other programs that
will strengthen the sense of mission to
Asian homelands.
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V. Implementation
In adopting this strategic plan, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America
initiates the planning for intentional outreach among Asians and Pacific
Islanders. The implementation of this plan will be carried out by the churchwide organization, the synods, congregations, Center for Chinese Ministry
of the ELCA, and other institutions of this church. Congregations and individuals of this church will be the primary center of outreach activity. Synods
will provide leadership in the respective areas, churchwide units will provide the needed resources, and the Church Council and Churchwide
Assembly will monitor these activities.
The director for Asian and Pacific Islander ministries will provide the
strategic guidance for this outreach activity. In consultation with the appropriate churchwide units, the director will provide annual updates to the
Commission for Multicultural Ministries Steering Committee on the accomplishments of the goals and strategies of this plan.
The Commission for Multicultural Ministries will monitor the progress
toward achieving the goals and report to the Steering Committee of the
Commission for Multicultural Ministries.

VI. Call to sing the Lord’s song
“How could we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?” (Psalm 137:4).
Jesus said, “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. By this
everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one
another” (John 13:34-35).
Jesus said, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come
upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8).
We commit to each other that we will sing the Lord’s song together as
brothers and sisters in Christ. “Go in peace. Serve the Lord.”
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Recommendation for Assembly action:
I To receive with appreciation the Asian and Pacific Islander Ministry
Strategy of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America developed by the
Asian and Pacific Islander community; and
I To express support and deep appreciation for existing ministries of
the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America with Asian and Pacific
Islander people; and
I To recommit the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America to partnership with existing Asian and Pacific Islander congregations and to intensified outreach with the Gospel among the wider Asian and Pacific Islander
communities.

The Asian and Pacific Islander Ministry Strategy was
adopted at the seventh biennial Churchwide Assembly of the
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, Indianapolis,
Indiana, August 11, 2001.
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Chinese

20

Hindi

21

Hmong

22

Indonesian

23

Japanese

24

Khmer (Cambodian)

25

Korean

26

Laotian

27

Thai

28

Vietnamese
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“How could we sing the Lord’s song
in a foreign land?” —Psalm 137:4

Produced by the Asian and Pacific Islander Ministries of the Commission
for Multicultural Ministries, Evangelical Lutheran Church in America.
Copyright 2001, Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. All rights reserved.

6-0001-3483-5

