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Why This Book?

A ROAD MAP FOR THE JOURNEY


We hope you’re reading this book because you want to understand what it means to be white in a racially diverse environment. Maybe your neighborhood has become integrated or a person of color*1 joined your department. Maybe you are asking questions about affirmative action. Maybe a professor challenged you about being white. Perhaps you go to church and look around and wonder why it’s all white. Maybe you wonder why there are so many crosscultural conflicts in your campus fellowship. Maybe you have been on the journey for a while, and you are tired.

This book is written to help white people who want to figure out how to make a difference in multiethnic contexts. We’d like to give you a vision of a journey toward godly interdependence between white people and people of color.

“White” is a racial category that acknowledges our physical skin color as well as our social status. In white culture, as you may have observed, it’s fairly unusual to call attention to the fact that someone is white. In this book we will use a small w for white because that is most comfortable. We don’t want the way the word is typed to shout WHITE at you.

Ethnicity refers to a population or group with a common national or cultural origin. Whites also are “ethnic.” We can be of many ethnicities, perhaps an Italian or Polish ethnicity. This book will focus on the racial category “white” because it is broadly inclusive of different white ethnicities, and it has significance in North America. But that doesn’t mean we are going to focus entirely on race. How many of us long for the day when people are judged “not by the color of their skin but by the content of their character”? We do. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s profound vision has shaped us enormously:

I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: “We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal.” I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at a table of brotherhood. I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a desert state, sweltering with the heat of injustice and oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice. I have a dream that my four children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character. I have a dream today.1


When we read his speech, we think, Yes, we Americans have done a lot of that. Maybe it’s not a dream anymore. In some ways that future is here. All races can vote, and most of us are represented in Congress. Several black men have run for president, and people of color are increasingly represented at all levels of our government. We are the first legally integrated generation in American history. The Supreme Court repealed the law against interracial marriage in 1967, and the last state finally complied in 2000. Recently InterVarsity Christian Fellowship (IVCF)2 sponsored a multiethnic training program in which the grandson of a slaveholder sat alongside the grandchildren of former slaves as brothers and sisters in Christ.

If you’re a person of color reading this book, first of all, thank you for working to understand the white people around you. Second, an explanation. This book may make you mad. Maybe you’ll want to throw it across the room. That’s okay. Maybe you’ll want to write us an e-mail setting us straight. That’s okay too. We have a lot to learn. There may be multiple places where we take “the superficial view” of a situation and then try to help white people go back and see more deeply. Or perhaps we “make it seem too easy” and then go on to challenge whites to work harder.

Honestly, this book isn’t written for you. There is a whole lot about race that you learned through a long journey and a community that talked about race and racism. We white people mostly start on our racial journey as adults. Generally our parents, pastors, bosses and teachers didn’t or even couldn’t talk to us about race, racism and interracial interaction. Most of them—and many of us even today—don’t have to think about race, because the system set up around us usually runs smoothly. It’s not until you show up that we realize something is not quite right, and often we blame the messenger. So we really need to start at the beginning, with milk, before we are ready for the meat you see at the table of cultural diversity.

We pray that we whites will learn to “rid [ourselves], therefore, of all malice, and all guile, insincerity, envy, and all slander. Like newborn infants, [let us] long for the pure, spiritual milk, so that by it [we] may grow into salvation—if indeed [we] have tasted that the Lord is good” (1 Pet 2:1-3).


DOUG’S STORY


This book is an expression of our life journeys, so you will get to know Paula and me through these pages. I was born in San Francisco in a multiethnic urban context (Chinatown), but my family moved to an upper-middle-class suburb, where I spent fourth through twelfth grade in a majority white context. In May 1986, during my first year at Occidental College, I experienced a spiritual revolution and became a follower of Jesus.

During my college years I received a great biblical foundation through InterVarsity, including a compelling picture of God’s multiethnic kingdom. After the 1992 Los Angeles riots, God led me through a transformation from being a person of tolerance to being a man of conviction in this multiethnic arena. My wife and I served in an African American church for a few years, and then we led a small Korean American congregation for a few more years. From 1989 to 1999 I worked with IVCF at UCLA. I now serve as a regional director, supervising the work of InterVarsity in Southern California.

Paula and I will both write in the first person in our respective chapters. You will come to recognize our voices as you read. Hopefully you will enjoy the variety of our two styles. One of the joys of collaborating with Paula on this project has been the profound sense of unity we have experienced. We speak in unison in this book, though our voices and stories are different.

We welcome you to join us on this journey of being white in a multiethnic world. I doubt if there are any experts on this journey; we have never met any. We see ourselves as two white people on a lifelong journey, and both of us are very aware that we have much yet to learn and much room for growth.

And while we are exploring this journey from a Christian perspective, we welcome everyone from all perspectives to join the discussion, and we hope you find something helpful in this book.3 If you are spiritually unconvinced, here are a few pointers to enhance your reading experience. We have included a fair amount of discussion of the Bible in these pages. You can either skim those parts or get a Bible and follow along. In case you are wondering, our Christian frame of reference presupposes a few basics:


	1.We humans are spiritual beings, and we need spiritual solutions to the messiness of life.


	2.We are broken people, and we need repeated infusions of the life of God into our souls.


	3.We are followers of Jesus, and we find our life in God through Jesus.


	4.The Bible is our guidebook, our inspiration, and our way of understanding the invisible Creator and all creation.







PAULA’S STORY


My journey started when the civil rights movement was changing America. I was born in Dallas, Texas, the year after President Kennedy was shot. I was four when Dr. King was murdered.

My family was profoundly shaped by this era. My parents intentionally taught us to be colorblind, to ignore skin color and look for common traits of humanity. My sisters and I had friends from all races. We had a sort of unspoken family rule: you can talk about what people do and say, but not their physical appearance. As missionaries in Papua New Guinea my parents pursued justice for people of color, at some cost to themselves. As a working missionary mother of four daughters—three in diapers—my mother agreed not to have a household servant, so that we didn’t learn to associate class differences with race. My father integrated the missionary schools where he worked, inviting indigenous black children to study alongside white missionary children. He worked hard to integrate the pool of missionaries in the organization, initiating both personal and structural changes, including partnering with black New Guineans and African Americans.

Today, my family is remarkably diverse. In my immediate family are African, Chinese, Hispanic, multiracial Native American and white children. Learning to be colorblind, to judge by character and not by color, was a good beginning for my sisters and me to this journey into a multicultural future.

Like Doug, I can remember when God transformed me from a “colorblind” woman who befriended people of color to one having real convictions based on what Scripture teaches about justice and shalom. Many people mentored me, and the InterVarsity community has shaped me in this journey. Translating those convictions into practical steps is still challenging. After studying the missionary growth of the Antioch church in the book of Acts, I recruited multiethnic missions teams of staff and students out of conviction that loving one another across cultural boundaries honors God and gives testimony to the power of the gospel. I looked for elders/mentors and peers in each of the communities to become better equipped to lead ethnically diverse American students to minister as missionaries in Europe.

During those years I fell in love with an African graduate student. Shortly after we married, he became verbally and physically abusive, but I was convinced that I could figure out how to make the marriage work. I tried everything I knew—counseling, prayer from Christian leaders, help from his family—but nothing changed. On one level, I thought divorce was wrong. And on another, I was too proud to admit I had been wrong about this relationship. We had two wonderful children together, and I feared that as a white woman, I couldn’t raise them well in their biracial, bicultural identity.

After five years, though, my husband became so violent that I feared for our safety, and we fled. The courts protected us with restraining orders, and he was convicted on several counts of domestic abuse.

When I decided to continue on the journey of reconciliation after my experience of marriage and divorce, there was no turning back. God is still showing me how I can walk a straight path between recklessness (not enough caution) and fearfulness (too much caution). I pray that my journey in understanding my own fears about race is helpful to others. Not everyone has an abusive spouse of another race, but for many of us, unaddressed fears lead to failure to connect deeply with people of color.




A LIFELONG JOURNEY


This book is neither academic nor theoretical. We are not race scholars, and we won’t write abstractly about racial issues for white people. We are both thirty-something people on the journey. We stand on the shoulders of those who paved the way since the ’60s, and yet we connect with the postmodern generation. We want to see changed hearts and a changed society. We hope sharing our souls and our personal journeys gives you an idea of what commitments and stages can equip whites to move forward in a healthy interracial journey. A lot of us whites begin this journey. We hope more of us can continue it when it gets hard.

“All men are created equal” is written in the Declaration of Independence, as Dr. King observed. But the truth is that the law meant “all [white] men [with property] are created equal.” At that time white men without property were counted in the census and paid taxes but could not vote. The “Threefifths Compromise,” article 1, section 2 of the U.S. Constitution, determined that a black man would be counted as three-fifths of a white man for determining the Southern states’ representation in Congress, but he could not vote. And the rest of us—Asian, Hispanic, Native American men and all women—had no legal rights and could not vote. Married women of all races were not legally persons but the property of their husbands.4

Consider the InterVarsity training program we mentioned, where the white grandson of a slave owner sat alongside the grandsons and granddaughters of slaves. This happened, yes, but it was training for whites and blacks, managers and staff who needed help in intercultural communication. Every white person in the room was a manager, supervising black staff. Is America an “oasis of freedom and justice”? Do we judge each other by color or by character? Well, if truth is told, some of both.




STAGES ON A JOURNEY


We want to help you on your journey as a white person by telling you our stories, by asking questions of Scripture, and by pointing out steps we whites can take toward healthy communities and identities. We think the journey of a white person into multiethnic community has five basic stages.

Encounter usually begins when we first meet a person of color. Most often encounter happens because the nonwhite person has left her comfort zone and has chosen to enter a white context through displacement and to function in our white culture. The key task for us whites to move beyond this stage is choosing to enter into a relationship with a person of color.

Some whites begin the multiethnic journey because they have been personally convicted of wrong through study of interracial history or current events. They may repent and may make an intellectual commitment to racial justice without ever encountering a person of color. A white journey that lasts, though, probably needs to engage the heart as well as the mind, and this is done through loving another person.

When we begin a relationship with a person of color, we enter friendship. We learn to listen to his experiences, to see his individuality, to trust and love him as a person. We also learn to repent of particular sins against our friend, especially if he helps us by telling us where we’ve gone wrong.

Friendship will teach us a lot, and it will help us open our heart. But it won’t change society, and it won’t correct racism.5 It may leave us still not understanding how racism functions on a structural level.

To go beyond the friendship stage, the white person chooses to put herself in a context where people of color are dominant in number and culture and whites are in the minority. We call this displacement. Maybe she joins an Asian-led campus fellowship; maybe he goes to live and work on a reservation. Maybe a family moves into a neighborhood and school district that are mostly nonwhite. In this stage, the white person can learn to see whites and people of color in groups. He starts to see our respective racial and cultural systems and how they truly function. The key work in displacement is learning to submit and becoming a student of nonwhite cultures. The white person learns the other culture—celebrations, conflict-resolution styles and so on—and begins having productive, healthy conflict. He learns history through books and people’s stories. It is a profoundly stretching stage of the white journey. Toward the end he has a healthy place in the nonwhite community and owes a deep debt of gratitude to his teachers.

The active crosscultural growth process a white person experiences in displacement causes her to reconsider her white identity in foundational ways. Some psychologists have described this stage as “disintegration” of the identity, as the former identity is questioned and a new identity begins to be formed. In other words, the white person who formerly had an unquestioned white identity, seeing herself as “normal,” begins to realize through displacement that white and nonwhite identities are very different, that our experiences are different. The white person begins to form a new white identity, strong enough to face the truth about white history and current reality, and positive enough to experience godly redemption of herself and other white people.

Finally the white person can begin to learn how to become a structural advocate and ally of people of color. Through displacement he has learned to identify his own power and privilege; through identity he has learned to confess his sin and believe God is redeeming him. Now as he begins to use privilege, to spend power on behalf of others, he can become a member of a just community. This is a wonderful stage of a positive white identity, freedom from shame, quickness to repent from guilt, and true interdependence between whites and people of color.

This journey is not only a linear model of developmental stages white people go through but also a cyclical model in which we find ourselves at various parts of our life. We can always begin. A few years ago a small group of Native American leaders and pastors attended the Urbana Student Mission Convention.6 My (Paula’s) ministry with InterVarsity is to direct programming for Urbana. I invited these Native American guests out of a naive desire to “integrate” the convention properly, as well as, I trust, a godly desire to remove obstacles so that students of every culture can have a part in what God is doing in crosscultural missions. Two of these leaders befriended me, praying for me, telling me their stories, correcting me and inviting me to Native events where I could learn about their cultures—ah, they have two different tribes, two different cultures.

So I found myself at the very beginning again, encountering Native American people (thanks to their open hearts); developing friendships and praying that I would learn well and graciously; displacing myself into their worlds and putting myself under their authority and the authority of other Native leaders there; reflecting on the questions these experiences pose for my own identity as a white person and as a missionary (missionaries have not brought only good to Native American peoples: they have stolen children from Native families and cooperated with those who wreaked violence); and seeking ways we can each use our power and graciously receive the gifts we bring to each other as we build a just community together.

As part of our own growth in Jesus, it is our joy to designate all of our proceeds from the sale of this book for Native American ministry. Money you spent on this book that would ordinarily have gone to authors’ royalties is instead being put into a fund for Native American leadership development. Thank you for joining us in investing in Native Americans whom you and we may never meet.









*1. 

We will mostly use the terms “people of color” and “ethnic minority” as inclusive ways to describe others of different races from ours, simply because we believe these terms are more respectful than nonwhite.
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  Stumbling into Encounter


  Doug Schaupp


  

    In 1986 I went on a road trip with my best friends from high school to spend a week sleeping on the beach in Ensenada, Mexico. The first day in Mexico we woke up to the reality that we weren’t in the United States any longer. We went grocery shopping in a local market, and Mat was assigned the task of finding milk. Unable, he asked the stranger next to him for help. As he struggled for the right words, he remembered that the Spanish word for “milk” is spelled l-e-c-h-e. He made eye contact with a grandmother, gestured with his hands and asked, “Lesh?”


    She looked back at him, puzzled. After a moment her eyes lit up. She pointed down the street: “Bocker-eye.”


    Now Mat was stumped. He repeated to himself those two odd words until the light bulb went on: “Bakery!” He smiled at her, and we soon were successful in finding our leche at the bakery down the street.


    This interaction in the store was an encounter moment for all of us. Encounter is coming into contact with a person or situation in a way that makes us feel our differences, where our rules for interaction do not fit and we feel out of our element. Seldom do we plan for encounter. Instead, encounters find us, and we suddenly find ourselves a little out of control.


    Chances are that you have had your own encounters. They might be humorous, like searching for milk in Ensenada, or they might be serious and painful. In some parts of the world, cross-ethnic encounters are a normal part of daily life. In other parts of the world, encounter moments are more rare, coming through movies, books or music. When was the last time you remember having an interracial encounter?


    

      3-D GLASSES PLEASE



      I recently went to a 3-D movie with my wife and two sons. It was the first time in about ten years that I put on those funny-looking 3-D glasses. Even though I knew what to expect, I was again surprised at what a different viewing experience it is to have the movie characters jump up in my face. I wasn’t the only one who was surprised. About ten minutes into the movie, my fiveyear-old was ready to leave. This wasn’t the kind of movie experience he wanted to have—too real and too in his face.


      For a white person it can be tempting to view the world through a 2-D lens. To make my world more safe and simple, I can consciously or unconsciously remove ethnic, cultural and racial realities from my view of life. I may try to avoid encounter moments because they can be uncomfortable. I may really dislike 3-D jump-up-in-my-face surprises.


      We white people have the choice to walk through life with either 3-D or 2-D lenses on, either seeing the world with all its dynamic layers or reducing the world to a simple 2-D format. One of the things I have been working on is to study Scripture while asking, “What are the crosscultural dynamics in this book of the Bible?” As I ask that question, my vision slowly expands from 2-D to 3-D, and unexpected movements jump out at me. It is a delightful thing to see the world and Scripture through the 3-D lens they both require.


      We have all had moments where we realize how different we are from someone else. Your story is different from Paula’s and mine, but we’ve all had experiences in the cross-ethnic journey of life. Otherwise I doubt you would have picked up this book.


    


    

    

      STUMBLER OR SEEKER?


      Jesus tells stories about different types of encounter experiences (see Mt 13:44-46). In one he talks about a guy who happens to be in a field, going about his own business, when he suddenly stumbles over something. On close inspection, he discovers that the thing that has tripped him up is a treasure chest holding riches beyond his wildest imagination. He dashes home to liquidate all his resources and buy the land. He is supremely happy with his accidental discovery. He is our prototype of an unintentional awakening to the excellence of Jesus and his kingdom.


      Next we get the story of a collector of fine gems. He loves precious jewels and is on the lookout for the best in the world. When he comes upon a supreme jewel, he gladly hocks his entire collection of gems in order to get this one. He has been hoping for just such a perfect object all his life, and when he sees it, he knows this is what he was made for.


      Jesus begins both of these stories by saying “The kingdom of heaven is like. . .” These two parables are excellent for describing the varied ways you and I come to fall in love with Jesus.1 I also find them helpful for how we come to discover and cherish particular facets of Jesus’ kingdom. Sometimes we search intentionally and find what we’re looking for, but other times we are not looking at all and yet our eyes are suddenly opened.


      Paula and I represent these two distinct paths of discovery. As you will see, Paula has been more of a pearl expert and I have been a stumbler. Paula grew up knowing the value and beauty of crosscultural living. She has long known that this is a key priority of God’s, and she has grown steadily in these convictions. I, on the other hand, did not seek out this part of the kingdom of God. Instead God repeatedly nudged me to stumble over it, until I finally woke up and became a proactive seeker.


      I stumbled into college. My first day at school was a bit of a shock. Lugging my bags, I found my dorm room and looked at the two names on the door. There was my name, but then there was another name that I could not pronounce. Encounter! My stomach tightened slightly.


      As it turned out, I really enjoyed being roommates with Khalil Kareem. But if I had had a choice in the matter prior to meeting him, I probably would not have intentionally selected an African American roommate. I stumbled into this experience, and God used it to help stir an awakening in my life.


      My stumbling continued. A few months later I joined a thriving InterVarsity chapter that highly valued ethnic reconciliation and the biblical texts about God’s heart for all people. This emphasis was not something I was seeking as a freshman. But God knew I needed it, and he guided me to trip over it.


      My senior year, I fell in love with Sandy, with whom I co-led a small group Bible study. At the time I had no idea what a profound blessing her Korean American identity would be to me. I had simply stumbled into this cross-ethnic relationship. But during the ensuing years of marriage, Sandy and I have intentionally worked through layer after layer of crosscultural issues in our relationship. God has worked dramatically through Sandy to repeatedly open my eyes and regularly redirect my path. When Sandy and I got married, I did not anticipate how much God would work through her to profoundly shape my life.


      The good news is that God is not picky. He will engage with you and me whether we are proactive or reactive about living out his priorities. Have you been a stumbler or a seeker regarding this part of God’s heart?


    


    

    

      THE BOOK OF ACTS AS OUR LESSON BOOK



      God is an expert in the art of nudging people like you and me into encounter moments. How do you help a group of people open their hearts and lives to those who are ethnically different? Let’s look at God’s work in the first church and learn how God likes to move. The book of Acts is a fabulous book for observing God’s values and how he guides his people to grow in these values.


      In Acts 1:8 Jesus reiterates the vision he has for his people: “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” Opening their hearts to encounter people of other ethnic groups and countries is going to be a normal part of their future. Jesus’ kingdom is for everyone, and as the leaders of this Jesus movement, the disciples need to proactively go out of their way for all kinds of people. He wants this vision to be on their mind as they lead his community of followers. It is to be central to their priorities. They will need 3-D glasses to fulfill their mandate.


      In Acts 2 Jesus brings his disciples into a profound encounter moment. An amazingly diverse gathering of Jews “from every nation under heaven” (2:5) is together for a Jewish festival in Jerusalem. God picks this moment to pour out his Spirit so that his Jerusalem community would carry this international flavor. By this genius move, God leads his people to stumble into becoming a community of encounter. The community is off to a brilliant beginning. There is sharing of all their resources, great joy in being together and people wanting to join their community daily (2:43-47; 4:32-37).


      Luke’s narrative indicates that there are no noteworthy conflicts in the launching of this community. In chapter 2 Luke is very explicit about the community’s cultural makeup, making sure we get the point of its diversity. But then Luke is silent on crosscultural issues until chapter 6. Given his silence for three chapters, we could be tempted to assume that cultural and ethnic problems had been magically solved in the Jerusalem community, as if we can “all just get along” if we break some bread together. Since the church leaders have their hands full with the challenges of evangelistic growth on one hand and persecution and deception on the other, it seems that crosscultural dynamics have moved to the back burner for them; 2-D glasses are an easy default mode.


      The next encounter moment comes in chapter 6. This time the encounter emerges within the community and does not involve outsiders. The apostles, whom Luke describes as superb leaders throughout the first five chapters of Acts, get surprised by an internal glitch. In chapter 2 the church members spontaneously developed the habit of selling their goods and sharing with those in need (2:45), an activity that did not appear to involve any structured distribution system. But by chapter 4 there is clearly a system in place: “They laid [their gift] at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to each as any had need” (4:35). By this point the apostles have taken leadership over this very sensitive ministry of receiving large sums of money and distributing resources to the poor of the community; they are responsible to ensure that distribution is fair and just. In a community like theirs, you must use 3-D glasses to discern and anticipate the impact of crosscultural realities.


      Unfortunately, the apostles are caught off-guard. “The Hellenists complained against the Hebrews because their widows were being neglected in the daily distribution of food” (6:1). A division arises in the community because cultural outsiders (Hellenists were foreign-born Jews) are being systematically neglected by the insiders (Hebrews were those born in Israel). This is not a one-time mistake but a clear trend over time. Notice that it is not the widows complaining but rather the entire Hellenist population of the church. Is their complaint legitimate?


      One confusing dynamic in interpreting chapter 6 is that no one set out to hurt the Hellenists. We could easily attribute the problem to the sheer size of this church community and conclude that it was just an inevitable byproduct of rapid growth. However, Luke’s meticulous narrative style forces us to look carefully at each word that he does and does not include in his account. In the wider Jerusalem society, how were Hellenists treated? As second-class citizens. And in the Christian community? Unfortunately, as second-class citizens. Luke makes the point that in this way the community of God resembled the surrounding world. While the community operated by a distinct set of kingdom priorities in all other areas, the leaders did not anticipate how the racism of the Hebrew majority would bias their church in regard to distribution of resources.


      After the community gathers and resolves the crisis, Luke tells us that their solution of opening leadership to highly qualified Hellenists is excellent: “What they said pleased the whole community. . . . The word of God continued to spread” (6:5, 7). Because of this solution, it might be tempting to ignore the leadership failure prior to the groundswell of grumbling: the Jewish leaders got caught reverting to 2-D glasses. Their inadequate lenses blinded them to something they could have anticipated if they were looking at their community through the 3-D lenses Jesus had taught them to wear. Luke shows us that once again the apostles are stumblers.


      As they open up leadership to qualified Hellenists, God does a whole new work of growth and initiative through these empowered “outsiders.” God raises up Stephen as a powerful voice in Jerusalem (6:8—7:60) and works through Philip to help the Jerusalem community stretch to include Samaritans in its vision (8:5-40). Through the persecution of Stephen, God nudges the church to remember its calling back in Acts 1. The Jerusalem church was focused on strengthening ministry in its own backyard. If God had not nudged them through the persecution, would they have ever gotten around to fulfilling the call to love others who weren’t like them?


    


    

    

      WHAT DOES ENCOUNTER FEEL LIKE?


      There is irony in many encounter moments: what is an encounter for me may be very different for the person I am encountering. I stumbled over this reality in 1992. In the early 1990s, our InterVarsity chapter at UCLA was about half white students and half Asian American students, with a sprinkling of others. God brought us a courageous African American student, Andrea, who became our worship leader during her junior year.


      Before inviting Andrea to lead the worship team, our staff team approached this question from a self-focused bent: “How would she as an African American change the flavor of our worship?” To us it felt like a significant step to invite Andrea to become our first black student leader. After praying, we sensed it was the right step for us to take. At the time, I unknowingly had 2-D glasses firmly in place, so it never occurred to me to look at what we were asking Andrea to go through.


      Having Andrea as a public leader in our community was an encounter experience for many of us. She did bring a different style and perspective on ministry. It was good for us to stretch, to begin to see things through her eyes. She would occasionally critique dynamics in our community. She had a direct communication style that I was not used to. I was glad for how she was challenging us, but it also made things more complicated. God was slowly expanding our world.


      How did I feel about this encounter experience? How did I feel about our stretching to include Andrea as a worship leader? I am embarrassed to admit it, but I was secretly proud of us. I was pleased at how this demonstrated our openness to all kinds of people. Though I would not have admitted it at the time, part of me viewed Andrea as a badge of honor, a sign of how progressive we were. At the time I thought we were far along in the journey of ethnic reconciliation, but in retrospect we were just beginning. Her presence was my proof that we were open to “Hellenists.”


      The irony in this story comes from looking at the exact same situation through the eyes of Andrea. For us, her leadership was an encounter experience. But just to take part in our community, Andrea was suffering a massive displacement (more on displacement in section three of this book). Andrea had attended InterVarsity meetings occasionally her first year of college, but our group felt strange to her in comparison to her African American church at home. She told me, “Church for me was formal. We were trained to see church as God’s house, and you carried yourself with a reverence for God. But InterVarsity was so casual. I remember one time I went to a small group Bible study meeting and someone showed up wearing pajamas. I was shocked.”


      Unfortunately, with my 2-D glasses on, I did not see what she was experiencing, and I did not go out of my way to know or welcome her. Instead of making her transition smoother, I was clueless to her struggle. So she was not initially able to commit to this alienating community.


      In addition to others who invested in Andrea, my wife, Sandy, poured herself into Andrea’s life, getting to know her perspective on the world. Andrea knew that Sandy cared about her, and Sandy became a safe person for her. The ways she trusted Sandy and a few others allowed her to increase her trust of the rest of us in InterVarsity, though we were still very different from her home church.


      Andrea accepted our invitation to lead worship, but her experience of it and mine were opposite. “I was honored to lead worship,” she said, “yet it felt like I was being asked to ’lead the show but don’t mess with it. Be a black face up here, but lead it just like we do.’” Though in our eyes we were empowering her to be a leader, Andrea did not sense freedom to shape our community life and our style of worship. It was a difficult season in Andrea’s life, as she often felt misunderstood, hurt or treated like a token black person by the rest of us.


      I focused on how we were stretching to include Andrea in leadership. I was aware of the impact of this dynamic encounter on the majority of InterVarsity student members, who had never had a close black friend. Because I was focused on my encounter dynamics, I was slow to see that Andrea might be feeling something more intense. I needed 3-D glasses to see the complexity of ethnic dynamics, but I kept wearing my 2-D glasses. I did not want to see how much harder it was on her than on the rest of us.


      The good news is that ten years later, Andrea continues to be an important friend to Sandy and me. In fact, Andrea invited Sandy to be an attendant in her wedding party. Andrea has developed into a powerful leader in her own right, and she is free to be the African American woman of God that God made her to be. Praise God that he works in spite of my narrow perspective, and he works to open my eyes.
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