
To Become One: A Study of Unity and Racism in the Church

Sunday (June 21st) 

Solidarity with the Oppressed  
Questions for Discussion: 
1. Dr. Cleveland shares about her own experience coming from a “socially privileged 

background” and how she had to “move into a low income neighborhood.” This allowed 
her to see her “blind spots.” This was also difficult because she was made a “target of 
anger,” because she represented the success that caused the oppression. Now she finds it 
an honor to bear the burden and to be with those who are the oppressed, because she 
sees that she also deals with the effects of all the problems that the oppressed suffer.  
 
In what ways are we called to side with the oppressed in our society?  
 
How might this present difficulties for us, force us to make sacrifices?  
 
How are we all affected by the way people are oppressed?  
 
Why can’t we separate ourselves from these realities?  

2. Dr. Cleveland observes, “It is a beautiful thing when a person who is as educated as I am 
realizes that I have a lot to learn from people who perhaps have a third grade education.”  
 
How might the oppressed teach us something about our own lives?  
 
What often keeps us from learning from others who are not like us?  

3. Dr. Cleveland distinguishes between “multicultural hospitality” and “multicultural ministry.” 
The first attempts to “assimilate” while still holding on to forms of power. The second is 
truly a giving up of power and meeting people in their own contexts. Cleveland uses the 
example of what God called Peter to do in Acts 10 as multicultural ministry.  1

 
What is essentially different about these two practices?  
 
Why is “multicultural ministry” closer to what the early Christians were trying to achieve?  

4. Dr. Cleveland talks about how when churches often talk about “missional” they actually 
mean “multicultural hospitality.”  
 
How is this the case?  

5. Dr. Cleveland speaks about the difficulty of multicultural ministry: “In every pocket of our 
Empire, I’m the person that people should listen to because I have earned it. It is hard to go 
into situations and say ‘Wait a moment. That is not how the kingdom works.’”  
 
How can Christians participate in practices that go against empire culture?  

	  Also, see acts 11:1–18 for Peter’s meeting at Cornelius’ household. 1
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Why is it difficult for “white people” or “men” to do this?  

6. Cleveland describes Jesus as being the “opposite of what we look for as someone who is 
worthy of our attention.”  
 
How might our culture respond to the actual, historical Jesus?  
 
How might our churches?


Theological Reflection  
In the past twenty years, much has been written about “missional” churches and communities. 
It is the concept that a church should become a mission to the culture much like how 
missionaries from the West would establish Christianity in the East. However, what many 
“missional” communities have become is simply a way to infiltrate a culture rather than 
understand a culture. It is true that any culture needs to be evaluated and critiqued. The local 
church’s relationship to a culture that it resides in is a complex relationship. However, many 
pastors and congregations seem to be colonizers rather than those who really understand the 
neighborhoods in these communities. Instead of moving into the neighborhood, living with the 
people, getting to know them and love them, many seek to appear to be like the people 
without actually living life with them. 


I have seen much of this in the urban churches in Houston, where I presently reside. Within the 
museum district and an area known as “Montrose,” many missional churches have sprung up, 
all of them emphasizing the arts and Houston culture. However, many of the pastors are 
themselves not artists nor experts of the culture. In fact they don’t know the difference 
between a Pollock and a Picasso. Their worldview is limited to the list of preconceived notions 
and propositions about God, the Bible, and the world. So many of these churches have the 
façade of the communities they seek to minister to, but they are actually colonial missions, 
doing work for the Christian empire. Planting a flag is easier than loving people. 


However, there are other examples of Christians who have made the conscious choice to live in 
communities that are not their demographic. I know of white families living in predominantly 
Black or Hispanic neighborhoods. They know the risks, dangers, and potential of criminal 
exploitation. They also know the great joy of getting to know people who do not have a choice 
but to live in these neighborhoods. True church and community is about “calling” (the word that 
means “to call” [kaleo] makes up the root of the word “church” [ekklesia]), and when a 
community is called it is called from somewhere and to somewhere. In other words, the 
concept of the church is not “stay where you are.” Church means “to go out”; it is Jesus’s 
“Great Commission.” 


Often church becomes the opposite of that—a social club for those who are alike. When we 
are counseling and tutoring the under privileged student, then we are “doing church.” When we 
are taking food to the refugees and newly immigrated, then we are “doing church.” When we 
help women find freedom from sex trafficking, then we are “doing church.” Church is moving 
out to and into the world, becoming the incarnate presence. There is no way that we can 
assume someone’s culture perfectly. I cannot know what it is like to live as a black female, but I 
can listen to my black female friends and learn from them. For, in them there is Christ, and the 
more I can see that, the more that I find wholeness for the humanity that is in me.



