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Cultural Diversity:

Two Books by Eric H.F. Law

Reviewed by Rev. Jim Blischke

In Christ’s family there can be no division into Jew and non-Jew,

slave and free, male and female.  Among us you are all equal.

That is, we are all in a common relationship with Jesus Christ.








Galatians 3:28 – The Message

Perspective

The Presbytery of Tres Rios, Texas, stretches from San Angelo to El Paso, some 400 miles, and from Seminole, just north and east of the Texas/New Mexico border to the Rio Grande.  El Paso’s population is some 500,000 and ten Presbyterian churches.  Its proximity to New Mexico and remoteness from the rest of the Presbytery makes it a unique case and for that, reason is excluded from this paper. 

Midland, Odessa and San Angelo each has a population of about 100,000 and 2 – 4 Presbyterian churches. 

The other 16 PC (USA) churches are in smaller cities, with populations ranging from 1100 (county: 1400) to 23,000 (county 32,000).  Half of these churches have no pastor, or interim or stated supply pastor.

The largest of these cities is in fairly good shape economically, but the regional Veterans’ Administration hospital – a major employer – may be closed.

The other 17 churches, 8 with no pastors, serve cities and counties that are largely rural, with declining populations.  I have preached in four of churches with vacant pulpits.  By observation, members are generally quite elderly, which somewhat reflects the Anglo (white) populations, and Anglo – which does not reflect the populations of these cities which range from 40% to 70% Hispanic.

I am an elder at first Presbyterian, Midland, commissionable as a lay pastor and have been named to the Presbytery’s Permanent Committee on Church Development and a steering committee to acquire funds to implement a long-range plan to revitalize, if possible, these small churches.  

Books Chosen

This report is based on the two Eric H. F. Law books, The Bush Was Blazing But not Consumed and Inclusion; Making room for Grace.  Materials from some of the other books on the reading list, as well as from others in my personal library are included.  

*******************************

Fr. Law opens The Bush Was Blazing . . . with a reflection on the Los Angeles riots following the acquittal of the police officers who beat Rodney King and then turns to a discussion of God’s presence in the fires of human conflict. 

“We must act intentionally,” Law writes, “sometimes against our instinct – in order to develop a community in which people of different backgrounds can not only tolerate each other but are able to understand and appreciate each other even though they may not agree . . . [We] must focus on god through Jesus Christ, who will give us the courage to walk into the fire.”  [p. 10]

Law reminds us that fire can be destructive – intentionally or if it is not tended – or it can be used to cook food, the provide warmth, to sterilize against the spread of disease and to refine metals, shape glass, shape and join pieces of steel.   Our ancestors gathered around the campfire to forge peace – or to forge instruments of war. 

Fr. Law also writes about the shrinking world: 

“As the globalization of our economy continues and inter- and intra-continental migration persists, we are sure to experience an increased frequency of conflicts based on differences in race, gender and generations.” [p. 9]

Lack of human understanding can lead to fire, as in Los Angeles, Detroit and so many other cities – including New York – and the shrinking world can speed the incidence and spread of fire.  But God can be in the fire, suggests Fr. Law; more contact among different cultural groups can heal as well as inflame.

He also emphasizes that God, in the fire and all other aspects of life and creation, is not static, but a living being, who acts in His world and in human relationships.  As the human condition changes, vertically through time and horizontally as one moves geographically and across socio-economic strata, God’s manifestation may appear to change.  

God does not change, but we look at Him from varying perspectives, as one may look at a landscape from different vantage points and perceive different pictures, Although God, Himself, is unchanging.  Jesus Christ healed on the Sabbath in the face of rules based on a commandment originating with God, because He reduced the “rules” to a pair of precepts: love God without limits, love men and women as we love ourselves.  

But to do so precludes us from imposing our value structures, rules, and standards of music, clothing, and food, on other people.  [“Bush” pp 32, 33]  It is not rules of denominationalism, nor the traditions of a 100-year old local church that create a community of believers.  It our faith in Jesus Christ as the Son of God, who died in atonement for our sins and who was resurrected to eternal life so we may have eternal life that is the basis for The Church and the communities of faith that are local churches, that frees us for a dynamic relationship with god, and thus an open and dynamic relationship with the people of God.  

In reading Law, and other writings on cultural diversity within the churches, in my mind, I always come up against a question that unfortunately, may not be hypothetical:


It’s all well and good for The Church to be multi-ethnic, multi-cultural,


multi-worship style.  But why can’t our church, first church of hometown,

simply stay the same?  Why should we allow “those people” to change the 

way we have been worshipping God for the past 105 years? 

Why don’t they just go to their own church?

In the small cities of my Presbytery, two Presbyterian churches – when one is already struggling – aren’t practical, but that answer also begs the real issue: the unity of the people of God. 

The history book that is The Bible moves from Babel to Pentecost, from the confusion of languages to men and women understanding one another – and in their native tongues!

It moves from the Ten Commandments to the Levitical laws to the rules of the Pharisees, and then to Pentecost, to the Council of Jerusalem, to the vision that presented Peter with “forbidden” food. 

Jesus reached out to sinners and members of the Sanhedrin; to Samaritans, Roman soldiers and loyal Jews.  Fr. Law suggests that as we, too, enlarge our circle – our boundaries -- “it drives us to continuously discern the will of God more faithfully” [“Bush, p. 41] and, I might add, begin the process of reconciliation among the peoples of the world.  

Fr. Law presents a social-psychological progression of perceptions and attitudes about ethnic and cultural diversity that begins with the naïve, “there are no differences,” through stages such as “It’s OK to be different but I’m better” to “There are differences but they are not important,” in a sense just as naïve as saying there are no differences.  

I agree with Law: there are differences, but then add: the differences are important; they should be celebrated, not feared.

A speaker at a cultural diversity meeting described the ideal society not as a melting pot but as a salad bowl, in which all the ingredients are mixed together, each with its own taste, color and texture still recognized.  The taste of the whole is greater than the sum of the tastes of the individual ingredients.

(I grew up in a home in which salad was iceberg lettuce and tomatoes drowned in red French dressing.  Boring, but no more boring than if one pureed a Greek salad.) 

Eliminating ethnocentrism, Fr. Law maintains, goes beyond not hating our enemies, beyond loving from afar those who are not “like us”, but to affirm that God and Jesus Christ are for all persons and to embrace – literally embrace hug!– all believers in a spirit of ethnorelativism, “where cultural differences are neither good nor bad, but only different.” [“Bush p. 61].  

Again, Fr. Law presents a range of responses to the challenge of ethnorelativism.


1.
Be willing to live in the uncertainty of not being judgmental.  Many of our 

values are culturally based.  Understand which are universal 



to Christianity and which are not.


2.
Learn to be interpathic – able to step into a “foreign” frame of reference



to be better able to understand another person.  (Note Jesus’ ability and 


commitment to do this – and also Paul’s.)


3.
Learn the art of contextual evaluation – making decisions that recognize 


the cultural and environmental differences among the parties to the 


decision – but always recognizing that God and His will have much to say 


about each decision.                           


4.
Be committed to cultural pluralism in the local church as well as in The 


Church and in the wider community.

I grew up and spent the first 27 years of my life in the Chicago area, and lived the next 25 in and around Detroit.  The salad bowl of my life is probably much more colorful than that of most people who live in small West Texas cities.

Even in West Texas, everyone came from somewhere else, if we explore our genealogies.  To start to broaden the cultural boundaries of a church I might start with a potluck supper – with rules.  Each family would be asked to prepare a dish that is native to the ethnic origins of one family member.  No barbecue, no beans, no burgers, no Tex-Mex allowed.  I believe this would accomplish several things.  Each person would recognize that he or she has a distinct cultural background.  We would see that many of the foods we enjoy are imports from a foreign country.  And all would have an opportunity to taste and see that all the Lord’s world is very good.  

At a later date, there could be a second dinner, this time with meals based on places visited – ideally not in Texas but elsewhere in the US or the world.  Invite the members to bring a remembrance of that trip and share it with people at their table and with others during fellowship before and after the meal.  

If members provided advance notice of their homelands and the places they visited, we might be able to find Presbyterian hymns rooted in those lands and sing them during the dinners.  

Fr. Law suggests intercultural celebrations in his book Inclusion: Making room for Grace.  I don’t know how to have an intercultural celebration within an all-Anglo congregation unless the people of the community of faith look back on their own cultural heritages to recall that almost all our ancestors crossed the borders into what is now the United States.  

Sharing a meal seems a non-threatening means of extending the boundaries of congregational life.  Fr. Law describes the boundary between the safe zone – the familiar – and the fear zone – the new and unfamiliar and different.  The boundary is essential to a church – we don’t want to open the doors of membership to non-believers and heretics – the question is where and how we should draw them, and how permeable they are.  As neighborhoods and whole cities change, the local church faces the need (opportunity) to also change in order to serve the community – and even to survive.  

In “Inclusion” Fr. Law describes four challenges to the boundaries of an organization:

1. The environment has changed: new demographic groups have become a major presence in the neighborhood but are excluded from the organization.

2. The organization wants the new demographic to join but is struggling with how to attract and welcome them.  (The source of the struggle may be the organization’s unwillingness to changing its mores.)

3. The organization has accepted members from the new demographic, but not included them in leadership.

4. The organization begins exploring a merger or other partnership with a sister group; both discover they need to change to fit together.

While merger may be a valid option for a small and struggling local church, the distances in West Texas may preclude this as a practical solution.  Any one, or all, of the other challenges may be present in a culturally homogeneous church.

To become a member of any organization, a person must meet its “legal” requirements – for a church, subscribing to its theological beliefs.  It must also fit what that local church deems its prototype.  A particular church may intentionally or unintentionally send signals that membership is for the upper middle-class – the leaders of the community.   Jesus butted heads with prototypes when he dined with sinners, prayed with Samaritans and recruited fishermen and tax collectors as His closest followers.  

Even if a person is accepted into membership, he or she must then contend with the gatekeepers in order to become a fully accepted member and begin to aspire to leadership.

As the Church of Jesus Christ is, Biblically, open to all believers, neither explicit nor explicit standards – aside from faith and theology – nor gatekeepers are appropriate.  (Fr. Law occasionally seems a bit lax on the faith/theological issues.)  To the contrary, a diversity of members is not only Biblically sound; it is also strategically sound for it improves the health of the church and strengthens its mission to the community.  [“Inclusion” p. 24]

It is not easy for any organization, including The Church or a local church, to change its ways, to extend is borders, to expand the boundaries and become more inclusive.  Fr. Law tells us this can only be accomplished through the grace of God.


“Only by the grace of God can we have the openness required to extend


ourselves to listen and understand another’s points of view with which we


might disagree . . . In the grace of God, we can let go of our insecurity, let


go of our rigid rules, let go of our power, and invite Christ to help us


discern the will of our gracious God in the ministry of inclusion.  [“Inclusion” p 27]

Fr. Law reminds us that grace is not a finite substance.  Nor is God’s love for us dependent on our keeping the rules and traditions that humans made, even if they made them in His name.   As we freely share the grace of god, we find that – perhaps miraculously – its quantity, maybe even its quality, expands.   

He defines this process of inclusion, crediting much of it to “Jesus’ inclusive acts”:


Inclusiveness is a discipline of extending our boundary to take into


consideration another’s needs, interests, experience, and perspective,


which will lead to clearer understanding of ourselves and others, fuller

 
description of the issue at hand, and possibly a newly negotiated boundary

 
of the community in which we belong.   [Inclusion p. 42]

The notion of extending boundaries “redeems” Jabez’ prayer (I Corinthians 4:9, 10) from the “prosperity gospel” that Willimon’s book seemed to present several years ago.  God does have opportunities that lie just beyond the boundaries we, our traditions and perhaps our fears seem to impose.  Human nature requires such boundaries, but, through God and Grace, we can stretch them.  

Fr. Law’s model creates a “grace zone” between the old safe zone of the present and past and the new fear zone.  I should hope that the grace zone is at most temporary; that a venture into diversity erases the fears and extends the boundaries of the “safe zone.”  

Bob Chesnut’s book, Transforming the Mainline Church suggests that simply following the will of the majority may not be enough; for many years he was beset by a small, but well-connected minority.  Entering a new situation or changing a known one, requires working with all groups so that at least some hearts of the vocal minority are changed, or at least opened.  (Also: see below.)

Although the excursion into the grace margin should be intended as an immigration rather than a mere exploration, there needs to be the freedom to turn back, at least temporarily, if irreconcilable differences arise.  There is always a tension between stretching the boundary of the safe zone too far – being too risky – and not stretching it far enough – playing too safe.  [“Inclusion” p 63]  Patience, in the form of deliberate speed in the move toward expansion, seems to be called for.  

All parties are called to grace – both the present membership and those who would be included.  Impatience with the perceived slow pace of acceptance can be as serious a problem as barriers to inclusion.  Fr. Law suggests a set of “Respectful Community Guidelines” in “The Bush is Burning . . .” and repeats them in “Inclusion . . .”


R – take responsibility for what your feel and say; do not blame others


E – engage in empathetic listening


S – be sensitive to differences in communication styles


P – ponder what you hear and feel before speaking


E – examine your own assumptions and perceptions


C – maintain confidentiality


T – tolerate ambiguity

["Bush” p. 87] 

These guidelines are a part of the dialogue process described on pages 86 and 87 and in appendix B of The Bush is Burning  . . .

The process of inviting new people into the community of faith, of meeting and getting to know these people and slowly including them into the real fabric of church life, is one of dialogue that expands and, especially, deepens.  Trust grows as it is earned, by all parties, in a process that requires openness and acceptance; grace and forgiveness.

Even before this process can begin, the church must first redefine – perhaps define for the very first time --  its role as a church of Jesus Christ, and as a Presbyterian Church – in its community.  The definition is not the pastor’s, especially if he or she is new, but that of the membership, guided and provided facts by the pastor and perhaps by a third-party facilitator who is perceived to be totally neutral.  (Lyle Shaller: The Passive Church)

The mission of the church, its goals, and its strategic plan cannot be developed until its role is agreed upon by as wide a spectrum of membership as is possible. 

While many of the problems and opportunities that a church faces in expanding its boundaries are shared by other organizations, church has a special mission, and special gifts.

Functionally, its mission is three-fold:


Ministry in the church – what the church (its members) does to support and 
develop its existing membership. 


Ministry to the church – how the leadership – lay and clergy – equip the people 
of God for ministry.


Ministry of the church – what the church – laity and clergy – does to manifest 
Jesus Christ in the world outside the church campus – 168 hours a week.

These are as three legs of a stool; if the ministries are not in balance, the church is not stable.  [“Inclusion” pp 88, 126 – 130]

While these books and this discussion focus on the third of the three ministries, all must be in balance, and all must be understood and accepted, in their proper proportions, by the membership.

God has given us a special gift: Jesus Christ, who taught and showed us that all people are our neighbors and that we are to love our neighbors (including enemies) as a responsibility equal to loving God. 

As Christian persons, we have expressed our faith in Jesus, affirmed Him as Lord of our lives, and set forth on process of maturing in our faith.  So, too, The Church and each local church: the reformed church, always reforming.  

The Bible presents the history of God and His relationships with humanity, relationships that were not static but growing, culminating in Jesus Christ and His living presence among us.  

“Lo, I am with you always,” He said.  “Go ye therefore and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost.”  

