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     Myth of Equality, Ken Wytsma (2019)  
  
 There were things that I, as an educated white man, 
can say about white privilege and blind spots that my African 
American friends never could. Racism diminishes worth in 
men and women through bias, systems, and power structures 
that disadvantage them in tangible ways based on skin color. 
Reverse racism is often, however, a gross misapplication of 
the idea of racism. A white pastor, just because he has noble 
intentions of ministering in an urban neighborhood, isn’t enti-
tled to think he can truly know someone else’s experience. 
Further, he isn’t being marginalized or disadvantaged—not 
economically, not physically, not structurally—when a young 
black man tells him that his efforts aren’t enough to make him 
fully understand the effects of racism.  
 Preferential treatment is something most humans en-
joy. This has been the reality and legacy for many whites in 
America, but it is in decline. Losing preferential treatment, or 
letting go of privilege, is not the same as experiencing oppres-
sion. Not having as much of a voice as we whites are used to 
can be jarring, but it’s not the same as suffering racism. We all 
love justice until there’s a cost. Only 56% of evangelicals 
agree that people of color are often placed at a social disad-
vantage, lower than the national average of 67%. At the same 
time, 95% of evangelicals think the church plays a critical role 
in racial reconciliation—higher than the national average of 
73%. The irony of American history is the tendency of good 
white Americans to presume racial innocence. It is a privilege 
to ignore the consequences of race in America. More than any 
other segment of the population, white evangelical Christians 
demonstrate a blindness to the struggle of their African Ameri-
can brothers and sisters. 
 For the most part issues of race have been viewed (1) 
as being behind us, (2) as something that will be fixed when 
others take up more responsibility, or (3) as being mired in 
leftist political agendas that conservatives must stoutly op-
pose. Privilege and responsibility are the themes of this book. 
I can only speak from a perspective of privilege and my expe-
rience. Racism has played a significant role in shaping the sto-
ries of all Americans, whether we know it or not. A misunder-
standing of the gospel leads to a false dichotomy: we prioritize 
the spiritual and personal aspects of faith and devalue or nul-
lify the material and communal dimensions that bind us to 
God’s creation and to our brothers and sisters made in the im-
age of God. This twisting of faith has resulted in historic injus-
tices that have terrorized and handicapped generations of mi-
norities. Yet we who are white remain mostly blind to how the 
undercurrent of racialized thinking affects our life as a nation 
and our own actions. Racism in the US is worse than we 
thought, its lasting consequences are more significant than we 
think, and our responsibility is greater than we’ve been taught. 
 The progressive political agenda is tantamount to try-
ing to “shame” America rather than recognize and admit her 
strengths. There is a difference between shaming and truth 
telling. The US has 4.4% of the world’s population but 22.2% 
of the world’s incarcerated men and women. This might show 
that we’re far from our best selves.   
 When a tragedy such as the slave trade or segregation 
in the South occurs, there are long historical aftershocks. Slav 
 

 
ery and segregation may have been dismantled, but racism re-
mains built into our society and its effects will last for genera-
tions. Among the original Western European colonists and 
founders of our country, British sentiments and preferences 
prevailed. General preference for whiteness became based not 
just on skin color but how immigrants’ way of life fit into the 
white American way of life. In the early days of the US until 
after the Civil War, no laws restricted immigration. In 1790 it 
took advantage of white power and established a naturaliza-
tion act that allowed any “free white persons” who had been 
living in the US for at least 2 years to become citizens. This 
began a long social and legal process of defining whiteness. 
Not all races were created equal in America’s immigration and 
naturalization policies. Between 1878 and 1952, 52 individu-
als sued to be declared white. In California the Alien Land 
Law—passed in 1920 and affirmed as constitutional by the US 
Supreme Court—prohibited noncitizens from owning land. 
Whiteness was determined through performance. People 
demonstrated evidence of whiteness in their character, reli-
gious practices and beliefs, class orientation, language, ability 
to intermarry, and a host of other traits that had nothing to do 
with intrinsic racial grouping. White privilege became quid 
pro quo for white performance. 
 On February 2, 1848, the US and Mexico signed the 
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. This ended the Mexican-Ameri-
can War and added half of modern-day California, Nevada, 
and Utah, and parts of Colorado, Arizona, Wyoming, and New 
Mexico to the territory of the US—along with nearly 100,000 
Mexicans, who automatically became US citizens. The Natu-
ralization Act of 1870 introduced policies and punishments for 
fraudulent practices but also expanded the naturalization pro-
cess to include those of African nativity and to persons of Af-
rican descent. However, other nonwhites who had immigrated 
to the US were unable to become citizens—most notably, Chi-
nese. The Chinese were welcomed when their labor was 
needed, but once work became scarce, the welcome wore thin. 
The Chinese were treated as racially inferior and subjected to 
a series of ordinances and laws designed to drive them out and 
stop them from taking jobs from US citizens. In 1882 the Chi-
nese Exclusion Act was passed—the first significant federal 
legislation limiting immigration. The law was repealed in 
1943, at which time foreign-born Chinese became eligible for 
naturalization.  
 The McCarran-Walter Act of 1952 eliminated race as 
a basis for exclusion, but other discriminatory practices ex-
isted until 1965. I always knew my dad was an immigrant. The 
Dutch government paid for their boat tickets and gave them a 
stipend for a household shipment, but they weren’t allowed to 
leave the country with more than the equivalent of $20 US in 
their pockets. The GI Bill paid for his advanced degree, and 
after marrying my mom, he had a very successful career in the 
US Navy, retiring as a captain in command of reservists at 
Norfolk, Virginia. My family’s story reveals how the idea of a 
melting pot reflected reality. However, it meant that European 
ethnicities could be melded into one normative American soci-
ety.  
 If you don’t fit in physically or culturally, it forces 
small communities of immigrants to become tighter and to 
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stay stronger. In 1950s America, there was a very real sense in 
which the various nationalities of white Europe could melt 
into the pot, while others were less able to do so. From 1924 to 
1965 the US had a quota system that restricted immigration 
based on nationality. In 1924 the initial law limited migration 
of a foreign population to no more than 2% of the population 
of each nationality already residing in the US according to the 
1890 census. The new policy gave preference to immigrants 
from northern European countries and effectively excluded 
newer immigrants from other parts of Europe and Asia. It 
served to limit immigrants who didn’t fit the standards and 
preferences of white America. Throughout our immigration 
history you can trace a pattern of how races or ethnicities were 
demonized and excluded. When we fear a certain group, we 
exclude them—and then, once we feel okay with that group, 
we demonize another. If every person is made in the image of 
God, then stereotypes lead us down a dangerous path, short-
circuiting the difficult process of loving our neighbors,   
 White supremacy in the US is a historical fact. White 
supremacists, who held to preferential treatment of whites and 
a discriminatory view of people of color, ruled our govern-
ment for much of our history. They enacted laws. They built 
systems. They created powerful social groups and pursued 
wealth in ways that cannot be fully separated from their racial 
views and racial policies. A white normative standard emerged 
throughout the history of our immigration system, as well as 
other policies, systems, and social structures. Whiteness was 
ingrained as the canon by which things were evaluated or con-
trasted. Vestiges remain, which means that achieving racial 
equality requires more than just obtaining forgiveness for past 
wrongs or diversifying our friend network. Soft white suprem-
acy speaks to a complicity in benefiting from racialized sys-
tems. We must be prepared to listen rather than react. Soft 
white supremacy is our current reality of racial profiling, mass 
incarceration of minorities, and a highly segregated society re-
sulting from federal housing policies of previous genera-
tions—even while we had a black president. 
 Many Asian cultures have long been known for their 
relational and communal values, work ethic, focus on educa-
tion, and other traits consonant with white Anglo- Saxon 
Protestant traditions. The white standard lies hidden in the 
ways that American society evaluates the “goodness” of vari-
ous races. The conversation on white supremacy reveals for me 
how hard we try to protect our comfort zone within the 
church. Avoiding conversations or denying history is usually a 
charge we Americans level against other countries. Freedom 
of speech is what we treasure. Or so we think.  
 Not seeing skin color is a form of not seeing reality. 
“Colorblindness” is a way we remain blind to the many subtle 
ways we’re still dealing with a white standard. Colorblindness 
can lead to a comfort in not seeing or not calling out the need 
for diversity where it belongs. Historically black colleges were 
founded during a segregated time in America, when promising 
young black men and women weren’t allowed to go to the 
elite colleges that white students attended. The 4 historically 
black colleges we visited in Atlanta (Clark Atlanta University, 
Spelman College, Morehouse College, and the Morehouse 
School of Medicine) share a single section of land in south-
west Atlanta. Each school existing in the Jim Crow South ex-
perienced various forms of trial and terror both to property and 

to persons. Together, they were safer. Historically Black Col-
leges and Universities (HBCUs) were born in the midst of in-
tense racism. They remain a strong part of African American 
history and culture and have a legacy of producing some of 
our nation’s top entertainers and intellectuals.  
 The creation of a white standard in the world during 
the age of exploration, and the white structural privilege prev-
alent for so long in America, led to what is often called “white 
privilege.” White privilege doesn’t mean your life isn’t hard. It 
means that if you are a person of color your life might be 
harder. Because we have never been on the other side, we 
largely do not recognize the structural access, the trust we 
think we deserve, the assumption that we always belong and 
do not have to earn our belonging, the “we set the tone” mood 
that white folks often live inside of—and take for granted and 
even deserved. Only the outsider can spot these attitudes in us. 
It is especially hidden in countries and groupings where white 
people are the majority. White privilege has meant, histori-
cally, that you’ve been born into the middle of the river, where 
things flow more easily. Like Dinesh D’Souza, there is no-
where I’d rather live. Eliminating the traces of racism that re-
main within society and ourselves requires that we understand 
where that racism came from.  
 Racism is a relatively new thing. Racism was appro-
priated as a handy way of justifying—in the name of conquest 
and even of religion—the robbery, subjugation, enslavement, 
and murder of entire people groups. The idea behind racism 
was deliberately fostered with self-serving goals in mind. The 
concept of humanity’s being divisible into different races has 
no scientific validity. The characteristics we focus on when 
categorizing others as different from us—skin color, facial 
features, hair texture—are found on a continuum of variation 
that confounds distinction. Discontinuity allows taxonomists 
and conservation biologists to differentiate between races 
within a species of bird or within a species of frog, and that 
sort of discontinuity doesn’t exist within human beings. The 
number of genetic differences among all Norwegians—or 
among all Nigerians—is greater than that between Norwegians 
and Nigerians. Even though race has no anthropological or ge-
netic grounding, our modern world is preoccupied with identi-
fying differences between people groups and basing our be-
haviors on them.  
 The word slave derives from “slav,” referring to the 
white Slavic people of central and Eastern Europe who were 
often at war with the Ottomans and thus frequently traded in 
the Ottoman slave markets. Shakespeare and his audience 
knew how to stereotype Italians, Dutch, Germans, and Irish, 
but their awareness of foreigners across the seas was as yet too 
shallow to provide much fodder for caricature. Aristotle’s cri-
teria for inclusion did not involve race or ethnicity but wealth 
and leisure time. Aristotle believed that some people were fit 
only to be slaves, but among these he included some of his 
own countrymen. There is no sign of racism in Aristotle’s 
writings. Among notable philosophers, it is not until the 17th 
century that actual racism can be found, and even here it is not 
universal. Racism among philosophers becomes most obvious 
with German philosopher Immanuel Kant   

In 1914, the high-water mark of colonialism and em-
pire during World War I, 84% of the world was either a colo-
nial power, a colony, or a former colony. It is during the age of 
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exploration and colonization—beginning in the 1400s—that 
we find the seeds of racism as we know it today. The great 
population decline associated with the spread of the Black 
Death through Europe opened up a novel space for mobility 
among people who had previously been landless and unable to 
improve their lot, given the class distinctions that held sway 
until that time. This new mobility depended on the ability to 
exploit others (dead or alive) by taking what was once theirs. 
The Christian Middle Ages, intolerant about religion, were full 
of cultural, rather than racial, chauvinism. Medieval people 
may have been anti-Judaic; they were not anti-Semitic. But it 
is in this period that the African slave trade begins and the 
several varieties of humans—Canary Islanders, black Afri-
cans, the Irish tribes “beyond the Pale” of English coloniza-
tion, and the native tribes of the Americas—begin to be dehu-
manized, considered subhuman, fit only for manual labor or 
worse. And it is in the Spain of this period that the phrase san-
gre azul (blue blood) begins to be bandied about. 
 The word race can be traced only to the 16th century. 
Race’s modern meaning of ‘one of the great divisions of man-
kind based on physical peculiarities’ is from 1774. White su-
premacy provided the political, social, and religious permis-
sion to claim lands not previously governed by “Christian” 
white people and to conquer, exterminate, and subjugate the 
allegedly inferior races found there. Colonialism and the new 
racism that justified it were, of course, anything but Christian. 
Most of us recognize that the famous words from the US Dec-
laration of Independence—“we hold these truths to be self-ev-
ident, that all men are created equal”—did not apply to “all 
human beings, regardless of gender, ethnicity, and such” in the 
minds of its author and signers. Most of us are not aware of 
how deeply ingrained in the minds of the nation’s founders 
was the idea that uncivilized, unchristian people of color are 
less than human and therefore have no rights. The “discovery” 
and exploitation of the Americas was—however motivated by 
greed and thirst for power—baptized by patriotic and religious 
justification and blessed by popes and other church leaders. 
The clearly racist “doctrine of discovery” undergirded the con-
quest, rape, enslavement, and genocide of nonwhites through-
out the world, and particularly in Africa and the Americas.  
 There is a great deal for Americans of European de-
scent and for Christians today to lament, repent of, and do our 
best to address and redress. The roots of the racism that con-
tinues to plague our culture today are to be found in the delib-
erate programs of “Christian” Europeans near the end of the 
15th century. These racial ideas that allowed for colonialism 
remained entrenched long after the Native Americans were 
conquered, subjugated, confined to reservations, and, in many 
cases, driven to extinction. Indeed, these ideas remain alive to-
day and have never been abolished, recanted, or rejected by 
our legal systems and documents. In 1823 the Supreme Court 
case Johnson v. McIntosh held that the principle of discovery 
gave European nations an absolute right to New World lands. 
The horrors perpetrated on Native Americans include the res-
ervation system, the Relocation Act, and the compulsory 
boarding-school program. The residential schools that the chil-
dren were carried off to created generations of emotionally 
scarred children, some of whom are still alive today, having 
grown to adulthood without the nurture and care of loving par-
ents or other adult relatives. With a few notable exceptions—

men  engaged in 18th-century mission work disdained Native 
American culture and barred it from the churches. Early mis-
sionaries failed to recognize and embrace the intrinsic God-
given value of the people to whom they were sent—a blind-
ness that has prevailed in the American church to this day.  
 The phrase human race is used 6 times in the Old 
Testament, each time referring to the whole species. When the 
Bible speaks of difference, it points to language, tribe, or na-
tion; it does not categorize people on the basis of skin color. 
Peter can say, I now realize how true it is that God does not 
show favoritism (Acts 10:34). Paul writes the same to the 
church in Rome (Romans 2:11), and James warns against 
showing partiality (James 2:1, 9). There is neither Jew nor 
Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, 
for you are all one in Christ Jesus (Galatians 3:29).  
 The American church avoids lament. The power of 
lament is minimized and the underlying narrative of suffering 
that requires lament is lost. The absence of lament in the lit-
urgy of the American church results in the loss of memory. 
John Wilkes Booth’s assassination of Lincoln put a southern 
Democrat into the Oval Office. Sympathetic with Southerners, 
Johnson would stall Reconstruction initiatives and take an ap-
athetic stance toward the plight of the freed slaves, for which 
he was impeached. Reconstruction was a brief period of great 
black progress. Lasting from 1865 to 1877, it focused on the 
transformation and reincorporation of the South after the Civil 
War. The 15th Amendment right was underscored by Enforce-
ment Acts, which protected their right to vote, hold office, 
serve on juries, and receive equal protection under the law. 
 The slave went free; stood a brief moment in the sun; 
then moved back again toward slavery. Although the institu-
tion of slavery was gone, the belief system remained intact. 
White southerners systematically curtailed black progress 
through disenfranchisement, intimidation, political policy, the 
criminal justice system, and legal manipulation. In a desperate, 
century-long effort to maintain their power, southern whites 
created a series of intricate systems of oppression. The new ra-
cial caste system emerging after Reconstruction had a name: 
Jim Crow. In the South, white supremacy and dominion over 
blacks was the number-one public concern and took on a 
strikingly different tone from in the North. Eventually laws 
and customs of segregation extended to churches, schools, 
housing, jobs, eating and drinking, public transportation, rec-
reation, medical care, orphan care, marriage, prisons, asylums, 
and on to funeral homes, morgues, and cemeteries. No aspect 
of life was untouched by racial divides.  
 Segregation was primarily a matter of custom until 
the Supreme Court’s decision in Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896. 
In that case, the court found that the Constitution did not re-
quire the elimination of racial distinction but only the equal 
treatment of races. “Separate but equal” became the law for 
decades. The Plessy decision struck an almost fatal blow to 
what was left of 19th-century black aspirations for equality 
and assimilation into America’s vaunted melting pot. Va-
grancy laws requiring all blacks to have jobs proved most per-
nicious. At a time when jobs were scarce any black person un-
able to prove employment, if stopped by law enforcement, was 
convicted. Eight states allowed these convicts to be hired out 
to plantations and private companies for forced labor. They 
meant slavery in daily toil. The codes were repealed during 
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Reconstruction, but Reconstruction soon crumbled as white 
supremacist groups wielded organized terror and the federal 
government refused to respond. It would last for over 60 years 
across the South, enslaving hundreds of thousands of African 
Americans and generating millions of dollars for state govern-
ments, white-owned corporations, and wealthy individuals.  
 In 1876 in Mississippi, the Leasing Act was enacted, 
under which prisoners were “allowed” to “work outside the 
penitentiary in building railroads, levees or in any private la-
bor or employment.” In Mississippi alone, hundreds of chil-
dren were leased, and by 1880, 25% of convicts leased out for 
forced labor were children, some as young as 6. Because busi-
ness owners did not actually own the convicts, as they had 
during slavery, they had no incentive to keep them healthy. 
The mortality rate for convicts in Mississippi ranged between 
9 and 16% in the 1880s. while that for white convicts was only 
2%. Convict leasing to outside organizations ended with Ala-
bama in 1927. For-profit labor in prisons themselves and 
through informal networks continued into the civil rights era. 
Convicts built most of the 3500 miles of railroad track in 
North Carolina during the railroad boom of the 1870s and 
1880s. The correlation between convict leasing and the eco-
nomic rebirth of the South is so strong that the South’s eco-
nomic development can be traced by the blood of its prisoners. 
Convict leasing continued in the Bible Belt through decades. 
Such gains served to give them a leg up on their competitors 
who did not lease convicts and had to pay prevailing wages. 
 This history shapes modern civil rights issues and ra-
cial disparities today. Real slavery, didn’t end until 1945—
well into the childhoods of black Americans who are only now 
reaching retirement age.” In 1880, 2/3 of black men voted in 
the presidential election. However, starting with Mississippi in 
1898 and ending with Georgia in 1908, all formerly Confeder-
ate states restricted voting rights for African Americans. Resi-
dency requirements and poll taxes were imposed, as were 
measures of “good character,” all designed to thwart blacks 
from voting.  
 Some of the periods of greatest injustice occurred 
contemporaneously with what are regarded as our greatest 
commitments to liberty—fighting World War II and opposing 
communism in the Cold War. Though one caste system ended 
in 1965, another was born just 6 years later. In June 1971, 
President Nixon declared a “war on drugs.” By getting the 
public to associate the hippies with marijuana and blacks with 
heroin and then criminalizing both heavily, we could disrupt 
those communities. We could arrest their leaders, raid their 
homes, break up their meetings, and vilify them night after 
night on the evening news. Nixon bet (correctly) that if Afri-
can Americans joined the Democratic Party, white southerners 
would turn Republican, tipping the scales in that party’s favor. 
This Republican gambit has been dubbed the “Southern Strat-
egy.” “The sooner the Negrophobe whites will quit the Demo-
crats and become Republicans, that’s where the votes are.” It 
worked. At the same time the war on drugs was escalating, 
globalization and other changes in industry were under way, 
leaving fewer employment opportunities for those trapped in 
the inner cities—which increased the incentive to sell drugs. 
Though it was true that crack was damaging inner-city black 
neighborhoods, the US chose to criminalize its use and exploit 

the justice system as a vehicle for racial control rather than fo-
cus on prevention, 
 The Anti–Drug Abuse Act of 1986 instituted manda-
tory minimum sentences for the distribution of cocaine. The 
mandatory minimums were much harsher for crack—a drug 
associated primarily with black neighborhoods—than for pow-
der cocaine used primarily by wealthy whites. The sentencing 
disparity created by the 1986 legislation has since been cor-
rected with the 2010 Fair Sentencing Act. Racial profiling in 
the drug war, inequitable legal sentencing, and abuses in the 
legal system—all create drastic racial disparities. Data show 
that whites and blacks use drugs at similar rates, and more 
whites are dealers; yet while African Americans make up 
roughly 13% of the US population, they make up 31% of all 
those arrested for drug violations and nearly 40% of those in-
carcerated for drug-related convictions. Although the 2 drugs 
share the same constituents, crack cocaine is cheaper and more 
prevalent in inner cities. The disparity in sentences points to a 
significant racial bias.  
 80% of criminal defendants in the drug war are una-
ble to afford a lawyer, yet many of them go without a public 
defender. The fundamental right to a lawyer that Americans 
assume applies to everyone accused of criminal conduct effec-
tively does not exist in practice for countless people across the 
US. Once a person is convicted of a felony, forms of diminish-
ment and exclusion are legal. Convicted felons are often not 
allowed to vote or sit on juries; they cannot receive any public 
assistance; and it is legal to discriminate against them when 
they seek housing or a job. This creates a cycle of stigma and 
isolation, and many give in and embrace their stigmatized 
identity. It’s not hard to see how this is a caste system like 
slavery, Jim Crow, or convict leasing, even if on the surface it 
is colorblind. Black men have a one in 3 chance of going to 
prison in their lifetime. States have legalized the sale of certain 
drugs. I find it ironic that white corporate businessmen now 
stand to make millions of dollars by selling a product that mil-
lions of young men, predominantly of color, are currently in-
carcerated for possessing in minuscule amounts.  
 The Great Migration. From roughly 1915 to 1970, 
over 6 million blacks migrated from the South to the North—
more people than moved during the Gold Rush of the 1850s or 
the Dust Bowl migration in the 1930s. Before the Great Mi-
gration, only 10% of blacks lived in the North, while the re-
maining 7 million were in the South; after which only one  in 
5 remained in the South. World War I was one of the primary 
factors creating the migration and pulling southern blacks to 
the North. From 1889 to 1929, someone was lynched or 
burned alive every 4 days. The economic growth that resulted 
from World War II brought on a new wave of migration that 
dwarfed the earlier migration. In total, between the early 
1900s and 1970, 6 million African Americans relocated from 
the rural South to cities of the North, Midwest, and West. By 
1960 nearly 3/4 of the black population in the US lived in cit-
ies, and 90% of the population in the North was urban. There 
was still great difficulty in the North. Job options were limited 
due to discrimination, and the jobs available were unstable. 
Great concentrations of African Americans in cities led to a 
great awakening of black culture. New York’s Harlem and 
Chicago’s Bronzeville. Black music. Traditional spirituals 
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turned into gospel music, and gospel and urban blues com-
bined into rhythm and blues. Migrants to the North found they 
were forced to confront racism there too. 
 Housing segregation presented significant obstacles 
and contributed greatly to the current makeup and layout of 
America’s cities today. Owning a home is deep in our collec-
tive consciousness and represents at least a partial fulfillment 
of the American dream. The Homestead Act in 1867 stated 
that any “current or future citizens,” with the submission of a 
$10 application fee, could claim up to 160 acres of govern-
ment land. Though it was partly aimed at providing newly 
freed slaves a chance at claiming land of their own, the “cur-
rent or future citizen” clause excluded former slaves from 
signing up for the first 3 years because they were barred from 
citizenship. New Deal programs excluded agriculture and do-
mestic labor—employment sectors that were largely nonwhite. 
Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC), aimed at refinanc-
ing mortgages to stem foreclosures in the aftermath of the 
Great Depression. Before FHA and HOLC few Americans 
owned their home; we were primarily a nation of renters. FHA 
and HOLC changed that by introducing fixed-rate mortgages 
with a repayment period of 15 years. By 1960, 60% of Ameri-
cans owned their houses—though this number still largely ex-
cluded African Americans. On FHA/HOLC maps, neighbor-
hoods outlined in green were marked with an A and described 
as areas that “lacked a single foreigner or negro,” while neigh-
borhoods with blacks living in them were given a D rating and 
made ineligible for FHA backing. D neighborhoods were out-
lined in red. Of the one million loans handed out by HOLC 
from 1933 to 1936, fewer than 25,000 or 2.5%, went to 
nonwhites. A change in social or racial occupancy generally 
leads to instability and a reduction in home values. 
 The effects of state-sponsored racism in America are 
very much present today. Blacks were generally forced to stay 
within the rental market’s redlined areas of town and were 
therefore unable to accrue equity the way the majority of 
whites did during this time. 85% of all African American 
homebuyers bought on contract. Private contractors used scare 
tactics to induce white families to sell their homes at reduced 
rates; then they resold them at double the price to blacks. 
Private contract sales produced all the responsibilities of home 
owning with all the disadvantages of renting. The fear of com-
munities declining became a self-fulfilling prophecy, The 
practice of redlining was not outlawed until the Fair Housing 
Act was passed in 1968. Diversity and segregation, like the 
Grand Canyon, are not random phenomena but are shaped by 
real decisions and forces over long periods.  
 Race in its current usage was an arbitrary term devel-
oped to classify people not by language or nation but by color. 
It has fluid borders and categorizes people by appearance. 
Where God created variety, we established hierarchy, in which 
“we” (as white European descendants) are better than “them” 
(who look different than we do). It is a worldview that has 
proved almost impossible to undo. We have inherited elements 
of the racial hierarchy that supported slavery and Jim Crow 
laws.  
 Much of Western achievement and innovation has 
originated within the elite class. When America was founded 
in the late 1700s, much of Europe was still living in a frozen 
socioeconomic structure, with one king at the top and peasants 

at the bottom. But throughout America in the 1800s, our soci-
ety allowed many Americans to change their socioeconomic 
status and move upward. Culture was deeply entrenched in ar-
istocracy, or “peerage.” Peerage is an invitation-only system 
engineered to keep outsiders from cracking it. The British 
ranks of peerage in descending order: duke (duchess), mar-
quess (marchioness), earl (countess), viscount (viscountess), 
and baron (baroness). Americans felt (and still feel) they were 
all peers and equals, despite their heritage. Human aspiration 
in America became codified as an expectation and a right. Our 
society allowed many Americans to change their socioeco-
nomic status and move upward.  
 Poor whites of the South, as an underclass were pre-
vented from entering the middle class by the institution of 
slavery. They often took out their disillusionment and hostility 
on the blacks of the South rather than on the ruling elites who 
created structures such as the poll tax designed to keep them in 
their social class as much as to exclude the black vote. The 
American dream is more connected to aristocracy than we re-
alize. In America, where one of our closest-held values is 
equality, we revere and romanticize this unashamedly strati-
fied system of inequality. The small group of people who con-
trol the trajectory of the world, have so captured our imagina-
tion that somehow we have turned them into the good guys. 
Their privilege and equality don’t go together. Old Testament 
prophets often referred to a group’s misuse of privilege as the 
reason the group was being judged. Philippians 2:5-8 says: Je-
sus did not strive for or cling to privilege, and because we are 
called to be like him, neither should we. People want to pursue 
justice, but only after they have taken care of themselves first. 
 Aristocracy means “the rule of the best.” Privilege is 
often hard to recognize when we have it. If the church be-
comes an empire unto itself, a self-interested institution con-
cerned with its own power and influence, it can slip into oppo-
sition to the kingdom of God--the very thing it is supposed to 
be nurturing, spreading, and protecting. I’m steeped in a cul-
ture with a will toward aristocracy. God himself calls Amos to 
bring a disruptive message so the establishment can change 
and be redeemed. The prophetic message doesn’t often bring 
unity, stabilize culture, or mobilize people to listen. The pro-
phetic word explodes things. When the prophetic voice is 
functioning the way it’s supposed to, in our biblical tradition, 
the empire seeks to silence it. Sometimes the church itself 
takes the form of empire. As a disciple, I am committed to 
God’s vision—not only for my life but also for the society and 
culture I may help to shape. Was there ever a time when 
America was a wonderful place for everyone? Speaking bibli-
cal truth can be costly when our ears have been attuned to 
what a political party or the world says about truth. 
 Many of the black leaders in one of our meetings 
wondered how white evangelicals expected them to put boots 
on the ground for this felt urgency [about abortion], when 
many of them never marched with the African American 
church for the full realization of civil rights. To it the hypoc-
risy was obvious. Evangelicalism sees the gospel as distinct 
from societal concerns. We have misunderstood both. In the 
1910s and 1920s a rift emerged between those who focused on 
societal ills and those focused on saving souls. The “practical 
works of love” side became connected with liberal theology, 
while the preaching of Jesus Christ and the need for personal 
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salvation connected to conservative theology. Dispensational 
theology’s legacy has created a subtle fear that social justice is 
of secondary concern to our Christian mission with a potential 
to hollow out our understanding of Christian mission. If my 
obedience to Christ could lead to divine blessing on a thou-
sand generations after me, how might that affect my sense of 
time and priority? 
 It’s because of this understanding, that racial recon-
ciliation has become a central priority in my Christian faith. 
Isaiah 59:14-17 uses justice and righteousness as synonyms. In 
34 places they are used synonymously in Scripture. They 
meant the same thing—roughly, the right relationship between 
God, self, others, and creation. God calls primary justice—
when things are as they ought to be. Restorative justice refers 
to the actions and efforts undertaken to make right the broken, 
bent, or perverted relationships in the world today. The LORD 
looked and was displeased that there was no justice. He saw 
that there was no one, he was appalled that there was no one 
to intervene; so his own arm achieved salvation for him, and 
his own righteousness sustained him (Isaiah 59:15-16). 
 The cross is not the main point of our salvation. 
When Jesus died, nothing happened to the altar, but the tem-
ple’s 4-inch-thick veil was ripped from top to bottom. The di-
vision between God and humankind had been removed. 
Jesus equates our relationships with others to our relationship 
with him. Whatever you did not do for one of the least of 
these, you did not do for me (Matthew 25:45). The cross might 
be the effectual cause of our salvation, but it accomplishes rec-
onciliation. It is only one part of the current and flow of the 
whole of the gospel of Jesus Christ. We often talk about how 
(the cross of Christ) but lose sight of its purpose--establishing 
peace on earth through redemption, reconciliation, and restora-
tion. God is love and that justice is the footstool of his throne 
and the scepter by which he rules. We are both gospel agents 
and gospel recipients--those reconciled and agents of reconcil-
iation. 
 “Very truly I tell you, you will see heaven open, and 
the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of 
Man” (John 1:51). Jesus likens himself, and his ministry, to a 
bridge between heaven and earth much like Jacob’s ladder. 
Charles Finney was a leader during the second Great Awaken-
ing, which lasted from 1825 to 1835. Finney’s innovation took 
revival from a Spirit-born response to the preaching of God’s 
love—to a mechanical methodology that could be performed 
on any given night at any given revival meeting. The idea of 
asking Jesus into your heart primarily comes from Romans 
10:9 and Rev 3:20. Biblical texts on salvation and discipleship 
speak to both the personal and the social as part of an inextri-
cable whole.  
 The reduction of God’s good news in Jesus to a 
magic formula—from relationship to transaction—allows a 
personalized, consumer approach to salvation. I am concerned 
with the lack of biblical context that often attaches to modern 
revival teaching. Without the appropriate context and teach-
ing, it’s easy to miss the rest of the story. Charles Finney be-
lieved a true conversion would result in a changed life, and he 
was an ardent abolitionist, delivering his abolitionist message 
in his sermons. Those who came forward at his revivals were 
directly pointed to sign up for the movement. For him, coming 
to Christ was necessarily connected with standing against the 

oppression of brothers and sisters. But truncated doctrines of 
salvation can explain a lot of radical ways Christians have 
compartmentalized faith throughout history to allow for such 
inconsistent thought and action as professing love of Jesus 
while committing gross injustice against our neighbor. The 
Afrikaners in South Africa were highly religious and had de-
veloped a form of Calvinism that justified their conquest and 
exploitation of native Africans. It would be unthinkable that 
the ‘blacks’ could be considered the Afrikaner’s equal. Instead 
of “God so loved the world,” we consume the gospel only as 
“God so loved me.” We become merely recipients and not 
agents of grace. While the golden rule demands action—so the 
silver rule allows for passivity: do not do to others. The silver 
rule doesn’t require us to intervene in injustice, as the golden 
rule does. It may keep me from stealing, but it doesn’t demand 
generosity. Action versus passivity—gold versus silver. The 
silver rule matches perfectly with the “do no harm” premise 
undergirding American ethical thinking. Put another way, 
Americans often believe we can do anything we want as long 
as it doesn’t hurt anyone else. Often, without realizing it, 
Christians live by the silver rule while feeling fully justified in 
their moral standing. The pursuit of equality with our brother 
is a necessity. We are our brother’s keeper. 
 Bonhoeffer is a recent example of someone standing 
against injustice through his solidarity with the Jews of 
Germany during World War II. His evolution toward standing 
with the Jews in his country was shaped by his time living in 
Harlem, New York, and interacting with the neighborhood’s 
Abyssinian Baptist Church while studying at Union Theologi-
cal Seminary in the 1930s. Throughout this time he moved 
from a position as a wealthy, privileged theologian toward us-
ing his privilege on behalf of others. Bonhoeffer remains the 
only prominent white theologian of the 20th century to speak 
about racism as a Christian problem. The way in which we un-
derstand coming to Jesus shapes and defines how we under-
stand following Him.  
 Americans have always had a deep commitment to 
individualism. Individualism is a raw, overriding commitment 
to self-preservation and self-actualization. It doesn’t find a 
home in Christ’s teaching and misses the theology of the body 
of Christ. “Let us create humankind in our image” (Genesis 
1:2). The image of God is thoroughly communal. All people 
are created in the image of God—together. The racialization 
of the Imago Dei is a human attempt to elevate human stand-
ards above and in the place of God.  Deeply complex and nu-
anced subjects take a lifetime of engagement and lead us down 
paths with lots of twists and turns, successes and mistakes. My 
understanding and knowledge of racism end when conversa-
tion turns to the firsthand experiences of people of color.  
 Of all the liars in the world, sometimes the worst are 
our own fears. Lying to ourselves is more deeply ingrained 
than lying to others. Awareness of implicit memories can help 
us understand how race becomes socialized, programmed, or 
baked into our subconscious in ways that shape our thinking 
and behavior. Before 1964—especially during the Depression 
era—the common image of poverty was of white rural men, 
women, and children. But now, when many in society think of 
poor people, they primarily picture African Americans. We 
have certain pictures of what poverty looks like, based on how 
poverty is portrayed in the media. 
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 Implicit biases include not only our implicit memo-
ries but also shortcuts our brains have made in determining 
what things should elicit a fight or a flight response. They fa-
vor our own group and affect our actual behavior. Often we 
are less concerned with equality and justice than guided by our 
instincts toward comfort, safety, and security. Michelangelo’s 
image of God was painted white in 1512. We in the majority 
culture like our biblical heroes to look like us. When we un-
derstand our bias, we can adjust our behavior and act more 
fairly. Using the terms us and them causes us to prefer our-
selves and things associated with us, and those we consider 
like us, over others.  
 There is much in liberation theology that can be—
and needs to be—heard as a corrective to our individualized 
approach to Scripture. Without diversity we fail to challenge 
long-held notions. Perpetuating a system we inherit creates the 
system anew for those who come after us. The message is not 
only in the content of what is taught or presented but also in 
who is bringing it. Diverse teams are better able to produce ef-
fective and creative solutions to challenges because they bene-
fit from a broader array of knowledge, ideas, resources, and 
experience. Different perspectives in decision making that 
could encourage more diversity in funding are missing. In fact, 
nonwhite-run nonprofits receive only 3% of funding. Compas-
sion, although a good thing, often gets in the way of our pur-
suit of justice. We mistakenly believe that compassion is jus-
tice, rather than a component of deep, rich, and more holistic 
justice. It needs to be informed, or it may stop short of provid-
ing authentic justice.  
 Short-term missions may reinforce the American idea 
that we can be anything and do anything—simply because of 
our wealth and privilege,. Develop reciprocity and mutuality, 
where we learn from and are being led by those we serve. We 
begin to think that if we have a cause we’re doing justice. But 
the biblical call is to become just. Compassion does not equal 
justice. Justice does not equate to participation in a cause. 
God’s primary creative act was to separate light and dark and 
the heavens and the earth—all make space for life. Jesus’ 
prophecy about tearing down the literal temple and replacing it 
with himself is a strong allusion to the relational space he was 
creating for us to be with God. Space for life is a necessity if 
we’re to practice peace and goodness. When God sets out to 
embrace the enemy, the result is the cross. My friends Leroy 
Barber and David Bailey talk about being able to be among a 
group of white folks as peers, but knowing they are present 
only because they are among the best in their fields—while 
the whites around them are sometimes just mediocre in theirs. 
“White privilege allows you to be average and sit in places of 
power because of relationship.” To change that system, we 
whites have to give away our power and steward our privilege. 
 Nonwhite identity is defined as being different from 
the white standard. Much of our identity is derived from our 
past. For black children in America, their story often begins 
with slavery. The white American “creation story,” as it was 
framed in the melting-pot analogy of the 1940s and ’50s, is 
positive and exciting: The black American creation story, 
Asian American creation story, Latin American creation story, 
and Native American creation story are rooted in tragedy, kid-
napping, enslavement, theft, coercion, rape, murder, genocide, 

inequality, exclusion, terrorism, and oppression in this coun-
try, all because of the color of their ancestors’ skin. 
 Economic mobility is lower in the US than in most of 
Europe and lower than in all of Scandinavia. On top of their 
inability to live the American dream, minorities in America 
have experienced terrorism (lynching and other violence), dis-
crimination in the form of policies and policing, and a relent-
less, ongoing sense of being kept outside mainstream culture. 
In finding oneness we enjoy full participation in the image of 
God. There is a texture to truth that comes from those who 
have experienced something directly. There are many things 
that can only be seen through eyes that have cried. The great-
est wounds in human history, the greatest injustices, have not 
happened through the acts of some individual perpetrator, but 
through the institutions, systems, philosophies, cultures, reli-
gions, and governments of mankind. Because of this, we, as 
individuals, are tempted to absolve ourselves of individual re-
sponsibility. Unless somebody identifies themselves with cor-
porate entities, the act of honest confession will never take 
place. Confession is the humble offering to the “other” that en-
ables them to see we are not trying to fix them but are willing 
to take responsibility for, and join them in, the brokenness un-
der which they suffer.  
 Challenging people to compassion works. Challeng-
ing complicated structural issues, however, causes dissension 
and anxiety. Repentance includes dismantling. Reparations, 
seek to redress past injustices in order to reach a position of 
equality and equal opportunity. By dismantling privilege, we 
are attempting to answer the biblical call to community. 
 America’s centering point, its focus of social cohe-
sion, has involved 3 distinct movements—our identity under 
God; identity as a nation; and identity as individuals. God and 
nation were both unifiers; as centers of gravity, they could 
hold people together as constellations. They also represent 3 
of the highest ideals we have as Americans: God, politics, self. 
We see these 3 ideals as pure American civil religion. The in-
equities in our system reflect problems with religious, politi-
cal, and individual thinking over the centuries. Deeper under-
standing of the gospel, racism in America, and our own for-
mation leads to a reevaluation and reassessment of ideals, val-
ues, and theological convictions.  
 The task of prophetic ministry is to nurture and evoke 
a consciousness and perception alternative to that of the domi-
nant culture around us. The challenge pastors face is trying to 
have difficult conversations when churches function more like 
social clubs than families. How do we talk about tough topics 
when people are trained not to converse but react? Flipping 
from one extreme of dehumanization to another—dehumaniz-
ing the police—doesn’t lead us closer to truth or realizing the 
love and equality God desires for us. Living with extremes and 
either-or categories often fits with a compartmentalized Chris-
tianity. We can be passionate about ending poverty in Malawi 
while ignoring it on Native American reservations.  
 One of the major problems with the Pharisees in Je-
sus’ day was not that there wasn’t any good in them, but that 
they selectively chose to whom and not to whom or where and 
where not they would give of themselves. Both ends and 
means matter. I need to pursue justice, but also to be just. I’m 
good at tasks. I’m good at causes. I’m good at filling my 
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schedule. But I’m not very good at justice. The world is re-
paired more slowly than we expect, which means a whole lot 
of human suffering goes unresolved. To be good at justice 
means we realize we are both a part of the solution and a part 
of the problem. Proximity comes from empathy, dignity, rec-
onciliation, peace, and love. Race touches on both religion and 
politics (how did this happen, who is responsible, and, more 
heated, what does this mean for policies going forward). 
  

[Racism in the US is worse than we thought and our 
responsibility is greater than we’ve been taught. The creation 
of a white standard in the world during the age of exploration 
and the white structural privilege prevailed for so long in 
America that it led to “white privilege.” It doesn’t mean your 
life isn’t hard—just that if you are a person of color your life 
might be harder. The word race can be traced only to the 16th 
century. Vagrancy laws lasted for over 60 years through 1927 
across the South, enslaving hundreds of thousands of African 
Americans. The white American “creation story" is positive 
and exciting. The black American creation story is rooted in 
tragedy, kidnapping, enslavement, theft, coercion, rape, mur-
der, genocide, inequality, exclusion, terrorism, and oppression 
in this country. Many things can only be seen through eyes 
that have cried. The greatest wounds and injustices in human 
history have happened through the institutions, systems, phi-
losophies, cultures, religions, and governments of mankind.] 


