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Foreword


Whatever your race or ethnic community, whatever your class or clan, whatever your politics or religious faith, Chine McDonald has given us all an enormous gift. Like the prophets in the Bible, this book is both a word of warning and a harbinger of hope. It bears within it a diagnosis of a dangerous disease insidiously lurking in our midst, seeking to destroy, as well as a way forward into true healing. 


Her provocative revelations and deeply moving reflections are a challenge to all of us who profess to be followers of Jesus, whose way is the way of unselfish, sacrificial love that seeks the good and well-being of others as well as the self. This is a challenge and a call to all who seek a society and world that is good, and compassionate, and just, in which every person is cherished and honoured as a child of God, my brother, my sister, my sibling.


Racism, bigotry, the supremacy of anybody over anybody else is a disease that deceives, distorts and destroys. Often hidden and subtly nuanced, often blatant and tragically evident, it is a disease that is ever present. It is feeds on fear and breaks down the sinews that hold the body of human community together, whether it is the body politic or even the Body of Christ. It is a disease that leads us to blindness to the worth and value of each other. It is a disease that can lead to a deafness to the hurts and the cries of each other. In the end, it is a form of self-centredness that hurts and harms, that leads to destruction and is an instrument of the power of death. 


The Rev. Dr Martin Luther King, Jr once proclaimed, ‘We must learn to live together as brothers and sisters, or perish together as fools.’ Chine McDonald understands this. She acknowledges the disconnect between what we say we are about in the Church and what the reality all too often is for those among us who are different. As she poignantly puts it, ‘I believe that church should feel like home. To all of us. No matter our background … But far too often, church is a place where we brace ourselves, feel judgement or othering, rather than experience the freedom that comes with exhaling because we can be who God made us to be.’


What sets Chine’s message apart from other truth-tellers (and God bless all of them!) is her willingness to share deeply from her own life, to tap into her own experience. This isn’t a finger-pointing book from a position of moral self-righteousness. This is a heart-opening book from one child of God to her brothers, sisters, siblings in the family of God. This helps make her message accessible to many who might otherwise find themselves drawn into a defensive posture. Those who dare to listen, to truly listen, will hear in her cries for justice a heartfelt desire for a way forward that is nothing less than the Way of Love taught by Jesus of Nazareth. In Chine’s description of God’s mosaic, and the hard, intentional work it takes to make it a reality, you can hear echoes of Dr King’s words, ‘Justice at its best is love correcting everything that stands against love.’


The disease of racism is real and pernicious, dangerous and deadly. It does no good for the Church to live in denial. But an honest diagnosis can bring with it a commitment to face it head on. Chine admits that she ‘refuses to give up hope,’ and those who turn these pages and hear her story just might find themselves, like her, ‘placing their trust in the God of the impossible.’ Our commitment to God’s Way of Love means choosing to do the hard but healing work to eradicate the pervasive white privilege, vestiges of superiority of anybody over anybody else that continue to infect relationships, our society, our Church. It means living love with unswerving insistence on justice and inclusion and intentional welcome for all, just like the Jesus of the gospels. There is no easy cure, but this book is much-needed medicine for a sickness that we cannot ignore. Like the words of a spiritual of African slaves in America, this book points us toward that healing balm in Gilead that can make the wounded whole, that healing balm in Gilead that can heal the sin-sick soul.


 


The Most Rev. Michael B. Curry


Presiding Bishop of The Episcopal Church and author of Love is the Way and The Power of Love










Preface


When I was a little girl, I wanted to be a journalist. As my obsession with pursuing that career grew, I became certain of what authentic journalism was and what defined it in its purest form. Journalism held up a mirror to society and reflected that society’s successes, ideals, realities and moral failings back at itself. One of journalism’s supreme pursuits was objectivity; any hint of subjectivity or personal account or experience within a journalistic exercise would taint its purity, rendering it more like a piece of creative fiction. So I was delighted when, in a supervision during my time studying Theology and Religious Studies at Cambridge, the academic – a white man – told me that I wrote like a journalist. Before the smile of pride could reach the corners of my mouth, he assured me that this was not a compliment. He had seen through my attempt to present a simple reading of theology as a series of intellectual arguments listed one after the other: this theologian thought this and that theologian thought that. Like the journalist I wanted to be, I had attempted to take myself out of the story, achieving in my essays the goal of being that objective writer, a faceless observer. I had presented few of my own thoughts, feeling them to be unimportant and potentially distracting in writing academic essays about the nature of God. 


I have spent much of my life continuing to do this: making myself smaller, accommodating the expectations of how others want the world to be. While patriarchal influences draw a box in which women must sit and conform, white supremacy quietens the unique voice of the Black experience. There is not room for both. Perhaps I should have listened much earlier to the lesson that my Cambridge supervisor taught me: that my voice matters. Not merely in the social justice or political sense, but because, when it comes to theology, the personal account is just as important as the historic, academic or intellectual. In the same way, my life experiences also matter. 


In my experience as a journalist and as a storyteller, perhaps I have learnt an even more important lesson: that in fact no observer can ever be objective; no journalist, in writing or broadcasting a piece, can do so completely free of their own worldview and cultural context. It is in the personal perspectives – sometimes deeply personal, as you will find throughout this book – that the facts of history or thought that we discuss can in fact become more felt, more understood, more relevant and have more impact. It is entirely possible and right that, in holding up a mirror to society, we catch a glimpse of our own reflection too. Instead of pretending that we do not see ourselves, we capture beauty when we are aware of how our presence alters that reflection. We are part of the story.


This is arguably more true of theological explorations than it is of any others. Since God cannot be seen or touched in a physical sense, we can only experience God spiritually, in our inner beings, and our experience of God can then only be relayed through our words, our speech – a translation exercise taking place in which communicating our experience of God cannot escape being shaped by our histories, our social contexts, our genders, our racial backgrounds, our individual stories. It is these personal stories that shape our knowledge of the divine. How can God be revealed except through the variety of different personal stories, physical realities and cultural contexts in which humans experience God’s presence? As seventeenth-century philosopher John Locke wrote, ‘God, when he makes the prophet, does not unmake the man.’1


I am very aware therefore of who I am. I write this book from the perspective of a Black British woman of African descent, who straddles the line between first-generation and second-generation immigrant. I am also a millennial – a Black British woman of African descent who came of age around the turn of the century. I am heterosexual and able-bodied. I am married and I am a mother. I guess I could be described as middle class. All these intersecting identities shape how I view the world, how I experience it and how I relate to God. My understanding of who God is should be given just as much prominence as that of a white man in his sixties. But for all sorts of reasons, some of which will be explored in this book, it is not.


My aim here is not to convince you of the fact that God Is Not a White Man or persuade you of the literal and intellectual argument of the nature of God’s race; instead, it is to tell stories of the real-life and far-reaching effects of a world that has presented God as white and male. There should be no sense of a normative framework when it comes to divine revelation.


It’s been fascinating to observe the different ways in which people have responded to the title of this book. For those perhaps less inclined to engage in theological debates – those on the fringes or completely outside church communities – it feels like a brave statement, like I am taking a fight to a community of assumed conservative religious believers who might roll their eyes at my ‘wokeness’. For some, including most of the Christians I know, this statement might seem obvious and uncontroversial – in theory. But my point is that, in practice, the statement that God is not a white man runs contrary to how centuries of theology have portrayed God. There is also an intended double meaning. Whether or not God and Christ have literally been portrayed as white men, our views of God, our theology and our practice have been created and shaped within the context of a system of patriarchy and white supremacy. This dominant Christian narrative of who God is – shaped and refined over centuries – has also influenced wider society. It is this incorrect reading of the nature of divinity and the imago Dei in all humanity that has led to the unsaid and invisible hierarchy of existence that is present today.


I began writing this book before a global pandemic changed our lives and before George Floyd’s murder in May 2020 became the catalyst for an awakening within the Church and wider society, convicting many of the truth that for centuries Black lives had not mattered and white superiority had reigned supreme in just about every sphere of society. For many, this was a revelation. It was a reckoning. Even for those of us who had long known the pain of Black subjugation, the events of 2020 took us deeper, pushing us to follow the sprawling tendrils of racial injustice.


This book is not just an intellectual argument, but a rallying cry for the change we need to come. My hope is that, in exploring the manifest ways in which white supremacy has influenced the life of this Black woman, who believes that – despite evidence to the contrary – each of us matters in the sight of God, we will all be driven to root out any semblance of the inferiority of Black people in the Church, in the workplace, in schools and in our communities.


I have chosen to capitalise the word Black throughout this book when referring to those of African or Caribbean descent, but not to capitalise white. This is a conscious effort to – as the New York Times style guide described its decision to capitalise the word Negro in 1930 – ‘act in recognition of racial respect for those who have been generations in the “lower case” ’.2 


In each chapter, I draw from thinkers with far more knowledge than I have to illustrate historical facts, philosophical thought and theological theories; I also lay myself bare, presenting my personal experiences and inner thoughts to bear witness to the effects of white supremacy on me – one Black woman who stands in a long line of Black Christians who have been saying the same thing for centuries. It is my hope that writing so personally will keep me from the trap of ‘writing like a journalist’ that my theology tutor warned me about all those years ago, that my own story can in some way help us to think about where we might go from here – how we might create a world where the god of white supremacy is dethroned in order that the true God, whose invitation is not a selective one, might be revealed.










Introduction: Revelations


Revelation (/rɛvəˈleɪʃ(ə)n/): the divine or supernatural disclosure to humans of something relating to human existence.1


 


Every single thing that happened to you is yours, and you get to tell it. If people wanted you to write more warmly about them, they should’ve behaved better.


Anne Lamott2


 


In the spring of 2020, while the entire world was in lockdown owing to a deadly pandemic, a Black man was killed in the street. The man was George Floyd and the perpetrator was a white police officer, who knelt on Floyd’s neck for eight minutes and forty-six seconds until he died. The world watched as yet another Black life was cut short by police brutality, but it seemed that this time – finally – people were paying attention. Perhaps it was because our lives were quieter – the volume turned down on the everyday distractions that would usually keep us shielded from the untold injustices faced by so many. But this time it felt like we were paying attention – like parts of the Western world were experiencing a desperate and urgent drive to become anti-racist. Books written years before about racism, Black oppression and white supremacy shot to the top of bestseller lists; people were having open conversations about race; companies were holding open spaces to hear about the lived experiences of their Black staff; global brands were posting social media Blackouts in solidarity with the Black Lives Matter movement. The white guilt was palpable as people seemed to come face to face with their own white privilege and their naïvety about the progress that had been made on racial equality.


In some corners, there were churches that were forming part of this awakening, some realising in a new way that Christianity had been complicit in the racial injustice that had existed for centuries. For them, this was a wake-up call that shook white church leaders out of the slumber of segregation and silence. There was a new revelation for some that the legacy of racism is intertwined with Christianity; the Bible had been used to justify both slavery and, elsewhere, the script of the Civil Rights Movement. Black Christians – whether or not they had ever said anything publicly about race – were in demand. I received countless invitations to speak on panels and lead workshops and contribute to anti-racist statements for organisations’ websites; communicators were anxious to ensure they got the words right, so that they appeared with just the right amount of contrition and humility, without admitting any wrongdoing. On one hand, I wondered whether this time the violent death of yet another unarmed Black person would finally bring about long-hoped-for change. Some of us dared to begin to hope for a better and more equal future for Black people. Perhaps this really could be a time for change in the Church, too, some thought. On the other hand, I feared that, just as the 1999 Macpherson report into Stephen Lawrence’s murder caused mere ripples of awareness of the white supremacy that existed in British society and brought little change, the Church was in danger of following that same path – much discussion, hand-wringing and self-flagellation about the state of things before a quiet return to the status quo.


Perhaps it was the responses of those who were not so willing to admit that racism continued to be a very real and tangible problem for our communities – including our churches – that made me doubt whether this was the turning point we had been praying for. Watching these two responses play out – of those eager to take their first steps on the righteous path of anti-racism, while others remained resolutely fixed to one spot – showed that the way ahead was not clear cut and there was still a long way to go on the road towards racial justice.


In the weeks following George Floyd’s murder, anti-racism protests, the likes of which I had not seen in my lifetime, took place around the world – the sight of thousands wearing face masks was the only reminder that we were in the middle of a global pandemic that was killing hundreds of thousands of people, including a disproportionate number of Black and brown ones. The Black Lives Matter protests were not just about the present-day scourge of police brutality against Black people, but ushered in a profound reckoning with the past, taking many of us on a journey through history that showed us how we had been oppressed, stereotyped, colonised, kidnapped, displaced, violated, silenced and brutalised for centuries. George Floyd was the continuation of the ancient and tragic story of our people.


For some Black Christians – myself included – the journey of discovery into the past has left us asking questions about the relationship between our faith in God and the racial injustices that have been meted out to Black people for hundreds of years. And it also brought us face to face with the tragic fact that the Church has, in various forms, been intertwined with racism – its theology manipulated to keep whiteness as superior, protecting the interests of white churchgoers economically, socially and politically.


Though it’s hard to find any justification for white supremacy in the pages of the Bible, we can see its hold on the churches we attend. As Robert P. Jones – a US writer and commentator on religion and culture – so eloquently puts it, ‘White Christian churches composed the cultural score that made white supremacy sing.’3 This white supremacy has been made manifest in Christian doctrine, in worship and even in the very depiction of God, as I’ll explore in later chapters. The effect of this pervasive white supremacy – at times in history writ large on the doors of churches and at other times demonstrated more subtly in the whispers of well-meaning white congregants – is to wrongly make Black people within the Church feel less than: less worthy, less made in the image of God. This is not just a matter of self-esteem but also runs counter to the heart of the Christian gospel – that every one of us is made in the image of God. Meanwhile, Black people looking at the Church from the outside and observing its white superiority resolve to never be a part of it.


Coming to the realisation that Christianity has been associated with white supremacy is a hard pill to swallow for those of us who love Jesus and love the Church, but facing up to this truth is the only way in which real progress can be made. It is not enough to shift from ‘more overt to more subtle expressions of white supremacy’, as Jones writes. What is needed is ‘a wholesale re-examination of [the Church’s] racist roots’.4 Only then can we plant new trees.


The days and weeks following George Floyd’s murder revealed to many of us how far we had still to go. It jolted me out of any sense of thinking that the job of working to make the world – and the Church – a fairer and more just place was ‘done’. It was a shock to realise the level of injustices that still exist in society as a whole, but within this realisation was a revelation about the part that the Church has played in bringing about these injustices. This truth, though it may be a painful one, needs to be spoken about openly, torn out of its hiding place in which white supremacy pollutes and corrupts even the way in which we picture God, and acted upon with what Martin Luther King Jr described as ‘the fierce urgency of now’.5


Other


My life has been a series of revelations – light-bulb moments in which my eyes have been opened to the reality that I am ‘other’. This otherness is more than just a feeling of being out of place; it arises out of an understanding that I am a Black woman in a world made for white men. The status quo sees power and wealth and position and beauty held in the hands of a select group, an exclusive club of whiteness. There are, however, moments in which I have felt like the days of the clubs of whiteness and maleness are numbered; I’ve been lulled into this false sense that the club has extended its membership, becoming less white, more diverse and more just. I have believed myself to be very much part of things – embraced open-armed by the majority race in school, in the community, in the workplace, in the Church. Until an incident takes place: video footage emerges of someone who looks like me being murdered by white men who are supposed to protect them; yet another report shows that the world’s scales are tipped in favour of certain groups, while others face untold injustices. In those moments, a revelation jolts me back to reality, brings clarity of focus, and I see the world for what it is and recognise my place within it. In a world that has for centuries been shaped around the thoughts, discoveries, insecurities and power trips of white men, I as a Black woman can be nothing but ‘other’.


I realise now that those instances of complete belonging I felt were perhaps merely illusions – that I was lulled into a false sense of security, fooled into thinking that I was no different, that there was nothing ‘other’ about me. But the moments of revelation that have come at various points throughout my journey have given me a clearer picture of reality.


The first revelation came when I was a five-year-old schoolgirl in south-east London. Though I must have only lived in the UK for a few months, at such a young age I didn’t seem to have noticed that, unlike in Nigeria where everyone I knew was Black, just about everyone in England was white.


Ideas about other races – or even realisations that people are different colours and that that, for some reason, matters – are absent from young minds. Young children are the only ones who are truly colour-blind. Until they learn about difference and are taught to take up their position in some kind of hierarchy of race. It was in this state of the bliss of childlike colour-blindness that five-year-old me was sitting in a south-east London classroom, a recent immigrant, like so many children up and down the UK today. That afternoon’s activity was drawing self-portraits. We busily got to work drawing ourselves – reaching for the coloured pencils to mark our individual white pieces of paper. I reached for the light-blue pencil and coloured in my eyes. I reached for the yellow pencil and drew my long, straight hair. I reached for the pink pencil and coloured in my rosy cheeks. I sat back and marvelled at my work. Uncanny, I thought. Until my friend peered over at my piece of paper and did a double take. She looked down at the paper and up at me, and down at the paper, and up at me, and said words I will never forget: ‘That’s not you.’


I’m not sure exactly why I drew myself as a blonde, blue-eyed child. Perhaps this image is what I hoped I looked like. Maybe somewhere in my subconscious I had come to equate girls who looked like that with goodness and with beauty, and these were two things I desperately wanted to be associated with. All I am certain of is the disappointment I felt when I realised that it bore no resemblance to what I looked like.


And in that moment I knew that I didn’t really belong. I knew I didn’t look like the others in my class. My hair wasn’t long and light; it didn’t hang straight down. Mine was black, with tiny tight curls that made it impossible for a comb to get through without making me scrunch up my face in pain. My face had not a hint of the fair English rose I had come to equate with beauty. My eyes were not sparkly blue but muddy brown. I remember an immense and overwhelming feeling of disappointment and shame, a sense that my fate was to be forever an outsider – forever other – and of not having any control over it.


Another revelation took place in 2016 as I returned home from having voted in the UK’s referendum on membership of the European Union. Walking down the familiar streets of my south-east London neighbourhood, I was passed by two white men who, on seeing me, glanced at each other and then gave me what can only be described as a sneer. There were no words. There was no violence. If it hadn’t been so totally unexpected, I might have thought I had imagined it. But that short encounter was enough to set alarm bells ringing in my head. It brought with it a sense of uneasiness, a prickly heat of fear – the fear of being conspicuous, of being an open target.


Within a few weeks of this historic vote, I was told to go back home, I presumed to Africa – a continent I had not lived on since I was four years old. The unwelcome message came in the comments section of a friend’s social media post in which we were debating the state of the UK post-Brexit. I was not the only person who looked like me who experienced this. For some, it was more than a sneer or an offensive comment from someone sitting behind a computer screen. For them, it resulted in real hatred and violence, as xenophobic incidents rose significantly during this period.


This feeling of fear took me back nearly two decades, to when I was a nine-year-old Black girl living in Eltham – the town where Stephen Lawrence was fatally stabbed in a racially aggravated attack in 1993. He was a Black man killed in the street, just like George Floyd would be nearly thirty years later, and just like countless other Black men had been for centuries before that. The tragedy was one of the defining moments in my childhood. It was, to all intents and purposes, a lynching – a Black man being targeted and killed on the streets by a group of white people for no other reason than his being Black. Lynching was no longer something we watched take place in Jim-Crow-era America, but something that could happen here too, on the streets of south-east London. Racial tensions had been rising in Eltham for a while leading up to the tragedy, with the British National Party increasing in popularity.


To this day, I cannot pass the bus stop where Stephen Lawrence’s life was so tragically cut short without thinking about him. His death changed the way Black immigrant families like mine felt about our new home. In an instant, it seemed we were no longer welcome. Maybe we never had been. We felt vulnerable and conspicuous. We feared similar racist attacks on people we knew, people like us. Stephen Lawrence’s murder not only changed the atmosphere for those of us living in Eltham at the time, but also, in the twenty-five years that followed, turned out to be a defining moment in our nation’s history. The Macpherson report concluded that there was discrimination in the ranks of the Metropolitan police that allowed the white racist gang suspected of murder to walk free.


In the wake of the Brexit vote (and also terrorist attacks), a report commissioned by former Home Secretary Amber Rudd found that hate crimes rose sharply – up 57 per cent – between 2014 and 2017. The report revealed that these sorts of related crimes spiked after terrorist attacks, and also after the Brexit campaign and the referendum vote in June 2016. According to Opinium, in July 2016, there was a sharp rise in racially or religiously aggravated offences reported to the police in England and Wales.6


There was the Muslim woman dragged along the pavement by her hijab.


The Polish man attacked and killed in the street.


The Muslim man and woman squirted with acid, their worlds turned upside down by life-changing injuries.


Sometimes, I try to put myself in the shoes of those who are so scared of the other that it drives them to violence or words of hate. While I’ll never understand it, I’m convinced it’s driven by a perceived existential threat. Perhaps when people feel their hopes and dreams are at risk or that it is the stranger’s presence that causes their supposed oppression, they lash out. In recent years, we’ve seen examples around the world of the ugly face of extreme nationalism, when protecting some imaginary or literal borders results in violence towards those deemed to be outsiders. It is a sad fact that, in some of the corners of the world where nationalism, prejudice, racism and xenophobia are rising, it is so-called Christians leading the charge.


In the wake of the referendum, I myself experienced what felt like racist sentiments, the likes of which I had not known since the 1990s. A Pandora’s box seemed to have been opened and a few hateful, prejudiced people felt more able to express what they had been told to keep within for decades. As Michael Keith from Compas – Oxford University’s migration research centre – said, ‘The unspeakable became not only speakable, but commonplace.’7


Over the three decades I have lived in the UK, I have witnessed the undulating contradictions of how Black and ethnic-minority Britons are perceived by the so-called indigenous communities. It would be all too easy for me to look back on what could be remembered by some as the heady days of the Labour years. Perhaps it was the result of good old PR and spin, but, in comparison to the past ten years, those days felt like many of us – no matter our race – were on an upward and more progressive trajectory. Things could only get better, some believed. Those were the days of political correctness, when we looked back on the racism of our nation’s history and were ashamed. Ashamed of the part we had played in the transatlantic slave trade. Appalled by a past that included signs on local establishments saying, ‘No Blacks, No Dogs, No Irish’. Embarrassed by the racist jokes we used to tell and the words we used to call Black people. We reminded ourselves we were no longer allowed to say ‘golliwog’ or ‘nig-nog’ or ‘pickaninny’. It looked as though we were heading towards a day in which everyone would truly be equal.


But revised vocabularies and welcoming signs on establishment doors and apologies for slavery are adapted behaviours that were perhaps masking among some communities a deep-seated resentment, a hatred of ‘the other’ that continued to bubble under the surface. The law, politics and social pressure may result in changed behaviours, but they do not necessarily change the moral frameworks within which people operate nor how people feel about others. While the law can stop racially aggravated acts of violence, as Martin Luther King said, ‘The law cannot make a man love me.’8


Looking back, perhaps the backlash was inevitable. This was an attempt to modify people’s views about others by forcing them to change the words they used or restricting how they expressed their prejudices through the introduction of new laws that forced them to change. It failed to address the problem at its root and enabled the original sin of racism to take other more insidious directions.


Black Christians have been warning for decades – in some cases, centuries – of the poisonous nature of racism within the Christian faith. Although the Church often professes to be a place where walls are knocked down between people groups, where the first shall be last and the last first (see Matt. 20:16), where God treats every single human being equally, in reality it has been found wanting. I write this not as someone who wants to see the Church destroyed, but as a voice within it, who thinks we can do much better. To quote Martin Luther King again, ‘There can be no deep disappointment where there is not deep love.’9


 


I have spent most of my life in churches full of people who do not look like me. As a Black person within these white-majority church spaces, my thoughts have been punctuated by doubt. A doubt about whether I really have anything to say on the issues of racism and prejudice, and wondering whether I am merely co-opting the very real pain and injustice experienced by some and claiming it as my own. I’ve never faced what some might describe as explicit, overt racism. Never been called the N-word or heard it preached anywhere that Black people are inferior. But I have been made to feel like I don’t belong, and I have learnt that racism can exist in subtle and unconscious forms rather than overt actions or behaviours.


My family moved to south-east London from Nigeria just five years before Stephen Lawrence’s death – when I was four. My mum often tells the story of one of my earliest memories: the day we left home. My family – parents and two younger sisters, the youngest just a few months old – were surrounded by a large group of friends and family as we made our way to Departures at Lagos Airport. The weeks before had been spent packing up our home in Oshineye Street. Although we planned to be away for only a year or two, we sold some things and gave others away: the large items of furniture that punctuate the background of family life; the small items – the toys, the dolls, the children’s books, those things that act as familiar friends to a little girl. Our move to the UK followed my father’s return to Nigeria after a six-month locum placement at a hospital in Dunfermline, Scotland. For years, we kept cassettes filled with messages we had recorded and posted to Dad. Years later, it was strange to hear the thick Nigerian accent of a young girl that apparently was me, sharing the mundane but precious moments of our day for our dad, who was very far away.


My parents made this sacrifice of family separation because it offered the opportunity for stability, the possibility of prosperity and success that was not possible for doctors in Nigeria at that time. And so it was that he returned home with the offer of a job in London and the decision was made that we would leave all the family my parents had ever known. The plan was that we would be back within a year or two. But while we were in the UK, life became tougher in Nigeria and our temporary stay turned into our forever home. And so we became the economic migrants whom the Daily Mail warns you about: those who see the UK as a land of opportunity rather than a place of refuge or asylum; those prepared to work hard to better their family’s situation because they are fortunate enough to have the education, determination and sheer grit to succeed.


As immigrants, my parents had expected that the Church might at least be a place of solace. I sometimes wonder what it was like for them to move from a nation in which the overwhelming majority of people looked like them to one in which they were a visible minority. In Nigeria, everyone is . . . Black. Presidents and police officers and teachers and actors and bus drivers and lawyers and accountants and doctors and church leaders. Despite the majority of people in Nigeria being Black, the success of white-supremacist propaganda in the Church from colonisation till today is such that the Christian faith has been seen as inextricable from whiteness.


My journey to faith began long before I was born, in the south-east of Nigeria, where my great-grandparents had left the native religion of the Igbo ethnic group and followed the religion of the white man – the Christian faith. When thinking about my Christian heritage, I often think of the great Chinua Achebe’s novel, Things Fall Apart:


The white man is very clever. He came quietly and peaceably with his religion. We were amused at his foolishness and allowed him to stay. Now he has won our brothers, and our clan can no longer act like one. He has put a knife on the things that held us together and we have fallen apart.10


My great-grandfather Canon Emmanuel Ene – Papa Nnukwu – was an ordained minister in the Church of England and presided over churches in Igbo-land, in the rural areas of the south-eastern region of Nigeria. Brides-to-be would often come to stay with Alice, my great-grandmother – Mama Nnukwu – before getting married, to learn how to be good Christian wives. In essence, this meant teaching Nigerian women how to bake cakes and serve tea. This image is a jarring juxtaposition when I think about the vibrancy and the colour and the flavours of our native food and ways of being. The thought that we would have swapped bold traditional fabrics for white lace, or eye-wateringly spicy pepper soup for cucumber sandwiches, because somewhere along the way Christianity had accidentally been bound up with Englishness is heartbreaking and infuriating. And so, from before my faith journey began, it has been difficult to extricate Christianity from the notion of Englishness and whiteness – and colonialism.


That’s still the case in Nigeria today: gone are the attempts to retell the Christian story through our own words and rhythms and cultures; instead, contextual retelling is replaced with the shiny façade of American evangelicalism. Twentieth-century globalisation continued the work of colonial Christianity – even though, globally, the statistical portrait of a Christian is more likely to look like me than most of the people you will find on a Christian TV channel. And when we moved to the UK, we found that some people thought Christianity was just for white people. Or that Black Christianity was to be found somewhere else.


My parents were not naïve enough to think that the move from being part of the majority race in Nigeria to sticking out like a sore thumb as a Black African family of five in Greenwich in the 1980s would be seamless. They were prepared for the stares and the name-calling and the doors shut and the Black jokes and the double takes. But they were still disappointed when they experienced a lack of welcome – particularly when they felt unwelcome at church.


I remember one particular time when we arrived at a church in Hertfordshire, where we lived for a few years. While London had increased in diversity in the years we had been living there, moving to Welwyn village was like stepping back in time – a picturesque, yet monochrome, quiet place for quiet people. We turned up at church ready to meet with God. We were met with the surprised faces of the welcome team. One woman – bless her – thought it would be helpful to ask why we had chosen that church to attend. Didn’t we know there was a ‘Black church’ down the road? This scene is etched into my mind. It was a moment of revelation. Revelation that, because of the colour of our skin, we could never fully belong – even in church.


 


This book is for all those ready to face the hard and painful truths about race, identity and the imago Dei – the idea that every human, no matter their colour, has a special quality that resembles the divine beauty of God. This beauty is not a physical resemblance, but an essence – a non-physical trait that God shares with us alone. To bring about true racial justice, it is no longer enough to quote the right Bible passages or recite anti-racist slogans. It is not even enough to make bold claims about each of us being made in the image of God when the practices of our very own churches – and sometimes the very fabric upon which they exist – suggest that we believe otherwise.


The suggestion that God is a white man is one of the greatest lies ever told. But a white God is inevitable – the logical consequence of a world steeped in white supremacy. God’s miscategorisation as a white man is no accident, but a consequence of white men – whose dominance has shaped history and theology for centuries – creating God in their image. This book is a lament for what has gone before us and the original sin of racism that has seeped its way into our churches and continues to drive the prejudices that exist about the beauty, worth, intellect and dignity of Black people, as well as the inferiority of Black women in contrast to the superiority of white men in almost every area of Western society. My only regret is that I am joining this lament so late. This book is my journey of revelatory learning and unlearning, and in the process rediscovering who God is and who I am.
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God Is Not a White Man


I feel most colored when I am thrown against a sharp white background . . . Among the thousand white persons, I am a dark rock surged upon, and overswept, but through it all, I remain myself. When covered by the waters, I am; and the ebb but reveals me again.


Zora Neale Hurston, How It Feels to Be Colored Me1


 


The first time I encountered God in my likeness was in a shack. Like millions of others, I had been reading The Shack – the New York Times bestselling novel by Canadian author William P. Young. It tells the story of a man who, torn apart by grief after an unspeakable tragedy, encounters God in three persons in a shack in the middle of nowhere. God is represented by the Holy Spirit in the form of an Asian woman; Jesus, in the form of a Middle Eastern man; ‘Papa’ – God the Father – in the form of a curvy Black woman. Those who had read the book were careful not to give spoilers, so when I encountered Papa in the pages of the book, I was left open-mouthed. Never had I imagined that God could be portrayed in this way. I remember calling my mum, who had read the book before me. We were excited, overwhelmed, yet also rendered speechless. God looked just like us.


When the Hollywood film came out a few years later, God the Father was played by Octavia Spencer, who, ironically, had played maid Minny Jackson in the civil rights film The Help. Seeing her on screen brought it home to me even more. Here she was, a beautiful, curvy Black woman playing the Almighty. It’s hard to describe what this meant to us. It was not something we had ever called for or even consciously thought about, but there was something liberating in seeing – even for that short period – a God in whom we really saw ourselves.


It had never occurred to me that Jesus wasn’t white. By the time I woke up to this fact, it was far too late to reconfigure the image that I had of God in my mind. To this day, when I picture Jesus, I think of a piercing-blue-eyed man with a brown beard and sandy, neck-length hair. I can see him now. He looks like Robert Powell did in the 1977 Jesus of Nazareth film. He does not look ordinary, but he does look white. At times when I have pictured Christ on a cross, cried out to him in my darkest moments, prayed to him for those things I have desired most, sung praise to him in worship, I have pictured a man who never existed. The Jesus I have clung to is a falsehood, a symbol created by the effect of white-supremacist fiction. God is not a white man. This revelation is painful and brings with it a realisation that white supremacy has found its way into the most sacred place. Although painful, however, the realisation that Jesus was not white has brought with it a profound sense of liberation.


For women in general, and women who are not white in particular, White Jesus has been distant, unable to represent us. And it has been difficult for us to see ourselves represented in him. We know the incarnation – God becoming human – meant that Christ would have had to take one form only, so perhaps, some might argue, it may as well have been the form of a man – especially given the positions women occupied in first-century Roman-occupied Palestine. But, throughout history, the Church has overplayed this fact and used it to exclude women from positions of power and leadership, and even salvation.2


For years, there has been a movement of feminists who question the masculine pronouns we use for God; for God, of course, is neither male nor female. The Bible uses a number of different masculine and feminine metaphors to describe God. While intellectually I know that God is not a man, it takes a huge amount of effort to picture God differently and to find alternative words to describe . . . him. But yet I know the importance of trying to do so. It is important that I liberate God in my mind from the limited man-shaped box in which I have placed the divine. I am used to using male pronouns to describe God, but I have chosen in this book to practise what it feels like to not describe God as male.


God is not a man.


And neither is God white. For some, this fact seems just as difficult to grapple with as the idea that God is not a man. Most who have read the Bible or know any part of its history – whether they believe in Jesus or not – know that the incarnate God in human form would have looked like a man from what we have come to call the Middle East, born in Bethlehem. I have been fortunate enough to visit that wonderful holy place and meet its people – each a different shade of brown. The Jesus I picture looks nothing like them. He looks like an American hippie from the 1970s.


The painting Head of Christ might have something to do with this. It depicts an image we have come to understand as representing the archetypal Christ. It’s Jesus, but with an extra dash of U-S-A. His dark-blonde wavy hair, his perfectly shaped beard and his piercing eyes staring up at something in the distance. The light of a lamp or a candle illuminates the background. Created in 1940, the striking image has been described as one of the best-known American pieces of art of the twentieth century and reproduced more than 1 billion times worldwide, although its creator Warner Sallman’s name is less well known than his most famous painting.


Sallman was a commercial artist, based in Chicago, who had grown up in the Evangelical Covenant Church. The first iteration of what was later to be known as the Sallman Head was created in 1924 as a charcoal sketch for the front cover of a Swedish Evangelical Mission Covenant youth magazine, Covenant Companion. He wanted it to appeal to young people and so gave it the feel of a school photograph – I guess the type we have become familiar with seeing in yearbook photos from American high-school films. People loved the image so much that the magazine sold every one of its 7,000 copies, and then Sallman paid for an additional 1,000 copies to be printed, which were also sold over the following years. The image stayed popular over following years, until in 1940 a group of graduating students at North Park Theological Seminary in Chicago commissioned him to create a painting based on his charcoal drawing to give as a gift to their school.3 This image was even more popular than the original and began to be reproduced around the country. In 1941, when the United States joined the Allies in World War II, chaplains and religious leaders gave servicemen pocket-sized versions of Sallman’s image. Despite its humble beginnings, Head of Christ is one of the most famous pictures on the planet.


Some might wonder why this is an issue, but its popularity is precisely what makes it problematic. White Jesus is the logical consequence of a world that values whiteness as supreme. Sallman’s Head of Christ is, of course, not the only depiction of Jesus resembling a white European. This is the form that has become most recognisable to people across the globe for centuries.


The archetypal depiction of Jesus we see today is thought to have originated in the fourth century, during the Byzantine era, when the image of an enthroned emperor with long hair and beard came to be the predominant way of representing Jesus. Much later on, this evolved into the more hippie-like representation of Jesus we see today.


White Jesus is the consequence of a number of Western historical, theological and sociological prejudices that were so fundamental to the notion of white superiority that Christ could not have been anything but. One of the main factors, argues theologian Shawn Kelley, author of Racializing Jesus,4 is that eighteenth-century German theologians argued among themselves about the ideas that, on one hand, Christ was ordinary and, on the other hand, he was completely otherworldly. I remember my first introduction to ‘the historic Jesus’ during lectures on Christology at university. As an eighteen-year-old, who had grown up in conservative evangelicalism, I found shocking the idea that Jesus was in many ways ordinary. Placed within the historical context of first-century Palestine, Jesus ‘could be seen as an essentially Jewish figure whose teachings were in line with those of other Jewish sages of the time’.5 Those who wanted to downplay the ordinariness of Jesus and elevate his unique divinity subsequently became more ‘anti-Judaism’. Some theologians sought then to offer various solutions that stood Jesus apart from his Palestinianness and his Jewishness. This led to the idea that instead Jesus was in fact racially Aryan – set apart from his Jewishness and his so-called ordinariness. So White Jesus became a way of emphasising Christ’s divinity, as distinct from the brownness of his historical context.


It wasn’t until I watched the BBC documentary Son of God6 when I was a teenager that I properly took notice of the fact that the representations of Christ so ingrained in my mind did not reflect the historical reality of his probable appearance. In the programme, anthropologist Richard Neave used a skull found in the region of Galilee to create a model of what Jesus might have looked like. What they came up with was not beautiful by the Western standards we have been conned into thinking are objective. Since nowhere in Scripture does it actually suggest that Jesus was physically different from those around him, we can assume that he looked similar to the average Galilean man of his day, and so we can accept that he probably did look more like Neave’s reconstruction than Hippie Jesus.


The most famous artworks picturing Jesus – from Salvador Dali’s Christ of St John of the Cross to Holman Hunt’s The Light of the World to Leonardo Da Vinci’s Salvator Mundi – depict him as white, with long hair and a beard. This image is the only one I have of Jesus – a consequence of having seen thousands of images of Christ represented in this way throughout my life. Unseeing and reimagining White Christ in the minds of believers is almost impossible. In a world where whiteness is power, then, of course an omnipotent, all-knowing God must be white. God could be nothing else. Robert P. Jones writes, in White Too Long, that the emphasis on a personal relationship with Jesus that is front and centre in white evangelicalism only served to cement the depiction of Christ as white.7 While one of the main tenets of Protestant Christianity is this idea that humans do not require a church or priest as mediator in order for them to have a relationship with God, modern Western evangelicalism can at times give the impression that this relationship with Jesus is like one we might have with a brother, or even a boyfriend. As Jones puts it, 


Whites simply couldn’t conceive of owing their salvation to a representative of what they considered an inferior race. And a non-white Jesus would render impossible the intimate relationalism necessary for the evangelical paradigm to function: no proper white Christian would let a brown man come into their hearts or submit themselves to be a disciple of a swarthy Semite.8


White Jesus, Trump and Evangelicalism


On 6 January 2021, I watched as a mob of angry white men stormed into the Capitol Building in Washington, DC – a symbol of democracy not just in the US, but around the world. They smashed windows, attacked police officers and wrote the words ‘Murder the media’ on government property. The attack took place while US lawmakers were voting to confirm the election of Joe Biden. It was this fact that the angry group of nationalists were refusing to accept and fighting against, having been incited by Trump, believing that the election had been stolen from them. We would hear later that US lawmakers were forced to cower in place, some barricading themselves into their offices, some calling their loved ones to say goodbye, some praying. I felt a sense of cognitive dissonance as I watched live as this armed insurrection unfolded.


Before the election of Donald Trump, such a scene would have seemed inconceivable even in a fictional TV series. What was so disturbing was the clear sense of entitlement among the rioters, who seemingly did not fear that they would face opposition from law enforcement or be met with any consequences. The fact that rioters filmed themselves and posted selfies on social media showed how little they feared being held to account for what they had done. As people around the world watched, most of us expected that at any moment the National Guard or the army would appear en masse to put the riot to a stop. But this took far too long. The crowd only seemingly decided to end their insurrection when Donald Trump posted a video telling them to go home – not without adding that they were ‘very special’ and that he loved them.


It’s hard to describe the sense of injustice that I felt as a Black person – even one living thousands of miles away from where the insurrection was taking place. I contrasted this unbelievable scene with the historic images imprinted in my mind of Black people protesting peacefully and being met with unimaginable violence – tear gas, beatings, murder. I only had to think to a few months earlier when Black Lives Matter protestors, whose demonstrations had been overwhelmingly peaceful,9 faced heavy-handed treatment from the police. The Capitol Hill insurrection is the only proof you will ever need that white privilege exists. That protestors were allowed to invade the seat of power in the US, take selfies and walk out – some of them helped down the stairs by police – shows the stark reality of the different treatment that white people get compared to Black people in the same situation.


In the aftermath of the insurrection, I wondered how many of the protestors would have lived to tell the story if they had been a group of hundreds of Black men, or Muslim men, storming the Capitol Building. There is no doubt in my mind that a similar-sized group of predominantly Black and brown faces would have faced the full and violent force of US law enforcement. We have seen over decades that Black men and women have been murdered by white people for much less – while driving their cars, while jogging, while walking home from church. Later in this book, we will take a closer, painful look at this brutality against Black bodies.


That the Capitol Hill attack took place on Epiphany was not lost on me. It is a perfect day for profound revelation, the day on which the Church marks the visit of the Magi and the announcement of God’s incarnation through the birth of Jesus Christ. This was a moment of Epiphany for the world, as we watched and as many of us saw and were no longer able to deny what it means to be white in the world. But it also revealed to me afresh the danger of Christianity when mixed with nationalism and white supremacy. Because what was most disturbing to me was not just the racial disparity and white privilege on display, but also the distortion of my faith and its link with this egregious act of violence. Some of the rioters could be seen entering the Capitol Building with restraints and weapons, but some were holding aloft signs such as ‘Jesus Saves’. Some of the mob erected a large wooden cross in the middle of the melee. Many of them believed that this was a holy war they were fighting and that God was on their side. This was the story that had been seeded in their minds by white US evangelical leaders, whose words told them that they were the chosen ones, that whiteness was righteousness, that whiteness was their God.
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