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  FOR MY MOM, JOANNE MARIE USZYNSKI,

    who has read more books than anyone I know

    and taught me to love everything about them.





  

    Foreword

    Preston Sprinkle



    
      I KNOW OF NO OTHER WHITE EVANGELICAL CHRISTIAN who has devoted so many countless hours to studying race-related issues, from both books and people, than Ed Uszynski. Race-related questions are not simply intellectual or abstract for Ed. They are deeply personal and an integral part of his story. Any book on race relations must be just that—relational. If Ed were simply an academic who has read a lot of books on race, then I would not recommend this book.

      And yet, Ed is an academic. I knew Ed before he started his PhD, and he was already thinking on a PhD level about race relations (or about anything, really). This is why I was thrilled when he decided to pursue a PhD in American culture studies at Bowling Green State University. His degree is basically a PhD in Critical Theory and Marxism, not by learning these ideas from their critics but from academics and fellow PhD students who passionately espouse them. Once you learn, in good faith, from the proverbial horse’s mouth—rather than forming your opinions about a theory from those who only critique it—you realize that things are more complicated than they first appear.

      So it is with Critical Race Theory (CRT). Ed is extremely clear in identifying aspects of CRT that conflict with a Christian worldview, and he unapologetically condemns these aspects in an intellectually responsible manner. And having read extensively from the works of Karl Marx and actual Critical Race theorists—who are in no way monolithic, as I came to know from reading Ed’s book—Ed shows that there are aspects of these theories that can be appreciated by Christians, even aspects that do resonate with a Christian worldview.

      Ed’s book is not only a responsible, fair, and honest evaluation of CRT and its Marxist roots, it is also a model of what evangelical scholarship should look like. If you want an intellectually lazy approach to CRT that takes a binary—“CRT is evil!” or “CRT is 100 percent true!”—then stick to your favorite partisan pundit to spoon-feed you the “truth.” But if you want an honest and responsible guide to help you think through the complexities of CRT and how it contributes to our understanding of race relations, then I cannot more highly recommend this book.

      The thoughtful reader won’t agree with everything Ed says. I’m not totally sure I agree with everything Ed says! But I don’t recommend books simply because I agree with everything they say; I recommend books that are thoroughly researched and aren’t afraid to curiously explore and evaluate complex ideas in good faith. Along those lines, Untangling Critical Race Theory is a masterpiece in what responsible evangelical engagement with a controversial idea should look like.

    

  





  

    Foreword

    Crawford Loritts



    
      THIS IS ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT BOOKS I have read in recent years. I wish it had been written five years ago. The resurfacing of racial tension and polarization in the broader culture have affected and, sadly, infected many Christians. Relationships have been fractured, churches split, and parachurch organizations that have sought to address racial injustice have been accused of embracing cultural Marxism.

      The culprit? Critical Theory and more specifically Critical Race Theory (CRT) have been identified as the source of racial tension and polarization. There are campaigns to purge society and Christian organizations and institutions of its contaminating influence. In some states, legislators are passing laws limiting and, in some cases, eliminating the teaching of Black history because it is viewed as divisive and a tool of CRT. Then there are the soundbites from the twenty-four-hour news channels, prominent social media influencers, bloggers, and Christian leaders all denouncing and condemning Critical Race Theory.

      But what exactly is Critical Race Theory? What can we learn? What should we denounce and why? Untangling Critical Race Theory is a call to step back and take a close look at CRT (I think you will find chapter six especially helpful) and consider, as followers of Christ, how we should respond. These pages also underscore an appropriate caution: anger and fear have a way of clouding our perspective and pulling us toward misrepresentation. Fundamentally, to be Christian is to pursue truth. Throughout the pages of this book we are reminded that our critique of CRT must be honest and fair. And rightly so. This is a clear call and challenge for followers of Christ to seek to understand and to represent with integrity that with which we may disagree.

      I have known Ed Uszynski for more than thirty years. Ed writes from the vantage point of a deep, abiding commitment to biblical orthodoxy; a personal commitment to evangelism and discipleship; deep, meaningful relationships and friendships across ethnic lines; and a comprehensive exposure to and study of Critical Race Theory. He is not an armchair theorist. He writes from this rich background and with compelling credibility. Both head and heart are in these pages. Perhaps you may not agree with all that Ed says or concludes, but I believe you will be drawn to his clarity and your thinking will be provoked.

      I love the subtitle of this book, What Christians Need to Know and Why It Matters. This is a clear statement of the mission of the book, and in my view my dear friend more than delivers. I felt better equipped and even anchored after reading it. But in a wonderfully strange way I felt recommissioned, and I think you will too. Understanding what gave rise to Critical Race Theory should put the spotlight on compassion and motivate followers of Christ to do what should have been done. Thank you, Ed, for calling us to be portraits of the solution.

    

  





  

    Introduction

    Why We Need Another Book on Race



    
      
        In my entire adult life, I don’t think America’s dialogue

        about race has been as toxic as it is today. Extremists

        dominate, pushing us into ever-more-polarized ideological

        corners. If you live in right-wing space and spend time

        talking about contemporary racism or the ongoing,

        persistent consequences of centuries of slavery, Jim Crow,

        redlining, and segregation, extremists will quickly label

        you “woke.” And no one should listen to anyone woke.

         

        If you live in left-wing spaces and you push back against

        emerging “anti-racist” ideologies that sometimes declare

        the nation foundationally evil, engage in their own forms

        of gross racial stereotyping (including unremitting hatred

        for “whiteness”), and seek to defund and discredit policing

        itself, extremists will quickly label you “racist.” And no one

        should listen to anyone racist.

        DAVID FRENCH, “WHEN OUR FOREFATHERS FAIL”

      

    

    
      “THE MESSAGES I SEE being pushed forward within our ministry have not been for oneness but are clouded with power and have caused separation and division.”

      “My radar goes up when I hear words like oppressed, oppressor, and victim when it comes to race. They are words of power and control with an agenda attached.”

      “Today it’s not just white privilege, but amped up to white supremacy. It seems to me that there is nothing a white person can do to help fight racism.”

      “I’m concerned that we are slipping toward the heresy of liberation theology, if not in our statement of faith, then in our practice. We are moving toward a position and practice of the gospel only being the gospel if it moves us to action on the social justice front.”

      The above are all snippets of emails from white evangelical minister friends who are struggling to make sense of the racial rhetoric and discussions they encounter daily on campus, in their church, on social media, and with people in general.

      They represent confusion about race and how to talk about it. They represent concern over theological drift and a fear that ideas expressed by the people they’re engaging are unbiblical, especially when they suspect those ideas spring from secular ideologies. They represent feelings of inadequacy, since in their role they are expected to guide others in the race conversation but aren’t even sure how to lead it for themselves.

      For most, apart from the news or social media, they’d never think about race. It’s not part of their daily experience. When nobody’s looking, they’re asking, “Why do I have to think about something that doesn’t really affect me? And why should I prepare for conversations I don’t really want to have?” These folks know they can’t say it out loud, but they wish the whole matter of race would just go away so we could stop hearing about it altogether.

      But we can’t go on avoiding or ignoring it. As Christians, we need to talk about race because it concerns brothers and sisters who experience it as more than just a trending topic dropping into their social feed. They feel it every day of their lives, as either a person of color or a white person intimately connected to POC.1 For them, not a day goes by when race isn’t an issue on some level. It may be due to their work environment, where they live, or some other circumstance that keeps racial turmoil near the front of their consciousness. And guess what? They wish the whole matter of race would go away, too. But they know it won’t happen until we talk about it more, not less.

      People on both sides seem to be tired of the discussion. For those new to the subject, they’re tired because they feel like it’s forced on them by political agenda. For others who think about race all the time, they’re tired because occasional “race quakes” give the impression of progress but never stick, and they don’t believe more words and emotional energy will make a difference.

      It’s not the first time denominations have split, pastors were fired, or congregations were divided because of racial disagreement. Indeed, race never fully disappears from public discourse, but some epochs of American history seem more racially incendiary—and we’re in one of those right now. The first decades of this century produced racial kindling vulnerable to a spark from any direction, and eager match lighters are everywhere.2

      I appreciate the fatigue represented on both sides. I feel it, too. But now more than ever we need Christ followers to activate their minds and hearts and will to embrace this moment, especially those who’ve characteristically avoided the discussion, to heal within the church if not within our society. These conversations have been difficult enough in years past, but many feel even more overwhelmed today because so much race talk flows from another rather intimidating and unfamiliar body of work: Critical Race Theory.

      
        WHAT IS “CRITICAL RACE THEORY”?

        CRT originated as a formal discipline in the 1980s with a group of activist-minded law scholars who’d grown discouraged at the ongoing presence of disparities between white and black folks across society, even a decade after civil rights legislation made overt discrimination illegal. Their work defied the prevailing narrative at the time, that post-civil-rights America was now an equitable democracy whose treasures were always equally available to anyone who lived responsibly enough to receive them. Instead, they exposed how the legal system had embedded enough racially significant policies and patterns that disproportionate outcomes were almost guaranteed without ever appearing racist on the surface. Their work showed how racism could be present without racists, and it shook legal scholarship at its core.

        But today CRT gets credited or condemned for conflicts happening all over the place. You hear about school curriculums teaching white kids to hate themselves: CRT. One-sided diversity seminars in the workplace: CRT. People being “canceled” on campuses and online: CRT. Athletes wearing justice slogans on their jerseys: CRT. It’s not always clear what the three letters mean, but they seem to create problems between people wherever they show up.

        In every lane of social life, a provocative lexicon confronts us with troubling ideas like “social justice,” “white privilege,” “white supremacy,” and “intersectionality,” disrupting concepts that sound vaguely familiar in some ways and radically new in others. We’re being thrown into academic currents whose streams most of us rarely wade in, talking about subjects most of us intentionally avoid, with words and phrases whose meaning seems to change depending on who uses them. It feels like you’re way behind in a complicated conversation with no obvious direction on how to catch up.3

        Many in the evangelical Christian world have risen up to condemn CRT language and the ideas behind it, or at least what they perceive CRT to be based on social posts and media coverage. They warn that all of these concepts have roots in Marxism and Critical Theory—two other hastily condemned but little understood worlds—and are destructive to Christian faith. Disagreement about the relative danger of CRT has split churches, terminated pastors, and cost parachurch organizations staff and donors.

        You hear the president of the United States condemn the use of Critical Race Theory in all government institutions, followed soon after by the presidents of major Southern Baptist universities doing the same on behalf of their own.4 Christians aligned with these decisions affirm rejecting CRT wholeheartedly, but if you ask them what they mean by the phrase, you’ll almost never hear the same definition twice.

        But then you spend time with a Bible-believing, theologically robust, and culturally shrewd person who barely bats an eye at the language of CRT, who suggests that there’s greater evil in ignoring the conditions prompting the language in the first place. They see CRT concepts as pointing out evils that have been ignored for generations, particularly in the church. They believe conversations stemming from CRT ideas can unite the church and help lead people to Jesus, but when you ask them, they rarely know the origins of many of the concepts.

        One friend says CRT is of the devil, while another suggests not paying attention to the social realities behind CRT is the true demon. The red-meat commentary on either side produces a hysteria like medieval churches accusing heretics. The ugliness is real.

        As Christians, how do we sort through all the rhetoric?

      

      
      
        GETTING HELP TO MAKE SENSE OF IT ALL

        When it comes to the topic of race, I regularly talk with Christians who are trying to understand terms circulating on social media, the politics behind policies, the history being cited or ignored, and the proper Christian response. It’s not an overstatement to say that most people I encounter in the church are deficient in their theological thinking about race and ethnicity, especially white evangelicals. There’s a vacuum when it comes to appreciation for the depth of our racialization as Americans and what the Bible has to say regarding questions pertaining to it. We can blame this illiteracy on many factors including age, social location, education, peer circle, vocation, entertainment, and media choices, but it’s a reality. Not everyone has been exposed to the same level of experience or insight regarding “the race problem” in America.

        As Michael O. Emerson and Christian Smith argued in their eye-opening analysis of race and the church, “racialization” is the unavoidable effect of living in “a society wherein race matters profoundly for differences in life experiences, life opportunities, and social relationships.” It’s the absorption of racial meaning into our psyche, a condition where “we are never unaware of the race of a person with whom we interact.”5 Within a racialized culture, some may place too much emphasis on race and others not enough, but let’s not be distracted by the extremes. We need help thinking about the repercussions of living in a racialized culture—not by becoming more “woke” in the radical progressive sense, but by having our eyes opened in a “spirit-filled, mind of Christ” sense.

        We need more people called to the racial mission field, people who not only intentionally seek and find common ground but also carefully steward others’ different experiences instead of hunkering down behind battle lines assuming the worst about people they don’t understand. Cultural competency was a theological and missiological goal long before it became the darling of secular HR departments.

        Both inside and outside the church, racial tension receives fuel from many unresolved disagreements. Disagreement on whether a crisis actually exists. Disagreement on the origins of the division. Disagreement on the nature of the current race “problem” itself. Disagreement on definitions. Disagreement on the value of individual and collective experience. Disagreement on what constitutes a threat to the gospel. Disagreement on the relationship between gospel belief and gospel living. Disagreement on what counts as a “justice” issue. Disagreement on where and how—if at all—race should be taught and discussed.

        Our response to these disagreements can’t be more hysteria. We don’t need more simplistic soundbites. We need careful attention and purposeful reflection. We need more patience. We need tools to promote the kind of civil discourse that says, “I think I disagree, but help me see and understand your position.” I want this book to aid that process.

        I’m writing with a particular audience in mind, the one I most identify with due to my own background, the one that has raised the most concerns about CRT and its effect on the church. I’m writing for white evangelicals shaped by the expression of evangelicalism widely prominent in the last half of the twentieth century.

        It’s a pocket of evangelicalism shaped by Cold War politics, Religious Right social concerns, the rise of megachurch pastors, and the intensification of a consumerist-driven expression of Christianity. These evangelicals consider words like race, racism, justice, or oppression as important but secondary categories in Christian discipleship. They emphasize personal responsibility and individualism in their walks with God, and they lead others to Christ leaning heavily on the redemption aspects of the gospel. They tend to vote Republican if for no other reason than as a lesser of two evils, but also because conservative talking points align better with their version of evangelicalism. They’ve had some exposure to nonwhite cultures but mostly keep to their own. It’s the Christianity I entered as a new Christ follower in 1988. There are plenty more distinctives we could plot, but you know if you fit what I’m describing.

        I’m not writing to judge this group. I’m trying to fill a perceived gap. I know the concerns about CRT, but I see a different set of concerns that remain underexplored. Most evangelicals in the church that I’m in conversation with aren’t trying to reconcile a neo-Marxist worldview with Christianity. They’re trying to correct a Christianity that had already been syncretized with unbiblical thinking decades ago, but in ways many church folk don’t recognize. Like blind men with their hands on different parts of the elephant, what we choose to focus on influences the examples we notice and our interpretation of them. Plenty of alarms have been set off by critics touching certain aspects of CRT. This book draws attention to other fundamental concerns being overlooked.6

        I want to serve an audience trying to untangle the language and perspectives circulating about race right now, a Christian audience that wants understanding but finds itself vulnerable to rhetoric from the extremes. I appreciate people growing in racial sensitivity, but I also want to keep expanding racial sensibility. I’m writing for people with a heart for others, people who understand that while our citizenship and allegiance is fully vested in another kingdom, we’re left here together for the time being to make sense of this one.

      

      
      
        WHERE ARE WE GOING?

        This is a book I wish had been written in the 1990s right when Critical Race Theory first came online. I wish I’d sounded an alarm then the way so many others are sounding alarms now, only from a different direction. I wish more Christians in my circle had asked, “What can we learn from these BIPOC scholars’ work that will help us as the body of Christ? How can their concepts help us understand what we’re missing and how to bridge racial gaps that still exist?” If we had thoughtfully interacted with it then, perhaps we’d be better equipped to discern our way through the confusion and hysteria today.

        Are Christian critics really doing justice to CRT? I’m concerned when I see reductive summaries of concepts and ideas that surely require more context and nuance. Too many articles, videos, and podcasts reflect an inadequate understanding of the concerns behind CRT and what it’s trying to accomplish. Frequently, I believe we’re getting inaccurate representations of people condemned for referencing CRT ideas in the church. Too often Christian commentary denounces CRT while making light of the real problems it seeks to address. CRT strives for something considerably more sophisticated than “reducing all racial inequities to a struggle between oppressor and oppressed and presenting a worldview that is contrary to the Scriptures.”7

        Condemning it as nothing but an “oppressor/oppressed” framework or just a quest for an antibiblical version of “social justice” comes across as ridiculous to those who devote their vocational lives to it. By slowing down to consider words, their context, and the situations they have in mind, I hope to make the complex more understandable while adding nuance to topics often receiving only superficial treatment.

        As for its association with Marxism, I know as nonradicals we’re taught to reject anything associated with Marxism as evil, but I’m convinced that rejecting Marxian theorists without first taking their concerns seriously does more damage to Christian witness than good. Most people in my Christian world know enough about Marx to loathe him and everyone allied with him. Until recently, they’d never heard of Critical Theory or CRT, but in learning that they are both rooted in Marxist soil, they immediately assume the worst, accept the first condemnation they hear, and move on. I understand the antipathy toward Marx and his worldview, but this generation needs more Christians who will invest more time thinking theologically about his specific concerns and the conditions that produced them and less time rehearsing the evil done in his name.

        The same is true for Critical theorists. I don’t need most of their solutions, but I do need their observations. I need their concerns about the use of power, the way vulnerable populations get treated, the history of wealth and poverty, the ideology and implications of idolatrous consumerism—these are all under-theologized topics for many North American Christians. They expose corners of social life my conservative evangelical heritage too often ignores, pockets in desperate need of gospel solutions but left with mostly secular voices speaking into them.

        Accordingly, this book sets out after three objectives: to provide a primer on CRT, a short history of the Marxism and Critical Theory from which it grew, and a practical investigation of what CRT’s concepts mean for the church.

        We’ll examine the good and bad of crucial terms like white supremacy, systemic racism, and social justice. How do we navigate the competing responses to these words? How do we situate ourselves in the discussion and discern what others really want when using them? Most importantly, we’ll discuss how a basic understanding of these concepts can improve conversations between Christ followers and between Christians and non-Christians. We’ll explore why Critical Theory can be useful when thinking about popular culture and how it’s alike and different from CRT. Finally, I’ll respond to some common objections to racial questions springing from CRT as they’re talked about in Christian spaces.

        This book is not exhaustive by any means, but more than anything, I hope it produces understanding. The biblical word for understanding implies a God-given perception of the nature and meaning of things, hopefully resulting in sound judgment and decision making. It’s tied to the power of comprehending and recognizing how parts of human experience fit together. We won’t wind up with complete answers for every racial dilemma, but if we gain understanding regarding the cultural path CRT is paving today, I’ll be encouraged.

        Many Christians are concerned that allowing CRT into the church will invite God’s judgment, but I’d counter that Christian silence in the face of injustice not only created a need for CRT in the first place but also continues to make its language attractive to many Christians today. The Bible offers the only real solution to racial cancer, but a proper representation of CRT acts like an MRI, exposing the toxic cells making the body sick. We need neither fear nor condemn CRT. We need to understand the truths behind its tenets and the gospel responses it calls forth.

      

      
      

        GOOD NEWS AND BAD NEWS

        The good news: I’m not writing this with an academic audience in mind. People devote their entire lives to studying the complicated topics in this book, but I’m trying to write in an accessible way for people who don’t. That’s my goal. You can decide whether I’ve succeeded.

        The bad news: it’s still not going to be an easy read. Prepare for some challenging thinking on topics you probably don’t dig into frequently. What you’re about to read isn’t the most technically rigorous option out there, but it’s not a TED talk either.

        When I showed a friend an initial proposal for this book, he said, “If someone picks up a book on Postmodernism, they don’t want to read a bunch of chapters on the Enlightenment to get there. They want Postmodernism.” This is true, but if you want a chance at understanding Postmodernism, what it’s reacting against, and why its language works the way it does, a couple chapters on the Enlightenment help you move beyond the surface and into more discerning waters.

        If you’re holding this book, I’m assuming you want a deeper grasp of CRT. Critical Race Theory depends on Critical Theory, and Critical Theory grew out of Marxism—none of which are light reading. But it’s also a mistake using those words interchangeably as though they’re all the same thing. They’re interrelated, share certain “familial” characteristics, and build on one another, but they’re three separate bodies of thought arising in different contexts to serve different purposes. This book will help readers understand the distinction and show that while all three have problems, they can all be far more instructive for Christians than people realize. Nevertheless, if your reading stamina won’t tolerate a journey through Marxism and Critical Theory, read chapter one, skip ahead to chapter five and jump right into CRT.

        If you’re considering the racial tension of our current moment and have to choose between a book on radical strategies and your Bible, study your Bible. But if you’ve got room for both, anyone seeking to live faithfully and missionally needs a generous understanding of all that gets called “radical” in this broken world. This book will take you in that direction.

        I know it’s easier to wade in superficial and politically charged soundbites and call it a day. But if we want to untangle the racial web in our cultural moment, we need to recognize not only what these academic disciplines sought to correct, but also why people are attracted to their ideas today.

        But first, let me tell you how I got involved in this discussion in the first place.
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  A White Guy’s Journey into Racial Controversy



  
    
      All I’ve ever wanted to do is tell (people) that I’m not trying

      to solve anybody’s problems, not even my own. I’m just

      trying to outline what the problems are.

      JAMES BALDWIN, “DOOM AND GLORY OF KNOWING WHO YOU ARE”

    

  

  
    WHEN I FIRST STARTED THINKING about writing this book, I didn’t envision devoting an entire chapter to my own life. But at a certain point I looked up and realized what an unusual combination of experiences I’m trying to steward. It’s a strange mix of contrasts and contradictions. Sometimes I don’t know how to put all the pieces together myself. Hopefully, this background will not only help readers understand my inspiration for stepping into this hurricane but also locate my current coordinates in it. If nothing else, it gives me an opportunity to explain my intellectual, biographical, and cultural motivations for being here.

    This is a book about race and the church, but despite the social and ecclesial chaos marking the last decade, the triggering event that got me writing had nothing directly to do with race. Instead, a few years ago I read something that caused me to reinterpret my whole Christian life.

    We’ll start there.

    

      WHICH CATASTROPHE SHOULD CONCERN US MORE?

      It’s 1947, a few years removed from the end of World War II and the beginning of unprecedented social prosperity for a significant slice of Americans. Carl Henry, a leading figure in what would become known as the New Evangelicalism, publishes a book called The Uneasy Conscience of Modern Fundamentalism.1 Henry’s intellectual and institutional leadership helped shape the evangelicalism so many of us embrace today, and his book presciently anticipates one of the reasons so many continue to leave it.

      In the early 1900s, liberal-minded Christians began emphasizing care for the body at the expense of emphasis on the soul. “Fundamentalists” (forerunners of today’s evangelicals) rightly rejected this version of a “social gospel” that left out sin and Savior. Instead, they began drawing lines of distinction that separated them from the apostasy they saw capturing some denominations.

      But at the midpoint of the twentieth century, Henry grew concerned they’d overcorrected. By wisely separating from a cross-less social gospel, evangelicals drained away responsible social concern that historically accompanied the good news. To correct this imbalance, Henry urged, “Social justice is not . . . simply an appendage to the evangelical message; it is an intrinsic part of the whole, without which the preaching of the gospel itself is truncated. Theology devoid of social justice is a deforming weakness of much present-day evangelical witness.”2 He wasn’t saying a person needed acts of social justice to acquire salvation but that new birth should produce a social consciousness that seeks justice wherever injustice exists. Not a “social justice” driven by political ideology but rather the struggle of a kingdom ethic brought to bear in real lives.

      But in failing to develop the broad social implications of their own message, too few in the evangelical camp offered gospel-informed solutions to the problems of racism, war, poverty, misogyny, criminal justice, or other social inequities that developed as a result of sin. They’d created an unbiblical separation between the redemptive cross of Christ and the reforming social consciousness that should accompany discipleship. Henry argued that separating justification from justice not only undermined one of the intentions of gospel transformation but also created an artificial breach unknown to previous generations of Christians.3 He warned that while “the church must reject trying to politicize an unregenerate world into the kingdom of God; it must also reject interpreting evangelical conversion devoid of active social concern as fulfilling Christian responsibility.”4

      In other words, Christian responsibility requires concern for what justice looks like in the world. It challenges isms, becomes sensitized to racial imbalance, watches out for those most vulnerable to mistreatment, stays alert to labor exploitation produced by both Capitalism and Communism, and other social abuses. It continually considers how to thoughtfully bring spiritual solutions to bear on social problems. Calling it “the most embarrassing evangelical divorce,”5 Henry warned that “because many churches try to solve the social plight of the masses with individual evangelism as the only alternative, and avoid discussion of the duty and dangers of social involvement, younger evangelicals are unprepared to confront the socioeconomic crisis [for example] except through socialist ideology” (emphasis added).6

      Catch that? When discipleship focuses on individual soul salvation at the expense of challenging a person to consider their Christian responsibility toward the social traumas of the day, it leaves them vulnerable to other non-Christian voices who will teach them how to engage those problems. Henry anticipated Christians entertaining secular language and thinking in nonbiblical, hybrid ways about race and other social problems because their leaders either haven’t developed or intentionally ignored what the Bible says about them. This path creates two groups of Christians related to social issues: those unaware of the gaps in their preferred theological system when it comes to addressing social sin, and those who, in their desire to confront social sin, rely on secular language (and often secular solutions) to the detriment of their biblical anchor. The chickens Henry warned us about are most certainly coming home to roost.

      We should be concerned when people in the church start leaning on secular language and secular solutions for spiritual problems, but why are they doing this in the first place? Could it be because we’ve failed to teach them substantive biblical language to address social sin like racism? Could it be that plenty of black pastors and theologians were doing this work from a biblical perspective across the last century, but those voices were never given a seat at evangelical leadership tables to make any difference?7 Can we recognize where secular concerns and biblical concerns overlap, even if they propose different solutions? Or does every mention of a social issue like racism only trigger political alarms?

      A paltry understanding of biblical social justice both precedes and predicts the current dustup about CRT. We’re backfilling into a canyon created by our decades-long indifference toward problems the Bible plainly talks about but that get little attention in most white evangelical spaces. I’d argue that decades of denominational minimization of the race problem alongside shallow public evangelical responses to the plight and conditions of African American life in this country not only paved the way for the beginning of CRT in the 1980s but also continue to make its language attractive—and perhaps even necessary—in the face of anemic approaches to matters of race and ethnicity still present today.

      So when I read a book by a Christian pastor subtitled The Social Justice Movement and Evangelicalism’s Looming Catastrophe, I immediately thought of Henry. Which catastrophe should get more of our attention as Christ followers? Church people idolatrously attracted to secular ideas or church people who don’t have biblical solutions for social concerns? If you say both, which catastrophe best represents most people in your congregation?8

      I’m concerned that many of us embrace a form of evangelicalism that encourages us not to think substantively about race at all, and the entire church is suffering for it now. Henry was a godfather of modern evangelicalism, but if he wrote this book today, he’d be indicted for smuggling Marxist ideology into the church. That’s a bigger problem than CRT.

      I didn’t meet Henry’s writing until twenty-five years into my Christian life, but I understood the consequences of his warning long before I even knew what it meant to be a Christian. Here’s how I got there.

    

    
    
      MY ETHNICALLY DIVERSE, RACIALLY CHARGED ROOTS

      I’m a white male who grew up in an ethnically diverse environment at the western edge of the greater Cleveland region. As a teen, I ran with a mix of working class black, Puerto Rican, and white folks, with rare but occasional exposure to the country club elite of our overlapping communities.

      I lived in a conservative, middle-class home in a white neighborhood but went to high school with a racially diverse mix of kids coming from four sides of town and every stratum of socioeconomic reality. I had packs of both white and black friends, dated both, played basketball with both, partied with both. We all knew how to get along, but we also knew where the lines were drawn. It was unspoken but understood: We can all be friends, but there’s safety in keeping to your own. Get sloppy making assumptions, and racial truth might unexpectedly appear in painful ways.

      One example perfectly captures the bizarre nature of how racism would show up unannounced. I wanted to go to senior prom with one of my best friends who happened to be black and from the other side of town. I hung out at her house all throughout high school. Her mom and dad, solid Christian folks and neighborhood pillars, loved me and my family. A few weeks before prom, I went over to her house to ask her dad just as a formality. Zero stress. Thought I’d do it just to score some maturity points.

      When I walked into the living room where everyone sat waiting, it was spooky quiet. Her dad looked at me and nodded over to her mom as if to say, “Talk with her.” So I turned and asked her if I could take their daughter. She started crying and, between sobs, said, “Oh baby, I love you, but you can’t take her to prom.” Her reason? She couldn’t have her daughter going to prom with a white boy. What would her church friends and others on the street say? Prom was forgettable, but I’ll always remember the feeling in that room. Race is a meaning system, weighing on people in ways you can’t always see. My assumption that there was no race problem among us didn’t mean there wasn’t one.

      So ethnicity and race mattered greatly to the people I grew up around, and it became a source of collective identity, pride, and history as well as a way of drawing distinctions between “us” and “them.” At the time, not knowing any better, I assumed this was the experience of most people in America, or at least those who lived in proximity to a major city.

      But college exposed me to a different reality.

    

    
    
      THE FIRST TWO YEARS OF MY UNDERGRADUATE EXPERIENCE

      I became a Christian late in my freshman year, and it transformed the way I saw the world, including how I thought about both ethnic identity and the problems associated with it. I met white people from deep rural environments who had never interacted directly with a black person, and black people from deep city environments who’d had almost no contact with white people. I didn’t know these categories existed, as I assumed everyone grew up like I did. It was my first realization that my experience was hardly the norm.

      Two men exposed me to different but aligned highways of Christian experience. Bill Pugh, a white, former college-football-playing Cincinnati suburbanite, led a ministry on campus called Athletes in Action. Bill was magnetic and charismatic, and he created an environment where people could speak openly, honestly, and directly from their background. Both white and black athletes came to his Bible studies and willingly brought friends. He attended a small, white country church that often gave us an opportunity to testify about what God was doing in our lives as athletes at Kent State University.

      When not with Bill, I was with Cecil Shorts, an African American man from East Cleveland who led another campus ministry geared primarily toward black students called the ABCs of Salvation. He also organized a bus ministry that took students to a large church in Akron called the House of the Lord, an urban, black-led conservative church that was integrated, which I attended throughout my college years.

      Both men taught me to prioritize the Word of God. Both taught me to think missionally. Both reached across the racial divide, believing the gospel to be every person’s greatest need, and integrated the gospel message and concern for social issues as two sides of a coin. Ironically, Bill, who came from conservative political roots, operated as more liberal among his peers, bucking norms and reaching out to people most would ignore. Cecil, who came from the heart of the Democratic ghetto of inner-city Cleveland, sounded like any of the most conservative folks I would ever meet. Together they shaped my biblical, social, and political consciousness.

      Freshman year I took a two-semester class called “Interpreting the Black Experience” taught by E. Timothy Moore, a non-Christian man who was nevertheless deeply spiritual and socially insightful. He and I spent hours together parsing the Reconstruction era, discussing debates within the black community about how to address Jim Crow segregation, learning about key figures and moments of the civil rights years, and absorbing the resistance that took place in the 1970s and 1980s. At the same time, I met Elder Gilbert Carter, a visiting pastor from Canton who taught an elective called “Evolution of the Black Church in America,” where I learned of the origin and evolution of the black ecclesial and theological tradition forged on American soil since the eighteenth century. Together we traced its development in slaveholding, segregated America right up through what was then the late 1980s, wrestling to understand the churches’ role and response to all that Dr. Moore and I were also discussing.

      All of this accelerated my understanding of the role race played in America as we entered the 1990s. I knew race mattered, but these studies helped me appreciate race as a far more pervasive and problematic subject than I had believed. For the first time, I understood how majority culture framed race in ways that didn’t always do justice to historic realities.

    

    
    
      MY LIFE WORKING IN A SPORTS MINISTRY AMONG POC

      Since leaving Kent State, I’ve invested over three decades working as an evangelical minister, primarily using sports as a launching point into both black and white athletes’ lives. The very nature of working among college and professional athletes makes race a constant subtext to thinking biblically about the world they inhabit, and I’ve entered those conversations as both a participant and facilitator.

      I’ve attended events with predominantly white leadership and audiences and listened to the challenges they experience while trying to live their faith in a broken world. I’ve done the same at events with predominantly BIPOC leadership and audiences, observing where their concerns overlap and split in completely different directions, even under the same banner of relatively conservative evangelical Christianity.

      I’ve taught the Bible in front of entirely black audiences, entirely white audiences, and evenly mixed audiences, gaining understanding into how their different subjectivities and social locations produce different questions and responses.

      I’ve observed white leadership keeping “race” talk at arm’s length, distancing themselves either because of discomfort or inadequacy or triggering beliefs that politicize or demonize the subject without discussion. I’ve listened to BIPOC brothers and sisters lament their lack of access to the leadership circle, and white folks’ inability or unwillingness to recognize that the spaces we inhabit together are marked and guided almost entirely by Euro-aesthetics and Euro-concerns. I’ve listened to white folks trying to be reconcilers yet feeling that their best efforts will never be good enough and walking on eggshells in the presence of POC. And I’ve listened to black folks who are beyond weary in always playing the role of educator and feeling like they start all over again with each new encounter they have with white folks.

      I’ve watched power plays, insecurity, backstabbing, and proud stubbornness get reduced and mislabeled as racism and seen concern for racially motivated prejudice and neglect reduced and mislabeled as Marxism, Critical Race Theory, and liberal Democratic posturing.

      I haven’t understood it all, and certainly don’t have wise answers for it all, but across several decades these exposures gave me a degree in Christian BIPOC/white racial dynamics I don’t take for granted.

    

    
    
      THE RADICAL DIVERSITY AND UNEXPECTED RELEVANCE OF MY GRADUATE STUDIES

      I completed two master’s degrees at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School. The first was a master of divinity in systematic theology, which grounded me in the history of primarily white conservative evangelicalism, a degree that for many decades existed as a gateway calling card into evangelical pastoral work.

      At the same time, I completed a master’s degree in Christianity and contemporary culture, which amounted to a “current issues in urban ministry” degree. It concerned itself with asking and answering how Christianity confronts questions related to both modernity and postmodernity, focusing attention on social ethics, how public policy affects the human condition in both history and real time, and the social crises that arise given the brokenness of the societies we create. We focused on biblical justice and considered its implications both for city life and for living in a technologically driven, post-Christian age, all from an orthodox Christian perspective. Racial dynamics played a significant role in these discussions, and we took field trips to places like Lawndale and Circle Urban Ministries in Chicago to understand how the gospel intersects the lives of people in settings of poverty and hopelessness.

      A decade later, I entered a PhD program in American culture studies at Bowling Green State University, a degree focused on asking “eternal questions in new ways, and new questions using refined methods from a variety of disciplines.” I wanted to dig deeper into the meaning of America, how it changes over time, and how we understand it from different perspectives depending on our gender, race, or class alignment. What I didn’t anticipate was learning all of this through the lens of a Marxist worldview along with my baptism into the completely new and foreign language of Critical Theory.

      Over the next five years, I was the politically conservative, white, male, hetero, evangelical Christian in classes where each of those labels was anathema. Through hundreds of hours of conversation and debate, I began to understand not only the thinking behind forms of radical progressivism but also the theory and application of Critical Theory and Critical Race Theory, two streams of thought I never imagined would become relevant in my future ministry.

    

    
    
      TRANSLATING THE RACIAL DIVIDE

      I present that background to establish that the subject of race has never been far from my consciousness. Between growing up in the ethnic melting pot of western Cleveland, receiving discipleship from both white and black folks, and pursuing graduate education in both conservative evangelical theology and Marxist Critical Theory, I’ve been in these conversations on all sides, among the progressive “woke” and regressive “unwoke,” conservative and liberal, Christian and non-Christian. This book is my attempt to make some sense of it all.

      People don’t often take time to ask themselves, “Why do I think the way I think about people?” They haven’t taken inventory of who and what shaped their belief system or reflected on how it’s changed through the years or what caused it to change. But like submitting airport luggage to a customs agent for inspection, it’s helpful to intentionally open our own bags and not only regularly scour the contents we find inside but also ask how they got there and whether they should stay.

      As I assess my own life and consider how to steward the experiences God has given me as a white male, I have often played the role of translator on both sides of the racial divide throughout my time in ministry. To be clear, since I happen to be white myself, I’m writing primarily to help a white audience sort through the language and ideas circulating about race. But I’m writing as a translator from somewhere closer to the middle, meaning any Christian trying to understand what is happening in conversations around race—regardless of ethnic heritage—may benefit. I’m not lecturing either side, though I’d like to sound a few alarms that might be of Christian use, especially if those sirens point to exit doors we can all pass through safely.

    

    
    
      WHY CHRISTIANS WINNING A CULTURE WAR ISN’T MY PRIMARY CONCERN

      Before going any further, I need to put a few more cards on the table. If you try talking about race today—or really any social issue—you’re stepping into a war zone. Two secular worldviews are at each other’s throat. Right-leaning populist (i.e., conservative) movements see themselves as the final solution to preserving philosophical liberalism and democracy and the Western values supporting them. They’re trying to prevent what they see as the destruction of American society. Meanwhile, leftist activists (i.e., progressive) believe the current ordering of society makes the language of democracy hollow. They desire revolutionary upheaval because the status quo maintains inequality and oppression in the lives of everyone not at the top.

      I know Christians on both sides of this disagreement. I understand many of my friends’ concern that radical Progressivism is taking over American institutions. I also appreciate other friends’ arguments for why modern forms of Conservatism feel oppressive. I can even see why those committed to philosophical and social liberalism reject radical leftist solutions and wind up sounding like and siding with conservatives as a result. But understanding aside, I don’t spend much energy fretting about which side is winning or losing the ideological war, and the reasons are an important foundation of this book.

      First, for my Christian friends concerned we’re losing the culture war, if progressive ideology “wins,” it won’t be because Christians failed at resisting it. Rather, it will be because God is using the spread of pagan ideology to discipline his church. It could be judgment for a flippant disregard regarding economic and political injustice, perhaps even for our treatment of immigrants, contempt for “the least of these,” or our participation in all sorts of moral, sexual, and relational apostasy. I’d say the same thing to those few I know who are more concerned about radical Conservatism “winning.” “It is time for judgment to begin with God’s household” (1 Peter 4:17), and throughout the Bible God often uses people promoting godless ideology to deliver it.9 But demonically fueled fascist movements never succeed without God’s permission.

      When do we reach the tipping point? When will God have had enough? I don’t know, but I do know the tide of oppressive expressions of Progressivism or Conservatism won’t be pushed back by shouting louder on social media or hosting conferences to fight with one another. The Bible recommends personal and corporate repentance as an antidote, not another social post to get the last word in.

      Second, I refuse to be limited by binary-driven politics and their meager solutions. Unfortunately, we’re living in an age where the political climate doesn’t allow for a person to be labeled both “conservative” and concerned about capitalist excess or the mistreatment of immigrants. We don’t have tidy labels for the person who is both against abortion and critical of structural and systemic sin patterns. We can hardly imagine a person being against promoting gender fluidity but also for racial justice. But Christians don’t have to settle for that sort of reductionistic tyranny. We need more Christians who transcend binaries and not only see the brokenness in both camps but also apply a more sophisticated understanding of biblical praxis in the face of social evil. This won’t happen if we’ve been discipled more by news networks than the Bible.

      I’m not an advocate for putting our heads in the sand, but I see the futility of a world trying to fix itself without Jesus, and I’m not impressed with any of their solutions. So I don’t align with the radical progressives, the philosophically liberal, or the staunchly conservative and don’t care to spend much time arguing about any one of them as the “right” option. I want to be detached enough to discern what’s wrong, what’s right, and what’s insightful in these worldviews, and I won’t do that well if I’m coming to them as a partisan rather than as an “alien and stranger.” The world desperately needs to see kingdom solutions as alternatives to those of secular progressives, secular liberals, and secular conservatives. When we start sounding too much like any of the three, we undermine our Christian witness. At the same time, all three have common-grace kernels of the kingdom, and Christians need discernment to sift them out.

      Third, let’s talk about “wokeism,” perhaps the most politically loaded word of our day. I have vague recollections of African American kids using the word woke during high school in the 1980s, but I’m guessing none of them knew the source of its first use in the 1930s.10 That’s when blues singer Lead Belly wrote a song about the Scottsboro Boys, nine African American teenage boys accused of raping two women in Alabama in 1931, whose arrest and trial became one of the greatest miscarriages of justice in American history.11 Belly said if you were black in Alabama in the 1930s, you needed to “stay woke,” and the term has been a mainstay of black vernacular ever since. My west Cleveland classmates used it the way Lead Belly intended: to stay aware of what is really going on. Be careful. Keep your eyes open. Stay informed and don’t get taken advantage of by anyone (especially white folks) who may not have your best interests in mind.12 As far as I can tell, it’s still a proactive, protective, and positive word in black culture today.

      In 1962, perhaps prophetically, William Melvin Kelley highlighted “woke” in a New York Times essay about white people appropriating black slang terms and changing their meanings.13 He died in 2017, but I’m guessing he wouldn’t be surprised at what’s happened since with the term woke outside black culture.

      More recently, the term has been co-opted as a negative political buzzword, denoting a militant supporter of equality, diversity, and social justice issues.14 It’s a dog-whistle canopy for any identity-based social justice issues that Democrats and Progressives promote. Wokeism means blaming outcomes on systemic racism, affirming gay marriage, promoting transgenderism, canceling free speech, and focusing on victimization. That’s probably how most evangelicals understand the word as it shows up now.

      But in years of conversations with real Progressives, I’ve learned something important that goes beyond ideology: wokeism is primarily a retaliation. Political aggression that leverages race, gender, sexuality, and ableism is usually the inflamed response of human beings who’ve been deeply wounded by others. Politics aside, wokeism is an intentional overreaction weaponized for the purpose of reversing the pain of feeling mistreated or misunderstood. It’s an ideological response to histories of real abuse, real domination, and real marginalization experienced in people’s real narratives, a secular response to living amid the brokenness of the godless world we’ve created for ourselves as humans.

      I know it’s a poor fix. I’m not naive to the results. I’m just saying wokeism represents leftist solutions devised by hurting people who need gospel healing, not Christian judgment. Plenty of commentary exists on how to respond to the ideology, but are we giving attention to the pain behind it? I’m convinced that poorly lived Christianity plays a significant role in the formation of radical Progressivism. How we respond to hurting people matters.

      So as I write this book, I’m not primarily interested in staking ground against one culture war ism or another. I won’t align myself with any political side, though I am trying to correct inadequacies I’ve experienced in my own more conservative version of evangelicalism. And while I understand the political threat represented by the motives and results of wokeism, I’m more concerned with the brokenness of the people behind it. I’m driven by a desire for Christians to have more social empathy, a deepened understanding of the issues, and where necessary, an action-producing conviction regarding our current role in the race conversation.
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