Overview

"[The problem of the twentieth century] is the problem of the color line-the relation of the darker to the lighter races of men in Asia and Africa, in America and the islands of the sea."
— Dr. W.E.B. DuBois1
"The cult of ethnicity exaggerates differences, intensifies resentments and antagonisms, drives ever deeper the awful wedges between races and nationalities."
— Dr. Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. 2
Pluralism versus assimilation. Sensitivity versus political correctness. Perhaps no other issue has created more controversy in the recent history of our nation as that of the movement known as multiculturalism. Begun as a movement to promote the inclusion of persons previously excluded from full and equal participation in society-namely ethnic minorities-multiculturalism has become both a beacon of hope as well as a battleground in corporate, political, educational, and religious settings. 

At present, multiculturalism has grown to address a plethora of cultural dimensions including, race/ethnicity, gender, class, religion, and sexual orientation to name just a few. Given such a mixture of constituencies, it is no mystery that multiculturalism seems to have as many interpretations as there are persons within these respective groups. Whose interpretation of multiculturalism is correct?

From its inception, the United States has struggled to define its position regarding the co-existence of different cultures within one nation (Kallen, 1924, 1956; Schlesinger, 1992; Takaki, 1993; West, 1993). The national motto, "E Pluribus Unum"-out of many one-captures both the ideal as well as the struggle of living in a multicultural society. However, the debate over multiculturalism is not limited strictly to the United States. Recent events in such places as Canada, Germany, and South Africa highlight the global struggle over issues of cultural difference. 

On one side of the debate are those persons who stand in opposition to multiculturalism, viewing it as an obstacle to the achievement of a more just and equal society (Bloom, 1987; Hirsch, 1987; Schlesinger, 1992; DeSouza, 1992, 1995). On the other side are persons who embrace the philosophical tenets of multiculturalism and seek to foster its promotion throughout the social order (Kallen, 1924, 1956; Cox, 1993; Takaki, 1993). In between these positions are a mixture of persons, some who either do not fully understand what multiculturalism is or why it should be of any concern for the nation, and others who find themselves accepting certain parts of multiculturalism, while rejecting other components (Gaede,1993). Interestingly each side in this discussion often quotes similar sources to support their respective positions. From the words of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and his dream for a society devoid of distinctions based on difference to the Scriptures and their call for love and justice, it seems that everyone has a philosophical argument to support their position. 

As Christians, we are not exempt from the struggle of trying to come to terms with multiculturalism and the role it should play, if any, in our personal, professional, and spiritual lives. Unfortunately, we as believers have at times been less than willing to enter the debate over multiculturalism. In his essay "A View From the Inside: Reflections of a Christian Multiculturalist", Fong (1996) concludes: 

…the Christian faith has the capacity to bridge differences, but I also believe that the Christian church has tended too often to deal with difference by ignoring or destroying it. (415)

Regardless of whether or not believers want to enter into the discussion about issues of cultural difference, the very fact that we are living in times which demand a response dictates our engagement. According to Gaede in his book When Tolerance Is No Virtue (1993):

…whether or not we are part of the debate, we are part of the culture. And the culture is wrestling-confusedly or otherwise-with multiculturalism. The question for Christians in this culture is not, Should the Christian care? The question is, What form should our caring take? Should we support multiculturalism or resist it? (18-19) 

Like others, Christians find themselves asking similar questions pertaining to issues of cultural difference, understanding, and community. What is distinctive about the Christian’s pursuit of cultural understanding is that awareness is the means to the larger end of developing Christ centered relationships and communities composed of diverse peoples:

How can we live out a centered Christian community identity amid legitimate differences? What specific kinds of diversity should we celebrate? What are the limits of legitimate difference? How do we work toward a community where differences are enriching rather than divisive? (Simon & Fong, 392) 

These questions are not easily answered, but nonetheless lie at the heart of a Christian approach to multiculturalism.

I consider myself to be relatively informed on issues of cultural difference, but even I must admit that at times I find the questions related to the connection of faith and multiculturalism difficult to answer. However, despite this difficulty, as one who has placed my life under the Lordship of Jesus Christ, I must constantly seek ways to understand how God would have me to live out my faith in light of the present day controversies surrounding issues of multiculturalism. As persons called to be "salt and light" (Matthew 5:13-16), we as believers cannot be content to hide in the shadows as the battle over multiculturalism is waged. Rather, we must be on the front lines articulating a God inspired message backed by God inspired actions. What is that message and what actions are we to take?

Focus Questions

To address the issue of the relationship between faith and multiculturalism, I pose the following questions as a starting point to fostering dialogue within the Christian community: 

What is multiculturalism? 

What should be the Christian (i.e. biblical) response to issues of multiculturalism? 

If a Christian response to multiculturalism exists, how is it distinctive from other approaches? 

What obligation, if any, do we as educators have to our students in developing and modeling a biblical approach to multiculturalism? 

I believe that as these and other questions are asked and answers sought, we as believers will move one step closer in developing an approach towards multiculturalism that is consistent with our faith.

Prior to addressing these questions, I think it is important to identify two fundamental assumptions on which this paper is based. First, faith and pedagogy are intertwined. What one believes (i.e. faith) will impact his or her teaching, that is to say the underlying assumptions of a given discipline will be assessed on the basis of one’s faith commitment. Likewise, it is through the vehicle of teaching that one models one’s faith for his or her students. Thus, we and our views on a multitude of issues are made transparent through the teaching event (Palmer, 1998) . Specifically on the connection between teaching and one’s view of multiculturalism, Dr. David Winter, President of Westmont College states in his meditation "Diversity Means Difference" (1996):

Students learn far more in this area [multiculturalism] from watching faculty and staff than they do from their textbooks. We who serve in these roles become models for them. And students will identify with our example of dealing with differences by observing whether we love and respect each other in the face of the relatively minor differences present within our communities…. (392)

As educators and as believers, we must be mindful of the behaviors we are modeling for our students both inside and outside of the classroom.

Second, like it or not, multiculturalism is a reality in our society:

The central fact of the late twentieth century and early twenty-first centuries is that our world-and America within that world-have become multicultural. The globe has always contained a multiplicity of cultures, but in our time those cultures have come into constant, intimate interaction to a degree never before witnessed. (Spickard, 479)

The debate over multiculturalism is in need of a "new" paradigm by which to understand and deal with cultural differences. Present stances rooted in either prejudice, blind acceptance (i.e. tolerance), or blind rejection (i.e. assimilation) of cultural differences will not suffice. What is needed according to Dr. William Pannell, author of The Coming Race Wars (1993) is a paradigm based on the principle of reconciliation:

…the theme of reconciliation has become a dominant one in our time. When alienation is for many a common reality, and animosity between people grows out of unrelieved pain, reconciliation is the only way to peace. This challenge could result in the finest hour for the church. Reconciliation is a biblical word. It is our word and its ministry our enterprise. (136) 

It is to a commitment to the "enterprise" of reconciliation that we as educators and as believers have been called (2 Corinthians 5:11-20) and by which we can assess the current crisis over multiculturalism and provide a more truthful and just alternative. DeYoung (1997) warns of the challenge we as believers face when he says that "reconciliation is [at one and the same] our greatest challenge and our only hope" (xxii) in the present cultural crisis.

The Controversy

What is multiculturalism? Perhaps it is the difficulty of succinctly answering this question which contributes to the controversy surrounding the multicultural movement. According to Davis in his essay "Christianity, Philosophy, and Multiculturalism" (1996): 

The term "multiculturalism" is almost impossible to define precisely or use carefully. This is partly because it covers so many distinctive concerns, opinions, themes, and practices. (394)

As previously stated, multiculturalism or pluralism began as a movement to promote the inclusion of ethnic minorities into society. Multiculturalism as it is defined today has moved beyond race/ethnicity to encompass such dimensions of cultural difference as gender, religion, class, and perhaps most controversially sexual orientation.4

The current debate over issues of multiculturalism within the United States is as old as the nation itself. Throughout the history of America, there has always existed a struggle between diverse people groups and the very concept of what it means to be an American:

America’s dilemma has been our resistance to ourselves-our denial of our immensely varied selves. But we have nothing to fear but our fear of our own diversity. (Takaki, 427) 

The recent backlash over issues of multiculturalism, particularly in the academic community, found its spark in the 1987 bestsellers The Closing of the American Mind by Allan Bloom and Cultural Literacy by E. D. Hirsch in which both authors contend that an overemphasis on diversity is destructive to the social fabric of the nation. Dr. Arthur Schlesinger in his book, The Disuniting of America(1992), expands on the theme that multiculturalism, particularly with its emphasis on group identity, holds the potential to lead to the destruction of American society:

The ethnic upsurge began as a gesture of protest against the Anglocentric culture. It became a cult, and today it threatens to become a counter-revolution against the original theory of America as "one people," a common culture, a single nation. (43) 

For Schlesinger, the greatest danger of multiculturalism is that it places "the historic idea of a unifying American identity … in peril" (17). Rather than the development of a core (i.e. American) identity, Schlesinger views multiculturalism as promoting the balkanization of society through what he calls a "cult of ethnicity" (16) which threatens to divide the social fabric:

Watching ethnic conflict tear one nation after another apart, one cannot look with complacency at proposals to divide the United States into distinct and immutable ethnic and racial communities, each taught to cherish its own apartness from the rest. One wonders: Will the center hold? Or will the melting pot give way to the Tower of Babel? (17-18)

Specifically, Schlesinger attacks the movement known as Afrocentrism and its leading advocate Dr. Molefi Asante. Afrocentrism, a movement which seeks to place African culture at the center of understanding the African/African American experience, Schlesinger labels as a brand of "underdog history" (49) which distorts a true historical picture of the world. For Schelsinger and others, it is movements such as Afrocentrism which tear at the connectedness of the social fabric.5

Schlesinger is not alone in his misgivings about the current brand of multiculturalism being advocated in society, particularly in the academic community. Dinesh D’Souza in his works Illiberal Education (1992) and the controversial follow-up The End Of Racism (1995) argues that not only does multiculturalism lead to the balkanization of society, but it also promotes the dangers of cultural relativism and the creation of a victim mentality among ethnic minorities:

Against their better instincts, young people are being corrupted into thinking of themselves in racial terms and into developing identities and hostilities that will only prove a barrier to further reducing the vestiges of racism in America. (The End of Racism, 553)

D’Souza contends that the end result of the promotion of multiculturalism will be the creation of a "relativist framework" (359) which misrepresents both American history and world history:

The consequence is that multiculturalism becomes an obstacle to true cultural understanding, and implants in students an unjustified hatred of the liberal institutions of their society. Both truth and justice suffer as a consequence. (360) 

Like Schlesinger, DeSouza also argues against Afrocentrism on the grounds that it promotes a false sense of history and concludes that blacks need to assimilate into the larger (i.e. American) culture:

…what blacks need to do is to "act white," which is to say, to abandon idiotic Back-to-Africa schemes and embrace mainstream cultural norms, so that they can effectively compete with other groups. There is no self esteem to be found in Africa or even in dubious ideologies of blackness. (556)

Concludes D’Souza (1992), "in all of human history, there is no example of a successful multiracial and multicultural society" (xx).

In a more recent work entitled The Unmaking of Americans: How Multiculturalism Has Undermined America’s Assimilation Ethic (1998), author John Miller addresses the issue of multiculturalism through the lens of the immigration process. Miller concludes that the process of immigration has been tainted by a multiculturalist agenda resulting in lower admission standards, failed policies (ex. bilingual education), and the balkanization of American society:

Racial preferences encourage immigrants to think of themselves as members of groups rather than as individuals. Multicultural education does the same thing to students with its nonstop cheerleading of racial and ethnic entitlements. (8) 

According to Miller, multiculturalism discourages the Americanization process by which immigrants are encouraged to assimilate into American society to the fullest extent. When this process is impeded, Miller, like Schlesinger, D’Souza, and others views the very fabric and meaning of America being placed in jeopardy.

In summary, the major weaknesses with multiculturalism identified by its opponents are three-fold:

Multiculturalism leads to a balkanization of society in which people are separated into groups and fail to develop a core (i.e. American) identity. 

Multiculturalism, through its assumption that all cultures and practices are equal and valid, promotes a degree of cultural relativism in which there exists no objective truth or standards. 

Multiculturalism, with its emphasis on issues of power and discrimination, creates a culture of victimization. Through the process of victimization, persons seek the establishment of group rights and entitlements that goes against the American ideal of individuality. 

For the opponents of multiculturalism, these three issues combine to disqualify and discredit multiculturalism as a legitimate movement for social change. 

Proponents of multiculturalism argue that cultural pluralism, not assimilation, should be the goal of a multicultural society. Horace M. Kallen, author of Culture and Democracy in the United States (1924) and Cultural Pluralism and the American Idea (1956), has been ascribed the title "father of multiculturalism" within America. A Jewish immigrant to the United States, Kallen was strongly opposed to the ethic of assimilation and instead favored the development of policies and practices which emphasized cultural pluralism. According to Kallen (1924) American culture is not based strictly on a single cultural identity, but rather is composed of the multicultural identities of its people. Said Kallen, "the peculiarity of our nationalism is its internationalism" (132). Kallen’s movement for pluralism which began in the early 1900‘s, particularly as it relates to issues of ethnicity, thus laid the foundation for the modern day movement known as multiculturalism. 

For advocates of multiculturalism, it is diversity which is at the core of our identities and relationships with one another: 

As Americans, we originally came from many different shores, and our diversity has been at the center of the making of America. While our stories contain the memories of different communities, together they inscribe a larger narrative. (Takaki, 428)

For the multiculturalist, one of the biggest obstacles to be overcome is that of fear of cultural difference as expressed in the rhetoric of the critics of multiculturalism: 

As our diversity is increasingly recognized today, it is accompanied by even more defensive denial, grim jeremiads…, and demagogic urgings…to take back "our cities, our culture, and our country." But who, in this case, are "we"? Such a backlash is defining our diversity as a "cultural war," a conflict between "us" and "them." (427)

One of the leading voices in defense of multiculturalism has been that of Dr. Ronald Takaki. In A Different Mirror, Takaki (1993) argues that American history is best understood through the historical narratives of the diverse peoples who make up its citizenry:

Through their stories, the people who have lived America’s history can help all of us…understand that Americans originated from many shores, and that all of us are entitled to dignity. (15)

Thus, for Takaki, at the heart of multiculturalism is a healthy sense of respect for one’s own history, as well as the history of others.

Spickard (1996) supports this viewpoint and further argues that authentic multiculturalism is concerned with both issues of recognition and respect of cultural differences, as well as a concern for issues of discrimination and oppression:

Multiculturalism starts with the recognition that our society is in fact multiple, and proceeds to embrace and celebrate that multiplicity. In addition, it [multiculturalism] recognizes that America has, despite the fact of multiplicity, not always treated all its peoples equally, and seeks to redress that imbalance. (481)

In response to the criticisms leveled against the multiculturalist movement, specifically its alleged emphasis on cultural relativism, Spickard counters: 

Multiculturalism is not rampant relativism. It simply notices that not all people are alike, and that each group of people has a culture and a worldview that is worthy of understanding and respect. (481)

Concludes Spickard, "it is our job to prepare ourselves and our children…to live in that multicultural world" (484).

Spickard is supported in his rejection of the so called dangers of multiculturalism by Dell'Olio (1996) as he contends that the issue of multiculturalism is at its root "moral rather than political" (460). For Dell’Olio, a major strength of the multiculturalist movement is its fundamental concern about issues of justice:

The multicultural movement is largely an attempt to right past moral injustices. It attempts to foster an attitude of respect and appreciation for human cultural diversity and to combat the moral evils of cultural arrogance and cultural imperialism… (461) 

Pannell (1993), like Dell’Olio views the controversy over multiculturalism as a moral concern, but also holds that the real struggle over multiculturalism is political in that it revolves around the issue of power, specifically white male power in the face of an ethnically changing society: 

In sum, brewing in the nation is a full-scale war of people groups against one another, and the issue is power. Powerless groups are beginning to realize that marginality in America is not about being dumb-it is about being denied. (87)

Pannell concludes that unless the issue of denial (i.e. discrimination) is dealt with structurally, we as a nation will be heading for an all out race war.

Gaede (1993) also argues that the current debate over multiculturalism is to a degree political in nature:

Some of this conflict is purely political…. Some folks oppose multiculturalism out of a desire to hold on to power and maintain the status quo…. Others are promoting multiculturalism for political reasons, finding that it is an easy way to mobilize alienated segments of the population and promote their own political ambitions in the process. (34-35)

Thus, Gaede concludes that both sides of the multicultural debate, that is the assimilationalists and the pluralists, have specific agendas behind their philosophical positions. Along with Pannell, Gaede issues a challenge to the evangelical Christian community to respond to these "culture wars" with a message of truth and justice before it is too late: 

…in the debate that surrounds multiculturalism both sides seem eager to employ half truths to serve their cause, and motives are mixed at best. In the midst of such confusion and temptations, Christians need to clearly understand what is true and what is right. (51)

Some within the multiculturalist movement have already concluded that it is too late and that the future of a multicultural society which embraces a genuine respect for cultural differences is unattainable. Derrick Bell, author of Faces at the Bottom of the Well (1992) believes that racism is at the core of American society and thus, blacks and other minorities will never gain full equality. Andrew Hacker in his book Two Nations concludes that "…our time is not receptive to racial remedies" (xiii). Sociologists Joe Feagin and Hernan Vera (1995) offer the bleak recognition that:

…sometime in the not-too-distant future a racial war between the haves and the have-nots in the United States is not inconceivable. The hour is already too late to take action to prevent such a racial war. (193) 

Does peace between the various cultures present in our society elude us? Can the tensions over cultural difference be overcome or are strife and war between various ethnic communities the only possible outcome? Like many in the Christian community (Gaede, 1993; Pannell, 1993; Perkins & Rice, 1993; Washington & Kehrein, 1993; Perkins & Tarrants, 1994; DeYoung 1995, 1997), I believe that existing tensions over cultural difference can be overcome, but it will require the active engagement of the Christian community as agents of reconciliation. Without such involvement, war may indeed be the ultimate result.

A Biblical Response

"He has showed you, O man, what is good. And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God."
Micah 6:8

Can Christianity and multiculturalism be allies? I believe that the answer to this question is yes, but in a distinctive way. Whereas the assimilationist paradigm primarily emphasizes the development of a single cultural identity and the pluralist paradigm places an emphasis on the tolerance of any and all cultural differences, a biblical approach towards multiculturalism places a commitment to Christ and his truths at the center of understanding cultural differences. Through the employment of a biblical paradigm both the limits of secular multiculturalism as well as its strengths are measured against a standard grounded in the tenets of the Judeo-Christian tradition, namely truth, justice, and reconciliation.

Prior to exploring the specific tenets of a biblical approach towards multiculturalism, it is imperative that the foundational assumptions upon which this paradigm rests be identified. According to Davis (1996) the two central claims of the Gospel in relation to understanding cultural differences are "that Jesus speaks to people across the barriers of race, gender, and class, and that Jesus creates a community that transcends those barriers" (405). 

At the core of the Christian faith is a commitment to liberation and redemption. This is made quite evident in the inaugural sermon of Jesus recorded in the book of Luke when he declared: 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor, he hath sent me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised, to preach the acceptable year of the Lord. (Luke 4:18-19 KJV)

As believers who seek to model the example and teachings of Jesus Christ, we too must take this message of liberation into our culture:

…Christianity, like multiculturalism, is committed to producing change in society; Christians are mandated to work for a more just world. This is the main point of agreement between Christianity and multiculturalism. (Davis, 404)

However, there is a clear distinction to be made between the more secular multicultural movement and one that is biblical in its origin. According to Davis (1996), "the multiculturalist agenda is preeminently secular and political; the Christian agenda is preeminently spiritual and social" (404). This is a key point of difference which must not be overlooked when attempting to deal with issues of multiculturalism from a biblical perspective. How then does a biblical paradigm towards multiculturalism respond to the contentious issues of cultural relativism, victimization, and balkanization which are so evident in the debate over multiculturalism?

In regards to cultural relativism, the biblical paradigm counters with an unwavering commitment to biblical truth:

…we believe that Jesus Christ is the truth. "I am the way, and the truth, and the life, " he said (John 14:6). Christians believe that there is objective truth, that certain things can be known, and that moral right and wrong are not just matters of what certain people hold to be right and wrong. We believe in the existence of God, who sovereignly chooses to reveal truth to us; in Jesus Christ, who is the truth; and in the Holy Spirit, who illumines our hearts to receive and accept the truth. These are truths which transcend race, gender, class, sexual identity, and ethnic origin. (400)

A biblical approach towards multiculturalism therefore must be based in an unwavering commitment to these truths which are to be spoken in the context of love for God and for one another:

For Christians, the practice of multicultural diversity is motivated by love for God and therefore by love for other human beings. Since God is the Father and Creator of all, his love rests upon all, even upon those who reject him. He therefore calls Christians and Christian communities to imitate his love in its world-wide embrace. (Geneva College Blueprint for Diversity, 25)

As agents of reconciliation, it is only through a message of "loving truth" that healing and reconciliation can result:

Neither love nor truth alone takes us further than the color of our skin…. Alone, truth is powerless to heal. And love alone is equally powerless. Brought together, however, they become spiritual dynamite that can break down walls. (Perkins & Rice, 190) 

Tolerance would have us as believers remain silent on issues and actions that are counter to biblical truth:

Some cultures have been more deeply impacted by the Christian gospel than others. Nevertheless, within every culture and every age, some patterns of living are rooted more in human sinfulness…. These sinful patterns do not provide an excuse for the Christian to despise the people who practice them. Rather, even while hating sin, we must love sinners, just as God has loved us despite our sins. This calling presents an ever-present challenge to the Christian community. (Geneva College Blueprint for Diversity, 25) 

The challenge for the believer in interacting with diverse cultures is to embrace them with love and truth, as God has done with us.

For the believer, relativism creates several problems, foremost of which is that it seeks to undermine the credibility of belief. According to Gaede (1993), this attack on belief in turn impedes the promotion of a more just society: 

There is no getting around the relationship between justice and some moral code. If everyone’s ideas are okay, then no idea is right. And so we deny the need for such a foundation of rightness and hope against hope that we can build a decent society undergirded by relativism. (49)

The end result is a compromise of truth and justice on the altar of relativism:

We live in a society that is victimized by both injustice and relativism. For those seeking justice, relativism seems like a friend, but it comes at the cost of truth. For those seeking truth, relativism is clearly the enemy, but it seems to come at the cost of justice. (49) 

As believers, we must realize that any movement which results in a division between issues of truth and justice is inadequate to say the least:

…the debate over multiculturalism-attempts to drive a wedge between knowing and doing, truth and justice. …Christians must start with Christ’s assumption that such thinking is deeply and fundamentally flawed. It is not biblical. It is not possible. And it is not right. (53)

As followers of God’s truth, we are called to act out that truth in the culture through a commitment to justice: 

He has showed you, O man, what is good. And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God. (Micah 6:8)

A major point of contention in the multicultural debate surrounds the issue of victimization versus justice. Assimilationalists argue that multiculturalism creates a culture of victims (Schlesinger, 1992; DeSouza, 1992, 1995; Miller, 1998), while pluralists contend that society at its core is inherently unjust (Bell, 1992; Hacker, 1992). As believers, we are called at one and the same time to be wary of the promotion of a victim mentality, but also to be sensitive and responsive to issues of injustice:

Surely those of us who are to be marked with the love of Christ-who are to be known for our peculiar love for another and for our neighbors-ought to applaud efforts aimed at increasing our knowledge of and sensitivity to others. (Gaede, 35)

However, as Gaede warns us, our responsiveness must go beyond the realm of sensitivity to the deeper level of justice rooted in the love of God:

Christians aren’t sensitive to others simply because it’s good to be sensitive; we are sensitive so that we can better love others and do what is just and right in God’s eyes. …our primary goal isn’t being sensitive, it’s promoting love, justice, and truth. Sensitivity is a means, not an end. (37) 

As believers we have a mandate to model the culture-transforming love of Christ to the world around us.

In response to the charge that multiculturalism fosters a growing balkanization of society, the biblical paradigm affirms a sense of unity in the midst of diversity with the ultimate goal being the creation of a reconciled community. In Galatians 3:28 we are reminded that the true body of Christ is a diverse community reconciled across cultural differences where "there is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male or female, for all of you are one in Christ Jesus." In Christ our divisions are transcended and we become "new" people:

…in Christ, diverse people can become one community. Old enemies are reconciled; a new partnership is created. Christianity brings together people whose commitment to Jesus Christ outweighs their commitment to the other groups of which they are members. (Davis, 405)

This does not mean however that when one becomes a Christian their cultural identity no longer exists:

…old memberships do not go away-Christian women are still women, Christian Caucasians are still Caucasians, Christian Laotians are still Laotians…. This is important because the universality of Christianity does not entail that it is a "melting pot" in the sense that Christians, whatever their origin, are all alike. Differences in things like language, culture, and worship style are to be respected and even celebrated. (405) 

According to Evans in his book Let’s Get To Know Each Other (1995), it is important that believers realize that "unity is not equal to sameness" (118) of culture or race, but rather to sameness of purpose and that ultimately God is calling us to place our cultural identities under His sovereign rule:

Our cultures must always be controlled by our commitment to Christ. Whenever we make [culture] descriptive of Christians, it may mean we have changed Christianity…. The Bible teaches the opposite…if anything changes it is to be our cultural orientation, not our Christianity. Christianity must always inform, explain, and, if necessary, change our cultures-never the reverse. (128)

Thus, in celebrating our cultural differences, our identities are not eliminated, but redefined in light of our common bond in Christ. 

While many in the society at large are making pleas for reconciliation, foremost being President Clinton’s initiative on race, few really understand the depth of what reconciliation will require of us individually and collectively. Though used most commonly in a political or sociological context, at its core reconciliation is a biblical concept (Pannell, 1993; Perkins & Rice, 1993; Washington & Kehrein, 1993; Perkins & Tarrants, 1994). In fact, I would contend that it is the theme of reconciliation that is at the heart of the Christian faith (2 Corinthians 5:17-18). As believers, we are mandated to be agents of reconciliation: 

The Word of God is not just saying that reconciliation is a good idea. Rather…the ministry of reconciliation is a mandatory part of every Christian’s daily living. Reconciliation has a twofold reality: it has already happened, and yet it is still in process. (Washington & Kehrein, 107)

What exactly does this mandate entail, particularly as it relates to the issue of multiculturalism? DeYoung (1997) defines reconciliation as the process of "taking responsibility, seeking forgiveness, repairing the wrong, healing the soul, and creating a new way of living" (xx). Perkins and Rice in their landmark text on reconciliation entitled More Than Equals: Racial Healing for the Sake of the Gospel (1993) argue that:

The cause of reconciliation needs yokefellows. Not for the good feelings that might follow…not for the adventure…not because it is a good thing to do…not solely for the sake of racial harmony…but for the witness of the gospel. The cause…needs friends but, more important, it needs yokefellows. Souls bound together by the cause of Christ, living out an uncompromising gospel…. (237-238)

Perkins and Rice conclude by reminding us that the process of reconciliation is not an easy one, but nonetheless it must be pursued if the Gospel we as believers claim to follow is to have integrity in our culture:

Will Christianity miss another crucial opportunity to display the love of God? Or will we Christians…face our fears and take our rightful place of leadership in showing the world how racial and ethnic peace can be won? (188)

DeYoung (1997) warns us of the consequences should we neglect to proclaim the message of reconciliation in its fullness:

…as we move into the next millennium, we will not settle for a cheap form of reconciliation but will embrace the understanding that true reconciliation is costly. Cheap reconciliation is unity without responsibility, forgiveness without repentance, equal treatment without restitution, harmony without liberation, conflict resolution without relational healing, peace without God. (xviii) 

It has been said that the heart of the problem is the problem of the heart. As persons who have had our hearts transformed by the power and love of Jesus Christ, we have been called to take this same power and love to the culture around us. In the end then, the debate over multiculturalism comes down to the conclusion that reconciliation with God and with one another is our greatest challenge and our only hope in these times of racial and ethnic conflict. Let us accept the challenges before us and move forward in faith and hope in pursuit of a more biblical, truthful, and just form of multiculturalism.
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2. See Schlesinger, A. (1992). The Disuniting of America: Reflections on a Multicultural Society. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, p. 102.

3. Deborah Tannen (1998) in The Argument Culture: Moving From Debate to Dialogue. New York: Random House suggests that quite often in the pursuit of truth we set up issues as having two sides, no more and no less. This situation in turn limits the discussion and the reality that issues can and do have more than two sides.

4. For the sake of brevity, this paper will specifically address the issues of race and ethnicity in an American context for it has been these issues which have plagued the nation and have resulted in the some of the most violent acts of our history.

5. For a more detailed analysis of Afrocentrism, the following books are recommended: Asante, M. K. (1987). The Afrocentric Idea. Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press; Asante, M. K. (1991). Afrocentricity. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, Inc; Walker, W. T. (1993). Afrocentrism & Christian Faith. New York: Martin Luther King Fellows Press; and Ziegler, D. (Ed.). (1995). Molefi Kete Asante and Afrocentricity: In Praise and in Criticism. Nashville, TN: James C. Winston Publishing Company.
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