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    There are so many individuals I could name whose lives

    bear witness to the power of anti-racist White people. . . . It

    would take pages and pages to share their stories. These pages

    should be written. Everyone should hear their testimony.

    
BELL HOOKS, TEACHING COMMUNITY


  

  For bell hooks and everyone else

    who asked for these pages.





  

    [image: ]Author’s Note

    
      THE EVENTS AND EXPERIENCES in this book are all true according to the memory of the storytellers. This is a work of ethnography—an analysis of a cultural phenomenon based on many hours of interviews and participant observation. All quotes from individuals are written word-for-word with light editing for clarity, from recorded interviews or from field notes taken during or immediately after those events. Unless otherwise noted, names and a few identifying details have been changed or omitted to protect the confidentiality of individuals and organizations, and to allow those involved to tell, or not to tell, their own stories elsewhere as they so choose.
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The Gaze



WHERE SHALL WE BEGIN?

Let’s begin with a gaze.

A Black man faces a White woman across a dinner table. He breathes in. Breathes out. Searches for words. Considers how to respond to the story he has just heard. Let’s call him Mark, her Hannah.1 Let’s listen to the story Hannah has just told Mark as a casual contribution to a dinner conversation among family and friends.2

Years earlier, Hannah decided to dress for a Halloween party as one of her heroes. This was in the early 1990s, and across America people were celebrating the world records and Olympic victories of runner Florence Griffith Joyner, known widely as Flo-Jo. As a track runner herself, Hannah decided to dress as that hero. She studied pictures of Griffith Joyner’s Olympic races to copy her clothing, her pinny number, and her colorful nail polish. Then Hannah went to the store and bought makeup to match her light skin to Griffith Joyner’s dark tone.

Hannah did not know the history of blackface—how in the nineteenth and early twentieth century White people coated their faces in dark pigment to ridicule Black people in minstrel shows, how imitating someone else’s body in a Halloween costume can insult their dignity and history. She grew up attending a private school with only a few Black classmates, all of them upper and middle class. When she visited a Black schoolmate’s home as a child, she saw the mom and thought, Gorgeous model, saw the dad and thought, Impossibly cool. She learned bits about American slavery but didn’t know how racism continued after the Emancipation Proclamation, didn’t know that the average White household during her lifetime held ten times the wealth of African American households.3 Blackness, in her mind, was “dazzling.” When she put on the Halloween costume for a college party, she did not know about the symbolic violence of wearing blackface, nor did she know anyone who could tell her. No one told her to stop. It was the 1990s at the University of Wisconsin–Madison, where 93 percent of students were White.4

“I remember as I was doing it,” she reflected later, “there was something inside of me as I was making the choice, like, I don’t know, should I be doing this? I thought about it for a while and I was slightly uncomfortable, but I’d never been taught about minstrel shows or any of that. I didn’t know any of that. And so ultimately, I decided to do it because I thought, I’ll bet you if I go ahead and do it and it’s not the right thing to do, I’m going to learn something from it. And boy, did I ever.”

So she went to a store and bought the cake of brown makeup. She stood before a mirror and wiped it on her face, her arms, her chest.

And then, years after that Halloween, she sat at this dinner table across from this Black man Mark, a professor and longtime family friend. And she casually told him about that Halloween costume.

Then silence. And this gaze.

“That moment is probably the most charged moment of my whole life,” she said as she discussed it with me later. Her voice began to crack. When she regained her voice, she told me that then, too, in the eyes of Mark’s gaze, she had begun to cry. “Oh, no, you don’t,” she would recall Mark saying when he saw her tears. “You don’t get to do that.” This was years before the phrase “White tears” would spread across social media to name the ways White people deflect confrontation about racism by focusing attention on their own emotions instead of the experiences of racial minorities. She didn’t know the term, and perhaps Mark didn’t either, but he was not about to let her drop out of the conversation to protect her emotional vulnerability. He held the gaze.

“It wasn’t like the revulsion look,” she said, describing his expression, “but it was—his face looked different than I’d ever seen it. And I know he loves me deeply. Right? And he shifted into this other expression that I have seen on Black people since then, whenever they’re talking about racism. It’s fascinating. It’s super focused and it’s like they’re trying to communicate something with you. And it’s probably—you know what I think it is? I think there’s a little part of them that has hope, you know? That this stupid White girl might learn something, like she might just learn something. But then—” Here she paused before speaking with emphasis. “I’m sure they’ve been disappointed so many times. Like, do you dare even hope for that?”
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This gaze moment, which we’ll return to in later chapters, portrays not just an interaction between two individuals but a freeze-frame of three deeper questions: Can people change for the better when so many forces keep us moving as we always have been? Can humans repair the seemingly irreparable harms between each other? And how should we dare hope for such things?

As a researcher, I heard many stories similar to that of Hannah and Mark, sometimes recounted by a White person in the story, sometimes by a person of color, and sometimes one after another. An Indigenous woman described a day when her White coworker used a clip from a war movie in an attempt to motivate their team to action. She would recall hearing a White commander in the video telling White soldiers: “This is your land. You can do whatever you want with it. Build your house and have your family here because this is your land.” Until this moment in the meeting, she had been taking notes, listening intently and hopefully. Now she put down her pen and sat, her face a motionless gaze while her thoughts raced and emotions swirled through her body. “I was sitting there just trying to hold myself together,” she said. “Historically that was not the truth of what happened. Indigenous people were there, and there was genocide. They were killed off, and they were displaced, and they were moved, and they were assimilated. They were terminated. All these things.” She walked away, back to her hotel room, unable to stop shaking. She found a friend who listened as they unpeeled layers of pain. Later, with her friend’s support, she wrote to the man about the video clip. He said he was sorry it caused pain, but he didn’t understand why. She wrote again. He replied saying he was still confused. Eventually she gave up the conversation. “I don’t want to be cast the burden of having to be responsible for his learning,” she said. He was not ready to hear the explanation behind her gaze. “Multiply that story times at least once a week, something like that happens,” she told me. “It gets really wearisome.”

Something profound is contained in that gaze. It’s a gaze that searches to see something in another person even more clearly than that person sees it in themselves. It sees both crime and context. It chooses to stay, at least for this moment. It exercises a powerful freedom, refusing to decide according to someone else’s demands whether to berate, walk away, or hold steady. The Marks at the table know that the Hannahs might not learn something and might not change. They know that if they get this wrong, or even if they get it right, someone will probably get hurt again. Probably it will be someone on their side of the table. If Mark opens himself to hoping that Hannah will change, he carries that risk. Hope is costly and dangerous.

This is a book about what happens in the quivering possibilities of that gaze—whether people can love after irreversible harm, how people become agents of change toward racial justice, and how we even dare hope for that. I believe that the ways we answer these questions matter for all humanity.

These questions have haunted me since youth, and often I have felt alone in my search for answers.5 Over the decades, I discovered many others who wrestled with the same questions, and eventually I spent several years carefully studying their journeys. Because I wanted to study a smaller group than the whole of America, I started by choosing a subgroup among White people—White Christians. One reason for this choice was that White Christians tend to think a lot about hope. For another reason, as we’ll see in the coming chapters, they make for an important test case of how to hope for racial justice because they are especially disengaged from struggles against racism. In a recent survey asking how motivated people were to address racism, White Christians were half as likely as the wider White population to be highly motivated, and only one-fifth as likely as Black Christians.6

How does one go about studying the ways people hope and the myriad factors that cause people to orient their lives toward one value or another?

About fifteen years ago, after I had tried out more jobs, homes, and countries than could fit on a résumé, I happened to be in the right time and place for someone to ask me to teach a class called Anthropology and Intercultural Communication. I had taken a graduate-level class called Intercultural Communication, but I didn’t quite know what anthropology was. They had a textbook, so I gave it a try.

That class changed my life. I was teaching at a seminary in South Africa where students came from across the continent. We had conversations comparing how Malawians and Zambians hug, why missionaries translated “God” as “Big-big” in isiZulu, and how Chinese companies build roads across Burundi. I learned that anthropology doesn’t just teach people about each other; it teaches people how to learn from each other and with each other. I discovered that anthropologists had explored questions my previous degrees hadn’t answered, such as how humans decide what makes a good life, how people imagine reality, how much control individuals have over their own lives, and how our answers to these questions contribute to suffering and flourishing. Anthropology aims to study not just what people do in a controlled experiment in a lab, but in everyday life. It’s like very slow journalism, with lots of interviews and lots of time spent in the middle of everyday life happenings. Anthropologists observe, not just to catch the latest big event but to analyze ordinary humanity. Eventually I went on to get a PhD at the University of Wisconsin–Madison in this thing called anthropology. Then I found a job teaching it so I could keep exploring questions like these.

So when I tackle questions such as what leads White people to care about racism, I start by listening to people and hanging out with people. But which people?

As I was beginning to consider this research, I mentioned my plans during a podcast interview. A few weeks later, I received an email from a White man in my city. He said my plan to study White people pursuing racial justice caught his attention, and he thought, “That sounds like me.” So he offered, “I know it’s a bit bold to offer myself for this, but if it’s helpful, know that I’d be a willing participant.”

I had met this man before, but I didn’t know him well. His email brought into focus a concern I’d had from the start of the research: What criteria should I use to choose participants? People who volunteered for the study? People who met certain characteristics signaling their commitment to racial justice? If so, what characteristics? Should they check boxes on a list of belief statements, or pass a test of their knowledge? Or would they best be selected not for what they knew and believed but for what they did? Should they work in certain jobs, live in certain neighborhoods, or volunteer in certain ways?7 Does a White person committed to racial justice contact their legislators, volunteer in a school, attend talks by leaders of color, or regularly find themselves the only White person in the room? What counts as a White person committed to racial justice?

Clearly any of these criteria might exclude and include different sets of people. But was I even the one to decide? I was not. That much I knew. The criteria for choosing White people who demonstrated a commitment to racial justice had to come not from me or any other White person but as directly as possible from people of color. They are the most affected, and over their lifetimes they weigh the consequences of the complex overlapping patterns of White people’s choices. In this study, I wanted to center their perspectives.8

People of color are not monolithic. Scholars of color hold differing positions in ongoing conversations about what racial justice means and how to accomplish it. I wanted to allow space for participants in the research to define that nebulous concept. People’s own understandings of the term racial justice would change across their journeys, and the study was meant to uncover those changes. I also wanted to hear not only from academics but from people across a range of class and educational backgrounds. I planned to pay particular attention to perspectives of Christians of color, given the focus on Christians in this study, but even that subset would include a wide range of experiences and views.

And so this study had three phases. In 2022, I began phase one by meeting with thirty people of color who led churches or organizations focused on addressing racism.9 I chose them by beginning with leaders I was familiar with and then following their recommendations to meet others. I listened as they described what racial justice meant to them—what happens when it goes well and when it goes poorly. I asked them to describe what they hoped for and also the ways they hoped. They told stories of interactions with White people and what people of all races can do to pursue justice together.

At the end of each interview with a person of color, I asked for their recommendations of White people to interview. I asked, “If you knew a White Christian who was new to this journey and who was looking for a White Christian mentor, who would you recommend? Or who do you know who has been at this for something like a decade or more, who’s still committed and seems like they will be long term?” I wrote down names they listed and asked them to explain why they chose these individuals. Sometimes they paused, thought for a bit, and admitted they could not think of anyone to recommend. These moments of hesitation led to insightful conversations as well. Some people gave names but emphasized that no one had this process down to perfection. The White people I interviewed often stressed the same thing: They were not experts, exemplars, or heroes. They were just the best option somebody in their life could think of. They’d done something well, but never everything. Often, when describing why they chose these individuals, people of color would name the mistakes they had made as well as their successes—it wasn’t just getting things right that qualified them; it was how they responded when they got things wrong.10

In phase two, I interviewed forty of the White Christians who’d been recommended by those faith leaders of color. Interviews usually lasted at least two hours, much of which was spent describing their life histories. Other questions explored their definitions of racial justice, practices and challenges they experienced in pursuit of racial justice, and their hopes.

This methodology had the benefit of allowing me to hear some of the same stories recounted from multiple perspectives. When possible, I asked White individuals about details mentioned by their acquaintances of color, and vice versa. I knew of no other studies that had taken this approach of studying White transformative journeys through the lenses of their own perspectives and of people of color around them, and I read accounts by at least two authors wishing they had.11 No individual goes through life making changes by their own efforts alone—transformation always happens in a social context—and I wanted a methodology that would uncover at least some of those interactions from multiple perspectives.

To catch those interactions across a social network, I also committed to conducting most of the research within one geographic and social space—the city of Madison, Wisconsin. Madison is my home and has been for nearly twenty years. My longtime familiarity with the city allowed me to catch references and ask questions an outsider might not consider. When I asked people in the study to describe Madison, I commonly heard a sentiment expressed in this quote by a Black Christian leader: “I think people think it’s progressive. It’s a very educated, tolerant area that hasn’t done really well of including people of color into the fabric.” He said a typical attitude he encounters from White people is, “We’ll tolerate you as long as you assimilate or play the game.” As one White man put it, Madison has “lots of liberals with conviction but lacking experience.” Compared to many cities of its size, Madison’s 280,000 people are quite White: 73 percent White, 7 percent Black, 8 percent Asian, 9 percent Hispanic or Latino, 9 percent two or more races, and less than 1 percent Indigenous.12

Focusing most of the research in one city allowed me to analyze interlocking networks, events, and institutions that shaped this social space. But because Madison, like any place, has its own idiosyncrasies, I also selected three other locations with contrasting characteristics. I spent several days in each, conducting interviews and observations with people of color and White people. I leave out information identifying the locations of most events in this book as a way to protect the confidentiality of those involved, but you’ll read examples from each research site. One location was a predominantly Black urban neighborhood on the East Coast. Another site was a rural town in a formerly Confederate Southern state. Additionally, in order to compare a very different historical and cultural setting with a predominantly Black population, I returned to an area where I had lived for five years in South Africa. By comparing accounts across four regions and subcultures, I was able to confirm consistencies across all locations and also observe how these trends play out differently across different kinds of communities. To read more about these research settings, see appendix A.

As an anthropologist, I also value another important element of research in addition to interviews: participant observation. What people say about their lives is always shaped by their own self-awareness and choices about how they present themselves to others. One way to supplement what they say is to watch what they do. Anthropologists attentively spend time alongside people, joining meetings, workplaces, and online communication networks to watch and even share experiences. To this end, I joined spaces where White people learn about racial justice—conferences, events, and community-based trainings. I visited eleven churches with a wide range of demographics and denominations. In between visiting other churches, I spent time with the predominantly White church of which I am a member and with a predominantly Black church that I have attended monthly for several years. I had begun attending both of these churches before beginning this study, and my involvement there was a personal choice rather than a research choice, but I was inevitably attuned to research questions even on ordinary Sunday mornings. In the same way, I inevitably also drew on my ten years of experience teaching about racism at Wheaton College, a predominantly White Christian liberal arts college.

As I conducted the research, I worked alongside a research assistant, Princess Vaulx, a Black Christian woman who had recently graduated from the University of Wisconsin–Madison. I recorded each interview, and Princess and I read transcriptions and relistened to every interview while we coded—a process of listing and sorting every answer to every question asked. We met weekly to talk through what we noticed, and she contributed valuable insights that shaped this book.

All that interviewing and observing produces a mountain of data—thousands of words based on hundreds of hours of note taking. For a while, managing all those notes feels like wandering through a forest in an unfamiliar ecosystem. It’s hard to imagine you will make sense of all the organic textures and seeming randomness that surrounds you, much less ever find your way out. But eventually, you start to notice repetitions and find pathways. This practice is similar to the ways mathematicians solve complex problems. You gather as much data as you can, sort it into an organized system, and then look for ways to describe it elegantly enough to communicate something. For me it involved a lot of lying face-down on my bed and walking up and down my road, shifting ideas around like Sherlock Holmes in his mind palace. Qualitative data usually can be sorted into not one but many patterns. There are probably as many books that could be written from this data as there are humans willing to pay attention and set their fingers to a keyboard. A writer must choose one pattern and begin. This one is mine.

But it also isn’t just mine. There was one more important phase to this research. Once I had begun sketching a draft outline of this book, I revisited many people in the study, especially people of color, and asked whether my analysis seemed to be on the right track. I gave talks and invited everyone involved in the research to listen and give feedback. I shared drafts with other scholars and trusted experts, many of whose names appear in the acknowledgments of this book. All of this is a way of testing for internal validity—that results make sense not just to outsiders but to those who experienced the phenomenon firsthand. It’s also a way to test for this elusive thing that qualitative researchers call saturation—a point when new data mostly just reveal a repetition of what’s already been learned. In reality there is no such thing as perfect saturation—the joy and curse of interviewing is that every conversation always, always offers something new to learn. I do not claim to have found everything, nor could I fit it all in one book. Another test of validity will come from you—how does this challenge, overturn, or make sense of your own ways of being in the world? I hope it will do all of those and more.

Every interview and interaction for the purpose of research is a gift. No one was paid for their time in this study except my research assistant through the generosity of a research grant.13 Everyone invited to participate had the freedom to say no, and in the few cases when people did, I am grateful that they prioritized the many other important ways they make a difference in their community. I don’t take lightly the extraordinary generosity of every person and group that contributed to this book. They gave gifts of grace to me and to you. There’s joy in receiving such gifts, and also responsibility. I hope that this book joins you and me together with one long string of gifts received and passed along, forward and forward.
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Here’s what I do not have for you in this book. I do not have another how-to manual of ten neat steps to make yourself and your organization into a bastion of antiracism. I don’t have a case for how Christian theology does or doesn’t line up with antiracism, or how to preach that to a congregation.

I also don’t have an analysis of how White Christians became entangled with racism, both blatantly and in subtle forms such as colorblindness. I am able to write this book because many others have written those books already.14 I’m not here to invite the White Christians who are not in this book to defend themselves, nor to raise anybody’s hackles about them. Let them be for a minute—let’s turn our attention elsewhere.

Neither am I offering my own personal story of discovering some beautiful path you can follow straight to success. I cannot promise political victories, church transformation, or structural change. I know that’s not great news, but I think you don’t expect great news anymore, and you can handle it.

Here’s what I do have for you: evidence that, if you care even just a little bit about both of these crazy bedfellows of Christianity and racial justice, you are not alone. Your people are out there. They have been for a very long time, and from what I can tell, they are not going away.15 You exist, and others like you exist, and the questions and experiences you have cradled matter.

And when I say “they exist,” I mean not just people who signed up for a book club last fall because they saw something in the news that made them feel sad or guilty, or people who watched one YouTube video after another until they could feel emotionally alive again, or people who jumped on a bus to go to a protest last summer because their friends were going and it was all very fun. I’m talking about people who weave racial justice into the very fabric of their communities, their work, their families. It’s the normal of their lives. They’re the ones who know how to get stuff done. You probably know many people who have tried out fair-weather fandom of racial justice. I want to make sure you know folks who are lifers.

Most of all, I’m excited to tell you about a pattern that showed up across all seventy interviews and thousands of pages of notes and observations that went into this research. That pattern tells us something about how people come to pursue racial justice in the long term and how they hope. I’ll walk you through each piece of that pattern in the coming chapters, but here’s the short version.

Among those White Christians invited in this study, I found three interlocking elements in common across nearly every journey. These elements didn’t always happen in the same order, and they often repeated in deepening cycles, but they were nearly always all present. If one piece was missing, people of color around them often noticed the gap.

Efforts aimed at training White people to address racial injustice often focus on just one aspect of the person or problem. Those who see racism as a shortage of good intentions focus on what we might refer to as the heart—emotions and passions. Others focus on racism as a shortage of information—a fix for what we might call the mind. Another approach concentrates on spiritual issues such as sin, forgiveness, and vindication—concerns of the soul. Still others want to move directly into action, addressing the material and economic effects of racism—concerns of strength.

But humans cannot be neatly divided into segments like that.16 These categories blend and intertwine, and each is necessary. The primary call given to Christians—the commandment that Jesus himself referred to as most important—is to love God with one’s entire heart, soul, mind, and strength (Mark 12:30; Deuteronomy 6:5). Likewise racism cannot be undone through a discrete package of actions that address one portion of human life or another. The three elements I found across people’s life stories offer a holistic picture of racial justice that engages heart, mind, soul, and strength.

The first element we’ll look at is what I call a collision—an encounter in which the reality of racial justice hits home in a conscious and often emotionally salient way. Collisions contribute toward engaging the heart. People look back at collision moments to remember why they care.

The second element is that they had spent extended time engaged in what I call asking a lot of why. They had learned from people from a wide variety of walks of life how the idea of race came to be, how racism shaped their nation and local setting, and how racism persists through the centuries. They could name ways that institutions and systems such as education, incarceration, housing, hiring, and law create and perpetuate inequalities across racial groups. Asking why engages the mind. This kind of learning gives people a deep understanding of the scope of the problem and what solutions might work.

These two elements are where a lot of training about racism focuses, and many other researchers have corroborated that these steps matter both for individual and societal change, whether people are Christians or not. But here’s the problem I discovered—when White people have only these two elements, they often crash into brick walls of hopelessness. These two elements are very good at stripping away naive hopes. In that hopelessness, White people can too easily walk away. Unlike people of color, White people in the United States usually have the option of not thinking about racism, and when all they can see of racism is that it’s big, nasty, and persistent, it’s just so much easier to look elsewhere.

But there’s a third element in these journeys that took me by surprise, and I think it might surprise you too. It’s something Hannah mentioned when she told the story about Mark, and often it happened at the point in people’s life stories where their voices choked up or tears began. This element engages the soul. It’s a shift in how a person spiritually and physically interacts with the world that I call responding to grace.

Whereas the first two elements tend to strip away delusional hopes and expose people to despair, this third element, responding to grace, plays a crucial role in converting despair into hope. It’s a kind of linchpin that brings together these two questions—how White Christians become advocates for racial justice and how tough hope is forged. Once we’ve seen how people combine these three elements, we’ll turn our attention to the ways they engaged their strength—the postures and practices that characterize an abiding and active kind of hope.

As we take a close look at that persevering way of hoping, you’ll see the postures and active practices that characterize people who pursue racial justice long term. We’ll examine the bedrock foundation for this hope, the feeling of walking in it, and the goals toward which it aims. We’ll see how advocates for the long haul engage their whole selves.

This is no one-size-fits-all action plan. As one Asian American man told me, “Solving racism can’t be reduced to another checklist item.” But with some creativity, you’ll find practices described here that you can adapt to the shape of your own life and the asymmetrical relationships you find yourself in. At the end of this book you’ll find questions for reflection and discussion, and I hope you’ll take the time to chew on these on your own and with a community. We’ll be focusing on the question of how to address racial injustice, but much of what you’ll read here can also inform struggles against other social injustices such as sexism, ableism, and poverty. My intention is that you too will find a hope that is weathered and wild. A hope that grows in the composted remains of suffering and produces the nourishing fruit of love.

I know that for a lot of us, hope itself is hard to even hope for. If you feel yourself hanging on by only a thread of hope—hope either for racial justice, or for the church, or for this thin sliver of overlap between the two—I wrote this book with you in mind.

Maybe this is the very first book you’ve read with race in the title, or with Christians in the title, and you’ve got a lot of questions. Maybe you’re a person who can’t say the word antiracism without rolling your eyes a little, or maybe instead you’re a person who rolls your eyes at those people. Maybe just holding this book feels like a risk. I’m glad you’re here. Welcome.

Maybe you’re a person of color, and despite having to go through every day figuring out White people’s ways, you’re still curious or fed up enough to read some more research on White people. Maybe you’ve tried to “be a bridge” in diverse spaces, a bridge that stretches so wide it creaks and groans. You’ve seen White people come like tourists into your spaces, wafting the stench of colonialism, and you’ve done your own work to figure out how White people think, and you want to know why White people can’t get on with it and do the same.

Maybe you’ve spent time around Christians and thought that responding to racial injustice should be a pretty low bar to ask of Christians, who are supposed to be all about love and reconciliation and faith against the odds and tapping into the power of the Creator of the universe. You ask yourself, If the church can’t get this right, is it time to admit that this is not just accidental, but some intrinsic flaw in the very fiber and structure of the religion itself?

To all readers, I hope that when you encounter something unsettling or troubling, you will listen a little longer, hold your judgments a little looser, stretch a little further, breathe a little deeper. Whoever you are, this book is for you if you share just one thing: Deep down you feel a kind of vibrating uncertainty about what can be done about injustice and the future of this country and this world. You just don’t know anymore. There may have been a time when you could believe things would get better. Some days you still can. But there’s a darkness you have faced, and when you look into that darkness, it’s hard to be so sure. There’s a weariness in your body and your soul that comes over you so heavily sometimes that you cannot shake it off. Permeating through whatever shields of sarcasm or bitterness or hardheaded perseverance you use, there comes a scarier emotion—a sadness, and a fear, and a fear of more sadness.

In this book, you and I and all the people you’ll meet here come together, seeing each other with something like the gaze between Hannah and Mark. I ask you to pause in the discomfort of that gaze. Let your body be still. Linger longer than is polite. Ignore the awkwardness of not knowing what another human thinks or what you should do next. Tune out all the distractions tugging you to look away. Quiet the voices guessing what you’ll find on the next page, predetermining whether you’ll like it. You might find yourself hoping that Mark will say, “Heck no, I’m done with trying to explain my life and pain to another White person.” Or you might be hoping they’ll find a way to make it right somehow. You might imagine that it shouldn’t be so hard. Or you might think that it most certainly will be hard. Maybe you find yourself hoping for nothing at all, sitting exhausted beside an empty well of hope, unable to muster the energy to care anymore. Whether you feel yourself on Hannah’s side of the table, or Mark’s, or in a complicated mixed experience of both, there’s something for you here. In that gaze we waver in the precarious liminality between love and hate, hope and despair.

I wouldn’t ask this of you lightly. If you are anything like me, this journey comes with a lot of tears, some cursing, and throwing a book or two across the room. It can be lonely and tedious. It very well may break your heart. But let me say again what I want you to know: You are not alone. You are going to meet a certain kind of unusual people in this book. Together we’re going to scoop out the litter that has clogged up our wellspring of hope, scrub it out, and see whether we find something shimmering.

I wrote this book to contribute to what we collectively know about how to repair racism, but I also wrote it for another reason: It’s personal. I too am a White person on a journey of learning to pursue racial justice. I too identify as Christian. Whether you prefer to read it now or later, in the afterword to this book you’ll find my own story of coming to take racism seriously. I’ve experienced both healing and hurt in the church. Like many people interviewed in this research, I resonate with Tony Campolo’s paraphrase of Augustine of Hippo’s words from the fifth century: “The church is a whore, but she’s my mother.”17

And I’ve seen my own ways of hoping splinter and crack. This book took me decades to be ready to write. Researching has opened windows into memories of my own encounters with desperation, my own collisions and learning and years spent wanting someone to please just tell me how to hope. I have felt in the very writing of this book that my own hopes were being tested. Writing is an act of mind—learning and clarifying and organizing—but also of heart and strength. Sometimes when I’m writing I feel the need to walk into the sunlight and stretch my arms as wide as they will reach. Other times writing makes me want to curl up in a ball and make myself small. I think something in me knows that if anything will break through the cracks of darkness with a shard of light, it will be both strong and small. It will also require me to hold a pen, curve fingers over a keyboard, lengthen my spine—the body must commit as well as the mind. But most of all writing is an act of soul. Soul is all that can carry the other two onward long enough. Writing this book, I often felt like a midwife holding out my hands asking for some incarnation of some kind of God to be born into these up-turned palms. It is absurd. But it is what I have—to keep outstretching arms, waiting, hoping for something undeserved and raucous.









TWO[image: ]
Why White Christians?



WHEN I WROTE TO NAOMI, an Asian American leader in a multiethnic church, asking whether she would like to meet to discuss my research, she wrote back with a list of questions.1 “Am I understanding correctly that the target audience for your research is White Christians and that you are interviewing BIPOC folks to gather information that can inform White Christians? What books are you drawing upon? What do you plan to do with the research?”2 I wrote back as honestly and thoroughly as I could. It didn’t surprise me that she would have questions about the research. After all, my introductory email told her that I’d heard her name from a White Christian man whom she’d called out directly for hurting people of color. Like anyone participating in this research, she had reasons to be hesitant.

Naomi did agree to meet, and she did not mince words. We sat in soft chairs with our feet resting on a coffee table, holding cups of tea as she recounted story after story of working among White Christians. As one of the only leaders of color in her denomination, she was often asked to join panels and committees focused on diversity. “Everyone likes the optics of it,” she said. “So I get asked to do everything.” For years she led events and conversations bringing together various churches to address racism. When people of color in other ministries needed to have a difficult conversation with White coworkers, they had asked Naomi to accompany them. When Christian organizations wanted to teach their White constituents about race, they had called her.

But as the years passed, she began wondering why these events seemed to circle around the same entry-level questions. She diagnosed the problem as a snag at the very core of White Christians’ theology: “Many White Christians do theology without any awareness or acknowledgment that there’s a specificity to it—that theology arises from specific bodies. They cannot, for the life of them, acknowledge that their theology is specifically for White bodies.”

To explain what she meant, she told a story. An unarmed Black man was fatally shot by police in her city. She arrived at a prayer meeting the following day emotionally weary. “I remember showing up at that meeting really upset.” Her voice replayed her tone of urgency as she recalled, “I was like, ‘What are we going to do?’” But listening to the White Christians at the meeting, she found them to be in a very different place. In a dreamy tone, she recounted the kinds of things they were saying. “I’ve never thought about this! I never knew. How could this happen?” She had arrived ready to mourn. To hold a prayer vigil. To set up a plan to confront racial bias among police officers and change systems. They were simply baffled. They weren’t sure there was even a problem to address. “I did so much work with race and faith, and it was all centering White people,” she told me. “I am tired of trying. Why should I beg people to listen? It’s a waste of my time.” Piece by piece, disappointing interactions chipped away her energy to work for racial justice with White Christians.

When I asked Naomi to describe White Christians she knew who were committed to racial justice, the first words out of her mouth were, “I don’t have any.” She paused and took a breath before choosing words carefully. “I know that sounds bad. And in some ways, I know they care and value this. But are they actively doing that work?” She raised an eyebrow and peered into my face, then answered her own rhetorical question. “Honestly, the most gracious thing I could say is, ‘I think they care.’ But for the most part, I’ve never heard any of them say anything that actually feels daring or risky. Ever. And my very existence is a risk every day. So—” She shrugged and trailed off.

Naomi’s sharp critiques of White Christians reminded me of words written five decades earlier in one of the most famous letters of American history. On April 12, 1963, law officers in Birmingham, Alabama, arrested Martin Luther King Jr. for violating a ban on protests passed just two days earlier. The day of his arrest happened to fall on Good Friday, the day when Christians commemorate the crucifixion of Jesus. That same day, White clergy leaders published an open letter to King in the local newspaper. “We recognize the natural impatience of people who feel that their hopes are slow in being realized,” the pastors and rabbis wrote. “But we are convinced that these demonstrations are unwise and untimely.” Urging King and all of the city to withdraw from demonstrations, they wielded their own way of hoping as reason: “We do not believe that these days of new hope are days when extreme measures are justified.”3

From his jail cell, King began scrawling his response, filling scraps of notepaper and margins of newspapers. He too had much to say about hope. His was not a justification for waiting quietly in the glow of hope. Instead, he openly wondered whether he had held the wrong sort of hope. “Maybe I was too optimistic. Maybe I expected too much. I guess I should have realized that few members of a race that has oppressed another race can understand or appreciate the deep groans and passionate yearnings of those that have been oppressed, and still fewer have the vision to see that injustice must be rooted out by strong, persistent and determined action.” A few pages later King repeated, “Maybe again, I have been too optimistic.”4

King singled out one group with whom he was particularly dismayed: White Christians. “I have been so greatly disappointed with the White church and its leadership,” he wrote. “I say it as a minister of the gospel, who loves the church; who was nurtured in its bosom; who has been sustained by its spiritual blessings and who will remain true to it as long as the cord of life shall lengthen.” With palpable emotion, he continues, “Yes, I see the church as the body of Christ. But, oh! How we have blemished and scarred that body through social neglect and fear of being nonconformists.”5

When I decided to study what it takes for White people to build long-term commitments to racial justice, I realized that if there was one group struggling to make that change, the choice was clear—not just any White people but White Christians. This group presented a real challenge, a test of what transformation requires and to what extent it’s possible. And it was a group I knew well—one that had nurtured and sustained me, and to which I, however hesitantly, belonged.
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It is no secret that White Christians have played central roles in designing and defending the institutions and ideologies that have upheld racism from inception to the present. Because Christianity was the dominant European religion at the time when Europeans were inventing the schema of hierarchically ranked human categories that became the Western racial framework of today, they drew on Christian concepts to justify that system and Christian institutions to implement it. Christian leaders wrote documents labeling non-Europeans as less than human. Missionaries taught a story line that painted White people as saviors and Black and Brown people as degraded and childlike, while at times ignoring or outright supporting colonial exploitation. Christians preached a distorted Bible story to claim dark-skinned people were forever-cursed children of Noah’s son Ham. In the post–Civil War era, they made lynchings into church picnics and spoke long prayers over Klan events. They preached against desegregation and interracial marriage, and when Brown v. Board of Education and Loving v. Virginia made these illegal, they formed their own “desegregation academy” alternative schools and went on banning interracial couples in their colleges. More recently, White Christian approaches to racism have often favored a colorblind approach—treating the “race problem” as a matter of getting people of color to assimilate into a few prominent positions in predominantly White congregations without any disruptive talk of racial inequities.6

Like many Christians concerned about racial injustice, Naomi referenced the statistic that over 80 percent of White evangelicals voted for Donald Trump, a candidate whose words and actions regularly diminished and harmed people of color.7 For many, that number represented the ongoing rejection of racial justice efforts by White Christians, especially those identifying as evangelical. While one statistic alone disguises complexities in the decisions Christians made at the polls, Naomi knew that deprioritizing racial justice wasn’t new for White Christians in 2016.

Yes, there have also been notable exceptions to White Christians’ racism throughout history. Some White Christians were among influential activists in movements for abolition, anti-apartheid, civil rights, labor rights, and more. Some Christians—including White Christians—have pushed back against racism since its inception. White Christians have worked alongside Black, Latino, Asian, Indigenous, Jewish, Arab, and other leaders in abolition movements, liberation movements, and cultural revitalization movements throughout history.8 Those consistent and committed exceptions are the reason I wrote this book—I wanted to know how they come to be. But we cannot miss the context of their stories: Actively pursuing racial justice is not typical among White people, and even less typical among White Christians.

Christian complicity in racism continues today, to a degree many Christians themselves are unaware of. When I ask Christian college students whether they think Christians are better or worse than the general population at addressing racism, most answer “better.” The data say otherwise. A survey in mid-2020 found that only 9 percent of White Christians self-identified as “very motivated to address racial injustice.”9 Let me repeat—9 percent. For comparison, in the same survey, twice as many White non-Christians identified as very motivated to address racial injustice. And five times as many Black Christians. In other words, it wasn’t Whiteness alone or Christianity alone that drove people away from addressing racial injustice, but the combination of the two.

White Christians aren’t just demotivated regarding racism, they are skeptical. In a survey asking whether “Black people are generally treated less fairly than White people in regard to hiring, pay, and promotions,” only 28 percent of White evangelicals answered yes.10 Nonevangelical White Christians are more likely to answer yes, but they are still fifteen percentage points less likely than White non-Christians.11

The tendrils intertwining Christianity with racism are long and tangled. We cannot wish these truths away, or pray them away, or smile them away with a handful of acts of kindness. To address racism requires contending with Christians—their beliefs, their institutions, their powerful influences across society. Their numbers are fewer than they once were in this country, but they are not disappearing—more than 60 percent of Americans identify as Christian.12

Some Christians are oblivious to—or even grateful for—the trend of Christian disinterest in racism, but others are painfully aware of their fellow Christians’ racism. For increasing numbers, that has become reason enough to leave the religion behind. In 1964, King wrote, “I am meeting young people every day whose disappointment with the church has risen to outright disgust.”13 You can meet them every day today, too. One White man I interviewed said he’d left gatherings of White Christians “wanting to throw up in my mouth. In White spaces, Christianity gets conflated with nationalism. With specific political issues. With retention of power. I mean, it’s just, I see so many of my friends leaving the church, and I feel like, totally, I would leave that too.” One White woman who grew up in a Christian family said she left Christianity largely because White Christians seemed to respond to racism only with bureaucratic loops, distrust of leaders of color, and simplistic hope in the power of love without willingness to address systemic issues. Naomi was not the only person of color who struggled to think of a single White Christian to recommend as an active advocate for racial justice. When another Asian American man drew a blank in answer to my request for recommendations, he commented, “That’s telling in itself, isn’t it?”

These individuals’ observations are not just anecdotal. The rate of people leaving Christianity for agnosticism, atheism, or other practices accelerated from the 1990s through the early 2000s.14 Their reasons are diverse, but for many, the association between Christianity, politics, and racism is at the top of the list. In an interview, Black Christian rapper and music producer Lecrae admitted he nearly became one of those data points. “My faith was pretty critically damaged by just hearing a Western predominantly White Euro-centric perspective of Christianity especially at a time when there was a lot of hostility between races in America . . . and I wasn’t hearing a lot of my White brothers and sisters give any answers or any thoughts on what was going on. I felt hurt, and for me I just assumed that this was how the whole faith was.”15

When New York Times writer Jessica Grose asked readers about declining religious observance in America, she received nearly seventy-five hundred responses in twenty-four hours. She summarized these responses in an article titled “Christianity Has a Branding Problem,” quoting readers such as Cynthia Jackson, who left her church in Minnesota because it felt too politically conservative, saying she still believes “in redemption,” but she feels like she is “in exile.”16 “Unchurched believers” like Cynthia, who identify as not religiously affiliated while believing many of the basic tenets of Christianity, rose from 4 to 11 percent of Americans between 1988 to 2012. During that time the percentage of non–religiously affiliated adults rose by eighteen percentage points among liberals while only rising by three percentage points among conservatives.17 While the choice of political liberalism or conservatism is not a complete proxy for attitudes and actions regarding racism, many believers interested in racial justice are finding Christianity untenable.

By those numbers alone, White Christians would seem to be a futile group on which to pin any hopes of change in the direction of addressing racial injustice.

After naming all the reasons for his disappointment in White people and especially Christians, King shifts his attention to the rare individuals who defied that trend: The few “noble souls from the ranks of organized religion have broken loose from the paralyzing chains of conformity and joined us as active partners in the struggle for freedom.” They are “still all too small in quantity, but they are big in quality.” They are witnesses, he says, of “the true meaning of the Gospel in these troubled times.” King managed to hold two truths in tension that you and I will hold in tension throughout this book: White Christian perpetrators of racial injustice are many, but White Christians who advocate for racial justice do also exist. King said of those few, “They have carved a tunnel of hope through the mountain of disappointment.”18

Christians ushered the way into racism, but in this book we’ll see how they also participate in finding ways out. I base this not on some vague inkling but on evidence. The question is not whether Christians can be a part of dismantling racism; it is what it takes for the White Christians among them to join and keep going.

So here’s the thing—if we want to understand hope by studying some case of a social problem that looks pretty hopeless, racism offers a clear place to start. And more specifically, we can narrow in on racism perpetuated not just by any White people but White Christians specifically. Not a lot of them keep on pursuing racial justice with any serious level of commitment for very long.

And yet some do.19 They are the rare ones. If some White Christians today are still tunneling hope through mountains of despair, we do well to find out what keeps them digging. When the hands of everyone they work alongside are blistered and bleeding, when the tunnel walls are shaking and the canary has died, what keeps them from tossing down the shovel and walking out?

To find out, we’re going to tunnel alongside them in the chapters ahead. It’s going to get colder down there. It’s time to talk about how we hope.
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Dare We Hope?
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What Hope?



I WAS STILL TRYING TO NARROW in on a question and methodology for this research when I visited a White couple named Amy and Patrick.1 At the time, I was feeling restless. My previous book—an account of the ways racism affects workplaces in South Africa and the ways people pursue good lives even so—was done and released, but something felt unfinished. I had spent my PhD and the years since reading reams testifying that racism exists. I knew how to trace the history of racism and how it continues to shape lives from generation to generation. I had a tenure-track job as a professor, and nearly every class I taught included lessons on how to recognize and address racism.

But something was gnawing at me. I wasn’t entirely convinced that these worked.

Could White people—especially the ones raised in communities where racism wasn’t even recognized as a problem—really change enough to become a part of the solution? Was there reason to hope for a solution? And what was the solution supposed to be, anyway? We knew to be anti, against this thing called racial injustice, but would we know racial justice if we found it? What were we all supposed to be hoping for?2

Amy and Patrick were longtime friends, and I knew enough about their lives to think they could have some good advice. Besides, they were fun to be around. I could count on Patrick for cut-to-the-heart honesty and Amy for table-pounding enthusiasm. They did not fail to deliver on both accounts.

Patrick and Amy traced their initial interests in racial justice to a summer when they were in college. Together they attended a six-week summer urban immersion program run by a Christian student organization. It profoundly changed the course of their lives. That summer, a series of shootings occurred in their neighborhood, and the church they partnered with responded readily. “We got to be there watching them respond in multiple different ways. They’re like, in the news, and I’m learning how to pray, and what is worship, what is ministry, and how are people investing their lives in this place. It was foundational.” They returned the next year, and the next. Eventually Patrick joined the church staff. When they married, they moved near the church in a predominantly non-White neighborhood.

A few years later, the leaders of that church and a nearby White church decided to merge congregations. It was, according to Amy, “a classic, epic fail,” like a marriage followed one year later by a divorce. “The White people fled.” Patrick and Amy had been a part of the Black church prior to the merger, so they watched White people fleeing with a perspective they would not have otherwise had. “It was almost like a metaphor,” Amy said. “Our Black friends—the people closest to us—asked us, ‘Are you going to leave, too?’” She became emotional as she recalled what she heard from Black friends. “You can leave and never think about race again. We can’t. We could leave this church, but we will always think about this. Do you realize that we can’t leave? This is our life. There is no enclave where we can just be Black. I’m the only Black person at work. My kids are the only Black people in school. I have to be fluent in your culture.”

As Patrick and Amy realized that choosing whether to engage with racism was a choice their Black friends did not have, they faced a problem: if they were going to keep their feet planted alongside people of color, they were going to need more resilient hope. Patrick said they began noticing that their Black friends had a different kind of hope. In conversations about seemingly positive changes in the neighborhoods, a Black friend might say, “All right. We’re getting somewhere. This could change this community.” Then the friend would follow that with, “Well, we’ll see how long this lasts.” Patrick explained, “Because there’s just too much history of being disappointed. That’s what it’s like being Black in America. It’s being able to hold those two things in balance—we can be gracious and welcoming and hopeful and all those things, and yet be aware of the history and ready to be disappointed tomorrow.”

Amy continued. “What I’ve learned about hope is this interesting thing.” She paused to find words, then stated it this way: “I was sold a bill of goods that’s wrong.”

I asked what she meant. Her energy picked up with each sentence. “As a White person, I was sold a bill of goods that’s inaccurate. I was told to hope in your circumstances, hope in the strength that you can change something, hope in optimism.” Like a purchase she’d been told to buy that came out worthless, she’d been handed hopes that would not last. As an example, she mentioned the popular Christian book of the early 2000s The Prayer of Jabez, based on the obscure verse from 1 Chronicles: “Oh, that you would bless me and enlarge my territory!” (1 Chronicles 4:10). She reflected, “It’s fascinating that we would zoom in on that one scripture that’s about”—she dropped into a deep booming voice, “more. I can just expand my tent.”

Amy saw something entirely different in the hopes at her Black church. “It’s like, they put their faith and hope in something, but it’s not contingent. Your hope is in God. Even when more family members die of Covid in our church this last year than probably five White churches together because of the disparity of medical stuff—” She trailed off and began another example. “Or even when there’s movement around George Floyd and Black Lives Matter and then White people get scared and they’re like, ‘No, no, no, we don’t really mean change.’” She shifted into a whimpering voice, mimicking the voices of White people, “Oh, are you saying it’s my fault?” Despite all this, she said, Black people respond “with a graciousness towards White people who want to engage in the conversation, but they’re also like, ‘Please, for the love of God, just get a backbone! And stand! And open your eyes!’” She dropped to a low, pleading voice. “How do you not get super cynical? It’s a different definition of hope. How do you lead systemic change when racism is embedded in the very foundation of the country, and nobody wants to let go of that power? How do you have hope in the face of that?”

She crushed her hands into her face and made a gasping sound. “You could just be like, ‘Oh, good God!’ It’s so bad.’ And yet—” Suddenly she pounded her fist on the table. “And yet how is it that these Black Christians don’t just crumble? Their hope is in something different! It’s a different kind of hope. It’s nothing that I was told. I was told”—she shifted into a sweet, high voice—“‘Oh, if you work hard enough, you can get whatever you want.’ Blah, blah, blah!” Now she was pounding her fist with every sentence. “How do you make it in the face of all of the systemic ways that everything is and yet still stand? And not just cave? That’s a whole different reservoir of something that I just want to be close to. I just want to draw from that!”

Amy’s fist resounded with the question ringing through all the history of the fight for racial justice. How do you hope?
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When I began the research that led to this book, I did not plan to write about hope. I planned to look for patterns across the lives of White Christians who had come to spend years of their life intentionally pursuing racial justice and to write about how to replicate that process. But when I asked White people how they changed along that journey, they talked about hope. And when I asked people of color to compare the White people they knew whose interest in racial justice flamed out quickly versus those with a persevering commitment, they also talked about hope.

Early in my research I sat talking with Luis, a Latino pastor, in a sunny meeting room at his church. As we were finishing the questions I had prepared for the interview, Luis got talking about the kind of hope he witnesses among Latino and Latina Christians. He said in his church, more than in White churches he has seen, congregants want opportunities to tell testimonies—stories about what God has done in their life. He said often these stories start out sounding like tragedies. He listed stories he heard about a daughter nearly being raped, a family losing their home in a flood, someone going days without food, someone crossing the border hidden in the back of a semi filled with cattle and manure. “And I’m listening thinking, Where is God in that?” he said. “But here’s the thing. Their testimony is that in the midst of a storm, God was there, and I’m so happy.” He summed up what he notices in these testimonies: “A lot of White people just focus on the resurrection. But people who have this suffering as a part of life, because of poverty or race or whatever, they live on the cross.”

And this, he suggested, is something White people intuitively know is missing from their Christian practice. “You know,” Luis went on, “one of the reasons why many churches here, especially White churches, do mission trips to Mexico and Central America is because they’re going to experience something with God over there that they’re not experiencing here. And this is what it is: There’s a lot of hope in those that have nothing. There’s not a lot of hope in those that have it all. When something good happens in the White community, it’s like, ‘Oh, thank you, God.’ But really, you weren’t even trusting God. You knew your dad was going to come through. You knew the bank was going to come through. You knew you were going to get that job. But for us, the hope is in the Lord because the Lord is really the only one that has been able to help. The government hasn’t helped. The rich community hasn’t helped. My race hasn’t helped. The doctors haven’t helped. And so is this strong hope versus just having this flaky hope.”

From conversations like these, I realized I needed to know more about hope—how the hopes of one group of people came to differ from hopes among other groups, and what this word hope even means. I checked out a stack of library books about hope and set them on my nightstand to get to when I had time.

And then my research—and the whole world—was interrupted by one of the greatest assaults on hope in living memory.
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The Covid-19 pandemic drew back a curtain of collective denial in the United States, revealing that health, trust, and safe work are not—and have not been—evenly distributed in this country. The great tectonic plates of political parties rumbled and crashed, breaking families and opening new chasms across our communities. And just as we were starting to use phrases like “the new normal,” a police officer in Minneapolis pressed his knee into the neck of a Black man named George Floyd in broad daylight and held him there as he pleaded for breath. Until his breath was gone.

For many, an already floundering hope breathed its last along with George Floyd. For others, a different kind of hope sprang to life. In the days that followed, millions took to the streets to demonstrate, posted on social media, and spoke with anyone who would listen about how we might collectively stop causing the premature deaths of so many Black people. A few days later, podcaster Ezra Klein interviewed Ta-Nehisi Coates, author of several books about “the beautiful struggle” of navigating American life as a Black man.3 When Klein asked what Coates saw across the country in that moment, Coates replied, “I can’t believe I’m gonna say this, but I see hope.”4

Do you even dare hope for that? Apparently, Coates did.5 And many other people wanted to hope. Through what became known as the double pandemic of Covid-19 and racism, the word hope cropped up everywhere. People flew banners above immigration detention centers to encourage those held within, Soy nube de esperanza, “I am a cloud of hope.”6 Artists painted a giant colorful mural with the words “Hold on to hope” on an Asian food store near my home.7 A Christian organization in my city organized a conference on hope, and we sat in our homes watching the little boxes of each other’s faces on the screen telling each other how to hope. A massive mobilization was kicked into action to figure out how to produce a vaccine for this disease, and so too were millions of people intent on figuring out how to multiply this thing called hope for the sake of our collective survival. But hope, like vaccinations, turns out to be more complicated and controversial than you’d think.

Social media posts, institutional statements, articles, podcasts, book clubs, projects, and workshops deploring racism poured out in a flood. Many began with the words, “Since George Floyd’s death, we’ve been . . .” They rode the crest of a giant wave of public interest, and many reaped a harvest of clicks, likes, and viral posts. But already in that moment, and now all the more looking back, one might ask, What happens in the shallow trough before the next news hype? Were there people doing anything about racism before George Floyd’s death? And if that single tragic, viral news story was the primary motivator to so much behavioral change, would any of that change last?

Not long after we had begun leaving our homes without face masks again, I attended a concert in which singer-songwriter Peter Mulvey performed with SistaStrings, the artists Chauntee and Monique Ross. Near the end of the concert, they performed a song by Mulvey titled “A Song for Michael Brown.” The song, written in 2014 after Michael Brown was shot by police in Ferguson, Missouri, takes the form of a plea to listeners. “I’m asking you, to have some compassion, for young, dead Michael Brown.” The sentence continues, radiating outward to the many others affected by the death. “And for his family, and for his city, and for the man who shot him down . . . for the marchers . . . for the angry White man on TV . . . for the mothers, and the hopeful, and the fearful, and the hateful, and the righteous, and you and me.” The kicker comes at the close of the verse: “And most especially, for the next child, for the next child, we know will fall.” Hearing the song seven years after it was written, in the wake of a continuing list of Black individuals killed by police, the line hit me like a punch. People struggling for racial justice over the long haul know we’re going to need compassion and hope not just for the previous tragic death but for the next. Because there will be a next.

In the years that followed, I began noticing the word hope in conversations about racism everywhere. In 2023, Angela Denker, author of the book Red State Christians, wrote a Substack post titled, “Am I Hopeful?” She began, “In recent weeks, I find myself being asked about hope and talking about hope more than anything else.” She admitted to readers, sometimes it’s easier to be “hard-bitten and cynical and angry and frustrated and funny” than it is to be hopeful. “But dangit. I’m hopeful. . . . I just can’t shake it.”8 Around the same time, another popular White Christian blogger, Sarah Bessey, wrote a post titled “For the Days When You’re Feeling a Bit Hopeless.”


These years have been an unveiling, a revealing or revelation, an uncovering. Everything that was hidden has been dragged—sometimes kicking and screaming—into the open. We are exposed. The lights are on and we’re blinking helplessly into the honest mirror of our culture, our selfishness, our racism, our rampant individualism, our lack of neighborliness, injustice, all of it. And under it all: hopelessness.9



Others were asking what to hope for. “There’s something that just feels unsettling about training folks to be in a stance of opposition toward something without being very clear about what we are a proponent for,” psychologist Dr. Krystal Hays said in a 2024 interview about her coauthored book Healing Conversations on Race. “That’s the piece that feels like something is missing.” As a clinical psychologist, Hays said she would never ask someone to be “anti-drug-user.”10 You can’t just name what you’re avoiding. You have to know what you desire. What vision draws you forward? In the early 2020s, just as people were relearning how to live without masks, they were relearning how to hope.

As I finished editing this book in early 2025, the surrounding political events made it abundantly clear that though the circumstances and machinations of racism may change, racism has not gone away. Our need is as great as ever for an answer to the question, How do you dare hope?
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When the pandemic forced libraries to close across the country, the pile of library books frozen on my nightstand included painfully appropriate titles such as The Paradox of Hope and Embracing Hopelessness.11 When my energy was no longer fully occupied with learning to be human on Zoom and breathing through a mask or just breathing at all, I began working my way through that stack.

Before I got far, I realized that even defining this thing we call hope would be trickier than you might expect. One literature review identified twenty-six different theories and fifty-four definitions of hope.12 Eventually I pieced together words to land on a definition I’ll use for this book: Hope is a way of orienting oneself toward an unknown future that anticipates good.

Notice three key concepts: orienting, unknown, and good. Hope is first a way of orienting or aiming oneself. It is tied to thoughts and emotions but is not just a mental exercise. Hope manifests in actions. It is a way of placing ourselves into stories we tell about how the world works and what gives that world meaning.

Second, hope becomes operative when we face an unknown future. If we know the future with certainty, we are not hoping. We are knowing, expecting, predicting, or just ignoring altogether. I orient my life around the expectation that the earth will turn another rotation in the next twenty-four hours. There may be a sliver of uncertainty in that future, but it’s too slight to consider. I am not hoping that the world will turn; I’m expecting. Hope, in contrast, bridges a gap between the known and unknowable.

Finally, hope orients toward an unknown future while anticipating good rather than bad. If I’m anticipating bad, I might cope with it using cynicism or pessimism, or I might experience dread—a feeling of being utterly unprotected from that bad. Hope, in contrast, anticipates good.

In the 1940s, psychologist Viktor Frankl spent three years imprisoned in concentration camps under Nazi Germany. Surrounded by death and despair, he began wondering what accounted for the differences between those who succumbed to sickness and starvation versus those—including himself—who did not. His answer was hope. Inspired by this idea that hope could prolong or save lives, a wave of researchers in decades that followed documented the effects of hope on health.13 Scholars created one-dimensional scales to measure individuals’ hopes from less to more, treating hope as a quantifiable measurement like blood pressure or cholesterol level.

But they soon ran into a problem. Hope is not a uniform entity that we can simply accumulate or prescribe in lesser or greater quantities. Hope comes in so many flavors. There are hopes for the world to stay as it is and hopes for a world remade. Some hopes tell you to rest and be still, while other hopes tell you to lift your feet and trudge, walk, or run. There are hopes founded on a belief that luck favors the prepared, or time heals all wounds, or we’re all prisoners of fate. People have based their hopes on the market’s invisible hand, the scientific method bringing the next great technology, democracy dishing out liberty, or children bringing a new and innocent beginning. Historians point out that across the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in the United States, the dominant warrants for hope shifted from God, to science, to nation, and then to the self.14 There are hopes that focus on a concrete goal, such as the new trumpet my son prayed for every night as a toddler, and hopes with amorphous goals, such as the prayer my young daughter prayed during that season: “God, help people who are sick or sad or poor or lonely.”15 There are hopes grounded in unexamined conviction that life always goes pretty well, so why shouldn’t it continue as such, and there are hopes that squeeze from your soul with hot tears when everything has already gone wrong, so, dang it, you’re going to press on anyway. Each of these forms of hope points to different approaches to racial justice.

If we want to understand our hopes, we need to ask a lot of questions. Why do we hope? What do we hope for? What do we think we should do with our hope? And it would also serve us well to ask where we learned our hopes. We don’t just muster up our hopes from within; we learn them from our social world. As one scholar writes, “Different individuals and social classes, at different historical junctures, embedded in different social relations, enjoying different opportunities and facing different constraints, will experience hope in different ways.”16 As an anthropologist, I’m interested not only in the ways our hopes wax and wane individually but also in how we cocreate ways of hoping through social and cultural interactions. Whereas theologians might be best suited to winnow out one true way of hoping that matches scriptural interpretation, anthropologists acknowledge that humans find a wide variety of ways to hope, and those differing hopes have differing effects on all of us.

If we want to pursue racial justice for the long haul, what matters is not just how much we hope but what sort of hope it is. This is what people like Amy and Patrick were discovering. They wanted not just more hope but a “whole different reservoir,” as Amy put it. Too often across the history of racism, reservoirs of hope have done more poisoning than quenching of thirst. Sermons and inspirational coffee-table books overflow with exhortations to have more hope, but when we’re operating with the wrong kind of hope, multiplying it can do more harm than good. Before we turn to the ways people find those new reservoirs of hope, we need to consider how hope goes wrong.
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