
In honor of Asian American and Pacific Islander Heritage Month, Doug Terry from the 

Diversity and Inclusion Team spoke with Jonathan Thomas, a recent graduate of UTK and a 

leader in AAIV (Asian American InterVarsity). Jonathan is also planning to join a panel 

discussion on diversity later this summer at Hope; details are TBA!  
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DT: How do you identify racially or ethnically? 

JT: I’m Indian American.  

 

DT: Describe how this racial or ethnic identity intersects with your Christian faith. 

JT: Historically, the fact that I’m Asian Indian AND that I have a Christian name is an indication that my 
family’s Christian roots go way back to the first century! My earliest ancestors in the faith were those 
who welcomed the original groups of Brahmin priests that the disciple Thomas had converted to 
Christianity. After these Brahmins became disciples of Christ, they were exiled to a different part of India, 
where my ancestors provided safe haven for them, and ultimately, received Christ from them.  

Growing up as an Asian Indian in a rural setting near the Tennessee-Kentucky border, I had little sense of 
the richness of my Christian heritage. But then my parents decided to start a non-denominational church, 
rooted in the liturgical traditions of our churches back in India and the traditions of other southern 
church backgrounds. So, I was able to see the rich history of my faith practiced in rural southern 
Kentucky.  

 

DT: How did your racial or ethnic identity intersect with your faith once you arrived in Knoxville? 

JT: When I arrived at UTK, Sara Kwon, who was then on staff with AAIV, encouraged me to explore my 
unique ethnic identity even more. As a result, I became more aware of other’s ethnic backgrounds, and I 
ultimately became active regarding diversity and inclusion issues on campus. For example, I was 
instrumental in bringing to light and issuing convictions in the “Asian Scavenger Hunt” controversy, 
where members of a local fraternity were engaging in the racist practice of taking photos with random 
Asian Americans on campus.  



I’ve also recognized that my being South Asian uniquely positions me to engage Muslim students on 
campus; culturally, South Asians share quite a few similarities with those from the Middle East. 
Ultimately, I started the “Faith and Chai” interfaith dialogue program, which allows Muslim and Christian 
students to hang out and discuss their faiths. 

While Asian American is used as a defining category, it is actually encompassing of hundreds of 
nationalities and identities and languages and cultures and cuisines… Being Asian American has shown 
me the different ways that we can be a diverse community that celebrates not only our similarities but 
also our unique individuality at the same time. It is a beautiful reflection of the body of Christ being both 
one and different at the same time.  

 

DT: Hope Fellowship strives to be a multiethnic church. How do you think a multiethnic church could 
engage Asian Americans? 

JT: Let me answer by mentioning a couple of things that aren’t helpful. First, if a church sets out to bring 
in a few Asian folks, it can seem like they’re just trying to fulfill a diversity quota. Instead, it’s better to 
think about engaging Asian Americans as a group because we tend to emphasize doing things in 
community. To better engage Asian American communities, invite groups out to gatherings around food. 
One amazing way that Asian Americans reflect the character of God is in the aspect of communal 
breaking of bread. We love sharing meals together with friends and family, practicing a form of 
communion similar to the Last Supper. In these environments, Asian American communities are more 
open to sharing about life and theology when they are asked, as church and other places of worship are 
often approached with more silent reverence.  

Second, when engaging individual Asian Americans, it’s not helpful at all to ask categorizing questions 
(e.g. “Where are you from originally?”) This can be a huge turnoff. We need to remember that there are 
so many Asian Americans who are not first- or second-generation; they’ve been in the U.S. for a long 
time. So, it’s best to ask personal questions, like you would to a member of the majority group (e.g. 
“What is your ethnic background?” “Are you a student, or do you work in Knoxville?” “What are your 
summer plans?”) For many POC, the question of “Where are you from?” is received not as inquisitive, but 
more as demanding reasoning for our presence in the community or church. For many of us, it is more a 
reflection of people identifying how we are different and excluded from the community in any number of 
ways. But just as Jesus welcomes the Samaritan woman, Asians long to be welcomed for who we are, 
regardless of where we come from.  

 

 

 


