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Introduction


Excited about my opportunity to serve as an intern at Willow Creek Community Church in South Barrington, Illinois, I was looking forward to my ﬁrst day on the job. After three years of Bible education in downtown Chicago at Moody Bible Institute, and two years of urban pastoral ministry in Cabrini Green, a poor black neighborhood replete with high-rise apartments fencing in humans like rats in a cage, I was now about to enter a completely different experience.

As a tall African American male, my new reality as a Willow employee placed me in a suburban context among a sea of white people. This context included beautifully designed mansions and shiny luxury vehicles that occupied multiple garages. The landscaped lawns were works of art religiously primped and usually cared for by Hispanic men who edged and mowed the well-manicured acreage. It was a far cry from the urinestained elevators and grafﬁti-ridden projects of Cabrini.

I wasn’t raised in either extreme. I didn’t come from wealth or poverty. Both of my parents worked full-time jobs outside the home but made it home each night by dinner time, when we all ate together. Our single-family home was a small brick Cape Cod with three bedrooms, one bathroom, a basement and a yard surrounded by a chain-link fence. My father worked for the federal government, while my mother worked for the state of Maryland. We four children attended public schools. During my elementary school years, I stayed with a neighborhood daycare provider after school until Mom came home from work.

Heading to Chicago was a big deal for me because I had seldom traveled beyond the Washington metropolitan area. My home metropolis was demographically diverse and there everyone seemed to work hard to hold down their jobs, pay their mortgages and protect their families from the social ills of drugs and violence. Once I landed in Chicago, though, the extremes of racial existence were stark. It seemed as if the majority of whites were rich and educated, while the blacks were poor and uneducated. The Hispanics were in their own enclaves and the Asians were seemingly invisible except in Chinatown or Korea town. For me as a minister in my twenties, my views about diversity, class distinctions, social conditioning and racial reconciliation were challenging my vision for multicultural ministry amid the extremes of society.

While I had grown up conscious of race and the differences that plagued our country both personally and systemically, I had never felt as powerless as I did on my ﬁrst day as an intern at Willow. The day was marked by a racially penetrating event that is etched in my memory. As I commuted to the church that ﬁrst morning in a rusted-out blue Honda Civic, I noticed blue lights ﬂashing in my rear-view mirror. A police ofﬁcer was signaling me to pull over. With my hands in clear view, I gave the ofﬁcer my license and registration. He went back to his vehicle. I assumed he was checking my information on the computer and doing whatever else police ofﬁcers do in their cars while the stopped driver sits in embarrassment along the side of the road as motorists pass and gawk.

When the ofﬁcer returned to my driver’s side window, he handed my license to me. I was dismissed.

“Before you leave, sir, can you tell me why I was pulled over?” I asked.

The ofﬁcer responded, “You ﬁt the description of someone we are looking for.”

I took him at his word.

Had that been my only experience of being pulled over that day, I would have believed that the inconvenience of mistaken identity could have happened to anyone. But a few hours later I drove off the church campus to get lunch. Again I had the sinking feeling in my stomach that comes with the realization that one is being stopped by a police ofﬁcer.

“What’s wrong now?” I said aloud to myself. Bad luck indeed, I thought.

Like it was déjà vu, I went through the same delay that made me late on my ﬁrst day of work earlier that morning. I received from the second ofﬁcer the same explanation given to me by the ﬁrst cop who had stopped me. “You ﬁt the description of someone we are looking for,” he said. At this point I thought it would be great if the ofﬁcers could make a note in their system to let everyone know that David Anderson was not the guy they were looking for! I was upset.

What made the day so memorable was not the orientation to one of the coolest megachurches I had been exposed to at the time or the grace with which the staff greeted me when I was introduced. What was most memorable was that I was tardy on my ﬁrst day as an intern due to a delay from a police ofﬁcer. The day is memorable because I was stopped again on my way to lunch. But if that were the end of the story, we could record this scenario as a minor inconvenience that all people in the suburbs of Chicago might have to endure on occasion. Unfortunately, on my way back from lunch, I was stopped by a third ofﬁcer. Before the day was over, I had been stopped by four police ofﬁcers. Three were male, one was female and all were white. I never received a ticket or harsh treatment, thankfully.

Can you imagine the frustration, the anger and even the selfquestioning that were unearthed inside me? Years before this incident, I had become convinced that God had called me to reconciliation and multicultural ministry. I was a minister of the gospel and more importantly a Christ follower. I cannot imagine the bitter attitudes and negative behaviors that would have come out of me had I not been tempered by the Holy Spirit living inside me at that young age of twenty-three. The Spirit’s presence did not relieve me of the deﬂated feelings I experienced that evening after my ﬁrst day of work. I reﬂected on the day’s events and anger gave way to the comfort of the Holy Spirit. God reiterated in me that this was why my life must be committed to building bridges of reconciliation.

What I experienced that day was racism. What I envision is a world that can move from racism to gracism. Gracism, unlike racism, doesn’t focus on race for negative purposes such as discrimination. Gracism focuses on race for the purpose of positive ministry and service. When the grace of God can be communicated through the beauty of race, then you have gracism. My prayer is that this book will move God’s people closer to achieving such a worthy vision.
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Everyone Has a Dot


Maybe you have heard of the social experiment in which ten people were to interview at a company. Before they went to the ofﬁce for the interview, a red dot was painted on one cheek of each interviewee. Each interviewee was to go into the ofﬁce and sit across the desk from the interviewer. After each interview, the interviewee was debriefed. Each of the ten interviewees stated that the interviewer kept staring at the dot on his or her cheek.

Here is the kicker: Out of the ten who received a painted dot, ﬁve—unbeknownst to them—were actually given a clear dot that was not visible on their skin. Yet they still felt as if the interviewer was focusing on their dot. From this experiment we learn that people feel self-conscious about whatever makes them insecure. That insecurity might relate to one’s weight, gender, race or any other distinctive that is viewed as a negative in society. Do you ever feel like people are focusing on your red dot?

When I was pulled over by police ofﬁcers in the suburbs of Chicago four times within a single day, I knew that my racial dot was bright and noticeable. At ﬁrst I told myself that I was being self-conscious. I tried to convince myself that race was not the issue. After the second stop, though, I knew that race was the issue whether or not I could ever prove it.


Dotism

It’s no secret that North America used to be notorious around the world for heinous acts of slavery followed by an era of institutionalized racial discrimination and segregation. Racial prejudice was a proud badge of honor for many in the United States in generations past. There was a time when only white was right and everything else from Native American, to African, to Chinese, to Jewish was wrong. But this is not the case anymore. The social acceptability of overt racism is over. By and large (notwithstanding the sovereign hand of the Almighty), it was the great struggle of blacks for their freedom, with the help of courageous whites and others, that pulled America out of the muck and mire of institutionalized bigotry.

Because our world is still racialized, racial discussions often feel forced, unsafe and either overplayed or underaddressed. When you have groups of people in a country who feel like they have dots on their face, and have been made to feel that their dots are ugly, unwanted and limiting to their success, you will also ﬁnd corresponding behaviors that contribute to their self-perceptions. Many with dots feel as if they must overachieve in order to succeed in society. Some feel that hope is lost and there is no reason to strive. Hopelessness can be a weapon of mass destruction.

Over the decades many dotted people have been wrongly accused and denied employment, promotions or housing. Many people have been beaten, jailed and hung out to dry because of their dots. So after a while dotted persons understandably feel as though their dottedness is a liability. They feel as though they are being prejudged based on their facial dot.




Real Life

I just returned home from consulting for a large corporate client in the heartland of the United States. One of the stories I received from an African American woman who works at the company was about her most recent racialized experience on the job. A white coworker placed a cotton plant on her desk and told her to pick it. I’m sure you can imagine how appalled the woman was. The man who did this was confronted about his distasteful act. He explained that he was simply joking.

Having spoken to the woman, it was evident to me that she didn’t ﬁnd the joke humorous. What was most disturbing to the black woman, as she states it, was that this man felt comfortable with this kind of joking as an acceptable prank in his work environment. After more than ten years with the company, this woman had hoped that her dot of racial distinction was vanishing.

While these kinds of racial tensions and misunderstandings still exist, minorities aren’t the only ones feeling misjudged and prejudged. White males are beginning to get frustrated with what inclusion might mean for them in this increasingly multicultural society.




The Color of Change

In the case of the dotted interview experiment, imagine the white male as the interviewer. After the interview one of the interviewee states, “He was staring at my dot the whole time.” He is a dotist, in other words. The interviewee didn’t realize that there was no dot on her face. How do you think the interviewer feels as he honestly protests that he didn’t notice any dot? Both persons feel hurt and misunderstood.




White Males

America ﬁnds itself at a time in history when the white male is becoming a minority ﬁgure. The white man has a dot of his own. Some whites may already feel as if they are targeted as racists and have been silenced on issues of social justice and excluded from the table of diversity. They are beginning to feel accused and victimized by public opinion as the oppressor. There was a time when the majority of white men enjoyed their positions of power as a privilege that was unchallenged. Now the push for diversity and multiculturalism feels threatening, and many white men are wondering whether they are a part of the inclusion.

Many of my white male brothers do not want to be associated with racism, injustice or power. They are tired of being prejudged before they are even given a chance to speak. God forbid that they slip and use the wrong terminology as it relates to other races or women. These men are feeling the squeeze. Some are fully engaged in the cultural shift and welcome the opportunity to include others, while other white men are resentful and protective of positions of power and privilege. If diversity is done right, everyone—including whites—should feel welcomed at the table of ideas and leadership.

I have many white and Asian friends who have never placed a cotton plant on the desk of a black person at work, nor have they launched racial epithets at minorities. Yet they have been accused of racism simply by disagreeing with the NAACP on a stance or by questioning the policies of afﬁrmative action in colleges or workplaces. Is this dotism or disagreement?




Playing the Dot Card

Some people’s dots are invisible and yet they still see everything through the lens of their perceived dot. They feel threatened, cheated and judged, only to discover in their post-interview debrieﬁng that dotism was not the issue at all, because the interviewer saw no dot on their face.

The interviewer wonders, “How can you accuse me of dotism? I didn’t even see a dot.” The interviewer also feels frustrated, threatened and judged. He doesn’t see a dot on the alleged victim’s face. And therein lies the struggle with race in North America. Perception versus reality; trust versus betrayal; education versus experience; relationship versus isolation. This is the context within which we ﬁnd ourselves doing life and ministry, friend.




A Sin Problem

Racism is not reserved for one color or culture of people. The sin of racism is an equal opportunity employer. (Or should I say an equal opportunity destroyer?) Racism is not simply a skin problem but is a sin problem. While this may sound like a cliché, we must continue to sound the alarm that God hates sin but loves sinners. Continual reminders of the spiritual impact that sin has on people, including the sin of racism, is important so that everyone can see the negative consequences that affect many. All have sinned; all can sin, regardless of race. Therefore, it is important to note that blacks can be racists too.

While walking down the street one day I heard a black man using racially pejorative language referring to Mexicans. It made me think about the universality of sin, regardless of race. Even in my own multicultural church we have to disciple people out of racist mindsets. We have heard and confronted negative racial language (much of which comes from habit) about Asians, whites, blacks and Hispanics. The most common racial giant to slay these days is prejudice against Arabs, most of whom are Muslims.

All people struggle with sins of superiority, inferiority and greed rooted in history. This includes not only Europeans, Spaniards and white Americans who perpetrated slavery but also some Africans who sold their brothers and sisters into American slavery a hundred years ago. It further includes the many onlooking countries, corporations and religious denominations that either turned their heads or directly beneﬁted from the horrors of American slavery.




Everyone Has a Dot

We now live in a country that is pulling itself out of the muddy waters of racism as an acceptable public practice. In North America everyone has some sort of dot of distinction. Whether white, black, Mexican, female, male, gay, straight, disabled or overweight, everyone has a dot of distinction. And everyone has the capability of putting someone else down based on that person’s color, culture or class. No matter its form, dotism still exists because sin still exists. And would it not be a tragedy to see people of color turn around and become the most vicious dotists of all against others? Would it not be a terrible cultural shift to see women step on the masculinity of their gender counterparts to gain their liberation? Whether the pendulum of dotism swings to one extreme or the other, it is just as debased and evil.

There must be an answer to dotism that doesn’t leave people feeling left out, judged and discriminated against. There must be an answer for those in the power position who declare their innocence and swear to the world that they saw no dot on the interviewee’s face. There must be a theological response to racism in the culture and racial segregation in the church. Right? There is—it’s gracism.




Reflection Questions


	1. Are you aware of your personal “red dot” (whatever makes you feel insecure around others, such as race, gender, age, weight, facial feature, emotional or physical disability)? How do you manage your feelings about it?


	2. Do you sometimes try to overcompensate for your red dot when you relate to others, especially those who don’t know you? If so, how?


	3. Can you recall a time of discouragement or even despair over your “red dot”? What circumstances brought on those emotions?


	4. Racism is a sin that can be committed by any identity group against another. How have you experienced someone making judgments about you because you were part of a certain identity group?


	5. What are the factors that are helping our society to minimize dotism? What are the factors that are still promoting dotism? Which factors (one from each list) is the easiest for you to engage in?
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From Racism to Gracism


I deﬁne racism as speaking, acting or thinking negatively about someone else solely based on that person’s color, class or culture. A common deﬁnition for grace is the unmerited favor of God on humankind. Extending such favor and kindness upon other human beings is how we Christians demonstrate this grace practically from day to day. When one merges the deﬁnition of racism, which is negative, with the deﬁnition of grace, which is positive, a new term emerges—gracism. I deﬁne gracism as the positive extension of favor on other humans based on color, class or culture.


Favor or Favoritism?

The extension of favor has biblical merit. The apostle Paul encouraged the Galatians, “As we have the opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers” (Galatians 6:10).

The positive extension of favor toward certain people does not have to mean favoritism. When James wrote about favoritism, he was writing in the context of loving all people and not discriminating against those who are under-resourced, low class or poor. “If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself,’ you are doing right. But if you show favoritism, you sin and are convicted by the law as lawbreakers” (James 2:8-9).

To discriminate, exclude and not love everyone is sin. Notice that James’s comments about favoritism in 2:9 follow the command to love your neighbor in 2:8. His point is that we are to love everyone and not discriminate against anyone. Does this mean that extending positive favor in an environment where everyone is loved and treated with equal respect is wrong? I say no.

Even God is shown to give extra attention to the poor, the needy, the orphans and widows throughout the whole of Scripture. Consider how God made the effort to visit Hagar in a special way even though she was a single mom who should not have been impregnated by Abram.

Hagar was a victim of Abram and Sarai’s lack of faith, because they didn’t believe God’s promise that they would have a child. Sarai suggested that Abram sleep with Hagar as a surrogate mother to produce a child. Hagar had little say in the matter. Later, as a single mother who was impregnated by Abram, mistreated by Sarai and then cast aside as someone who was simply a baby incubator, Hagar ﬂed into the desert to escape this intolerable situation (Genesis 16:6-7).

Notice how God proactively reached out to Hagar. “The angel of the LORD found Hagar near a spring in the desert; it was the spring that is beside the road to Shur. And he said, ‘Hagar, servant of Sarai, where have you come from, and where are you going?’ ” (Genesis 16:7-8).

After the conversation with the angel of the Lord, Hagar “gave this name to the LORD who spoke to her: ‘You are the God who sees me,’ for she said, ‘I have now seen the One who sees me’ ” (Genesis 16:13).

After this Hagar gave birth to a son named Ishmael, which means “hears.” Hagar named God “the one who sees,” and she had a child who she was instructed to name “hears.” God hears and sees those who are marginalized and misused. Even when others don’t notice you, God notices you. When others don’t see you, God sees you. In those moments when it feels like no one is listening to you, God hears you and is paying attention. This is the heart of a gracist. The one who hears, sees and pays attention to those on the margins—those in the desert—is a gracist. God shows us through his actions with Hagar what the heart and art of inclusion look like.

With this new conﬁdence, Hagar was able to return to the household from which she came because she had been graced by God. God went out of his way to minister to Hagar, an Egyptian woman who wasn’t an heir to the Abrahamic promise. The Lord knew that Hagar had been a victim and was without covering, so he intentionally pursued her, listened to her, paid attention to her and communicated with her. Such understanding was all Hagar needed in order to survive in the dysfunctional home she came from. As a divine gracist, God included Hagar in his network of care by ministering to her directly from heaven.




Is Gracism Fair?

Is it possible to extend favor and still be fair? Distinct from favoritism, whereby one is granted favor because of a special status, ethnic superiority or commonality, gracism reaches outside the box of elitism and special favors based on some fraternal code or secret handshake. Favor is showering extra grace on a few while having love for all. Favoritism is purposefully neglecting the needs of the many to accommodate the greeds of a few. While favor is the art of inclusion, favoritism is the exercise of exclusion. Christianity is an inclusive faith that bids all to come.

Yes, it is possible to extend favor without engaging in favoritism. There is a profound difference. One is from God and the other is from human beings.




A Gracist Lesson Learned

I have been teaching on gracism for a few years now. I believe that the teaching takes a while to take root. It is a slow and dawning truth that becomes clearer the more one has the opportunity to act upon it. One woman who has been listening and learning about the concept of gracism wrote me an encouraging e-mail to explain how the teaching had a surprising effect on her during an encounter she had while awaiting a ﬂight in an airport queue.


Dear David,

Last year I was in line at the airport waiting to board my ﬂight on Southwest Airlines. I love Southwest for their cheap fares, but the one thing I don’t like is that they have no assigned seats. You can print out your boarding group pass that will have an A, B or C on it and then you wait in line till your group is called. Everyone wants a good seat on the plane, so people will stand in that line for an hour if they have to, myself included.

I was holding tightly to my boarding group pass, which said “A,” and I had been waiting in that line for at least a half hour, when a family—husband, wife and two young children— loudly made their way into the “waiting to board” area. You couldn’t help but notice them. They seemed confused and were talking loudly in Spanish to one another, glancing at their tickets, waving their arms and pulling their bags and their kids into the huddle of travelers. I thought perhaps they were Mexican, and I began trying to understand what they were saying, but my very limited Spanish failed me.

It’s funny how these boarding group lines may not look like lines at all in the literal sense. They snake around tables, chairs and luggage; they dip with younger travelers sitting down in the middle; they have big gaps where someone has stopped to talk on his cell phone or ﬁnish a page in her novel. But just to be clear—they are indeed lines. And it is understood who is in front of you and who is in back of you, and your place in the line is respected by the other travelers. Usually. The loud Spanish speaking family was trying to work their way into the A line and ended up just a few people ahead of me, looking very confused. They were hanging just to the right of the line and you could tell they were hoping to somehow get absorbed into a real spot. The others in line were not happy about this. I watched the people get closer to one another and even position the men with them to stand on the side like a defensive line on a football team.

The Mexicans kept trying to get in, all the while looking confused, glancing at their tickets and talking in Spanish. They tried to slip in a few different places, but this line was a united front—no one was moving. All eyes were on them, and though no one said a word, the sound was deafening. I could only imagine what was going through the minds of those in line. I could see them shaking their heads in disgust. “Stupid foreigners.” “Who do they think they are coming over here and just butting in?” “They have no sense.” It didn’t matter that no one was speaking this stuff out loud. I had heard it so many times and I could see it on their faces and in their body language. And part of me was feeling it too. I have waited in this line all this time; no way are these people gonna just butt in front of me. That’s not fair! Don’t they know the rules? We just don’t do that here. This is my place in line.

Just as I was perfecting my speech in my head, full of righteous indignation and knowing full well that I was—we all were—right, I had a Holy Spirit smackdown. That’s when a completely different thought comes into your brain that you know is of God and it feels like a smack upside your head. I don’t like Holy Spirit smackdowns. This time it was your voice, David, in my head, talking about gracism. Special favor for those who are disregarded. Special treatment, going above and beyond to extend grace to those who have been oppressed and dismissed in this world because of their race, class or culture.

It was such a powerful teaching and God used it to smack me upside the head in that moment. I prayed silently and asked God to help me be a gracist. He immediately showed me that my judgment of these people was wrong. Did it really matter who was in front of me in line? Who cares! What was most important here? What if you were in another country where you didn’t speak the language and you were confused, tired and fearing you weren’t going to make it in the plane? How would you feel? Wouldn’t you be looking for someone to show you some kindness?

So I stuck my head out of line just enough to tap the Mexican woman on the shoulder. “Excuse me. Please come over here. You can get in line right here in front of me.” I knew she didn’t understand my words, but my message came through loud and clear. She smiled at me so big I thought she was going to cry. She grabbed her husband and kids and they all kept thanking me and bowing their heads. I saw relief come to them as they took their spot in line in front of me. They were so grateful and I was so ashamed. Why had it taken me so long to do the right thing?

David, thank you for teaching me about gracism. While I never thought I was a racist, I see how even being silent in those moments feeds the problem. Considering others who are different and giving them special favor is unnatural for most people, but it’s clearly in the Word of God, and now that I have had the chance to apply it, I can say it feels like God too.

Humbled by grace,
T. Lynn
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