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This paper is about multiracial churches.  It evaluates the positives and negatives associated with them and methods to create them and keep them healthy.  It covers multiracial churches in general but focuses on the Hispanic population where appropriate.  I believe that multiracial churches provide a good opportunity for the various races in the United States to begin to overcome the barriers created by racism.  Racism is a problem that is not going away.  The percentage of people of color in the United States has gone from 15 percent in 1960 to 31 percent in 2000.  This growth is expected to continue at an even faster rate in the future. (DeYoung, 1)  In order to prevent racism from becoming even worse, I believe that Christian congregations, whenever possible, should be multiracial.  
Michael O. Emerson quotes David Hollinger saying that there are really five melting pots, or racial groups, in the United States: Indian/Native American, African American/Black, European American/White, Hispanic/Latino, and Asian American/Asian. People are no longer expected to conform to one American standard, but instead to the culture of their socially defined racial category.  It is also within these categories that they form social networks.  Emerson believes that many of the people in multiracial congregations are a part of what he calls Sixth Americans, who operate outside of their melting pot. (Emerson, 99)  The more people we have in true multiracial congregations, the more Sixth Americans there will be.
There are many different definitions of a multiracial church.  Paul Hiebert defines it as a church which has an attitude and practice of accepting all people as equal and fully participating members.  Michael Mata says that there must be notable diversity in the congregation of a multiracial church and the room décor, etc. of the building should reveal a diverse congregation.  Roger Greenway states that such a church blends distinctive elements of various ethnic traditions so that no single tradition predominates or suppresses others.  Hoover Wong says that a multiracial church combines two distinct groups, each with their own culture and language, into a congregation using an agreed upon third language (such as English).  Robert Lupton notes that a church that is predominantly one race with a few people of other races is not a multiracial church. (all definitions from Ortiz, 149-150).  These are all valid points to consider when defining a multiracial church, although I feel that Wong’s definition is limiting.
Emerson defines a multiracial congregation as one in which no one racial group comprises 80 percent or more of the people.  Emerson’s information comes from a Lilly endowment study that he conducted on multiracial churches in 1999 and 2000.  He estimates that 7 percent of all American congregations are multiracial by this definition.  He estimates that only about 5 percent of Protestant congregations are multiracial, although the number of stable multiracial congregations is probably about half of that.  (Emerson, 36-39)  Of these multiracial churches, only about 34 percent have at least 20 percent of both black and white members.  Conflict is most frequent and severe in these congregations with significant (20 percent or more) representation of blacks and whites, and they are the most difficult of the multiracial congregations to sustain.  Few multiracial congregations bridge the white and black cultures.  Most multiracial congregations are made up of either white or black mixed with immigrants and their offspring.  (Emerson, 138-139)  This paper is focusing on multiracial churches that might include Hispanics and so I did not delve into the black-white issues more deeply, although it is certainly a serious issue to be addressed.
From his findings, Emerson concludes that the larger and more successful a faith tradition is, the less successful it will be in having multiracial congregations.  This means that Protestants, for example, will need to be more intentional about forming multiracial congregations. (Emerson, 39)
Why should we create multiracial churches?  Isn’t it simpler to let the vast majority of churches remain segregated?  The primary answer to this question is scriptural.  The example in the Bible of the early church was definitely multicultural, and probably multiracial.  The Great Commission in Matthew says that Christians are called to “make disciples of all nations.” (Matthew 28:19 NRSV)  Also, Paul says that “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free,… for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” (Galatians 3:28 NRSV) We are called to live out the unity we posses in Jesus Christ and we are also called to celebrate our cultural diversity. (Ortiz, 11)  In a multicultural world, the church is called to be a blessing to the nations by valuing people and cultures in their particularity.  We have to seek to be in relationship with all people, especially those who are different from us. (Rhodes, 43)  Our children are going to have to learn something we have not yet taught them, not only to love God, but to love those who are different from ourselves and to live in unity in the midst of this diversity. (Ortiz, 13-14)  We need multiracial churches and this need grows bigger as the population of the United States becomes more diverse.
Emerson reports that people in multiracial congregations are substantially more likely to have a racially diverse circle of friends, while people in homogeneous congregations have little racial diversity in their circle of friends. It appears that some people come to multiracial congregations with a racially diverse circle and others make more racially diverse friends after coming to the church. (Emerson, 97, 101)  Multiracial congregations can be seen as bridge organizations which gather and facilitate cross-race social ties.  According to a survey done at one multiracial church, people seem to be attracted to the church because they like the worship, feel comfortable there, feel a sense of family, and feel welcomed.  The racial diversity is often mentioned as a reason to stay in the congregation but doesn’t appear to attract many people initially. (Emerson, 162-163)  Thus, one advantage to membership in a multiracial church is the additional diversity in one’s circle of friends.
Current members of multiracial congregations also suggest other benefits.  One woman said “I have so many new friends that I never would have had, and I see a God who is wider and higher and deeper and more powerful than I ever thought was possible.” (Emerson, 111)  Also, the diversity within the church is crucial.  Members are not expected to give up what makes them unique.  Christ brings them together in all their diversity.  They find that they see positive value in all cultures and they begin to value their own cultural identity more. (Emerson, 111-119)  Finally, people in multiracial congregations were more supportive of immigrants, more concerned about racial issues, and less likely to be upset if their child married someone of another race. (Emerson, 124).  All of this points to positive interactions between the races that is occurring in multiracial churches.
Manuel Ortiz listed four different types of multiracial churches.  Some churches are simply trying to reach all people in their immediate community.  Other churches are primarily concerned with correcting the injustices of society and the church by working toward reconciliation between the races.  Some churches are charismatic and see themselves as working with the Holy Spirit to reconcile the people as they worship together.  Still other churches are in transition and are concerned with renewing the church and including the community. (Ortiz, 46-58)  He also discussed multi-congregational church models, where more than one congregation shares space, but do not worship together each week.  Since there is limited interaction between the races in these churches, I have chosen not to focus on these churches.

Emerson discusses several different types of multiracial churches, based on their primary impetus for change and their source of diversification.  The impetus for change can be the mission of the church (its goals), a change in the resource levels of the church (loss of membership, budget constraints, etc), or an external authority structure (such as denominational leaders telling the church to become multiracial).  The source of diversification can be the local neighborhood, people interested in the same purpose as the church, or multiple congregations merging.  The congregations that are the least likely to remain multiracial are those which are told by denominational authorities to become multiracial.  Those who change because of the mission of the church are the most likely to stay multiracial. (Emerson, 53-62)  Emerson also noted that it is easier for a church to begin as multiracial then to change a homogeneous church to a multiracial church.  There is more effort and conflict involved in a drastic change of a congregation. (Emerson, 166)  Many members of multiracial churches were members of the church when it consisted of one race, before it became multiracial.  And although their church community has changed around them, they have chosen to stay. (Rhodes, 40)
George Yancey sees four types of multiracial churches based on the reason the church became multiracial.  The Leadership churches are those that became multiracial due to the leadership of the clergy or laity, although lay leadership at this level is rare.  The Evangelism churches become multiracial because they are reaching out to evangelize different races.  The Demographic churches are multiracial due to the demographics of the surrounding neighborhood.  The Network churches develop from the expansion of social networks within the church.  These churches grow as family and friends are invited to come to the church.  Network churches are the most likely churches to experience growth.  Often the pastors of these churches are part of an interracial marriage.  Yancey believes that the Network model is the one most likely to create and sustain a true multiracial church.  Even those churches that start as one of the other models can be sustained by following the Network model if the congregation begins inviting friends to join. (Yancey 52-62)  
Curtiss Paul DeYoung, Michael O. Emerson, George Yancey, and Karen Chai Kim divide the existing multiracial churches into three types.  In the Assimilated congregation there is one dominant racial group.  That dominance is reflected in the worship, activities, and leadership.  Nothing changes when a new racial group begins attending.  In the Pluralist congregation, integration has occurred and the life of the congregation reflects the different races.  However, the social networks remain segregated by race.  In the Integrated congregation, the worship, activities and leadership reflects all of the races and the social networks are mixed.  These congregations have developed a hybrid of the distinct cultures, joined together into one church.  These congregations are rare, although this is the theological ideal.  (DeYoung, 165-168) They list barriers to a congregation becoming an Integrated congregation, such as lack of leadership, attempting to become multiracial with human power rather than with God’s power, racial prejudice, and unfair exercise of power.  They recommend encouraging diversity as well as unity by acknowledging the uniqueness of each individual. (DeYoung, 170-172)  To start a new multiracial congregation, it is important to start with a multiracial staff and congregation. DeYoung recommended borrowing members from another congregation for a year or more.  (DeYoung, 179)

Based on his study of multiracial churches, Yancey lists 7 principles for building and sustaining multiracial churches.  These principles are listed below:
The first principle is inclusive worship which means including the cultural elements of more than one racial group.  By including diverse elements congregations create an attitude of racial acceptance.  But the elements need to be balanced so that no racial group feels short-changed by the worship style.  This allows them to attract members of different racial groups.  Inclusive worship communicates to visitors that the church is not dominated by any one culture.  Inclusive worship elements should include varying music, worship leaders, length of the service, style of preaching, church customs, and building décor. Worship leadership should also be inclusive. (Yancey, 72-82)  Worship leaders will discover that a worship element that pleases one part of the congregation may offend another.  Stephen A. Rhodes, pastor of a multiracial church, says that he would like to be all things to all people in his congregation but that is impossible.  Instead he aims for the goal that the majority of people get most of their spiritual needs met, believing that this may be enough for a diverse congregation. (Rhodes, 175-177)  “We succeed not by trying to make each other alike, but by celebrating each person’s uniqueness and particularity … and by affirming that through this wonderful diversity God is weaving a multicolored tapestry of unity in Jesus Christ.” (Rhodes, 180)

The second principle is diverse leadership.  Members of the different racial groups need to be represented by the leadership of the church.  This is especially true of racial minorities who historically have seen a lack of respect for their opinions.  Most of the churches studied by Yancey were racially integrated in leadership, both clergy and lay leaders.  Sometimes, multiracial churches will hire a staff person of a race that the church is targeting to help attract that race to the church.  However, it is often difficult to find people of other races to hire, since our social network may be limited to those in our own race.  To find competent people to hire, a church might advertise at seminaries that tend to graduate members of other races, attend conferences that draw other races, or contact churches made up of different races.  All of this with the caveat that the theology of anyone that is hired should be in line with that of the church.  A small church that can only afford one staff person can implement diverse leadership by putting together a lay leadership team that is representative of the congregation.  It is important for lay leadership to have a representative for each of the races included in the congregation.  (Yancey, 86-97)  Ortiz suggests that pastors who lead a multiracial church would benefit from training, much as foreign missionaries are trained.  They not only need training in theology, but the social sciences as well. These pastors should also be committed to the authority of scripture, missions, and spiritual formation for themselves and their congregation. (Ortiz, 111-115) Power can also be an issue.  The pastor has to be careful not to misuse his/her power to force changes on the congregation.  Also, if there is a majority racial group, they have to be careful not to force their way on the rest of the congregation just because they are the majority. These problems can be reduced if each racial group has equal representation in church leadership. (Emerson, 147-155)
The third principle is an overarching goal.  Multiracial churches almost always have an overarching goal to shape their ministry that is aided by the fact that the church is multiracial.  Most Americans recognize the problems that racism has created, but many are tired of dealing with it and frustrated at the lack of results when we try to remove it.  With an overarching goal, a multiracial church can defuse potential objections by people resisting changing cultural elements in the church.  The goal must be compatible with the basic mission of the church.  Examples of goals in existing multiracial churches are evangelism, neighborhood outreach, or dealing with structural sins and social justice.  But even after a goal is chosen, the congregation must buy into it and must believe that becoming a multiracial church is important to that goal.  Then they have to be convinced to work toward the goal and becoming and sustaining themselves as a multiracial church.  (Yancey, 99-107)  According to Rhodes, if a church focuses only on its own comfort level it will not have a mission.  Mission always involves change in the church, the people, and others. (Rhodes, 41)  Emerson says that “within these congregations, very different peoples voluntarily come together for common goals.” (Emerson, 165)  All of the books that I read talked about the importance of a unifying goal for a multiracial church.
The fourth principle is intentionality. It takes work to create and maintain a multiracial congregation.  Deliberate steps are required to produce an atmosphere that is conducive to attracting people of other races.  The social trends of our society are very powerfully geared toward maintaining racial segregation, so it will take intentional steps to create a multiracial church.  Members must actively pursue those races that are not in the majority in this congregation.  One pastor said that if he had to start over again, he would seek out a racially diverse group of people to commit to the church for a certain period of time.  Multiracial churches that have the principle of intentionality are larger and more likely to grow that those who don’t.   (Yancey, 109-112)
Ortiz says that if an existing homogeneous church wants to transition to a multiracial church, then the congregation must be prepared.  First he suggests that the community surrounding the church be studied.  This information should be shared, not only with the leaders, but the entire congregation.  The congregation needs to stop denying that things are changing around it.  It is also valuable to remind them that the property belongs to God.  They need to listen to the voice of God and attempt to discover the needs of those outside of the church.  Perhaps portions of the church might study justice and multiethnicity in the Bible.  The leaders might want to remind the church of the history of the denomination.  For example in a United Methodist Church, the leaders might remind their congregation that John Wesley was always considering the needs of the poor and marginalized. (Ortiz, 119-125)

Class is more divisive in a congregation than race, according to Rhodes.  He has seen many class distinctions affect his congregation, such as whether you come from the city or the country, how much education you have, whether you are professional or a manual laborer, the shade of your skin, your regional accent, your family’s connections, and how well you know English. (Rhodes, 168-170)

The fifth principle is personal skills.  The church leader must develop relational skills to handle the interpersonal needs and conflicts that will come up in the ministry of a multiracial church.  The pastor must be sensitive to the different needs that diverse people will bring to the church.  First they must be able to handle criticism caused by changes.  The leader must also be able to adjust to various cultures and customs that new racial groups will bring to the church.  It is important to note that European Americans are more ignorant about the cultures of racial minorities than vice versa.  The pastor must also have patience since the congregation will most likely fail often as it tries to learn racial tolerance.  The leader should also know how to empower the laity to handle the challenges that come with being a multiracial congregation.  Finally, the pastor needs to learn how to relate to members of other races.  One of the best ways to achieve this is by talking with church members of other races. (Yancey, 120-126)  
The sixth principle is location.  White flight, the phenomenon of white Americans moving to the suburbs, is insulting to people of color.  And predominantly white Christian churches frequently followed the white members of their congregation to the suburbs.  These churches are in effect rejecting racial minorities.  Thus it will be difficult for churches that move to the suburbs to become multiracial.  Surveys find that most of the megachurches in the suburbs have a few people of color but are usually made up of more than 90 percent whites.  The good news, however, is that several predominantly white churches chose not to move to the suburbs so that they could minister to the racial minorities moving into the neighborhood.  Most multiracial churches are in minority or multiracial neighborhoods.  Some churches have started multiracial ministries in the inner city that subsequently turned into multiracial churches.  Others have actually moved the entire congregation into the inner city in order to become multiracial.  The potential of becoming multiracial may be limited by the racial makeup of the neighborhood in which a church is located.  Those responsible for locating new church starts should consider this when they are choosing locations for new churches. (Yancey, 130-137)  If those in the church structure who set up church starts were focused on multiracial churches, fewer church starts would be in the newest suburb springing up on the edge of town.
The seventh principle is adaptability.  It is important to anticipate the changes which may occur when becoming a multiracial congregation and prepare for them, if possible.  The church should be prepared to adapt to new races as they come in order to keep them in the congregation.  For example, if new immigrants are attending that have a limited knowledge of English, the church might consider providing translation services.  Also, the signs, programs, and décor might include the second language, as well as English, to make the newcomers feel more comfortable.  Interracial couples and interracial dating among teens may also be an issue that the church will have to deal with.  Having multiracial leadership in the church will also help by anticipating problems that might occur with different racial groups.  (Yancey, 139-150) Most pastors in the multiracial congregations interviewed by Emerson said that their congregation had more conflict and difficulties because it is a multiracial congregation.  (Emerson, 146)  Trying to anticipate problems may help this situation.  In the midst of the diversity of race, culture, class, gender, language, and education in a multiracial congregation, we have to figure out what we have in common.  The thing that will unite us and make us whole is our salvation in Jesus Christ. (Rhodes, 162)  
There are many misunderstandings that arise in a multiracial church.  For example, Rhodes describes the issues he has seen in his congregation surrounding how to greet each other.  Someone from Bolivia usually wants to greet others with a hug.  A proper Filipino greeting between males is a handshake.  In Latin America a typical greeting is a kiss on the cheek.  The Koreans usually bow to greet one another.  Thus passing the peace can be very interesting in a multiracial church and something as simple as saying hello can become a complicated matter. (Rhodes, 165-167)  Rhodes says that there are few true insiders in a multiracial congregation to welcome everyone in.  So it becomes the responsibility of each person in the congregation to welcome, include, and get to know everyone else. (Rhodes, 164)

Ortiz lists steps that a church can take to move toward becoming a multiracial church.  Most of these are similar to Yancey’s principles, but he also recommends that a church deliberately determine how to resolve conflicts.  To do this, he suggests the following steps.  First, involve the pastor in the first stages of conflict resolution.  The pastor should be trained to tell the difference between cultural conflict and personal conflict.  The church should understand that cultural and personal conflicts are found in all congregations.  Opportunities should be given for the church to share its concerns openly, perhaps beginning in small homogeneous groups and moving to a larger heterogeneous group.  Members of local ministries that have had experience with diversity should be brought in to help.  And finally, small groups that are multiracial should be formed. (Ortiz, 135-137)  Small groups are a good way to create interaction between the races.  For example, one church created “Dinners of 8” in which racially mixed groups of 8 people were created. These groups had dinner together once a month for four months.  Then new groups were formed.  These small groups allow friendships to develop across racial lines. (Emerson, 159)
Emerson also lists principles for a multiracial congregation.  Several of them have already been listed above, but he also includes the following.  Structures to ensure racial equality need to be built into the fabric of the church to make sure that outsiders come to feel like insiders.  Internal forums, education, and groups need to be formed to create a safe space for issues to be discussed.  The leaders need to be constantly making adjustments with the larger goal in mind.  And finally, recognize that people are at different places and we need to help them move forward one step at a time. (Emerson, 171)

Why would Hispanics want to join a multiracial church?  Nearly 90 percent of Hispanics worldwide are Roman Catholic and over 80 percent in the United States are Catholic.  Their Catholic past has significant influence on Hispanics, even those that are Protestant.  Taking into account the Spanish, Nordic, and Amerindian religious influences, the faith of the Hispanics has very distinctive practices.  It is often more devotional and communitarian, with emphasis place on “popular” religion, as well.  Their faith is affected by the history of slavery, oppression, poverty and suffering of their people.  Because of this, many Hispanic theologians believe that they must control their own worship in the United States to avoid being swallowed up by the dominant culture.  Many fear that Hispanics will lose their own unique way of worshipping in a multiracial church. (DeYoung, 114-117)  However, the Hispanics, as mestizaje, are already a group of mixed humanity.  Cultures are always changing.  The beauty and power of culture are realized when they are shared and lived with people raised in different cultures.  A true multiracial church involves people coming together to worship, learn, and care for one another. (137-139) The culture of each race will not be erased, but celebrated.

Within any religious tradition Hispanics born in the United States are much more likely to be in interracial congregations (where their racial group is not 80 percent or more) than foreign born Hispanics.  In fact, 50 percent of US-born Hispanics are in multiracial congregations.  Emerson suggests that the growth of multiracial congregations will be driven by immigrants and their future generations. (Emerson, 87)  This is a positive note for the future of multiracial congregations, considering the number of Hispanics in the United States and their growing population.  Also, for 27 percent of Hispanics their circle of friends becomes more racially diverse after joining a multiracial church. (Emerson 102)
Since many of the new immigrants to the United States are Hispanic, I was interested in how the immigration situation was affected by multiracial churches.  Rhodes believes that the United States is a lot less hospitable then even a year ago (this book was written in 1998), toward international neighbors who come to this country to make their home here.  (Rhodes, 15) I believe that it is even worse now than it was in 1998.  Rhodes lists three stages that immigrants go through as they assimilate into the culture of the United States.  The preliminary stage is a stage of exploration.  During this stage, immigrants may be treated with extreme politeness by those in the host culture.  The next stage, the transitional stage, is when the immigrant no longer feels like an honored guest.  They have to learn to be flexible and be committed.  Some immigrants get stuck in this stage.  During the last stage, incorporation, the immigrant feels fully accepted and integrated into the culture. (Rhodes, 191)  Multicultural churches can help immigrants adjust to the United States and move into this incorporation stage.  For example, many churches offer classes in English or help immigrants with legal problems.  The community of the church may help them learn about the culture also.  And gaining racially diverse friends may give them access to new jobs or other opportunities.  Most importantly, I believe that a multicultural church may provide an accepting, loving community, helping to ease the loneliness that many immigrants feel.
One of the conflicts which often emerges in multiracial congregations containing Hispanic and white members, revolves around time.  Whites are seen as being very rigid about time, while Hispanics are seen as not taking it seriously.  A Latino youth was taken to task by a white Sunday school teacher for constantly being late.  The youth told him that being on time all the time in their culture meant you were thinking that you are very important and have to be there for things to work.  This isn’t a very Christian trait.  Obviously, these issues are a matter of perspective and those in a multiracial church need to learn to understand each others perspective.
Emerson says “Within a nation, equality will not be achieved, injustices will never fully be faced, and healing will not take place until diverse peoples can live with each other, in the same spaces.” (Emerson, 172)  Multiracial churches are a stepping stone to our living together in peace.  It is my belief that as Christians, we are all called to yearn for and strive toward the reign of God.  We are to do all that we can to provide equality for all human beings, so that everyone has enough food to eat, enough clothes to wear, a home to live in, equal educational opportunities, and the chance to work in any job that they choose.  I believe that multiracial churches are a part of moving toward this reign.  “Multicultural congregations are not God’s kingdom come on earth, but they are the foretaste of that kingdom.” (Rhodes, 223)  Ortiz concurs, saying that the multiracial church provides us with a “window into the coming kingdom of God, where diverse groups will be gathered in one place, singing praises to the Lord in the end times.” (Ortiz, 23) For me, this is what makes creating multiracial churches worth the effort, because they are a glimpse of the coming reign of God.

Why do we want to leave our comfortable homogeneous churches?  Because God loves us and trusts us to work for love.  The walls that separate people can come down if we open our hearts to this vulnerable God.  God calls us to be open to others.  Are we willing to open our hearts to those who are different from us? (Vanier, 61-62)
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