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  We dedicate this book to the churches noted
throughout these chapters (usually anonymously)
and to other congregations and those who lead on
this journey toward intercultural life.


  We are also grateful for the students in our
classes who not only demonstrate a commitment
to intercultural life but also teach us about
their own cultures.
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    Introduction


    Who, What, Why?


    MARK LAU BRANSON AND JUAN FRANCISCO MARTÍNEZ


    

      

        Oakland—About sixteen seniors waited to welcome the new pastor. Half of them were in the kitchen, the others in the sanctuary. Six months earlier they had voted to close their sixty-year-old church, but the bishop wanted one more attempt. In the 1930s the members had decided, for a second time, to relocate, following the pattern of congregations moving when ethnic demographics affected their neighborhoods. Changes had also occurred in this new neighborhood, so most members had moved to the suburbs and commuted back to the city for Sundays. They obviously had relational connections with each other, but they seldom saw each other between Sunday gatherings. The neighborhood, with its people and networks, knew little about the church other than it was the site for a couple of twelve-step recovery groups hosted in the church basement. Over the next ten years the church became culturally diverse and deeply committed to its urban environment.1


        Houston—After several decades of growth as a suburban, Caucasian, Baptist church near Houston, a congregation experienced a significant decline in the mid-1980s. Later, when the economy recovered and the community regained residents, those residents were ethnically diverse (80 percent non-White by 1990). The pastor shaped activities that he hoped would add members. Since he believed in the homogeneous unit principle, which taught that growth was most likely when churches remained racially specific, he asked members to knock on doors in the next suburb. Then, consistent with his vision, he proposed that the church move to a location that matched his ethnic strategy. Some of the church’s leaders were troubled by this strategy. They eventually decided they would stay in the diverse community and reach out to new neighbors; and they called a pastor who would work with them in this challenge.2


      


    


    

      

        INTRODUCING OUR THEME



        Moses left Egypt with a “mixed crowd,” and the earliest followers of Jesus learned that the Holy Spirit was leading them to cross cultural borders. The scriptural narratives are loaded with references to the strangeness of strangers and the discomforts of participating in God’s love for the world. This book is about that strangeness, those discomforts. It is about God’s call on the church to love our neighbors, and we acknowledge that such love is a matter of grace and of work.


        Our focus is on churches in the United States and how we can be faithful to God’s call on our churches in this context. We live in a culturally diverse nation—and many of our cities and neighborhoods exhibit that cultural pluralism. Ethnic diversity is (unevenly) evident in the media, at shopping malls, and in many schools. Such diversity is less evident in our churches, but it is growing. We wish to promote more attentiveness, wisdom, and faithfulness concerning intercultural life in and among churches, and between churches and their neighbors.


        We have all been shaped in a historical context of prejudice and racism. We carry the influences of our environment in our minds and hearts; too often our actions, choices, and words perpetuate ethnic biases. Many prejudices, rooted in racism, are built into our institutions. We believe that God’s love for the world is definitive in Jesus’ inauguration of God’s reign, and therefore we believe that the church’s identity and agency should be characterized by what Paul calls “all things coming together in Christ” (see Eph 1:10, CEB). Such reconciliation, if it is defined and empowered by the gospel, must be personal, interpersonal, cultural, and structural. When persons of different cultures share life, once we get beyond music and food, the complexities increase.


        A core theological assumption of ours is that God is continually initiating in the world—in neighborhoods, among churches, and in our own lives. We are focused on how God initiates in concrete ways to counter racial injustice, break down social barriers, and foster life-altering love. We believe that the Spirit works in individuals, in social systems, and in organizational structures. If followers of Christ are to participate with God, then paying attention is key, and it is difficult work. Just as a competent painter, carpenter, or teacher learns, over many years, how to attend—how to train their senses and responses to their environment and their work—church leaders need to pay attention to cultural characteristics, to God’s initiatives, and to the participatory work of shaping intercultural life.


        That is the purpose of our writing: to help men and women in our churches to see differently and to gain the skills and competencies needed for discerning God’s initiatives and embodying the gospel in multicultural contexts. We want to encourage church leaders to create environments that make God’s reconciling initiatives apparent in church life and in our missional engagement with neighborhoods and cities.


      


      

      

        HISTORY MATTERS



        History reminds us that many of the colonists who crossed the Atlantic and eventually formed the first states of the new United States were people seeking religious options that they were denied in Europe. These colonies were established by people who wanted the space to develop their own specific vision of church and society, without the interference of a European government committed to its own state religion. The degree of establishment (the official connections between governing structures and churches) varied throughout the colonies, and some who fled persecution in Europe initiated their own oppressive practices in the New World. Those with primarily religious reasons for migrating were mixed with others who sought economic opportunities or political freedom, and these motivations were often overlapping because religion, politics, and economics were overlapping factors in Europe.


        These various European colonial communities wanted to develop their distinct visions free from the interference or persecution they had experienced in Europe. They brought their theologies and practices from Europe and adapted them to life in the New World. Their experiences included opportunities and threats, and their new churches offered familiar experiences, dialects, and practices. These immigrants valued their own familiar and distinctive theologies, social relationships, and worship practices. So churches and ethnicities were linked from colonial days, be they English Puritans in New England, Dutch Reformed in New York, English Anglicans in the mid-Atlantic, or Swiss-German Mennonites in Pennsylvania. Most colonists arrived in the New World with church life thoroughly embedded in ethnic culture.


        Also, from the earliest years of European occupation in North America, some men and women were bought and traded,3 and, as was a pattern throughout colonized nations, indigenous persons were also oppressed, enslaved, and killed. Colonizers who worked to secure their own freedoms and opportunities did so by taking freedoms, agency, and lives. Racism, mainly present in the construct of White and Black, had other variations, but the overarching environment was a structure of power and economics fashioned from the European history of colonization and domination. One consequence was that involuntary immigrants did not have the freedom to practice their religions. Over those decades, some came to embrace Christian faith and even understood and practiced it with more awareness of God’s character and care than did White participants.


        Most nineteenth-century European immigrants to the United States continued with some version of this pattern. When they migrated to the New World, they tended to bring their ethnic-specific religious expressions with them. Once in the United States they usually formed ethnic enclaves, and the churches were typically one of the central underpinnings of these new communities. Even when neighbors shared a Christian background, one could clearly identify the differences between Irish, Ukrainian, and Italian Catholics, or between German, Swedish, and English Baptists. Some of these ethno-religious communities formed their own denominations, while others created joint structures, even as they maintained their clearly defined ethnic-specific churches.


        As the White population grew, the succeeding waves of immigrants in the new cities and towns put neighborhoods through ethnic transitions. It became increasingly common for a church facility to be turned over to a more recently arrived national or ethnic group as a previous tenant moved to a newer neighborhood. There were occasions, in the interim, in which some new arrivals investigated an unfamiliar church, especially in Puritan, Methodist, and Baptist congregations, but this overlap was usually temporary and did not tend to change the culture of the church unless there was a complete handoff of the organization.


        Thus, ethnic homogeneity in US churches has been the norm from colonial days. Throughout the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, these ethno-religious churches adapted in numerous ways of life, responding to factors like language shifts, new immigration patterns, and continuing connections with homelands. The churches also dealt with realities that were unfamiliar: the frontier, close contact with those who were different, and shifts away from the European norms of state churches. Yet even as Euro-Americans began relationships and eventually church affiliations that crossed the boundaries of national origins and culture, such changes were slow. The European pattern of national churches within denominational traditions continued in the United States well into the twentieth century. Even as the United States became a place of numerous cultures, this diversity was not significant within specific congregations or denominations. There were practical reasons (language, existing associations, theological and liturgical biases) and affective preferences (accents, familiarity, or a place and time in which one could be at ease among those who were similar to oneself).


        Also, as we began to describe above, amid the European migrations there were other peoples on the North American continent, such as Native Americans, African persons who were enslaved or subsequently freed, descendants of earlier Spanish and French migrations, and immigrants from Asia and Latin America. Many US Christians questioned the humanity of Africans and Native Americans, who were subject to abuse and annihilation by many who called themselves Christians. But enslaved African and Native Americans were also the objects of Christian mission. During the colonial years some of these converts were invited to join the existing churches. But that practice quickly ended and the Christian converts were encouraged to form their own ethnic-specific churches. This same pattern prevailed in the evangelistic efforts among the Mexicans of the Southwest and the Asian immigrants on the West Coast. The issue of slavery also created divisions in many denominations and ended up defining Christian faith and practice in the United States to the present day.4


        Those who became Christians among these groups were often organized into ethnic-specific churches that were placed under the direction of existing denominations. Most of these churches tended to be dependent on the denominations and churches that formed them. This dependency was usually only broken when these “ethnic” Christians formed their own denominations and church structures far from the control and direction of Euro-American churches and structures.


        These patterns of ethnic-specific religious life continued in the United States, even as people learned to speak English and as they adopted the dominant-culture (English American) norms and attitudes. When Milton Gordon published his Assimilation in American Life (1964), the subtitle of the book—The Role of Race, Religion, and National Origins—made abundantly clear that religion played a strong role in the complex intercultural interactions in the United States.


        Gordon does a thorough analysis of the various theories of US cultural interaction: Anglo-conformity, melting pot, and cultural pluralism. He concludes that all three have existed as ideals in US history but that none has ever been fully imposed as the norm. He describes US reality as structural pluralism, where there is a fair amount of acculturation along with continuing separation among peoples, particularly in the religious sphere. He also recognizes that the “excluded” peoples—African Americans, Native Americans, and Hispanics (he specifically mentions Mexican Americans)—probably push beyond structural pluralism into cultural pluralism.5 He calls on people in the United States to quit insisting that these three categories of cultural interaction have ever existed as a historical reality. He calls for a willingness to develop a conversation about which of these models would work best in the United States. But he recognizes that none of them has ever been the official policy of the country.6


        Throughout the history of the United States there have also been efforts to think differently about this issue. Voices in both North and South America questioned the racist European attitudes, enacted by those who espoused Christianity, toward Native peoples and those of African descent. As early as 1514, Fray Bartolomé de las Casas challenged the Spanish (Roman Catholic) mistreatment of Native peoples and later worked for equal rights for Native peoples in the Spanish colonies. In colonial North America (1688) the Mennonites in Germantown, Pennsylvania were the first to begin protests against slavery that would later spread through many churches and denominations.


        There have also been occasional efforts in intercultural and interracial worship. For example, Richard Allen and Absalom Jones, both African American converts, worshiped and taught classes in St. George’s Methodist Episcopal Church (Philadelphia), but they eventually left because of segregated seating and other humiliating experiences. Later they formed the African Methodist Episcopal denomination (1816). There are a few notes about biracial worship among frontier Methodists and Native Americans in the early 1800s, but overall the record is that mission efforts were continually undermined by prejudice, greed, and violence. Much later (1906), the Azusa Street Revival was marked by multiracial worship. Several churches that developed in that movement attempted to form multicultural life, but most found themselves in a situation similar to that of the Church of God in Christ. They started as a multicultural denomination, but in 1914, as they faced laws that forbade interracial worship, their leaders decided to avoid confrontation with the society’s racist standards. Other denominations formed around specific ethnic groups or around majority-culture leadership with ethnic-specific churches and substructures.


        This tendency toward ethnic-specific churches has often been seen by some as an asset for evangelization in the United States and beyond. The Homogeneous Unit Principle (HUP) states that people respond most effectively to the gospel in ethnic or culturally specific churches. On the one hand this means that the gospel can be embodied in any human culture, but often it has been used to reduce the gospel’s claims on us regarding the call to participate in God’s love, thus reinforcing the ethnocentricity of cultures.7 To this day most churches in the United States tend to be ethnically or culturally specific, with the related values and practices. Even churches that have intentionally gathered a multiracial congregation tend to exhibit the dominance of one culture, leaving others to lack full agency because they are aware that they will always be guests.


        The history of our country raises many theological and social questions for us as we attempt to be faithful churches in the midst of a rapidly changing ethnic and cultural environment. This societal history, and its troubling display of racism in structures and in profoundly inadequate initiatives toward mutuality and equity, has been perpetuated in churches. It shows us that without God’s initiatives that transform us personally and as groups, our behaviors tend to be limited by cultural and human habits. Encounters with those who were different often led people to withdraw and to protect what was familiar. We will be addressing theological questions raised by this history throughout the book, believing that God’s grace counters our habits and that Scripture and the Holy Spirit give witness and power to the shaping of a people who live transformed lives.


        But we also have to ask ourselves the questions Milton Gordon raised almost fifty years ago: Which model (or models) best reflects both the diversity (all peoples, languages, ethnicities) and the unity and equity espoused by many US documents? Even more central to this book, how is God’s Spirit engaging the divisions and animosities of our contexts, and what is the call of the gospel on churches? The discussions and efforts in our congregations are embedded in these national claims regarding unity and equity and continuing experiences of prejudice and injustice. How can churches model gospel relationships—and be agents of reconciliation and justice—in our cities and in our nation? We believe that God’s grace calls us beyond racism and ethnocentrism. The question is how to express the new reality of the gospel in ways that both celebrate our differences and draw us toward unity in Jesus Christ.


      


      

      

        BIBLE STUDY: ACTS 2:1-13—CULTURES, MIGRATIONS, LANGUAGES, AND THE SPIRIT



        The Bible frequently describes situations in which migrations and cultures play major roles. Many passages have informed and shaped our own understandings about cultures, faith, and leadership. We are not providing in-depth analysis of biblical texts,8 but in every chapter we will draw attention to passages and explore what they have to offer.


        

          When Pentecost Day arrived, they were all together in one place. Suddenly a sound from heaven like the howling of a fierce wind filled the entire house where they were sitting. They saw what seemed to be individual flames of fire alighting on each one of them. They were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages as the Spirit enabled them to speak.


          There were pious Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. When they heard this sound, a crowd gathered. They were mystified because everyone heard them speaking in their native languages. They were surprised and amazed, saying, “Look, aren’t all the people who are speaking Galileans, every one of them? How then can each of us hear them speaking in our native language? Parthians, Medes, and Elamites; as well as residents of Mesopotamia, Judea, and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the regions of Libya bordering Cyrene; and visitors from Rome (both Jews and converts to Judaism), Cretans and Arabs—we hear them declaring the mighty works of God in our own languages!” They were all surprised and bewildered. Some asked each other, “What does this mean?” Others jeered at them, saying, “They’re full of new wine!” (Acts 2:1-13, CEB)


        


        When Luke describes early postresurrection events, he provides details that emphasize cultures and migrations—and the Holy Spirit’s agenda of boundary crossing. Note his description of places and languages. The named locations stretch from the Caspian Sea to the Persian Gulf, to the Mediterranean, to the Black Sea. These Jews of the Diaspora, scattered during various times of exile from Palestine, were called “Hellenists” because they had become bicultural (and multilingual) in the decades of Greek and Roman expansion. Then many migrated to Jerusalem, often prompted during their senior years, to live near the temple. The passage notes some “visitors” from Rome, but most were residents in various Jerusalem neighborhoods.9 So Luke is indicating the Spirit’s work of spreading the gospel across cultural, language, and generational boundaries. Even though there were two common languages usable for this gathering (Greek and Aramaic), the Holy Spirit’s miracle of Galileans speaking far-flung languages emphasizes God’s care for the particularities of migrant peoples, perhaps especially because they faced discrimination among hometown Jews. The language competencies of the Hellenists were soon to be used as Peter preached, probably in Aramaic (for which Luke provides a Greek rendition). The various reasons for migrations (warfare, oppression, economics, family, faith) directly contribute to the noisy, flashy experiences as the Spirit gives birth to the church, and the multicultural neighborhoods of Jerusalem are immediately employed in the embodiment of the gospel (Acts 2:42-47) and soon in the diffusion of the gospel (as persecution arose, see Acts 8). Our own priority on attending to cultural diversity—among churches and neighbors—is inspired by these texts. These are not just modern, optional matters; the gospel has always encountered cultural challenges and engaged and transformed human communities.


        

          Bible Discussion: Acts 2:1-13


          

            

              	

                1. Use maps in your Bible to find the geographical locations listed in these verses. What do you know about how and when Jews migrated to those locations? (Collectively, these events created the “Diaspora.”)


              


              	

                2. What was the Pentecost festival—or the Feast of Weeks—about?


              


              	

                3. In this Holy Spirit initiative, what can we discern about God’s priorities concerning the gospel and cultures?


              


              	

                4. It is likely that a significant number of the Hellenists were retirees (who wanted to be in Jerusalem for their last years and for burial). Does it make any difference in the meanings of the passage if the Holy Spirit’s work was significantly aimed at retirees? What opportunities does this create?


              


              	

                5. Since Greek was available to everyone, why would the Holy Spirit initiate proclamation in the local languages of the Diaspora? What might this demonstrate about how God wishes to encounter  cultures?


              


            


          


        


      


      

      


        CULTURAL AUTOBIOGRAPHIES: BRANSON AND MARTÍNEZ



        In writing a textbook about ethnic identity, we are aware that our own stories have shaped the ways we think about church and ethnicity, the ways we perceive our worlds, and the priorities we place on various approaches to ministry. We believe that the leaders and participants in any church can benefit from the process of researching, writing, and reflecting on their own cultural and ethnic narratives—and on their upbringing and attitudes about ethnocentrism and racism. Without self-awareness we are more prone to misunderstanding others and to underestimating the impact that our own heritage has on how we perceive and think and act. The writing of a personal cultural autobiography is always selective, and the benefits can be extended when we revisit memories or pursue research after the original narrative is written. For the purposes of this book, both of us will provide only an initial narrative. Throughout the chapters we add details that are appropriate to particular topics.


        Mark. How does a White boy from Kansas receive an ordination from an African American Pentecostal church in San Francisco? What is the relevance of marrying the first US-born child of Chinese immigrants? Or teaching in Peru? Or coaching pastors in the Philippines? Or participating in a bilingual Spanish-English church, and teaching and writing with a Mexican American colleague?


        I was born in Wichita, Kansas (both names have roots in Native American tribes), with a mixed European ancestry that is predominantly Scots-Irish and British.10 In the postwar ethos my playground activities included chants about Japanese and African Americans that I later learned were racist. Our family was self-consciously American, with relatives connecting with the earliest Virginia settlements, then to Benjamin Franklin, Mary Todd Lincoln, and the Hoovers. In our neighborhood school I gratefully remember an African American teacher, Mrs. Woodard, who as the librarian helped me find a way into books. (In 1970, her husband, A. Price Woodard, became the first African American mayor of Wichita.) As the neighborhoods continued to change, the first African American kids arrived at my primary school in the fall of 1957.


        My father was a carpenter and contractor, and Mr. Gibson, an African American carpenter, was one of his most skilled and dependable employees. When Wichita faced an economic downturn and our family moved to a farming community near the Colorado border, Dad asked Mr. Gibson to join him on some projects. As a ten-year-old, I was unaware of the oppressive social norms that required Mr. Gibson to leave the town boundary every night at sundown. Dad, a creative manager, would arrange for a location at the boundary so he could provide a trailer house for Mr. Gibson adjacent to the construction project. And because Mr. Gibson could not eat in the local restaurants, he would on occasion join us for holiday meals. I was witness to their working friendship, and only later did Dad explain to me the racism of the town. My older sister and her church youth group prompted adults in the church to challenge exclusionary laws, resulting in the town council overturning race-based restrictions.


        My teenage years were influenced by the civil rights movement. On television I watched demonstrations, heard Martin Luther King Jr., and saw African American teenagers and children get knocked over by water cannons as they prayed. When I saw the poverty of Mexican farm workers in my town, who often lived in railroad boxcars, I became curious about what I now understand are the social and economic arrangements of our society regarding those we sometimes call “essential workers.” I also became aware of how racial prejudice had been a force in my own extended family, bringing alienation and sorrow.


        During graduate studies I was involved in campus ministry at the Claremont Colleges (California), first with the chaplain’s office and then with InterVarsity Christian Fellowship (IVCF). I am still grateful for the cross-ethnic friendships that brought so much cultural diversity into my life: an African American student with whom I regularly shared the pulpit in campus worship, a Chicano student who introduced me to the farm workers movement and to folk masses (Roman Catholic worship), and several Asian American students who deepened my appreciation for the diversity of Asian cultures. I began to read the Bible differently—attending to cultural diversity and how the gospel of reconciliation addressed human barriers.


        When I was thirty, I married Nina Lau, who had been born one year after her mother escaped China to join her husband in Texas. (When Nina was in middle school the family moved to Hawaii, where their extended family lived.) As Nina became the first national coordinator for InterVarsity’s Asian American staff (a total of six persons throughout the United States), we were finding deep friendship and ministry partnership among the other non-Euro-American staff of the organization. For several years I worked on a committee that restructured management and financial procedures in order to more equitably serve a multicultural ministry. As the director of IVCF’s Theological Students Fellowship, I initiated connections with African American and Latino professors, cochaired an international conference on biblical hermeneutics in Tlayacapan, Mexico, and edited the collected academic papers with René Padilla.11


        In 1984, at the invitation of Samuel Escobar, a Peruvian theologian, Nina and I spent four months in Lima, Peru. I taught a seminary course and we were enriched by the friendships and conversations. Brief weeks in Ecuador and Nicaragua also expanded our perspectives on those cultures and on the United States.


        Those early adult years shaped me toward more awareness and attentiveness regarding racial inequalities in US society. Friendship allowed me to listen; reading brought more narratives and social analysis; biblical studies pushed my convictions. My father’s actions, the eyes and experiences of my wife, and partnerships with non-White colleagues increasingly formed me to work against racism and toward relational mutuality and systemic changes.


        When Nina’s work drew us to Oakland, California, I became the dean of an African American Bible institute. Located in San Francisco since the early 1950s, it was part of an organization that included a preschool, grade school, and middle school. Later that year I was ordained at San Francisco Christian Center, an African American Pentecostal church. It was a profound privilege to work in this ministry and to be welcomed into homes and friendships. In Oakland, our family became involved in the church described at the beginning of this chapter—a church that would become significantly multicultural as God prompted relationships and practices that shaped us to mirror the neighborhoods around it. During this time, Nina and I were gifted with a son by birth and another by adoption (from Hong Kong). For fifteen years I worked in clergy networks, church-based community organizing and development, and consulting work that stretched my crosscultural skills. To gain more competencies, I completed a doctorate in international and multicultural education at a Jesuit university. In connection with International Urban Associates, I also spent time with Asian church leaders in Thailand and the Philippines.


        When I was invited by Fuller Theological Seminary to join their faculty in Pasadena, we relocated to this new context. During this transition, my Bay Area clergy friends introduced me to Pasadena African American pastors. I have been involved in several church-based agencies that are rooted and deeply involved in various urban concerns. Our sons live in this cultural mix, having attended public schools, and continue to enjoy the friendships available in such an environment. For six years Juan and I taught a course concerning ethnic issues relevant to churches, and this book arises from those classes. When he was at Fuller Seminary, he invited me to teach various bilingual courses, and other colleagues and students help me connect to African American and Asian students and ministries. In recent years I have made several trips to Korea, working as a consultant with churches. Juan and I have enjoyed high Sierra hikes, and he and Ruth hosted us in Chile for a week of work (teaching seminars), along with hiking and great food. Nina and I are now active at a bilingual (Spanish-English) congregation comprising significant cultural diversity, which was initiated by a pastoral team that was mainly Latino/a.


        Juan. I usually begin my cultural autobiography by looking at the generations of ancestors who formed me. Each of my genealogical lineages has given me something important that shapes who I am today. Through my maternal grandfather I am part of the Guerra clan that came from Spain in the 1600s and settled in what is now south Texas in the late 1700s. The Guerras give me identity and roots. I am part of the twelfth generation that came from Spain and am a sixth-generation US citizen because the United States conquered the land from Mexico and made my Guerra ancestors US citizens.


        My maternal grandmother’s family ties me to my religious identity, and my mestizo (mixed race) reality. Rafaela García, my maternal great-great- grandmother, of mixed Native and Spanish background, converted from Roman Catholicism to become a Protestant Christian in south Texas at a time when being a Latino (Mexican) Protestant was a very costly decision. She brought her daughter, Anita, to faith, and they shaped my grandmother Juanita Cáceres. She always prayed that her children would enter ministry. Though Juanita died when I was six, the legacy of these three women influenced me through my mother and gave me a deep sense of God’s sovereign shaping of my life.


        My father’s family formed me in other crucial ways. My father grew up in the Mexican border state of Nuevo León. He went to Texas as an adventurer, where he met my mother. When he married my mother, he made no claim to faith. But he later had a profound conversion experience that changed his life completely. He became the only Protestant in his family and was ostracized by some of his siblings, but this conversion led to a call to ministry. My parents studied for ministry. While in Texas they ministered among Braceros, then moved to a small agricultural community in central California (Kettleman City), where they served among migrant workers for over thirty years. They modeled a commitment to work among the poor and marginalized, and showed me what a deep commitment to ministry looks like.


        This background taught me profound things about faith, identity, and church ministry. I learned early on that faith is a costly decision. My ancestors suffered because of their faith, and my parents made great sacrifices because of their faith and call to ministry. As the eldest child of a Latino Protestant pastor, I also learned that God’s call to ministry demands a willingness to sacrifice all for his service. This sense of call and commitment has shaped each of my ministry decisions.


        My identity was greatly shaped by my ancestors. I am part of the United States because the United States “migrated” the border across my ancestors. But I also have a strong Spanish-speaking Latino Protestant identity because I grew up in a Spanish-language Protestant congregation. My commitment to serving the Latino community was shaped by my ancestors, my parents, my church, and my community.


        As a US Latino committed to ministry in the Latino community, I have often faced the questions and confrontations of people who expect me to “assimilate.” I have been stopped many times by immigration officers and have also had my identity questioned by people who assume that I should not want to speak Spanish because I was educated in English. Often I have to explain why a US-born and educated Latino chooses to speak Spanish and cast his lot with the poor and marginalized of the Latino community.


        My own experience has also reminded me how multicultural the term Latino really is. My first wife, Olga, was from Cuba, and we had to learn to grow together across vast cultural differences. Our children were born in California but raised in Guatemala, where I was the rector of a Mennonite seminary for almost nine years. After returning to the United States to teach at Fuller Seminary, I was often aware that in many ways Guatemala felt more like home because I did not have to spend my time explaining or justifying who I am. Returning to the United States felt like returning to exile, because the United States is my only home, but one that has often questioned my place here. Yet it is in exile where God wants me to serve. Several years ago, Olga died. When I married Ruth, who is from Chile, again I experienced the cultural variation common to those of us who are Hispanic in the United States.


        Because I am a Latino Protestant pastor’s son, I learned several important things about the church. It was home when we were rejected by the larger Latino community. It was also the place where my parents demonstrated what it means to serve others and where I confirmed God’s call on my life. But it was always also a place with very real, broken humans. I suffer few illusions about the church; it is a place full of real humans with real problems. Yet I am happy serving the church even though at times my experiences have been negative. Here my Anabaptist heritage takes over as I believe, practice, and continue to struggle in the faith.


        My vocational journey has taken me through small towns in south Texas and central California. As part of my formation, I attended a Spanish-language Bible institute, earned an MDiv at Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary (Fresno, California), and a ThM and PhD at Fuller Theological Seminary (Pasadena, California). I have served as a pastor in south Texas and central California, and Olga and I started a church in Downey, California. For several years I also oversaw Latino ministry for my denomination and started a Spanish-language Bible institute. God’s call to leadership development then took our family to Guatemala. For the last two decades I have been training Latino leaders in ministry at Fuller Seminary and at Centro Hispano de Estudios Teologicos, a Los Angeles-based Bible institute affiliated with the Evangelical Covenant Church.


        I am a Latino Anabaptist evangélico living in exile in the United States. I recognize that “exile” is a theological motif that fits both my Anabaptist theology and my life experience as a Latino. If you ask me where I am from, I will need to respond with a question. Do you want to know about my ancestors, my birth, my family, or my life journey? As a Christian I believe God is shaping me to cross cultural boundaries—to have an awareness concerning persons who are culturally, socially, or economically different and to teach others who want to be servants of the gospel of reconciliation. And so I continue walking from my Latino roots toward God’s future.


        

          Personal Reflections / Group Exercise:


            Writing an Ethnic Autobiography


          

            Begin by reflecting on these questions and making notes on each. Then take the time to craft a narrative around experiences and how you interpret their impact on your ethnic identity. In small groups, share selected elements of your autobiography. (For this exercise we use the words ethnic and ethnicity to refer to cultural elements and race and racism to denote other major sociocultural factors.)


            

              	

                What do you know (or can you discover) concerning the ethnicity and national origins of your parents, grandparents, and earlier generations? If this is different from the heritage of the household in which you were raised, describe those differences.




                	When were you first aware of ethnic (or racial) categories? When were you first aware of persons who were different?


	

                How did your parents and grandparents voice ethnic matters or convey to you what they perceived or what they thought was important? How did other members of the household contribute to your understandings about your own ethnic heritage? What did they convey (in words and actions) concerning racism, or about disparities in power and resources based on race?



	

                Think about phases of your life—childhood, adolescence, early adulthood, middle and perhaps later adulthood. How did your ethnic identity affect you? How have your perspectives on race and racism changed? How has your awareness changed? What difference did matters of ethnicity and race make in relationships, where you lived, what activities you participated in, how you experienced school, and how you experienced your society (city, nation)?



	

                How have you experienced societal matters of discrimination, prejudice, and inequality among ethnic groups? What do you remember about experiences of being treated unfairly because of cultural identity? Or of treating others unfairly? Or of being aware of racial injustices?



	

                How have you experienced significant cultural boundary crossing (either in travel, through relationships, or in some organization)? What did you learn about others and yourself? How did others affect your own reflections on your assumptions?



	

                What is the relationship between your ethnic identity, societal racism, and your faith? What difference did or does it make in church? In your beliefs or theology? In your commitments and activities?



	

                In what ways do the stories, values, and practices of your ethnic heritage parallel the gospel or facilitate and nurture being a Christian? What elements of your ethnic heritage make being a Christian difficult?



	

                What do you value most in your ethnic heritage? What do you value least?


              


            


          


        


      


      

      

        AN OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK



        We taught a seminary course concerning churches and ethnicities for several years. The chapters of this textbook are structured around the outline of that course. Several of our chapters have roots in American Cultural Patterns: A Cross-Cultural Perspective by Edward Stewart and Milton Bennett.12 In that classic book, Stewart and Bennett have employed the resources of cultural anthropology, the psychology of perception, and communications theory to explain and analyze how crosscultural dynamics can be understood in the United States. It is important to note that their work was written primarily for US businesspersons who were living and working in other nations; that means that their comparisons are with what we call “middle America,” but is also appropriately understood as White normativity. We are aware that many Euro-Americans are unconscious of the assumptions and practices they bring to crosscultural interactions, and that bringing critical self-reflection into these relationships requires challenging work for the US majority culture. Yet this is the work we hope to prompt. In order to name sociocultural traits, we can’t avoid a certain degree of stereotyping—which also means that we will name commonly shared traits while also inviting readers to be aware of personal and subgroup variations.


        As we engage sociocultural resources, we import resources as framed by theology (especially missiology and ecclesiology) and leadership studies, provide illustrations from US churches, and ask questions about God’s agency. One of us provided the initial draft of each chapter, then we worked together to clarify, illustrate, and provide instructional materials. When one of us provided the main voice for a chapter, we note that after the chapter title.


        Part one focuses on the relationship between theology, society, and ethnicity. Mark drafted chapter one in order to frame the textbook as a work in practical theology and to introduce a basic framework on leadership. Praxis is the term we use to describe the ongoing life of a church that moves between “study and reflection” and “engagement and action.” Each movement informs the other. We also want to emphasize that practical theology is not just a matter of concepts (theology and social sciences)—rather we believe the purpose of practical theology is to discern God’s agency in specific situations with the goal of believers participating in those initiatives. Chapter two, also shaped by Mark, places our work into the current conversations about missional ecclesiology. This, also, emphasizes God’s current activities and the call for our participation. Chapter three, in which we both drafted different sections, introduces various concepts concerning social contexts, race, ethnicity, caste, and our concern for intercultural life. We also introduce several other important voices that we commend for their work on colonization, caste, and race.


        Part two uses the resources of cultural anthropology to provide insights into human dynamics that vary among cultures. In chapter four, “Worldviews, Reality, and Assumptions,” Mark describes how a culture’s worldview is always in the background. We carry with us, usually unconsciously, a vast array of assumptions about what is visible or invisible, about time and cause and effect, and about values. Juan, in chapter five, explains how “Language, Gestures, and Power” are actively shaping every social encounter. Then in chapter six, Juan shows how different societies make different assumptions about social relations. These variants have to do with class, status, social networks, formal or informal relations, obligation and reciprocity, how problems are addressed, and the role of relations.


        Juan also drafted chapter seven, “Self-Perception and Individuality,” in which he shows that any person’s concept of the self is rooted in his or her culture. The concept of individualism in the majority culture leads to a “mythic” individualism that creates a type of antistructuralism, which complicates any attempt to create community in the church. Chapter eight, “Perception and Thinking,” which we coauthored, builds on the worldview framework to show that even what we perceive—and how we interpret and think about what we perceive—is shaped by our cultures. In churches, our capacities to understand each other and work together can be strengthened when we “get behind” each other’s eyes and pay attention to how others think.


        Part three of the book focuses on how leaders need to work in the context of these challenges. Mark drafted chapter nine, “Intercultural Communication,” which provides a framework for sorting out the communication dynamics of a group. As a church seeks integrity in its communication, this framework offers tools that clarify appropriate ways to discuss our world, ourselves, and the common life we have as a church. Then in chapter ten, “Leading Change,” Mark works with an extended case study to show how a pastor can form leadership teams and how the church continually invests in discernment and experiments. In chapter eleven, “Practices for the Calling,” Juan describes a set of skills and practices that can aid intercultural relations and church ministry.


        We both have worked in church leadership for decades, and we continue to be active members in congregations. These experiences, along with numerous conversations with other church leaders, provide the illustrations for this book. While all of the stories and examples in this book are based on real people and events, some illustrations merge stories from various sources, and, except for describing our own roles in some experiences, we alter names and identifying details to protect the privacy of those involved.


        Throughout the book we provide Bible studies that are relevant to each chapter’s specific topic and to the larger agenda of intercultural life. These are not parenthetical—rather they are essential to our writing. The Bible verses are usually provided alongside our comments and discussion questions, but readers may want to read more from the biblical chapters to understand the study and its implications more thoroughly. We have not written this book as a biblical defense of intercultural churches (something other writers have done quite well13), but these Bible studies do provide important texts and interpretive guidance, and they shape our theological and missional commitments.


        We have also included exercises that are appropriate for both personal reflection and group discussion. We do not believe that the substance of this book can be adequately understood by a reader who keeps a safe distance from the subject matter. By encouraging reflection and discussion on personal stories and various concepts, we hope to deepen understanding and even prod personal commitments.


        We are grateful to the congregations, students, and colleagues who have engaged us for many years concerning matters of intercultural life in churches. For the first edition, Fuller Theological Seminary supported us with sabbatical time and the expert help of Susan Wood. InterVarsity Press, and especially Gary Deddo and Jon Boyd, embraced the project and provided important feedback and guidance. We also thank several graduate students who worked with us: Craig Hendrickson, Arnaldo Soto, Douglas Abel, Agnes Lee, and Sara Stabe. In addition to the Stewart and Bennet book already mentioned, we have always used Ronald Takaki’s books (either A Different Mirror or A Larger Memory), the study by Michael Emerson and Christian Smith (Divided by Faith), and Emerson’s later study of multiracial churches (People of the Dream) in our classes.14 They have all informed and shaped this book. The thrust of this book is not a small matter to us—we believe that God’s glory is experienced in the context and mission of faithful churches. And we believe that God’s love for the world, a love in which we are to participate, is always calling us to intercultural life. In most US locations intercultural dynamics are already on the ground. This is a gift from God and a task to be embraced by God’s churches.


      


      

      

        WHY THIS SECOND EDITION



        We are grateful for the response that our first edition received among schools, churches, pastors, and denominational leaders. We frequently benefit from the stories, insights, and suggestions we receive from professors and church leaders. When the book was published, the United States was in the midst of the first presidency of an African American. In subsequent years, we had a president who fostered racial divisions, uncovered and encouraged simmering animosities, and shaped a social environment in which racial violence and discrimination increased. In response, we have experienced more public demonstrations, as well as the formation of countermovements like Black Lives Matter15 and Stop AAPI Hate.16 As we will explain further in chapter three, we have admired and benefited from the work of colleagues who focus on race and racism, and many of them have encouraged our parallel focus on ethnicities and sociocultural resources. However, the intensity of recent experiences has led us, in this revision, to emphasize the profound continuing power of racism, including how churches are too frequently participants in the societal wounds and inequities. While we continue to focus on sociocultural assumptions and behaviors, we also engage some important authors who provide insightful accounts of our situation and wisdom for those who seek alternatives.


        Each chapter has other changes—most are efforts toward clarity or an updating of some references. Also, we have dropped the suggestions for movies, with confidence that readers can search out and benefit from such resources. More significantly, we made a change regarding how we present biblical materials. The first edition featured Bible studies as exercises for both personal and group study. We have learned that many readers and classes did not engage these materials as thoughtfully as we hoped. We believe this interaction with Scripture is essential for understanding the active and multifaceted work of practical theology. We believe that God’s Spirit engages us when we welcome the Spirit into such critical work. We have rewritten these materials as regular subsections in each chapter, while also including some discussion questions. Our hope is that readers will give significant attention to how God shapes us through encountering these texts.


        Practical theology, as we describe and practice it, has an overall purpose of discerning God’s current initiatives so that we, as followers of Jesus, can participate in those initiatives. That discernment is most likely when churches live among our neighbors with practices of hospitality, listening, study, prayer, critical reflection, hope, and continual improvisations. We pray that this second edition can contribute to that kind of expectant faith.
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  Practical Theology and Multicultural Initiatives


  MARK LAU BRANSON


  

    

      This [Azusa Street] congregation was different from most black congregations in Los Angeles. From the beginning, Pastor Seymour envisioned it becoming a multiracial, multiethnic congregation. In keeping with that vision, the mission quickly attracted—and for an extended period of time, it welcomed and maintained—a membership that was broadly representative of various racial and ethnic groups: blacks, whites, Latinos, Asians, and Native Americans. . . . It included people from all classes. It held the attention of the highly educated alongside the illiterate. . . . Even so, worship at the mission was undoubtedly heavily flavored by the dominantly African American character of its founding core membership. . . . [Also] the revivalist camp meeting tradition so prevalent among whites (as well as blacks) on the American frontier clearly contributed much to the missions, music, preaching, and prayer life.


      While the mission was a congregation of ordinary people, they were people who were hungry for God. . . . They were willing, if necessary, to violate social strictures—especially on the mixing of races. For roughly three years, in the teeth of a howling secular and religious press, the people of Azusa Street Mission demonstrated that they could cross these social lines, and bear great fruit as they did so.1


    


  


  

    This account of the 1906 Azusa Street Mission recalls a church whose life stood in stark contrast to society and other churches. This multicultural experiment was short-lived, lasting perhaps three years, but the message of the Holy Spirit’s radical inclusiveness continued to be an irregular but notable aspect of the Pentecostal movement around the world. There are complex social, theological, organizational, and personal factors in the Azusa narrative, as is documented by historian Cecil Robeck. This complexity places demands on any church that wants to attend to the relationship between theological and cultural issues in its own on-the-ground life; that is why we propose that churches develop more thorough ways of doing what is called “practical theology.” This chapter provides a glimpse into some biblical narratives that are relevant to our topic, then sets out a method for our work.


    

      BIBLE STUDY: LUKE 4:14-22—CULTURAL BIAS IN NAZARETH



      Luke gives prominence to cultural matters by narrating Jesus’ participation in sabbath worship in his hometown of Nazareth. He reads a prophetic text and refers to two other Old Testament prophets in his gospel preaching. Luke’s account notes that participants were likely aware of Jesus’ ministry in the surrounding region:


      

        Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit to Galilee, and news about him spread throughout the whole countryside. He taught in their synagogues and was praised by everyone.


        Jesus went to Nazareth, where he had been raised. On the Sabbath he went to the synagogue as he normally did and stood up to read. The synagogue assistant gave him the scroll from the prophet Isaiah. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written:


        

          The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,


          because the Lord has anointed me.


          He has sent me to preach good news to the poor,


          to proclaim release to the prisoners


          and recovery of sight to the blind,


          to liberate the oppressed,


          and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.


        

He rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the synagogue assistant, and sat down. Every eye in the synagogue was fixed on him. He began to explain to them, “Today, this scripture has been fulfilled just as you heard it.”


        Everyone was raving about Jesus, so impressed were they by the gracious words flowing from his lips. They said, “This is Joseph’s son, isn’t it?” (Lk 4:14-22, CEB)


      


      

        

      


      The passage that Jesus reads from Isaiah (Is 61:1; 58:6; 61:2), providing a far-reaching conceptualization of God’s salvation, is often connected to Leviticus 25 and the Jubilee Year. God’s Spirit is the agent of profound healing, release from various debts, liberation from oppression, and the announcement of an extensive good news to those oppressed by the society. In his reading, Jesus does not include the phrases of those passages that deal with vengeance. As commentary, Jesus claims that Isaiah’s gospel is now present, implying that his own presence is the fulfillment of this holistic salvation. The reception is described as “raving”—they are hearing that God’s intervention has come to them. This is amazing, joyous news! But then there is a shift, because Jesus knows there are barriers to God’s grace: “Jesus said to them, ‘Undoubtedly, you will quote this saying to me: “Doctor, heal yourself. Do here in your hometown what we’ve heard you did in Capernaum” (Lk 4:23, CEB). In that more communitarian culture, this could be paraphrased, “Jesus, take care of your own people . . . us!” So to clarify God’s initiatives, Jesus reminds them of two stories from their book:


      

        He said, “I assure you that no prophet is welcome in the prophet’s hometown. And I can assure you that there were many widows in Israel during Elijah’s time, when it didn’t rain for three and a half years and there was a great food shortage in the land. Yet Elijah was sent to none of them but only to a widow in the city of Zarephath in the region of Sidon. There were also many persons with skin diseases in Israel during the time of the prophet Elisha, but none of them were cleansed. Instead, Naaman the Syrian was cleansed.” (Lk 4:24-27, CEB)


      


      These stories elicit a shift in emotion, from raving to raging:


      

        When they heard this, everyone in the synagogue was filled with anger. They rose up and ran him out of town. They led him to the crest of the hill on which their town had been built so that they could throw him off the cliff. But he passed through the crowd and went on his way. (Lk 4:28-30, CEB)


      


      The stories about Elijah and Elisha remind them that God’s grace had come to a foreign widow and to a foreign enemy commander. As residents in occupied Palestine, living in a town with its own stories of violent Gentiles, situated near a Roman road and about an hour’s walk to the regional capital in Sepphoris,2 these Nazarene worshipers believe they have a claim on the Isaianic promises. But, rooted in his love for his hometown, Jesus addresses their misunderstanding regarding God’s intervention. If they were to welcome and participate in the presence of God’s new initiative, they could not be left with their ethnocentric beliefs and practices. But as Luke narrates, they understand Jesus’ sermon, and it enrages them to the point of attempted murder.


      

        Bible Discussion: Luke 4:14-22


        

          

              	

                1. Jesus reads several passages from Isaiah. How were these aspects of salvation interpreted in your own heritage and discipleship? How would you characterize their meaning in your current context?


            


            	

             2. Those hearing Jesus assumed that Jesus’ ministry of healing would focus on them, so they were not only disappointed but enraged by his references to those they considered “outsiders.” Have you had experiences when you or others believed they should be privileged regarding God’s blessings? Have you seen anger when people believed they were wrongly excluded from God’s mercies?


            


            	

              3. The whole narrative clearly links the presence of God’s reign with how we see and engage those who are “other.” How does this compare with your beliefs and practices?


            


          


        


      


    


    

    

      BIBLE NARRATIVES AND CULTURAL INCLUSION



      Is Jesus’ biblical exposition relevant for Los Angeles or Chicago or Charlotte in the twenty-first century?3 We are witnesses to ongoing violent responses against those believed to be undeserving, who are other, and whose stories we may not want to hear. What happens when we read biblical stories about cultural boundary crossing and place those stories alongside our own? Though the Bible does not provide us a strategic plan for action, it does provide us with a crucial understanding of what God is doing in the world. As we read about the exodus, the exile, Jesus’ ministry, or the earliest churches, we can place these stories alongside our own in order to reconsider our perceptions, convictions, habits, and imaginations. Throughout this book, we work with the Bible as an authoritative text, and we see God’s enduring love expressed in initiatives to shape a people as a community for loving God and loving neighbors. Through the following chapters we will attend to various biblical narratives. When students, leaders, and churches linger in these stories—study them, discuss them, and meditate on them, allowing the Spirit to speak—we can see our world and our agency differently.


      Jesus’ focus in the Nazareth synagogue is not unique—other Old Testament narratives also provide grounding for multicultural life: Israel was to bless the nations (Gen 12); the law insisted on welcoming immigrants (Lev 19:33-34; Deut 10:19); God sent Jonah to give witness to Nineveh; other prophets reminded Israel of God’s activities and their obligations. The New Testament draws on the narratives of Israel to emphasize that God’s inclusive love does not have cultural boundaries. For example, in the early years of the Christian church there were significant debates concerning whether God intended the gospel to be a gift exclusively for Jews (Acts 15). The Holy Spirit’s visual and linguistic gifts during the Pentecost festival (Acts 2) had already made it clear that bicultural Hellenistic Jews and Jewish converts were included—but what about Gentiles? Scripture names bicultural persons who played key roles (Moses, Ruth, Paul, Timothy) and Gentiles who are included in the Jewish lineage (Tamar, Rahab, Bathsheba). But how is the church to understand its own social composition?


      Antioch, the third largest city in the Roman Empire, would be the first place outside of Palestine where the church faced questions about cultures and the gospel. After Hellenist Jewish believers fled Jerusalem because of persecution, some came to Antioch and spoke with Gentiles, who also became believers (Acts 11:19-30; following a conversation among apostles and others in Jerusalem sparked by Peter’s experience at Cornelius’ house).4 The genuineness of their faith was confirmed, and the community began to benefit from extensive teaching. What kind of cultural issues did they encounter? Was there any tendency toward cultural homogeneity in gatherings? Did the Gentiles establish a separate church, hoping to attract more Gentiles by avoiding the discomforts of a mixed congregation? The New Testament only notes the tendency of Jews to segregate, but this was clearly condemned (see Gal 2:11-13).
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