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Racism in the Church
 

Christianity is a phenomenon that is noted for its contribution of love to the world
at-large. Love, as expressed through the Greek term agape and the Hebrew term hesed, is,
as these terms suggest, much more than an emotion or a good feeling; it is the embodiment
of good-will, commitment, wholeness, and acceptance that Jesus Christ expressed as He
functioned as God Incarnate with the purpose of living, dying, and resurrecting so that His
followers might be reconciled with God and unified one with another. It is with this
premise that this essay begins regarding another phenomenon that has found a firm
foothold within the people of God—racism. It also addresses the necessity of cleansing the
Church of racism and progressing toward becoming a unified, diverse body of believers.
            In direct opposition to the concepts of Biblical Christianity and godly love, the
Elizabethan attitude[i] of racism is defined by Trevor Huddleston as that whose “motives
and forces … are anti-Christ, denying that man is made in the divine image.”[ii] It is also
more minutely defined by the United States Commission of Civil Rights as “any attitude,
action, or institutional structure which subordinates a person or group because of
color.”[iii] Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. spoke specifically of racism within the Church as
that “dark and desolate valley of segregation”[iv] which worked only for the purpose of
circumventing God’s intended design for His Church.

Racism is the combination of both the power to “dominate by one race over other
races and a value system that assumes that the dominant race is innately superior to the
others.”[v] It is the preference of one’s own culture over that of another, usually in a
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manner that is highly condescending of that other’s nuances. Freidrich Otto Hertz once
stated, “At the heart of racism is the religious assertion that God made a creative mistake
when He brought some people into being.”[vi] Harry Emerson Fosdick more specifically
and accusatively stated, “Race prejudice is as thorough a denial of the Christian God as
atheism.”[vii] It must be noted that the term ‘racism’ as currently understood and used is a
relatively new phenomenon having its birth as a product of the Nineteenth Century.[viii] In
other terminology, it may be referred to as ‘ethnocentrism.’ Ethnocentrism, that tendency
of every tribe to identify humankind only with its own members, however, is ancient and
has always had racial overtones.[ix]

As humanity was created, it became divided “among tribes and tongues and peoples
and nations. The American South in 1860 and South Africa from 1948 to 1988 are
specimens of segregation based on an appeal to creation.”[x] Dr. Dennis Wilson, in his
doctoral dissertation regarding the arena including both racism and Nazism accurately
stated, “Just when we thought we were to the point of being beyond such atrocities that
only happened in the days of old, we surprised ourselves by repeating history. We found
out in the 1940’s [during the Holocaust] that man is just as capable now as he ever was of
murdering his fellow human beings.”[xi] It should be noted that much of what took place
under the guise of Nazism and the Holocaust were actually sanctioned by segments of the
European theological and ecclesiastical world. In light of this, another author made the
surprising statement, “That Auschwitz could happen in the midst of all tradition of
philosophy and theology, art, and the enlightening sciences says more than that the Spirit
was not able to touch people and change them.”[xii]

Perhaps everything that takes place in the name of religion, the Church, and God is
not always what it is stated to be. As an illustration of this concept, while many within the
ranks of the Christian Church are seeking to bridge gaps that have been built and exist
among the various races and cultures, there are others among those same ranks who are
attempting to widen these gaps through such atrocities as church burnings,[xiii] hate
crimes, and other acts of intolerance and terrorism. Overwhelmingly, however, these acts
of ignorance and bigotry are generally and rapidly being recognized as rejections of the
teachings of Jesus Christ and, therefore, sin.[xiv]

With this preface of thought-provoking imagery, the journey toward the intent of this
essay to explore the phenomenon of racism begins. This journey will include a presentation
of the realm of the Christian Church as established, recorded, and intended throughout the
Bible and particularly in the book of the Acts of the Apostles, a survey of the current,
non-diverse condition of much of the Church, and a plea for racial and cultural diversity
among the churches throughout America and the world.

 
The Realm of the Church as Established in the Acts of the Apostles
 

In the New Testament book of Acts, the Church is presented as a culturally and
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ethnically diverse organism whose function was, through her unity, to promote the cause of
Christ; accordingly, her goal was not to divide among ‘color’ lines and thus hinder that
cause. Certainly, there existed a knowledge and enactment of racism at this time. These
facts are evidenced in two separate aspects; slavery was active and those who were of
Roman culture walked with an arrogant understanding that their culture was superior to all
others. Yet the Church existed as a people seemingly of another, separate, foreign culture.
This existence, clearly shown through the effectiveness and power of the early Church,
was in large part noted by her unity[xv] and the ability within her ranks to love and serve
one another. Obviously the predominate teachings of the early Church operated as a
cohesive agent in the promotion of these concepts. The outcome was thus, the early Church
arguably possessed a distinguishing mark[xvi] that caused this separate societal
observation; she was different from those that were around her. An early historical
document known simply as Mathetes’ Letter to Diognetus describes the roles and 
interactions of these early Christians,

For the Christians are distinguished from other men neither by country, nor
language, nor the customs which they observe. For they neither inhabit cities
of their own, nor employ a peculiar form of speech, nor lead a life which is
marked out by any singularity. The course of conduct which they follow has
not been devised by any speculation or deliberation of inquisitive men; nor do
they, like some, proclaim themselves the advocates of any merely human
doctrines. But, inhabiting Greek as well as barbarian cities, according as the
lot of each of them has determined, and following the customs of the natives in
respect to clothing, food, and the rest of their ordinary conduct, they display to
us their wonderful and confessedly striking method of life. They dwell in their
own countries, but simply as sojourners. As citizens, they share in all things
with others, and yet endure all things as if foreigners. Every foreign land is to
them as their native country, and every land of their birth as a land of
strangers. They marry, as do all [others]; they beget children; but they do not
destroy their offspring. They have a common table, but not a common bed.
They are in the flesh, but they do not live after the flesh. They pass their days
on earth, but they are citizens of heaven. They obey the prescribed laws, and at
the same time surpass the laws by their lives. They love all men, and are
persecuted by all. They are unknown and condemned; they are put to death,
and restored to life. They are poor, yet make many rich; they are in lack of all
things, and yet abound in all; they are dishonored, and yet in their very
dishonor are glorified. They are evil spoken of, and yet are justified; they are
reviled, and bless; they are insulted, and repay the insult with honor; they do
good, yet are punished as evil-doers. When punished, they rejoice as if
quickened into life; they are assailed by the Jews as foreigners, and are
persecuted by the Greeks; yet those who hate them are unable to assign any
reason for their hatred.[xvii]
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            The prevailing principle signifying the Church at the time of and as expressed in
this letter was precisely the same as that which was described in Galatians 3:28, “There is
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female;
for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (NASB.) In other words, a transcendency was being
promoted in which there was not a degree of value placed upon a human being based on
his or her position in society, sexual orientation, or race; all were to be equally valued and
esteemed. Perhaps Evangelist Billy Graham stated the intended reality of this concept best
when he said, “Skin color does not matter to God, for He is looking upon the heart. . . .
When men are standing at the foot of the cross, there are no racial barriers.”[xviii]
Somehow, however, in opposition to this statement and through years of growth and
change, the Church has removed herself from this foundational concept of Christianity:
unity.
 
The Realm of the Culturally Non- Diverse Church

It has been well stated that “Eleven o’clock on Sunday morning is still the most
segregated hour of the week in our nation.”[xix] Yet, in the midst of the Church’s
individual search for identity in the presence of God, she has been guilty of promoting a
racism and segregation of her own design (and eventual, future demise.) As a counterpart
to the physical evidence of the promotion of racism and segregation, Archbishop of
Southwark, the Right Reverend Dr. Tom Butler, in his Presidential address to the Church
of England Synod in 1999, spoke of his recognition of the inequalities that blacks
experience in their involvement with the judicial system, the educational system, and the
medical system. After a brief theatrical pause, he next emphatically stated, “And then
there's the Church. Are we any better? No, we are not.”[xx]

Accordingly, other church leaders have recognized this separation that exists within
the Church between the races and have attempted to enact and promote measures to correct
these wrongs. As an initial effort, the United Methodist Church recently made the
following foundational statement: “The social principles of the United Methodist Church
affirm that all persons are equally valuable in the sight of God.”[xxi] In his previously
mentioned Presidential address, Archbishop Butler of the Church of England again made a
broad-sweeping statement regarding the Church’s role in racism: “There are two reasons
why we should be even more concerned about institutionalized racism [within the church]
than other organizations. First, because our base commandments tell us to love God with
all our hearts and mind and soul and [second, we are to] love our neighbor as ourselves - it
doesn't mention whether that love should be of a different quality depending upon the color
of our neighbor’s skin.”[xxii]

Often, however, the cry is uttered, ‘But we are all different! We can’t worship
together! There can be no agreement among us in the style of worship.’ While that is the
statement being verbalized, the intention is altogether different. What is really meant is,
‘I’m better than he! I don’t want that in my church! I won’t follow the leadership of
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someone of color different than mine.” These are unchristian attitudes and are unhealthy at
best and deadly at worst. They are also divisive, not merely among the races and cultures,
but also among the Church.
The Realm of Cultural Division
 

There is, as has been observed, a definitive separation within the church along the
lines of race and culture. This noticeable “racial divide in the Church dates to the end of
slavery when many newly freed blacks wanted to join and participate in white churches but
were turned away. Even though many churches did not promote slavery, they did promote
racism.”[xxiii] Pragmatically, this problem is not new. However, a deeper problem than
racism’s origination and longevity exists; that is the source of its continuation. “The idea of
race is deeply ingrained; we learned it from people whom we love and trust.”[xxiv] This, in
essence, creates a new foundation for the Church that has been and is being laid,
unfortunately, in the name of love and trust (or heritage.) In like manner, the sad truth is as
stated by Rev. Bennie Fluellen, pastor of Overflow Ministries in the Cincinnati, Ohio area,
“If racism is in the foundation, then it doesn't matter what you build on that foundation,
because racism is going to seep into it.”[xxv] As such, the Church is both consciously and
unconsciously participating in “acts which have perpetuated the sin of racism. [Because of
this, the Church is participating in that] which continues to be a barrier to Christian
unity.”[xxvi] Plainly stated, the fragmented Church has chosen to live according to her
cultural heritages instead of the Biblical mandates to love one another[xxvii] and serve one
another with gladness.[xxviii] In doing so, she has “failed to proclaim and live out the
Gospel message of love toward all God’s people no matter their race, nationality, ethnicity,
or caste.”[xxix]
            Increasing the difficulty, this problem is not simply a ‘white’ phenomenon.
“Racism on the part of whites and animosity on the part of blacks is rampant in the
Christian church.”[xxx] The problem also bridges Hispanic, Native American, and Asian
situations as well. Racial arrogance and mutual racial distrust and dishonor continue to rear
their ugly heads, sometimes even under the guise of cultural integration. Problematically,
even in congregations where multiple cultures worship together, many times non-whites
are not appointed to leadership positions within that ecclesiastical scenario.[xxxi] Although
this ‘segregational’ concept may seem natural given the obvious differences that exist
among various races and cultures, it remains that the pervasive attitudes continue to be
those of a ‘colonial’ lifestyle in which the historically predominate race dominates and fails
to truly blend, intermesh, and synthesize a multicultural equality and essence.

It should at this point be observed that each generation since the creation of radio
(then television, the computer, satellite technology, and the internet) has more closely
approximated the concept of a ‘global village.’ Certainly, this multi-ethnic and
multicultural concept has great potential of having a wonderful effect within the Church.
Yet the Church as a whole has resisted this change and has sought to remain segregated.
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Could it be that in the Church’s drive to keep the cultures separate, she has, in fact, dabbled
in sin, willingly participated in some great international and spiritual travesty, and in doing
so, thwarted God’s plan for His Church? As previously mentioned, history has recorded
such ecclesiastical participation in tragic events of the recent past. One Pastor thoughtfully
stated, “Did some of our great (Christian) leaders bring about some of the attitudes that are
an indirect cause of the holocaust?”[xxxii] It might further be suggested that those
prevailing attitudes were not ‘indirect causes’ but instead, direct causes of the Holocaust.

 
The Call for Diversity Within Our Congregations

In light of the Church’s willing participation in this ungodly separation of the races
and cultures, there must be a clarion call to the Church-at-large to reverse this present trend
of racism within her ranks. Twentieth Century theologian Richard Niebuhr alluded to a
similar concept by stating that the “clear consensus of Christian theology is to affirm the
doctrine of unity and equality of racial life in creation.”[xxxiii] The Church must come to a
similar realization to this and to that of Anglican Archbishop Butler who appropriately
stated, “I learned that the church can be in the forefront of racism, or the church can be in
the forefront of the fight against racism.”[xxxiv] As this call goes forth, there must be an
initial recognition, confession, and repentance for the sin of racism and a further
recognition that these measures are but a first step toward the needed change of hearts
leading to healing, wholeness, and unity.[xxxv]

Dr. Butler also stated, “I believe that wherever Christians might be living, it is their
duty to challenge the bigotry and discrimination of the major race or tribe in that place,
particularly if they belong to [that particular race] themselves. It is their duty to hold before
the complacent and powerful the claims of a holy God who ultimately fills the hungry with
good things, who sends the rich empty away, who puts down the mighty from their seat
and exalts the meek whatever their race or tribe. That is not a popular calling, but the
Christian calling was never a popularity contest.”[xxxvi] There further must be an
awareness of others, a respect of others, a willingness to change previous forms of
thinking, a breaking down of walls and barriers, a change in policies and procedures, a
creation of new rules[xxxvii], and a total new way of acting, interacting, reacting, and
responding to humankind, regardless of race or culture. The Oxford Conference of 1937
stated their objective of diversity very clearly, “The existence of black races, white races,
[and] yellow races, is to be accepted gladly and reverently as full of possibilities under
God’s purpose for the enrichment of human life. And there is no room for any
differentiation between the races as to their intrinsic value. All share alike in this concern
of God, being created by Him to bring their unique and distinctive contribution to His
service in the world.”[xxxviii] If the Church contends that one of her primary
responsibilities is to carry the message of Christ to the world, then she must also carry a
message of the needed change within the world from its racist tendencies.[xxxix] After all,
“God is creating a primal order of racial unity and equality amid diversity.”[xl] This same
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racial and cultural diversity actually strengthens the Church’s ministry and goal toward a
world in which each person’s values are respected and nurtured.[xli]

To engage in this course of change, Christians must engage in both a mentality and a
process that involve their imaginations and their wills, as well as their actions; a power
such as racism maintains its status and its perpetuation by becoming intertwined with one’s
very definition of him/herself.[xlii] Love alone obviously did not bring an end to slavery or
procure the necessary civil rights laws to facilitate justice in the United States;[xliii] it is,
therefore, going to require more effort than simply that of  ‘being good Christians’ and
loving one another to remedy this deeply-rooted situation. The Church must present herself
as an example of the kind of humanity within which economic and racial differences can
be and are surmounted; only then will she have anything worthwhile and listen-able to say
about how those differences must be dealt with to a society surrounding her. She then must
also stand with and support those outward measures of legislation that check the evil of
discrimination which affect the outward conditions of mutual community.[xliv] Otherwise,
the Church is communicating a standard of reconciliation to the world that is not her own
experience and that will be neither honest nor effective.[xlv]

Richard Niebuhr eloquently stated, “Unity does not mean sameness or identity, but a
community of diverse selves and diverse races who stand on the common ground of
creatureliness.”[xlvi] Creating multicultural and diverse congregations means moving
beyond a simple recovery from the past toward the shaping of the future in community, a
future of God’s peace and wholeness that “recognizes, values, and celebrates the unique
qualities, gifts, and God’s grace in all persons.”[xlvii] This aspect of love calls for personal
engagement among the differing groups and cultures so that prejudices are understood and
overcome and so that reconciliation actually occurs.[xlviii] For the church to have this
corrective impact upon her culture, she must maintain that separate and distinct “identity
from the surrounding society and any new society that it may help to create.”[xlix]

Dr. Frederick J. Zak, in his doctoral dissertation regarding the foundation of a work
to overcome racial stigma and separation at the University of Akron, has compiled the
following conditions that he feels must be met in order for racial and cultural diversity to
effectively and appropriately take place: connectiveness,[l] uniqueness, [li] a sense of

opportunity, [lii] and proper modeling.[liii] Although these expectations are stated as
needed in a secular situation, they are not unreal expectations within the Church. Certainly,
they are conditions that are achievable and, with personal effort and the empowerment of
the Holy Spirit, can be implemented in any church situation. These goals are also not
complete; yet, they do represent beginning steps toward the goal of cultural diversity
among the Church. As each local situation attempts to position these steps in place, other
steps will be presented and further means can be taken toward the achievement of true
Christian unity, including racial and cultural unity.

Christian ethics declares that “a truly redeemed community of any sort, in political,
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economic, or racial dealings, must be freely and gladly willed from within.”[liv] In reality,
true racial unity and harmony must be seen as more than just an achievable goal; it must be
“rooted in redemption”[lv] and observed as a journey through which understanding,
acceptance, and change are prevailing characteristics of the people whom are called by
God. Certainly, because of the deep-rooted foundation of this sinful behavior of racism,
complete change will not and cannot take place within a short period of time; instead the
distance aspect of a journey must be focused on. However, if the goal is set, if the journey
is focused upon, and if the initial steps are embarked upon, the unity of all God’s people
can and will become a reality.
Summary
 

The goals of this essay were to explore the phenomenon of racism; to present the
realm of the Church as established, recorded, and intended throughout the Bible and
particularly in the book of the Acts of the Apostles; to survey the current, non-diverse
condition of much of the Church; and to make a plea for racial and cultural diversity
among the Church throughout America and throughout the world. In working toward these
goals, it has been noted that governments and communities, as well as churches have
recognized the need for such efforts in moving the world away from racism and separation.
One community rightfully developed a study which “called for local, state and national
leaders to join with residents of all colors to find ways of easing racial and ethnic
tensions.”[lvi] These efforts must be copied and exceeded by the Church if she is to be that
representative of Christ to this earth. He Church must understand too, that the achievement
of these goals will take place only as an act of redemption: with the empowering of and
obedience to the power of the Holy Spirit. This desire for racial unity and harmony,
illustrated within the culturally diverse church, is both honorable, achievable, laden with
expectancy and optimism, and exemplary to the non-Christian world as a model to be
followed and desired.

In conclusion, Christian ethicist John Howard Yoder appropriately stated that
“affirming the oneness of humanity is one message which by its nature reaches beyond the
church’s membership.”[lvii] As the light of the Christian message shines with the
brightness of its unique Star, Jesus Christ, and as the Church operates in her role of loving
and serving one another, certainly a different witness will go forth than has done so in the
recent past. But it must be remembered that the Christian response to embark on this
achievable journey and to effect this glorious goal is not to place a “trust in racial
integration, or any other human arrangement as final, but [instead, to operate in] a radical
obedience to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who gives and requires the love
of a neighbor in and for himself.”[lviii] So let it be.
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