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			To live under the American Constitution is the greatest political privilege that was ever accorded to the human race.

			CALVIN COOLIDGE




			Representatives and direct Taxes shall be apportioned among the several States which may be included within this Union, according to their respective Numbers, which shall be determined by adding to the whole Number of free Persons, including those bound to Service for a Term of Years, and excluding Indians not taxed, three fifths of all other Persons.

			UNITED STATES CONSTITUTION, ARTICLE I, SECTION 2, CLAUSE 3 (emphasis added)




			If God made this world, why should it be a surprise that the things we believe about God connect us to the world he made?

			VINCENT BACOTE, PROFESSOR OF THEOLOGY, Wheaton College

			

		


		
			

			


To

			Donna and Leroy Barber Juanita and Rudy Rasmus Joy and David Bailey

			For late-night conversations in some beautiful places.
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Introduction

			The opposite of love is not hate, it’s indifference.
The opposite of art is not ugliness, it’s indifference.
The opposite of faith is not heresy, it’s indifference.
And the opposite of life is not death, it’s indifference.

			ELIE WIESEL

			I WAS ATTENDING a Christian Community Development Association (CCDA) conference in New Orleans when a friend of mine, who was beginning an urban church plant in south-central Los Angeles, asked if I could meet with his leadership team.

			This friend is African American, with a long history of community development work, so I was surprised when he requested the meeting. He asked specifically that I talk about justice with the younger white copastors helping him with the church plant.

			Surely there’s nothing I could add to that conversation that he wouldn’t already know, I thought.

			We met for lunch on the second day of the conference in the large atrium restaurant on the first floor. The midday sun was shining through to our table, and hundreds of conferencegoers were milling about the atrium. For quite a while our little group just caught up, discussed ministry, and enjoyed our food.

			After some time, one of the young white pastors began to get animated as he told us about a new relationship he was developing in the urban neighborhood of the church plant.

			He had befriended a young black man in his twenties. They had been spending a lot of time together, and the young pastor was excited about their growing friendship but really frustrated at something the young man had recently said.

			“You’ll never fully get it,” the young African American had stated bluntly on matters of race. “No matter how hard you try, it won’t be the same for you and you can’t fully understand.”

			This comment didn’t surprise me, but the pastor’s reaction did.

			“I can’t stand this reverse-racism stuff,” he declared with an air of indignation. “It’s so not fair for him to put me in a box and say just because I’m white that I’ll never get it and can’t fully understand what he does.”

			It was then I realized why my friend had asked me to lunch. There were things that I, as an educated white man, could say about white privilege and blind spots that he never could.

			I spent the next half-hour explaining that experiences of not being treated preferentially and of being told you’ll never truly understand the first-person experience of being discriminated against are far different from experiencing racism.

			Racism is the diminishment of worth in men and women in and through bias, systems, and power structures that disadvantage them in tangible ways based on skin color.

			Reverse racism is a phrase thrown around when white people are singled out or described in terms of their whiteness. It is often, however, a gross misapplication of the idea of racism.

			This is important, as many people, not fully comprehending the nature of true racism, want to push back by asserting reverse racism or prejudice against whites.

			This pastor, just because he has noble intentions of ministering in an urban neighborhood, isn’t entitled to think he can truly know someone else’s experience. Further, the white pastor isn’t being marginalized or disadvantaged—not economically, not physically, not structurally—when a young black man tells him that his efforts aren’t enough to make him fully understand the effects of racism.

			Regard is something we all crave. In fact, preferential treatment is something most humans enjoy. This has been the reality and legacy for many whites in America. In many respects, however, the preferential treatment of whites is in decline. What isn’t in question is that the United States is becoming multicultural, and by the mid-2040s, for the first time, it will be over 50 percent black and brown.1

			Losing preferential treatment or letting go of privilege, which the young pastor above was struggling with, is not the same as experiencing oppression when institutionalized systems and structures harm someone on the basis of the color of their skin.

			Not having as much of a voice as we whites are used to can be jarring, but it’s not the same as suffering racism.

			How This Story Began

			I was asked to write The Myth of Equality.

			I was approached with the idea for this book by Helen Lee, from InterVarsity Press (IVP), after a lecture on privilege during a June 2015 conference. I didn’t immediately say yes.

			The idea of such a book had been on IVP’s table for some time. They wanted to publish a book on race and privilege, written by a white evangelical, that could serve as a bridge between those at the forefront of race relations in America and the many Americans and evangelicals beginning to awaken to our racist history—a book that asks deeper questions about race, identity, and responsibility.

			As it happened, two events on the weekend of the conference accelerated my decision. The first was when a major hotel in Chicago racially profiled some of the conference attendees and hotel guests.2

			The second occured the following morning, the final day of the conference, when the videotape of a white police officer breaking up a midday pool party in McKinney, Texas, and violently manhandling and humiliating a black teenage girl came to national attention.

			The officer, singling out African American youth while ignoring white teenagers, violently wrestled to the ground the unarmed girl, who wore only a bathing suit. He quickly placed all his weight on her, digging his knee into her spine. He stayed fixed in this position for minutes as she sobbed and as her young friends and some grown men begged him to get off her back.

			I’m sure this is a standard technique that police officers are trained to use, but it was obvious to anyone watching this video that what he was doing was unnecessary, abusive, and deeply traumatizing. It broke the hearts of all who saw it. I’m a father of four girls, and nothing pains my heart more deeply than seeing the dignity of any girl trampled on, especially by someone in a position of authority who is observably out of control.

			For these reasons—even before reaching out to my network of friends to get their advice—I knew that I would write this book. Some topics we choose. Some choose us.

			It’s a difficult topic, however. How do we care about race without swinging to an extreme reaction such as blaming all cops because of the actions of some? Or how do we find it in ourselves to recognize our racial privilege even when our business is going bankrupt, we’re working ourselves to the bone, and don’t feel very privileged?

			I do not think I’m the enlightened white guy who “gets it,” and I don’t believe there are simple answers to fix the race problems in America. This is not a subject easily broached. It is complicated, deeply personal, and colored by politics and religion.

			It is also a costly conversation. And the truth is, we all love justice, until there’s a cost.

			Racial bias is a subject with many subtleties. Issues of race go deeper than we often realize.

			In a recent Barna survey, only 56 percent of evangelicals agree that people of color are often placed at a social disadvantage, lower than the national average of 67 percent. At the same time, 95 percent of evangelicals think the church plays a critical role in racial reconciliation—higher than the national average of 73 percent. Taken together, these findings reveal that those who believe they are most equipped to help with reconciliation actually don’t think it is needed as much as other Americans do.3

			Race is a topic that evangelicals are often willing to dismiss despite recognizing we have something to contribute. As one writer notes, “The irony of American history is the tendency of good white Americans to presume racial innocence. Ignorance of how we are shaped racially is the first sign of privilege. In other words, it is a privilege to ignore the consequences of race in America.”4 Or, as Rev. Traci Blackmon so aptly put it in her November 9, 2015, tweet: “Endless dialogue is a tool of the privileged.”

			Are evangelicals susceptible to neglect the realities of racism?

			Maybe.

			Privilege and Responsibility

			After summarizing the findings of the Barna study cited above (Barna is a Christian research group), researcher Brooke Hempell draws a conclusion that should give us great pause: “More than any other segment of the population, white evangelical Christians demonstrate a blindness to the struggle of their African American brothers and sisters.” She continues, “This is a dangerous reality for the modern church.”5

			Hempell’s conclusion matches my experience. I’ve spent most of my life in a middle-class white evangelical culture. I went to a well-regarded conservative seminary, and I have worked in conservative churches for the past twenty-five years. For the most part, in my experience, issues of race have been viewed (1) as being behind us, (2) as something that will be fixed when others take up more responsibility, or (3) as being mired in leftist political agendas that conservatives must stoutly oppose.

			What I hadn’t experienced until recently was evangelicals choosing to take a different vantage point, seeking to fully grapple with the reality of racism in American history, to humanize the experience of minorities; to understand what privilege and responsibility might look like—not for others, but for Christ followers in the majority culture.

			Privilege and responsibility—these are the two themes of this book.

			I’m hoping that this book can serve as an introduction for people who feel that something is wrong, are looking for a way to understand the roots of racism in America, or are looking for language to make sense of their experience.

			I am not attempting to be the authoritative voice on race in America, and I can only really speak from a perspective of privilege and my experience. I am simply addressing a topic to which Scripture speaks clearly, a reality that in many ways has helped to shape my story. Indeed it has played a significant role in shaping the stories of all Americans, whether we know it or not. Speaking only to safe topics, where agreement comes easily, can’t be the chief goal of faithful witness. It wasn’t for Jesus.

			The central thesis of this book is that a misunderstanding of the gospel leads to a false dichotomy: we prioritize the spiritual and personal aspects of faith and devalue or nullify the material and communal dimensions that bind us to God’s creation and to our brothers and sisters made in the image of God. This twisting of faith has resulted in historic injustices that have terrorized and handicapped generations of minorities. The result today is a society where we are deeply shaped by racial categories, yet we who are white remain mostly blind to how the undercurrent of racialized thinking affects our life as a nation and our own actions.

			Put another way, racism in the United States is worse than we thought, its lasting consequences are more significant than we think, and our responsibility is greater than we’ve been taught. And that is the order in which I have structured the argument of this book. If, however, you are not at all sure that racism should be a central concern of our Christian spirituality and a primary conversation in our churches, you might want to start by reading part two, and then read parts one and three.

			Maya Angelou once wrote, “All great artists draw from the same resource: the human heart, which tells us that we are all more alike than we are unalike.”6

			As we explore this topic together, may we come to know ourselves better, see God more clearly, and find ourselves growing in solidarity with one another.

			

		

		
			

		


		
			


PART I

			
THE STORY OF RACE

			

		


		
			
ONE

			
America’s White Standard

			A Nation of (European) Immigrants

			Lift every voice and sing,
Till earth and heaven ring,
Ring with the harmonies of Liberty;
Let our rejoicing rise
High as the list’ning skies,
Let it resound loud as the rolling sea.
Sing a song full of the faith that the dark past has taught us,
Sing a song full of the hope that the present has brought us;
Facing the rising sun of our new day begun,
Let us march on till victory is won.

			JAMES WELDON JOHNSON (1871–1938), “Lift Every Voice and Sing”

			IN HIS RECENT BOOK and documentary America: Imagine the World Without Her, conservative author Dinesh D’Souza argues persuasively, but dangerously, that the progressive political agenda is tantamount to trying to “shame” America rather than recognizing and admitting her strengths.

			I acknowledge the many strengths of the United States that D’Souza points out, and I certainly find some of his language of American exceptionalism compelling. But I disagree with D’Souza on the oversimplified dichotomy that we are either praising America or shaming her.

			There is a difference between shaming and truth telling. The former is for the purpose of tearing down without the goal of building up. The purposes of truth telling, on the other hand, range from a disinterested pursuit of facts to an honest facing of history and culture in pursuit of a more just future.

			There’s an old saying addressed to those who are hunting for a church: if you find a perfect church, don’t join or you will mess it up. People are imperfect and messy, so we should expect congregations made up of people to be messy too.

			I think this holds at a national level as well. People are imperfect and messy (the theological language would be that we all have a propensity for sin), and so we should expect our country, made up of sinful people, to be messy too. One look at Congress and its language, rancor, and antics should be enough to convince people that we’re far from perfect. The fact that the United States has 4.4 percent of the world’s population but 22.2 percent of the world’s incarcerated men and women might also show that we’re far from our best selves.1

			What I think D’Souza misses is that America really is an organism (note that he refers to it as “her” in his movie title) and that it is perfectly legitimate to take a critical look without shaming. I visit my doctor each year for checkups on my well-being. With every passing year there seem to be more and more things to be checked and evaluated. Knowing the truth of my physical state allows me to get and stay healthy. And every doctor I visit wants a full medical history (the truth about my life up until that point) so they can best diagnose my current condition and best prescribe future treatment.

			My desire in looking at our racial past (what has been called “America’s Original Sin” in the late twentieth century)2 isn’t to push America down but to help us know our medical history, as it were, so we can better prescribe the kinds of attitudes and behaviors that might help us repent, turn from our sin, and find reconciliation.

			
A Nation of Immigrants

			Though we romanticize historic immigration and like to boast that we are a nation of immigrants, from the beginning not all races were created equal in America’s immigration and naturalization policies.

			I often hear news pundits or see social media posts claiming that although America has a checkered past, we have progressed so far beyond our past mistakes that it is time for minorities to move on—to “get over it.” People making claims like this fail to realize that when a tragedy such as the slave trade or segregation in the South occurs, there are long historical aftershocks. Slavery and segregation may have been dismantled, but racism remains built into our society, and its effects will last for generations.

			In order to understand the current state of race relations in the United States, we have to study how they developed.

			Among the original Western European colonists and founders of our country, British sentiments and preferences prevailed. In a pamphlet written in 1751, Benjamin Franklin wrote, “Why should Pennsylvania, founded by the English, become a Colony of Aliens who will shortly be so numerous as to Germanize us instead of our Anglifying them, and will never adopt our Language or Customs, any more than they can acquire our complexion?”3 He goes on to say that there are actually very few “purely white people” in the world and identifies the English and Germans of Saxon descent as making up “the principal Body of White People on the Face of the Earth.” Franklin admits his partiality for whites such as himself over those with “swarthier” and “tawnier” complexions, as well as the “Sons of Africa.”4 Such inclinations eventually settled into a general preference for whiteness that became based not just on skin color but how immigrants’ way of life fit into the white American way of life.

			In the early days of the United States, until after the Civil War, there were no laws restricting immigration. However, the Constitution of the United States gave Congress “the power to establish an uniform Rule of Naturalization,” and in 1790 it took advantage of that power and established a naturalization act that allowed any “free white persons” who had been living in the United States for at least two years to become citizens.5 Though anyone was free to enter the country, only whites who were not indentured servants were allowed to become citizens. This began a long social and legal process of defining whiteness.

			In the early years of the law, it seems people were generally classified as white or nonwhite. However, in the late 1800s, more people began to enter the United States who did not fit the socially accepted racial categories. John Tehranian, law professor at Southwestern University, notes that between 1878 and 1952, fifty-two individuals sued to be declared white after immigration officials denied their citizenship request on the grounds of “racial ineligibility.”6

			According to Tehranian, the legal definition of “whiteness” was important not only for citizenship but for other rights such as property ownership. For example, in California the Alien Land Law—passed in 1920 and affirmed as constitutional by the US Supreme Court—prohibited noncitizens from owning land. So at that point only whites, Americans of African descent (former slaves), and those who went to court and could convince a judge to rule on their “whiteness” had legal rights to own property and participate fully in the economy.7

			From these cases and legal debates, Tehranian argues that the law contributed strongly to the social construct of race. About this period he writes,

			The dominant criterion for the determination of whiteness was not a scientific standard or even a common-knowledge test. . . . Instead, whiteness was determined through performance. . . . [People] demonstrated evidence of whiteness in their character, religious practices and beliefs, class orientation, language, ability to intermarry, and a host of other traits that had nothing to do with intrinsic racial grouping.8

			Immigrants whom “judges saw as most fit to carry on the tradition of the ‘White Republic’  ” were deemed white and allowed to become citizens and own property. In summary, “white privilege became a quid pro quo for white performance.”9

			After the Naturalization Act of 1790, racial inclusion in the immigration and naturalization process proceeded in fits and starts. On February 2, 1848, the United States and Mexico signed the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. This treaty ended the Mexican-American War and added half of modern-day California, Nevada, and Utah, and parts of Colorado, Arizona, Wyoming, and New Mexico to the territory of the United States—along with nearly one hundred thousand Mexicans, who automatically became US citizens.10

			The Naturalization Act of 1870 introduced policies and punishments for fraudulent practices but also expanded the naturalization process to include those of “African nativity and to persons of African descent.” However, at this time there were still many other nonwhites who had immigrated to the United States and were unable to become citizens—most notably, Chinese.11

			According to census data, by 1870 there were sixty thousand Chinese in the United States, many who immigrated during the Gold Rush and others who came later looking for employment in constructing the Union Pacific and Central Pacific Railroads.12 In Welcoming the Stranger, Matthew Soerens and Jenny Hwang Yang—Christian activists and experts on American immigration policy—explain: “As has proven to be a theme throughout American history with immigrants from throughout the world, though, the Chinese were welcomed when their labor was needed, but once work became scarce, the welcome wore thin.”13 Once the railroads were completed with the aid of Chinese laborers, public opinion shifted: the Chinese were treated as racially inferior and subjected to a series of ordinances and laws designed to drive them out and stop them from taking jobs from US citizens. Historians also documented cases of Chinese being “forcibly driven from their homes and . . . in other cases victims of lynching and other violence.”14 As the anti-Chinese hysteria continued, there were calls to stop immigration from China altogether. In 1882 the Chinese Exclusion Act was passed—“the first significant federal legislation limiting immigration.”15 The law was repealed in 1943, at which time foreign-born Chinese became eligible for naturalization.

			Racial exclusion was a staple of US immigration policy until the McCarran-Walter Act of 1952, which eliminated race as a basis for exclusion, but other discriminatory practices existed until 1965.16

			Did you catch that? Until 1952 you had to be white, deemed white by a court, born on American soil, or of African American descent to be afforded the full rights of an American citizen of the United States. This sounds crazy to me, and for much of my life I wasn’t aware of it, even though I grew up conscious of immigration issues. In fact, it was just one year after the racial factors were eliminated from immigration laws that my dad and his family arrived by boat as immigrants from Holland. It was less than a decade after World War II ended and just before oil was found in the North Sea, which revitalized the economies of both England and Holland.

			My Family’s Immigration Story

			I always knew my dad was an immigrant (we have a particularly Dutch name, we celebrated Dutch traditions such as St. Nicholas Day, and we ate Dutch pastries on New Year’s Eve), but my dad never really talked much about it. In recent years he’s opened up a lot more, talking about growing up during the destruction along the coast of Holland—particularly Rotterdam—and how his family got a new start in Pasadena, California. The Dutch government paid for their boat tickets and gave them a stipend for a household shipment, but they weren’t allowed to leave the country with more than the equivalent of twenty US dollars in their pockets. Apparently my grandpa thought about cheating and rolling bills into gauze but, with my dad watching, decided against it.

			Nobody in our family spoke English, and my dad remembers how, as a new immigrant to California at age eight, he really was the odd man out. “Kids can be cruel,” he said; “they pick on anyone who is different.” My dad’s family endured many challenges: my grandmother was wheelchair-bound with multiple sclerosis, and my grandfather worked several jobs to make ends meet. But through it all, he was able to be part of the great “melting pot” that was the new America. I can never remember a time when he spoke with anything other than an American accent or that he ever had trouble fitting in at a social gathering.

			For me, and for much of his life, my dad was fully American. The GI Bill paid for his advanced degree, and after marrying my mom, he had a very successful career in the United States Navy, retiring as a captain in command of reservists at Norfolk, Virginia.

			My family’s story reveals how the idea of a melting pot reflected reality. You could truly immigrate, learn the language, and blend in at that time. The melting-pot ideal didn’t mean that all different races melted together; however, it meant that European ethnicities could be melded into one normative American society. This idea didn’t gain currency until after World War II when Americans had a paternalistic view toward much of Europe because of the war efforts.

			Later in life, when my dad was in his sixties working in leadership at a company after retiring from the Navy, one of his colleagues was a friend of Korean descent named Sam. Sam immigrated to the United States as an eight-year-old—the same age my dad was when his family arrived—and also in the mid-1950s, but he spoke with a very distinctive Korean accent. What made the difference? Based on a conversation they had, my dad says it was because nearly all of Sam’s social interactions were in the Korean community, whereas my dad spent all of his time in an English-speaking community.

			When I asked my dad if this was related to color, he said, “If you don’t fit in physically or culturally, it forces small communities of immigrants to become tighter and to stay stronger.” Maybe if my dad had been a different color, it would have been harder to blend in. Or maybe if Sam’s family had moved to an area that lacked a Korean community, he would have navigated language and culture differently. But in 1950s America, there was a very real sense in which the various nationalities of white Europe could melt into the pot, while others were less able to do so.17

			Even though the McCarran-Walter Act of 1952 eliminated racist criteria from our immigration laws on paper, from 1924 to 1965 the United States had a quota system that restricted immigration based on nationality. In 1924 the initial law limited migration of a foreign population to no more than 2 percent of the population of each nationality already residing in the United States according to the 1890 census. The law used the 1890 census rather than the new 1920 census because the 1890 census had preceded the second great wave of immigrants; thus the new policy gave preference to immigrants from northern European countries and effectively excluded newer immigrants from other parts of Europe and Asia.18 The exact percentages and census data used varied throughout the course of the quota system, but generally it served to limit immigrants who didn’t fit the standards and preferences of white America. In the height of the civil rights movement, it was impossible to neglect racism in our immigration policy. Accordingly, the quota system was eliminated by reforms advocated by John F. Kennedy and finally passed by Lyndon Johnson in 1965. The reforms did away with the most explicitly racist immigration and naturalization policies, but we continue to wrestle with racial bias and other complicated immigration issues today.

			Throughout our immigration history you can trace a pattern of how races or ethnicities were demonized and excluded. When we fear a certain group, we exclude them—and then, once we feel okay with that ethnic group, we demonize another. 

			As Christians we have a responsibility, when we see a pattern like this, to break the cycle of objectifying and marginalizing other people groups and defining ourselves as against and above them. If every person is made in the image of God, then stereotypes lead us down a dangerous path, short-circuiting the difficult process of loving our neighbors, even if they come from war-torn lands or from cultures completely unlike our own.

			Understanding White Supremacy

			People trying to understand race issues frequently ask about the phrase white supremacy. This phrase often comes up in conferences where speakers of color seek to advance deep conversation about the racial state of our society.

			I remember sitting in the audience at The Justice Conference in Chicago in 2015, after a year of racial turmoil in the headlines. I was listening to a diverse group of speakers address racism, oppression, and racial tension. While black speakers felt comfortable using the phrase white supremacy and obviously believed that it described reality, the white speakers completely avoided it.

			As I watched the white audience during the conference, scanned some of the social media feeds, and later read the emails that came to me after the conference, it became clear that many of the white leaders in the group were very uncomfortable with the language and even felt threatened or attacked by it.

			The struggle for many white listeners is that they’ve only ever heard this phrase with regard to the Ku Klux Klan or other overtly racist people and organizations from our nation’s past. So when they hear it now, they immediately tend to go on the defensive: “I’m not a white supremacist!”

			White supremacy was most often used for the Klan and similar groups in the past, but it is increasingly used as a descriptive term in intellectual conversations around race in America today. It’s important to understand how people are using language so we can enter more fully into the conversation, more to describe the framework of America than as an attack on a singular person. Here is how I tried to explain it to those who contacted me following The Justice Conference.

			First, white supremacy in the United States is a historical fact. White supremacists, who held to preferential treatment of whites and a discriminatory view of people of color, ruled our government for much of our history. They enacted laws. They built systems. They created powerful social groups and pursued wealth in ways that cannot be fully separated from their racial views and racial policies.

			This is “hard” white supremacy: the intentional building and maintaining of white power by those who did not or do not believe in equality.

			Second, white supremacy is not only a historical fact; it is also a present reality. We see hard white supremacy today with modern-day fascists and others unabashedly arguing for the reestablishment of white control in America.  

			“Soft” white supremacy, on the other hand, is not about overt racists or acts of extreme prejudice. Rather, it is descriptive of what happened at the hands of white supremacists: a white normative standard that emerged throughout the history of our immigration system, as well as other policies, systems, and social structures. A white normative standard means that whiteness became and was ingrained as the bar or canon by which things were evaluated or contrasted. Whiteness became the racial category by which all others were evaluated.

			This white normative standard (or the elevation and protection of whiteness) speaks to foundational aspects of our culture, both in its functioning and in its psychology. There are vestiges that remain, which means that achieving racial equality requires more than just obtaining forgiveness for past wrongs or diversifying our friend network. To be clear, soft white supremacy isn’t just that we are riding a wave of consequence of something that predated us. It also speaks to a complicity in benefiting from racialized systems. The remains of white supremacy must be dismantled so that our society’s foundations and social consciousness are no longer under the lingering shadow of a racialized white standard. 

			The phrase white supremacy is necessary if we are to have deep and nuanced conversations about our past, present, and future sins. White supremacy does not mean that white people are bad, that people of color are better, or that the only people responsible for societal ills are white. Defensiveness in response to the phrase white supremacy is an overreaction to a mature conversation. We must be prepared to listen rather than react. 

			White supremacy simply names a reality that was constructed brick by brick and, like ancient Roman ruins, still marks our landscape. Hard white supremacy would have never allowed a black president. Soft white supremacy is our current reality of racial profiling, mass incarceration of minorities, and a highly segregated society resulting from federal housing policies of previous generations—all while we had a black president.

			Yes, we’ve had our first black president, and Harriet Tubman’s image is now slated to appear on new twenty-dollar bills, but those are stitches of progress, not the complete fabric of equality we should be working toward.

			The white standard or bias also speaks to the apparent success of Asian Americans in American society. Asian Americans have often been successful within white culture because they approximate it in many respects. When whites look at Asians and feel an affinity with them, it’s often on the assumption that Asians seem able to mimic the Protestant work ethic and white values. But in actuality, they are likely embodying the values of their own culture. Many Asian cultures have long been known for their relational and communal values, their work ethic (in some cases born of Confucian thought), their focus on education, and other traits that are consonant with white Anglo-Saxon Protestant traditions.

			So the fact that Asian Americans, compared with other cultural groups, are able to succeed in America still reflects racism when it is based on approximation to white majority culture rather than on a celebration and understanding of their own unique cultural values and contributions. Many have pointed to this phenomenon as the myth of the perfect immigrant, or the idea of the “model minority.” This is complex; the white standard lies hidden in the ways that American society evaluates the “goodness” of various races.19

			Difficult Conversations

			What the conversation on white supremacy reveals for me is how hard we try to protect our comfort zone within the church. In what ways do our Christian cultures subtly develop, stagnate, and exclude conversations that would help us better understand each other and possibly grow to a greater unity?

			A young chaplain of a Christian university recently asked me how to approach race from a Christian ministry and justice standpoint. He was wrestling with many of the same things I have wrestled with, and he asked if I would visit his school to speak on biblical justice. When I suggested that we make white privilege the topic instead of justice in general, his response was telling. “I’m forbidden by the new school president from allowing the phrase white privilege to be used in our chapel services.”

			His words saddened me. How can we exclude certain words from our discussions before even hearing the context in which they are used? Christians can sometimes be the worst offenders in this regard when we feel defensive.

			My second emotion was probably more appropriate. I thought, How must it feel for my Christian brothers and sisters of color when overt and subtle forms of racism still persist, yet Christian institutions censor phrases that would help us to be honest about our history and theology of race?

			Avoiding conversations or denying history is usually a charge we Americans level against other countries. Freedom of speech is what we treasure. Or so we think.

			Our desire for comfort leads us to defensiveness when we are confronted with questions of race. But when did our comfort become the driving value?

			Many people still use the word colorblind. It used to be a common phrase for talking about a post-racial way of living. The truth is, however, that not seeing skin color is a form of not seeing reality. Reality not seen is reality that cannot be affirmed. “Colorblindness” is a way we remain blind to the many subtle ways we’re still dealing with a white standard. Colorblindness can lead to a comfort in not seeing or not calling out the need for diversity where it belongs.

			I went on a tour of historically black colleges with friends on a trip designed to encourage the next generation of leaders of color. Before I left, I told someone about the trip, and the response was a snide comment: “ ‘Black colleges’—that’s so racist! Just imagine what they would say if we had ‘white colleges.’ ”  This kind of comment is all too common. On the surface it seems logical. Such a comment expects race to function like a math equation, with the dominant culture expecting an equal sign between two colors whenever it perceives a dissimilarity that makes it question fairness. We cannot look for similarity, however, without regard to history.

			Racism isn’t a math equation. It’s a historical sin that remains a contemporary challenge. The historically black colleges were founded during a segregated time in America, when promising young black men and women weren’t allowed to go to the elite colleges that white students attended. In fact, the four historically black colleges we visited in Atlanta (Clark Atlanta University, Spelman College, Morehouse College, and the Morehouse School of Medicine) share a single section of land in southwest Atlanta—their borders all touch one another. Like four people standing with their backs together for a degree of protection in a hostile environment, these schools banded together. Each school, existing in the Jim Crow South, experienced various forms of trial and terror both to property and to persons. Together, they were safer.

			Today they remain the largest contiguous consortium of African American university students in the United States. So we don’t simply say “black colleges,” but rather Historically Black Colleges and Universities or HBCUs. Born in the midst of intense racism, they remain a strong part of African American history and culture and have a legacy of producing some of our nation’s top entertainers and intellectuals. To say, “Why are there all-black colleges but not all-white colleges?” is to completely miss the fact that for much of America’s history, all colleges were almost entirely white.

			Historically black colleges were black by necessity, not choice, and they remain strong historical symbols of the priority of education and perseverance in the African American community.

			Understanding How Privilege Works

			The creation of a white standard in the world during the age of exploration, and the white structural privilege prevalent for so long in America, led to what is often called “white privilege.”

			This is hard for many people to fully understand and believe. Some point out that a steep decline in life expectancy is happening right now among poor white men due to suicide, liver failure from alcoholism, overdose from opiates, and more. Many white people are struggling financially and simply don’t feel like they’re experiencing any privilege. Earning power has stagnated, and the cost of living is increasing. Many people, regardless of race or education, are feeling hopeless.

			Is talking about white privilege just a way of making white people feel guilty, responsible for what is happening to poor people of color, or does it imply that there is some expectation that white people are not living up to? How are we to understand white privilege?

			I often find myself in conversation with a hardworking American, someone who has struggled to make ends meet, and having to insist that white privilege is real.

			On one such encounter, I was talking with a young white man running a landscaping service that constructed backyard landscapes, ponds, and fountains. He was very proud of his work ethic and told me that nobody had ever given him anything in life. In short, he believed he hadn’t benefited from any privilege.

			I asked him in what part of town he did most of his work.

			“In the suburbs,” he said.

			I then asked where, specifically, he did his work.

			“Mostly in people’s backyards,” he answered.

			I asked him when he did most of his work.

			“Well, during the day, of course,” he quickly retorted.

			I asked if I could pose one more question, and he said yes. So I asked him how he got most of his business.

			He responded, “I put flyers in people’s doors and sometimes knock at houses where I think there’s a particular opportunity I can offer them.”

			Having gathered all this information about his business and how his work functions, I asked, “If you were a young man of color in those mostly white suburbs, is it possible you would be received differently by some of the potential clients?

			“For instance, if you were a young black man proposing to work in the backyards of those suburbanites during the day when they’re not home, is it possible some of your clients might show a degree of suspicion or bias? If you were Hispanic, talked with an accent, or looked like you were from a culture unfamiliar to the suburban communities where people can afford backyard ponds and fountains, do you think it might—even if ever so slightly—affect how successful you are when you knock on doors to talk to people about possible yard projects?”

			He nodded, and I could see from the look on his face that he finally understood white privilege. White privilege doesn’t mean your life isn’t hard. It means that if you are a person of color, simply by virtue of that, your life might be harder.

			Richard Rohr, Franciscan friar and international speaker, wrote one of the best descriptions of white privilege:

			White privilege is largely hidden from our eyes if we are white. Why? Because it is structural instead of psychological, and we tend to interpret most things in personal, individual, and psychological ways. Since we do not consciously have racist attitudes or overt racist behavior, we kindly judge ourselves to be open minded, egalitarian, “liberal,” and therefore surely not racist. Because we have never been on the other side, we largely do not recognize the structural access, the trust we think we deserve, the assumption that we always belong and do not have to earn our belonging, the “we set the tone” mood that we white folks often live inside of—and take totally for granted and even naturally deserved. Only the outsider can spot all these attitudes in us. It is especially hidden in countries and all groupings where white people are the majority.20

			When we look at a river, it’s easy to see that the middle, where the current flows, is much different from the edges, where little pools are formed and things can stagnate. White privilege has meant, historically, that you’ve been born into the middle of the river, where things flow more easily.

			White privilege means that even if you’re the unluckiest white person born in the United States, you were still born into a fortunate race. It may not always be like this, and things might be changing fast (this is what many debates during the 2016 election cycle centered on), but the privilege afforded to the white race in modern Western history is undeniable.

			Like Dinesh D’Souza, there is nowhere I’d rather live. But even if we have turned off the spigot of state-sponsored racism (which arguably we haven’t), it doesn’t mean the water has fully run out of the hose. We don’t enter a post-racial era simply by wanting to; that will require knowing and being honest about our history—and being willing to work toward equality and end discrimination. Eliminating the traces of racism that remain within society and ourselves requires that we understand where that racism came from.

			

		

OEBPS/Images/MythTP.png
THE
MYTH

OF
EQUALITY

Uncovering the Roots

of Injustice and Privilege
Expanded Edition

KEN WYTSMA





OEBPS/Images/IVPBooks_2019.png
=
vp

iprint of nterVarkity P





OEBPS/Images/9780830865307.jpg
A PUBLISHERS WEEKLY BOOK OF THE YEAR

KEN WYTSMA

HE
MYTH

OF
EQUALITY

Uncovering the Roots

of Injustice and Privilege
Expanded Edition






