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Diversity training

TS A PAINFUL IRONY: congregations in mainline churches—which have long

miacle racial reconciliation one of their |1i];]11'5t prioritics—are no more racial-

ly integrated than other churches, and in fact tend to be somewhat less inte-

grated than independent and theologically conservative churches (see John
D..I,IT‘. report on the mext page) a8

Oine should refrain from too much moralizing over these statistics. As the re-
searchers point out, demographic and historic reasons help explain the mainline
situation. And few congregations in any Christian tradition can claim to exhibit a
rainbow of humanity. The reality of congregational life rarely matches the diversity
featured in denominational literature,

1t should be noted also that the politics of integration has changed significantly in
the decades since Martin Luther King Jr. lamented the fact that blacks and whites
go their separate ways on Sunday moming, Many thriving, dynamic African-Ameri-

can churches are determinedly and understand: ably Afrocentric. Racial integration
of the chureh at the local level is not necessarily one of their priorities.,

More generally, the concern for fostering racial integration has been replaced in
American culture by an interest in acknowledging racial and ethnic differences.

Celebrate diversity” is the theme, not “erase differences.” The injunction to “cel-
ebrate diversity,” ubiquitous in mainline circles, is purposely ambiguous on an im-
portant point: it's not clear whether we're being called to build a unified communi-
ty out of diverse members or to .upprc»r.'mtv—.nul support—different communities
that retain their racial and ethnic distinctiveness,

The recent data on multiracial churches should at least remind us that a diverse
community is not likely to be built for its own sake. Indeed, no community is built
just for the sake of community. Community arises, instead, as a byproduct of the
members’ commitment to something they regard as more important than commu-
nity— awhether that something 15 justioe, or bl care, or education.

In the church, of course, that something is God. It is the desire to worship God
and follow Chirist that leads people ta church, (If they attend out of a commitment
to realizing diversity, they are not likely to last for long,} And in the acts of worship
and discipleship, community with diverse others develops,

The church made its first momentous step toward diversity when the elders of
the church in Jerusalem opened the Christian movement to gentiles. As the ac-
count in Acts 15 makes clear, they were moved to do so not by the notion that di-
versity is a good thing in itself, but by something much more decisive: God, and
what God was manifestlv doing among the gentiles, “giving them the Holy Spirit,
just as he did tous.” L]
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RACIALLY MIXED CHURCHES AN ELUSIVE GOAL

Hues in the pews

.i’,iy ju.irm Diart

HEX BODNEY WOO be-

ame pastor of Wilerest

Baptist Church in Houston

in 1992, the all-awhite con-
gregation averaged 200 worshipers,
Faced with a declining membership,
and situated in a nelghorhood that was
changing its racial composition, the
congregation set out to invite p!:nphr
of color to church.

That is a survival strategy that fre-
quently fails. But Woo now looks ont
at nearly 400 people of various hues in
the prews. A third are Hi:iimnit:i_ 01T
are African-Americans, and some are
immigrants from more than a dozen
countrics.

“We have people coming in from
lomg distances to be part of this exper-
iment,” said Woo, who holds a doctor-
ate from Southwestern Baptist Theo-
II;JP;EI;"..I,l. Sfrminm}' in Fort Warth, Visi-
tors who have alternated between
Wilcrest Baptist and their regular
church tell him,"T can't believe my
church is so white when 1 o ek
home.”

Woo, 38, has a family profile that
probably enhances his multiracial out-
reach incan urban setting. His father is
half-Chinese, he grew up in an
,-"l.Fri{';11|-,-"|.rm-|'iq_-;||1 III,‘ij_"hllH':ll'I“HHI, ;m:l
hiis wife is Hispanic.

But the racial or ethnic makeup of

the pastor and spouse is but one factor
Among many contributing to a suc-
cessful “mixed” chirch, according to a
pioneering nationwide study by a
team led by Michael Emerson, a soci-
ologist at Rice University. Emerson
coedited The Sociclogy of Religion
and coauthored Divided by Faith,
bath books EJI]]:IH]H.‘I.I last WO

The Congregations Project, based
at Rice, is believed to be the first large
study focused on racial and ethnie di-
versity within Christian houses of wor-
ship. Emerson and colleagues say the
dlata show that mixed charches are a
rare breed in America—eounting lor
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only § percent. The researchers re-
gard a “mixed” congregation as one
with at least 20 percent of its members
providing racial or ethnic diversity.
Ironically, the poorest record on di-
Vi rh!h—mﬂx Z2tod percent mixedd on
average—belongs to historic Protes-
tant churches, which were among the
first to trumpet the ideal of integrated
L"l:llli‘]‘l ﬁlt“l[l"ﬁ- Manv 'Illll.l.'IItI]]'H." E".l fg:l.'
were stirred by the civil rights move-
ment of the 1960s to render obsolete
the observation, usually attributed to
Martin Luther King Jr,
that “11 A.M. Sunday is the

The more integrated churches
among Protestants i1:iu;.L|'|:.' were I;Eu,d
more theologically conservative, non-
denominational congregations. Over-
all, the study found that only 7 percent
of Pratestant congregations nationally
could be ealled “mived.”

he: Congregations Project, which

completed its field work this year
but has vet to publish its findings,
found fewer integrated churches than
have some other recent SUMVEeYs, ap-
parently because it made some on-site
checks of the estimates given by
churchgoers and church representa-
tivies,

For instance, the 1955 National
Congregations Survey, which also de-
fined a racially mixed church as having
at least 20 percent of members from
minority groups, asked thousands of
churchgoers about the
makeup of their congrega-

st :-i-.'gn'gilh'[] hour af Mainline tions. Mark Chaves, @ soci-
the week in Ameriea.” churches ologist of religion with the

For many church lead-  talk a good University of Arizona, said
ers, an integrated sanctu-  line about that survey showed that 4
ary remains a goal, howev- lusi percent  of  mainline
er elusive, “When we had ~ TVCTUSIVEIIESS, b rches and 11 percent
interviews with pastors, hl.ll are of all U.S. Christian
we often heard them say, the least churches  have  mixed
“The church ought to lead integrated memberships, compared
tiu?' way on this,” Emerson churches. to Ithv Emerson  study,
safe. which found a 2 to 3 per-

Emerson's  project, cent figure for mainline

funded by the Lilly Endowment,
began with a telephone survey of
2,500 Americans about their congre-
gations. Nearly 500 of those churches,
s:']i'('t::ql at r:|:1{|n||1, were sent mail
surveys. Researchers then visited 30
churches in four metropolitan areas—
Houstom, Los Angeles and annamed
cities in the Midwest and Northeast.
“We considered 18 of the churches to
be ‘mmltiracial’ as we defined it said
Emerson.

Catholic churches “are almost
three times more likely to be multira-
cial than are Protestant congregi-
tions” becanse the large parish bound-
aries normally embrace several neigh-
borhoods, he said. Yet the Congrega-
tions Project found less soclalization
and interaction between ethnic and
racial groups in Catholic parishes,
which often have separate masses for
different language groups.

and 8 percent for churches overall.

Emerson’s survey also obtained
higher figures when researchers asked
individuals if they waorshiped in
11iixd,.‘{l-r“.'ll;‘i,! |;,1u:|grg‘g:L!iun::_ For in-
stance, 11 percent of whites said they
did. But when investigators visited
these reputed multiracial churches,
they found many respondents had ex-
aggerated the amount of racial inte-
gration,

Another recent study confirmed
the finding that there are relatively
fewer integrated churches in main-
line denominations and relatively
THOrE AMOngE Catholie and conserva-
tive Protestant churches. The Orga-
nizing Religions Work (ORW) project
aut of the seminary-based Hartford
Institute for Religion Research in
Connecticut surveved 5350 churches
in seven areas of the country, rllt]!it!_'g.'

in 1995-99. The ORW survey, which



asked church representatives to as-
sess the mix in their churchies, vielded
higher estimates than the Rice-hased
stucly, but again indicated a relative
lack of success in mainline CONEreE-
tions.

“Mainline folks, for all their talk
about diversity, lag significantly be-
hind,” said Naney T, Ammerman,
ORW' project director, She said there
are 1 host of reasons for this.

“One surely is the disproportion-
ately upper-middle-class, highly edu-
l,.‘HiFt] l;:ln-n':.u;:trr ol tratliti::-nal .'llllg]{:
mainline congregations,” sabd Am-
merman. “Another barrier to integra-
tiom, in many instanmces, is a 'hig}l
church’ sl_vh.- af wm':tln"} jtf.'rp:!'r.'l i
European literary and musical cul-
ture.” Age too is a factor: “Their mem-
bers are older and perhaps on average
less inelined toward multicultural ex-
periences,” Even the actual churches
are older. “Hall of mainline congrega-
tions were founded before 1900, she
saicl,

“This cluster of Tactors has made in-
tegration diffieult for mainline and
easier for conservatives and Pente-
costals whose demographics and his-
tory situate them better for the task,”
Ammerman said,

L{mkillg at independent, nonde-
nominational churches in the
Hartford study, research associate
Scott Thumma said that nearly 25 per-
cent of them had a substantial mix in
which the dominant racial group was
T Iore Hl;m Gl Ptrn.:-::nt of the L=
gregation. “A plansible explanation is
that denominational labels create a
enltural expectation of whether they
are “white’ or ‘black’ churches,” said
Thumma, noting that, like Pentecostal
ehurches, nondenominational congre-
gations have more contemporary wor-
ship styles and fexibility.

Fltm;l “Butch”™ f"..l,marra ISSIOer
for multicultural ministries in the
Episcopal Diocese of Los Angeles, put
it another way: “Tn a lot of mainline
churches the issues are race and
class.” Liberal churches present the
ﬂlen[t.:gil:al idea that “the world is sup-

e to be a rainbow,” but the upper-
middle-clazss church members “want
to be cerchral” about it, Gamarra said,
The Pentecostal and independent

l;:lmrq:h::_-i "tt:m] to attract more winrk-
ing-class people who are in the same
social, economic class,” Gamarra said,
“The mix is a lot easier.”

A parish priest for 33 years, Gamar-
ra has—like Rodney Woo in Hous-
ton—a mixed heritage himself. “1 am
hall Chinese, part black, part Indian
and 1 have a white great-grandfather,
bt my nabive |a,nguage s Spani.sh,“ he
said.

Episcopal parishes in the heavily
Latino Los Angeles area attract many
former Catholies who see similarities
in the two worship traditions, In addi-
tion, “We get a lot of people because
W are 1]{:'L||g social jl:l:ili.r::'—ml immi-

Lt:l-i:l'n'l:.'!itigatur {hmrgn "I"mu:t:}' ol the
University of North Texas, “Some-
thing else was the goal that united
them,” Yancey said. “For evangelicals
it was reaching the neighborhood and
urban areas, and maybe for liberal
mainline churches it would be the en-
vironment or social justice issues.”

Among other project findings:

* Congregants in mixed churches
typically were those who already so-
cialized with people of different back-
grounds at work, school or in recre-
ational activities. By becoming part of
the [racially mixed] church, their so-
cial networks became even more di-
verse and extensive,” Emerson said.

Integrated congregations
in the United States

Mainline Protestant 2-39%

Conservative Protestant
Catholic parishes

Man-Christian*

Average

0

8%
20%
22%

8%

* Muslim, Jahovah's Witness, atc.

In a mixed congregation at least 20 pereent of the members have a racial
or ethnic heritage different from the largest group.

gration, housing, education, language
learning and after-school stufl,” he
said.

Itlt ntifying the signs of a successhully
integrated congregation—regard-
less of geography and denomination—
% a 'I!IIiLjI:]]' purprose of the (:::-ugn‘.ﬁ-
tions Project at Rice. One kev conclu-
sion researchers reached may be sur-
prising, It was, in effect, “Stop looking
at yoursell in the mirror all the time.”
In other words, few churches are
Ef_l'i |IE_‘:‘ to E_‘:n]wl]{,‘f_'ﬂl]_‘i[!‘ tlll_’}r ]:IH."."(:‘ |||HII[.'
integration for integration’s sake a pri-
mary goal. “Almost none of the mul-
tiracial churches that were successful
hiel [integration] as their goal,” safd

:";-III.||'I'1': i .Il|l.|_l i||||-. P"lu_il_'l-i

# Three strategies for |n|i|ding:-|. eli-
verse congregation rarely work: a
church merger, renting space to small-
er ethnic congregations, or placing
ethnie congregations under one roof
with occasional joint services,

» Conflict and controversy do not
u$m|]|}-' beset iut-r:gruh::l churches:
strife oceurs more often in racially ho-
mogenons congregations  than in
mixed ones. The reason: I the ratio of
minority congregants rises enough to
make some members uncomfortable
in a mixed church, “the p{’bﬂlﬂl: who
are disgruntled simply leave and vou
are left with people committed to that

——
Jahn Dart is the CENTURY s news eelitor
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vision.” said co-investigator Karen
Chad, a postgraduate fellow at Rice,

In a preliminary report on their
project Last year at the Society for the
Scientific Study of Religion, Chai,
Yancey and Emerson said that many
congregations see a quiet exodus of
the onetime majority when the bal-
ance shifts. Nevertheless, a few chang-
ing churches become dysfunctional.
“They spend so much energy engaged
in a power Slmgﬂ[i: that t}u:}' lose Hight
of the other aspects of church life,” the
researchers reported.

JII]'l-E'}' listed several characteristios
of successful mixed churches:

* A strong, charismatic pastor who
prclnms the {‘mlgr:rgutiun wu,-.]] ﬁ:-r
change. The pastors are often non-
white or part of an interracial marriage.

. A "nnm:’t}ling for everyone” ap-
proach to worship services and music.
Larger churches may have a better
chance to make this wq:-ric,

* A core membership with com-
mon theology, lifestyle or upwardly
mohile \-'H]llH!i, mipuciu]]}' in the same
generation—usually peaple in their

Time study
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s and 30s. A common L'\-'ul:lgc]'tr::l]
identity often overcomes racial differ-
ences. Liberal churches may celebrate
varieties in t]n:u]ugf' that enhance co-
operation at the institutional level,
tlli.:}-' said, “but we did not find them to
be well int:.-grahncl at the individual or
social level.”

Tn]d of the pn:jm_"t ﬁn(lings ub-crut
mainline churches, Carnegie
Samuel Calian, longtime president of
the Pnr:ih}'t{:riun-wlated Pittsburg]‘l
Theological Seminary, said that the
study matches “my own impression
that we talk a better game of inclusivi-
ty than we practice.”

There are “good examples of our
mainline churches that are truly multi-
cultural and multiracial,” Calian said,
But he conceded that mainline denom-
inations do a better job at creating a mix
of people running institutions and sit-
ting on commissions “where we have
maore control.” He suspected that main-
line congregations have an improved
chance for success when the demo-
graphics are favorable in their area.

That may be a factor in a “multicul-
tural” United Methodist Church in
ethnically diverse Culver City west of
Los Angeles, The Culver Palms UM,
one of 300 “exeellent™ U5, churches
recently publicized by writer Paul
Wilkes, celebrates its ethnic mix but
doesn't target percentages. “What we
are very serious about is spiritual
erowth and spiritual challenge” in the
Methodist tradition, said pastor Terry
Van Hook., “We feel that EVETYOTIE
whom God has brought here has a
chanee to .Iitﬂ;:llgt]'u-:n their faith and
their passion for a ministry that God
has given them,” he said.

The Culver (:il}' church’s member-
ship of 266, a figure gaining nearly 10
percent a year, has 69 percent Anglo
||]L'|]'|.|:H:f'r.‘i., TII[:IH" I:“]j:| tllt"ln OVEF 65 }'\Eﬂm
old. The younger, most active segment
of the church are the 22 percent Asian-
Americans, 8 percent African-Ameri-
cans and some Hispanics, Native Amer-
icans and Pacific Islanders. Sunday at-
tendance averages 150, divided be-
tween a “praise” service L'EII]I'!.-' Sum;lu}r, i
somewhat traditional choral service at
10:45 A.M. and a 6 BM, Taizé service,

In Seattle, a newly formed United
Church of Christ congregation

opened its doors in December for
standing-room-only services featuring
eight languages and music that inclid-
ed a Celtic harp and African drums.
Sitting on the site of a church that had
closed its doors, Bethany UCC is pas-
tored by Angela Ying in what she
called “the most diverse neighbor-
hood in Seattle, if not the U.5.," ac-
cording to the denomination’s Web
site,

“A lady came up to me in tears and
said, ‘Angela, people talk about being
multicultural and multiracial, but you
and all these people live it,"” said Pas-
tor Ying.

The Congregations Project had
other observations pertinent to new
opportunities for growth. Pan-Asian
or multinational Latino churches
might work when enough second- and
t|'|'u‘d-gtl:|ural."i.m| families want to con-
verse and worship in English without
fully embracing the Anglo-European
culture. Rice’s Karen Chai said that a
pan-Asian cﬂngﬂ:gﬂii:m near Los An-
reles illustrates that. “Over and over
again, | heard interviewees saying, 'l
can't remember who is Chinese and
whao is Korean,™ she said.

Another intriguing finding was that
about one-quarter of mixed-race con-
gregations “said the new converts and
the unchurched were the single most
impurta:ut source of new gmwth for
them.” That compares with 8 percent
of white churches and 14 percent of
black churches that say that is the
“most important” source.

Certainly that is the case with Rod-
ney Woo's church in Houston, which
was part of the study. Nine years ago,
that Southern Baptist congregation
adopted a self-definition: “God's mul-
tiethnic bridge that draws all people to
Jesus Christ and transforms them
from unbelievers to missionaries.” A
placard with the mission statement is
visible at the church entrance and
found in the congregation’s literature.

Woo said that increasingly fewer of
its new members come by transfer
from another church. “If vou grew up
in a homogenous church, vou may be
fascinated with our mixture but you
are more likely to leave,” he said.
“Unchurched people who come in by
conversion think this is normal for a

congregation,” L]



