Culture, Race and Kingdom
Remember our approach on all of these sensitive questions:
Our approach:
1. What can we say for sure, based on the Bible?
2. What can we infer or reasonably conclude, based on biblical principles?
3. What are some gray areas in which we ought to have our opinion, but have grace toward those who disagree.

This topic does not fit as well into these categories, as we will be talking a lot about culture, and we will be talking about a lot that many in the world would agree with us on.   This is a very important discussion for the Church, but the discussion may not be all that different outside the Church (unlike all our other topics).
First, some definitions:
· RACE – SOCIALLY CONSTRUCTED, TRADITIONAL DIVISION OF HUMANITY; people who usually (but not always) share common descent and certain physical characteristics
· CULTURE – BELIEFS, BEHAVIORS, OBJECTS AND OTHER CHARACTERISTICS COMMON to members of a particular group or society
· RACISM -  [SYSTEMIC POWER + PREJUDICE] variety of practices, beliefs, social relation and phenomena that work to reproduce racial hierarchy and social structure that yield superiority, power and privilege for some and discrimination/oppression for others        (as opposed to racist)
· BIGOTRY  - [OBSTINATE PREJUDICE] the action of a person who is devoted to his/her own opinions and prejudices; especially one who regard or treats members of a group (such as racial or ethnic group) with hatred and intolerance
· PREJUDICE  - [PRECONCEIVED PERCEPTION] NEGATIVE OUTLOOK toward a person or group based on perceived status or characteristics – often held independently of facts about person or group
Two truths and one lie:   (guess which is which)
1. WE LIVE IN A POST-RACIAL COLORBLIND SOCIETY 
2. RACISM CAN ONLY BE PERPETRATED BY THE DOMINANT GROUP IN A SOCIETY    (remember the definition of racism vs racist)
3. RACE IS A SOCIAL CONSTRUCT WITH A DYNAMIC DEFINITION RATHER THAN STATIC         (In other words, race is not a scientifically defined or definable term)
Answer:   We live in a post-racial, colorblind society.
Many white people in America try to tell us that we have nearly completely put our past of racism behind us.  They point to the laws which have been passed, and to the much-increased integration in our neighborhoods and schools and say this:   The solution to the racial problem is for us to be a colorblind society.
The problem with this is that it will suppress and, essentially eliminate a great, rich, valuable culture in our country.  And guess which culture will be suppressed?
In the US a theoretically “colorblind” society will be a Western-oriented, white-oriented society to which other cultures must conform.
I am not colorblind.    I love all the different cultures, cuisines, music.
Question:
Does the Bible address the question of racism?
Answer:  
No!    This is simply because the idea of “race” or of great distinctions between different human groups based on the color of one’s skin or facial features or type of hair is a recent invention in Western Europe, used to justify Western imperialism.
Race is a scientific fallacy.  It is a social construct.   Skin color has to do with how far from the equator you live.  It was invented as an excuse to explain colonial domination.
The concept of race was completely unknown in the world of the Old and the New Testaments.
But:  The problem of prejudice, culture and class wars, nationalism, culture politics were a HUGE issue in the Near East, and were a MAJOR issue for the early church.
In fact, if we put Christianity and Race into the category of issues of cultural clashes and cultural diversity issues, then Christianity and Race is in category #1 above!
The NT is a handbook for dealing with cultural diversity issues.   All of the issues raised by prejudice and racism, either explicit, implicit or systemic can be addressed using New Testament teachings and examples.
Greek-speaking vs Hebraic/Aramaic-speaking Jews (Acts 6:1-2).
The apostles were all Hebraic/Aramaic.  So, guess which of the widows was being taken care of!   We have the first cultural clash.  The Hebraic Jews (including the apostles!) did not even notice the distinction.  Why not?  Did they do this on purpose?
Persecution could not stop the church.  It could not even slow it down.  But cultural division can.
Next:  The Jew/Samaritan divide was deep and wide.  But it was crossed at Samaria (Acts 8:4-8)  Those who were scattered… Jesus had set up this coming together of worlds.  He sent Philip there.
But the biggest cultural/racial divide was between the Jew and Gentile.  They would not eat together.  They would not socialize.  Who was the dominant culture?  Whose needs were met?
Eph 2:11-18  The church demonstrates Jesus.   Jew and Gentile were separate.  Who looked down on whom?  He is our peace, he made the two groups one.  Making peace in one body. Making the two one.  Eph 3:2-6  Mystery of the gospel that Gentile and Jew are members of one body. Col 1  Mystery is Jew and Gentile becoming one, despite differences in culture.   Greatest demonstration of Christ:  bringing two groups who hated one another together.
There were so many ways Jews could offend Gentiles, and so many ways Gentiles could offend Jews.  Acts 15 the Jerusalem Council.  They came together, talked about their differences, publicly, and proposed ways to make the cultures blend more.
Which culture was more resistant to adapting to the other?  The Jews.
Which culture finds it harder to bend to the other?  White Black or Latino?
How about two groups: one of whom formerly enslaved the other, and made share-cropper of the other, and Jim-Crowed and red-lined and bad-schooled, and made it nearly impossible to own a home and to create generational wealth?
How about slave and free, rich and poor? James 2:1-7   
Colossians 3:11  No Gentile or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free (and Galatians 3:26 adds male nor female, which is whole other topic!)
Then there was the Greek/barbarian cultural divide (Acts 28).    Early church—especially the Greeks—had prejudice against Scythians, Barbarians.   Acts 28:2 barbaros.  The islanders showed unusual kindness to us.  Greek: barbaros. What a shock!
Greek/ “Barbarian/Scythian     Ex Acts 28:1-2  “Islanders” in Greek is barbaros.
Publius welcomed them and showed them generous hospitality.
Ex:  In Cameroon.   French-speaking  bigotry on English-speaking disciples.   It reflects the system in Cameroon.
Michael Burns spoke to this topic.
General Reflection: Application to our Unites States church culture situation.
Warning: In the section below I will be assuming that the idea of systemic racism is a real issue.  Many on one side of the political divide have resisted admiting such a thing exists.  Racism is the result of what individuals do to other individuals only.   My response:  Ask a black person in America if they agree with this contention—that there is no systemic racism.  Or ask an Arab-American or a brown-skinned Latino American if they agree with this.
We need to learn cross-cultural skills and to understand and recognize cultural dominance.    All of us do, but especially the white males among us.
Part I Discussion Questions:
1. What do you think was the biggest cultural diversity issue in the early church?  How did the church overcome this (to the extent that they did!)?
2. What are some ways that the church you belong to can make various cultures and racial groups feel more welcomed.








Part II   Race, Culture and Christianity
Review   The problem of culture and race will not be solved by trying to be colorblind.
The New Testament is a handbook for dealing with deep cultural conflicts, including ones with a dominant and a non-dominant or even oppressed group.
Colossians 3:11, Gal 3:26 and James 2:1-7  There is neither Jew nor Gentile, circumcised or uncircumcised, Greek or barbarian, slave or free, male nor female, rich nor poor.
Aramaic vs Greek-speaking Jews
Jews vs Samaritans
Jew vs Gentile
Greek vs Barbarian
In the first three cases they solved it largely by talking it out (Acts 6, Acts 8, Acts 15).  In Acts 15 everyone had a voice (for us, Latino, black, young, female, poor, etc.)  The dominant group made the most compromises, but the subordinate group did as well.
Conclusion: We need to learn cross-cultural and cross-racial skills if we will be a truly diverse rather than just a numerically diverse church.
Question:   Do we have color/racial diversity vs true diversity.
Diverse churches have people of color who know how to act white.
Michael Burns:  “Dominant cultures tend to be unaware that they have cultures.”
The non-dominant cultures tend to either blend in, or get defiant and cling to their cultural norms.  They can even appear aggressive to the dominant.
To the dominant, their culture is “normal,” and the others need to act more “normal.”   All this will change if you go to another country!!!   This produces little microagressions.
The silence must end.
White people are afraid of saying something dumb and stepping on a land mine.
When white folks walk over to a group of blacks talking about racism, the black folks get quiet.
Black people feel like they have to “act white” in white-oriented churches.
They sing white songs, and they try to suppress their “black” accents.
Example from the early church:
Galatians 2:11-14  Here Jewish Christians in Judea were assuming that Gentiles need to adapt to the existing culture.  Peter, using worldly thinking, logically decided to compromise—to allow the Gentiles to do their thing, but to personally withdraw from them.  Paul recognized that if we force this on Gentiles, then many will not come into the church.  Was this explicit “racism” or was it implicit?  Maybe a bit of both.  Paul, using a kingdom mindset said, “NO!”   Never!  We will never divide into two separate kingdoms for the sake of making peace.
Would they have been separate but equal?  NO!!!  Jew would dominate Gentile.      Will white and black churches be truly separate but equal?   White and Latino?   
The point is this:  the church needs to be a place where all cultures are welcome.
We cannot divide political left and right.  We cannot divide old and young singles.  We cannot culturally divide campus from marrieds.
The alternative:  A separate Jewish and Gentile church.
Do we want separate Latino, Korean, Armenian, white and black churches?
What will that say to the world, which is more heterogeneous than we are?
Do our churches have prejudices?  By that I mean do we act in ways which are much more comfortable for some groups than for others without knowing it?
Ask a white person, and then ask a Latino or black person.
We need to end the conspiracy of silence.
We white folks are generally ignorant of what black people experience all the time.   We need to have empathy.
“But we have come so far.”     But not nearly as far as uninformed people think.
Ex:  Brother in Bakersfield confronted in the parking lot and in his hallway.  Ex:  guy in Fund du Lac
Mike Burns   5 years  He was stopped 0 times.  His wife: 10+ times stopped by a cop   DWB
Man in Kansas shared with Gordon Ferguson in 99+% white neighborhood.  A white woman was running by, called the cops.  There is a guy who makes me feel uncomfortable.
People follow black people in stores.   Have you ever done that?
All black people are racially profiled.
Is there systemic racism in our culture?   Yes!!!
My own stories:   I have been in African countries where I stuck out like a sore thumb.  In Cameroon, we were stopped by the police, asked for our papers, threatened, simply because I was white.
In Abuja, I had police get in the car next to me at a traffic stop and argue with the brothers—debating back and forth over who had the bigger boss.  All because I was white.
In Port Harcourt and in Joss I had threats of being kidnapped or killed because I am white.
But this experience, as harrowing as it is, is nothing to what people of color experience every day, because I am singled out for my money and assumed success, not because of my assumed bad character.  I can go home to my safe, relatively well off neighborhood.
Systemic racism is real.   Imagine having a game of monopoly and telling some people you need to skip the first hour.  By the time they join, all the properties would be bought.  They would have no chance of getting caught up.
Go to Mexico.  Look at the advertisements.  Same with Brazil.  Philipino culture.  Japanese culture darker skin is thought of negatively.
This applies mostly to African-Americans, but to a lesser extent to others of color.
Does that affect our churches?   Is it so explicit?  Probably not.  Is it so extreme?  Not very close.  But there are those buttons which get pushed.
When we have been through trauma, a mild version of the trauma can set us off.
Is it there?  Yes, but only if we will not talk about it.
My own confession:  A brother in Milwaukee who had some African American ways of saying things.  He needs to change to fit the “standard” English for the sake of our outreach.
Hmmm…..
Gal 3:9  Carry one another’s burdens.  You cannot bear a burden you are not aware of.
We (mainly white) people need to hear those stories!!!
Do you want to carry your black/Arab/latino brother’s burden?
We need to learn what will offend the other
1. My country is God’s country!  Really?   When was it God’s country?   When 25% of the people were enslaved?   During Jim Crow?  Nationalism and racism are “kissing cousins.”
Patriotism (rooting for your country) is fine, but nationalism—hating on and disrespecting other countries and cultures—is not.
My sister was killed by a black man.    Why did you mention that he was black?
It can work both ways.   “white priviledge”   “systemic racism.”  “white fragility.”
I have known of situations in South Africa in which it was almost impossible to fire a black minister who was doing rather corrupt things because of the bad impression due to white people firing the only black minister.
The white people say:  “see, I told you.”  The black people say, “see, I told you.”
I also know of members who feel that people of color are not advanced as easily in ministry positions.
The only solution:  talk!!!
Toward a solution:  Romans 12:21  Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.    Listen.  Create a truly diverse church where all cultures are listened to and respected.
To do this, we need to have the right heart.  I believe that we (mostly) already do!!   
If time, going back to Galatians 2   Read excerpt from Michael’s book “Crossing the Line”, p. 178-179 to explain why this is so hard.
Saying kumbayah is not enough.
But, we need to talk.  We need to carry the burdens of those who have been disadvantaged, we need to hear their stories, and we need to learn how not to talk and what not to say.
This is not political correctness.  In fact, we can be quite blunt and we can use direct language.  This is love.  Paul certainly was in Galatians!!!
Discussion Questions:
1. Do you have any experiences of racism, racial profiling, DWB and the like to share, either in your experience, or in the experiences of a friend?
2. Are there any hot-button phrases for you—things that other groups might say which would offend you, even if they did not know it?
3. Have you ever been accused of being culturally or racially insensitive?  How did you handle it?
4. Have you ever misinterpreted another person’s actions because you had a different cultural basis of thinking about what they did?
