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To my sons, Eliot and Winston. 

This is for you.

And to Maggie, 

who is our compass.


FOREWORD

BY BRENDA SALTER MCNEIL


“WE LIKED YOU BETTER when you just quoted Bible verses!”

That’s what an angry white Christian man wrote to me one day on social media. His comment stung when I first read it, but then I said to myself, “I bet you did!”

After thinking about it, I believe he posted this comment because I’ve become much more vocal about exposing white supremacist ideology. For years, I intentionally avoided speaking out about controversial social and political issues because I believed that if I could convince Christian people that reconciliation was biblical, they would embrace it and pursue it. But that didn’t happen! Instead, many of the evangelical Christians who invited me to speak at their churches, colleges, and conferences also voted for an American president who degraded and ridiculed women, people of color, immigrants, and people with disabilities. That’s when I knew I had to speak out more forcefully about the truth of racial reconciliation, which would require directly confronting the issue of whiteness.

It is deeply disturbing that so many Christians think that racial reconciliation is some kind of liberal, politically motivated social agenda that has nothing to do with their faith as followers of Jesus Christ. It is also an indictment on the church that so many Christians are discipled and don’t know that the gospel includes reconciliation across racial, gender, ethnic, social, and cultural barriers. Discipleship is an invitation to follow Jesus into a new community. We are called to make disciples who create corporate, social change as a part of a new community that loves the Lord with all our heart, mind, soul, and strength, and loves our neighbor as ourselves. Unfortunately, since so many Christians have not heard this message, there is an urgent need for rediscipling in the Christian community.

That’s why I’m so excited about this book by David Swanson. David offers a new discipleship pathway by speaking honestly and precisely to white people and elevating the voices and histories of people of color who have been calling for a more honest conversation about faith and race all along. Rediscipling the White Church is a unique contribution to this discussion because, unlike other white people who keep denying it, David tells the truth about the reality of whiteness in the church and society. He gives language to what many people of color have experienced and felt about the way whiteness functions. More importantly, however, he also is willing to take the hit himself and not just let people of color withstand the worst of the angry attacks from defensive white Christians.

David knows that racism is insidious, and he has chosen to expose how it operates so we can all see it and be healed of its power and influence over us. I can’t think of anybody I trust more to write this important book. I have known David and have been on the journey of life and reconciliation with him for over ten years. I can personally vouch for his credibility as an ally who lives in solidarity with and submission to the black community where he lives, worships, and serves.

In this book, David is intellectually rigorous as he analyzes the current problem and synthesizes solutions with great care and precision. He also knows and firmly believes that we need the power of the Holy Spirit to transform us. That’s why he unflinchingly confesses the truth about the wickedness of racism and dismantles whiteness so people can be healed, while also casting a compelling spiritual vision that leads toward the future with hope.

I experienced this firsthand at a conference at New Life Church in Queens, New York, where David was preaching about the Holy Spirit. Although I was also one of the speakers at this event, I was struggling with my hope for reconciliation in a world where so much pain, injustice, deceit, hypocrisy, violence, and divisiveness were taking place.

At the end of David’s sermon, he said, “Holy Spirit–empowered rebels will defy this nation’s racial oppression with the gospel of reconciliation!” Then he boldly and prophetically declared in a loud voice, “Racism will die. Oppression will die.‬ White supremacy will die. But you, child of God, will live!”

In that instant, something that felt like a green sprig of hope sprang up out of the barren ground of my soul! It was the first time in a long time that I truly felt a sense of hope about the future of reconciliation in the church.

So I pray that after reading this book you, too, will experience a new sense of hope that God has the power to raise up disciples who are agents of racial healing in a world that so desperately needs to see credible witnesses of the kingdom of God. May it be so!







INTRODUCTION TO PART ONE

FROM CHEAP DIVERSITY . . .
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“I DON’T KNOW WHAT TO DO.” “I’ve never been here before.” “This is new for me.” “I was caught completely by surprise.”

Over the previous few years I’ve heard many variations of these laments from white pastors and ministry leaders. I’ve listened as they’ve reflected on waking up to the presence of some harmful racial assumptions within their communities, assumptions that have been exposed and encouraged by our nation’s increasingly divisive political climate.

I remember a Latina friend telling me how her congregation experienced the most recent presidential election. The public rhetoric about immigrants and refugees had instilled fear in her community, and she began crying as she described how her church had fasted and prayed in the days before an important national election. She knew, though, that her story was unlikely to be received in many white churches. Sadly, I think she was right. Experiences like hers are often dismissed when shared in white Christian spaces. Rather than setting aside political commitments to show concern and compassion, all too often white Christians ignore people like my friend.

Stories like this are alerting ministry leaders to the fact that within white Christianity—churches, ministries, and other Christian communities that are racially, demographically, and culturally white—something is wrong. In the pages to come, we’ll get more specific about the characteristics of white Christianity and see why, if we are to reflect the gospel’s call to reconciliation, it’s necessary to address it precisely.

For many white Christians, the failure to prioritize racial justice and reconciliation has become undeniable. They are noticing that great numbers of other white Christians seem to have more in common with those who share their race rather than those who share their faith. As they become aware of their congregations’ racial assumptions and blind spots, these pastors and ministry leaders are also viewing their communities’ racial sameness with new eyes.

I’m thinking about a recent racial reconciliation retreat I attended, where a white woman described how her black friend had shared vulnerably about the challenges she had experienced in their predominantly white church. Her friend’s honesty opened this woman’s eyes to some of the harmful biases and divisive assumptions she’d previously missed. I’m also thinking about a friend who pastors a white congregation in a midwestern farming town. This church generously supports a new African American church in a nearby city, and my friend has developed a relationship with the black church planter. Yet as my friend has listened closely to some of the racial assumptions held by members of his own church, he can’t help but notice how regularly their assumptions miss the realities faced by their black ministry partners.

Many white Christians across America are waking up to the fact that something is seriously wrong—but often this is where we get stuck. The prospect of addressing racial blind spots and assumptions can seem impossible, especially when the members of our communities are content with the way things are—or, as is often the case in this country, when our neighborhoods and towns appear to offer little in the way of cultural diversity.

For many of these Christians, the response to these blind spots and assumptions has been to become—or at least try to become—more racially diverse. But is diversity even the answer to the racial blind spots we’re beginning to recognize? Should we pursue racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity as the answer to the racial dysfunctions we are beginning to recognize?1

I agree that there is something wrong in white Christianity, though for the past ten years I’ve lived and done ministry largely outside its bounds. Our church’s neighborhood is largely African American, and the congregation itself is racially and ethnically diverse. My own neighborhood is very diverse, as is our children’s public elementary school. The pastors and ministry leaders who have mentored our church are almost all women and men of color. I mention these details to point out that for the past decade my vantage point on white Christianity has been one of distance and reflection. My understanding of homogeneously white ministry has changed over these years, aided by the multiracial community to which I belong. From these women and men, I’ve come to see that the segregation inherent in the Christianity I grew up in is not neutral or merely a reflection of individual choices and preferences.

We don’t really talk about segregation anymore. The word sounds like a relic of the civil rights movement, an era to be studied clinically from the distance of history. Most white people, despite the racial homogeneity of most of our churches, don’t think of ourselves as being segregated from people of color. And we certainly don’t imagine that we actively contribute to the racial segregation of our society.

Consider, though, the racial and ethnic demographics of our churches. As a group, white evangelicals are 76 percent racially homogeneous while mainline Protestant denominations are 86 percent white. Though some denominations are racially diverse, the individual congregations within them are overwhelmingly not. Using a sociological definition, no more than 12 to 14 percent of American congregations are racially mixed.2

Typically, Christian organizations that are predominantly white think of their demographics as an accident of personal or cultural preference. Yes, we realize that 11:00 a.m. on a Sunday morning may be the country’s most segregated hour, but we have understood this to be a relatively benign segregation. But now, as racial tensions and divisions become increasingly visible, ministry leaders are rethinking the real-world impact of their churches’ racial homogeneity.

With all its ugly implications, segregation is the right word for what we have long ignored. It’s just that now, in the endless culture wars fought on cable news and social media, it’s harder to miss how segregation undermines the witness of the body of Christ.
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Despite my own situation in racially diverse communities and my deep commitment to the multiracial church, my years outside of white Christianity have not led me to think of racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity as the answer to the problem ailing white Christianity. The reason for this is simple: the segregation within white Christianity is not fundamentally a diversity problem: it’s a discipleship problem. Addressing white Christianity’s lack of diversity without first reckoning with our discipleship would be like redecorating a house built on a failing foundation. Before white churches pursue racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity as the solution to our segregation, we must first address the discipleship that led to our segregation in the first place.

Discipleship is rarely discussed at the intersection of race and Christianity, even though it is central to the identity of every church seeking to be faithful to Jesus’ Great Commission in Matthew 28. Could this neglect explain why white Christians are better known for partisanship than reconciled communities across cultural lines of division? These days we seem more committed to culture wars than to proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom of God. The racial isolation that marks white Americans in general is just as pronounced among Christians. And, as has become sadly evident in recent years, our ears are often attuned more to our preferred partisan media sources than to the church of color down the street. Race keeps us from seeing how much we hold in common with our siblings in Christ.

My claim, then, is that in order to address our segregation, white churches and ministries must begin with discipleship, not diversity. In Part One we will explore how American culture disciples white Christians toward racial segregation and injustice. Our imaginations, desires, and assumptions are constantly shaped by historically rooted and socially constructed racial narratives that result in our segregation. Instead of identifying and resisting these false narratives, most of our Christian discipleship practices have ignored them, and in doing so we have told generations of white Christians that Jesus has nothing to say about racial injustice and segregation.

Nearly twenty years ago, sociologists Christian Smith and Michael Emerson identified the characteristics of white Christianity that sabotage our attempts at racial reconciliation. It’s important that we understand these characteristics so as to not underestimate how difficult is our task of confronting racial segregation and injustice with reimagined discipleship practices.

Perhaps the most painful part of this journey comes when we honestly assess the damage done by our defective forms of discipleship. Our segregation has weakened our witness to the gospel and inflicted real suffering on members of the Christian family, women and men of color who share our faith in Jesus as Lord and Savior but who have been made all but invisible by our racial blinders.

Confessing our failure to disciple people in the way of Jesus will be difficult. The temptation to pull back, to look for an easier way to address the unease we feel about our churches, will be strong. But there are no quick fixes, no prescribed steps to a racially reconciled church. Instead, our own repentance over shallow spiritual formation and harmful segregation is a prerequisite for the way forward.

But this difficult way of discipleship points to a hopeful horizon. In Part Two, after having reckoned with the extent of our segregation, we will envision discipleship practices that lead white Christians into solidarity with the diverse body of Christ. These chapters are not a comprehensive curriculum, nor are they exhaustive about how to disciple white Christians away from segregation. Instead, we’ll take what we observed in the first few chapters and apply that to some essential expressions of Christian ministry.
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Over the years I’ve heard countless white Christian leaders express a desire to address racial injustices—leaders whose homogeneous settings make them unsure how to do it. This is why beginning the journey toward solidarity in discipleship is so promising: anyone can do it! Because we aren’t starting with racial diversity, what matters most is not whether your ministry, neighborhood, or region is diverse or, as one pastor described his town to me, “lily white.” What matters initially is what has always been most important to the church: a commitment to Jesus’ command to make disciples, now reimagined to form white Christians away from segregation and into solidarity with the body of Christ. In the spiritual battle for a more reconciled church, every single majority-white congregation has a significant role to play, and it begins with discipleship.
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By now it might seem that I am writing only to white Christians. This both is and is not true. The problem I’m addressing—segregating discipleship—originates in white churches. White ministry leaders are responsible for addressing this corporate sin and leading their communities closer to the way of Jesus. In this regard I, as a white pastor, am speaking to my people. But because I belong to a racially diverse congregation located in an African American neighborhood, my people are not all white. They’re not even mostly white. This means that even though I address this book with love and hope to those serving in majority-white settings, I cannot help but picture friends and ministry colleagues who serve the church outside the bounds of white Christianity.3 The segregation we’ll uncover in the coming pages has real, destructive power in these communities. I’ve personally observed it in the lives of those I serve. But the solidarity that is available through reimagined discipleship is a power to which I can also personally and joyfully attest.

None of this is theoretical. Our decision to reject the defective discipleship that fosters segregation for reimagined practices that lead us toward solidarity with the body of Christ has real-world impact on countless fellow members of that body. The challenges before us are great; the segregation we have fostered has deep roots. But the possibilities are even greater, and it’s this vision of Christians reconciled across racial, ethnic, and cultural divides, bearing brilliant witness to Jesus, that urges us forward.





CHAPTER ONE

DISCIPLED BY RACE
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A FEW YEARS AGO I was quietly reading in the living room of our first-floor Chicago apartment. Earlier that day I’d patched a hole in the sidewalk in front of our building and then placed a barricade of yellow tape across it to protect the wet cement. It was a pleasant autumn afternoon, and I’d opened the window, so when someone began loudly tearing down the tape, I could hear it clearly.

In the three seconds it took to run from the couch to the window, an image of the person destroying my work jumped into my mind: a student from the local public high school. If I’m completely honest here, the person who appeared in my imagination was a young black man. Instead, when I reached the window, I saw someone else, a young white guy, likely a student at the prestigious university in our neighborhood. A sense of frustrated entitlement exuded from his stomping, ripping, and angry cursing. You might think that I yelled at him to stop, but instead I was caught short by what had just taken place—not on the sidewalk but in my own imagination. I walked back to the couch feeling ashamed. For no rational reason I had made an assumption about who was ruining my hard work. Even more troubling, if my own two eyes hadn’t seen otherwise, I’d still be assigning blame to an innocent black man—a figment of my imagination—to this day.

Social scientists describe moments like these as evidence of unconscious bias—assumptions existing beyond our awareness that we hold about groups of people. There are online tests that show the implicit bias most Americans have (for example, against African Americans), but on that autumn afternoon I didn’t need an online test to prove my prejudice.1 I had just failed my own, real-life version of an implicit bias test.

I’m not alone in my failure. By almost every measure, American society demonstrates racial biases that center certain people within it—white men like myself, for example—while marginalizing others. Everything from access to credit, accumulating generational wealth, engaging with law enforcement, treatment by health care professionals, and even the likelihood of a mother’s death while giving birth are affected by our collective racial biases against people of color, and especially African Americans and Native Americans.2

We don’t leave these biases behind at the entrances of our churches. White Christianity is deeply susceptible to and complicit in the racial biases that inflict damage on people of color. As my own story shows, it’s not that most of us are consciously choosing these racial biases; they’ve simply attached themselves to our imaginations and assumptions. It’s our task in this chapter to understand how this happens.

To do this we will examine the racial segregation within white Christianity through the lens of discipleship. There are two important reasons to do this. First, discipleship is central to Christianity. As philosopher Dallas Willard put it, “The New Testament is a book about disciples, by disciples, and for disciples of Jesus Christ.”3 Any discussion about a change in a Christian’s beliefs or behaviors—including those related to racial justice and reconciliation—must begin with our discipleship to Jesus.

The second, perhaps less obvious, reason that discipleship is critical for addressing racial injustice and segregation is that discipleship is not limited to Christianity. There is another kind of discipleship at work on us, and it has been mostly invisible to white Christians. If white Christians are ever to move past the cultural lines of segregation, we’ll need to understand this other discipleship. Only then can we reimagine Christian practices that will form us away from the destructive segregation of our culture and into solidarity with the racially, ethnically, and culturally diverse body of Christ.

So let’s take a look at these two discipleships: Christian discipleship that nurtures solidarity across cultural lines of division and the racial discipleship that builds walls of segregation and fosters racial injustice.
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The word disciple occurs close to three hundred times in the New Testament. Yet despite how often it’s used, discipleship can be a fuzzy concept. Jesus commanded his followers to make disciples in some of his final instructions before his ascension (Matthew 28:16-20), so we know it’s a priority. But as Christians, inheritors of Jesus’ command to make disciples, what do we actually mean by discipleship? Because we will rely so thoroughly on discipleship both to understand what is wrong within white Christianity as well as to imagine a hopeful way forward, it’s important to be precise. To do this there are two important questions to answer: What is a disciple? and, How are disciples made? Let’s begin with the first.

In his classic book about discipleship and the kingdom of God, The Divine Conspiracy, Dallas Willard claims that a disciple is, most basically, an apprentice “who has decided to be with another person, under appropriate conditions, in order to become capable of doing what that person does or to become what that person is.”4 This will become clearer when we turn to racial discipleship, but it’s important to notice that there is nothing uniquely Christian about discipleship. Basically, we’re thinking about the relationship between a student and her teacher in which the student follows the teacher to become like her teacher in order to do what the teacher does.

The teacher-disciple relationship is different than the education many of us have received. The educational goal for most of us was the transfer of knowledge from one person to another. But the teacher-disciple relationship is just that: a relationship, through which the student takes on the character of the teacher in order to enact the teacher’s authority.

While this “follow-become-do” relationship between a teacher and disciple is not inherently Christian, it’s easy to see how it became the defining relationship between Jesus and his followers. Remember, for example, how Jesus called his first disciples to follow him, as with Peter and his brother James as they were fishing (Mark 1:17). Or think about Jesus’ assumption in Luke 6:40 that disciples become like their teachers: “The student is not above the teacher, but everyone who is fully trained will be like their teacher.” It’s an expectation that Paul makes explicit in 2 Corinthians 3:18: “And we all, who with unveiled faces contemplate the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his image with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.” Finally, Jesus expects that his disciples will do what they have seen him do. When Jesus appointed his twelve apostles in Mark 3:14-15, he did so that “they might be with him and that he might send them out to preach and to have authority to drive out demons.” Just three chapters later, Jesus kept his word, sending the disciples with his authority to do what they had seen him do. So Christian discipleship is not simply obeying what Jesus said; it’s also learning to do what he did.

While there is more that could be said about what a disciple is, for our purposes a Christian disciple follows Jesus to become like him and to do what he does.
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We can now turn to our second question: How are disciples made?

When thinking about making disciples, we often begin with what Christians believe and then consider how those beliefs are lived out. American ministry often displays the conviction that the process of discipleship is believing new things about God and then acting on those beliefs. So, for example, Jesus taught that the most important commandments are to love God and love our neighbor as ourselves. We think that knowing this—really believing it—is what is necessary for Christians to follow Jesus’ example, to love our neighbors as much as we love ourselves.

But this understanding of discipleship—in which correct thinking or believing leads to Christlike actions—significantly misunderstands the basic nature of our humanity. It assumes that we move through the world directed mostly by our minds, as rational beings who think our way toward the good and away from what is sinful. But as Saint Augustine knew, humans are not mostly thinking or believing beings: we are creatures of desire whose loves orient us through the world. In Confessions, this fifth-century North African bishop cautioned against the many things we find alluring in this world: “For they go their way and are no more; and they rend the soul with desire that can destroy it, for it longs to be one with the things it loves and to repose in them. But in them is no place to repose, because they do not abide.”5 As Augustine writes earlier, it isn’t that the ends to which our desires orient us are not “things of beauty.” Rather, he’s pointing out that as desiring beings it is our nature to find ultimate meaning in what we most love, famously expressing at the beginning of his Confessions, “Thou hast made us for Thyself and our hearts are restless till they rest in Thee.”6

A discussion of this ancient bishop’s anthropology may seem a long way from our immediate concern about racial justice and reconciliation within white Christianity. But because our lens is discipleship, it’s essential that we consider how people are formed in real life. Jesus did not come to present us with a new set of doctrines or to correct some faulty thinking. As important as right belief is—and it is!—Jesus made it plain that he came to transform us at the deepest possible level, “For the mouth speaks what the heart is full of” (Luke 6:45). Addressing what is wrong within white Christianity must begin with our desires and loves.

Think back to our definition of a Christian disciple: following Jesus to become like Jesus, in order to do what Jesus does. It is in the becoming that Augustine’s insights prove so important. Grasping that we are desiring beings allows us to see how we become more like Jesus. So, how are our desires shaped to reflect those of our Savior?
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Building on Augustine’s understanding of people as desiring creatures, philosopher James K. A. Smith writes that it’s our habits that “incline us to act in certain ways without having to kick into a mode of reflection.”7 Remember my implicit bias at the beginning of the chapter? Because we are not first and foremost thinking beings who rationally engage with every encounter, it is our habits which shape our imaginations or, in Augustine’s vocabulary, our loves. My unconscious assumption about who wrecked my cement was inculcated in me through a set of racially oriented habits.

We aren’t usually aware of our habits. In fact, we mostly don’t have the time or capacity to think about how they constantly direct our desires. Smith gives the example of a commuter whose daily habits allow her to make the drive without consciously thinking through each step of navigation required to get her car from home to work and then back again. More than once, walking from my car into our apartment, I’ve realized that I can’t remember the drive home. It’s a scary thought, but this is how our habits are supposed to work. (If you’re ever riding with me, I promise I’ll think about driving safely!)

A more difficult example of how habits direct our desires and assumptions is the implicit bias that surfaced when my wet cement got wrecked. In the split second between hearing the wreckage and forming the assumption, I didn’t have time to rationally think things through. Rather, a set of racially oriented habits had already been at work deep within me to shape how I imagined the world, including what kind of person would intentionally step into my cement.
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Understanding people as desiring beings whose assumptions are aimed by unconscious habits gets us closer to understanding how disciples are made and why discipleship is the way to address racial segregation within white Christianity. But there are a couple more aspects of our humanity that we need to include. It’s one thing to say that our desires are directed by our habits, but how are these habits formed? Again, we are considering the becoming aspect of our definition of a Christian disciple. As flesh-and-blood creatures who move through the world guided by our desires, what forms the habits that in turn orient our desires?

Here again, Smith is helpful. It is communal practices that shape our habits, “routines and rituals that inscribe particular ongoing habits into our character, such that they become second nature to us.”8 Whether or not we intentionally choose to engage in a particular practice, the results are the same. Over time these practices form habits that then aim our desires. Practices, writes Smith, are never neutral. So we must ask, “Just what kind of person is this habit or practice trying to produce, and to what end is such a practice aimed?”9 In other words, if we want to understand why I, as a desiring being, leapt to certain assumptions about the person who destroyed my wet cement, we need to trace those assumptions through my habits and to the biased practices that shaped them.

In the gospels of Matthew and Mark, Jesus began his ministry with a simple proclamation: “The kingdom of God/heaven has come near” (Mark 1:15 and Matthew 3:2). The rest of the gospel accounts can be read as Jesus’ mission to announce this kingdom and to demonstrate its power. His atoning and victorious death and resurrection inaugurated this kingdom into which we invite new disciples to this very day. Congruent with our view of people as desiring beings, Jesus does not announce this kingdom through a new list of doctrines, though he does plenty of teaching. Rather, his disciples are exposed to mystifying parables, displays of power, and, most importantly, the person of Jesus himself in all sorts of circumstances: weddings, funerals, storms, long journeys, and uncomfortable cross-cultural encounters.

Yet despite Jesus’ intentionality with his disciples, the kingdom of God eluded their imaginations. For example, Jesus tells his followers that the last will be first in the kingdom, but the disciples keep arguing about who among them is the greatest. Another time the disciples worry about forgetting the bread for one of their road trips right after Jesus had miraculously fed thousands! Their most consistent misunderstanding came whenever Jesus explained that the kingdom of God would come through his death. This vision of God’s will was so beyond the disciples’ imaginations that they simply couldn’t reconcile it with their views of the world.

Of course, the kingdom of God has often eluded our own imaginations. A Native American friend told me that even the word kingdom carries too much terrible history for her. As a Christian she realizes the significance of this biblical word, yet the way it is so deeply connected with the European colonialization that resulted in the genocide of her ancestors has proven a significant challenge, and she continues to wrestle with it. The ways we have forced God’s righteous and peaceful rule into our violent and exploitative agendas shows how often our own imaginations have failed us.

In announcing the kingdom of God, Jesus was inviting his disciples into what philosopher Charles Taylor calls a new “social imaginary.” Rather than thinking about a worldview shaped by Christian beliefs, understanding people as desiring beings is better served by highlighting the importance of our imaginations. A social imaginary is “the way ordinary people ‘imagine’ their social surroundings, and this is often not expressed in theoretical terms, it is carried in images, satires, legends, etc.”10 The way you and I experience the world, and what we expect from it, largely results from how we imagine the world. For the disciples this meant navigating through the world as occupied Jewish people who longed for God’s messiah to rescue them from their Roman oppressors. No wonder the kingdom of God was so hard for them to grasp. It was, to a large extent, beyond their capacity to imagine!

Our desires are not static. They point to our ultimate love. As Christians who worship King Jesus, our desires are meant to orient us toward his kingdom. Yet like Jesus’ first disciples, the way we imagine the world at the deepest level of our being is often at odds with the kingdom Jesus announced and inaugurated. So any vision for making Christian disciples must account for the kingdom of God as well as those competing kingdoms that disorder and disorient our desires. Otherwise, like Jesus’ first disciples, we’ll be confused or we’ll even reject the very kingdom Jesus came to announce. And as we’ll see, racial discipleship is sustained by a social imaginary directly opposed to the kingdom of God.

To our initial definition of Christian discipleship as following Jesus to become like Jesus in order to do what Jesus does, we have now added the elements of humans as desiring beings (whose desires are aimed by habit-shaping practices) who move imaginatively through the world. Making disciples, then, is about inviting people into intentional communal practices that both reflect and announce the kingdom of God. These habit-shaping practices orient our desires and, thus, our actions toward the kingdom and its King. This view of disciple-making resonates with St. Augustine’s stirring conviction: “The whole life of a good Christian is an holy desire.”11

Christian disciples are made, then, as they follow Jesus (into the kingdom of God) to become like Jesus (through habit-shaping practices that orient their desires) in order to do what Jesus does. In the second part of the book, we’ll focus on the second set of parentheses, to reimagine Christian practices that disciple white Christians away from segregation and into solidarity with the body of Christ. But for now, with this definition in mind, we face a difficult question related to the first set of parentheses: Is white Christianity making disciples whose desires are oriented toward the kingdom of God?
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While the Bible doesn’t address race or racial segregation, it does have plenty to say about the gospel’s impact on the sorts of cultural and ethnic divisions and hierarchies that have become racialized in our American context. Paul repeatedly explains how Jesus’ death was the means to reconcile people to God as well as to one another. In Christ, the apostle Paul claims in Ephesians 2:14-18, God has made a new humanity from those who had previously lived as enemies.

If the very center of Christian faith—the crucifixion of Jesus—proclaims reconciliation across cultural divisions, then so much of what we find in the New Testament flows naturally: Jesus prays for our unity (John 17:20-21); the Holy Spirit grants the gift of tongues at Pentecost that the gospel might be proclaimed to the multilingual nations (Acts 2:1-12); Philip is sent to baptize the Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:26-40); Peter is sent to eat with Cornelius, the Roman centurion (Acts 10); and, by the thirteenth chapter of Acts, we find the first multicultural church, pastored by diverse leaders who were reconciled by the gospel (Acts 13:1). These early disciples had been formed toward a vision of the kingdom of God that was experienced as a new family comprised of former cultural enemies.

Can the same be said of white Christianity? The answer, I’m afraid, is no. A 2013 survey by the Public Religion Research Institute found that the social networks of white Americans are 91 percent white and that “fully three-quarters (75 percent) of whites have entirely white social networks without any minority presence.”12 Most white people, in other words, have no people of color within the social networks that make up their lives. No other racial group exhibits this level of segregation; as the cultural majority, it’s only white Americans who have the option to not interact cross-culturally on a regular basis.

But, we might protest, this segregation is true of all white Americans, not just Christians. That’s true, but when we look within white Christianity for contemporary evidence of the early church’s reconciliation, the picture is bleak. White evangelical Protestants support political movements to ban or severely restrict refugees at rates higher than almost every other demographic. More than any other religious group, white evangelicals believe that increasing cultural diversity in the United States is a negative development—this despite the fact that the majority of new immigrants are Christians. Consider also the segregation within white churches that we noted in the introduction.13

My point isn’t to beat up on white Christianity. As noted earlier, the biases and assumptions that lead to the disheartening realities in the previous paragraph are in many ways simply the air we breathe, the world as we’ve been formed to imagine it. Even so, we must be honest about the problem many of us have sensed because it is deadly serious. For the most part, white Christianity is not making disciples who reflect and announce the division-healing kingdom of God, and the evidence is plain to see. And the reason for this failure of discipleship is profound if also relatively simple. White Christianity has been blind to the powerful racial discipleship that has formed the imaginations of white Christians. And it’s to this insidious discipleship that we must now turn.

[image: ]

If the kingdom of God is one in which racial, ethnic, and cultural divides are reconciled by Jesus’ atoning and victorious death and resurrection, the social imaginary of the United States is powerfully corrupted by what author and the founder of the Equal Justice Initiative, Bryan Stevenson, calls “the narrative of racial difference.” For Stevenson, whose work links chattel slavery, lynching, and contemporary mass incarceration, the critical component that our analysis of racial injustice often overlooks is a set of assumptions that dehumanizes entire groups of people. How we imagine the world has been infected by this narrative of racial difference.

In an interview, Stevenson described how the narrative of racial difference came to dominate the American imagination.

You can’t understand many of the most destructive issues or policies in our country without understanding our history of racial inequality. And I actually think it begins with our interaction with native people, because we took land, we killed people, we disrupted a culture. We were brutal. And we justified and rationalized that land grab, that genocide, by characterizing native people as different. It was the first way in which this narrative of racial difference was employed to justify behaviors that would otherwise be unjustifiable. When you are allowed to demonize another community and call them savages, and treat them brutally and cruelly, it changes your psyche. We abused and mistreated the communities and cultures that existed on this land before Europeans arrived, and then that narrative of racial difference was used to develop slavery. . . . I genuinely believe that, despite all of that victimization, the worst part of slavery was this narrative that we created about black people—this idea that black people aren’t fully human, that they are three-fifths human, that they are not capable, that they are not evolved. That ideology, which set up white supremacy in America, was the most poisonous and destructive consequence of two centuries of slavery. And I do believe that we never addressed it.14


This narrative is not one that white Americans typically discuss or even acknowledge. In fact, most of us are happy to publicly affirm racial equality. Yet the lived realities of Americans of different races point to how this narrative is alive and well, even in an era in which almost everyone purports to believe in racial justice. We can think of the narrative of racial difference as invisibly polluted air or contaminated water; the fact that we don’t recognize it doesn’t dull its impact on our way of moving through the world.

In contrast to a vision of the kingdom of God, the narrative of racial difference shapes our imaginations toward racial segregation and injustice. To make matters worse, our habit-oriented desires are constantly being shaped by cultural practices that reinforce this warped vision of the world and our neighbors. In a society whose imagination has been infected by the narrative of racial difference, we should expect that our communal practices are forming racial habits that in turn deform our assumptions about racial justice and reconciliation.

As professor Eddie Glaude writes, our racial habits are “the ways we live the belief that white people are valued more than others. They are the things we do, without thinking, that sustain the value gap. They range from the snap judgments we make about black people that rely on stereotypes to the ways we think about race that we get from living within our respective communities.”15 They are so deeply embedded within American society that they have become instinctual, a product of our racially dysfunctional imaginations. Our racial habits are formed not through an understanding of complex and racially unjust practices, but by the observable outcomes produced by those practices.

Racial habits, Glaude continues, are learned “not by way of overt racism but through the details of daily life, like when we experience the differences in the quality of the schools we attend, the different nature of our interactions with the police, the different ways we navigate where we work, our different neighborhoods, and the daily barrage of signals and cues about race that all Americans get through television and news reports.”16 It is practices like these—the education system, law enforcement, employment, and housing, among others—that form the racial habits that in turn direct our desires away from the reconciled kingdom of God.

When it comes to racial injustice, most of us aren’t thinking about this sort of discipleship. Rather, white Christians tend to think individualistically about race, imagining both injustice and reconciliation as natural products of our relational choices. To better understand how our assumptions have been formed by racial habits that, in turn, have been shaped by practices infected by the narrative of racial difference, let’s consider briefly just one of these examples: where we live.

Maybe the choice of where to live doesn’t seem like a racial practice, but it’s that very hiddenness that often characterizes how social practices function. While some of our habits are practiced intentionally, just as many are being formed without our knowledge by societal practices that seem so normal, they’re all but invisible. By not noticing how these practices are shaping us, we fail to account for the kinds of people they are forming us to be. So, how does where we live function in this desire-orienting way?

While we often think of where we live as a matter of personal preference, there is actually a massive amount of policy and legislation behind where we reside. As historian Richard Rothstein shows in The Color of Law, because racial discrimination was official federal policy through the middle of the twentieth century, black citizens were excluded from federally insured mortgages.17 Not only that, housing developers were only eligible for government insurance if they maintained a strict policy of banning African Americans from inhabiting the homes they built. The racial divide we see today between many affluent suburbs and nearby urban neighborhoods is not an accident of history nor the amalgamation of countless individual choices; it is de jure (according to law) segregation, constructed and sustained by federal and, in many cases, state and local government policies.

This means that the majority of us live where we do not simply as a matter of preference or convenience. How we decide where to live is shaped by what we might call a housing practice. This practice, like all our racial practices, is infected with the narrative of racial difference, which maps each American citizen onto a racial hierarchy. The impact of de jure segregation is so significant that race has become an accurate predictor of whether someone’s neighborhood is impoverished or proximate to hazardous waste facilities. Also, because home equity is the major source of wealth in America, the descendants of black people who couldn’t access federally backed mortgages generations ago now hold only a fraction of the wealth of the average white person.

Each of us exists within this swirl of racially determined decisions and outcomes when it comes to where we live. We’re simply unaware of it most of the time. So this racial practice—the practice of choosing a home and neighborhood, as well as the myriad of daily habits that are formed by it—slowly and subtly directs our desires and assumptions. We are being oriented not toward the kingdom of God but to a different, racially unjust and segregated one. The narrative of racial difference is strengthened in our imagination as we send our children off to local schools where “good” means white and “struggling,” “underperforming,” or some other euphemism means that the children come from the black or brown parts of town.

I still remember a phone call I received ten years ago. A white friend from the suburb where my wife and I had previously lived wanted to visit us in our new, urban neighborhood. But because our apartment was in a majority-black region of the city, he wanted to make sure that he could drive home safely before it got dark. No matter that our neighborhood is one of the most policed in the city or that, as a white man, there is nowhere he could go in the city and not be relatively safe. His imagination, in large part formed by the mostly white suburb where he lived, shaped his understanding of reality. Like my wrong assumptions about who stomped through my wet cement, this friend was acting out an imagination that had been oriented through a set of racial practices. At least one of those practices had to do with where he lived.

We could also look at other examples of racial practices—the education system, law enforcement, and employment—and find similar desire-orienting dynamics at work. Racial discipleship is framed by the narrative of racial difference and formed by racial practices. As desiring beings, our imaginations and desires are constantly being oriented away from division-healing solidarity with the body of Christ and into the racial segregation that has always characterized this country and its churches. Because white Christianity has largely ignored this deforming cultural discipleship, we have been unable to resist it. Instead, we leave our people to its isolating and concealing power, content to explain away our racial, ethnic, and cultural isolation as anything other than complicity with a system so totally opposed to the kingdom of God.

[image: ]

It can be painful to acknowledge how inept white Christianity has been at confronting the destructive narrative of racial difference and the racial practices that shape our habits. The churches and ministries of my own childhood and youth, full of men and women who loved Jesus and mentored me faithfully, fall squarely within this racially homogeneous version of Christianity. Part of me feels like I’m betraying those I love or exposing shameful family secrets. The pain that comes with assessing the failure to expose and resist racial discipleship can cause some of us to turn back or give up. But I have found that painful honesty leads to hope. This is because, despite the depth of our failure, habits can be reshaped, including the racial ones so deeply ingrained in us. And, as we’ll explore in Part Two, ancient Christian practices, empowered by the Holy Spirit, can be reimagined to seriously reckon with the deceptive narrative of racial difference and its accompanying segregating practices.

My desires and assumptions had already been deeply and subtly formed before my imagination betrayed me over some wet cement that autumn afternoon a few years ago. But the fact that my bias against young African American men was revealed in that moment does not leave me forever abandoned to those deformed assumptions. As a disciple of Jesus, my hope is in the one who promised me a new heart and new desires and loves that orient me to the kingdom of God.
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