
[image: Image de couverture]






  

    [image: ]


  


  

       [image: ]


  









  


    Preface to the Signature Edition (2021)


    Chris Rice


    

      “What are all you white people doing here?” Those are the first words I remember hearing Spencer Perkins say. They are not recommended in books like How to Win Friends and Influence People. Spencer’s question bothered me. But it changed my life, and it eventually opened up an unlikely journey that bound our lives together and led us to write this book.


      Thirty years later, the racial tensions behind that question press on a turbulent new time in the United States—when many black Americans express feeling sick and tired of being sick and tired. When many whites claim “they’ll never be satisfied” while many others have put Black Lives Matter signs in their yards for the first time. When other ethnic groups wrestle with how they fit into this “black-white thing.”


      What was so rare and unusual was that Spencer asked that question not at a street protest but at a church meeting in Jackson, Mississippi, where a collective of blacks and whites shared common life, living and worshiping and working in mission together in an inner-city neighborhood at the margins. Spencer and other black members were also asking themselves, “Why are we here? Why are we putting up with white folks who don’t get it?”


      Indeed, why did Spencer bother being with us? At age thirteen he suffered the humiliation of integrating an all-white school. At age sixteen he saw his father, Rev. John Perkins, the morning after nearly being beaten to death by white police officers because of his civil rights work. And at that church meeting he was facing whites like me who were big fans of justice for all—as long as it didn’t create discomfort or affect benefits for me.


      Given how differently we think about and experience America, why bother trying to build a common life and mission together as Christians across racial and ethnic divides? This is the question at the heart of More Than Equals. It is also a question for each new racial time facing Christians in America. Because there is a prayer we cannot escape from. On the night before going to his death on a cross, Jesus prayed for us to become one new people: “My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me” (Jn 17:20-21).


      

        From Rodney King 1991 to George Floyd 2020


        More Than Equals is about the hard, hopeful and holy work of seeking to realize the prayer of Jesus and become one new people across racial divides. Yet in order to see why and how this book’s message still matters, we must first see how the context has changed.


        When Spencer and I wrote More Than Equals in the early 1990s, race wasn’t in the headlines and few Christian publishers were putting out books on the topic. But as we wrote, a racial wake-up call struck the nation. In 1991 white police officers in Los Angeles were filmed violently beating an unarmed black man named Rodney King. When a trial found the officers not guilty, the city erupted with protests and violence. Suddenly race became front and center in political and church debate. More Than Equals hit a wave of new interest, and Spencer and I were thrust into speaking and preaching across the nation in schools, churches and communities.


        In the new introduction to the revised edition of 2000, I described America’s swings between racial progress and regress. From Spencer’s father facing the racism of the 1950s to Spencer’s adulthood in the 1990s, there were areas of undeniable progress in the changing attitudes of white Americans.


        But twenty years later came the pandemic of 2020, and with it the disproportionate deaths of black Americans (as well as Hispanics and Native Americans) due to Covid-19. The pandemic became an x-ray revealing deep fractures of racial inequalities in the body politic of America. If that was not enough to expose how race continues to matter, then came the horrific videotaped murder of George Floyd by a white police officer as Floyd cried out, “I can’t breathe.” A new time of racial reckoning erupted across the nation. And then came the terrifying January 2021 mob assault on the U.S. Capitol, including many overt and organized white supremacists, provoked by the president.


        These realities revealed the continuing consequences of the United States being the only modern nation that had slavery in its midst from the very beginning. Thirty years after More Than Equals, here are the disturbing facts about the ongoing power of those racist roots: American schools and communities continue to be highly racially segregated, the black poverty rate is 2.5 times the white rate, the wealth gap is worsening, and more black children (two-thirds) grow up in high-poverty segregated areas than they did in 1970.1 There is also overwhelming evidence of significant racial disparity in the U.S. criminal justice system, the largest prison system in the world.2 Adding to the pain is how these realities are often interpreted very differently by different groups— including in a divided church, in those who find charges of racism to be overblown, in generational conflicts over race emerging in white churches, and in a time of dangerous national impulses from both left and right to move from disagreement to demonization.


        Furthermore, while in More Than Equals Spencer talked about pervasive “race fatigue” in the nation, now a new dynamic has emerged: reconciliation fatigue in the church. The notion of racial reconciliation has come under deserved criticism. Some protest what has often become “reconciliation without”—without lament, without repentance, without mutuality, without confronting injustices in society and interrupting institutional streams of historical racial disparity. Intensifying this reconciliation fatigue is the sense that this is the version of race relations preferred by many white evangelical Christians. Along with this has been a cultural shift in many quarters away from racial reconciliation to racial justice.


        Yet thirty years after writing More Than Equals, with both progress and regress in mind, here is what I believe remains unchanged. In naming the slavery of African people as our racist roots or, theologically, as America’s original sin, we name a cancer of the kind the medical profession calls malignant—deeply rooted, capable of mutating into new forms, its cells not easily dying, and with consequences passed down generationally. Healing does not come easily, and treatment must be long-term and tenacious, in multiple stages and at multiple levels—institutional, interpersonal and individual.


        What treatment does More Than Equals propose? A book is like a photograph, capturing a moment in time. It can’t be refreshed with a click. Yet against the backdrop of our new racial time, I believe there are four ways More Than Equals is meaningful for today’s reader regarding the quest for racial healing: history and hope, how we form and become new people, the Christian difference, and a spirituality for the long haul.


      


      

      

        History and Hope


        Let’s face it: it’s hard to remain hopeful about racial healing in America. We need stories that inspire us to believe that a different way is possible and that change is worth sacrificing for.


        Against the backdrop of the malignancy of racism, I believe the community of hope out of which Spencer and I wrote is of immense historical significance. The lessons we offer are drawn from a shared life in Mississippi between blacks and whites that was likely one of the most dynamic and long-lasting interracial communities in American church history. For over four decades, in the heart of the American South, as many as 150 people in Voice of Calvary Church and Ministries shared daily life amid racial differences that continually threatened to undo us. Over time, we became a new people, altered at our very core.


        We need true stories that enlarge and correct our understanding about what is possible and what God desires of God’s church. More Than Equals bears witness that the way things are is not the way things have to be. If the new reality we describe in this book can interrupt blacks and whites in Jackson, Mississippi, can’t a new reality interrupt any context of great injustice and division in this world?


        What sought to tear us apart? What held us together? If hope requires sacrifice, what does sacrifice look like? Our successes, failures, struggles and methods are worth examining by new generations seeking a church that embodies and pursues justice for all.


      


      

      

        How We Form and Become New People


        The lesson of history is that treating the malignancy of racism in America is impossible without thinking and working institutionally. To say it biblically, limiting God’s work of renewal to human hearts but not human structures is a narrow view of God’s good news, which reconciles “all things” (Col 1:17-20).


        Yet, as much as we must champion policy change, More Than Equals is not primarily about national politics. Deep social transformation requires both policy change and local person-to-person engagement, both institutional and interpersonal work. We cannot change the world without becoming changed people, and a central task of the church is to form new people and new communities that live the alternative in a world of division and injustice.


        More Than Equals is about the difficult, daily, local work of changing people at the personal, interpersonal and ecclesial level—work that requires directly facing one another across divides over a long period of time. This is very different from cheap versions of solidarity without sacrifice. The work of healing and justice is not simply about using the right language or attending the right protests. It is costly and long term, and most of the time it is gradual, local and hardly glamourous. Long-lasting work against injustice comes not from people who are forced to change but from those who become persuaded and passionate to change. How do we form Christians who learn to say no to racism, no to social exclusion, no to Sunday morning being America’s most segregated hour, no to neglect of the poor and oppressed? More Than Equals engages the nitty-gritty of how that change happens.


      


      

      

        The Christian Difference


        More Than Equals also matters for readers who rightly wrestle with whether Christianity can offer any hope to our racial situation. There are so many Christian versions of dressing racial wounds lightly, of crying “peace, peace . . . when there is no peace” (Jer 6:14). But the vision of unity Spencer and I discuss has nothing to do with that. It didn’t come from an ivory tower but from black Christians at the margins of Mississippi who invited white people into their battle for justice and equality. In the book’s title, by “more” we meant a new and costly interracial reality of trust, justice, forgiveness and mutuality— what the New Testament calls koinonia. It would be a serious problem to jump over “equals” to “more.” The title was not Less Than Equals or Let’s Be Friends Now.


        All this was, as our subtitle says, “for the sake of the gospel.” Our gospel call to hold together both prophetic truth and pastoral love will help readers navigate their own situations of conflict and injustice. Love is patient, yes. Yet loving those who do wrong doesn’t mean ignoring injustice. Love does not minimize sin or evil. Love is not blind to cancers that have gone deep into the body politic. Loving does not mean pretending everything is okay. Because love without truth lies. We cannot grow in love without loving truth. We dare not talk about reconciliation without repentance, without getting feet off necks.


        At the same time, truth without love kills. Spencer often said, “If I wasn’t a Christian, I wouldn’t bother with trying to forgive white folks.” But he did try, because he believed Jesus wanted him to, that it was for his own good. We present a vision of the gospel whereby Christians don’t get to choose who “our people” are. In Christ, reconciliation is received and it is comprehensive—“all things.” This calling is inescapable, just as it was for the first Christians in the book of Acts. In spite of themselves, they were pulled across barriers between Jew and Gentile, male and female, slave and free, with the central actor being not any of the apostles but the Holy Spirit.


        The new order of Jesus is anti-racist and anti-oppression. At the same time it is not a duplication of the old order of power but a new reality and life, where “mercy and truth have met together” (Ps 85:10 nkjv). Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. once said that “unarmed truth and unconditional love will have the final word in reality. This is why right temporarily defeated is stronger than evil triumphant.”3 More Than Equals can help readers wrestle with what it means to embody this Christian vision of restorative justice and life in their own time.


      


      

      

        A Spirituality for the Long Haul


        Spencer’s and my friendship was not a “bromance.” We were with each other long enough to know each other’s virtues and sins. You will see our church wrestle with things whites had to die to and things blacks had to die to. At multiple times the question comes, “Why bother?” Without a spirituality for the long haul that keeps God’s work at the center, activists will burn out, pastors will lose courage to speak the truth, and leaders will pursue short-term, Band-Aid remedies. More Than Equals can help readers see why willpower and sacrifice are not enough to sustain the journey.


        “For the joy set before him” Jesus endured the cross (Heb 12:2). The struggle for racial justice and healing is not worth it without joy, and Spencer describes a time in our work when we ran out of joy and our relationship almost came to a bitter end. A mentor said to us then, “The most important person in this community is not Spencer or Chris, or any church member, or the neighborhood people. The most important person is Jesus. And if you don’t learn how to keep Jesus at the center, you will become very dangerous activists.” I invite you to wrestle with the spirituality we offer alongside our limitations and imperfection.


        Why bother? Because I am afraid of who I would be without Spencer and the common life we shared with others in Mississippi. I have carried his presence and the lessons of our struggles, successes, failures and joys with me—from working alongside East Africans in the conflicts of their region, to working on both sides of the divide between South Korea and North Korea, to advocacy work amid divided countries at the United Nations in New York City. But while my body has moved, my soul is still in Mississippi. Many years after his sudden passing to heaven in 1998, I still think about Spencer every day. We went from “what are all you white people doing here” to together experiencing the most beautiful things we are given on this earth: friendship, purpose, laughter, seeing justice break in and healing begin.


        I pray you will find light from the journey and vision we bear witness to as you seek a more excellent way in the pain of the time and place in which you live. May you too find that strange and difficult ground given to you by the God of amazing grace, which becomes holy ground.


      


      



  









  


    Introduction to the New Edition (2000)


    

      When Spencer and I walked across the fall-colored campus of a prominent private university and arrived at the black student center to lead a discussion on racial reconciliation, I expected sparks to fly. I was familiar with the cynicism of college students toward Christians.


      So I wasn’t surprised when not long into the dialogue, in a room crowded with both blacks and whites, a well-informed black senior admitted his misgivings. “When I heard it was going to be Christian speakers, I thought, Oh, no. Some religious garbage. I mean, what do Christians have to say about race with their record on justice?”


      To him, Spencer and I were a strange new species. Our Christian convictions had led us across racial lines into a lifestyle focused on black-white reconciliation.


      But what should he make of the Christian record on race, of those who claim allegiance to a Master who said, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another” (Jn 13:35)?


      The student brought up South Africa. What was he to make of the fact that in the late 1980s, when racial apartheid was alive and well, one poll showed that over 80 percent of white South Africans identified themselves as born-again Christians?


      I hoped he didn’t know what I knew: that Rwanda, where black-onblack killing fields were soaked with the blood of one million people of the Tutsi tribe in the 1990s, was the most evangelized, Christianized country in central Africa; that eight of every ten Rwandans belonged to a church; and that church-going Hutus murdered many Tutsis, even brutally killing fellow Christians. The daunting task, said the chairman of the Rwandan Bible Society, was to “evangelize Rwanda anew.”


      In the book God’s Long Summer author Charles Marsh tells the civil rights movement stories of both rabid segregationists and devoted freedom strugglers who believed they were taking orders from Jesus. It is well-documented that, as a group, white evangelical Christians were either silent or on the wrong side of that movement.


      Our witness as Christians labors under the burden of a great historical contradiction: that it is possible to be reconciled to God without being reconciled to your neighbor. Whenever Christians make peace with that fallacy, it spells disaster for the world.


      

        Truth Proof


        To address this scar in Christian race relations in America, Spencer and I set out in the early 1990s to write a book not only grounded in biblical truth but in a story that “proved” that truth. From experience we knew there was an alternative, that racial redemption is possible here and now.


        More Than Equals was the outcome of a long give-and-take between black and white Christians that continues today. The two of us lived in a rare American setting where the color line was broken in the most intimate arenas of friendship, family, social life, neighborhood and church. This unlikely laboratory for reconciliation was in Mississippi’s capital city, in the black community known as West Jackson, home of Voice of Calvary Fellowship Church. There a congregation of friends has determined to stay together through tough times, “in sickness and in health.” Within this crucible Spencer’s and my relationship and partnership were formed.


        For Spencer, taking on the yoke of reconciliation proved to be a life-long struggle in the trenches—from the 1960s fight for racial justice in rural Mississippi to the dream of racial harmony in our innercity neighborhood in the 1990s. For me, it was nearly twenty years of living in a black community, working on relationships that didn’t come easily and discovering the greatest joys possible on this earth.


        Twelve years of our partnership were spent living in a small group with our wives and children, several other families, a host of youth, volunteers, guests and people in crisis, in an intentional Christian community we called “Antioch.” We shared a common life of Christian discipleship and practical ministry. There—gathered around a dinner table with twenty-plus people, caring for each other, working together, fighting, forgiving, even washing the dishes—our individual stories were knit into the common story that we believed God was writing among us.


        The years since the 1993 publication of More Than Equals saw Spencer and me enter new territory of learning and growth. (Our most important experience, a crisis in our relationship, is the subject of a new chapter added to this edition, “Playing the Grace Card.”) Extensive travels in reconciliation work stretched us in new ways. Compelling national developments included a rising tide of attention to racial reconciliation within the Christian church.


        Over these years four new convictions have emerged for me about race relations in America at the dawn of the twenty-first century. I call them “the paradigm shift,” “the paradox,” “the continuing perversion” and “the overlooked partners.” They are important to introducing More Than Equals.


      


      

      

        Conviction 1: The Paradigm Shift


        “It makes no sense that the race problem is getting worse instead of better,” Spencer and I wrote in the original edition of this book. “It seems that for every step forward, we take two steps back.”


        America’s racial debate perennially errs on either side of “we’ve come so far” versus “not yet.” Either progress is praised to the point of declaring the “end of racism” or divisions and gaps are so lamented that we often hear “things are worse than ever.”


        Who is right? My new conclusions from the growing evidence caught me by surprise.


        After enduring two and a half centuries of brutal slavery, followed by another hundred years of violently enforced segregation and just three decades since the end of the civil rights movement, ancestors of African slaves have become an integral part of American civilization, with an impact completely disproportionate to 13 percent of the population. That they endured and transcended this oppression (carried out with an explicit “Christian” justification) with their belief in God intact and with a religious fervor unmatched in the nation is nothing short of an inexplicable miracle.


        “Viewed from the perspective of comparative history and sociology,” writes Harvard sociologist Orlando Patterson in The Ordeal of Integration, “it can be said, unconditionally, that the changes that have taken place in the United States over the past fifty years are unparalleled in the history of minority-majority relations. . . . There does not exist a single case in modern or earlier history that comes anywhere near the record of America in changing majority attitudes, in guaranteeing legal and political rights, and in expanding socioeconomic opportunities for its disadvantaged minorities.”1


        Whites had a 350-year head start, yet by 1995 the income of black married families reached 87 percent of white married families’ income. A large, visible black middle class exploded—36 percent of African-Americans by that same year. Coupling that group with the large black working class equals 70 percent of African-Americans who have benefited from the enormous progress. As of 1993 black women with a college degree or higher earned more than white women with the same education. And polls indicate that most blacks were very optimistic about their economic future.


        African-American influence pervades the nation’s life and thought. Culturally—in music, literature, entertainment and athletics—blacks are a highly visible force. What is American culture without jazz, blues and the foundational harmonies of gospel music and the black church? Politically, African-Americans and their interests are represented beyond tokenism. They have served as mayors of nearly all of America’s largest cities, including Los Angeles, New York, Philadelphia and Chicago, and even largely white cities such as Seattle, Denver, Minneapolis and San Francisco. Nationally, the number of black elected officials nearly sextupled since 1970. Their opinions matter— half a dozen black columnists appear regularly in major city newspapers across America. The greatest national success story in race relations is the United States military: analysts now regard its culture as “Afro-European”; 30 percent of the nation’s soldiers and 10 percent of its officers are black.


        Who were arguably America’s three most admired people at the end of the twentieth century? African-Americans Colin Powell, Michael Jordan and Oprah Winfrey. Were Powell to run for office, polls showed America could elect its first African-American president. Whose white son didn’t want to “be like Mike”? Or his heir apparent, Tiger Woods, whose multiethnic heritage symbolized the emerging America of the new millennium?


        This astounding progress embraces contact between blacks and whites. A 1997 Gallup poll found that the oldest children in over 60 percent of African-American families attended schools that were half or nearly all European American. And half of African-Americans lived in neighborhoods that were half or nearly all European American. Numerous polls and surveys indicate that friendship and contact between blacks and whites is much more frequent than acknowledged in the media.


        Indisputable evidence of progress is summed up in that Gallup survey’s startling conclusion: “A portrait of a separate America for blacks is no longer valid. Blacks in America today have relatively high levels of daily contact with whites across a variety of settings. Blacks live with, work with, send their kids to schools with, and have close friends who are white.”2


        A June 1999 cover story of Newsweek boldly proclaimed “the good news about black America”: “By a wide array of measures, now is a great time—the best time ever—to be black in America.” Inside, black journalist Ellis Cose (not a political conservative, author of The Rage of a Privileged Class, who declares the outrage of the black middle class) and a team of correspondents concluded that “the good news on black America is too clear to deny. In the past few decades, blacks’ fortunes and prospects have soared toward the heavens. Blacks have entered virtually every sector of American society and breathed life into Martin Luther King’s extraordinary fantasy. It’s too late to put the racial-justice genie back in the bottle. It’s time to acknowledge what America and African Americans together have accomplished and become.”3


        So is the racially tense world of More Than Equals an abandoned ghost town? Well, there’s more to the story. But first, let the facts of hope and progress sink in. They represent a deeply significant paradigm shift for racial discussion in America.


      


      

      

        Conviction 2: The Paradox


        “Even after all the progress . . . our tired, embattled relationship has reached an impasse, and we are all suffering from race fatigue,” we wrote in the first edition of More Than Equals. Truly, if America has “come so far,” why does it feel so “not yet”?


        Take that college Spencer and I were visiting. Nowhere did we find more talk about the value of diversity and tolerance than at universities like this one. Nowhere was there more evidence of progress: second-generation middle-class black students rubbing shoulders with the best and brightest. And yet nowhere did we see more visible, voluntary racial separation than on those same campuses. Black, Latino, Asian and de facto white dorms. Cafeterias divided into ethnic enclaves. The organized Christian groups on campus were mostly divided into separate ethnic fellowships with little if any contact with each other. Beneath the surface of correct language were distrustful, resentful and fearful hearts. Asking an honest question branded one “militant,” “racist” or “Uncle Tom.” Nowhere did we hear stronger calls for “separate and equal,” a shrill new cry from black professionals and students who had seemingly “made it.”


        Instead of sending future leaders out with more cross-racial understanding and experiences, most students graduated as further casualties of the “race fatigue” that Spencer and I discuss in More Than Equals.


        Other disturbing signs of conflict and dissonance have assaulted the national consciousness: Rodney King’s 1991 videotaped beating, the police officers’ acquittal, and Los Angeles’s devastation by violence and looting. Another “not guilty” in the 1995 O. J. Simpson trial, leaving blacks mostly jubilant and whites mostly dismayed. Public division over affirmative action. Racially motivated violence and arson. Intractable inner-city crime and poverty, concentrated in black communities. The paradox of an exploding black middle class voicing less and less interest in racial integration. And media images of a white middle class fed up with special favors for minorities.


        Whites and blacks reach completely different conclusions from the same events and evidence. One mostly contends “we’ve come so far,” the other “not yet.” Wrote Newsweek, “Blacks remain, in substantial measure, a race apart in America: a race admired, even emulated, yet held at arms’ length. It reflects a particular American schizophrenia. We embrace equality and yet struggle with it in reality. We have come so far, and yet we have not escaped the past.”4


        The facts of both discord and progress cry out.


      


      

      

        The Ordeal of Progress


        The most convincing explanation of this dissonance, simple and yet profound, has been given by sociologist Patterson: “Things appear to get worse, and are perceived as getting worse, because they are getting better. If the integration of two groups legally and socially separated for more than 350 years does not produce friction, it is the surest sign that no meaningful change has taken place.” Patterson continues, “These experiences [of integration], it cannot be too strongly emphasized, are real—often vicious—and, for the African-Americans as well as many aggrieved European-Americans, traumatic. . . . But they are side effects of progress, not signs of failure.”5


        The “paradox of progress” resonates with Spencer’s and my experience. Often people have asked me, “How do I know when I’m on the road to reconciliation?” My answer: “When you start to feel pain.” In this book you will read of a racial crisis that rocked our Jackson congregation in 1983. Many members left the church. But the lasting result of that conflict was to bring our black members into full empowerment within the life of the church. Great gains were made—but not without casualties, agony and a pile of clean-up work in forgiveness and reconciliation.


        Racial progress is a great ordeal. It is uncomfortable and comes at a great cost—with friction, conflict, misunderstanding, grievances. Everybody is not only gaining something but giving up something. For African-Americans especially, that is unfair, undeserved, agonizing. It is the “no pain, no gain” price of the remarkable breakthrough into the mainstream. But it is a side effect of progress, not failure.


        As racial progress moves forward, resistance to it increases. Top Texaco executives were captured on audiotape in 1994 using racial slurs against African-Americans and apparently plotting to destroy documents related to a racial discrimination lawsuit. (Texaco settled the case for $176 million, the largest racial discrimination suit in history. It’s nice to see the price of racial jokes so high these days.)


        When the Oklahoma City bombing occurred in 1995, who didn’t automatically assume Middle East terrorists were responsible? Timothy McViegh exposed the tip of a subculture of white supremacist groups that has been steadily documented and evidenced in act after act of violence (the latest, at the time of this writing, was a twenty-one-year-old white student in the Chicago area who shot eleven blacks, Asians and Orthodox Jews in a two-day shooting rampage, killing two people).


        Mixed with astonishingly good news about black America is alarmingly bad news. In the words of Newsweek’s Ellis Cose, “Despite the lip service we pay to the concept of equality, we look with equanimity, even pride, upon a statistical profile of black Americans that, were it of whites, would be a source of horror and consternation.”6


        At the dawn of the twenty-first century, one out of every four blacks and over 40 percent of black children lived in poverty. Over 90 percent of those children had only Mom present at home, often barely an adult herself.


        One of every three black men aged twenty to twenty-nine was in prison, jail, on parole or probation. A minuscule but highly dangerous 3 percent of African-Americans (nearly all males) were arrested for 45 percent of America’s violent crime—almost all committed against other blacks.


        Conditions within black families were perhaps most alarming of all. African-Americans had the lowest rate of marriage in the nation and the highest divorce rate of any major ethnic group. Teen black girls having children and irresponsible, absent fathers were national emergencies; 60 percent of black children have been abandoned by their fathers.


        Making all this more complex is how much these are legacies of racial injustice versus American problems increasingly shared by all ethnic groups, as witnessed in a violent national subculture; a growing poor white underclass; rising white teen births and single-parent households; and an ever-widening, even immoral, national gap between “haves” and “have-nots.” Many poor families work full time but cannot earn a livable wage.


        Substantial resegregation of public schools has also risen since the early 1980s, even among suburban blacks. White students go to schools that are mostly white. More and more educated and middleclass African-Americans value equality over diversity, development of their communities over racial integration. In 1998 the NAACP hotly debated its historic commitment to integrated schools. The real issue behind school integration is persisting residential segregation.


        Make no mistake, there is no end of racism. It lurks insidiously in literally tens of millions of souls. Some scholars estimate that as many as 25 percent of whites—45 million—are still hard-core racists. While far fewer than years ago, consider this alarming result: for every two African Americans, there are three hard-core racist whites.7 Fueling outrage and injustice is the disproportionate presence of these racists in their lives. One persistent and public arena is hard-core racism among white law enforcement officers. Mark Fuhrman, a detective in the O. J. Simpson case, boasted on tape to a Hollywood screenwriter about planting evidence on black professionals, embodying a “Fuhrman factor” that repeatedly makes blacks (especially men) targets of police harassment and sometimes violence.


        Millions of these hard-core white racists are in our nation’s Christian churches. What is the church doing wrong that racists are comfortable in our pews, choirs and Sunday school classes—even in our pulpits? This brings us to the place of the Christian church in America within this paradox of progress.


      


      

      


        Conviction 3: The Continuing Perversion


        It is an institution, according to two analysts, “unmatched in its level of racial integration. . . [and] its broad record of African-American achievement. It is a world in which the African-American heritage is part and parcel of the institutional culture.”8 Would that they were speaking of the church. But no, this description is of America’s leader in race relations—the military.


        In stark contrast to national progress, a 1997 Gallup Poll concluded that the Christian church remains the one “highly segregated” major institution of American public life: 73 percent of whites and 71 percent of blacks still went to churches that were, respectively, all or nearly all white and black.9 Adding insult to injury is sociologist Patterson’s observation: “The Christian church has failed miserably in the promotion of ethnic fellowship and is now the mainstay of segregation.”10


        This is the real scandal of the Christian church. Citizens are not expected to act like family. Christians are—but we don’t. In fact, the gospel’s starting point for race relations is that black and white Christians are more than family. We are more brothers and sisters than with our own blood and kin. (Said Jesus: “My mother and brothers are those who hear God’s word and put it into practice” [Lk 8:21].) Our accommodation to separation falls far short of God’s intentions and robs the gospel of its power.


        Social science may indeed show astounding progress in race relations. But these terms cannot describe the terrain as seen through the eyes of the gospel.


        Through that lens, the white majority can “give ground” but be full of resentment, anger, guilt and shame. Millions of blacks can be “better off” but still hold bitterness and unforgiveness in their hearts. The races can know each other better and like each other less. National racial progress may be measured by statistics, but God measures by the content of the human heart. We can do the right thing, but if not for the right reason, if not inspired by sincere love, it doesn’t even count (1 Cor 13:1-3)!


        Every bit of racial progress in America has been fought for, inch by inch. The reign of God’s kingdom, however, comes never by force but voluntarily—from the heart, not begrudged or demanded. The mark of reconciliation is not a truce but an embrace. And we have yet to experience that embrace within the body of Christ.


        A church without embrace cannot break the entrenched cycle of ungrace between the races. It cannot cure descendants of hard-core racists of residual cancers of shame and superiority, nor empty the descendants of former slaves of poisonous reservoirs of dislike and disdain for former oppressors. Only those transformed by God’s unfair, insane love—who then give it undeserved as willing victims back to each other—can break the cycle. There is no better—and no other—place to stage that embrace than within our churches.


        The challenge is to come to see that embrace as a pearl of great price worth surrendering much. In the last months of his life, Spencer was reaching for a new language in describing that pearl to his black brothers and sisters—he called it “the culture of grace” (see chapter twenty).


      


      

      

        Integration Versus Reconciliation


        Sooner or later we are going to have to stop pretending that this antagonistic relationship can be healed by itself. It’s going to take some work. The challenge of beginning to talk honestly and work intentionally toward living like family is the task of racial reconciliation.


        Through our common struggle shaped over fifteen years of hardwon friendship, Spencer and I came to the same conclusion: integration and reconciliation are not the same. The two battles should be waged with different rules and on separate planes.


        Integration is a political and social concept; the beloved community spoken of by biblical and contemporary prophets is a much higher calling. America may be more integrated, but it is far from being reconciled. Reconciliation is a deeply spiritual concept and must be approached spiritually. Trying to hold non-Christians to Christian principles is like trying to convince a cat that mice should not be eaten. The cat might see, and it might even understand, but it will not have the inner motivation or “vision” to stop chasing mice. When it gets hungry, it will interpret your request as going against its best interest. “Where there is no vision, the people perish” (Prov 29:18 KJV).


        While this book may heighten your insight into our country’s racial problems, it is a special challenge for those of us who have pledged allegiance to Jesus Christ to follow the tough but liberating teachings of our Lord. Analysis might be interesting, but what is most important is that we live out solutions that show the world another way.


        While the Christian church has often failed miserably in demonstrating this alternative, this same church has a counterheritage. I believe the greatest stories of interracial partnership and progress in America—whether the underground railroad, the abolitionist movement, the civil rights movement, and even now in the growing, interracial, faith-based movements of churches taking on the inner city—are stories of courageous Christians. This is the heritage for us to reclaim.


      


      

      

        Conviction 4: The Overlooked Partners


        By now some are asking, “Is this just a black-white thing?” One of the critiques of More Than Equals has been its black-white focus. Well, some of my best friends are Latino and Asian and . . . no, I won’t go there.


        The fact is, Spencer and I didn’t write as scholars but as practitioners. We focused on black and white because that is who we were and what we experienced. It’s what we could address with authority.


        Through further experiences and travels, however, we encountered a wider ethnic landscape. On many college campuses Asian Americans far outnumbered African-Americans. In Chicago I stayed with a friend who lived in a Latino neighborhood called “LaVillita.” I went on my daily jog and got lost, and suddenly “little village” seemed vast and very foreign, especially when I asked three people for directions, and none of them replied in English. In Mississippi thousands of Latino employees have flooded into rural chicken-processing factories. Eventually Voice of Calvary Fellowship Church will be pushed beyond its comfort zone in a city that is no longer just black and white. One of the most defining symbols of black-white division in America is the 1992 Los Angeles riots. But more Latinos than blacks were arrested, and Korean-American stores suffered some of the worst devastation.


        It is time to invest much more energy in extending the reconciliation challenge beyond black and white. Our partners have been in the room a long time. They’ve been overlooked, and I know they have felt it. Sometimes they can be pretty quiet too. It’s time to welcome them— and challenge them—into the struggle.


        There are three “significant others”: Native Americans, Latinos and Asian Americans. Native Americans are an almost invisible presence, but the scar of unresolved original sin lies buried deep in the nation’s soul. Latino and Asian Americans are changing the face of America and the church. By 2010, Latinos will be our largest minority group. Asian Americans are the fastest growing minority group, about one in ten Americans by 2050. Already outnumbering African-Americans in bellwether California, their influence is disproportionate because they are more educated and affluent than any ethnic group, including whites.


        My closer familiarity is with Asian dynamics (having grown up in South Korea with a very positive experience and studied Chinese language in college). I will mention three issues added by their presence that probably touch similar dynamics in the Latino community.


        First, where does reconciliation begin? For starters, “Asian American” is an ambiguous category. There are huge differences and tensions between Asian ethnic groups. It is more accurate to speak of cultures, neighborhoods and churches that are Vietnamese, Korean or Chinese than “Asian American.” East Asian cultures (Korea, Japan and China—all based in Confucian culture) differ significantly from Southeast Asian. Korean immigrants, mostly educated and urban, have succeeded quickly in America. Cambodians, mostly poor and rural, have struggled. Japanese immigrants have been deeply assimilated into American life with an extremely high rate of interracial marriage with whites. By no means do Koreans first think of themselves as Asians. A Korean family friend always warns me not to go to Chinese restaurants. “Chinese dirty,” she says. Like most Koreans, she also carried a fierce animosity for the Japanese, colonial oppressors of the Koreans. All these dynamics point to a deep need for intra-Asian ethnic healing.


        At the same time, Asian cultures value the group over the individual, making the “birds of a feather” principle an even greater threat to unity with non-Asians. A cultural strength when it comes to mutual support, sticking together can keep Asian Americans isolated, self-satisfied and on the sidelines of the larger multiethnic arena. That must be resisted.


        Second, are Asian Americans the “oppressed” or the “oppressors”? The legacy is decidedly mixed at both extremes. The long history of American Japanese and Chinese citizens is riddled with vicious discrimination, most familiarly when Japanese-American families were forced into internment camps during World War II. But throughout history, Japan committed notorious violence against other peoples, including colonizing Korea from 1910 to 1945. Thousands of Korean women were forced into brothels to service Japanese soldiers. Bullied by more powerful countries around it, Korea birthed a home-grown “theology of the downtrodden” called minjung. But they can’t claim a clean slate either. Prejudice is intense against mixed-race children (mostly the progeny of American servicemen) and darker skin. In American inner cities, Korean storeowners are often detested. This is partly a cultural clash, but many of my black friends detect a dehumanizing superiority complex.


        Ethnic chauvinism is an achilles heel for each of these East Asian cultures. There is much behind the fact that the Chinese dubbed their country the “Middle Kingdom.” Japan has forced its culture upon others throughout history. Understandable Korean self-protection mechanisms and hard-won pride can erode into ethnocentrism. It would be easy for many Asian Americans to imagine they are superior, simply in comparing their economic performance to other ethnic groups. I have heard Asian-American students bemoan being labeled the “model minority.” Well, there are worse things to be called. But perhaps they are voicing a deep insecurity that lies behind the image of success. Idolization of whiteness takes a sick form in the cut-and-paste surgery, common to Asian-American women, that “Westernizes” their eyelids.


        Third, this complicated legacy of experiencing both pain and privilege, both discrimination and advantage, may point to a special role for Asian Americans in racial reconciliation. Perhaps their experience on both sides of the fence has prepared Asian Americans to be bridge people in racial healing. They bring great cultural legacies to the challenge—perseverance, a willingness to delay immediate gratification for long-term success, and often fervent Christian faith. Back in Asia, the gospel was often accepted only at great personal cost. These are great assets for the reconciliation battle. Maybe Asians and Latinos even have a strategic role to play as bridges between the black-white divide that is undoubtedly our most insidious dilemma. The cultural strengths of our overlooked partners will be of great benefit to the whole church as we struggle for reconciliation in the twenty-first century.


        While this book is not definitive, Spencer’s and my ministry experiences across the nation proved that its biblical and practical principles can be readily applied to the entire body of Christ. I encourage you to add to its reading other ethnic-specific resources as listed in an endnote.11


        A final word on a related subject: much debate has emerged over the use of the term race versus ethnicity, and black and white versus ethnic designations such as “African-American” and “European American.” Some even prefer “Afro-American” to distinguish the ancestors of American slaves from the growing number of new African immigrants. An increasing and vocal number of mixed-race children, mostly of black and white parentage, no longer accept the “one drop” rule that persists in dubbing them only black; they prefer biracial, embracing the heritage of both parents. This debate raises important issues, including the fact that “race” is not explicitly mentioned in Scripture. New Testament divisions were between ethnic groups: Hebrews, Greeks, Samaritans and Romans. But to keep things simple, we will stick to the language of the first edition. In this book the terms race and ethnicity could be interchanged.


      


      

      

        The Journey


        Spencer’s and my life stories are critical to this book’s message. They illustrate both how differently the issue of race has affected different ethnic groups and how similarly we can be transformed as we become part of God’s story. At times the anger from Spencer’s bitter racial experiences sends sparks out from these pages, while my racial naiveté is embarrassingly evident.


        But we all begin where we are. For the process of reconciliation to start, different responses are required from different ethnic groups. So each chapter in this book is written in one of our voices. As each of us sounds the particular notes of his own racial experiences and perspectives, I believe they blend into a clear and harmonious call to action.


        We can’t just snap our fingers and—presto!—suddenly be one in Christ. The task of bridging our racial divide and acting like a loving family is a journey, and three crucial steps are needed. They are the framework for this book.


        First, admit. Christians must admit that a separation exists, that our ethnic and racial relationships are uneasy, and that this misrepresents what God intends for his people. Second, submit. We must hand ourselves over to God, fall on our faces before him for help, and recognize that we can’t be healed apart from him. And we must submit to one another by embracing across racial and ethnic barriers and beginning to address the hurts and gaps between us. Finally, commit. Deep and lasting reconciliation will be realized only as we commit ourselves to a lifestyle of loving our racially different neighbors as ourselves.


        Spencer’s and my long friendship and ministry proved that it is still possible for the embodiment of reconciliation, this new family of God, to become visible on this earth. We wrote not as “experts”—not as sociologists, political scientists, economists or historians—but simply as brothers in Christ who walked a daily reality of unity. We stumbled much, forgave much and grew much. God always made a way when there seemed to be no way.


        On January 27, 1998, Spencer’s sudden death at age forty-four of a heart attack at his home in Jackson brought his witness on this earth and our long partnership to an end. For the sake of the gospel Spencer loved me “ till death did us part.” For the sake of the gospel, I loved him like a brother. Because of God neither of us was ever the same. Indeed, God made us family.


        It is time that we, fellow citizens of God’s kingdom, take our rightful place as the light—a city on a hill—in leading the way from separation and integration to the higher call of reconciliation. It is time that we, a holy race, no longer follow the world’s lead but move beyond the quest for equality and mere tolerance to make visible the “one new person” that Jesus died on the cross to create. It is time that we, brothers and sisters, acted like family.
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