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 This statement is offered by the Reba Place Church Joint Leadership Team as a proposed foundation for our church-wide work against racism and for racial reconciliation.

A preface about the meanings of key words used in this paper

 The term “race” to denote one group of people as distinguished from another is problematic.  “Race” was first used in this way to segregate Jews from the rest of European society.  When European nations were creating empires by the colonial subjugation of peoples in Africa and Asia, some intellectuals in Europe developed the new “science” of anthropology around the concept of “race”.  In fact “race” was a socio-political construct which helped justify European imperialism and the exclusion of African-Americans and Native Americans from full voting participation in the new United States of America.  Since that time this construct of “race” has continued in use as a means to divide people.

 From a Christian point of view there is finally only one “race”, the human race:


“So God created humankind in his image,


in the image of God he created them;


male and female he created them.” (Gen. 1:27 NRSV).

Jesus “ransomed for God saints from every tribe and language and people and nation” (Rev. 5:7).  Christians are called to “go therefore and make disciples of all nations” (Matt. 28:19).

 So why in this paper do we use terms like “racism,” “racial divisions,” and “racial reconciliation”?  The reason is that the truth of the Gospel must be spoken in language people understand.  In American today “race” and associated terms are the language people use to talk about the massive feelings, tensions, injustices and violence related to differences of skin color.  The physical differences may be skin deep, but the sin and confusion associated with “race” in this sense are massive.  So we are using the language of contemporary American society to bring a Biblical and Christian challenge to all who live in that society—including ourselves!

 We are using the term “racial reconciliation” to describe how God wants people to relate to one another across racial lines.  We need to be reconciled when right relationship has been injured or broken and needs healing.  Racial reconciliation is much more than friendly relationships: it is an ongoing process of transformation; it is many processes of change happening at once; it is the fitting human response to God’s work of reconciliation in Christ.

 We are using the term “racism” to refer to the vast network of distorted attitudes and societal power which have the effect of oppressing African-American people and other People of Color in the U.S.

 We believe that genuine racial reconciliation must include awareness of the reality of racism.  We believe that truly “anti-racist” persons will have racial reconciliation as their abiding hope during all the stages of the struggle.

 We see the racist oppression of African-Americans in American history and society as revealing most vividly those patterns of skin color-based injustice which have been suffered also by other People of Color in America (Native Americans, Hispanics, Asians, Islanders).
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A. God’s Word to Reba: A Short Summary 

Over the last few years prophetic words have called us to “expand our tent” and become “a house of prayer for all nations.”  The elders have put before us the challenge to focus on racial reconciliation and evangelism in the Evanston and Rogers Park neighborhoods where we live.  During the last two years the Lord has been bringing a strong and clear word to Reba regarding the sin of racism and our calling to claim fully our Christian identity as an anti-racist people in a racist society.  The Lord is inviting us to “work out our own salvation” (Phil. 2:12) with regard to the great task of achieving racial reconciliation.

B. Introductory Affirmations

 B1.  We want a specifically Christian approach rooted in our core convictions as followers of Jesus Christ.

 B2.  Scripture is our authority for faith and life.  We test our hearing of God’s word as we read Scripture together under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.  As Christians we affirm that God’s will comes to clearest expression in Jesus Christ, so Scripture is to be read through the eyes of faith in Jesus.

 B3.  Scripture gives a basic “analysis” of the human condition:


—Creation (the goodness of the created order; humanity created for

 obedience to God)


—Fall (“all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God”; Rom. 3:23)


—Redemption (in Christ there is now “new creation,” salvation, 

new identity)

 B4.  In any particular time and place Christians are called to proclaim the truth of the Gospel in ways that address the sin, the need and God’s new possibilities in that culture and situation.  The universal truths of the Gospel find specific contextual application.  (“If you abide in my word, then you are truly my disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.” [John 8:31]; “I have become all things to all people, that I might by all means save some” [I Cor. 9:19-23]).

C. Biblical Views of the Problem of Sin and Racism

 C1.  Sin means going against God and God’s design.  It includes both personal choices and living with the consequences of the choices of others.  Sin can be characterized as wrongdoing, missing the mark, going off the right path, injustice, rebellion, and breach of covenant obligations.  Jesus came to confront and conquer sin in all its manifestations.

 C2.  Sin separates people from each other and from God.  The “dividing wall of hostility” built by sin at work in humanity (Eph. 2) has many faces: humanity vs. God, Jew vs. Gentile, man vs. women, black vs. white.  Sin is pervasive: attitudes, behavior, relationships, institutions, cultures.  Christians and churches are not free from sin, nor is any group of people (I John 1:8-10).

 C3. Sin takes shape in the created order through “principalities and powers”: invisible spiritual forces which rebel against God and shape human existence by means of dominating systems.  The apostle Paul describes the spiritual warfare of Christians in this way: “For we are not contending against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against the powers, against the world rulers of this present darkness, against the spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places” (Eph. 6:12).

 These principalities and powers are the basic “elements” of the created order, affecting us all in both personal and systemic ways.  They are designed by God to be good (Col. 1:16).  They are in a state of rebellion and sin (Eph. 6:12).  Their power has been broken by the work of God in Christ (Eph. 1:20-21; Col. 2:15).  They find visible expression in the many organizations and cultural practices which order human life.  Like individual human beings, they tend toward prideful self-exaltation rather than faith-based humble service.

 Racism is one of these principalities, actively at work throughout our society.  It is present in American history, culture, institutions, churches and individuals.  It operates both on its own and in conjunction with other well-known self-exalting demonic powers like violence (including militarism), money and the cult of the individual.  Unless we make a conscious decision to take a stand against the “power” of racism, we inevitably collude with it and are swept along by it.  Hence the need to be actively anti-racist.

C4. White racism is a combination of sinful attitudes (“prejudice”) and societal context (historically developed socioeconomic “power”). The combination of sin with the dominant position of a majority group is inevitably oppressive to persons of color.

  Scripture is full of examples of powerful challenges to persons and groups in socially dominant positions: the prophets’ words to Israel’s ruling classes (Isa. 5 and 10; Amos 5 & 6; Micah 3; etc.);  the Lord’s humbling word to the Syrian general Namaan, who needed cleansing, healing and liberation from his attachment to power (II Kings 5); Jesus’ words to the rich young ruler, who needed a deep inner change of attitude as well as release from his financial resources (Mark 10); Jesus’ challenge to the scribes and Pharisees, both in the area of their interior thoughts and attitudes and regarding their external “justice toward others” (Matt. 23); and many others. The fasting that pleases the Lord involves both an interior humbling of spirit and external acts of justice and mercy (Isa. 58). 

D. Biblical Foundations for Confronting the Sin of Racism

 D1.  The equal value of all persons before God—regardless of race, gender, or class—is a fundamental Biblical truth (Genesis 2;Matt. 5:45).  Legalized segregation and disguised discrimination in American history and society contradict this truth and are to be condemned from a Christian point of view.  Christian are called to witness in the world to the truth of God’s love for every human being.

 D2.  The reconciling work of Christ has broken down the dividing wall between peoples (Eph. 2).  We are be ambassadors of reconciliation (II Cor. 5).  All hatred and violence are to come to an end in the body of Christ (Matt. 5; Rom. 12).

 D3.  The assurance of God’s forgiveness in Christ is a strong foundation for all our work against racism and for racial reconciliation (Acts 2:38; Eph. 4:32; Col. 1:14).  Repentance opens us to receive God’s forgiveness.

 D4.  The saving work of Christ makes it possible for believers to stand against racism (note the progression from Philip’s “Can anything good come out of Galilee?” [John 1:46] to the astonishment of the Jerusalem church “Then God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life” [Acts 11:34] to Paul’s “There is neither Jew nor Gentile . . .” [Gal. 3:28]; cf. Eph. 6:11: “put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand . . . “).

 D5.  The church as a distinctive “holy nation” is called to be a foretaste and demonstration of God’s word of liberation to all the nations and peoples (I Peter 2:9; Rev. 5:9-10).  Where the Kingdom of God is breaking forth in a tired and fallen world, the impact will be like yeast in dough, light in darkness, salt in food (Matt. 5 & 13).  The church will embody justice and reconciliation in its own life and challenge the world around to respond to the unfolding will of God.

 D6.  Ongoing personal and corporate transformation is “the normal Christian life.”  As a corporate, institutional body and as individual members of that body, the church and Christians are called to transformation and holiness which root out racism and other sins as fully as possible.  The ongoing change process under the hand of the Lord is described in many ways:


—Sanctification (“May God himself . . . sanctify you through 
and through.” (I Thess. 5:23).


—Cleansing (“Let us cleanse ourselves from every defilement”  

2 Cor. 7:1).


—The renewing of your minds (Rom. 12:1-2)


—Discipline (“he disciplines us for our good, that we may share his 
holiness” Heb. 12:10ff).

The church body as a whole is being changed as it “grows up in every way in him who is the head, into Christ . . .” (Eph. 4).  It is no surprise that change involves struggle, particularly as the church deals with a socially reinforced pattern of sin like racism.  Words of correction to a local congregation are quite common in the New Testament, for example when  Paul writes the Corinthians about relations between the rich and the poor (I Cor. 11) or the Galatians about relations between Jew and Gentile (Gal. 1-6).

E. Applications of Biblical Perspectives to American Society

 E1.  Among the many expression of sin in American society, the pervasive racism of the dominant majority (“white”) culture toward people of color stands out as particularly grievous. This particular “dividing wall of hostility” has been built in so many ways over so many years that it is like a vast network of barriers which corrupt the society as a whole and affect us as individuals far more deeply than we realize.

 E2. The effects of the sin of racism are visibly unfolding in American society among both European-Americans and People of Color.  The sin is both imposed (inherited from past generations and the society around) and adopted (embraced by choice).

     In Scriptural terms we could say that racism in America is one of “the sins of the parents” which infects the children “unto the third and fourth generation” (Exodus 34:7). And at the same time we who are thus affected by something far beyond us are individually responsible for our response to it: “I will judge each of you according to his ways” (Ezek.33:20).

 E3. The sin of racism in America finds expression in attitudes and behaviors of “internalized superiority” among dominant culture white people and “internalized oppression” among dominated People of Color. Most people do not realize how much we are subject to these effects of racism. Assumptions and feelings of superiority among European-Americans undercut right relationship with People of Color and form the attitudinal component of the whole system of racism. The many self-destructive attitudes and acting out behaviors that constitute internalized oppression among People of Color (see E5 below) are a tragic consequence of racism in American. Internalized superiority and internalized oppression reinforce each other: they are interlocking dysfunction in American society.

 E4. For European-Americans, claiming a Christian identity as anti-racist involves learning to identify and renounce skin color-based privileges, benefits, attitudes of superiority, victim-blaming, societal power and physical violence in order to serve the Lord. This renunciation is both biblical and timely for Christians who find themselves to be included by birth in the dominant majority of North America.

Many Biblical heroes of faith serve as models of this kind of deliberate renunciation:

--Moses joining the enslaved Israelites in Egypt (Exodus 2-4)

--Jesus “emptied himself, taking the form of a servant” (Phil. 2)

--Paul: “whatever gains I had [as a Jew, a Pharisee, etc.], these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ” (Phillippians 3:7)

 E5. For People of Color, claiming a Christian identity as anti-racist involves resisting the “internalization” of their oppression.
   While the themes of equality, reconciliation, forgiveness, distinctiveness and ongoing transformation (D1, D2, D3, D5, and D6) apply equally to European-Americans and People of Color, a specific agenda for the latter is to deliberately face into sinful, unhealthy, destructive response to racism (internalized oppression) and to find God’s wisdom, forgiveness, healing and guidance amid healthy responses of resistance and survival. Symptoms of internalized oppression include


--accepting negative dominant group values such as materialism 
and greed;


--accepting dominant group definitions of beauty of culture;


--responding to frustrations with addictions, violence, hatred, 
depression and hopelessness, giving up, giving in, and shame.

There is a challenge here to find “the pearl of great price” amid the many ways that Christianity in America has been compromised and co-opted by racism.


“hunger and thirst for righteousness” (Matt 5:6)


“love your enemies” (Matt 5:43)


“beware of false prophets” (Matt 7:15-20)


“find rest for your souls” (Matt 11:28-30)


“the Kingdom of God is like… finding one pearl of great value” 
(Matt 13:45-46)

 E6. The task for all of us is to claim our new identity in Christ as an anti-racist, pro-reconciliation people. Scripture repeatedly urges us to “put on” or claim our new identity in Christ. We can “put on the whole armor of God” (Eph. 6) for the spiritual struggle we face, against sin in general and racism in particular. Amid all the falsehood pervading our society, we can put on “the belt of truth” as one key part of our armor. We want our life together and our witness to the world to embody the truth that God even now, even here, is building “a house of prayer for all nations.” In a racist society the truth is that being “anti-racist, pro-reconciliation” needs to be part of every Christian’s identity.

 What we need is a new partnership in the Gospel which unites believing European-Americans and believing People of Color in a faith-based and Spirit-led common struggle against racism and for racial reconciliation, all for the sake of advancing the Kingdom of God in our particular time and place. We are called to tear down the dividing wall of hostility from both sides. 
