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It is a hot summer day in the late 1980s on the north side of Chicago, and my extended 
family of cousins, Titas, and Titos have gathered at our house for a summertime 
barbecue. A gathering of this sort was pretty typical for us - often to celebrate 
someone’s birthday or a graduation, but also just because that’s what family does. We 
get together, and we eat! And, we take great delight in the company and in the food.


I can’t remember why this is the case, but on that day we’ve set up a long folding table 
and chairs in our single car garage. The adults have crowded in with their plates full 
barely able to set them on the table which is already overflowing with grilled pork, a 
rice cooker, soda bottles and more. We, kids, go between playing on the sidewalk and 
grabbing bits of food from the table before we return to whatever game we’re playing 
together. 


Now, more than thirty years later, not much about this particular afternoon would 
probably stick in my memory except that something unusual happened while we were 
otherwise doing something pretty ordinary for my family. A newspaper photographer 
happened to be driving by, and the scene was notable to him for whatever reason. He 
stopped and asked if he could take a picture. My parents welcomed him in, and he 
squeezed past a few of my aunts and uncles and from the corner of the garage 
snapped a photo, which was soon after published in the Chicago Tribune Magazine.


The photo was part of a spread documenting the lives of people from some of the 
many immigrant communities in the Chicago area. The caption next to our photo was 
labeled “Filipinos,” and it stated how a picnic is almost mandatory for Filipinos in the 
summertime even if it is in a garage and how Filipinos at the time were the largest 
“Asiatic” group in Chicago.


As a 6 or 7 year old, I found it curious that this person would be so interested in what 
to me was just an ordinary family activity. While there seemed to be an appreciation for 
the apparent cultural peculiarity of our gathering, it was also one of the first instances 
that I became aware of my family and culture as being distinctive in some way from 
others. How many of my non-Filipino friends were having summer barbecues in their 
garage? My own racial and ethnic consciousness had begun.
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Today, there are over 23 million people of Asian descent living in the United States 
tracing their roots back to over 20 countries in Asia and Southeast Asia and the Indian 
subcontinent. Roughly 2 percent of Vermont’s population identifies as Asian.


The month of May has been designated nationally as Asian Pacific American Heritage 
month since 1990. The recognition and celebration of the role of Asian American and 
Pacific Islanders in American history began in 1976 with a one week designation. The 
dates in early May were chosen to commemorate the arrival of the first known 
Japanese immigrant to the United States on May 7, 1843, and to honor the completion 
of the transcontinental railroad on May 10, 1869, which around 20,000 Chinese 
workers contributed to building. 
1

Within the millions of lives of Asian and Pacific Islander Americans, there are countless 
stories like mine of the summertime barbecue in the garage, stories of people finding 
ways to be who they are and searching for a place in American society and culture.


Our worship theme for the month of May is “Story,” and we have already woven a few 
Asian American stories into today’s service so far. I will share a few more with you - 
stories both joyful and painful. Stories of finding one’s place and building solidarity with 
others and also stories of being made to be “other,” stores of hatred taken to 
devastating ends.


Over a month ago, in the days following the shootings at three spas in the Atlanta area, 
a story from later in my childhood resurfaced. I was about 11 or 12 years old, and I was 
inside a Walgreens with my mom and brothers. I had wandered away down some aisle 
when a man approached. I can’t recall exactly how long he stood near me before 
speaking to me. “You’re really pretty,” he said. “What are you?” At this age, I had 
already started getting the occasional inquiry from strangers, “Where are you from?” I 
had also already started getting more attention from men and was growing my internal 
defenses in the way so many girls and women are familiar with. In this moment, the 
reality of what artist, Misoo Bang describes as the fetishization and exoticization of 
Asian girls and women, was so clear in how this man was viewing me. “What are you?” 
“Uh, I’m human,” I replied and walked away in search of my mother.


 https://time.com/5592591/asian-pacific-heritage-month-history/ 1
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The shootings in Atlanta which ended with eight people killed, six of whom were 
women of Asian descent, touched off renewed recognition of anti-Asian violence in this 
country and the particular intersection of that violence with race, gender, and class 
layered together.


Many Asian-led groups mobilized in the days following to offer support to the victims’ 
families and local community, to support one another emotionally regardless of 
geographic proximity to the violent attack, to educate the general public on the history 
of anti-Asian violence in this country, and to build solidarity across racial lines 
recognizing similar struggles in the face of white supremacy and racism in other people 
of color communities.


Within our Unitarian Universalist faith community, the Asian Pacific Islander Caucus of 
DRUUMM, an organization for UUs of color, came together to offer virtual gatherings 
for lamentation and support for Asian American UUs. They also led an online vigil for 
the broader DRUUMM community. I offered to be on-call for pastoral support and also 
helped to hold sacred space in the vigil for our collective grief.


Throughout all the various gatherings I participated in in the wake of the shootings, I 
heard a common refrain ~ how invisible people felt in the wake of this anti-Asian 
violence. How their sorrow and grief was unnoticed by others, and how this sense of 
invisibility wasn’t new but was freshly painful.


A week after the fatal shootings, a group in Vermont called Vermont APIDA for Black 
Lives, APIDA stands for Asian Pacific Islander Desi Americans, were prompted by the 
silence they noticed from white leaders, friends, and colleagues to issue a public 
letter.  In the letter, they call on public leaders not to ignore the violence and death in 2

Asian American communities and to take action to address bias and systemic racism in 
our state.


One statement in the letter summarized an overall feeling held by members of the 
group: “We are invisible although we are here.”


—-


 https://hrc.vermont.gov/news/statement-apida-black-lives 2
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Amarjeet Kaur Johal  was known for her cooking. Food was an expression of her love. 3

Ms. Johal had lived in Indianapolis the past five years. She had moved from California 
to be closer to her family, including five grandchildren. At the age of 66, Ms. Johal was 
still working and like many other members of the local Sikh community, she was 
employed at the local FedEx facility. Many of her co-workers called her “aunt” because 
of the warmth and generosity she extended to them, especially in sharing food.


According to The Sikh Coalition: “For more than 125 years, Sikhs have been an integral 
part of the American fabric. Although Sikhs began settling in Indiana more than 50 
years ago, the first gurdwara (Sikh house of worship) was established in 1999. In the 
last two decades, the Sikh population around Indianapolis has experienced significant 
growth; today, there are 10 gurdwaras across the state and an estimated 8,000 to 
10,000 Sikh Americans who have made Indiana their home.” 
4

On April 15th, Ms. Johal had just finished her shift and picked up her paycheck when a 
young man with an assault rifle arrived.


Eight people (plus the shooter) lost their lives that day, including Ms. Johal. Four of the 
people killed were Sikhs.


Ms. Johal’s son has expressed in interviews since her death the joy his mother’s life 
brought to so many and the legacy of caring she leaves behind.


In the days since the shooting, the Sikh community in Indianapolis and across the 
country have come together once again to mourn and to find strength in one another 
and their faith. As this latest shooting resurfaced racial trauma of years of violence and 
harassment, Sikh Americans spoke out against these kinds of violent attacks that harm 
all of us.


Seema Sohi, an associate professor of ethnic studies, shares how two particular tenets 
of Sikhism as a faith have been central to the struggle against white supremacy. “Seva, 
or service, is a central tenet of Sikhism and Sikhs are taught that their service to 

 https://www.wishtv.com/news/local-news/honoring-amarjeet-kaur-johal/ 3

 https://www.sikhcoalition.org/press-release/least-four-sikh-americans-among-killed-others-injured-4
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humanity is inseparable from their service to God; and, Chardi Kala, an ethos 
committed to resilience and perseverance in the face of oppression and adversity.” 
5

The week following the deadly attack, a number of organizations came together for a 
Solidarity Vigil in response to the shooting and also in recognition of the trial of former 
police officer Derrek Chauvin for the murder of George Floyd.


One of the speakers was Pardeep Singh Kaleka, son of Satwant Singh Kaleka, who 
was killed in the 2012 mass shooting at the Sikh temple in Oak Creek, Wisconsin. 
During the vigil, he said this, “My father was a farmer from a rural village in Punjab. My 
mother was also a farmer…One of the fondest memories I have about him is how deep 
he used to dig his hands into the soil. If this is a land that’s formed from genocide, 
colonization, slavery, then we must all become like our ancestors, like my father, and all 
become farmers. And we need to dig our hands so deep in this soil that we change the 
bedrock and the foundation of this country going forward for our children.” 
6

—-


This soil needs our cultivation and regeneration and amending. I know that enough of 
you are gardeners and farmers to know that the soil is key to a healthy ecosystem and 
growth.


Making an effort to know one another’s stories is just one small step to dig our hands 
deep into this soil. Knowing one another’s stories brings more humanity into our 
everyday.


When we truly know another person’s story and are willing to be changed by it, 
kindness and generosity are natural responses.


Seeds of love are planted when we truly take in another’s story - as painful, joyful, or 
just plain ordinary it may be, and we get ever closer to shifting that bedrock once and 
for all.


—-


 https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2021/04/26/sikh-american-tradition-resilience/5

 Stand Together in Solidarity Vigil, April 22, 2021: https://youtu.be/SQNli5AH0zU 6
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Before becoming a professional visual artist, Amanda Phingbodhipakkiya (pronounced 
PING-bodee-bak-ee-ah) of Brooklyn, NY was a neuroscientist. It was while working in 
a research lab studying Alzheimer’s disease that she realized that her artistic skills 
could help make scientific research more accessible to the public. She says that over 
time this transformed into an even bigger idea - to use her art to make the “invisible 
visible.” 


In an interview about her work, she said: “My art has always been about making the 
invisible visible. I’ve explored everything from microscopic universes to outer space 
and things that just can’t be seen with the naked eye. And I think struggles of 
communities of color are often invisible.” 
7

As anti-Asian violence began to rise in New York City in the winter months of 2020 with 
Covid-19 cases mounting, Phingbodhipakkiya was chosen to illustrate a public art 
campaign called “I Still Believe in Our City.” Speaking about the series, she says, 
“Using art as a means to highlight human-rights issues and celebrate the beauty and 
resilience of our communities of color is so important to me. ‘I Still Believe in Our City’ 
was created in this spirit.” 
8

Two of the images from this series will accompany the slides for our Closing Song.


Beloveds, let us honor the stories of those who have for too long been made to feel 
invisible. Let us commit ourselves to changing the stories that rob of us our humanity 
and to instead create stories of healing, justice, and hope.


So may it be.

 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/02/arts/design/public-art-covid-race-subway.html 7

 https://www.shondaland.com/act/a35916770/amanda-phingbodhipakkiya-uses-art-stop-asian-hate/ 8
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