The Bible, Race, and Racism #2

“Learning the Lingo”

Selected Scriptures

Last Sunday we embarked on a study of the Bible, race, and racism. We began by addressing “The Myth of Race,” summarized by John Lovchik in his book, Racism: Reality Built on a Myth:

At its core, racism is a system of ranking human beings for the purpose of gaining and justifying an unequal distribution of political and economic power. Racism takes its name from race, and this book will review the process by which that occurred. But it must be emphasized at the outset that there is no such thing as race, or races of humans. There never has been. It is a myth. The myth of race continues to affect our thinking to this day.

The bottom line is that there is only one race of people: the human race.

Yet while race is a myth, racism is very much a reality. Racism has not only stained our country’s history since its inception; racism has stained human history for thousands of years. And racism is still a reality in our time, in our culture. Unfortunately, although there are some significant exceptions, in general there is silence among white evangelical Christians concerning the biblical teaching on this issue.

We are trying to change that, to the degree we can.

If we are going to engage in this conversation, however, we must learn the lingo. I would guess that most of us have heard the catch phrases and taglines often used in contemporary debate, but do we really know what they mean and where they came from? Do we intelligently respond or emotionally react to these words? This morning I would like to focus on learning the lingo of the racism discussion.

Learning the Dictums

Let’s begin with learning the dictums—the sayings or mottos that have become popular in our times. And, please, try not to jump to conclusions or tune me out without hearing all that will be said.

Perhaps the best known of these dictums is “Black Lives Matter,” which rose to global prominence in 2020 after the death of George Floyd in Minneapolis. The saying and subsequent movement began, however, in 2013 after George Zimmerman was found not guilty of second-degree murder in the 2012 killing an unarmed seventeen-year-old black man named Trayvon Martin. In response, Alicia Garza posted on social media what so many other black people were thinking: “Black people are not safe in America.” Garza’s friend Patrisse Cullors reposted with the hashtag #blacklivesmatter, and a movement was born, protesting police brutality against black people, as well as what many in the movement believe to be indifference to the killing of black people.
 The movement highlights the injustices against black lives in much the same way that white evangelicals emphasize that the lives of unborn babies matter.

“Black Lives Matter” serves as a rallying cry for protests, but it also acted as an assertion of the image of God in black people. Black lives matter does not mean that only black lives matter; it means that black lives matter too. This may seem obvious to whites, who sometimes reply that “all lives matter,” it is not so obvious to many black people that everyone values black lives.

The Black Lives Matter movement essentially has two aspects. There is the informal movement by those who stand up for injustice against black lives, using peaceful protests and education to bring about healthy cultural and police reforms. There is also the official organization, trademarked as Black Lives Matter, and founded by Cullors, Garza, and Opal Tometi. The formal entity of Black Lives Matter advocates key elements of an agenda that cannot be supported by serious Christians. It rejects the primacy and protection of the nuclear family while promoting the acceptance of gay and transgender lifestyles. In addition, the founders openly embrace an ideological framework of Marxism.
 Many Christians may agree with the principle that black lives matter, but they still wonder whether they should get involved with an organization that espouses beliefs contrary to his or her religious convictions.

Another common phrase used today is “Critical Race Theory.” Tony Evans defines Critical Race Theory as “a post-civil rights social theory that demonstrates how unjust laws have served as the embedded foundation and filter through which racist attitudes, behavior, policies, and structures have been rooted and continue to influence the fabric of American life, politics, and systems, even after those laws were changed.”

Critical Race Theory examines the reality of racism in society, which exists in spite of political and legal measures intended to eliminate it (or at least its overt expression), and in spite of a widespread rejection of racism. Critical Race Theory recognizes that enlightenment and education do not eliminate racism, contrary to common liberal suppositions.
 It also recognizes that racism cannot be legislated out of existence, something biblical conservatives also recognize.
Critical Race Theory has come under fire by those who point to its Marxist presuppositions
 and its lack of historic accuracy, particularly as seen in the 1619 Project which contends, among other historically inaccurate statements, that the American Revolution was fought in order to preserve the institution of slavery.

One phrase often heard in the current discussion is “systemic racism.” This states that racism has embedded itself not only in many individual hearts throughout history but also, to varying degrees, in the many structures of society. Whether those structures are political, economic, legal or many others, they impact how entire groups of people think and live.

Systemic racism is said to exist whenever racism has become part of the policies, procedures, and mindset by which a particular entity or societal structure operates. And while law-based existences of systemic racism may have been overturned or done away with through nationwide reforms, the lasting implications of many of these systems can still be felt by many. 

Systemic racism recognizes that the sin of racism is, or was, not only a personal issue, but a corporate one as well. In fact, systemic racism even recognizes that while individuals themselves might not be racist, the structures and entities in which these individuals live or function can be established and still run on racist policies, practices, ideals, and intentions. I have heard many people argue against systemic racism through arguing that not all people of a certain race are racist. But that is not what systemic racism is. To acknowledge that systemic racism exists is not the same thing as declaring all white people to be racist. Systemic racism speaks to the structures, policies, and institutions of a society and not to the entirety of the individuals who inhabit it.

This point is one that often separates the two sides in the discussion. One group focuses on isolated incidents of racism; the other sees racism as a pattern of injustice. To properly assess and move toward a solution to racism in America, both perspectives are needed. Every person makes choices and is accountable for the consequences. At the same time, injustice imposes limits on the opportunities and choices people have. Conversations about injustice should include an examination of the circumstances of each incident, but Christians should also analyze the larger patterns—ones that can operate independent of malicious intent—to see the historic and systemic picture and advocate for more effective solutions.

Systemic racism showed up as our nation grew in numbers through the way people were denied employment or educational opportunities during the actual era of the segregation. Jim Crow laws of the South were the official standards that established that one group would be allowed to benefit while another group would be disenfranchised. It also showed up in churches that were unwilling to accept people of a different race, or theological institutions that were unwilling to train people of a different race.

While discrimination has been officially outlawed in our land, disparity still exists in areas of education, employment, and economics. Inequality exists in law enforcement and the judicial system.
 Again, this is not to imply that all police officers or judges are racist as individuals, but that the echoes of imbedded racism still reverberate in our land.
Perhaps the most explosive dictum in the current discussion is “white privilege.” Mention these words and emotions rise—those not considered white take offense while those considered non-white become defensive. Misunderstanding what is meant brings more heat than light to the subject.

“White privilege” refers to those freedoms and opportunities enjoyed by those considered white but are not enjoyed by those considered not non-white. Legally this goes back to the naturalization act passed by the first congress in 1790 that allowed for the naturalization of “any alien, being a free white person.” The law did not define a “white person,” so the courts were left to deal with that question.

Many subsequent discriminating laws were aimed at people of color, but those who were not excluded were the recipients of very real and significant benefits. And some argue that, though the laws are gone, their effects remain, and white people continue to receive unearned benefits. In current language, this is referred to as “white privilege.”

There are many misconceptions about white privilege, however. White privilege doesn’t mean that, “a white man was hired because he was white.” It doesn’t mean that all whites are privileged. There are many factors that cross racial boundaries that give or take privilege. Nor is white privilege a problem. The problem is that people of color are not given the same privileges, statistically speaking.
 The goal should be that all people enjoy the same privileges, regardless of skin color or ethnicity.

There are other terms such as “microaggression”, “implicit bias”, “victimization”, or “reparations” that we simply don’t have time to examine. If we want to engage in an intelligent discussion on this matter, we must learn the dictums used in the debate.

Listening with Discernment

Next we must be listening with discernment. James 1:19 ought to be required reading for anyone engaging in this discussion: “Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry.” Like the old saying goes, “We have two ears and one mouth for a reason.” Too often we sound like Job's friends, more interested in making our point than listening to another’s views.

Yet our listening should be with discernment. Paul wrote in Philippians 1:9-11,

And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God.
We need the discernment of the Holy Spirit as we enter this conversation. Like all ideologies, racial theories must be examined and critiqued based on their conformity to God’s Word. Race and racism cannot be the grid for determining theology. Rather, Scripture alone must be the final arbitrator of what is legitimate or illegitimate for this and every other social theory. A proper understanding and application of God’s Word will enable us to nuance and distinguish between that which is valid or invalid. It will also enable us to identify and correct the misuse of religion and the Bible by those who illegitimately use it to maintain racial superiority, division, and privilege.

Some have argued that racism has its roots in the Bible, hence Christians have nothing to say on the matter. This is far from the truth, however. Consider Leviticus 19:9-18, the Scripture read earlier in our service. God’s law made special provisions for “the alien”—which is another way of saying the minorities in the land. “And justice for all” may be the closing words of our pledge of allegiance, but it was reality under the laws of God. He even made provisions for those whom we would consider have special needs—the deaf and the blind—long before any other culture looked out for them. And notice verse 18—“Love your neighbor as yourself.” That did not first appear in the pages of the New Testament; that is found in Leviticus of all places!

Beware of those who use this discussion as a platform to foster hatred, suspicion, and division for their own political, economic, or material advancement. One of the challenges of contemporary social theories is that many have gained a popular foothold, forever locking black/white relations in an oppressor/oppressed matrix. To teach or imply to a young child that he or she will always be oppressed is to instill a victim mentality into that child’s worldview and, thus, limit that child’s ability to pursue his or her full potential. By focusing so heavily on institutional structures and systems, it often reduces personal responsibility, allowances for righting wrongs, or individual changes of mindset. Conversely, to imply that skin color automatically places a person in an oppressor group locks them into a status from which there is no meaningful exit. Also, social theories that give academic analysis but leave us void of practical solutions create an unsatisfied hunger that leaves us stuck in a never-ending cycle of analysis without resolution.
 There is more than enough finger-pointing in this discussion; not enough time is spent on how the problem is solved.

Listen to all sides…but listen with discernment, using God’s Word as the truth.

Lowering the Defenses

Finally, we must be willing to lower our defenses when we engage in the debate on racial issues. I mentioned earlier that sometimes there is more heat than light in such discussions, and one reason why this is true that we often become defensive when particular issues are brought up. Certain terms trigger emotional responses that often kick opportunities for authentic conversations to the curb. A mixed bag of personal definitions of these terms combined with a variety of personal experiences have turned the dialogue on diversity into a heated battle of hearts, oftentimes leading only to confusion. This has caused many on both sides to throw the proverbial “baby out with the bath water.” As a result, people reject concepts, ideologies, and viewpoints out of hand rather than pursuing an honest intellectual exchange on what may be valuable.

Returning to James 1:19-20, we read, “Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, for man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires.” That last command—slow to become angry—is particularly relevant. Stating that racism exists in an ethnic group (and racism exists to some degree or another in all ethnicities) does not mean that everyone in that ethnic group is racist. Anytime we say that everyone in a group of people thinks or acts a certain way we are dangerously close to crossing the line into prejudice ourselves.
Another way to lower defenses is to avoid slogans and clichés, such as

· We should be color-blind. 

· Black lives matter. 

· All lives matter. 

These phrases are unhelpful not only because they are politicized and can be misunderstood but because they’re often used to shut down debate and conversation. The goal for Christians isn’t to be blind to color but to embrace the distinctive qualities and uniqueness of God’s image bearers. Absolutely, black lives matter, but the slogan today is also the name of an organization with problematic beliefs about human sexuality and the family. And, yes, all lives matter, but we should not give the impression that we aren’t carefully listening to the concerns of those specific fellow image bearers who believe their value is being dismissed.

Many claim that “systemic racism” no longer exists, stating they are not racist, they never owned slaves. These statements are often tied so closely that they appear to be a defensive posture. By negating the existence of systemic racism or its consequences, they attempt to absolve any personal feelings of attachment to it.
 White author Ken Wytsma connects this defensiveness to a need for personal comfort. After being told to not use the term white privilege in a talk at a Christian university, he observed that, “our desire for comfort leads us to defensiveness when we are confronted with questions of race.” He continues with a good question: “But when did our comfort become the driving value?”
 
The race debate makes us uncomfortable because it confronts us with injustice past and present. Those who were brought up in a racist background may find it difficult to extract themselves from their upbringing. Those who are not racist personally still live in a society where racism exists. They may want to see the problem rectified, but they don’t to be made to feel responsible for it. Those who still feel the inequalities of an unjust system may resent those who do not and may wish to make them feel the pain they experience themselves. Yet that does not solve the problem either.

Racial issues have plagued humankind for thousands of years; they will not go away quickly. Racism will not be eliminated by electing certain politicians, enacting new laws, or destroying homes and businesses. Racism is ultimately sin, and there is only one cure for the sin problem—the blood of Jesus Christ that cleanses us from every and all sin. Jesus is the only answer to the sin problem, and ultimately to the racism problem.

Yet we are called to love one another, and that means reaching out to them. If we want to have meaningful conversations, we must commit ourselves to be learning the dictums of the discussion, to be listening with discernment to others as they speak, and to be lowering the defenses we tend to raise when confronted. It will not solve the problem globally, but it can make a world of difference to those we encounter personally.
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