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The roots of the heretical belief we call racism began in fifteen-century Iberia near the 

conclusion of the holy wars of the Reconquista. The victory brought large Muslim and Jewish 
populations under the rule of Christian princes. For various reasons, many Muslims and Jews 
converted to Catholicism, including genuine conversion, threats of violence, social pressure, and 
a desire to advance in society by adopting the religion of the new overlords. The converted were 
denoted by former religious adherence, either conversos, former Jews or moriscos, former Muslims. 
However, animosity influenced by the legacy of warfare and resentment of the upper-class 
position as professionals and courtiers occupied by many converted created an obsessive fixation 
on the truth of their adherence to the Catholic faith. In practice, many "old Christian" Spaniards 
did not want to treat the converted as fellow Christians, even if the affected families had been 
apparent practicing Christians for generations. Known as the Limpieza de sangre, the Spanish 
judged an individual's status in the community of the Church based on their ancestry. That 
individual's confession of faith was insufficient. This was heresy, plain and simple, and was 
opposed by the Church authorities at the time. The heresy persisted in individual and state bias 
against the converted, eventually becoming part of Spanish law in the sixteenth-century. This 
was the beginning of racism, the belief that one's ancestry could impede one's acceptance as a 
Christian or invalidate requirements that other Christians treat you as a brother or sister in the 
faith. 
 

Approximately fifty years after the Limpieza de sangre became prevalent in the Spanish 
lands, the Genoese sailor Christopher Columbus got lost on the way to Asia and landed in the 
New World. Quickly the Spanish explorers found that they had a technological edge over the 
Caribs and Amerindians. They immediately set about violating the Spanish government's 
instructions and began to oppress the people they encountered. The Church was interested in 
converting the newly discovered population. Still, the Great Commission conflicted with the 
avarice of Columbus and the successive conquistadors. Word of the atrocities and fake attempts 
at missionary work made their way to Spain and eventually Rome via Bartolome de las Casas 
and other priests who complained against the atrocities. Simultaneously the Portuguese began 
acquiring slaves from Africa, often from Muslim slave traders. This curiously occurred when 
slavery had practically disappeared from Christian Europe due to the efforts of the Church to 
equate Christianity with freedom and the prohibition on Christians enslaving fellow Christians. 
At the beginning of the sixteenth century, the Portuguese and Spanish created systems of 
oppression that depended on exploiting non-believers and deliberately preventing them from 
hearing the Gospel. Eventually, Pope Paul III condemned the system of exploitation in his bull 
Sublimis Deus in 1537: 
 

To all faithful Christians to whom this writing may come, health in Christ our Lord and the apostolic 
benediction. 
 
The sublime God so loved the human race that He created man in such wise that he might 
participate, not only in the good that other creatures enjoy, but endowed him with capacity to attain 
to the inaccessible and invisible Supreme Good and behold it face to face; and since man, according to 
the testimony of the sacred scriptures, has been created to enjoy eternal life and happiness, which none 
may obtain save through faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, it is necessary that he should possess the 



nature and faculties enabling him to receive that faith; and that whoever is thus endowed should be 
capable of receiving that same faith. Nor is it credible that any one should possess so little 
understanding as to desire the faith and yet be destitute of the most necessary faculty to enable him to 
receive it. Hence Christ, who is the Truth itself, that has never failed and can never fail, said to the 
preachers of the faith whom He chose for that office 'Go ye and teach all nations.' He said all, without 
exception, for all are capable of receiving the doctrines of the faith. 
 
The enemy of the human race, who opposes all good deeds in order to bring men to destruction, 
beholding and envying this, invented a means never before heard of, by which he might hinder the 
preaching of God's word of Salvation to the people: he inspired his satellites who, to please him, have 
not hesitated to publish abroad that the Indians of the West and the South, and other people of whom 
We have recent knowledge should be treated as dumb brutes created for our service, pretending 
that they are incapable of receiving the Catholic Faith. 
 
We, who, though unworthy, exercise on earth the power of our Lord and seek with all our might to 
bring those sheep of His flock who are outside into the fold committed to our charge, consider, 
however, that the Indians are truly men and that they are not only capable of understanding the 
Catholic Faith but, according to our information, they desire exceedingly to receive it. Desiring to 
provide ample remedy for these evils, We define and declare by these Our letters, or by any translation 
thereof signed by any notary public and sealed with the seal of any ecclesiastical dignitary, to which 
the same credit shall be given as to the originals, that, notwithstanding whatever may have been or 
may be said to the contrary, the said Indians and all other people who may later be 
discovered by Christians, are by no means to be deprived of their liberty or the 
possession of their property, even though they be outside the faith of Jesus Christ; and 
that they may and should, freely and legitimately, enjoy their liberty and the possession of their 
property; nor should they be in any way enslaved; should the contrary happen, it shall be null and 
have no effect.  
 
By virtue of Our apostolic authority We define and declare by these present letters, or by any 
translation thereof signed by any notary public and sealed with the seal of any ecclesiastical dignitary, 
which shall thus command the same obedience as the originals, that the said Indians and other peoples 
should be converted to the faith of Jesus Christ by preaching the word of God and by the example of 
good and holy living. (Emphasis mine) 

 
Unfortunately, a papal denunciation was insufficient to end the matter. The wealth of the 

New World and the value of slave labor overrode obedience to Rome or the Gospel. When the 
English came to the New World, they at first avoided the sins of the Spanish. Still, soon they fell 
into the same anti-missional racist behavior, and for the same reason: avarice. Rather than 
recount the long history of abolitionism, the Civil War, Jim Crow, Indian Removal, or 
Residential Schools, it suffices to acknowledge that Canadian and American culture interprets 
justice, rights, and dignity in light of the long history of racism. Reaction to the Second World 
War against Nazi Germany and the Holocaust made overt racism taboo in polite society. 
Eventually, the Civil Rights movement challenged the purported moral superiority of the US, 
and this had trickled down effects on the West. The hypocrisy and oppression sustained by 
traditional White culture in North America were exposed, leaving the entire culture open to 
challenge and opprobrium.  

 
In the twentieth-first century, categories of identity, and the language of fairness are 

understood in light of this racist history. This has immense consequences for the moral world 
view of these societies. Legal and political notions of equality and discrimination exist in context. 
Therefore, Christian ministers must be aware of how society's presuppositions about what it 



means to be good and be seen as good emerge from this history and against a particular heretical 
form of Christianity. Law and politics in North America developed in tandem with open systems 
of horrific oppression, which were called "Christian" and practiced by people who called 
themselves Christian. Even apparently unrelated political and social movements exist in 
conversation with this past. That this happened is indisputable, but what this means is 
complicated. The legacy of the non-European Christians is often not seen as the history of 
Christianity in the Americas but as the history of the oppressed in the Americas. The history of the 
corrupt institutional church is seen as the history of the Church. While Christian privilege is an 
assumed part of the cultural memory, the destruction of the churches of minority Christians is 
overlooked. The murder of their congregants is not called martyrdom. Likewise, the violence 
done to White Christians who resisted the systems of oppression is obscured. In both cases, 
shared memory leads us to think of these various Christians as members of a racial group first 
rather than as Christians first. Racism and the tolerance or embrace of racism by Christians in 
North America caused the hyphenation of Christian identity above and beyond the theological 
differences between sects. The partnership of Christian officialdom with oppression in the past is 
used to justify dechristianization today. Anglicans today did not create this situation; we all 
inherited the problem; it is centuries old. How can we respond to our present age?  
 

First, Anglicans should seek to be good neighbors and see neighboring as part of their 
social witness. Loving our neighbor and especially our fellow Christians can be the evidence that 
we are Christ's disciples. The fact is that for most of Christian history in North America, the lack 
of cross-cultural neighborly love has been evident and ubiquitous. Second, we must maintain a 
clear understanding of the mission in Matthew 28: "Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching 
them to observe all that I have commanded you." Preaching the Gospel is a command, not an 
option. And finally, the leaders of the Church have a duty and responsibility to uphold 
orthodoxy, recognizing that from the beginning, racial ideology was an excuse for licentiousness 
and avarice; it was a license to sin. Consider that in St. Augustine, in his work De utilitate credendi 
wrote  
 

"…forasmuch as he, in my opinion, is a heretic, who, for the sake of some temporal advantage, and 
chiefly for the sake of his own glory and pre-eminence, either gives birth to, or follows false and new 
opinions; but he, who trusts men of this kind, is a man deceived by a certain imagination of truth and 
piety."  

 
And Aquinas that in the Summa Theologiae 

 "because, though he intends to assent to Christ, yet he fails in his choice of those things wherein he 
assents to Christ, because he chooses not what Christ really taught, but the suggestions of his own 
mind. Therefore heresy is a species of unbelief, belonging to those who profess the Christian faith, but 
corrupt its dogmas." 
 

Thus for a Christian to embrace racism is to embrace heresy. Therefore the argument is not 
between different ethnicity or "races" but between orthodoxy "all have sinned and fallen short of 
the glory of God" and heresy "one sinner is superior to another sinner by virtue of ancestry, 
blood or skin." 
 

If racism is heresy, then Christians are to be the most against it. If racism is practiced by 
non-Christians, then Christians are to see it as an injustice to be opposed as part of our work to 



love our neighbors. Rather than propose a one size fits all approach, I recommend that 
Christians approach these issues first from the position of the Gospel and use prudential 
judgment in how they oppose racism; in the same way, Christians oppose other social ills that 
have had a disproportionate impact on the witness of the Church. Any secular tool can have 
uses, abuses, or no utility for a believer. We should not be distracted from our witnesses by 
objections raised against this or that tool of analysis. Rather, Christian "anti-racism" comes from 
Christian antagonism to heresy and fidelity to Christ. Regarding making amends, I have seen 
discomfort regarding whether repentance can be corporate or solely individual. I leave that to the 
discernment of the spiritual authorities of the Province. I will however end with a word from our 
Anglican heritage. In AD1672 Anthony Sparrow Bishop of Exeter, and later Bishop of Norwich 
wrote the following regarding the book of Common Prayer’s call to repentance in his work A 
rationale upon the Book of common prayer of the Church of England: 

 
After the Priest hath pronounced the Absolution, the Church seasonably prayes, Wherefore we beseech him 
to grant us true repentance, and his holy spirit, &c. For as repentance is a necessary disposition to pardon, 
so as that neither God will, nor man can absolve those that are impenitent; So is it in some parts of it, a 
necessary consequent of pardon; and he that is pardoned, ought still to repent, as he that seeks a pardon. 
Repentance, say Divines, out to be continual. For whereas Repentance consists of three parts, as the 
Church teaches us in the Commination. 1. Contrition or lamenting of our sinful lives. 2. Knowledging and 
confessing our sins. 3. An endeavour to bring forth fruits worthy of penance, which the Ancients call 
satisfaction; Two of these, Contrition and Satisfaction, are requisite after pardon. 

 
Let our witness be to bring forth satisfaction that is pleasing to God even when it is displeasing to 
the World.  
 
Albert R. Thompson Jr.  
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